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

Autumn 2018

Diary Dates
nd



November 2 2018
Speaker: Jenny Sherwen
Senior Reserves Officer - Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust
Subject: Amwell Nature Reserve

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

nd

February 22 2019
Speaker: Allen Beechey
Chalk Streams Project Officer
Chilterns ANOB
Subject: Chalk Streams

Visit your web site - digswell-lake.org.uk
events, gallery, contact details and more.

which includes
refreshments
Your friends are
most welcome
to come along
Ring Bob Leys
0n 01707 321157
for information




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

GRATEFUL.

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
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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN
Return of the Water Vole?
As reported at page 7, the habitat restoration
work along the River Mimram is beginning to settle in and green up. One of the objectives of the
work was to let more light onto the river and its
banks to promote the growth of both in-stream
and marginal vegetation. In turn, this should provide a better habitat for water voles.
As many of you will know, water vole numbers
have been declining at an alarming rate. The
reasons for this are not entirely clear but predation by mink is clearly one of the factors. Loss of
suitable habitat is likely to be another.
The Society has in the past been recognised as a
“Water Vole Champion” by the Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust. Sadly, since this award was
made in 2011, water voles have become an increasingly rare site at the Lake, with no signs of
any being found in the environmental surveys
carried out prior to this year’s restoration works.

short lengths of chopped reeds and grasses – all
cut neatly at 45° - in the areas they live. Secondly, by their use of latrines, leaving heaps of
droppings together in prominent places, such as
on obvious stones, tree trunks or, indeed, on the
floating rafts designed to record the presence of
any passing mink.
When actually seen, water voles may be confused with brown rats (Wind in the Willows’s
“Ratty” has a lot to answer for in this context).
However, they can normally be fairly easily distinguished by their blunt noses, their almost completely hidden ears and their hairy tails (often
tipped in white). The picture on the left is of a
water vole at Tewinbury.
So, please do keep a look out over the coming
months and if you see any signs of water voles –
or are lucky enough to see one in the river or on
the banks - please do let us know. It would be
great to be able to say they are back!

Simon Stebbings

Hopefully this will now change, since just a short
distance away on the other side of Digswell Park
Road – in the field with the Hebridean sheep –
signs of water voles’ presence are plentiful.

Our Immediate
Past Chairman
Peter Neville
receiving the
“Water Vole Champion” award in
2011.

While actual sightings of water voles are uncommon, their presence can easily be determined in
two ways. First by their habit of leaving piles of
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Warden Abbey
The Community Vineyard
Location: Bedfordshire - for details see
www.wardenvineyard.org.uk
A vineyard; is it far? I hear you ask... Old Warden Aerodrome is
very close to it and Shuttleworth College is too. The Bedford
Road is a lovely lane which takes you through old countryside to
the vineyard.
The land is leased by Bedfordshire Rural Communities Charity (BRCC) and has been worked to develop a vineyard since 2010 on a not-for-profit enterprise basis.
The original 'Abbey' was Cistercian, founded in 1135, the current remains are 14th century. It's a freestanding building that is visible from the field approaching the vineyard. Carefully restored and for hire,
it now sleeps 5 if you wish to stay there.
Interestingly, there is an old Warden Abbey coat of arms which
has a blue background with 3 pears upon it. The variety is
thought to have been originally cultivated by the Cistercian monks
at the Abbey. The vineyard volunteers have recently planted a
Warden Pear at the vineyard for you to see. Thanks for bringing
the pear back from the brink of extinction must go to the hard work
carried out by the staff and students at Shuttleworth College for
their propagation skills to preserve it for future generations.
You can become involved at the vineyard as a friend or volunteer or both. There is a modest membership fee, for which you receive a newsletter and invitations to events plus discount on the wine produced from the grapes at the vineyard.
At the recent Open Day, we learnt about
the dam and it's history, the pond, the
vineyard, now and in medieval times. It
was lovely to see the grapes which
were almost ready for harvesting (late
September/early October). You can
sponsor a vine as part of the Donate-aVine scheme and the names of the
sponsors can clearly be seen on each
vine tag.
As well as the annual Open Day, there are other days when you can access the site by booking onto an
event such as a pre-harvest tour or vineyard tour. The vineyard also holds a Christmas wine sale.
More details are on the website (see above).

The afternoon drive to the vineyard
was really special - it was like being on
holiday!

Shirley Dobrin
The first four photographs by courtesy of
Margaret Roberts
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DIGSWELL LAKE BIRD REPORT
AUTUMN 2018
Compiled and submitted by Colin Hull
This report covers the period March – September
and so it includes mainly the breeding season.
Breeding birds
I did not get Coot
to the lake as
often
as
would
have
liked to and
so some of
the breeding
records
for
Coots are bit
more sketchy
this year. In March and April there appeared to
be three pairs present but by the end of the season I could only locate four adults. There were
certainly nest attempts in the middle area of the
lake and also initially under a bush near the dam
end. There was at least one brood of young, possibly from the middle area pair, but I am uncertain what happened to other pairs.
A pair of Mute Swans were noted nesting on 28
April and eventually 7 young were hatched.
About 1-2 weeks later the number of young was
reduced to 5.
I had one record of a Mallard with 5 young.
Pairs of Tufted Duck and Gadwall were observed
on a number of occasions but there was no evidence of breeding on site.
Uncounted pairs of Moorhen were present with
one or two sightings of young.
Summer visitors Chiff Chaff and Blackcap were
seen
and
heard on a
number
of
occasions but
I
had
no
Blackcap
proof
of
breeding.

Chiff Chaff

Blue Tits, Great Tits, Goldcrest, Robins and Wrens
were heard singing on several occasions.
There were groups of Jackdaws near the entrance on
a number of occasions.
Non- Breeding Visitors

Gold Crest

Early in March, at the tail end of winter there was
a small flock of Siskin; they were probably migrating.
Grey Wagtails were seen on two occasions during the season but not sure if they were from
breeding pairs or just present.
Two Common
Buzzard were
observed circling
overhead on the 2
March.
Two Mandarin
ducks
were seen on
Common Buzzard
the 28 April
and more recently 3 females and 2 males.
A sizable flock of 25 Black Headed Gulls was
seen on 2 March. This was at the tail end of the
winter season when flocks would normally occur.
They are both migrant and breeding and have a
very wide distribution throughout Europe and
North America.
There was a
Lesser Black Backed
Lesser Black
Gull
Backed
Gull
on the lake on
24 May sitting
near a Coot
nest. It is not
certain if the
gull interfered
with the nesting attempt. They are predators of eggs and
young. Although it may seem strange for this
species to be seen inland in the summer, there
are increasing reports of breeding birds at inland
sites in Herts and they may be present all year
round. Until relatively recently the Lesser Blackback was almost exclusively a summer visitor
continued on next page
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Bird Report continued from overleaf
around the coasts, wintering in France and Portugal, but since the 1980s a rapidly increasing
number stay for the winter as well as nesting
inland.
There was a Grey
Heron on the river near
the viaduct on 24 May.

Please send in
articles, anecdotes
and photographs which you

Grey Heron

Acknowledgments
Thanks to Mike and
Simon who sent me
some records during the
season.
I am always happy to
hear from people who
may also note the birds
they see during visits as
it helps to supplement
my own data. Even reports of common birds are of interest, especially
any counts. If you have any interesting sightings
or information in connection with birds at the lake
please contact me by phone or email (see below).

feel may be of interest to
other Society members.
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3
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Unidentified species
With regard to sending me sightings of birds you
cannot identify, I recognise that fleeting glimpses
may be difficult to be certain about. If you get a
good look at the bird then try and make some
mental notes (or even write them down at the
site).
How big is it? (Sparrow size, Blackbird, Crow size
etc)
Main colours on back, head, tail, underneath
Was it perched or walking /swimming?
If it is flying does it fly it in straight line or up and
down?
Are the wings rounded or pointed?
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1

1

44
4
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9

7
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9
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44
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1

4

7

222
2

3

88
4
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Sudoku - described as fiendish. Best of luck.

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

Work Party Dates 2018/19

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 depending upon your
call package.

27
24
22
26

Oct
Nov
Dec
Jan

9am
9am
9am
9am

-1pm
-1pm
-1pm
-1pm

23
23
27
25

Feb
Mar
Apr
May

9am
9am
9am
9am
1pm

-1pm
-1pm
-1pm
-1pm

For more information please contact
James Godbold; info@digswell-lake.org.uk
or telephone; 0845-003-5253
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Name that Plant! by Tony Rook.
This is intended to be the first of many articles for the Digwsell Lake Society newsletter. Several readers will already know of me. I am the archaeologist who discovered and preserved Welwyn Roman baths. I am also the local historian who conducts Rook’s Tours for the Welwyn Festival. Perhaps less well known is that I came to Welwyn as a research scientist but became Head of Science at Sherrardswood School. Somehow I turned into a university extramural tutor in archaeology. Secretly I am a country lad. I was born on a farm – a very long time ago. I
have no qualifications in botany, the study of plants (from the Greek: “botanikos”; a plant). However, what might
make what I write interesting (or perhaps boring?) is that my childhood botany books were heirlooms which are
about two hundred years old and, discursive. Like this article!
Colin Hull kindly tells us all about birds at the lake. I’d like to write about plants, which have the advantage of staying in one place – but there’s an awful lot of them! People are put off by what are called their “Latin” names, which
result from the desire of botanists to specify exactly which plant is meant. You probably already know about these
so please excuse my attempt at an explanation. The first half of a plant’s name which is usually written in italics is
given with a capital letter is tells the equivalent of its surname. It is called its “genus”. The second half is its
“species”: the equivalent of a given (or Christian) name. Most plants have what is called a “common” name,
though most people (apart from us country lads) don’t seem to know these nowadays
During a recent walk round the lake I found “Herb Robert”. It is also known as “cranesbill”, because
its seed pod looks like the long bill of a crane. (When did you last see one of those, here, Colin?)
In France this little pink plant is “bec de grue” and in Germany “Storchschnabel”! Its generic name
is “geranium”. Why? The Greek word “geranos” is … a crane!
I was asked to write this for at the end of deadline at the end of September. This is a bit late for
flowers, of course. I was there for just after the equinox what, for some reason, my calendar calls
the first day of autumn. It was cold and wet, and I didn’t cross to the north side of the lake. My
companions remarked, afterwards: “Not much to see, was there?” but I listed fifteen plants in
flower, and twenty-five fruiting, of which eighteen were, not surprisingly, trees or bushes.
From my point of view, one advantage of being a plant “anorak” is that there was something interesting about everything on my list, always about its name or its use; sometimes more. That makes
any walk round the lake rewarding. In this piece I’ll pick just a few winners. Ivy: Boring old plant? It
seemed to have lots of green berries. But look closer. Lots of them were flowers. They were being
worked on by insects. Not bees, but wasps. Ivy is one of the last sources of nectar. It was too cold
for the bees and they were grounded; the lake’s apiary seemed to have shut down.
Herb Robert
There were forget-me-nots: insignificant little flowers until you examine them closely. Coleridge describes them, in
1802 as “That blue and bright-eyed flowerlet of the brook”. For some reason, possibly because of the way the ripening seed heads curve, it used to be called “scorpion grass”. The name “forget me not” is relatively new; it does
not appear in Shakespeare. In Germany I was told the legend of a knight who, picking the flower, fell in the river
and called to his love never to forget him it is “vergissmeinnicht” and in France “me n’oubliez pas”. Botanists call
the genus “Myosotis”, which I think is the Greek for “mouse ear”, referring to the shape (and hairiness) of its
leaves.
It intrigues me how often the Latin name for plant, invented by Carl von Linne, is a translation what
it is called in other tongues. The plant of which I found the tempting berries, like miniature tomatoes, which I called “woody nightshade” when I was young, is also called “bittersweet”. Its polite
name is Solanum dulcamara of course Latin “dulce” meant sweet and “amara”, bitter. Solanum
was the Roman name of the nightshade genus, which nowadays includes tomato, probably from
the word for solace, because of their herbal properties.
The genus of the pink Himalayan balsam, which was still flowering, is Impatiens, because its ripe
seed pods “explode”, throwing the seeds up to seven metres. This dispersal mechanism and the
fact that the seeds float mean that this waterside plant is described as “invasive”. Many people,
especially those responsible for maintaining waterways, object to its colonising our river banks. It
was introduced to this country in 1839. The only native balsam is Impatiens noli-tangere (touch me
not). The first balsam I found, by the Thames at Windsor, (in about 1945!) had large orange flowers. To my surprise I found the tiny yellow-flowered balsam in my garden this year. How it got
there is a mystery. I knew a colony of it in a wood near Digswell Place, TL229145 but it is several
years since I was last there.

Bittersweet

I am compiling a book with the title “The Things We Did”, which is about pastimes (not games) of our childhood.
Much of it involves plants: weaving straw and rushes (we called them reeds), campion whistles, Carl doddies, dandelion oboes…. And so on. I have nearly fifty citations. If anybody would like to contribute, I should be glad to
share what I have so far. Tonyrook23@talktalk.net
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Work party and maintenance updates.30/9/18
Those that have had an opportunity to visit the site over the last 6 months will have seen the work carried out by an EA appointed contractor (Five Rivers) has now had a chance to green up and establish
itself. Areas where there is more light have seen increased ground level
growth but thus far there is no clear evidence of increased water flow or
reduction of sediment, hopefully, this could improve over the winter
months. The weir continues to have a good flow confirming that the
springs have been active over the summer
months.
The work was completed as expected with
a few minor changes necessary during the
contract; both we and EA were very pleased with both the contractor and
initial results. There are many photographs and further details available
via our web site http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/projects/ and photos will
continue to be added as the work continues to be monitored for effectiveness.
Further work has been carried out this year on the removal of Himalayan Balsam both by external contractors and work party groups. The consensus is that there is a clear and visible reduction of this plant
on site but that while we are realistic that it’s unlikely to be completely eradicated it’s significant reduction is of benefit to both ourselves and neighbouring land owners.
The regular monthly work parties continue to be well attended by a core of volunteers and numerous
tasks are completed every month. If you would like to join us then you are very welcome to attend,
dates can be found at http://www.digswell-lake.org.uk/work-parties/ That said October’s may need to
be cancelled!!
As reported in the last newsletter there have been improvements to the main
gate and boundary fencing, this has included an additional barrier to restrict
access to the site by vehicle.
Tree works and additional seating are actively being organised. Unfortunately
apart from the recent work carried out by a work party along the external Bessemer road boundary, a significant remainder of the works will need to be carried out by professional contractors. Removal of Horse Chestnut limb from
lake for example.
The summer has been dry and the grass has
not grown much, as a result the new contractor has only attended 3
times all season so far. The general feedback we have received has
been positive we would welcome any further comments on both grass
cutting and other maintenance issues at the lake.

James Godbold
Chief Operating Director and
Vice Chairman

Photographs courtesy of
James Godbold

Work party dates can be seen
at foot of page 5 or online at
digswell-lake.org.uk
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SUBSCRIPTIONS 2018/2019
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
e-mail

Tel. no.
Date

/

/

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP £10.00


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

