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Foreword

Johnny Birks

Following the success of their Woodford’s Meadow project (published in
2023), members of Malvern U3A Natural History Group have produced
another gem of a study on Castlemorton Common. This book is a
celebration of the natural treasures to be found in one of Worcestershire’s
top wildlife sites.

| feel a special affinity with Castlemorton Common because it formed a big
part of my work forty years ago. | had just started my first ‘proper job’ as
Assistant Regional Officer for Worcestershire with the then Nature
Conservancy Council (now Natural England), and one of my duties was to
arrange the renotification of the Castlemorton Common SSSI (Site of
Special Scientific Interest) under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. An
important bureaucratic exercise, renotification involved reassessing the
site’s biodiversity value, redefining its boundaries, and contacting all owners
and occupiers — including the commoners — to explain their responsibilities
under the newly-enacted legislation. | also worked to build a relationship
with the then Malvern Hills Conservators to agree details of scrub
management in the SSSI, for example.

These responsibilities gave me the perfect excuse to pull on my naturalist’s
hat and boots to explore this lovely patch of ‘Old England’. | soon came to
realise that — as with many semi-natural wildlife sites in Britain — retaining
Castlemorton Common’s special interest relied upon a constant battle to halt
or hinder the natural succession process to prevent scrub and trees from
overwhelming the grassland to the detriment of sensitive species. So,
through a combination of grazing and mechanical scrub control, some sort
of dynamic balance was achieved.

This book is a delightful record of the habitats and species to be found on
Castlemorton Common (though this mammalogist was left hungry for
information on his favourite taxonomic group!). As with Woodford’s Meadow,
the Monthly Notes and accompanying photographs are a fine resource for
local and visiting naturalists; and the final section covering more in-depth
studies is very good. | especially enjoyed the Stream Study, which
demonstrates the huge value to wildlife recording of well-directed citizen
science efforts.



Introduction

Mention Castlemorton Common to the people of Malvern and you will get
many responses as to which area it covers. Those from outside
Worcestershire may recall the infamous Castlemorton Rave of May 1992. It
lasted a week, with 20,000 to 40,000 people. The aftermath was the
introduction and the passing of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act
1994. This book, which focusses on Natural History, looks only at the SSSI
(Site of Special Scientific Interest). This designation is intended to provide
legal protection of what is considered to be an important natural habitat.
Castlemorton Common was the first SSSI in Worcestershire, mainly for its
flora. It covers an area of nearly 80 hectares (200 acres). As we discovered,
there is a mosaic of different habitats. The interest and diversity within them
has never ceased to surprise us.

This book has been produced by the Malvern U3A (University of the Third
Age) Natural History group. It follows on from a book previously produced
for Woodford’s Meadow. Rather than looking at the entire SSSI a smaller
“study area” was agreed upon, shown on the map on the inside front cover.
A group of around twenty studied that area, normally about eight people
each visit, between March 2023 and December 2024. In total nearly sixty
visits were conducted, each lasting around three hours. A spreadsheet was
created with over 520 records. This catalogues each unique species, with
location and a photograph.

The book is divided into three distinct sections. The first looks at the History,
Landscape, Habitats and Geology. The underlying geology influences the
habitats, many of which have changed little in recent times. The second
section details what the naturalist can see each month. It is written so that
even a newcomer should find something of interest to look for and locate.
The final section is a more in-depth look at particular areas of interest. Also
included are the more unusual finds. A study on the two streams produced
some interesting results. Sections on birds and butterflies are perhaps more
popular. We were surprised how good the Common was for fungi, this has
its own section. Ephemeral ponds often feature in books on the nature of
the Common, there is a short section on them. A section on galls follows,
which were certainly not as common as the fungi. Finally a page on Slender
Hare’s-Ear, found just outside the Castlemorton area, but a unique plant
which may be rediscovered on the Common one day.



History

Castlemorton Civil Parish (CP) is a large rural parish of 3,701 acres and
stretches from the ridge of the Malvern Hills adjacent to the ‘Shire Ditch’
which separates Castlemorton, the western most parish of Worcestershire
at this point, from Herefordshire to the west. From here the parish
incorporates the eastern slopes of the hills and levels out to form the
commons stretching towards the Severn plain.

The parishes of Welland and Little Malvern lie to the north and Birtsmorton
and Berrow to the south; the eastern parish is Longdon, another large rural
parish with marshy areas stretching almost to the River Severn.

Castlemorton is not mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086, when it was
treated as a part of Longdon. It was not until the 19t century that the manor
was transferred to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners.

Domesday commissioned by King William 1st (the Conqueror) detailed
Royal Forests which were protected lands for the royal hunt, a passion of
the King. These ‘forests’ were managed and ‘Shire Reeves’ (Sheriffs) held
legal courts to administer local law including ‘Forest Law’. A forest is an area
designated for the Royal Hunt and may have contained a variety of
landscapes, not just woodland but heathland, marshes, wasteland, common
land, and so on. It was in this way that Malvern Forest came into existence
and included the lands of Castlemorton. It is also worth mentioning that
commoners still had some rights of pasture (grazing), pannage (pigs allowed
to feed on mast, predominantly acorns), estovers (the gathering of
fuelwood), turbary (the gathering of turf), and sundry others.

In 1290 the land was granted by King Edward 15t to Gilbert de Clare, Earl of
Gloucester, and so lost status as a Royal Forest and became known as
Malvern Chase. The management of the land continued much as before,
still subject to forest law. This continued until 1478, when the descendants
of the Earl of Gloucester were implicated in conspiracy and the Crown
reclaimed the land.

So it remained until King Charles 1%, in 1628, had the Forests and Chases
assessed and, in 1632, this land was subsequently disafforested. The King
kept ownership of 1/3 to himself. 2/3 was given to local owners and
commoners free from Forest and Chase Laws. This manoeuvre by the King
was a preamble to selling his 1/3 of the former forest to raise money for
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the royal coffers. On and around the Malvern Hills are still examples of areas
marked on maps with ‘Thirds’ or ‘Kings Thirds’.

In the 1670s most of the lands of the Malvern Chase were enclosed by an
Act of Parliament, and only Castlemorton Common and wasteland was
omitted. This occurred as there were too many interested parties, and the
land was of insufficient value. Over the subsequent centuries the
commoners continued to use the land with rights of pasture, pannage, and
estovers and so on, as before. The area changed little over this period,
although some small parcels of land were enclosed, known as assarts, and
converted to arable and other uses, often illegally. So, it was that the
Malvern Hills Conservators was formed by an Act of Parliament in 1884 to
prevent further legal and illegal encroachment of the commons and hills. At
this time approximately 700 acres of Castlemorton Common were included
in the act.

Landscape

The area now known and used as Castlemorton Common is mainly owned
and managed by the Malvern Hills Trust (MHT), formally known as the
Malvern Hills Conservators. It lies within the Malvern Hills Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB); although all 46 AONBs have recently
been rebranded as ‘National Landscapes’ (in 2023). The Common also
contains an area designated, in 1955, a Site of Special Scientific Interest
(SSSI), that extends to about 51 acres. The designation begins by saying
the site is situated:

“at the foot of the Malvern Hills it lies on drift deposits which overlie the
impermeable Keuper marl and consists mainly of low lying rough pasture
with marshy areas, streams and frequent patches of scrub. The prime
importance of the site is the grassland communities”

The area surveyed for this publication is part of this SSSI, and is adjacent
to the B4208 Gloucester Road, and immediately bordering the boundary
with Welland CP.

In summary, Castlemorton Common has been a part of a protected
landscape since the Norman Conquest of 1066, either as part of a Royal
Forest, or a Chase still managed under Forest law. Since disafforestation in
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1632, the common land, due to its poor quality and low value, was not
subsequently formally enclosed, and continued to be enjoyed by
commoners as before. There was likely to have been small amounts of
piecemeal enclosures known as assarting until the Act of 1884. This Act
formed the Malvern Hills Conservators (now the Trust), which recognised
the importance of this landscape, and once again afforded protection.

Castlemorton Common seemingly appears to be a relatively ordinary site.
However, when explored weekly over the course of a year or so, it becomes
clear that this is not the case. The uniform appearance is an impression
created by the dramatic contrast of the abrupt ridge of the hills in comparison
to the relatively level land of the Common with its open views.

The Countryside Commission in its 1993 publication ‘The Malvern Hills
Landscape’ describes the ‘Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty’ in terms of
its features, characteristics, importance and associations, saying of the
commons:

“their open character and specific vegetation pattern related to the survival
of ancient commoners’ rights — the land has never been enclosed, and rarely
cultivated.”

The common land immediately adjacent to the ridge of the hills has a distinct
easterly downward slope and is generally of an open aspect; it has little
difference in either appearance or vegetation to the level land below, where
the Common stretches down to the B4208 Gloucester Road.

Several permanent ponds are found on these higher areas, perhaps
maintained as ponds for livestock, and the entire Common has a high water
table with many ephemeral ponds and small streams traversing the area.

A landscape descriptive convention describes areas as a ‘mosaic’ of various
features, including a matrix, patches and corridors. So, the Common is a
mosaic that comprises a ‘matrix’ (the dominant interconnected land cover)
of coarse grassland pasture. This is interspersed with ‘patches’ of
heathland, scrub, small secondary wooded copses, and wet marshy areas
with ephemeral ponds. Corridors of secondary woodland grow along the
streamsides connecting some of the scrub and secondary woodland
patches. Corridors of grassland in the form of rides, clearings and tracks,
divide and separate the wooded streamsides and scrub and heathland
patches, forming green pathways through the coarser vegetation.
Occasionally, a larger older oak is present, but these are mainly boundary
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markers. A noticeable example is the large oak in the hedgerow next to the
small rough parking adjacent to the Gloucester Road; this marks the
Welland/Castlemorton parish boundary. Other large trees surround some of
the settlements, especially farms. Along the streams old mature willows, and
most notably male Black Poplars, have been pollarded for centuries for
timber and browse.

Where the Gloucester Road crosses the Common, the stretch from the
boundary with Welland, up to the right turn heading to Swinyard Hill and
Berrow Down is slightly raised above the Common. Here the grassland of
the Common dips down along the road-side, forming a long shallow curved
channel. The possible significance of this is mentioned later.

The Countryside Commission publication of 1993 refers to patches of
regenerating woodland, and how the reduction in the number of active
commoners grazing sheep and cattle, has seen an increase in scrub and
woodland. The MHT is taking active measures to manage this problem, and
with the decline in active commoners they now employ their own livestock
and shepherd. Also, in 2007 a Castlemorton Commons Coordinating
Committee was formed to represent the interests of the Commons and
commoners at a local level. They now organise responsible livestock
grazing on the Common. These measures are aimed at both maintaining
the visual landscape and also special wildlife habitats.

Habitats and Ecology

The habitats and ecology of the site tend to follow the patterns in the
landscape but with a few exceptions.

The grassland, for instance, is the largest part of the Common, but is far
from uniform and is constantly trying to evolve into scrub, heath and
secondary woodland. This temporal change is for the most part kept in
check by the grazing of livestock and the increasing numbers of deer.

Within the study area, the grazed grassland varies between short open
grasses to coarse areas less frequented by livestock. The grasses are often
characterised by large tall clumps (up to waist and chest high) of Tufted Hair-
grass, typifying the damper nature of this ground. Sedges and rushes are
also found in these wetter areas, especially where ephemeral ponds occur.

8



Whilst ephemeral ponds are most prevalent in the study area they are found
widely across the Common. Like the high water table, they are no doubt
partly maintained by the impermeable soil and many springs for which the
Malverns are famous. The ponds are present through winter, often into
spring and possibly into summer; long enough for frogs to complete their life
cycle.

Near the large ephemeral pond, near the parish boundary, there is evidence
of an area of wet, heavy, undisturbed pasture where a patch of Dyer’s
Greenweed grows amongst Tufted Hair-grass and rushes. Nearby is a large
extensive area of Lousewort, a hemiparasite also associated with heavy wet
soils. In the wet spring of 2024, following a wet winter, these flowered
extensively for several months, covering an area of over an acre between
the road and the stream. It was a wonderful floral sight.

The survey area to the west of the stream also contains ephemeral ponds
but more noticeably many hundreds of Yellow Meadow Ant hills. Although
these occur in other parts of the Common, the high density (with hundreds
present) in this location indicates a very old undisturbed pasture. This is
confirmed by the high number of waxcap fungi appearing in the autumn.

The areas of scrubland comprise much gorse, with varying amounts of
bramble and smaller trees like hawthorn and birch. This provides a
windbreak and important shelter for nesting birds and breeding
invertebrates. Many of these were seen and heard, especially in sheltered
sunny alcoves within the scrub patches and grassy corridors. Butterflies,
moths, dragonflies and other insects were often observed despite the cool
wet weather characterising the study period. Here, the gorse and bramble
blossom also provides a valuable long-lasting source of nectar. Both Grass
Snake and Common Lizard were also recorded, and they would use the
scrub for shelter and the adjacent open grass for basking in the sun.

The streams are in places adjacent to the grassland pastures. They have
well-trodden banks and livestock drink in these accessible areas. In other
locations the scrub grows along the streamsides and sometimes reaches
across from both sides and in so doing forms a tunnel over the stream. This
protected area provides shelter and secluded access for wildlife. The narrow
band of riverine woodland that follows the stream has a few easy grassy
accesses on the western side where the river terraces are visible and newly
planted Black Poplars are establishing. Here, Hemp Agrimony and several
species of water-dropwort and Water Mint are to be found.
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This streamside secondary woodland features mainly small trees such as
Hawthorn, Field Maple, and shrub-like Goat Willows. In places, some Ash
trees (showing signs of dieback) and less numerous Alders show above the
understorey, and notably some old, pollarded male Black Poplars. The
woodland edge mainly features gorse, bramble and dog rose forming a
scrubby border where it meets the grassland.

The water in the stream seemed to be generally clean and clear, flowing
strongly in wetter months with distinct meanders and pool and riffle
sequences. Generally, the maximum depth did not exceed two feet, but
during summer the depth decreased considerably and some shallow
sections became dry, as did the ephemeral ponds elsewhere. Despite this,
Minnows were seen along with larvae of stoneflies and damselflies,
indicating good water quality.

The ephemeral ponds also seemed to be clear and Floating Sweet-grass
and Water Crowfoot being obvious plants along with breeding frogs. Pond
Skaters, Water Boatmen and Diving Beetles were also noted.

The linear shallow ditch running alongside the road and edge of the
Common was where the majority of the Autumn Lady’s-tresses were found.
Over 100 were seen forming a ribbon stretching some 50 plus metres along
the roadside eastern boundary. Despite some assiduous searches, nothing
was discovered on the western side within the survey area. This plant is
associated with old pastures in coastal areas, but like several other unusual
plant species found on the Malvern hills and commons it has local outlier
populations here. It might be speculated that this is due to the tidal effect of
the River Severn, which historically reached much further inland before
man-made weirs changed and limited the tidal reach.

Along with ephemeral ponds and the single patch of soil where Dyer’s
Greenweed grows, there are also other microhabitats created by the ancient
Yellow Meadow Ant hills. Their drainage and undisturbed nature has created
conditions for specialist plants like Blinks and Parsley Piert, and fungi such
as waxcaps and earth-tongues. Lady’s Bedstraw was also present in this
area, growing almost entirely on the anthills, and here Hummingbird Hawk-
moth caterpillars were found in both years of the survey. This moth is not
known to breed regularly in England but seems to be benefitting from a
generally ameliorating climate and increased migrating from the continent.
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Geology

The Malvern Hills rise steeply
above the fairly level surface of
Castlemorton Common. The
hills are underlain by old hard
Precambrian rocks, resistant
to erosion. The rock of the hills
is separated from that
underlying the Common by a
major geological fault, the East
Malvern Fault on which the
total movement has been 2.5
kms, forming a rift valley in the
Severn Valley.

1. The view across Castlemorton
Common to the Malvern Hills
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2. Superficial and Bedrock Geology
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Most of the Malvern Hills are formed of Precambrian intrusive igneous rocks
(shown in purple): the Malverns Complex. These are present on Swinyard
Hill and the Herefordshire Beacon where they cooled and crystallised from
molten magma deep in the Earth’s crust. The rock has been dated as 667
million years old.

The area of Broad Down and Hangman’s Hill has Precambrian extrusive
igneous rocks (shown in green): the Warren House Formation. These rocks
formed when volcanoes erupted in an island arc and are dated as 566
million years old.

There is an area on the lower slopes of the hills, below Swinyard Hill, with
Silurian rocks (shown in yellow) about 440 million years old. These are
sedimentary rocks laid down as layers of sediment in warm shallow seas
when this area was south of the equator. There are sandstones and
limestones some of which were exposed when a trench for electricity cables
was dug in the 1950s. Fragments are seen in streams crossing the
Common.

Generally, the lower parts of the Common are underlain by red Triassic
mudstones of the Mercia Mudstone Group. These are deposits laid down on
an arid land surface when this area was at the latitude of the Sahara Desert,
about 200 million years ago.

The mudstone rocks are soft
and are a red-brown colour
due to the iron minerals in
them oxidising. There are
occasional pale greenish
grey spots where the iron
minerals have been reduced,
either in wetter areas or
where there was organic
material. This gives clues to
the biodiversity of these arid
areas 200 million years ago.
These mudstones are seen
occasionally in the banks of streams crossing the commons.

R

3. Mudstone seen in bank of stream

12



13

In the overgrown wooded area,
south of the footbridge, there is
a narrow gorge cut into
mudstone rock at SO 78963
39537.

During the Ice Age, Malvern
Hills were exposed above the
ice in the valley to the east.
The bare rock on the hills was
frost shattered. Angular rock
fragments were sluiced down
the slopes onto the lowlands.
These gravels were deposited
over the permafrost ground in
the area of the commons.

Many types of rock make up
the Malvern Gravels as can be
seen in the banks of the
stream on  Castlemorton
Common. These are angular
rock fragments set in a finer
matrix seen in Figure 5.

Figure 6 shows the variety of
angular rock fragments in the
gravels that have formed in a
finer matrix overlying red
mudstone. Paler reduction
spots can be seen at the water
level. This photo is from the
site where measurements of
the velocity of flow of the
stream were taken during the
study at SO 78939 39532. In
drier periods, in summer, there
is very little water in the
stream.



Sllurian

Sedimentary

rock

Figure 7 shows some
of the types of coarser
rocks from the
gravels present in the
study area.

Precambniar
intrusive

oo, 1. Angular fragments

' of crystalline
Precambrian igneous
rocks from Swinyard
Hill and the
Herefordshire

7. Rock fragments in gravels Beacon (British

Camp), pink granites and darker diorites.

2. Fragments of Precambrian volcanic lavas and ash from

Hangman’s Hill coated with pale green epidote.

3. Pieces of layered Silurian sedimentary rock, limestone and

sandstone, from the lower slopes of Swinyard Hill.

At the end of the Ice Age, when the weight of ice sheets was no longer
present and the land rose relative to sea level, rivers started to erode
deeper valleys, working back from the sea towards their source.
Remnants of the valley floor at successively lower levels are covered
with river terraces deposits. A ‘knickpoint’ gradually worked its way
upstream from the coast. On Castlemorton Common, the deeper valleys
are found further from the hills and the knickpoint has not yet reached
as far upstream as the Malvern Hills. Consequently the valleys are very
shallow on the upper parts of the Common. The lowest part of the
stream in the study area is incised where a deeper valley cuts down
through the gravels and the terrace deposits into the underlying
mudstone. Part of this lower component of the stream valley has a tree
cover established and thick undergrowth by the stream. In this area of
the study there are remains of badger setts and other burrows. The
stream cuts down deeply below the surface of the anthill meadow which
is on one of the river terraces.

The knickpoint is at SO 788 394, where the road bridge across the
Common crosses the stream. Upstream of this the stream flows on the
surface of the Common. Below the knickpoint there are incised
meanders.
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The stream meanders through
the wooded area, cutting into
the bank on the outside of the
meanders and depositing
gravel banks on the inside of
the meander bend. This
picture shows the stream just
above the footbridge at the
northern end of the study area.

L g ‘ ns
8. Meanders above the footbridge

A Local Geological Site (LGS) formerly called a Regionally Important
Geological and Geomorphological Site (RIGS) has been designated in this
area. Worcester Nature Conservation Trust has also designated the
Common a Special Wildlife Site (SWS). The LGS was designated for its
scientific, educational and aesthetic value. The stream has a series of
meanders, which cut down into different terrace levels showing the stages
of downcutting. These incised meanders show features seen in large rivers
like the River Wye but here seen in miniature in a small area, making it an
excellent site for educational visits. There are three separate terrace levels
and an abandoned meander scar.

Figure 9 shows the area of the
LGS in 2005 with the stream
meandering across the
Common cutting into different
terrace levels. Note the area of
grass to the top left of the
Figure which is now tree
covered. It is important that
there should be knowledge
and appreciation of
geodiversity features so that
these can be protected as well
as biodiversity.

9. The LGS in 2005
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Figure 10 shows the area in
2024 looking south. Two
young black poplar trees can
be seen in the background on
terraces 1 and 2. The higher
terrace on the left of the Figure
now has a growth of trees,
brambles and other vegetation
which has become established
since 2005.

10. The LGS in 2024
— Figure 11 shows the area just

Y to the right of that in Figure 10,
] looking in the opposite
direction towards the north.
Three Black Poplars were
planted on a terrace next to the
scar of an abandoned
meander. One of these poplars
has been pollarded and has a
growth of larger leaves than
the original two poplars.

11. The Meander Scar

In Figure 12, the stream in the
woodland at SO 79008 39614
can be seen meandering
across the present-day flood
plain. The incised meander is
cutting down into the Triassic
mudstone. The level surface of
a higher terrace above was a
former valley floor.

12. Incised meander cutting into
cliff of Triassic mudstone

16



Monthly notes
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MAICH ... 24
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JUNE .. 33
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OCHODE ... 48
NOVEMDET ...ttt 52
DECEMDEN ... 55
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January

January and February are probably not the most interesting months to
explore the Common for wildlife. But there is always something to be found.

This is a good time to look for birds, with wintering migrants and no leaves
on the trees. We often saw birds around the car park with the ephemeral
pond. A Grey Wagtail was seen on one occasion. The Alder trees at the
southern end of the SSSI are worth exploring (around SO 7801 3906).
Siskins are frequent, and Redpolls were occasionally seen. To get there the
ground can be wet, wellingtons are recommended. Stonechats are
moderately common in that area in the gorse bushes (as they are on much
of the Common).

It is always worth looking up, perhaps some winter thrushes, Redwings and
Fieldfares. Both have a direct flight, a number of fast flaps interspersed with
short glides. Buzzards and Kestrels are the commonest birds of prey but
Red Kites are seen increasingly on the hills: look out for the forked tail.

Perhaps, surprisingly, we found a number of fungi species on the anthill
meadow. Global warming means an extended fruiting period for some
species. We found a superb Mosaic Puffball at the end of its life, spreading
a huge number of spores. This large species seems to be frequent on the
Common. The Latin name is Lycoperdon utriforme, the species name
meaning uterus-shaped. Another good find was Crested Coral (Clavulina
cristata). The sharp or fringed tips to the ends of the arms distinguish it from
Wrinkled Club. As one of the club fungi (Clavariaceae) it adds to our ever
growing list of fungi, that show that the anthill grassland is of high
conservation value.

Early flowering plants were in evidence. We found a single Daisy, the first
we had seen in the study. On our previous study, Woodford’s Meadow, we
didn’t find a single one. Considering how common they are, this is perhaps
surprising. The only flowering plant we saw on the anthill meadow was
Common Whitlowgrass. This very early plant is not in fact a grass, it is a
crucifer (new name Brassica), with four tiny white flowers, deeply cleft.

Mole hills seem to be more easy to see at this time of year. Moles do not
hibernate, and in the winter their permanent burrows may become frozen,
so they dig new shallow ones looking for food. Consequently, their presence
may become more obvious than in the summer months.
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February

Like January, this is a good time for the birdwatcher. As the month
progresses, birds sense that spring is close and become more active. There
is a Rookery just north of the study area, visible from the car park bridge.
The rooks become more vocal and start finding nesting material. They are
the commonest bird on the anthill meadow. Rooks have a varied diet,
primarily worms, beetles and other small invertebrates. Explore the edges
of the small copse around the stream. A number of small birds use this area.
We saw a male Bullfinch, picked out by its rather plaintive whistling call.
Many other common birds were also seen.

This is a good time to look for Snipe on the Common, both Common Snipe
and the smaller Jack Snipe. These birds are winter visitors, probing for food
in the reeds and sedges around the more marshy areas. Walk along the
long, wide, cleared area in the southern part of the SSSI between SO 7839
3935 and SO 7791 3916. Wellingtons are useful. Walk along the edges of
the rushes and see what is flushed out. Common Snipe, with a long bill, are
noisy and fly high, landing some way off. Jack Snipe have a smaller bill, are
silent when flushed and only fly a few dozen yards. Good luck.

On the gorse, which is everywhere, we noticed what looked to be a delicate
spider’'s web. On closer examination these were produced by Gorse Spider
Mites. These small, red mites, less than a millimetre long, appear to be
rather unusual in Worcestershire. In the centre of the study area we found
Mistletoe growing on a Hawthorn tree, which also seems to be unusual on
the Common.

We found few flowers in bloom. In the anthill meadow the Common
Whitlowgrass is joined by the small leaves of Parsley Piert. The latter has
small white flowers that will appear in April. But, signs of spring being around
the corner should be evident. We found frog spawn in the ephemeral pond
by the main car park. The first catkins appeared on the Goat Willow bridge
at the southern end of the study area.

Far fewer fungi are seen in February. The anthill meadow, normally a good
bet to find them, was almost devoid. One good find was a clump of the
common Velvet Shank (a fungi) found near the car park bridge. This is also
aptly called Winter Fungus. In wet weather it has a very slimy cap. It can be
distinguished from other similar fungi by its dark velvety stem and white gills.
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March

March heralds the arrival of the first summer bird migrants. Listen out for the
distinctive song of a Chiffchaff calling its own name. They like to sing from
the taller trees and scrub, so with few leaves in the trees, this is a good time
to pick them out.

A few more flowering plants also put in an appearance in March. A patch of
Lesser Celandine under the large oak tree near the car park, flowering at
least a month later than elsewhere, was surprising. On the anthills on anthill
meadow look out for Field Wood-rush, also called Good Friday Grass. The
leaves have long white hairs, above which are chestnut-brown flowers with
long bright yellow anthers. It is a good time for catkins. As well as the Goat
Willow, now in full bloom, search for the dark red catkins of the male Black
Poplar. This tree is a speciality of the Common. Being dioecious it has the
male and female parts on separate trees. The vast majority of the Black
Poplar trees on the Common, if not all, are male. Also of interest is the yellow
Mistletoe pollen, that is shed under the trees containing Mistletoe.

Some new fungi appear on the anthill meadow. The conical-shaped Brown
Mottlegill grows on almost any short turf, so named because when the gills
are separated, they have dark brown spots where the spores are. As with
all small brown fungi there are confusing other species, but this is probably
the most common. Two new species for us were fungi parasitic on lichens.
They were brightly coloured, both on oak, on separate trees but close to
each other. Both use the same host, Fringed Rosette Lichen (Physcia
tenella). The bright crimson one was lllosporiopsis christiansenii, the yellow
one Erythricium aurantiacum. They have no English names.

With twice the average rainfall in February and March 2024, the ephemeral
ponds were full at the end of the month, in contrast to the year before, when
some of the smaller ones were almost empty. In 2023, we found some
interesting plants such as Marsh Bedstraw and Water-starwort. But, having
some significant amounts of water present in 2024, there was some good
pond life, such as the pictured Common Pond Skater.

Finally, some concealed insects were found. The commonest micro moth
leaf miner is probably the Golden Pigmy. Its larvae hide between the upper
and lower epidermis of Bramble leaves. Secondly, we have the Oak Marble
Gall. The wasp, Andricus kollari, produces marble shaped growths on oak
twigs and the wasp larvae feed inside it.
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April

Our stream study continued through April and May, and this consumed
around half of our time. The results are presented in the section
commencing on page 58.

Perhaps of most interest in the month of April were the flora of the anthills
which provide their own unique micro-habitat. Many plants are small and
tricky to pick out. Look out for Blinks with its succulent spoon-shaped leaves
and small white flowers. If lucky, you may see their strange black seeds.
Easier to find is Wall Speedwell, with its small deep blue flower, and the
multi-coloured flowers of Changing Forget-me-not. There are many more,
including Sticky Mouse-ear, Dove’s-foot Cranesbill and Mouse-ear-
hawkweed to name just a few. The anthills also provide a good habitat for
moss; a common species found there being Neat Feather-moss.

Moving across the stream to the wetter areas of the Common look for
Common Lousewort with its delicate pinkish flowers. It is a semi-parasitic
plant and a rarity in the south of the county. More usual is the Cuckooflower
(or Lady's Smock), a plant typical of wet meadows. It is the main food plant
of the Orange Tip butterfly. At the northern end of the stream, on a bank,
Great Scented Liverwort may be found.

The oak trees burst into bud at the start of the month. We noticed this on the
3 April 2024. This budburst has been monitored elsewhere over the years
and is now three and a half weeks earlier than in 1950, due to global
warming. It is always worth looking at the leaves and trunk of our native
oaks, they harbour more diverse life than any other tree in the UK. We found
an Oak Gall Moth (Pammene argyrana) on the trunk of one. There are a few
UK moths that make use of galls for protection.

April is also a good time to see Common Gorse in flower. It mainly flowers
from January to June, with a peak in April to May. The yellow flowers, with
their smell of coconut, are a highlight of the Common. Western Gorse also
occurs on the Common, but flowers later, from July to November.

A speciality on the Common is the Emperor Moth. These large moths are
moderately frequent in the county, and Castlemorton Common has always
been a good place to see them. April is the key month. We saw two, one
female resting on the ground and one male that we attracted using a
pheromone lure.
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May

Look out for some unusual plants of the anthills. Search for Upright
Chickweed, a flower that only comes out in full sunlight. The sepals have
conspicuous white edges. It is scarce and declining. Two unusual plants that
are often seen with it are Slender Trefoil and Bird’s-foot. We saw both, the
latter just south of the car park pond, where we also found Heather. Heather
is an unusual plant on the Malverns, the only other place it is found is on the
Herefordshire Beacon. Another scarce plant on the anthills is Little Mouse-
ear. Encountered on the southern end of the study area, it is small,
glandular-hairy, with slightly notched petals and broad silvery margins to the
sepals.

Away from the anthills, a single Green-winged Orchid was observed, just
south of the parking area. This was the first of four orchid species seen.
Easier to spot is the Common Water-crowfoot in the car park pond and the
yellow Lesser Spearwort around it. May was also a key time for seeing
sedges. Six different species were observed, with the marshy area south of
the car park particularly good. We found Carnation Sedge which is most
uncommon in Worcestershire. It likes waterlogged ground, and is more often
seen on the eastern side of the Malverns.

On a sunny day spring butterflies should appear. Orange Tip and Holly Blue
emerged in mid-April and should be visible throughout the month.
Dragonflies are around the stream. Large Red Damselflies were seen
mating and a Beautiful Demoiselle. On the banks of the main stream look
out for stoneflies such as Common Yellow Sally, which are unable to fly far.

Hawthorn should be in full flower at the start of the month. Goat Willow may
also be flowering along the stream area of the SSSI. They are dioecious,
the male and female plants growing on separate trees. Now is a good time
to separate them, the male catkins turn yellow and are roundish in shape,
the females are long, slender and green.

The meadow should be full of flowering buttercups. Look in the flowers for
beetles and other insects. One of the commonest is Swollen-thighed Beetle.
The hind legs on the femur of the male have huge bulges. They sit in their
territory waiting for females to appear and are excellent pollinators. Some
bumblebees were seen, including the Tree Bumblebee. This was first
recorded in the UK in 2001 and is rapidly increasing its range. Also observed
was Yellow Shell, a day-flying moth, commonly seen flying in the Malverns.
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June

The stream study and ephemeral anthill flora have been the main interest
over the last two months. By June the wetter areas (the main stream and
south of the study area) are developing more botanical interest. Look for
Ragged Robin, Meadowsweet and Brooklime, and many others may be in
flower. Most of the area to the east of the stream remained damp, with
associated flora. Here there are some Common Spotted Orchids, a few
Heath Spotted Orchids and an occasional hybrid between the two. Also here
is Marsh Pennywort, which is rare in Worcestershire, look out for the tiny
white flowers and circular leaves.

Returning to the study area, the marshy zone south of the parking area has
some Dyer’s Greenweed. This is an unusual location for this plant which
may indicate that here there are base rich soils. The marshy area is a good
area for rushes, with Soft, Hard, Compact and Sharp-flowered varieties. In
the drier area, near the anthills, the most attractive bright crimson Grass
Vetchling can be seen. Red and White Clovers are very common. Although
there are less interesting plants on the anthills, many are topped with a
purple crown of Wild Thyme. Now is a good time to identify grasses as many
are in flower. Look out for Crested Dog’s-tail with its purple anthers, the soft
Yorkshire Fog, Quaking Grass and Tufted Hair-grass, ubiquitous in the
wetter areas. Of course, many other species of grass were present.

The second half of June is the start of the main butterfly season. Meadow
Browns are the most common but look out for Marbled White on the wetter
areas in the SSSI. Less frequent are Ringlet and Large Skipper.

With good weather this should be a good time for other insects. Meadow
Grasshopper is common. The colour can be variable, it is the only flightless
grasshopper in the UK. Note the parallel sides to the pronotum. Walking
around, you are likely to disturb many small white micro moths in the grass.
These are grass-veneers (renamed grass-moths in the latest micro moth
book). At this time of year the most likely is Garden Grass-moth
(Chrysoteuchia culmella). Bumblebees are common, the workers should
now have appeared. Many other bees can be seen; we saw Ashy Mining
Bee, a solitary species which is easy to identify due to its striking black and
white colouration. In the remaining wet ephemeral ponds or wet areas look
out for Semaphore Flies. The males have white tips to their wings and use
them in an elaborate courtship ritual.
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July

There is much floral interest along the bed of the main stream and in the
wetter areas in the SSSI as a whole. Here, one can see Parsley Water-
dropwort, rare in Worcestershire, a plant more accustomed to brackish
water habitats. Common but worth looking out for are Water Forget-me-not,
Great Willow-herb, Water Figwort, amongst many more.

Away from the wetter areas, different species of plant are found. Harebell is
frequent around the eastern side of the stream (in the study area). Also, in
that area is Sneezewort, a close relative of Yarrow, Red Bartsia and
Gypsywort, with small white flowers and leaves resembling a nettle. In the
drier areas look out for Upright Hedge Parsley, an umbellifer taking over
from Cow Parsley at this time of year.

July is a good month for butterflies. In the second half of the month
Gatekeepers become very common. There is a second brood of Common
Blue, these seem particularly common in the drier regions of the study area,
the road side of the stream. Dragonflies and day-flying moths are more
difficult to find. We did manage to photograph a Common Darter, as the
name implies one of the more common dragonfly species. Also, a newly
emerged Six-spot Burnet moth. It was sitting waiting for its wings to fully
expand before it could fly. However they are particularly vulnerable at this
time. The Six-spot is the commonest of the Burnet moths. One surprise was
to find a caterpillar of a Hummingbird Hawk-moth. Originally only an
immigrant to the UK, these caterpillars are occasionally found. This Hawk-
moth is not considered to be a permanent breeder in the UK.

There should be plenty of birds around. The warblers should have finished
with their nesting and the youngsters should be visible. Listen for the
repetitive “shweeet” of the young Chiffchaffs in the brambles and the copse
around the stream. Don’t forget to look skywards; a mewing call is likely to
be a Buzzard circling the area.

If you are fortunate with the weather you are likely to see many insects, bees
and spiders. We found a Black and Yellow Longhorn beetle. The larvae of
this large beetle live in rotten wood. Most Longhorn beetles are well marked
and not difficult to identify. Bumblebees should be present, look out for the
easy to identify Red-tailed bumblebee. The distinctive funnel shaped webs
of Labyrinth spiders are easy to spot, they are scattered around the
undergrowth. The actual spiders, within the tunnel, are somewhat trickier.
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August

Ponder the difference between the vegetation in the stream in the study area
and in the main part of the SSSI (first picture below, around SO 7863 3925).
In the first area the stream cuts a deeper channel and the edges mostly have
a number of trees. In the second area there is often no channel and the
water is not constrained, making it much wetter. Also, there is only the
occasional tree. In this area, between this stream and hills, the vegetation is
now quite overgrown, waist high in places. More flowers are at their peak. It
is easy to see large areas of yellow Common Fleabane, named supposedly
for its ability to repel fleas. Another yellow flower here is Hoary Ragwort,
with cottony hairs on the undersides of the leaves. Look for Water-pepper;
taste a small amount and you will see where it gets its name from. The
mauve flowers of Water Mint smell as you would imagine. Tall strands of
Hemp Agrimony grow amongst these. It is poorly named as it is neither a
hemp nor an agrimony. All four of these are easy to see. More difficult to
find are the mauve flowers of Devil's-bit Scabious. Very easy to find is Wild
Carrot which likes the drier areas. And finally, look out for the seeds of Dyer’s
Greenweed (see June entry) with their characteristic green colour, most
unlike the black seeds of Gorse.

August is still a great month for butterflies with many Gatekeepers and
Meadow Browns. Look for the less frequent Small Heath and the second
brood of Holly Blue. The larvae of this second brood eat lvy, not Holly like
the first brood. There are not many species that live on Gorse, which is so
prevalent on the Common. We did discover the tiny Common Gorse Moth
(Cydia ulicetana), whose larvae feed internally in the seedpods of Gorse. A
few dragonflies were around; Common Darter possibly the most frequent,
and the larger Southern Hawker, the commonest of the Hawkers.

Common Frogs are easy to see now they that have left the water. The
ephemeral pond by the car park is a good place for frogs but many will no
doubt not survive for long. August is the start of bird migration, look out for
Barn Swallows and other hirundines on the wires.

The Orbweaver spiders (Metellina sp.) are moderately easy to see, the two
shown below (page 44) are probably Autumn Orbweavers (M. segmentata)
due to the timing and location. They have a characteristic orb web which
can be distinguished from the more common webs as there is a hole in the
centre. The web can be horizontal or vertical.
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September

We start with some rarities. After finding Parsley Water-dropwort in July we
found Tubular Water-dropwort after extensive searching. This was located
in the unwooded area of the west bank of the stream, in the study area. We
never found Narrow-leaved Water-dropwort which is mentioned in the SSSI
notification. A speciality of the Common is Autumn Lady’s-tresses. This is
our fourth orchid and the last to flower. In Worcestershire it is a rare plant,
late August and early September are the best times to find them. Look for
them on the east side of the roadside bank on the B4208 around the study
area car park. We also found a few in the study area. The rosette next to the
dying plant contains the next year’s growth.

One plant of Bilbao Fleabane (Erigeron floribundus) was found in the study
area. A native of South America, it arrived in the UK in 1992 and
Worcestershire in 1999. Similar to the common Canadian Fleabane, an
urban weed in the UK, Bilbao is more robust and has a darker green cast. It
is scarce in the UK but spreading rapidly in rural areas.

For butterflies, Gatekeepers and Meadow Browns have now mostly gone.
The second brood of the whites, and the final broods of Speckled Wood and
Small Copper are still present. With the Small Copper look out for the
unusual blue-spotted aberrant form, var Caeruleo-punctata. Finally, those
butterflies that hibernate as adults, such as Comma, Peacock and Small
Tortoiseshell, can be seen.

In September, we saw the only two reptiles found during the study. Firstly,
a Common Lizard, which, when it heard us, quickly got into cover. Secondly,
a young Grass Snake that was warming itself up on the tarmac road by the
Goat Willow bridge (possibly not a good plan). This is a good month for
hoverflies, which often feed on the nectar of umbellifers. Some of the larger
ones are called droneflies and their markings make them a Honey Bee
mimic. There are a few species and taking pictures, from different angles,
helps with identification. We saw Plane-faced and Stripe-faced Droneflies
as well. Also frequent, is the so-called Footballer Hoverfly, named after the
yellow and black makings, which resemble a footballer’s shirt.

Apart from the common 7-spot Ladybird, other species of ladybird were
surprisingly absent. Consequently it was nice to see the small Pine Ladybird.
This fairly common species feeds on hawthorn when pine is absent.
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October

In October we explored a new area, around SO 7797 3925. This is just to
the north-east of where we saw the orchids in June. There was a lot of
Common Fleabane, as well as Parsley Water-dropwort, Devil's-bit
Scabious, Hoary Ragwort and Wood Small-reed. Hoary Ragwort can be
distinguished from Common Ragwort by its grey-green leaves, which have
cottony hairs (especially on the underside) and the ends of the leaves, which
come to a sharp point. This area can be wet in the winter.

October and November are the two best months for fungi and we were
surprised how good the study area was. Almost by accident, we discovered
what turned out to be our favourite area, a large Common Oak surrounded
by Silver Birches. Located at SO 79136 39599, we christened it “birch
grove”. On each visit we found a good collection of new species. Our two
visits in October produced 14 new agaric (gilled) species. Perhaps, the most
recognizable is the Fly Agaric, common when birch trees are present. Below
are several images of fungi: the pretty Amethyst Deceiver, the not-so-pretty
Ugly Milkcap which exudes latex as all the milkcaps do, and The Deceiver,
living up to its name as more difficult to identify.

Moving onto the anthill meadow, it is easy to find the second most
recognised mushroom, the Parasol. They are particularly common, and
obvious, on the Malverns. Around the drier, southern end of the study area,
is best. The most frequent puffball observed was the rather substantial
Mosaic Puffball. The January picture shows it at the end of its life. The white
Snowy Inkcap can be seen growing on dung. As all inkcaps do, the black
gills liquefy, or deliquesce, to aid spore dispersal. Another common
mushroom is the Yellow Fieldcap. Starting bright yellow it becomes flattened
into a parasol like shape, often splitting, maintaining the yellow only in the
centre. The fragile stem is pale yellow or ivory which helps identification.

In the second half of the month, a number of waxcaps appeared on the
anthill meadow. These are delightful additions to the commons around the
Malverns. Their vivid colours can brighten up any dull day out. Counting the
number of individual species gives a metric as to the conservation value of
the grassland, see the section on “Fungi and CHEGD” later in the book. The
commonest is the Snowy Waxcap, which will even grow on lightly fertilised
meadows and is seen on lawns. Also common are Golden and Scarlet
Waxcaps.
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November

Autumn is starting to draw to an end. The first picture below shows the anthill
meadow, the hills as a backdrop, on one of the finer days. There are always
birds present, Kestrels are still moderately common, easy to identify due to
their hovering flight. The mix of urban and common land around the car park
makes this a good place to search for birds. Rosehips are common and
should have been out for a good month by now. Look out for the vibrant pink
of Spindle “berries”. These are actually arils, a fleshy appendage
surrounding a seed. Between the car park and the bridge is a good spot for
Spindles. On a sunny day you may see the odd hibernating butterfly out,
such as a Comma, or a Honey Bee looking for pollen.

On the anthill meadow, if it is wet, you may come across what looks like an
unsightly splodge of cream material. This is a slime mould, Mucilago
crustacea, which has the lovely common name of Dog Sick Slime Mould.
They used to be considered as fungi and many books on fungi include them.
However, current thinking is that they are protists. They are eukaryotes,
meaning that they have a membrane-bound nucleus. They join the animals,
plants and fungi in their own kingdom.

November is a key month for fungi. More species of waxcaps were found,
rather than mentioning them here, refer to the “Fungi and CHEGD” section
later on in the book. As well as waxcaps, we were on the look-out for clubs,
spindles and corals (“C” in the acronym CHEGD). Commonest, by far, were
Meadow Coral, recognisable from other similar species by its yellow, many
branched tufts. These terminate in one or two blunt tips. We were surprised
to see an Earthtongue, “G” in the acronym. This was identified as Hairy
Earthtongue due to the tiny hair-like spines on the stem; it is the most
frequent species. We saw them in another 5 sites over the month.

A favourite find, in small numbers, was the Scarlet Caterpillarclub. This
rather strange fungus is parasitic on a buried moth pupa or caterpillar. When
infected, the moth innards are turned into a mushy mess, then a stalk is
grown, spores attached, and the lifecycle continues.

Search for fungi on dead wood. The Oak Toothcrust pictured is a resupinate
fungus, which essentially means “upside down”. The fruitbodies are formed
on a thin layer spread over the chosen substrate, in this case, oak. Many
other fungi were found, the Field Blewit was particularly impressive. Blewit
refers to the blue colouration, probably from the French name “bleu”.
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December

Like November, in December the Common can become wet underfoot and
wellingtons may be a good plan. More ephemeral ponds may appear, even
in the drier meadows. The picture overleaf shows a large Pedunculate or
Common Oak, slightly towards the hills from the car park. This may be the
largest tree in the SSSI. These old trees often mark a boundary. With no
leaves on the trees, this is a good time to look for birds. It should be easy to
spot a singing Robin. They change their song in the winter, becoming more
subdued. Singing maintains their territories and wards off other Robins.

Whilst exploring the anthills over the year we wondered why the occasional
one had been dug up. Looking inside we found the answer, remnants of a
wasp’s nest, presumably dug up by a Badger raiding it for the nutritious
larvae. Whilst exploring this we came across a Flat-Backed Millipede. The
difference between a millipede and a centipede: centipedes have only one
pair of legs per segment of their body, whereas millipedes have two.

Searching the anthill meadow for fungi was very productive. One of the
pictures below shows us on our final field trip. A fair number of different
waxcap species were still around. An easy one to recognise is the Parrot
Waxcap. It is very slimy, with an amount of green colouration, particularly at
the top of the stem. No other waxcap contains green colours, and is unusual
for any fungi. Also in the same area was Beige Coral. This is apparently a
rare find, especially in Worcestershire. But, there was much of it, and we
found it on our previous study at Woodford’s Meadow.

We always search in cow pats for fungi, normally without any success.
They seem to be totally sterile, no doubt due to the use of medication (anti-
biotics) to control parasites in the cows. The only fungi we have regularly
found, albeit rarely, are Snowy Inkcap and Cowpat Gem. These colourful
disc-like fungi can appear in their hundreds. The fertile (upper) surface is
bright orange, smooth in the centre but granular near the rim.

Branches and trunks of trees are always worth a look for fungi. One of the
commonest is Jelly Ear fungus. It is tricky to find a mature Elder tree that
doesn’t have some onit. It was called Jew’s Ear fungus, modern sensitivities
forcing the change. However, its Latin name of Auricularia auricula-judae
cannot be altered and follows it around. Another fungus of interest is Black
Bulgar. These unevenly spaced rubbery buttons are called Black Jelly Drops
or Poor Man's Liquorice in the USA, but are not edible.
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