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S andnats 
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Welcome to Sandnats Winter Newsletter 
 
This newsletter opens with our President’s consideration on whether the goals and targets 

agreed in December’s 2022 United Nations Biodiversity Conference (COP15) are going to 

be met, and why our work, however small and local in contrast to the grand statements 

coming from the Conference, remains important. 

Talking of our local patch, on the left 

you can see a male blackbird, getting to 

look at his best ahead of the breeding 

season, photographed in the woods by 

the RSPB Visitor Centre during our New 

Year’s Day walk.  

The other articles this month tell you 

what Sandnats have been up to recently, 

from building a pond to learning about 

Sutton Park, from foraging for fungi to 

seeking out local flowers, and from 

enjoying garden birds to unhappily 

observing hedgerow mismanagement. 

We end this introduction on a personal note. We have moved to Worcestershire, where we 

are busy discovering a new local patch. While we remain members of Sandnats, this will 

be the last newsletter that we edit. Thank you to all the contributors, and to all who have 

encouraged us in our work. Wishing you all the best for 2023! 

David and Judith King 

 

A Christmas Present for Wildlife? 
Peter Shirley 

The United Nations biodiversity conference, COP 15 which finished just before Christmas, 

closed as these events usually do, with agreements which sound really promising and a 

fanfare of self-congratulation. There were pledges including preserving 30% of the earth’s 

land and seas for nature by 2030, halting the loss of areas of ‘high biodiversity’ (whatever 

that means) and moving to sustainable use of natural resources. Nearly 200 countries 
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signed up to 23 targets and four goals to protect and increase biodiversity, and have 

promised $200B a year to finance them. This sounds wonderful, but experience shows that 

implementation often falls far short of such grand gestures.  

Back in the real world most 

people will be unaware of the 

conference and its outcomes. 

They either ignore wildlife and 

nature, or think of it as 

something to be enjoyed on 

holiday or a day out, or is only 

‘on the telly’. This contrasts 

with times past when there was 

much greater understanding of 

the critical role of nature in all 

our lives. 

Our recent Christmas and New 

Year festivities for example are 

a combination of religious 

observance, Victorian 

sentimentality, and much older 

midwinter traditions. These traditions had connections to nature, such as decorating 

houses with evergreens, paying homage to the sun (the engine of nature) as the shortest 

day of the year passes, and generally wishing and hoping for a coming year of plenty. 

Before Christianity, feasting and jollity were the hallmarks of Yule in northern Europe and 

Saturnalia in the Roman Empire. Saturn was, amongst other things, the god of agriculture. 

Our custom of wassailing includes visiting and singing in orchards to assuage the spirits and 

encourage good crops of fruit. Underpinning and unspoken beneath these celebrations was 

an innate understanding that nature is at the heart of human wellbeing.  

In modern times offerings to the unseen gods may have been replaced with the more 

practical but nature unfriendly fertilisers and pesticides, but in the process society seems 

to have lost touch with the fundamental truths of our intimate connection with, and 

dependence upon, nature and natural processes. Increased awareness and understanding 

of these would stimulate the tactical bottom-up actions needed to complement COP 15's 

top-down strategic aspirations. 

Small groups like Sandnats, the Birmingham and Black Country Botanical Society, and the 

Wyre Forest Study Group are the sort of grass-roots organisations which can provide that 

bottom-up perspective and are able to catalyse action. They, and many others, do what 

they can to gather information about local wildlife, engage a wider public, and influence 

public bodies such as local councils.  

If COP 15’s pledges turn out not to be a lasting Christmas present for wildlife, but a new 

year’s broken toy, it will be up to the rest of us to continue trying to make a difference. 

 

 

António Guterres, Secretary General of 
the United Nations, addressing COP15 



Sandnats Newsletter – Winter 2022 

 
3 

Should you want to learn more about the pledges 

Peter refers to, 

this is a link to the Meeting Documents1 

of the Fifteenth meeting of the Conference of the 

Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity 

(Part Two), 7-19 December 2022, Montreal, Canada. 

 

The John Shrimpton Wildlife Award 
Mike & Hazel Bloxham 

Holy Trinity school’s pond project was completed successfully at the end of October. As 

you can see in the accompanying pictures, it is a well lined, solidly reinforced pond with 

excellent accessibility for viewing and studying. 

 

The school staff and 

governors want to extend 

their very grateful thanks, 

and add that “the project 

would not have got off the 

ground without John and 

Mick [of Sandnats], and the 

school’s caretaker Jon. They 

have done an excellent job.” 

 

 

John Watson and Mick 

Shillam added that they 

want “to place on record the 

help and assistance that Jon 

the caretaker gave us over 

the time. A real hard 

worker.” 

 

 

Now to see the new habitat mature! 

 

 
1 Should you not be able to use the embedded link, the address is: 
https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15 

https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15
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Fungus Foray 
David King 

Sunday October 23rd, 2022 

This event was run in collaboration with the British 

Mycological Society’s West Midlands Fungus Group2.  

We were fortunate with the weather, for after very 

heavy rain the preceding night and that morning – 

perfect for encouraging fungi – the weather turned dry, 

sunny and relatively warm for the time of year in the 

afternoon, far better for humans. So it was that at two o’clock, 22 people, including 

several children, met at Sandwell Park Farm’s car park and set off into the woods in 

search of fungi led by Lukas Large, of the West Midlands Fungus Group. 

Our route took us over the M5 to reach Priory 

Woods, moving on to Icehouse Pool and Cascade 

Pool. Then onto the Sandwell Priory/Sandwell 

Hall ruins and adjacent “Holy Well” of Sandwell. 

From there we returned to the car park after a 

pleasant ramble of two-and-a-half-hours, having 

seen 31 different species. 

With Lukas as our guide we learnt many things, 

including looking inside earthballs, such as the 

one pictured left, and puffballs to examine their 

different internal structures. 

 
2 Should you not be able to use the embedded link, the address is: 
https://www.britmycolsoc.org.uk/field_mycology/recording-network/groups/west-midlands-
fungus-group 

Gorgeous yellow sunlight bringing out the Autumn colours 
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Honey fungus 
Armillaria mellea 

 Hoof Fungus (Fomes fomentarius) 
 

The 5,000-year-old Ötzi the Iceman was found to be 
carrying four pieces of F. fomentarius, 

thought to be for use as tinder. 

 Pipe Club (Typhula fistulosa) 

 Honey Fungus (Armillaria mellea) 

Burgundydrop Bonnet → 
(Mycena haematopus) 

This mushroom oozes a dark red latex 
when cut or damaged, as you can see on 

the rightmost cap, which gives rise to 
other common names for it such as 

Bloody Fairy Helmet. 
 

 White Saddle (Helvella crispa) 



Sandnats Newsletter – Winter 2022 

 
6 

 

Specimen photos from the day 

Here are three photos from Lukas of the more 

interesting fungi found on the day. Of these, 

potentially the most interesting is Schizophyllum 

amplum because it is rarely recorded. Indeed, Lukas 

can't see any records in the area on the Fungus 

Recording Database of Britain and Ireland (FRDBI)3. 

So, it might be a first for the West Midlands! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Should you not be able to use the embedded link, the address is: http://www.frdbi.info/ 

Fly Agaric (Amanita muscaria) 
 

Not your typical fairy toadstool 
because the overnight rain had washed 

off most of its white spots! 

Clouded Funnel (Clitocybe nebularis) 
 

A classic mushroom of late Autumn, 
seen here amongst fallen oak leaves. 

 Typhula fistulosa 

 Schizophyllum amplum 

Paxillus filamentosus → 

http://www.frdbi.info/
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Species list for the day 

English name Scientific name 
Fly Agaric Amanita muscaria 

Blusher Amanita rubescens 

Honey Fungus Armillaria mellea 

Clouded Funnel Clitocybe nebularis 

Frosty Funnel Clitocybe phyllophila 

Peeling Oysterling Crepidotus mollis 

Hoof Fungus Fomes fomentarius 

Birch Polypore Fomitopsis betulina 

White Saddle Helvella crispa 

Bay Bolete Imleria badia 

Deceiver Laccaria laccata 

False Saffron Milkcap Lactarius deterrimus 

Oakbug Milkcap Lactarius quietus 

Brown Birch Bolete Leccinum scabrum 

Stinking Dapperling Lepiota cristata 

Tawny Funnel Lepista flaccida 

Blewit Lepista nuda 

Giant Funnel Leucopaxillus giganteus 

Clustered Domecap Lyophyllum decastes 

Burgundydrop Bonnet Mycena haematopus 

Rosy Bonnet Mycena rosea 

Toad's Ear Otidea bufonia 

Alder Rollrim Paxillus filamentosus 

Shaggy Scalycap Pholiota squarrosa 

Butter Cap Rhodocollybia butyracea 

Dripping Bonnet Roridomyces roridus 

Ochre Brittlegill Russula ochroleuca 

Poplar Bells Schizophyllum amplum 

Turkeytail Trametes versicolor 

Pipe Club Typhula fistulosa 

Bluefoot Bolete Xerocomellus cisalpinus 

 

December birds in the garden 
Mike Bloxham 

December has held plenty of surprises – not least the snap of very cold weather with snow 

and heavy frosts. We had wondered what effect it might have on the parakeets – well the 

answer was nothing at all! 

In fact we had more parakeets to the feeders in December than had previously been 

recorded in the garden during the entire year.  

The other small birds – House Sparrow, Blue Tit, Great Tit, Coal Tit and Long–tailed tits – 

were present in good numbers on the sunflower hearts. Nuthatch and Goldfinch were also 

regular visitors and Robin was often perched in a traditional manner on the handle of a 

garden fork to supervise matters. Blackbird and Wood Pigeon gorged on Pyracantha berries 

and a pair of Collared Doves took up residence for three December days.  

Unfortunately the Grey Squirrels seems to have had an excellent year and not infrequently 

sprawled all over the feeders to see what could be extracted. 

A bonnet in the hand is 
worth two in the bush 
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It seems that some 20-25 kilos of fat, peanuts and sunflower hearts have been consumed 

by these voracious guests during the November-December period. It will be fascinating to 

see how this account is reflected in reports from other readers… 
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The Editors add 

 

 

 

 

 

Sutton Park: A ‘Little Watched’ place 
David King 

Wednesday November 2nd, 2022 

For the first of our Winter indoor meetings, Dr Richard 

Orton, took us through the ecology and wildlife of 

Sutton Park. 

This was a change from the talk shown in the last 

newsletter’s schedule, when we had hoped to host the 

launch of Flora of Sutton Park, with a talk by its lead 

author, Prof Ian Trueman. Unfortunately, printing of 

the book is slightly delayed, so join us in February’s 

meeting to learn about the Park’s flora. In the 

meantime, Richard provided the perfect 

complementary talk, which necessarily touched on the 

Park’s habitats and vegetation, but mainly looked at its 

animals including birds and butterflies, and (of course 

for Richard) its moths. 

More than twenty people braved a very wild and wet 

night to be in the RSPB Visitor Centre for Richard’s talk. 

Setting the scene with the geography and history of the park, Richard was soon taking us 

through the ‘Hursts’ and contrasting them with other local woodlands, such as Cuckoos 

Nook. While the latter has a fully developed ecology of a canopy with underlying shrub, 

field and ground layers, Sutton Park’s Hursts lack field and ground layers because of their 

history of use for deer and grazing. Hence, classic woodland species such as Greater 

Spotter Woodpecker and Grey Squirrel are present in the Park and easily found, but others 

such as skulking Wrens are few in number or missing entirely. 

Trees without underlying 
layers of vegetation 

While we cannot 

compete with Mike for 

his variety of December 

birds this year, we can 

offer this picture taken 

a couple of years ago of 

the successful use of a 

squirrel baffle in our 

garden. 

It was most 

entertaining to watch 

the squirrels run up the 

pole, investigate their 

options, and run back 

down again never 

reaching the bird 

feeders. 
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However, Sutton Park is probably better known for its lowland heath, of which it is an 

outlying remnant in the region. Indeed, it is the natural ecology for much of the Park, and 

is even found underneath the Roman road, Icknield Street, which runs through the Park. 

This variety of habitats in the Park produces the richness of its biodiversity. 

 

We then turned to the moths of the Park. Richard was able to demonstrate their wide 

variety and successfully challenge any notion of moths being elusive grey and brown 

entities. 

 

 

Purple Hairstreak, a woodland species 
foodplant: oak 

Green Hairstreak, a heathland species 
foodplants: gorse & broom 

Mothing with fellow Sandnatters 

Merveille du Jour 
(73.224 Griposia aprilina) 

Hardly to be described as a dull moth. 

Well, maybe some are elusive grey and 
brown entities. 

Spot the Iron Prominent, 71.012 
Notodonta dromedarius, on the bark 

in the picture to the right. 
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Emperor Moth 
(68.001 Saturnia pavonia) 

Peach Blossom 
(65.008 Thyatira batis) 

Clouded Drab 
(73.242 Orthosia incerta) 

Uncertain 
(73.096 Hoplodrina 

ocotgenaria) 

And yes, 

Uncertain 

is the common name 

of this moth species! 

Black Arches 
(72.010 Lymantria monachal) 
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Next, Richard took us through the Park’s birds, which with its seven pools and assorted 

wetland and marshes, means that waterfowl and related species featured heavily, such as 

Pochard, Mallard, Teal, Shoveler, Mute Swan, etc, and inevitably for hereabouts Black-

headed Gulls. That said, it is also the nearest location for Stonechats. No need to head off 

to locations more mountainous to see these attractive birds. 

The presence of all this water is 

also good for bird food in the 

form of dragonflies and 

damselflies. 

At this point, the presentation 

changed pace, as Richard 

highlighted the importance of 

recording and monitoring the 

Park’s species, from the influx 

of Ringed-necked Parakeets and 

Little Egrets to the rise and fall 

and rise of the number of 

Rabbits – and Buzzards! – as 

examples of why recording is 

important.  

Richard closed his talk with a 

reminder of a recent visitor to 

the Park, a Red-backed Shrike 

(as featured in our Autumn 2020 

newsletter) and the 

encouragement to  

Keep Watching, and recording, 

because you don’t know what 

you might see. 

 

 

 

 

 

Join us on Wednesday February 1st, six forty-five for seven o’clock start, 

at the RSPB’s Sandwell Valley Visitor Centre, 

when Ian Trueman will be telling us about the  

Flora of Sutton Park. 

Members will receive a reminder email nearer the time. 

Non-members, please check our website for details of this 

and our other talks and activities. 

 

Brown Hawker 
(Aeshna grandis) 

Red-backed Shrike 
(Lanius collario) 
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The tragedy that follows insufficient funding  
for nature conservation 
Mike Bloxham 

Recent years have seen some very sad events 

affecting biodiversity taking place in Sandwell 

Valley (and elsewhere). 

Severe flailing of hedgerows in Europa field, 

adjoining Sandwell Park Farm car park, 

commenced in 2014. Sandnats commented on 

this with the request that the hedgerow should 

be protected and not abused. Our Senior 

Countryside Ranger Matt Darby agreed, and the 

service planted a number of deciduous saplings 

in the hedge with a view to letting it develop 

into a hedgerow with trees. 

The following year, the flailing took place again, with the operator having proceeded 

without notifying the Ranger Service and all the saplings were destroyed. This situation 

has persisted and the latest act of destruction in November 2022 has seen the most severe 

damage so far with summer growth (picture) entirely removed. 

Apparently, money is only available for basic amenity tidiness- which has to be a priority.  

 

Whilst we would agree that hedges adjoining public paths should be maintained so as not 

to impede community use, this does not free managers from the responsibility of doing 

this in moderation- especially when flailing is used! 

Occasional bad practice soon degenerates into regular abuse of a treasured resource. This 

can lead on to loss of respect for hedgerows on our SLINCs, LNRs and indeed the Country 

Park as a whole 

Would it not be possible to have a management plan for the Country Park hedges more 

sensitive with regard to this matter brought to the attention of the operatives doing the 

work, permitting at least a little more diversity to be retained? 

 

Hedge laying damage, February 2014 

Europa hedge. May 2022 Europa hedge, November 2022 
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Winter flowering 
Mike Poulton 

As I write this article in mid-December, we are currently experiencing freezing conditions, 

including a layer of snow. However, prior to the recent cold spell temperatures during 

November and early December were well above the seasonable average. So much so that 

at the start of November while out and about, I decided to list all of the wildflowers, 

pavement weeds, and garden escapes which were still in flower. The original intention 

was to continue with this until the end of the year, but unfortunately this extended cold 

spell has brought it to a premature end. However, the list still has a respectable 32 

different plants which had at least one flower still open. 

 

English name Scientific name 
Annual Meadow-grass Poa annua  

Betony Betonica officinalis 

Bramble Rubus fruticosa agg. 

Broom Cytisus scoparia 

Common Cat’s-ear Hypochaeris radicata 

Common Field-speedwell Veronica persica 

Common Toadflax Linaria vulgaris 

Daisy Bellis perennis 

Dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg. 

French Crane’s-bill Geranium endresii 

Gorse Ulex europaea 

Green Alkanet Pentaglottis sempervirens 

Groundsel Senecio vulgaris 

Harebell Campanula rotundifolia 

Hawkweed sp. Hieracium sp. 

Herb-Robert Geranium robertianum 

Mexican fleabane Erigeron karvinskianus 

Oxeye Daisy Leucanthemum vulgare 

Oxford Ragwort Senecio squalidus 

Red Clover Trifolium pratense 

Red Valerian Centranthus ruber 

Redshank Persicaria maculosa 

Ribwort Plantain Plantago lanceolatum 

Shepherd’s-purse Capsella bursa-pastoris 

Smooth Sow-thistle Sonchus oleraceus 

Sun Spurge Euphorbia helioscopia 

Tall Mouse-ear Hawkweed Pilosella praealta 

Trailing Bellflower Campanula poscharskiana 

Wall Barley Hordeum murinum 

Water Bent Polypogon viridis 

White Dead-nettle Lamium album 

Yarrow Achillea millefolium 
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Mexican fleabane → 

(Erigeron karvinskianus) 

Trailing Bellflower 
(Campanula poscharskiana) 

 
 

 Green Alkanet 
(Pentaglottis sempervirens) 

 Herb-Robert 
(Geranium robertianum) 

Some of the flowers seen 

and photographed by Mike. 

What’s to be seen in your 

local patch? 
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Future Meetings 

A full programme will be published shortly. Look out for emails about future meetings and 

events or check the website. 

 

Photo credits 

Blackbird – page 1, David King 
COP15 – page 2, UN Biodiversity, 22dec07-COP15-Sec-Gen-Media-3206 (cc-by-2.0) 
Holy Trinity pond – page 3, Mick Shillam 
Priory Wood pool – page 4, Mike Poulton 
Fungi – pages 4, 5, 6 & 7, David King, Lukas Large & Mike Poulton 
Garden birds – page 8, Mike Bloxham 
Baffled squirrel – page 9, David King 
Sutton Park – pages 9, 10, 11 & 12, Richard Orton 
Red-backed Shrike – page 12, Andy Purcell 
Europa hedge – page 13, Mike Bloxham 
Winter flowers – pages 15, Mike Poulton 
Moorhen – page 16, David King 
 
 

 
 
 

Moorhen on Rushall Canal in some late year 
sunshine 


