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PROGRAMME OF EVENTS    MAY 2005 TO MARCH 2006 
 

SUMMER PROGRAMME (Tuesday evenings) 
  3 May 2005 Bolton Abbey 
10 May  Ilkley Moor Geology Trail 
17 May Lindley Wood Reservoir 
24 May Addingham ï Flowers of Moor Lane 
 7 June Fewston Reservoir 

14 June Timble ï Nightjars 
21 June Sun Lane ï Burley in Wharfedale 
28 June  Red Kites ï Wyke Lane, Harewood 
 12 July  Otley Wetland Nature Reserve 
19 July Afternoon at Sun Lane 

 

WINTER PROGRAMME 200 5-2006 (Tuesday evenings at 7.30pm. All at Christchurch, The Grove, Ilkley) 

13 Sept 2005   Open Evening. An Introduction to our Society. No charge for visitors. 

27 Sept   Water Voles in Yorkshire     Sylvia Jay  

11 Oct  Mammal Magic      David Alred  

25 Oct   Insects       Freda Draper  

22 Nov   Life and Death in Freshwater    John Hobson  

13 Dec  Membersô Evening  Short presentations by Members. Refreshments 

10 Jan 2006   A Wildlife Garden     Peter Riley 

24 Jan   Blooming America     Don Barrett 

14 Feb  A Life with Plants     Mike Atkinson 

28 Feb  Enjoying Wharfedale Butterflies    David Howson 

14 March  Glaciers Galore (Alaska and Western Canada)  David Leather 

28 March  Annual General Meeting 

24 March (Friday) Annual Dinner at the Clarke Foley Centre 

4 April   Recordersô Evening 

Botany Section Outings (Thursdays) 
28 April  Beamsley Area  
12 May Feizor 
19 May Otley Wetlands Nature Reserve 
9 June Foxglove Covert, Near Catterick 
16 June Grassington, Meadow and Quarry 
30 June Bolton Abbey Railway Station 
7 July Ilkley Riverside Survey 
28 July Ilkley Moor Stewardship Area 

Geology Field Trips (Thursdays, Neil Aitkenhead) 
14 July Addingham Area 
4 Aug Baildon Bank and Baildon Hill 
8 Sept Kettlewell 

 

Fungus Foray 

Sunday 16 Oct Thruscross Reservoir. 

 Leader Tom Hering 

 

Birding Days (Saturday or Sunday) 

8 May Strid Wood 

22 May Lindley Wood Reservoir 

18 June Nosterfield and Marfield 

31 July Blacktoft Sands (RSPB) 

25 Sept Fairburn Ings (RSPB) 

22 Oct Old Moor (Dearne Valley) 

 

Thursday Field Days 

12 May  Hebers Ghyll Ilkley 

2 June  Grimwith Reservoir 

 

 

 

 
 

Summer Visits 

11 June (Sat) Otley Wetlands Nature Reserve 

25 June (Sat) Summer Coach Outing to Leighton 

Moss and Gait Barrows 

2 July (Sat) Yockenthwaite Flower Meadows 

9 July (Sat) Otley Wetland ï Butterflies 

19 July (Tues) Sun Lane ï Butterflies  

 

Winter Walks (Sundays, led by Chris Hartley) 

2 Oct Golden Acre Park 

6 Nov Thruscross Reservoir 

       And first Sunday each month to March 2006 

 

 

 

Microscope Meetings (at Clarke Foley Centre, First 

Tuesdays, 7.30pm) 

4 Oct 2005 Specimens from Otley Wetlands 

1 Nov  Using the Microscope  

6 Dec  Minerals under the Microscope 

3 Jan 2006 Members Evening 

7 Feb  Bryophytes (mosses and liverworts) 

7 March  Mixomycetes (slime moulds) 

 

 

Evening with Alan Titchmarsh 

3 November 2005, óGardening with Wildlifeô at the 

Kings Hall, Ilkley at 7.30pm. Ticket only. 

 

Coffee Morning and 60
th

 Anniversary Exhibitio n 

Saturday 30 Oct Clarke Foley Centre, Ilkley, 

10am till Noon  Coffee Morning 

2-5pm   Special Exhibition 
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FOREWORD 

 

It is a particular pleasure to be writing this Foreword to our 60
th
 Anniversary Year Review not least because I 

think we can look back on a very successful year in so many different respects. It was well over two years 

ago that Margaret Hutchinson first mentioned in Committee that we ought to ódo somethingô by way of 

celebration for our Diamond Anniversary ï little did any of us realise at the time that ódoing somethingô 

would lead to quite so many initiatives all carried through to conclusion with great success and 

professionalism.  

 

There are many people to thank, especially my colleagues on the Sub-Committee that was established to 

orchestrate our celebrations, namely David Brear, Jenny Dixon, John Flood and Harry Jevons. We had 14 

meetings altogether, well worth while given the end results. David did a marvellous job on the Wild 

Wharfedale booklet with great assistance from Harry getting the Sponsors on board. Jenny, ably helped by 

Don Barrett with the layout, produced a super 2006 calendar as an Anniversary special. Thanks are also due 

to David Carr for the special Exhibition on the afternoon of the Coffee Morning. This exceeded expectations 

both in the quality of the exhibits and the attendance. Last but not least was the Alan Titchmarsh evening ï a 

not-to-be-forgotten event for all those who attended. We cannot thank Alan enough for providing us with 

this climax to our celebrations. 

 

Moving on to more routine matters, Lesley Barrettôs splendid Winter Programmes continued to ópack them 

inô. Her idea to use only member speakers for the 2005/6 season (including Alan Titchmarsh!) has already 

proved a great success. I cannot let this opportunity pass to again thank Christchurch for their offer to use the 

Sanctuary for our winter meetings and for the way in which nothing has been too much trouble for them 

whilst we settled in. We are very lucky to have such an imposing and spacious venue. The Annual Dinner 

and the Coffee Morning, organised respectively by Mike Atkinson and Christine Hobson, were again great 

successes. Events in Anne Rileyôs splendidly varied Summer Programme were generally well-attended 

especially the Tuesday evening walks with over 50 participants on several occasions. David Leather 

produced a revised Publicity leaflet which attractively demonstrates the strength in depth that we possess. 

 

Our Recorders continue to do a great job despite their workload increasing year-on-year  We had two 

resignations at the AGM from Audrey Gramshaw (Fungi) and Jeanette Clapham (Moths), both of whom 

have given over 30 yearsô service to the Society in a variety of offices, including that of President ï our most 

sincere thanks to both of them. A warm welcome to Graham Foggitt as our new Moth Recorder and to Jim 

Fairclough, as Recorder for Beetles etc. 

 

The three Nature Reserves in which we are mainly involved (Grass Wood, Otley and Sun Lane) continue to 

show plenty of evidence of year-on-year improvements to reassure all our many wonderful volunteers that 

their efforts are all worthwhile. 

 

Of course, overseeing all these activities is the Committee who, without exception, have been committed, 

supportive and conscientious ï I am personally indebted to them. A special mention is justified for our 

newly-installed Treasurer (Joan Armitage) and Secretary (Gordon Haycock) both of whom have slotted into 

their roles admirably despite a baptism of fire, especially Joan who has been inundated with money thanks to 

the success of our various Anniversary events and publications. 

 

We have made respectable progress on our Schools Initiative programme although much remains to be done. 

With the money collected from our Anniversary work we hope to announce a major initiative in the New 

Year which will ensure the surplus is put to good use. 

 

Given all these initiatives and activities it is perhaps not surprising that our membership has continued to 

grow to around the 450 mark thus ensuring that Eric and Margaret Hutchinson are kept on their toes and 
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fully occupied! (Thanks also to Richard Rundle for updating and maintaining the database.) We can all be 

proud of this achievement, especially considering that this is very unusual in this day and age for Societies 

such as ours. Nonetheless we must not make the mistake of thinking that this is some kind of irreversible 

achievement ï bubbles invariably burst and we will only sustain this record by continuing to be relevant, 

accessible, welcoming, committed to learning and, last but not least, entertaining. 

 

In summary our Diamond Anniversary Year continued the trend of a thriving, active and expanding Society 

ever more committed to making its mark in the Wharfedale area by enhancing awareness of natural history 

in all its disciplines and thereby contributing to a greater understanding of current environmental issues and 

trends. 

 

Finally a huge thank you to all of you ï our members ï for all your help and support even if itôs only through 

the payment of your subscriptions. Itôs the members who make it all worthwhile! Do enjoy this bumper 

Review, expertly compiled and edited by David Leather and Jenny Dixon, and let us hope that we all get as 

much out of the Societyôs activities this next year as (I hope) we did from the last. 

 

Peter Riley 

President 

 

 

 

EDITORIAL  

Sixty is not such a great age for a Natural History Society; in fact there are several older ones in Yorkshire. 

But, it is a Diamond Jubilee, and exploring, recording and enjoying the flora and fauna of our patch for sixty 

years is something worth celebrating. Planning began well over a year ago, and the celebratory events and 

commemorative activities, as outlined in our Presidentôs Foreword, were well worth the effort. 

  As you can see from the beautiful all-in-colour cover to this sixtieth issue of our annual review, we too, are 

marking the anniversary. Some of the contents have a retrospective cast. Chris Hartley takes a personal look 

back over the years; John Flood and Les Dewdney remember the glory days of bird trapping and ringing; 

Freda Draper contributes another of her periodic reports on the ecology of Burley-in-Wharfedaleôs Old Tip 

Field, now Sun Lane Nature Reserve.  

   With membership numbers booming and such a full and exciting programme coming up in 2006, itôs 

important to see our work in a perspective of the past, but we need to keep at it too. The Records section of 

this review must be the fattest and fullest yet, thank you to all those who contributed, and special thanks to 

the recorders who had the sometimes mammoth task of co-ordinating it all! 
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MY EARLY MEMORIES OF THE WHARFEDALE NATURALISTS  

 

I first discovered the Wharfedale Naturalists Society back in the early 1980s which, as it had been going 

since the end of the second world conflagration, was somewhat remiss of me. I do wish that I had found out 

about it much earlier. I remember going along to my first meeting when the Society still regularly met at the 

Kingôs Hall and, though I forget exactly what the subject of the lecture was, it must have captured my 

imagination for I made up my mind to join and have kept up my membership ever since. 

  I do remember that in those early days of my association with the Nats, the Society still ran a season of 

RSPB films and these were always by tradition introduced by the late Walter Flesher, the great founding 

Father of the Society. Walter had been a gamekeeper on Burley Moor and had amassed his unbounded 

knowledge of Natural History throughout his long life. Indeed, he became a local celebrity, appearing many 

times on television programmes, and had several articles and nature books to his credit. I remember him 

musing over one film entitled The King of Crows. It turned out to be about the lifestyle of the Chough, and 

very good it was too. 

  Not long after I joined, it was decided to move our meetings to the then new Clarke Foley Centre where 

much comfier seating was to be had. Here there was also more room for various displays and other things, as 

well as better seating arrangements. We also had some memorable lectures, and several speakers returned 

time and again. Amongst the speakers we had was a very popular duo who presented a double projector 

affair accompanied with symphonic music as well as erudite commentary. Yet another speaker enchanted us 

with his stories of combining his professional role as a railway signalman with that of a wildlife 

photographer. 

  A number of our own members have over the years exercised their own particular talents as slide lecturers 

namely David Leather on Geology, David Alred on a variety of natural history subjects, Nevil Bowland on 

Deer and other Mammals, Joyce Hartley on Botany, and not forgetting Freda Draper on Dragonflies and 

other Insects. I always remember that at one time Freda was given a spot in which she appealed to members 

not to mistreat Wasps, because, though they can of course be a pest at the end of the season, during the best 

part of their career they are very useful in pollinating flowers and gathering up many pests such as Cranefly 

larvae which damage our gardens. 

  I was honoured at one time to be elected onto the committee, and in those days it always met at the home of 

the late Nancy Watson who was our Secretary at that time. They were grand days and the committee 

consisted of Nancy, Audrey Gramshaw, the two Davids, Leather and Alred, Jeanette Clapham, Mrs Joan 

Duncan, who for a time was President of the Society as well as holding the Presidency of the Yorkshire 

Wildlife Trust, and yours truly. Later we met at other committee membersô houses until we settled on the 

Clarke Foley Centre where meetings are held to this very day. 

  Among events I remember were the summer evening walks particularly our annual pilgrimages to Strid 

Wood where I saw my first Pied Flycatcher and started to recognise certain distinctive bird calls. I remember 

on one occasion a former President Howard Clark making Tawny Owl noises and getting replies from the 

real thing. Another time on the banks of Fewston Reservoir a number of us observed a Short Eared Owl and 

witnessed it quartering the area. Another time our attention was drawn to a Snipe performing its drumming 

flight over Askwith Moor and that gave me a real buzz. 

  I have also been on a number of excursions with the Society and seen Groundhoppers, a primitive relation 

of the Grasshopper in Derbyshire, a Water Rail at Top Hill Low, Bitterns at the R.S.P.B. reserve near 

Morecambe together with Marsh Harriers as well. Another occasion was when we went to Martin Mere 

where they have wild fowl in abundance especially a lagoon brimming with Eider Ducks. Towards the end 

of our visit these delightful birds put on a display as the sun went down and the chorus of dove-like cooing 

will stay in my memory for ever. 

  We always have an enjoyable Annual Dinner followed by some fine entertaining after-dinner speakers. 

Amongst the many we have had were Colin Slator from the Nidderdale AONB, formerly an Area Warden 

from the Dales National Park, who made us all fall about with laughter with his experiences of birdwatching 

in China. Then there was Jean Kendrew, a botanist from Crosshills, who entertained us with pictures of early 

Spring Flowers. She went on to read a piece of poetry which likened the transition period from winter to 
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spring to a bout of fisticuffs between two quarrelsome individuals.  I remember it contained the line 

óWinterôs looking groggy nowô which turned out to be something of an unfortunate line as a day or so later 

we suffered a late and somewhat rather heavy snow fall. Other good speakers were Margaret Hartley and 

Ron Deaton from Harrogate Nats. 

  Our Society, over the times I have been with it, has been well blessed with characters and experts, for 

example Freda Draper, Joan Duncan, Joyce and Sam Hartley, the late Sue Rushworth, David and Joan Alred, 

Nevil and Audrey Bowland, Les Dewdney, Ken and Pat Limb and all the rest of the gang, too many to 

mention, all of them ready to share their knowledge with anyone. I could go on but there I must halt. It is a 

great joy to belong to the Wharfedale Naturalists Society and have so many happy memories. 

Chris Hartley 

 

 

THE RINGING PROGRAMME  

 

The Story   There is a graphic account in the 1948 Review of what was involved in constructing a 

Heligoland trap after the end of the war.  Planning started in 1947 and construction of a Heligoland trap at 

the Ben Rhydding sewage works started on 21
st
 March, 1948 when a fence was built to keep the cattle out.  

Work went on throughout the summer on evenings and weekends ï until the netting ran out because their 

purchase permit had undercut their original estimates - and they had to wait 6 weeks for some more.  

Meanwhile bushes were planted ï not without the odd moment of danger with an inquisitive bull chasing off 

2 of the workers.  Eventually, the trap box was installed on 7
th
 November and operations started on 

November 21
st
.    The start-up was to be a bit of an anti-climax!  The first bird caught was a blackbird but 

birds didnôt rush to enter and by 5
th
 December only 2 other birds had been caught.  Operations were 

suspended to wait for the bushes to grow up.  The first trap had been built in the SE corner underneath the 

railway embankment.  In 1949 a second trap was erected in a more favourable position further along the 

embankment in the SW corner of the site in front of some elderberry bushes
1
.  The first trap had caught only 

29 birds in its first year up until the end of September 1949; the second trap was to surpass that total in its 

first week.  Local organisations were very helpful: the Ilkley Council made no charge for the permit, whilst 

the tackle was kept locked up across the road in Car-a-Cars.  There was a set-back for the enthusiastic little 

group of workers when Col Bates, the projectôs Engineer-in-Chief, had a career, which took him away from 

the area.  However, by then operations were in full swing; by September 1952, ~1600 birds had been caught 

and 14 of these (~1%) had been recovered. 

  There were originally 8 people involved in the programme, although not all of these may have been 

qualified ringers (in the following list those who were definitely ringers are shown in italics).  There tended 

to be 3 groups of people who worked together: Gordon Booth and Ester Ghyll; Edward Skinner, Bob 

Parkinson and Les Dewdney; Fernley, HJ Williamson, and Mrs Olive Pennock.  Later Herbert Flood got a 

ringing licence.  Of the ringers only Les and Bob remain.  The ringers were helped by four of the young 

members of the WNS ï Thomas Dewdney
2
, Peter Ellis, Michael Chadwick and Archie Bainôs son (although 

none of these got ringing licences).  In the early days the records kept were very simple ï it was more or less 

a case of óring and flingô.  They recorded species and, where possible, whether the bird was male of female, 

adult or young.  Later the measurements became much more comprehensive and ringers were required to 

measure bill and wing size as well as weight. 

  In the midï1950ôs mist nets were developed in Japan.  Edward Skinner and Bob Parkinson were able to 

obtain some of the first nets to arrive in the UK from Japan.  Les remembers people used to come to inspect 

this unusual facility, which was described as an inland bird observatory.  Later, the BTO set up a 

manufacturer to make them in the UK and expected ringers to procure nets from that source.  Mist nets 

                                                      
1
   In fact there was another trap used in the early days, but only by Gordon Booth (before Les Dewdney became 

involved).  This was a duck decoy by the lake in the grounds of Denton Hall. 
2
    Thomas subsequently got his ringing license and is still ringing in the Darlington area (and very kindly provided a 

picture of a mist net for our exhibition). 
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River 

Channel 

Beds 

 

Hut 
Net 

increased enormously the efficiency of catching birds ï and the big jump in the number of birds ringed in 

1955 (as well as the start of ringing at spots other than the sewage works around then) suggests they 

appeared for the first time in that year.  Once these nets came into use, the traps rapidly fell into disuse ï and, 

over a shortish period, most of the ringing activities came to be carried out by Edward, Bob and Les, all of 

whom owned their own nets.  Ringers now started ringing at both Ben Rhydding and Ilkley sewage works, 

with permission from the Ilkley UDC.  They also ringed across the road from the Ben Rhydding sewage 

works in the Ben Rhydding gravel pits, which were still being worked at that time ï as well as elsewhere in 

the WNS area from time-to-time. 

  Nets used were 20, 40 and 60 feet long.  People often put up 

2 x 60 ft long nets along the 4 foot-wide pathway between the 

120 foot square beds.  The mist nets, made from a number of 

panels, were suspended between 

vertical poles with tightening 

strings along the edge of each 

panel.  Les used tighten these 

strings so that the nets bowed at 

the bottom of each panel.  Birds 

would fly into the net and drop 

down into the pouch from which they were rarely able to extricate themselves.  

A popular event for the ringers was when the beds were taken out of service for 

cleaning (typically after 3 or 4 years).  As the beds dried out a crust was formed 

on the top, which was ploughed up.  Once this had happened the surface 

became covered with a plant called variously óRedshankô or óRedlegô 

(Polygonum persicaria), which grew very densely to a height of 2-3 feet.  Its 

seeds were very popular with finches and sparrows. 

  Ringers obtained their rings from the WNS in strings of 50.  Ringing was 

usually done at weekends or in the evenings if conditions were right (humid days 

with a bit of drizzle were the best, especially for attracting hirundines).  People had their own nets, keeping 

their gear in the hut, and often ringing alone.  There was no schedule: people went down when they could.  

Each ringer had their own record book and sent their records into the BTO, with the WNS recorder collating 

records for the Review. 

  Ringing Records   There is report on the ringing programme in each Review from 1948, with the last 

mention in 1972 when, for the third year running, it reports that there had been no ringing that year.  The first 

detailed breakdown of the ringed birds is in 1950, which gives number caught in the BTO year to September 

30
th
 by species (a total 431 birds and 29 species); it also includes details of some of the recovered birds.  

Over the next few years summaries are brief
3
 giving numbers and species, and main highlights including 

interesting recoveries.  The detailed breakdowns start again in 1962 with 1963 being a particularly important 

issue because it lists not only the breakdown of 

ringed birds but also the cumulative totals for each 

species up until that year. 

  It is important to understand that the ringing records 

include every bird that was ringed, and not just those 

caught in the major traps already discussed.  For 

example, tawny owls were almost certainly ringed on 

the nest, whilst Bob Parkinson used to ring black-

headed gulls at a nesting site near Cocking End.  Les 

caught and ringed a young short-eared owl at 

Malham.  He also rescued an eider at Spurn where it 

                                                      
3
   There are no records for 1953. 
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had become oiled.  He brought it home and made a home for it in the back garden and kept it until it had 

grown up, when he took it up to Swinsty and released it. 

  The chart on the previous page shows the numbers of birds and of species ringed each year.  There are no 

comments to explain the differing numbers ringed, e.g. the extraordinarily high count in 1960.  By the end of 

the 60ôs the numbers of ringers was dropping away (the 1965 Review notes that one of the key birders, Bob 

Parkinson, retired that year), but the death knell came when the authorities started updating both sewage 

works (from about 1967).  The environment 

changed and the numbers of birds being trapped 

crashed ï although they held up briefly in 1968 

because of the feeding flocks of greenfinch and 

tree sparrows (!). After all the excitements of 

previous years, ringing became boring and people 

gradually lost interest.  The graph (right) shows 

the total number of each species caught throughout 

the ringing programme.  There are some 

interesting numbers in the second figure, 

especially for those species which have disappeared or are now rare in the area. 

  The primary aim of ringing is to increase understanding of bird behaviour through their recovery.  

Recovery rates are universally quite low; the only figure we have for the WNS is for September 1952 when 

there had been 14 recoveries from 1600 ringed birds.  The final number of birds ringed was 23,320, so there 

must have been well over 200 recovered.  Many of these were local and many, regrettably, occurred when 

the bird was found dead (as will be seen later in one of Lesôs stories).  However, many birds were ringed 

more than once: a blackbird, first ringed in 1951 was re-trapped in 1952, and then again in 1952, 1953 and 

1954.  There is an interesting table in the 1965 review of the recapture of hirundines: 
 

 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 

House Martin 0 0 1 0 2 0 2 

Sand Martin 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Swift 1 3 16 0 2 12 1 
 

More interestingly, there were several retraps that gave us an idea of how long common species can live: 

blackbird (7 years) and robin (~6 years) (1957), and a swift (8 years) and sand martin (> 6 years) (1965).  In 

2005 the BTO was to comment that birds were living longer because of the warmer climate ï and that twenty 

species had established longevity records during the previous year, e.g. grey heron (24 years), Canada goose 

(26), oystercatcher (37) and black-headed gull (27); comparable figures for smaller birds were house sparrow 

(13), swallow (11) and robin (8). 

  The first birds recovered overseas were a blackbird ringed in March 1951 and found dead in Denmark four 

months later, and a meadow pipit ringed in June 1952 which was recovered in France in October.  Figure 4 

(see map over the page) shows some of the longer range recoveries.  The most dramatic recovery ï of a 

common sandpiper ï is told in one of the following stories. 
 

  Old birders remember   Les Dewdney remembers some of the stories from the past days of ringing:  The 

settling beds were not the place to go if you were allergic to insect bites ï the swarms of midges there were 

notorious.  Les remembers walking along the river one day and, as he approached the sewage works, hearing 

what sounded like a clapping football crowd.  On further investigation he found it was a multitude of ducks 

on the settling beds snapping away at the insects! 

  Les had grown up with birds and didnôt need to bother with field guides when he was ringing.  However, he 

got rather worried late one evening when he caught an amazing number of jack snipe ï so much so that he 

felt the need to take one home in a bag to check it out!  
  Les Dewdney was always an early riser, whilst Edward never appeared before 0930, a rather late hour for a 

ringer.  Les went down one morning and found three greenshank.  He caught and ringed 2 and had released  
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them before Edward showed up.  However he kept one for Edward since he had not rung one before and 

ringers always liked adding to their repertoire of ringed species. 

  Les went down to the filter beds with Thomas one day and Tom spotted a bird which subsequently flew up 

into a tree.  He described it to Les.  It had yellow on it and black on the head.  óObviously a great titô said 

Les.  Thomas persisted that it wasnôt so they went to look.  The bird had been a siskin and Les and Thomas 

rushed to put up the mist nets.  In due course they were to trap a flock of thirteen
4
.  It was 1962, and this was 

the first time in 15 years of ringing this species had been trapped.  There was to be only 1 further ringing of 

this species, two years later. 

  Les Dewdney remembers that, whilst he always managed to get filthy after a ringing session, Edward was 

always immaculate both before and afterwards.  On one occasion Edward fell into one of the trenches, which 

led Bob to suggest óIf you canôt swim, just go through the motions!ô 

 

  Les describes himself as a ócountry ladô, whoôd been raised to have an empathy with nature and its ways.  

He had been very successful when he started ringing, having an instinct for the best places to put up his nets.  

However, he got his come-uppance when having breakfast one day with his son, Thomas.  One of the things 

ringers always look forward to is receiving the little pink slips from the BTO advising that one of tie rings 

has been recovered.  This was the day Les got his first returns and was very excited.  He found that a blue tit 

heôd ringed had been found drowned in a puddle in Burley and a chaffinch had been found dead at High 

Royd.  Thomas put Lesôs efforts in perspective.  óI think youôd better give up ringing, Dadô, he said ówhen 

one of your ringed birds commits suicide and the other goes daft!ô  

                                                      
4
 One of the siskin was subsequently re-trapped in the Netherlands. 
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RINGING TOTALS - BY SPECIES  (23,230 in 21 years) 

Manx Shearwater  1 

Mute Swan  7 

Eurasian Teal  3 

Mallard   20 

Common Eider  1 

Common Kestrel  11 

Water Rail  1 

Common Moorhen  79 

Eurasian Oystercatcher 12 

Little Plover  5 

Ringed Plover  1 

European Golden Plover 2 

Northern Lapwing  908 

Dunlin   6 

Jack Snipe  10 

Common Snipe  85 

Eurasian Woodcock 6 

Eurasian Curlew  83 

Common Redshank  78 

Common Greenshank 2 

Green Sandpiper  3 

Common Sandpiper 27 

Black-headed Gull  124 

Lesser Black-backed Gull  27 

Common Wood Pigeon 4 

Eurasian Collared Dove 1 

Common Cuckoo  9 

Little Owl  17 

Tawny Owl  11 

Short-eared Owl  1 

European Nightjar  1 

Common Swift  1,246 

Common Kingfisher 7 

Greater Spotted Woodpecker  9 

Sky Lark   44 

Sand Martin  3,081 

Barn Swallow  546 

House Martin  1,160 

Tree Pipit   38 

Meadow Pipit  954 

Yellow Wagtail  230 

Grey Wagtail  40 

Pied Wagtail  650 

Bohemian Waxwing 9 

White-throated nipper 50 

Winter Wren  114 

Hedge Accentor (Dunnock) 625 

European Robin  652 

Black Redstart  3 

Common Redstart  107 

Whinchat   65 

Stonechat   1 

Northern Wheatear  47 

Ring Ousel  89 

Common Blackbird  1,252 

Fieldfare   3 

Song Thrush  656 

Redwing   10 

Mistle Thrush  80 

Grasshopper Warbler 2 

Sedge Warbler  37 

Eurasian Reed Warbler 1 

Lesser Whitethroat  7 

Common Whitethroat 189 

Garden Warbler  75 

Blackcap   86 

Wood Warbler  11 

Common Chiffchaff 5 

Willow Warbler  758 

Goldcrest   11 

Spotted Flycatcher  62 

Pied Flycatcher  27 

Long-tailed Tit  31 

Marsh Tit   22 

Willow Tit   2 

Coal Tit   33 

Blue Tit   1,522 

Great Tit   532 

Wood Nuthatch  1 

Eurasian Treecreeper 24 

Eurasian Jay  11 

Black-billed Magpie 18 

Eurasian Jackdaw  14 

Rook   5 

Common Starling  1,785 

House Sparrow  1,069 

Eurasian Tree Sparrow 410 

Chaffinch  1,119 

Brambling  12 

European Greenfinch 1,456 

European Goldfinch 8 

Eurasian Siskin  14 

Common Linnet  308 

Lesser Redpoll  25 

Common Bullfinch  116 

Hawfinch   1 

Yellowhammer  57 

Reed Bunting  49 

Corn Bunting  1 

 

And some tales from other ringing operations   Les and Connie went up to Grass Wood for a picnic with 

Bob Parkinson.  Les and Bob walked up into the wood and disturbed a common sandpiper.  Its behaviour 

suggested it had a nest nearby.  Les and Bob hunted high and low and couldnôt find it, but they did 

eventually find a juvenile hiding in the wall; they ringed it and put it back.  It was 2nd June 1963.  éAnd so 

began the most amazing of any of the WNS recoveries.  The bird was found on the 20th November of the 

same year in the oil radiator of a USSR planeôs engine whilst it was being serviced in Moscow.  From the 

flight plan it was considered most likely it was hit during take off or landing at either Bamako (Mali) or 

Accra (Ghana). 

  One winter the ringers received a call that there was a small flock of waxwings in a small garden in 

Cowpasture road.  Les and Bob put up a 20 foot mist net across the garden. Unbeknown to them the daughter 

of the house on the opposite side of the road reported to her father that óthere were some rough men in the 

garden oppositeôéfortunately, the father had the presence of mind to check up on the situation before calling 

in the police.  Les and Bob, undisturbed by the incident, went on to successfully ring most of the small flock. 

  For many years there has been a large evening roost of starlings in the centre of Bradford.  Edward Skinner, 

a wool merchant, got a call from someone in the Wool Exchange one evening saying they had a strange bird 

had come in with the starlings.  Edward was rather dismissive but his caller was very persistent and rang 

back three or four times.  In the end he decided he would have to go in and take a look.  Imagine his 

amazement when he looked out and found a water rail standing amongst the starlings.  He reached out, 

caught it and brought it back to Ilkley, the only bird of this species which was ever caught and ringed.  It was 

later released at the sewage works. 

John Flood and Les Dewdney 
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HEDGEHOG SUMMER  
 

Whatever the Chinese calendar has to say on the matter, for me 2005 will always be the Year of the 

Hedgehog. Over the eight summers we have lived in our present house in Ben Rhydding, we have had signs 

that our garden was being visited by this increasingly rare mammal ï mainly in the form of cylindrical 

droppings deposited at random across the lawn ï and we had the occasional glimpses of the animal itself, 

sidling along the edge of a border or disappearing round the corner of the house. On one sad occasion we 

discovered a clearly distressed and disoriented animal on the drive in the middle of the day. We took it to the 

vet but, alas, it was too ill to save.  So, we should certainly have concurred with the general opinion that 

hedgehog numbers are seriously declining. However, last year was different. 

    The show really started on 3
rd
 June when I glanced out into our back garden in the twilight and there was a 

hedgehog busily clearing up the seed which the choosy finches scatter below our pole-mounted feeder at the 

edge of the lawn. Perhaps slugs and other invertebrates had also been attracted by the food and provided an 

additional item on the hedgehog menu, for it worked away steadily for about twenty minutes before 

zigzagging off across the lawn and disappearing through the hedge. After that, I was on the lookout each 

evening, and, on most occasions, was not 

disappointed. There seemed to be a pattern: 

the hedgehog appearing at about the same 

time, emerging from the flower border to the 

left of the feeder, thoroughly investigating 

the area around it, then pottering off to the 

right, with characteristic hedgehog stops, 

starts and diversions, finally disappearing 

either around the corner of the house or 

through the hedge to our neighbourôs garden, 

where his currant bushes no doubt provided 

dessert. 

   We could recognise ñourò hedgehog as she was quite light coloured and had a particularly luxuriant fair 

ruff of fur around the face. With crashing originality we called her ñHedgeò and looked forward to her 

nightly visits. On 20
th
 June, a hot evening, she kept breaking off the foraging to scratch, and this became so 

vigorous and so sustained that I was quite worried ï had she got some serious infestation? Her little legs 

flailed about, sometimes not really connecting at all. Then I noticed flecks of foam flying and realised that 

she was engaged in the process of self-anointing. I had only seen this once before, when I came across a big 

hedgehog on the moor producing large amounts of froth from its mouth, which it smeared over its prickles, 

using first one paw then another in a positive flurry of activity. The reason for this behaviour is obscure ï 

perhaps it helps control parasites, perhaps it is connected with mating. Remnants of dried foam were still 

visible on the grass of our lawn next morning when I went to fill up the bird feeder. I was relieved to realise 

that Hedge had not been suffering from some kind of hedgehog fit and pleased to have witnessed this 

obscure piece of behaviour again. 

   The very next evening the plot thickened. As Hedge was busy feeding, a second animal, larger and darker 

in colour, appeared for a few moments in the herbaceous border. ñHogò had entered the story. After this, 

although Hedge continued her nightly routine, Hog only occasionally visited and, when she became aware of 

his presence, she scuttled away at once. Hedgehogs are generally solitary creatures. Their ranges overlap but 

they avoid each other by varying the timing of their foraging excursions. On the 20
th
 July, however, although 

Hedge scurried off on Hogôs arrival, she soon returned. By now I was putting out special hedgehog food, and 

the two fed side by side for about twenty minutes, occasionally coming nose to nose, and finally went off 

together into the flower border.  

   Hedgehog courting is a very noisy business, but, up to this point, our pair was quite quiet except for the 

usual snuffling and munching sounds, so we could not be certain that we had a mating pair. However, in mid 

August, we first spotted a very small young hedgehog in the garden feeding alone. Some time later that 

evening an adult, quickly identified as Hedge, appeared, accompanied by a slightly larger youngster. So, we 
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now had confirmation that Hedge was a female and that she had at least two young which, with rather more 

imagination, we named Hocus and Pocus** . We saw the family fairly regularly over the next two weeks and 

got to know the youngsters as individuals. Though smaller, Hocus often came on his own. Pocus stuck more 

closely to his mother, on one occasion breaking off his foraging to nudge into her until she gave him a quick 

suckle. Gradually, though, Hedge withdrew, and it was the two siblings we saw. At this stage they seemed 

quite happy to be feeding together, often quite close to each other. Then, basic hedgehog nature asserted 

itself and they began to live their separate and solitary lives.  

  In early September, the pattern changed. Either they came well after dark or started foraging further afield, 

and our hedgehog summer was over. It had been a great delight to be able to observe these nocturnal 

creatures at such close quarters, and to learn more about their habits and family life. We are just hoping they 

survive the winter and reappear in 2006. 

 

**  Itôs impossible to tell the sex of a hedgehog without handling them. We only knew Hedge was a female 

when we saw her with the youngsters. Of course, Hocus and Pocus could be either sex, but somehow it 

seemed unfriendly, after our close acquaintanceship, to refer to either as ñitò. Itôs actually hard to identify 

individuals, especially in the semi-dark and I was only able to distinguish between them when they were 

together. Thereôs an intriguing postscript to the story. One evening towards the end of my hedgehog season, 

Hedge and Pocus appeared, their backs marked with white paint ï a stripe across Hedgeôs back and a neat 

spot on Pocusôs rear end. Someone else nearby was apparently spending time hedgehog watching and had 

solved the identification problem in this way! 

Jenny Dixon 

 

 

NEW BOOKS FOR BOTANISTS 

 

2005 was a milestone year for the Society, as we all know.  The botanists were also celebrating another 

milestone, though they were a year or two late.  But if you were out with them last year you may well have 

heard them talking about a ónew atlasô.  They mean this: 

  NEW ATLAS OF THE BRITISH AND IRISH FLORA   This is a huge book, based on more than 9 

million records sent in by volunteers (including some well-known Wharfedale Nats) of plants they had seen 

since 1987.  It provides 2,412 dot maps of British Isles species.  A CD comes with the book, which is very 

useful if you have a computer or a bad back, because the book weighs in at over 10 lbs!  The CD has all the 

maps, and additional maps of another 942 plants not shown in the book. 

  Each map prints a dot for every 10 kilometre square of the National Grid in which the particular plant was 

spotted.  It takes 3,907 such squares to cover all the dry land in the British Isles but the maps are not too 

difficult to read and you can get plastic overlays which make them easier still.  It follows the botanistsô 

tradition of treating the British Isles as a single ecological and recording unit.  It includes therefore Ireland 

(both south and north), the Channel Islands, Orkney and Shetland and all the other offshore islands.  As you 

can imagine, there is no end to what you can learn from such a huge study. 

  It wasnôt the first, however.  Exactly 150 years earlier H C Watson had made the first vice-county lists and 

defined the vice-county boundaries which naturalists use to this day.  Then, from 1955 to 1960 records were 

collected for the 1962 Atlas of the British Flora.  (Though the title didnôt say so, this too included Irish 

records, so the two atlases are comparable and you can see various trends, if you put in the time to do so.)  

This 1962 Atlas was the first national dot-map atlas (and a lot of experience was gained through making it, 

not least because it showed up the inadequacies and inaccuracies of the process).  As well as plants seen 

between 1930 and 1955 it also plotted those seen before 1930.  That too was useful information, even if the 

accuracy of some of the older records was suspect.  With all that, and now the 2002 New Atlas, a óbigô 

picture and many detailed ones of our British (and Irish) flora is coming together. 

  How are the plants doing?   Of course, to get the full details you have to search, plant by plant.  But the 

óbigô picture shows that tall plants have done better than short ones (why?).  Plants introduced here more 
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than 500 years ago are declining a bit but later introductions have done well (why, again?).  Trees have done 

better than ground plants.  British ónortherlyô plants (we are talking Europe-wide distribution) are under 

pressure while plants with a southern distribution are happier.  (Global warming, perhaps?)  Our native 

plants are mostly going neither up nor down, though a few, like Welsh Poppy, have spread greatly in the 

years between the two atlases.  And so on.  There are lots of variations, depending on all sorts of factors ï 

soil type, levels of nutrients, other plants associated etc. 

  New words.   Thereôs a couple of new words in the New Atlas that botanists are having to learn: 

óarchaeophyteô and óneophyteô.  Frightening! 

  Archaeophytes are plants that people introduced, accidentally or on purpose, before AD 1500. There are 

about 150 of them.  Some, like poppies, are crop-weeds probably brought in by Iron Age farmers.  Others 

may have been grown for food or for medicinal and other uses or just because they were pretty.  Many have 

become an integral part of our flora.  Earlier generations of botanists have regarded some of them as ónativeô, 

like Shepherdôs-purse or White Dead-nettle.  

  Neophytes are plants we have introduced since AD 1500.  They include all the plants brought from the New 

World or the Far East by foresters or gardeners which have subsequently escaped or been planted in the wild.  

Michaelmas-daisies and Pineappleweed are among these.  1,402 plants are designated neophytes in the New 

Atlas. 

  Our 1,396 ónativeô species are here through natural colonisation since the end of the last Ice Age (or in just 

a very few cases possibly as survivors from before).  They include trees like Birch and Oak, and plants such 

as Daffodil and White Clover.  Some ónativesô are still coming.  Ploughshare Orchid arrived only a few years 

ago, probably from North Africa on a southerly summer breeze.  

  There are also another 2,000-odd órare casualsô which turn up in the wild from time to time but donôt 

survive more than a year or two.  The lavender-blue Sutera which is growing in the pavement outside the 

Station Hotel, Ilkley, may be one of these, or it may settle permanently, in which case we will class it as a 

neophyte.  It looks as though it came from a garden centre and dropped out of a hanging basket, a year or 

two ago. 

  Why bother?   Why should we want to know whether plants are native, or old or new introductions?  

Thereôs the historical interest.  If we can date the introductions it tells us a lot about how pharmacists, cooks 

and gardeners went about their business in times past.  More mundanely, managing our countryside is easier 

and more effective if we know how settled the plants are.  Controlling Ragwort or Nettle will be 

extraordinarily difficult because they are native plants, very happy here, and with well-worked-out ways of 

surviving, no matter what we might throw at them.  If, on the other hand, we know that a plant is an 

introduction and needed human help to become established, maybe it wonôt survive if we walk away from it.  

Out of cultivation Wheat lasts only a few years before it dies out.  The other side of the coin is that if we 

know that a plant is a native or an archaeophyte we can also be confident about how it will grow in the future 

ï not too much differently from in the present:  we recognise it as an old friend (or foe).  But neophytes are 

as yet unpredictable and need to be watched ï need I mention New Zealand Pigmyweed, Japanese Knotweed 

or Indian Balsam! 

  Telling an archaeophyte from a neophyte or a native plant isnôt 100% certain or at all straightforward, but 

there are only a few of the 150-odd archaeophytes that thereôs much doubt about.  The cut-off date for 

neophytes is fixed at AD 1500 because people started printing books around then.  If the Elizabethan 

herbalists wrote about a plant, it must already have been here!  Plants which were introduced later are almost 

always noted in print somewhere.  There are other ways to judge a plantôs status.  There wonôt be complete 

confidence, but a suggestive picture can be built up. 

 

THE CHANGING FLORA OF THE UK 

I said that to get the full details from the New Atlas is a laborious, though fascinating business.  However, a 

quick overall view (which I have drawn on for much of the above) can be got from a 36-page glossy large 

booklet of interpretation entitled The Changing Flora of the UK, by the same team of writers.  It comes from 

DEFRA and I think it is free.  You can also down-load it from their website.  Itôs well worth having. 
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PLANT ATLAS OF MID-WEST YORKSHIRE 

I must mention this other book, new this year.  Phyl Abbott, the Botanical Societyôs local Recorder, has 

written the Plant Atlas of Mid-west Yorkshire.  (That has been known to naturalists since Watson in 1852 as 

óVice-county 64ô and it stretches from Drax to Clitheroe. It includes Bowland, Wharfedale, Nidderdale and 

upper Ribblesdale, north to the watersheds).  No plant list had been made 

for this area since 1888, so it has taken Phyl twenty years of hard work. 

  Phyl lives on our side of Leeds and often visits us.  Many of our 

members sent their records in to her.  The book is like a local version of 

the national Atlases but naturally gets into more detail.  Instead of 

mapping over a 10 km grid (hectads) she has been able to use a 2 km one 

(tetrads).  So using the book gives you a much closer idea of where the 

plants are.  1,794 taxa are mapped, and for each one there are thumbnail 

notes on distribution.  There is an introductory óBotanical Tour of the 

Vice-countyô and particular studies on geology and soils.  Sixteen 

excellent colour photos from the cameras of Phyl or her husband Cedric, a 

painting by the late Helen Lefévre and four overall maps of the vice-

county complete the offering. 

These two recent atlases, with their predecessor, show that plants, like all 

other natural organisms, are on the march and changing before our eyes.  

They tell us óhowô this is happening and suggest endless questions as to 

ówhyô.  I find such speculations irresistible, donôt you? 
 

 

ORCHIDS   Lovers of British wild orchids have been spoiled during 2005, with no fewer than three detailed 

and illustrated comprehensive guides coming out.  The cheapest is English Natureôs Britainôs Orchids, by 

David Lang.  Michael Foley and Sidney Clarkeôs Orchids of the British Isles is the dearest, while A and S 

Harrapôs Orchids of Britain and Ireland is somewhere in between.  Take your pick!  And donôt forget to 

óhave a field dayô in 2006!   
 

PUBLICATION  DETAILS  

ABBOTT, P.P.  Plant Atlas of Mid-west Yorkshire, Yorkshire Naturalistsô Union, 2005.  £21.00.  ISBN 0-

9504093-6-7. 

  FOLEY, M. & CLARKE, S.  Orchids of the British Isles  Griffin Press and Royal Botanic Garden, 

Edinburgh, 2005.  £40.00.  ISBN 0-9541916-1-7. 

  HARRAP, A & S.  Orchids of Britain and Ireland  A & C Black, 2005.  £27.50. 

  LANG, D.  Britainôs Orchids  English Nature, 2004.  £15.00.  ISBN 1-903657-06-7. 

  PERRING, F.H. & WALTERS, S.M. eds.  Atlas of the British Flora  Botanical Society of the British Isles 

and Thomas Nelson & Sons,  1962.  Now out of print. 

  PRESTON, C.D. et al. eds.  New Atlas of the British and Irish Flora  Oxford University Press, 2002.  ISBN 

0-19-851067-5.  Available from Summerfield Books, Brough at £70.00 (ask also for the overlays).  More 

expensive elsewhere. 

  PRESTON, C.D. et al.  The Changing Flora of the UK  DEFRA, 2002.  Free (?)  It can be downloaded 

from  http://www.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-countryside/ewd/flora/changing-flora.pdf  The download can be 

reproduced readily, subject to a few minimal restrictions. 

  H.C. Watson published his Cybele Britannica in 1847-52, and Topographical Botany in 1873-4.  A 

facsimile of Cybele was published in 1978.  Watsonôs enduring legacy is his system of vice-counties, 

essentially unchanged.  The Ray Society published in 1969 a descriptive booklet by J. E. Dandy with two 

large-scale maps detailing vice-county boundaries.  The large maps are out of print but vector file maps for 

use with MapInfo and ESRI/ArcView etc. can be obtained free online from the National Biodiversity 

Network http://www.nbn.org.uk/information/info.asp?Level1D=1&Level2D=53 . 

Mike Atkinson 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-countryside/ewd/flora/changing-flora.pdf
http://www.nbn.org.uk/information/info.asp?Level1D=1&Level2D=53
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BOOK REVIEW  

Land Marks and Sea Wings by John Busby 

 

This book about the work of a founder Member of the Wharfedale Naturalists, was published in December 

2005.  Rather than being solely about the artistôs observations of birds and animals, for which he is 

nationally acclaimed, óLand Marks and Sea Wingsô pays tribute to the work of John Busby over more than 

seventy years. 

  John spent his early years living in Lower Wharfedale in Menston and attending Ilkley Grammar School, 

where his talent was soon recognised by head of art Bill Leadbetter.  As a teenager he was thrilled to join the 

new Wharfedale Naturalists Society for the opportunity it presented to meet fellow wildlife enthusiasts.  One 

of his special mentors was Walter Flesher from whom he learnt much about bird behaviour.  After the 

Grammar School he became a student at Leeds Art College, and then, after an interruption for National 

Service, he headed north to continue his studies in Edinburgh.  Following graduation he was appointed 

lecturer at the College of Art and made his home in Scotland.  

  From early days his wildlife painting philosophy has been to depict the ójizzô of birds or animals (how we 

actually see them) rather than detailed descriptive painting, so it follows that óLandô has always been an 

integral part of his wildlife illustrations; equally óWingsô are part and parcel of his landscapes.  This is an 

equation so obvious to him one suspects it hardly enters his mind that other people may need their eyes 

opening to its possibilities; however, once opened, they will certainly be rewarded by a new way of looking.  

It follows that he does not comment on technical details, they are taken as understood:  he captures the speed 

of a cliff-diving gannet, the wariness of a fishing otter or the concentration of a wind-hanging falcon in a 

way that is instantly convincing and absolutely accurate. 

  Equally as stimulating are the visual adventures of Johnôs landscapes: for example the colours and contents 

to be found in a tide-abandoned pool, a birdôs eye journey over a hillside and beyond, shadows on a steam 

filled volcanic crater, etc. etc.  These works, the heart of his artistic endeavour, are often the result of 

journeys which have taken him from Aberlady to Aldabra, from the Galapagos to Greece, from the South 

Atlantic to the Shetlands ï in short from Wharfedale to the rest of the world. 

  Land Marks and Sea Wings has been commissioned by the Wildlife Art Gallery in Lavenham and is 

available from book shops, price £45.  (ISBN 0-9526-2369-2) 

PL 

 

A MORALITY PLAY BESIDE THE WHARFE  

 
Although not a member of the WNS, Arnold Pacey consulted Society members about the ecology of this site and we 

thank him for letting us have this article for publication here. 
 

There is a field on the south bank of the River Wharfe which straddles the parish boundary between 

Addingham and Ilkley. Its old name was Low Cocken dose, but it belonged to Hollin Hall Farm, and 

developers who once proposed to build holiday chalets there referred to it by that name. On the first occasion 

when their chalet development was proposed, about 1990, councillors who went there on a site visit were 

greeted by a most respectable demonstration mounted by elderly ladies carrying banners, and a man with an 

oil painting illustrating the flora of the site. 

  The demonstration was in vain, for the developers got their planning permission.  However, a downturn in 

the economy led them to postpone building anything, and meanwhile the flora flourished. Before the 

developers bought the land, a farmer had sometimes made hay in the field, usually late in the season, and he 

had intermittently used it for grazing. Wild flowers had ample time to set seed, and then, while the 

developers waited for the economy to pick up, no farming at all took place. A culverted stream became 

blocked, and parts of the field became quite marshy. 

  Ragged robin became ever more prolific among the sedges, and in June each year, it seemed that pink 

blooms covered the whole of the eastern part of the field. Two species of orchid were also to be found, and 

the food plants of many butterflies. 
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  Then the field changed hands, and early in 1997, the new owner applied again for planning permission for 

chalets, thinking that renewal of the old, expired permission would go through without a hitch. That summer, 

the field seemed exceptionally lovely, and members of an informal walking group called Addingham Field 

Days took photographs, made lists of species, and sought help from Addingham Civic Society and 

Wharfedale Naturalists. 

  In September of that year a report on the ecology of the field with species lists and colour photographs was 

sent to Bradford Council planners. In a formal acknowledgement the planners called it an óimpressive 

ecological appraisalô, and informal comments suggested that they were stimulated by the document to review 

the role of the field in the Green Belt, especially in the light of a recent tightening of government green-belt 

policy. 

  In November 1997, Bradford Council formally rejected the planning application. The field was saved, we 

thought, and it seemed that a highly significant battle had been won. As for the developer, he had invested a 

large sum on the assumption that planning permission would be go through easily, and now he was almost 

ruined. But eventually he was lucky, and found a buyer for the field willing to pay a reasonable price. 

  The purchaser was a golf club with a strong interest in retaining a green open space, but with no interest, it 

now seems, in nature conservation. A big effort was made to fence the field more securely, which seemed 

ominous, but was a definite improvement at the Addingham end. Marker posts were put in where orchids 

were growing, and the fencing contractorôs vehicles avoided these areas, and that seemed a hopeful sign. But 

then the blocked culvert was cleared, the field began to dry out, and the next spring, there were sheep 

grazing.  

  During the first couple of years, large clumps of sedges survived. The sheep avoided these and a few 

orchids and ragged robin plants flowered among them. But now the field is drier and there are fewer sedges. 

In June 2005, only three ragged robin flowers could be seen. It has to be said that, with the grass kept short 

by grazing, the field looks much less unkempt. One could hardly do better with a lawn-mower. As a green 

area, it is neat and attractive, and Dalesway walkers who never knew its former glory must enjoy this tidy 

sward between trees and the river. But when was nature ever tidy? 

  Clearly, there is much to learn here about the wariness with which one should watch landowners and 

developers who speak of greenspace as a one-word management idea, or who even offer to create ónature 

reservesô. Whose concept of nature are they using? After all, in another part of Addingham, bluebells are 

sprayed with weed killer every spring in the interests of having a tidy roadside edge along a lane which 

carries no traffic.  

Arnold Pacey 

 

 

THE RICHES OF RAGWORT  ï Senecio jacobaea  

Ragwort flowers covered in butterflies make a pretty 

picture throughout the summer. In fact, if you want to 

photograph butterflies (and bees and hoverflies), Ragwort 

is a good place to start. Insects love this plant ï 177 

species have been recorded feeding on its nectar. Its 

beauty has been celebrated in verse ï the poet John Clare 

wrote these words in 1831: 

 

Ragwort thou humble flower with tattered leaves  

I love to see thee come & litter gold...  

Thy waste of shining blossoms richly shields  

The sun tanned sward in splendid hues that burn  

So bright & glaring that the very light  

Of the rich sunshine doth to paleness turn  

And seems but very shadows in thy sight. 
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  In this article I would like to highlight some of the benefits of Ragwort as well as looking at its well-known 

(but often over-hyped) toxicity to horses. 

  First, letôs look at the plant.  Ragwort gets its common name from its 

ragged leaves. Its specific name jacobaea ironically comes from St. James, 

the patron saint of horses, although under the name of Staggerwort, an 

infusion from its leaves was used to treat the staggers in horses. It has also 

been used in human medicine as a remedy for rheumatism, gout and 

sciatica (the leaves applied as a poultice) and as a gargle for an ulcerated 

throat and mouth. 

  Yet another old name, Cankerwort, reflects its use for the treatment of 

cancerous ulcers. This might not be quite as unlikely as it sounds ï 

pyrrolizidine alkaloids (the toxic principle) or their derivatives have an 

action on cell division similar to some anti-cancer drugs. 

  The leaves have an unpleasant smell when crushed and the Scots called it 

Stinking Billy after William, Duke of Cumberland, the ruthless victor of 

the Battle of Culloden. As Cushag Ragwort is the National flower of the 

Isle of Man. 

  Common Ragwort is a NATIVE plant in this country and throughout 

much of Europe. It belongs to the genus Senecio which also includes other 

less common ragworts (Marsh, Hoary, and the rare Great Fen Ragwort) as 

well as Common Groundsel. It is a biennial ï it appears as a rosette of ragged leaves in the first year and 

sends up a flowering stem in the second year. It flowers and then dies. If the crown is damaged before it sets 

seed, it may become a short-lived perennial and flower again the following year. 

  It thrives on disturbed or bare ground (rabbit diggings create favourable conditions). It doesnôt germinate 

well in a closed sward, so it appears for example when a roadside verge is dug up, but disappears a few years 

later when other plants become established and cover the ground. 

  The seed (and there may be 150,000 from a single plant) is wind dispersed, but it doesnôt travel very far at 

all from the parent plant. There are several published studies that have investigated dispersal distances, the 

most often quoted being that by McEvoy and Cox published by the Ecological Society of America in 1987. 

  Seeds were marked with fluorescent dye and traps placed at varying distances. The results indicated that 

89% of Ragwort seed travelled no more than 5m, with none found more than 14m from the source. 

Recruitment is from nearby plants, and pest levels of Ragwort abundance are dependent on land 

management, not seed source proximity. 

  Despite claims (mostly from horse owners) that there has been an explosion of Ragwort in recent years, this 

is not borne out by scientific evidence ï the New Atlas of the Flora of Britain and Ireland (2002) shows 

distribution unchanged from the 1962 Atlas. There may be yearly and local fluctuations in abundance, but 

overall there is no evidence for an increase (although public awareness of the plant has certainly increased). 

  What about Ragwort and Horses?  Ragwort is poisonous to horses if they eat it and this has been known for 

hundreds of years and pastures managed accordingly. The effect is unlikely to be immediate, but can build 

up over time if Ragwort is repeatedly ingested. Pyrrolizidine alkaloids in the plant are converted in the liver 

to toxic pyrrole compounds which attack liver cells and cause cumulative damage which may eventually be 

sufficient to produce symptoms such as unsteadiness or even lead to death. Livestock in general are affected, 

horses in particular, but sheep rather less so, probably because enzymes in their rumen partly detoxify the 

alkaloids before absorption. 

  There has been much talk about the lethal dose for a horse with claims such as óas little as 1lb of fresh 

Ragwort can kill a full grown horseô. Iôd like to know who measured out the dose, then stood and watched 

whilst the horse consumed it! A more reasonable figure, based on known mode of action and some animal 

studies, is around 7% of bodyweight. For a 1000lb horse, this is 70lb. 

  But horses and cattle avoid eating growing Ragwort because of its bitter taste ï they will only eat it if they 

are starving and there is nothing else in the pasture.  
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  Ragwort is a problem in hay, because once dried, it loses its taste but not its toxicity. Horse owners should 

buy fodder from a reliable source (it is an offence under the Agriculture Act 1970 and the Feeding Stuffs 

Regulations 2000 to supply fodder containing Ragwort). Surely the problem of Ragwort poisoning would be 

better dealt with by proper implementation of this legislation, rather than calling for widespread eradication 

of this native plant! Good pasture management is the key to prevent Ragwort becoming established.  

  It is difficult to ascertain the scale of Ragwort poisoning in horses, as there is no current test available to 

diagnose accurately whether an animal is suffering from Ragwort poisoning, and certainly no test to help 

determine whether any such poisoning relates to ingestion of conserved or live Ragwort. Estimated figures 

for horse deaths vary widely. The last confirmed figure (MAFF) was 10 in 1999.The National Trust, one of 

the countryôs biggest landowners, has not experienced a Ragwort poisoning problem with animals grazing on 

its land. 

  However, for an example of ólies, damned lies and statisticsô, the following is hard to beat. A survey asked 

the British Equestrian Veterinary Association (BEVA) members how many suspected cases of Ragwort 

fatalities they had seen in 2002. Just 4% (84) of BEVA members responded. Between them they had seen a 

total of 283 cases, an average of 3.37 each. The 3.37 was then multiplied by the total membership of 1945 to 

give an annual total of 6553 cases! There were actually 62 respondents who had had a proven case.  

  A powerful horse lobby sponsored a Bill in the Houses of Parliament, and in 2003 the Ragwort Control Act 

was passed which broadened the categories of people who need to control Ragwort and the Code of Practice 

advises how and when to do this. 

  If the Code is properly followed, it does emphasise the need for Ragwort control only where it poses a 

threat to livestock (particularly horses). It does not seek to eradicate Ragwort and acknowledges its status as 

a native plant important for wildlife. The danger is that Councils are pressed into eradicating Ragwort (and 

chemicals are the easiest option) from roadside verges and waste ground, nowhere near grazing animals, by 

vocal horse owners who simply want it wiped out. It is not illegal to have Ragwort growing on your land. 

Ragwort is a specified weed under the Weeds Act 1959 (along with some thistles and docks) and under this 

Act (mostly directed at farming) action should be taken to prevent its spread. 

  Why do we care about Ragwort? ï after all, itôs only a weed and there are 

plenty of other flowers in the countryside (!). 

  Ragwort is exceptionally rich in the insect fauna it supports and has a long 

flowering period providing nectar late in the year when thereôs little else about. 

177 species of insect have been recorded feeding on the nectar. 77 species feed 

on or live in the foliage and 30 of these are confined to Ragwort. A further 22 

are highly reliant, and these include 5 Red Data Book and 8 Nationally Scarce 

insects. 

  There are moths, butterflies, bees, hoverflies, other flies, wasps, beetles ï 

insects love Ragwort! The plant also supports 14 species of fungi and Common 

Broomrape. 

  So Ragwort is a wonderful plant for biodiversity and as John Muir, the 

renowned 19
th
 century naturalist, said óeverything is hitched to everything else 

in the Universeô. 

  Of all the insects that Ragwort supports, the best known is the 

red and black Cinnabar Moth with its yellow and black stripy 

caterpillars (both are poisonous having absorbed toxins from 

the plant ï hence the warning colours). The photograph (left) 

shows biological control in action at Sun Lane Nature Reserve! 

To summarise:  Ragwort is a NATIVE plant (not an invasive alien weed like Himalayan 

Balsam, Giant Hogweed or Japanese Knotweed). 

  Ragwort should be controlled only when it poses a tangible threat to livestock (and the risk should be 

properly evaluated).  In many situations it does no harm and the biodiversity it supports is of enormous 

benefit to wildlife. 

Anne Riley 
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POLYPODY FERNS IN WHARFEDALE  

 

The fern most likely to be seen adorning a wall top or 

gracefully hanging over a mossy bank is the 

Polypody. Where possible it prefers to take up a 

commanding position looking down on its fellow 

plant-life. Other locations for it are rocky outcrops 

and crags and it also colonises living trees as well as 

old stumps, anywhere that its rhizomes can creep 

through a mossy mulch or rocky soil, sending up 

frequent fronds which develop into sizable clumps or 

sometimes large colonies. These free draining 

locations demand good humidity or plentiful rainfall 

for good growth. So in Wharfedale, polypodies prefer 

sites close to water and are more frequent in the 

wetter upper dale, occurring only spasmodically in 

the lower drier eastern end of our region. 

  The polypody family is easily recognisable by its 

one-pinnate fronds and bright yellow sori (containing 

the spore capsules) when ripe. But taxonomically it 

has been divided into three separate species of 

different chromosome counts, and these can be less 

easy to identify definitively without aid. The 

Common Polypody (Polypodium vulgare) has 

parallel-sided fairly narrow fronds and small round 

sori. Whereas, the Intermediate or Western Polypody (Polypodium interjectum) has wider fronds, usually 

thicker in texture, with a more curved profile and large oval shaped sori. The rarer Southern Polypody 

(Polypodium cambricum or P. australe) has a dumpy shaped frond, relatively small lengthwise but wide with 

long pinnae. 

  As these characters can show a degree of overlap it is often necessary to look at the detail of the sori with a 

microscope or strong lens to get an accurate identification, in particular one needs to count the number of 

cells making up the annulus of the sporangium (spore producing capsule) as these differ between the three 

species. 

  I am in the gradual process of putting together a distribution map for polypody ferns in Wharfedale. The 

Common Polypody as its name suggests is by far the commonest, occurring throughout the dale, although 

tailing off in numbers in the drier lower parts. But it is quite well established in the Washburn valley. The 

Intermediate Polypody has its stronghold around Bolton Abbey. It generally prefers limestone rather than 

acidic rocks but will happily grow on lime-mortared walls, particularly when long established, such as in 

ecclesiastical situations or around old halls and manors. Examples locally occur at Low Mill Lane, 

Addingham and Denton Hall. Further up the dale it grows here and there on limestone crags, for example, 

Trollers Gill near Appletreewick. 

  The Southern Polypody prefers the milder climate along the western seaboard of Britain and especially in 

the southwest, so it is very rarely found in colder Pennine areas. Nevertheless members of our local fern 

group in the Pteridological Society have been studying some isolated colonies in the Dales, notably near 

Clapham and Malham, where it grows on limestone crags, often high up and difficult to reach! The one 

definite colony I know of so far in Wharfedale is at Girling Trough, Conistone, where several small clumps 

can be seen colonising the limestone rocks in a very sheltered location. Look for its bright yellow sori which 

ripen in winter (the other two species ripen in summer to autumn). 

  As well as the three separate species there are also occasions when hybrids occur. For example in the 

Malham area we have identified three distinct hybrids formed from different crossings of the three parent 

species. Hybrids are indicated by the presence of spores which are mostly misshapen and do not ripen 
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yellow, as well as sporangia which shrivel up without producing viable spores. On the Dalesway riverside 

path at Loup Scar above Burnsall a large colony which dominates the vegetation on the limestone scar 

appears to be a hybrid between P. vulgare and P. interjectum, known as P. x mantoniae. Iôm also looking at 

two locations, one at Dib Beck on the northern edge of Grass Wood and the other on Kilnsey Crag, which 

have colonies comprising either Southern Polypody or the Shivas hybrid (cross between P. cambricum and 

P. interjectum or P. x shivasiae). 

  The presence of Southern Polypody, and possibly the rare Shivas hybrid, is quite remarkable for our area, 

and so far have not been recorded in current botanical atlases. Even the commoner intermediate polypody is 

not fully recorded. So next time you come upon a graceful polypody fern adorning a wall top or rocky 

outcrop, take a closer look. It may be more interesting than you at first thought. 

Bruce Brown 

 

 

FRESHWATER LIFE IN WHARFEDALE  

 

The Wharfedale Naturalists Society is fortunate to have a large number of freshwater habitats within its area.  

These vary from the three rivers, the Wharfe itself, the Skirfare in Littondale and the Washburn, to still water 

habitats. These include the four large reservoirs in the Washburn Valley, gravel pits in the lower parts of the 

valley and smaller ponds and lakes. Peaty acidic moorland pools have their own specialist communities and 

garden ponds also provide much needed replacements for the declining numbers of ponds elsewhere. 

  The Skirfare and the upper reaches of the Wharfe are very similar in nature where, due to the speed of the 

current, fewer species can exist. Here the river and its feeder streams have a plentiful supply of oxygen due 

to their numerous waterfalls and rapids, but the speed of the current prevents sediments forming on the bed 

of the river.  Creatures living here such as the nymphs of mayflies and stoneflies are specialists at óhanging 

onô and have streamlined bodies to enable them to do so. Caddis flies living here commonly do not live in 

cases but spin webs and have large hooks on their rear to enable them to hang on. 

  Lower down, below Bolton Abbey the current is slower and is enriched by farm manure and the treated 

waste from sewage works at villages upstream. Sediments are deposited enabling both aquatic and marginal 

plants to become established. These in turn become habitats for different species of caddis flies, crustaceans, 

and water beetle larvae. Mayfly and midge larvae occur, sometimes in vast numbers as anyone walking on 

the riverbank on a summers evening will be aware. 

  The Washburn has been greatly altered by the construction of the four big reservoirs in the valley. The flow 

varies with the amount of water being extracted and the river bed has many small pools. 

  Fish in our rivers include brown trout, grayling and stone loach all the way down from the headwaters, 

although the numbers of grayling are in decline. Below Addingham dace, chub and minnows live in the 

slower flow, whilst downstream at Pool pike are becoming common, predating other fish.  Angling clubs are 

reducing the amount of re-stocking in order to enable more robust native populations of fish to re-establish 

themselves in the river. 

  The reservoirs in the Washburn are large artificial lakes. Their depth and fluctuating water levels prevent 

stable shorelines from becoming established and except in one or two marginal areas do not contain much 

life. They are stocked with brown trout rainbow trout, and blue trout, (a hybrid of rainbow trout). 

  One serious problem currently occurring in the Wharfe is the presence of introduced American crayfish, 

which are displacing our native white-clawed species. As well as competing for food they carry a disease, 

which is rapidly killing them off. 

  Still water bodies in the area include disused gravel pits at Ben Rhydding, Knotford Nook, Pool and the 

new Otley Wetlands Nature Reserve. Whilst the Otley Gravel Pits are relatively new, and have yet to 

become well colonised with aquatic life (but they are quickly becoming so), the ones at Ben Rhydding have 

not been worked for some years now and contain a rich variety of both aquatic and marginal plants. The 

speciality here is large freshwater mussels. 
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  The peaty upland parts of the area contain many pools 

and peat bogs. These are colonised by many micro-

organisms, which prefer acid waters. They form the base 

of a food web attracting other creatures, including insect 

larvae, mites and worms all of which provide food for 

upland birds such as waders. The speciality of these 

pools are desmids, a species of algae with many 

beautiful forms and testate amoebae, types of amoebae 

which live in tests or ñshellsò. 

  Smaller ponds are on the decline. Many have 

disappeared under urban developments, and farm ponds 

are now rare as they are linked with the spread of 

diseases in cattle. When livestock no longer trample 

pond margins they soon become overgrown and the pond changes into a marshy area before becoming filled 

in altogether. Fortunately the increasing number of garden ponds and the fashion for ówater featuresô is 

making up for this decline. Small ponds such as these provide ideal places for amphibians such as frogs, 

toads and newts to live and breed in.   

  Many people became interested in natural history through fishing for tiddlers and tadpoles as children and 

ópond dippingô is certainly a rewarding and fascinating wildlife activity. The lower reaches of the Wharfe are 

particularly rich in easily identifiable species, and with the minimum of equipment can provide an interesting 

natural history experience. 

  Members of the Society will be happy to help with locations and identification of specimens. 

Do you know what lives in your garden pond?  

John R Hobson 

 

 

 

BIRDS AND OTHER WILDLIFE NEAR AND FAR  

 

Near   What could be easier birdwatching than watching the birds in your back garden? Here in our 

Addingham back garden we have an RSPB bird table with a table top for putting out scraps etc and on each 

corner we hang feeders with peanuts, bird seed, niger seed and fat balls. A squirrel baffle stops the local 

squirrel from stealing the food and damaging the feeders. Nothing could be easier and garden birds are a 

delight to watch and easy to identify. 

  During the past twelve months weôve recorded 37 species in our garden, of which approximately half are 

resident or regular visitors. The average number per day is around 12, but on the 28th October which 

followed a particularly unseasonal hot day, 16 were recorded. We have been pleased to see the ófamilyô of 

Great Spotted Woodpecker ï male, female and juvenile, Treecreeper, Nuthatch, Bullfinch, Redwing and 

Fieldfare (the latter at High Mill as well as flying over the garden). On December 15
th
 we had a visit from a 

Jay, extremely colourful, and our first garden record for this bird.  But noteworthy by its non appearance this 

year is the Siskin. Has anyone had this in their garden this year? 

 

And Far    A holiday on the Isle of Mull in May was memorable for a visit to the hide which featured in the 

BBC Springwatch programme. We had good view of the male and female Sea Eagles with chicks. After half 

an hour of inactivity, we were rewarded with a flying display by the male, and when mobbed by four 

buzzards we realised just how large this bird was. 

  A boat trip to the Isle of Staffa was notable not only for the remarkable geology, but also for sitting on the 

clif f edge a few feet away from Puffins busy going in and out of their burrows and then taking flight. 

Waiting for the ferry to take us across to Iona, we were fortunate to see an otter scurrying around the rocks 

apparently oblivious to the queue of people. Using our touring caravan as a base enabled visits to nature 

reserves and wildlife areas from Scotland to Norfolk. On the river Dee near Threave Castle (Galloway) we 

Otley Wetlands Nature Reserve 
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had good views of an Osprey, and were thrilled to watch a Kingfisher fishing in front of our hide for about 

twenty minutes, often hovering like a humming bird before diving into the water. At the nearby gardens at 

Threave House we were surprised by the large number of Spotted Fly Catchers. Derek Parkin had told us 

where we could see Montaguôs Harrier in North Norfolk and we duly found the location. Setting up a 

telescope alongside the road we had excellent views of this uncommon bird. However, heavy rainfall had left 

large puddles in the road, and whilst looking down the telescope did not notice a passing car which treated us 

to a shower bath from head to toe of muddy water! 

  At the Titchwell RSPB reserve we were trapped for a couple of hours in a hide by a heavy rainstorm, but at 

least we were dry and able to watch the numerous Avocets. Other visitors 

reported seeing Bittern flying regularly but we were not so fortunate. Our 

only sighting of Bittern was at Leighton Moss, Lancashire. On a much 

better and calm day, a boat trip to Blakeney Point to see the common and 

grey Seals was well worth the effort. On a visit to the Filey Dams Nature 

Reserve we were fortunate to find a pair of Avocets, last seen there six 

years ago. Looking across to Bass Rock from North Berwick, it appeared 

to have been whitewashed. In fact it was covered in Gannets! At Budle 

Bay returning from Holy Island we watched the tide bring in hundreds of 

Waders. Turnstones were numerous on the coast just above Bamburgh, 

whilst at Low Hauxley Nature Reserve near Amble native flowers were 

in abundance, and a Stoat raced around the shore line until it was 

eventually driven off by three Mallards and a Coot! Nearer to home a 

visit to Malham Cove produced excellent views of the resident Peregrine 

Falcon. Much further away on a sightseeing tour of Eastern Europe Little 

Egret, Buzzard and Hooded Crow were much in evidence and yes ï we 

had Goulash on several occasions! 

Harry Jevons 

 

 

 

SUN LANE NATURE RESERVE ï 2005 

 

Another two years have gone by since the last report on the Sun lane nature Reserve, previously known as 

the Old Tip Field, at the western end of Burley in Wharfedale. It is still being maintained by a voluntary 

monthly working party of dedicated enthusiasts. Also, once a year in the late summer or early autumn, the 

owners, Bradford Council, send a man and machine to mow the grass on the level areas. They have also had 

the encroaching trees, mainly willows, removed from around the large pool. This pool is deep and the 

willows seeding on the banks had grown large enough to completely shade the deep water, thus keeping it 

very cold so that plants that had started to colonise it, and particularly the dragonflies trying to breed there, 

no longer prospered. Once the shade was gone and the water warmed up, many dragonflies returned to breed 

and eleven species have been recorded, although the very large numbers of the Common Blue Damselfly, 

recorded in the first few years after reclamation, have not been repeated. 

  Most remarkable has been the colonisation by the Water Violet ï not a violet but an aquatic member of the 

Primula family ï which had been growing slowly and was hardly noticed in the shaded water. But for the last 

two years it has provided a flowering spectacle that cannot be seen anywhere else in Wharfedale with many 

hundreds of delicate pinky-white flowers stand out above the water for several weeks in spring. Large 

numbers of toad tadpoles can be seen finding a refuge in its feathery underwater foliage and even butterflies 

venture out over the water to visit the flowers, and this has included the beautiful yellow male Brimstone 

butterfly. This species, not common in Wharfedale, is becoming more frequent at Sun Lane, so that 

sometimes, on a good day, three or four of the daffodil-yellow males may be seen, and the creamy-white 

female is breeding on the Alder Buckthorn. 


