
 

The longer days will soon be upon us when we will be resuming our summer pro-

gramme.  Once again, I want to thank everyone for their fantastic support related to 

the Newsletter. I have received a large number of articles for this edition and it has 

been impossible to include them all and therefore they will be published next time. I 

hope you enjoy this Newsletter as much as I enjoyed putting it together.  

Since it is our 100th issue, I am going to hand over the front page to Jan, our presi-

dent who works tirelessly for the Natural History Section, to tell us about the history of 

the Newsletter.  

Celebrating the100th issue of the Newsletter: Jan Dawson 

The first number of the Natural History Newsletter was brought out and edited in 

spring 1963 by Ian Evans, who had arrived in Leicester in 1959 as the then Assistant 

Keeper of Biology at the New Walk Museum.  Dynamic and with a strong commit-

ment to community service, he set about promoting the relevance of the Museums 

Service within the local natural history scene. 

At that time, the Botany and Zoology Sections were the only two Sections of the 

Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society dealing with natural history.  A third, the 

very popular Ornithological Section had split off from the Parent Body in 1946 as a 

society in its own right.  In 1962, Ian suggested the two biological sections should 

amalgamate as the Natural History Section and the following year inaugurated the 

first Newsletter.   Based on the example of the Loughborough Naturalists’ Club 

magazine “Heritage”, it would deal largely with classified systematic records but it 

was also to act as a means of communication between members and other local 

naturalists.  It would be issued quarterly and the new Natural History Section’s em-

blem of a badger’s head illustrated the first cover.  So the Newsletter started off 

chiefly as a method of collating records to get some idea of the status and distribu-

tion of plants and animals throughout the county, with the aim of seeing how this 

might change over time. The winter of 1962 had been brutal, only too clearly demon-

strating the important effect that the weather had on the wildlife and by the third issue 

Hilda Gawadi had been persuaded to write up detailed weather reports, which were 

maintained until 1966. 

By 1965, Ian was becoming increasingly involved with conservation work.  Issues 11 

and 12, notable for a survey of hedgerows were combined and also issues 13 to 16, 

in which a survey of garden birds had been set up.  The results were given in issue 

17 and it is intriguing to find here an early record of overwintering blackcaps, possibly 

as a result of the new interest in feeding garden birds throughout the winter.  The 

Newsletter then folded till the spring of 1974 when the then Chairman Lang Lewis 
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decided to revive it. There were to be only two issues a 

year in the spring and autumn and the Newsletter would 

no longer have a section devoted to systematic records.   

Members were encouraged rather to contribute personal 

anecdotes and observations, in addition to the reports of 

local surveys and research.  At this time the Biology Sec-

tion of the Museum was setting up a separate Ecology 

Unit and Records Centre and possibly it was felt that that 

side of the Newsletter’s remit was being handled profes-

sionally, ensuring a direct feed into the planning process. 

In spring 1975 the Newsletter went metric on A4 and 

Lang was already appealing for someone to provide de-

tailed weather reports, commenting the while in his edito-

rials.  In 1981, Harry Gabbitas stood in as acting editor, 

leaving Lang to write the weather reports himself, main-

taining this until 1989, when the job was taken over by 

Jim Venables.  In 1995, Jim was succeeded by Dorothy 

Phillips who maintained this important tradition until 2007.  

But since then, in spite of appeals, this aspect of the 

Newsletter was not covered until 2014, when Tim Harts-

horne gallantly stepped into the breach.  And there is no 

doubt that, particularly in this time of climate change, this 

is an area we should try to keep our eye on. 

In 1982, Harry handed over to Doreen Thompson who 

did a sterling job as editor until illness forced her resigna-

tion in 2005.  In spring 1999 we get the first photo repro-

duced in the Newsletter – of our fungus foray on Beacon 

Hill and in autumn 2000, we have another of an owl pellet 

consisting of an entire digested mole!  That issue also 

had a Millennium face-lift of new green covers and a bold 

front cover design by Maurice Heighway.  A third photo, 

of a coelacanth, illustrated a book review in the spring 

2001 issue but the reproduction of the Newsletter by pho-

tocopying, while cheap and adequate for text, was fairly 

disastrous for photographs.  It was not till Maggie 

Frankum took over as editor in 2006 that determined ef-

forts were made to incorporate them in the Newsletter.  

The layout was altered to two columns per page to en-

sure no waste of space and the use of digital photo-

graphs meant that adjustments could be made before 

their incorporation into the computer file and its subse-

quent printing.  But it was a tricky business and the final 

photocopied result was still disappointing. 

Maggie resigned at our AGM in spring 2014 and we were 

very grateful to new member Pouran Khodabakhsh who 

offered her services.  At this point the Committee decided 

the Newsletter should be reproduced digitally, ensuring 

better definition – and we could have colour photos!  Pho-

tographers were now happier to contribute and, as the 

Section membership includes an enviable selection of 

exceptional wildlife photographers, we now have a very 

attractive Newsletter. 

So much for the actual production of the Newsletter and 

the stalwart Section members who made it happen.   The 

all-important content is enormously variable, informative 

and fascinating.  Areas covered include formal surveys, 

locally based or on behalf of national institutions, informal 

reports of members’ local patches and specialist inter-

ests, write-ups of winter meetings and summer field trips 

throughout Leicestershire and Rutland and in the 1970s 

and 80s, of out-of-county excursions and weekends away 

– even of holidays abroad.  Ian Evans, now retired to As-

synt in Scotland – nearly abroad! —has contributed inter-

esting reports of wildlife from the far northwest on and off 

since 1993. 

Any selection must be invidious but among formal sur-

veys of particular importance we may include the Field-by

-Field Survey organised by Ian at the Museum and the 

Phenological Survey initiated by the British Naturalists’ 

Association.  The Field-by-Field Survey of land use 

throughout the county was set up in the late 1960s – al-

though the idea had been proposed by a member of the 

then Botany Section in the early 1900s!   Areas of possi-

ble natural history interest were to be marked up on 6″ 

maps and specialists then detailed off to evaluate them.   

Many such areas became Sites of Special Scientific Inter-

est, even National Nature Reserves and were given statu-

tory protection, while others were purchased by the Wild-

life Trust, all ensuring sympathetic management. 

In 1974, Alan Morton, our then Secretary, introduced the 

Phenological Survey to the Section.  Members were 

asked to note the timing of such events as the flowering 

of particular plants, the spawning of amphibians, the arri-

val and departure of migrant birds, etc, all in relation to 

the weather.  Analyses of the survey forms were written 

up by Alan for three years until he left the county, when 

Duncan McNeil and Frank Clark undertook the job.  But in 

1982, the survey forms become more complicated and 

the Sections’ enthusiasm waned. 

Other Section surveys have covered Leicestershire am-

phibians, fresh-water life at Foxton Locks, and as the new 

reservoir was filling, at Rutland Water.  There are News-

letter reports on the wildlife value of the disused Gran-

tham Canal, then under threat of restoration, of the 

Aylestone Meadows and the three areas of NE Leicester-
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shire for which new coalmines were being proposed.  In 

2004, Dorothy Phillips organised Section members to as-

sist the Wildlife Trust in recording on their reserves and 

most recently Jan Dawson suggested the Section check 

out the Welford Road Cemetery.  This report, with manage-

ment recommendations, was sent to the Council in 2011. 

Over the years, naturalists have emphasised the value of a 

long-term study of a particular patch and several members 

have adopted this approach.  For some 15 years, Edith 

Hesselgreaves, one of the 1988 Flora recorders, reported 

on the wildlife, especially the plants of her home parish of 

Groby, while Harold Godsmark did the same for Shearsby, 

concentrating in his case on the butterflies and moths, 

which he trapped in his garden.   Les Jones reported long-

term from his garden in Kirby Muxloe and Ray Morris fol-

lowed suit from his gardens in Barwell and then, in a com-

pletely different habitat, in Dadlington.  For both members, 

insects and particularly moths were their chief interest.   

Jean Cooper’s annual round-ups included many records 

from her gardens in Stoneygate and later in Oadby, while 

Maggie Frankum in her editorials followed the year’s hap-

penings in her especially wildlife-friendly garden in Knigh-

ton.  Howard Bradshaw, touring Leicester and its surrounds 

on his trusty bike, also commented on the wildlife to be 

found in the city – Spinney Hill Park, the Great Central Way 

and his garden in Abney Street. 

But the longest investigation of a local patch is that of Sec-

tion member Jenny Owen who, making use of every kind of 

trapping method, recorded all aspects of the wildlife in her 

garden in Humberstone.  New species were discovered for 

the county – even for Britain – and this remarkable re-

search was published first at the end of 15 years, setting 

base-line data and again after 30 years, to assess 

changes, with interim contributions to the Newsletter. 

Alternatively, we are fortunate in that several Section mem-

bers have developed an expert interest in particular groups 

of plants and animals and have provided the Newsletter 

with articles, keeping the membership abreast with current 

research.  Many act as present-day County Recorders for 

the Leicestershire and Rutland Environmental Records 

Centre, now housed at County Hall. 

Among fungus specialists in the early years, we had Doro-

thy Fieldhouse, a noted mycologist, to rely on and since the 

1990s, Richard Iliffe has reported on the annual Section 

fungus forays with the Leicestershire Fungus Study Group, 

formed at that time. 

Tony Fletcher first introduced the Section to lichens 

but, more recently, it has been Ivan Pedley who has 

encouraged members to tackle these difficult organ-

isms, half fungus, half alga, but now recognised as 

important indicators of air quality. 

Phil Lucas was the Section’s fern expert early on but 

vascular plants have always had a strong following, 

Edith Hesselgreaves, already mentioned, Steve 

Woodward, Ian Evans and his wife Pat, one of the 

authors of the 1988 Flora and, most recently, mem-

bers who are also members of the Botanical Society 

of the British Isles.  On 29th December 2013, Section 

members were enrolled in a competitive B.S.B.I. Na-

tional ‘New Year’s Plant Hunt’ to see how many wild 

plants could be found in flower in three hours, within a 

mile radius of Leicester’s clock tower.  The total, of 

72, written up in the Newsletter, was a revelation and 

the highest in the land! 

Insects of all groups have been popular with special-

ists, none more so than the Lepidoptera.  Harold 

Godsmark, Les Jones and Ray Morris have already 

been mentioned and more recently Ivan Pedley and 

John Tinning have been sharing the thrill of moth trap-

ping with us.  Hoverflies have been reviewed by John 

Kramer, dragonflies along the Ashby Canal by F.T. 

Smith and bumblebees by Maggie Frankum, while 

Helen Ikin and Steve Woodward between them are 

covering a wide range of the lesser known insect 

groups and other invertebrates.   Frank Clark and 

Duncan McNeil collaborated in a 1976 survey of the 

flea species living in house martin nests and Les 

Jones and, more recently Maggie Frankum, have re-

searched the various organisms which stimulate the 

production of galls – those curious overgrowths by 

plants in response to attack, usually by insects laying 

eggs into their tissues, with their larvae feeding on the 

resulting swelling.   Maggie and Roy, indeed, have the 

honour of a new species named after them, a midge 

Janetiella frankumi, which galls burnet rose stems. 

Many Section members are excellent ornithologists 

and observations crop up throughout the Newsletters.   

But in the early days it was Duncan McNeil who was 

the Section’s bird correspondent, providing articles on 

park gulls, the birding value of the Birstall Pits, the 

effect of the loss of elms due to Dutch Elm Disease 

on nesting crows and a 10-part series on the kestrel 

from 1973. 

Celebrating the 100th issue of the Newsletter continued  
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Mammals usually appear in Section Newsletters as casual 

sightings.  Many are nocturnal and difficult to identify but 

Doreen Thompson made a particular study of hedgehogs in 

and around her garden in Cosby and Eric Wheeler investi-

gated those in Knighton Park, Leicester, both recording 

significant declines in numbers.  Interest in bats grew enor-

mously after these endangered mammals and their roosts 

were given legal protection in the Wildlife and Countryside 

Act of 1981.  A local Bat Group was formed with Jan Daw-

son, Val Hennessy, Maggie Frankum and Jenny Harris all 

acting as group co-ordinators and several articles made 

their way into the Newsletter recounting their exploits as 

Natural England bat wardens.  

But it is members’ observations and anecdotes that make 

the Newsletter such an intriguing read.  They cover every-

thing – early records of corncrake and quail, amorous ad-

ders, the content of gamekeepers’ gibbets, badgers and the 

1973 Act, urban foxes, “water bears”, brook lampreys 

breeding in the River Lin, sponsored bird watches, munt-

jacs feeding on roses in people’s gardens, even an extraor-

dinary albino, neotenic  smooth newt!  This last was one of 

the enquiries Jan Dawson dealt with in her work at the Mu-

seum and from 1974 - 86 her “Museum Notes” covered the 

enquiries and the notable records and specimens taken in 

by the Biology Section during those years.  The polecat run 

over on the A5 in 1995 is an interesting example – the first 

record for some 100 years, since gamekeeping had exter-

minated the species locally and myxamatosis had held up 

its return by removing a favoured prey item. 

So, it is from the totality of the Newsletters’ contents that 

we get such a wide-ranging and informative overview of the 

wildlife of Leicestershire and Rutland during the last 52 

years.  As a result of habitat destruction, intensive agricul-

ture with the use of herbicides and insecticides, increasing 

urban development, disturbance and pollution, the outlook 

has appeared fairly negative.   There has been significant 

loss of arable weeds and insects, the farmland birds and 

the bats, which feed on, them and, higher up the food 

chain, the top predators.  And that, for sure, is not the 

whole of it.  We know so little of the invertebrates. 

But there has been increased protection for wildlife sites, 

for plants, birds and mammals, a good deal of positive edu-

cation, excellent identification guides available as books or 

on the internet and important advances in surveying tech-

niques. Some native species have made a comeback on 

their own – otters, as a result of cleaned up rivers, the pole-

cat, the raptors – Sparrowhawk, Buzzard and Peregrine 

and Raven, as a result of a ban on the most lethal of the 

pesticides.  Other iconic species have been given a 

helping hand with the ospreys being re-introduced to 

Rutland Water and red kites to north Northampton-

shire, now often observed over in the east. 

But there are other changes afoot to which the News-

letter also bears witness, climate change and the in-

troduction of alien species, many of which have 

proved disastrous by disturbing the existing ecologi-

cal equilibrium. 

With regard to climate change, many southerly spe-

cies have moved north into the Midlands, while sev-

eral Continental species have crossed the Channel.  

Among insects, gatekeeper and speckled wood but-

terflies and the green shieldbug have become much 

more common here while the wasp Dolichovespula 

media, the knopper-gall wasp and the tree bumble-

bee are all new colonists.  Less welcome Channel-

hoppers are the leaf-mining micromoth Cameraria 

ochridella, whose larvae wreck the appearance of our 

horse-chestnut trees, the blue-winged carpenter bee, 

known as a serious timber pest in France and the 

harlequin ladybird.  This large and successful species 

not only outcompetes our native ladybirds but actually 

preys on them.  Other indications of global warming 

include colonies of buff-tailed bumblebees active 

throughout the winter because they can now find suf-

ficient flowers to nectar from and several of our mi-

grant bird species staying put. 

Aliens have also arrived with imported goods, while 

some have been deliberately introduced.  Jan Daw-

son’s “Museum Notes” are full of stories of seriously 

poisonous spiders and exotic cockroaches arriving 

with S. American bananas, especially when hurri-

canes in the W. Indies meant we went to the 

mainland for supplies.  They, thankfully, would have 

died out but with other space-invaders we have not 

been so lucky.  One of the more notorious here has 

probably been the American mink, brought in for fur-

farming but just released as fur fell out of fashion, 

leaving our native water vole at the mercy of a top 

predator very much at home in the water.  American 

crayfish, also introduced for farming, proved great 

escapees and carry a disease to which our native 

species succumbs, and the Dutch-elm fungus, which 

has destroyed one of our best-loved hedgerow trees, 

was brought in with timber incompletely barked, as 

required by UK law. 

Celebrating the 100th issue of the Newsletter continued  

Page 4 



 

Keeping tabs on such a dynamic scenario is a constant chal-

lenge and I wish to end his resume of the first 100  issues of 

the Natural History Section Newsletter with comments from 

an article by Dorothy Phillips in the spring issue of 2004, re-

viewing a 1998 publication of the Systematics Association.  

This pinpointed the disturbing loss of professional taxono-

mists to process the new information available and to train up 

new workers. Some interesting statistics were quoted for 

1995 – some 60M species records for the UK (42% birds, 

14% vascular plants), of which 70% had been collected by 

volunteer recorders and only 2% by the statutory conserva-

tion agencies.  Little has changed since that time and 

this is surely a resounding endorsement of the work of 

amateur naturalists such as Section members! 

NB   Complete runs of the Natural History Section 

Newsletters may be found in the Biology Section li-

brary at the New Walk Museum and the local Records 

Office.  It is also planned to provide others for the 

L.R.E.R.C. at County Hall and the Barrow Museum 

stores.  Ray Morris has scanned a full set onto disc, 

which may be consulted for research purposes. 

Celebrating the 100th issue of the Newsletter continued  
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A Winter’s Tale : John Tinning 

Just before midday on December 12th, I parked right up 

against a huge patch of rough ground in East Leicester-

shire and looked around carefully. What appeared to have 

been a crop of mustard had been left to go to seed to pro-

vide food and cover for game birds. My attention had first 

been drawn by a large flock of small birds that rose and fell 

in rapid, bounding, flight, before dropping out of sight in the 

vegetation. The flock was restless and rarely settled in the 

same patch for more than a few moments before moving 

on. A fierce blustery wind was gusting in from the west rus-

tling the dry stems and it took me a few moments to locate 

the birds in a sea of waving vegetation through my binocu-

lars. The majority, perhaps one hundred and twenty birds, 

were Linnets, but they were accompanied by several Chaf-

finches and a lone Greenfinch. Clearly, there was a wealth 

of food available and the flock of finches were taking full 

advantage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time and time again, the Linnets rose in a twittering cloud, 

circled high against the wind and then fluttered down into 

the security of the crop. Winter flocks of finches were once 

a common feature of stack yards, fallows and hedgerows in 

Leicestershire, but modern farming methods have removed 

the grain spillages and weedy areas on which they thrived: 

I was watching a scene that is rare today. 

Suddenly, over an overgrown hedgerow to the east, 

a bird of prey materialised, raking low over the 

ridge: it was a glorious male Sparrowhawk, an im-

maculate study in red and steely blue-grey. Taking 

full advantage of the fierce westerly wind, he had 

abandoned his usual dashing hunting flight and was 

hovering with steady hovering wings just inches 

above the crop. His head moved from side to side 

searching for prey as he slowly moved downhill into 

the teeth of the gale. Occasionally he dropped be-

low the tops of the waving stems, only to rise again 

and move on. Once or twice he allowed his bright 

yellow legs and talons to hang below him as he lin-

gered over a promising spot. The Linnets remained 

in deep cover, fully aware of the threat. After what 

seemed like several minutes the Sparrowhawk 

moved off, but it was quite some time before the 

finches felt safe enough to resume feeding. I felt 

sure that the hawk would revisit such a favourable 

hunting ground and it was too good an opportunity 

to miss. Before dusk fell in the late afternoon, the 

Sparrowhawk made four further sorties in search of 

prey, but I did not see him make a kill. Weighing 

approximately 150 grams, an adult male Spar-

rowhawk probably needs to make a kill every three 

or four days to survive.  I wished him luck as I 

started for home. 

 



 

On 18 June I came across a large moth with its legs en-

tangled in a spider’s web in the greenhouse. It had laid 

large numbers of bright green eggs. I extricated it, but it 

seemed in no hurry to get away, so I kept it in a box over-

night intending to show to an entomologist friend.  It 

turned out to be an Eyed Hawk-moth, the first I had ever 

seen in my not inconsiderable life. The moth book, how-

ever, dismissed it as common - common that is to folk 

that run mercury vapour lamps - rather than to keen eyed 

naturalists!  The moth had laid even more eggs on the 

crushed tissue I had put in its box.  My partner had never 

raised a moth from a caterpillar before, so thought it 

might be an amusing and informative thing to do 

(especially as this species was particularly undemanding 

in terms of food plant) willow being readily available. The 

centimetre long larvae emerged more quickly than ex-

pected, green with yellow stripes and a prominent horn at 

the rear.   

As more and more hatched out I distributed them to all 

the adoptive parents that I could find. They quickly out-

grew their boxes and we put them in some large plastic 

sweet jars, with ventilation holes burnt around the bottom 

and muslin over the top. The demands of a large number 

of very hungry caterpillars meant increasingly regular 

visits to the local willow trees. It was at this point that we 

found a 1st instar Poplar Hawk-moth caterpillar trying to 

smuggle itself in on some of this willow. The interloper 

was rapidly returned to whence it came! 

Ensconced in their cages in our dining room, meal times 

were enlivened by the rattle of their droppings hitting the 

floor of the cage. Caterpillars would align their bodies 

with a new leaf and eat into so that the outline of the larva 

merged with that of the leaf. When food was short they 

would start wandering around looking for more.  Eventu-

ally the larger ones started wandering round even in the 

presence of food and also took on a grubby brown hue. 

This was the wandering phase prior to pupation. As Eyed 

Hawks pupate in soil, we put them on a large plant pot 

full of soil. It was an absolute revelation to see the cat-

erpillars burying themselves (no scuffling about) they 

just disappeared, head first into the soil with a few 

pauses when the part of the body under soil pulled 

down the next part by some sort of hydraulic process. 

They commenced pupation on 22 July - 34 days after 

oviposition. 

According to the literature the pupae would probably 

over-winter - but there was a chance that a second 

brood would hatch the same year. Six males emerged 

between 17 & 19 August and a female on the 23rd, the 

remainder will hopefully emerge next year.  After all the 

effort of rearing them, the least they could do was to 

pose for a photograph prior to release.  

The Eyed Hawk-moth may look spectacular when 

pinned or illustrated - in life, however, you only see the 

drab top wings unless they are threatened. With the 

newly emerged moth posed artfully on a convenient 

sunflower, Celia would do all she could to induce the 

threat posture (blowing was quite effective) whilst I took 

photos.  The moths would not fly during the day but 

were always gone by morning. 

On November 3, I was in the road outside the house 

when a brown object on the ground caught my eye, it 

was not as my companion thought a piece of dried dog 

mess, but the pupa of a Privet Hawk-moth. A friend, 

when informed of this said that he seen several lying on 

the ground under privet in his garden, this would seem 

to leave them in an extremely vulnerable situation for 

the winter. 

Coming across three different species of Hawk-moth in 

one year was certainly a personal best and made 2014 

most memorable in that aspect. 

2014 –  A good year for Hawk-moths: John Bailey 
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Toadlets on the march: Richard Iliffe 

and toads. The weather had been very warm, with 

recent rain, and the evenings concerned had been 

quite humid. 

A spell of hot dry weather followed and no toadlets 

were seen.  On 27th July on another warm humid eve-

ning after rain I caught toadlets at 10.15 and 10.45pm 

– both this time taking a more direct route, some 5 

metres shorter, through the kitchen-diner and also 

leading to patio doors overlooking the garden.  A third 

was caught in the lounge at 11.00pm, and a fourth, 

also in the lounge, was found under an armchair, but 

this one was very desiccated and was covered in car-

pet fluff so had obviously been in the house for some 

time. It was torpid and may not have survived, but all 

the others had been very lively, progressing with rapid 

small leaps and proving challenging to catch in a 

small plastic pot. 

That is almost the end of the saga, but I did catch oth-

ers on the evenings of 2nd August, 5th August, and a 

final one on 9th September – all in the lounge and 

heading very purposefully in a south-easterly direc-

tion, presumably towards the garden pond. 

Several questions arise; but the answers are far from 

obvious.  Why this year and never before?  Did the 

weather conditions stimulate the journeys?  Do these 

migrations only take place during the hours of dark-

ness?  Where were they coming from, and where 

were they heading?  They must have been on an in-

stinctive journey and my house just happened to 

block their route -  it is possible that many more  

moved successfully around the eastern and western 

sides of my house, or possibly travelled through 

neighbour’s properties.   I can see that juvenile toads 

may need to disperse from the pool where they 

hatched, but I don’t understand why my small garden 

pond should attract them – but there is no other water 

in that direction, and the gradient in my garden is 

slightly uphill, with no stream or other watercourse 

beyond.  Do they in fact radiate in all directions away 

from their hatching pool?  I wonder if the movements 

will happen again in 2015? 

I have lived in my present house in suburban Hinckley for the 

past thirty-five years.  I have always taken an interest in my 

local wildlife, keeping daily records anything worth noting in 

the garden and also inside the house, where the visitors are 

mostly insects, such as social wasps, moths, crane flies, 

hoverflies and bluebottles.  I have the usual incoming house 

spiders in late summer but I ignore these as they seem to go 

about their business and disappear somewhere, possibly 

hiding behind bookcases.  The exceptions are those that fall 

into the bath, which get ejected through the nearest window.  

I have resident Daddy-longlegs spiders (of which I am less 

tolerant than is Ivan Pedley - see last Newsletter). They have 

the annoying habit of festooning the tops of walls with their 

long dark web-strands.  I catch them and transfer them to the 

garage where they can feast on house spiders without trou-

bling me.   

One late evening this year; 18th of July to be precise, I was 

watching TV at about 11.30pm when a movement under-

neath an armchair in my lounge caught my eye.  I thought it 

was just a very large spider but closer examination revealed 

a tiny toad – less than 2cm. body length.  It was rather elu-

sive but eventually I was able to ‘pot’ it and release it into the 

garden.  The following evening at about the same time I 

caught another, again in the middle of my lounge heading in 

the direction of the garden, and a couple of hours later I was 

making an early morning cup of tea, hoping that it would help 

me to get back to sleep, when I found two more, this time in 

my entrance hall, both heading towards the open lounge 

door.  

By this time I was intrigued and was trying to work out just 

what was going on.  My house faces north-west, with an ad-

joining garage, and at the rear of the garage is a connecting 

door to the house which I leave open in summer to encour-

age air circulation.  The toadlets were apparently approach-

ing my house from that direction, and they could easily enter 

the garage as there is a significant gap beneath the door.  

They then had to negotiate 4 metres of concrete floor to the 

rear of the garage, climb a 10cm step, cross a 3 metre car-

peted lobby, then 6 metres of entrance hall to the lounge 

door, when they were faced with a further 7 metres of carpet 

towards closed patio doors, from which there is no possibility 

of escape.  It may be significant that my modest garden pond 

lies just outside these patio doors. 

On the north-west approach to my house there is drive-way, 

road and pavements, and a row of houses on the opposite 

side, with a large grassy paddock behind.  There is a large 

and deep flooded quarry  beyond the paddock, some 500 

metres away, and this may be a good breeding area for frogs 
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My kitchen window overlooks a large garden with mature 

trees (birch, cedar, pine and cherry) running on either side 

and views out to Charnwood Forest in the distance. Look-

ing out at it in all its seasons gives me a feeling of great 

enjoyment although, heavens knows, I do very little formal 

gardening and it has become merely an extension of Mar-

tinshaw Wood beyond the front garden and is treated as 

such by the wildlife that visits it. This feeling of peace and 

well-being is addictive and from whichever door I enter the 

kitchen inevitably I pause and survey what interests the 

garden has to offer. My great “abundance”, as the Greek 

philosopher would have it, are the bird feeders hanging 

from the trees—or rather the bird life which visits them. 

Last year was more than special in terms of both bird di-

versity and abundance and is the reason for this article. I 

will not bore you with describing the mundane; the usual 

finches and tits visit most of us who feed the birds, but I 

regularly recorded species which are less common as gar-

den birds and continue to do so. 

A pair of Jays are regular guests; I say a pair because 

they defer to each other so regularly that they must be 

mates. This is emphasised by the aggression they both 

show towards other Jays, which occasionally use the gar-

den. Initially the pair were commensals under the feeders 

(as are Wood Pigeons, Collared Doves, and numerous 

little-brown-jobs) picking up fallen fragments of nuts and 

seeds from the birds feeding above, but, after many deri-

sory efforts, one Jay has learned to hang on the feeders 

and bludgeon a few nuts until enough have fallen to make 

it worthwhile returning to terra firma and to hoover-up the 

pile, or rather whatever is left by its mate! Initially, the ac-

robatics were accompanied by so much flapping of wings 

and loss of feathers that it was debatable if, to paraphrase 

Mr Micawber, energy input was greater than energy ex-

penditure but now the technique has been mastered and a 

certain elegance in feeding is apparent. 

It is well known that vultures in Africa increase their 

chances of finding carrion by spreading out over vast ar-

eas but remaining in visual contact with each other. When 

one bird spirals down to a carcass the other birds respond 

to the movement and soar to join it at the feast. Something 

similar seems to be occurring in my garden because in-

variably the appearance of the Jays is followed soon after 

by a Carrion Crow (always the same one), and sometimes 

by a pair of Rooks which nest on the estate (having given 

up colonial living some years ago). This mutualistic re-

sponse of corvids to the feeding behaviour of other spe-

cies in directing their own foraging for food is not well 

documented.  

Magpies also sometimes appear and try their luck un-

der the feeders but I give them short shrift as experi-

ence has taught me that tolerating their presence en-

courages family groups of six or even seven to drop in 

during the breeding season, and no nest in the garden 

is safe from this marauding hoard. 

Of course a garden busy with bird life attracts predators 

and a Sparrow hawk has my garden on its list of “take-

aways”. Hanging the feeders well inside the canopy of 

trees has reduced the carnage but even so every day a 

small bird is inevitably plucked from a feeder. In spite of 

this I cannot help admiring the hawk’s speed and agility 

as it “jinks” between the trees and then rockets out of 

site leaving a “puff” of feathers behind. Should I ever be 

reincarnated as a bird my secret wish would be to be-

come a hawk; any hawk would do but preferably a 

Peregrine as I feel that I could fill this ecological niche 

with ease (the Peregrines in our local quarry seem to sit 

around sunning themselves for hours!) and if this is for-

bidden why then a Sparrow Hawk would be equally ac-

ceptable. 

The two species of Woodpeckers which visit me, the 

Green Woodpecker (“anting” on the lawn in the sum-

mer) and the Great Spotted on the feeders, are not 

troubled by the hawk, perhaps the size of their beaks is 

a deterrent, and certainly the way the latter bird makes 

wood chips fly as it hammers the wooden support of the 

bird table illustrates what a formidable weapon it pos-

sesses. The only time I have regretted its presence in 

the garden is for a few weeks last spring when it found 

an aluminium ladder reared up against a Cedar made a 

brilliant sounding board for its display call. The noise 

was deafening and persisted even when the ladder was 

lowered flat to the ground. Needless to say the 

neighbours were not amused; yet another black mark to 

add to my list of misdemeanours! 

Another visitor displaying unusual feeding behaviour is 

the Nuthatch. Two birds regularly use the feeders and 

they are very confiding allowing me to walk by a few 

metres away without alarm. Towards each other how-

ever no such familiarity is tolerated and they are fero-

ciously aggressive. The great interest to me is their 

“Not what we have, but what we enjoy, constitutes our abundance” Epicurus 

Ivan Pedley  
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year out was the visit of a yellow coloured parakeet to 

the pea-nut feeders in late November. It was lovely, very 

exotic, but very greedy and with a beak capable of seri-

ous damage to the feeders. It did not look like the Rose-

ringed Parakeets which are feral in the London area and 

which are slowly moving north, and so was perhaps a 

pet which had escaped. It was certainly not a Monk 

Parakeet, which also breeds in the south east, as this 

has been almost eradicated because of the damage 

done by their huge colonial nests to mobile phone masts. 

The parakeet stayed for a day and running repairs to the 

feeders took several hours. Interesting it might have 

been; exotic it certainly was, but I think that my next 

viewing would be better appreciated in the confines of an 

aviary! 

 

habit of feeding in an upside down position. The behav-

iour is best captured by the poet Mae Norton Morris: 

 I saw a nuthatch on a tree 

 Going round and round 

 It made me dizzy just to see 

 Him walking upside down 

 I s’pose he was so busy there 

 Finding bugs to eat 

 That he was thinking of his mouth 

 And quite forgot his feet. 

It has large claws on its hind toes, which allow this acro-

batic behaviour. What is so remarkable is that all animals 

who feed with heads down have physiological features to 

compensate against gravity, first, pulling morsels down-

ward out of their oesophagus (peristalsis), and second, 

causing an increase in blood pressure in the brain (blood 

vessel “shunts” in the neck reducing this potentially lethal 

effect). I have not been able to find out if the Nuthatch 

possesses such features, or the ecological advantage 

conferred by feeding in such an unusual position.  

A final delight (if that is the right word) which saw the old 

Ivan Pedley continued 
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Do you have Mice?  Helen Ikin 

Is the House Mouse Mus musculus becoming an endan-

gered species or are they still out there somewhere? 

Records of House Mice used to be sent in to the Loughbor-

ough Naturalists‘ Club quite regularly but in recent years 

we get only the odd record, usually from Howard Bradshaw 

who lives in the city. The mice in my garage are all Wood 

Mice Apodemus sylvaticus and I am wondering if there are 

still House Mice left in factories and warehouses in our 

towns. The species seems to prefer buildings, as its name 

would imply, and does not normally move into the country-

side to breed, so if pest control in storage areas is too effi-

cient, we may lose the species altogether. Grain stores 

were another stronghold in this country for this species 

which originated in the Middle East where it inhabited rock 

crevices. 

Do have a close look at the mice in your area. House Mice 

are slightly smaller than Wood Mice and have greyish fur 

as opposed to the chestnut brown pelage of Wood Mice. 

Wood Mice also have more prominent ears and the tail is 

about as long as the head and body combined, hence the 

alternative name of Long-tailed Field Mouse. The tail of the 

House Mouse is about 80% of the head and body length 

and looks stouter and more scaly. Wood Mice are con-

trastingly pale underneath whereas the House Mouse is 

just a lighter grey below. The mice sold in pet shops are 

all varieties of the House Mouse, so the potential for 

colour variation is great and escaped pets will have 

boosted the populations from time to time. 

Unlike Wood Mice, House Mice have a distinctive odour 

caused by pheromones in their urine, which is used to 

mark territories, so where there is a population they can 

be detected by smell.  Having kept pet mice as a child I 

well remember this smell.  

I would be interested to know if you find any wild House 

Mice or if you have looked and have not found any. 

References: 

Leach, M, Mice of the British Isles, Shire Natural History 

Series, 1990. 

Harris, S & Yalden, D W, Mammals of the British Isles: 

Handbook 4th edition, The Mammal Society, 2008 



 

Lea Meadows nature reserve, comprising 12 hectares  of 

land, was acquired by the Leicestershire & Rutland Wildlife 

Trust in 1986 when Blakeshay Farm was sold by auction.  

The reserve is situated in the southern half of the Ulver-

scroft valley in Charnwood Forest, roughly one mile SSE 

from the ruins of Ulverscroft Priory and one mile NNW of 

Newtown Linford village.  The stream flowing from north to 

south through the middle of the reserve is known as the 

Ulverscroft Brook at this point and becomes the River Lin 

just south of the reserve before it enters Newtown Linford 

village and Bradgate Park.  The stream is also the modern 

parish boundary between Ulverscroft to the west and New-

town Linford to the east. 

Soil conditions in Charnwood Forest are generally poor, so 

that agriculture was a difficult occupation across much of 

the area until the improvement processes of the last 200 

years.  Even today much of the land under cultivation is of 

a very marginal nature.  For this reason most of the land in 

the Forest comprised unenclosed “waste” until the late En-

closure Act of 1808.  At some stage before the Domesday 

survey of 1086 Charnwood Forest had been divided be-

tween the manors of Groby, Whitwick, Shepshed and Bar-

row.  The Forest formed the “waste” of these manors.  

There is no evidence that Charnwood Forest was ever a 

Royal Forest or a Chase.  The process of reclaiming land 

from the waste, or “assarting”, could therefore take place 

with few restrictions where there were benefits in doing so.  

The Ulverscroft Valley is one area where piecemeal 

“assarting” and subsequent enclosure did take place from 

the early Mediaeval period well before the general enclo-

sures under the 1808 Act.  Ulverscroft Priory, for example, 

was founded as an Augustinian house in 1134, and land for 

cultivation by the monks was some of the earliest 

“assarted” land in the valley. 

The area now called Lea Meadows was part of one such 

“assart”, the original cleared area also including the land 

now occupied by Lea Wood adjacent to the west.  The 

combined area of the original “assart” was just over 42 hec-

tares in extent, Lea Meadows reserve comprising 12 hec-

tares of this total.  The combined “assart” is clearly identifi-

able on a modern Ordnance Survey map as a very unusual 

elliptical shape in a sea of otherwise rectangular, typical 

“late enclosure”, field boundaries.  The whole assarted area 

was surrounded by a ditch and bank in order to prevent 

incursions of grazing deer from the surrounding waste.  The 

medieval bank is still in evidence along some sections of 

the boundary. 

Ridge and furrow, still evident in parts of the current 

meadow reserve area, suggests that the land was 

ploughed probably in the late 13th/early 14th centuries 

to meet the demands of a rapidly growing early me-

dieval population.  This is supported by the existence 

of a small medieval moated site, a scheduled ancient 

monument, believed to date from the 13th century, at 

the northern end of the reserve close to the modern 

Polly Botts Lane.  The site can be identified on the 

ground, most easily in winter and early spring, as a 

series of “bumps and hollows”.   The habitation site 

itself was clearly associated with the cultivated 

meadow in question.  The rapid population growth 

was reversed dramatically after the Black Death in 

the middle of the 14th century decimated the popula-

tion locally and nationally.  The ploughed land was 

probably abandoned for riparian meadowland or de-

serted completely for a time.  The adjacent Lea Wood 

area was probably left to revert to woodland also at 

this time.  Lea Wood was classified as ancient wood-

land because there is definite documentary evidence 

of it as woodland by the early 18th century, but most 

of the ancient woodland was lost by clear-felling and 

re-planting both during and after World War 2.   

The earliest documentary reference to the area was 

in 1287 when we learn from the will of William de Fer-

rers, Lord of the Manor of Groby, that “The Ley Field” 

was “worth 40s. yearly”.  This relatively high land 

value for the time may reflect the scarcity of good 

meadow land in the area.  Much of the land in the 

Ulverscroft Valley was eventually granted to the Pri-

ory, but the Lea Assart was retained by the Manor of 

Groby and eventually became part of the “Bradgate 

Estate”.  This passed into the Grey family by marriage 

around 1450 and was sold by the Greys in 1925. 

The reserve as we know it today is part of a larger 

SSSI and comprises 12 hectares of meadowland in-

tersected by the stream course, which can be located 

from a distance by a line of alder trees.  The mead-

ows are unimproved neutral to slightly acid grassland 

with a rich flora, over 240 species being recorded so 

far.  This in turn supports a rich invertebrate fauna.  

Most years good numbers of common and heath-

spotted orchids are found in the meadow west of the 

stream close to the moated site close to Polly Botts 

Lane.  The reserve is managed by traditional summer 

grazing by cattle, and a hay crop is taken some 

years.  The alders attract wintering flocks of Siskin 

Lea Meadows Nature Reserve– a human and natural history: Richard Graves 
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and Redpoll, and overhead Buzzards and Ravens are 

regularly seen and heard.  The far western corner of 

the reserve, close to Lea Wood, is a marshy area 

where visitors are discouraged, and where snipe have 

occasionally nested.   

The reserve is well worth a visit at any time of the year, 

although stout waterproof footwear is recommended at any 

time.   

Lea Meadows Nature Reserve continued 

Weather Summary: Tim Hartshorne    

Measurements from vantage pro2 weather station and cross checked with local Met Office data. 

een ever recorded.  The min temp for October was 2oC 

recorded on the 5th. 

November  

November continued the unsettled theme of October but it 

was relatively mild until the end of the month. The maxi-

mum temperature for the month was 16oC on the 1st and 

the mean for the month was 8 degrees, which was above 

average. On the 7th strong winds with gusts of up to 

27mph and rainfall of 14mm was recorded. Overall, rain-

fall for the month was 73mm. The end of the month saw 

night time temperatures fall towards - 2oC on the 24th and 

25th causing some mist, heralding the onset of winter. 

December 

December was a mixed month with some significant frosts 

in the first week, especially on the 6th when the early 

morning temperature was close to - 4oC. The period be-

tween the 16th and 24th was milder with sporadic rain. 

Frosts returned at the end of the month between the 28th 

to the 31st. There was heavy rain on Boxing day that fell 

as snow and sleet on higher ground in Leicestershire dur-

ing the evening. The max temperature was 14oC on the 

18th the min - 4oC on the 30th. The mean temperature was 

approximately 5oC.  Winds were mainly from the WSW 

with a gust of 32mph recorded on the 22nd. Overall rainfall 

was 53mm. 

January 

Weather in January was roughly divided into two with the 

first half until the 15th remaining fairly mild. A balmy maxi-

mum of 14oC was recorded on the 9th. The second half 

saw a noticeable fall in temperatures dipping to -5oC on 

the 20th. There were sleet and snow showers on the 19th 

and 29th but compared to Northern parts of the UK this 

caused little disruption and any snow cleared fairly rap-

idly. Strong winds were recorded on the 10th with a gust of 

37mph. The highest daily rainfall of 11mm was recorded 

on the 12th and overall rainfall for the month was 48mm. 

The barometric pressure was reasonably high for the 

month with a mean of approximately 1010mb.  

With the exception of August, the trend for higher than 

average temperatures continued in the second half of 

2014. Significant weather events in the UK saw the 

transits of ex-hurricanes Bertha and Gonzalo, although 

Leicestershire experienced relatively little disruption 

compared to Northern England and Scotland. 

August 

August was an unsettled month with higher than aver-

age rainfall.  My weather station recorded 90 mm in 

total. Ex-Hurricane Bertha passed over on the 10th re-

sulting in the highest daily recorded rainfall of 23mm 

and wind gust of 28mph for the month. This also coin-

cided with the lowest barometric pressure  of 991mb. 

Otherwise, the pressure did not dip below a 1000mb. 

The predominant wind direction was W to NW. The 

max temp was 25oC and lowest 5oC. The Met Office 

data indicated that this was the coolest August since 

1993. 

September  

September was a complete contrast with high pressure 

dominating (mean for the month 1018mb) and only 

6mm of rainfall recorded for the whole month. The max 

temp was 24oC on the 18th and the lowest 4oC on the 

22nd  The wind was less of a feature but a gust of 

23mph was recorded on the 24th The Met office indi-

cated that this was the driest September since 1910 

October 

Compared to September, October was a very unsettled 

month with plenty of rain (67mm) and strong winds in-

cluding the remnants of Hurricane Gonzalo which blew 

into the UK on the night of the 20th and 21st. This coin-

cided with the strongest recorded wind gust of 36mph. 

This was a problem for some trees that were still in full 

leaf due to a benign September. In my street, a couple 

of smaller pavement trees developed a distinct lean. 

The month ended on a high note with a max temp of 

20oC recorded on the night of Halloween (31st). Met 

Office data indicated that this was the warmest Hallow-
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Just a mile and a half to the east of Leicester station 

lies a third of a square mile of green space criss-

crossed with public footpaths, containing many estab-

lished, recently planted trees and a few plant relics 

from before golf course and arboretum were conceived. 

The principal feature is Evington Brook bisecting the 

entire rectangle for three quarters of a mile from east to 

west.  

The trees are a fascinating mix of natives, man-made 

hybrids and a few remarkable imports.  The oldest is a 

Pedunculate Oak Quercus robur in fine fettle with a 4 

metres girth, probably over 200 years old. Other Oaks 

are of a variety of sizes with some showing many Ses-

sile Oak Quercus petraea features and several are their 

North American relatives.  Just a couple of mature 

Beeches Fagus sylvatica, border the brook where a 

footpath links golf course and Arboretum, providing 

mast for a thriving avian population.  There are several 

Southern Beeches, species native to South America, 

such as Roble Nothofagus obliqua. Willows Salix look 

natural along the brook although some are weeping 

Salix x sepulcralis.  There are stands of vigorous and 

various hybrid Poplars Populus whose precise identifi-

cation presents a huge challenge, Scots Pines Pinus 

sylvestris and a few non-native conifers.  Additionally 

the Arboretum features small collections of Hornbeam 

Carpinus betulus, various Ashes Fraxinus, various fruit 

bearing species from the Rose family Rosacae, Limes 

Tilia, Elms Ulmus, more Poplars Populus, and a curi-

ous amalgam of trees, still increasing, planted in mem-

ory of loved ones. Visit from May until November for the 

beauty of trees in leaf, but from December to April to 

test your winter twig ID skills.  Beware, trees from Asia 

and both North and South America are in the mix and 

there are few labels, some of which are incorrect! 

Meadow, hedgerow and brookside herbs provide con-

siderable summer interest, and most can be easily ac-

cessed from public footpaths. Ridge and furrow cultiva-

tion was clearly the order of the day before the founda-

tion of the golf course in 1890, and the line of hedge-

rows from that time is often preserved.  The best places 

to search for herbs that might bring a smile to your face 

are on the golf course rather than the Arboretum, and 

where old pasture, gateway or hedgerow remains.  

Here there are at least 5 patches of Adder’s-tongue 

Ophioglossum vulgatum, easiest to find in April, one 

patch of Dropwort Filipendula vulgaris with Bugle Ajuga 

reptans, just one plant of Hairy Lady’s-mantle Alchemilla 

filicaulis ssp. vestita, a single spike only in 2014 of Com-

mon Spotted Orchid Dactylorrhiza fuchsii, at least 4 spe-

cies of Sedge Carex and many grasses which create a 

wonderful tapestry in late June and early July.  A sea-

sonal dam across the brook slows its flow, providing addi-

tional habitat for Curled Pondweed Potamogeton crispus. 

A walk here will always reward those interested in birds. 

There are regular winter visitors such as Redwing, Field-

fare, Siskin and occasional visits from Snipe, Little Egret, 

Kingfisher and Grey Wagtail.  Spring song is abundant, 

mostly from residents but also from visiting Warblers. 

Summer sees Swallows breeding and visits from other 

feeding hirundines.  

I have noticed changes in bird populations.  Skylarks 

sang above the golf course in 1978, now there are none. 

Starlings fed there in 3 figure flocks, now just a few visits 

with their newly fledged young.  There were as many as 

25 Mistle Thrushes in their autumn feeding flocks, but 

now they remain in single figures. Goldfinch numbers 

have recently increased, as they have over the whole 

country. Willow Warbler and Whitethroat do not now 

breed every year, but Blackcaps have established several 

territories in recent years.  Green Woodpeckers are very 

regular. Kingfisher is still seen regularly, but it is some 

years since I last saw a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. 

Summer sunshine brings out common butterflies, and 

winter sunshine makes the most of a fascinating variety of 

tree growing lichens (Flavoparmelia soredians, Melano-

halea exasperatula, Physconia perisidiosa, Ramalina ca-

nariensis, Ramalina fastigiata, Ramalina lacera and Us-

nea subfloridana), many of which were not reported as 

being present in Leicester until 2014.  

I am sure the recent interest in ‘a thousand species in a 

square kilometre’ could be achieved here. The inverte-

brate population, mosses and liverworts would repay in-

vestigation. Grey Squirrels are of course always present, 

and Muntjack, Rabbit and Weasel use the area.  It is a 

great privilege to live within reach of all the City amenities 

yet to have easy access to this area.  It would seem safe 

from development because of its amenity value, but for 

that very same reason there are threats to its wildlife. 

Only one small area on the southern flank is now grazed. 

Much of the golf course grass is kept short throughout the 

year, but areas of this and the Arboretum are cut at the 

A green corridor within a city : Russell  Parry 

Leicestershire golf club grounds and Evington Arboretum  
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end of summer only.  Parts of the remaining hedgerows 

and the stream bank are even less managed.  The chief 

threats to wildlife are a wish for the whole area to be kept 

tidy, and the need for a great deal of human access. 

Trees are kept super-safe with cut timber instantly re-

moved.  On the other hand in the Arboretum the City is to 

be congratulated on re-introducing an annual, late sum-

mer harvest of hay from the more open meadow areas, 

and regular path maintenance preserves the wilder ar-

eas.  Sadly there is a problem harvesting smaller grass-

land patches, so at present their annual cut is left to en-

rich them, causing the ranker vegetation to dominate.  

On the golf course regular treatment is applied to fair-

ways reducing the invertebrate population, but again 

congratulations are in order because the dividing 

spaces are perhaps now cherished for the variety they 

provide, with slightly larger parts left to develop their 

own character. 

Easiest access is its south-east corner from a car park 

at the south end of Shady Lane, but there is also foot-

path access from its south-west corner and along the 

northern boundary, Evington Lane.  Please take time to 

check if live golf is likely to place you in peril! Polite def-

erence to play is often appreciated and always advis-

able. Early morning is relatively quiet and perhaps the 

best time to visit. 

Winter-active Bumblebees 2014/2015:  Maggie Frankum 
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A green corridor within a city continued 

There has been evidence again for winter-active bumblebees this year (used to be a southern UK activity).  On the 

13th December 2014, on a sunny day, I spotted  two Bombus terrestris workers with pollen loads ( = active nest),  

actively foraging the ivy flowers on the fence in my garden. Along with hoverflies and wasps, they made a good job of 

pollination, because the ivy is now covered with berries for the birds.  I've seen no further activity since, however Ga-

reth Burton at the Attenborough Arboretum (University of Leicester), Knighton, has seen queen/worker Bombus ter-

restris several times, foraging on winter honeysuckle Lonicera purpusei, and on Mahonia (6th January 2015). 

Last Monday, 12th January 2015, Gareth found a queen bumble on the 

ground that he brought to me alive if sluggish.  It proved to be a Tree Bum-

blebee, Bombus hypnorum.  It was an unusual melanic form, with a dirty-

white tail, and the rest of the body was black with only a hint of brown at 

the rear of the usually all brown thorax.  Rather than being a winter-active 

bumble, we thought that she had most likely been blown out of her hiber-

nation site by the gale-force winds of the previous day.  I released her next 

day on some Skimmia flowers and later she had gone.  Do you grow win-

ter-flowering shrubs in your garden?  Have you seen winter-active bum-

bles?  

“Foxes” : Derek Crawley (Mammal Recorder of Staffordshire) - Talk on 22.10. 2014. 

Foxes have moved in to towns and cities in a big way 

and you are more likely to see them in this urban envi-

ronment than in the wider countryside. It is all to do with 

resource availability. 

This is not just about food but also denning areas away 

from disturbance.  Our attitude to foxes varies; from fox 

lovers looking after their welfare and health via feeding 

and mange treatments to the fox hatters who see their 

livestock being killed, whether be it town chickens or 

lambs in spring.  But we do have a fascination about 

them with tales of their cunning and resourcefulness. 

They are able to live close by but often stay hidden and 

those in towns can be quite blasé about people and cars. 

They can eat leftovers or worms or hunt for animals and 

ants so there are more choices in towns.  They may 

seem solitary but actually live in a tight family group with 

only the dominant vixen having young, which are looked 

after by subordinate females from previous litters.  

Like all wildlife their story is never that straight forward, 

and it is rewarding to see and study their behaviour.  

Next time you see a fox please record it at http://

www.mammal.org.uk/nmap and it will help get foxes 

on the map for The National Mammal Atlas 2000-

2015.  

Bombus hypnorum  Image: Gareth Burton 



 

Ketton village: 15 April   

Our first visit to Rutland this year was to Ketton village. Our 

attention was drawn to an unfamiliar white flower with a garlic 

smell, growing in abundance in a horse pasture and under 

the adjacent hedge near the village (SK983041). It was Al-

lium paradoxum Few-flowered Garlic. This population was 

first noted here in 1956 (Messenger, 1970) and is evidently 

thriving. Walls in the village supported the diminutive creamy-

white flowered Saxifraga tridactylites Rue-leaved Saxifrage - 

not uncommon in limestone districts but we rarely see it back 

home in west Leicestershire. 

At Ketton church we found the cuckoo-bee Nomada goode-

niana. This glossy yellow and black insect with orange anten-

nae gives the impression of a wasp, but is actually a parasitic 

bee whose hosts are large Andrena (mining bee) species. It 

is one of the commoner Nomadas and can be identified in the 

field. We also found N. marshamella here. 

Burley Wood: 26 April (BSBI meeting) 

Apart from the wonderful display of Bluebells, this trip was 

memorable for finding several plants Blechnum spicant Hard-

fern, along a ditch. This fern was unknown in Rutland in Mes-

senger's time (1970) but I understand there are now a hand-

ful of records. At the clearing around the "Eight Riding 

Tree" (SK893099) the behaviour of a large red and black 

wasp suggested that it was hunting on the ground. HI took 

the wasp home to check its identity and confirmed that it was 

a spider-hunting wasp, Priocnemis pertubator. 

Ryhall, Tinwell and Great Casterton churchyards: 19 May  

These were disappointing for flora but on an old wall at the 

back of Tinwell church we did find Valerianella locusta Com-

mon Cornsalad, which is actually far from common (listed as 

Scarce in Jeeves, 2011). The same wall was topped with a 

moss whose capsules bore conspicuously long, white peris-

tome teeth. This turned out to be Syntrichia ruralis ruralis. 

Ketton Quarry NR: 12 June  

We found two unfamiliar beetles. The smaller one, Varii-

morda villosa, has blotchy elytra and a rear end that extends 

to a point. It was numerous on Oxeye Daisy heads. A single 

example of the larger one, Stenurella melanura, a red long-

horn beetle with a black stripe down the mid-line, was found 

on Common Spotted-orchid. Thanks to Graham Finch for 

confirming the IDs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glaston: 12 June  

Many trips to East Anglia have taken SFW along the 

A47, through this Rutland village. Little of the village 

can be seen from the main road and there seemed to 

be little reason to pause there. We were aware that 

Glaston was home to Hyaenas and Wooly Rhinos in 

Palaeolithic times (see web site) but our knowledge of 

its modern-day natural history was nil and the time 

had come to explore.  

The stimulus for this visit (and many others) was a 

vice-county survey of bees, wasps and ants. Villages 

and particularly churchyards seem to be good places 

to search for them. We have also become interested 

in flora and fauna of churchyards, so upon arriving at 

Glaston, we spent about 45 minutes searching the 

churchyard, before slowly walking along the lanes, 

checking the verges and walls and discreetly peering 

into front gardens. We drew a blank on bees and 

wasps (because weather is so critical) but we did re-

cord 64 species of vascular plant.  Most of them can 

be found in any churchyard. Some of them are com-

mon "weeds" of disturbed places and short grassland, 

such as Trifolium dubium Lesser Trefoil. Others are 

popular introductions such as Buxus sempervirens 

Box, a shrub whose shoot tips are frequently galled 

by a psyllid (jumping plant louse) called Spanioneura 

Rutland rambles 2014: Steve Woodward (SFW) & Helen Ikin (HI) 
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Variimorda villosa  Image: S. Woodward 

Stenurella melanura  Image: S. Woodward 



 

buxi. Sure enough, we found it at Glaston.  

Three unusual plants are worthy of mention. In his Flora 

of Rutland (1970), Guy Messenger noted that Glaston 

"had the richest wall flora in the county, including Draba 

muralis and Sedum dasyphyllum." We were probably too 

late in the season to spot the former, but the latter spe-

cies was still present on village walls and in the church-

yard. 

On the inner face of the boundary wall of the churchyard 

we recognised a "garden escape" that had surely not 

been planted there - Rosemary Rosmarinus officinalis, 

confirmed by rubbing the scented leaves. Stace (2010) 

mentions this plant's habit of self-seeding in walls, but my 

record appears to be the first for Leicestershire & Rutland 

(Jeeves, 2011). 

We rarely find any sedges in churchyards, so a single 

plant in the graveyard warranted a close look. The plant 

resembled Spiked Sedge C. spicata, but seemed too 

small, so SFW  took a flowering shoot home to check 

under the microscope. Careful dissection and measure-

ment of the flower is needed to separate several similar 

sedges (Jermy et al., 2007): this one was Small-fruited 

Prickly-sedge Carex muricata ssp. pairae. (previously 

known as C. lamprocarpa). Messenger (1970) acknowl-

edges that older records may have been confused with 

C. spicata, but mentions no definite Rutland record. 

The tops of churchyard walls often produce something 

different, in this case it was a mollusc.  The Lapidary 

Snail Helicigona lapicida lapicida is a large gastropod (up 

to 20 mm dia.) with a sharp keel around its perimeter, so 

quite easy to recognise. Few people are recording snails, 

so this species is perhaps under-recorded. 

 

Cottesmore church:  24 June  

Our visit started off pleasantly enough. The grassland 

between the gravestones was evidently treated as a 

lawn, but had grown to ankle-height - enough for some 

flowers to be showing. But shortly afterwards the mower 

and strimmer gang arrived, and proceeded to chase us 

round the churchyard, shredding everything in their 

path, right up to every gravestone. Why does such short 

grassland needed to be cut again? The noise and 

stress of this encounter was too much and we decided 

to leave - but on our way out we noticed some small 

yellow dandelion-like flowers that looked slightly differ-

ent to the usual composites (not sure why). We quickly 

grabbed a specimen. After checking at home, they were 

determined to be Leontodon saxatilis Lesser Hawkbit. 

One flower head per stem, outer ligules ("petals") grey-

ish below. Some of the outer florets lacking a pappus. 

The involucral bracts are neatly aligned with dark edges 

(this character is not well illustrated in any of my field 

guides). From the top, the flowering heads are indistin-

guishable from Scorzoneroides autumnalis Autumn 

Hawkbit or Crepis capillaris Smooth Hawk's-beard - only 

by looking below can they be identified. According to 

Jeeves (2011), this species is Rare and has not been 

recorded in the counties since 1995. I have subse-

quently found it at Ketton Quarry and Bradgate Park 

(Leics) - so this looks like a case of "lesser spotted" 

rather than genuinely rare.  

Greetham churchyard: 24 June  

We had an unusually good view of a Bank Vole. Nor-

mally this species has to be resolved from a blur as it 

scurries away, but the Greetham rodent was perhaps 

unwell, as it seemed unconcerned by our proximity. An-

other unusual find here was a limestone grassland 

plant, Sherardia arvensis Field Madder, which we have 

seen in no other churchyard. 

Tixover: 23 July 

Is another village on the A47 that many of us zoom by 

on the way to somewhere else. What a mistake - it 

holds one or Rutland's best kept secrets, the spectacu-

lar Tixover Churchyard! The village is not visible from 

the main road and the church is not visible from the vil-

lage, being three quarters of mile further on across a 

ploughed field! But the effort of tracking it down is well 

worthwhile. The churchyard retains a precious fragment 

of limestone grassland and s actually designated as a 

Rutland rambles 2014 continued 
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Helicigona lapicida lapicida image: S. Wooward 



 

Wildlife Site (the church itself is quite special too). On our 

visit these were in full flower: Campanula glomerata Clus-

tered Bellflower, Campanula rotundifolia Harebell, Knautia 

arvensis Field Scabious, Geranium pratense Meadow 

Cranesbill, Clinopodium vulgare Wild Basil and Centaurea 

nigra Common Knapweed. The effect was a sea of blue, 

mauve and pink, shimmering with clouds of Peacock butter-

flies.  

A closer look added these to our list: Pimpinella saxifraga 

Burnet-saxifrage, Plantago media Hoary Plantain and 

Malva moschata Musk Mallow. We have become accus-

tomed to listing numerous vulgar weeds during our church-

yard surveys, but here we found instead quality plants that 

any nature reserve would be proud of. Our botanising was 

accompanied by the high-pitched buzz of Roesel's Bush-

crickets Metrioptera roeselii. Tixover is by far the best 

grassland we have encountered in any Leicestershire & 

Rutland churchyard. An excellent tea at Wing Hall rounded 

off a very enjoyable day. 
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A Hyaena den with bones of Woolly Rhinoceros http://

www.rutnet.co.uk/pp/gold/viewGold.asp?

IDType=Page&ID=1253 

Details of all the records have been submitted to the 

relevant vice-county recorders or co-ordinators and will 

be passed on to LRERC in due course. 
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Mammals:  Wood mice, Vole sp, Badger, Fox, Grey 

Squirrel, Hedgehog (occasional), Muntjac (occasional).  

Amphibians: Frog, Smooth newt, Great Crested newt, 

Toad.  

Invertebrates:  Hawker dragonfly (blue), Damselfly (red & 

blue), Red admiral butterfly, Peacock butterfly, Gate-

keeper butterfly, Speckled wood butterfly, Comma butter-

fly, Painted lady butterfly, Small tortoiseshell butterfly, 

Blue butterfly (possible common blue), Elephants Hawk-

moths, Other Hawk- moth caterpillars, various moths, vari-

ous spiders, shield bugs, and vine weevils.  

Birds:  Kingfisher (very occasionally), Heron, Pheasant, 

Red-legged Partidge, Jackdaw, Carrion Crow, Rook, Jay 

(autumn only), Magpie, Blackbird, Song Thrush, Mistle 

Thrush, Robin, Wren, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Goldfinch, 

Bullfinch, Great Tit, Blue Tit, Coal Tit, Long-tailed Tit, 

Chiffchaff, Nuthatch, Treecreeper, Goldcrest, Mallard, 

Green Woodpecker, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Star-

ling, Woodpigeon, Sparrowhawk, Feral Pigeon (Some 

ex-racers), Hedgesparrow, Blackcap, Pied wagtail, 

Wagtail (Possible Grey), Buzzard (Overhead), Red 

Kite (overhead), Fieldfare, Redwing, Swift, Swallow, 

Lesser Redpoll (Occasional), Tawny Owl, Siskin, Kes-

trel, Warblers Spp.    

Species in the Botanical Garden: Rachel Benskin 

Articles to be published in Number 101: 

“Norfolk Nature Notes”  by Hazel Graves 

“30 years recording bats in Leicestershire and Rutland” 

by Jenny Harris 

 

Amendments to Number 99 Newsletter: 

 The parent Body meeting should have read: Monday 

9th March 2015. Hope you managed to get to it. 

 Owston Woods is privately owned and not by  For-

estry Commission. 

Notice board 

Botanic Garden on a misty morning 

Images: Pouran. Khodabakhsh 

http://www.rutnet.co.uk/pp/gold/viewGold.asp?IDType=Page&ID=1253
http://www.rutnet.co.uk/pp/gold/viewGold.asp?IDType=Page&ID=1253
http://www.rutnet.co.uk/pp/gold/viewGold.asp?IDType=Page&ID=1253


 

The Winter Programme started on 8 October with the follow-

ing contributions: 

 A mother and young deer seen at the Attenborough Arbore-

tum. Were they Roe or Muntjac? Identification of recovered 

hair should confirm. It was thought that only non-native deer 

would have young in October. 

 Common Carder Bees still around and could be into No-

vember.  Queen Tree Bumble Bees also still around, possibly 

a second generation. 

 Numerous reports of Red Kites across Leicestershire. 

 Goldfinches now back in gardens looking for Nyger seed. 

 Diplolepis mayri, a plant 

gall, being reared out, found 

(by Margaret Redfern) on 

Rosa species, but less com-

mon than Robin's Pincush-

ion Gall.  

 Photos taken in Tiree of Great Yellow Bumblebee 

Bombus distinguendus feeding on Knapweed, a bee 

species now retreated to North-west Britain. 

 

 An impressive selection of pressed wild flowers that 

had been found of particular interest in Leicestershire. 

Namely Rubus fructicosus agg., Polypogon viridis, 

Bromus secalinus, Picris hieracioides, Geranium ro-

tundifolium, Camelina sativa, Echinochloa crus-galli, 

Atriplex littorali, Allium vineale. 

 Two large display cases of bees personally col-

lected ( Helen Ikin and Steve Woodward). 

 

Exhibition and Photography evening (8th October 2014): Minutes by Hazel Graves  

Echinochloa crus-galli and  Bromus secalinus specimen pressed by Diane Mattley 
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Echinochloa crus-galli (Cockspur) 

Gillbank drive, Ratby. Growing in 

pavement crack.  

Diane Mattley   29 August 2013 

Introduced. Casual of waste ground, 

rubbish tips and cultivated ground. 

Archaeophyte (present in this coun-

try  before1600).  Arable weed of 
cereal fields. Declining in frequency 

due to modern farming methods. 

Bombus distinguendus  Images: Sara Botterell 

Diplolepis mayri  Image: Maggie 

Frankum  

Bromus secalinus (Rye Brome) 

From a field of Barley, off Sa-

cheverill way, Ratby. 

Diane Mattley       17 August 2013 



 

My horse is called Diamond and we have been together for 

18 years, so we know each other well. He grazes in a pad-

dock with 2 other horses during the day and comes into his 

stable at night.  However, in the summer when it is hot and 

there are lots of flies, he is in his stable in the day and out 

at night.  I usually ride out with a friend and our horses look 

forward to stopping en route for a graze, as the grass and 

herbs are longer and sweeter than in their paddocks. 

There is a long lane up to the farm where he lives, which 

has an old hedgerow along the whole length of one side of 

the lane and only half way up on the opposite side. This 

lane is off road, so safe to graze. Once past half way, I let 

him choose where to graze and it is here that I am most 

aware of his choice of certain plants year in year out.. In 

spring, he eats the young leaves of Hawthorn and Elm, 

waiting for his favourite Ash Fraxinus excelsior leaves to 

sprout. These he eats all summer long, moving from one 

patch to the next, which he recognizes by sight. Apart from 

grasses he chooses certain herbs in the hedgerow, picking 

out the Red Clover Trifolium pratense, White Clover Tri-

folium repens and Common Vetch vicia sativa (only vetch 

in this hedgerow). Does he know that leguminous plants 

are nutritious due to their nitrogen fixing root nodules?  

He eats the leaves of Hedge Parsley Anthiscus sylvestris 

(also available in winter) and the whole flowering shoots as 

they appear.  Similarly with the other family members that 

appear in succession like common Hogweed Heraculum 

sphondylium and Japanese hedge parsley Torilis japonica. 

Horses will try to snatch at these tall flower heads of the 

edges of fields as they are just level with their mouths! 

The first part of the lane has Equisetum growing at the foot 

of the hedge which is listed as very poisonous to horses so 

he is not allowed to graze here therefore I do not know 

what his reaction would be to it. The other highly poisonous 

plant to horses is of course Ragwort Senecio jacobaea, 

which is dug up from the paddocks. This is a continuous job 

as they regenerate efficiently from the smallest piece of 

root and the seeds being wind borne find their way back in 

to the paddock. Horses do not eat ragwort unless they are 

starving.  

However, you do see ponies in paddocks bare of grass and 

with ragwort growing in it. These should be reported. Rag-

wort is apparently more palatable when dried, so fields cut 

for hay must be cleared of this weed.  

The paddocks have their own flora. The majority of the 

paddock is kept clear of droppings. Although we collect 

up the horse droppings, inevitably the areas where the 

horses do their dropping are very well manured so all 

the plants that grow there are very robust and avoided 

by horses. Common yarrow Achillea millefolium and 

buttercups can grow here. Buttercups are avoided by 

grazing horses. The name meadow buttercup Ranuncu-

lus acris suggests that they have an acrid taste. The 

two other buttercups growing in the paddocks are 

creeping buttercup Ranunculus repens and bulbous 

buttercup Ranunculus bulbosus. I try to keep down the 

number of buttercups so pick bunches of the flowers 

before the seeds ripen and fall off. As the runners ap-

pear on R repens I pull them, to stop them spreading by 

vegetative means and have learnt to twist and pull out 

the bulbous ones. Stinging Nettles Urtica dioica are 

sprayed with weed killer by the farmer. We also have 

the annual nettle Urtica urens, which is monoecious 

and old farms are their habitat. Thistles have to be dug 

out too, although they are cut with the hay and are pal-

atable to the horses when dried. Ground Ivy Glechoma 

hederacea survives in the paddocks although it is a 

woodland species.  

In the winter the area around gateways gets muddy and 

poached, as it dries out the annual knotgrass Poly-

gonum aviculare spreads out its prostrate branches 

even faster than the Poa annua grows and it soon 

greens up again. 

So are horses good botanists? I think so. Botany- the 

study of plants started with us humans, as an interest in 

plants as a source of food and it is the same for horses! 

 

Are horses good botanists?: Dorothy Cooper 
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Crossword celebrating 100th issue of the Newsletter                 set by Chiroptera 
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ACROSS 
  1  Swedish botanist (1707-78), the "father of modern taxonomy" (4,8) 
10  To hoot, howl, wail or screech (7) 
11  An echinoderm of a class that comprises the sea lilies and feather stars (7) 
12  Plant with slender leaves and pink flower heads, Armeria maritima (6) 
13  A way of marching that has each person as close as possible to the one in front (8) 
15  David, English character actor (1935-2014) (5) 
16  A head cover used in the manning process in falconry (4) 
17  A large wingless grasshopper found only in New Zealand (4) 
19  A major division of an organ such as the brain (4) 
21  Enlarged, elongated cells in fungi in which eight spores are formed (4) 
22  American or Canadian born of Japanese immigrant parents (5) 
24  Location of the Booth Museum of Natural History (8) 
26  Naturalist who defined natural history as being concerned with "...levels of organization from the individual organism  
      to the ecosystem, and stresses identification, life history, distribution, abundance, and inter-relationships" (6) 
28  One who is learned (feminine spelling) (7) 
29  Scottish word for the vegetable often eaten with "neeps" (7) 
30  Breed of dog, originally known as a "Short Haired Skye" (5,7) 
DOWN 
  2  Homes for live fish, other water creatures and plants (7) 
  3  Autumn (4-4) 
  4  A type of wild mountain goat, having long, thick ridged horns and a beard (4) 
  5  Cemetery - one in Surrey had its own railway from London (1854-1941) (10) 
  6  The blood-fine paid by a murderer to his victim's family in old Irish law (5) 
  7  A round bread loaf traditionally baked in NE England (7) 
  8  Flowering plant in the family Scrophulariaceae which is said to be of no value to the larvae it attracts (9,4) 
  9  The assumption that each feature of an organism is the result of the evolution of a particular function (13) 
14  A branch of the Uto-Aztecan language family that includes Comanche (10) 
18  Mammal of the suborder Vermilingua, types of which include the "Giant" and the "Silky" (8) 
20  UK soft drinks manufacturer that first marketed fruit juices under its current name in 1949 (7) 
23  A member of an ancient people of central Italy, or their language (7) 
25  Traditional Maori greeting in which people rub their noses together (5) 
27  A small abscess also known as a hordeolum which can affect animals as well as humans (4) 
 
Answers in Newsletter 101 (Autumn 2015) 
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Clustered Bell flower and Field Scabious at Tixover churchyard 

Image : Steve Woodward 


