Holt Wood Newsletter, July 2010 
Kay’s Creepy Crawly Bug Hunt.

“Bugs have a proboscis on the front of the head, used for piercing and sucking. Some live in water others on land. They are predators or live on plant sap…” (Small Woodland Creatures, 2001, L. Olsen et al., Oxford University Press).
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A fallen Elm stump sculptured into a fox’s head, guardian of the meadow.

While Anne gave her guided tour of the wood for our Open Day in celebration of the Herbal Medicine Awareness Week I arranged a Creepy Crawly Bug Hunt for the children who had arrived with their parents. This year has seen an explosion of growth in the wood and this has given rise to increased populations of insects and woodland creatures. On a hot day, as it was on the day, the air becomes a frantic and busy space for bumble bees, honey bees, hornets, wasps, midges, a myriad of species of flies and a spectacle of colourful butterflies. Butterflies being the most attractive and fun to watch dancing and flirting in pairs, we spotted Fritillaries, Peacocks, Green-Veined Whites and Holly Blues.

Grouped sitting quietly staring at the ground vast civilisations of creepy crawlies become visible, all the children fascinated by the hopping Grasshoppers and Crickets abundant everywhere we looked. Also abundant the Froghoppers and Leaf hoppers hiding and resting in their foaming spit “cuckoo spit” homes on the many various wild flowers and bramble weeds. Spiders and beetles also drawing attention of the children, the spiders and their not so tangled and very sparkly webs producing sometimes squeamish yells from all, including me!

But most popular of all were the many creatures living in and around the pond. There was the very surprised grumpy greenish slippery Toad. Exposed when we lifted up a stone with other creatures, who if enlarged would be cast in horror films, scurrying away from the many pairs inquisitive of eyes. A lizard came to see poking its nose out of the undergrowth only to dart back in again faster than a jet when confronted with the commotion it had caused. The pond home to water beetles, shrimps and newts including a brightly bluish green metallic dragonfly hovering in and out of sight provided an exciting end to our bug hunt.  The children enjoyed matching their finds with an insect book, especially identifying the scary-looking Water Scorpion.
We Planted Even More Trees.
Some generous friends gave or purchased addiitonal trees whcih we have incorporated into the wood, mostly productive of fruit or nuts, so that we can harvest apples, cobnuts, walnuts in future years. We are especially grateful to Jill for Corylus avellana or cobnut varieties 'Cosford', 'Halls Giant' and 'Webbs Prize Cobb' and for Juglans regia or walnut varieties 'Parisienne' and 'Meylanaise' all supplied by the Agroforestry Trust. We replanted several old cordon apples from the garden in Crediton and are keeping our fingers crossed that they survive. All of these have been planted near the edges of rides in order to ensure that they receive some light when other trees are taller. Thanks also to Linda and Barry for an Ash tree. We also planted a variety of Morus alba, a weeping white mulberry, in memory of Oliver Piercy.
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Common Centaury (Centaurium erythraea) , a member of the Gentian family, in July 2010.
Works at Holt Wood.
The area around the tool shed has now been improved with a lot of chippings and some drainage, so that parking and turning a car is more feasible. We have replaced some power tools, although we no longer keep these in the tool shed. Our main effort so far this year has been strimming and trying to keep paths and rides regularly cut through the summer. We have been looking at advice on mowing and cutting with a view to maximising the potential for both insects and wild flowers. Most advice suggests that the timing of cutting is crucial for meadows, depending on whether spring or summer-flowering plants are desired. For example, see:
http://www.wildmeadows.org.uk/content.asp?did=117   There seems to be less advice on strimming in woodlands, perhaps because  there is less need once tree cover is established. However small areas of new woodland, like ours, and woodland with rides and glades have considerable amounts of plant growth at ground level. The BCTV provide some useful advice on management of woodland glades at:
http://handbooks.btcv.org.uk/handbooks/content/section/3742  and they distinguish 3 types of results from planting seed mixtures: flowery meadow, early-flowering and late-flowering sown mixtures. Essentially the mowing regime involves reducing the competitive plants that crowd out low-growing or weaker plants. Advice usually mentions the removal of cut material to reduce fertility and timing of cuts to allow plants to grow and seed. Other advice we have seen refers to the need to cut early to avoid disturbing or damaging insect and bird life. So for us, we have decided that a best compromise is to go for a complete cut under all trees before the end of April, followed by another cut after the end of September.  All paths and rides will be repeatedly cut. The purpose of this regime is to lessen the growth of brambles, nettles and ferns under trees in spring, and to clear the ground again for a fresh start after most plants have seeded.  We will also try to gather up cuttings and remove them in the wetter parts, composting or burning them and producing locally fertile areas for planting quick-growing summer vegetables like tomatoes. In the less fertile upper parts of the wood we will leave cuttings to break down as a mulch and generally aim to improve the soil which has become so nitrogen-poor after nearly 4 decades under pine trees.  This year we have noticed that this arrangement has worked well for us so far, giving us a chance to have a break from strimming in the summer, and for the trees to grow strongly in the spring with reduced competition from grasses and other plants.
Other News
(i) Anne has arranged a trip to the United Plant Savers Plant Santuary in Ohio, United States this autumn. She will be part of their Internship programme and hopes to learn lots about US medicinal plants. You can keep an eye on her travels at the blog site:
http://herbaid.blogspot.com/2010/07/us-botanical-sanctuary.html
(ii) Working Days at Holt Wood are erratic and depend on the weather.  Usually we spend about half the day clearing, chopping, slashing and burning and the rest of the day eating, drinking and mulching. Email us at herbaid@herbaid.co.uk if you would like to come on a Wood Working Day (generally one Saturday per month) or phone Kay or Anne on 01363 777531 or 0781 7762549.

