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Registered Charity No. 1069865

(Friends of the Porter Valley Newsletter no. 21 - March 2001)

Friends of the Porter Valley was set up in July 1994. We are a registered charity and our aim is to preserve and enhance the natural and historic character of the Porter Valley, from Hunter’s Bar to Porter Clough. We work with the council and influence its plans for the area, raise funds for work which the council cannot carry out and do a variety of practical conservation tasks. 

If you’re not a member, why not join us?

2000 Years of the Porter Valley
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how ridge and furrow field markings were created
Paul Ardron

talks about his archaeological survey


Before the talk our Open Meeting, a chance to discuss what’s happening in the Valley.

After the talk – tea and biscuits!



7:30 pm Wednesday 11th April

Mayfield Environment Centre
David Lane, Fulwood

(please note change of venue from last meeting)

Porter Valley News is edited by Ros Hancock (secretary):

67 Brooklands Ave., S10 4GB. Tel 230 2247,e-mail ros.hancock@care4free.net
Information about the group can be obtained from Ros or on our website: www.porter.valley.cwc.net 


Garden Wildlife – Friend or Foe? 
(Oliver Gilbert summarises John Lintin Smith’s talk)

Over 60 people turned up at Fulwood Old Chapel to hear this talk which was delivered in an avuncular style by one of Sheffield’s leading experts in natural history. He pointed out that gardens are richer habitats in terms of animal life than much of the countryside. This is due to their often glade-like structure, the presence of ponds and the fact that people encourage wildlife by feeding it. The ‘friend or foe’ question was a difficult one. Most people regarded hedgehogs, toads, frogs, bird life and butterflies as friends. Foes included slugs, snails, aphids and moles. Depending on your point of view herons were good unless you kept ornamental fish; sparrow hawks unless you kept doves; foxes except to chicken owners; and the handsome green rose chafer beetle which spends an idle and greedy life eating the petals of roses is no friend of the show gardener. The audience was divided on the merits of magpies, grey squirrels and the domestic cat. It was suggested that the reason for the decline of many once common garden birds was the high mortality of fledglings.

Because the last few talks have been about wildlife, I overheard someone who mistakenly thought we were the Porter Valley Natural History Society. This is far from the truth, and April’s talk will be on two thousand years of archaeology in the valley.
Ecological Survey (Oliver Gilbert)

This has taken a back seat during the winter months but will recommence, once the foot and mouth restrictions have been lifted. The report is due to be finished at the end of August. The work is being carried out entirely by volunteers. I am in overall charge and will cover ancient and secondary woodland, grassland, pond botany, wet flushes and springs, lichens, bryophytes (that’s mosses and liverworts to we mortals! Ros), toadstools, and butterflies and moths. I am looking for volunteers to cover hedgerows, roadside verges, plantation woodland, freshwater zoology and birds. If anyone would like to volunteer I will brief them, provide them with maps, and any support with writing their section that may be necessary. If you would like to split up the area and cover, say, North or South of the Porter Brook for hedgerows that would be fine. I hope we can get a small ecological group functioning to share information and ideas. I can be reached on 230 6988 or call in at 42 Tom Lane, Nether Green with your offers of help.

Whiteley Woods Bridlepath  (Ros Hancock) 

After weeks of letters, e-mails and phone calls to various council officers, councillors and to Richard Allan MP, and after 2 site meetings to discuss the plans, work started in January.

There were problems from the outset, firstly the loss of 3 small trees and 1 larger one due to council departments not communicating to each other that the trees had been reprieved.

Then various vehicles kept being driven over areas of ancient woodland flora. Each incident was reported by us, and a council officer went to see the problem. Each time we were given an explanation, usually that a workman new to the team had been responsible. Each time we were assured that there would be no further problems. But the problems did continue.

Another site meeting was held in February at which all the problems seemed to be resolved, including an agreement that the remaining sections of path would only be widened to 2m.

However, the work continued as before, with vehicles still being driven where they shouldn’t.

On Thursday 22nd March, at our insistence, the team working on the path was recalled and we understand that no further work will be carried out until we are happy that procedures are in place to prevent any more damage occurring.

In our dealings with the council, all the council officers have been friendly and helpful, and as concerned as us that the work is completed properly. The problems seem to stem from poor procedures and a lack of clear, overall responsibility for the project. 

Dipping and Winking Tim Birkhead

If you a lucky enough to get a close view of our logo you might see it winking at you. The dipper is a regular inhabitant of the Porter and has two endearing habits. It dips and it winks, often at the same time, and as it does so it reveals the white feathers on its upper eye-lid. An undisturbed dipper is more likely to be winking at another dipper, but if you are too close they sometimes wink in alarm. 

The Dipper’s name refers either to its habit of taking a dip - our case into the waters of Porter Brook, or to its habit of bobbing or dipping its tail. It was also known in the past as the water ousel (ousel = thrush; so ‘water thrush’ and indeed the dipper does look a bit like a thrush).

We know that there were dippers in and around Sheffield in the seventeenth century for John Ray who edited Francis Willughby’s great book on ornithology comments that he shot a dipper in the Rivelin Valley in 1676! Ray goes on to provide a lovely description of the bird: ‘It feeds upon fish, yet refuseth not insects. Sitting on the banks of Rivers it now and then flirts up its Tail. Although not Web-footed, yet will it sometimes dive or dart it self quite under water’.
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The dipper’s habit of walking under water is extraordinary, and there has been much controversy over how it does it. According to the great French naturalist Count Buffon, a certain Monseiur Herbert was the first to report dippers walking under water, but the excellent and eccentric naturalist Charles Waterton (who lived at Walton Hall, near Wakefield during the 1800s) ridiculed the suggestion. The dipper does walk under water, but how? There have been several ideas: one was that it did so by allowing the force of the current to play against its back, holding the bird under water: not true. Another idea was that dippers grip the bottom of the steam with their strong feet, but this is only partly true. What they usually do is use their wings to keep themselves submerged, and occasionally use their feet to grip the bottom. They can stay under water for a maximum of about 20 seconds. To be able to see both under water and in air dippers have a special modifications to their eyes, and they stay dry by means of a particularly dense and water-proof plumage.

It is often not realised that the dipper has a beautiful voice, reminding some people of the skylark’s or wren’s song. Both males and females sing, but males sing most. Singing dippers can be heard between September and October when they establish their winter territories and again between January and March as they set up their breeding territories. One or two pairs of dippers probably breed on the Porter each year laying clutches of about 5 eggs in a beautiful, domed nest made out of moss carefully concealed under an overhang. A favourite site, but not one they are likely to find on the Porter, is behind a waterfall.

The dipper is our logo because of its charismatic presence on the Porter, but since dippers occur only on unpolluted streams, the dipper is also a symbol of our commitment to keeping the Porter that way.

Gift Aid Scheme

Under the Gift Aid Scheme we can claim back income tax on your donation. If you are joining or renewing your subscription, and you are a UK taxpayer, please complete the form below.

Activities April – August 2001

We have a full diary of interesting and informative walks for you this year. This list covers the activities coming up between February and June. Everyone is welcome to join us. For more information on any of the walks, call Ros on 230 2247.

When and Where
What and Who

Sat 7th April

10:30 am – 1:00 pm

Forge Dam café
The Archaeological Heritage of the Porter Valley.

Led by Paul Ardron.

N.B. Meeting at Forge Dam café, not Endcliffe Park café

Sat 28th April

5:30 am

Wire Mill Dam car park
Dawn Chorus walk – Birds of the Porter Valley

Led by Prof. Tim Birkhead

Sat 5th May

10:30 am – 1:00 pm

Shepherd Wheel
The Spring Flora of the Porter Valley

Led by Dr. Oliver Gilbert

Sat 19th May

5:30 am

Wire Mill Dam car park
Dawn Chorus walk – birds of the Porter Valley

Led by Prof. Tim Birkhead

Sat 2nd June

10:30 am – 1:00 pm

Forge Dam café
Walk – “The Porter Valley from Forge Dam to Porter Clough”. 

(If foot & mouth restrictions still in place, we’ll walk downstream.)
Led by Ros Hancock

Sat 7th July

10:30 am – 1:00 pm

Endcliffe Park café
Walk – “The Porter Valley from Endcliffe Park to Forge Dam”

A little history, natural history and current issues.

Led by Ros Hancock

Wed 11th July

7:30 pm 

(venue tba)
English Heritage and the Porter Valley

A talk by Joan Sewell

(Joan’s talk will follow our usual quarterly Open Meeting)

Sat 14th July

9:30 pm 

(meeting point tba)
Moths in the Porter Valley

Oliver Gilbert & Frank Botterill

Sat 4th August

10:30 am 

(meeting point tba)
The Geology of the Porter Valley

Dr. Bob Toynton

Subscriptions

Subscriptions now run from January to December. This means that this “year” runs from last October until 31st December 2001 – 25% extra free!

If you have not paid your subscription for this year there will be a tick in this box :

In which case, complete the membership form below and the Gift Aid form overleaf.
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