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This year's cover picture was taken by Sabena J Blackbird.  
It shows a Mute Swan enjoying a good splashing bath and was taken at 

Moses Gate Country Park near Bolton. 
 
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 2017 programme of coach trips, talks and field trips  
will be on our website from mid-January 2017. 

 

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  
 

 
The 78th AGM of the MNA in February 2016 
saw a number of changes in the committee. 
Seema Aggarwal and Christine Barton were 
formally appointed Coach secretaries. Long-
standing President John Blades stood down 
feeling it was time for that position to pass to 
Dave Bryant in recognition of his dedicated 
commitment to the MNA since becoming a 
member in 1958. That left a vacancy for the 
positon of Chairman and I was delighted to 
be elected. 
I’d like to thank the committee for their hard 
work during the year. It is because of them 
that we hope to offer a good mixture of old 
favourites and new more adventurous 
destinations on our programme. The position 
of secretary is still vacant and I appeal again 
for any members who feel they could fulfil this 
role to contact me. 
If any members are willing to lead a walk – 
for example around their local patch or 
somewhere we haven’t visited previously 

then please let us know! Also member’s 
contributions to the newsletter would be 
gratefully received – it could be article on a 
day out to a nature reserve or an interesting 
piece of wildlife behaviour you have 
observed.   
The next AGM will be held on Saturday 18th 
February 2017 in the meeting room of 
Liverpool Central Library at 11am. Tim Baxter 
will give a talk on ‘Fantastic Plants of Ness 
Botanic Gardens.’  
James Hill of the School Of Environmental 
Sciences, Liverpool University has been 
awarded the Eric Hardy Memorial Prize this 
year for his thesis ‘Continuity and 
disturbance as factors influencing species 
richness in Atlantic oak woodland.’ His 
fieldwork including random stratified species 
surveys and vegetation assessments in some 
of Snowdonia’s ancient and secondary 
woodlands earned him a distinction. 

 
 

Treasurer’s Report Alexander Mansfield 
 

 
Time flies… 
This is my sixth Treasurers’ Report and 
therefore a good time for reflection  – The 
MNA has historically and continues to be in 
the fortunate position of having a healthy 
level of reserves which lead to the explicit 
policy of reducing the level of reserves by 
making grants to other groups and charities. 
This has led to the MNA’s reserves dropping 
by about 40% over the last five years  and the 
MNA has supported a wide range of other 
bodies over that time from the Friends of 
Pickering Pasture (which we continue to 
support annually) to the Woodland Trust to 
the Lancashire Badger Group. The reserves 
are now at a level where we need to be more 

selective but equally we have nothing to 
worry about…. 
Well, maybe we do…. Every Charity needs to 
have a reserves policy and the MNA is no 
exception, our policy is to hold in reserves the 
annual cost of the coach trips. It is hoped that 
these run at breakeven and if they are 
running at a profit then the cost of the final 
trip will be reduced to bring down any profit, 
or potentially as in 2015 a donation will be 
made to a group which hosted one of the 
coach trips out of the profits. 
I am sure the MNA will continue to have 
sufficient surplus reserves and look forward 
to hearing good ideas on how they should be 
spent at our next AGM. 

 
 

Membership Report   John Clegg 
 

 
Once again I have to report that the 
membership has dropped and at the end of 
October, the membership only stands at 121. 
This is mainly due to the large numbers of 
deaths in 2016 (see below), an ever ageing 
membership and being unable to recruit and 
retain new members.  

Will members note that owing to the large 
number of cold calls I was receiving, I now 
have a new phone with a CALL BLOCKER 
and withheld number calls will NOT be 
answered. 
Deaths: Tony Duckele: a committee member 
for a number of years and a leader of walks. 
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Members who have been with us for a 
number of years will remember the spring 
and autumn bird ringing trips to Hightown.  
Frank Benham: a committee member and 
walk leader mainly to Wales and until he 
became unwell a regular on coach outings. 
Ray Eades: a member for many years but as 
he worked away was not seen on our trips. 
Ray sent reports to Eric Hardy from the east 

coast while working as a river pilot on the 
Humber. 
Ken Stober: non-active for a number of years 
owing to poor health. Members may 
remember the minibus holidays to Scotland 
and Spain he took members on. 
Irene Chinn and Alan Whitwell: both were 
frequently on our coach outings until 
becoming unwell. 
Sam Davies: a non-active member.

 
 

Coach Report Seema Aggarwal & Christine Barton 
 

 
Christine and I were given this post in 
January 2016 and we are pleased to say that 
we have thoroughly enjoyed this role and 
getting to know all those that have been 
coming on the MNA outings this year. 
It was most pleasing to see some members 
of the Liverpool Botanical Society on our trips 
and some new people who had discovered 
us via the internet. Both groups thoroughly 
enjoyed the outings and were pleased to find 
our members very welcoming and willing to 
pass on expert advice and information to help 
them. 
Unfortunately, the number of people on each 
trip has been very disappointing and we have 
made huge losses on nearly every trip. We 
have only a few members who book the 
coach in Wirral, perhaps we should try and 
work on increasing membership here. 
We lost out when some members who had 
booked the coach in advance either fell ill 
nearer the time or didn’t turn up and didn’t 
pay. 

We would like to remind members that once 
you have booked you MUST PAY IN FULL if 
you don’t give 7 days’ 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. 
The losses for 2016 will come out of our 
reserves but we need to desperately increase 
the number of people coming out on the trips, 
otherwise the coach trips may not go ahead 
in future. As ever the coach outings provide 
an enjoyable day to locations which might not 
be visited by MNA members and it would be 
sad to terminate these. 
We will search for cheaper coach rates for 
our trips next year but we may end up having 
to compromise in some way e.g. smaller 
coaches, less leg room, food restrictions on 
coach, no muddy boots etc. Please contact 
us if you have any suggestions. 
Finally, we would like to thank all members 
for your continued support and wish you all a 
very Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year 
2017. 

 
 

Eric Hardy’s Books and MNA Papers                 Barbara Lee 
 

 
As my last duty as Secretary, in late 2015 and early 2016 I handed over to Liverpool Record Office 
the collection of Eric Hardy’s books (so that they now have a complete set) and various MNA 
papers. For the record, here is the list with the Record Office’s catalogue or accession numbers.  
 
The following books are in the Local Studies section. 
 
H636.59603 HAR  A-Z Pigeon Guide, A Complete Handbook of Pigeon Keeping (1951) 
H598.2941 HAR  The Bird Lovers Week-End Book (1955) and Guide to the Birds of 

Scotland (1979). 
H598.2 MER MNA bird reports 1959-1960, 1960-1962, 1962-1963; MNA North-western 

bird report 1963-1966 and 1966-1971; North-western bird report 1971-
1985. 

H598.072344271 HAR Bird Watching in Cheshire (1988). 
H508.41 NAT Nature Lovers magazine, revived and edited by Eric Hardy from 1947. 33 

vols 1947-1950, not quite a complete run.   
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H598.05 BIR Wild Birds Magazine by Eric Hardy. One issue only, Volume 1, No. 1 - 
Jan/Feb 1947.  

 

 
 
The items on the following list are all going into the Archives. They may not yet be fully catalogued, 
but they are all under accession number ACC 6791.   
 

• Eric’s A Handlist of the Birds of Palestine (1946), the original duplicated booklet and also a 
full set of scans on CD.  

• MNA programmes from winter 1963 to 2015 and Newsletters from 1993 to 2014, plus 
scans of both on a CD. 

• Coach Secretary’s records from 1986 to 2005. 
• MNA AGM minutes 2001-2015 and MNA committee minutes 1995 to Feb 2015. 
• A CD of the Eric Hardy tribute programme on Radio Merseyside – the repeat broadcast on 

Christmas Day 2002. 
• An audio cassette tape of one of Eric Hardy's regular weekly Radio Merseyside broadcasts 

from week ending Saturday 23rd February 1991. 
• An audio recording (WAV file on CD) of a private interview or conversation with Eric, 

conducted at his home in his later years by recently-deceased MNA member Ray Eades. In 
it Ray prompts Eric to reminisce about his life, his work with pigeons in WWII, the 
magazines he edited and so on. 

 
I’d also like to note here that when Eric died he left many of his papers to the Natural History 
section of Liverpool World Museum. In the MNA 2002 newsletter Dr Ian Wallace, then Curator of 
Biological Environmental Records for Liverpool Museum, wrote an acknowledgement of the 
bequest including the following "It was not until I surveyed the scrapbooks full of cuttings of his 
writings that I appreciated what an astonishing amount this energetic man had written and in such 
a wide range of journals. It cannot have been an easy road making a living as a professional 
journalist and these publications bear testament to that." I suspect that what he was describing 
might be a full record of all the articles Eric wrote. The bequest also included a large number of 
photographs, but not his correspondence, which he destroyed.  Last I heard (late 2014) the 
bequest was still unsorted in cardboard boxes in the back area of the Museum. I am noting here 
the existence of this additional material to aid any future researchers into Eric’s life and his writings 
about the natural history of the Merseyside area.  
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The Trees of St John’s Gardens                    Barbara Lee 
 

 
Do you ever stop to look at the trees in St John’s Gardens? How many trees are there? And how 
many species?  You might be surprised to know that there are 58 trees altogether, of 17 different 
species, and some of them are a quite adventurous for an inner-city park.  
 

 
 
The perimeter of the gardens is lined with 27 London Planes Platanus x acerifolia (1), thought to be 
a hybrid of Oriental Plane and American Sycamore.  Famous for doing well in polluted cities, they 
were described as “runts” in an article by H P Channon in the Liverpool Echo and Evening Express 
of 14th February 1961, but are now flourishing in our cleaner air. Channon’s article pleaded with 
the council for more imagination in tree planting, and it seems that the campaign by the 
Merseyside Civic Committee was successful, because by November 1963 the Echo was able to 
report “Unusual trees in St John’s landscaping”.   
 
Six trees are Cherries Prunus sp. (2) and the one marked on the plan as 2a is different, very 
upright, almost fastigiate, with a rich dark brown bark. Tucked in behind two Cherries near the 
Rathbone statue is a single Yew Taxus baccata (3), usually associated with churchyards and 
perhaps a nod to St John’s church which used to stand on this site. There are two Cotoneasters 
(5), which are shrubs rather than trees, and I haven’t counted them in the tree total. Of the four 
young Oaks Quercus sp.(4), one, marked 4b, has a fairly normal shape but the other three are 
quite upright. Perhaps they are just Turkey Oaks, said to be slender when young, but they are 
worth keeping an eye on. The one marked 4JL in the Peace Garden is a memorial to John Lennon.   
 
In the central amphitheatre, near the plaque to the French prisoners, are the ornamentals. There 
are two handsome Indian Bean trees Catalpa bignonioides (7), native to the southern USA. Often 



 7

the last tree to leaf, they flower beautifully in late July and produce long thin bean-pods, which are 
often over a foot long. Keeping them company in this central group are five Trees of Heaven 
Ailanthus altissima (6), native to North China. They have long Ash-like leaves and usually bear 
male and female flowers on separate trees. I know that four of them are definitely female, because 
they were bearing bunches of seeds in September 2016, but the fifth, marked 6m on the plan, 
might be a male, although it’s hard to tell which branches are which. The last tree in this group is a 
Dove tree or Pocket Handkerchief tree Davidia involucra var. vilmoriniana. (9) For most of the year 
it looks quite ordinary, and is hard to identify, but in late May it produces small flowers with 
extraordinary white hanging bracts, which give it its common name. 
 
Along the wall next to St George’s Hall, and opposite the Marriott Hotel, is a row of five trees, 
looking like afterthoughts. The first is a Cherry (2), the next is a Laburnum (11), then an Ash (12), a 
Horse Chestnut (13) and the last one is a surprise, a Sweetgum Liquidambar styraciflua (14). It’s 
native to the eastern USA and often mistaken for a Maple, but its leaves are alternate, not 
opposite. Next time you are passing, pluck a leaf and crush it, then sniff the aromatic scent.  
  
Growing symmetrically on either side of the gardens is a pair of Willow-leaved Pears Pyrus 
salicifolia (8). On its own near the King’s Liverpool Regiment Memorial is a Whitebeam Sorbus aria 
(15), while another singleton is a young Pine Pinus sp. (10), planted in 2009. Slightly more exotic is 
a Chusan Palm Trachycarpus fortunei (16), in the bed below the Major Lester statue. It’s also 
known as the Himalayan Fan Palm and has a characteristically fibre-covered trunk. There are 
actually five of them, two here and three in the James Nugent bed opposite, but the others are just 
low shrubs and only this one seems to have grown tall enough to be called a tree. It produced a 
large “blob” of yellow male flowers in spring 2016, so it’s doing well.   
 
So that just leaves the four perimeter trees which aren’t Planes. They had a lot of people foxed for 
quite a long time, but they are now thought to be Single-leafed Ash Fraxinus excelsior ‘Diversifolia’ 
(17). They have the same winter twigs as Common Ash, and the same drooping branches which 
turn upwards in the last couple of feet, but the leaves don’t look like Ash leaves at all. Alan Mitchell, 
the late author of the Collins Field Guide, called them “A good trick question for students, puzzling 
at first sight.” 
 
Thanks to Bob “The Birdman” Hughes for the drawn plan and his notes of February 2005, and also 
to Margaret Parry, who looked up the newspaper articles. 
                                     
 

Birkdale to Ainsdale, Sefton Coast  24th May 2016, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
DaveB and I had an enjoyable walk along 
part of the Sefton Coast starting on the Green 
Beach at Birkdale and continuing in a 
meandering line along the saltmarsh, 
shoreline and dunes in a Southerly direction 
to Ainsdale. Always a great area for honing 
your skills on Maritime Plants we were 
pointed in the direction of a few by a local 
naturalist we met and pondered over others 
with the assistance of the ‘Collins Field Guide 
to Wildflowers’.  
Sea-purslane Atriplex portulacoides is a low-
growing scrubby Plant with succulent oval 
leaves found on most saltmarshes around 
England and Wales. Like most saltmarsh 
Plants it is a halophyte, meaning salt tolerant 
and achieves this by having salt inside itself 
that in essence prevents water being sucked 
out by osmosis when the Plant is covered by 
the tide. Tiny papery scales on the leaf 

surface are a special adaptation against the 
drying effect of the wind and give them a 
slightly silvery white sheen – indeed some 
believe its common name is a slight variation 
on ‘porcelain.’ It is a favourite of wild food 
foragers, the leaves are edible with a crunchy 
texture and their natural salty flavour is a 
welcome addition to salads and seafood 
dishes.  
Sea-milkwort Glaux maritima is a perennial 
Plant with fleshy leaves in opposite pairs. It is 
apetalous i.e. without true flowers, the sepals 
act as petals with 5 pink lobes and are 
hermaphrodite being pollinated by Insects. It 
uses runners to form wide stands that can 
cover several square metres. Its sedative 
qualities were used by native North American 
Indians who ate the boiled roots to induce 
sleep. 
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Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria is a 
distinctive perennial with silky pinnate leaves 
and a flower-head characterized by a woolly 
appearance as each yellow or orange 
coloured flower has its own hairy calyx 
(containing the sepals). 
Other Plants of note included Sea Sandwort 
Honckenya peploides, Thrift Armeria 
maritima, Common Scurvygrass Cochlearia 
officinalis, Biting Stonecrop Sedum acre, 
Sea-holly Eryngium maritimum, Hemlock 
Water-Dropwort Oenanthe crocata, Wild 

Angelica Angelica sylvestris, Hound’s-tongue 
Cynoglossum officinale, Germander 
Speedwell Veronica chamaedrys, Common 
Milkwort Polygala vulgaris and Sea 
Arrowgrass Triglochin maritimum.  
In one of the dune slacks dedicated to 
Natterjack Toads Bufo calamita there was a 
good number of wriggling tadpoles mainly 
confined to the edge of the pool. A couple of 
desiccated Common Frogs Rana temporaria 
were found later on in the dunes. 

 

   
Sea-milkwort     Kidney Vetch     Germander Speedwell 

Swallows zipped around over the dunes 
providing an aerial display as we ate lunch. A 
bold Sedge Warbler sitting in full view on the 
top of a bush was non-stop in its grating 
repetitive song. Willow Warblers sang more 
plaintive tunes as their trickle of notes 
descended the scale, Whitethroat were more 
scolding with their fast scratchy song and a 
few Wrens topped the decibel level with 
outbursts of a complex, continuous stream of 
warbles belying their diminutive size. A 
clattering of Jackdaws took offence to a 
Carrion Crow in their patch and mobbed it but 
the larger Corvid stood its ground and 
ignored them. On the shoreline was hundreds 
of Dunlin looking dapper with their black 
summer plumage bellies, with approximately 
equal numbers of Ringed Plover some of 
which allowed us to approach quite close. 
Twenty or so Bar-tailed Godwits strode about 
the shallows along with cackling Shelduck 
whilst two Sandwich Terns uttered their 
grating ‘kear-ik’ call a memorable seaside 
sound of the summer. 
A bit of beachcombing produced finds of 
Hornwrack Flustra foliacea, Pod Razorshell 

Ensis siliqua, Rayed Trough Shell Mactra 
stultorum, Prickly Cockle Acanthocardia 
echinata, Necklace Shell Euspira catena, 
Sand Mason Worm Tubes Lanice conchilega, 
Mermaid’s Purse of Thornback Ray Raja 
clavata, a dead Common Shore Crab 
Carcinus maenas with algae washed up on 
the shore comprising of mostly Spiral Wrack 
Fucus spiralis with a few fronds of Knotted 
(Egg) Wrack Ascophyllum nodosum. 
 

 
Sea Potatoes 

 
There were a couple of tests (shells) of Sea 
Potatoes - the Heart Urchin Echinocardium 
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cordatum. When alive it has a hairy 
appearance being densely covered in fine 
beige spines which are an adaptation for 
burrowing. It uses the spines to push sand 
out and back from underneath the test so that 
it moves forwards and downwards until it is 
just below the surface of the sand. Its long 
tube-feet create a characteristic conical 
funnel with hole above it in the sand through 
which it draws down seawater for respiration 
and organic detritus and algae-coated sand 
grains on which it feeds. 
There were plenty of Sea Wash Balls 
scattered across the sand. These are the egg 
case of Common Whelks Buccinium undatum 
so named because sailors used to use them 
as a sponge, scrubbing with the ball 
produces a lather similar to soap. Within each 
capsule is up to ten baby Whelks but usually 
only one survives because the young Whelks 
are cannibalistic and eat their siblings.  
 

 
Masked Crab 

 
I mentioned to Dave that I quite often find the 
remains of Masked Crabs Corystes 
cassivelaunus along this coastline and true to 
form we found a few skeletons that definitely 
made ‘Corpse of the Day’. One obligingly 
posed on some old fishing net ;o) The 
Masked Crab is so named because the 
ridges on the carapace resemble a human 
face. During the day they burrow backwards 
into the sand and form a tube by interlocking 
the setae (bristles) on the pair of antennae 
together to draw down oxygenated water for 
respiration. They emerge at night to feed on 
Invertebrates such as Polychaete Worms and 
Bivalve Molluscs. 
One speciality of the area we didn’t see on 
this visit was that of the Icelandic Cyprine 
Arctica islandica recently re-named as the 
Ocean Quahog. They are one of the longest 
lived Bivalve Molluscs with individuals 
reaching nearly 400yrs old! They live buried 
just below the sand with only their small 
siphon tube extended just above the surface 
of the seabed. They are an important food 

source for Cod and are also eaten by people 
in Norway and Iceland. Unfortunately the 
proposed intertidal Marine Conservation 
Zone for the Sefton Coast extending from 
Formby Point to Crosby Beach is on hold at 
the moment. Further environmental 
protection is needed for this rare habitat 
home to these and other specialised Marine 
Invertebrates as well as archaeological 
interest in the peat and clay beds where 
Mesolithic and Neolithic footprints from 
humans and animals have been found. 
 

 
Ocean Quahog 

 
In one of the dune slacks containing flowering 
Lady’s Smock a.k.a. Cuckooflower 
Cardamine pratensis and Yellow Flag Iris 
pseudacorus we watched a Little Egret 
stalking about, waggling one of its feet in the 
hope of disturbing any Fish. We’d seen a few 
Butterflies with a couple of Large White Pieris 
brassicae, a Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas, 
and a Peacock Inachis io. Best sightings 
were of three Wall Lasiommata megera 
feeding on Dandelions but too flighty to catch 
on camera and around ten Small Heaths 
Coenonympha pamphilus. Two caterpillars of 
Yellow-tail Euproctis similis favoured the 
leaves of Alder Alnus glutinosa whereas 
another two favoured those of the invasive 
Japanese Rose Rosa rugosa.  
 

 
Japanese Rose 
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Two ‘Woolly Bears’ the caterpillars of the 
Garden Tiger Moth Arctia caja were immobile 
on the path.  
 

 
Garden Tiger caterpillar 

Further along a Northern Dune Tiger Beetle 
Cicindela hybrida was hyperactively running 
along. There was a Harlequin Ladybird 
Harmonia axyridis conspicua, a 2-spot 
Ladybird Adalia bipunctata, half a dozen 
Green Lacewings Chrysoperla sp. a couple of 
Stretch Spiders Tetragnatha sp. and three 
female Four-spotted Chasers Libellula 
quadrimaculata were patrolling the dunes. 
As we approached Ainsdale we notched up a 
few more Plants with Celery-leaved Buttercup 
Ranunculus sceleratus, Sea Spurge 
Euphorbia paralias, Beaked Hawk's-beard 
Crepis vesicaria, Early Marsh Orchid 
Dactylorhiza incarnata ssp. coccinea and 
Northern Marsh Orchid Dactylorhiza 
purpurella.

 

Potteric Carr            18th June 2016, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
Potteric Carr was formed as a result of 
mining subsidence which caused the flooding 
and severe waterlogging of former 
agricultural land and woodland. In 1968, 
Yorkshire Wildlife Trust took stewardship of 
12 hectares and since then the reserve has 
been extended and the current 210 hectares 
comprises a mixture of habitats from open 
water and marsh through reed fen, wet 
woodland, scrub and grassland. 
Most members headed to the far side of the 
reserve with the scrapes and Huxter Well and 
Piper Marshes. They returned bubbling with 
news of fantastic views of Bittern, Black-
necked Grebe, Marsh Harrier, Little Ringed 
Plover, Little Egret etc. and seemed pleased 
with the Odonata including an Emperor 
Dragonfly Anax imperator and a few Migrant 
Hawkers Aeshna mixta. The usual summer 
reed-bed Warblers were around with Reed, 
Sedge and Cetti’s heard and seen in many 
cases. Mammals included a few Rabbits 
Oryctolagus cuniculus nibbling the grass, 
Grey Squirrels Sciurus carolinensis tucking 
into the bird feeders and a young Muntjac 
Muntiacus reevesi that was walking towards 
Bryan Workman on a quiet path before 
moving back into the adjacent woodland. 
I concentrated my efforts around the main 
reed-bed filtration system and Willow Marsh 
in my usual guise becoming tangled amongst 
the vegetation and reeds whilst looking for 
real Insects amongst the fine entomologically 
inspired wood carvings. I certainly had a 
packed day with a Spotted Longhorn Beetle 
Leptura maculata formerly Strangalia 
maculata, a Golden-bloomed Grey Longhorn 

Beetle Agapanthia villoviridescens, a Wasp 
Beetle Clytus arietis, a couple of Red-headed 
Cardinal Beetles Pyrochroa serraticornis and 
Black and Red Froghopper Cercopis 
vulnerata. Biting critters included half a dozen 
Black-horned Clegs Haematopota 
crassicornis failing to look innocent, resting 
on a wooden boardwalk railing after feasting 
on my blood. 
 

 
Large Rose Sawfly 

 
Three Large Rose Sawfly Arge pagana were 
egg-laying all in a line along the stem of a 
Dog Rose Rosa canina. This distinctive 
Sawfly has an orange abdomen, black wings 
and legs apart from some orange on the hind 
leg femur. The female has a saw-like 
appendage with which it cuts a hole in the 
stem into which it lays its eggs. The 
stems often split open where the eggs were 
laid, resulting in elongate black scars. After 
hatching, the larvae feed together in groups 
and when they feel threatened they assume 
the so-called S-position. They pupate and 
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overwinter within a firm whitish cocoon that is 
spun near or in the soil. 
I found a rather cute looking Large Pine 
Weevil Hylobius abietis that beguiles its 
status as a pest species. They breed 
principally in stumps of felled Trees of a wide 
range of Conifer species. The Forestry 
Commission note that many adult Hylobius 
can emerge from a single stump resulting in 
populations as high as 150,000 adults per ha! 
The adults feed on the living bark of many 
species of mature Trees but will also feed on 
the commercially planted Conifers and heavy 
damage can completely girdle stems causing 
the Conifer’s death. 
 

 
Large Pine Weevil 

 
Hoverfly species included Heliophilus 
pendulus, Volucella pellucens and Syrphus 
ribesii, Parhelophilus frutetorum and Eristalis 
pertinax. There were also Alder Vein Angle 
Galls on the leaves of Alder Alnus glutinosa 
caused by the Gall Mite Eriophyes inangulis. 
 

 
Hoverfly Volucella pellucens 

 
Butterflies and Moths included a Large 
Skipper Ochlodes venata, Brimstone 
Gonepteryx rhamni, Speckled Wood Pararge 
aegeria, Cinnabar Moth Tyria jacobaeae and 
Small Magpie Anania hortulata.  Sitting on a 
leaf was a striking looking caterpillar of the 
Rusty Tussock Moth a.k.a. Vapourer Orgyia 
antiqua. They have four toothbrush-like rusty 
coloured tufts on their back, black horn-like 

hairs called setae at the front, more setae as 
well as red tubercules along the sides and 
back. They wipe their setae against defensive 
glands at their back to cover them with toxins. 
Vapourer Moths are an unusual species with 
sexual dimorphism between the male and the 
female. The males fly during the day in the 
summer whereas the female Moth has 
vestigial wings and is flightless, an attribute 
normally associated with winter-emerging 
species. The female lays her eggs on what 
remains of the pupal cocoon, which hatch the 
following spring. 
Damselflies were well represented with 
males, females, tenerals and some 
interesting colour forms noted. They included 
Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula, 
Azure Damselfly Coenagrion puella, 
Common Blue Damselfly Enallagma 
cyathigerum and Blue-tailed Damselfly 
Ischnura elegans with colour forms rufescens 
and rufescens-obsoleta represented. 
 

 
Rusty Tussock Moth Caterpillar 

 
Conservation work in the reserve includes 
grassland management with a grazing 
programme using Highland cattle and 
Hebridean sheep to allow the less 
competitive Wildflower species to establish.  
There was certainly plenty of Botanical 
interest with Perforate St. John’s Wort 
Hypericum perforatum, Wild Strawberry 
Fragaria vesca, Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil 
Lotus corniculatus, Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca, 
Black Medick Medicago lupulina, White 
Clover Trifolium repens, Field Forget-me-not 
Myosotis arvensis, Hedge Woundwort 
Stachys sylvatica, Selfheal Prunella vulgaris, 
Beaked Hawk’s-beard Crepis vesicaria, Fox-
and-cubs Pilosella aurantiaca, Oxeye Daisy 
Leucanthemum vulgare, Common Spotted-
orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsia and a profusion of 
Southern Marsh-orchids Dactylorhiza 
praetermissa.



 

Marford and Minera Quarries, Wales 5th July 2016, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
A natural history packed day as DaveB and I 
visited a couple of sites in the Wrexham area 
using public transport. We initially took the 
train to Chester then boarded Arriva’s 1 bus 
alighting at the village of Marford famous for 
its quaint Gothic revival cottages, built as part 
of the former Trevalyn Hall estates. Crosses 
also feature in the cottage designs to protect 
the inhabitants from the ghost of Marford 
"Lady Blackbird", who is said to tap at the 
windows. 
The land around Marford and nearby 
Gresford was formed at the end of the last 

Ice Age when two ice sheets joined. When 
the ice melted, about 14,000 years ago, it left 
behind huge areas of sand and gravel and 
Marford Quarry was opened in 1972 
providing the source of the aggregate for the 
Mersey Tunnel. The site was designated a 
SSSI in 1989 primarily because of its rare 
Invertebrate species including Solitary and 
Spider Hunting Wasp species and Plants 
including Wild Liquorice Astragalus 
glycyphyllos and Green-flowered Helleborine 
Epipactis phyllanthes. North Wales Wildlife 
Trust bought the site the following year. 

 

   
Mullein Moth caterpillar   Slow Worm      Migrant Hawker 
 

Notable Wildflowers included Greater 
Spearwort Ranunculus lingua growing in the 
small pond, Stinking Hellebore Helleborus 
foetidus, Thyme-leaved Sandwort Arenaria 
serpyllifolia, Perforate St John's-wort 
Hypericum perforatum, Weld Reseda luteola, 
Scarlet Pimpernel Anagallis arvensis, 
Creeping Cinquefoil Potentilla reptans, Wild 
Strawberry Fragaria vesca, Common 
Centaury Centaurium erythraea, Yellow-wort 
Blackstonia perfoliata, Wood Sage Teucrium 
scorodonia, Carline Thistle Carlina vulgaris, 
Musk Thistle Carduus nutans, Pyramidal 
Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis. Dave 
identified a speciality favouring lime soils in 
quarries and the edges of woodland as 
Common Gromwell Lithospermum officinale. 
We turned over a few logs and disturbed 
groups of Common Striped Woodlouse 
Philoscia muscorum, Common Shiny 
Woodlouse Oniscus asellus and a couple of 

Pill Millipedes Glomeris marginata. Another 
log had a few Ground Beetles including one 
of the two species of Violet Ground Beetle 
called Carabus problematicus which has 
ridges and dimples on its elytra. A small felt 
mat that is designed to absorb heat and 
attract Reptiles to hide underneath had done 
its job well with a female Slow Worm Anguis 
fragilis adopting a sinusoidal pose. 
A Sand-tailed Digger Wasp Cerceris arenaria 
sat on a leaf for a photo and later we saw a 
number of others entering the nest holes in a 
sandy bank, from which side-tunnels radiate 
leading to cells. An egg is laid in each cell 
and the growing larvae are provisioned with 
paralysed prey, mostly Weevils Curculionidae 
sp.  
The leaves of the tall flowering Great Mulleins 
Verbascum thapsus around the site had been 
almost completely decimated by the 
caterpillars of the Mullein Moth Cucullia 
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verbasci leaving noticeable frass (pelleted 
excreta). However there were no caterpillars 
now visible – we searched on and under 
those remaining leaves, amongst the flowers 
and in nearby vegetation. We then found a 
few flowering spikes of White Mullein 
Verbascum lychnitis which had half a dozen 
caterpillars of varying sizes. 
 

 
Sand-tailed Digger Wasp 

 
There were a few small but bright red Robin's 
Pincushion Galls a.k.a. 'Bedeguar Gall on 
Dog Rose Rosa canina caused by the Gall 
Wasp Dipoloepis rosae, Willow Rust 
Melampsora spp. on the leaves of Salix sp. 
and a Yellow Waxcap Hygrocybe flavescens. 
Butterflies included a Meadow Brown Maniola 
jurtina and plenty of Ringlets Aphantopus 
hyperantus with Odonata including a 
patrolling male Broad-bodied Chaser Libellula 
depressa and a very obliging Migrant Hawker 
Aeshna mixta. We returned to Marford Village 
along Springfield Lane noting Green Alkanet 
Pentaglottis sempervirens, Ivy-leaved 
Toadflax Cymbalaria muralis, Red Valerian 
Centranthus ruber and Feverfew Tanacetum 
parthenium before boarding an Arriva 1 bus 
again to Wrexham.  
We quickly ate our lunch and boarded the 
Arriva 10 bus to Minera whose name derives 
from the Latin for "mine" or "ore" (the Welsh 
name Mwynglawdd translates roughly as "ore 
mine"). We disembarked at the village 
triangle walked down the road and crossed 
the newly re-pointed stone bridge over the 
River Clywedog where Dave spotted a Dipper 
flying upstream before turning onto Ty Brith 
Ln and onto the track leading up to the 
Quarry. Plants included Greater Celandine 
Chelidonium majus, Hedge Woundwort 
Stachys sylvatica and the feathery-looking 
leaves of Brittle Bladder-fern Cystopteris 
fragilis growing amongst the Polypody 
Polypodium vulgare. 
A scrubby area with flowering Blackberry 
Rubus fruticosus and Field-rose Rosa 
arvensis attracted Mountain Bumblebees 

Bombus monticola and the Hoverfly Volucella 
pellucens with the umbellifer heads of 
Ground-elder Aegopodium podagraria 
holding a scattering of other Insects.  
Next the wooded area growing on the old 
lime slag heaps had Common Spotted 
Orchids Dactylorhiza fuchsii in a variety of 
colours, Common Twayblade Neottia ovata 
along with Broad-leaved Helleborines 
Epipactis helleborine that were just in bud 
and a few spikes of the green fruits of Lords-
and-Ladies Arum maculatum. 
We arrived in the main quarry, the sun putting 
in an appearance which brought out a 
selection of Butterflies including Large 
Skipper Ochlodes venata, Common Blue 
Polyommatus icarus, Grayling Hipparchia 
semele, Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina, 
Ringlet Aphantopus hyperantus and Small 
Heath Coenonympha pamphilus. 
 

 
Minera Quarry 

 
A profusion of Wildflowers with Lady’s-mantle 
Alchemilla sp. Common Bird's-foot-trefoil 
Lotus corniculatus, Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca, 
Meadow Vetchling Lathyrus pratensis, Wood 
Sage Teucrium scorodonia, Selfheal Prunella 
vulgaris, Wild Thyme Thymus polytrichus, 
Eyebright Euphrasia officinalis, Yellow-rattle 
Rhinanthus minor, Lady's Bedstraw Galium 
verum, Small Scabious Scabiosa columbaria, 
Carline Thistle Carlina vulgaris, Welted 
Thistle Carduus crispus, Marsh Thistle 
Cirsium palustre, Common Knapweed 
Centaurea nigra, Oxeye Daisy 
Leucanthemum vulgare and the leaves of 
Colt's-foot Tussilago farfara. Pyramidal 
Orchids Anacamptis pyramidalis joined 
masses of Common Spotted Orchids 
Dactylorhiza fuchsia, a handful of Heath 
Spotted-orchids Dactylorhiza maculata and 
Fragrant Orchids Gymnadenia conopsea that 
were just beginning to bloom. 
The small pond fringed with Marsh Horsetail 
Equisetum palustre held a Great Diving 
Beetle Dytiscus marginalis, a couple of Pond  
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Frog Orchid 

 
 

Skaters Gerris lacustris, along with a Large 
Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula and a 
few Common Blue Damselflies Enallagma 
cyathigerum. 
We climbed up a path through woodland 
along the bottom edge of the quarry before 
emerging at a ridge giving great views over 
the whole quarry complex. A few more 
Wildflowers with Salad Burnet Sanguisorba 
minor and Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria 
but the best was kept until last.  
I’d only read a few days before our visit that 
Frog Orchids Coeloglossum viride had been 
re-discovered at the quarry in 2014 and lo 
and behold there was a small flowering spike. 
The compact cowl of three sepals forms a 
globular shape with the tongue only just 
protruding from beneath the cowl. Once we 
had our eye in, we counted forty small spikes!

 

A Natural History Diary 2016 David Bryant 
 

 
Lunt Meadows 23rd January 
With cloudy, calm, mild conditions the New 
Year got off to a most exceptional start when 
21 members assembled in the Punch Bowl 
car-park adjacent to Sefton church as skeins 
of Pinkfeet passed over with their evocative 
calls. We then made our way across the 
stubble fields to the old corporation tip, now 
overgrown and crowned mainly with Silver 
Birch, Hazel and Willows, where we were 
greeted by the call of a Great Spotted 
Woodpecker and a large flock of Twite and a 
sprinkling of Redpolls. Some were on the 
path and so afforded good views as opposed 
to silhouettes in the tops of trees. With the 
constant calls of Pinkfeet most had lunch at 
the bridge over the River Alt, the 
embankment providing a good overview of 
the reedbed where several photographers 
were already assembled. It was not long 
before a Short-eared Owl made an 
appearance, flying to and fro, sometimes so 
close that binoculars were not necessary. 
 

 

 
Moving north along the embankment a male 
Kestrel hovered over a tangle of brambles 
and rushes while towards Lydiate there were 
as many as five Buzzards on the arable 
fields, with one bird very active as it strutted 
about. Quite a few members were amazed at 
the scale of this new reserve with its 
channels, reeds, rushes and extensive pools 
which provided the inevitable Mallard, Tufted 
Duck and Teal but also a pair of Wigeon, 
Grey Heron and four Little Egrets. A Marsh 
Harrier was seen in the distance while nearer 
at hand another Short-eared Owl was 
perched on a post as a Barn Owl wafted 
about before finally disappearing into the 
brick pump house where they breed. 
As we completed our rather muddy circuit a 
pair of Stonechats and Goldeneye provided a 
satisfactory conclusion, in contrast to the 
prominent notices about the plan to install 
huge wind turbines on the nearby mosslands 
which would destroy the great open vistas of 
the area and would hardly be compatible with 
the large numbers of low flying Pinkfeet. 
 
Holyhead 6th February 
Compared with previous visits the MNA 
wasn’t so fortunate this time since it was very 
overcast with poor visibility and frequent rain. 
As we disembarked from the coach on the 
promenade it wasn’t long before we identified 
a few Turnstones on the ramp, several Red-
breasted Mergansers amongst the moorings 
and somewhat closer a Great Northern Diver 
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– a regular visitor to the harbour. We then 
made our way towards Soldiers Point and 
Breakwater Country Park. The Brambles at 
the head of the steep shingle beach held a 
female Bullfinch while out in the secluded bay 
a pair of Shags was on the islet, offering 
good views of their crests. It was quite slog 
along the coastal path what with the rain and 
sodden terrain and so it was with some relief 
that refuge was found in the BCP centre. 
Peregrines were heard and seen about the 
sheer cliffs of the old quarry. The return walk 
to the coach had a pair of Stonechats and 
several Choughs on the short turf, the lane 
being quite productive botanically with Gorse, 
Red Campion, Lesser Celandine and masses 
of Winter Heliotrope in flower. 
Then it was on to the Old Harbour with the 
hope of seeing Black Guillemots, a regular 
haunt of theirs. We were duly rewarded with 
two birds, one in winter plumage, the other 
summer. Back on the bus we headed for 
Penrhos Country Park which borders 
Beddmanarch Bay. The predictable Pale-
bellied Brent Geese were there along with 
Curlew, Shelduck, Dunlin, Black-tailed 
Godwit and a lone Grey Plover, but no 
Slavonian Grebe. A Hooded Crow rooted 
amongst the seaweed, having previously 
been seen in a supermarket yard! 
 

 
 
And then the rain really set in as the “Royal 
Scot” locomotive pounded across the 
causeway in the murk on its way to Crewe, 
bringing back memories of the Euston-
Holyhead “Irish Mail”. 
 
Little Orme 11th February 
I try to visit this lesser visited Orme every so 
often and this time it was more productive 
than previously. Having taken the train to 
Colwyn Bay and then a bus to just past Rhos 
I walked along the shingle where an amazing 
number of the limestone cobbles are riddled 
with holes made by the Boring Worm 

Polydora ciliata, so much so that they 
resembled pumice. Then it was a scramble 
up the boulder clay cliffs and the quarried 
ledges to the highest level where each winter 
you are guaranteed seeing Black Redstarts. 
This visit was no exception. In fact they were 
first picked out by a group from Manchester 
after a lot of patience because they are 
difficult to observe until they make a move 
amongst the jumble of boulders.  
With the aid of telescopes attention was later 
diverted to the calm sea below which was 
most rewarding – three Red-breasted 
Mergansers, a Great Northern Diver, several 
Guillemots, two Great Crested Grebes, five 
Red-throated Divers and three bottle-green 
Shags – all in glorious sunshine. Meanwhile, 
just a short distance below me half a dozen 
Fulmars were calling raucously and throwing 
their heads about. Just before departing I 
climbed a small grassy mound for a better 
view of the sea cliffs and it was then I flushed 
a feeding Chough which gave its distinctive 
call. 
 
Cilcain 30th April 
Sabena, Richard and I made our annual visit 
to the lower slopes of Moel Fammau in the 
Clwydians and were greeted by cold, cloudy 
conditions. Having parked at the water 
treatment plant we made our way along a 
gently ascending lane, accompanied by the 
songs of Chiffchaffs, Willow Warblers and 
Blackcaps. At our feet Greater Stitchwort, 
Dogs Mercury, Bluebells, Wood Anemones, 
Garlic Mustard and diminutive Moschatel aka 
Townhall Clock were all in flower. Patient 
scanning the rough pasture and overgrown 
hedgerows was rewarded with a Redstart 
and briefly in song while the reservoir had a 
pair of Tufted Duck and the high whinnying 
trill of a hidden Little Grebe. We picked our 
way up a steep, rough track with two Grey 
Partridges and a Yellowhammer amongst the 
Gorse as a Raven passed overhead. And 
then it started to hail, a light shower at first 
but turning torrential, so much so that the 
landscape started turning white quite quickly. 
We decided to drop to lower slopes which 
proved to be very fruitful. 
Several female Wheatears flitted about the 
rocks, another Redstart was amongst the 
Hawthorns, Black Grouse were bubbling 
away on the other side of a nearby ridge and 
we watched a female Cuckoo calling in a 
grove of Larch. Richard drew our attention to 
a flock of dark birds in a bare lone tree and to 
our great surprise they proved to be Ring 
Ouzels, 10 of them! Eventually they flew off 
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low to the north (as did the Cuckoo) emitting 
their tac-tac-tac calls - others joined them 
from the Larches, making a grand total of 18. 
Clearly they had been kept low by the severe 
weather and we were fortunate to witness a 
rare event, something Richard had never 
observed in three decades of visits to the 
area. Ring Ouzels are normally observed in 
low single figures. 
Concluding our walk in Cilcain the flora 
produced Green Alkanet, Red Valerian, 
Primrose, Common Dog Violet, Grape 
Hyacinth, Petty Spurge and Greater 
Celandine. A Swallow flew over, a Song 
Thrush was singing while three dozen or so 
Rooks called raucously from their nests in tall 
Sycamores – a pleasing spring sound.  
 
Stocks Reservoir 21st May  
The previous day had been fine but overnight 
a front had passed through so that light rain 
accompanied our journey north, so much so 
that beyond Clitheroe most of the landscape 
was blotted out. The rain was so heavy when 
we alighted that everybody made for the two 
hides near the carpark. The reservoir was 
surprisingly low for the time of year as we 
collectively identified Redshank, Curlew, 
Oystercatcher, Common Sandpiper(3), 
Cormorant, Sanderling(1) and Grey Heron as 
Sand Martins and a Swallow passed to and 
fro. Rather surprisingly a Great Crested 
Grebe was on a very exposed nest at the 
water’s edge. 
As the rain eased off as we made our way 
through the wooded area where Willow 
Warblers and a Garden Warbler 
demonstrated contrasting songs and Les 
Hale found Coal Tits nesting in the wall of a 
derelict building. The weather turned dry and 
warmer as we crossed Hasgill Beck and 
headed up to abandoned New House Farm 
with its Swallows and glorious views of the 
fells - hay barns, drystone walls and blocks of 
woodland. The evocative call of a Curlew 
completed the scene. 
We carried on north-west to Low Laithe, 
dropping down a wooded clough with its 
Chaffinches to the rushing River Hodder, 
brown-stained with peat. There was the 
inevitable Grey Wagtail as a distant Cuckoo 
called and nearer at hand a Snipe circled with 
its chip-chip calls and a bit of drumming. At 
Kenibus crossroads a Redstart flitted 
between the trees and wires while at our feet 
were a Green-veined White and Orange Tip. 
Another Cuckoo called as we dropped down 
again to the Hodder and retraced our steps to 
the hides where John Clegg reported a 

female Goosander with 10 young and a male 
Red-breasted Merganser on the reservoir. 
 
Gwydr Forest 31st May 
A warm, sunny day saw Sabena, Richard and 
I at Llanrwst on the upper Conway with the 
intention of exploring Gwdyr, an area 
frequented by Eric Hardy. During a lengthy 
uphill stroll through the forest it was pretty 
uneventful apart from abundant Bluebells, 
clusters of Yellow Pimpernel and a Spotted 
Flycatcher at the edge of a meadow. Lunch 
was taken at the abandoned Hafna mine 
(lead and zinc) complex where there was 
rather more to occupy us – some practice to 
distinguish Blackcap and Garden Warbler 
songs, a pair of Redstarts, Pied and Grey 
Wagtails and a Tree Pipit singing on a wire 
above us while a Small Heath and two Small 
Coppers fed on the Bird’s-foot Trefoil. 
Moving on, Llyn Sanu had a good show of 
Cotton Grass and a nearby 4-spotted Chaser 
as a Great Spotted Woodpecker called and 
flew across the road. Nice specimens of the 
mineral galena (lead) demonstrating their 
cubic form and a Green Tiger Beetle added 
interest to a small tip of roadside slate as a 
Cuckoo called. As we descended a lane with 
overhanging pollarded Oaks we listened to 
and watched a Wood Warbler which appears 
to have declined even in North Wales. After 
passing a field dominated by Pignut we 
arrived at Llyn Geirionydd with wonderful 
views towards Creigiau Gleision, its waters 
very quiet save for one Common Sandpiper. 
Then it was the long winding descent back to 
Llanrwst with Dor Beetle, a dead Beautiful 
Demoiselle and struggling Cockchafer added 
to our list. 
 
Great Orme 16th June 
On a warm and sunny day Richard dropped 
me off near the Grand Hotel as he made for 
the cliffs around the lighthouse. As usual I 
made my way up the zigzag path with its 
marvellous display of Rock Rose and 
Dropwort but also exceptional numbers of Ivy 
Broomrape and, most amazing of all, good 
numbers of Nottingham Catchfly – a location 
for the species EH frequently commented on. 
Just inside the toll gate for the Marine Drive 
the bank to the left was as productive as ever 
with masses of Bloody Cranesbill and Rock 
Rose, the latter very popular with Thick-
legged Flower Beetles and a metallic, 
Kingfisher-blue moth, the Common Forester 
– a daytime flyer but not green as in my 
books. 
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High above Fulmars were either soaring on 
straight wings or emitting hoarse, nasal 
cackling on their favourite ledges. Nearer at 
hand were a family of Rock Pipits, a male 
Stonechat and a churring Whitethroat. The 
wet, shady roadside cliffs had the most 
insectivorous Butterburs that I have ever 
seen; certainly a dramatic increase. Then 
things got noisy, first with a pair of Kestrels 
squabbling amidst the high Ivy-covered cliffs, 
followed soon after by a family of acrobatic 
Choughs with two youngsters. 
At the lighthouse Richard had seen two Black 
Guillemots amongst the great rafts of auks 
and groups of Gannets passing offshore, but 
no Peregrines this time. Moving to the west 
shore the warm slopes had only a few 
Grayling but more predictably numerous 
Silver-studded Blues which clearly are very 
fond of Bramble flowers. Across the Conway 
estuary all of Snowdonia was shrouded in low 
cloud as we descended to the old gun sites 
where we had quite a butterfly list – Painted 
Lady, Red Admiral, Small Skipper, Small 
Heath, Ringlet, Dark Green Fritillary. 
Returning to the Drive Whitethroats were 
numerous amongst the Gorse and Bracken 
where Stinking Iris with its unpleasant smell 
was present. 
 

 
 
Dove Stones 20th June 
Despite the heavy rain overnight and early 
morning I took the train to Greenfield, 
changing at Manchester Victoria, and the 
walked towards the reservoirs, at one point 
watching as any as three Herons on the weir 
at the edge of town. Making my way up the 
valley minor streams had widened fourfold 
while at the foot of Saddleworth Moor torrents 
of peaty water were pouring over the crags in 
places I’ve never seen water flowing. I 

lunched by the Chew River close to a grove 
of mixed woodland when two runners 
appeared and disturbed a Common 
Sandpiper which flew out of the trees, circled 
a few times and landed on a stream boulder, 
calling excitedly. Still calling it flew into a Pine 
Tree, and then another Pine, before 
eventually dropping into the undergrowth 
where it must have had a nest. And yet the 
whole area is so busy with walkers! 
Blue sky was making an appearance as I 
trekked up the valley to Chew Reservoir and 
across the moor which was absolutely 
sodden, so much so that I quickly lost the trail 
having made so many detours in quest of 
drier ground. At least I was rewarded with 
Meadow Pipits, the calls of Golden Plover 
and Dunlin, and most surprising of all three 
Hares I presumed to be the Mountain species 
– they raced off before I had a good look. It is 
not surprising that the RSPB is very 
interested in the whole area. 
 

 
 
Gronant 22nd June 
It was cloudy at first with a bit of drizzle but 
matters turned more favourable with fair 
weather cumulus clouds against a blue sky. 
As a party of seven MNA members crossed 
the golf course a Whitethroat was seen and a 
Grasshopper Warbler heard along the main 
drain. Nearer at hand were Meadow 
Saxifrage, Maiden Pink and contrasting White 
and Bladder Campion. Eventually we 
traversed an old shingle beach between two 
parallel dune systems, now a mass of Sea 
Purslane, where we had Reed and Sedge 
Warblers, Small Heaths and Common Blues, 
and a Skylark singing overhead. 
At long last we reached our target area, the 
Little Tern colony at the foot of the final dunes 
but above the high water mark. It was high 
tide as a procession of birds flew out to sea 
or returned with fish to a cacophony of high 
pitched and grating calls. Once settled birds 
were hard to distinguish with binoculars, so 
well did they blend in with the pebbles; a 
telescope had to come to the rescue. With 
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200 pairs it is by far the biggest colony in 
Wales, a great success story due to 
partnership between volunteers of the Little 
Tern Group, Denbighshire Countryside 
Service and the RSPB. The volunteers are 
vital as they observe, record, extend and 
repair fences and scare off predators. They 
are also identifying other potential nesting 
sites in North Wales. It is only appropriate 
that the MNA should contribute financially to 
such a worthwhile project. 
Returning along the dunes to Prestatyn we 
had as many as nine Dark Green Fritillaries 
on some clumps of Red Valerian, huge 
numbers of Pyramidal Orchids (no white 
ones), one Bee Orchid. Meanwhile the strand 
line held Sea Kale, Sea Beet, Sea Rocket 
and interesting geology, namely chert (black 
silica, resembling flint) and limestone 
containing fossil corals and crinoids as well 
as a maze of cavities made by the Boring 
Worm Polydora ciliata. 
 
Cwm Penamnen – Blaenau 14th July 
After taking the train to Llandudno Jct I 
travelled the scenic Conway valley line to 
Dolwyddelan to explore the Cwm up to Moel 
Penamnen which was another of EH’s 
favourite walks. The valley is one of 
meadows and deciduous trees. The weather 
was kind so that numerous Ringlets were 
fluttering about the Heath Spotted Orchids, 
Bog Asphodels and Bird’s-foot Trefoil but 
ignoring the Red-cracked Boletus in the 
shade. A noisy Great Spotted Woodpecker 
attacked a telegraph pole, hardly in harmony 
with the songs of Blackcaps, Garden 
Warblers and Blackbird. Further along the 
lane was a family of Pied Flycatchers with, at 
one stage, the two young ones being fed on 
the tarmac while a wire fence near a farm 
had half a dozen Redpolls trilling away with 
one superb colourful male on show. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Then it was a steep hike through the 
coniferous forest and on to the moorland at 
1600 feet before reaching a moonscape of 
waste slate and flooded quarries, the water 
being a spectacular turquoise in the brief sun. 
So far it had been birdless on the tops but my 
clattering over the loose slate disturbed a pair 
of Choughs which probably breed in the 
smaller workings. The only people I met were 
a couple from Dusseldorf! 
Using the old railway tracks and steep, cable 
ramps I descended into Blaenau Ffestiniog 
and followed the F. Railway to Llyn 
Cwmorthin, quite surprised to find a family of 
Redstarts on the very edge of Blaenau, 
almost in a back garden. Up in the Cwm it 
was total silence with not a soul about. A 
Grey Wagtail flitted about the water’s edge, 
the shallows holding abundant pale lilac 
Water Lobelia whereas the bank had plentiful 
Common Sundew. Observing a Golden 
Ringed dragonfly the faint calls of Choughs 
drew my attention to five of them at a great 
height, occasionally performing their famous 
swoops and dives – and all so far inland. 

 

Dibbinsdale Diary 2016            Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
Spring arrived in Dibbinsdale with the woods filled with birdsong, males proclaiming territory and 
attracting mates for the breeding season ahead. One morning I watched a male Great Spotted 
Woodpeckers drumming away on a dead tree and heard a further three drumming elsewhere on 
the reserve. A Chiffchaff was belting out its name – I’d had my first of the year in the back garden 
on Easter Sunday. A Green Woodpecker was yaffling, a Treecreeper spiralling a tree, Buzzard 
mewing overhead, garrulous Jays squabbling, Nuthatches both calling and occasionally singing – a 
song that to my ears wouldn’t sound out of place in a tropical rainforest, Song and Mistle Thrushes 
plus the usual Robins, Wrens, Blackbird and Tits adding their individual melodies. Two feisty Coot 
were kick-boxing and generally scrapping over territorial rights on one of the ponds. 
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Wood Anemone          Golden-bloomed Grey Longhorn Beetle  
      

Emerging from the woodland floor was a carpet of Wood Anemones Anemone nemorosa whose 
plants start flowering soon after the foliage emerges from the ground and before the woodland 
canopy becomes too dense. It is a good indicator species of ancient woodland as it is surprisingly 
slow to spread (according to Plantlife six feet in a hundred years!) relying on the growth of root-like 
stems called rhizomes rather than the spread of its seed.  
Dog's Mercury Mercurialis perennis was prevalent with swatches of its fresh green spear-shaped 
leaves and clusters of small, greenish flowers, again spreading by its underground rhizomes and 
often becoming so expansive that it shades woodland floors and crowds out rarer species. Dog's 
Mercury is highly poisonous containing methylamine and trimethylamine – the latter a compound 
that can give an aroma not dissimilar to rotting Fish is probably responsible for its foetid smell. 
 

   
Flag Iris           Oak Cherry Galls    Yellow-rattle 

 
Also flowering was Lesser Celandine Ficaria verna, Wood Sorrel Oxalis acetosella, Red Currant 
Ribes sp. the occasional Primrose Primula vulgaris, Native Bluebells Hyacinthoides non-scripta 
and in the boggy areas beside Dibbin Brook in Patrick’s Wood were clumps of Marsh-marigold 
Caltha palustris. Emerging from the Otter Tunnel I found some Scarlet Elf Cup Sarcoscypha 
coccinea on a mossy log amongst the flowering Opposite-leaved Golden-saxifrage 
Chrysosplenium oppositifolium. 
In late spring waterside edges held plenty of Yellow Flag Iris pseudacorus, along with 
Cuckooflower Cardamine pratensis and a clump of Pink Purslane Claytonia sibirica to be replaced 
in summer with Purple Loosestrife Lythrum salicaria and Water Forget-me-not Myosotis 
scorpioides. 
Bodens Hay Meadow came up trumps in the spring with a fabulous selection of Grasses and 
Sedges including Crested Dog's-tail Cynosurus cristatus, Sweet Vernal-grass Anthoxanthum 
odoratum and Timothy Phleum pratense intermixed with Wildflowers - Meadow Buttercup 
Ranunculus acris, Lesser Stitchwort Stellaria graminea, Ragged-Robin Lychnis flos-cuculi, Red 
Campion Silene dioica, Sheep’s Sorrel Rumex acetosella, Common Vetch Vicia sativa and Yellow-
rattle Rhinanthus minor. 
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These in turn had attracted plenty of Insects with Thick-legged Flower Beetles Oedemera nobilis 
being the most numerous favouring the Buttercups, also Soldier Beetle Cantharis nigricans - I 
found a mating pair, the male having damaged elytra, Black and Red Froghoppers Cercopis 
vulnerata, Green Lacewing Chrysoperla sp., Common Malachite Beetle (a.k.a. Red-tipped Flower 
Beetle) Malachius bipustulatus and a fabulous Golden-bloomed Grey Longhorn Beetle Agapanthia 
villoviridescens. 
In summer the Meadow held Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria, Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca and 
Meadow Vetchling Lathyrus pratensis with the Common Knapweed Centaurea nigra flowers 
attracting good numbers of Red-tailed Bumblebees Bombus lapidarius and Buff-tailed Bumblebees 
Bombus terrestris. A couple of Spotted Longhorn Beetles Leptura maculata were covered in pollen 
from feeding on the umbellifer heads and Meadow Grasshoppers Chorthippus parallelus sprung 
into the air from under my feet. Lepidoptera included Common Blue Polyommatus icarus, 
Gatekeeper Pyronia tithonus, Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina with Spital Fields adding a few 
Commas Polygonia c-album basking in the sunshine and a Dingy Footman Eilema griseola, a Moth 
that flies in July and August that feeds on various Lichens.  
 

    
Spotted Longhorn Beetle       Common Blue 

 
In the woodland late spring flowering Welsh Poppy Meconopsis cambrica, Herb Bennet a.k.a 
Wood Avens Geum urbanum, Germander Speedwell Veronica chamaedrys, Common Comfrey 
Symphytum officinale and the lingering smell of Ramsons Allium ursium gave way in the summer 
to Enchanter's Nightshade Circaea lutetiana and Hedge Woundwort Stachys sylvatica. I also found 
Common Figwort Scrophularia nodosa, the two lipped flowers are small and easily overlooked. The 
scientific Genus name, Scrophularia, comes from the plant’s traditional use as a remedy for 
scrofula, a tuberculous infection of the lymph nodes in the neck. Herbalists have also used it in the 
treatment of skin disorders such as eczema. 
 

    
Meadow Grasshopper        Oak Artichoke Galls

 
Autumn produced a selection of Oak Galls including one I hadn’t seen before - Oak Cherry Gall. 
These smooth round galls around 15-20mm in diameter on the underside of Pedunculate Oak 
Quercus robur leaves are caused by the asexual generation of the Gall Wasp Cynips quercusfolii. 
Interestingly they also occur on Sessile Oak Quercus petrae but in this case the galls have a warty 
texture. 
There were Oak Artichoke Galls that occur when the female Gall Wasp Andricus foecundatrix 
(formerly Andricus fecundator) lays eggs using her long ovipositor in the leaf buds in the spring. 
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The Gall grows during the summer acquiring its overlapping scales appearance with the larvae 
emerging in the autumn. 
Leading the annual Fungi Foray allowed me to bring the autumnal delights of the reserve to a 
wider audience. Mycologist Tony Carter from the North West Fungus Group and Arachnologist and 
Invertebrate Guru Chris Felton from Liverpool Museum were also on hand to impart their 
knowledge to members.  
Tony had left a present from a previous Foray on a fallen tree - a Southern Bracket Ganoderma 
australe, typically known as Artist’s Fungus. When the fresh white pore surface of the underside is 
scratched it bruises brown in colour and intricate etchings can be created. 
I sliced through a King Alfred's Cake Daldinia concentrica to reveal concentric layers inside - each 
layer representing a season of reproduction. Outdoor bushcraft specialists can use these Fungi for 
tinder, once a spark from a fire flint ignites the flesh it glows with a strong ember. Indeed other 
species of Fungi have been traditionally used for tinder. Ötzi the Iceman who died more than 5000 
years ago and whose mummified body was found in the melting ice of a glacier in the Ötztal Alps 
on the Austrian–Italian border was carrying four pieces of Hoof Fungus Fomes fomentarius in a 
leather pouch.  
The list progressed with Lion Shield Pluteus leoninus, Satin Shield Pluteus plautus, Blueing 
Bracket Postia subcaesia and on the underside of a log we rolled over a collection of small grey 
saucer-shaped Fungi that we initially thought to be Common Grey Disco Mollisia cinerea. Tony 
later determined them to be Tapesia fusca as the spores are different. Other small species whose 
identity was deduced from examination under the microscope and spore tests included Orbilia 
auricolor and Orbilia delicatula. 
Peeling away the bark from a dead log ChrisF revealed a couple of Tree Slugs Lehmannia 
marginata - pale, almost translucent looking slug with slight blotches and a short keel; an Irish Slug 
Limacus maculatus - dull yellow with darker blotches; a few White-legged Snake Millipedes 
Tachypodoiulus niger and Common Shiny Woodlice Oniscus asellus. ChrisF later appeared with a 
couple of Pill Woodlouse Armadillidium vulgare in defence mode curled up tightly in a ball on the 
palm of his hand.  
 
 

   
Artist’s Fungus         Common Earthball 
 
ChrisF showed us a Budapest Slug Tandonia budapestensis that was very dark in colouration with 
a pronounced olive coloured keel that extended from the tip of the tail to the posterior margin of the 
mantle. Characteristically the sole is dark in the middle and pale on either side that distinguishes it 
from Tandonia sowerbyi whose sole is missing the central dark band. 
Foraging for edible Wild Plants, Berries and Fungi has from medieval times and through the 
rationing of the war years provided an important supplement to people’s diets. During recent years 
there has been resurgence in foraging but great care should be taken with Fungi. Well respected 
mycologists have made mistakes in identification with fatal or life-changing consequences. On the 
finding of a Brown Rollrim Paxillus involutus, Tony mentioned a rare immunohemolytic syndrome 
that occurs following the repeated ingestion of the Mushroom usually over a period of a number of 
years. An antigen within the Mushroom stimulates an autoimmune reaction causing the body's 
immune cells to consider its own red blood cells as foreign and attack them. Poisoning symptoms 
can occur rapidly with hemolysis and numerous complications including acute renal failure often 
proving fatal. 
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We found a number of Common Earthballs Scleroderma citrinum whose fruiting body is tuberous 
and similar in appearance to a warty potato with tough creamy yellow thick skin covered by coarse 
scales of irregular shapes. Cross-sectioning an Earthball revealed the mature dark spore mass 
inside known as the gleba that some continental restaurants have allegedly soaked in truffle oil and 
passed off as the genuine article. Again not to be recommended as they are poisonous causing 
gastrointestinal distress. It is always worth keeping an eye open for the Parasitic Bolete 
Pseudoboletus parasiticus that exclusively grows on older bodies of Common Earthballs. 
Ron Crossley found a large dense cluster of parasitic Shaggy Scalycap Pholiota squarrosa almost 
completely encircling the base of a doomed Ash Tree Fraxinus excelsior.  
 

   
Sheathed Woodtuft – young      Sheathed Woodtuft - mature 

 
Sheathed Woodtuft Kuehneromyces mutabilis was present in good numbers on a few fallen Trees 
with young and mature examples present, accounting for some of the frustration in beginners 
asking – ‘Why don’t they look like the photo in my Fungi guide?’ Its hygrophanous cap is initially a 
bright tan colour but dries out to pale ochre from the centre producing a two-toned appearance that 
gives rise to one of its synonyms -Two-toned Pholiota. Another synonym is Brown Stew Fungus as 
they are edible, however as it is a close relative of the dangerously toxic and similar looking 
Funeral Bell Galerina marginata I’ll give them a miss! 
ChrisF found some Ergot Claviceps purpurea that grows parasitically on a number of Grass 
species most famously on Rye Secale cereale. When a Fungal spore from the Claviceps infects a 
floret, violet-brown curved pegs ‘sclerotia’ develop that push forth from the husk in place of normal 
grains. Ergot poisoning - referred to as ergotism was first documented In the Middle Ages when 
Rye became cultivated for food. There are two characteristic forms, one gangrenous Ergotismus 
gangraenosus and the other convulsive Ergotismus convulsivus. The symptoms of gangrenous 
ergotism were often referred to as ‘Holy Fire’ because of the burning sensations in the extremities 
and the belief that this was a punishment from God. During an outbreak in France in 1039 a 
nobleman Gaston de la Valloire survived the disease by praying to the relics of St. Anthony. A 
hospital dedicated to St Anthony was started by Valloire for victims of the disease – ‘Holy Fire’ 
became known as ‘St. Anthony's Fire.’ 
Various medicinal products have been extracted from Ergot including ergotamine used in the 
treatment of acute migraine attacks and ergonovine that causes contractions of the uterus to treat 
heavy bleeding after childbirth. The former is also a precursor to the psychedelic drug LSD that 
was first made in 1938 by Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann. 
An unusual grey Fungi that had spread across a patch of soil was identified as Tomentella 
fuscocinerea and also on the soil surface resembling a grey version of Eyelash Fungi was 
Trichophaea woolhopeia. The list grew with Shaggy Ink Cap Coprinus comatus, Peeling Oysterling 
Crepidotus mollis, Veiled Poisonpie Hebeloma mesophaeum, Amethyst Deceiver Laccaria 
amethystea, The Deceiver Laccaria laccata, various Bonnets including Orange Bonnet Mycena 
acicula, Frosty Bonnet Mycena adscendens and Iodine Bonnet Mycena filopes, Coral Spot Nectria 
cinnabarina, Green Brittlegill Russula aeruginea, Beechwood Sickener Russula emetica, Hairy 
Stereum Stereum hirsutum, Toothed Cup Tarzetta catinus, Lumpy Bracket Trametes gibbosa, 
Turkeytail Trametes versicolor and Leafy Brain Tremella foliacea. 
While most of the group dispersed to catch returning trains, the die-hard members continued along 
to the area close to the Ranger’s Office at Woodslee Cottages where I have found Collared 
Earthstars Geastrum triplex and Upright Coral Ramaria stricta in previous years. We weren’t 
disappointed and it proved to be a nice conclusion to a Fungi filled day at my local patch. 
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Fungi-ing At Freshfield       19th October 2016, Sabena J Blackbird 
 

 
Invigorated by the Fungi finds at Dibbinsdale, 
Tony Carter, Ron Crossley, DaveB and I 
headed north the following week to 
Freshfield. Our Fungi-ing began in the 
wooded area known as 'Montagu Road 
Triangle' and we soon found Pipe Club 
Fungus Macrotyphula fistulosa, a wonderful 
tawny ochre colour growing from the leaf 
litter. They are one of many saprotrophic 
Fungi breaking down complex organic 
molecules in plant litter and playing a vital 
role in the terrestrial carbon cycle as well as 
releasing nutrients back into the soil. 
 

 
Pipe Club Fungus 

 
We saw our first Fly Agarics Amanita 
muscaria, False Chanterelle Hygrophoropsis 
aurantiaca, Liver Milkcap Lactarius hepaticus, 
Brown Birch Bolete Leccinum scabrum, Split 
Porecrust Schizopora paradoxa and Sulphur 
Knight Tricholoma sulphureum. 
Continuing out onto the Dune Heath there 
were plenty of Slippery Jacks Suillus luteus -
found in association with Pines and closely 
related to the Boletes. Its brown cap is shiny 
in dry weather and covered in gelatinous goo 
when wet, its underside has small round 
yellow pores and a ring, which is white at first 
but soon develops purple shades. 
There were some large Penny Buns Boletus 
edulis – this culinary favourite is known as 
the Cep in French referring to its broad stem 
and Porcini in Italian referring to the 
resemblance of young fruit bodies to piglets. 
My favourite though is the Dutch name 
Eekhoorntjesbrood meaning ‘squirrel's bread’ 
 

 
Slippery Jack 

 
We soon noted Ringed Conecap Conocybe 
arrhenii, Slimy Waxcap Gliophorus irrigatus, 
Rufus Milkcap Lactarius rufus, Dusky Puffball 
Lycoperdon nigrescens and Brown Rollrim 
Paxillus involutus. 
Crossing the railway line and entering the 
Ainsdale Pinewoods we discovered Weeping 
Bolete Suillus granulatus with its sticky brown 
cap and unmarked yellow stem. The aptly 
titled Coconut Milkcap Lactarius glyciosmus 
whose Latin species name comes from 
Ancient Greek words glukos meaning sugar 
(or sugary), and osmos meaning smell. 
Frosty Webcap Cortinarius hemitrichus found 
growing under Birch. The cap surface has a 
frosted appearance from floccose, white 
fibrils and the stem is scurfy, brown-grey with 
white fibrous scales. The very similar looking 
Cortinarius flexipes is distinguished by a 
strong odour of pelargonium. 
 

 
Frosty Webcap 
 

We even discovered a couple of new species 
for the Ainsdale Reserve with Antrodia albida 
and Magpie Inkcap Coprinopsis picacea – the 
cap of which had unfortunately deliquesced, 
identification from the tall white, floccose 
stem. It would have been a stunner!



 

The Year In Pictures 
 

 

   
 

             
 

   
 
Top left, Smooth Newt Lissotriton vulgaris, Stocks Reservoir, May, Sabena J Blackbird 
Top right, MNA Members, Stocks Reservoir, May, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle left, Common Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsia, Potteric Carr, June, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle centre, Common Shore Crab Carcinus maenas, Llandudno, August, Sabena J Blackbird 
Middle right, Pyramidal Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis, Gronant, June, Sabena J Blackbird 
Bottom left, Elephant Hawk-moth Deilephila elpenor, Crosby, June, Barbara Lee 
Bottom right, Peacock Aglais io, Frankby Cemetery, August, Barbara Lee 


