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NEWSLETTER – FEBRUARY 2022 
 
EMERGENCE OF DRAGONFLIES 
 
Without doubt the most memorable event in 2021 was the 
unusually large scale emergence of dragonflies at the pond in 
Sandhurst Copse. For their first year dragonflies live as 
nymphs in the pond. When the time has come, early in the 
following Summer, they climb out of the water, up a 
convenient reed or other plant, early in the morning. A hole 
opens beneath the back of their head and the dragonfly 
extracts it body, wings and legs from what is now a hardened 
shell-like case.  
 
The empty case is called an exuvia, literally something that 
has exuded life. The dragonfly then pumps up the veins in its wings until they are extended 
and waits until they harden. In the photograph below the 
emergent dragonfly is still clinging to the empty exuvia from 
which it has emerged. The dragonfly then flies off for maybe 
10 days to feed (on other insects) returning or finding another 
pond in which to breed. The front legs of the dragonfly have 
spiny hairs to enable them to catch other insects whilst they 
are flying.  
 
During the emergence the dragonfly is very vulnerable to 
predation and the complex emergence process is also not 
always successfully completed. The whole process takes a 
couple of hours and by about 10am they have all left the 
pond. The metamorphosis from the nymph to the flying insect is one of the marvels of 
nature. 

 
However it is not as dramatic 
as that of a butterfly. In the 
nymph stage the dragonfly 
has the same form of body, 
head, legs and tiny wings, as 
the emergent adult. In the 
case of a butterfly the 
previous stage is the shell 
like pupae, in which the 
body of the caterpillar is 
decomposed into a soup, 
within with are cells which 
can influence others to 



 

 

 

reconstruct the body parts of the adult.  
 
In July last year I was away for a week and on return 
observed a number of exuvia on reeds around the 
pond. I collected more than 85, all apparently 
successfully emerged, and that did not include ones 
that had subsequently fallen off into the water. The 
exuvia and the preceding nymph have a similar 
shape to the body of the resultant dragonfly. The 
one on the previous page has the form of a broad 
bodied chaser. The ones on the right have the form 
of a longer bodied hawker  
 
BLUEBELLS 
 
I will advise when the Bluebell Path is open, the timing is uncertain; but usually towards the 
end of April. The display last year was excellent. 
 
LONGACRE SCHOOL YEAR 6 VISIT TO SANDHURST COPSE & SHEEPWALK WOODLAND 
 

On the afternoon of 17th May, three school minibuses decanted 35, Year 6, Longacre 
children with associated teachers for a visit to Sandhurst Copse & Sheepwalk woodland. 
Shortly after armed with Flower and Tree Detective cards and many questions, they plunged 
excitedly ahead. 
 

They learned how to measure the age of trees, by counting the rings of cut sections and 
relating that to the girth of the same sample. In the example below the girth is 54cm and 
the age 25 years so one year’s growth on average is 2.16cm, for this particular species 



 

 

 

(sweet chestnut) on this particular site. You need to measure a number of different samples 
to arrive at an average figure. In general I use 2cm per year as the growth rate. 
 
Using this measurement the oldest tree we measured was 255 years old. The conical shape 
of the trunk showed that it had not grown in a wood; but in open pasture. The trunks of the 
surrounding trees that grew later together were very different shape, straight columns.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We also measured the height of a tree with a small stick. The stick needs to be about the 
same length as that, from your armpit to the centre of your hand curled up to hold 
something. If you hold your arm straight out in front of you so that it is horizontal, and hold 
the bottom of the stick in your hand so that the stick is vertical and then move nearer to, or 
further away from the tree you are measuring, until the bottom of the stick is in line with 
the base of the tree and the top of the stick at the same time in line with the top of the 
tree, then the distance you are from the base of the tree, which you can measure, is the 
same as the height of the tree. This works because you have two similar right angle 
triangles, a little one with your arm and the stick as the two sides, of equal length at right 
angles, and a big one with the ground between you and the tree and the tree itself as the 
two sides of equal length at right angles. 
 
I was delighted to prepare for and host the visit, It is a great privilege to be able to share 
knowledge and experience with those ready to learn. It makes it all worthwhile.  
 
ROADSIDE TREES 
 
As the owner of 75 roadside trees on Farley Heath Road, I am responsible if one were to fall 
in a storm and cause an accident. The main risk is a car or motorcycle running into an 
unexpected fallen tree in the dark. The speed of traffic on the road is a key component of 
the risk. Whilst I cannot control the latter I am expected to have regularly inspected trees by 
the roadside and taken action to reduce risks. The cost of the tree inspection and resulting 
work was several thousand pounds. Looking after trees is not free! 
 
BIRD SURVEYS – 6 YEAR TREND 
 
In general there has been an increase in the number of observations per species and the 
number of species over the last six years. There is no artificial feeding or lures for birds in 



 

 

 

Sandhurst Copse & Sheepwalk. The regular survey of birds is as an indicator of the health 
and management of the woodland.  
 
The bird surveys are carried out monthly by Jackie Blizard. There is a prescribed path in 12 
sections. Any species observed or heard in each section is recorded once. A factor in the 
reported increase in observations may be that the average duration of bird survey visits was 
1.72 hours in 2015 and 1.9 hours in 2021. The number of observations per survey each year 
were: 45, 56, 44, 41, 60, 57, 67 
 
The following species did not appear in 2015; but were recorded in 2021: Coal Tit, 
Treecreeper, Partridge, Tawny Owl, Cuckoo, Chaffinch, Linnet and Magpie. 
 
The relative frequencies of observations in 2021 by species, are shown below. The top 11 
were similar in 2015, except that Nuthatch has now moved up and Jay dropped out 
 

 
 
On the downside, Fieldfare, Jackdaw and Sparrow Hawk were reported before 2015; but 
not since. 
 
The graph below shows the increase in the number of observations per survey in the 
majority of species between 2015 and 2021. However the number of observations of the 
following species declined between 2015 and 2021: Wren, Woodcock, Willow Warbler, 
Swift and Green Woodpecker. The long term decline of the latter is a concern.  
 



 

 

 

Because of Covid and old age, regular felling in the winter has not taken place in the last few 
years, and thinning operations in the adjacent Albury Estate have ceased for the time being. 
The quieter environment may have assisted the reported increases. 
 

 
 

OTHER THINGS NOT SEEN BEFORE  
 
Scots Pine male and female flowers are usually so far above the ground that you do not 
have the opportunity to observe them. On the left are the pollen producing male flowers 
and in the centre the pink female flowers that develop into cones and remain attached. On 
the right a pair of mating Brown Argus butterflies. 

 
Woodland Tour 
 
In a month or so I will offer a conducted tour, both for those new to the wood and also for 
those who have been before. In the meantime it would be helpful to know if you might be 
interested and also whether you would prefer a weekday or a weekend. 
[mailto:pavm@sgmatters.org.uk] 
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LICHEN 
 
Having walked past them many times on trees and wooden fences, I have decided that the 
time has come to learn a little more. Lichens are made up of two or more closely interacting 
organisms, a fungus, and one or more partners, called 
photobionts. The photobiont may be an alga and/or 
cyanobacteria, both of which can produce simple sugars 
by photosynthesis. In contrast, fungi are 'heterotrophic' 
and require an external source of food. The fungi build 
the structure of the lichen thallus, within which they 
provide conditions for a long term, stable association with 
their photobionts, the basis of the lichen symbiosis. 
 
Xanthoria parietina. [Dobson 2018, p489] On elm. 
Common on nutrient rich trees. One of the most resistant 
foliose species to sulphur dioxide and nitrogen air 
pollution.  
 
 
Please continue to enjoy the woodland but do let me know if you see anything that appears 

out of place, unauthorized, or needing urgent attention. The number to use is 07966 210 

062. 

 

Thank you.  

 

Patrick Mannix, The Court House, Shamley Green.  

 

15 February 2022 


