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QUARTERLY NEWSLETTER 
 

Newsletter No. 136 Winter 2011/2012 
 

Chorley and District Natural History Society is a 
Registered Charity: Registration Number 513466 

 
EDITORIAL 

 
Just a follow up from the last Newsletter, when I wrote that Committee members 
represent the Society on the Advisory Groups for Astley Park and Yarrow Valley Park.  
Please note that the committee members concerned are Keith Woan and Carol 
Thistlethwaite for Astley Park, and Nora West and myself for Yarrow Valley Park.  If 
you have any issues relating to the two parks or any other  open spaces in the 
Chorley area, we should be pleased to raise them with the Council’s officers on your 
behalf. 
 

Neil Southworth 
 
 

 

 
 

Big Lodge Yarrow Valley Park 
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FLORA REPORT 

 
 

Did summer ever go away?  We seemed to have a crazy time from October to 
December with some flowers still in bloom a week before Christmas.  I had red 
campion, herb Robert, hogweed, buttercup and dandelion as well as the ones you 
would expect to be still in flower. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Herb Robert 
 
 
It has all been very confusing.  I shall therefore  inform you a little about “Plantlife” … 
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 Plantlife  
 
Plantlife is the charity that speaks up for the nation’s wild plants.  We work hard to 
protect them on the ground and to build understanding of the vital role they play in 
everyone’s lives.  Wild plants are essential to life – they clean our air and water, 
provide food and shelter for our insects, birds and animals and are critical in the fight 
against climate change.  Plantlife carries out practical conservation work, manages 
nature reserves, influences policy and legislation, runs events and activities that 
connect people with their local wild plants and works with others to promote their 
conservation for the benefit of all.  One of their main projects is Wildflowers Counts.  
This is the UK’s only annual national wild plant survey, which every year helps us 
keep track of some of our most common wild flowers. 

Many of these can be easily taken for granted, or even overlooked while we study 
rare and endangered species.   Common species are important and can be under 
pressure from pollution or poor land management practices.  This is why we need to 
count our more common wildflowers; they are indicators of how healthy our 
countryside is. 

Wildflowers Count has three different ways to take part.  All surveys are done within a 
1km square that is selected to be within easy reach of your home.  And there is a new 
list of 99 wildflowers to count.  You can choose which survey you would like to take 
part in, as best suits your interests or experience:- 

• Wildflowers Path - take a 1km walk through your square, taking note of any 
of the wildflowers in the Wildflowers Count ID guide (and the type of habitats) 
along the way. 

 
• Wildflower Plots - the basis of the old Common Plants Survey.  We provide 

you with a small square plot, and a small linear plot, square, within which we 
ask you to note any of the 99 wildflowers from the guide, along with how 
abundant they are. 

 
• Become a Super-surveyor!   Some volunteers told us that they felt 

frustrated that they could only record the few wildflowers in the ID Guide, so 
we have changed things.  Those who feel confident enough will be able to 
identify as many plants as they can. 

 
You can register for the 2012 survey by  emailing wfc@plantlife.org.uk or leaving a 
message on our telephone hotline 01722 342755. 

David Beattie 
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BIRD REPORT 
 
October 
 
A Red-throated Diver was on Belmont Reservoir on 8th October.  However, it was just 
passing through and couldn’t be relocated the next day.  Pink-footed Geese were 
arriving in numbers with 500 over Croston Moss on the 2nd, another 200 over Croston 
on the 9th, 200 over Eccleston on the 13th and another 100 over Eccleston on the 20th.  
A single Whooper Swan was noted over Euxton on the 13th.  Resident Mute Swans 
included 2 on Astley Park lake, 5 at Yarrow Valley Park, and one on Common Bank 
Lodge all on the 9th.  2 adults and 3 juveniles were at Lower Healey (30th).  The 
resident pair of Great Crested Grebes and juvenile were still at Yarrow Valley Park on 
the 2nd.  A pair of Little Grebes was still on Astley Park lake (13th) and a single bird 
was at Cuerden Valley Park (22nd).  Other wildfowl records of interest included 4 
Gadwall on a pond on Croston Moss (2nd, 8th and 16th), Goosander on the Yarrow at 
Eccleston (4th), 4 Teal on Syd Brook (12th) and one on the old canal spur at Whittle 
(15th) and finally a male Pochard on Anglezarke Reservoir (16th). 
 

 
 

Water Rail 
 

A Water Rail was on Top Lodge at Yarrow Valley Park (2nd) and two were there on the 
16th.  Snipe records at the site included 5 on the 2nd and 7 on the 16th.  Elsewhere, 5 
were on Croston Moss (2nd) increasing to 30 by the 16th.  Two were at a pond on 
Tinklers Lane fields (4th) and 6 were there on the 10th.  A Green Sandpiper was at the 
same pond on the 12th.  A Golden Plover was on the Chorley side of Winter Hill (2nd), 
4 were at Great Hanging Bridge (8th) and 4 were elsewhere on Croston Moss (16th).  
A flock of 60 Lapwing was at Withnell Fold Flash on the 23rd. 
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A male Hen Harrier was seen along the Yarrow between Croston and Eccleston on 
the 27th.  Possibly the same bird was then seen on Croston Moss on the 28th and 30th.  
Merlins were also seen on Croston Moss on 23rd and 30th.  Peregrines were noted at 
Eccleston (10th), Eyes Lane (15th) and Croston Moss (30th).  A Barn Owl was noted at 
German Lane, Euxton (22nd) and a Little Owl was at Great Hanging Bridge (30th). 
 
A total of 40 Grey Partridge in 3 coveys were noted on the mosses on the 2nd and 19 
Red-legged Partridge were noted at the same site on the same day.  Kingfishers were 
seen at Heapey lodges (16th) and at Yarrow Valley Park (18th). 
 
Summer visitors were still around with Swallows seen regularly including 10 at 
Eccleston (3rd), 7 at Bretherton (10th) and finally 2 at Great Knowley (15th).  The last 
House Martin record was one at Eccleston on the 7th.  Wheatears were seen on 
Croston Finney (1st), 2 on Winter Hill (2nd) and 2 at Eccleston (3rd).  A female / 
immature Black Redstart was on Winter Hill (20th). 

 
Black Redstart 
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Redwings were a little later than normal with the first record being 16 at Lower Healey 
on the 9th, followed by birds at Clayton (10th) and Eccleston (13th).  There was a 
widespread arrival of Fieldfare on the 13th with 27 along Stronstrey Bank, 50 at 
Heapey, 30 at Eccleston and 18 at Cuerden.  200 were at Eccleston on the 14th and a 
large movement was noted over Chorley on the same day.  20 were then seen at 
Whittle (17th), 40 at Withnell Fold (23rd) and 60 at Bretherton (23rd).  A passage of 
Siskin was evident on the 22nd with birds noted at Euxton, Eccleston and Lower 
Healey.  A party of Crossbill was heard over Chorley Town Centre on the 2nd.  Willow 
Tits were noted at Euxton (17th) and on Croston  (30th). 
 

 
 

Willow Tit 
 
Finch flocks included 100 Linnet on Croston Finney (1st), 100 Greenfinch on Croston 
Moss (8th) and 200 Goldfinch at the same site on the same day.  50 Skylark and 50 
Meadow Pipit were on Croston Finney on the 1st and 100 of the latter were on Croston 
Moss on the 8th.  825 Jackdaw were noted going to roost at Buckshaw on the 28th. 
200 Woodpigeon were at Eccleston on the 31st.  A flock of 18 Long-tailed Tits were at 
Great Knowley on the 1st and a similar number of Pied Wagtails were on Eccleston 
cricket field on the 3rd. 
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November 
 
The male Hen Harrier was seen again on Croston Moss on 1st and 4th, and a ring-tail 
was there on the 27th.  Both male and female Peregrines were seen regularly around 
Morrison’s chimney and St George’s church, but there was no sign of the year’s 
young. Another bird was on Croston Moss on the 13th.  Buzzard records included 6 
over Hartwood on the 1st, 3 over Whittle on the 5th and 2 at Yarrow Valley Park on  the 
5th.  Barn Owls were noted at Buckshaw (3rd), and on Croston Moss (13th and 19th).  
Little Owls were seen on Croston Moss on 4th, 13th and 19th. 
 
Skeins of Pink-footed Geese continued to be noted including 100 over Hartwood and 
Anglezarke (6th), 70 over Croston Moss (12th) and 200 there on the 14th.  Better than 
that, however, were 200 feeding on the moss on the 19th and over 1000 there on the 
27th. 100 were also seen in fields off Jolly Tar Lane on the 25th.  The flock on 
Mawdesley Moss on the 27th included 2 Barnacle Geese.  On the 18th, 4 White-
fronted Geese were seen flying over Croston Finney.  Two Whooper Swans were 
seen over Croston Moss on the 12th, followed by 9 on the 13th.  A herd of around 100 
birds was feeding on the moss on the 19th and this contained a single Black Swan. 
 

 
 

Shelduck 
 

Other wildfowl records of interest included 4 Shelduck on Yarrow Reservoir (13th) and 
4 Mandarin on Adlington Reservoir on the same day.  Eleven Goosander were on the 
Douglas at Croston on the 19th, and 4 were on Common Bank Lodge on the 20th.  
Twenty Teal were on a pond at Eccleston on the 20th and 8 were on Upper Rivington 
Reservoir on the same day.  A single Little Grebe was on Astley Park lake on the 1st 
and 2 were on Common Bank Lodge on the 6th.  A Cormorant at Yarrow Valley Park 
became a daily visitor from the 1st. 
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Passage Snipe at Yarrow Valley Park appeared to be down to a single bird on the 1st.  
Elsewhere 10 were at Eccleston on the 2nd and 10 were on Croston Moss on the 12th.  
A Jack Snipe was at Eccleston on the 3rd.  Woodcock were seen at Eccleston on the 
9th and 14th.  A flock of around 100 Lapwing was on Croston Moss on the 12th, when 
20 Grey Partridge and 13 Red-legged Partridge were also seen.  A good count of 18 
Stock Dove was made there on the same day.  Two weeks later on the 26th several 
hundred Woodpigeon were noted on Mawdesley Moss. 
 

 
Richard’s Pipit 

 
Passerine record of the month was of a Richard’s Pipit flying west off Winter Hill on 
the 12th.  This was followed in importance by a female Black Redstart, again on 
Winter Hill, on the 20th.  Male and female Blackcaps were noted in a Chorley garden 
on 16th and 17th and a male was at Euxton on the 17th.  Goldcrest records included 2 
at Eccleston (7th), one at Euxton (9th) and 2 at Coppull also on the 9th.  A Brambling in 
an Euxton garden was the only record received for the month.  Winter thrush records 
were thin on the ground, suggesting that the large numbers seen in October had 
passed straight through.  40 Fieldfare at Eccleston on the 8th and several Redwing on 
Coppull Moor on the 16th was about as good as it got, but it has to be said that the 
berry crop this year was relatively light. 
 
Records of Willow Tit were again received with birds at the feeding station on Croston 
Moss (1st), and at Chisnall on the 10th, hopefully suggesting that they’ve had a good 
breeding season this year.  The flock of around 100 Linnets continued to be noted on 
Croston Moss.  A pair of raven was at the same site on the 1st.  Finally Kingfisher 
records included birds at Common Bank Lodge (6th), Park Hall lake (8th) and Withnell 
Fold Nature Reserve (27th). 
 
 
December 
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A flock of around 1000 Pink-footed Geese was noted feeding on Mawdesley Moss on 
the 3rd.  Other flocks down feeding during the month included 100 at Wymott (7th), 250 
at Ellerbeck (10th), 60 on Mawdesley Moss (17th) and finally a flock of 40 at Heskin on 
the 18th, which contained at least 3 White-fronted Geese.  A skein of 500 was noted 
flying high north-east between Croston and Mawdesley on the 8th.  A flock of 9 
Whooper Swans flying over Croston Moss on the 16th was the only record for the 
month.  In addition to the usual birds seen locally, a family of 2 adult and 4 immature 
Mute Swans was noted at Park Hall lake on the 29th.  A Great Crested Grebe had 
returned to Yarrow Valley Park on the 10th, when 8 Goosander were also present.  5 
Goosander were at Yarrow Reservoir on the 24th.  The long staying male Pochard on 
Anglezarke Reservoir was joined by a female on the 24th.  Teal numbers on Upper 
Rivington Reservoir had increased to 17 on the 24th.  30 were on a pond at Withnell 
Fold on the 27th.  Single Goldeneye were noted on Anglezarke Reservoir (24th) and at 
Twin Lakes, Croston (29th)  
 

 
 

Goldeneye 
Wader records were confined to Snipe and Woodcock, with 12 of the former on the 
mosses (3rd), 10 at Eccleston (26th) and 13 at the E-shaped pond (29th).  2 Jack Snipe 
were at the Eccleston site on the 26th.  Woodcock were at the E-shaped pond (4th), 
Chisnall (8th) and Eccleston (11th).  21 Pheasant were seen near Top Lock, Whittle on 
the 4th. 
 
 
 
 
There were no records of rarer raptors during the month, but Merlins on Mawdesley 
Moss (17th) and Whittle (31st) were obviously well worth seeing.  Peregrine sightings 
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included 2 on the mosses (3rd0, 2 on Morrison’s chimney (3rd), 1 over the E-shaped 
pond (4th), one at Coppull (19th) and one on St John’s church, Whittle on the 22nd.  Six 
Kestrel were counted on Mawdesley Moss on the 3rd, when 2 Buzzard were also 
noted.  Five Buzzard soaring together were seen at Whittle on the 22nd and 4 were 
seen at Coppull on the same day.  Barn Owls were noted at Buckshaw (5th) and on 
Mawdesley Moss (8th). 
 
The flock of Stock Doves on the mosses had built up to an impressive 60 birds by the 
17th, but paled into insignificance when compared to the 500 Woodpigeon on the 31st.  
Kingfisher sightings included birds on Croston Moss (16th) and at Withnell Fold (27th). 
 
Winter Hill again provided passerine of the month with Snow Bunting from the 3rd, 
increasing to 2 on the 18th and still present at the end of the month.  Frustratingly for 
the Manchester boys, they showed good taste by staying on the Chorley side of the 
border throughout.  Two birds recorded briefly in an Euxton garden on the 18th may 
well have been on their way to Winter Hill.  Suffice to say, it’s the garden record of a 
lifetime! 
 

 
Snow Bunting 

 
 
 
 

Other records of interest included female Blackcaps at Great Knowley (10th) and 
along Syd Brook (11th).  A Brambling was in a Chorley garden on the 13th and 6 Siskin 
were in Duke Street (18th).  A flock of 20 Fieldfare at Withnell Fold Flash on the 27th 
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was the only noteworthy winter thrush record.  Two Willow Tits were seen at Chisnall 
on the 12th, a single at Croston Moss (16th) and 2 in a Croston garden on the 31st.  A 
female / immature Stone chat was noted on Croston Moss on the 23rd, when up to 30 
Tree Sparrows were noted at the feeding station.  400 Jackdaws were noted feeding 
in a field at Croston on the 2nd.  A pair of Ravens was at Whittle on the 17th, and to 
end the year on a gruesome note a Magpie was seen taking a Chaffinch in a Chorley 
garden on the 21st. 
 
Many thanks to the following for submitting records:- 
 
I.Ball, D.Banks, D.Barker, I&D.Barnett, D.Beattie, D.Beevers, J.Bolton, J.Catt, 
P.Catterall, J.Cobham, B.Derbyshire, D.Downing, T.Dunn, J.Edwards, M.Fishwick, 
K.Haydock, P.Hodkinson, D.Holland, R.Hoyle, C&T.Johnson, P.King, P.Kirk, 
P.Krischkiw, E.Langrish, A.Leach, G.Lilley, I.Lynas, A.Makin, B.Makinson, D.North, 
L.Poxon, C.Rae, J.Riley, P.Ross, N.Southworth, R.Spencer, , C.Thistlethwaite, 
B.Thomas, M.Thornhill, R.Todd, S.Warford, N.&T.West, P.West, T.Westhead, 
P.Whittaker, I.Whittle, C.Winder, K.Woan, I.Woosey. 
 
Please continue to send your records to the forum or the editor. 

Neil Southworth 
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SLOES 
 

 
 

Blackthorn Flowers 
 

Blackthorn produces lovely white blossom early in Spring; the flowers appearing 
before the leaves.  The spiky bushes then go on to develop sloes, which are small 
damson type fruits.  
 
Sloes can be gathered to produce sloe gin, which we do some years but not always.  
A glass is a treat especially with Christmas cake. 
 
We always wonder if any form of wildlife eats sloes, as the bushes bearing them 
seem to hold the fruit until it shrivels and falls off. 
 
In mid-September we were in the Lake District, and witnessed a sloe feast in 
progress.  On a sunny bank a thicket of blackthorn was full of large luscious sloes and 
for some time a small group of blackbirds were gorging on the fruit, by tossing them 
down their throats one after another.   
 
Knowing how large the stones are in relation to the flesh the birds must have needed 
sometime to regurgitate the stones otherwise stomach ache could be a problem.  This 
was the first time we had observed anything eating sloes, and wondered if anyone 
else had other experiences/ observations. 
 

Chris Johnson 
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FLAMING FLAMINGOES 

 
The Greater Flamingos in the Algarve may look a little ungainly whilst feeding but 
once they are up and away they are more than beautiful with their flaming red wing 
coverts ablaze as they gracefully take to the sky.  In 2008 our third holiday to the 
Algarve in Portugal in twenty years took us back to Quinta Do Lago, part of an area of 
predominately golfing resorts situated within the Ria Formosa Nature Park which 
surrounds Faro.  We avoided the 40 degree temperatures of our first visit by going in 
October which also happened to coincide with the tail-end of bird migration! 
 
So as soon as we had unpacked I was off to take advantage of the extended daylight 
and explore past hunting grounds.  The nearby coastal area is made up of barrier 
islands, lagoons and salt marshes.  However my initial interest was to be the large 
salt pans favoured by the Greater Flamingos, not only by them but also a number of 
different waders.  I was not to be disappointed with a large group of flamingos, 
Avocets, Black-tailed godwits and Black-necked stilts as well as Spoonbills and White 
storks.  I also came across a small group of British birdwatchers who had seen a 
Black Kite and I was lucky enough to see it as flew off out of sight. 
 
I got up early most mornings to take the short drive down to coast to see what was 
about.  Although part of a golf course had taken up what I remember to have been a 
marshy area where stilts had bred there were a lot more birds around than I ever 
remembered.  Azure magpies, which I had never seen here before, were abundant 
picking off big flying bugs as they came out of their sandy nests amongst the pine 
woods. Also there were plenty of Stonechats around and a few Wheatears, Sardinian 
warblers and Crested larks.  The freshwater lake of the golf course contained a very 
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special party of Purple Gallinule and a large hide from which to observe them.  The 
bird is the symbol of the Park because it is quite rare in Portugal.  Other special birds 
there were a Glossy ibis and a Little Bittern which I mis-identified as a Black-crowned 
Night Heron. 
 
On the saltmarsh were curlew, whimbrel and golden plover as well as ringed plovers, 
little egrets and more spoonbills.  Two mornings I came across a kingfisher but my 
stalking skills were not good enough to get a photograph.  However I did manage to 
capture a flighty Indian Silverbill after hiding in some bushes.  In the woods Hoopoes 
and Green Woodpeckers evaded my lens but it was good to see that they were still 
around and protected despite all the ongoing development of holiday resorts.  We 
were planning to go to Cap St Vincent the most westerly point of Europe and when I 
met a Birdwatching tour guide who told me how good the migration was because of 
the northerly winds I could not wait to go, especially after the wind had pushed our 
aeroplane along one hour ahead of schedule.  Unfortunately the wind had dropped 
the day we went but it was still interesting to see from the cliffs adult and juvenile 
Gannets flying south.  Then on the way back we spotted a huge bird of prey and 
stopped behind some Portuguese people who had also seen it.  My guess was that it 
was a juvenile Griffon Vulture because of its size and pale body colouring.  We tried 
driving nearer to it for a closer look but it had gone by the time we got to where it had 
been. 
 
On the way back we stopped off at Praia de Luz to remember Madeleine McCann.  
However we felt unwelcome especially since the church was locked.  A quiet stop at a 
nearby fishing port put us at ease again as we watched a tern casually dive-fishing in 
the harbour.  As we flew into Faro I was lucky enough to be able to take pictures of 
the coastline and some of the local birding sites. These are mainly small lakes cut off 
from the sea by the sand dunes. I have posted these in the picasa web site along with 
most of my record shots including a few decent pictures of some of the birds. It was a 
little difficult finding to some of these places by car because they were now hidden 
amongst the ever-expanding holiday resorts.  However they were quite rewarding.  A 
new tower hide at Vale do Lobo gave good views of roosting Cattle Egrets and ducks.  
It was here that I saw and chased a snake into a bush where I managed to 
photograph it at a distance before later identifying it as a Ladder Snake.  On another 
occasion I walked for over two miles along the coastal paths to find another lake at 
Dunas Douradas.  It was good to see that some areas were being reserved for wild 
life albeit not much.  Green Woodpeckers were what I was keen to see after finding a 
family of them on our last visit some years previously.  Unfortunately I only caught 
glimpses of one and no pictures.  The same can be said about a distant Hoopoe. 
 
A journey westwards took us to the Pera Marshes which had plenty of waders and a 
local English birder who had left his wife in the car for half an hour's birding some one 
and a half hours previously!  He pointed me to that time.  Sadly he also related to me 
how the local farmer kept on letting water out of the marsh through a sluice for the 
benefit of his cattle and not the reserve's birds. 
 
Another old haunt was a lake near Vilamoura.  Here a Grey heron and a pair of Marsh 
Harriers were fighting for a perch on one of the very few trees around. Where years 
ago there were cattle here now there was a large reedbed and I hope it stays that 
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way.  I remember seeing my first ever Little Bittern here years ago.  It could still be 
lurking in there now. 
 
We were on holiday with two grandsons and in the hope of getting the older boy 
interested in birdwatching I took them out a couple of times to explore more than just 
the resort, just like I had done with my own children many years ago, but alas he 
would rather throw stones in the lakes and watch the golfers.  Now he is lost to 
football. 
 
Some of the birds were quite approachable and could be easily observed through my 
lens or bins, so the lack of hides was not of too much concern.  I just hope that the 
birds will not be driven away by the ever increasing resort developments, but I'll be 
sure to go back again. 
 

Chris Rae. 
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RIVINGTON MEMORIAL PINETUM 

 
One morning in early November I decided to spend some time meandering around 
the Pinetum at Rivington.  I would have preferred the site to have been left and 
allowed to develop naturally.  It was rough grassland with scattered oak and birch, on 
the edge of Hall Wood.  However the decision was made to turn the area into a 
Pinetum, so we are where we are.  
 
The first plantings were made in Spring 1993, in memory of Alan Payne, an employee 
of NWW.  These were of 30 specimen Wellingtonias.  Unfortunately these were 
vandalised but, not to be daunted, the planting was repeated in Spring 1994. 
 
More plantings were carried out every year until Autumn 2001.  These were all in 
memory of different people, and the trees were of many species.  An approximate 
total of 250 have been planted. 
 
As 17 years have gone by since the original plantings it is well worth while having a 
look at how these are maturing.  A leaflet is available from the Information centre at 
Rivington, and a self-guided tour would not be as interesting without it.  Each tree is 
marked with a coloured disc which cross references to the leaflet. 
 
The criticisms are that some of the discs are faded or occasionally missing.  Not all of 
the trees have been looked after very well; some have died or been strangled by 
supporting wires.  It is also sad that a few have been illegally taken for Christmas 
trees.  United Utilities will not at this stage be carrying out any more maintenance, nor 
replacing any of the dead trees.  Having said that, the aspect across the Pinetum is 
lovely, with many shades of green, and even gold, and every shape from round 
lollipops to tall pyramids. 
 
I walked around with my Mitchell Beazley pocket guide to Trees and the leaflet, and 
although I could not identify every specimen, a quick look on the computer when I got 
home filled in the gaps. 
 
The Spring 1994 Sequoiadendron Giganteum (Wellingtonia) are scattered throughout 
the site and are particularly impressive, but to anyone interested in trees every single 
one is fascinating. 
 
My particular favourites are Picea Breweriana (Brewer’s Weeping Spruce) and 
Cunninghamia Lanceolata (Chinese Fir), neither of which I had seen before, and 
which are maturing very nicely.  The Cunninghamia was named for James 
Cunningham who discovered the species in China in 1702.  He was a surgeon with 
the East India Company and first visited China in 1698 and died in 1709. 
 
It was fascinating to find trees planted in memory of friends, and in particular an 
Araucaria Araucana (Monkey Puzzle) by Mrs. Noonan in memory of her husband 
Tommy, who was a well-loved reservoir keeper in Rivington. 
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I suggest you wrap up warm, pick up a leaflet, take your tree guide (not essential), 
and meander about on a sunny day. I hope you enjoy the tour. 
 
Note:  A background note about conifers in general which may be helpful. 
 
The earliest conifers in the fossil record date to the late Carboniferous  period (about 
300 million years ago). 
 
All living conifers are woody plants, and most are trees, the majority having a single, 
straight trunk with side branches.  Many conifers have distinctly scented resin, 
secreted to protect the tree against insect infestation and fungal infection of wounds.  
Fossilized resin hardens into amber.  The size of mature conifers varies from less 
than one metre, to over 100 metres. 
 
Although the total number of species is relatively small, conifers are of immense 
ecological importance.  They are the dominant plants over huge areas of land, most 
notably the boreal forests of the northern hemisphere, but also in similar cool climates 
in mountains further south. 
 
The conifers, division Pinophyta, are mostly cone bearing seed plants with vascular 
tissue; all extant conifers are woody plants, the great majority being trees with just a 
few being shrubs.  Typical examples of conifers include cedars, Douglas-firs, 
cypresses, firs, junipers, kauris, larches, pines, hemlocks, redwoods, spruces, and 
yews.  The yews and junipers are berry bearing. 
 
Since most conifers are evergreens, the leaves of many conifers are long, thin and 
have a needle-like appearance, but others, including most of the Cupressaceae and 
some of the Podocarpaceae, have flat, triangular scale-like leaves.  Some, notably 
Agathis in Araucariaceae and Nageia in Podocarpaceae, have broad, flat strap-
shaped leaves.  Others such as Araucaria columnaris have leaves that are awl-
shaped. In the majority of conifers, the leaves are arranged spirally, exceptions being 
most of Cupressaceae and one genus in Podocarpaceae, where they are arranged in 
decussate opposite pairs or whorls.  In many species with spirally arranged leaves, 
the leaf bases are twisted to present the leaves in a very flat plane for maximum light 
capture. 
 

In the great majority of genera the leaves are evergreen, usually remaining on the 
plant for several (2-40) years before falling, but five genera (Larix, Pseudolarix, 
Glyptostrobus, Metasequoia and Taxodium) are deciduous, shedding the leaves in 
autumn and leafless through the winter.  The seedlings of many conifers, including 
most of the Cupressaceae, and Pinus in Pinaceae, have a distinct juvenile foliage 
period where the leaves are different, often markedly so, from the typical adult leaves. 

Chris Johnson 
 

 
 
 
 


