Mark’s Musings
Dear Friends,
What a lovely time of year!
Cool, damp and sometimes windy outside, but within the
Information Centre is a warmth and welcome and new
information panels to be proud of. Definitely worth a visit
soon and maybe take some friends with you; show it off and
encourage them to join FOSM
My special thanks and gratitude to everyone involved.
All best wishes for a fine and happy 2014
Mark
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Welcome

Howard Little

…to issue number 98 of the Newsletter. I hope that you have now recovered from
Christmas and New Year and if you are like me you will be hoping for the longer and
slightly warmer days of spring.
May I start by reminding you that in addition to printing and posting the Newsletter to
members, we also send out PDF copies by email? For some members it is more
convenient to receive the Newsletter this way and the PDF copy allows the page to be
resized on the computer screen. It can even be printed out at a larger size if you wish. If
you would prefer an email copy please contact me at hlittle490@aol.com including your
email address and I will add you to our growing list.
For this issue we return to our usual 16 page format. In addition to our regular authors, I
am delighted to welcome two new contributors; Olivia Totts has sent in a beautiful poem
about a baby sparrow and Julia Woodward has posted an account of being attacked by a
skeleton after the creature had died! Many thanks to both of you and I hope that you will
send in many further contributions.
This issue is, as usual, brimming with interesting items. We start off with a piece by our
recent warden Trudi Clarke about an incident during her stay on the remote Scottish
Island of St Kilda. Our current warden Nikkii Hesketh-Roberts, has contributed a detailed
and interesting account of her year on the marsh. Elizabeth Little gives an informative
article about a bird seen regularly at Stanpit; the Oystercatcher, while Sheila Richards
tells us why birds’ bones are hollow and Pam Higginson informs us about a little known
creature; the Gall wasp. Finally, John Ward updates us on the website and Mark gives us
his musings.
th

This summer’s Newsletter is our 100 issue, so we will be featuring FOSM’s history and
looking at items in some of the previous 99 issues. Margaret Woodward (the wife of
FOSM’s founding chairman Pat Woodward and a past chairman in her own right) has
already sent in an article about the events leading up to the founding of the Friends of
Stanpit Marsh. Let’s make this an historic issue, so please send us your thoughts and
memories of FOSM either from the early years or more recent times. If you can even find
th
a photo, that will be even better. There is plenty of time before the 100 issue, so there’s
no excuse! I hope you enjoy this issue.
The following photographers and artists are thanked for their contributions: cover
& P8 & 9 Pam Higginson, P4 & 5 Trudi Clarke, P7 Sheila Richards, P12 Julia
Woodward, P8, 15 & back cover Howard Little
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St Kilda Project

Trudi Clarke

Rising from the North AtlanFc like a phalanx of shields, the St Kilda archipelago is a
collecFon of turf-covered igneous islands – Hirta, Soay, Boreray and Dún – composed of
sweeping curves and plunging verticals; dominated by sea mists and ravaging win
winds.
Glacial silt in the valleys makes for rich pastureland and the cliffs support thousands of
nesting seabirds. The islands have been settled sporadically throughout human history,
the last Kildans leaving in the 1930s as the lure of modern comforts becam
became too great.
The treeless turf of fescues and bryophytes is cropped
by the wild sheep. The Soay sheep is a relic of the
Stone Age. A bony, ragged, flighty, goat like creature
of Mouflon ancestry, small of stature and tough as
boots. There are no predato
predators on Kilda, so
populations rise until the ecosystem collapses and
hundreds die of starvation. These die
die-offs have been
going on every decade for six thousand years.
Village Bay

The Soay Sheep Project has been studying the
population in Village Bay for over thirty years and non-interference
interference with the sheep is
impressed upon every fieldworker and researcher who comes to St Kilda.
off last spring, working with the St Kilda Mouse
I was there for a month during a die-off
Project. The previous die-off seven years
ars before had been minor, so the population had
burgeoned and now the landscape was littered with dead and dying sheep. Weak,
staggering ewes were aborting lambs and the slippery turf was cropped to nothing.
Usually wary of people, the Soays living near the Village Street that accommodated the
fieldworkers barely acknowledged our presence as they nibbled at the overgrazed turf.
Eating was their only priority from dawn to dark, but for many it wasn’t enough, and they
became too weak to move.
On my last day I climbed Conachair, the highest peak
on Hirta. Avoiding the tallest sea cliff in Britain at the
rear of Conachair, I rounded a hump on the summit
and startled three Soays. Two of them dashed off
down the hillside but the third stumbled and pitched
over onto her back.
I had seen something similar two weeks before.
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View from Conachair

Changing locations for mouse trapping, we had carried rucksacks full of Longworth traps
up from Glen Bay to the top of the hanging valley near the Lovers’
rs’ Stone. Stuffing the
rucksacks into a cleit for overnight storage we frightened some Soays, which tottered off
weakly. One ewe fell and had trouble rising again. She lurched and swayed as though
drunk. Distressing to watch though it was, Tom reiterated the policy of non
non-interference,
so we ignored her and continued to stow the traps. I looked up when we had finished, to
find her gone. She had found her feet and followed her companions down into the valley.
Hoping the same would happen in my present
situation, I retreated around the mound to give the
ewe space to right herself. I sat down on the turf to eat
my sandwiches. It was a rare sunny day with blue skies
and good visibility. I could see all the way to the Outer
Hebrides, if I ignored the upended legs waving
awkwardly in the foreground. Ten minutes became
twenty and it was clear that she could not regain her
The Street
feet. “Don’t interfere, don’t interfere,” I repeated to
myself. Logic said the ewe’s death would remove her pressure
re on the ecosystem. It was
happening all over Hirta: as the weakest died, the strongest enjoyed increased chances of
survival. But...
But sentiment said the ewe could take days to die, and the ravens would certainly pluck
her eyes before the end.
My sandwiches finished, now rationalisation began. If the ewe had simply dropped from
weakness, her ending would be just as protracted and awful but she had not. My sudden
appearance had caused her to lose her footing; by walking up Conachair I had intruded
on
n her environment, which meant I had already meddled. I reasoned that if I could get
her back on her feet, that second meddling, would cancel out the first.
But what if I was seen and reported to the Soay Sheep Project?
Worried that I was being too sentimental
mental in agonising over this one sheep, I finally
concluded there was really no choice at all.
I stood up and slowly approached the ewe. She was heavily pregnant, and rocking slightly
on a tussock. Weak, off balance and about to lamb, she would never rig
right herself without
help. I placed the side of my boot gently against her ribcage and slowly turned her back
onto her front. The moment her legs were beneath her, she sprang up and off. She ran a
few paces down the hillside then stopped and looked back.
“Never
ever speak of this,” I cautioned her, dizzy with relief. “Not a word!”
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OYSTERCATCHER (Sea Pie)

Elizabeth Little

The Oystercatcher is a common and easily identifiable sight on the mudflats at Stanpit
Marsh. This wader with its comparatively bulky body, glossy black and white plumage
and vivid red bill, is probably one of the easier birds for a beginner to identify. These
showy birds certainly don’t fall into the difficult category of “little brown job”.
Often large numbers will congregate
together on the seashore making their
distinctive piping sound. In the spring
males defend their territories with
curious displays on the beach. The
territory owner hunches his shoulders,
points his beak at the ground and starts
making a string of clear, shrill not
notes
that speed up into a long trill. As he
does this he runs round in a circle. Then
he advances on the intruder and walks
firmly along by his side. His mate and other neighbouring birds might also join the
intimidating performance until the intruder flies away.
When feeding, Oystercatchers probe for large marine worms and molluscs. They will even
prise shellfish such as limpets from rocks. The Oystercatcher attacks at the head end; the
cone shape is slightly lop sided, with a steeper incline at the hea
head. The Oystercatcher
makes a sideways thrust with its bill, which is often sufficient to dislodge the limpet. In
some places, Oystercatchers have surprisingly come into conflict with people because of
their supposed impact on commercial cockle fisheries. As cockles have declined in some
estuaries, Oystercatchers have increasingly turned to farmland to feed on earthworms.
The nest is rather a disappointment, just a scrape with a few stones or bits of dead grass
and decorated with a rabbit dropping or two. They have been known to nest inland, with
the female sitting conspicuously in the middle of a field being grazed by sheep. They
usually lay one brood of 2 or 3 eggs, between April and July. Unusually for a wader,
Oystercatchers collect food and take it to
o their chicks as they take time to learn the
specialist feeding techniques that have made these birds so successful.
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Ready for take-off

Sheila Richards

Not long ago we found some small bones on Crouch Hill and determined that they were
bird boness rather than mammal as they were hollow. The skeletons of most birds are
highly adapted for flight being lightweight but strong. Many of their bones are hollow,
with criss-crossing struts for structural strength. The air-filled
filled cavities (pneumatic
cavities) within the bones are connected to the respiratory system, so one bird breath
does more work than a mammal breath. The hollow bones allow the air to flow around,
which helps the birds get the oxygen they need to fly quickly and easily. The numb
number of
hollow bones varies amongst species, but gliding and soaring birds tend to have the
most.
The fact that some flightless birds like Penguins and
Ostriches only have solid bones, demonstrates the link
between flight and the
he adaptation of hollow bone
bones. Birds
also have a large deep breastbone which is unique to them.
This holds the wing muscles needed for flight. Most
flightless birds have lost this breastbone as they no longer
need it.
Other adaptations for flight are: a reduction in the total
number
er of bones, fusion of some bones and changes in bone shape to make them more
rigid. A rigid skeleton copes better with the stress of flight.
The respiratory system in a bird takes up one fifth of its body volume, in a mammal it is
one twentieth. Birds’’ hearts are also bigger and more powerful than mammals’, with
small birds’ hearts beating faster than large birds’, their heartbeats rising above 1,000
beats per minute. The effort needed for them to get up, up and away is a very good
reason to ensure that
hat the birds on Stanpit Marsh live their lives with as little disturbance
as possible.

Donations
FOSM would like to express its gratitude to Margaret Woodward, for her very generous
donation in memory of Pat Woodward, former Chairman and founder member
member.
Margaret’s donation will go towards furniture and fittings in the centre and both
Margaret’s and Pat’s names will be added to a plaque on the veranda.
The Friends are also once again grateful to local resident Margaret Etheridge for her
recent donation. Each year Margaret hires the Hayloft Gallery in Christchurch for a
Wildlife week or two of arts and crafts, and kindly donates the proceeds to FOSM.
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There is another good Friend to whom we are also grateful for his generous donations at
some of our Coffee Mornings.
A big thank-you
you to them all, and also to all those who support us with donations from
time to time.

FOSM’s New Display in the Information Centre
This is a brief description of our display area in the Information Centre for those of you
unable to visit. FOSM has purchased a wall-mounted
mounted A2 size wooden poster browser
with 5 sleeves. This is to be situated above a purpose built cupboard with curved top. On
the side of the cupboard will be a painting of a heron with a plaque remembering P
Pat
Woodward, founder member, and his work for the Friends and the Marsh.
Three members of the committee have been involved in
the design and production of the posters, and have so
far completed eight of them. Five of them illustrate
FOSM’s Beginnings, Fundraising,
undraising, Activities, Becoming a
Member and the Warden’s Duties. A further three show
our Website, the Marsh Nature Calendar and the Food
Web.
The remaining two are a work in progress at the time of
writing and deal with Salt Pans and their inhabitants
inhabitants,
and Gorse as a habitat for birds, insects and spiders.
Basically, the posters consist of a background photo of
the Marsh over-laid
laid with boxes of text and small oval
photos. We hope they will compliment Christchurch
Borough Council’s new shadow box display.
With luck the browser will be installed along with the shadow boxes in time for an
opening on the December Coffee Morning.

Christchurch Borough Council’s Shadow Box display
The shadow boxes are large wood framed paintings of the Marsh by a local art
artist, and
are designed to give a 3D effect by the inclusion of additional layers. There are ten of
them illustrating: Archaeology, Smuggling, recent History, Salt-marsh,
marsh, Central Marsh,
Mud Flats, Reed-beds,
beds, Crouch Hill, Priory Marsh and Bird Migration. Th
They each have an
accompanying text. With new white-painted
painted furniture, two round tables and leaf green
chairs, the centre will be a light and colourful place to visit, with interesting information
on the Marsh to browse.
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Gall Wasps

Pam Higginson

Not a very interesting sounding topic? - Well actually it is!
It all came about during late summer on the marsh, after I found those rather delicate
colourful flower-like
like patterns, of what I had always thought were a type of fungi, on the
underside of oak leaves.
I decided to find out exactly what they were.
They are known as spangle galls and are created by a
tiny gall wasp (Neuroterus quercusbaccarum). I was
very surprised and interested to find this out! Eggs are
laid on the underside of the leaf, and may number up to
around 100. The hatching larvae create these galls and
overwinter in them.
They have a complicated life-style – and emerging adults
Spangle gall
in the spring are all females. These females lay their eggs in oak bu
buds. The hatching
grubs induce the formation of currant galls (which hang like redcurrants) on young leaves
and catkins. The emerging adults from currant galls are both male and female and are
the wasps that lay their eggs on the underside of oak leaves.
Now I have to find some currant galls!
Again on oak, and on the marsh, I also found – as
pictured – this rather odd-looking
looking distorted acorn. I now
know it is called a knopper gall, and again was caused
by a tiny gall wasp (Andricus quercuscalicis)! This wasp
first appeared in the British Isles in the 1960’s. Eggs are
laid in oak buds, and the grub secrets chemicals which
alter the normal formation and cause the o
oak tree to
produce gall tissues which enclose it, providing both
protection and food.
Knopper gall

As with the spangle gall wasp, adults hatching in the
spring are all females. They lay their eggs in the catkins of the Turkey oak tree (an
introduced species). From these eggs, both males and females emerge, and it is these
adults that lay eggs that will produce the knopper galls.
Now I have to find a Turkey oak tree!
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The Gorse Bush
The cutting-back
back of gorse on the marsh has always been controversial, particularly that
which grows on Crouch Hill, where conditions for its growth are ide
ideal – light and freedraining soil. Here it also creates an ideal barrier between birds and bird watchers.
However, it can become straggly and encroaching, and in this particular area of the
marsh it encroaches on a nationally rare habitat – acid grassland.
d. At first glance, and
because of its thorny protrusions, gorse looks uninhabitable and uninteresting. However,
it is well-known
known as an ideal habitat for many small birds, such as greenfinch, linnet, long
longtailed tit, stonechat, and the rarer Dartford warbler.
Take a much closer look, though, into any gorse bush during the summer and you will see
that many species of insects and spiders welcome the protection of its spikes too – the
gorse shield bug, gorse lace bug,, gorse seed weevil, and gorse soft shoot moth, to name
but a few. Around 20 or more species of spider have also been found in these bushes on
Crouch Hill and North Scrubs. Many of these came to my attention when hunting
creatures to place information on the website, and also during the Bi
Bioblitz Day on the
marsh this year.
The gorse seed weevil, actually lays its eggs within
the gorse seed pod. The grubs consume the seeds,
and following pupation wait for the bursting of the
seed pod to escape! The soft shoot moth, as its name
suggests, lays its eggs in the soft new shoots of gorse,
where the grub (caterpillar) consumes the new shoots,
and weaves a cocoon for protection. Both these
species have actually been used as a means of control
for gorse in other countries.

Soft shoot moth in cocoon

A few spiders do not have common names, unfortunately, but some species were quite
abundant during the summer – comb-footed
footed Enoplognatha ovata, common mesh weaver
Dictyna latens, missing sector Zygiella atrica, running crab Philodroma sp., nursery web
Pisaura mirabilis, and Meta segmentata, to name but a few. The gorse shield bug, is very
common, and can be extremely difficult to spot if it lodges itself within the petals of a
flower. The eggs are minute and laid in 2 rows of 7. The hatching bugs go through
several instars before becoming adult, and they over-winter
winter in this final stage.
Unfortunately, some of the bushes that were particularly full of some of these creatures
were cut down during the recent conservation work in North Scrubs, which was not
pleasing to see at all! This cut-back
back took place because the gorse was encroaching on
acid grassland in this area, and was instigated by Natural England.
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A Poem

Olivia Totts

This morning on the path we found
A baby sparrow, tumbled down
From some warm nest, his heart a – pound,
A quiv’ring little fluffy mound.
We laid him in a box lined – soft
(Pathetic were his filmy eyes)
And placed it where the birds aloft
Might see and hear his baby cries.
When tiny heart stopped thumping fast
He staggered out and found the world –
A windy place, so cold, so vast
For tiny birds with wings still furled.
He cowered near a yawning drain,
Announcing loud his woeful plight
At first his cries were all in vain
For not a sparrow was in sight.
But soon from all directions came
The beating of wings of feathered kin,
Swiftly commenced the age – old game
Of teaching how his ‘wings’ to win.
They fluttered past his wondering eyes
From ground to ledge, from ledge to sill,
They dived, they showed him how to rise,
How use the wind his wings to fill.
At length he launched into the air,
A bird each side so he’d not fall….
Of all the things I’ve seen so fair
This was the sweetest sight of all!
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The Living Dead?

Julia Woodward

Our garden is partly wooded and extends down to the harbour margin. For the many
years that I can remember, there have been stag – beetles in season, both the larger
males with mandibles resembling stags’ antlers and the females with rudimentary ones.
This summer was no exception, though I
was struck by the fact that I kept finding
on the grass, specimens of both sexes
which had been eviscerated i.e. only the
carapace remained. Reference to the
internet suggested that the predators
might have been crows or magpies.
What did come as a big surprise was
being attacked by one of these
exoskeletons! I picked up a relic
consisting of just the head and thorax and next second squeaked with pain when the
horns pincered into my finger!
Presumably the creature was not long dead
ad and I had triggered an automatic reflex – like
a dead chicken which goes on flapping. Anyway, it was a bit spooky, but left no lasting
mark.

Membership Issues

Pam Higginson Membership Secretary

Renewal
Renewal is due on the lst January 2014. We look forward to your continued support
support.
A renewal slip is enclosed, but you could set up a Standing Order (not
not a Direct Debit)
and details are on the slip – no more bother of cheques and postage! – a good idea, eh!
Those of you who have already renewed will not receive a renewal slip.

End of Year Membership
Membership is always balanced for the year, at the end of September, like FOSM
accounts. We did have a few non-renewals,
renewals, and a few members also moved from the
area, but these were replaced by new members, thankfully. Our actual member total is
392 – it is a shame we have dropped under the 400! This figure comprises 137 family
subscriptions and 118 single.
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Newsletter Delivery
Firstly, a big ‘THANK YOU’ to ALL deliverers!
A few of you will notice that you have an extra one or two to deliver.
These may be new members, or ones picked out from the postal delivery.
I hope these are within your delivery range, but if not please do contact me
me.
It is difficult for me to assess exactly how far apart roads are on the map.
We do have several members living in the Fairmile area, and one or two deliverers
would be welcome here. Please let me know if you could help.
The area could be split into 2 halves –
1. Grove Road East
2
2. Grove Road West
1
3. Portfield Road
1
4. Bure House (off Jumpers Rd.) 1
5. Endfield Road
2

1.
2.
3.
4.

Old Barn Road
River Way
Suffolk Ave.
Fairmile Rd.

1
2
1
1

I am not sure whether these roads fit in each area – please let me know if you are
able to help.

Website News

John Ward

The FOSM web-site
site address is now owned by the committee and we are extremely
grateful to Peter Sketchley, who has taken on
n the task of refining it. He has now added
some more modern elements to attract more people to it.
We are fortunate to have close at
hand,
members
who
are
knowledgeable across a wide
spectrum of fauna and flor
flora.
Working through Peter, they are
constantly updating life on the
marsh as it unfolds. We are hoping
to add more interactive elements to
appeal to younger audiences. The history of the marsh has been up-dated
dated and now shows
the regular events as they happen, together with useful maps for those who wish to walk
around. The do’s and don’ts of the marsh include advice for walkers and canoeists alike.
Do please visit the site and let us know what you think of it. Your feedback will be most
welcome.
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A Year on the Marsh

Nikkii Hesketh
Hesketh-Roberts

Well what a season it’s been. I’m
m Nikkii, the seasonal warden at Stanpit Marsh. After
spending the last 3 years with Dorset Wildlife Trust, in particular the last year
consolidating my practical skills, this position has been my first fully fledged job as a
Countryside Warden – and it hasn’t disappointed.
Spring arrived very late as winter outstayed its welcome and so the first few butterfly
surveys came back negative apart from the odd small tortoiseshell.. It wasn’t until week
14, early July that we started seeing consistent numbers, who
o would’ve thought then that
we had a bumper year in store?! It was week 16, the 19th July that the numbers started
growing with 42 individuals recorded. 22 of those being meadow brown and 13 small
white (something that was to become a common occurrence). It was week 22 (27th
August) that saw the most individuals recorded at 82, a whopping 73 of those being small
white, an absolutely amazing year for them – possibly not for gardeners though!
The late spring turned to summer and b
brought
with it swallows, house and sand martins. Sedge
and reed warblers could be heard in full chorus
as you approached Bailey Bridge a
and continuing
on, catching the reed
eed bunting flitting above the
reeds by the Purewell stream. IIt was here I saw
my first ever
ver bearded ree
reedlings, first hearing
them between the reeds then my eye caught
sight of a pair of juveniles. I have since seen adults in the same spot.
It was early April that I first checked under the Bailey Bridge in the hope of finding some
otter spraint, and to my surprise it was just there –fresh
fresh as a daisy! Hence I check pretty
much every time I pass the bridge. I didn’t find any more until very recently but this is all
great indications of otters using Mother Sillers, if only occasionally.
olutely loved watching the marsh change each season, having never worked or
I’ve absolutely
spent much time on salt marshes before I had no idea the transformations could be so
spectacular. In particular returning from a few days holiday and seeing the marsh awash
with lilac – the sea lavender had bloomed, then this being replaced by sea aster, just so
beautiful.
Now autumn seems to have fully landed and the last of the swallows have left. Wigeon
and brent are back after their mammoth journeys from Siberia. The marsh has changed
again. I’ve enjoyed my season immensely and have learnt more than I thought possible
about this very special habitat.
14

FOSM Christmas Party 2013
th

Friday December 6 saw FOSM’s Christmas party at
Christchurch Rowing Club.. Despite slightly reduced
numbers this year, a great time was enjoyed by all
members who were able to attend. Thanks are due
to all who helped to make the event so enjoyable
with special thanks going to Avril La Breche for the
organisation and Pam Higginson and Sheila
Richards for creating the wide range of enjoyable
and festive table games for the event.

Opening of the Information Centre Gallery
FOSM’s December coffee morning is usually a time for mulled wine and mince pies, but
this year it also marked the opening of the interior of the information centre. The gallery
of shadowboxes was on display as well as the automatons and recently completed
furniture. A large number of friends attended the celebration
ebration together with many of the
marsh volunteers. The event was opened by the Mayor, Councillor
ouncillor John Lofts. The Leader
of Christchurch Council, Councillor Ray Nottage and the chairman of the Community
Services Committee, Councillor Sally Derham – Wilkes also attended.
Speeches were given by Peter Holloway, the Senior Countryside Officer, Mark Merritt,
Chairman of FOSM and Mayor Lofts. Thanks were given to many
any of the people who
contributed to the creation and subsequent success of the reserve and its in
information
centre. Special mention and bouquets were given to four FOSM members: Avril La Breche,
Pam Higginson, Ann Blofield and Sheila Richards.
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