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What to look for in late winter: Flocks of blue tits moving through the tree canopy; tracks of rabbits, 

grey squirrels, badgers and foxes in the snow; great spotted woodpeckers drumming on dead 

branches; new leaves on the honeysuckle (if the weather is mild); fresh new growth on woodland 

mosses and liverworts that line the banks of the stream; bluebells spearing through the carpet of 

dead leaves. This is a good time of year to learn to identify the trees from their bark and buds. 

Beeches Fagus sylvatica are the first trees that 

you’ll encounter at the beginning of the trail, 

identifiable by their smooth grey bark and pointed 

buds. Some mature specimens are beginning to 

shed limbs and have root systems that seem 

almost to melt into the slope of the hill. Beech 

seeds, known as mast, are an important food 

source for finches like bramblings and for many 

small mammals. Prolific seed production tends to 

occur on alternate years, known as ‘mast years’.  

Silver birch Betula pendula is 

a short-lived tree and many 

specimens succumb to razor 

strop fungus Piptoporus 

betulinus when they are just 

a few decades old. Dead 

trees and fallen tree trunks 

are left to gently rot in this 

woodland, playing host to a 

vast range of small animals 

and fungi in their afterlife, 

before they crumble into the 

soil 

Beech 
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As you pass along the trail, 

notice the jagged broken beech 

trunk, so weakened by the 

bracket fungus Ganoderma 

adspersum that it snapped in 

mid-trunk during a gale. The 

bracket fungi produced a new 

layer of spore-generating tissue 

every year; some brackets are 

over a decade old and during 

their lifetime have produced 

billions of spores. 

Sessile oaks 

Quercus petraea 

grow more slowly 

than beech, so 

these trees are 

mostly in their 

prime. L-t-r: buds, 

bark and the 

canopy of branches 

The most distinctive 

understory trees in this 

woodland are holly Ilex 

aquifolium – evergreens 

that continue to 

photosynthesise in winter 

when the over-arching 

canopy of oaks and beeches 

is bare. There are separate 

male and female hollies and 

only the latter bear berries, 

which are eaten by mistle 

thrushes almost as soon as 

they ripen. 



Look out for hazel Corylus avellana catkins 

releasing golden pollen in late February 

and early March. They depend on wind 

pollination, so flowering on bare stems 

maximises the chances of a pollen grain 

landing on one of the tiny clusters of red 

stigmas, leading to ovules that will become 

hazel nuts. It’s a chancy business – only 

one in every 2.5 million pollen grains will 

effect a successful fertilisation. 

Listen for drumming of great 

spotted woodpeckers as you 

walk through the wood. At 

the bridge, look back at the 

dead oak behind you, where 

you can see the entrance hole 

to a woodpecker nest. It’s 

likely that they’ll use this tree 

for several years, excavating a 

new nest every spring. 

Before you cross the bridge 

into the conifer plantation, 

pause to admire the mature 

silver birch Betula pendula 

with its distinctive white 

bark. Silver birch trees 

produce vast quantities of 

tiny winged seeds in winter, 

which are an important food 

source for finches like siskins 

and redpolls. 



The stream that runs under the bridge has 

been widened to create shallow water 

that will host a wide range of small aquatic 

insects in summer. Its edges have been 

planted with moisture-loving native 

plants. This habitat creation scheme will 

enhance insect biodiversity and in turn will 

provide feeding opportunities for bats and 

birds. It also provides a natural mirror that 

reflects the tracery of branches overhead 

in winter. 

The large tree at the far end of 

the bridge is western hemlock 

Tsuga heterophylla, a North 

American conifer with soft 

needles that have a citrus 

fragrance when they’re 

crushed. The other conifers in 

this plantation as Scots pine 

Pinus sylvestris, Norway spruce 

Picea abies and Sitka spruce 

Picea sitchensis.  

Before you pass through the 

gate and out into the 

haymeadow, take a moment to 

admire the red bark of the Scots 

pines that grow here. We have 

only three native conifers in 

Britain – juniper, yew and Scots 

pine and the bark of the latter is 

particularly distinctive, 

especially when it’s lit by winter 

sun. 

The path beyond the gate curves up and around to the right, across the meadow and down to a 

gate that will take you back to the beginning of this nature trail. Pause at the highest point to 

look across into the tree canopy where you may see fieldfares, redwings, magpies, woodpeckers 

and jays, which all frequent this woodland in winter. 

Comments? Questions? Steve Ansdell s.j.ansdell@durham.ac.uk  


