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Wild Garlic (or Ramsons) – Allium ursinum on a walk through woodland in spring time you will probably smell these before you see them!
Photo by P. Rutherford

Bewick’s Swans
Steve Rutherford FBNA

Bewick Swans by S. Rutherford

Pauline and I used to live less than twenty miles south of Slimbridge in Gloucester so regular trips were made. This
Wildfowl and Wetlands reserve had been the brainchild of Sir Peter Scott, sportsman, Olympian, war hero, artist
and conservationist. We would often see Sir Peter walking around the reserve on our visits to the site in the early
days as he had an obvious love of the place. And the reason that Scott chose to live at Slimbridge, and then build the
reserve, was because he noticed the winter visitors included lesser white fronted geese and Bewick’s swans. For
me, to see Bewick’s each winter was a thrill as the name Bewick was given to the swans by the nineteenth century
Ornithologist Yellan in honour of my naturalist hero, Thomas Bewick.
Bewick’s swans are the smaller and rarest of the two wild swans, the other being the Whooper swan and both are
winter visitors to our shores; the Bewick’s breeding on the Russian Steppes and some in North America while the
breeding range of the Whooper’s is Iceland and Scandinavia but will also nest in northern Russia and northern
Asia.
Scott had a small lake known as Swan Lake built outside his living room window so he could spend his time
painting the wildfowl as they came to roost on the lake. As he painted the Bewick’s he noticed that the bill
markings were unique to the individual and so started the longest running research on waterfowl in the world. The
patterns are so distinct that the birds are given their own names and can be followed easily from a distance from
being a first year throughout their lives. Some birds have lived for twenty years and have “remarried” when a
partner has died. One long time Bewick at Slimbridge was Sir Lancelot and his original partner Guinevere who
made the local papers front page on each year’s return and the local TV the year that Guinevere failed to return.
On my latest visit to Slimbridge I took photographs of some of the birds to show the distinction between the
individuals.

Photo 1 by K. Pickering

Photo 2 & 3 by S. Rutherford

Photo 1– Diminutive Bewick’s swan showing the obvious size difference with a mute swan
Photo 2 & Photo 3 – The Whooper swan family showing identical yellow bill patches & Bewick’s family showing
differences with the extent of yellow on the bill

Photos 4 & 5 by S. Rutherford

Photo 4 & Photo 5
From the side the subtleties on the rear edge of the yellow patch are seen here. Bird 4 has a small and broad blunt
black point leading into the yellow area of the bill, while two fine, short black lines spilling into the yellow on Bird
5. The black line following the mouth is straight on Bird 4 and curls into a smile at the corner on Bird 5.

Photos 6 & 7 by S. Rutherford

Photo 6 & Photo 7
The black meets the yellow as a wavy line on Bird 6 While Bird 7 has a small rounded point on the black, the thin
black line also curves up in a smile.

Photo 8 by S. Rutherford

Three key types are shown here. Photo 8 the yellow extends in a broad saddle across the whole of the bridge. Photo
9 the black extends to the top of the bill giving a yellow patch either side of the bill. Photo 10 the black, again
extends to the top of the bill but this bird has a yellow patch giving a keyhole affect to the area.

Photo 9 by S. Rutherford

Photo 10 by S. Rutherford

Birds and Habitats at Elsecar 9th February
Steve Rutherford FBNA
We woke on the day to howling winds; not a good sign for a morning bird watching, however 12 members were
joined by Catherine, an ecologist who is keen to come along to our meetings so she can develop her skills as a
Naturalist.
We started with a briefing from Pauline telling us about the habitats chosen around the area, and, even though she
was a little down on our prospect of finding many of the smaller birds due to the strength of the winds she also
mentioned that, if we were lucky, there could always be surprises on days like this as birds can get blown off
course and end up anywhere.
So off we went to the first of our habitats, this was a small wooded area with a stream on one side and an old stone
wall on the other. Our first bird here was a wren; typical woodland species hidden in the lower bushes and long
grass singing that powerful song. Looking at the wall next to where the wren was some of the stones were missing
giving nesting opportunities later in the spring for this and another bird seen further along the edge of the stream,
a pied wagtail. Some of the trees had a cover of ivy giving a hide-a-way habitat for small insects; this would also be
a hunting ground for the smaller birds. And just on cue, Sue Bradshaw called out a goldcrest in the upper branches
of that very tree. Just to confirm that this was a woodland habitat a nuthatch called in the canopy above us before
moving to the feeders near the slues. A bit further up the bank a robin sat on a post singing, this post was obviously
a favourite as it was covered with guano. Looking beyond to the base of the beech trees was a charm of goldfinch
and, again spotted by Sue (it is so good to have people with skill levels like this sharing their abilities freely with
others), a tree creeper feeding around the base of the trunks of the trees.

Gold crest by S. Rutherford & Tree creeper by D. Farrar

On then to the next habitat, the reservoir. Interest was started with two goosanders, a small group of gadwall and
three great crested grebes on the open stretches of water, but I like to champion the ordinary, the under dogs, the
birds that can get in the way of a good day birding, and just such birds are the black-headed gulls. Looking at the
flock at the feeding area I noticed two first winter birds and was able to point out the features of this age compared
to the adult winter gulls. Small details like this can open the story of the species and bring the interest back to what
is another bird rather that one of the noisy mass that has to be looked through for something interesting on a visit
to Old Moor or Potteric Carr.

1st winter & adult winter black-headed gull by S. Rutherford

On the walk around the reservoir we were treated to three cameos by Pauline talking about the lichens on a tree,
Mark showing a leaf minor on a bramble and David Swales finding and explaining to us why the groundsel was in
flower. To have this sort of expertise at hand is great, but for them to have the ability to convey that expertise to
others is what we are all striving towards. I also feel that the inclusion of these groups was important as without
the “infrastructure” of these species providing the bases of the food chain then the birds would have little to keep
them there; and as Mark noted, a large leaf pile that the grounds staff had cleared from the main site. He went on to
explain about the relationship between leaf litter, worms and the starvation period of blackbirds exasperated by
the need to be tidy and clearing away leaves from parkland like this.

Lichens – Ramalina farinacea & Xanthoria parietina by P. Rutherford

The third habitat, the canal at Elsecar. The houses next to the canal have been a good site for house sparrows, with
the population feeding in the gardens and along the hedge next to the railway line. The absence of any activity from
this species here on this visit promoted a discussion on the possibilities of the health and distribution of the flock
with these vulnerable red data list species being of particular interest to the author.
The day had calmed and the sun shone on another good day out in the field with South Yorkshire BNA.
A Naturalist Down-Under
Trip to Australia 2019
Di Farrar MBNA

Beach & Sand Dunes at Goolwa, South Australia by D. Farrar

I couldn't believe that it was four years since I was sitting in this same bird hide in Goolwa, South Australia, trying
to identify the array of beautiful birds in front of me, how time flies! I had my Slater Field Guide to Australian Birds
with me, a book that I always take with me on my visits to Australia. It describes and illustrates all of the
approximately 800 species recorded to date in the Australian region and contains colour plates which are designed
to enable easy comparison between similar species.
On 26th February 1606, Dutch explorer Willem Jansz became the first recorded European to land on Australia’s
shores and it was the Dutch who named the west coast of Australia New Holland, which brings me to the birds! As I
looked through my bird guide I came across several birds which were scientifically named after New Holland
(novaehollandiae) so here are a few that I have come across.

Silver Gull & White-faced Heron by D. Farrar

Silver Gulls (Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae) are very common and can be seen just about everywhere around
coastal mainland making them easy to identify. Adult birds have a white head, tail and under parts, with a light
grey back and black-tipped wings, the bill, legs and eye-ring are bright orange-red. As with many other gull species,
the Silver Gull has become a successful scavenger, readily pestering humans for handouts of scraps, and will snatch
food from your hand at the slightest opportunity! Other food includes worms, fish, insects and crustaceans.
White-faced Heron (Egretta novaehollandiae) are the most commonly seen herons in Australia, they can be found
in many different wetland habitats such as on reefs, in rock pools and mudflats by the coast, in estuaries and
Saltmarsh, swamps and rivers. There they can be seen foraging for a wide range of prey, mostly small aquatic
creatures, using various methods, including standing and waiting for their prey, slowly stalking it, frantically
dashing after it, or disturbing it by stirring the water with their feet. They can make a very loud screeching sound,
as we heard when two Kookaburras were ganging up against one we were watching, trying to steal its food!
Red-necked Avocet (Recurvirostra novaehollandiae) is similar in size to the Avocet we have in England, with black
and white plumage, a long upturned bill and relatively long pale grey-blue legs. The outstanding difference is the
chestnut brown neck and head, which looks stunning in the sun and they have a prominent white eye ring. They
are often seen in small flocks and frequently swim around in groups.

Red-necked Avocet & Australasian Grebe by D. Farrar

Australasian Grebe (Tachybaptus novaehollandiae) are similar in size and colour to the birds we see in England but
the chestnut streak on the side of the head is narrower, and the eyes are bright yellow. They are commonly seen on
fresh water ponds, lakes and rivers. They also have a broad white wing stripe, whereas the Little Grebe
(Tachybaptus ruficollis) has only a small patch of white on the wings.

Australasian Darter & New Holland Honeyeater by D. Farrar

Australasian Darter (Anhinga novaehollandiae) Because of its long, sinuous neck, the Australasian Darter is
sometimes called the snakebird. Usually inhabiting freshwater wetlands, darters swim with their bodies
submerged beneath the water’s surface, with only the neck protruding above the water, enhancing its snake-like
appearance. They are experts at fishing, diving to depths of about 60 centimetres, and impaling fish with its sharp,
spear-like beak. Small fish are swallowed underwater, but larger ones are brought to the surface, where they are
cleverly flicked off the bill, sometimes into the air, then swallowed head-first.
New Holland Honeyeater (Phylidonyrs novaehollandiae) One of my favourite small birds in Australia, they can be
seen just about anywhere around Adelaide and are often easy to photograph. They have yellow wings, streaked
black and white plumage with a little beard under its bill and have striking white eyes. New Holland Honeyeaters
are active feeders, probing their long tongues into flowers for nectar and busily dart from flower to flower in
search of this high-energy food. Other food items include fruit, insects and spiders. I have seen them feeding alone,
but they normally gather in quite large groups in lower areas of bushes and constantly chatter in their high pitched
voices.
Cape Barren Goose (Cereopsis novaehollandiae) is an unusual looking, large goose, resident in southern Australia.
They are named after Cape Barren Island which is off the north east coast of Tasmania, where some were first seen
by European explorers. It has a relatively small head for the size of its body with grey plumage with rows of dark
spots in lines across the shoulders and wing coverts. Its stubby, black triangular bill is almost hidden by a very
prominent greenish-yellow cere (skin above the bill). They look like they are constantly standing in puddles of
mud, with pink to deep red legs and black feet. It is also unfortunately known as the Pig Goose, due to the
distinctive pig-like grunt and honking sounds they make!

Cape Barren Goose & Emu by D. Farrar

Emu (Dromaius novaehollandiae) what can I say about the Emu that you don't already know? They certainly are
unusual birds. They don’t tweet they grunt, they don’t fly they walk, but they can run! With their powerful legs,
Emus can reach speeds of 50kph with a running stride of 3 metres, no wonder their Latin genus name 'Dromaius' is
taken from the Greek word for racer. They belong to a group of flightless birds called ratites, the oldest form of
birds, which include Ostriches, Rheas and Cassowaries and standing at about 1.9 metres tall are the second biggest
birds in the world next to the Ostrich. They have shaggy grey-brown to black plumage, the bare skin around their
face and neck is a striking blue-black colour and they make a booming sound, just like a Bittern! Emu chicks are
grey with black or brown stripes enabling them to be camouflaged from predators. They like water, as we found
out when we came across a family of three swimming across the Murray River. Emus were once killed in large
numbers but are now a protected species with numbers of wild Emus estimated to be 625,000 to 725,000.
I am sure there are more birds in the novaehollandiae species and am hoping to encounter them in future visits.
Moss Gardening in the Dark Peak
By David Hughes
The moorland fires blazing on Saddleworth Moor in March were a timely reminder of the urgent nature of the
climate change problem. We expect some fires in dry summers but March? Something is clearly wrong. Since 2003
Moors for the Future has restored 32 sq. km of bare peat in South Pennines and Dark Peak as a means of reducing
climate change (our upland peat bogs store more carbon than all of British forestry) and as a way of mitigating its
effects (soggy peat bogs don’t burn well!). Some research I have been involved in has recently been published in
the Journal of Hydrology which quantifies another enormous benefit of the peat restoration – flood control.
Working with hydrologists from Manchester University I have been helping to set up research sites to monitor the
amount and rate of rainwater runoff from restored sites with good sphagnum cover and blocked peat groughs
compared with bare peat and sites dominated by heather or Molinia (purple moor grass). The work has involved
installing small V notch weirs, made of sheets of marine ply, in peat gullies to measure the rate of flow from the
different vegetation regimes. We have also installed small drainage systems 2m long to look at how much surface
runoff there is; as opposed to the rainwater which gets absorbed by the vegetation and soil. We found that the
restoration work reduces the peak volume of flow by 57%, and triples the time between peak rain and peak flow
which helps reduce flood risk downstream. The difference appears to be due to the relative roughening of the
surface.

Weir Building and Planting Sphagnum Plugs photos by D. Hughes

My latest work has been helping a researcher who hopes to use a drone to identify patches of sphagnum down to
species level if possible. Of the 30 or so species of sphagnum moss which occur in the UK around 11 or 12 occur in
the Dark Peak. Although they exhibit colour variations these are not consistent and can be influenced by the
amount of shade, the time of year or level of moisture in the ground so field ID can be quite a challenge. Some
species need to be looked at under a compound microscope so what hope have we got with a drone camera?

For the trial we have planted 11 x 15cm squares at 55 sites with a single species of sphagnum. Each square
contains 30 small sphagnum plugs. The squares are designed to be slightly bigger than a pixel on the drone camera
when it is flown at the normal altitude of 40m. Each of the plugs has been carefully plotted using a special GPS
system which is accurate to 2 cm.

Plotting the squares of sphagnum using GPS and a pixel sized square of sphagnum (glove used as size comparison)
Photos by D. Hughes

The drone uses both infra-red and visible light cameras and the hope is that by looking at the wavelength of light
reflected off the sphagnum, we can identify the species. Rather like with a bat detector we expect to get a series of
peak wavelengths that are characteristic of each species. No-one has done this in the field before but there is some
laboratory-based work which suggests it should be possible. If we cannot distinguish every species, then we should
still be able to get it down to the level of sections each containing just a few species. Some of the issues we still need
to resolve are what happens with mixed species plots and will we be able to detect sphagnum when it is shaded by
heather or cotton grass?
Sphagnum species are probably only of interest to the most obsessive naturalist but in case one or two of you
might fit that category here is our planting list:
S capillifolium, S cuspidatum, S denticulatum, S fallax, S fimbriatum, S magellanicum, S palustre,
S papillosum, S squarrosum, S subnitens, S tenellum
Reclamation of an Industrial Site
By Catherine Artindale
What would the world be, once bereft
Of wet and of wildness? Let them be left,
O let them be left, wildness and wet;
Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet. (Gerald Manley Hopkins)
I’ve been studying a hedge, looking at its form, age, species and management. But it stands in the middle of an
abandoned clay quarrying site, made up of several extensive quarry pits. The hedge, or to be more specific, the
hedges, as there is one either side of a public footpath running through the site, is flailed within an inch of its life
every year. Some of the quarry site has been reclaimed, some was used as landfill and some just simply
abandoned.

The Hedge and the Landfill Quarry Pit, photos by C. Artindale

So you walk along the path between the hedges and the impression is of safety and regularity, the hedges a uniform
height and the path a consistent width. Nearby the blackthorn is in full bloom but not here as the flowering tips
have been flailed off. All is neat and ordered.
But is it? The other sides of the hedge tell a very different story.
One was landfill and has been pretty much left to its own devices. Here the blackthorn has run rampant and the
blossom that could be espied is in fact part of the hedge which here is much more of a thorny, impenetrable but
gloriously blossoming thicket. Further down the blackthorn is competing with the aspen, in an apparent race to
see which can fill the space quickest and seems not a thicket but the close grown wood of fairytales.
The other hedge abuts a deep quarry pit which has simply been abandoned. Here the hawthorn has seeded and
grown majestically tall alongside colonizing silver birch on its vertiginous bank.
Further down the site efforts were made some years ago to restore one of the quarry pits; it is secluded and largely
hidden from the view of the dog walkers, cyclists and public who use the Transpennine Trail just a few yards from
one its boundaries. There is an intermittent lake which sometimes is completely dried up and at others supports
water birds like heron, coot and even nesting little grebes, is home to broad bodied chaser dragonflies, and
certainly plenty of frogs. Orchids grow among the grasses and there is evidence of badger as well as rabbit,
bumblebees and butterflies roam and solitary bees mine the old quarry sides. A little wildlife oasis.

Restored Quarry Pit and the Abandoned Quarry Pit, photos by C. Artindale

In the deep pit next to the hedge there is a permanent pool of water at one end but other than that most of the clay
is still bare and raw, and the evidence of quarrying all too evident. Should it be reclaimed? Should the company
that caused the scar repair the scar? Or should we see what nature makes of it? Do we know best or will the
species that like the habitat move in, create a biodiverse eco-system, with complex food webs and competitive
niches, and are we patient enough to wait for that to happen?
What is wild, what is tame and what is tamed wildness? This time last year I was sure the quarrying company
should be made to ‘restore’ the abandoned quarry pit. Now I am no longer quite so certain..... the more I learn the
less I know.
Microscopy Day
By Catherine Artindale
As someone with a historical rather than a scientific background I’ve always felt a little intimidated by microscopes
- far too scientific and technical. Many times I peer down the eyepieces and end up saying ‘what am I looking at?’
‘No I can’t see anything - what’s wrong?’ Or at best ‘which bit do you mean?’ And tend to give up......
How wonderful then that Roy and Mark had based the microscopy day on a special camera, which, when connected
to the eyepiece of a microscope, relayed the result to a large screen or computer monitor. It could be watched live
or recorded. So there we all were sitting in our rows just like a cinema, watching the recordings of different
creatures that had been found during their preparation sessions and even just earlier that morning. The screen
showed in glorious technicolour detail what the microscope had been looking at.

Two kinds of microscopes R. Stewart

Roy did a grand job of explaining the different kind of microscopes and what they could be used for as the aim of
the session was to see how microscopes could aid our understanding of natural history. Roy explained that there
were two microscopes for natural history - the stereo microscope was good for looking in more detail at insects
etc, and the light microscope - this was particularly good for looking at microscopic pond life. Others such as the
electron microscope were way beyond our needs, never mind our pockets. Hot tip from Mr. Stewart for the best
one to buy for most of our needs for was the stereo one.
This was followed by Mark telling us how to prepare something to put under the microscope and showing us what
we might find. He told us that to explore the microscopic life eg in pond water the light microscope was needed.
We had to start by drawing up some water in a pipette, then put a drop on a slide, place a slide cover over it, and
put it carefully under the scope. He explained it was easiest to start with the smallest magnification, moving to
larger magnifications once a specimen of interest had been located. On larger magnifications in order to not
damage the lens or the slide he instructed that it was better to bring the magnification lens down so it was just
touching the slide before using the focusing wheel to move away from it until the specimen came into focus. Larger
specimens could be viewed through the stereo microscope in their collecting pots without any preparation.

Mark showing previous finds under the microscope
Photo by P. Rutherford

With this in mind Steve had done a sterling job of supporting them both by providing us with material to use
during the session. He had scooped up some pond water and gathered moss from the Historic Gardens, for
microscopic life. He had also collected some leaf litter and put it in the berlese trap. This was a way of collecting
some mesofauna - the tiny insects that make up the bulk of living matter in top soil. After an hour or so he had
collected a couple of sample pots bursting with all sorts of invertebrate life. Finally, he had brought along a tray of
weevil specimens which had been donated to him by an elderly naturalist who could no longer look after his
collection.
After this super introduction we were then encouraged to use the microscopes for ourselves. Bob was also on
hand to help and did a grand job at the back of the room, helping people look at a variety of specimens under his
collection of smaller scopes. Added to which he had also brought along specimens of hard and soft wood to see the
different cell formation that make up these woods and how microscopy can be used as an aid to identification. He
was not only enthusiastic but very patient - showing how the microscopes worked, and in encouraging us to keep
persevering if we struggled.
In the end even I felt confident enough to prepare my own slides of pond and moss water and see the wealth of life
present in both. The microscopic life in the water was fascinating. We learnt to hunt around the bits of debris for
different life forms. Long strings of filamentous algae were easily seen as well as diatoms - unicellular algae. And
then there were other things, obviously fauna rather than flora whizzing about which were usually moving far too
fast to focus on - but gave a glimpse of the wealth that was present.

Using the microscopes and the camera linked to the screen
Photos by P. Rutherford

We also all had a chance to use the microscopes with the camera attached. Not only did this mean that several of
us could look at once, but we could also get specific instructions about how to work the microscopes, and to learn
to focus and move the slides and specimens around to get different views, perspectives and depths. And of course
help to identify what we were seeing. What Rachel and I wanted more than anything was to find a tardegrade, but
despite a great deal of patient looking by both of us we drew a blank. Mark consoled us by reminding us of the
scale - it was like looking for a rare beetle in the whole of the historic gardens, so not just patience but also a lot of
luck was needed so although it was sad it was hardly surprising that we didn’t find any water bears.

The idea was to get us confident and used to using the microscopes, as an aid to identification and a greater
understanding of the natural world. However there was so much to see - loads of different insects in the leaf litter
and the pond water really was a whole new world, with such strange and different life forms. So now that we have
learnt how to use the microscopes perhaps some future sessions could specialize in different areas to increase our
knowledge and understanding of what we were looking at? A session on pond life maybe, another on mesofauna
and so on. How about it Pauline? A great excuse to ask you to bake more yummy cake!
View from a Comfy Chair
From the Chairman
Spring is coiled and ready to go, and already we have had some terrific temperatures with a high of 19.5’C recorded
in the Gardens. And the consequences of temperatures like this are showing the effects of the warming climate and
have been starkly highlighted at the start of David Hughes article Moss Gardening in the Dark Peak.
As it is spring I have been able to record blackbirds, blue tits, coal tits and nuthatch nest building and goldfinch,
song thrushes, linnets and gold crests singing at nesting sites. We have also added some new species to the garden
list at Wentworth – a fungi for the long grass area, a tiny beetle that flew onto my cup in the courtyard and a rove
beetle on the microscopy day.
It has been nice to meet our two newest members Catherine and Ellie and look forward to sharing with them the
joy of our natural world.
Away from South Yorkshire and plans are coming together for this year’s National Conference on the 11th May. The
theme this year is “Protecting our Marine Wildlife” and should be a cracking day.
I hope that you have all looked at the new BNA website – still a few glitches – but looking good. This is a fantastic
tool for us and I hope that it will help with recruitment, especially on a national scale. The main beauty of the new
site is that Pauline can upload stuff directly onto the South Yorkshire page so we can keep it relevant and
informative specifically to our branch.
As for the contents of our newsletter here, the standard is just as good as usual and continues to make a great read.
All of the contributors over the years have helped to make this branch the successes that it is by helping all of us to
learn and develop our natural history skills and knowledge. Remember that this publication is open to all of you to
contribute to and it is wonderful to have as many ideas, thoughts and views as we can so please talk to Pauline
about getting your articles in here.
Coming up……
 11th May, National Conference in Epping, London. “Protecting our Marine Wildlife” with guest
speakers Professor Sarah Wanless, Dr Tom Cameron and Maya Plass, all experts in different aspects of
Marine Research
 2nd June, Visit to Thorp Perrow Arboretum. Looking at summer visiting birds and wild flowers.
 13th July, Bishop Middleham. A return visit to this limestone quarry for the diverse habitat including rare
Dark Red Helleborine Orchids.
Copy date for the next issue is 1st July 2019 please send me your contribution prutherford161@btinternet.com
And remember to keep up to date with us on Social Media (you don’t need a personal account for this just
enter the name in your search)
Facebook –

f

BNA South Yorkshire

Twitter –

@syorksbna @BNAscience

