Fromus Meadows: August 2015 report
Making hay
Is there a better smell in the Suffolk countryside than fresh-cut hay? The sweet scent comes from vernal grass, which is abundant in the Fromus meadows.  Haymaking has always been a gamble in our British summer weather.  For centuries, generations of farmworkers have peered at the sky and crossed their fingers in the hope the rain will hold off for the next few days.  Today is August 6th, and the cut hay lies drying in swathes on all sides.  It is a little late, but it is done.  Great willowherb and teasel are flowering on the banks of the little Fromus river where it meanders through the sunlit lower meadows.  The small trumpet flowers of field bindweed twine around the long grasses and the stems of hogweed: soldier beetles love these large umbels of white flowers.

True to its is name, amphibious bistort is growing in the river, and also on the damp riverbanks and in the large pasture that we call Mere Mead.  It is a good day for insects.  So far I have seen darter dragonflies, some fine peacock butterflies, many flitting gatekeepers, a small white, meadow browns and a ringlet.  The water level in the Circular Pond is falling.

Water mint is in full flower, and greater birdsfoot trefoil sprawls through tall, damp grass.  The small, white stars of lesser stitchwort have almost run their course, but the purple heads of selfheal will keep appearing for weeks yet.  Nearby, it is good to see the rebirth of a puddle that regularly forms in a clay tractor rut.  Just a few inches deep, the ephemeral little water body supports pink water speedwell, tufted forget me not and thread-leaved crowfoot.  It fills when rain falls, but then it dries up: each time, the plants hover on the verge of extinction in their little world, but survive.  Almost certainly, although I have no evidence, there are tiny invertebrates and microscopic life that also live a precarious existence in the puddle.  Evidence of nocturnal mayhem is strewn in one of the meadows, where a badger has ripped away the grass and excavated a subterranean wasp nest to get at the wasp larva.  Surviving wasps are slowly rebuilding their wonderful paper mache home.  Luckily for me, they seem stunned and dazed, rather than boiling with fury and ready to sting anything that moves.   

If you are a gardener you will know all about the astonishing abundance of the weed seed bank that exists in your flowerbeds.  Last year, a machine scraped bare an area in one of the lower meadows to remove scrub and bramble.  The disturbance has unleashed a great germination of seed that has been long buried in the soil: very little bare earth can now be seen.  It could be that this explosive emergence of new plants is nature’s response to damage — a sort of first-aid kit that rapidly clothes bare ground and re-starts a cycle of natural succession that has been interrupted.  Round-leaved fluellen here is a new record for the reserve.
I was given a good tip recently: always check any animal water troughs you come across.  Since then, I have found trapped flies, moths and other insects.  Today though, I spy an aquatic plant lurking in the depths of the trough: un-nameable at the moment, but it could be interesting.  New plants recorded today: hemp agrimony, redshank, common sedge, round-leaved fluellen, common cat's-ear and greater birdsfoot trefoil.  The last new record of the day is greater plantain — sometimes called rat’s tail plantain — which is surprising because it is extremely common.  Doubly amazing though, the single plant is a titan among plantains, with a ‘rat’s tail’ flower spike two feet high, and leaves 18 inches long and eight inches across.  
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