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This year's cover picture was taken by Sabena J Blackbird.  

It shows a juvenile Magpie at a feeding post and was taken at 
Pennington Flash Country Park near Leigh. 

 
 
A selection of her natural history and travel photographs are available for sale through Alamy 

http://www.alamy.com/stock-photo/sabena-jane-blackbird.html 
 

Full information on our 2018 programme of coach trips, talks and field trips  
will be on our website from mid-January 2018. 

 

www.mnapage.info 
 

Reports and pictures from many previous trips not covered in this newsletter are on our blog at  
 

www.NaturalistsNotebook.mnapage.info 
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Chairman’s Report Sabena J Blackbird  
 

 
All too quickly 2017 is drawing to a close and 
I am again writing the Chairman’s report. The 
Merseyside Naturalists’ Association have had 
a successful year with both local trips and 
visits further afield on the coach. Next year 
we hope to visit old favourites such as 
Holyhead Country Park & South Stack as 
well as a few new destinations – Monsal Dale 
- the third in our series of Derbyshire Dales; 
Dungeon Ghyll in the Lake District and 
Penamnen, Conwy Valley – see the write-up 
from our recce in the newsletter. 
My thanks again go to the committee for their 
indefatigable commitment to the MNA. The 
position of secretary is still vacant and I 
appeal again for any members’ who feel they 
can fulfil the role to get in touch. We would 
really appreciate members’ contributions to 

the newsletter – articles on any aspect of 
natural history in the local area or further 
afield, photographs – especially for next 
year’s front cover or even artwork is most 
welcome.  
The next AGM will be held on Saturday 17th 
February 2018 in the meeting room of 
Liverpool Central Library at 11am. Rupert 
Adams from the Cheshire branch of Butterfly 
Conservation will give a talk on ‘The 
Butterflies of Cheshire & the Peak District.’  
Melody Horan of the School Of 
Environmental Sciences, Liverpool University 
has been awarded the Eric Hardy Memorial 
Prize this year for her MSc thesis ‘An 
Investigation Into How Urban Trees 
Impact Air Quality Within Central and 
South Liverpool.’   

 
 

Treasurer’s Report Alexander Mansfield 
 

 
A quiet year.....  
 
Yet somehow it seems to fly past as I reflect 
back whilst writing my seventh Treasurer's 
Report. In many ways - certainly from a 
financial perspective quiet is actually a good 
thing - it means that the MNA remains 
financially healthy with more or less our 
income matching our expenditure which is 
where we aim the MNA to be in the long term. 
We, however, were the victims of two minor 
attempted frauds during the year, the MNA 
was unwittingly signed up to Which? and 

Home Rescue but in both cases our bank 
refunded all the payments taken fraudulently. 
If this was happen to the MNA, it could 
happen to anybody, so please check your 
bank statements carefully for any unexpected 
regular payments. 
The MNA does still have a small surplus 
which could be distributed to other groups, so 
it's my annual appeal for people to think of 
good causes to which it could be donated as 
with interest rates as low as they are it's 
better off being donated than sitting in our 
bank account.  

 
 

Membership Report   John Clegg 
 

 
For the first time in a number of years we 
have had a slight increase in our membership 
with 3 new members and stands at 124. 

I was not informed of any members’ deaths 
this year. 

 
 

Coach Report Seema Aggarwal & Christine Barton 
 

 
Another year over! I was quite shocked when 
our MNA Chairman asked me to hand in the 
Coach Secretary’s report for 2017. Where 
has this year gone! 
Christine and I have worked together to take 
coach bookings for our trips which have 

proved to be very successful this year. Apart 
from one we managed to get very good 
numbers and made small profits on all our 
trips. The most popular outing was to 
Hartington in Dove Dale. Unfortunately, I only 
managed to go out on one occasion due to 
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family commitments. I became a first time 
grandmother in May and a mother- in-law for 
the second time in August. It has been a big 
year for me! 
The coach size was slightly reduced to 
twenty-four but this doesn’t appear to have 
been a problem for our members. This cut 
down our travelling cost and we could 
continue going out without too much concern. 
Could I ask members to please book in good 
time so that I can order a larger coach if 
necessary. As ever the coach outings provide 
an enjoyable day to locations which might not 

be visited by MNA members and many of us 
cherish this. Please encourage your friends 
and family to join us in the future.  
I would like to remind members that once you 
have booked you MUST PAY IN FULL if you 
don’t give 7days notice. If you are unable to 
attend on the day of the trip, then please 
contact us immediately so that we are not 
holding the coach up for you. 
Finally, Christine and I would like to thank all 
members for your continued support and we 
wish you all a very merry Christmas and a 
Happy New Year 2018. 

 
 

Riding The Waves At Rockall Bank               April 2017, Sabena J Blackbird  
 

 
After surviving rogue waves in the Caribbean 
Sea whilst oil-slick sampling offshore 
Jamaica I had barely recovered my land legs 
before I was heading out to Rockall Bank in 
the North-east Atlantic. I was joining an 
expedition aboard the Dutch Research 
Vessel ‘Pelagia’ as part of the EU funded 
‘Atlas’ Project to improve our understanding 
of how deep ocean ecosystems function 
especially since these sensitive environments 
are under increasing pressure from climate 
change and human use. At Rockall Bank 
there are complex cold-water coral (CWC) 
communities - hotspots of biodiversity and 
our aim was to investigate the organic matter 
food sources that the corals are utilising and 
the transport mechanisms to these productive 
reefs. 
 

 
Ecomare Humpback Whale sculpture 
 
Firstly though I spent a few days with the 
scientists at NIOZ - Royal Netherlands 
Institute of Sea Research based in Texel - 
the first in the string of Frisian Islands. I also 
found time to visit Ecomare, a nature centre 
devoted to the preservation of Texel’s wildlife 
and an important refuge for sick Seals 
(zeehonden - literally 'sea dogs') located in 
the Texel Dunes National Park. They care for 

young Harbour (Common) Seals Phoca 
vitulina and Grey Seals Halichoerus grypus 
who have lost their mother. When they have 
grown and are able to take care of 
themselves they are returned to the Texel 
beach or to a sandbank in the Waddenzee. 
There is also a pool housing the permanent 
residents – blind Seals that cannot be 
returned to the wild. Like us humans they too 
can suffer from cataracts. 
 
 

 
Grey Seal Pups 
 
Two Harbour Porpoises Phocoena phocoena 
are housed permanently at Ecomare. These 
are the smallest species of Cetacean found in 
European waters, measuring around 1.3 -1.5 
metres in length and weighing 50 - 60 kg. 
These two were particularly endearing 
occasionally their small rounded heads broke 
the surface of the water spyhopping like their 
larger cousins. 
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Harbour Porpoise 
 
The centre also houses malnourished or 
injured Seabirds including Northern Gannets 
and Cormorants. There were nesting 
platforms for Kittiwakes and a right old din 
was happening with pairs performing display 
rituals and having territorial disputes with 
their neighbours. In the ‘Zeequarium’ large 
tanks were filled with Fish from the 
Waddenzee and the North Sea including a 
variety of Rays, Skates and Dogfish a.k.a. 
Catsharks. 
 

 
Kittiwake 
 
The RV Pelagia set sail from NIOZ Haven for 
the transit to Rockall Bank with time for a bit 
of sea-watching en route with Gannets, 
Northern Fulmar, Guillemots and flocks of 
Manx Shearwater off the south-west coast of 
Ireland. At Rockall Bank we visited a few 
sites – Haas Mound, Bank and Oreo Mound 
with Northern Fulmar and Gannets seen most 
days along with occasional Great Black-
backed Gulls, Pomarine and Great Skuas, 
and Kittiwakes. On arrival at Haas Mound a 
few weary Redshank landed on the ship and 
played games of hide and seek amongst the 
equipment on deck. They unfortunately 
succumbed to become ‘Corpse of the Day.’ 
Other visitors included a Red-footed Falcon 
female which circled the boat a few times 
when we were at Bank site then landed 
briefly on the stern winch. Swallows and 
House Martins zipped around the ship, a few 

roosting for the night above the lights in the 
wet lab. At Oreo Mound a Wheatear female 
rested for a short while, later a Golden Plover 
was wandering on deck and I woke one 
morning to find three Whimbrel on the stern 
winch. 
 

 
Long-finned Pilot Whale 
 
Also at Oreo Mound we watched a pod of half 
a dozen Long-finned Pilot Whales 
Globicephala melas at the bow of the ship as 
they headed away from us. I returned to my 
cabin to work at the computer and glanced up 
to see a distant Pilot Whale through the port-
hole window. I headed back out on deck to 
see a large pod of 30+ individuals ploughing 
through the water but distant. All of a sudden 
they changed direction and headed towards 
the bow of the ship then veered off towards 
the stern. They came exceptionally close, a 
mother and calf swimming alongside each 
other amongst the pod and were playful, 
occasionally spyhopping and even lobtailing. 
I thought a pod of this size was large, 
apparently not. This species is highly social 
and gregarious, aggregations of hundreds of 
individuals have been noted! Pilot Whales 
employ a co-operative foraging strategy 
feeding mainly on soft-bodied prey items 
particularly Squid. They often feed at night 
when the prey items are closer to the water 
surface but also the Squid species that they 
tend to target are those which are luminous 
including Gonatus sp. 
The Remote Operating Vehicle (ROV) 
“Genesis” from the Flanders Marine Institute 
(VLIZ) was used for video-surveying and we 
all eagerly watched the ROV transect of Oreo 
Mound as it streamed live. At the foot of the 
mound Northern Cut-throat Eels 
Synaphobranchus kaupi were swimming 
above a seafloor covered in Pencil Sea 
Urchins Cidaris sp. and some Deep-sea 
Glass Sponges Aphrocallistes sp. Mid-way 
up the mound Lace Corals Stylasterid sp. 
joined the increasing Aphrocallistes sp and 
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the beginning of the main CWC communities 
Lophelia pertusa and Madrepora oculata as 
well as numerous Solitary Corals 
Caryophyllia sp. orange in colour with a cup-
shaped corallum (stony skeleton).  
 

 
Encrusting Sponge 
 
There were a number of Squat Lobsters 
Munida rugosa – like many deep-sea animals 
they are red in colouration – red light has the 
longest wavelength and, therefore, the least 
amount of energy in the visible spectrum and 
is quickly filtered from water as depth 
increases making the animals nearly 
invisible.  
At the top of the mound there were plenty of 
Crinoids commonly called Sea Lilies, live 
CWCs and a thick cover of dead Coral 
framework with encrusting Sponges 
Spongosorite sp. that are important in holding 
the reef framework together. 

 
Crinoids 
 
There were a few Ox-eyed Oreo Oreosoma 
atlanticum after which the mound is named. 
These Fish have enormous eyes, which take 
up over half of the length of their heads and 
help them see in the darkness of the ocean’s 
depths. 
Boxcores were taken at Haas and Oreo 
Mounds for incubations measuring the 
metabolic activity of the reef. This also 
allowed better views of the encrusting 
Sponges Spongosorite sp. Sea Squirts 
Ascidiacea sp. Brittle Stars Ophiuroidea sp. 
and a couple of fabulous Crinoids. 
As an exhausted bunch of scientists and 
crew approached Galway at the end of the 
cruise a small pod of Bottlenose Dolphins 
Tursiops truncates raced by. Small parties of 
Common Guillemots and Razorbill were seen 
floating on the sea and vocal Common Terns 
were diving for Fish. 

                                  
 

Llanddwyn Island, Anglesey  21 st May 2017, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
A change of venue for our MNA coach trip to 
Anglesey. We decided to visit the stunning 
location of Llanddwyn Island (Ynys 
Llanddwyn) at the far end of the beach at 
Newborough Warren. After being refused 
entry down with the coach at the barrier to 
Newborough Forest we disembarked the 
coach and crossed a pasture field with 
flowering Meadow Saxifrage Saxifraga 
granulata before a rather pleasant wander 
down through the forest to the beach. Plenty 
of birdsong with Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff, 
Blackcap, Great Tit, Wren, Prune and 
Chaffinch. There were the faint calls of 

Goldcrests from the Conifers along with Coal 
and Long-tailed Tit. 
Flowering Common Vetch Vicia sativa, 
Germander Speedwell Veronica chamaedrys 
and Common Bird's-foot-trefoil Lotus 
corniculatus were noted along with Broom 
Cytisus scoparius growing quite tall up to 2m 
and a few shrubs of Gorse Ulex europaeus. A 
couple of Broom shrubs of the subspecies 
Cytisus scoparius ssp. scoparius had 
pronounced red on the flower wings.  
I noted a Red-and-Black Froghopper 
Cercopis vulnerata and a small Beetle with 
black head and red elytra - Poplar Leaf 
Beetle Chrysomela populi that was also seen 
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by Margaret Parry and co. ChrisB overturned 
a log and a Ground Beetle Carabidae sp. 
quickly scurried away whereas the log DaveB 
and Les Hale overturned produced a Paper 
Wasp nest. A few more plants were noted 
with the fluffy catkins of Creeping Willow 
Salix repens, Carline Thistle Carlina vulgaris, 
Cat's-ear Hypochaeris radicata and Mouse-
ear-hawkweed Pilosella officinarum. 
 

 
Broom Cytisus scoparius ssp. scoparius 
 
There were four Common Blues 
Polyommatus icarus and half a dozen 
Speckled Woods Pararge aegeria flitting in 
the sunshine but it was a Small Pearl-
bordered Fritillary Boloria selene that caused 
a flurry of camera activity. This species is a 
priority species for conservation which has 
suffered a long-term decline in distribution 
and population. Habitat management such as 
woodland coppicing that encourages growth 
of the larval foodplant Common Dog-violet 
Viola riviniana and those nectar producing 
plants that the adults avidly feed from such 
as Blackberry Rubus fruticosus, Bugle Ajuga 
reptans, Bird's-foot Trefoil Lotus corniculatus 
and Bluebell Hyacinthoides non-scripta. 
 

 
Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary 
 
We stopped for a bite of lunch noting a 
Garden Tiger Caterpillar Arctia caja moving 
at full pelt across the path. Luckily this 
escaped the Red Banded Sand Wasp 
Ammophila sabulosa that Les Bushell had 

seen nearby hyperactively on the hunt for 
Caterpillars which are paralyzed with a sting 
then buried in their nest burrow to provide 
food for its larvae through to pupation. 
We jumped down the dunes and wandered 
along the high tideline of the beach towards 
the Llanddwyn Island. Masses of Kelp 
Laminaria sp. had been ripped from their 
rocky holdfasts out at sea and were lying in 
curved Seal-shaped masses on the beach. 
There were a few dead Common Shore 
Crabs Carcinus maenas, shells of Common 
Limpet Patella vulgata, Common Cockle 
Cerastoderma edule, Common Mussel 
Mytilus edulis and Native Oyster Ostrea 
edulis. Margaret Parry found the carapace of 
a European Spider Crab Maja squinado and 
a Mermaid’s Purse from a Lesser-spotted 
Dogfish a.k.a. Small-spotted Catshark 
Scyliorhinus canicula. 
As we approached the island we passed 
several large rocks in the sand which are 
basaltic pillow lavas, part of the Pre-cambrian 
Gwna Group. They were formed by undersea 
volcanic eruptions; as the molten rock 
billowed out meeting the cold sea water the 
rock solidified producing this pillow shape. 
Lichens on the lava included Calcoplaca 
marina and Sea Ivory Ramalina siliquosa. 
 

 
Pillow Lava 
 
We climbed the steps onto the island and 
noted the variety of plant species Sea 
Campion Silene uniflora, Red Campion 
Silene dioica, Common Sorrel Rumex 
acetosa, Thrift Armeria maritima, Common 
Dog-violet Viola riviniana, Silverweed 
Potentilla anserina, Creeping Cinquefoil 
Potentilla reptans, Burnet Rose Rosa 
spinosissima, Kidney Vetch Anthyllis 
vulneraria, Sea Spurge Euphorbia paralias, 
Bloody Crane's-bill Geranium sanguineum, 
Common Stork's-bill Erodium cicutarium, 
Spring Squill Scilla verna and Bluebell 
Hyacinthoides non-scripta. 
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Thrift 
 
ChrisB found a Welsh Chafer Hoplia 
philanthus and I showed members a Green 
Tiger Beetle Cicindela campestris and a 
Drinker Euthrix potatoria Caterpillar. Barbara 
Lee photographed a Dingy Skipper Erynnis 
tages – the most widely-distributed Skipper, 
despite its decline due to changes in farming 
practice. 
 

 
T� r Mawr 
 
A beacon, called T� r Bach, was built at the 
tip of Llandwynn Island to provide guidance 
to ships entering the Menai Straits with a 
more effective lighthouse, T� r Mawr built 
nearby in 1845. The lighthouse was a great 
place for a bit of sea-watching a number of 
small islets held Cormorants, Shags and 

Oyks. The odd Gannet and Common 
Guillemot passed by and other members 
noted Eider and Common Scoter. 
On the island were numerous Meadow Pipits 
and ascending Sky Larks, pairs of Stonechat, 
Pied Wagtail and Linnets. Hugh Stewart 
photographed one of the Rock Pipits with a 
beak packed full of insects, a growing brood 
nearby. On a shady rock face Sea 
Spleenwort Asplenium marinum was growing. 
 

 
Rock Pipit by Hugh Stewart 
 
Close-by are the ruins of Llanddwyn Chapel 
built in the 16th Century dedicated to St. 
Dwynwen – who lived on the island in the 5th 
Century and is a patron saint of lovers, 
making her the Welsh equivalent of St. 
Valentine. Pilgrimages were made to her 
Holy Well and the faithfulness of a lover could 
be divined through the movements of Eels 
that lived there. No Eels today but Margaret 
Parry noted Hemlock Water-dropwort 
Oenanthe crocata. 
Returning back to the path leading through 
the woodland we added Small White Pieris 
rapae, Peacock Inachis io and Blue-tailed 
Damselfly Ischnura elegans plus had good 
views of a bubbly voiced Garden Warbler. 
DaveH noted a Small Copper Lycaena 
phlaeas, Wall Lasiommata megera and 
Chimney Sweeper Moth Odezia atrata. 
All too soon we were rounding up the 
straggler MNA members for the return 
journey after a wildlife-packed day. 

 

Conwy Valley, Wales 30 th May 2017, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

DaveB, Richard Surman, Ron Crossley and I 
enjoyed a visit along the Conwy Valley in late 
May. Our first stop was St Mary’s Church at 
Caerhun, situated on the site of the Roman 
Fort of Canovium, overlooking the River 
Conwy. The churchyard is occasionally 

frequented by Hawfinches. Not luck today 
with them although we had nice views of a 
pair of Redstart. We continued along the 
Conwy Valley to Dolwyddelan. According to 
Wiki the name of the village translates as 
"Gwyddelan's meadow", referring to the 5th 



 9

or 6th century Saint Gwyddelan, after whom 
the parish church is named. 
After parking beside the railway station we 
crossed a stone bridge that had Maidenhair 
Spleenwort Asplenium trichomanes, Wall-rue 
Asplenium ruta-muraria, Wild Strawberry 
Fragaria vesca, Ivy-leaved Toadflax 
Cymbalaria muralis and Herb-Robert 
Geranium robertianum growing from its 
mortar. We climbed along Maes-y-Braich 
lane out of the village, Greenfinch wheezing 
away in nearby gardens. We quickly reached 
the track following the route of the old Roman 
Road Sarn Helen leading up the Cwm 
Penamnen valley at the southern end of 
Gwydir Forest Park. The weather was drizzly 
with various Mosses and Lichens Cladonia 
sp. benefiting from the damp conditions. A 
Siskin called and landed at the top of a 
Conifer – a mere silhouette in the mist. The 
ubiquitous Willow Warbler, Blackcap and a 
scattering of Garden Warblers were in song.    
I photographed Hard-fern Blechnum spicant. 
Like other species of Blechnum, Hard-fern 
has two types of leaves the fertile leaves (left) 
have much narrower leaflets whereas the 
sterile leaves (right) have flat, wavy-margined 
leaflets. 
 

 
Hard-fern 
 
Plants included Welsh Poppy Meconopsis 
cambrica, Greater Stitchwort Stellaria 
holostea, Cuckooflower Cardamine pratensis, 
Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus, White Stonecrop 
Sedum album, Tormentil Potentilla erecta, 
Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna that was still 
in flower, Common Bird's-foot-trefoil Lotus 
corniculatus, Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca, 
Foxglove Digitalis purpurea, Thyme-leaved 
Speedwell Veronica serpyllifolia, Germander 
Speedwell Veronica chamaedrys, Marsh 

Thistle Cirsium palustre, Goat's-beard 
Tragopogon pratensis and Bluebell 
Hyacinthoides non-scripta – again still 
flowering. 
The high-pitched zee of Goldcrests came 
from the tops of the conifers and a couple of 
Redpoll were flying around uttering ‘chich-
chich-chich’. Hiding in the Bracken Pteridium 
aquilinum was an Angle Shades Phlogophora 
meticulosa and a few Snipe Fly Rhagio 
scolopaceus were adopting their usual down-
looking pose. I took a detour down a slope to 
view a couple of small waterfalls on the Afon 
Cwm Penamnen that ran adjacent to the 
track and viewed a group of Common 
Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsia. A wet 
bank beside the track held Common 
Butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris - an 
insectivorous Plant that was making little 
impact on the swarm of Midges! 
 

 
Angle Shades 
 
We stopped for lunch at the ruins of medieval 
Tai Penamnen, built by the powerful Welsh 
nobleman and founder of the Wynn Dynasty, 
Maredudd ab Ieuan, as his family home. Dog 
Lichen Peltigera sp. grew on the stonework, a 
Redstart was singing close by and a Great-
spotted Woodpecker called. Further along the 
track the sun put in a brief appearance and 
we took a small detour and crossed a newly 
constructed wooden footbridge over the Afon 
Cwm Penamnen, a Buzzard circling against 
an impressive rocky rhyolite crag Carreg 
Alltrem reminiscent of Wyoming scenery as 
the backdrop. A Grey Wagtail was chasing 
after insects in the stream bed, a Small White 
Pieris rapae flew by and Richard located a 
Spotted Flycatcher in the streamside 
Conifers. 
Returning to the main track we continued up 
the valley noting a Mother Shipton Moth 
Euclidia mi on a wooden fencepost and a 
Rove Beetle possibly Aleochara lanuginosa 
racing along. We then took a sharp detour 
off-piste along the steep track where the 
Forestry Commission had felled the Conifers 
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the previous year. A Peregrine cried from 
further along the valley, a Raven croaked 
above us and a Tree Pipit performed its aerial 
display flight landing amongst the tree-felling 
debris and Conifer stumps. A Dor Beetle 
Geotrupes sp. plodded along until DaveB 
turned it upside down briefly to see whether it 
was infected by mites – it wasn’t. After a 
couple of stops to catch our breath and note 
the Heath Bedstraw Galium saxatile we 
reached the top of Pen Y Benar and the 
drizzle started as we headed over moorland 
dotted with Hare's-tail Cottongrass 
Eriophorum vaginatum and began our 
descent.   
 

 
Mother Shipton 
 
It was squelchy underfoot and the retreating 
stream had caused bankside erosion. A few 
interesting plants with more Common 
Butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris, Lesser 
Spearwort Ranunculus flammula, Round-
leaved Sundew Drosera rotundifolia, 
Common Milkwort Polygala vulgaris and 
Lousewort Pedicularis sylvatica. 
Mepits and a Stonechat were seen, I heard 
the bubbling call of a Curlew and we heard 
the plaintive call of the Cuckoo – the first of 
three individuals. Passing through a farm we 

were glad that the barking dogs were on thick 
chains. 
The typical Welsh Oak woodland it was 
surprisingly devoid of Bird song although 
further along we did note a party of Long-
tailed Tits, Robins, Prune and Great Tit. 
 

 
Conwy Valley Scenery 
 
We continued through sheep pasture with 
some quite bold ewes protecting their lambs 
from our perceived threat. Their dung held 
both Coprophagous Fungi and a scattering of 
Yellow Dung Flies Scathophaga stercoraria. 
The ruins of Dolwyddelan castle looked 
spooky against the increasingly greying skies 
on the opposite side of the Afon Lledr. Gates 
and stiles had allowed our progress to 
continue over the fields but we came across 
a fence that barred our way and had to 
backtrack to find the correct route. I briefly 
glimpsed a Kingfisher peeping along the 
river. 
The heavens opened and we donned 
waterproofs for the last leg of the walk back 
into Dolwyddelan - Swallows and House 
Martins zipping around a couple of fields 
festooned with Pignut Conopodium majus on 
the edge of the town. 

 

Wrexham Wanderings Summer 2017, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

Mid July saw DaveB, Ron Crossley and I 
visiting a couple of sites in the Wrexham 
area. After last years’ successful visit to 
Marford Quarry I was keen to return and 
investigate the site further. We soon found 
one of the site specialties Wild Liquorice 
Astragalus glycyphyllos – a member of the 
Pea Family this straggling plant has 4 to 6 
pairs of oval leaflets and was now sporting 
clusters of elongated seed pods.  
 

 
Wild Liquorice 
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A couple of exposed heaps of sandy soil 
were covered in the delicate annual Scarlet 
Pimpernel Anagallis arvensis. Its flowers 
close quickly when the atmospheric pressure 
falls and rain is approaching giving rise to its 
country folk-names 'Old Man's Weathervane' 
or 'Poorman’s Barometer.'  
 

 
Scarlet Pimpernel 
 
Unfortunately no sign of any Mullein 
caterpillars on either the Great Mullein 
Verbascum thapsus or White Mullein 
Verbascum lychnitis. Other interesting plants 
included Agrimony Agrimonia eupatoria, 
Yellow-wort Blackstonia perfoliata, Common 
Gromwell Lithospermum officinale, Wild 
Marjoram Origanum vulgare, Common 
Figwort Scrophularia nodosa, Greater 
Burdock Arctium lappa and Ploughman's-
spikenard Inula conyzae. The yaffling call of a 
pair of Green Woodpeckers resonated 
around us and there are many folk-names 
relating to its laughing call including 
Yaffingale and Laughing Betsey whereas 
others such as Rainbird and Weather Cock 
hint at the call forewarning of rainy weather. 
 

 
Robin’s Pincushion Gall 
 
There were a scattering of Robin’s 
Pincushion Galls a.k.a. ‘Bedeguar Gall on 
Dog Rose Rosa canina caused by the Gall 
Wasp Dipoloepis rosae. We noted three 
Silver-washed Fritillary Argynnis paphia – 
mainly found in woodlands in Southern 

England this species suffered declines in the 
20th century but has been spreading 
northwards in recent years. Other Butterflies 
included Small Skipper Thymelicus sylvestris, 
Gatekeeper Pyronia tithonus and Ringlet 
Aphantopus hyperantus. 
On a visit to Marford earlier in July DaveB 
observed some interesting behaviour when 
on one of the sandy gravel banks a female 
Spider-hunting Wasp Pompilidae sp. was 
seen repeatedly stinging a Spider much 
larger than itself. The unfortunate Spider 
thrashed about in its death-throws before 
being dragged off where it would have 
provided food for its larvae. Chris Felton later 
identified the victim as a Ground Wolf Spider 
Trochosa terricola. 
 

 
Spider-hunting Wasp by DaveB 
 
Our next destination was Alyn Waters 
Country Park, a Green Flag accredited site 
with a diverse range of habitats including 
woodland, grassland and riverside. The Park 
is split into two by the River Alyn with the 
Gwersyllt side boasting an information centre 
and café whereas we concentrated on the 
Llay side with its local nature reserve. We 
wandered through the Wildflower grassland 
noting Common Poppy Papaver rhoeas, 
Perforate St John's-wort Hypericum 
perforatum, Common Mallow Malva 
sylvestris, Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria, 
Agrimony Agrimonia eupatoria, Tufted Vetch 
Vicia cracca, Selfheal Prunella vulgaris, 
Eyebright Euphrasia officinalis, seed pods of 
Yellow-rattle Rhinanthus minor, Mouse-ear-
hawkweed Pilosella officinarum, Yarrow 
Achillea millefolium and spikes of Common 
Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsii growing 
together in groups.  
Small Skipper Thymelicus sylvestris, Meadow 
Brown Maniola jurtina and Six-Spot Burnet 
Zygaena filipendulae were particularly 
enjoying the Common Knapweed Centaurea 
nigra. Other Insects included numerous 
bonking pairs of Common Red Soldier Beetle 
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Rhagonycha fulva and Flesh Fly Sarcophaga 
sp. 
 

 
Small Skipper 
 
A local guy with a hyperactive Jack Russell 
asked us what we were doing and after 
explaining we were naturalists he asked 
whether we would be interested in being 
shown the Dune Helleborines Epipactis 
dunensis in the adjacent woodland.  
 

 
Dune Helleborine 
 
We eagerly headed off and after he showed 
us the half dozen spikes he had noticed close 
to the main path we went off-road and 
discovered a couple of dozen others – most 
only just coming into flower. The population 
here were always assumed to be one of the 
typical Helleborines found in woodland - 
Broad-leaved Helleborine Epipactis 
helleborine until an enthusiast had a closer 
look around 2010. They discovered they were 
in fact Dune Helleborines with estimated 
numbers between 1,000 to 5,000 plants! It is 
thought that wind-blown seed from the 
coastal population at Newborough Warren on 
Anglesey has found its way here. Along with 
the hundreds of Common Twayblade Listera 

ovata dotted around the woodland floor they 
made for a great end to our visit! 
 

 
Flesh Fly 
 
Late July saw Harry Standaloft, Ron, DaveB 
and I visiting Minera Quarry to indulge in the 
rare and threatened wildlife and plants this 
specialist limestone grassland and wooded 
area has on offer. After disembarking at the 
village triangle we wandered down to the 
River Clywedog which despite recent heavy 
rains was barely a trickle. An energetic Grey 
Wagtail was frantically bobbing and chasing 
after insects along the river edge to feed its 
fledgling that was sat expectantly on a rock in 
the shade. We turned into Ty Brith Ln and 
through the gate onto the track leading 
through umbellifers including Rough Chervil 
Chaerophyllum temulum, Alexanders 
Smyrnium olusatrum, Pignut Conopodium 
majus, Yarrow Achillea millefolium and 
flowering plants such as Field Bindweed 
Convolvulus arvensis, Common Centaury 
Centaurium erythraea, Hedge Woundwort 
Stachys sylvatica, Wood Sage Teucrium 
scorodonia, Selfheal Prunella vulgaris, 
Harebell Campanula rotundifolia and 
Common Knapweed Centaurea nigra. Red 
Campion Silene dioica was suffering from a 
smut Fungus Microbotryum silenesdioicae 
which infects the anthers of male flowers 
causing them to become black. The leaves of 
Japanese Knotweed Fallopia japonica were 
suffering from Leaf Spot Fungus 
Mycosphaerella polygoni-cuspidati. This 
Fungus along with the sap sucking Insect 
Aphalara itadori are being used as potential 
control agents to this Invasive Plant. We 
chased after the first Butterflies of the day 
with Small Skipper Thymelicus sylvestris, 
Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta, Gatekeeper 
Pyronia tithonus, Meadow Brown Maniola 
jurtina and Ringlet Aphantopus hyperantus. 
A detour through the woodland growing on 
the old lime slag heaps was productive with 
Common Twayblade Neottia ovata, 
Pyramidal Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis 
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along with numerous spikes of Broad-leaved 
Helleborine Epipactis helleborine. 
 

 
Woodland with Moss Cushions 
 
Dappled sunlight backlighting the Moss 
cushions below the Trees was magical 
indeed. Further along more magic where 
rainwater had flowed through the limestone 
dissolving then re-precipitating the calcite 
present as stalactites – whose name is traced 
back to the Greek word ‘stalassein’ which 
means ‘to drip’. This mini grotto held a 
number of fairies, angels and a somewhat 
incongruous Pterodactyl! Dave noticed a 
single stalk of Round-leaved Wintergreen 
Pyrola rotundifolia arising from four shiny 
basal leaves. Unfortunately the white flowers 
had not yet opened from their round buds.  
 

 
Broad-leaved Helleborine 
 
We watched a pair of Spotted Flycatchers 
that had nested this year at the old Quarry 
buildings. Nearby the tall candle-like flower 
spikes of Great Mullein Verbascum thapsus 
lay collapsed on the ground and a clump of 
the hemi-parasitic Red Bartsia Odontites 
vernus was stealthily gaining nutrition from 
the roots of grasses.   

A couple of Graylings Hipparchia semele 
were basking in the sunshine on a scree 
slope with the native perennial Field 
Scabious Knautia arvensis flowering on a 
ledge above. We climbed the path through 
woodland noting the juicy fruits of Wild 
Strawberry Fragaria vesca and the rounded 
achenes with feathery hooked styles of Wood 
Avens Geum urbanum as well as yet more 
flowering Broad-leaved Helleborines. We 
entered the gate through to a wildflower bank 
over-looking the main Quarry complex. 
Flitting amongst the Salad Burnet 
Sanguisorba minor, Common Milkwort 
Polygala vulgaris, Eyebright Euphrasia 
officinalis and Lady's Bedstraw Galium verum 
were three female Silver-studded Blues 
Plebejus argus along with Small Skipper 
Thymelicus sylvestris, Ringlet Aphantopus 
hyperantus and Small Heath Coenonympha 
pamphilus. 
 

 
Common Darter 
 
We ate lunch beside the small pond fringed 
with Marsh Horsetail Equisetum palustre and 
Lesser Spearwort Ranunculus flammula. 
Twenty or so Water Boatman a.k.a. 
Backswimmer Notonecta glauca were floating 
at the surface of the water – a lone Tadpole 
was certainly doomed. Odonata included 
Emerald Damselfly Lestes sponsa, Azure 
Damselfly Coenagrion puella, Blue-tailed 
Damselfly Ischnura elegans, Migrant Hawker 
Aeshna mixta and Common Darter 
Sympetrum striolatum.  The shrill ‘kee-kee-
kee’ of the nesting Peregrines echoed around 
the Quarry accompanied by the ‘chack of 
Jackdaws and the throaty ‘crrrawk’ of a 
Raven. 
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Meadow Grasshopper 
 
We wandered across the Quarry’s grassland 
amazed at the number of Autumn Gentians 
Gentianella amarella – unfortunately not yet 
in flower but whose reddish stem with 
opposite pairs of narrow pointed leaves made 
it quite prominent. It is a biennial - the leaves 
grow in the first year, the flowering stem 
appears in the second.  
We noted quite a number of mating Six-Spot 
Burnet Moths Zygaena filipendulae, a few 
male Common Blues Polyommatus icarus, 
boinging Meadow Grasshoppers Chorthippus 
parallelus and Red-tailed Bumblebees 
Bombus lapidarius one of whose pollen 
basket or ‘corbicula’ on the tibia of the hind 
legs was bright red in colour. Harry spotted a 
small caterpillar on a Rush Juncus sp. stem, 
the host plant of the Sawfly larvae Dolerus 
ferrugatus. 
 

 
Sawfly larva Dolerus ferrugatus  
 
We met a couple of naturalists from the North 
Wales Wildlife Trust who told us that after 
many years of negotiations Tarmac, Minera 
Quarry’s current owners are signing the 
contract to transfer the land to the Wildlife 
Trust. This will allow better management of 
the site including scrub clearance and 

controlled grazing as well as improving 
access with nature trails and community 
engagement events. They were excited with 
our sighting of the Silver-studded Blues – 
possibly a first for the site. We bumped into 
them again back at the pond where they had 
seen Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma 
nymphula and Scarce Blue-tailed Damselfly 
Ischnura pumilio whose status is near 
threatened on the GB Red List. The species 
was considered almost extinct in Britain at 
the turn of the 19th Century but has recently 
been undergoing a period of range 
expansion. They also showed us a couple of 
Southern Hawker Aeshna cyanaea exuvia. 
On the return walk Ron spotted a furry 
caterpillar crawling across the path that was 
dark brown with light orange bands along the 
body. It was later identified as an early instar 
Fox Moth Macrothylacia rubi. When fully 
grown later in the year the caterpillar will 
hibernate in readiness to complete their 
pupation the following spring. 
 

 
Fox Moth Caterpillar 
 
Our natural history packed days were 
rounded off nicely when we joined the 
regulars at the Plough Inn in Gresford for a 
well-deserved pint! 
 
DaveB returned to Minera four days after our 
visit where sixty Round-leaved Wintergreen 
Pyrola rotundifolia had now emerged on the 
old lime slag heaps and on a steep bank on 
the opposite side of the track were rosettes of 
the yellow-green sticky leaves of Common 
Butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris - though past 
flowering.   Deviating from our normal route 
to a Quarry area further south he 
encountered hundreds of Autumn Gentians 
Gentianella amarella and also Spring 
Sandwort Minuartia verna – a diminutive 
plant with starry, shining five-petalled white 
flowers and reddish anthers that is a 
speciality of old mining sites. 



 
 

Snake Heap                 Terry Williams  
 

 

 
Slow Worm by Terry 
 
Those of you who have had the pleasure of 
visiting Hay Bridge Nature Reserve may well 
have looked at the snake heaps. Inspired by 
these I decided to make one in our Perthshire 
garden. Each time the lawn was mowed the 
grass cuttings were heaped at the back of the 
garden and then covered with a waterproof 
sheet which was weighed down by rocks. It 
wasn’t long before we had some residents.  

First slow worms, then the odd toad and even 
a field vole. We now have up to nine slow 
worms and in autumn we welcomed some 
worm-sized bronze babies. The slow worms 
are a lovely addition to the garden and also 
help out by eating lots of slugs. 
 

 
Slow Worm baby by Terry

  
 

Camera Traps  Terry Williams  
 

 

You can never be sure what visits your 
garden at night but a trailcam can open up a 
whole new world.  These cameras are 
triggered by movement and take still shots or 
videos in colour during the daytime and black 
and white using infra-red at night.  I had set a 
couple of cameras up in our garden and with 
the help of a few peanuts on a fallen log, I 
was soon surprised by our secret neighbours. 
First were the wood mice, bounding around 
like mini kangaroos and stealing peanuts all 
night long. Along trundled a hedgehog to 
investigate what was going on, and then a 

bank vole.  Dawn saw the arrival of three 
rabbits who hopped onto the log and took a 
few nuts. We had only ever seen a single 
rabbit in the garden before. As daylight grew 
robins, blackbirds and then a great spotted 
woodpecker paid a visit. After a few nights we 
had the result we were waiting for - a pine 
marten emerged in the dead of night, took 
some peanuts, scent marked on the log and 
then trotted out of the garden.  By regularly 
putting out food we have a number of regular 
visitors and what better way to spend 
breakfast time than checking the camera to 
find out who has been on the night shift! 

 
 

Extremadura, Spain  Terry Williams  
 

 
The region of Extremadura in Spain is a 3 
hour drive west from Madrid. It is a vast, 
sparsely-populated area of plains (pseudo-
steppe), dehesa (oak parkland), river gorges 
and reservoirs with mountains to the north. 
Farming is not intensive with wheat fields left 
fallow for seasons at a time, pigs roaming 
around the holm oaks for acorns, while cork 
oaks are stripped of their bark every 12 
years.  
We stayed at a little farmhouse outside of the 
town of Montanchez with a garden full of 

birds – Nightingales, Wrynecks, Azure-
winged Magpies, Golden Orioles, Cirl 
Bunting, Woodlark, Woodchat Shrike, and 
Corn Buntings with regular flocks of Bee-
eaters flying over. 
Griffon Vultures are numerous in the area 
and on the road to Trujillo we stopped to see 
over 30 of them huddled around the carcase 
of a cow in a scene reminiscent of the African 
plains. We then visited Trujillo to see its 
colony of Lesser Kestrels nesting beneath the 
roof tiles of the bullring and its rooftop nesting 
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White Storks. On the plains between Trujillo 
and Caceres we encountered Great Spotted 
Cuckoos getting a hard time from their host 
species the Magpie. Black Kites were the 
most common large bird to be seen along 
with Griffon Vultures, and a surprising 
number of Black Vultures (Europe’s largest 
raptor).  More Shrikes and Bee-eaters were 
seen before we were able to track down a 
small gathering of Great Bustards out on the 
plain.  Crested, Thekla and Callandra Larks 
are found all over the area as well as Short-
toed Larks. Also over the plains we saw a 
number of Short-toed Eagles hunting for their 
reptilian prey. 
At one crossroads is a well-known colony of 
Montagu’s Harriers and here we had 6 birds 
two males sky dancing high above before 
rejoining the brown females at the roadside.  
The electricity poles in the area have been 
fitted with scores of nest boxes which are 
used by Rollers and Little Owls. 
A trip to the capital city of Merida gave us 
views of Penduline Tit and Purple Swamphen 

as well as the egret colony, which had Little 
and Cattle Egrets, Night Herons and Glossy 
Ibis. Even here in the city we had Black Kites, 
Booted Eagles, Griffon Vultures and White 
Storks overhead. 
The must visit area of the Extremadura is 
Monfrague Park where Griffon Vultures fly at 
eye-level and you can look across to view the 
nesting Spanish Imperial Eagles. Also in this 
area are Bonelli’s Eagles, Egyptian Vultures 
and Black Storks, Choughs, Rock Buntings 
and Crested Tits. 
Visiting one of the wetland reserves we 
caught up with Savi’s Warblers, Purple 
Herons and Squacco Herons as well as one 
of our target species the Black-shouldered 
Kite. 
Also in the area are otters, foxes, genets and 
beech martens. 
This one of best birding areas in Europe and 
is unrivalled for breeding raptors. There is 
seldom a moment when there is not 
something to be training your binoculars on.

 

Autumnal Highlights  Sabena J Blackbird  
 

 
Our visit to Wigan Flashes Nature Reserve in 
late summer provided the first clues that 
autumn was fast approaching. An impressive 
show of the ripening berries of Lords and 
Ladies Arum maculatum peaked out from the 
undergrowth.  
 

 
Lords and Ladies 
 
The coach trip to Fairburn Ings RSPB 
Reserve allowed members close views of a 
male Migrant Hawker Aeshna mixta. Ron 
Crossley took a few pics - the visible yellow 
‘T’ on the second thorax of the abdomen a 
good distinguishing feature. 
 

 
Migrant Hawker by Ron Crossley 
 
The Fungi included Brown Birch Bolete 
Leccinum scabrum, Scaly Earthball 
Scleroderma verrucosum, Fly Agaric Amanita 
muscaria, Purple Brittlegill Russula 
atropurpurea, Southern Bracket Ganoderma 
australe and a few Hoof Fungus Fomes 
fomentarius. 
ChriB spotted some nibbled leaves – the 
culprits Willow Sawfly larvae Nematus 
pavidus. They adopt a S-shaped posture 
when disturbed which is believed to be a 
defence mechanism to avoid parasitisation. 
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Willow Sawfly larvae 
 
On a couple of the fence posts along the Coal 
Tips trail were lone Red-legged Shieldbugs 
Pentatoma rufipes. This distinctive looking 
Shieldbug has hooked projections at the front 
of the pronotum. The spot at the tip of the 
scutellum was orange in this individual but 
can range in colour from orange to cream. 
 

 
Red-legged Shieldbug 
 
We held a very successful Fungal Foray 
around the Montagu Road triangle and 
Freshfield Dune Heath. We were grateful 
again to the expertise of Tony Carter of the 
MNA / North West Fungal Group who avidly 
filled his box with specimens to check their ID 
through spore tests when he returned home.  
  

 
Bay Cup 
 
Of note were some Cup Fungi – mostly of the 
usual oval shape with one heart-shaped type 
that we initially thought to be Toad’s Ear 

Otidea bufonia but on spore examination 
were proved to be Bay Cup Peziza badia.  
There were some cool Earpick Fungus 
Auriscalpium vulgare - saprobic on decaying 
Pine Pinus sylvestris cones. The underside of 
the cap features tiny spines or "teeth." 
 

 
Earpick Fungus 
 
Under Pines on the Dune Heath were 
overlapping tiers of rosette-like brown fans 
with paler margins identified as Earthfan 
Thelephora terrestris. 
 

 
Earthfan 
 
The iconic Fly Agaric Amanita muscaria was 
present in good numbers. Its common name 
comes from its use in some European 
countries as an insecticide when sprinkled in 
milk.  
The main psychoactive chemical compound 
present is muscimol along with the neurotoxin 
ibotenic acid, 10-20% of which is metabolized 
to muscimol after ingestion. 
Indigenous peoples of Siberia especially the 
Koryaks and Kamchadales use Fly Agarics 
as an entheogen both recreationally and 
religiously. There are reports of the 
mushroom being mixed with vodka for use in 
wedding feasts and Shamans ingesting the 
mushroom to achieve a trance state. As the 
psychoactive elements are expelled in the 
urine others often drink the Shaman’s urine to 
partake in the entheogenic effects. 
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Around the winter solstice the Shamans 
would dress in a red suit with white fur trim 
and white dots whilst gathering Fly Agarics. 
Returning to their traditional housing – the 
yurt – the entrance door would be blocked by 
snow so they would climb to the centre of the 
roof that acts as a chimney and slide down 
the pole. Reindeer are also partial to eating 
Fly Agarics and become high, prancing and 
jumping around. Here lies the origin of Santa 
Claus and his flying Reindeer! 
 

 
Fly Agaric 
 
One of the visual psychoactive effects 
associated with Amanita muscaria is 
macropsia whereby objects within the field of 
vison appear larger than they are causing the 
user to feel smaller than they are. Remember 
Lewis Carroll’s hookah-smoking caterpillar in 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland inviting her 
to take a bite from a Fly Agaric! 
 

 
Common Puffball 
 
Clusters of Common Puffball Lycoperdon 
perlatum spread amongst the leaf litter. This 
gregarious saprotroph feeds on humus and 
decaying organic matter. On maturity 
Puffballs release their spores through the 
ostiole - a hole in the endoperidium – when 

compressed by being hit by falling raindrops, 
or given a good ole prod! Apparently the 
genus name Lycoperdon means 'wolf's fart' 
from the Greek ‘lycos’ meaning wolf and 
‘perdon’ meaning to break wind. One of their 
other country names is Devil’s Snuffbox – 
take care as inhalation of the spores of this 
and other Puffballs can cause a lung disease 
known as lycoperdonosis. 
 
We were glad to see Jim Hughes recovered 
enough from a recent operation to lead our 
walk around Mere Sands Wood. Pinkies flew 
in their aerodynamic V-shape in skeins 
across the sky as we watched a Kingfisher 
and Waterfowl from the hides including 
Shoveler, Gadwall Tufties and Little Grebe. 
Odonata still on the wing included Southern 
Hawker Aeshna cyanaea, Brown Hawker 
Aeshna grandis and Common Darter 
Sympetrum striolatum. A Treecreeper joined 
a buoyant flock of Long-tailed Tits as they 
flitted from Tree to Tree ‘zee-zee-zee’-ing 
through the woodland.  
Plenty of Fungi around with Amethyst 
Deceiver Laccaria amethystina, Deceiver 
Laccaria laccata, Rosy Crust Peniophora 
incarnata, Ochre Brittlegill Russula 
ochroleuca, Shaggy Inkcap Coprinus 
comatus, Stump Puffball Lycoperdon 
pyriforme and Clouded Funnel Clitocybe 
nebularis amongst others. 
 

 
Common Stinkhorn 
 
An unmistakable smell helped us locate a 
couple of Common Stinkhorns Phallus 
impudicus whose odour had also attracted a 
collection of Flies to the dark olive coloured 
gleba covering most of the conical head. The 
gleba contain the spores which are then 
dispersed on the Flies’ feet. 



 
A Natural History Diary 2016-2017  David Bryant  
 

 
Leighton Moss 13th November 
For the last MNA coach trip of the year 
matters got off to a good start when a Great 
Egret flew low and languidly over the 
causeway, only to be later chased by a Grey 
Heron a short distance from the ever popular 
hide. The main sheet of water offered 
excellent views of numerous Shovelers, 
Gadwall and Teal while to the left a Bittern 
and Marsh Harrier kept low over the reeds. 
Many members were very fortunate to hear 
and then see three Bearded Tits on the seed 
trays; two males and a female, all colour-
ringed. Wisps of Snipe attracted our attention 
as we progressed towards the trees at the far 
end of the causeway where a low bridge 
crosses the dyke. Predictably we had some 
fungi, notably Blushing Bracket, Purple 
Jellydisc, Leafy Brain, Jelly Ear, Velvet 
Shank, Candlesnuff, Coral Spot and 
Oysterling. Turning left for the Lower Hide a 
Marsh Tit and Robin were amazingly 
approachable while John Clegg even had a 
Pheasant feeding from his hand! As 
Fieldfares “chacked” away across the pasture 
several dozen restless Siskins flew about the 
canopy. At the hide the main focus of 
attention was an American Wigeon which had 
been present for several weeks, its head 
being in startling contrast to our native 
species close by – namely a white crown, 
dark green band through the eye and mottled 
cheeks and neck. A Bittern flying high above 
was a popular finale. 

 
 
 
Parkgate 16th November 
A 10 metre tide is invariably an attraction, 
especially with a brisk NW breeze, and this 
day was no exception with so many people 
and vehicles present. As the tide flooded the 
marsh and in good light there were the usual 
mass flights of Knot, Redshank, Shelduck, 

Curlew, Pintail, Teal and Dunlin while two 
Short-eared Owls were very active at close 
range. Some 50 Little Egrets all gathered on 
a mound-like refuge as a Bittern, at great 
height, flew upriver and then glided down to 
land near the Donkey Pool. As the water 
came right up to the wall it flushed out a 
Mole, a Hedgehog and numerous Voles 
which provided a feast for the Little Egrets 
and Black-headed Gulls which voraciously 
swallowed them whole. 
 
 
Hope 8th December 
During recent years I’ve become familiar with 
some very interesting sites in the Wrexham 
area, from the huge sand and gravel 
workings at Borras with their Sand Martins to 
Minera quarries, Marford reserve and Alyn 
Waters Country Park. My latest discovery has 
been Fagl Lane Quarry just below Hope 
station on the Bidston-Wrexham line. Only 
recently sand and gravel used to be 
excavated by Hanson Aggregates, leaving a 
large lake, shallow pools, hummocky terrain 
and Willow-Birch scrub. 
Ron and I alighted at Caergwle, the next 
stop, and walked upstream along the 
Alyn/Alun to Hope – a local pun being “Born 
in Hope but die in Caergwle”. Leaving the 
residential area we crossed permanent 
pasture where overgrown hedgerows and 
trees fringing the river held numerous 
Redwings, some Fieldfares, a Great Spotted 
Woodpecker and several Long-tailed Tits. 
While I studied tiers of white bordered, 
chestnut Alder Bracket Ron had heard and 
seen a Kingfisher ahead of me by the two 
bridges where Otters have been recorded on 
the footings. There was the inevitable Grey 
Wagtail. We then crossed Fagl Lane and into 
Pigeon House Lane which leads to the prime 
objective, a rather tame Jay leading the way. 
Although cloudy and damp earlier on the sun 
broke out as we approached the lake, making 
it feel quite warm, so much so that a 
Common Buzzard was mewing and soaring 
above. The calm water was surprisingly 
productive with half a dozen Great Crested 
Grebes, five Goosanders (four females), two 
dozen Coot while at the north end six Little 
Grebes kept to a shaded area by 
overhanging trees and well away from five 
dozen boisterous Greylags. Two of the tallest 
trees were occupied by 15 Cormorants, 
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mostly immature with characteristic spread-
eagled wings. As we made a circuit another 
Kingfisher was flushed while in the south-
west corner several Tufted Ducks moved 
away from the bank along with a female 
Scaup. Retracing back to Caergwle I was 
surprised to find about a dozen Tree 
Sparrows flitting about the hedges bordering 
the Mold road. 
Six months later on 23rd May much warmer 
weather had numerous small wasps very 
active on the bare sand. They were black 
with a red band on the abdomen. Liverpool 
Museum identified them as Blood Bees, 
Sphecodes puncticeps, a solitary species 
which is parasitic on others. 
 
Hillhouse 25th March 
A brief item but worthy of mention as I cycled 
on a warm, sunny day along the old Cheshire 
Lines. Approaching the water treatment plant 
numerous small birds calling and flitting about 
the hedges proved to be at least 31 Corn 
Buntings. This was well surpassed on a 
warm, sunny afternoon, 1st November, as I 
cycled through the hamlet of Lady Green, 
Ince Blundell, and had 85 on the telephone 
wires. And yet, after 30 years of visits to the 
Cotswolds, I've never seen one in 
Gloucestershire! 
 

 
 
Dunsop Bridge 2nd May 
Since so many people had described 
excellent sightings of a Pallid Harrier in 
Bowland Richard and I decided to go there. 
After parking the car in Dunsop Bridge on the 
River Hodder we walked up the Dunsop 
valley with sightings of Common Sandpiper 
and Grey Wagtail along the rocky river bed. 
After two miles we turned into Whitendale, a 
steep hike taking us up the slopes of Middle 

Knoll where people were gathered. It wasn’t 
long before the male bird arrived, drifting 
downstream with very buoyant flight, a 
seemingly white bird due to it being set 
against dark Beatrix Fell. Unlike Montagu’s 
Harrier it had no wing bar. It made a regular 
circuit of Middle Knoll, occasionally indulging 
in aerial display or sky dancing, uttering a 
faint, coarse trill. Fully satisfied we slowly 
moved off to the calls of Red Grouse, Curlew 
and Ring Ouzel while Richard picked out a 
Hen Harrier flying north. 
 
Denbighshire Moors 9th May 
A few miles after the Sportsman’s Arms 
Richard turned right and parked alongside 
Llyn Aled. Straight away there was interest. A 
small pool of iron-stained water had Whirligig 
Beetles spinning around, Pond Skaters, a 
Common Newt coming up for air and a 
“swimming” Damselfly larva with a fat tadpole 
in its jaws. At first Curlews were distant but 
eventually one was much closer on a mound 
of loose rock while Ravens and Common 
Buzzards announced their presence above. 
Where the Aled enters the reservoir a male 
Goosander was briefly visible but closer at 
hand a few Sand Martins had managed to 
burrow into rather coarse glacial deposits. 
Meanwhile Meadow Pipits and Skylarks were 
ever present. Eventually we arrived at the 
dam and the spectacular, deep, gorge-like 
valley where the rocks held surprisingly large 
clumps of Primroses. A Grey Wagtail flitted 
about as a Chaffinch and Willow Warbler 
sang, the latter demonstrating its delightful 
diminuendo! On the return stroll a Common 
Sandpiper performed its shimmering flight 
along the lakeside shingle shortly before a 
Red Kite made a brief appearance. 
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Part two of the day took us to the village of 
Llansannan on the Afon Aled to the north. 
While studying the river from the bridge it was 
a surprise to hear a Sedge Warbler singing in 
a nearby conifer hedge. Then it was a walk 
down the valley amongst pasture and 
woodland where at one point a dense grove 
of Oaks and Sycamores had three Blackcaps 
and a Garden Warbler competing in song, 
almost drowned out by the raucous calls 
emanating from a small rookery on the other 
side of the river! Where the woodland thinned 
out a female Redstart was obligingly perched 
in a bare tree, a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker 
flew over us and a Pied Flycatcher was 
observed singing in an Oak, so white against 
the dark foliage. No Wood Warblers but as 
we returned a Little Egret flew into the noisy 
heronry. 
 
 
Dove Dale 3rd June 
This was the second MNA coach trip to the 
Derbyshire Dales or the White Peak. Soon 
after leaving the village of Hartington we got 
off to good start with a now uncommon Wall 
Brown butterfly on the rocks and a Silver 
Ground Carpet moth on nettles near the 
farmhouse with its old railway vans.  
 

 
 
Then it was on to the track between drystone 
walls with plenty of Cuckoo Flower, Meadow 
Buttercup and some Lesser Trefoil until our 
lunch stop at the converted barn where 
House Martins swooped about and a 
Chaffinch sang. Soon we were into the rocky 
confines of Biggin Dale, a classic dry valley. 
The steep grassy slopes were very 
productive – Early Purple Orchid, Limestone 
Bedstraw, Milkwort and Pignut as Chimney 

Sweeper moth, Common Blue and Small 
Copper added to the invertebrates. Further 
down the dale opened up on a grander scale 
with numerous evenly spaced Hawthorns 
where almost predictably Redstart, Blackcap, 
Willow Warbler and Garden Warbler were 
seen and heard while numerous Orange Tips 
and several Brimstones attracted attention.  
The junction with Dove Dale itself is marked 
by spectacular limestone buttresses with a 
male Peregrine calling from a high ledge and 
then taking to the air for all to see. Rocks 
much closer at hand were rich in yellow Rock 
Rose and a fair amount of Brittle Bladder 
Fern while the slow moving Dove was a mass 
of swirling Water Crowfoot as a young Dipper 
with its spotted breast perched motionless 
near the bank. Countless Mayflies, Ephemera 
danica, were in flight or settled on bankside 
vegetation and easily handled. Further 
downstream with denser tree cover Water 
Avens and Hemlock Water Dropwort added 
to the list, as were the sky-blue flowers of 
perversely named Green Alkanet. 
 
 
Mawdesley Moss 14th June 
It was a cloudy, breezy but warm day as Ron 
and I took the train to Rufford and walked on 
to Mawdesley Moss, passing an old orchard 
as Swallows swooped low over the pasture. 
Up ahead a Common Buzzard was being 
pestered by a Carrion Crow, both becoming 
lost to view behind some tall trees. As we 
rounded a corner in the field we came upon 
several crows calling on a plank bridge. 
When they flew off we found a perfect and 
still warm corpse of one of their bretheren; 
obviously the Buzzard had had enough! As 
we crossed the rich peaty fields Skylarks 
were plentiful as were Reed Buntings – all in 
song.  
Along one embanked, extremely deep drain 
Banded Demoiselles were common but the 
biggest surprise was a square pond fringed 
with reeds and tall nettles which was 
occupied by as many as half a dozen 
Emperor Dragonflies. Further on a fenced, 
central section of a large field had been 
devoted to bog with some water rushes, 
reeds and willow – most unusual. Later we 
were to observe bare squares amidst fields of 
cereal or vegetables, doubtlessly to assist 
breeding birds. As we progressed northwards 
Lapwings added to the Skylarks, calling and 
in aerial display. 
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The flora had been limited so far but turning a 
corner amongst an area of crop trials there 
was a sudden increase in diversity with 
Lesser Burdock, Crosswort, Meadow 
Vetchling, Red Campion, Black Medick, 
Common Fumitory, Petty Spurge, Common 
Field Speedwell, Foxglove, Smooth 
Hawksbeard. Now on Croston Moss a Kestrel 
flew from some large farm buildings as Ron 
photographed Giant Polypore on a Crack 
Willow. As we headed towards the unmanned 
railway crossing a Painted Lady flew by and 
at least two Yellow Hammers were in song. 
We returned to Rufford along the embanked 
River Douglas, the climax being in the last 
hundred yards or so when we had to fight our 
way through 7-8ft Himalayan Balsam! 
 
 
Highfield Moss 26th June 
Another mossland visit but this time via a 
train to Newton le Willows and a 20 minute 
walk. At the pond Migrant Hawkers and 
Broad-bodied Chasers were active as were 
Swifts dipping their beaks into the water and 
leaving v-shaped wavelets; it was so quiet 
you could hear them doing so. Trying not to 
step on the Round-leaved Sundews I heard 
the plop of a Water Vole just as on a previous 
visit. Looking towards Fiddlers Ferry I noticed 
a grey smudge in the sky which gradually got 
bigger as it approached. It turned out to be a 
huge swarm of bees which passed very low 
over me with a loud hum. It was interesting to 
watch the stragglers chasing after the main 
body which headed north. 
As I made my way to the east end of the 
reserve three Reed Buntings were in song as 
was a Tree Pipit which rose from and 
descended to a lone Birch tree. At the edge 
of the Oak grove where a Song Thrush was 
singing seven Large Skippers were flying 

about Greater Birdsfoot Trefoil and Meadow 
Vetchling while the bramble flowers had huge 
numbers of the marmalade hoverfly 
Episyrphus balteatus. Then it was across the 
railway tracks which is still possible despite 
electrification and faster trains. Tramping 
through the Purple Moor Grass which is 
smothering the Marsh Gentians I disturbed 
Silver Y moths and two Roe Deer at the far 
end near the pool and willow scrub, their 
hooves thudding on the peat as they raced 
off. Another surprise was a solitary clump of 
very orange Slender St John’s Wort, with 
Heath Bedstraw concentrated on the mounds 
of the Yellow Meadow Ant. 
 
 
Great Orme 1st July 
Although there was a strong breeze all day 
and increasing cloud after a bright start the 
Orme was as productive as ever. Even the 
stroll along the promenade had Viper’s 
Bugloss in the shingle before we took the 
zigzag path opposite the Grand Hotel and 
noted Rock Rose, Ivy Broomrape, Bloody 
Cranesbill, Wild Clary and Wild Privet, but no 
Nottingham Catchfly this time. Ron came up 
trumps with a Hummingbird Hawkmoth. The 
prom. wall near the pier had Rock Sea 
Spurrey, Sea Plantain and a Grayling while 
Sabena found two Bee Orchids in the long 
grass at the bottom of Happy Valley. 
Green and blue Forester moths, Burnet 
moths and a few Silver-studded Blues 
occupied the flora-rich grassy bank beyond 
the toll gate.  
 

 
 



 23

In complete contrast the sheer, more shady 
rock faces further on had Wild Cabbage, 
Common Meadow Rue and impressive 
numbers of Butterwort on the wet faces, even 
where the rock was very fragile and crumbly. 
This was against a background of cackling 
Fulmars, screeching Peregrines and the deep 
croaks of Ravens, in total contrast to the 
softer calls of Rock Pipits, Stonechats and 
Whitethroats. Out to sea there were no 
Gannets but on the other hand five Harbour 
Porpoises. 
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It was too windy for butterflies on the west 
side but that was compensated on two 
counts. First, a flock of 11 Choughs above 
us, calling and showing off their flying skills. 
Second, the discovery of great masses of 
Wild Madder with its thick, spiny, dark green 
leaves and pale yellow flowers on the 
seaward side of the wall, some of the 
specimens a good 5-6ft tall. A change from 
the usual Red Valerian and Rock Samphire. 
(NB. I have recently acquired some early 
MNA bird reports, 1951-2, in which mention is 
made of as many as 20 pairs of Choughs 
nesting on Penmaenmawr mountain!) 
 
 
Liverpool Bay Cruise 15th July 
Richard and I booked places on the motor 
vessel “Balmoral” for a cruise to Llandudno 
and Menai Straits which proved most popular 
with 400 on board. Although cloudy it was 
warm and calm but with a little brightness 
now and again. We decided on the stern as 
our vantage point. Off Formby Point it wasn’t 
long before we had numerous Manx 

Shearwaters, either on the water or skimming 
the surface, looking very black and white in 
the good light. Predictably, Cormorants were 
on the exposed wrecks and buoys as the 
occasional Kittiwake passed by. Razorbills 
rushed by with blurred wings whereas most 
of the Guillemots were in pairs on the water, 
adult and young. For a change we went 
forward and were just in time to see several 
dozen Common Scoter fly low across the 
bows. This was exceeded on the return leg 
when we had a long string of about 400. 
When close to the Great Orme ranks of auks 
were easily visible on the ledges below the 
lighthouse and even nearer were Gannets, 
both adult and darker immature birds.  
 

 
 
Very appropriately there were a few Puffins 
on the seaward side of the eponymous island 
before we actually sailed between it and 
Anglesey owing to a very high tide. Then it 
was up the Strait as far as the Britannia 
railway bridge, the islets giving Grey Heron, 
Curlew, Oystercatcher and Little Egret. When 
we retraced to Puffin Is. we couldn’t get over 
the huge numbers of Cormorants on the 
landward side, mainly juvenile, both on the 
ledges and the grassy slopes above – like a 
giant nursery. 
 
 



 
 

The Year In Pictures 
 

 

       
 

          
 

   
 
Top left, Green Drake Mayfly Ephemera danica, Dove Dale, June, Sabena J Blackbird 
Top right, Compass Jellyfish Chrysaora hysoscella, Dinas Dinlle, July, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle left, Welsh Mountain Pony Foal, Nant Ffrancon Valley, June, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle centre, Early-purple Orchid Orchis mascula, Dove Dale, June, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle right, Six-Spot Burnet Zygaena filipendulae, Dinas Dinlle, July, Sabena J Blackbird 
Bottom left, Blue Tit fledgling, Kirkby, May, Barbara Lee 
Bottom right, Common Blue Polyommatus icarus, Port Sunlight River Park, August, Barbara Lee 


