
 
 

 
 
 

 
Rams-horn Gall – Andricus aries, gets its common name from the similarity to a Ram’s Horn. Not often recorded 
with only a few records in East Anglia and along the Welsh border. This photo was taken at Attenborough 
nature reserve at the BNA AGM in 2017. 
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The Joys of Easy Bird Photography 

(Or, what do you call a long tailed tit with no tail?) 
By Steven Rutherford FBNA 

 

Oh to have the skills of other photographers; we have all been in the field with other group members and then 
seen the resulting images from them in the Country Side magazine as well as these publications and had that 
thought. And I could wax on for hours about the work put into the gaining of said photos, and how natural they 
are in the perfect setting, posed beautifully and without the clutter of unwanted of bird feeders or other props 
that would cheapen the effect. So, why would I want to write about taking photographs of garden birds on 
feeders for a group of dedicated Naturalists’ like you? Well, I think it is a valid way to study the birds at very 
close quarters looking for hard to see detail in the feathering. I also find that birds very rarely look how they are 
shown in the guide books so this way we can see a little easier the distinguishing features that can help with 
this problem.   
 

 
A Grand Hide by S. Rutherford 

 

 
The first set of photos are taken with my Sony Cyber Shot through a double glazed window in the house in 
Norfolk where we house sit and feature typical woodland birds at a feeding station. The house has a one acre 
woodland garden that is surrounded by a mix of mainly beech and Scots pine woodscape.  Out of the 
comfortable conservatory the owners have a very busy feeding area with a constant stream of blue tits, great 
tits, coal tits and waves of long tailed tits, along with the stars of the garden, at least five marsh tits in the mix. 
The other woodland birds here may surprise as they are thought of by most people as garden species, 
blackbirds and robins with the woodland floor species, the dunnocks and chaffinches. The last regular visitors 
were the nuthatches and it is great fun to watch these birds from a comfortable seat, in the warm and be only 
two metres away from them. A second camera was set up at the front of the house on a tripod focused on an old 
tree stump topped with seeds and mealworms. This camera is a trail type that fires on motion sensors and so 
was set each morning without the worry of sitting in the cold waiting for the birds to come to the photographer. 
Not all of the photos are setup to show the birds at their best but hopefully the not so perfect will help to 
identify in the real world situations that we find ourselves in.   
 

 
Photo 1 shows us a bird with a green back and blue wing tips and tail and the belly is yellow with some black. 
The head has some black and white showing. 
 



    
Photos 1 & 2 by S. Rutherford 

 

Photo 2 lets us see the bird in a better position – it is a great tit, however, the black stripe through the belly will 
be broad and complete on a male and more faint and slightly broken on the female, so what is the sex of our 
mystery great tit? 
 

Photo 3 again shows a bird with a predominantly green back with blue on the wing tips and tail and the belly is 
again showing as yellow. This bird is different to the first, however, because head on this bird is blue and white. 
 

    
Photos 3 & 4 by S. Rutherford 

 

Photo 4 shows us that it is a blue tit. If the great tit had been in the same shot the size difference would be 
obvious so it is more difficult seeing the birds individually.   
 

Photo 5 is a little bit more difficult, the bird is a plain brown on the back and light on the belly, the head has a 
black cap. We can dismiss a black cap because the cap extends down to the bottom of the neck. 

 

   
Photos 5 & 6 by S. Rutherford 

 

Photo 6 shows the bird in better light and we can now see that the belly is a cream colour and the head is a 
definite black. This still doesn’t give us enough as it could be a marsh or a willow tit. If we look at the cap again 
it is black and the neck is neat, the wing is a uniform brown. If this had been a willow tit then the cap would 
have been a dark chocolate brown with a thick neck and the wing feathers would have a little white around the 
edge of each feather making it look like a white bar. This bird is a marsh tit. 
 

 



 
Photo 7 is again a small bird, this time with grey/blue back and a black and white head. 
 

    
  

 
Photos 7, 8 & 9 by S. Rutherford 

 
Photo 8 shows it now with its back to us. This bird can be seen with a white line running down the back of its 
head, this make it a coal tit.  
To sex the coal tit we look at the extent of the bib - on photo 9 it shows a slight dishevelled look with a few stray 
white feathers making this a female.  
 

   
Photos 10 & 11 by S. Rutherford 

 

Photos 10 and 11 show two nuthatches in very similar posses, if we look at the dark orange line running along 
the bottom of the wing on photo 10, this is missing or not as noticeable on photo 11. The bird in photo 10 is 
male, photo 11 is a female. What is the sex of the bird in photo 12? 
 



 
Photo 12 by S. Rutherford 

 

And lastly – the answer to the question in the title – a non-tailed tit, or just a tit?  
 

 
by S. Rutherford 

 
 

Quiz 
By Trish MacDuff ABNA 

Can you solve the following anagrams, some native, some non natives, but all trees that can be found in 
the UK 

1. Otters hunches 
2. Ribs chervil 
3. Moan herb 
4. Blank torch 
5. Ewes tech stuff 
6. Wrens calypso 
7. Aptly cue us 
8. Auk or tyke 
9. And on pollen 
10. Unwary corpse 
11. So creamy 
12. My nozzle puke 

 
Answers at end of newsletter – no cheating!! 



 
Cold Weather and Bird Patterns 

By Pauline Rutherford MBNA 
 

We all know about birds migrating during the year, species like swallows visit the UK during our summer 
months and winter thrushes visit the UK during our winter months. 
 
In recent years winters in the UK have been milder than we remember when we were children. I remember 
days in 60’s and 70’s, walking to school in very deep snow (yes schools stayed open in those days!) Whereas in 
today’s climate there are several parts of England which get very little snow falling over winter. 
 
Last winter was an exception. You will all remember in March “the Beast from the East” as the media liked to 
call it. This was caused by a change in the jet stream bringing cold winds and heavy snow from Siberia.  
 
Usually by March we can expect warmer days, flowers and trees starting to grow and frogs spawning. The 
winter birds return to their breeding grounds and we can expect our summer visitors arriving. However, in 
March there was a huge “spike” in sightings, in particular – Fieldfare.  
 
The graph below shows this increase in sightings. It comes from British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) who uses 
birdtrack to follow the movement of birds. 
You can see the usual historical sightings (purple) – with high numbers during November, December and 
January, followed by a decrease as the birds return to Russia and Scandinavia. But, this year we see the distinct 
spike (green) as birds which had already left, returned during the cold spell in March. 
 
 

 
Graph Information supplied from BTO website 

 

There were reports all over the country, with social media sites inundated with sightings and photos from their 
areas.  We were lucky enough to have a flock of over 70 fieldfare in trees across the road from us in Thorpe 
Hesley, and we were able to watch them through the window from the comfort of a warm house, without 
having to brace the cold and snow! 
 
Will it be the same next winter (2019), I doubt it, I think we will be back to our usual milder winter, but if the 
temperatures do drop suddenly – watch out for these birds they may visit your garden! 

 
 
 
 



 
A View from a Comfy Chair 

From the Chairman 
 
It has been a long hot summer but now it is time to cut the long grass area that we manage at Wentworth and 
prepare for the autumn. It has been a great season with the LGA with some notable new finds including the 
three baby slow worms under the reptile mats. These reptiles are, of course, stars of the site, however, other 
wild grassland indicator species are starting to colonise this resurgent habitat with a new plant, the 
ploughman’s spikenard and moth, the six striped rustic, being exactly the sort of finds that we were hoping for. 
These new finds add to the ever growing list showing the biodiversity of long grass specialities that includes 
meadow grasshoppers, blood-vein moths and common shrews as well as the pollinators such as hoverflies, 
bees and wasps.  It is a great place to study as the grass recovers from the cut lawn regime to that of being 
allowed to grow and to return a more natural state. The buzz word for this type of management is “rewilding” 
and is showing on several sites to give great benefits to local biodiversity by allowing local species to thrive and 
specialist species room to prosper. 
 
The development of Naturalists’ in the group continues with communication skills being a major part of that 
development. To write, give a talk or lead a walk about a subject requires the Naturalist to research the subject 
to a point of confidence that can bring that subject to life for the recipients. This is shown regularly in the 
monthly meetings and also this publication with the standard of the articles that have been produced. The 
diversity of the subjects has been an important part of this success, and is shown again in Bob Fitt’s article on a 
subject that he is very passionate about and shows well with his understanding of trees for nature as well as 
this view on the commercial viability. Bob has become the 23rd member of our group to contribute to our news 
letter to date.       
 
 
 

2 Out of 3 Ain’t Bad. 
By Rachel Hinchcliffe 

 
Another  family  holiday,  this  time  with  my  brother  Andrew,  sister-in-law  Gillian, 2 nieces  Megan  and   
Rebecca and their 2 dogs Chester and Rowan. 
 
When  I  asked  last  year  who  would  like  to  join  Kev  and  I  back  at  Alba  Highland  Cottages,  Andy  and  the   
girls jumped at the chance.  Andy like me loves his wildlife and birds. 
I  asked  if  there  was  anything  in  particular  that  he  hoped  to  see  and  he  replied  “the  3  C's  -  Capercaillie,   
Crossbill and Crested tit."  I  couldn't  promise  anything  -  other  than  that  we'd  give  it  a  good  go! 
 
For  those  of  you  who  have  stayed  at  the  cottages  before,  you  know  that  you  don't  need  to  leave  the   
cottage  to  get  plenty  of  wildlife  -  Red  Squirrel,  Cows,  Sheep,  Rabbits,  Wood  Mouse,  Roe  Deer,  Siskin,   
Chaffinch,  Robin,  Blue  tit,  Coal  Tit,  Great  Tit,  Great  Spotted  Woodpecker,  Swallow,  Goldcrest,  
Woodpigeon, Dunnock,  Crow,  Wren,  Collared  dove,  Blackbird,  House  Sparrow,  Greenfinch,  Long  Tailed-tit,  
Tree  Creeper,  Goldfinch and Thrush right outside your window! 
 

    
Home for the week! And a good way to spot the wildlife! By K. Hinchcliffe 

 



Arriving  Friday  evening,  once  unpacked,  we  took  them  all  on  a  gentle  stroll  up  the  hill,  just  to  show  
them  their surroundings for the next week. 
 
After  a  family  day  on  Saturday  of  shopping,  BBQ  and  football,  leaving  Gillian  and  Megan  at  the  cottage   
with  the  dogs,  we  took  Andy  and  Rebecca  to  explore  the  hill.  With a shout of "Won't be long!"  Off we set   
-  to  return  3  and  a  half  hours  later! 
A  hike  to  the  top  of  the  hill,  where  the  scenery  opens  up  giving  amazing  views  of  the  Cairngorms,  was   
worth the climb.  Around  the  wall  and  further  up  the  hill,  we  found  a  gateway  into  the  forest,  and  a  sign  
offering  hope  -  "Capercaillie  area". It  was  like  the  starter  pistol  of  a  race  going  off!  We  were  through  
the  gate  and  on  our  way  quicker  than  you  can  say  Capercaillie! 
Away  from  the  cows  and  sheep  of  the  farm,  the  area  of  low  shrubs,  heather  and  forest  were  so  
peaceful, there  wasn't  much  sign  of  life  other  than  the  flies,  midges  and  occasional  glances  of  
dragonflies  zooming  past. Finally  a  chirp  and  a  flock  of  birds  going  through  the  trees  feeding,  but  
nothing  that  we  hadn't  already  seen,  until  a  "Pew"  was  heard  and  a  Buzzard  glided  over  our  heads  and  
over  the  trees. 
Finding  no  easy  way  back  to  the  cottage  it  was  time  to  turn  round  and  go  back  all  the  way  we'd  
come.  At  the  top  of  the  hill  though  -  Roe  deer  grazing  -  made  the  climb  back  up  hill  worth  it! 
 

  
Stunning views of the Cairngorms and Buzzard by K. Hinchcliffe 

 
Sunday,  and  a  day  to  take  the  girls  into  Inverness  on  a  shopping  trip.  A trip that was  slightly  delayed  
due  to  the  find  of  an  unwanted  guest  -  a  tick. As  I  was  about  to  climb  into  the  shower,  I  noticed  a  
'scab'  on  my  thigh,  that  wouldn't  brush  off.  As I bent  to  get  a  closer  look,  it  looked  like  the  'scab'  had  
legs. Getting  Kev  to  confirm  that  it  was  a  tick,  I  went  downstairs  to  show  the  others  and  get  them  to  
check  themselves.  A  good  job  I  did,  Andy  took  the  lead,  2  to  my  1.  The next half hour or so was spent 
removing them the best we  could  as  we  had  no  removal  tool  with  us.  Something we soon bought when we 
finally got to Inverness. 
 

    
Rachel’s unwanted guest! And Spotted Fly Catcher by K. Hinchcliffe 

 
Back  to  the  cottage  for  Sunday  dinner  and  a  movie,  as  rain  had  put  a  dampener  on  things  and  kept  us  
in  for the night. 
 

 



 
 
Monday  morning  and  a  walk  to  take  the  dogs  out,  so  off  to  Boat  of  Garten  woods  to  stretch  their  legs.   
The  woods  are  a  beautiful  place  to  walk  round,  and  to  start  with  offered  us  nothing  new  to  add  to  our   
list.  Until  a  call  we  hadn't  heard  before  got  us  to  stop  and  look  -  Spotted  Fly  Catcher!  We stood for ages   
watching it swoop round feeding, landing on a stump or low branch. 
Once  the  dogs  were  worn  out,  we  took  them  back  to  the  cottage  before  heading  to  La  Taverna  for  
lunch.   
I’d waited 2 years to come back here!  After  that  we  went  to  RSPB  Loch  Garten  where  we  saw  Osprey  and 
close  ups  of  several  Bank  Voles  feeding  underneath  countless  Siskin’s  and  Chaffinch. 
 

      
Sisken and Osprey at Loch Garten by K. Hinchcliffe 

 
A  walk  then  on  the  Two  Loch  Trail  gave  us  Common  Sandpiper  at  the  edge  of  Loch  Garten,  the  usual  
tit  families,  and  then  among  them,  finally  -  our  first  'C'    Crested  tit!  Only to Andy, it was a glimpse of   
something that could have been one.  We  needed  to  see  them  again  for  him,  so  fingers  crossed  we  got   
them again. Back  to  the  cottage  and  a  check  of  legs  revealed  another  tick.  Andy 3 - Rachel 1. 
Now  with  our  remover,  it  was  out  in  record  time  and  placed  with  our  growing  collection. 
 
Tuesday  morning  Kev,  Andy  and  I  got  up  early  to  go  up  the  hill  in  hope  we  might  catch  some  good   
sightings of deer or other wildlife.  Unfortunately  the  early  wakeup  call  didn't  reveal  anything  new.  It was   
so  peaceful  up  the  hill  though,  it  gave  you  a  chance  to  really  appreciate  your  surroundings.  The call of a   
Buzzard  and  another  sighting  of  Spotted  Fly  Catcher  sent  us  happily  back  to  the  cottage  for  breakfast. 
After  breakfast  it  was  Chester's  turn  to  join  the  tick  count  -  with  2  on  his  face.  After removing these 
and a groom  of  his  fur,  2  more  were  found  crawling  on  him  and  removed  before  they  got  the  chance  to  
attach. 
Chester 4, Andy 3, Rachel 1. 
 
Leaving  the  dogs  and  the  girls  at  the  cottage  for  the  day,  we  got  to  take  Andy  out  on  our  own  -  a  
chance  to see things in peace and with patience. 
Off  we  set  to  RSPB  Loch  Ruthven  where  it  seemed  the  rain  was  sending  everything  into  hiding,  other   
than the Black Headed Gulls.  Once  in  the  hide  we  saw  Slavonian  Grebe,  Little  Grebe,  Tufted  Duck  and   
Reed Bunting.  With  the  rain  easing  we  headed  back  to  the  car  where  we  were  lucky  enough  to  see  Red   
Kite flying over and a Buzzard soaring over the hills. 
 
Pulling  away  from  Loch  Ruthven,  Kev  said  "Check  these  crows  on  the  wire."  They were ‘just’ crows, but 
as we  turned  the  corner,  flying  across  the  front  and  turning  to  the  side  of  us  -  Hooded  Crow!  A first for   
Andy,  and  well-remembered  by  Kev  that  this  was  the  area  we'd  seen  them  last  time.  Further down the   
road  we  managed  to  pull  over  and  watch/photograph  a  herd  of  Red  deer  grazing  in  the  field. 
Stopping  in  Carrbridge  for  coffee,  we  picked  up  a  leaflet  showing  different  walks  that  could  be  done,  
and  of wildlife that could be seen.  With  this  in  mind  we  decided  to  explore  the  woods  and  paths  around   
Carrbridge. 
 



     
The Old Bridge in Carrbridge and Crested Tit in Carrbridge Woods! By K. Hinchcliffe 

 
We  weren't  in  the  woods  long  before  we  spotted  Roe  Deer,  Red  squirrels  and  Great  Spotted  
Woodpecker. Further  in  we  soon  heard  the  calls  of  Chaffinch  and  Coal  tit  and  what  sounded  like  Blue  
tit,  but  at  the  same time slightly off.  Watching  the  flock  go  through  -  there  they  were  -  Crested  tit  
feeding  with  the  Coal tits.  This  time  Andy  got  a  clear  sighting  and  even  a  photo  of  one! It  ended  the  
day  of  nicely  as  we  then  made  our  way  back  to  the  cottage  for  tea. 
 
We'd  wondered  about  where  we'd  been  picking  the  ticks  up,  but  on  inspecting  the  grass  in  the  cottage   
garden  we  found  lots  on  the  edges  of  the  long  grass  along  the  driveway  and  in  the  back  garden.  On   
finding  them  it  was  decided  the  dogs  would  no  longer  go  outside  unless  they  were  on  a  lead,  and  it  
was  probably  safer  to  take  them  with  us  than  let  them  play  in  the  garden. 
 
Wednesday  morning  we  decided  to  go  back  to  Carrbridge  and  explore  the  woods  further.  Picking one of   
the  other  paths,  off  we  went  exploring  -  again  through  beautiful  woodland. Standing  and  listening,  we  
heard a  call  a  few  times that  was  new  to  us.  Occasionally we'd  get  a  glimpse of it flying  between  trees,  
but  never  a  clear  view  for  us  to  identify  it. After  a  few  hours  of  walking,  we  failed  to  find  the  Crested  
tits  for  Gillian  to  see,  although  we  had  heard  them  a  couple  of  times,  today  they  didn't  want  to  be  
seen. After  taking  everyone  back  to  the  cottage,  Kev  and  I  decided  to  venture  back  out  to  find  
somewhere  to  take them on our last full day. Remembering  a  lovely  riverside  walk  we'd  had  last  time  we  
were  here,  we  headed to Nethy Bridge. 
 
We  enjoyed  the  one  and  half  mile  walk  along  the  River  Nethy  then  through  gorgeous  pine  woodland   
before heading back.  Time  for  tea  and  another  football  match  (this  one  not  as  enjoyable) 
Chester  decided  to  up  the  score  of  our  own  contest  though  with  yet  another  tick. 
Chester 5, Andy 3, Rachel 1. 
Rebecca  had  done  a  good  job  in  looking  after  the  dogs  and  had  found  almost  all  of  Chester’s  ticks.   
Thursday  morning,  it  was  Rowans  turn  to  join  in,  luckily  with  just  the  one. 
Chester 5, Andy 3, Rachel and Rowan 1.  A total of 10 ticks for the week! Tick  removed,  the  biggest  yet,  it  was  
time  to  head  out  for  our  last  day.   
 
Back to Nethy Bridge and part way along the riverside trail before our group spilt. 
Andy,  Gillian,  Rebecca  and  the  dogs  walked  the  Kings  Oak  trail  before  heading  back  to  the  car  and   
playground.  Kev,  Megan  and  I  picked  up  the  Lettoch  trail,  the  longest  path  taking  you  up  through  
Lettoch  Wood  and  up  to  a  view  point  giving  spectacular  views  of  the  Cairngorm  Mountains. 
The  scenery  was  beautiful  and  we  were  given  sightings  of  Redpoll  along  the  way  with  lots  of  Coal  and   
Great  tits  around,  and  a  Robin  feeding  its  young.  Closer  to  the  woods  a  herd  of  Roe  deer  were  grazing  
in  a  field,  there  were  Brown  Hare,  and  another  new  call  –  a  family  of  Meadow  Pipit! 
Once into the woods, again it was so peaceful.  No  one  around  and  for  a  while  no  bird  calls  either,  only   
the bark of a Roe Deer.  Soon  we  picked  up  the  call  of  the  Great  tit,  and  knowing  from  our  last  views  of   
Crested  tits  that  they  seemed  to  flock  together,  we  stood  and  watched.  Sure enough, there they were,   
right  in  front  of  us  feeding  in  the  trees  on  the  edge  of  the  path  before  slowly  making  their  way  deeper   
into the woods.  Absolutely amazing. 
 



     
Meadow pipit and deer by K. Hinchcliffe 

 
Having  been  gone  a  few  hours,  we  made  our  way  back  to  find  the  others  in  the  car  waiting  for  us.  
They  had  also  enjoyed  their  walk  and  Andy  wanted  to  show  us  the  area  they  had  visited.  He’d said the 
woods  were  alive  with  bird  calls,  and  he  believed  they’d  seen  Crested  tit  again,  but  because  they’d  got  
the  dogs  with  them,  he  didn’t  have  his  binoculars  or  camera.  They’d also seen something flying out of the 
heather that  could  have  been  Grouse,  or  a  member  of  that  family,  but  again  he  wasn’t  certain. 
Looking  in  the  RSPB  Handbook,  he  convinced  himself  that  what  they’d  seen  was  Ptarmigan.  Playing the   
sound  of  Red  Grouse  got  no  response  from  Gillian  or  Rebecca.  Playing the sound of Ptarmigan and they   
both  looked  and  said  “That  sounds  similar  to  what  we  heard  this  afternoon.”  Playing the sound of   
Capercaillie was met with looks of confusion.  There’s  a  slight  similarity  to  a  part  of  both  calls  that  had   
now confused them to what they’d heard.   
 
Kev  and  I  couldn’t  wait  to  get  back  out  there  in  hope  we  could  see  and  help  identify  them  for  
ourselves.   
Back  to  the  cottage  to  refuel,  the  dogs  in  their  cage,  Gillian  took  the  girls  back  to  Inverness,  and  Kev  
and  I let  Andy  lead  us  on  the  walk  he’d  done  earlier. 
Back  along  the  river  we  stopped  to  watch  a  Red  Squirrel  with  a  mouth  full  of  moss,  making  it  look  
like  it  had got a beard!  Off  again  and  into  the  woods,  greeted  by  a  noisy  Chaffinch  and  a  chattering  
Wren.  Further  in  and  I  could  see  why  Andy  was  so  happy  to  do  the  same  walk  again.  The area was 
beautiful.  A  mixture of Blaeberry and heather covered the ground.  A rustle of a bush showed us another Roe 
Deer grazing close by.  The  chatter  of  birds  and  that  sound  that  was  now  becoming  familiar  to  us  –  a  
soft  churr  that told us Crested Tit was nearby.  Near, but not visible.   
 

       
Red Squirrel with a “beard”! By K. Hinchcliffe, and Crossbill by A. Moore 

 
Another  call  –  this  time  the  one  that  had  eluded  us  at  Carrbridge  in  Ellan  wood.  Going up and down the   
path  trying  to  locate  it,  we  finally  saw  it  land  in  a  tree  nearby.  Watching through the binoculars waiting   
for  it  to  move,  we  finally  got  our  eyes  on  it.  Our second ‘C’- Crossbill!  Not just one, but a pair!  We stood   
and  watched  them  until  they  flew  away,  leaving  us  all  with  big  smiles  on  our  faces! 
Further  round  the  woods  and  to  the  point  where  Andy  had  been  watching  the  birds  earlier  revealed   
nothing.  Well,  a  Song  Thrush  and  Woodpigeon,  but  nothing  of  the  Grouse  family.  A light disappointment 
felt,  but  not  for  long  as  we  told  the  girls  on  our  return  that  we’d  seen  Crossbill! 
It  had  ended  the  holiday  off  nicely,  a  week  that  had  gone  all  too  quick. 
 
So  we  didn’t  see  Capercaillie,  and  Andy  couldn’t  really  say  with  conviction  that  he’d  seen  them  either,   
but 2 out of 3 ain’t bad.  And  we’ll  be  back  to  the  cottages  again,  so...  maybe  next  time? 



 
Who Was It? 

By Trish MacDuff ABNA 
 
I always wondered who was to blame! Who thought that could ever be a good idea? 
 
Phillip Franz von Siebold, (1786 – 1866) was a German physician and natural scientist, and was responsible for 
introducing the concept of Western medicine to Japan. He was the father of the first female Japanese doctor.  
 
He became a physician in the Dutch military and sailed on the frigate “Adriana” from Rotterdam to Indonesia 
and on this long journey started to collect marine fauna. After a few months in the Dutch East Indies in 1823 he 
was sent to become a resident physician and scientist to Dejima, a small island trading post at Nagasaki. As only 
a few personnel were allowed to live here, the posts of sending doctors with a botanical training became a long 
standing tradition. 
 
After curing an influential local officer, Siebold was allowed to leave the trading post and he used this 
opportunity to treat Japanese patients, and is given credited for introducing vaccination and pathological 
anatomy for the first time in Japan. 
 
But his main passion was the natural world, and he collected as much as he could wherever he went. He started 
a small botanical garden at his home where he collected over a thousand native Japanese plants. He built a 
greenhouse replicating the Dutch climate to see which plants would prosper in his native land. 
 
Siebold first introduced to Europe such familiar garden plants as the Hosta and Hydrangea otaksa. Secretly he 
smuggled out germinative seeds of the tea plants to the botanical garden in Batavia, the capital of the Dutch 
East Indies. This act resulted in the tea culture in Java, a Dutch colony at the time. Up to this point, Japan had 
strictly guarded the trading of tea plants. In 1833 Java boasted a half a million tea plants. 
 
Around 1829, along with other new plants, he brought back Fallopia japonica to Europe. It was intended mainly 
as an ornamental plant, and the one original female plant was propagated in Holland and marketed around 
Europe by Von Siebold and Company of Lieden. It is a blessing of a kind, that he only brought one female plant, 
without a matching male. We now know Fallopia japonica better as the highly invasive Japanese knotweed – 
and all Japanese knotweed in Europe is a female clone of the one original plant. It was still being sold in 
nurseries as late as 1990. 
 

  
                                   Japanese knotweed ©Wikipedia                                                Rhododendron covering a hillside in Wales © Natural Resources Wales 

 
So that's who we can blame for the introduction of one of our most invasive species. 
 
So what is the definition of an invasive species? An invasive non-native species is any non-native animal or 
plant that has the ability to spread causing damage to the environment, the economy, our health and the way 
we live. They can reduce the biodiversity of an area – e.g. rhododendrons have been quoted as reducing the 
number of earthworms, birds and plants in an area, all of which will have an effect further on down the food 
chain. As established bushes take over and act as a seed source for further invasions in that area, they leave 
native ground cover plants at risk, thus interfering with the natural cycle of regeneration of plants and trees. 
 
How did they all get here? 
 



It is a similar story of most of invasive species, with plants or seeds first brought back by collectors for their 
own ornamental gardens, which have escaped over the years to become naturalised into the British 
countryside. Giant Hogweed was first brought back from the Caucasus Mountains in the nineteenth century. 
The earliest reference was found on the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew Seed List of 1817 when they were supplied 
by the Russian Gorenki Botanic Gardens. Once again, seeds escaped from private ornamental gardens, and they 
were first recorded in the wild in Cambridgeshire eleven years later in 1828, and have now become widely 
naturalised in Britain and Europe. Rhododendron ponticum is another accepted sight in the UK – a plant 
introduced to the country by Conrad Loddiges as seed in 1763, for cultivation in parks, gardens and country 
estates. It was also used extensively in Victorian hunting estates to provide shelter for game species. 
 
So how are we dealing with these problem invasive species? When restoring native habitats, rhododendron 
ponticum is often the first plant to be tackled. Control options can be the partial removal of shoots before 
herbicide control. Stem injection has been trialled in Scotland and Wales with good results. Injecting herbicides 
directly into the stems of large rhododendrons results in their death within six months. The dead material is 
then removed. A mature bush is capable of producing a million seeds per season, so re invading a cleared area 
is a constant threat. 
Himalayan Balsam was first introduced to the UK from Asia in 1839 as a greenhouse plant. Since becoming 
naturalised, it is now commonplace along riverbanks and canals and has spread to waste land. As the plant 
tolerates low levels of light, it shades out other vegetation and slowly kills off other native plants thus 
impoverishing habitats. An annual plant, it can grow to 2 or 3 metres (6 – 10 ft). Each plant can produce up to 
800 seeds – and when you realise that the seed pods open explosively when they are ripe, and that these seeds 
can be shot as far away as 7 metres (22ft) – it is no wonder that the plant has become so problematical. Seeds 
were also spread by humans passing on seed to friends, or being transported along the waterway. 
 
The accepted way to rid swathes of the plant is “Balsam Bashing” - pulling them up by their roots, and then 
disposing of the plants immediately. If you leave them lying around in piles, the seeds can still escape. This 
should be done regularly over three years, and if this fails to control the problem, then weed killer might have 
to be used. Any plants pulled up have to be treated as 'controlled waste' to be disposed at a licensed landfill site. 
Checks should be made that the landfill site holds the necessary permit to dispose of an invasive species; 
otherwise you could be liable for a fine of £5,000 or up to two years in prison. 
 

               
                              Himalayan Balsam © The Royal Horticultural Society 2018                                      Giant Hogweed ©Wikipedia 
 
Giant hogweed, although certainly an impressive sight at up to 3.5meters tall (11.5ft), can be very invasive, and 
potentially harmful. Chemicals in the sap can cause photo dermatitis or photosensitivity in humans, where skin 
becomes over sensitive to sunlight, resulting in blistering, pigmentation and lasting scars. Legislation to 
invasive species applies to Giant Hogweed. The Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 lists it as being an offence 
to grow Giant Hogweed in the wild. It can also be subjected to an ASBO – Anti Social Behaviour Order where 
owners of Giant Hogweed infested land can be required to remove the weed or face penalties. 
 



Japanese Knotweed is perhaps one of the most feared invasive species as it is so difficult to eradicate. It is an 
herbaceous perennial, which dies down over winter and lasts for an indefinite number of years. The rhizomes, 
the underground root system where food is stored, break off easily and spread to new areas. The rhizomes are 
brown knobbly and hairy, snap easily like a carrot, and are orange coloured inside. In spring Japanese 
Knotweed can grow vigorously at a rate of 300 mm or more per week. They can break through solid 
constructions such as walls, roads, patios and buildings, which is why is so feared by homeowners and the 
construction industry. In normal conditions it can reach a height of up to 4 metres, and its unseen underground 
spread will be even greater.  
Once again, a three year programme is required for its eradication. As rhizomes can break off during digging up, 
herbicides are the preferred treatment, less than three years treatment is not acceptable, as the plants can 
enter a dormant state, so programmes must be closely monitored. If digging up rhizomes is used in conjunction 
with herbicides, then rhizomes must be incinerated onsite or at a licensed landfill. 
 
Recent research by Leeds University suggests that maybe it is not as destructive as first feared. They reported it 
could not grow through concrete and while knotweed can worsen existing cracks in a weakened structure, the 
plant prefers to grow around obstacles rather than through them and would not present any threat to a well 
maintained property. They claim trees cause more damage to buildings than Japanese Knotweed. If this were 
found to be the case, it would take a lot to change the public's perception. 
 
As only the female plant was brought into the UK, and does not have a male Japanese Knotweed partner, it 
cannot set viable seeds, but it is able to cross breed with other related species, such as Giant Knotweed (fallopia 
baldschuanica) dwarf Japanese Knotweed (fallopia japonica compacta) Himalayan knotweed (Persicaria 
wallichii) and Persicaria campanulata. Although seeds can be set, they are not all viable in the wild. The main 
type of hybrid found is Fallopia x bohemica – a hybrid of Japanese and Giant knotweed. 
 
I wonder what Phillip Franz von Siebold would have said had he realised the far reaching consequences of 
introducing one of his Japanese “finds” to our shores! 

 
 

Perivale Nature Reserve 
National AGM 

By Pauline Rutherford MBNA 
 

A last minute decision to attend the national AGM was well worth it. It’s a fantastic reserve owned and managed 
by the Selborne Society, and is about 27acres of mainly woodland with grassy meadows.  The Selborne Society 
was founded in 1885 to commemorate the 18th century naturalists Gilbert White, and was originally a bird 
reserve. They have a lovely Education Centre made out of straw bales with a lime plaster where children’s 
groups and schools can learn about the wildlife and environment. 
 

 
The Bluebell Centre photo by P. Rutherford 

 



The AGM was an interesting day starting with a talk about the Lepidoptera of the area given by David Howden, 
Chairman of the Selborne Society. He had some specimens of moths which he had caught in his light trap 
overnight including a beautiful Jersey Tiger, which as the name suggests used to be only found on Jersey but is a 
relatively new arrival (in abundance!) to the area. 
 
Then it was out into the woods with Chris Gibson FBNA and Nic Ferriday the Perivale Conservation Officer. 
There were many species seen in this short insight into the area – grasshoppers singing in the meadows, the 
yaffle of a green woodpecker, ladybirds, soldier beetles, and plants including burdock and “lords and ladies”. 
We were told of the ancient ploughing records of the area and shown the “Victorian Rubbish Tip” which is 
where the rubbish from London was dumped during the Victorian era and is now a very good area for plants as 
it has quite nutritious soil because of the rubbish! It was, in fact a whistle-stop tour of the reserve! 
 

                   
                                                 The morning walk with Chris Gibson                         June Chatfield in her usual pose (on her knees) showing slugs! 

Photos by P. Rutherford 

 
After lunch it was back out into the meadow with Tom Thomas FBNA, Dr June Chatfield FBNA and John Wells 
from the Selborne Society. Tom as always found some interesting spiders and June was as enthusiastic as ever 
about.....slugs! Then it was back to the Bluebell Centre for a cuppa while John Wells gave a short talk on 
Bryophytes and Lichen. 
 
The AGM was of course the reason for the day but Roger excelled himself with the quickest meeting ever! Only 
20 minutes, and with that it was off for the very hot journey on the London Underground for our train back to 
Sheffield. 
 
It was a very long day but very enjoyable, and to have this green space so close to major rail and road networks 
is a little gem. 
 

 
Perivale meadow 

© BNAscience 



 
Charcoal 

By Bob Fitt 
 
Charcoal: made from wood heated in the absence of air to burn off all the moisture and chemicals until only pure 
carbon is left. 
The process of making charcoal goes back centuries. Domestically it was used around the world as a fuel for 
cooking, and once it was found that very high temperatures (around 1000oC) could be achieved by forcing air 
through burning charcoal it then became part of the process for manufacturing iron, glass and bronze.  
 
But how was charcoal produced in those far-off days? The definition says “heated in the absence of air”. This 
was achieved by the ‘pit & clamp’ system of carefully stacking 3-4 foot lengths of bark-stripped logs around a 
post, then sealing (‘clamping’) the entire surface of the stack with soil. Once the stack was complete the central 
post was withdrawn, hot coals dropped into the spaces and the stack resealed. The ensuing fire would burn for 
two or three days, before being opened up.  However, by today’s standards, it produced poor-quality charcoal. 
 

    
                                     Traditional charcoal making                                                           Kiln to make charcoal in found  at Bradfield Woods, Suffolk                                       
                         Photo from Dean Heritage Centre, Soudley                                                                           photo S. Rutherford                    

 
Thanks to the Church system of taking the third son of the landed gentry into its arms the scientific world 
became blessed with educated men, one of them being the Revd. Richard Watson – later Bishop of Llandaff & 
professor of Chemistry at Cambridge University - born in Shap, in Cumbria, in 1737.More of an amateur 
scientist than a cleric one of his passions was to improve the quality of charcoal and in 1787, working with 
Major William Congreve (instrumental in the development of rocket warfare in the early 19thC), he produced 
the ‘closed container’ system we have today. So, it’s thanks to the Rev. that we now have cheap charcoal for our 
BBQs. Unfortunately this new efficient system was typically not taken up by the military until 1794! 
 
The purity of the charcoal produced using the Watson system was gained by placing the logs/billets into an 
iron cylinder 8ft long x2ft diameter. Holes were drilled into the cylinder to vent the gases and the open end 
closed off. The whole was then heated until all the gases were burnt off at about 300oC. Because of the ability to 
control time and temperature the quality of the charcoal was assured. 
 
Can any kind of wood be used in the manufacture of charcoal? The answer is no. Charcoal comes from 
hardwood, i.e. fruit-bearing, trees (softwood trees are cone-bearing, e.g. pine, larch, etc.) and the trees are 
coppiced for the particular end use. Timbers generally used for charcoal include willow, alder, dogwood, birch, 
juniper, ash, beech and sycamore, however different timbers have very different end purposes, and therefore 
many timbers can be used. For example, willow produces a soft charcoal suitable for artwork - it would be too 
crumbly & far too expensive for BBQ fuel (and would burn at a uselessly low temperature anyway!) – whereas 
alder and dogwood produce a ‘hot-burning’ charcoal suitable for the manufacture of different types of 
gunpowder. 
 

 
 
 

 



         
                                                 Cooking on a charcoal BBQ Photo © Wikipedia                                      Charcoal burning stove by P. Rutherford 
                                       

So, what do we use it for? Charcoal is not merely for BBQ use and this soft form of carbon is still used in many 
industries and manufacturing processes today. Water filters contain charcoal granules to absorb the chlorine in 
the water. Face masks used in factories and workshops use active charcoal to absorb harmful fumes from paint 
etc. Its role in gunpowder manufacture has already been mentioned, although nowadays its use is limited 
mainly to fireworks and re-enactment purposes, such as muskets and cannon.  In the domestic environment 
your dog might owe his clean blood and breathe to his carbon-containing dog biscuits, and soil improver from 
your local nursery will make you very unpopular with your local slugs! 
 
In the steel industry charcoal is used to produce ‘carbon steel’; anything up to 1.7% carbon produces a 
hardenable steel, whereas up to 4% results in cast iron– this contains so much carbon that you can finish up 
with black hands and face whilst machining it! 
So, this is a potted overview of charcoal – carbon all from wood. And, like many aspects of Nature, it is just one 
part of an impressive cycle -from tree to billet, from billet to fire, from fire to charcoal, from charcoal to furnace, 
from furnace to steel, from steel to axe, from axe to .......... 

 
 
Answers to quiz 

1. Horse chestnut 
2. Silver birch 
3. Hornbeam 
4. Blackthorn 
5. Sweet chestnut 
6. Lawson cypress 
7. Eucalyptus 
8. Turkey oak 
9. London plane 
10. Norway spruce 
11. Sycamore 
12. Monkey puzzle 

 
Coming up..... 

 October 13th – Bird Migration at North Cave WLT reserve 

 November 11th – Autumn visit to Wombwell Woods, looking for plant galls and fungi 

 December 9th – Winter birds at Broomhill Flash 
 
Copy date for the next issue is 1st January 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 –              BNA South Yorkshire     Twitter –   @syorksbna @BNAscience  
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