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Red Admiral butterfly 

 

 

Front cover – Field in Stoney Steep (ST481722, unimproved calcareous pasture) with Knapweed, 

Marjoram and Agrimony.  In the centre of the field is a solitary Hawthorn bush that is host to a substantial 

clump of Mistletoe.  

Back cover – Six-spot Burnet Moths on Knapweed 
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1) Nature in Nailsea 

 

n the 1950s Nailsea had a population of about 3000, but today it has 

grown to become a small town with a population approaching 

20,000, and inevitably much of its rural character has been lost in this 

transition. Yet some unspoilt countryside still remains and we should 

be determined to preserve and enhance it. The wildlife now often 

depends on the 'untidiness' of our gardens, which can be a haven for 

slow worms, hedgehogs and butterflies.  Many gardens now include 

ponds that are a refuge for frogs and newts, and which also attract 

dragonflies. The natural ponds around Nailsea have been largely 

destroyed, but Bucklands Pool has provided a new environment, 
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Maidenhair Spleenwort (Asplenium trichomanes)  

 in wall at Christ Church 

which attracts many water birds. To the south 

of the railway, a system of ponds traversed by a 

public footpath similarly supports a complex 

aquatic habitat. In addition we are fortunate in 

having a large lowland area, the 'Levels', to the 

west of Nailsea, drained by a system of Rhynes 

and Ditches, where herons are quite commonly 

seen. A good example of this system may be 

found at Moorend Spout, close to Pound Lane, 

which was studied in the last century by the late 

Eric Smith (1983) and is known to contain 

many unusual plants and animals. An account 

of the wildlife in the Kenn and Land Yeo 

Valleys, has been given by Jenny Gladstone 

(1991), working with the Avon Wildlife Trust. 

 

In the last fifty years we have lost over half of our semi-natural ancient woodland in England to 

agriculture and housing, and 98% of our 'unimproved' wild flower meadows have disappeared since 

the beginning of the 20th century. The term ‘improved’ refers to 

pastures that have been treated with fertilizer, which encourages the 

growth of grasses that then out-compete the herbaceous plants. Some 

patches of wildflower meadow still remain around Nailsea, notably 

at Netcott’s Meadow and fields in Stoney Steep (see the front cover). 

The unimproved area of grassland at Netcott's Meadow near to 

Backwell Lake is being managed by the local Wildlife Trust to retain 

the unique flora, which includes many wild orchids. 

 

In Nailsea we are close to the area that is designated as the Forest of 

Avon. The ancient woodland of Towerhouse Wood is within easy 

walking distance of Nailsea, and Trendlewood and the Nature 

Reserve on Stockway North are smaller areas of more recent 

woodland occupying the site of some 19th century quarries within 

the Town.  Close by, Morgan’s Hill is relatively unspoiled, 

commanding impressive viewsacross the valley towards the railway 

 
 

Eyebright (Euphrasia 

officinalis) in the field shown 

on the front cover 
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Primroses (Primula vulgaris) 

with Backwell in the distance. Dry stone walls are 

common around the fields surrounding Nailsea and 

these support their own distinctive flora and fauna. 

Hedgerows are also important for biodiversity and 

provide a system of wildlife 'corridors' for the 

movement of animals. Many farm tracks, building 

sites, quarries and derelict industrial areas, described 

ecologically as 'ruderal' (from the Latin for rubbish '= 

rudos'), often have unusual plants, some of which are 

aliens. These herbaceous plants may survive due to the 

compressed soil and because the normally dominant 

grasses are not able to compete through lack of 

nutrients.  

 

It is essential that we keep the remaining unspoiled 

wildlife sites - they are part of our heritage and play an 

important role in preserving the variety of our wildlife. 

The North Somerset Parish Wildlife Wardens comprise a group of enthusiastic volunteers who try to 

promote and protect the flora and fauna in our area. If you are aware of any situation where the 

survival or well-being of our wildlife is threatened, please ask for advice from the North Somerset 

Wildlife Wardens, or from the Avon Wildlife Trust.  

 

Several other organizations are concerned with the preservation of wildlife around Nailsea. The 

Bristol Naturalists’ Society has specialists in a wide range of interests, and their journal Nature in 

Avon gives an authoritative account of the wildlife of this area. The Woodland Trust is best known 

here for its ownership of Towerhouse Wood. Nationally it campaigns for the preservation of native 

deciduous woodland and on many aspects of sustainability. It also records the effects of Global 

Warming on the timing of biological events, known as phenology. The Avon Bat Group has a wide 

membership of enthusiastic recorders, and the Levels and Moors Group helps to preserve the habitat 

for endangered mammals like the Otter, the Water Vole and the Water Shrew. The Hawk and Owl 

Trust works to preserve the grass areas favoured by Field Voles, the food of many of our raptors, 

and they also install nesting boxes to encourage Barn Owls and other birds of prey. The National 

Trust owns a large area of wildlife interest in North Somerset, notably at Tyntesfield, where they 

organize conducted tours, looking at trees and monitoring Horseshoe Bat roosts. A small group of 
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Seat carved from the Polo Oak in Towerhouse Wood 

 
 

Fungus - King Alfred’s Cakes (Daldinia concentrica) 
split to show concentric rings.This fungus will only 

grow on Ash trees. 

enthusiasts, the Nailsea Environmental and 

Archaeological Trust (NEAT) is mapping the 

significant trees and the ancient dry stone walls 

and historic buildings of our Town, under the 

sponsorship of Nailsea Town Council. 

 

 

2) Towerhouse Wood 

 

To the north of Nailsea and easily accessible by 

footpaths is Towerhouse Wood, a piece of semi-

natural ancient woodland (ST475719). This wood 

may be entered from Towerhouse Lane, or from 

the footpaths leading from Riverway (W2), from 

Greenfield Crescent (W1), or from Jacklands 

Bridge on the Clevedon Road (T14 or T16). The 

Wood is open to the public and a leaflet is available from the Public Library describing the wildlife 

there. This is an area of ancient woodland (a term applied to woodland that has been in existence for 

at least 400 years) and is a relic of the time when England was covered in trees. It is designated as a 

Site of County Wide Importance and was purchased by the Woodland Trust in 1992 with financial 

assistance from The Countryside Commission 

and Nailsea Town Council. The balance of the 

purchase price was generously contributed by 

local residents. It is now part of the Forest of 

Avon, the Community Forest that surrounds 

Bristol. Woodland to the west has been donated 

to Nailsea Town Council by Dr Sarah Spilsbury. 

 

The woodland is carpeted with Ramsons (Wild 

Onions, Allium ursinum), Bluebells 

(Hyacinthoides non-scriptus) and white Wood 

Anemones (Anemone nemorosa) in the spring, 

and there are several Early Purple Orchids 

(Orchis maculata). These plants flower before 
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The Polo Oak showing the original ‘branch 

with the hole’ 

 
 

Hazel catkins in Towerhouse Wood 

the canopy of tree leaves close in to darken the forest. 

Dog's Mercury (Mercurialis perennis), Wood Melick 

(Melica uniflora), Bugle (Ajuga reptans), Arum (Arum 

maculatum), Pignut (Conopodium majus), Spurge Laurel 

(Daphne laureola), Three-veined 

 Sandwort (Moehringia trinervia), Goldilocks 

(Ranunculus auricomus), Violets (Viola 

reichenbachiana) and Primroses (Primula vulgaris) are 

also found on the woodland floor, while in the wetter 

places to the south is Hemlock Water Dropwort 

(Oenanthe crocata). Several kinds of fern can be found – 

Hart's Tongue (Phyllitis scolopendrium), the Soft Shield  

(Polystichum setiferum) and Male Ferns (Dryopteris filix-

mas) and Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum).  In the adjacent 

Spilsbury Wood is found Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens 

glandulifera), which is an invasive alien that is being 

removed since it can suppress the native flora. 

 

One of the four ancient Oak (Quercus robur) pollards on the lower path collapsed in October 2000, 

the ring count indicating that it could be up to 400 

years old. This was called ‘The Polo Tree’, after a 

hole in one of the branches and this name is now 

carved into the cut trunk. Below this may be found 

a seat constructed from the timber (funded by 

Yansec, the administrators of the Landfill Tax in 

this area), where it is possible to see across the 

neighbouring fields. Another of the Oaks has long 

nails driven at intervals into the trunk, used by 

generations of children as climbing footholds. Just 

beyond the southern boundary of the wood is a 

Mesolithic site (ST475718), occupied 6000 to 

12000 years ago, which was first excavated in 

1956 and has evidence of flint working (Proc. 

Som. Arch. Soc., 104, 106). A little further to the 
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Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) 

 
 

Germander Speedwell (Veronica chamaedrys) 

east (ST479719) an iron age bronze torque was found in 

the last century. Closer to Nailsea to the south  

(ST479716) are the remains of a Roman villa last 

investigated in 1961 (Proc. Som. Arch. Soc., 105, 37). 

Just outside the west boundary of the wood is a dis-used 

lime kiln (NSC 03092). 

At least four kinds of bat fly in this wood. The Common 

Pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pipistrellus) and the Soprano 

Pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pygmaeus) have been detected, 

distinguished by the frequency of their ultrasonic call, 

respectively 45KHz and 55KHz, together with Noctules 

(Nyctalus noctula), and Daubenton's (Myotis 

daubentonii) which skim the water of the Trout Farm to 

the west of the wood in their search for insects. Foxes (Vulpes vulpes) are well established here. 

Many of our native song birds flourish in these woods, together with Tree Creepers (Certhia 

familiaris), Goldcrests (Regulus regulus), and Green- (Picus viridis) and  Greater Spotted- 

(Dendrocopos major) Woodpeckers, while 

Buzzards (Buteo buteo) are sometimes seen on the 

open fields.  

 

Management of the woodland is by long-term 

coppicing in small areas leaving some of the cut 

wood to encourage invertebrates and fungi. The 

stumps remaining in the ground form shoots that 

eventually restore the tree cover. In this way, the 

wood can maintain a greater diversity of wildlife.  

Covering an area of 16½ acres (6.6 Ha), it 

includes many well-established Ash (Fraxinus 

excelsior), Oak (Quercus robur), Field Maple 

(Acer campestre), Beech (Fagus sylvatica), Wych 

Elm (Ulmus glabra) and Birch (Betula pendula) 

trees. There are some large old Ash coppice stools 

and ancient pollarded Oaks on the southern 

boundary. The undergrowth is mainly Hazel 
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Wood Anemones (Anemone neorosa) 

 

(Corylus avellana), Hawthorn (Crataegus 

monogyna), Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa), Holly 

(Ilex aquifolium) and Spindle (Euonymus 

europaeus). Close to the north east entrance is a 

Small-leaved Lime tree (Tilia cordata), a good 

indicator of ancient woodland, and set further back 

to the north of this entrance is a Coast Redwood 

(Sequoia sempervirens). The Rhododendrons 

(Rhododendron ponticum) near to the northern 

perimeter of the wood can be invasive and need to 

be regularly cut. They indicate that the soil in that 

area may be somewhat acidic. The spring line at the 

southern boundary of the wood gives marshy areas 

of Alder (Alnus glutinosa) carr and good quality 

rhynes and ponds. 

 

Rotting wood supports a large number of fungi in the autumn, but the black balls of King Alfred's 

cakes  (Daldinia concentrica) growing on dead Ash wood can be seen throughout the year. The 

bright yellow alga Trentepohlia aurea grows on the bark of some trees. 

 

3) Gas emanating from the pond in Towerhouse 

Wood 

 

The pond in the south-west corner of Towerhouse 

Wood (ST473717) produces bubbles of gas in large 

quantities, though it appeared that nobody had tried to 

find out the nature of the gas, or proposed any 

explanation for its formation. This pond (about 5 

metres in diameter) is one of several along a stretch of a 

stream fed principally by springs, eventually flowing 

into the river Land Yeo. Some gas bubbles are 

produced in the stream itself and at least one other pond 

in this stream shows gas production, though not with 

the same intensity as the area in question.  

 
 

Fungus (Clitocybe gibba) in Towerhouse Wood 
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Bubbles of gas produced by the pond in the SW corner of 

Towerhouse Wood 

 

The wood is situated on a south-facing hillside, with Carboniferous Limestone (Clifton Down 

Limestone) above and Triassic Mercian Mudstone below. A fault line is marked on the geological 

survey map at a position very close to the pond. Coal deposits are confined to the south of this fault. 

Since the pond was in close proximity to the Nailsea coal measures, it seemed possible that the gas 

was derived from methane. Samples of the gas were collected on 16
th
 March 1997 and sent for 

analysis by British. This showed nitrogen 73.48%; oxygen 18.37%; carbon dioxide 8.15%. The ratio 

of nitrogen to oxygen was very similar to that of air (78.08% nitrogen and 20.95% oxygen), but the 

concentration of CO2 was significantly greater than that normally found in air (0.033%). The 

possibility of sample leakage was unlikely, and if it did occur, would presumably lead to the gas 

showing a greater similarity in composition to that of air, and would therefore not account for the 

enhanced CO2. 

 

Carbon exists in Nature as two stable isotopes, carbon-12 and carbon-13. Biochemical processes that 

depend on carbon assimilation, for example photosynthesis, discriminate between these two forms 

and tend to utilize the lighter isotope, carbon-12, at the expense of the heavier isotope, carbon-13. 

The method used to determine the depletion of carbon-13 depends on mass spectrometry, which can 

very precisely separate the isotopes and 

measure the amounts present, expressing 

the result (delta
13

C) as parts per billion 

(parts in 1000,000,000). The indexation 

standard is set by the value found in the 

carbonate deposited in a Jurassic Belemnite. 

Depletion is noted as a negative value, 

hence atmospheric air now has a delta
13

C 

value of –7
0
/00.  Correspondingly, carbonate 

rocks tend to have enhanced amounts of the 

heavier isotope (delta
13

C +8
0
/00), probably 

because the biological processes have 

utilized the carbon-12 isotope, leaving a 

larger proportion of the carbon-13. Biogenic 

methane and natural gas normally have 

delta
13

C of –40
0
/00 to –70

0
/00. Bacterial 

oxidation would tend to enhance this 
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depletion. The carbon-13 in the CO2 in the pond gas was found to be –23.15
0
/00., which is within the 

range for bacterial samples (-20 to –30 
0
/00) (Fauré, 1986), indicating that the CO2 is not derived 

from carbonate or methane. The absence of methane or of its higher homologues does not 

necessarily indicate that these gases are not formed initially in small concentrations, since any of 

these hydrocarbons could be oxidised by bacteria in passage through the substrate.  

 

There was no evidence of a major flow of water in the pond, though the possibility of some up-

welling was likely. No springs were found in the vicinity of the pond. The bottom of the pond is of 

small rocks, and there is little evidence of organic matter. The bubbles appear at irregular intervals 

from single origins with intervals of several minutes, over almost the entire surface of the pond. The 

pond has not been known to dry out in the nine years during which it has been under observation,  

although the water level fluctuates about 25%.  However, the rate of gas flow appears to be 

independent of the level of the water.  

 

Ponds in other areas of the UK show similar phenomena (Gunn and Bottrell, 1997), though not with 

such high CO2 concentrations as in the present case. It is only possible to speculate on the reason for 

the flow of gas emanating from this pond and for its enriched CO2.  

 

Perhaps the most likely hypothesis is that the gas is compressed during flow of water through one or 

more caverns in the hillside, and is released when the water rises to the surface. (Stanton, 1982). 

This should imply that the gas flow would depend on an erratic flow of water, and would show as 

diminished gas production when the water flow is decreased. This does not appear to happen in this 

pond, since the gas flow appears to be independent of the water level.  

 

Another possible explanation might arise if water flowing by gravity in an underground passage 

were to become heated, and was unable to re-equilibrate on rising to the surface. The gas expelled 

would in theory then contain a greater proportion of CO2. However, the maximum proportion of 

CO2 that could be accounted for by this hypothesis would be 2.9% (Parkes and Mellor, 1939). 

 

The enhanced CO2 might be explained by the bacterial decomposition of vegetation in the soil. The 

pond itself was almost devoid of growing plants, being shaded by trees. The rate of CO2 production 

amounted to about 17 kg per year per square metre. There did not appear to be sufficient organic 

matter in the basin of the pond to provide this; nor would this theory account for the nitrogen and 

oxygen in the gas. It is possible that two mechanisms are operating, one for the latter gases and 
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another for the CO2. However if the CO2 is produced by bacterial oxidation, it might seem strange 

that the oxygen / nitrogen ratio is not significantly lower than that of air, the calculated oxygen 

depletion being only 1.5%, which is insufficient to account for the enhanced CO2. 

 

A full account appeared in The Pennant (Smith, 1999). 

 

 

4) Alien Trees in Towerhouse Wood 

 

Although Towerhouse Wood is designated as semi-natural ancient woodland, several alien tree 

species occur, particularly to the north of the main public footpath (W9) that traverses the wood 

from East to West.  Some of these have been planted, while others are probably escapes from local 

gardens. The average age of these alien trees appears to be about 50 years. 

 

Adjacent to the interpretation board about half way along the main footpath is a cluster of conifers, 

notable among which is a Douglas Fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii). This species was first discovered by 

Archibold Menzies in 1793 on the West Coast of the United States, and it was introduced to Britain 

by David Douglas in 1827. As his diary subsequently revealed, Douglas suffered great hardship in 

his plant collecting journeys. Eventually, these led to his untimely death at the age of 35. Since wild 

cattle introduced by Captain Vancouver into Hawaii, were becoming too numerous, pits were dug to 

trap these animals. Douglas came across one of these pits and fell in - unfortunately the pit already 

contained one of the animals and he was killed. Douglas introduced at least 200 plants to the UK, 

including Mahonia, Limnanthes, Escholtzia, Clarkia, Symphoricarpos, Picea sitchensis  and Acer 

macrophyllum. Douglas Fir is the tallest tree in the UK, growing to 61 metres in Dunkeld. It was 

used for ships masts in the age of sail, and is now widely grown for the construction industry. There 

are many yew trees (Taxus baccata) in the wood and those on the path leading southwards towards 

the stile donated in memory of Freda Henry are colonised by the Artichoke Gall Fly (Taxomyia 

taxi), one of the few insects that is able to tolerate the toxic foliage. 

 

Near to the Douglas Fir is a Monterey Cypress (Cupressus macrocarpa), one of the parents of the 

now infamous Leyland Cypress (Cupressus x leylandii), the other parent being the Nootka Cypress 

(Chamaecyparis nootkatensis). C.J. Leyland was the owner of Haggerston Hall where the hybrid 

was first raised. Further back into the Wood are thickets of (Rhododendron ponticum) from Spain, 

Cherry Laurel (Prunus laurocerasus) from the Balkans, Portuguese Laurel (Prunus lusitanica),  Box 
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Red Horse Chestnut (Aesculus 

briotii) outside the Library. This is 

infected with the fungus Velvet 

Shank  (Flammulina  velutipes), see 

page 35 

 

 
 

Manna Ash (Fraxinus ornus) on 

Stockway South 

Honeysuckle (Lonicera nitida) from China, and Mock Orange 

(Philadelphus coronarius) from SE Europe. These plants are 

aggressive, suppressing the native flora, and are being 

progressively eliminated from the woodland as part of the 

management plan. The Rhododendron is particularly 

undesirable as virtually no animal eats it, it produces toxic 

honey and it suppresses the growth of other plants. 

 

 To the east of the interpretation board next to the footpath is a 

European Larch (Larix decidua). This species was introduced 

into the UK in 1610, at about the same time as the Horse 

Chestnut. Larch timber is now widely used for fencing panels 

(larch lap), and the tree is grown as a nursery in raising 

seedlings of less hardy species. The wood is very resistant to 

fire. Close by is a young Norway Spruce, better known as the 

‘Christmas Tree’ (Picea 

abies). Near the junction 

of footpaths W9 with 

W2, set well back from 

these paths, is a young 

Coast Redwood (Sequoia 

sempervirens). This 

species was discovered by Archibold Menzies in 1796, near 

to the coast of California. This tree should be distinguished 

from the Wellingtonia or Giant Redwood (Sequoiadendron 

giganteum), an example of which may be seen outside the 

Police Station in the centre of Nailsea. The leaves of the 

Coast Redwood are like those of Yew, while the leaves of the 

Wellingtonia are more like those on Cypress trees. Although 

both trees have spongy bark and may grow up to 50m in 

height, the Coast Redwood is the more desirable tree, with 

good quality wood and the ability to regenerate as coppice on 

being felled. The genus is named after the North American 

Red Indian who was the son of a Cherokee squaw and an 
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Callery’s Pear (Pyrus calleriana cv chanticleer) 

outside Tesco supermarket 

 
 

Tar spot disease (Rhytisma acerinum) of Sycamore 

(Acer pseudoplatanus) on the old glassworks site. 

 

English trader named George Giss. Sequoia became 

famous as a skilled silversmith, but his greatest 

achievement was in devising a phonetic alphabet 

for the Red Indian language. 

Further back along the footpath in the direction of 

Tickenham is the Sweet Chestnut (Castanea sativa) 

 

This specimen, that was coppiced many years ago, 

grows opposite to the Chestnut paling fence that is 

on the north side of the path, an important use for 

the timber. This tree was probably introduced into 

England by the Romans who were notorious 

gourmets, together with the Walnut (Juglans regia) 

(that grows on Stockway North Nature Reserve, but 

is not found in Towerhouse Wood). 

 

Although the Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus) is often considered to be native to the UK, it was 

probably not introduced until the 13th Century from mainland Europe. The first indication of its 

presence was the carved Sycamore leaf on the tomb 

of Saint Frideswide, patron saint of Oxford. 

Sycamore is very vigorous, possibly related to the 

fact that it appears to have hybrid origin with double 

the normal number of chromosomes found in the 

genus Acer. The Tolpuddle martyrs met under a 

Sycamore tree in 1834, taking a leaf of this tree with 

them to Australia, and the Sycamore leaf is now the 

symbol of the Trades Union Movement. The white 

wood is used for making spoons and for the backs of 

violins. There are many Turkey Oaks (Quercus 

cerris) in Towerhouse Wood, and it is intended to 

remove these if possible. This tree was introduced to 

England from Southern Europe in 1735. The wood is 

inferior to that of English Oak, and the tree is 

distinguished by its ‘mossy’ acorn cups and 
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Wellingtonia and Lawsons’s Cypress near to the 

Police Station 

 
 

Cluster of Silver Birch (Betula pendula) 

on the Link Road 

‘whiskered’ buds, absent in the English Oak. It is also 

the alternate host for the wasp causing the Knopper 

Gall (Andricus quercus-calicis) in English Oak, 

introduced in the 1960s, which can destroy a large 

proportion of the  acorns.  

 

5) Trees in Nailsea  

 

When Nailsea was developed in the 1970s many 

street trees were planted and these are now beginning 

to reach maturity. However, several trees in the town 

centre pre-date this period, notably the large English 

Oak tree (Quercus robur) which gives the Royal Oak 

public house its name, probably planted about 1890, 

and the more recent oak on the village green, planted to 

commemorate the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 

1897. The tree that is likely to become the largest in Nailsea 

is to be found next to the Police Station. This is the 

Wellingtonia or Giant Redwood (Sequoiadendron giganteum) 

with its soft bark that can act as an insulation from the heat of 

forest fires in its native California.  Adjacent to this is a 

Swamp Cypress (Taxodium distichum) that can also grow 

quite large, though this position is not ideal. . 

On the West side of Sycamore House is a cluster of Corsican 

Pines (Pinus nigra ssp maritima), while to the north are two 

variegated Norway Maple trees (Acer platanoides cv 

Drummondii). In the centre of the adjacent public car park is 

a fine specimen of the red-leafed variety of Norway Maple, 

Crimson King. To the south is the unmistakable blue foliage 

of the Atlantic Cedar (Cedrus atlantica var. glauca). 

 

Somerset Square is lined with the London Plane(Platanus x 

hispanica), ideal for this site, though requiring to be pollarded 

to prevent them from taking over the Square, and sometimes 
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Ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba) in Colliers Walk, planted to 

commemorate the Queen’s Golden jubilee. 

afflicted with the fungal disease anthracnose (Gnomonia veneta) 

which causes the leaves to fall prematurely. Some of the trees 

around the center have a scale insect (Pulvinaria regalis), which 

although unsightly, appears to do little damage. The car parks 

are widely planted with Mitchell's Whitebeam (Sorbus 

thibetica), while the Clevedon Road car park has the 'copper' 

Beech (Fagus sylvatica var. purpurea). In Colliers Walk, there 

are several examples of the Snake Bark Maples (Acer davidii), 

and close to the post office is a Ginkgo biloba, planted by Cllr 

Phil Barclay to celebrate the Golden Jubilee of the present 

Queen. The Ginkgo is a primitive gymnosperm, an ancestor of 

our pines and cypress trees. They grew widely at the time of the 

Carboniferous period when the coal measures were laid down. 

The Ginkgo has motile male gametes, and male and female 

plants are separate (dioecious). The sex of the tree planted here 

is not yet known and it may take another 20 years or more before that can be decided, since sexual 

maturity is quite slow. It is a useful town tree, resistant to pollution and is grown widely in New 

York. The first tree arrived in the UK in 1761. 

 

Christ Church churchyard has a fine Yew Tree 

(Taxus baccata) probably dating to the time when 

the Church was built (1843). There is also a rare 

orange-leafed Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus var. 

brilliantissimum), which was planted to celebrate 

the 150th anniversary of the Church. To the south 

of this area are two Crab Apples (Malus cv John 

Downie and cv Cowichan). The first is covered in 

white blossom early in the year, to be followed 

later by red and yellow fruit. Next to the Library 

there are two Silver Birch trees (Betula pendula) 

and a Red Horse Chestnut (Aesculus x carnea) that 

bears bright red flowers.  The latter tree is being 

attacked by the Velvet Shank Fungus (Flammulina 

velutipes). A substantial Beech tree (Fagus 

 
 

Ginkgo leaf 
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Veteran Oak tree near Nailsea Park 

sylvatica) is found in the drive of the new vicarage, and near to the old vicarage are several 

examples of the Common Lime (Tilia x europaea), while on the east side of the Health Centre is a 

Silver Lime (Tilia tomentosa), a species that is less likely to be invaded by aphids as it has hairy 

leaves. A particularly good example of the variegated Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus cv variegata) 

may be found in Station Road almost opposite to the east end of Ash Hayes Road. 

 

In the last few years attempts to plant trees in public places in Nailsea have been frustrated by 

vandalism, but a successful 'Free Tree Scheme' administered by the Tree Wardens enabled the 

introduction of over 100 ornamental trees into private gardens. More recently 230 Ash (Fraxinus 

excelsior), Hornbeam (Carpinus betulus), Lime (Tilia x europaea), Sweet Chestnut (Castanea 

sativa) and Tulip Trees (Liriodendron tulipifera) have been planted on the Scotch Horn playing 

field. Although several of these have been vandalised, it is to be hoped that most will survive. Many 

of the trees around the center of Nailsea have now been labeled, mapped and catalogued. 

 

On the moor, the trees near to the rhynes are mainly willows, poplars and alders, while most of our 

native trees may still be found in the hedgerows. Several examples of these can be found in 

Stockway North Nature Reserve, and in the adjacent area there is a Common Walnut (Juglans 

regia), a tree introduced by the Romans together with the Sweet Chestnut.  A small woodland 

remnant hiding several Pennant Stone quarries is still to be found between Trendlewood and Station 

Road, though this is suffering from the proximity to civilization. Nearby is an ancient Oak, which 

from its girth is at least 200 years old and should be 

identified as a veteran tree. We have inherited these 

trees and we should take care of them for the 

benefit of future generations.  

 

 

6) Veteran Trees  
 

Britain possesses the largest number of old trees in 

North West Europe. These are a part of our heritage 

and are worthy of preservation, just as much as our 

ancient buildings and art treasures. Natural England 

is now recording all trees, which by the criterion of 

their stature and ‘knarled’ appearance, can be said 
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Artichoke gall caused by the fly  

(Taxomyia taxi) in Towerhouse Wood 

 
 

Yew arils 

 

to be 'ancient'. Many of these oaks would be well over 200 

years old. It is difficult  to make an objective measure, but 

any tree that looks old should be recorded in this scheme on 

special cards that are in a register of Veteran Trees held by 

the Bristol Regional Environmental Records Centre at 

Ashton Court. Two veteran Oak trees are in Towerhouse 

Wood and one is in Trendlewood, but there are others in 

Nailsea. If you know of any, the Parish Wildlife Wardens 

would be pleased to hear about them.  

 

 

7) Yew (Taxus baccata)  

 

Few of our old churches can be without an ancient Yew tree 

close by, possibly planted to epitomise immortality.  This 

tree is very slow growing and lives for a long time, some 

dating back several thousand years.  The wood is very hard 

and dense, and is resistant to decay and insect attack.  

Some of the ancient artefacts found in peat bogs were 

made of Yew wood.  In the past, the wood has found 

many uses; in making long bows, in carving, wood- 

turning and for chair arms.  The sapwood is yellow and 

the heartwood is red-brown.  The best bows were made 

from wood taken at the junction of sapwood and 

heartwood, and contained both.  Many of the Yew bows 

were imported from Europe during the Middle Ages, 

mainly from Spain and Italy, due to the poorer quality of 

the wood of the English Yew. Our oldest Yew trees, 

those over 500 years old, usually become hollow, as may 

be seen in the churchyard of Portbury church, though 

they will endure for many years in this state.  The woods 

around Nailsea have many Yew trees, and in some, like 

those in Bourton Combe, this tree becomes dominant.  
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Very few insects feed on the Yew, since it contains a range of toxins. However, a small fly 

(Taxomyia taxi) is dependent on the Yew, forming small galls (artichoke galls) at the tips of the 

growing shoots in some localities, e.g. Brockley Combe and Towerhouse Wood. The origin of the 

scientific name for the genus Taxus is debatable.  Some believe that it is derived from the Latin 

'texere' to weave (hence the word textile) from the arrangement of the leaves, which are said to be 

distichous, that is - in two rows.  Others suggest that it is derived from the Greek word toxon (toxin) 

for poison.  Yet others associate it with the word for archery, toxophily. 

 

The Yew is dioecious, like the Ginkgo, having separate male and female trees, only the female tree 

having the conspicuous soft, bright red 'berries', more correctly termed ‘arils’, the soft part of which 

is edible. The species name 'baccata' means 'having berries'.  The seed that it contains is extremely 

poisonous and should never be eaten.  Many birds appear to be unaffected by this toxin, probably 

because they do not crush the seed, which is in a thick case.  Although deer appear to be immune to 

the cardio-active taxines, cattle may be killed within a few minutes if they eat the leaves, and this 

may have been another good reason for growing Yew in churchyards where it would have been 

surrounded by a stock proof fence or wall.  As little as 50 g is lethal to humans, slowing the heart 

rate to 30 beats per minute.  Leaves that have been cut and are slightly wilted are thought to be 

particularly toxic. 

 

In 1971 it was shown that an extract from the bark of the North American Yew (Taxus brevifolia) 

contains a cytotoxic drug, which had potential for the treatment of several forms of cancer.  It 

achieves this by blocking the de-polymerisation of tubulin, a protein important in cell division.  

Dividing cells killed in this way become filled with tubulin fibrils.  This therefore has the opposite 

effect of colchicine, a drug found in the Colchicum crocus, which prevents the polymerisation. 

Unfortunately, each treatment required the bark from an entire tree since the concentration is only 

0.01%, and it was realized that the species would soon be made extinct.  However, further 

investigation of the complex chemistry of the alkaloids showed that a precursor (10-

deacetylbaccatin) could be easily obtained from the leaves of the English Yew. Limehurst Ltd, a 

company based in Chichester (tel 01243 545455, www.limehurst.com) will purchase Yew hedge 

clippings, and they even offer to clip the hedge without charge!  The prescription of taxol for 

ovarian cancer and taxotere for breast cancer is now accepted by the National Institute for Clinical 

Excellence, even though the cost is still high and had until recently been subject to 'postcode 

prescribing'. These cytotoxic compounds are also being used successfully for the treatment of lung 

cancer. The structure of Taxol is shown on the right. 

http://www.limehurst.com/
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8) Beech (Fagus sylvatica) 

 

Beech is not truly native in this area.  Only in south-east 

England, in south-east Wales and in Gloucestershire can 

it be traced back to the ice age.  It was introduced into the 

Bristol region, but has now become well established.  The 

name beech is derived from the German word Buche 

meaning 'beech', and also Buch meaning 'book'.  In the 

Middle Ages when books were first written, in Germany 

they were bound between beech boards.  The tree is still 

recalled in place names that begin in 'Buck' as in Buckingham.  The scientific name Fagus is derived 

from the Greek phagein 'to eat'. The seed or 'mast' was a source of 

food, indeed 'mast' is derived from the German 'to eat', masten. 

 

Beech is shallow rooted, and for this reason it wilts quickly in dry 

weather, and it is also easily blown over in strong winds. Trees 

older than about 150 years are therefore unusual.  The foliage is 

very dense, and few plants are able to survive under a dense 

stand.  In winter it may be identified by its characteristic torpedo-

shaped buds and by its smooth bark.  Like Oak, also in the 

Fagaceae, juvenile beech plants keep their leaves during the 

winter, and together with its tolerance to clipping, this makes 

Beech useful for hedging. There are several large Beech trees 

around the centre of Nailsea, notably opposite Christ Church and 

in the entrance to the new vicarage. 

 

Furniture, ice-lollipop sticks, spoons, planes and mallets are made 

from Beech wood, and cooking oil may be obtained from the 

mast.  Unlike Hazel, Ash and Lime, it does not coppice well. 

 
 

Beech leaves 
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Himalayan Birch  (Betula utilis cv.  

jacquemontii) 

9) Small-Leaved Lime (Tilia cordata) 

 

Small-leaved Lime is an indicator of ancient woodland, as it rarely 

sets seed and so is unable to spread easily. It has heart shaped leaves, 

hence its specific name cordata, relating to the heart, associated with 

the word 'cardiac'.  It was commonly known as 'pry' in the Middle 

Ages. The generic name Tilia may be derived from the Greek 'ptilon' 

meaning a feather, by reference to the bract that bears the fruit. Its 

flowers are scented and attract bees, but only in exceptionally hot 

years does it set seed. Perhaps with global warming it will be setting 

seed more frequently. It was well known to our ancestors who used 

the fibres in the phloem, called the bast, to produce a very strong 

rope.  Almost certainly lime bast rope was used to drag the large 

rocks from South Wales to Salisbury Plain in the construction of 

Stonehenge.  Rope making in the 18
th

 century was a major industry 

in Bristol for the rigging of the sailing ships, and much of this was 

made from Lime bast, using trees mainly derived 

from South Wales. It seems that in the First World 

War, the Germans used Lime bast rope in the 

battlefield to haul their guns. The closely related 

tropical plant, Corchorus capsularis, produces the 

fibre known as jute, which is woven to produce 

sacks.  The wood has almost no grain and is ideal for 

carving, a feature utilised by Grinling Gibbons, 

1648-1721 (see above) whose carvings adorn many 

of England's stately homes. A particularly good 

collection is at Chatsworth House. It has also been 

the favourite wood for the construction of the 

mechanism in the piano. 

 

The common lime trees (Tilia x europaea) found in 

the centre of Nailsea were formed as a cross between 
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Rotting Birch trunk in Towerhouse Wood showing 

the resistance of the bark to decomposition. 

 

the Small-leaved Lime and, the Large-leaved Lime 

(Tilia platyphyllos), which is native in the North of 

England. In Towerhouse Wood, a multi-trunk 

coppiced Small-leaved Lime tree is close to the 

entrance, at the junction of footpaths W2 and W9.  

 

 

10) Silver Birch   

Birch trees with silver-grey bark that are a common 

sight in Nailsea include the slender Silver Birch. 

This tree and many of its close relatives are able to 

survive in very cold climates. The Birch is the 

national tree of Finland and its habitat extends to 

Greenland and the Arctic. Birch belongs to the 

Betulaceae, the family that includes the Hazel and 

the Alder. Birch is one of the ‘pioneer’ species that 

establishes itself on bare or poor soil that then becomes sufficiently enriched to allow the growth of 

other plants. Birch does not cast deep shade on the ground beneath it. Male and female flowers on 

distinguishable catkins are borne on the same tree. They start to open in April and catkins eventually 

produce seeds that are dispersed by the wind. Birch fruits have two small wings and differ from their 

counterparts on the ash and maple trees, which have one larger wing. Birch is considered to have 

been among the first species of tree to grow after the last ice age receded.  

Throughout history, in the Northern Hemisphere at least, Birch bark’s stability and imperviousness 

to water has provided a variety of significant uses - as a writing surface (parchment), and in roofing, 

leggings and canoes. Birch tar served as the glue for fixing flint arrowheads to the shafts of arrows, 

and the sugary sap of Birch trees was fermented into wine.  

 

Some Birch trees planted in Nailsea that have a very bright bark 

are likely to be the Betula cv. jacquemontii, which originated in 

the Himalayas  (see photograph above). The white bark of Birch 

trees is due to betulin, a compound that has anti-microbial 

properties. Betulinic acid, also found in Birch, will selectively 

kill certain cancer cells, raising the prospect of Birch trees being 

an inexpensive source.of this drug. There is evidence that 
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Leaves and buds of the Pedunculate 

(or English)  Oak 

 
 

Leaves and buds of the Turkey Oak 

betulinic acid causes cancer cells to self-destruct 

and that normal cells are affected less. Betulin is 

responsible for the ‘silvery’ appearance of Birch 

bark and is present in concentrations that can reach 

25%. Both compounds belong to the terpenoid 

group of chemicals whose members consist of 

isoprene molecules linked together - each isoprene 

unit containing 5 carbon atoms. Betulin and 

betulinic acid have a steroid-like ring structure. 

Birch bark is resistant to rotting and this is usually 

the last part of the tree to decompose. 

 

Like willow, Birch also contains methyl-salicylate 

with a chemical structure similar to aspirin. This is 

the active component of oil of wintergreen also found in other plants. Methyl-salicylate vapour is 

thought to be formed when they are threatened with disease. As with many other trees, Birch roots 

are associated with fungi (mycorrhiza).that facilitate the uptake of nutrients from the soil.  

 

 

11) The Oaks (Quercus) 

 

Two species of Oak are native in Britain – the 

Pedunculate (or English) Oak (Quercus robur- 

meaning strong, of the timber), and the Sessile Oak (Q. 

petraea - of the rocky places). These two species may 

be easily distinguished respectively by the presence or 

absence of acorn stalks. Curiously, the leaves behave in 

the opposite manner, with the Pedunculate Oak usually 

having no petioles, while the Sessile Oak has stalked 

leaves. A better means of distinguishing these two is 

found at the base of the leaves, the English Oak being 

lobed, while those of the Sessile Oak are un-lobed. In 

the Bristol area, the Pedunculate Oak is by far the more 

common. English Oak heartwood is of high quality in 



 

 

22 

 
 

Acorn of the Pedunculate Oak that has been 

distorted by the Knopper Gall Wasp 

strength and durability, and has been in great demand throughout history, especially for the 

construction of barrels, houses and ships.  Oak is very long-lived, some of our veteran trees being 

over 1000 years old. Most of our old Oaks have been managed by pollarding, that is, the harvesting 

of the timber by removal of the upper branches. This process can prolong the life of the tree by up to 

50%. Good examples of ancient Oak trees may be found at Ashton Court, and on the south boundary 

of Towerhouse Wood. Both the National Trust and the Woodland Trust use Oak leaves in their 

logos. 

    

The Greek word for the Oak - dryas (δρυας) may be found frequently in the English language – in 

words like Druid and Dryad, and also in the scientific names of many of our plants – like 

Dryopteris, Dryas and chamaedrys 

 

The rapid spread of the Turkey Oak since its introduction in 1735 threatens to displace our native 

Oak trees. This tree can be identified by the ‘whiskers’ around the terminal buds, and by the cuneate 

(wedge shaped, hence ‘cuneiform’) leaf bases. It is the alternate host for the asexual Knopper gall 

(Dutch – ‘knop’ is a bud) wasp Andricus quercus-calicis, introduced in 1961. 

 

The Pedunculate Oak probably supports the largest number of insect species of any British tree. It is 

also host to a large variety of fungi. Oak mildew (Microsphaera alphitoides) introduced in 1908 can 

cause the death of young trees by attacking the 

leaves, so reducing photosynthesis. Of the larger 

wood rotting Basidiomycetes, Fistulina hepatica 

(Beefsteak fungus, a brown rot) and Polyporus 

squamosus (Dryad’s Saddle, a white rot) both 

occur in Towerhouse Wood. (‘Brown rot’ fungi 

remove cellulose, leaving lignin, while ‘white rot’ 

fungi remove both lignin and cellulose.) 

 

The Jay is probably mainly responsible for the 

dispersal of the acorns, since it has the habit of 

burying them in caches, failing to recover most.  

Acorns have had many uses. They were a source of 

food  (pannage) for pigs that are able to tolerate the 

high concentrations of tannin. In both World Wars, 
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an ersatz coffee was produced from the roasted acorns. The tannins of Oak bark have been used for 

many centuries for the production of leather. More recently, other sources of imported tannins have 

been found, but there remains one company in Cornwall that continues this tradition, using native 

Oak. 

 

Oak trees, in common with Willows and Poplars, produce significant amounts of volatile organic 

compounds (VOCs), notably isoprene (CH2=C(CH3)CH=CH2) that interacts with oxygen by 

complex processes involving methylvinylketone and methacrolein to produce ozone (O3) and 

peroxyacetyl nitrate (MeCOO2NO2). Ozone is a pollutant in the lower atmosphere, toxic to plants 

and animals. It also contributes to the greenhouse effect, although in the upper atmosphere it is 

essential to prevent penetration of harmful UV light. The Ash tree by contrast with Oak produces 

only small amounts of VOCs, and may even tend to remove them from the atmosphere.  

 

12) Bluebells  (Hyacinthoides non-scriptus) 

 

Although swathes of bluebells characterise the ancient woodland of England, this plant is relatively 

rare on the continent. Probably 90% of the plants of this species are found in Great Britain, so we 

have a special responsibility for its preservation. It is in the Liliaceae, a family that also contains the 

Fritillaries, Lily of the valley, Solomon’s seal, Hyacinths, and the wide variety of lilies, which we 

grow in our gardens. It is quite different from the ‘Bluebells of Scotland’ which is the name given 

there to Campanula rotundifolia (also known as Harebells). 

 

Many people grow ‘bluebells’ in their gardens, though this is usually the aggressive Spanish species 

(Hyacinthoides hispanica), which often becomes naturalized in the countryside. These two species 

are quite different on close examination. Although the blue flower colour is identical, the flowers of 

our species are smaller and arranged on one side of the stalk, while the Spanish species has flowers 

arranged around the stem. The latter species is more vigorous, has blue anthers, and has erect 

flowers, while the British species has cream anthers, and the flower is pendulous and more 

cylindrical, unlike the bell shape of the Spanish form. White variants of both species are found 

rarely, due to a mutant lacking one or more of the enzymes forming the pigment. 
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English Bluebells in Towerhouse Wood 

(our native species). 

 
 

Spanish Bluebells (an aggressive alien) 

 

 

The name of the genus for the bluebell has changed 

several times. At first it was called Endymion, then 

Scilla, then Hyacinth, and now Hyacinthoides! All 

of these names are derived from classical Greek 

mythology. Endymion was a handsome youth who 

spent much of his life in perpetual sleep. Scilla 

(Scylla) in one version was a beautiful maiden 

beloved of the sea god Glaucus. However this made 

Circe jealous and she transformed the lower part of 

Scilla’s 

body into 

that of a 

fish, like 

the original 

mermaid! 

Hyacinth was the son of a Spartan king, loved by both 

Apollo and by Zephyr, the west wind. Hyacinth preferred 

Apollo, so Zephyr killed Hyacinth, and the Bluebell sprang 

up from his blood. The Greek species of bluebell seems to 

bear the letters “”, meaning ‘woe’ or ‘calamity’. The 

English species does not bear this inscription and is said to 

be ‘non-scriptus’! Hyacinthoides means ‘looking like a 

plant in the genus Hyacinthus’. 

 

In earlier times, the bluebell bulb was a source of mucilage 

that was used as a glue to fasten the feathers to arrows, to 

stiffen the collars of the fashionable Elizabethans, and later 

in bookbinding. More recently it has been found that there 

are pyrrolidine alkaloids present in the bluebell that are 

powerful bacterial glycosidase inhibitors. These have 

considerable potential for the treatment of tuberculosis and 

leprosy. They also make the plant poisonous to cattle. 
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Nettle stings as seen under the scanning electron 

microscope 

English bluebells are now protected plants under the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981), and it is 

illegal to dig them out of the ground. Recent work has shown that trampling on the plant, even when 

it is entirely below ground, is even more harmful than picking the flowers, since the apex becomes 

damaged and will then no longer form leaves. 

 

 

13) Nettles 

 

Early childhood memories of Nettle stings are a strong reminder to 

avoid contact with that plant, since the effect can be painful and last for 

several hours. Although it is not known to be fatal in humans, even in 

severe cases, it is reported that dogs have been killed by being badly 

stung. It is likely that the Nettle sting evolved as a deterrent to 

herbivores, and certainly the Nettle is a very successful agricultural 

weed, growing especially well in pastures frequented and manured by 

animals, and in the South West it is probably the most widespread native plant. 

 

At one time it was thought that formic acid is the active factor in the stinging hairs, but it is now 

known that the concentration of this is very small in the hairs. The three organic chemicals mainly 

responsible are – histamine (above), serotonin (5-

hydroxytryptamine) and acetylcholine. Histamine is a 

well-known cause of irritation, and the other two 

components act as synergists for this effect.  The 

single celled hairs are made of silica (below), which 

easily fragment on puncturing the skin, releasing the 

toxic fluid. 

  

The only other stinging plant in the UK is the Annual 

Nettle (Urtica urens). Other plants, including close 

relatives of the Nettle (Mucuna, Laportea) from the 

tropics are known to have even more powerful stings. 

The name Urtica is derived from the Latin ‘urere’ to 

burn, while the name Nettle may be related to the 

word ‘needle’. There may be a good reason for the 

 
 

Histamine 
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use of Dock (Rumex) as the antidote to the nettle sting, since this plant appears to have anti-

histamine activity. 

  

Many animals are not deterred by the stinging hairs, most notably the larvae of several of our 

common butterflies (Tortoiseshell, Red Admiral, Peacock and Comma) that depend on the nettle as 

their food source. Animals differ in their sensitivity to the stings. Rats appear to be immune, while 

guinea pigs and other domesticated animals are badly affected.  

Richard Mabey recommends cooked Nettle leaves in his book ‘Food for Free’. Having tried these 

myself I find them rather bland, but not unlike Spinach. They are best harvested when young, not 

beyond the middle of June. After this time apparently they become laxative and rather fibrous.  

  

The latest research suggests that Nettle roots may provide a cure for benign prostatic hyperplasia - a 

common affliction in males in later life. I imagine that Godfrey in ‘Dad’s Army’ shows the classical 

symptoms of this affliction, and he has my sympathy! The Royal Society of Medicine also reports 

that Nettle stings may be used to reduce the pain of osteoarthritis. This may be related to the 

neurotransmitters present in the sting. 

  

In common with the close relative, Hemp (Cannabis sativa), Nettles have a useful fibre, which has 

been used extensively for the production of cloth. The properties of this fibre are not greatly inferior 

to those of flax. In the First World War the Germans used Nettle fibre to produce army shirts, each 

shirt needing about 40 kg of Nettles. There is now a revival of this source, and there are proposals to 

start the commercial cultivation of the Nettle plant for this purpose. The shoots are cut in September 

or October, kept in a damp atmosphere for 3-4 weeks and the fibre is then easily separated. 

  

Nettles were also used during the Second World War in the production of the green chlorophyll to 

colour camouflage drapes. Nettles are a good source of this pigment since enzymes causing its 

oxidation are virtually absent in this plant. The specific name of the Nettle ‘dioica’ implies that this 

plant is dioecious, having the sexes on two separate plants. Some floras suggest that it is possible to 

sex Nettles by observing the gross structure of the ‘catkins’ at the internodes. From personal 

experience this is not easy, and it is best to use a hand lens to view the floral structure more closely.  

The male flowers are almost spherical when unopened. Opening occurs suddenly with the 

appearance of four very pale anthers. The female flower is smaller, somewhat pear shaped, with a 

brownish stigma at the tip. 

 



 27 

 
 

Xanthoria parietina – a lichen 

14) Walls  
 

The dry stone walls of North Somerset provide an ideal habitat for many plants and animals, some 

of which would otherwise be quite rare. The narrow coal seams under Nailsea, formed in the 

Carboniferous period about 360 million years ago, were separated by thick layers of Pennant 

sandstone. The walls built with this rock, mostly obtained from local quarries, are distinctive 

features of Nailsea and now have a well-established and characteristic flora and fauna. 

 

 Lichens commonly form white or yellow patches on the most exposed parts of the walls, creating a 

foothold for the growth of some higher plants. Surprisingly, four ferns appear to flourish in the harsh 

environment of extreme temperature and intermittent water supply. These are the Rusty-back Fern 

(Ceterach officinarum), Maidenhair Spleenwort (Asplenium trichomanes), Wall-rue (Asplenium 

ruta-muraria) and Polypody (Polypodium vulgare). The wall opposite the Scotch Horn playing 

fields in Station Road and in Christ Church churchyard wall show good specimens of these ferns.  

Xanthoria parietina is a lichen commonly found on roofs of houses under television aerials. It seems 

that the bird droppings provide the nutrients on which the lichen is able to thrive. It was Beatrix 

Potter of ‘Squirrel Nutkin’ fame who was one of the first (in 1897) to suggest that lichens are a 

symbiotic relationship between fungi and algae. She never 

received official recognition for her work on this during her 

lifetime; such was the status of women in her age.  

 

 Of the flowering plants, the Red Valerian (Centranthus 

rubber), Ivy-leaved Toad Flax  (Cymbalaria muralis), Wall 

Lettuce (Mycelis muralis) and the Compass Plant (Lactuca 

serriola), with leaves which orient north-south, are widely 

distributed around the Town centre. Three species of 

Stonecrop together with Navel Wort (Umbilicus rupestris) 

grow on walls in West End, while the yellow flowers of Wall 

Rocket (Diplotaxis muralis) and Treacle Mustard (Erisymum 

cheiranthoides) may be found in adjacent waste places. An 

unusual plant which is a parasite - the Ivy Broomrape 

(Orobanche hederae) may be found occasionally in Nailsea, 

though it appears to be rapidly declining. This plant has no 

leaves, and is only recognizable by its insignificant brownish 



 

 

28 

 
 

Guelder Rose (Viburnum opulus) 

 
 

Spindle berries (Euonymous europaeus) 

flower stalk, obtaining all of its food from the roots 

of the ivy. This still grows in the shrubberies 

opposite the Police Station. 

Although the more recent walls constructed of 

imported limestone have yet to develop a 

distinctive flora, they show clear evidence of earlier 

animal life in the Carboniferous era when they were 

laid down in tropical seas. These fossils may be 

seen in the walls of Stockway North to the west of 

Clevedon Road where there are many 'U' shaped 

worm tubes, and in rocks to the east may be found 

evidence of ancient corals (See Geology). 

 

 

15) Ruderal Areas 

 

These are areas used at present or in the past for human activities in commerce or industry. Nature is 

here left to take its course, without any active management by man.  These areas tend to be untidy, 

overgrown, and appear to be neglected and are often thought of as eyesores in need of cultivation, 

clearance, or 'tidying'. They can be ideal temporary refuges for wildlife where wild and introduced 

plants can grow unchecked, often providing ideal 

habitats for insects, birds and mammals. A prime 

example is to be found in the area around the Old 

Glassworks between Scotch Horn and the High 

Street, much of which is scheduled for 

development. This site is only used for dog walking 

or for children's games, and is littered with urban 

rubbish.  Other similar areas may be found in the 

vicinity of factories, on rough roads or tracks,. or 

within recently constructed housing estates. 

 

Often partly occupied by Brambles, Nettles and 

Buddleia, they can provide ideal habitats for a 

diversity of butterflies, dragonflies, birds and 
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Laid hedge with preserved tree 

 

mammals. The top soil is frequently absent in these 

sites, and with it the nitrogenous nutrients which 

promote the growth of grasses. In the absence of 

competition from grass, other less common plants are 

able to flourish. This is the converse of so-called 

'improved' pasture. 

The Old Glassworks is home to large numbers of 

butterflies, especially Red Admiral (Vanessa 

atalanta), Small Tortoiseshell (Aglais urticae), 

Peacock (Inachis io), and the Whites (Pieris), which 

are attracted by Buddleia and Nettles.  A wide range 

of plants have been found here, including Dark 

Mullein (Verbascum nigrum), a very large specimen 

of Weld (Reseda luteola), Red- (Centranthus ruber) 

and Common- (Valeriana officinalis) Valerian, 

Evening Primrose (Oenothera biennis), various 

Willow Herbs (Epilobium spp), Teasel (Dipsacus fullonum), Prickly Lettuce (Lactuca virosa), St 

Johns Wort (Hypericum), Hedge Woundwort (Stachys sylvatica), Wild Carrot (Daucus carota), 

Vervain (Verbena officinalis), Feverfew (Tanacetum parthenium), Snapdragon (Antirhinum), 

Candytuft (Iberis), Purple Toadflax (Linaria vulgaris), Sowthistles (Sonchus), Sowbane 

(Chenopodium hybridum), Alkanet (Pentaglottis sempervirens), Yarrow (Achillea millefolium), 

Hawk's Beard (Crepis capillaris), and Hedge Bedstraw (Galium mollugo).  

 

16) Hedgerows  Many of our hedges date back to the time of the enclosure of the common land that 

took place between 1740 and 1830, with new hedges then amounting to 2000 miles each year. The 

enclosure of the Tickenham Moor was completed in 1801, of Nailsea Moor in 1813 and of Nailsea 

Heath in 1819.  Some of our hedges are older still, and date back to the Bronze Age, about 3000 

years ago. Since the Second World War, 50% of our hedges have been removed due to the 

mechanization of agriculture, which is favored by larger fields. However with their loss, our wildlife 

has been deprived not only of a large area of habitat, but also of natural corridors between areas of 

woodland. Hedges provide nesting sites for many of our native birds, and also form a valuable 

source of protection and food. Hedges occupy a larger area than all of our nature reserves put 

together and often contain some of our veteran trees. Hedges also provide historical evidence for the 

use of land, and the existence of ditches, banks, walls, boundary stones, gates, stiles and fences are 
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Mute Swan at Backwell Lake 

 
 

Ancient hedge adjacent to the river Kenn 

 

 

important indicators of the activities of our ancestors.  

 

New rules for the protection of hedges were introduced in 

1997. These state that it is illegal to remove certain hedges 

without permission, which may be given by local planning 

authorities. All hedges which are adjacent to agricultural 

land, common land, forests, or local nature reserves are 

covered by this law. The owner can apply to remove a 

hedge, but if protection is required, the authority must then 

notify the owner within 6 weeks. Removal of a hedge 

without permission can now carry an unlimited fine, and 

also the obligation to replace the hedge.  

 

Hedgerows are usually managed by a process known as 

'laying', which is analogous to coppicing in woodland 

management. Without this treatment the hedge can 

degenerate and large gaps can appear at the base. It is then 

much 

less useful to wildlife and it loses its function in 

confining livestock.  

 

In 1974, Max Hooper proposed a method for 

the dating of hedges by counting the number of 

species in a 30 metre length. He found that 

approximately one new species is added for 

each century that the hedge had existed. This is 

subject to a large error, but statistically it does 

give some indication of the age of a hedge, and 

is now used in the legal definition of an 

'important' hedge. Common hedge bushes 

include Dogwood, Wayfaring Tree, Field 

Maple, Hawthorn and Sloe.  Some English Elm 

may remain , but the Dutch Elm Disease kills 

this before it grows far. 
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Common Darter (Sympetrum striolatum) 

Around Nailsea we have seen many of our old hedges disappear as new developments have engulfed 

the green-field sites. If you know of any old hedges that are under threat, please inform the Wildlife 

Wardens who may be able to advise you on means to protect them.  

 

 

17) Backwell Lake 

 

Backwell Lake (ST478694, also known as Bucklands Pool) was constructed by Wessex Water and 

came into use in 1978 as a balancing pond to control the surface water between the Weston-super-

Mare to Bristol railway line and the new estates built to the south of Nailsea, preventing the flooding 

of the River Kenn. The lake is quite shallow, being at most about 2 metres deep and occupies an 

area of about 4 hectares. It is now a significant wildlife site, designated as a Local Nature Reserve 

that attracts many water birds. The Lake is open to the public, but fishing is restricted. It is widely 

used by large numbers of people for walking, dog exercise, bird watching and fishing.  

 

The Swans were soon attracted to the site, but several were electrocuted on the overhead high 

voltage power lines. Markers on these cables seem to have made these more obvious and allowed 

the Swans to evade them. Even so, mortality for water birds has been high due to the use of air guns, 

and lead fishing weights. Herons are commonly seen 

feeding in the lake or perched on the central island. 

Coots (Fulica atra), Moorhens (Gallinula chloropus), 

Black-headed gulls (Larus ridibundus), Goosander 

(Mergus merganser), Wigeon (Anas penelope), Pochard 

(Aythya ferina) and Tufted Ducks (Aythya fuligula) are 

common visitors to the lake. The central island is a safe 

nesting site for many of these.  The surrounding reeds, 

trees and open spaces provide ideal homes for water 

birds.  

 

The lake contains Eels, coarse fish and Pike.  In the 

summer, there are numerous damselflies and 13 species 

of dragonfly have been found. Care is needed in the long 

grass around the edges of the lake as these could be 

home to Adders (Vipera berus) and Grass Snakes (Natrix 
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Common Spotted Orchid 

(Dactylorhiza fuchsii) 

natrix) that feed on the multitude of frogs.  The distinctive 

wild flowers include Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum 

salicaria), Water Mint (Mentha aquatica), Flowering Rush 

(Butomus umbellatus), Yellow Flag (Iris pseudacorus) and 

Great Willow Herb (Epilobium hirsutum). At dusk, bats 

can be seen feeding on the insects and there are reports of 

an Otter, which has been seen at quiet times in the morning 

and evening.  

 

 

18) Netcott’s Meadow 

 

The small area of damp grassland just to the North of Backwell Lake (ST476695) is now managed 

by the Avon Wildife Trust but owned privately. It is accessible to the public by means of a kissing 

gate close to the Lake. It has abundant wild flowers best seen in early June. Many orchids grow 

here, including the Common Spotted (Dactylorhiza fuchsii), Southern Marsh (Dactylorhiza 

praetermissa) and Green Winged (Orchis morio), and in 

some years there is a profusion of Bee Orchids (Ophrys 

apifera). Hay Rattle (Rhinanthus minor) also grows here, a 

plant that is parasitic on various grasses and other plants, 

which has seeds that rattle when shaken, as its name 

implies. This plant has been used as a means to control the 

growth of grasses in improved pastures, since it leads to a 

weakening of the host, allowing other species to grow more 

freely. Other plants found in this area include the Greater 

Birdsfoot Trefoil (Lotus uliginosus), Comfrey (Symphytum 

officinale) and Fleabane (Pulicaria dysenterica). 

 

 

19) Stockway North Nature Reserve 

 

The 19th Century Pennant Sandstone quarries behind the 

Garden of Rest occupy about 0.75 acres in the centre of 

Nailsea (ST472708). After being filled with domestic 

 
 

Daffodil Field, Youngwood Lane 
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Stockway North Nature Reserve pond and 

dipping platform. 

 

 

 
 

Disabled access pathway and Cow Parsley 

 

refuse in the early 20th Century, these were neglected, and 

with natural regeneration this area became a haven for 

local wildlife. Work to restore the site started in 1996, with 

the removal of much of the surface rubbish. With financial 

assistance from Nailsea Town Council and North Somerset 

Council, a group – The Friends of Stockway North Nature 

Reserve – was formed in 1998 to manage this land, 

involving the community in a project to enhance the 

wildlife, to raise awareness of the public to the natural 

environment, as a teaching resource for schools, and as a 

place of quiet reflection for visitors to the nearby Garden 

of Rest.  

 

The wall adjacent to Engine Pit was rebuilt in 1999 with funding from Yansec. The pond, which was 

installed in 2001 by Avon Wildlife Trust, was financed by the Bristol Zoo Millennium Fund, and the 

dipping platform was provided by Wessex Water under their Watermark Award Scheme. Shipham 

quarries donated 12 boulders, chosen to reveal some of the fossils in the Carboniferous limestone. 

The pond has attracted many aquatic species, diving beetles, dragonflies, and damselflies, frogs and 

newts. 

There is evidence of badger activity, and slow-worms 

are known to be present. 

 The wildflower meadow to the north of the pond now 

has a large variety of native wild flowers, and over 30 

species of birds have been found on the reserve. There 

is a disabled access path around the reserve, and seats 

for visitors, donated by Mr and Mrs Barry Lake. The 

site is normally closed to the public and access is 

allowed only at set times, or by appointment on 

application to the management committee. The 

reserve is at its best in the spring, when it is a haven 

for nesting birds. The site gives opportunities to 

observe nature in the centre of Nailsea and it is a 

teaching resource that could be of great educational value. 
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Fungus 

 (Trametes versicolor) 

 

 
 

Musk Mallow 

Malva moschata 

 
 

Ivy Broomrape 

Orobanche hederae 

Plants and fungi found on Stockway North Nature Reserve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Velvet Shank fungus 

Flammulina velutipes 

 

 
 

Fungus Clavaria cinerea 

 
 

Alder catkins 

Alnus glutinosa 

 
 

Corncockle 

Agrostemma githago 
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Tortoiseshell Butterfly 

Aglais urticae 

 

Insects found on Stockway North Nature Reserve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Thick-legged Flower Beetle 

Oedemera nobilis 

 
 

Green Shield Bug nymph 

Palomena prasina 

 
 

Large White butterfly 

Pieris brassicae 

 
 

Bee and Purple Loosestrife 

Lythrum salicaria 

 
 

Broad-bodied Chaser Dragonfly 

Libellula depressa 

 
 

Speckled Wood 

Pararge aegeria 
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Dredging the pond in Nowhere Wood 

 

20) Nowhere Wood 

 

Many Nailsea residents will have a special affection for the 

small wood known as Trendlewood or Nowhere Wood 

(ST480703). The name Trendlewood appears to mean ‘round 

wood’ and the name Nowhere Wood is derived from a small 

hamlet linked to the village by Nowhere Lane that still runs 

through the wood. Until about 90 years ago, the wood 

contained several Pennant Sandstone quarries and it would 

have been a very noisy and active scene. Since being 

abandoned, the trees and shrubs have grown to cover the 

spoil heaps, and vegetation overhangs the rock face.  The 

wood is full of birdsong and the drumming of woodpeckers 

in the spring. Squirrels have built their drays in the trees and 

at dusk the bats come out to forage.  

 

Generations of local people have used the wood as a route to school and work. Others use it as a 

place to walk the dog or to enjoy a peaceful stroll. A group, The Friends of Nowhere Wood, has now 

been established to restore the wood and to encourage the wildlife.  

  

With assistance from North Somerset Council who own the site, working parties are now removing 

rubbish and installing seats, waymarks and nesting boxes. In 

recent years, the pond has dried during the summer, with 

consequent loss of many of the aquatic species. In 2003, the 

pond was partially dredged and it is hoped that the wildlife 

will now have a better chance of survival. 

  

The quarry face is the best local example of the Pennant 

Sandstone rock which sandwiches the coal measures that were 

mined in the 19th Century in many pits around Nailsea. The 

stone was used widely for building even as far away as 

Bristol. Much remains in the undulations on the quarry floor 

to give indications on how the stone was recovered and 

transported. 

 
 

Hart’s Tongue) fern (Phyllitis 

scolopendrium in Nowhere Wood 
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Dragonfly Southern Hawker (Aeschna cyanea) 

 
 

Common Frog (Rana temporaria) 

The trees are mainly Sycamore (Acer 

pseudoplatanus), Ash (Fraxinus escelsior) and 

Hazel (Corylus avellana), and although the flora 

is predictable, some being derived from local 

gardens, it is still of interest and shows great 

variety.  

 

21) Moorend Spout 

 

This is a particularly valuable habitat, low lying 

and water logged, which is traversed by a public 

foot path, though the whole area is in private 

ownership (ST466715). It was surveyed 

intensively by the late Eric Smith and described in 

his account ‘The Botany of Nailsea’ in 1983. 

Sadly some of the plants that he recorded are no longer to be found here. Recently we were unable 

to find Ragged Robin. However, the Southern Marsh Orchid (Dactylorhiza praetermissa), Lesser 

Water Parsnip (Berula erecta) and Water Figwort (Scrophularia auriculata) are still notable. The 

streams contains Bur-reed (Sparganium erectum), and the marshy area has Greater Pond Sedge 

(Carex riparia), Water Forget-me-not (Myosotis scorpioides) and Hemlock Water Dropwort 

(Oenanthe crocata). The unusual Amber Snail (Succinia 

putris) with an almost spherical shell climbs up the 

vegetation in the damp areas and the Mullein Moth 

(Shargacucullia verbasci) caterpillar feeds on the Water 

Figwort (Scrophulariaceae), a close relation of the 

Mullein which is its usual food plant. Alder trees grow 

in the area between the two rivers and the site is 

particularly favourable for Willows. This area could be 

expected to support otters and water voles, though 

neither of these has yet been sighted with certainty. It 

seems likely that there are American Mink here and 

these aggressive predators would prevent the 

establishment of Water Voles.  
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Water Chickweed (Mysoton aquaticum)  

Cradle Bridge 

 

 
 

Banded Agrion (Agrion splendens) 

22) Nailsea Ponds 

 

When the Exeter to Bristol railway line was 

constructed in 1841, it was found necessary to raise 

the level of the track across low-lying areas to avoid 

flooding. This sometimes meant that large 

embankments needed to be raised, and this left large 

holes where the spoil was removed.  These holes 

remain as large ponds (borrow pits), some of which 

may be seen quite close to the Backwell and Nailsea 

Railway Station (ST471688). Best access to these is 

obtained from the public footpath that leads from 

Morgan's Hill across the railway line and traverses 

this area on the Backwell side between two of the 

major ponds. This site is in private ownership and the 

ponds are used for fishing under licence.  

 

It is a very picturesque area with several large lakes that are invariably full of water and used by 

many water birds.  The frequent passage of trains on the main line above does not appear to trouble 

the wildlife. The ponds are fringed with willow and 

support large beds of reed, with Yellow Flag (Iris 

pseudacorus), Hemlock Water Dropwort 

(Oenanthe crocata) and other typical aquatic 

species. It is well known as a site of national 

importance for dragonflies and damselflies, nine 

species being recorded here which includes the 

very rare Hairy Dragonfly (Brachytron pratense), 

and Glow Worms have also been found. 

 

This area has the potential to be developed as a 

prime nature conservation area with appropriate 

management. With the expectation of additional 

ponds to be created close to the railway on the 

Nailsea side in association with the proposed 
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Youngwood Lane estate, it is to be hoped that serious 

consideration will be given to the needs of wildlife 

conservation. There is also a pond on the Elms estate that 

attracts water birds and dragonflies. 

 

 

23) Levels and Rhynes 

 

This environment was made by draining low-lying land for 

agriculture. The water channels known as the Rhynes are used 

to control the water levels of the surrounding fields, 

principally to prevent inundation, since this area would stand 

under water during the winter before the Rhynes were 

constructed. The Rivers, Rhynes and their banks and sluices 

are under the control of the North Somerset Internal Drainage Board and the Environment Agency 

in association with the land owners. In the vicinity of Nailsea, the Levels are located primarily to the 

west, almost as far as Clevedon, to the south of Tickenham. Public access can be obtained from a 

number of footpaths off the Causeway or Nailsea Wall.  

 

Ditches are the narrow channels that border the fields, and these are connected with each other by 

Rhynes (pronounced 'reens', though etymologically related to the name of the German river 

‘Rhine’). The Rhynes flow into the Drains which are much wider waterways and which are 

controlled by the Water Authority. They eventually lead into the main rivers.  

 

This area is used extensively for grazing and few crops are grown. The public footpaths provide 

excellent walking (though sometimes a little muddy) and the flat roads are ideal for cycling and 

exploring the Levels around and beyond Nailsea to Claverham, North End, Kenn and Kingston 

Seymour. This is a good area for bird watching and for wildflowers and there is good fishing in the 

rivers, especially in the Blind Yeo towards Clevedon, but a permit and a rod licence are required.  

 

The still and nutrient rich water of the Rhynes provide an ideal environment for many water plants 

such as Water Violet (Hottonia palustris), Arrowhead (Sagittaria sagittifolia), Marestail (Hippuris 

vulgaris) and Duckweed (Lemna). In early summer there are conspicuous clumps of Yellow Flag 

Iris (Iris pseudacorus). Other plants growing along the banks include the very broad and tall Great 

 
 

Grass Snake (Natrix natrix) 
in garden pond 
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Autumn Ladies Tresses 

(Spiranthes spiralis) at Tyntesfield 

House 

Water Dock (Rumex hydrolapathum), Willow Herb (Epilobium spp), Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum 

salicaria), Common Fleabane (Pulicaria dysenterica), Celery-leaved Buttercup (Ranunculus 

sceleratus), Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris), Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria) and Burdock 

(Arctium minor). The main trees in this area are Alder and Willow. Areas on each side of these 

waterways are designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). The reed and sedge beds 

provide safe nesting sites for the shy Sedge- (Acrocephalus schoenobaenus) and Reed- 

(Acrocephalus scirpaceus) Warblers, while Herons (Ardea cinerea) are a common sight stalking the 

Rhynes for fish and frogs. The levels are commonly patrolled by Buzzards (Buteo buteo) and Little 

Owls (Athene noctua) are to be seen around West End. In winter the levels may be invaded by large 

numbers of migrants such as Fieldfare (Turdus pilaris), Redwing  

(Turdus musicus) and Lapwing (Vanellus vanellus). The Rhynes 

are home to Swan (Cygnus olor), Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) 

and many other water birds. Water Boatmen (Notonecta glauca), 

Water Scorpions (Nepa cinerea), and Dragonfly and Damselfly 

larvae thrive in these habitats, which are food for the Frogs 

(Rana temporaria), Sticklebacks , Carp, Tench, Bream, Rudd, 

Roach and Pike. Butterflies, Dragonflies and Damselflies 

frequent the Rhynes, and amongst the larger animals we find 

Foxes, Stoats, Weasels and Hedgehogs and occasional Water 

Voles, while Adders (Vipera berus) and Grass Snakes (Natrix 

natrix) are also often found here. 

 

 

24) Tyntesfield. 

 

  This property, formerly the home of the Gibbs family, came on 

to the market in 2002 and was acquired by the National Trust 

with assistance from the National Heritage Memorial Fund and 

many local private benefactors. It is surrounded by 200 Ha of 

gardens, farmland and uspoilt woodland. Much of this still 

remains to be explored, though it is clear that there is 

considerable potential for wildlife. 

.  
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Tyntesfield House - National Trust 

The buildings contain several bat roosts and 

eight species of bat are known to live in this 

area, notably the Lesser Horseshoe Bats 

(Rhinolophus hipposideros) which roost in 

the courtyard. Over 90 individuals of this 

endangered species have been counted there. 

Other bat species found include the greater 

Horseshoe (Rhinolophus ferrumequinum), 

Brown Long Eared (Plecotus auritus), and 

Serotine (Eptesicus serotinus), Whiskered 

(Myotis sp), and the two Pipistrelle 

species.(Pipistrellus pipistrellus and P. 

pygmaeus). 

 

The female Glow Worm (Lampyris noctiluca) 

may be seen on a warm June night in the area 

close to the house at Tyntesfield. These beetles are in rapid decline, probably due to the increase in 

urban lights that may distract the males. Their food is mainly snails and slugs, which are in plentiful 

supply in this area. 

 

A spectacular display of Autumn Ladies Tresses 

(Spiranthes spiralis) may be seen in the lawn outside 

the main house. In the woods may be found the rare 

wild Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum multiflorum) and 

the Green Hellebore (Helleborus viridis). The estate 

was planted with a variety of exotic trees, many of 

which are now at the peak of maturity. These have 

been catalogued and mapped by local tree expert, 

Tony Titchen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sulphur Polypore (Laetiporus sulphureus) 

Tyntesfield estate 
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Worm tubes on Stiockway North.. 

 
 

Fossilized coral on Stockway North 

25) Geology 

 

Coal seams under Nailsea are shaped like a series of 

saucers with upturned rims, giving outcrops around 

the edges of the Town, and these were the first to be 

exploited. Coal has been mined in Nailsea for many 

centuries, and evidence of pits dating from the 19th 

Century when the industry was at its peak may still 

be seen. Many shafts were sunk to mine the thin 

seams but eventually these became uneconomic as 

the coal was of a relatively low grade, and mining 

was terminated at the turn of the century. The seams 

are separated by thick layers of Pennant sandstone 

that is mostly without any signs of fossils. This 

durable stone was used in the construction of many 

walls and buildings. The Carboniferous limestone 

imported from the Mendips or from Backwell now 

incorporated into walls in the Town centre contains 

many fossils. The ‘U’ shaped tubes of the worm Diplocraterion may be found in the wall close to 

the BT telephone exchange. These are characterised as paired holes joined by a so-called ‘sprite’, 

representing the area in which the worm moved in 

response to the tides. Similar worms are still found 

around our coasts (cf the Lugworm). 

 

Remains of a colonial coral (Lithostrotian) may be 

found in the wall opposite Somerfield supermarket 

on Stockway North. Fossilised corals may also be 

seen in the boulders in Stockway North Nature 

Reserve that were derived from Shipham Quarries. 

These solitary Carboniferous corals were 2 to 3 cm 

in diameter. 
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Robin at Backwell Lake 

Evidence of the history of coal mining in Nailsea may be 

found in various places across the Town. The principal site 

is Middle Engine Pit (sometimes known as the Elms) is now 

protected by English Heritage as an ancient monument, as it 

is the best remaining example of a 19
th

 Century pithead in 

the UK. The area has become overgrown and it is now a 

refuge for a wide variety of wildlife, encouraged by the 

small artificial ponds. It is hoped that this site can be 

preserved and that it can be retained as a new nature reserve.  

The history and geophysical survey of a pithead that was 

adjacent to the Stockway North Nature Reserve has been 

reported by Smith (2001), while the results of a drilling 

survey are given in an unpublished report (Hydrock, 2004). 

 

The area of woodland to the south of Backwell managed by 

the Backwell Environment Trust contains a vein of lead ore 

(galena) that was probably exploited in the 18
th
 Century. The 

remains of pits extend the length of this vein and pieces of 

the glistening galena can still be found here. 

 

 

26) Gardens 

 

Much can be done to attract wildlife into urban gardens and this 

can be a source of great interest. Birds can be encouraged into 

gardens by putting out food and by providing water, especially 

in the winter. Nesting boxes also attract birds, particularly the 

Blue- and Great-Tits, but boxes with open fronts can also be 

provided for Blackbirds and Thrushes. Tawny Owls can 

sometimes be heard even close to the centre of Nailsea, and 

special nesting boxes can be used to encourage them to breed. 

Other attractive birds that can be seen include Jays, 

Woodpeckers and a variety of finches and warblers. The almost 

fearless Robins are particularly conspicuous in our gardens when 

 
 

Speckled Bush Cricket 

(Leptophyes punctatissima) 



 

 

44 

 
 

Young Hedgehog found in a garden  

compost heap 

we have been turning over the soil to expose the 

earthworms and other invertebrates. 

 

Garden ponds attract much wildlife, especially 

amphibians and dragonflies and they are used by 

birds to gather food, for bathing and as a source of 

drinking water. It is probably better for invertebrate 

wildlife to avoid having fish in ponds, and care 

should always be taken in introducing vertebrates to 

ponds. Some amphibian diseases can be easily 

spread in this way. Frogs will usually find their own 

way to the pond from others in the neighbourhood. 

Certain alien water plants should also be avoided 

since they can soon spread, and become dominant, 

to the detriment of our native flora. For example, 

the New Zealand Pygmy Weed (Crassula helmsii) 

is now established in the pond in Stockway North 

Nature Reserve. 

 

Compost heaps encourage invertebrates and these in turn attract threatened mammals like 

Hedgehogs. For those gardeners who are troubled by Badger 

activity, one suggested solution might be to soak rope in 

diesel oil and spread it among the plants. Badgers are very 

sensitive to strange smells and should be easily deterred in 

this way. 

 

Wildlife is able to flourish in some Churchyards, and these 

are particularly valuable since the public is usually allowed 

free access. The area around Christ Church in the centre of 

Nailsea has over 80 species of wild flowers, some of which 

are quite unusual, including Mouse Ear Hawkweed 

(Hieracium pilosella) with its lemon colored flowers that is 

found amongst the grass, and the Grey Sedge (Carex 

divulsa).  Several aliens are well established here, like the 

 
 

Wolf Spider 
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Great Quaking Grass (Briza maxima ) that was probably 

introduced as an ornamental. Several different ferns grow 

in the walls, together with Ivy Leaved Toadflax 

(Cymballaria muralis) that is an introduced species being 

first recorded in 1640. 

 

 

27) Bats  

 

Bats have suffered a serious decline in the UK for three 

main reasons. Firstly, because of the loss of roosts, since 

modern houses have fewer crevices in which they can 

hibernate; secondly since the wood preservatives often used there are toxic to bats, and thirdly since 

the bats resident in the UK feed on moths, beetles and other insects that are now less frequent. Of 

particular significance is the loss of our tall hedgerows supporting large numbers of insects and 

along which bats forage. It is therefore important to retain these ancient hedges to help safeguard our 

bats. 

 

Of the 17 species of bat commonly found in the UK, two of these, the Lesser- (Rhinolophus 

hipposideros) and Greater- (Rhinolophus ferrumequinum) Horseshoe Bats are particularly 

threatened, and South West England is the last stronghold of these species. The Horseshoe Bats 

differ from others in the UK by emitting the call through their noses, which have a horseshoe-like 

shape, while all others emit the call from their mouths. 

 

Probably the most frequent of the bats – the Common Pipistrelle – can still be seen flying around our 

houses. It is only in the last few years that work at Bristol University has shown that this bat was 

being confused with another species that is also quite frequent - the Soprano Pipistrelle (Pipistrellus 

Pygmaeus) , which is almost identical in appearance, but distinguished on the basis of its ultrasonic 

call.  The Soprano Pipistrelle, as its name implies, has a higher pitched call, and DNA sequencing 

has now confirmed the distinction of these bats. Bats use ultrasonics to locate their prey and to 

navigate at night, although they have excellent vision. It is possible to identify bats by the frequency 

of this call, which is normally beyond the range of human hearing. Modern techniques for reducing 

the frequency to bring it within the audible range include the heterodyne detector and the frequency 

 
 

Tawny Mining Bee 
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Sonogram of Pipistrelle bats in the centre of 

Nailsea, emerging from a roost in the Old 

Vicarage. 

division detector. Using the latter device it is 

possible to record the signal and play it back 

through a computer for the analysis of the 

frequency 

 spectrum. From the shape and peak of this 

spectrum, the species of bat can be identified with 

reasonable certainty. In the sonogram above, the 

call of the Common Pipistrelle bats (Pipistrellus 

pipistrellus) can be seen in the upper series, while 

the lower series is caused in this case by the 

ultrasonic call of the Speckled Bush Cricket 

(Leptophyes punctatissima), neither of which are 

within the frequency range of normal hearing. 

 

As well as the Pipistrelles and the Horseshoe Bats, 

Noctule (Nyctalus noctula), Serotine (Eptesicus 

serotinus) and Daubenton’s  (the Water Bat, Myotis daubentonii) occur quite often in North 

Somerset. There is a large colony of Lesser Horseshoe Bats at Tyntesfield (National Trust) and 

special walks are arranged there to allow visitors to watch them emerge from their roost. Other 

colonies may be found at Brockley, at Chelvey, and at Barrow Hospital where they roost in the 

underground heating ducts. 
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29) North Somerset Wildlife Wardens 

Parish Wildlife Wardens care about the future of our wildlife and try to improve local habitats and 

protect biodiversity - in gardens, in parishes and in the whole of North Somerset. They aim to 

promote wildlife issues, recording, monitoring and identifying areas of wildlife interest and acting as 

a link between the community and relevant bodies on wildlife issues, while promoting habitat 

creation and conservation in North Somerset. They record the local wildlife, flowers, trees and 

hedges, monitor bat and bird populations, and thereby help to protect local habitats. There is free 

training for all wardens who would like to increase their own identification and monitoring skills 

The Wildlife Wardens also try to encourage sustainable lifestyles. If you are interested in becoming 

a Wildlife Warden, contact the ecologists at North Somerset Council. Further information can be 

found on the websites www.wildlifewardens.co.uk or www.nailseanature.org.uk  

One of the main purposes of this book is to show the variety of wildlife that can be found in close 

proximity to Nailsea. All of the photographs were taken within about 2 miles from the Town. 

Printed on paper produced from sustainable forests. 
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31) Relevant organisations  

 

Avon Bat Group www.avonbatgroup.org.uk 

Avon Wildlife Trust www.avonwildlifetrust.org.uk  tel 0117 9177270  

Backwell Environment Trust (Dr Bill Charnock - tel 01275 462083) 

Bristol Naturalists Society www.bristolnats.org.uk 

Bristol Regional Environmental Records Centre www.brerc.org.uk 

Forest of Avon www.forestofavon.org 

Friends of Nowhere Wood (Pat Gilbert – tel 01275 853436)  

Friends of Stockway North Nature Reserve (Pat Robinson – tel. 01275 854628) 

Hawk and Owl Trust www.hawkandowl.org 

Nailsea Environmental and Archaeological Trust (Phil Barclay - tel 01275 854124) 

Nailsea Environment & Wildlife Trust (NEWT) www.newt.btck.co.uk 

Nailsea Town Council www.nailseatowncouncil.gov.uk 

Nailsea Wildlife Wardens www.nailseanature.org.uk 

National Trust   www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main  

Natural England www.naturalengland.org.uk 

Natural History of Nailsea www.nailseanature.org.uk  

North Somerset Council  www.n-somerset.gov.uk 

North Somerset Wildlife Wardens www.wildlifewardens.co.uk 

Treegazing (Tony Titchen - tel 01275 848629) 

Woodland Trust  www.woodland-trust.org.uk 

Yanley and North Somerset Environment Company (YANSEC) www.yansec.org.uk 

Yatton and Congresbury Wildlife Action Group www.yacwag.org.uk 
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