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Letter from the Chair, November 2013
Dear Members
GNS is - as we repeatedly affirm – a body which records natural history in Gloucestershire and 
publishes its findings. No less important however (as we never tire of saying either) is passing on 
our knowledge and expertise to younger generations; not so much training future naturalists but 
rather giving them a sense of the interest, beauty and sophistication of the natural world around 
us. If I may quote my own experience, I joined GNS as a schoolboy when biology lessons didn’t 
really hold my attention. However, the regular outdoor meetings of GNS, with a host of older 
naturalists who really knew their subjects and were keen to pass on this knowledge, at the same 
time revealing unknown corners of the county to me, was what caught my attention for good, and 
made me a lifelong naturalist.

I was incidentally reminded directly of those times by an enquiry about a record in the “Journal” 
for November 1956: in those days the predecessor of GNS News was a roneotyped monthly 
document, lovingly printed on a duplicator, and distributed by hand to members, to save postage. 
Someone had found a reference to “Cheltenham and District Naturalists’ Society (the former 
name of GNS), Volume VII, 11.3” for a record of Epipactis purpurata near Wickwar. Could the 
document be unearthed? The record probably related to Lower Woods, the area studied by my 
correspondent. After some searching (the relevant issue of the Journal was not in the Society 
library at Hartpury College, which raises a whole separate matter of concern), we found the 
reference: “Owing to the energy and initiative of mrs Holland, a small party went on August 29th 
to the woods above Wickwar to see the Violet Helleborine, which is in fair quantity in parts of the 
woods. In addition to the type we were able, through the kindness of mr E. P. bury of Wootton-
under-Edge (sic) who led the party, to see the very lovely pink variety of this plant. Some excellent 
photographs were taken, of both forms, by mr C. Swaine, who intends, I think, to make lantern 
slides from them, which we hope to see at some future date. C.E de V.”

“Energy and initiative”: those were the qualities which miss de Vesian, mrs Holland and mr C. 
Swaine had in very full measure. most GNS members will know the names of Sonia Holland 
and Christopher Swaine from their publications on the county’s flora, dragonflies and birds. I 
well remember miss de Vesian: a Cheltenham Ladies’ College teacher with ramrod straight back, 
always carrying her vasculum to collect plant specimens (that would be prohibited nowadays!), and 
an authoritative voice on all matters botanical. I wonder what happened to those lantern slides?

How do we maintain and pass on this enthusiasm and deep-seated knowledge, regard and respect 
for the natural environment around us? This is a question often discussed within the GNS Executive 
Committee.  Of course, wonderful work is still being done by volunteer naturalists - witness the 
new “birds of Gloucestershire” a worthy successor (with breath-taking artwork) to the 1982 
volume by the same Christopher Swaine who was at Wickwar in 1956; or the regular reports 
from County recorders in “The Gloucestershire Naturalist” to which David Scott-Langley devotes 
so much time and effort. but in our era, when there is so much natural phenomena shown on 
television from far-flung corners of the earth, and when there are many more jobs for people with 
formal qualifications in environmental sciences than there were 50 years ago, the question is how 
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The weather from July to September 2013
many people look back on summer 2013 as being particularly warm and sunny, at least in 
comparison to the wet and bedraggled “summer” of 2012, which had provoked comparisons with 
the flood summer of 2007 in the Severn Vale.

After a dry but rather cool June, an anti-cyclone settled over the UK in July, producing two and a 
half weeks of sunshine and high temperatures, resulting in the warmest, driest and sunniest July 
since 2006, and the most notable summer heat wave since then. This was in contrast to the recent 
run of wet Julys. The maximum temperature recorded in the UK was 33.5° C at Heathrow on 
22 July. Showers and thunderstorms on the night of 22/23 July ushered in a more unsettled week 
at end the month but it was still very warm. Gloucestershire escaped the worst of these storms, 
though rain on the night of 23/24 July was the first since the beginning of the month; the month’s 
total rainfall in Gloucester was only 21 mm. Sunshine in southwest England and Wales was 138% 
of the 30 year average from 1981 to 2010, while rainfall across England and Wales as a whole was 
90% of the average for the same period. 

August opened with unsettled weather, with a feed of hot and humid air from the south in the first 
few days bringing high temperatures: 34.1° C at Heathrow on 1 August was the highest recorded 
anywhere in the UK since July 2006 (the temperature reached 32°C in Gloucester). many areas 
received plenty of showers over the first few days of the month, but the rest of August saw quieter 
weather with temperatures near average and frontal systems bringing rain at times. rainfall in 
southwest England and Wales was 94% of the average; the monthly total in Gloucester was 37 
mm (29 mm from 2 to 5 August).

There was a hot start to the first five days of September, with a temperature of 30.1°C recorded 
in Essex on 5 September being the highest September temperature in the UK since 1999. Heat 
wave conditions were also obtained in Gloucester with a high of 27°C. The month over the UK as 
a whole was however a shade cooler than average; heavy rain on 6 September introduced a cool 
and unsettled period that lasted for two weeks. A warmer and drier period was experienced in the 
last ten days which was however, often cloudy and sometimes foggy. rainfall across England and 
Wales was 80% of the 30 year average, with 43 mm recorded in Gloucester.

Thus the total rainfall recorded in Gloucester over the three months was only 101 mm, well below 
the 30 year average. This followed a dry period in the first six months of the year, when rainfall was 
well below the average except in may. So the general impression is correct: the driest, warmest 
and sunniest summer since 2006.

Mike Smart

to keep people, especially young people, interested and informed about the fauna and flora on 
their very doorsteps?

We have come up with one answer. In 2014, we plan to run a trial series of joint workshops with 
the Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust on a series of natural history topics. They will last for half a 
day, and be an introduction to recording a wide range of natural history subjects: birds, botany, 
invertebrates, dragonflies, lichens. We hope these initial courses will attract new recorders, and 
lead them to develop and deepen their interest, and in turn to take over the reins from the current 
team of recorders, many of whom are greying and getting far too long in the tooth. Further details 
will be published in future issues of GNS News and on the website.

A word on conservation issues in the Forest of Dean. Andrew bluett has provided regular updates 
in GNS News on the situation at Cinderford Northern Quarter, where the master Plan for a large 
regeneration project, which should provide much-needed jobs, has been approvedon a brownfield 
site very rich in wildlife. GNS has been invited to take part in the Cinderford Environmental 
regeneration Forum, which is to advise the developers on mitigation measures for wildlife. Your 
Committee has discussed this issue at great length and decided that, although some GNS members 
are opposed to the whole concept of the project, it is better to engage with the Forum, and at 
the same time to record exactly what happens on the ground. A statement of GNS’s position will 
be posted on the website and this statement will appear in the next issue of GNS News. Another 
Forest issue: an application was made by a consortium of bodies, including GNS, to the Heritage 
Lottery Fund for several million pounds for an ambitious project to conserve nature and heritage 
in the Dean: sadly, the first application was turned down, but all is not lost as there is a chance to 
revise the application and re-apply in the New Year.

Speaking of New Year, may I offer all of you my best wishes for 2014. I hope you will all derive 
great pleasure and stimulus from Gloucestershire’s natural history in the coming year, and that 
you will be as assiduous as ever in recording what goes on out there, and in submitting records 
to the appropriate recorders. may I suggest a New Year’s resolution? Your Executive Committee 
currently numbers eleven members (quorum of six!) and we would welcome volunteers to join 
the Committee. Please contact Committee members or put your name forward at our AGm in 
march if you would like to become involved.

best wishes 
Mike Smart, Hon Chairman
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Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) 
Awards 2013
The 2013 CPrE Gloucestershire Awards Presentation Ceremony was held at Highnam Gambier 
Parry Hall, Gloucester, on the afternoon of 9th October.

Four organisations were presented with awards, and included the “Friends of Churchdown Park” 
for the “Churchdown Park Ponds” project.

The citation was read by Anna Jones, GNS President, and was as follows: “For creating and 
managing a new landscape feature of wildlife ponds and reed beds completing an outstanding 
example of a comprehensive range of outdoor amenities for local people in Churchdown”.
The award was presented by Viscount bledisloe.

Churchdown Park has been developed over many years, being spear-headed by Churchdown 
Parish Council, and includes a pocket park, nature reserve, community orchard and allotments, 
as well as football pitches, children’s play area, one of the finest skate-parks in the region (opened 
in 2012) and a newly added bmX track. There is literally something for everyone!

The Park Ponds Project was the culmination of many years of hard work by many people after 
the Parish Plan consultation of 2007 mentioned the loss of ponds in Churchdown; the “Friends of 
Churchdown Park” was formed in June 2010, with local councillors, organisations and naturalists 
having input into the project. The plans drawn up by Water 21 were originally for one large 
pond but were modified because of safety considerations highlighted by Gloucestershire Airport. 
Therefore five smaller, wildlife-friendly ones were created, together with two reed beds and a 
swale. After the design was agreed upon, a Community Spaces Grant was applied for from the 
Heritage Lottery Fund late in 2010, and was granted in 2011, allowing the project to proceed. 
Planning permission was also applied for from Tewkesbury borough Council and granted, the 
project being supported by the market Towns Forum. A sustainability grant was applied for and 
given for pond plants and other incidentals.

Excavation of the ponds began in may 2012 and was completed by August 2012, with landscaping 
of the surrounding area. Three pond planting sessions took place in spring and summer of 2013. 

T
he ponds in June 2014 ©

Ingrid Tw
issell

Reed Warblers without reed beds
reed warblers Acrocephalus scirpaceus are one of the iconic birds of Phragmites reed beds. The 
relatively small reed beds close to the river Severn in south-west Gloucestershire, such as those at 
Purton, Slimbridge and Frampton contain small colonies. The same is true in the south-east, within 
the Cotswold Water Park. In the north of the county though, reed beds are somewhat of a rarity. 
An alternative breeding habitat is provided by withy beds, especially along the course of the Severn. 
However, numbers of pairs are much lower and colonial nesting does not take place to the same 
extent. Coombe Hill meadows is one such location where most years two or three males can be 
heard. This year was no exception. In particular, one male sang in late spring and early summer near 
to the flood-damaged remains of the Grundon Hide, though no evidence of breeding was found. It 
seemed that this isolated male was going to be out of luck this year.

On 17 July I was surprised to hear a “churrr” alarm call close to the old hide walk-way. A parent reed 
warbler was then seen delivering food to a location on the edge of a ditch. This turned out to be a nest 
containing at least three very young 
nestlings. With no evidence for this 
being a replacement brood, the late 
date seemed more to do with the 
isolated territory of the male.

The nest was supported on 
four stems of reed canary-grass 
Phalaris arundinacea and one of 
meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria. 
According to the literature, in the 
absence of reeds, osiers are the 
next preferred choice, and I have 
found evidence of this myself. 
Although osiers are abundant at this 
site, a less sturdy option was taken.

On 30 July close to the nest site, 
a young juvenile reed warbler 
was seen being fed by an adult, 
suggesting that the brood had 
fledged successfully.

One disappointment was that 
the nest did not contain a young 
cuckoo. This would have helpfully 
contributed to the debate opened 
up in the GNS News of December 
2011 over which host species was 
being used here.

Graham Smith 

76
©Graham Smith
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To date eight species of dragonfly and 
damselfly have been recorded, with 
frogs, frogspawn and newts present 
as well as many invertebrates.

A successful Family Fun Day was 
held in August 2013, which attracted 
about 1,500 people, with pond-
dipping and many other activities and 
entertainments.

The major objectives of the “Pond 
Project” of flood alleviation, water 
purification and enhancement of the 
natural environment and biodiversity were therefore fulfilled, as well as being a great addition to 
the amenities for Churchdown residents.

Colin and Ingrid Twissell 
members of Friends of Churchdown Park.

Gloucestershire Ornithological  
Co-ordinating Committee

Winter Garden Bird Survey Anyone?
The Gloucestershire Ornithological Coordinating Committee runs a winter garden bird 
survey each year for nine weeks in January and February. We are always on the lookout 
for additional surveyors as, inevitably, people drop out from the survey each year for one 
reason or another.  Only those living within the Gloucestershire county boundary can take 
part, I’m afraid. The survey involves counting the number of birds which actually land in 
your garden (or on the house etc.) and keeping a tally of the maximum number of each 
species seen (simultaneously) in the garden each week.  It doesn’t matter if you are away 
for two or three weeks in January and February. A report is sent to all surveyors after I have 
analysed the results. If anyone is interested I’d be very pleased to send along survey forms 
to those who contact me at mvicpolley@tiscali.co.uk  or phone  01453 842896. It cheers 
me up at a rather depressing time of the year to look out of the window and spot maybe a 
siskin Carduelis spinus or treecreeper Certhia familiaris to record on my list! 

All records go to the Gloucestershire Centre for Environmental  records (GCEr) and to our 
County bird recorder,  richard baatsen, who says that this scheme, with currently about 
250 surveyors, constitutes an important part of the county’s bird records, and of course  
records (sent onto the bTO) are ultimately the foundation stone for bird conservation.  
Another benefit is that those who survey garden birds tend to put out more food of a 
greater variety, reducing bird mortality over this difficult time of year.     

Vic Polley

The Forest of Dean Willow  
Tit Project - An Update
The elusive nature of this species, coupled with the wide expanse of the Dean and its outlying 
woodland, has made sure that rob Husbands and I have been extremely busy since the publication 
of our initial observations in the GNS News in march 2013. With painful slowness our efforts are 
starting to reveal details regarding this species’ current population status, preferred breeding and 
feeding habitat requirements along with its movements and threats to its continued presence in 
the Dean as a regular breeding species. However, we are acutely aware that there is still much 
more to discover and we have often been confounded by the secretive, almost phantom-like 
character of the willow tit Poecile montanus. 

The Dean’s core, with its mosaic of extensive conifer plantations and mix of deciduous woodland 
of varying ages would seem to offer almost unlimited habitat suitable for the willow tit’s 
continued year round survival. breeding and feeding habitat is therefore not at a premium and 
indeed many of the Dean’s outlying blocks of woodland such as blaisdon woods, Flaxley woods 
and Penyard woods, where willow 
tits have been recorded as breeding 
in the last thirty to forty years, still 
contain suitable breeding habitat. 
Yet an initial Dean survey, carried 
out in 2010 and published in The 
Gloucestershire Naturalist (No. 22, 
2011), only managed to confirm four 
breeding attempts. In 2011 a follow up 
survey was carried out and has been 
misleadingly described as covering 
“the whole of the Gloucestershire 
part of the Forest”. The results of 
this survey were published in the 
2010 Gloucestershire bird report and 
unfortunately quoted more recently 
in the birds of Gloucestershire Atlas 
(Liverpool University Press 2013). 
This flawed survey recorded only one 
successful breeding pair, one further 
pair and two further territories and 
concluded with an alarming estimate of 
a 75% decrease in total territories.

Our own independent surveying has 
been much more thorough and does 
not support this latter survey or its 
conclusions. In 2011 we observed, or 
later confirmed, eight territories where 

©Colin Twissell

Willow tit Poecile montanus emerging 
from its nest cavity ©Paul Haffield
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A recent threat has also been some loss of habitat due to the necessity to remove or thin areas of 
larch and Corsican pine trees due to disease. Two areas where we have noted breeding willow tits 
have been degraded, and one destroyed, by Forestry Commission operations. This development 
is not helpful but is not considered to be a serious threat as yet.
So we come to our observations of 2013. In the spring we were initially encouraged as nearly 
all of the territories where singing males and breeding pairs had been noted in previous seasons, 
plus some newly discovered ones, eventually had singing males present. However, to say we 
were disappointed with the final results is an understatement. We witnessed just three breeding 
attempts of which only one resulted in chicks being fledged. The other two were thwarted by a 
predator, possibly the great spotted woodpecker, although they may have been successful with 
subsequent repeat nesting attempts, but we were unable to confirm this.
As the spring progressed it became clear that the main reason for low breeding numbers was that 
a number of singing males, although on territory, had lost their females of the previous season. 
Two of these males which had previously been fitted with rings, each of a breeding pair in 2011 
and 2012, were regularly observed on territory but now without mates. Indeed both these birds 
were also noted wandering widely away from their normal territories, presumably in quests to 
attract a mate. One of these birds was noted nearly 2km from his home range and clashing with 
another male that was also vainly trying to replace his mate of last season. Others were not able 
to attract females and were engaged in very strong periods of singing but were never seen to be 
involved in any kind of breeding activity. In short there seemed to be a severe lack of females. We 
recorded eleven singing males fitting this latter category. 
What has caused this is not entirely clear but it may have been due to the very cold and prolonged 
spring causing an unusual mortality rate amongst mainly females, and exacerbated by very low 
levels of recruitment into the breeding pool by poor breeding success in recent seasons. Another 
theory is that females are vulnerable to being killed by great spotted woodpeckers whilst 
incubating. Also, actual breeding activity noted seemed to be stalled or disrupted by the very cold 
weather in march and April. This seemed to have the effect of dispersing and perhaps separating 
pairs or at least making them forage further afield for food where they may have been more 
vulnerable to predation.  
One of our stated aims has been to provide credible evidence for a reliable estimate of the 
Dean’s willow tit population and distribution and it must be said that we are still some way 
from achieving this. However, rob and I are confident that our data can be boosted by breeding 
pairs that we have not yet discovered. Our reasonably extensive coverage of the Dean and its 
immediate woodland to date suggests that our records of breeding pairs and territories held are 
probably understated by single figures rather than by dozens and it would be rash and premature 
to claim anything other. 
All in all, 2013 was a year that provided some very interesting but discouraging results. There is 
little doubt that willow tits are declining as a breeding species in the Dean. Whether this can be 
reversed is open to question but it would be a terrible indictment if efforts were not made to 
improve the situation. We look forward to the spring of 2014 with some trepidation.
rob and Nick are very keen to investigate your willow tit sightings throughout the year and can 
be contacted on 01594 542185 and 01989 567122 respectively.

Nick Christian and Rob Husbands

breeding was successful or attempted and one other territory with a singing male. In 2012 we 
also observed or later confirmed eight territories where breeding was successful or attempted, 
with a pair at another territory and a singing male at one more. (We have defined a breeding 
attempt as a pair seen with a fresh nest cavity boring nearby, a nest with eggs discovered, a 
fledged brood seen or a nest cavity located subsequently on a territory with the presence of a 
pair of birds close by). 

Worryingly, all records regarding recent evidence of breeding willow tits in the Dean come from 
what appears to be their core breeding area of East and North Dean. There are only a very 
few isolated records of birds being seen or heard in West Dean or outlying woodland. rob and 
I would not suggest that the willow tit was ever widespread in the Dean in living memory but 
there is a documented national decline in the breeding numbers of this species. This seems to be 
confirmed locally by the recent scarcity of the bird in West Dean, outlying woodland and at sites 
where we have discovered former willow tit nest cavities in what is still excellent habitat but with 
absolutely no evidence of willow tits now.

So what can the decline be attributed to? In the Dean the picture is still obscure but since 2010 
when we first started our project we have noted breeding pairs being persecuted by the great 
spotted woodpecker Dendrocopos major. Willow tit nesting cavities, always bored into soft 
wood, are easy prey for this species which is very widespread in all woodland areas of West 
Gloucestershire. Indeed most of our recorded breeding attempts have failed following the 
attentions of the great spotted woodpecker. Even our sturdy nest boxes have been attacked and 
sometimes destroyed by these efficient predators. 

W
illow

 tit feeding chicks  ©
Paul H

affield
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A variety of means were resorted to for their destruction such as cats, poisons and traps, but 
with little success... At last, a miner living on Edge Hills, named Simmons, came forward, and said 
that he had often, when sinking wells or pits, found mice fallen in, and dead... and he had little 
doubt that the same plan would succeed in the Forest. It was tried, and holes were dug over the 
enclosures about two feet deep and the same size across, and rather hollowed out at the bottom, 
and at the distance of about twenty yards apart, into which the mice fell and were unable to get out 
again. Simmons and others were employed, and paid by the numbers of tails which they brought 
in, which amounted in the whole to more than 100,000. 

In addition to this, it may be mentioned that polecats, kites, hawks and owls visited the holes 
regularly, and preyed upon the mice caught in them: and a small owl, called by Pennant “Strix 
passerina”, never known in the Forest before or since, appeared at that time, and was particularly 
active in their destruction.”

We know the little owl by the scientific name of Athene noctua, but in former times it was designated 
Strix passerina (Linnaeus, 1758, Systema Naturae, 10th ed. 1, p.93). The most remarkable thing 
about this interesting passage is that it places the little owl in Gloucestershire at least 54 years 
earlier than mellersh and 94 years ahead of Swaine. moreover, it is also significantly earlier than the 
other generally accepted british records.

The Historical Atlas of breeding birds in britain & Ireland 1875-1900 (Holloway, Poyser, 1996) is 
generally well researched and precise so far as is possible regarding the history and distribution of 
birds in the 19th century; it commences its assessment of the little owl by saying “The Little Owl 
was considered to be an occasional visitor to britain from the Continent throughout the early 
years of the 19th century…” and later continues “From the 1840s however, it was not possible to 
discriminate at all between natural occurrences and released birds”. “One of the earliest attempts 
at introduction was that by Charles Waterton in 1843 who released five imported birds, from 
rome, in Walton Park, Yorkshire. They apparently did not survive”. birds in England, (brown 
& Grice, Poyser, 2005), comments that “by the early 1840s about twenty little owls had been 
recorded in England”. 

This latter note places Nicholls’ birds well over 20 years ahead of the earliest generally accepted 
records and I can find nothing that suggests there were little owls in Gloucestershire prior to 
mellersh’s record of 1868, nor can I find anything to suggest that there was anyone likely to have 
attempted introductions in the county at all. 

So, where next? Consider the words used by Nicholls – “…a small Owl” and “…never known 
in the forest before or since…” Does this suggest a single bird that could possibly be a stray or 
vagrant little owl at that time? Or, the word “…small”, does this merely suggest smaller than a 
tawny owl Strix aluco which would have been common and well known in the Dean; perhaps a 
long-eared owl Asio otus, noticeably smaller than a tawny? Then consider that this bird was seen 
at all; does this suggest a daytime hunter, perhaps a short-eared owl Asio flammeus? ‘Shortie’s are 
well enough known in Gloucestershire winters, and at that time the hilltops at Edge Hills and 
Heywood were very different, not the mixed woodland and clear-fell we see now, but extensive 
open areas of heath, much covered with heather and perfect hunting territory for a short-eared. 
And of course, little owls are not generally given to woodland or heath-land, preferring orchards 
and park-land in the vale, rather than 250+ metres above sea level.

The Little Owl in Gloucestershire,  
and a Mystery
Publication of the birds of Gloucestershire (Kirk & Phillips, 2013) has only recently taken place, and 
whilst the primary purpose of the work is to update the previous county avifaunas by Swaine (1982), 
mellersh (1910) and Witchell and Strugnell (1892) and to record the status of birds in the county 
in the first quarter of the 21st century, as with all reference works it should stimulate and provoke 
discussion and debate in respect of various species in the county. This it seems has already begun.

We are indebted to rob Guest, formerly of the Forestry Commission, for the following comment 
relating to the little owl Athene noctua: “Kirk and Phillips (2013) in the birds of Gloucestershire, 
record that “although mellersh stated that one was shot near Cheltenham in 1868, Swaine cited 
the date of the first reliable Gloucestershire record as 1908, with breeding confirmed in 1916. In 
fact, the first record was much earlier than this – as described by Nicholls in “The Forest of Dean, 
an Historical and Descriptive Account (1858)”. The reference is included in a passage recording 
the difficulties in re-establishing woodland following the Napoleonic Wars, and the fascinating text 
is as follows:” (from chapter 6):

“In 1814...three...extensive enclosures were made:-...It was during this year especially, but to a 
certain degree also in the preceding and succeeding ones, that this Forest and the New Forest 
were visited with an enormous number of mice. They appeared in all parts, but particularly in 
Haywood enclosure, destroying a very large proportion of the young trees...  These mice were of 
two kinds, the common long-tailed field mouse, and the short-tailed.  There were about fifty of 
these latter sorts to one of the former. The long-tailed mice had all white breasts and the tail was 
about the same length as the body. These were chiefly caught on the wet greens in the Forest, and 
the short-tailed were caught on the wet and dry grounds.

©
m

.Van H
eulsen



GNS News DECEmbEr 2013 GNS News DECEmbEr 20131514

Forest in Summer
Nine GNS members joined Andrew bluett for a summer walk in the Forest of Dean on Saturday 
morning, the 27th July.

The hoped for wild boar Sus scrofa did not appear, it seems the hot dry weather of late has driven 
them to the cooler depths of the forest, although there was some evidence of their having been 
foraging amongst the trees - possibly as recently as the night before.

The party walked across to the avenue from the Kensley Lodge car park to view the stained glass 
“Cathedral Window” suspended on a timber frame between the fir trees, a spectacular visual 
representation of the forest and part of the Sculpture Trail. Along the way a speculative turning 
over of a section of tree trunk by Colin Twissell led to the discovery of a female great crested 
newt Triturus cristatus. meanwhile, along the path there were several young common toads Bufo 
bufo (10mm long) to be seen wandering here and there together with a number of dor beetles 
Geotrupes stercorarius.

At Kensley lagoon there were dragonflies and damselflies to be seen, including several common 
darter Sympetrum striolatum and a bright blue emperor dragonfly Anax imperator. Further up the 
track towards Crabtree Hill a female southern hawker Aeshna cyanea was spotted and a golden-
ringed dragonfly Cordulegaster boltonii appeared overhead. On the way down to Woorgreens the 
party came across richard baatsen, the county bird recorder searching for the keeled skimmer 
Orthetrum coerulescens that has been reported from the area recently.

birds were pretty thin on the ground and in the trees but goldcrest Regulus regulus, treecreeper 
Certhia familiaris, blue tit Cyanistes caeruleus, coal tit Periparus ater, robin Erithracus rubecula, 
wren Troglodytes troglodytes, raven Corvus corax and willow warbler Pylloscopus trochilus put in an 
appearance. A small common lizard Zootoca vivipara was sunning itself on a log.

Spreading the net a little wider, (birds in England, brown & Grice, Poyser, 2005) there are other 
possibilities. Scops owls Otus scops have been recorded here, generally in spring, and as early as 
1805 at Wetherby in Yorkshire. Hawk owls Surnia spp. have also occurred at Looe, Cornwall, 
(1830) and Yatton, Somerset (25 August 1847): these two were believed to have been of the 
American race caparoch, so it is entirely possible that the Dean bird was a similar, wind blown 
vagrant. The next best alternative is Tengmalm’s/ boreal owl Aegolius funereus, in these times a very 
scarce visitor from the north-east but prior to the mid-20th century, thought to be less unusual. 
Naylor (A reference manual of rare birds in britain & Ireland, 1996) records 41 birds found in 
England prior to 1958.

Andy Oliver, GNS Treasurer, reported a possible Tengmalm’s Owl in April 2007 at bishop’s Cleeve 
when the distinctive territorial “song” was heard on one night for approximately 20 minutes. The 
record was ultimately rejected on the grounds that it was heard only, and by Andy as a single 
observer. The calls of Tengmalm’s Owls are distinctive but as a solitary listener, the observer is 
at an immediate disadvantage when reporting such an occurrence. However, IF the record was 
good, it could support the possibility of there having been a Tengmalm’s here in the past.

In The birds of Gloucestershire, Gordon Kirk and John Phillips were aware of the Nicholls mention 
of little owl, but on the evidence available and given the fact that it was such an early record against 
all others, could not consider it to be definitive and quite rightly chose to use the expression “the 
first reliable record” when describing the Swaine citation of the 1908 bird. In a reference work of 
this nature, accuracy is everything and whilst the Nicholls record is interesting, it is overshadowed 
by doubt; and therein lies the mystery that may never be resolved

Nicholls’ “The Forest of Dean…” is fascinating and invaluable to anyone interested in the Dean 
Forest. It is available to read, on-line, at www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/24505

Andrew Bluett  October 2013

©Colin Twissell
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Field meeting at Pope’s Hill,  
29 September 2013
Six of us met for a glorious morning meeting, hosted by Chris and Derek Foster, on Pope’s Hill 
near Littledean. right from the start there were stunning things to see.  

most of the leaves of a pear tree trained against the house were showing brilliant red and 
orange circular patches, which, when turned over, showed a warty gall. This was pear rust 
Gymnosporangium sabinae which with a severe infestation can damage the tree’s productivity. It 
is a common species, which I have seen at two other locations since, but this is the first time any 
of us had really examined it.

Within the garden, but a little further up the slope, two common lizards Zootoca vivipara were 
basking on a log. This part of the garden was planted some years ago in the now-fashionable 
prairie style. We discussed which species are suitable for planting in wild gardens and which turn 
into thugs. Hemp-agrimony Eupatorium cannabinum, for example, is great for insects if you keep 
on top of it, but tries to take over here, whereas Verbena bonariensis is well-behaved.

Then into the orchard, for the focus of interest of the meeting. The Fosters have gapped up an old 
orchard, mostly with apples, and many of the trees were hung with beautiful quality fruit. Unlike 
last year, this summer’s sun has produced a super crop. The orchard is a very good site, with 

flower-rich pasture, ant hills and old trees. Though 
the sward was past its showy best, we saw a good 
range of invertebrates including small copper Lycaena 
phlaeas, comma Polygonia c-album, speckled wood 
Pararge aegeria and red admiral Vanessa atalanta 
butterflies and two dragonflies – common darter 
Sympetrum striolatum and southern hawker Aeshna 
cyanea. Colin Twissell recorded the spider Nigma 
walckenaeri that in britain has a largely south-east 
distribution, with the Severn valley discovered as an 
outlier as recently as 1993.

Fungi were much in evidence too, particularly some 
magnificent parasols Macrolepiota procera with caps the size of side-plates.

Then, there is the “tyranny of the view”, as Chris puts it. The view from here is uplifting, breathtaking, 
encompassing a sweep of the Severn , with the peachy bands of colour of Garden Cliff near Westbury 
on Severn in the middle distance and the Cotswolds 10 miles away across the Vale.

We continued round the property, looking at the northern boundary that the Fosters thickened 
up with new trees about 20 years ago to form a woodland strip. A glade here was thick with 
self-sown ash Fraxinus excelsior seedlings about a year old, and we pondered how many of them 
would survive Ash Dieback. With resistance estimated at something like 2 percent, we can be 
moderately confident that ash as a whole will not die out, though there could be an age-class 
bottleneck, disastrous for some of the wildlife associated with it.

Then into the meadow, where the grass is managed by hay cuts, as opposed to the pasture of the 
orchard. The Fosters are founder members of the Dean meadows Group and anyone interested 
in conserving grasslands in the Dean should contact Derek who is the group secretary (see http://
deanmeadows.org.uk).

We made our way back to the house for a most welcome bowl of soup, and a lengthy discussion 
of the damage to important wildlife should the proposed Cinderford Northern Quarter 
development go ahead. The guest members then took their leave, only to be distracted in the 
drive by a good half-dozen dark bush crickets Pholidoptera griseoaptera sunning themselves against 
the very wall where we had examined the pear rust three hours earlier.

Juliet Bailey

At Woorgreens Lake there were little grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis, moorhen Gallinula chloropus, 
coot Fulica atra, Canada Branta canadensis and greylag geese Anser anser. Green-veined white 
Pieris napi and small white Pieris rapae butterflies were “mud-puddling” in a small area of exposed 
peat close to the lake edge. Small skipper Thymelicus sylvestris, ringlet Aphantopus hyperantus, 
peacock Inachis io, meadow brown Maniola jurtina, gatekeeper Pyronia tithonus and small heath 
Coenonympha pamphilus butterflies were also noted. Once again damselflies were in evidence 
with common blue Enallagma 
cyathigerum and emerald 
Lestes sponsa in the grasses 
and sedges.

On the way back to the 
car park at the corner of 
Woorgreens Lake, the 
attention of the party was 
drawn to the mass of yellow 
flowering plants covering parts 
of the banks of the pool. Juliet 
bailey took a sample and later 
identified it as marsh St John’s-
Wort Hypericum elodes.

Andrew Bluett

Great crested newt Triturus cristatus held by 
licensed member Colin Twissell ©Andrew bluett
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COUNTY RECORDERS’ CONTACT DETAILS
Details of checklists and other GNS-published articles are available on the website and in The 
Gloucestershire Naturalist.

BIRDS: richard baatsen (01452 740161); email: baatsen@surfbirder.com.  For those observers 
who are reporting a county rarity or bbrC species, the appropriate forms can be obtained from 
the recorder; a guidance document listing all the species that require detailed descriptions is also 
available (please send sae); submission of records by email preferred (see also Gloucestershire bird 
report 2005 pp 18-20). The GNS website has a recording form showing all required information that 
can be printed off. 

british Trust for Ornithology representative: Gordon Kirk (01452 741724); email: GordonKirk@aol.com

Gloucestershire bird report (annual report on the county’s avifauna) published by Gloucestershire 
Ornithological Coordinating Committee (GOCC).

MAMMALS: John Field, c/o The Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Conservation Centre, 
robinswood Hill Country Park, reservoir road, Gloucester GL4 6SX (01452 383333);  
email: john.field@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk 

Gloucestershire bat Group recorder: David Wells email: dave-wells@mypostoffice.co.uk  

REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS: David Dewsbury (01594 832068);  
email: david.dewsbury@btinternet.com 

FISH & CRAYFISH: Pete bradshaw, c/o The Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Church House, Standish, 
Stonehouse, Gloucestershire GL10 3EU; email: peter.bradshaw@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk 

INVERTEBRATES: Gloucestershire Invertebrate Group (GIG):  Andrew Leach, c/o The 
Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Conservation Centre, robinswood Hill Country Park, reservoir road, 
Gloucester GL4 6SX. (01452 383333); email: Andrew.leach@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk

BUTTERFLIES: Chris Wiltshire (01453 545509); email: chriswiltshire164@o2.co.uk 

butterfly Conservation Gloucestershire branch: www.gloucestershire-butterflies.org.uk 

MOTHS: VC33 East Gloucestershire: robert Homan (01242 235408); email: theapiary@hotmail.com

VC34 West Gloucestershire (west of the Severn): michael bradley (01531 822315);  
email: michaelw1184w@hotmail.co.uk

VC34 West Gloucestershire (east of the Severn): Neale Jordan-mellersh (0117 9854730);  
email: sneale48@hotmail.co.uk

Online distribution maps and additional information for Gloucestershire moths can be found at  
www.gloucestershire-butterflies.org.uk/Guys_maps/mothmap.html

DRAGONFLIES: Ingrid Twissell (01452 714413); email: canditwissell@btinternet.com 

HOVERFLIES & LADYBIRDS: David Iliff (01242 674398); email: davidiliff@talk21.com

ANTS, BEES & WASPS: Tony Taylor (01452 728734); email: taylor.ant@cotswoldwireless.co.uk 

SPIDERS: David Haigh (01242 513544); email: djrhaigh@hotmail.co.uk    
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GLOUCESTERSHIRE NATURALISTS’ SOCIETY

registered charity No. 252710

WILDLIFE RECORDING INFORMATION SHEET
The Society’s official recording area is the whole of the vice-counties 33 (East Gloucestershire) 
and 34 (West Gloucestershire). However, for practical purposes, certain recorders only cover the 
administrative county of Gloucestershire, comprising the districts of Cotswold, Stroud, Forest of 
Dean, Cheltenham, Gloucester and Tewkesbury, since the bristol Naturalists’ Society covers the 
Unitary Authority of South Gloucestershire and the City of bristol (further details available from the 
individual recorders as listed below). 
The Society welcomes observations and records from members and others, and these should be sent 
to the recorders as detailed below.  records may be submitted in any form (so long as they are legible 
and intelligible); some recorders prefer them on A6 cards (one per species), or, for certain groups, 
on the appropriate recording form (available from the recorders - see below), though a simple list 
(preferably in systematic order) is acceptable for groups such as moths. 
Ideally the following information should be supplied:
• Species name.
• Where seen (name of location, preferably using names on the 1:50000/1:25000 Ordnance Survey 

maps; if in doubt include a sketch map of the site) plus six figure map reference.  It is helpful to 
recorders if the tetrad number is also given.  For sightings in the Cotswold Water Park observers 
are asked to quote the official County Council pit numbers whenever possible.

• Date.
• Observer’s name and address.
Also useful:
• Number or abundance.
• Habitat.
• Where appropriate a description of the species or a note of how identification was made including 

details of any guidebook used.
• Any other relevant information.
These details should be sent to the appropriate recorder from the list below.  The precise location 
of rare species will be kept confidential in the interests of conservation   records should be clearly 
labelled CONFIDENTIAL if they are to be so treated.  Straightforward records are too numerous 
to be acknowledged individually by the recorders, but when a reply is required please enclose a 
stamped addressed envelope if the recorder asks for a voucher specimen.
It is also possible to record your sightings online – see details below.
The most interesting records are published in the Society’s “GNS News”, but all records (common 
species or not) are valuable in building up a picture of the present status and distribution of species in 
our county, for compiling annual reports and for updating our records and those at the Gloucestershire 
Centre for Environmental records and the national biological records Centre, CEH, Wallingford.  
Under the Data Protection Act the GNS advises members and other observers that their personal details 
(name, address, telephone number, email address) will be stored, either on paper or electronically, as 
part of the Society’s recording system. These details will not be passed on, or sold, to third parties with 
the exception of the Gloucestershire Centre for Environmental records, subject to the memorandum of 
Understanding between the two organisations. Should the observer wish that certain parts of a record 
remain confidential (e.g. for reasons such as sensitive species, sensitive site, restriction of access to land, 
anonymity), they should contact the relevant recorder and discuss the matter, stating their reasons.



OTHER USEFUL CONTACTS AND ADDRESSES

GNS Web site: www.glosnats.org for sightings, recorders, events, archives and species 
information.

GNS Webmaster: richard beal; email: richard.beal@richardbeal.com

GNS Library:  The library is housed in the Learning resources Centre at Hartpury College. 
For opening hours see www.hartpury.ac.uk/Hartpury-College/Hartpury-Facilities/Learning-
resources-Centre/ or phone 01452 702160. membership card required to borrow books, available 
from the GNS membership Secretary.

GNS Chairman: mike Smart, 143 Cheltenham road, Gloucester GL2 0JH   (01452 421131); 
email: smartmike@btinternet.com

GNS Membership Secretary:  Andrew bluett, 50 Kingsmead, Abbeydale, Gloucester,  
GL4 5DY (01452 610085); email: gnsmembership@btinternet.com. See also membership page on 
GNS Website.

GNS Secretary: Lynne Garner (01452 614354); email: lynne@moorend1989.plus.com.

GNS Cirencester Branch Chairman: David Scott-Langley, 19 Chesterton Grove, 
Cirencester, Glos GL7 1XN (01285 659631); email: dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk.

Editor of the GNS News (records and general matters; appears quarterly): Kate Kibble; 
email: kkibble@sky.com

Editor of The Gloucestershire Naturalist David Scott-Langley, 19 Chesterton Grove, 
Cirencester, Gloucestershire GL7 1XN (01285 659631); email dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk. Articles 
and reports for TGN should be sent to the Editor by February 28th of the year of publication. Notes 
for contributors and page layout are available from the same source.

Natural England (Southwest region) Natural England, First Floor, Temple Quay House,  
2 The Square, bristol, bS1 6Eb   Tel: 0300 060 2065

Gloucestershire Centre for Environmental Records: Conservation Centre, 
robinswood Hill Country Park, reservoir road, GLOUCESTEr GL4 6SX (01453 389950); email: 
gcer@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk. Development manager: Linda moore (01172 309119) 
email: linda.moore@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk

Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust: Conservation Centre, robinswood Hill Country Park, reservoir 
road, Gloucester GL4 6SX (01452 383333). Web site: www.gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk

Gloucestershire Orchard Trust: (GOT) Ann Smith (secretary/coordinator)  
01452 855677 www.gloucestershireorchardtrust.org.uk;    
email: info@gloucestershireorchardtrust.org.uk

Issued by the Scientific & Publications Sub committee of the Gloucestershire Naturalists’ Society October,  2013.
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BEETLES (other than Ladybirds), BARKFLIES, WOODLICE, CENTIPEDES, 
MILLIPEDES, HARVESTMEN, FALSE SCORPIONS, LACEWINGS, 
SPRINGTAILS & FRESHWATER INVERTEBRATES: David Scott-Langley     
email: dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk. 

GRASSHOPPERS, BUSH-CRICKETS, EARWIGS, & COCKROACHES, 
BUGS (HEmIPTErA): John Widgery (01242 673873); email: johnwidgery@waitrose.com   

LAND & FRESHWATER MOLLUSCS: David Long (01242 527673);  
email: david@long55.wanadoo.co.uk 

ECTOPARASITES (Lice, louse-flies): robin Sellers (01946 725453);  
email: sellers@craghouse7.freeserve.co.uk 

FRESHWATER TRICLADS: Larry bellamy (01594 516420); email: lar.amy@btinternet.com 

FLOWERING PLANTS, FERNS & STONEWORTS: mark and Clare Kitchen  
(01453 810958); email: clareandkmarkplants@yahoo.co.uk  

MOSSES AND LIVERWORTS: Peter martin (01666 503791);  
email: petergmartin@btinternet.com

FUNGI:  Cotswold Fungus Group & County recorder: Sheila Spence  
email: recorder@cotswoldfungusgroup.com.

Dean Fungus Group: Keith & Valerie Davies (01452 760278); email: keith.val@hotmail.com

LICHENS: Juliet bailey  email: glos.lichens@gmail.com

PLANT GALLS:  robert Homan (01242 235408) email: theapiary@hotmail.com

ONLINE RECORDING at www.universalquestions.com/nature

There is now an online county wildlife recording system at richard beal’s website covering birds, 
butterflies, Dragonflies & Damselflies, mammals and Orchids. It is a straightforward, but nevertheless 
sophisticated way, of getting your sightings from your desktop to the county recorders and by using 
the system you can make a valuable contribution to the GNS ongoing recording effort. After a simple 
registration procedure you can start recording straightaway and you can return to the web site at any 
time by simply logging in.

NEW RECORDERS
The Society is always looking for new recorders to fill vacant positions (particularly DIPTErA and 
FrESHWATEr FAUNA) or to cover groups not listed above (no matter how obscure!).  Anyone 
willing to undertake these tasks or to organise (or help organise) surveys in the county is invited 
to contact David Scott-Langley (Chairman, GNS Scientific & Publications Sub-committee),  
19 Chesterton Grove, Cirencester, Gloucestershire GL7 1XN; Tel 01285 659631;  
email: dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk



President: Mrs Anna Jones

Society Officers & Contacts
Chairman:
mike Smart, 143 Cheltenham road, Gloucester GL2 0JH
tel: 01452 421131  email: smartmike@btinternet.com

Vice Chairman:
David Scott-Langley, 19 Chesterton Grove, Cirencester, Glos. GL7 1XN
tel: 01285 659631  email: dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk

Secretary:
Lynne Garner, moorend Cottage, Watery Lane, 
Upton St Leonards, Glos. GL4 8DE
tel: 01452 614354  email: lynne@moorend1989.plus.com

Treasurer:
Andy Oliver,  email: gnstreasurer@btinternet.com

Membership Secretary:
Andrew bluett, 50 Kingsmead, Abbeymead, Gloucester GL4 5DY
tel: 01452 610085   email: gnsmembership@btinternet.com

Cirencester Branch Chairman:
David Scott-Langley, 19 Chesterton Grove, Cirencester, Glos. GL7 1XN
tel: 01285 659631  email: dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk 

GNS News Editor:
Kate Kibble, email: kkibble@sky.com

The Gloucestershire Naturalist Editor  David Scott-Langley,  
19 Chesterton Grove, Cirencester, Gloucestershire GL7 1XN  
tel: 01285 659631  email dscottlangley@hotmail.co.uk

GNS Website: www.glosnats.org 

GNS Library:  The library is housed in the Learning resources Centre at Hartpury College.   
For opening hours see  
www.hartpury.ac.uk/Hartpury-College/Hartpury-Facilities/Learning-resources-Centre/  
or phone 01452 702160.
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Diary 
GNS Field Meetings

Sunday 8 December 2013, 11am-1pm, and afternoon as well for those that wish to continue. 
The blue rock Trail - a meeting of general interest, including geology and local history. meet at Soudley 
Village Hall car park, SO657103. Leaders: Chris and Derek Foster, 01452 760296.

Sunday 15 December 2013, 11am-1pm. Winter wildfowl and general interest, Cotswold 
Water Park, west. meet at Neigh bridge car park, Somerford Keynes, just off Spine road, SU018947. 
Leader: Ken Cservenka, 01285 656480.

Sunday 26 January 2014, 11am-1pm. Kites’ Hill reserve, Upton St Leonards - general interest 
woodland and grassland of the Cotswold edge. meet at the World Land Trust reserve entrance, near the 
top of the Portway, SO875132. Leader: Juliet bailey, 01452 722310.

Sunday 16 February 2014, 11am-1pm. birds, especially winter wildfowl. Whelford Pools,  
GWT reserve, Cotswold Water Park east. meet at reserve car park, SU173995. Leader: Ken Cservenka, 
01285 656480.

Sunday 30 March 2014, 11am-1pm. General interest meeting at Forthampton Oaks, 
Forthampton brick Pits and along the river. meet at the Lower Lode Inn car park, SO878317.  
Leader: mike Smart, 01452 421131.

Saturday 19 April 2014, 11am-1pm. General Interest - Forest of Dean clear fells – eg Crabtree. 
meet at car park by Kensley Lodge, SO628125 (first pull-in west of Foxes bridge).  
Leader: Andrew bluett, 01452 610085, 07584 689090.

Dean Fungus Group

The Dean Fungus Group runs forays throughout the year. Contact Keith or Valerie Davies for 
information on 01452 760278 or email keith.val@hotmail.com. 

Cirencester Indoor Events

Events held at Watermoor Church Hall. Watermoor road, Cirencester 7.30pm

13 December 2013 Andrew bluett 
A view of the Forest of Dean - History, Wildlife and other things

10 January 2014 Philip mugridge - bulgarian Wildlife

14 February 2014 mornee button - Wild Flowers of mallorca

14 March 2014 Annual business meeting - Social evening - Projected image competition, 
photographic print competition and Art competition

11 April 2014 Dr Timothy Seller - Camouflage and mimicry

GNS Annual General Meeting

Friday 21 March 2014 Annual General meeting. 7.30pm Watermoor Church Hall.  
Further details to be confirmed closer to the event.



Pope’s Hill Nigma walckenaeri ©Colin Twissell


