Milton Keynes Natural History Society


VISIT TO TATTENHOE LINEAR PARK & TATTENHOE PARK 
Tuesday 25th August 2015

led by Mike LeRoy & Gordon Redford
Risks and safety:
· Traffic on the road at Steinbeck Crescent. Assemble off the road rather than on or near it, before and after the walk.

· Ponds and streams, some masked by vegetation.

· Undulations and cavities on and beside our route and around some of the trees we wish to look at, also masked by vegetation.

· Wasps nests in the ground and in trees.

Notes of species you see or hear today will be welcome. We need to build up our knowledge of the range of wildlife in these areas. Please pass on a record of species you see to Gordon Redford or Mike LeRoy, either a note today, or an e-mail or photos afterwards.

Tattenhoe Park is a relatively new name for the area of housing that is being developed north of Tattenhoe Linear Park towards Kingsmead Spinney. The much older names for this area are: ‘Tattenhoe Bare’ on the south-facing slopes down to Tattenhoe Brook and ‘Tattenhoe Common’ across the ridge. Both of these were part of Whaddon Chase.

Whaddon Chase was a mediaeval royal hunting forest like: Bernwood, Whittlewood, Salcey and Rockingham Forests (Rachel Thomas gave a talk to MKNHS in autumn 2013 about Bernwood Forest. Her partner, Paul Waring is a leading moth expert and is giving a talk to the Society this autumn). In the 13th century Whaddon Chase covered over 22,000 acres (9,000 hectares) between Great Horwood, Nash, Whaddon, Tattenhoe, Mursley, Swanbourne and Little Horwood. Some of the wooded areas remain, such as: (New) College Wood and, flanking the A421, Thrift Coppice and Coddimore Coppice. It was not all woodland. It included: wood-pasture, commons, a ‘lawn’ and productive coppiced woodland, but for centuries was used for deer hunting. In 1616, King James 1st made 24-year old George Villiers (later 1st Duke of Buckingham) Keeper of Whaddon Park and Chase, but he was murdered in 1628 and ownership of his estates at Whaddon Chase, Shenley & Tattenhoe passed to Thomas Stafford. It was bought by James Selby in 1698, whose inheritor was the enthusiastic fox-hunter, William Selby-Lowndes, whose family held much of this land into the 20th century. An 1840 Inclosure Act enabled the landowners to fence off fields and extinguish commoner rights of use of woodlands and pastures. Old wood-pasture and woodland like Whaddon Chase often has veteran and ancient trees.
Tattenhoe Bare: the name suggests that this area was relatively unwooded, probably wood-pasture with scattered individual trees. Several magnificent old but not yet veteran Oaks (Quercus robur Pedunculate Oak) survive in this landscape.
Tattenhoe Common is further north and was probably open field farmland with commoner rights, subsequently subject to the Enclosure Acts and creation of hedged fields. In the 20th century, Tattenhoe Bare Farm was owned by Margaret Powell, a benefactor of Milton Keynes, and the square in front of MK Gallery and Theatre is named after her.

Kingsmead Spinney is north of Tattenhoe Common, just south of Kingsmead housing. A recent planning application is for development of housing to the Spinney’s west and east (206 houses on 6 hectares, to be called Kingsmead South). The woodland may well be the remnants of a hunting ‘covert’ though it contains several veteran trees at its south and west edges.
Tattenhoe Linear Park: The western end of the Linear Park runs from Bottledump roundabout on H8 Standing Way to Water Spinney just east of V1 Snelshall Street. It then continues eastward all the way to Furzton Lake. It was established during the MK Development Corporation era and was transferred to The Parks Trust when that was established in 1992. It is mostly to the north of the Tattenhoe Brook. It contains an important unimproved meadow which is a designated Local Wildlife Site (Gordon Redford has been doing some moth recording here with assistance from Mike LeRoy). The linear park also has an ancient Oak Quercus robur towards Bottledump roundabout and six small ponds where there is plenty of dragonfly and damselfly interest and is worth further study for plants and pondlife.
Tattenhoe Park housing is being developed north of Tattenhoe Linear Park up to Kingsmead Spinney and the new Kingsmead South housing area. It is expected to include over 1,200 homes. Phase 1 housing off Hayton Way (147 homes) is nearing completion. Priory Rise Primary School was opened in 2008 and an avenue of Lime Tilia cordata trees was planted through the playing fields next to it.

Tattenhoe Park new landscape. New landscaping was developed by the MK Partnership/HCA around 2006 so has had time to mature before the housing is developed. This landscape was transferred to The Parks Trust in 2012. It includes playing fields and streams and paths which run in fingers through this development area, and four quite large new ponds which will act as flood-control balancing lakes. Within the next areas to be developed for housing there are several substantial old, wide-canopied Oak and Ash trees, characteristic of wood pasture and field landscapes. One ancient Ash Fraxinus excelsior pollard and some of the old Oaks are in the areas owned by The Parks Trust, others will be among the houses.
Ancient and veteran trees. The Society had a talk about ancient and veteran trees in November 2013 by David Alderman, director of The Tree Register of the British Isles, entitled ‘The Ancient Tree Hunt in Buckinghamshire’, though he had few examples from Milton Keynes.
By definition an ‘Ancient’ tree is old for its species. A ‘Veteran’ tree may not be so old and it will have some of the characteristics of an Ancient tree, but there is more to Ancient and Veteran trees than their age. The book, ‘Veteran Trees: a guide to good management’ (English Nature 1999) defines an ‘Ancient’ tree as having most of the following characteristics:
a) biological, aesthetic or cultural interest because of its great age

b) a growth stage that is described as ancient or post-mature

c) a chronological age that is old relative to others of the same species.

The English Nature book provides a rough rule of thumb for Oaks, that trees with a diameter at breast height of:
· more than 1.0m (girth 3.2m) are potentially interesting

· more than 1.5m (girth 4.7m) are valuable in terms of conservation

· more than 2.0m (girth 6.25m) are truly ancient.

More recently, The Ancient Tree Forum published ‘Ancient and other veteran trees: further guidance on management’ (2013) which incorporates new knowledge built up over recent decades.

The playwright Henry Dryden is reputed to have said about Oaks, “Three centuries he grows and three he stays, supreme in state, and in three more decays”. Few British species live as long as Oak, so changes in size of each species are different.
Characteristic features of ancient and veteran trees are:

· large girth

· progressive narrowing of successive annual increments in the stem

· retrenchment of the crown

· major trunk cavities

· hollowing of the central wood
· naturally forming water pools

· decay holes

· physical damage to the trunk

· bark loss

· large quantities of deadwood in the canopy

· sap runs

· crevices in the bark

· fungal fruiting bodies of heart-rotting species

· high number of interdependent wildlife species

· epiphytic plants

· high aesthetic interest

· an ‘old’ look.

These characteristics make ancient trees valuable habitat for many species of fungi and insects, some of which don’t live anywhere else. For example, the Oak Polypore Piptoporus quercinus has been recorded from only 22 sites in England. When Mark Telfer gave a talk to the Society in 2011 about ‘Beetles & Deadwood’, he explained his use of emergence traps and searching in tree rot-holes to find rare species of hoverfly, beetle and other insects. These are as important as the ancient tree itself.
Andy McVeigh has started surveying Whaddon Chase for ancient and veteran trees with assistance from Mike LeRoy and Gordon Redford. He is using the methodology developed by Natural England and the Ancient Tree Forum, similar to that used for the Ancient Tree Hunt which was coordinated by the Woodland Trust, The Tree Register of the British Isles and the Ancient Tree Forum.

Two ancient trees are on our route. One is an Oak in the Tattenhoe Linear Park, the other is an Ash pollard in a landscape finger in the area yet to be developed for Tattenhoe Park housing. There are also in that area several fine old Oaks and Ashes which we might call proto-ancient trees, i.e. ancient trees of the future. Two splendid ancient trees are further north than our walk at the southern edge of Kingsmead Spinney and worth a separate visit.
On the MK Natural History Society website you can find a list of ancient, veteran and old trees in the Milton Keynes area compiled by former member Mel Jones. Select ‘Publications’ header then click on ‘Database of older trees across MK Borough’ for a spreadsheet. Mel’s ‘Top Trees’ list is also worth a look.

Wildlife of Tattenhoe Linear Park and Tattenhoe Park
It is likely that more has been recorded of the biodiversity of the 1 acre (0.4 hectare) Tattenhoe Meadow than of all the rest of the western end of Tattenhoe Linear Park and Tattenhoe Park. And for Tattenhoe Meadow, more is known about plants than other orders. Some MKNHS members walk the area and observe birds, butterflies and dragonflies and there is occasional moth recording at Tattenhoe Meadow. Sparrowhawk are seen in the linear park often, Red Kite occasionally and several migrant warblers frequent the area. This may be one of the few areas within the boundaries of the city in which Brown Hare are still seen. No doubt, the long-grass and rough-ground areas, soon to be developed, have plenty of Grasshoppers and Crickets and birds such as Skylark. Certainly, school groups that do pond-dipping as part of Parks Trust Education visits find plenty of interest in these ponds. This leaves plenty more wildlife to see and record, so we can understand more about the ecology of this area and its conservation.

You should see a few plant galls on our walk. One is on acorns of Pedunculate Oak Quercus robur and is the Knopper gall caused by a tiny Cynipid wasp, Andricus quercuscalisis in the sexual generation of this hymenoptera. What emerges from the gall in the following spring is a female in the asexual stage of the insect which lays its already fertilised egg in catkins of a Turkey Oak Quercus cerris tree. You can find 6-minute video about this by Richard Attenborough online at: http://iberianature.com/britainnature/tag/andricus-quercuscalicis/
If you want to learn more about Plant Galls you could apply to go on a day course about them at Howe Park Wood On Sunday 11th October: details from Bucks & MK Environmental Records Centre.
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