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Why do we need more money?
Bernard Hunt and his assistant, Aaron, ‘treating’ or in plain English poisoning, persistent scrub
on the flower-rich verge of the Roman Road near Mount Farm on 5th April. They also dug out
numerous fat green Hemlock seedlings. photograph by Rosemarie Neussel
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Perhaps it was just the long, cold, wet winter that made the clouds of white Blackthorn flowers
seem so wonderfully abundant in Easter week. There will be plenty of dark purple berries for
anyone who wants to make Sloe Gin; but make sure you know the difference between Prunus
spinosa and Rhamnus catharticus. The clue is in the name, Purging Buckthorn.

This male Brimstone butterfly is as pleased to see the sun as we are, having hibernated
tucked up in hedges and bushes. The Brimstone caterpillar feeds on the leaves of Purging
Buckthorn in the spring and pupates in a chrysalis suspended from a twig. This insect will
have emerged last July or August from a chrysalis suspended in the fork of a twig. Is he
protected by the emetic qualities of his food plant?
Cowslips come in two forms. Some have a short stylus with the anthers ‘thrum’, like the cut
ends of a piece of weaving. Others have a projecting stylus or ‘pin’. If you look at the
photograph on the left, you can perhaps see the insect is focused on the open centre of the
flower, which is thrum. On the right, the flowers are pin. The cowslip, Primula veris, is
Heterostylus, with an occurrence of 50-50 in cowslip populations.
Charles Darwin was fascinated by this phenomenon. At first he thought it marked the
difference between male and female plants but he worked out that it was an evolution which
maintains variety in the genes of the species.
Photographs by Rosemarie Neussel

Join a European Citizen Science Project
Plantlife, the Wild Plant Conservation Society, are joining partners across Europe to assess
the quality of our grasslands. One new method is by counting the incidence of Pin and Thrum
in a patch of cowslips. If you would like to join in, visit plantlife.org.uk/uk-discover-wild-plantsnature/-survey

2

3

The first flowers of spring on the Fleam Dyke and the Roman Road are Violets and Ground
Ivy, Glechoma hederacea, neither of which should really be there. Both of them belong in
woodland or shady places beside hedges. They crept in as these sites became scrubbed over
but have survived after clearance, partly because they are distasteful to rabbits. It is the
violets on the southern end of the Fleam Dyke that account for the summer visits of the Dark
Green Fritillary, one of the fritillaries whose larvae feed on woodland violets.
There are at least 6 species of violets on the Fleam Dyke: scented or not, hairy leaved or
smooth, white and even a rare pink variety, found occasionally at the A11 end of the Fleam
Dyke. Above, the Hairy Violet, Viola hirta, photograph by Christine Newell.
In 1911, David Barden produced a leaflet with details of all the main Violet varieties. If you
would like a copy, please send £2 and an A4 envelope with a first-class stamp addressed to
Julia Napier, 30a Hinton Avenue, CB1 7AS. See payment details above.

A Very Angry Bee
One morning a few weeks ago, I heard a loud buzzing in the bathroom, and found a very
angry bee spread-eagled against the glass, displaying its impressively long furry legs. It was
the male of Anthophora plumipes, the Furry-footed Flower bee. The hairy knees are
apparently very sexy. I eased it into a glass tube and took it out to a nice sheltered corner
among the Japonica flowers.
Next morning, it, or a friend, was back, and received the same loving care as before. The third
morning I marked the visitor with Whitepake and pushed him ruthlessly out of the window into
the chilly wind. He was back the next morning undeterred. By this time I had realised that
there must be a nest in the cavity wall behind the gas pipe in the nice sheltered corner,
because Anthophora plumipes is a type of mining bee. As spring began the bees must have
found their way up past the water pipes into my bathroom. ‘Up we go, up we go. Pop!”
The next visitor was a female of the species, with dark brown or black thorax, and striking
yellow-orange fur on the back legs. She was just as full of apparently angry protests.
However, once out among the primroses, she just went on buzzing anyway. It is what they do.
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So when you stand in your garden you will now know, if you did not know before, (my
apologies to all the experts) that the loud buzzing round the spring flowers comes from the
brown or grey male, with black furry legs and a yellow ‘nose’, and the noisy black bee is the
female. They are usually competing aggressively with the Humble fly, a little brown bee mimic
which darts nervously around the flowers, reversing direction when challenged with the speed
of a dragonfly.
After all these years of welcoming the first little brown Bee Fly of spring, I finally looked it up. It
belongs in the family of Bombylidae, which occur in dozens of different forms across the
world, some very dramatic. It darts and hovers on its swept back wings, always holding its
proboscis straight out ready for action, or so I thought. No marks for observation. The
proboscis is not retractable, which is why its old name in East Anglia is the Beewhal (no e),
like a Narwhale, of course.

Work paid for by the Friends of the Roman Road and Fleam Dyke this spring
If you have walked down the Roman Road from Wandlebury in the last fortnight, you will have
seen Bernard and Aaron digging out dozens of stumps large and small all the way down. This
extends the work we have done over the last ten years just below Copley Hill. It means that
maintenance next year will be quicker and therefore cheaper. As they went they evicted the
already hearty seedlings of Hemlock, Conium maculatum, a non-native and very invasive
species which needs to be black listed with Japanese Knotweed and Floating Pennywort.
Last Saturday, Bernard and Aaron moved to Fleam Dyke, to the slopes just north of Mutlow
Hill which was the best section of the Dyke north of Mutlow Hill but has become covered with
scrub regrowth. How did this happen? The financial crisis drained charitable donations out of
the Wildlife Trust. Iain Webb and the Mid-Week Volunteers were needed for work on
Trumpington Meadow, and Covid 19 has kept them off the site for another year. As a result
the flowery grassland is covered with scrub seedlings and the regrowth of Wild Privet and
Clematis vitalba, Old Man’s Beard. If you look at the cover of the Fleam Dyke leaflet, you can
see what this section looked like in 2010.
However, thanks to the Binks Trust, we have been able to pay for 6 days of work on the
Roman Road and shall be able to do the same here. We can therefore hope to recover the
open slopes full of Rock-rose, Horseshoe Vetch, Wild Thyme, Squinancywort and all the other
small flowers which belong in good challk grassland.
With best wishes,
Julia Napier, 18th April 2021
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