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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. 
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All evening 
meetings  

commence at 
7.30 pm  

and are held 
at the  

Digswell Village Hall 
Harmer Green Lane 

Digswell 
Admission charge 

only £4.00 
which includes 
refreshments 

Your friends are 
most welcome  
to come along 
Ring Bob Leys 

0n 01707 321157 
for information 


Diary Dates 
 
AGM 
Friday 2nd October 2020  
Provisionally to be held at Digswell 
Village Hall,  
Start time 7.30 pm 
 
Please check web site nearer the 
date for final details or telephone 
me - Bob Leys - on 01707 321157. 

THIS ISSUE IS PARTLY SPONSORED BY “MAIL BOXES ETC” AND FOR WHICH SUPPORT THE SOCIETY IS MOST GRATEFUL. 

 
Do visit your web site 

  

digswell-lake.org.uk 
 

for events, gallery, 
 work parties,  

contact details and more. 

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

YOUR MEMBERSHIP 
SECRETARY  
 
Simon Stebbings 
4 Coltsfoot Lane 
Bulls Green Knebworth 
Herts SG3 6SB 
 
Tel. No.01438 798807 
MemSec.DLS@gmail.com 

YOUR TREASURER  
 
 
Deborah Anne Smith 
15 Old School Close 
Codicote 
Herts SG4 8YJ 
 
Tel. No.01438 821167 
deborah.smith@consultant.com 

YOUR CHAIRMAN 
 
 
Simon Stebbings 
4 Coltsfoot Lane 
Bulls Green Knebworth 
Herts SG3 6SB 
 
Tel. No.01438 798807 
MemSec.DLS@gmail.com 

PLEASE NOTE               
 
The cost of calling our 0845 003 
5253 number is made up of two 
parts: an access charge going to 
the caller’s phone company (3p 
pm), and a service charge set by 
the 0845 telephone provider (7p 
pm). A call would, therefore, cost 
10p pm but could vary slightly de-
pending upon your call package. 

               WORK PARTY DATES 
                             2020 

 

 
For more information please contact                                              
  James Godbold 

  info@digswell-lake.org.uk             
or telephone; 0845-003-5253 

  
Sep 26th  
Oct 24th  
Nov 28th  
Dec 19th? 

These dates are 
provisional - 
please check web 
site or contact 
James Godbold - 
see below..  

mailto:.leys@ntlworld.com
mailto:MemSec.DLS@gmail.com
mailto:deborah.smith@consultant.com
mailto:MemSec.DLS@gmail.com
mailto:info@digswell-lake.org.uk


CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 
 
Let me get one thing out of the way to start with.  My wish was granted and we did have a wet winter 
which went a long way to restoring the local groundwater levels.  Admittedly we have had a hot dry 
spell since then but, together with the current wet spell which will reduce the amount of water taken up 
by plants, last winter’s rain should mean the Mimram will flow for the remainder of this year. 
 
Moving on, let me apologise to those who were expecting a newsletter in May or thereabouts.  The rea-
son we did not send one out was because we use that mailshot (a not inexpensive exercise) to send 
out the papers for the Annual General Meeting.  Normally held in June, it became apparent that the 
AGM was going to have to be deferred.  As a result, we decided (in order to avoid the cost of two mail-
shots) to postpone publication of the newsletter as well.  We are currently planning on holding the AGM 
on Friday, 2 October.  If this needs to be changed we will advise all members whose e-mail addresses 
we have of the new arrangements.  In the meantime, please put the date in your diaries and check in 
with one of the committee members nearer the time if you plan on attending.  We are also investigating 
on-line attendance and will let you know nearer the time if this is possible. 
 
Turning to the extraordinary events of this year, the COVID-9 pandemic has clearly affected the use of 
the Lake not only by our members but also by the general public who may not realise that the Lake is a 
privately owned nature reserve and relies on membership income to support its upkeep.  As many of 
you will know the gate has been vandalised on a number of occasions and a section of the boundary 
fence adjacent to the track between Bessemer and Digswell Park Roads was destroyed (it has now 
been replaced)[see below Ed.].  While the committee’s resources are limited, we welcome notification 
of any similar incidents so that they can be addressed as soon as possible.  And, of course, my thanks 
to those of you who have helped out over the last few months by helping to keep the place tidy. 
 
The pandemic has also affected the Society’s ability to conduct its usual work parties which were sus-
pended earlier in the Spring.  By the time you receive this they should have re-started but our battle 
with Himalayan Balsam will have been set back.  External bodies (such as Affinity Water/Maydencroft) 
have also been unable to provide assistance this year.  Can I please encourage anyone who fancies a 
bit of “light gardening” to think about joining our work parties?  In the current circumstances we need to 
know who will be joining a work party so please get in touch with a committee member by phone or e-
mail before turning up. "Volunteers will be required to read the Society's COVID-19 protocol and risk 
assessment and sign and return a form of consent before the work party." 
 
Finally, the Society is still short of both directors and a permanent Company Secretary.  Would anyone 
willing to join the committee please get in touch. 
 
I hope everybody stays well and I look forward to seeing some of you at work parties and at the AGM. 

Simon Stebbings 

2 

A really sad re-
cord of what 
some of our un-
welcome visitors 
can do.   
The fencing on 
the left, only re-
cently replaced 
(as mentioned 
above), already 
vandalised. 
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Introduction 
Due to the special circumstances this year I did 
not get round to producing my whole year report 
for 2019 in May. I had produced an earlier sum-
mary of breeding season species in September 
2019. Some particular highlights were some 
helpful records from Geoff Ralph and Mike Live-
sey, noting a pair of Buzzards nested in some 
trees near the viaduct although the outcome is 
not known. Geoff also had record of a possible 
nest belonging to Sparrow Hawk.  Mike Livesey 
also sent me a record of a juvenile Sparrow 
Hawk with an adult that seems to confirm breed-
ing had also taken place nearby. Also special 
mention of single occurrences of Hobby (14 
June, having a fight with a Buzzard) and Pere-
grine Falcon (2 July near Viaduct) and Reed 
Warbler (20 June), Tawny Owl (7 May) all spot-
ted by Geoff.  
 
This report adds some additional records for the 
end of 2019 and gives some observations for 
2020 up to August 2020. 
 
End of Year 2019 
I only have a report of one visit at the end of the 
year on 27 Dec.  
Magpie 2, Mallard 8, Tufted Duck 6, Gadwall 2, 
Coot 4, Blackbird 2 
At least 1 of Wren, Song Thrush and Dunnock.  
Small flocks of Blue Tit and Great Tit 
Buzzard 1 over head.  
Jan-Aug 2020 
With the coming of Covid 19 and government 
restrictions on travel meant that I was unable to 
visit the lake from 8 March until 11 May. Because 
of this I missed out on the early part of the breed-
ing season and so my usual breeding records 
are incomplete.  
 
In the period before the Covid travel restrictions I 
made only three recorded visits. What was ab-
sent was perhaps as important as what was pre-
sent. I had no records for usual winter visitors 
Siskin, Fieldfare and Redwing. Fieldfare and 
Redwing were also scarce at other places I vis-
ited. BTO Birdtrack data for these species shows 
that counts in various places for these species 
were all much lower than for the usual historical 
seasonal averages.  It can be noted that the win-
ter period was wet but mild with mainly westerly 
winds and air flows. It may mean that these spe-
cies did not need to cross the North Sea to come 
to us.  

DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT  
AUTUMN 2020 

Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull 
Finch species including Goldfinch and Chaffinch 
were also absent.  For Goldfinch this follows a 
trend for the last few years. Records for Chaf-
finch in previous years have recorded some sing-
ing males but few flock and no proven breeding.  
 
There were a few winter season Black Headed 
Gulls and one Herring Gull that was present on 
the lake on 7 Feb.  
Duck counts included Mallard 5-7. Tufted Duck 2-
5, Gadwall 9. Coot 2. 
Buzzard at the east end of the site. 
Other records for at least 1 of Blackbird, Song 
Thrush, Magpie, Jay, Robin, Blue Tit, Wren, 
Woodpigeon, Green Woodpecker and Great 
Spotted Woodpecker.  
 
From May I had only 4 recorded visits (11 May, 
28 May, 18 June and 16 Aug) I had two sets of 
records from Simon Stebbings.  
 
A pair of Mute Swan were back and nested again 
at the west end of the lake and had at least 5 
cygnets who were still with them in August.  
 
There were two pair of Coots on the lake plus 
one further pair on the river at the east end. Both 
pairs on the lake had young with one pair having 
six surviving chicks that is a bit unusual. Normally 
only about 3-4 young survive the first few weeks 
of life in a large clutch.  
 
There were at least 3 pairs of Blackcap and 2 
pairs of Chiff Chaff.  
One pair of Moorhen were seen with chicks.  
There were at least 2 pairs of Song Thrush.  
A single family party of Long Tailed Tits was 
seen on 18 June.  
In August we had up to 10 Gadwall and up to 9 
Mallard.  
Kingfisher were seen on three occasions.  
Blue Tit Great Tit, Jackdaw, Wren, Blackbird and 
Woodpigeon were also present but not specifi-
cally recorded.  
Simon reported a Ring Necked Parakeet and a 
Mandarin Duck 
There was no evidence of any finches (Goldfinch 
or Chaffinch).  
 

Colin Hull 
Tel 01438 813974 
Email: colinhull88@btinternet.com 

mailto:colinhull88@btinternet.com
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When the government announced restrictions on 
even local travel due to Covid 19 to try and re-
duce virus infection rate this had an impact on 
my normal bird watching. First because my work 
was not considered essential I was not allowed to 
travel to Brickendonbury near Hertford where I 
work. Secondly it meant I should not travel even 
the few miles from Woolmer Green where I live to 
travel to the Digswell Lake, or any other nearby 
site I could not easily walk to. Thirdly I was un-
able to take part in the first of my annual Breed-
ing Bird Survey counts in Ayot St Peter, a survey 
I have been involved with since it started in 1994.  
My enforced time “working from home” and the 
need to get out of the house a bit, keeping my 
distance from other people, did none the less 
provide opportunity to do some serious bird 
watching and bird counts much nearer home. I 
have lived in Woolmer Green since 2006 but 
rarely kept records of the local birds. Maybe this 
was an oversight on my part but Covid restric-
tions on outside activities was possibly a time to 
rectify it.  
The outskirts of Woolmer Green lead into fields 
and patches of woodland. There are also two 
small lakes and some small stables with nearby 
paddocks. Around the edges of the housing es-
tates some hedgerows provide shelter and gath-
ering places for the local House Sparrows and 
good to report a good number of chattering gath-
erings that later in-
cluded young birds. 
I also noticed the 
comings and goings 
of Starlings, flying 
off to the fields and 
returning to nest 
holes in the houses. 
Plenty of resident Blackbird, Dunnock, Robin and 
Wren. Also heard a few Song Thrush singing.  

The fields around 
Woolmer Green tend 
to be either arable or 
grass, including horse 
grazing. On the east 
side of Woolmer 
Green that became 
my main study area 
the crops tend to be 

cereals. This year the crop was mainly oats. 
Sowing this year had been much later than nor-
mal due to the very wet autumn and winter that 
limited tractor operations. Among the slightly 
growing oats I did hear and see a few Skylark, 
although I only counted 1-3 on each walk.  

                             Bird watching during the Covid 19 Lockdown 
Several pairs of forag-
ing Carrion Crow, 
Jackdaw, Magpie and 
Wood Pigeon foraged 
in the paddocks. Star-
lings were also for-
aged in the paddocks. In April a few Swallow ar-
rived and were observed flying low over the fields 
and paddocks.  
The woodland areas and gardens backing into 
the fields were home to a variety of typical wood-
land species including Blue Tit, Great Tit, Robin, 
Great Spotted Woodpecker and Green Wood-
pecker. In early April these were joined by a few 
migrant Chiff Chaff and Blackcap. 
Away from the houses the various hedgerows 
near main field edges showed some additional 
species. The first surprise were some Linnets I 
had never noticed in the area before. There were 
also a few pairs of Yellowhammer. Both these 
species are a good find because of their severe 

national declines. 
These were joined in 
later April and early 
May by some pairs of 
Whitethroat, and best 
find of all one Lesser 
Whitethroat.  

There has also been frequent sightings of one 
pair of Buzzards and one pair of Red Kite and 
single sightings of Kestrel and Sparrowhawk.  
There are two small lakes in Woolmer Green, first 
(the “Village Pond”) near a housing estate and 
the other a small fishing lake on the Mardleybury 
Road to Datchworth (Mardleybury Pond). On the 
Village Pond there was one pair of Moorhen, one 
pair of Coot and one pair of Canada Goose that 
attempted to nest. On the Mardleybury Pond two 
pairs of Canada Goose successfully nested. 
Coots and Moorhens also present. Also sighted a 
Common Sandpiper that was probably on migra-
tion. This too was an unexpected sighting.  
I must keep up this very local birdwatching even 
as I get back to “normal”.  
 
If you have any interesting sightings or informa-
tion in connection with birds at the lake please 
contact me. 
 
Colin Hull 
Tel 01438 813974 
Email: colinhull88@btinternet.com 

 

Lesser Whitethroat 

Sparrow 

Dunnock 

Skylark 

 

mailto:colinhull88@btinternet.com
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                        A flourishing willow walk                    Family outing down at the weir 

Recent photograph taken from the Digswell Park Road bridge show-
ing  distinct improvement in the state of the river bed of late        Ed. 

The two photo’s immediately to the left and above 
were taken by Barry Lockwood who only recently 
joined the Society and only recently took up photog-
raphy. More photo’s can be seen on his Facebook 
and Instagram accounts Bazze Lockwood. 
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Some Early Records, and Memories of Digswell Lake and the River Mimram 
 

Revd. Tom Gladwin. 
 

 Simon Stebbing’s informative and stimulating column (Digswell Lake Society Newsletter. Winter 
2019) charted the continuing lowering of the groundwater levels at Lilley Bottom, the original source of 
the Mimram, in the last six years. I hope that complimenting this with some early observations of Dig-
swell, and the stream and lake, as I remember them seventy and more years ago, might also be of 
interest. 
 England’s chalk streams, of which the Mimram is one, typically support a unique species rich flora 
and fauna. Not surprisingly their conservation is a matter of international concern. 
 My love affair with Digswell began in 1947 when, with friends, I began collecting train numbers on 
Welwyn North Station. On warm days we would often sit on top of the cutting looking down on the en-
trance to Welwyn South Tunnel. Tree Pipits nested on the slopes, Nightingales sang nearby, and we 
climbed down the banks to collect Wild Strawberries, the food plant of the then abundant Grizzled 
Skipper butterflies. The view across the Mimram Valley was magnificent. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 25th June, 1879, members of the Watford Natural History Society, which was to become the Hert-
fordshire N.H.S., assembled at Welwyn (North) station for a field meeting along the Mimram. The ac-
count of that meeting includes as follows. “To say that Digswell is the prettiest in Hertfordshire”, re-
marks our county historian Mr. Cussans (History of Herfordshire. 1877. p251), “may be considered a 
bold assertion, but it would indeed be difficult, throughout the whole of the county of Hertford, so re-
nowned for the beauty of its scenery, to find another spot where wood and water, hill and plain, are 
more picturesquely combined;” and “those members who, on this occasion, assembled at Welwyn 
Station fully endorse this statement” (Trans. Watford Nat. Hist. Soc. Vol. 2. 1880, pp lvi-lix). It seems 
that our village and surrounding countryside had lost little or none of its natural beauty in the sixty-
eight years leading up to my first coming here in 1947. 
 In the years 1947 to 1953 the Mimram was much wider and deeper than now. It was very much 
as illustrated in the photograph taken by John Chear in June, 1919. The picture was taken looking into 
the lake from the road bridge along Digswell Park Lane. The sluice, used to stabilise flows over the 
weir in response to the volumes arising from the springs, can be seen in the right bank just beyond the 
bridge. As evident from the flow of water around the supports there was a strong current, even in mid-
summer. The scouring of the river maintained a clean gravel bottom in which native Brown Trout bred. 
George King, the fishing bailiff who lived in Station Road, had a wonderful collection of photographs of 
the lake, including one showing young boys diving off the bridge in 1938. His collection of photo-
graphs was inherited by his son Reg, who delivered the post in Digswell for many years. It was 
George who taught me the arts of fly-fishing and tying flies. Until 1964, sometimes with Alfred Har 

Continued on opposite page 



 
wood, a sub-editor of the Farmers Weekly who lived in Turpin’s Chase, we fished parts of the Mimram 
and Beane for Brown Trout, and also Grayling which still occurred in the lower stretches towards Hert-
ford.  
 In the 1930’s George made several unsuccessful attempts to introduce Rainbow Trout into the 
lake. The source of Pike that appeared from time to time was a mystery. George thought it possible 
that they had been introduced by someone seeking to damage the fishery. He also considered the 
possibility they had arrived as eggs on the feet of Herons and other waterfowl. This, he thought, was 
less likely as Pike were the only unexpected species of coarse fish he ever found in the lake. 
 John Chear’s 1919 photograph was also reproduced in Digswell from Doomsday to Garden City 
(Ward. 1953). John, a regular visitor to the lake until his death in 1967, was a pioneer in making colour 
films of natural history subjects. Janet and I recall being shown his beautiful films of the lake and Sher-
rards Park Wood at his home in Welwyn Garden City. We hope that such important historical records 
have not been lost or destroyed. Olive, his wife, also an active naturalist, continued meeting us at the 
lake for many years after John’s death. 
 The native Freshwater Crayfish, now known as the White-clawed Crayfish was abundant in the 
stream. This despite being heavily poached and sold to some of London’s most expensive restaurants. 
The poachers arrived at dusk to set lines baited with meat to which they would return early next morn-
ing. On the two occasions, in 1957 and 1962, when I saw the lines being set, I notified the police who 
apprehended the culprits the following morning. On warm summer evenings we occasionally enjoyed 
crayfish suppers on the river bank. Sadly, the American Signal Crayfish now threatens our only native 
species. 
 The earliest published reference to springs in our part of the Mimram, of which I am aware, is to 
the “Welwyn chalycleate at the corner of the rector’s garden” (Gough in his additions to Camden’s Bri-
tannia. 1798 vol 1. p110). Chalycleate is an iron bearing spring. Much information of rainfall in Welwyn 
and water-levels in the chalk, during the last years of the 19th and first part of the 20th century, can be 
found in the Transactions of the Hertfordshire Natural History Society. In the years from 1947 to 1953 
the springs in the Digswell basin flowed visibly strongly all year long. These included the two springs at 
the head of the lake and adjacent to the site of the former boat-house. It is only in recent years that the 
flow of water over the weir has not been sustained. The spring-fed meadows immediately upstream 
from the lake were then much wetter, as was evident from the swathes of golden Marsh Marigolds, 
and plants such as Southern Marsh Orchids, Lady’s Smock - which we knew as Milkmaids, and 
Ragged Robin. 
 The recent reduction in flows in the Mimram has resulted in major changes to, for example, its in-
sect fauna. The great emergences of Mayflies have been replaced by slow-moving water species 
which are tolerant of low levels of organic pollution. Much needs to be done to restore the river’s natu-
ral riches. 
 It is not only the Mimram and lake that have changed. Since Janet and I moved into our bungalow 
over sixty years ago, the wildlife around Digswell generally has also experienced major changes and 
declines. That, however, maybe the subject of a further account. 
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SUBSCRIPTIONS   2020/2021 
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 
Membership Secretary. 
Name 
 
Address 
 
 
 
Post code                              Tel. no. 
 

e-mail                                                                    Date          /        / 
 

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP £10.00   
SUBSCRIPTIONS   2019/2020 
Owing to “lockdown” there was no issue of the Spring newsletter and as a consequence no 
opportunity of reminding those members who pay directly to do so.  
A number of payments have not been received and I humbly request that you cast your 
mind back and try to recall whether or not payment was made. 
                                                                                                    Ed. 



8 

Membership Secretary                        Simon  Stebbings 
4 Coltsfoot Lane, Bull’s Green, Knebworth, Herts. SG3 6SB 

 

To save having to remember each year, you may prefer to start paying your  subscription by annual 
standing order.   

There is a Standing Order form and instructions on the Society’s website at :  
http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/membership 

http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/membership

