
 

DIGSWELL LAKE SOCIETY 
 
The Society maintains Digswell Lake and the surrounding 
wooded parkland (17½ acres in all ) as a nature reserve and 
place of tranquil beauty. 
 

Newsletter      Winter 2013 

 


 
All evening 
meetings  

commence at 
7.30 pm  

 
and are held 

at the  
 

Digswell Village Hall 
Harmer Green Lane 

Digswell 
 

Admission charge 
only £2.00 

 

which includes 
refreshments 

 
Your friends are 
most welcome  
to come along 

 
Ring Bob Leys 

0n 01707 321157 
for information 

 


The Society is a Registered Charity (No.296918) and a Company Limited by Guarantee incorporated in England (No. 2125155).  
Registered Office: 401 Knightsfield, Welwyn Garden City, Herts. AL8 7LY 

Diary Dates 2013 
 

Friday 15th November 2013  
Wildflowers, Butterflies and Birds of Aldbury Nowers Nature Reserve. 
Speaker: Paul Thrush, Reserves Officer.  Aldbury Nowers Nature Reserve near 
Tring is chalky grassland and beech woodland, it has wonderful views across the 
Vale of Aylesbury and is well known for its wild flowers and its wide range of 
birds and butterflies. 
 

Friday 14th February 2014 
“Darwin and the Galapagos” following a recent visit to the Galapagos Islands 
Linda McArdell will provide an illustrated talk on the plants, wild life, the location 
of the islands and what it was that started Darwin on his train of thought that re-
sulted in “Origins of Life".  
Linda McArdell has spoken to Digswell Lake Society previously on the work of 
the Woodland Trust. She was a warden at Wormley Wood near Hoddesdon for 
nearly 20 years. Linda holds an Honours degree in Natural Science, and a Mas-
ters degree in Communicating Science 
 

Friday 25th April 2014 
The Management of Trees in Welwyn & Hatfield 
Speaker: Oliver Waring, Tree Officer for Welwyn & Hatfield Council 
 

Friday 6th June 2014 
Annual General Meeting followed by  
"Hedgerows and their Management" an illustrated talk by Paul Blissett  
How and why hedgerows came about, their role in the landscape, attitudes to 
hedgerows, hedgerow management by hedge laying and other means, regional 
variations and how all these things have changed over time. Paul is accredited 
by the National Hedgelaying Society and has been involved in hedge laying for 
25years 
 

Saturday 13th September 2014 
Visit to Veolia Environmental Services – The Redbourn Treatment Plant is in 
Veolia’s Hazardous Waste Division and handles and processes bulk liquid 
wastes from industrial and commercial sources (no sewage). Veolia has kindly 
agreed to show Digswell Lake members around their site and explain the proc-
ess of handling hazardous waste. 
Location: Redbourn Road, St Albans, Hertfordshire, AL3 6RP 
This treatment plant is just the other side of St. Albans and about 30 min drive 
from Digswell. Timing to be agreed. Spaces limited. They are able to accommo-
date a maximum of 10 people at each of 2 sessions – please email sally burman 
to reserve your place. sally.burman@ntlworld.com 
 

Friday 24th October 2014 
“Deer management and their habitats; species and the impact of man on 
their environment”. An illustrated talk by Bruce Sherriff. 
Following agricultural college Bruce has been involved in farming and running a 
business, he now teaches clay pigeon shooting and manages a 200-acre wood-
land site of scientific interest near Hertford. He has been involved in the organis-
ing of the Hertfordshire County Show and was president in 2011. 

Work Party Dates 
2013 - 2014 

 

See at foot of page 2 
 

Offers of assistance 
welcomed 

 

Tel. 0845-003-5253 
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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 

somewhat east of the Lake main entrance. Or 
that, around there, Digswell Park Road itself 
once followed a more southerly course than now. 
 The other permission was to remove two 
trees at the north abutment of the weir. One is a 
chestnut, and our structural engineer recom-
mended this be removed because the roots had 
wrapped themselves around the abutment. If the 
tree were to topple, the roots might destabilise 
the abutment, with consequent risk to the Lake 
itself. Just east (downstream) of this is an alder, 
which the Council itself recommended us to re-
move, because being shallow-rooted, it could 
itself be blown down, knocking the chestnut off-
balance. Both trees will be removed just a small 
part at a time, both to avoid sudden recoil on the 
weir structure, and to allow time to check that the 
weir is not being caused to twist or otherwise 
move. 
 If you were visiting the Lake during the 
summer, you would have noticed how Himalayan 
Balsam had suddenly spread in the area. We 
found much more at the Lake, in various places, 
than we originally thought, and as an 
‘emergency’ measure, we will scythe it annually 
to stop it seeding (which it does, prolifically, to 
the exclusion of other plant and animal life in its 
colonies). There is also some Himalayan Balsam 
upstream of us, which, as its seeds are carried 
down the river, will recolonise the Lake area 
(such is life), and we in turn are acutely con-
scious that, downstream of us, the Digswell 
Residents Association have put in hours of vol-
untary effort in removing it from Digswell’s rec-
reation ground, an effort that we do not want to 
negate! We are seeking help from the Country-
side Management Service on this problem. 
 

Peter Neville 

 As the nights draw in, I hope the Society’s 
social programme will have something to interest 
you. Our most recent lecture (as at Newsletter 
press date) was about Northaw Great Wood, 
which has been there for half a millennium, an 
interesting counterpoint to an earlier Society lec-
ture on Heartwood Forest (near Sandridge), a 
project to create the largest new native forest in 
England. We would always like to see more 
members and guests at our evening meetings, 
which, as you will see from the 2014 programme 
announced in this Newsletter, our Committee 
member Sally Burman has arranged such as to 
avoid the problematic-weather months of De-
cember and January, when the weather can be 
treacherous. 
 Of course, weather can be treacherous at 
other times too. Autumn is the main season for 
gales, and the full force of the much-predicted 
one in October did luckily miss Digswell. At the 
Lake, a bough fell across the island path (and 
was easily removed) and a bough had fallen 
across the river just below the drainage outfall, 
but did not appear to be impeding the flow. Bob 
Leys, our first Committee member upon the 
scene, observed that  no trees had actually been 
lost so far as he could see. 
 As to our programmed work at the Lake, 
we secured two important permissions from the 
Borough Council. The first was to place a steel 
tool store near the main entrance, to improve the 
security of our maintenance tools. When visiting 
the Lake recently, you may have seen prepara-
tions for this. In levelling the ground, a previously 
unsuspected tarmac roadway came to light, sug-
gesting that there was possibly metalled road-
way from the Digswell House direction, (maybe 
roughly along the bridleway adjoining the Lake), 
and cutting the corner to join Digswell Park Road 

 

Have a look at your web site. 
 

DIGSWELL-LAKE.ORG.UK 
 

Find  
Contact details 

Calendar of events 
(e.g. work parties & talks ) 
Picture gallery - Newsletter 

And more 
 

Please send in articles, anecdotes  and photographs 
which you feel  may be of interest to other 

Society members. 
bob.leys@ntlworld.com 

WORK PARTY DATES 2013 - 2014 

23rd 
28th 
25th 
22nd 
22nd 
26th 
24th 

Nov 
Dec 
Jan 
Feb 
Mar 
Apr 
May 

13 
13 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 

28th 
26th 
23rd 
27th 
25th 
22nd 
 

Jun 
Jul 
Aug 
Sep 
Oct 
Nov 

14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
14 
 

9 am - 1 pm 
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Photo Gallery 

Photo by Simon Stebbings 
See “Vole” article on page six. 

Above photo by Barbara Hanak 

Tortoiseshell  -  Photo by James Godbold 

You may remember I asked for help 
( in the last issue) identifying the above 
plant which I photographed growing on 
the bank of the Mimram 
 
Two Members kindly responded one 
suggesting it may be a lobelia or a 
cross of a native water lobelia and a 
garden variety and the other sugges-
tion was that it may be a marsh orchid. 
 
My photo obviously did not make iden-
tification easy. If I come across the 
plant again I will endeavour to do bet-
ter. Many thanks to respondents.    Ed. 
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT 
Spring and Summer -2013 

Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull 

continued on next page 

Along with keeping records for the site this year I 
have embarked on a review of recent years 
since I started to keep records and comparing 
them to some past records by R.Knightsbridge 
(RK) recorded in relation to the site surveys for 
the British Trust for Ornithology 1976-1979.  In 
due course I hope to create a full comparison 
document for the website.  
As in previous years I have paid most attention 
to the nest attempts for Coots for the BTO nest 
records scheme.  This year there were four pairs 
in residence, three on the lake and one pair on 
the river beyond the dam. Two of the lake pairs 
were successful in having one brood of chicks 
and in both instances at least two chicks sur-
vived to the stage of independence. 
Once again a pair of Mute Swans nested and 
initially had four chicks. On some later dates 
only two young appeared to have survived.  His-
torically RK listed one pair in the 1970’s surveys 
but none were present when I first started re-
cording in 2006. A pair first reoccurred in 2008. 
Pairs are normally faithful to a sit returning to 
breed at a site year after year. The pairs are also 
normally faithful to each other. 
Mallard is the only regularly occurring duck spe-
cies to breed on site. There were no observation 
s of Mallard chicks this year and for most of the 
season the numbers of residents remained low. 
Historically a maximum of 10 pairs have been 
present since 2006 and this seems to have been 
the situation in the RK surveys. RK only noted 
Mallard as a breeding species but I have seen 
the occasional brood of Tufted Duck in some 
years. 
The only two specific summer migrants to occur 
this season were Blackcap and Chiff Chaff. On 
one date I counted six Blackcap singing, which 
was a higher total than most other years on re-
cord. I only noted two pairs of Chiff Chaff. His-
torically about 3-4 pairs of each species have 
occurred since 2006. RK recorded both in the 
category of less than 9 and it therefore looks as 

if these numbers 
have been typi-
cal from that 
time. Both spe-
cies are also na-
tionally doing 
well.  
RK recorded 
Garden Warbler 

and Spotted Fly-
c a t c h e r  i n 
1970’s and al-
though Garden 
Warbler has 
been recorded in 
some years 
since 2006 Spot-
ted Flycatcher 
has not. This is unlikely to have much to do with 
any changes in the site but may reflect national 
observations of decline. Spotted Flycatcher in 
particular has shown a steep decline in popula-
tion indices since the 1970’s. 

RK also recorded 
Whitethroat in the 
1970’s but I have 
no records. In this 
case however this 
is most likely to be 
due to changes in 
the habitat. White-

throat prefer open habitats with scrub and 
growth of the tree canopy since the 1970’s 
means that habitat is unsuitable for the species. 
Among the resident species there were 4 male 
blackbirds and 8 wrens singing, which are typical 
for most years in my records.  RK records sug-
gest a slightly higher category of counts above 
10 occurred in the 1970’s. 6 Robins were a 
lower count than in most years (normally 12-19) 
but 1 Song Thrush was typical.  

Buzzard and 
Red Kite 
were again 
noted gliding 
overhead on 
some dates 
following the 
pattern of re-
cent local 
population 

increases 
and were 
not present 
during the 
time RK did 
his survey. 
                                               
 
 Garden Warbler 

Spotted Flycatcher 

White Throat 

Red Kite 

Buzzard 
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Bird Report continued 
Thanks for a few people who have sent me ob-
servations. As autumn moves in to winter we 
can expect the possible occurrence of various 
winter visitors such as Siskin, Fieldfare and Red-
wing, as well as various duck species (Gadwall, 
Tufted Dick, Shoveller).  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Please report any sightings by phone (01438 
813074) or email (colinhull88@btinternet.com).  
 

 

Fieldfare 

Siskin 

Red Wing 

Shoveller 

Gadwell 

Tufted Duck 

WORK PARTY CHORES 



Water Voles were once common throughout Britain 
including Hertfordshire. During the Twentieth Century 
there was a gradual decline as a result of habitat loss, 
degradation and fragmentation. Nevertheless water 
voles were still common and widespread in Hertford-
shire into the 1990's. 
Especially around the 1970's, American Mink es-
caped and were released from fur farms across the 
country, often by animal rights activists. As a result 
mink spread throughout Britain and established sig-
nificant populations. The female mink is small enough 
to enter a water vole burrow and can pursue the ani-
mal on the ground or through the water so for the wa-
ter vole there was no escape. Although water voles 
have always been on the menu for a number of native 
predators such as pike, fox, stoat, heron, barn owl etc 
they always had some means of escape and conse-
quently were in balance with their predators. Too late 
it was realised that the impact of mink on the water 
vole was so great that entire populations became ex-
tinct. 
When mink control started 
in earnest in the county 
large numbers were 
caught. For example 
something like 70 were 
caught on the river Rib in 
the space of a couple of 
years about 10 years ago. 
Currently about 40 mink 
per year are caught 
across the whole county. 
As a result of mink predation water vole populations 
have fallen by up to 95% and water voles are the fast-
est declining British mammal. They are probably ab-
sent from the rivers Bulbourne, Gade, Ver and much 
of the Colne (apart from a colony near Denham in 
Middlesex). In the Colne catchment only the river 
Chess remains a stronghold. Most of the other Hert-
fordshire rivers drain into the river Lee. Water voles 
are missing from the Beane, Rib, Ash and Stort and 
much of the upper Lee. There are populations around 
Hertford and in patches right the way down into Lon-
don so the lower Lee is the second remaining strong-
hold. However it is also where many of the mink are 
caught so these populations remain vulnerable. In 
North Herts, both the river Purwell and the river Rhee 
still have water voles but there are none in the Hiz, 
Ivel or Oughton. Mink are not fussy predators so their 
absence is good news for a whole range of native 
wildlife. If there are plenty of juvenile moorhens and 
ducks around it probably means that mink are absent. 
The Mimram is the only river flowing into Hertford with 
a significant water vole population. Due to the pres-
ence of a mink family near Codicote in 2010 (most/all 
of which were caught) water vole populations were 
lost from the upper part of the river and have yet to 
return. Downstream from Codicote, through Welwyn, 
Digswell, Tewinbury, Panshanger to Herford there are 
water vole populations.  
Where the habitat is good the population density is 
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high. Water voles ideally need thick vegetation that 
grows from the water on to the bank such as sedges, 
rushes and reeds. This provides cover from predators, 
plenty of food and hidden access to burrows in the 
bank or the opportunity to build football-sized nests 
above ground where there is a very shallow bank. If 
the banks are covered with trees light is restricted on 
to the river so limiting the growth of the thick vegeta-
tion needed by water voles.  
As has occurred in the upper Mimram, mink can elimi-
nate entire water vole populations, simply by moving 
up and down the river. Should mink move along the 
Mimram through Digswell the effect could be devas-
tating. However, because the mink may follow the 
river, it is possible that Digswell Lake would be by-
passed and become a refuge from which re-
colonisation could occur once the mink have been 
caught.  
Although there is no reason why water voles should 
not be out and about in the daytime it is very unusual 
to see them these days. Therefore when surveying a 

stretch, typically 500m, of a 
river for water voles the sur-
veyor is looking for evidence 
of water voles rather than 
the animals themselves. 
Burrow entrances, nests, 
footprints and runs in the 
vegetation are all indicators 
that water voles are present 
but there are two signs in 
particular that are looked for. 

Water voles will bite off the stems of the sedges and 
rushes that surround them, characteristically at 45 
degrees, and then leave piles of these cut stems in 
the open area they have created. Such piles are 
called feeding signs. Field voles will also create such 
piles but, being a much smaller animal, the cut stems 
are invariably thinner and shorter. However the only 
way to be sure of the presence of water voles is to 
find piles of their droppings known as  latrines. Fe-
males are more territorial than males and a female 
water vole will use latrines to mark her territory, often 
squashing old droppings before scent marking the 
area then adding fresh droppings to the site. 
The animal that is most often confused with the water 
vole is the brown rat as it is a good swimmer and of-
ten occupies similar areas. Water voles are buoyant 
swimmers producing a bow wave when swimming. In 
contrast to the rat they have small ears that don't pro-
trude, a rounded nose and a shorter tail covered in 
thin fur unlike the scaly tail of the rat.  
If you see a water vole when out and about in Hert-
fordshire or signs that you think might have been 
made by a water vole, please let us know at the Herts 
and Middlesex Wildlife Trust. The easiest way to con-
tact is by email and my email address is: 
martin.ketcher@hmwt.org. 
 

Martin Ketcher 
Water Vole Conservation Officer 

Water Voles 
An article by Martin Kercher following his very interesting talk on the 15th March 

Photo by Simon Stebbings 
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Review of recent talk: 
Peter Walker from the Friends of Northaw Great 
Wood gave a very interesting and varied illus-
trated talk to members at our evening meeting 
on Friday 18th October 2013. Northaw Great 
Wood comprises of 300 acres of mixed wood-
land and open grass areas and lies West of the 
village of Cuffley. It is a remnant of the extensive 
forest that covered much of the area before the 
Norman conquest. During the 11th and 12th 
centuries, the area was owned by Norman Bar-
ons. In the 16th century, it was recorded as a 
Woodland Common and as such would have 
been used for grazing, while pollarding the Horn-
beams provided commoners’ fuel. 

In 1806 the Common of Northaw was enclosed 
by Act of Parliament. From then until 1938 it was 
a private woodland used for timber production. 
In 1811, the original pollards were cut down and 
replanted with Oak and Scots Pine. Some of the 
older Hornbeams can, however, still be seen in 
the adjacent Cuffley Camp site. Coppicing of the 
planted Sweet Chestnut and Hornbeam took 
place in the 19th century. Most of the Pine were 
felled in the late 19th century and a final crop of 
Oak was removed in the 1920s. Since then, the 
remaining timber has re-established itself and 
because of its original healthy habitat, cleared 
areas are dominated by Birch with some Oak, 
Hornbeam and Sweet Chestnut. 
In 1937, Hertfordshire County Council acquired 
290 acres of this land. Because of its importance 
for nature conservation, the Great Wood has for 
over 50 years been designated as a Site of  

Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and in 1999 
was awarded the status of a Local Nature Re-
serve.  
The Wood also has the status of a Country Park, 
wherein lies the tension between the wood as a 
public amenity for which wide access and use is 
to be encouraged and its status as a Nature Re-
serve and SSSI where access may need to be 
restricted to protect the environment and its wild-
life. The site is now managed by Welwyn Hat-
field Borough Council. 
Management - With no commercial exploitation 
or commoners’ activities as in the past, if left to 
itself, the Wood would become overgrown, pos-
sibly with unsuitable species such as Sycamore 
and the dense canopy would reduce the ground 
vegetation. This in turn can have a dramatic ef-
fect on the overall bio-diversity. Regular man-
agement is therefore essential to encourage a 
wide diversity of plants, birds and animals. Work 
is carried out in line with a Management Plan, 
approved by English Nature (now Natural Eng-
land) and the Forestry Commission and agreed 
with the Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust. 
Location & Facilities: Just 10 miles south of 
Welwyn garden city it is well worth a visit - 
A1000 towards Brookmans Park, take left turn 
onto the B157 The Ridgeway for roughly 2 miles 
and the entrance is on the left.  

Plenty of parking (£1 donation). water for dogs 
and toilets are available onsite and many 
benches and picnic tables. 
Web site: fongw.org.uk   Lots of info’. 

The Friends of Northaw Wood 



 
I am writing this on Sunday 27th of October, keeping watch for the promised storm and thinking 
back to the, now officially over, summer. Whenever I went to the Lake there seemed to be people 
sitting and relaxing; picnicking, sunbathing, reading, painting.  It was very satisfying to see the 
area being used and enjoyed so well. The Autumn harvest was particularly good and the wild 
plums, blackberries and elderberries more prolific than I remember from past years.  This Winter I 
am well supplied with elderberry cordial to ward off coughs and colds. 
 As Bob prepares the newsletter I have to prune the membership list before the addressed enve-
lopes are printed and am sorry to say that about 50 names will be deleted. Happily, I have been 
gratified to enrol about a dozen new members and received three late renewals in the last few 
weeks.   
Next year is going to be so exciting.  The new storage container will be in place soon and the 
plans for the bridge and weir refurbishment have moved on a stage now that we have permission 
for the removal of the trees.  Don’t forget that the Lake also has much to offer during the Winter.  
The uninterrupted view of the Viaduct, when all the leaves have gone, alone, makes a visit worth-
while.   
Next time the Newsletter comes through your door, the hour will have moved forward again!  
Have a happy Christmas and don’t forget to give a thought to joining us at one of the talks at Dig-
swell Village Hall during the Winter season; the two so far, have been excellent. 
 

Carole Dale 
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Treasurer & Membership Secretary’s Report 

SUBSCRIPTIONS   2013/2014 
 

The Society’s subscription year runs from 1st April to 31st March 
 

For those members making direct payment please, if you have not already done so, make 
your cheque payable to Digswell Lake Society and send it, with this completed slip, to the 
Treasurer Carole Dale, the address of whom is shown at the foot of the last  page.            
Many thanks. 
 

Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
 
Post code                                      Tel. no. 
 
e-mail                                                                         Date          /        / 
 

Please tick:       £ 5.00  (individual membership) 
                           
       £10.00  (family membership) 



YOUR TREASURER & 
MEMBERSHIP SECRETARY 
Carole Dale. 
135 Oakdale, 
Welwyn Garden City, 
Herts. AL8 7QS 
Tel. No. 01707 895854 
carole_dale@hotmail.com 

YOUR NEWSLETTER 
COMPILER 
Bob Leys. 
401 Knightsfield, 
Welwyn Garden City, 
Herts. AL8 7LY 
Tel. No. 01707 321157 
bob.leys@ntlworld.com 

YOUR SECRETARY 
& SAFETY OFFICER 
Piers D Treacher 
Mobile telephone no. 
07834953616  
E-mail 
piers@treacher.net 

YOUR CHAIRMAN 
PETER NEVILLE. 
26 Harmer Green Lane, 
Digswell, Welwyn, 
Herts. AL6 0AT 
Tel.No. 01438 714394 
peter.neville@stcatz. 
oxon.org 


