








Bedfordshire Naturalist for 1993, No. 48 (1994)

CHANGES IN SOCIAL WASPS (VESPIDAE) IN BEDFORDSHIRE
by R.A. Brind

Many species ofbees and wasps have declined in numbers, but this article looks at two species of
social wasps that are on the increase. Over the last few years the Hornet has been seen more widely
both in the county and nationally and we also have two new species ofsocial wasps added to the
British list, one ofwhich has spread across southern Britain in the last few years.

British species ofsocial wasp

The social wasp fauna ofBritain has increased by two species in the last 15 years with the spread of
the Median Wasp, Dolichovespula media, and Saxon Wasp, D. saxonica, from continental Europe.
This brings the British total to eight species.

There are four species that nest in dark places; cavities in the ground, in attics, sheds, hollow trees
etc. The Hornet, Vespa crabro, is our largest social wasp and occurs in southern Britain. The
Common Wasp, Vespula vu({!aris, and German Wasp, V. germanica, are widespread and the
commonest wasps in our gardens. The Red Wasp, V. rufa, is widespread but not always common.

The remaining four species generally build aerial nests; in trees, bushes, under eaves etc. The Tree
Wasp, Dolichovespula sylvestris, is scattered throughout the British Isles but is mainly a southern
species. The Norwegian Wasp, D. norvegica, is also found across Britain but is most abundant in the
south-west and northern England, and in Scotland. The new wasp, D. media, was first recorded
from East Sussex in 1980 and has now spread to many southern and Midland counties;'it was first
seen in Bedfordshire in 1990. D. saxonica was first recorded fromJuniper Hall Field Centre, Surrey in
1987, and is now also known from Norfolk, East and West Sussex and Hampshire.

All of these species, with the exception ofD. saxonica, have been recorded in Bedfordshire and
their known distribution in the County was described by Chambers (1985) ~

A briefsummary ofthe annual cycle ofthe social wasps will hopefully put some ofthe records
listed into context. Queen wasps emerge from their winter sleep in the spring and begin building a
small nest in which they laya few eggs and rear the first grubs which emerge as worker wasps. The
workers then begin to take on the remainder ofthe nest building and food collection, leaving the
queen to concentrate on egg laying. Wasps are extremely good architects and builders, especially
when you consider that many nests are built under ground in the dark . Using their jaws wasps shave
offthin shreds ofwood from sound or rotting timber and carry them back to the nest. They chew the
wood, mix it with saliva and spread out the wood pulp to dry into 'wasp paper'. Inside the nest are
several horizontal combs, joined by strong paper columns. The combs are made ofpaper cells, in
which the eggs are laid and the grubs develop. The grubs are fed on insects that firstly the queen and
later on the workers have caught and killed, or some other dead meat. Adults receive some
nourishment from this food, but mainly feed on tree sap, honeydew, nectar and rotten fruit. In
general the queens fly from April to June, workers from July to October and the males and new
queens in September. The mated queens usually overwinter under tree bark or in cavities, but, as
with the nesting site, will make use ofhouses and sheds. Only a few ofthe overwintering queens
survive the winter.

The Hornet Vespa crabro

In 1949 Chambers referred to the Horn~t as "Rare and uncertain in appearance". In the previous
15 years ofcollecting he had taken only a single hornet, at Kings Wood in 1945. He noted two other
records: Flitwick in 1945 and nests in willows by the River Ouse at Kempston (Chambers 1949). In a
further summary report (Chambers 1985) he noted records up to 1960 in SP92, SP93 and TL25 and
records between 1960 and 1983 only from TL13 and TL14. Apart from Chambers published reports
which give only the 1OKm square reference, the first specific record for the last quarter ofthe century
is from Clayhill Farm, Westoning (TL0432), when a single male was found in the farmhouse on 3rd
October 1976.

Address: Beqford .'\;ll1Sell111 , Castle Lal1e, Beqford MK403XD
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Hornets are the largest of the social wasps and usually make their nest each year in a hollow dead
tree. However, as you will see, a roofspace or garage which is dark and protected from theweather
may also be useci, as well as a bird box and a 'high seat' . An old nest is never reused, the queens begin
building a new one each year, although a good site is likely to be used again.

By comparing the map ofwoodland in the county with recent records it can be seen that most
hornets ha.ve been recorded in areas oflarger woodland and old parkland. It is difficult to tell
whether the hornets have been increasing or simply that people are now noting down the records. It
is perhaps a mixture ofboth in that hornets have maintained a population in their woodland
stronghold and are now spreading out into other areas. One correspondent who has worked at the
RSPB headquarters in The Lodge, Sandy since 1970 reports that he has seen, or heard of, hornets
there in most ofthe last 20 years, with 2 or 3 on some occasions, and that there have been many
indoors records. Ian Woiwod, however, who has recorded regularly in Potton Wood for 17 years
has only recorded hornets in the wood in the last two years.

During the 1980s all of the recorded sightings were from the centre and south ofthe county,
although this may be due to lack ofrecording in the north rather than a lack ofhornets . Records
cover five 10km squares: SP93, TL01, TL03, TL11 and TL14.

SP9333
TL0017
TL0338
TL03X
TL0637
TL0638
TL0639
TL0738
TL1118

TL1444

TL1545

TL1943

Adult flying along hedgerow near Horsemoor Farm 28 September 1986
Nest in wooden shed in Whipsnade Zoo, August 1984
Adult near junction ofA6 and A507, 17 Sept~mber 1985
Feeding on apples in Wrest Park, 30 September 1985
Dead hornet at Green End, Maulden, June 1986
Round House, Maulden Wood, June 1986
Wood shed in Limbersey Lane, Maulden,June 1986
In Warden's garden, Maulden Wood, 14June 1986
Adults attracted to moth traps in Luton Hoo; one on 10 September 1983 and 29
September 1984; two on 24July 1985
Female at Swiss Cottage, Old Warden, 25 October 1985; several others seen around
street lights in village.
Nest in gable end ofhouse at Ickwell Green, 1989, the nest remaining active until the
end ofOctober.
Adults seen in groups of50-100 over trees lining the playing fields in Biggleswade, July
1989.

During-the first three years ofthe 1990s hornets have been seen in eight 10km squares: SP95, TL02,
TL11, TL12, TL13, TL14, TL24, TL25

SP9258

SP9358
SP9658
SP9658
SP9559 or
SP9659
TL072283
TL0829

TL0922
TL1024
TL1117

TL1437
TL1141
TL 1149

Nest built in a 'high seat' in Park Wood, near Harrold in 1992. There were possibly
three nests in the neighbourhood in 1993.
Adult seen in -Harrold Park Wood, 9June 1993
Adults seen in Odell Great Wood on 7th and 25th August 1993 and 8June 1994
Adult in Great Hayes Wood on 5July 1994

Adult seen in Odell Great Wood on a BNHS field trip on 7th August 1993.
Nest in an outbuilding roofat Streatley Hall, Streatley in 1991.
Nest in an old woodpecker hole in a dead elm at Barton Hills, 1990. Hornets also seen as
singletons on Barton Hills in May, June and July 1991.
Nest in shrub in Luton, August 1993.
Nest in tree in Luton, August 1993.
Nest in a bird box at Luton Hoo, 1992. Adults were seen foraging in the garden taking
butterflies and bees from the buddleia.
Two feeding on apple pulp on compost heap in Meppershall, 26 August 1993.
Hornets in garage near Rowney Warren, July 1992.
There are few records ofpeople being stung by hornets. However, one sleepy queen
.disturbed during hibernation in a Christmas decorations box in a loft vented its feeling
on its disturber, Willington 1992.
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Adult seen near Mount Pleasant House, Old Warden, 3July 1993.
Adult on ivy flowers at Southill Church, 11 October 1990.
Queen noted in the garden at Ickwell Green on 17 October 1990 and a worker on ivy
flowers on 26th September 1990 and again in 1991. N ancy Dawson made a number of
observations ofhornets in her garden during 1993: there were several queens in late May
and earlyJune and also two dead in the house in May andJu1¥; hornets were observed
inspecting the bee hives in June (workers will take honeybee workers from hive
entrances and enter hives to feed on honey), feeding on Cotoneaster flowers in June and
also inspecting a large bush (Photinia davidii) that was covered in nectaring insects in
September and October.
Two or three at a time regularly patrolling a line ofGolden Rod preying on various flies,
and bees, The Lodge, Sandy, 1992.
Individuals at South Lodge, Cockayne Hatley on 2nd, 15th and 30th May 1994, with
two on 31 st May seen gathering wood for nesting material from shed and fence.
Individuals at Potton Wood on 4th and 11 th September 1993 and on 30 April, 23 June
and 9July 1994.

The Median Wasp Dolichovespula media

First recorded in East Sussex in 1980 D. media has, in recent years, spread rapidly. It now occurs in
many southern counties and has also reached the Midlands and the south-west (Else 1992, 1993).
The nest is very visible and some worker wasps are much blacker in colour compared to our
common wasp species, attracting the attention ofmany observers. It was first recorded in
Bedfordshire in 1990 and has rapidly become a very obvious addition to our local fauna, attracting
attention in the press.

The colour of the wasps even within a single colony is quite variable, but they generally appear
much blacker than our two common wasps V. vulgaris and V. germanica. The males and workers are
black and yellow banded, but the queens· are unusual being a yellowish orange with black bands,
resembling a small worker hornet in colour as well as in size. The front ofthe face generally has a
black spot in the centre ofthe yellow, and the ocular sinus (indentation ofinner eye margin) is mainly
yellow. The antennae are yellow at their base. The thorax generally has four yellow spots at the rear,
but several observers have noted that itis often only the rear two spots which are visible. Colour is
not sufficient to confirm identification and structural characters are required. The malar space (the.
distance between the base ofthe mandible and the eye) is long, making it one ofthe 'long-faced'
wasps. A definitive character is a series ofvery fine wrinkles on the pronotum (anterior part of
thorax when viewed laterally) which can be seen in good light with a X10 hand lens.

The nests ofD. media appear to be very characteristic, but again, to confirm identification of the
colony, a specimen ofa wasp is needed. Nests are always aerial, usually suspended among the
branches ofa tree or bush and are often very visible. They are lemon-shaped and the entrance hole is
at the side in a slightly upturned base. The wasp paper is spread in smooth bands around the nest,
compared to the scallop-shaped.paper of the Common Wasp. It is made from both sound or rotten
wood and is generally yellowish grey in colour. In Britain nests have been found at heights from just
above ground level to about 5 metres. The numbers ofcells is quite low, no more than a few
hundred.

Queens emerge from hibernation in the spring and the workers fly from the end ofMay to
October. Females appear in early August and males fly from mid-August to mid-September. Adults
will also visit flowers for nectar and this is particularly noticeable in high summer when the females
and males emerge.

This species is reported to be much less aggressive than our common wasps, but they certainly do
not appreciate having their nest prodded or, on occasion, being observed too closely.

Our first record ofD. media in the county was at Shefford (TL1438) in August 1990 when an active
nest was suspended iri the branches ofan apple tree in a garden. As it wascausing a nuisance the nest
was gassed by pest control personnel. The nest was cut out of the tree and later brought into the
Bedford Museum with several wasps 'frozen~ on the surface. Its identification as D. media was
confirmed by G. R. Else ofThe Natural History Museum, London. The next record came in 1991
when a deserted nest was found by R. Revels at The Moat, Dunton Lane, Biggleswade (TL2043) on
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1st October. This nest was suspended in the lower branches ofan apple tree among brambles. Mr
Else confirmed the identification basedon an unemerged wasp we extracted from one ofthe cells in
the nest. The third record came in 1992 when a nest was found in a garden in Studham (TL0217) in
August and, also in the autumn of1992, a rather dilapidated deserted nest was found at Ickwell
Green (TL1545).

During 1993 there has been a spate ofrecords across the county. July was the month for which
most reports have originated. In Luton, pest control officers had not treated nests of this species
before 1993, but were called out to at about20 inJune, July and August 1993 (TL0722 - one; TL0823
- four; TL0824 - one; TL0922 - one; TL0923- two; TL1022 - three; TL1023 - four; TL1121 - one;
TL1122 - one; TL1123 - one). The nests in Luton varied in distance from the ground between about
1' to 15' , but one was unusually recorded at 25' under the roofoverhang ofa house. They were found
in a Pear tree, Rowan, Raspberry canes, Cupressus, Hydrangea and under a front door overhang; one
household even had two nests.

Pest control officers in the north ofthe county were called to treat nests in 1993 at Bromham
(TLOO50), Turvey (SP9452), Sharnbrook on a flowering currant (SP9959) and Bedford (TL0752).
Other nests in 1993 have been found at The Bury, Pavenham (SP9955), Keysoe Church (TL0762),
Bedford TL0751) and Ampthill (TL0337). A second nest was observed near Keysoe (TL0962) and
this was more unusually hanging from the south-east side ofan open barn roof, perhaps 15 feet
above ground level. Through binoculars the nest looked to be a typical D. media shape and the wasps
were dark·but I was unwilling to climb up the timber supports to check! However, a dead wasp
found in an adjacent home was D. media and this was further confirmed when the nest was retrieved
in late summer and a few D. media queens emerged.

Several gardeners have noticed very black wasps in gardens; one specimen taken from many
observed in Nancy Dawson's garden at Ickwell Green was definitely D. media. The wasps were
observed collecting wood fibres for their nest from a gatepost in mid July and, in lateJuly in
particular, feeding with Tree Wasps on Berberis wilsoniae flowers.

I hope that this report on our social wasps will encourage members to send me both historic
records ofHornets and recent wasp records. It is likely that many members will come across a nest of
the Median Wasp in the near future, possibly in your own garden. I would be most grateful ifyol1
would let me know when and where, together with any observations about behaviour. All records
are being passed on to the national recording scheme.

Distribution of
woodland in Be4(c.)~dshire

Hornet
Vcspa crabro

1980-1993
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LICHENS
Report ofthe Recorder

A recent visit to Buckle Grove, a coppiced woodland once part ofWrest Park, Silsoe,
bv two lichenologists. resulted in sonle interesting finds and new records for the county .

. ()fparticular i;lterest in this woodland were three old oak pollards on which were
t()und growing an asselllblage oflichens characteristic ofancient woodlands. These
specialised lichen con1tllunities are scarce in the Midlands area as pollution and changes in
the habitat have taken their toll. How long these lichens will survive is doubtful as onc of
these trees is dead and there arc no 111atu;e oak trees in the vicinity.

My thanks to 13J. C:oppins and A.M. ()']1are t()r their visit and species lists.

SPECIES LIS~

*.4rtI1011i£1 sp£1dicea, Calici1l11l l'iridc, Catillaria a111£1 , Ch £1£'11 Mh ecaferrllginea , *C. trichialis, Lec£111£1ctis
prC1111lCa, *Lcp1'£1ri£1 lohtfic£111S. *.\Jicc1rca prasina. *.\Jicrocalici1l111 disse111inatll111 , Schis111at0111111£1 dcc!orans.

* Ne\v County Record
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THE DECLINE AND CONSERVATION OF
CERASTIUM BRACHYPETALUMINBEDFORDSHIRE

by Peter Horn

In 1917 C.E. Salmon listed ten northern E~ropeanplants which he believed were likely to occur in
Britain. One ofthese plants, Cerastium brachypetalum (Grey Mouse-ear), was found in 1947 in
railway cuttings in north Bedfordshire by MrE.Milne-Redhead whilst attending a field meeting of
the Bedfordshire Natural History Society.

When first recorded the plant was stated to be 'in large quantity over a considerable distance'
(Milne-Redhead 1947). A few years later it was said to be 'Plentiful for about a mile in the two large
cuttings' (Dony 1953). The plants appeared mainly in two colonies, both on west-facing banks of
the railway cuttings. These colonies were adjacent to areas that are now the nature reserves
'Sharnbrook Summit' and 'Wymington Meadow'.

C. brachypetalum continued to appear in some quantity for twenty five years,_ and in 1972 the
colonies covered a distance ofabout 500m and contained a total ofabout 1000 plants O. Dony
record). In 1980 one colony was much reduced in size although still containing a large number of
plants, and the other colony was reduced to a small number ofplants mainly growing in open
patches near the base ofthe railway bank or in the ballast stones near the track (L. Farrell/
G. Crompton record). This latter colony no longer exists. Since the mid 1980's the plants have
mainly occurred only towards the base of the bank in one small colony, with the number ofplants
tending to decline each year. This year (1993) Lynne Farrell (English Nature) and the writer: found
only a few plants in this colony.

The decline ofC. brachypetalum calls for some explanation. The obvious difference in conditions
over the years is that the railway banks have become overgrown with vegetation which smothers
out the Cerastium, which is then confined to the narrow strip ofsoil at the base ofthe bank. C.
hrachypetalum is an annual which depends upon bare areas ofsoil for its establishment each year. In
the Bedfordshire colonies these bare areas were to a large extent maintained by frequent burning of
vegetation on the railway banks. The plants often appeared only within these recently burnt areas
and were not found to any extent outside these areas. Following the disappearance ofthe steam trains
in 1968 fires became much less frequent on the railway banks and the periodic burning ofthe banks,
to avoid extensive accidental fires, no longer happened as an integral part ofrailway maintenance.

C. hrachypetalum is a national rarity listed in the Red Data Book (Perring et al. 1983). It has been
recorded in Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire and Kent. The plant may no longer appear in
Northamptonshire and is under threat in Kent from the proposed route ofthe Channel Tunnel Rail
Link (Palmer1993). In view ofthis it is very important that the plant should be conserved in
Bedfordshire. Hopefully periodic burning can be re-introduced to restore the open conditions
required by this species.
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FLOWERING PLANTS, FERNS AND FERN ALLIES
(Spermatophyta and Pteridophyta)

Report ofthe Recorder

Recording for the new survey ofthe county's flora, as detailed in last year's report (Boon 1993),
has continued. It is now certain that the Botanical Society ofthe British Isles will go ahead with a
national distributional survey based on a 10km square grid. The starting date of 1987 is the same as
that for the Bedfordshire survey which will mean that all records to date will have added value.

Poa hllmilis Spreading Meadow-grass wasreported for Flitwick Moor. It was recorded, as
P. pratensis subsp. irr({!ata, in Dony (1953) as having been recor~ed from Flitwick prior to 1904. The
1904 published record, in Druce (1904), was named as P. pratensis var. subcaerulea. It is good to have
this grass recorded again for the county and it highlights the problems that can occur with
nomenclature, especially for early records.

One ofthe county's rarer orchids, Ophrys insectifera Fly Orchid, is shown in three tetrads in Dony
(1976). Until recently it was known in only one ofthese. In Dony (1953) this species was classed as
being rare and limited to calcareous pastures, even so there were many records mentioned, including
Barton. It is good news that a thriving colony has been discovered within the Barton Hills National
Nature Reserve to add to the importance ofthis site.

One ofthe more curious species to occur in the county is Myosurus minimus Mousetail. It is of
infrequent occurrence and has been reported in an area ofdisturbed soil near Bromham. The only
other recent record was from Little Barford (Boon 1988), prior to which it had not been reported for
about 10 years, and then only in the south ofthe county.

There is some confusion concerning the status ofOrnitho<{!alum angustifolium. Star-of-Bethlehem.
Until recently (Stace 1991) the species that occurred in the wild appeared to be regarded as
synonymous with the familiar garden species and was called O. umbellatum.Dony (1976) indicates
records in 12 tetrads, with a further 14 subsequently. How many ofthese records refer to the wild
form is not known, but, in sites such as Biggleswade Common, it is possible that the population
could be native. The wild species usually has 4-12 erect flowers and the apparent sepals (actually
called tepals) 15-20mm, whilst the garden form may have up to 20 flowers and has longer tepals to
30mm.The plants have a short flowering season in May/June and it would be good to attempt to
distinguish the local populations.

During the year's recording expeditions two particular items stand out. First, near Pegsdon in
June. a chalk bank covered in literally hundreds ofGymnadenia conopsea Fragrant Orchid, and
second. in the Ampthill area, an especially good year for Saxifra<{!a granulata Meadow Saxifrage.
Sometimes one becomes a little depressed at the continuing destruction and degredation ofsites and
so it is welcome to see such attractive species still in large numbers.

RECORDS FOR 1993

POACEAE Grass family
Poa hllmilis Spreading M~adow-grass- Flitwick Moor TL03M GC MP).
ORCHIDACEAE Orchid family
Ophyrs insect!fera Fly Orchid- B~rton Hills NNR TL02Z (GB).
RANUNCULACEAE Buttercup family
.\J)'oslIrtIS minimlls Mousetail- Near Bromham TL05F (TH)
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CHRISBOON

BAT DISTRIBUTION IN BEDFORDSHIRE RELATED TO
HABITAT FEATURES

byJoan Childs

There has been concerted recording ofbats in Bedfordshire since 1987. The cumulative data of
seven vears' work allow bat distribution in the county to be related to habitat features.

The'Pipistrelle Pipistrelllls pipistrelllls is the most co~mon species ofbat in the county. Their
catholic choice ofhabitat is reflected in an almost complete distribution across the county, including
both rural and urban areas. Roosts are found mostly in buildings and man-made structures ofall
ages, often in churches. Feeding sites include gardens, woodland, over water and along hedgerows.

The Brown long-t;ared bat Plecotlls l1l1ritlls is the second commonest species in the county. Because
they are gleaners, often taking food from vegetation, their distribution is dependent on woodland.
Bedfordshire is not well wooded, but much ofthe woodland it has is associated with the greensand
ridge. Most records ofBrown long-eared bats therefore come from this area. Roosts arc ~lsuallv
fOl;nd in the roofspaces ofolder buildings, in churches and sometimes in tree holes. They arc rar~ly
seen flying away fron1 the roost, but arc sometimes spotted in woodland, particularly near water.

The Natterer's bat }\;f),otis l1l1ttercri is rarer in Bedfordshire than the Brown long-eared bat. Their
distribution also appears to be linked to woodland. Natterer's bats are most frequently found
roosting in churches, occasionally in other buildings. They are rarely identified in flight away fron1
the roost, but have been seen feeding in woodland near water and along hedgerows.

The Daubenton's bat .\tl)'otis dl1uhcl1fOl1ii is also known as the Water bat. The distribution of
l)aubenton 's bats is close.1y linked with non-overgrown sections ofrivers and open, standing water
in the county. Although bridge roosts ofDaubenton 's bats are reported in other counties, none have
been found in Bedfordshire. In this county they have only been found in old woodpecker holes and
sill1ilar crevices in trees, particularly oaks, close to water. Flying bats arc usually encountered in level
flight, a few centin1etres over the surface ofwater, where thev feed on insects.
~The Noctule .\J)'ct(1Ius l10ctllla is rarer than the Daubenton 's 'bat in the county. The distribution of

N octules in Bedfordshire also follows that ofwaterwavs and standing water. There have been tl'\V
roosts identified in the county, but they have all been old woodpeckerholes in trees. Bats arc usually
seen flving high over water, often in the earlv evening.

()th'er ~pedes recorded in the county, such as Whi'~kered IBrandt's bat, Barbastelle and leisler's
bat. arc so rare that their distribution tells us little about their habitat preferences and requirenlents .

.4ddrcss: I-J.-J. QUCCllS Dril'c, BClff()rd .\lK-J. I ~'C
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Woodland in Be4fordshire

Riflers and open water
il1 Be4fordshire

Brown Long-eared Bat
Plecotus auritus

1987-1993

Dallbenton's Bat
Myotis daubentonii

1987-1993

Natterer's Bat
Myotis nattereri

1987-1993

Noctllle
N ycalus noctula

1987-1993
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DYING ASH TREES
byB.S.Nau

During summer 1992 I became conscious ofa surprising number ofhedgerow Ash trees dying
back. In mild cases it was only a few upper branches, in more severe cases a large proportion ofthe
tree was dead and, in a few cases, the entire tree was dead. I first noticed this when commuting
between Toddington and Cranfield via Woburn. Having become conscious ofthe phenomenon, on
travelling about more widely I realised that it was widespread in the county, and also in the
neighbouring counties ofBucks, Oxon and Cambs, and elsewhere in East Anglia. At the time I
could not be sure that the trees had not simply shed leaves early due to the relatively dry year.
However, the phenomenon was sufficiently striking that I photographed one group oftrees near
Milton Bryan which were particularly badly affected.

1993 Survey
The following year it was soon apparent that the trees had indeed permanently died back. More

surprisingly, on returning to rephotograph the group oftrees photographed in 1992, I was surprised
to find that they were in exactly the same condition as when photographed the previous year, the
damage had progressed no further in these trees!

I then decided to quantify the extent ofthe problem by systematically checking the condition ofa
sizeable sample ofAsh trees, the survey was undertaken on 4th September 1993, The survey area
extended from Toddington to Milton Bryan, being conveniently close at hand, and the sample
comprised eighty trees: namely all roadside Ash trees along Park Road, and its continuation through
Milton Bryan to the Hockliffe - Woburn road, plus accessible Ash trees in adjacent fields/
hedgerows. The latter were generally within 100-200 m ofthe road.

The survey revealed that 25% ofAsh trees in the sample had died to the extent of200/0 or more, the
histogram in Figure 1 shows the incidence ofthe phenomenon.

The technique used in the survey was to record the extent ofdie-back ofeach ~ree, on a scale of0 to
100% . In addition, certain additional information was recorded in the hope ofshedding light on the,
cause ofthe problem. The additional information comprised:

• girth at 1.5 m above ground;
• tree management;
• land-use adjacent to the tree;
• extent ofIvy growth on the tree;
• drainage.

Analysis offactors
Girth was included in case the effect is age-related. In fact, one tree was apparently dying ofold age

but most were not yet mature. It is therefore unlikely that old age is a factor. Ivy has often been
accused ofdamaging trees and was therefore recorded. Ivy growth increases with tree age and girth,
and therefore inter-relates with these, not surprisingly therefore, analysis ofdie-back against
amount ofIvyon the tree also shows no correlation. Few trees showed signs ofmajor management,
three were coppiced and one pollarded; this cannot therefore be a major factor.

Land use was recorded in case the cause was related to agricultural cultivation or spray. The
land-use categories were kept simple and comprised the following categories:

A arable field
P pasture
U uncultivated ('set aside')
V verge (extending beyond tree canopy)
R road (tarmac within 2 m oftrunk
T track (unsurfaced track within 2 m oftrunk)
G garden (lawn)

~4ddress: 15 Park Hill, Toddil1gtOl1 , Beds. LU5 6AW
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Figure 2 presents the die-back frequency distribution for each land-use category. The annotations
comprise two letters e. g. AP to denote arable, 'A'-, one side ofthe tree and pasture, 'P', on the other.
The results show that most ofthe badly affected trees are associated with groups: AA, AV and PR.
Both arable and pasture feature in these three groups, but significantly neither appears in all three.
Note that since most ofthe trees are necessarily in one or other ofcategories A and P, these categories
would appear even ifthey have no role in causing the damage. On the other hand one cannot rule out
the possibility that a critical chemical treatment has been applied to both pasture and arable.

The last factor was included as in some places a very deep ditch (1.5-2 m deep) had been cut close
to trees in such a way that damage to root systems seemed likely. Also, some trees were on sloping
well-drained ground and others on low-lying relatively damp ground (e.g. growing in proximity to
Hairy Willowherb). In fact few trees suffering significant die-back are associated with deep ditches
(3 out of16), and badly affected trees seem equally frequent in well-drained and damper areas.

The above analysis does not identify the cause ofAsh die-back. On the other hand die-back is not
random, as can be seen from Figure 1 which shows the surveyed trees in order ofsurvey, namely
from south to north. Notice that there is a marked tendency for affected trees to be in groups. The
largest affected group (re£. nos. in the 30's in Figure 1) are located on a weU-drainednorth-facing
slope, in hedgerows bounding arable fields on either side ofthe road. Thenext largest group (upper
60's) are in much damper level ground, although with deep ditches. The affected trees in the 70's are
in somewhat similar situations.

Change with time
Figure 3 shows two photographs ofan affected group ofAsh trees, taken on 20th September 1992

and 4th September 1993. In the first year, when the photograph was taken slightly later in the season,
the pair left ofcentre show premature autumnalleafloss, interestingly this was r~covered in
subsequent years, however it seems to indicate stress which the trees are experiencing before actual
die-back. L
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F(~lIre 3 Dieback in Ash trees photographed on
a) 20th September 1992
b) 4th September 1993

(Photos: Bernard Nail)
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The wider picture
After completing this analysis, my attention was drawn to other studies ofdieback in Britain (Hull

and Gibbs, 1991; Pawsey 1983) and North America (Ross 1964; Tobiessen and Buchsbaum, 1976;
Houston 1981). No single clear-cut cause emerges from these studies, but it seems likely that a
combination offactors, individually inducing stress, combine to cause dieback. Oak is affected
almost as much as Ash.

Hull and Gibbs examined more than 4000 Ash trees, sampled across England, Wales and
Scotland. They found the worst affected area to be the south-east Midlands (i.e. our own area), here
28% oftrees were affected; least affected is Wales (7%). The proportion oftrees affected in rural
areas is double that in urban areas. Trees adjacent to arable land, roadsides, or deep ditches are
considerably worse affected; which is supported by the results of the present Bedfordshire study.
Other factors associated with dieback are the soil types rendzina and gley; and mean summer rainfall
below 400 mm. Soil compaction is considered to be another possible factor, and is known to be
worse on some soil types than others. Hull and Gibbs found no correlation with proximity to
Bedfordshire brickworks.

Conclusions
On the evidence from the present survey alone, one cannot point to a clear-cut factor likely to be

responsible for the observed die-back ofhedgerow Ash trees, dramatic though this is in parts ofour
county. At first I expected that there might be a correlation with land-drainage or agricultural spray.
The former does not seem to be implicated in a simple manner by the present evidence, but drainage
in apparently damp low-lying areas might have been more effective as far as hedgerow trees were
concerned, than appeared likely from the occurrence ofdamp-loving herbaceous vegetation
flourishing across the ditch from a hedge. The present data do not therefore rule out lack ofwater as a
factor. Agricultural spray appears vindicated unless it is used both on pasture "and arable.

The conclusion drawn from the literature is that almost any factor reducing availability ofwater td .
the tree can contribute to dieback. This is supported by studies in both Britain and N. America,
where Ash also suffers dieback. Interestingly Oak, which has a deeper root system than Ash, seems
less affected by deep ditches although suffering equally elsewhere.

It may be no coincidencethat the dieback problem is worst in this the driest region ofthe country,
an effect apparently worsened by cultivation or drainage activities which further deprive the tree of
water.
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THE FUNGUS FORAY, 1993

KINGS WOOD, HEATH AND REACH AND STOCKGROVE COUNTRY PARK

The fungus foray, held late in the season this year, on 31st October was again led by
Dr D.A. Reid, with about 25 members present. The morning was spent searching Kings Wood,
Heath and Reach, previously visited on 9th October 1988 (Bedfordshire Naturalist 43,95-96) while in
the afternoon adjacent Stockgrove Country Park was visited. Both stretches ofwoodland comprise
conifer plantations and areas ofmixed deciduous trees.

In general fungi were rather scanty, at least with regard to numbers offruitbodies, but when the
proceeds ofeach ofthe forayers baskets were inspected a list ofll0 species was compiled from Kings
Wood and 25 species from Stockgrove Country Park, giving 134 different species for the day, of
which 6 were new to the County.

From the short stretch ofmossy roadside bank with gnarled pollarded oaks, leading from the
Country Park to the entrance into Kings Wood, three unusual fungi were found i.e. Geastrum triplex ,
Leotia lubrica and Hygrophorus quercetorum.

The Earth Star Geastrum triplex is a rare species in Bedfordshire with only four records in the last
forty years or so. This species can be up to about 14 cm across when the rays are fully expanded, and
before they curve under the fructification, pushing up the globular spore sac above the surrounding
leaflitter . The central spore sac has a fringed apical pore surrounded by a distinctive halo and is
seated in a saucer-shaped splash-cup. At maturity the powdery spores are held in a brown cotton­
wool-like tissue within the spore-sac, the wall ofwhich becomes thin and papery. Rain drops falling
on the spore-sac cause it to act like a pair ofbellows puffing out clouds ofspores. Drops which miss
the sac but fall in the surrounding saucer exert a lateral splash effect, again liberating a cloud of
spores.

Leotia lubrica more popularly known as the "Jelly Baby Fungus" has a uniform amber translucent
appearance very like that of the old-fashioned childrens' sweets. It is up to 4 cm high with a convex
to flattened head with a downwardly enrolled margin. ,This fungus, which is an Ascomycete,
belonging to the group ofthe cup fungi or Discomycetes, was last found in the County at
Chicksands in 1956. Hygrophorus quercetorum, previously found in precisely the same locality in 1988,
is a sticky, white species with pointed stem, decurrent gills and an aromatic smell. It has no doubt
been confused at national level with the very similar H. cossus and H. eburneus. However it has a
slightly different resinaceous smell from the former which is said to resemble that ofgoat-moth
larvae. H. quercetorum, which occurs under oak has a tendency to become cream coloured at
maturity.

Other noteworthy agarics from Kings Wood included A~~aricusbitorquis - a rather large white
fleshy species recognised by having two sock-like rings which sheath the base ofthe stem; Cortinarius
aClItus with a brown striate, hygrophanous cap and a prominent acute umbo; and the cone inhabiting
Pseudohiatula esculenta. The latter arises from buried spruce cones to which it is attached by a rooting
stem. This marasminid agaric has a tough elastic texture, a brown cap about 2 cm in diameter, pale
stem becoming brown below and white gills with a greyish tint. Under the microscope it is
distinguished from related cone-inhabiting species by the presence ofthick-walled, apically
encrusted, fusoid cystidia on both gill face and margin.

A list ofspecies from Kings Wood follows: .
*Agaricus bitorquis; Amanita mllscaria; A.rubescens; Armillaria me/lea; Boletus badius; B.chrysenteron;.

tCantharellula cyath~formis; Clitocybe clavipes; C.dicolor; C.ditopa; C.nebularis; Collybia butyracea;
C.dryophila; C.erythropus; Coprinus leiocephalus; *Cortinarius acutus; C.delibutus; Cystoderma
mnianthina; Galerina hypnorllm; G.mutabilis; Gymnopilus penetrans; Hebeloma crustlllin[forme;
Hy,~rophortls hypoth~;lIs; H.quercetorllm; Hypholomafasciculare; H.sublateritium; Laaaria amethystea;
L.laaata; L.proxima; Lactarius chrysorheus; L.qllietus; L.sllbdlllcis; L.turpis; Lepiota aspera
(=aclltesqllamosa =friesii); L.cristata; L.sistrata; Marasmills epiphylllls; M.lIndatus; Mycena cinerella;
.\-1. epipterygia; Afgalericlllata; M.galopus; M. inclinata; M.polygramma; M.pura; M. vitilis; Paxilllls
illlJollltllS; P.panlloides; PIlitells phlebophorlls; Psathyrella hydrophila; P.microrhiza; *Pselldohiatllla
esclllellta; RlIssllla cyanoxantha; Rfragilis; Tricholoma slllphllrellm
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Bjerkandera adusta; Botryobasidium subcoronatum; Clavulina cinerea; Coniophora puteana; Corio/us
fJersicolor; Daedaleopsis c011.fraJ~osa; Ganoderma adspersum; Hirschioporus abietinus; Hymenochaete
rllb(einosa; Meruliu~ tremellosus; Peniophora quercina; Phellinusferreus; Phlebia merismoides; Piptoporlls
betlllinus; Schizopora paradoxa; Stereum gausapatum; S.rameale; S.rugosum; Trechispora vaga [Cristella
slllphurea]; Typhula erythropus; Tyromyces albellus [T.chioneus]; T.sericeo-mollis; Vuilleminia comedens

Dacrymyces stillatus
Exidia glandulosa
Geastrum triplex; Lycoperdon pyr[forme; Phallus impudicus; Sclerodema citrinum
Coleosporium tussila<einis; Phragmidium violaceum; Puccinia annularis
Ascocoryne (Coryne) sarcoides; Bisporella citrina; Chlorosplenium (Chlorociboria) aeruginascens;

Cudoniella adcularis; Hymenoscyphusfruct(eenus; Leotia lubrica; Mollisia cinerea; Polydesmia pruinosa;
Trochila ilidna [= T. ilids]

Claviceps purpurea; Daldinia concentrica; Diatrype stigma; Hypoxylonfrag[forme; H.multiforme;
Lophodermium pinastri; Nectria dnnabarina; Rhopographusfilicinus; Xylaria hypoxylon

Fusidium aeruginosum; Sepedonium chrysospermum
Lycogala epidendrum; Trichia botrytis; Tubiferaferru<einosa

Total 110 species:
t Confirmation ofexisting record (1); * Species new to the County (3).

From Stockgrove Park it is interesting to note the occurrence ofAmanita <eemmata. This is an
uncommon species ofconifer woods but one which is known from several localities in the County.
It has a pale citron-yellow cap, with whitish patches ofvelar tissue, and a grooved margin;the white
stem which lacks a ring is sheathed by a volva which has a free collar-like edge.

Also from Stockgrove were two unusual species ofConocybe, although both have been previously
recorded from the County. Conocybe blattaria appears in Dony's flora as Pholiota blattaria, and is one
ofthose species ofConocybe with a well defined yellowish ring on the brown stem. Under the
microscope it is recognised by having 2-spored basidia and large, somewhat amygdaliform spores
11-13(14) x 5.5 - 6.5 (7))lm. In contrast C. vestita lacks a ring but has velar remnants adhering to the
cap margin, and a stem which is cream above becoming dark brown below, but the latter colour is
obscured by copious silvery fibrils. It has 4-spored basidia and amygdaliform spores measuring 6.5­
9.0 x 5.0-5.5 pm.

The finding ofMycena smithiana on rotting oak leaves, in the Country Park, by Kerry Robinson
adds another species to the list ofknown fungi for Bedfordshire; it is probably often overlooked on
account ofits small size. The whitish cap with a pale pink flush is only 2- 3 mm across, and is borne
on a tall, thread-like stem.

Ascocoryne cylichnium is very similar to the firm gelatinus purple cup fungus - A.sarcoides, from
which it is distinguished by having larger spores 18 - 30 x 4 - 6 pm which become multiseptate and
bud offglobular secondary spores while still within the ascus. It too is a new addition to the County.

A list of the species from Stockgrove Country Park follows:
Amanita dtrina; A ..eemmata; Boletus sllbtomentoslls; tConocybe blattaria; C. vestita; Coprinus comatlls;

Hypholoma ma~einatllm; Lactarills deterrimlls; Lepista nllda; Mycena galopus var. candida; *M.smithiana;
RlIsslIla atropurpurea; R.betularum

Hirschioporus abietinus
Calocera viscosa
AlIricularia allriCllla-;lIdae
Lycoperdonfoetidllm"; Scleroderma l'errllCOSlI1n s.str.
*PlIccil1ia phra,emitis
* AscocorYl1e cylichl1illm; BlI(earia inqllinans
Erysiphe tortilis; Nectria episphaeria
Arcyria denlldata; tBr~feldia maxima

T otal ~5 species
t Confirnlation ofexisting record (~)~ * Species new to the County (3)

DEREK A. REID
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SITES
Report ofthe Recorder

There are now a number ofstatutory and non-statutory designations used within the county for
areas ofnatural history interest and these are summarised briefly in this report.

There are three kinds ofstatutory sites. The two highest categories are National Nature Reserve
(NNR) and Site ofSpecial Scientific Interest (SSSI); the third is the Local Nature Reserve. The two
non-statutory site designations are County Wildlife Sites and Regionally Important Geological and
Geomorphological Sites.

During 1993 our NNRs increased in number from two to three. The existing NNRs ofBarton
Hills and Knocking Hoe are both areas ofunimproved chalk grassland. The new NNR is part of
Kings Wood, Heath and Reach. Kings Wood is part of the largest area ofancient semi-natural
woodland within the county and is already an SSSI. The NNR boundary is very complex however
due to the unusual history ofthe wood. In the 1960s the wood was divided into small blocks and sold
offseparately. Although this perhaps saved the wood from clear felling and coniferisation it means
that co-ordinated management ofthe woodland is very difficult. In recent years Bedfordshire
County Council (BCC) and Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Wildlife Trust (BCWT) have
bought up blocks as opportunities present themselves. As "Approved Bodies" with English
Nature, only the areas owned by BCC and BCWT are part of the NNR. A plan ofrenewing the
coppice cycle and ride improvement has now been produced.

The SSSIs in the county were summarised in theJournal in 1989, and in subsequent site reports,
and the total now stands at 39; no new SSSls were designated in 1993.

Local Nature Reserve is the name given to sites owned or controlled by local authorities and with a
management plan agreed with English Nature. In Bedfordshire there are seven such sites including
Bromham Lake, Fenlake Meadows in Bedford, Coopers Hill, Galley and Warden Hills, Totternhoe
Knolls, Maulden Church Meadow and Kings Wood at Houghton Conquest.

Ofthe non-statutory sites, County Wildlife Site (CWS) is the name given to about 350 areas of
semi-natural habitat. (These sites were initially called Prime Sites ofNature Conservation Interest or
PSNCI). The selection was largely based on the Phase I survey ofthe county which was carried out
by the Wildlife Trust with the support ofEnglish Nature and the County Council. County Wildlife
Sites are notified to the local authorities for use in all aspects ofplanning so that full account can be
taken ofconservation in determining the outcome ofplanning proposals that may affect these sites.

Geological sites are now being looked at by a newly formed RIGS group. RIGS stands for
Regionally Important Geological and Geomorphological Sitesand over the next few years we shall
see a small number ofsites being designated for not only their scientific interest but also their
educational potential for the earth sciences.
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RECORDERS

Meteorology: Mr M.C. Williams, 2 Ivel Close, Barton-Ie-Cley, Bedford MK45 4NT
Geology and Palaeontology: Mr P. Smart, 46 Brecon Way, Bedford MK41 8DD
Mammals: Mr C.Tack, 1 Gate Cottage, Whipsnade Wild Animal Park, Dunstable LU6 2LR
Mammals (Bats): Ms). Childs, "Myotis", 144 Queens Drive, Bedford MK41 9JG

Dr A. Aldhous, "Myotis", 144 Queens Drive, Bedford MK419JG
Birds: Mr D. Ball, 254 Goldington Road, Bedford MK40 3EB
Bird Ringing Co-ordinator: Mr D.S. Woodhead, 26 Batcheldor Gardens, Bromham, Bedford

MK438SP
Reptiles and Amphibians: Mrs H.M. Muir-Howie, "Vivarium", 19 Molivers Lane, Bromham,

Bedford MK43 8JT
Fish and Crayfish: Mr H. Winter, 34 The Silver Birches, Kempston, Bedford MK42 7TS
Grasshoppers and Crickets: Mr K. Sharpe, 14 RussettClose, Stewartby MK43 9LG
Dragonflies: Mr S. Cham, 45 Weltmore Road, Luton LU3 2TN
Bugs (Heteroptera): Dr B.S.Nau, 15 Park Hill, Toddington, Dunstable, Beds LU5 6AW
Bugs (Homoptera): Dr C. Malumphy, 3 Winsdon Road, Luton LUl 5JT
Lacewing Flies: Dr B. Verdcourt, The Herbarium, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, Richmond,

Surrey TW93AB
Butterflies: MrC. Baker, 3 Holywell Close, Studham, Dunstable LU6 2PB
Moths (macro): MrV.W. Arnold, 96 St. Augustines Avenue, Luton LU31QE
Moths (micro): Mr D.V. Manning, 27 Glebe Rise, Shambrook, Bedford MK441JB
Hoverflies: Miss L. Smart, 273 Park Street, Luton LU13HH
Beetles: Dr W. Powell, 18 Staveley Road, Dunstable, Beds LU6 3QQ
Flowering Plants, Ferns and Fern Allies: Mr C.R. Boon, 68 Mill Lane, Greenfield, Bedford

MK455DF
Lichens: Mrs F.B .M. Davies, "Rose Cottage", 69 The Hill, Wheathampstead, St. Albans AL4 8PR
Fungi: Dr D.A. Reid, 38 Norfolk Way, Elmer Sands, Middleton-on-Sea, West Sussex P022 6JF
Sites: Miss R. Brind, 46 Mallard Way, Bedford MK41 7QS

Where a species is not covered by one ofThe Society's Recorders, please pass the record on to
Miss R. Brind, Bedford Museum, Castle Lane, Bedford MK40 3XD.

THE SOCIETY
The Bedfordshire Natural History Society was formed in 1946 when a group oflocal naturalists

joined together with the aim ofgiving the recording ofnatural history within the county borders a
focal point. The Society now has over 20 Recorders who gather information on different disciplines
ofnatural history and publish annual reports in theJournal ofthe Society, The Bedfordshire Naturalist.
Other publications include the Bedfordshire Bird Atlas, mapping the distribution ofbreeding birds
within the county, and the more recent Bedfordshire Wildlife, which gives a broad overview ofour
wildlife habitats, flora and fauna. Members ofthe Society also receive a quarterly newsletter, The
Mun~ja[, and a programme offield meetings both locally and further afield. Throughout the winter a
series ofillustrated talks are arranged in different locations around the county; these are usually free
to members and cover a wide variety ofnatural history related topics.

As a respected authority the advice of the BNHS is often sought when planned work may be
detrimental to the local environment and its members regularly contribute to nationally organised
surveys. Membership is open to all, whether resident in the county or not and whether novice or
expert. Further information may be sought from:

The Bedfordshire Natural History Society
clo Bedford Museum Castle Lane Bedford MK40 3XD

Tetrad map ofBe4fordshire showing the main towns and villages
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Tetrad map ofBedfordshire showing the main towns and villages
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