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Autumn 2008
The Natural World
Sadly we don’t need to read Peter Holt’s weather report (although please do!) to know that this has not been a good summer (again)!  More rain, less sun than for years.  

Quite what this means for the wildlife around our villages is hard to predict.  But two successive years of poor weather will have had an impact on fledging rates for our common birds and we may expect to see fewer garden birds over the winter as a result.  Equally as we noted last year, barn owls, which had been recovering so well locally, are unable to hunt in rain, so we may see their numbers contract too.

And it is not just birds that will struggle.  Many insects too will have been affected, particularly butterflies who will have found little time to take to the wing and not much food for them if they could.

On which note the hot weather over the weekend of 13-14 September, seemed to bring the butterflies out in high numbers, as if they were just waiting for that burst of sunshine.  A walk around Castor Hanglands revealed red admirals, small tortoiseshells, comma and speckled wood butterflies out in abundance.  And some lucky observers found a couple of redstarts – small birds with bright red-tails that breed in northern Britain and sometimes turn up in the area on migration.  This year there has been quite an influx.

But if some birds and the butterflies struggle in the rain, some of our local species seem to thrive.

Pyramidal orchids flowered in even greater numbers at Swaddywell this year – you can see some pictures on the Botolph’s Barn website.  A walk around the reserve turned up pockets of grassland literally covered in the pale pink spikes of these beautiful flowers.

Also at Swaddywell three pairs of Lapwing successfully raised young in the neighbouring arable fields – the first successful breeding since the reserve was established.

And talking of firsts, we can confirm that red kites successfully nested near Helpston for the first time in 150 years!  What with buzzards in ever increasing numbers, there is often a large raptor soaring in the skies above our villages these days!
Nightingales too were in good numbers at Castor Hanglands and Bainton Pits, although the rain will surely have limited their ability to raise young.

Rare birds were once again in evidence at Maxey Pits during the spring, with an American wader, the Buff Breasted Sandpiper finding its way there in June and a Temminck’s Stint turning up in en route to the Arctic.    Both birds are quite hard to identify and really appeal to the specialist birdwatchers who turned up in droves.  What a contrast with the unmistakeable and beautiful black and white avocets with their up-curved beaks that raised four young at the site this summer.  This is the first breeding record in the county for many years – and right on our doorstep!  

Even as autumn approaches there are still plenty of flowers in the meadow at Swaddywell. A visit on 12th September revealed yellow wort, creeping cinquefoil, red and white clover, lesser centuary, knapweed, birds foot trefoil, two species of St John's Wort, wild carrots, pink bartsia, lots of yellow Composites ie dandelions and at least four different types of butterfly. 

News Update

The Torpel Manor Appeal continues to climb towards our target of £120,000.  We are still waiting for news on our bid for £98,000 from the government’s growth area fund, but we have had substantial donations recently from Helpston Parish Council and the Earl Fitzwilliam Trust and the appeal stands at over £6,000.  
If we hear soon that we have got the main grant, we can start work on site this autumn and winter, creating a small visitor centre, restoring stone walls and grazing the grassland.
Weather Report – May to mid-September The weather during this period was for the most part disappointing. Although overall temperatures were not far from average, persistent cloud, wind and at times wet weather will be our recollections of 2008’s summer months. The high pressure weather which gave cold northerlies in the spring was replaced by predominately westerly winds associated with the jet stream being further south at times than usual for the summer months.

There were some periods of fine warm weather, namely in the second week of May when the temperature reached 25.5˚C. This warm spell was short lived as within a week the maximum day temperature was no better than 12.5˚C followed by a night minimum of only 2.0˚C. This range of temperatures is not that unusual for May when we can sample both spring and summer in a week.
The most significant spell of hot summer weather was the two weeks at the end of July and into August when in association with lots of sunshine, the warmest day occurred in our area of 29˚C on the 25th July. At this time we also experienced our warmest night of the year at a minimum of 19˚C. After our “summer” the weather was often cloudy, windy and wet with August being appreciably wetter than usual. 

Actual rainfall figures recorded at Helpston (in millimeters) for the past months were:-



2008
Long-term ave.

April

45.5

48.4

May

65.0

54.0

June

58.0

50.9

July

44.0

52.0

August

71.5

56.3

While we again have avoided the worse of the wet weather which like last year produced flooding in some parts of the UK, the wet conditions which continued into September caused problems for some farmers with respect to wheat harvesting in this area.  
However by mid-September a change in the weather pattern finally occurred in that a large high pressure area formed to the north east over Scandinavia and while so far not bringing much in the way of sunshine, it has at last produced settled dry conditions. 

Forthcoming events
We have a number of events coming up, including a walk around Maxey Pits on 27 September, a wonderful place at this time of year with the chance to see wading birds such as dunlin, redshank and lapwing.  Meet either at Helpston Post Office at 4pm, or the entrance to the Tarmac works at 4.10pm.
There is also a work party on 2 November, meet at Torpel Manor Field at 2pm. And an illustrated talk, ‘Heath and Hangland’ by Chris Gardiner, warden at Castor Hanglands, at Botolph’s Barn on 13 November at 8pm. 

Contacts

Newsletter and walks 

Richard Astle

01733 252376

Membership

Jennifer Britton

01733 252663
Why not join the Trust and support nature conservation around the villages?


