Orchid Glade: September 2015 report
Summer is waning
It is early September at the Orchid Glade reserve.  Years ago, myriad airborne seeds from local ash trees blew into the Orchid Glade:  massed ranks of self-sown ash saplings now grow where once there were swards of meadow flowers.  It’s an ill wind that blows nobody good, or so people say, and the wind has again been the instrument of fate: two years ago it brought the microscopic spores of Chalara fraxinia, the lethal fungal disease that is working its way through ash trees across East |Anglia and other areas.  The clock was already ticking for the legions of young ash saplings: their astonishing density guarantees that sheer overcrowding will ensure that not one in five hundred will survive, even if they escape the disease.  The ash tree equivalent of the Grim Reaper is sharpening his scythe.

Many dragonflies are darting and hawking for insects in the warm air.  Their great, multi-lensed eyes miss nothing - and each lens sends its own individual image to the brain – hundreds of them, simultaneously! It’s humbling to recall that dragonflies were almost the first insects to take to the air, and that they whirred through primeval forests long before dinosaurs evolved.  The sun is shining, and so it is odd that so few butterflies are taking advantage of the  nectar-rich flowers of hoary ragwort, common fleabane, knapweed and agrimony.  So far, I have seen only singletons of red admiral, common blue, gatekeeper and small white.  Two species new to the reserve today: blue fleabane Erigeron acer, and a growth on an alder leaf caused by the fungus gall Taphrina tosquinetii, now identified by Jerry Bowdrey.
Browsing fallow deer are decapitating young ash saplings, but the ash easily copes with natural damage — it has evolved side by side with deer, hares, wild cattle, bison and other grazers, not to mention storms, drought and floods.   The reserve is entering a phase when increasingly, the emphasis is shifting from producing flowers to the production of seeds.  Reproduction drives everything: the flowers are just a means to an end, and having enticed pollinating insects by their colour, scent or nectar, the seeds of the next generation are developing and dispersing.  It is mutually beneficial if a parent plant can somehow get its seeds carried far away.   A new seedling gets a better chance in life, and the parent suffers no competition from its own offspring.  Today, tiny seeds of willowherbs, willows and bristly ox tongue are taking to the air with little parachutes.  Some species have equipped their seeds with burs, hooks or bristles, ready to snag the rough fur of a passing animal.  Others, like the young apple trees that blossomed in the spring, produce tasty fruit to ensure their seeds are eaten and then carried away by fox, badger, and Guardian.  
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