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President's Address  
 

     Every year brings some anniversary memory. This year we might remember the birthday of Mildred 

Lane Hill who, in 1893, wrote a simple tune spanning one octave and brought to life Happy Birthday To 

You, whose later history needs no telling. We, as you all will know by now, have our own celebrations. 

This year is the 150th anniversary of the publication of Charles Darwin's The Origin of Species by Means 

of Natural Selection and we shall be looking at his connections with the Island when we meet for the 

October General Meeting. 

     At the end of September the Society celebrates two important Isle of Wight anniversaries with an ex-

hibition in the Minster Church of Sts.Thomas, Newport. Frank Morey's Guide to the Natural History of 

the Isle of Wight was published in 1909 and our own Society began its life ten years later. Both these 

events were to be of lasting importance to the Island and with our two week exhibition we have an op-

portunity to show to the wider public how much has been achieved since the opening years of the twen-

tieth century. Both these events were part of a wider interest in natural history, which had expanded 

from being the pursuits of aristocratic and leisured gentlemen and ladies into those of the middle classes. 

This we can see in both the contributors to Morey's book and in the early membership of the Society. 

One of the successes in preparing the exhibition has been finding a photograph of Frank Morey and an 

image of this forms part of the poster advertising the event, while the contents of the book will be edited 

to be engaging to the present day public. As it stands it is highly academic - and none the worse for 

that - but difficult to present! 

     Trying to condense the activities of our large and active Society over a period of ninety years into a 

few exhibition panels is a daunting task. A very good survey was made at the time of the publication of 

the Flora in 2003 and shown at the Botanic Gardens and this has been very helpful in planning the pre-

sent exhibition, but space dictates a ruthless selection of items. What we hope to do is to show how the 
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Society has adapted to changing demands and how we have been innovative in our response to particular 

events. Notably the campaign to save the Newtown estuary from a threatened nuclear power station, the 

emergence, from this, of Local Look and a long run of summer exhibitions at Brook, when the Seely 

Hall became a Natural History Museum. Recording and publishing have always been an important part 

of the Society's life and the changes, which have taken place over the years, particularly since computers 

have become part of everyday life, will be an important element of the display. Much as we shall be 

celebrating our achievements over such a long period of time it is important that we show the public that 

we are not resting on our laurels. Every year is a new opportunity and we complete the exhibition with 

an important final section - looking forward to the future. This is an opportunity to show that we have a 

long and stimulating future ahead. 

     We want visitors to the exhibition to see and handle as much as possible and to do this safely we 

shall need many stewards over the fortnight. Please do your best to help the Society to make this 

event a notable success. 

     On Tuesday 22nd September, the opening day, there will be a Private View with refreshments 

for members from 6pm - 8pm. That will be our own celebration of our 90th Birthday and I hope 

to see many of you at the Minster. 
                                     Johanna Jones 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

Society Library 

As the new librarian, perhaps I could take a few lines to introduce myself. 

I joined the Society quite recently, through the Archaeology group.  I am in fact a professional librarian, 

currently working in the medical library at St. Mary’s hospital, with experience in educational, public 

and commercial library services.   

It has been a pleasure to step into such a well-maintained collection, and I’m grateful for the support 

Anne Cahill continues to give as I ease into the new role.  I’m also enjoying the collection, which con-

tains many entertaining and informative titles for a general reader like me, as well as the specialist publi-

cations to support the work of section leaders. 

As I’m fairly busy with the day job, I’m not able to take part in as many Society activities as I would 

wish, but I hope to meet members gradually and become involved as much as possible.   

Acquisitions for the library since April include: 

POLAND:  The vegetative key to the British flora  (in Botany section) 

WILSON:  Arable plants:  a field guide  (in Botany section) 

PORLEY:   Arable bryophytes: a field guide (in Lichen, Liverwort & Mosses section) 

Please contact me with any queries or suggestions for the work of the library. 

      Rebecca Mitchelmore 

                                                                                                                    Tel: 740601      

                                                                                                      Email: rmitchelmore@gmail.com 
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NOTICE BOARD 

 

                                 ISLE CARE 
 

Visitors needed, can anyone help?  
I am part of a team who provide and organise activities 

for the residents, which range from creative hands on activities 
like painting to singing or music. We also seek and encourage 
interaction with local schools, businesses and organisations to 
involve us with the community and the residents with the 
"outside world". We are looking for local interest groups or his-
torical societies who may be able to come in and give a talk or 
even one to ones with our clients. Some have lived on the island 
for many years and would find any local history or island facts 
very interesting. Some of our clients have few visits, trips out or 
family and anything you could offer would be much appreciated. 
If you can help with this or could give us any information about 
contacting other local groups we would be very grateful. 

 
        Sarah Parsonage                  Tel: 07753439806                    

New Recorder for Lichens 

 
Sheila Street 

Email: streetecology@yahoo.co.uk 

Bird Reports 

 
If anyone has a spare copy of the Bird Report  

for 1986 and 1987. Keith Betton would be 

very grateful to hear from you as he needs 

them for his set. He is one of the  two County 

Bird Recorders for Hants and his address is :  

8 Dukes Close, Folly Hill, Farnham, Surrey. 

GU9 0DR                  Tel: 01252 724068 
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Nature Notes 
 

Following my appeal for information regarding wild or feral honey bees, I have now been informed of 

eight such colonies, three of which are in church roofs, a favoured location I am told. This information is 

from the Isle of Wight beekeepers, through the good offices of Ken Holland. It was also stated that these 

colonies are generally short-lived, but re-colonised and probably refound by smell. 

 

The photograph of the fruiting Acacia dealbata is from the garden of Dr. Hambly, of Seaview. Despite 

2008 being a poor summer the seeds were viable. A second visit to this garden on June 11, 2009 to see 

the three trees heavily laden with fruiting pods, but at this stage the seeds had not developed. A second 

tree at Brighstone has come to my notice, again loaded with developing pods. 

 

May 15, 2009. Barry Angell rang me on his mobile, to say he was out in a field looking down at a Four-

leaf Clover. Despite a lifetime spent in the countryside I had never previously seen one. 

 

Another mystery is the nodules that appear on the trunks of Holly, Ilex aquifolia. Apparently more nu-

merous on cultivars than on the type. If any member has information of the causes of these nodules I 

would love to share that information! 

 

A visit to a property in Wootton to see a strange plant, proved to be an Anemone but in which the inflo-

rescence was replaced by a proliferation of bract. This condition is known as Phyllanthy. The conditions 

in the garden may have some influence on this and that can be judged by the sward of fritillaries.  

 

Barry Angell, again with his excellent photography, this time with a specimen of fasciation affecting a 

daisy, Bellis perennis. This condition affects a variety of plants but I have never seen it in this species 

before. 

 

SPRING SPECTACULAR. I am sure you did not fail to see the meadows a riot of colour in the spring; 

yellow with Buttercups and Dandelions; red with Clover and white with Daisies. Surely a dramatic in-

crease in these species, despite a fairly cold winter. No, just that the grass was slower in growing and 

remained below expectation throughout May. 

 

LOS ALTOS. The Little Known Park. 

Where trees have been planted to my satisfaction. Sufficiently scattered that enables them to display 

themselves to their full potential. A photograph of the flowering of Acer negundo var, violaceum is suf-

ficient reason to visit this park, but you must take note of the date of the photograph, April 7th. Perhaps 

the most outstanding feature of the park is the Evergreen Oaks, Quercus ilex, in excess of 500 of them, 

yet they do not dominate the scene. Planted as hedges by the Drabble family to give privacy, the delay in 

transferring the park to the Sandown & Shanklin Urban District Council allowed the trees to continue 

their natural progress and we are now witnessing these screens as mature trees. Despite their close prox-

imity surprisingly few have been lost in the competition. 

Pictures P.17                                                                                                                         Bill Shepard 
 

 

East Bank of the Medina 
 

Outing – 10th May 2009. 

     With David Biggs abroad, Jim Cheverton and I walked the east bank of the Medina, with consider-

able success that led to much back-slapping. 

     A large black bird flew in to a tree in the Arboretum and we decided it was a Black Woodpecker. 

Elated we proceeded to the riverbank where nine Gannets were feeding. They were extremely tame and 

we approached to within a few yards. Continuing along the riverbank a Golden Oriole was calling from 
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a distant tree, but before we could get close enough for a good view, it was chased out of the territory by 

a Hoopoe. On the school playing field a flock of a hundred plus Ravens were feeding. 

     At this point I decided to cease recording, for our elation was such that mistakes might occur. Despite 

our advancing years and the fact the Jim had forgotten to put his hearing aid in and had left his specta-

cles and binoculars in the car, and I had an appointment with the optician on the morrow, we were de-

lighted to find that we were not as dependant on the younger member of our trio as we had been led to 

believe. 

                                                                                                                                                  Bill Shepard                                                                             

                               

 

 

 

A New Native Plant for the Island. 
 

     2009 is proving to be a productive year for botanical discoveries. One of the more dramatic of these 

was revealed by Tony Tutton, property manager of the National Trust. I say revealed because he has 

known about the plant in this location for the past ten years but only this year has his discovery reached 

a wider audience. It is Knapweed Broomrape (Orobanche elatior), a large broomrape with flower spikes 

up to 40 cm in height, growing parasitically on the roots of Greater Knapweed.  

     It grows alongside an old raised trackway leading onto Chillerton Down, on land owned by the Na-

tional Trust. The plant is striking and distinctive but apparently it does not flower every year. This year 

it has produced a total of 29 flower spikes. 

     Knapweed Broomrape is an interesting plant. It has never before been confirmed from the Island and 

yet in parts of Hampshire and Salisbury Plain it is not infrequent in rank chalk grassland. Its distribution 

extends in a band north-east from here across the calcareous soils of England. It produces great quanti-

ties of tiny, light seeds which are borne in the wind. Suggestions as to how it arose here on the Island 

include travelling on wind from Hampshire, or from the Continent, or inadvertently brought across by a 

rambler. Whatever its origin, Knapweed Broomrape has been a plant of pilgrimage for botanists this 

summer. 

Picture - P18                                                                                                                            Colin Pope 
 

 

 

 

Andy`s Nature Notebook 
 

22nd January - A lot of east wind until early in the month, with severe frosts on the 9th & 10th  but milder 

mid month. It was surprising to see a fully grown Large White caterpillar crawling along the top path by 

our house.   

On that day also there were two Purple Sandpipers at the Eastern esplanade at Ventnor. 

 

2nd/3rd February - Snow and very cold. 

 

5th February - A large plant of Hoary Stock in full bloom in our garden. 

 

21st February - A Peacock butterfly in the garden. The first butterfly we have seen so far this year. 

 

24th February - A Sparrowhawk took a Woodcock early in the morning, killed then ate it, until disturbed. 

This was in the back yard of a house just above us near Wheeler’s Bay. 

 

5th March - Rain, sleet and very cold. 

 

9th March - A Small Tortoiseshell butterfly in the garden - faded.  
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23rd March - Geoff Blake a local fisherman, had an Angular Crab (Goneplax rhomboides) in 

his net, off Sandown. It was identified by Roger Herbert and is quite unusual. 

 

16th April  - We saw a Cuckoo fly in from the sea, this is now an increasingly rare bird to see.  

       Years ago it was quite common.    

 

24th April - First Glanville Fritillary butterflies emerged today. 

 

7th May - A Common Seal off Wheeler’s Bay heading west. 

 

8th May – The first Painted Lady was seen. Over the next weeks the numbers of this butterfly increased 

dramatically with eventually tens of thousands being recorded in the Island and on the mainland. For in-

terest, on May 28th Dave Wooldridge recorded a total of about 4,000 flying across one field at Porchfield 

in only a few hours and this was one instance.  

I think these were separate invasions, the first a week or two earlier and centred on Dorset.  The ones 

from that invasion moved east and into the Island and were rather faded. The second invasion went right 

through the Island and these butterflies were quite fresh. We also noticed a large number of very small 

specimens. Numbers were eventually calculated to be in the millions across the U.K. and was reminis-

cent of 1996. 

Surprisingly, there very few Clouded Yellows with them. 

 

25th May - There were a few Birds Nest Orchids out at the Undercliff Drive site near Ventnor. 

 

30th May - We saw a Squirrel walking up a wall alongside Ventnor Cascade. 

 

1st June - A visitor saw and photographed a Plain Tiger at Newtown. This is a butterfly that looks like a 

Small Monarch. The record is quite interesting as this butterfly arrived at the same time as the Painted 

Lady influx and is a resident of the Canary Isles. As the Painted Ladies came from North Africa, it is 

possible that the Tiger somehow came with them. A fuller discussion will be in the next Proceedings. 

 

16th June – A Banded Demoiselle flew across the garden –an unusual record. 

 

25th June – There were five Six-belted Clearwing moths in our garden on what passes for our lawn. 

These are fairly rare. 

This spring we installed a pond in the garden and I`ve been amazed how quickly it was colonised by 

damselflies and dragonflies. Large Red Damselflies were seen around it in a matter of weeks of finish-

ing it, followed by Common and Blue-tailed. Broad-bodied Chasers turned up and so far we have seen at 

least six. 

The weather in the early part of  this year has been so poor that not much of interest was seen in our 

area. I did not run my moth trap until the end of June, with not much of interest caught. 

Pictures - P.20                                                                                                                          Andy Butler 
           

                                                   ____________________________ 

 

 

A Leaf Mine Caused By An Insect New To Britain 

 
     At Quarr Abbey (SZ5692) on May 28th 2009 I found a large leaf mine on the upper surface of a leaf 

of Lime Tilia x europaea. The mine was roughly rectangular, measuring 30 x 24 mm, pale brown in col-

our, translucent, and contained separate and scattered grains of black frass. The larva had already va-

cated the mine. A particular feature was that the leaf edge had not been rolled over. 

     The larva of the known Lime-mining sawfly Parna tenella mines from mid-June at the earliest and 

often as late as August and the mine of this sawfly always results in the leaf edge being dramatically 
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folded over. 

      I have since found several of the unfolded and vacated mines on Limes at Osborne (SZ5194) on June 

9th 2009. These are the mines of a sawfly (Hymenoptera; Tenthredinidae) new to Britain in 2006. It is 
called Parna apicalis and was first written up as British from specimens found at Tunbridge Wells in 

Kent on June 1st. 2007. As a result of this, reports were received of examples found in Cheshire May 30th 

2006. 

     Reports since then have been received from Wisley in Surrey, from Avon and from Clwyd. In Europe 

this insect is known from southern Finland and Estonia through Central Europe to Bulgaria. 

     Was this insect and its mines perhaps overlooked in the past, is it an accidental introduction, or is this 

another example of a new insect species colonizing our islands? 

Picture - P 18                                                                                                                          David Biggs 
                                                                       

                                                              ___________________________ 

 
 

An extract from the Diary of Wednesday 29th July 1981  
 

Loganberries; I am sick of the sight of them this year, every evening throughout July I have gath-
ered them. Utilising the fence that divides my garden from the neighbour, the six plants cover a distance 
of some fifty feet; we pick our side, the neighbour picks hers with the assistance of the neighbours of 
the two adjoining houses. We have given them to family and friends and short of offering them to 
strangers, we have run out of ideas. A bowl containing about 41bs. of fruit last evening was the last 
straw; my wife rebelled. The freezer filled to capacity, sick of loganberry filling in every conceivable 
form of medium, I was ordered to do something with them. 

There was but one thing I could do, take them with me in the morning and offer them to Peter 
Twyman of Freshwater, where I intended to park my little motor cycle. It was the day the heir to the 
throne was to be married, A national holiday, for a country down on its uppers, appeared to me to be 
making a lot of fuss over such an occasion, at an astronomical cost. As one out of step with society at 
the best of times, this enforced holiday signalled a retreat to the back end of nowhere. On second 
thoughts, if I was not in earshot or visual distance of a television set, I would be alone. Following a 
night of single sheet covering, I was wide awake at 5-30 A.M. to one of those balls of fire sun risings, 
windless and a valley mist. Wherever I went it had to be cool and High Down was an obvious choice. 
There were a number of plants I wanted to check and this could be the perfect day. 

By 9-00 A.M., I was in the vicinity of the Tennyson Memorial, a breeze that could not move my 
hair and the valley mist still obscuring the mainland coast. The sound of a car a mile away was drowned 
by the buzz of an annoying fly. The sea was flat and silent. I am not going to describe the scenery, there 
are no words adequate. The flowers; picking one's way compassionately over the wall to wall carpeting, 
it is as impossible to avoid them as a pattern on a Persian carpet. Those ant hills; wearing a cap of rock 
roses, whoever designed them should be in the new year's honours list. As a botanical recorder, letters 
relating to rare plants are every day occurrences, but amongst them, the letters from casual observers 
extolling the beauty of High Down and remarking "I just had to tell someone." Surely a gilt-edged testi-
monial. 

The soil changes in that expanse of downland from the Tennyson Memorial almost to Scratchells 
Bay. Coarse grass with clumps and drifts of the Nodding Thistle. How will you know if it is the Nod-
ding or Musk Thistle?  Smell it. An opportunity to turn attention seaward and the unusual vegetation 
lining the cliff top; Seaside Thistle, White Horehound, Henbane and the rare Torilis nodosa, recorded 
here in 1823 by Snooke and not mentioned until my rediscovery today. It is quite plentiful. Sit down 
and you will discover the Carline and Stemless Thistles, more by accident than design, and whilst you 
are down there look for the three inch high Cocksfoot grass, you know the one, the four footer by the 
roadside. The majestic cliffs, the birds soaring on the thermals, a story book of nature and every step 
turns a page. The whole downland walk is unsurpassed scenery and climaxing in the breathtaking view 
from the old fort above the Needles. 

High Down in idyllic weather such as today, chosen because of the national attraction of a royal 
wedding, was to be a unique experience in being the solitary person, but it was not to be. A party of 
Tennyson worshippers were bowing before the monument and twenty two fishing vessels were at an-
chor off the Needles. Still, it is possible to have the down to oneself they tell me. With a severe gale 
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blowing, the chalk comes back up the cliff stinging like hail,  no one ventures on to the cliff side. 
The slow descent into Alum Bay, the scenery as breathtaking as ever until one rounds a bend in the 

road and is confronted with a park of coaches and a honeypot. Coloured sands and a chairlift. If that is 
all man desires for contentment I wonder why we spent so much on education. Despite my resentment 
of these mindless pleasures, I cannot resist the can of chilled lemonade offered at a roadside stall, nectar 
in this sun spot and a spur for the climb to the ridge of Headon Warren. 
     Not a breath of wind in this lofty abode and the heat from the stony soil can be felt through the foot-
wear, but when one gazes across that sward of heather such trivialities are forgotten. A slow downhill 
stroll to Totland's Turf Walk and through the deserted villages to Twyman's premises in Tennyson Road 
at 3.00 P.M. precisely, tea-time. A cup of tea and perhaps a piece of loganberry pie? To the latter an em-
phatic NO. The compulsory visit to the adjoining abode of Twyman senior, to witness the new murals 
that now almost cover every room in the house. A small area of brickwork between two door frames, not 
more than eighteen inches in width, has been painted as a cliff bluff, complete with gulls and nests of 
eggs. One day it will have to go and I shall be saddened, for it is unique. 
                                                                                                                                                Bill Shepard 

 

__________________________________ 

 

 

 

Go PhotoWild on Wight 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                          

 

Isle of Wight Photographer of the Year 2009 is now well underway with the themes for this year’s 
competition ‘It’s a Small World’ forming the main category and ‘It’s a Very Small World - Go Wild on 

Wight’ - the second, both already generating lots of great images.  

     Three winning entries will be selected in November 2009 from both categories. There are some great 

wildlife-themed prizes up for grabs in ‘It’s a Very Small World - Go Wild on Wight’ kindly donated by 

the National Trust, Gift to Nature and the Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust. 

     We are very excited to have Chris Packham – BBC 2’s Springwatch presenter, natural historian and 

photographer onboard, and know that his knowledge of local biodiversity and his own skills as a photog-

rapher will be a great asset. 

     Shortlisted entries will embark on a travelling exhibition in 2010 and you will be able to enjoy the 

photographs at various locations including Island public libraries, Ventnor Botanic Gardens, Newport 

Minster Church and the Old Town Hall at Newtown. 

     It’s your chance to make the everyday and unnoticed extraordinary - get out and about and uncover 

our special natural wildlife, habitats, landscapes and coast here on the Isle of Wight.    If you are feeling 

a bit stuck visit www.wildonwight.co.uk for more information on the Island’s biodiversity.  

     Images submitted to ‘It’s a very small world’ must be in colour and depict the natural world on the 

Isle of Wight. You have until 18th October 2009 to submit your images online. To find out more details 

on how to enter visit www.iwpoy.org. Please remember to read the rules carefully and Good Luck! 

                    Tina Williamson 

 

 

_______________________________________ 
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Reports of General Meetings 

 

 

24th January                                                       Spiders 
     For anyone with a fear of spiders, I couldn’t recommend a therapy more highly than this talk and 

slide show by Matthew Chatfield. Whilst introducing us to a parade of colourful, yet sinister confidence 

tricksters, he told some hilarious anecdotes. His fascination with these creative and successful creatures 

was infectious, and so we very soon relaxed and forgot our fears. 

     Matthew’s interest in spiders began in early childhood when he lived in Sandown. His father, a zo-

ologist turned clergyman, kept a collection of zoology books which Matthew perused. One stood out 

among them, a book about spiders by John Crompton, “written in a most engaging style”. Matthew 

spent his childhood observing wildlife and his favourite has always been spiders. He went on to study 

zoology at university. 

     He showed us the anatomy of spiders and how their bodies differ from those of insects. He then dis-

pelled some myths. Not all spiders spin a web to catch prey: hunting, trapping and ambushing are their 

three main strategies, and some use a combination of these. Some disguise themselves, use camouflage, 

lie in wait; others stalk their victims. Some rely on speed, whilst others can afford to be laid-back.  

     Among the ambushers, one of the strangest disguises itself as a bird dropping. Trapdoor Spiders dig a 

tunnel, seal the entrance and then cut out a lid. When they are hungry they open the lid slightly and wait 

for an insect to come close enough to pounce on. They always keep close to their burrow and retreat in-

side as soon as they can. Crab Spiders are aptly named, as they walk sideways and have short legs and 

long bodies. They specialise in disguise, lurking in flowers, waiting for an insect to land. They can even 

change colour for camouflage. The Cave Spider, on the other hand, lives in complete darkness under 

houses, in drains and cesspits, as well as in caves and holes in the ground. It is widespread, but rarely 

seen. 

     Hunters include the Wolf Spider, which basks in salt marshes and chases its prey. You can see how 

fast they can run when you disturb them. They also rely on very good eyesight. The young hitch a ride 

on their mother’s abdomen, but jump off if she gets into a fight with another spider and wait until it is 

safe to climb back on.  

     Jumping spiders Matthew finds especially entertaining. They creep up to their prey and jump on 

them. They are endowed with the best eyesight in the spider world, having a pair of remarkable, big, for-

ward facing eyes. The retinas can move so that the eyes follow you and you can see the retinas flicker. 

     Web weavers not only catch insects, but also other kinds of spider. They include the common garden 

spider, known as the Cross or St Andrew’s Cross Spider. It weaves a beautiful orb shaped web. Each 

species of spider weaves a different design, but how they put it into practice can vary. Spiders secrete a 

kind of glue to make the web sticky and so prevent insects from escaping. But moths have scales on 

their wings which detach when they are caught in a web and allow them to break free. Argiope bruen-

nichi is a spider which lives in long grass and loves to bask in warm sunshine. First recorded in Southern 

England in 1922, these spiders are gradually moving northwards as the climate warms. They catch 

grasshoppers in their webs. 

     Some spiders catch prey at night. Found only in the New Forest, Hyptiotes incorporates its own body 

in its web. Once it has caught its prey, it discards the web, only to make a new one the following night. 

     Not all webs are as carefully crafted as the orb web: some are rough and ready, but they serve their 

purpose. Steatoda nobilis, which originates from the Canary Isles, has now colonised most of Southern 

England, including the Isle of Wight. They are known as scaffold-web spiders, as they economise on 

silk, their web consisting of two parallel threads running from the top of low vegetation to the ground 

and linked by a third thread near the top to form an H. The spider hangs upside down from the cross 

thread, with its front legs holding the vertical threads near the ground. When an insect crawls up to the 

threads, it becomes caught by a blob of sticky gum, and all the spider has to do is haul it in and wrap it 

up. 

     This spider has hit the newspaper headlines for occasionally biting people. It belongs to a very large 

family of spiders, the best known of which are the black widows which live in the warmer parts of the 

world, including Southern Europe. Matthew says that the Steatoda nobilis is a very small spider and  
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very few people are bitten by it. Many spiders will bite to defend themselves, but far more people are 

stung by wasps. This spider is vilified merely by association with the Black Widow. 

     Spitting is the laid-back hunting strategy of the House Spider Tegeneria domestica. It wanders up to 

an insect and sprays it with glue. It needs an exceptionally large head for its size to accommodate its 

sacs of glue. Living in houses and sheds, it resembles two ping-pong balls attached at the base and is 

yellowy-white, with long, thin legs. 

     Mating strategies were Matthew’s second theme, and he unashamedly played to the ladies in the au-

dience. Some were in stitches over his descriptions of how the wily male spiders manage to get their 

way with the females without being eaten. The male Daddy Longlegs Spider catches a fly, wraps it in 

silk and presents it to a female, giving her the message loud and clear that he comes as a suitor, not as 

potential prey. The male of another species with very long jaws clamps them onto a female to prevent 

her from eating him while they mate. The Wolf Spider dances to attract a female and jumping spiders 

give a particularly good performance, waving their legs and changing colour. The Zebra Spider’s dance 

is streets ahead of ‘Big Brother’ for entertainment value, says Matthew. 

     He ended his talk by answering some common questions which audiences ask him about spiders. 

Where do they go when they disappear in winter? Most die, but some larger spiders can live for several 

years, and they hibernate. Do spiders eat their mates? Sometimes, but not as often as people think. Why 

do spiders end up in the bath? They abseil down to get a drink or in search of a mate, and then they can’t 

climb up the slippery sides. They don’t swim up through the pipes, as some people think; they only 

come up through the plughole if they went down there in the first place. 

     This was a most enjoyable and informative talk, attended by some forty members. 

                                 Margaret Nelmes 

 

14th February                                     The Wild Man of the Woods     
     Still celebrated today in festivals in Switzerland and Germany, the Wild Man of the Woods figured 

large throughout Europe in medieval mythology. This was the unusual theme of a talk and slide show 

presented by Alan Phillips, to an audience of some sixty people. 

     The name Wild Man, not to be confused with the Green Man, refers also to women and children who 

lived in caves in remote forests and whose bodies were covered in thick hair. The adult male was strong 

enough to uproot trees. He could be aggressive and no ordinary man could stand up to him. A skilled 

hunter and gatherer, he ate his meat raw. Some contemporary accounts accuse him of cannibalism and 

he was sometimes associated with the werewolf. 

     Our knowledge of the Wild Man comes from medieval manuscripts, tapestries, paintings, woodcarv-

ings and other works of art of the highest quality, including Biblical illustrations and Books of Hours, or 

prayer books. In early medieval times he was depicted as a giant, but they were thought to be stupid and 

so he was reduced in size, whilst still brandishing a large club or uprooted tree, a symbol of his superhu-

man strength. 

     The Wild Man was blamed for misfortunes and disasters, such as floods and failing crops. Parents 

exploited his fearsome reputation to cow their children into submission. He was the cause of medieval 

anxieties: chaos, insanity and ungodliness. The two known types of mental disorder, mania and melan-

cholia, were viewed as punishment for religious disobedience. Even the early Christian saints, religious 

penitents who had lived as hermits in the desert, and Merlin from the Arthurian legends, were associated 

in the medieval mind with the Wild Man. 

     Eventually, in the fifteenth century, when disillusionment with social institutions began to spread, the 

Wild Man came to be viewed in a different light. The great philosopher Rousseau praised him as ‘the 

Noble Savage’, for he lived in harmony with nature, was innocent and free from the corruption of soci-

ety. In the sixteenth century Wild Folk were deemed superior beings. The seventeenth century, however, 

brought a classical resurgence and the Wild Man was transplanted by the satyrs and sirens of Greek my-

thology. Thus his changing fortunes reflect shifts in social attitudes. 

     Alan illustrated his talk with many slides depicting the Wild Man in medieval art. Here are a few ex-

amples. In a scene from a German tapestry wild men are attacking a castle defended by smaller Moors in 

an allegory of the struggle against evil. Another scene from the same tapestry depicts Wild Men fighting  
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other forces of evil, a lion and a dragon, whilst one Wild Man clutches a unicorn, hoping to make use of 

its magical powers. A Swiss tapestry dating from 1480 depicts some Wild Folk working the land in 

childlike simplicity, a rural idyll. A manuscript shows Charles VI of France joining a troupe of Wild 

Men in a dance. Someone has held a torch too close and their costumes are set alight. The dancers are 

chained together, all except the King, and they panic. Finally a manuscript shows a lady leading a Wild 

Man by a long rope, a symbol, Alan suggested, of a woman’s ability to tame a man by driving him wild. 

     So what, Alan asked the audience in conclusion, are the modern analogies of the role of the Wild 

Man in medieval society? Successive avant-garde movements in the latter half of the twentieth century 

caused widespread alarm: rock ‘n roll, the hippies, peace activists, new age travellers, environmental and 

animal rights protesters. But although they were outsiders, they saw themselves as a force for good. 

With the benefit of scientific explanation for natural phenomena such as tornadoes and hurricanes, un-

derstanding the reasons for physical and mental disorders, seeing how people live in distant lands on our 

television screens, it is hard for us to imagine how narrow the confines of life in the Middle Ages must 

have been for ordinary folk. No wonder they were suspicious of anyone who would not or could not 

conform. 

     This proved to be a fascinating subject and one with which very few British people are familiar, per-

haps because most of our forests were felled a very long time ago and stories of Wild Men faded with 

them. 

                    Margaret Nelmes 

 

14th March                                 The Flora and Fauna of Reunion Island      
     Jagged mountains, deep chasms, steaming rainforests and a fiery crater are juxtaposed with palm 

fringed, sandy beaches bordering pristine lagoons, protected from the ocean and its sharks by vibrant 

coral reefs. This is an island of extreme contrasts, and it is stunningly beautiful. 

     Ian Pratt is passionate about Reunion Island and when he began to show us his slides, we understood 

why. It was one of his sons who introduced him to it; he was fortunate enough to be sent there to teach 

English as part of his university degree course in French. Reunion lies in the Indian Ocean, some five 

hundred miles east of Madagascar. It forms part of the same archipelago as Mauritius. Established as a 

French penal colony in the early seventeenth century, it became a French ‘Overseas Department’ in 

1946 and part of an administrative region in 1973. France has a naval base there. The island’s economy 

also depends on tourism, sugar cane, rum, maize, potatoes, tobacco and vanilla. Slaves were once 

brought there to work on the sugar plantations. 

     To photograph the magnificent scenery, Ian and his wife chartered a small plane to fly over the vol-

canoes, one of which is still active. Waterfalls plunge hundreds of feet down sheer walls of rock into the 

gorges in the rainforest below. On another occasion the couple set out from a town on a mountain pla-

teau to climb to the second highest peak. All morning they were expecting cloud to envelop the summits 

and blot out the views, but the further they climbed, the more determined they were to reach the top. 

Eventually the most thrilling panoramic views were rich reward for their persistence. 

    Marked differences in climate and scenery across the island provide a rich diversity of wildlife, and 

Ian’s many photographs are testimony to his passion for exotic flora and fauna. Outstanding among the 

beautiful flowering plants seen in gardens along the west coast are bougainvillea, hibiscus and lotus. Al-

though the climate of Reunion is tropical and it holds the world record for rainfall in twenty-four hours, 

the west coast is in the rain shadow. It`s long, sandy beaches and shallow lagoons make it ideal for tour-

ism. Ian and his wife stayed at a top class hotel on a former sugar plantation whose gardens boast a vari-

ety of palm trees and flowering plants. In another part of the island he photographed an arid landscape 

where only cacti grow. And again in complete contrast, we saw the tropical rainforest below the moun-

tains, shrouded in mist, lush and impenetrable. The island produces a range of tropical fruits which Ian 

photographed on market stalls. 

     As for fauna, Ian was delighted to find a chameleon, known as ‘The Sleepy One’, who posed warily, 

one eye swivelled round to watch the camera at his back, the other forward facing. Two of the most en-

dangered birds in the world nest on the highest mountain, the ‘Piton des Neiges’, both species of petrel. 

Ian showed us a photo taken in August 2003 of snow covering this mountain peak, which rises to over  
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ten thousand feet,. The exotic Bird of Paradise is also indigenous to the island. 

     Population pressures along the coasts are causing housing to move up the mountains, but much of the 

interior of the island is inaccessible by road, due to incredibly steep gradients. Volcanic activity enriches 

the soil and there is a lot of cultivated land in the south which is less steep and more accessible. 

     This was a fascinating introduction to an island which must be one of France’s best kept secrets. Its 

scenery is more dramatic than that of its neighbour, Mauritius, a former British colony. With its tropical 

climate it does suffer from sudden and unpredictable storms and its active volcano could erupt at any 

time. But they do not deter Ian and his wife from returning there. We thank them for sharing this amaz-

ing secret with us. 

                     Margaret Nelmes 

 

25th April                                     A Guided Tour of Winchester  
     City of streams and water meadows, blossoming trees and spacious green lawns set against the mel-

low stone of cathedral, palaces, churches and schools: Winchester, historic domain of kings and bishops, 

still thrives today. 

     Don Bryan’s tour of Winchester began in the Broadway where a huge bronze statue of King Alfred 

the Great was erected in 1901 to mark the millenary of his death. In the ninth century Alfred, King of 

Wessex, made peace with the Danes who were threatening to invade Southern England. They agreed to 

divide the country in two, with York the capital of the Danes and Winchester the Saxon capital. Oppo-

site the statue stands eighteenth century Abbey House, now the mayor’s official residence. It was built 

on the site of one of the three royal monasteries dating from Saxon times. But in 1538 King Henry VIII 

ordered the dissolution of the monasteries and their demolition. On the other side of the Broadway 

stands King John’s House, built as a hospital for the elderly and infirm in the thirteenth century, with it`s 

own chapel. 

     We walked through the formal Abbey Gardens to reach the Cathedral cloisters. The first Minster was 

built on this site in 648, a simple wattle and daub church, when the Bishopric transferred from a site on 

the Thames near London to Winchester. It later became a Benedictine monastery, named after Swithun, 

Bishop of Winchester in the ninth century, who may have been tutor to King Alfred and his father. He 

had a bridge built over the River Itchen and was reputed to perform miracles. He was buried outside the 

Old Minster, at his request, but his remains were brought inside the newly enlarged church during a rain 

storm, and according to legend the saint was so enraged that it continued to rain for forty days. This 

gave rise to the old adage that if it rains on St Swithun’s Day (15 July), it will rain for forty days. St 

Swithun’s shrine was a place of pilgrimage for many hundreds of years. The New Minster was built very 

close to the Old Minster in 901, but when the new Norman cathedral was completed in 1093, the Old 

Minster church was demolished. The Norman arches of the chapter house are all that remains of the 

monastery buildings which were destroyed after the Dissolution. The magnificent Norman cathedral is 

one of the longest in Europe. 

     Don led us on through the secluded Cathedral Close with its many fine buildings dating from differ-

ent centuries, each one unique and with its own history, and at its centre green lawns. The Pilgrims’ 

Hall, adjoining the Pilgrims’ School, was probably the guesthouse for pilgrims visiting St Swithun’s 

shrine. It boasts the oldest surviving hammer-beam roof in England, dating from the early fourteenth 

century. The private music school is housed in an attractive late seventeenth century dwelling and a fine 

early sixteenth century timber framed former stable block. In the adjacent late sixteenth century Cheney 

Court, the bishop sat in judgement over residents of the Soke, the central area of the town. In this hidden 

corner of the Close stands the Priory Gate with its nail-studded doors and little inset pedestrian gate. 

Traditionally, this gate is locked every evening. We passed through it into a narrow street running paral-

lel to the high wall of the Close and almost at once turned at right angles to pass through the much more 

impressive Kingsgate, one of only two surviving medieval gateways of Roman origin in the city. Above 

it is the little church of St Swithun. 

     Turning into College Street, Don pointed out the house where Jane Austen spent the last six weeks of 

her life, to be near a doctor. She died aged forty-one and was buried in the Cathedral. A little further 

along the street we reached the gatehouse to Winchester College with its fine statue of the Virgin Mary.  
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The college was built in the late fourteenth century by Bishop Wykeham to prepare seventy scholars 

from poor families for the priesthood, as so many priests had died of the Black Death. Over six hundred 

years later the college is still educating seventy scholars, who live in and wear black gowns, as well as 

over six hundred fee paying commoners, who live out. It is Britain’s oldest public school and still uses 

most of its original buildings. 

     Opposite the college, set back from the street in its own spacious gardens, stands the only remaining 

wing of the New Bishop’s Palace, built in the seventeenth century by Sir Christopher Wren. It is still the 

residence of the Bishop of Winchester. Beyond it, along a footpath, we came to the ruins of the much 

older Wolvesey Palace. Henri de Blois, Bishop from 1129 and grandson of William the Conqueror, 

added to and finally replaced the original tenth century palace with a large fortified building, known as 

Wolvesey Castle, surrounded by a moat. Here Winchester’s medieval bishops entertained successive 

kings and queens. Philip of Spain and Mary Tudor celebrated their marriage here in 1554 with a ban-

quet. 

     Leaving the city behind us, we set off to walk along the river to St Cross Hospital. In Winchester the 

River Itchen is divided into five or more mill streams or leats, but it becomes one again beyond the city 

walls, to flow south through tranquil water meadows. Bishop Henri de Blois founded the Hospital as a 

medieval almshouse, to house and feed thirteen elderly and frail men who could not support themselves, 

and to feed a further hundred poor people every day. Then in 1446, Bishop Cardinal Beaufort set up a 

second foundation to provide for men of noble birth who had fallen on hard times. Many of the existing 

buildings date from this time. Our guide was the Senior Beaufort’s Brother, dressed in the traditional 

purple (‘pink’) gown and Cardinal’s badge, with a purple hat. The Blois Brothers wear a black gown 

with a Jerusalem cross and an identical black hat. In medieval times Crusaders set out from St Cross to 

fight in holy wars. The Brethren had good masters and bad: a gargoyle representing Roger de Clune was 

fixed upside down, for he kept the men on starvation rations. Now the maximum number of brothers al-

lowed is twenty-five, but their wives are allowed to live in. This is the oldest charitable institution still 

functioning in England. Through the gates and across a courtyard we came to the Porter’s Lodge where 

any visitor who requests it, must be given the Wayfarer’s Dole. This consists nowadays of a small stone-

ware beaker of real ale (delicious) and a morsel of bread: a token gesture, but a memorable experience. 

Through another gateway we came to a large quadrangle. Ahead of us stood an imposing church, far to 

our right, across a spacious green lawn, a row of almshouses with tall chimneys, and to our left a clois-

ter. Beside us to the right was the entrance to the impressive Brethren’s Hall with it`s fine truss ceiling, 

originally the Master’s lodgings, where Grand Feasts are now held three times a year to mark special 

dates, such as Holy Cross Day. St Cross church was started in 1160 and is a fine example of Transitional 

Norman architecture. The roof was originally thatched. Saw marks on the lectern are evidence of mutila-

tion by Cromwell’s troops. Through the cloisters we came to the picturesque walled gardens with flow-

erbeds, a pool and a spreading Plane Tree bursting into leaf. 

     Leaving the Hospital, we continued downstream until we reached a bridge. We crossed the river and 

the meadows to the Itchen Navigation Canal which we followed back towards the city. A main road 

used to run along this valley, but now there is a ribbon of cowslips instead. On reaching St Catherine’s 

Hill with its incredibly long, steep flight of steps, Don suggested an alternative route, through Plague 

Pits Valley where Bubonic Plague victims were buried in the seventeenth century when the graveyards 

in the city were full. The ascent from the side of the hill was less taxing and the views over the city were 

well worth the effort. This was the site of an early Iron Age settlement, with only one bank encircling it. 

It is now a nature reserve. 

     We descended the hill on the other side and followed the canal, then a fast flowing mill stream, until 

we reached the City Mill and the Broadway again. There we said goodbye to Don and thanked him for a 

fascinating tour. We then had an hour to explore the city on our own before our minibus arrived to take 

us back to the Red Jet terminal in Southampton. Once again, we have Lynda Snaith to thank for a very 

well organised and enjoyable excursion. 

Pictures - Page 19                                                                                                           Margaret Nelmes 
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16th May                                              A Walk on Brading Down 
     A strong wind did not deter a small group of members from assembling on the steep slopes of Brad-

ing Down for this fascinating walk with naturalists Bob Edney and Dr. Colin Pope from the Isle of 

Wight Council, and geologist Penny Newbery from Dinosaur Isle. 

     Colin explained how Brading Down was for a long time part of the Nunwell Estate, owned by the 

Oglander family, and grazed by commoners. It was taken over by the South Wight Borough Council in 

1986 and then transferred to the Isle of Wight Council. Maintenance costs are covered by the Country-

side Stewardship Fund. In winter cattle graze the down to keep the turf short for chalk downland plants. 

The Council is planning to turn Brading Down into a Nature Reserve. 

     Penny then described how, in the Cretaceous period, some seventy-five to one hundred million years 

ago the Isle of Wight was the seabed of a vast, warm ocean, which stretched from North America to 

Russia and was much nearer where the Mediterranean is today. Here ammonites and many other sea 

creatures thrived. The skeletal remains of algae produced white mud which hardened into chalk rock, the 

thickest chalk in Europe. This occurs across Southern England. Colossal Earth movements, caused by 

continents colliding, squeezed the rock, causing uplift. The uplands thus created have since been eroded 

gradually by weathering, forming the landscape we see today. There is much fossil evidence of sea crea-

tures here, especially in flints. Penny showed us a large, dried sponge and explained that flint is in fact 

hardened sponge. She passed around some stem shaped and hollow flints with the holes made by a 

sponge inside. I found some examples myself and took them to Penny for identification. 

     Bob explained how Brading Down is a scheduled Ancient Monument and the Council has to seek 

permission from English Heritage to install a bench there. He showed us a map produced by local ar-

chaeologist Frank Basford of the medieval lynchets on the hillside. These were small plots of cultivated 

land, still visible to a trained eye, known as ‘ridge and furrow’. They predate grazing. which took over in 

1270. During the past winter the Council has carried out a lot of scrub clearance here. Grazing enriches 

the soil and the vegetation changes. Rabbits also graze the land, but sheep are more reliable grazers. It is 

hard to decide what is the right balance of vegetation, but encroaching Ash and Sycamore will have to 

be removed. Common Ragwort is also spreading, which is poisonous to grazing animals. 

     Colin led the hunt for plants and insects in the short turf. We found a wide variety of plants, some in 

flower and others which we identified just by their leaves. Those in flower include clusters of golden 

Horseshoe Vetch, food plant of the Chalkhill Blue Butterfly, fragrant Thyme, Field Madder with its tiny, 

mauve, star shaped flowers, Squinancywort with its clusters of similar white flowers, and blue Milk-

weed. We also found some delicate quaking grass. We saw only a few butterflies, struggling against the 

wind, among them a Chalkhill Blue, and a brightly coloured Cinnabar Moth, whose caterpillar feeds on 

Ragwort. Colin told us that anthills in undisturbed pasture can be up to a hundred years old. The ants 

work the soil, thereby attracting different plants and fungi. We also saw a tiny grasshopper nymph, just 

emerged from an egg, jumping through the vegetation. Colin led us to the rim of two chalk quarries, en-

crusted with lichen and sheltered by bushes, to examine the plants there. I found a piece of chalk with 

the fossilised imprint of part of a lobster, stained with a red mineral dye. 

     Finally Bob took us across the start of the Downs Road to see the Old Highway which the Council is 

keeping clear of vegetation for a carriage driving event next month. From here there is a fine view over 

Brading Marshes. Bob told us how the marshes dry up in summer because the sluice gates at St Helens 

are used to keep the water level low. There are competing interests here. The RSPB have created a Na-

ture Reserve in the marshes and lead regular bird watching walks there. But the Lapwings benefit from 

higher water levels. They are ground nesting birds which need good visibility for warning of approach-

ing predators. Several pairs remain on Brading marshes, but are very rare on arable land, so this year the 

water has been held back at a higher level. 

   Margaret Nelmes 
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27th June                          St Catherine`s Oratory and the Hoy Monument  
     No sooner had we left Blackgang Viewpoint Car Park to climb St Catherine’s Hill than the sea mist 

obscuring the view of Chale Bay came creeping after us. And as I squeezed into the “Pepperpot” behind 

our leader and looked up into the tower, I saw the mist come swirling through. 

     Jill Green gave us a brief history of this medieval lighthouse, the only one left in Britain. When the 

“St Mary of Bayonne” was wrecked on treacherous rocks below, in 1313, the crew sold her cargo of 

wine to a local landowner. This was no ordinary tipple, but holy wine, destined for a monastery in 

France. For this sin, a papal court ordered the landowner to build a lighthouse and a chapel for a priest to 

keep a light burning there. The priest would also say prayers of atonement for his employer. Much later 

buttresses were added to the tower, giving it the shape of a rocket. 

     However, the top of this hill, one of the highest points on the island, is not a good site for a light-

house. It is often obscured by low cloud. So eventually, hundreds of years later, a lighthouse was built 

far below, on the coast. 

     From this chalk downland we descended to a ridge of upper greensand where the sea mist dissipated 

and the sun shone. We had fine views eastward over the East Yar Valley to the chalk ridge beyond run-

ning northwards from Ventnor to Godshill. Among the flowering plants we found here were Heath Bed-

straw, Stitchwort, Meadow Vetchling and Crosswort. Many Small Heath and Meadow Brown butterflies 

flitted among the flowers. 

     At the far end of this ridge towers a monument, which, at seventy-two feet high, dwarfs other monu-

ments on the Island. With the aid of a booklet written by a member of our Society, Dorothy Wright 

(“Michael Hoy, The Man and His Monument”, 1992), Jill told us that the Hoy Monument was erected in 

1814 by a local landowner and Russian Trader, to commemorate the visit to Britain of Tsar Alexander I. 

This powerful ruler, together with the King of Prussia, was on a triumphal tour of Europe to celebrate 

their victory over Napoleon. Only the previous year Hoy, as a wealthy and successful merchant, had 

held the high office of Sheriff of London and moved in royal circles. He would therefore have been in-

vited to attend official festivities, such as dinner in Guildhall, in London, and then to accompany the 

Tsar to Portsmouth to review the Fleet. A wave of euphoria was sweeping Europe and Michael Hoy 

must have been overwhelmed by it to build such a towering monument. 

     However, the monument has two faces. In 1857 another tablet was added, bearing a very different 

message. It honours “those brave men of the allied armies who fell on the Alma at Inkerman and at the 

siege of Sebastopol”, in the Crimean War. William Henry Dawes, who succeeded Michael Hoy as 

owner of The Hermitage, the country estate incorporating the monument, was a military man with quite 

different views about Russia. It was now the enemy. 

     We headed westwards, descending steadily from the ridge between hedgerows, through woodland 

and along the edges of hay meadows. Here we watched a Golden Ringed Dragonfly hunting insects 

among the flowers. The scent of Honeysuckle wafted from the hedgerows and Corn Marigolds raised 

golden heads towards the sun. 

     On reaching Chale Green we made a beeline for the stores and were just in time for a cup of tea in 

the café. The tea garden has been newly planted with a variety of scented and colourful flowering plants. 

Lynda Snaith had thoughtfully left a couple of cars parked here to ferry us back to Blackgang. 

                    Margaret Nelmes 
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Reports of Section Meetings 

 

Access 

 

9th January 
     Six members assembled at St Helens Green for the Winter Waders walk led by Jackie Hart and John 

Cole. It was a bitterly cold morning.  We walked to the top of the common where several land species 

were spotted and then on to the Duver wall by the café. Telescopes were set up here  for  the  sea search.  

The frozen sea on the shore made us aware of the cold, Little Grebes inshore and a Red Breasted      

Merganser way out to sea were spotted with telescope. A Cormorant was seen flying, gulls were on the 

shore, a Mediterranean Gull among the more common ones. Further on into the harbour, waders were on 

the tidal mud flats. 

     Dunlin, Black-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Plovers Ringed and Grey, Teal and Coot.  Several species were 

there which are normally inland on the fresh water marsh, with the frozen conditions they were feeding 

on the salt mud flats. Walking the causeway to the inner harbour more species were spotted, again all the 

shallows were frozen. 

     Walking back to the car park past woodland a Great Spotted Woodpecker was heard, Dunnock and 

Blue Tits were seen. 

     Members were pleased with a total of 41 species.  

 

20th February  
     Nine members assembled at St Rhadagunds Church Whitwell, for a 4 mile walk led by Colin Black. 

The weather was mild and sunny, the first good day for nearly a month. 

     Starting the walk from the Churchyard we crossed the Ventnor road into Well Lane, where the first 

of the Spindler well pumps painted red was seen, near to the Holy Well, named as it was reputed to have 

healing properties. A garden by the footpath gave us our first sight of Snowdrops, Crocus and Daffodils. 

Next was the old sheep-wash last used in the 1950s, then we crossed the old railway line (Newport to 

Ventnor West), closed in 1952. 

     The footpath led us to Berryl, a group of cottages one derelict and the others restored. The unusual 

name comes from the Saxon for the hill where Barley grows. In 1279 it was recorded as Berehulle. We 

then crossed a stile on to the footpath to Dene Farm. 

     On the approach to the farm we passed two old Ice Houses, still in good order. The Farm House 

dated 1702 was on the right and in immaculate order. Through the farmyard we found buildings now 

converted into holiday cottages, the main barns house a local brewery. 

     At the farm pond near by, Snowdrops, Crocus and Primroses made the best of the sunshine. We 

crossed the Ventnor Road again on to St Rhadagunds Path, which led us to High Hat Viewpoint. Two 

other members joined us. We stopped and admired the view of St Lawrence below, the coastline east 

and west and to the south a large tanker far out at sea heading west. 

     We walked the Coastal Path past Niton Marine Radio with a large mast and up a gentle climb to an-

other viewpoint. St Catherines Lighthouse with its light flashing, Binnel Bay and Puckaster below us.  

A flock of chattering birds was heard in the trees on the cliff edge, but until they took flight we were un-

able to identify them. Then a big flock of Linnets flew out on to the inland farmland, identified by Jackie 

Hart.The path took us to the edge of a 300 ft drop. As we walked, with houses and road below, in places 

through the hedges, the path was only 2 feet from the drop. 

     The Cripple path came up the cliff, now open after work to make it safe. Cripple is an old name for a 

gash or a fissure in a rock cliff. We then turned onto the Pilgrim Path, so called because it led to the 

Holy Well at Whitwell.  The path took us past a nursery on the outskirts of Niton, into a road leading to 

Ashknowle Lane which was the main route between Niton and Whitwell in years past, before modern 

roads. 

     Underfoot it is still a good stone walk, a high bank gave views to Head Down and Bierley on our left. 

There are a number of horse stables along the path. Next the cemetery where a good display of Snow-

drops was seen, on past Ashknowle House, turning off the lane to a bridle way. Velvet Shank fungi were 

spotted and identified by Jackie Hart, then back to the Church. 
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Acer negundo - Flowering. 

Fasciation on Bellis perennis 

Phyllanthy on Anemone 

Nodules on Ilex 

Mimosa, (Acacia dealbata) seed pod. 
Four-leaf Clover 

Nature Notes  by Bill Shepard.     Page 4 
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Mine of Sawfly, Hymenoptera; 

Tenthredinidae 

               Pages 6 & 7 

 

Knapweed Broomrape 

            Pages 5 

Southern Marsh & 

Common Spotted 

Orchids & hybrids  

        Page 25 
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Maiden Castle 

     Page 23 

St Cross Hospital, Winchester  

           Pages 12 & 13 

Wolvesey Palace Ruins, Winchester 

              Pages 12 & 13  

Winchester Cathedral 

     Pages 12 & 13 



20 Sparrowhawk Birds-nest Orchid 

Angula Crab  

Six-belted Clearwing Moth 

Andy`s Nature Notebook       Pages - 5 & 6 
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10th March     
     Fifteen members assembled at Nunneys Wood car park Shalfleet, for a short walk to Atkies Copse 

led by Tad Dubicki, hoping for a good show of daffodils.  A walk out had been done a few days before 

and the footpaths were wet but walkable, after a large amount of rain. We did not however notice the 

time of high water and it was a high spring tide. The footbridge was isolated by the tide, we had no op-

tion but to turn back and walk another route, which was not a problem as a farm lane and a short road 

walk met the original route. 

Overnight rain made the next paths very wet, but we could see the daffodils in the wood beyond a fence. 

The gate was not too far away to allow us access to the wood. 

     We were not disappointed. A carpet of yellow greeted us, Primroses, Daffodils hundreds of them. 

The paths were well defined and keeping to them we did not damage the flora. Many photos were taken 

before the walk back to the car park. A number of members took flasks, which were opened at the 

bridge over Ningwood Lake. No birds were seen, there was too much tide running. The sun was warm 

so we lingered a while before returning to the car park.  

 

17th April  
     Thirteen Members assembled at the Ventnor Rugby Club car park Rew Down for a two part walk of 

2 miles led by Jill and John Nichols and 3.5 miles led by Colin Black. The weather was fine but misty. 

A cold east wind made us eager to start walking. 

     The first part was a steep climb up the Down on a footpath with a gravel surface. Early plants were 

just making flower. Primroses, Wood Spurge, Lords and Ladies, Wild Plum, Blackthorn, Clematis and 

Bluebells lined the path .A Wayfaring Tree also was seen. A change took place when the path came to 

chalk, Violets, Cowslips and Gorse now lined the path and we were still climbing beside the Golf 

Course. A stile and footpath sign was the point to separate the walks. Six on the short walk, seven on the 

longer one. 

     John and Jill’s short one then headed across the Golf Course, the sun was now burning off the mist. It 

was very warm sheltered from the wind. The footpath headed down towards the Nature Reserve where a 

Woodpecker was heard drumming. Great Tits were also heard. Cowslips, Violets, Harts Tongue Fern, 

Wood Spurge, Ground Ivy and Bluebells were on the route. Crossing the Whitwell road back to the car 

park the leaves of the Phuopsis plant were just showing. This is an escapee growing by the footpath, 

spotted by Margaret Burnhill..  

     The longer walk continued up the Down for another km to meet the next bridle way down towards 

Nettlecombe. Speckled Wood and Peacock butterflies were seen, and a Common Lizard basking in the 

sun. Several Skylarks were heard and seen over the wheat fields as we walked towards Week Farm. 

Blackthorn was in full bloom by the bridle way and the yellow fields of Rapeseed were scattered across 

the landscape. On the farm pond Mallard, White Farm Geese, Moorhen and Coot were seen. We now 

walked south on the farm road with Rape fields on either side. Swallows, the first seen by many of us, 

flying over. The sun had now gone and a sea mist was dropping the temperature.  St Lawrence Shute 

was a small steep road before turning off to a footpath close to the cliff edge. We passed the Field Cow 

Wheat site looked after by the IWNHAS. Primroses still in bloom, Stitchwort, Lesser Celandine and 

Bluebells lined the path to the car park. 

   

5th May 
     Nine members assembled at Ryde Bus Station for a linear walk from Havenstreet to Quarr and Ryde. 

The bus dropped us at Coppidhall Farm entrance. The footpath was opposite. We now had a steep short 

climb to the War Memorial on top of the hill. Colin gave a short history of the building built in 1917 the 

last building built with the local quarried stone. The Fleming family, a local land owner, lost their son in 

the conflict. Also remembered were the men of Binstead and Havenstreet. It now includes the 1939-45 

war dead.  

     The views from this point are impressive, Brighstone Forest, St Catherines Down, Shanklin Down, 

masts at Shorwell,  Niton and Rowridge, the church spires of Ryde  and the tower of Swanmore, also the 

coast line at Portsmouth. 
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     Over a stile we walked through lush grass growing for silage, on to Newham Farm through paddocks 

for horses. This farm was one of the Abbey farms. It was highly thought of by the Abbot for its good 

management. As a reward for the good husbandry the first cut of hay from Monkton Mead was given to 

the farm. The farm also kept Carp ponds for the Abbey. 

     Leaving the farm footpaths led to Puckers Copse of ancient woodland, Bluebells and Wood Anem-

ones were in abundance. A large oak tree, estimated to be about 300 years old, brought down in a winter 

gale had been cleared from the path. Spring flowers too numerous to name lined the path. Leaving the 

copse two other ancient oaks were seen, one in its final lease of life dropping large boughs it can no 

longer support, the other in leaf and looking fine, 200 to 300 years old 

     Crossing the main road to Coronation Lane, we walked past a row of Poplars planted in 1953 to com-

memorate Queen Elizabeth’s Coronation. These trees are a hybrid cross between the Black Poplar and 

the American Eastern Cottonwood, also well known for supporting large clumps of mistletoe. The bridle 

way now leads towards the Abbey. In the Abbey’s private road two large Monterey Pines are by the 

main gates, planted in 1914 when the Abbey building was finished. 

     We stopped for coffee at the Abbey tearoom. After five members returned by bus to the start point, 

four of us walked back to Ryde on footpaths and bridle ways. 

     We were surprised to find that the Quarr quarries date to Roman times. They have been over grown 

for many years but have now been cleared. Many of the trees have been harvested. You can now see the 

old workings and the depth of them surprised us, vegetation covers the working faces. 

     We then passed Binstead Church to Ladies Walk. At Binstead Brook, crossing the bridge, we saw the 

Wingnut trees with their long catkins. We continued onto Spencers Road past the old Spencer Estate to 

Ryde Esplanade and the Bus Station. 

. 

3rd June 
     Twenty members assembled at Lee Farm Wellow, for a walk led by the farmers Mr and Mrs Cowley 

around their farm.They met us in the parking area, where Mr Cowley gave a short introduction on why 

and how farming has to adapt to modern times. 

     Countryside Stewardship, at its highest level, has allowed the farm to diversify in many ways. The 

Holiday Cottages were built a few years ago, with their own green sewage system and heating from a 

ground pump. A wind turbine is planned. A range of old type Apple trees has been planted in the holi-

day area. 

     The walk continued through a grass meadow, many types of grass were seen and a few identified. 

The meadow was originally grazing for cattle, sown with rye grass, but this was not seen in the hip high 

flowering meadow. The meadow cannot be cut until the 17th July on DEFRA orders. 

     Walking on by footpaths and a permissive bridle way, we passed a barley field and another planted 

with bird mix to encourage nesting birds with insects and seeds. Wide headlands have been created 

again for wild life. Meadow Brown, Painted Lady and Speckled Wood butterflies were seen. Many 

small birds including Greenfinch, Chaffinch, Robin and Wren were noted. 

     Next we walked to the old railway track, which ran between Newport and Freshwater, the line was 

closed in 1953. The cool of the path was a welcome respite away from the hot field paths. Apple and 

Pear trees grown from the cores thrown by train passengers lined the path. 

     On the south side of the old track, coppicing has been carried out to encourage regeneration of the 

hedges. On the north side where the building of the line altered the field drainage, a JIGSAW has been 

planted with Willow in the very damp sections. Other indigenous species, were planted in the drier 

places. 

     The clay in this part was used to make bricks, and two of the original brickyard cottages are still lived 

in. The railway passing made the transport of bricks to the West Wight easy. 

In a pond in woodland by the track, Tadpoles and Damselflies were seen. Next a field of potatoes, 25 

varieties in all grown by Mr Cowley as a hobby, were nearly ready for harvesting, but rain was wanted 

to swell the tubers. Further on a field of winter stubble, followed by summer fallow, especially for 

ground nesting birds, had been a success as 6 pairs of Lapwings were seen earlier in the year. A Brown 

Hare and a Buzzard put in an appearance as well. 

     Walking back to the farm through a path with high banks, probably an old Deer park boundary, many 
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tree seedlings were seen, regeneration again. This opened up to a field next to the farmhouse, with new 

fences where a Barn Owl was seen the previous evening. Now back to the farm for cool drinks, kindly 

supplied by Mrs Cowley, which were welcome as the temperature was in the mid seventies. Mrs Cowley 

answered many questions about the walk and farming in general. 

     Mr and Mrs Cowley were thanked by the group, for their interesting tour. 

                                                                                                                                                  Colin Black 

 

 

Archaeology 

 

21st June                                                        Maiden Castle 
     An intrepid band of ten archaeology supporters set off at the crack of dawn for Maiden Castle in  

Dorset, ably driven in Delian Backhouse Fry’s large van and Chris Ratsey’s car, and relying on Jan Bun-

dell’s expert navigational skills. 

     Despite knowing in advance that Maiden Castle was the largest and most complex Iron Age hillfort 

in Britain and despite some having visited the site before, nothing really prepares one for the spectacular 

series of bank and ditch defences which enclose an area the size of fifty football pitches, or 47 acres. 

This massive construction totals some 545 metres in length. The hillfort ramparts rise to a height of 

twenty feet in places, and it is astonishing to think that these would all have been dug by hand, with   

antler picks and similar tools. The fort was once a bustling town populated by several hundred people of 

the Durotriges tribe in the Iron Age (i.e. to 43 AD). ‘Maiden’ appears not to refer to an earth goddess as 

one might suppose, but derives from the British/proto-Welsh ‘Mai Dun’, or ‘great hill’. 

     We spent much of the 3-plus hours at the site walking the perimeter and discussing the differing    

interpretations of the evidence as to the likelihood of a large-scale Roman attack under Vespasian in AD 

43. Sir Mortimer Wheeler was in no doubt following his excavations in the 1930s: the Romans first    

attacked with ballista (large, powerful freestanding crossbows) to clear the ramparts, and then with in-

fantry via the eastern gate, where a hard battle was fought. The skeleton of one of the defenders had an 

iron ballista head embedded in his spine, now in the Dorchester museum, but in all the bodies of 52 Iron 

Age warriors were uncovered, many of whom had suffered horrific injuries. Wheeler’s report made dra-

matic reading: it described how the Romans set fire to the settlement, stormed the gates and ‘savagely 

cut down’ men and women, young and old. 

     But subsequent excavations in 1985 by Niall Sharples have led to a reinterpretation of Wheeler’s 

work, suggesting for instance that the burnt layers of charcoal formerly taken as evidence for the torch-

ing of the site may in fact be the result of ironworking. Most importantly, Sharples has disputed 

Wheeler’s colourful account of how the fort was besieged and taken, arguing that there is no real evi-

dence that the hillfort was ever taken violently by the Romans at all! The people had been carefully bur-

ied with grave goods: beads, brooches and rings, pottery and joints of meat; such well-ordered funerary 

rituals do not suggest hastily dug graves after a single battle, but a cemetery used to bury soldiers and 

others over a period of time. The handful of warriors displaying horrific injuries may have been injured 

defending the fort from the Romans at the eastern gate, but might equally as well have been involved in 

local skirmishes. 

     We also managed to find the remarkably well-preserved foundations of the Romano-British temple, 

something that might have been missed on a more cursory visit. It consisted of a square building 40 feet 

along each side, and was built within the decayed ramparts of the hillfort in the 360s. The discovery of 

part of a statue of Diana, a plaque dedicated to Minerva and some votive objects would suggest that 

more than one deity was honoured here. 

     A visit to a local hostelry in Charminster, where we were able to sit at the end of a long garden by a 

running brook, fortified us for what seemed a particularly arduous return journey in quite dense traffic – 

a reminder if any was needed that we had left the Iron Age and Roman periods behind and were now 

well and truly back in the 21st century! 

  Pictures - Page 19                                                                                                                Alan Phillips                             
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Botany 

 

15th January                                     Field Cow-wheat working party 
     Our trusty small band of helpers worked hard to clear the bank of invading scrub again this year. We 

were able to discuss wider aspects of the management of the site with Chris Archbold from the Wildlife 

Trust and this year we were assisted in our work by Paul Stanley, on his first conservation working 

party! Jillie Pope is generally very successful at finding germinating seeds of Field Cow-wheat but this 

year she struggled to find any at all. Hopefully, that is not an indicator of how the plant is faring! We are 

relying on Tony and Judy Stoneley to let us know as local guardians of the site! 

 

21st January                                                   Indoor meeting 
     This meeting is the opportunity to review the previous field season, with Maureen Whitaker’s excel-

lent summary of our recording lists available, together with a small exhibition of herbarium specimens 

and photographs of more notable finds from various members. 

     Ann Campbell completed a very thorough study of the sand dune vegetation of Bembridge Point dur-

ing the last year, following the partial clearance of Sea Buckthorn from the site. The information has 

been forwarded to Natural England to help inform their management of the site.  

     Ann has also been involved in growing Wood Calamint plants from seed to help strengthen the popu-

lation. Anne Marston outlined the progress which was made with the initial translocation experiment; a 

small area immediately upslope of the lay-bys is showing encouraging signs of the plant becoming es-

tablished. However there was some damage by mowing of the lay-bys in August last year, and it is not 

known whether this will cause long term harm to the population. The plants are monitored every year 

and this will be continued. 

     During the tea interval there was the opportunity to view the members’ exhibition and to sample Sea 

Buckthorn jelly, which had been purchased in Switzerland. Several members of the group are consider-

ing harvesting berries from Bembridge Point in the autumn to produce their own supplies of the jelly.  

     After tea, Colin Pope showed photographs that he has taken of paintings by a Victorian artist, Emma 

Dennett, which have recently come to light. She lived in New Village, Carisbrooke and most of her 

paintings were of specimens fairly local to her home. No doubt she would have known William Brom-

field, and one of her paintings shows Wood Calamint. It is dated August 29 1846, which is three years 

after it was first discovered.  

 

1st February                                      Wood Calamint working party 
     As well as our usual clearance of the lay-bys to remove woody growth, brambles, and the remains of 

other competing plants, a number of the group stayed on into the afternoon to transplant Wood Calamint 

seedlings into other areas of the adjacent woodland. The Estate managers gave us permission to try this 

experiment, and selection of suitable areas was made by Hugh Milner (formerly the Forestry Commis-

sion’s Woodland Officer for the Island) in discussion with the gamekeeper.  In total three areas were 

planted, and we hope to be able to monitor the progress of the trial later in the year. The areas are away 

from the road verge and should therefore be less vulnerable to damage. 

 

21st March                                                   Know your Conifers  
     The group began the meeting by looking at the Forest Design Plan (FDP) for Parkhurst, which de-

scribes the overall management planned for the forest for the next 30 years, including details of the cur-

rent and planned distribution of tree species. A considerable part of the Forest is conifer plantation on an 

ancient woodland site and one of the FDP’s objectives is to restore these plantations to mixed broad-

leaved woodland over time.  

     Successful identification requires examination of leaves, twigs and cones as well as gaining clues 

from the overall growth habit of the tree. The latter is not always easy when the trees are growing close 

together. We did find some remarkable specimens of Deodar (cedar) growing at the edge of a compart-

ment along one of the main rides. In total we were able to identify and record 15 conifer species, and we 

were very grateful to Dave Trevan for sharing his expertise with us. 
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26th April                                                        Bouldnor Forest  
     Bouldnor Copse is a Forestry Commission woodland. It has a large stand of conifer plantation, with 

remnants of heathland and slumping cliffs. The afternoon of our visit was warm and sunny and we en-

joyed the views along the coast in the direction of Yarmouth. There were spring woodland flowers such 

as Bugle (Ajuga reptans), Common Dog Violet (Viola riviniana) Wood Spurge (Euphorbia amygda-

loides) and Primrose (Primula vulgaris) in flower, together with the leaves of plants like Wild Straw-

berry (Fragaria vesca) and Enchanter’s Nightshade (Circaea lutetiana), which flower later in the sea-

son. The tightly packed fronds of bracken were beginning to unfurl and we also found Hart’s Tongue 

Fern (Phyllitis scolopendrium), Broad Buckler Fern (Dryopteris dilatata) and Male Fern (D.filix-mas). 

On the slumping cliffs there were stands of Common Reed (Phragmites australis) and the leaves of 

Coltsfoot (Tussilago farfara) which flowers and sets seed early in the year before the leaves develop.  

     In total we recorded 90 species of vascular plant, 17 galls, of which three were new for the site, 4 leaf 

miners (two new for the site) and 8 microfungi of which 4 had not been recorded here previously.  

 

23rd May                                                Ningwood Common  
     The Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust reserve at Ningwood Common has an interesting 

mix of habitats, including scrub, clay heaths and pools resulting from brick-making. The area is noted 

for its population of Reddish Buff Moth, whose caterpillars require Saw-wort and the Small Pearl-

bordered Fritillary whose caterpillars feed on violet leaves. Much effort has been made to clear scrub in 

recent years to assist the growth of these food plants. 

     Opening up the area has benefited the flora in many ways. We recorded 107 species of plant in total 

including the relatively uncommon Scaly Male Fern (Dryopteris affinis), which was emerging in some 

quantity on land cleared last winter, seven species of sedge including Flea Sedge (Carex pulicaris), 

Dyer’s Greenweed (Genista tinctoria) and both Bell Heather (Erica cinerea) and Ling (Calluna vul-

garis). 

     The target species for the meeting was Pale Dog Violet (Viola lactea). The distribution of this plant is 

the subject of a study by the Botanical Society of the British Isles this year. We found a number of 

clumps of this plant as well as Heath Dog Violet (Viola canina) Common Dog Violet  (Viola riviniana) 

and the sterile hybrid Viola riviniana x lactea. 

 

14th June                                                          Kittenocks  
     This site consists of two unimproved meadows just north of the steam railway line at Havenstreet. As 

well as recording the flora generally, we had the aim of improving our grass identification skills. Armed 

with a sheet that explained some of the terminology associated with the vegetative and floral structure of 

grasses, together with some expert tuition from our more knowledgeable members, we managed to iden-

tify 16 species of grass in the first field. The challenge will be to see if we can still remember them all 

on our next meeting, and be able to learn a few more! Other species within this field included Grass 

Vetchling (Lathyrus nissolia), which has a tiny crimson pea-flower and a leaf that resembles a blade of 

grass, and Corky-fruited Water Dropwort (Oenanthe pimpinelloides) 

     When we moved into the second field, we were greeted by a stunning display of orchids Dactylorhiza 

x grandis, a hybrid between Common Spotted and Southern Marsh Orchids, scattered across the field in 

several large clumps. They were much photographed, as was the clump of Adder’s-tongue Fern 

(Ophioglossum vulgatum), which was eventually found after much searching.  

Picture - P 18                                                                                                                     Anne Marston 
                                                                                                                       

 

Entomology 

 

5th June                                                         Haseley Manor 
     Eleven members attended this evening of moth trapping, with our host, Dr.Anthony Roberts. A mer-

cury vapour lamp was set upon the edge of the wetland area, while an actinic trap was placed in a more 

shaded area near the ringing hut. A stiff breeze reduced the number of moths which were seen, but there 

were still fifteen species identified. Of these the most numerous were the Common Swifts. We also 
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found six Cream-spot Tigers, four Elephant Hawk-moths, two male Ghost Moths and a Peppered Moth, 

giving an opportunity to show some of the more spectacular of the seasons’ species.  

 

10th June                                                Wellow Baptist Chapel 
     Eight members came for the afternoon, to help assess the benefits to wildlife of a decision to defer 

the cutting of the grass in the graveyard at the Baptist Chapel. We were pleased that a number of mem-

bers of the chapel and their friends were able to come to see what insects we were finding, and were 

grateful for their invitation.  

     Throughout our visit we were accompanied by a very tame Robin, which at one point perched on our 

bag of identification books ! 

     There were a wide range of insects found, but the lack of sunshine meant that we did not see as many 

as we had anticipated, and the numbers of butterflies in particular were low, being confined to Large 

White and Meadow Brown. Azure Damselfly was seen, and (although not rare) many of us had our first 

sighting of the Plume Moth, Platyptilia pallidactyla. Red-tailed Bumblebees, Bombus lapidarius were 

nesting in a hole in one of the grave slabs. 

     Among other species, we found further examples of hoverflies paralyzed on the upper stems of 

grasses due to the action of a fungus, a sight recorded at a meeting at Eaglehead Copse at a similar time 

last year. The most interesting discovery however was of a leafhopper swept from nettles, which turned 

out to be Macrosteles variatus, a new record for the Island.  

 

 

24th June                                             Wild Tracts, Shalfleet 
     This was another well attended meeting, numbers this year have been substantially up on 2008, 

which is encouraging. This meeting looked at two fields which were purchased a few years ago and 

taken out of intensive farming. These fields have been given slightly different management, with differ-

ent seed suppliers, and this was explained at the beginning of the meeting by Val Gwynn, which gave us 

a very good starting point for the study.  

     As we set off, Azure, Common Blue and Large Red Damselflies were recorded by the ponds and in 

the garden, as were Beautiful Demoiselle. The more southerly field was particularly rich in butterflies, 

with Meadow Brown and Marbled White being the commonest species, but other species such as Small 

Heath, Painted Lady and Red Admiral were identified. Large numbers of Woodlice and a Devil’s Coach 

Horse were found under a log near the entrance to the fields. Bugs included the Meadow Plant Bug, Lep-

topterna dolabrata, and the Marsh Damsel Bug.  

     Perhaps the most interesting record was of a rust fungus Gymnosporangium clavariiforme galling the 

leaves, fruits, and (unusually) the twigs of hawthorn. This was only the third Island record, and the gall-

ing of twigs in this country is not referred to in the more recent literature. 

     The meeting ended with some very welcome refreshments offered us by Val, as Bullfinches and a 

Great Spotted Woodpecker visited the garden. We are very grateful to her for this visit. 

          Richard Smout 

 

Geology 

 

25th January                                       Fossils of the Isle of Wight  
     Fossil records are vital to an understanding of natural history, for they demonstrate how and when 

plants and animals have evolved. Among his fossil collection Paul has a polished stone bearing Stroma-

tolites, layers of lime formed by blue-green, oxygen producing algae, single celled organisms which 

were among the first forms of life on Earth. These still exist in Shark Bay, Australia. 

     Paul Newton and Cathy Adamou, our guest speakers from the Geological Society of the Isle of 

Wight, both described how they had been passionate about fossils from early childhood and how they 

eventually worked together at Dinosaur Farm, from 2003 to 2006. Paul established the GSIW in 1995, 

along with Steve Hutt from the Dinosaur Isle Museum in Sandown. 

     Cathy described fossils as ‘geological miracles’, because the fact that they have survived for many 

millions of years is amazing. The Ancient Greeks gave them their name which means ‘dug up’, and this 
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term also referred to other things they dug up, such as crystals. But what they were remained a mystery 

for many centuries. People called them dragons and believed they were the remains from the Great 

Flood. 

     The harder parts of animals and plants: teeth, bones, shells and the fibrous parts of trees and shrubs 

are more likely to survive than the soft tissue. They were first covered by sediment in a swamp, river, 

lake or sea and turned to stone by minerals in a long process known as petrification or permineralisa-

tion. Fossils are used as indicators of different time periods to date rocks, because some plants and ani-

mals lived only in certain time periods. 

     Paul demonstrated how our fossils link us to other parts of the world. He showed us an ammonite 

found on the Isle of Wight in Chale Bay known as Australiceras because it was first discovered in Aus-

tralia. It is unusual for an ammonite in that it is partly uncoiled and looks rather like a seahorse. You can 

see these, and many other fossils found on the Isle of Wight, in the Dinosaur Isle Museum. 

     Paul then showed us a geological map of the Island and explained that there are two types of geologi-

cal map: ‘solid’, showing bedrocks only, and ‘drift’, showing deposits on top of the bedrock, such as 

mud and gravel. There used to be standard colours for different types of rock. The Isle of Wight geologi-

cal map can be divided in two, north and south of the chalk ridge which extends from Culver Cliff in the 

east to Alum Bay in the west. The oldest rocks are in the southern part. These date from the Cretaceous 

period, about 140 to 70 million years ago. The Upper Purbeck beds are the earliest and they extend 

westwards across the Solent to Dorset. In Chale Bay the oldest rocks are the Wealden beds which are 

divided into two groups: the Wessex Formation, containing dinosaur bones, and the Vectis Formation. 

The latter are also to be found at Yaverland in Sandown Bay. Hard grey slabs are strewn about the 

beach, made up of countless tiny shells and sometimes sharks’ teeth. At the Dinosaur Farm in Chale Bay 

almost complete skeletons of the dinosaur Hypsilophodon have been found. Yet, although their discov-

ery causes great excitement, dinosaurs were land animals, and there is a lot more fossil evidence from 

the sea. 

     The Lower Greensand, part of the Wealden rocks, which stretches from Yaverland to Lake, marks 

the start of the Great Cretaceous Sea which kept the Isle of Wight submerged for a very long time. The 

Perna bed, the hard sandstone ledge at Atherfield Point, is also Lower Greensand and Chale Bay is the 

international measure for Greensand fossils. 

     Gault clay, known locally as Blue Slipper clay, occurs on top of the Greensand. It is responsible for 

the landslips which occur in the Undercliff. It is a marine deposit and contains fossils, but is not as pro-

ductive as Gault clay in other parts of the country. A narrow band of this clay weaves across the island 

from Yaverland to Compton Bay. 

     St Catherine’s is probably the best exposure for chalk, where huge blocks lie on the beach. There is 

Middle Chalk and Lower Chalk, classified as chalk without flints, which contains a kind of iron pyrite. 

Upper Chalk is flint bearing and constitutes the bulk of the chalk from Compton Bay to the Needles. 

The flint layers are mostly vertical, a product of the great upheaval caused by the collision of Africa 

with Europe which also gave rise to the Alps. 

     North of the chalk spine, which runs from east to west across the Island, the rocks are younger. Bands 

of Tertiary Age rocks, formed after the Cretaceous Period some 65 to 30 million years ago, stretch from 

Whitecliff Bay in the east to Alum Bay in the west. The Reading beds contain no fossils, but there are 

fossils, such as Nautilus, in the London Clay. The Bagshot and Bracklesham beds at Alum Bay are the 

famous coloured sands. These rocks extend to Barton Bay in Dorset where you can find shells from the 

Indian Ocean. 

     Bembridge Limestone is freshwater limestone, hence the name Freshwater. Many houses in the north 

of the island were built from this stone, quarried at Newtown. The Hamstead beds contain a few kinds of 

fossil. At about 30 million years old, these are the youngest rocks on the Island. At Thorness there are 

insect beds some 30 to 35 million years old, and at Newtown bison, deer and mammoth bones date from 

the last Ice Age. 

     Cathy showed us some slides of the cliffs and beaches in Chale Bay and Yaverland where the oldest 

rocks are found. The Wessex Marls are coloured red, purple and grey. At Hanover Point in Chale Bay 

there are dinosaur foot-casts, possibly made by Iguanadons, and further east there’s a ripple bed about 

180 million years old made by the tide. At Yaverland, the Red Cliff, some 80 metres high and made of 
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Ferruginous Sand, is especially photogenic. Greensand is only green when first exposed to air. Folding 

began about 50 million years ago when Africa crashed into Europe, and here you can see the layers 

which have been forced upwards. In Gore Cliff, which towers above St Catherine’s Point, you can see 

almost horizontal Chert bands in the Upper Chalk. Like flint, these are very hard, compact nodules of 

silicon dioxide. Watershoot Bay, near the lighthouse, is littered with fossil rich Upper Greensand 

blocks. 

     Paul showed us a cross-section of an ammonite which he had sawn in half, comprising a body cham-

ber and a number of air chambers connected by a tube. These enabled it to bring in water and release it 

for buoyancy. This is the origin of jet propulsion. He also showed us some beautiful, polished ammon-

ites from Madagascar, dating from the Jurassic Period about 180 million years ago. The boundaries of 

the chambers can be seen as a wavy line. The Nautilus, which survives to this day, is closely related to 

the ammonite, but has a different structure. New research shows that ammonites date from about 400 

million years ago and that the octopus evolved from them. 

     Paul and Cathy each brought a variety of fossils found on the Isle of Wight and beyond to show us, 

and several members of the audience brought rocks and fossils for identification. Andy Yule kindly lent 

us some photographs of insects from the fossil beds at Thorness Bay and Cathy also had a display of 

photographs. 

     The audience of about a dozen people enjoyed a most informative and entertaining afternoon for 

which we are most grateful to Paul Newton and Cathy Adamou. 

                    Margaret Nelmes 

 

26th April                            Dinosaur Footprints and a Fossilised Log Jam  
     From the low cliff top it looked as though the waves were still sweeping into Compton Bay, driven 

by a strong wind, as we arrived at Brook Chine. Some twenty members gathered in the car park to hear 

Paul Newton of the Geological Society (IW), our guide for the afternoon, describe how the rocks in this 

area are the oldest on the Isle of Wight. This was once a flood plain into which flash floods washed plant 

debris. Dinosaur bones, mostly from the enormous plant eating Iguanadon and from the smaller Hypsi-

lophodon are found here, but it is rare to find a whole dinosaur skeleton. These rocks extend for seven 

miles: from Atherfield Point to Compton Bay. A major plant debris bed emerges at Hanover Point and 

the so-called ‘fossil forest’ can be seen at very low tide. 

     Strolling along the beach as the tide began to recede, we discovered a new chine in the making, 

where a stream had cut a narrow cleft in the cliff, through which it tumbled, and the wind had widened 

the cleft to form a funnel shaped gap. We also found some casts of dinosaur footprints in boulders lying 

on the beach, which were probably made by Iguanadons walking through mud. 

     As we waited for the tide to uncover the whole reef at Hanover Point, we began to worry that it 

would not happen that afternoon. The expected time for low tide came and still we were cut off from the 

outer section of the reef by a narrow channel. Eventually some of us managed to step precariously from 

one weed covered rock to another. Our reward was to find a series of dinosaur footprints in the mud-

stones of the reef, though one was missing, gouged out by a collector. Again we waited for the tide to 

drain the water from the channel where the logs were submerged. To our amazement it was still receding 

and at last we saw them, lying in the narrow channel, jammed against the reef: fossilised tree trunks, 

broken into logs. Several of us clambered down over slippery rocks to view them more closely. Then we 

could clearly identify the wood among the many patches of seaweed growing on them. 

                    Margaret Nelmes 

 

28th June                                  Fossil Hunt and a Visit to Dinosaur Isle  
     Some hundred and twenty-five million years ago, the oldest rocks of the Isle of Wight were being 

laid down by rivers on a flat plain. The rivers were eroding sediment, washing it down and dumping it 

on the plain where it was piling up and hardening. The land was very fertile. The Island was then at 

about the same latitude as Cairo and the climate subtropical at times. On the plain the rivers lost their 

power and meandered, forming oxbow lakes. During the monsoons, floods brought the carcasses of dead 

animals to this plain and deposited them in ponds. This lasted for up to seven million years and the rocks 

thus formed are known as Atherfield Clay, the oldest of the Wealden Group formation. 
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     Then the sea rose and the land sank, and thick chalk deposits were laid down. Chalk is a very pure 

kind of limestone. Extremely fine grained, it is formed from the miniscule skeletal plates secreted by a 

kind of planktonic algae. The chalk was laid down in a horizontal layer over the clay. Then some thirty-

five million years ago Africa’s continental plate collided with Europe’s, exerting such pressure that it 

jacked up the land. This created the Alps, and the ripple effect caused upheaval across Europe. The 

chalk rose four thousand feet above us. This has been eroded gradually, leaving us with the chalk downs 

which form the Island’s east-west ridge, from Culver Cliff to Tennyson Down.. 

     This is how Steve Hutt, President of the Geological Society of the Isle of Wight, introduced us to the 

landscape of Yaverland, in Sandown Bay, as he took us on a guided walk along the beach towards the 

great chalk headland known as Culver Cliff. Beyond the sea wall and the council car park the cliffs be-

gin to rise. The first rocks are the oldest, the Atherfield Clay, which stretch for about a kilometre. These 

rocks dip in an easterly direction and disappear below the beach, so that we come across younger and 

younger rocks as we walk eastwards. Ninety-five to a hundred and twenty-five million years ago sea 

covered much of Europe. But sixty-five million years ago the sea floor pushed up and we find marine 

seams in the younger rocks, containing snails.. 

     The clay is striped purple, green and red, the colours caused by mineral compounds breaking down. 

Iron produces various colours and sometimes trickles down the cliff face and onto the beach, staining 

rocks yellow, orange or red. The toughest rock in chalk is flint, whose strange shapes originate in the 

stems of sponges which have lived on the sea bed for some eight hundred million years. They are a col-

ony of single cells that filter water. There are currently thirty species living in this part of the world and 

about a hundred and twenty worldwide. A recent theory suggests that all higher animals descend from 

sponges. 

     Notable among our fossil finds on the beach were a dinosaur bone, a shark spine in sandstone, fish 

bones and coprolite (poo), and the wing bone of a Pterosaur, a bat-like creature, not a dinosaur. There 

are also some Atherfield clay lobster beds, like those we found last year at Atherfield, in Chale Bay. 

Limestone slabs, like thick paving stones, strewn about the beach, are packed with tiny marine shells 

and represent the last few metres before the sea rose and covered the land as it sank. 

     We returned to Dinosaur Isle, an interactive museum designed to inspire children and adults alike, 

where we were free to explore. The display called ‘Prehistoric Experience’ takes us back from the last 

Ice Age, which ended ten thousand years ago, to the Cretaceous period, some sixty-five to over a hun-

dred million years ago, when dinosaurs lived here. The display  contains the fossilised remains of plants 

and animals found on the Isle of Wight, such as tropical shells, ammonites and the bones of Ice Age 

mammals. As you enter the main exhibition hall, a sudden bellow makes you start. In a painted land-

scape of swamp, fire-ravaged pine trees and tree ferns, life-size dinosaur models move and roar. On the 

walls dinosaur skeletons have been painstakingly assembled from individual bones and fragments, like 

huge jigsaw puzzles. Iguanadon foot casts lie beneath, and the skeletons of smaller dinosaurs, such as 

Hypsilophodon, are free-standing. 

     Some twenty members enjoyed this field trip, for which we thank our guides, Steve Hutt and Penny 

Newbery. 

                   Margaret Nelmes 

   

Ornithology 

11th January 
16 members met at the Picnic Site car park on the west bank of the River Medina, Newport. After days 

of freezing weather the temperature started to climb during the course of the morning. We set off along 

the riverbank to Werrar and returned along the cycle track. Unfortunately, the tide was high throughout 

our visit which meant few waders although we did see a total of 17 Redshank on the opposite bank and 

also on the jetty near Medina Valley Centre. Also on the jetty was an Oystercatcher, a Moorhen with a 

large immature one close by and Lapwing. Two Black-tailed Godwit were seen flying near by, and two 

Grey Wagtail were on the west bank near MVC. The creek at Dodnor being frozen over may account for 

why there were so many Mallard and two male and one female Tufted Duck on the river near there. Also 

with them were many Black-headed Gull and one Common Gull. Four Little Grebe were seen on the 

river. A total of 14 Blackbird was counted during the morning, all male. There were 10 Robin and 7 
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Song Thrush. Along the cycle track we saw a pair of Bullfinches. Pausing on the bridge over the frozen 

Dodnor creek we first heard the call of the Water Rail and then luckily saw two rushing across the ice 

from one set of reeds to another and a little while later saw one returning. A volunteer ranger was work-

ing, doing yet more clearing of the bushes either side of the old rail track and had exposed a line of ce-

ment posts with depressions on the top of each one on the west side. Bill Shepard informed us that in 

1900 Newport had their own electricity station but Cowes did not, so a cable was run along these posts  

 

to Cowes to provide them with electricity. By the entrance to the old Cement Works the remains of a 

row of wooden planks had also been revealed. Bill told us that this had been a railway halt for the work-

ers of the Cement Works. Whilst most of us were preparing to leave at the end of our meeting Sue 

Blackwell and her husband saw a Little Egret and a Kingfisher on the river where we had started our 

walk. This brought our total of species during the morning to 38.  

 

14th   February  
15 members met at Shalfleet on a lovely, sunny but cold and frosty morning for a walk to the quay and 

back to the car park. Before leaving the car park we had seen or heard 18 species including a large flock 

of Fieldfare mixed with a few Redwing. There was also a flock of Linnet flying around one of the fields. 

In one of the cottage gardens a Yellowhammer sat at the top of a tree, dazzling yellow in the sunshine. 

The river produced Moorhen, Teal, Wigeon, Mallard, Redshank. Towards the estuary the Teal and 

Wigeon numbers built up (unfortunately not counted but must have been in excess of a hundred of each 

species) and at least 20 Pintail were seen as well as 150 Brent and 87 Black-headed Gull. A scan of the 

gulls revealed a Mediterranean Gull swimming on the river. On the mud 26 Black-tailed Godwit were 

feeding, as were a few Curlew and Redshank. Four very vocal Oystercatchers were displaying with one 

nearby not taking any notice. A flock of approximately 300 Lapwing flew over and a Snipe was briefly 

seen on the marsh, but no other species of wader were seen. In the distance two female Goldeneye were 

spotted. It was only towards the end of the meeting that we saw some raptors, Kestrel, Buzzard and 

Peregrine. On our return trip we saw a pair of Bullfinch in the hedgerow and two Little Egret standing in 

a tree by the river. We managed to clock 50 species by seeing a Grey Heron and a Magpie from the car 

park at the end of the meeting. 

 

15th March 
16 members met on a lovely bright morning at Carisbrooke Priory public car park for a walk that took us 

down Nunnery Lane, Marvel Lane, Sandy Lane to Blackwater and then returned via the cycleway to 

Shide, a footpath to Watergate Road and another footpath to Mount Joy. It was a very enjoyable walk in 

the sunshine. Besides seeing our native birds along Nunnery Lane we saw some captive Alpaca, and 

herds of Fallow and Red deer. On the ponds near New Close Farm we saw a Black Swan, two Bar-

headed Goose, two Pink-footed Goose, a female Pochard and a Tufted Duck. Bill Shepard, who walks 

this area regularly, says that they appear to be free flying. During the morning we saw 8 Buzzard, five of 

which were together flying in the thermals. A Raven was mobbing one of the Buzzards in the area of 

Standen House. Two years ago the same behaviour was noted in the same area – are both species trying 

to establish a nesting site? 

In the grounds of the Priory a singing male Yellowhammer looked stunning against the blue sky, Gold-

finches and Blue Tits flitted about the trees. Five Sky Lark were heard and seen in the fields and we had 

two Red-legged Partridge and a Pheasant. Other water birds we saw were Mute Swan, Canada Goose, 

Coot and Moorhen as well as a Little Egret and a Little Grebe in the River Medina. We managed to see 

one of our target birds along the cycleway – at least four Siskin, but could not find either Lesser Redpoll 

or Grey Wagtail. In all we saw 35 species, not counting the free flying birds seen in Nunnery Lane. 

 

25th April 
14 members met at Fort Victoria on a dry, sunny morning although there was a cold wind. First there 

was a period of sea watching followed by a circular walk through the Country Park to Cliff End Battery 

and a walk back along the fields. 42 Little Tern were seen flying and fishing as well as a Common Tern. 

Black-headed, Herring and Great Black-backed Gulls represented the gulls. The highlight of the sea-
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watch was seeing a Hobby chasing a small unidentified passerine over the sea. The passerine eventually 

managed to escape. Some migrants were about as we saw House Martin, Swallow, Blackcap, Common 

Whitethroat and Lesser Whitethroat. One of the Great Tits seen during the course of the morning was 

carrying food. A sighting of a Yellowhammer was very welcome. In all 36 species were seen. 

 

 

17th May 
10 members met at the car park next to the Horse and Groom at Ningwood for a walk in the area. Hav-

ing had a very heavy downpour within the hour of starting the walk it was a surprise to have bright sun-

shine by 9.30 am although it was cool and windy. We took the footpaths to Ningwood Common which 

is owned and managed by Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust. The sunshine after the rain 

brought out some singing birds including Blackcap, Chiffchaff, Lesser Whitethroat, Garden Warbler and 

Nightingale. Elaine Rice played a short recording of a Nightingale on her iPod which encouraged a 

Nightingale to sing very close to where we stood. However, we were not able to see it. Caroline Dudley 

pointed out the song of the Lesser Whitethroat which is so different from the Common Whitethroat – the 

latter we neither heard nor saw. In all 21 species were either seen or heard.  

 

5th June 
Six members met at Firestone Copse car park for an evening walk for Nightjars and Owls. Unfortunately 

the evening was clouding over and very windy and neither Nightjars or Owls were heard or seen.  

                                                                                                                                               Jackie Hart 
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 Items for inclusion in the next Bulletin and Reports of Meetings for 1st July 2008  
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                                                                        Email -   cahill@onwight.net 

                                                                                   

The closing date for acceptance of items and reports will be 12th July 2009 
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