NATURE NOTES LITE 2014

ANURRY

L.L&-L This has been a misserably wet, windy but mild start to the New Year, especially for
people who have been flooded on the Somerset Levels and for those pounded by heavy seas on the
coast. At the end of the month, the Environment Agencies have predicted that the floods will not
subside until the end of February. But first, some garden bird observations. At last, the bird feeders
have been busy with lots of Blue Tits eating as though there was no tomorrow. With them has been a
pair or two of Great Tits. However, as | noted at the end of last year, we have hardly seen a Coal Tit
although one or two have been around this month. At last | obtained a decent picture of a Goldcrest
outside the kitchen window (see below) and | wrote about this species for the parish magazine, The
Link, which | have reproduced below.

—

A Glint of Gold.
Every Winter one of our feeding stations on the wall outside our kitchen window is visited by
regal bird that comes to pick at tiny crumbs that are wedged between the stones. It is a
Goldcrest and sure enough, just after Christmas, one has regularly descended from the lofty
canopy of the pine trees by our house and for a few seconds pokes and prods its tiny bill into
crevices to get the fragments of bead and peanuts that the larger birds have left. | eventually
managed to photograph it one afternoon while it paused for a fraction of a second (see photo).
With a scientific name of Regulus requlus, the Goldcrest is indeed a royal bird; it means prince
or kinglet. Our bird’s American relatives are called Kinglets. The reason for their name is not

hard to fathom out because the birds have a streak of yellow feathers on top of the head, more
obvious in males although sometimes hard to see. However the crest is raised during



courtship. But that takes place high up usually in coniferous trees where most of our half a
million pairs live. It is a bird that is more often heard than seen, at least if you have really good
hearing because both the calls and song are very thin and high pitched. As a rule of thumb,
those of us beyond pensionable age — or even younger — are deaf to them. So it is always a
pleasure to be able to see at close hand this wee mite of a bird. Its small size gave rise to the
bird’s earlier name of Golden crested Wren. However, Goldcrests are closer to the warblers
than to the Wren family. Nevertheless, it was the shrill voiced Wren that stole the crown of
being our smallest bird. Accordingly, it was the Wren which adorned the smallest of our old
copper currency — the farthing (see photo). This should rightly have been a Goldcrest.
Tipping the scales at between five and six grams, one of them is equivalent to the weight of a
couple of new pennies and 4 grams lighter and a centimetre
shorter than the Wren. And yet as birds go, this featherweight
dwarfs some of the Hummingbirds. The smallest of these is the
diminutive Ruby-throat which could easily be mistaken for a moth.
Less than three inches long, these spend the summer in North
America and migrate south in Autumn, many flying 500 miles
across the Gulf of Mexico non stop in around twenty hours. Every
Autumn, the UK is invaded by many Goldcrests from the Continent,
involving them in a comparatively long sea crossing. Mind you,
how such a wee bird remains warm even in our relatively mild
winter climate is a miracle.

There have been 6-8
Blackbirds around mopping
up the remai
windfalls, including the one
on the right with an
pleasingly symmetrical white
nape. If this had merged into
a white chin, the pattern
would have been very similar
to the White-collared
Blackbird found in the
Himalayas; of course, the
Ring Ouzel simply has a
white gorget. Our bird
simply had a patch of
albinism, which is not
unusual in this species.

The mild weather has brought on premature of Spring with Song Thrushes, Robins, Dunnocks
and Blackbirds beginning to sting lustily. Nuthatches have also been yelping and | even heard
a Great Spotted Woodpecker drumming.



On the left is an article in The
Times on the 16" January noting
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Ladybirds. Mallard have even
appeared with ducklings!

The weather has dominated this month ’ s new
fiercesome gales sweeping the country and a brief Arctic
chill early in the month due to the southerly route of the
North Atlantic Jet Stream.

The 6th and 7" of the month
%Stem ]h.lly Press brought storms, very high tides

and low pressure. The coasts
__wmwss were battered by 30ft waves,
~ reducing seafronts to piles of
rubble. The River Avon even
overflowed its banks in Bristol,
flooding the busy Portway for the
first time in living memory. The
Western Daily Press for the 7'
January was almost completely
devoted to the appalling
T W e U g e v conditions; on the left is part of

loomamﬂedonzlqland, the front page ...

...and on the right, a centre
spread dominated by the
wonderful sunrise on the 6™.
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Red sky at dawn, Shepherds
warning!

It proved to be correct on this
occasion.




Flood misery engulfed the windy West. On a cold but calm 11™ | was tempted into the air to
take a look at the Somerset and Gloucester floods. It was a beautiful day and excellent for
photography. This is just a selection. Above is a view of The Levels looking West very close to
Yeoviltonwi t h t he fl oodplain |l argely ...er fl ooded

Further west with the banks of the River Parrat winding diagonally across the photo.



Above: The roads to Muchelney could only be navigated by boat for weeks to come. Below:
Burrow Bridge with its tump surmounted by a church was the end of the road to Taunton.




After an hour and quarter, | landed back at Doynton to warm up — it was barely 3°C in the air.
| then flew north to beyond Gloucester where the Severn had overflowed its banks. Above:
over the Tirley; the water surrounds the church and laps the edge of the village.

Left: The River Severn
curves past the
medieval Ashleworth
Tithe Barn.

Pictorially, the floods
seemed to be similar
in extent to those that
| photographed a year
or so ago, although
the water might have
been deeper and
certainly less reluctant
to subside because of
the continued periods
of rain.

Nevertheless much
criticism has been
heaped on the various authorities responsible for drainage. But the scale of these floods
would seem to indicate that the deluge of water would have overwhelmed any drainage
system. The Somerset Levels are below sea level anyway, and gravity will ensure that water
will accumulate there. The lesson is flood plains should be maintained as such and not settled.




Left: The River
Severn meanders

towards
Gloucester. Its
flood plain seems
to have been
sensibly settled by
only the odd farm
— here somewhat
isolated from the
inundated road at
Haw Bridge. Our
predecessors knew
where to build and
not to mess with
nature.
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Tewkesbury is a case in point because the medieval part of this small town is invariably high
and dry at times like this (see below).

Nestling on
relative high
ground beside the
River Severn, just
below where it is
joined by the
Warwickshire

Avon, the original
settlement has
survived surges of
water for
centuries. It sits
by the longest
river in Great
Britain (the Irish
Shannon just
beats it). 219
miles in length,
the River Severn
drains 4409
square miles,
much of it in the sodden Welsh moorlands, which gives it a potentially huge flow. With a
period of exceptionally heavy rainfall, the river is bound to spread beyond its banks. This is
simply the nature of rivers. Loss of forests, drainage of bogs and loss of water meadows
together with the concreting over of roads and so on simply exacerbates the problem and
should give planners and developers cause to rethink how land is used. And pigs may fly!




Dawn over Bristol from Ashton Court on the 22" January. Mist has spread from the Long
Ashton Vale into the city. Red Deer are in the foreground. Below: The wider view.
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Left: The spire of St. Mary
Redcliffe stands proud of the
haze as the mist rolls into the
bottom of the park. lan
Fergusson showed this photo
on the . . / Points West
weather forecast.




Right: The stags still have
their magnificent antlers
but showing very little
interest in the pregnant
hinds.

Below: The buck Fallow
Deer were also looking very
fine indeed. It appeared as
though the herd had been
fed because the animals
were all bunched in the
centre of their enclosure.
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A couple of days
beforehand, | had
my second flight
of the year. The
sky was clear over
Doynton and |
decided to head
across  towards
Usk but was
surprised to find
that cloud over
the other side of
the Bristol
Channel was
weeping down to
the tops of the
hills.

Cloud like this calls for a 180° turn, in this case towards the Cotswolds where attractive

Cumulus humilis clouds were beginning to form (above).



These clouds mark begi
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nning of the day when thermals start to wind up, lifting humid near

the ground to a level where it is cool enough to condense the moisture. | was flying at 2200ft
amsl where it was 2.5°C. As the day wore on, thicker clouds covered the sky as yet another

Army on flood alert as more rain forecast
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Right: Rain sweeps across the country; at 17.00hrs it had
mostly passed Bristol where well over half an inch fell.

front came in. | landed after 50
minutes, feeling somewhat chilly!

The floods continued to dominate
the news until the end of the
month. On the 31%, torrential
came in from the Atlantic
confirming that this has been the
wettest January on record.
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The Horfield and Filton Weather Station recorded only 51 hours of sunlight during the month,
and this gave us a photovoltaic generation of 88kWhrs (60 and 28) which was marginally
higher than last year. The rainfall was 173.8mm (6.84 inches).

Snowdrops are out, some daffodils around the corner are about to burst into flower and the
other day | saw either a Peacock or a Red Admiral butterfly in the garden. So Spring must be
on the way!
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