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The recent Mini car rally going through Rhosgoch. They couldnôt 
escape the lens of our roving reporter - Grace.  

 
D-DAY ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATION 

6th June 2024 
 Come and join Painscastle Community celebrate the 
80th anniversary at Painscastle Village Hall, from 5pm.  
We will be having drinks and BBQ, children under 11 free 
hot dog.  
We will be lighting a beacon to mark the occasion.  

CUCKOO TIME 
 In his poem, óTo the Cuckooô, Wordsworth de-
scribed the bird as óan invisible thing, a voice, a mys-
teryô.  
 We have all heard cuckoos, their bright calls ring-
ing across the hills from late April to the end of June, but 
how many of us have seen them? Well, I have, twice. 
Once in Ireland while camping on the banks of the Shan-
non, hearing that familiar call, I looked up to see a 
heavy, brownish, inelegant bird flying in a low-slung 
manner above the scrubby trees. Then a couple of years 

ago, riding by Pen-y-
Craig, I saw a gang of 
small birds mobbing a 
cuckoo: óGet lost! 
Leave us alone!ô But to 
no avail, for from all 
directions that summer 
rang the cry, óCuckoo! 
Cuckoo! Cuckoo!ô. 
 Birds, as we are 

realising, are more intelligent than they have been given 
the credit for. Small birds, especially reed warblers, are 
known to chase away cuckoos. Smart cuckoos respond 
by laying their egg in double-quick time: 4-26 seconds, 
instead of the more leisurely 10-35 seconds. They then 
leave immediately, rather than lingering near the nest.  

 By the time the fledgling cuckoos have left the nest, their 
parents are winging their way back to Africa. Cuckoos, the fa-
vourite harbinger of British spring, are actually African birds. 
They spend 47% of their time in sub-Saharan Africa, 15% (two 
months) in the UK, and the remaining 38% travelling to and fro. 
For the journey there are two routes, via Italy with a stopover in 
the Po Valley to fatten up, or via Spain. For reasons that are not 
fully understood, those that take the Italian route ï which in-
cludes the Welsh cuckoos ï are more likely to survive. 
 Once they reach their destination, which they do with ex-
traordinary accuracy, they hang around the edges of rain forests 
of central Africa. At the end of the rainy season, there is a popu-
lation explosion of insects on which the cuckoos feed before they 
return north to breed. But here lies a problem. The timing of the 
rains seems to be unaffected by climate change, while the small 
birds in the north are nesting earlier and earlier. The cuckoos 
have to stay in Africa until the rains, but may then miss the 
breeding season in the north. 
 Bird migration is one of the miracles of nature, but for 
many years it was only partially understood. The old technique of 
ringing birds simply told the scientists where the bird was caught 
and where it died. Now, with lightweight GPS tags, we can trace 
the entire journey, day by day. Chris the Cuckoo was fitted with a 
tag by the British Trust for Ornithology in 2011 and died in 2016. 
During those five years, he travelled 78,000 miles, including 
1615 miles non-stop in two days.  
 When a young lad, fledgling Chris, fed by the tiny host 
birds until he was ready to depart, had inherited vital information 
from his parents on when and where to fly. For direction finding, 
he had three different compasses wired into his brain. One locat-
ed him in relation to the sun; another relied on the night-time 
rotation of stars around the North Star; the third helped keep him 
on course by detecting the magnetic field generated by the 
Earthôs molten core.  
 The tracker showed that the journeys Chris made varied 
slightly year to year. Once he stopped in Belgium not Italy; an-
other year he travelled via Spain. In Congo he went deep into the 
forest, while other cuckoos stayed on the margins; in his last two 
winters he made the unusual decision to travel as far south as 
Angola. These birds are not pre-programmed but are capable of 
reading their environment and adapting to circumstances. As 
dinosaurs, who survived the great extinction of 66 million years 
ago, they have had plenty of practice.        Lucy Trench 
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GARDENING CLUB NEWS 
 Weôve had a busy couple of months with two meet-
ings, the Easter Bingo and we have welcomed several new 
members to the club.  

 Our March meeting was all about butterflies; Lauren 
Morgan gave us a very interesting and insightful talk about 
the work of the African Natural History Research Trust 
(ANHRT) which is based in Kingsland and where she 
works as a curator of British Material. The ANHRT is dedi-
cated to the study of Afrotropical insects, primarily butter-
flies and moths (Lepidoptera). Their scientists and curators 
publish peer-reviewed papers on the ever-growing research 
collection, regularly collaborating with and making their 
collections available to the international research communi-
ty. Their major research themes include taxonomy, faunis-
tics and biogeography, utilising modern molecular as well 
as traditional morphological techniques. Their state of the 
art laboratories have ample bench space for staff and visit-
ing researchers with a wide range of specialist scientific 
equipment and literature. 
 Lauren showed us photos of many lepidoptera, and 
helped us to understand the fundamental differences be-
tween moths and butterflies. She was part of an expedition 
to Zambia at the end of last year, and told us about her ad-
ventures in this somewhat challenging environment. She 
ended by telling us how to attract moths and butterflies to 
our gardens. The main principles are 1) a variety of plants, 
flowers and weeds, and 2) donôt be too tidy ï leave a log 
pile or an area untended where creatures can seek shelter. 
Towards the end of the month we held our annual Bingo 
night and as ever it was well supported by members of the 
club and community. Our members provided plenty of 
Easter related prizes, as well as some generous raffle dona-
tions, and we are grateful to the Golf Club, Tim East and 
David Price for their help in making this popular event such 
a success. 

 In April we welcomed John Platts, husband to reg-
ular speaker at Gardening Club Penny, who came to talk 
about his career in the police force which started in Shef-
field and ended in Leominster. During the 1966 World 
Cup ï which he wryly commented is hardly ever men-
tioned here ï he was a cadet, and policed a match at Hills-
borough Stadium. One of his hobbies is photography and 
his talk was punctuated with photos to illustrate his 
lengthy career and the challenges he dealt with. When he 
first started working as a copper on the beat he would tell 
the station the route he would walk; they then knew which 
telephone boxes he would be passing so they could call 
him if needed. It is hard for anyone born this century to 
imagine life before the superior communications we now 
all take for granted. He hankered after becoming a plain 
clothes detective ï CID - and eventually achieved this 
goal. In 1978 he moved to West Mercia Police and began 
working in Hereford, again with CID. During the 18 
months of the minersô strike he was often part of large 
groups of police from all over the UK who were drafted in 
to help keep the peace. In another example of Johnôs dry 
wit he said that the accommodation was second to none ï 
they were housed in aircraft hangars ï 500 campbeds to a 
hangar! John received the Exemplary Service Medal to-
wards the end of his career, and then became a Police 
Training Officer ï a role he clearly enjoyed immensely 
until he retired. 
Diary Dates 
Thursday 9 May: Wildlife photography with Malcolm 
Penny 
Thursday 6 June: Garden Visit to Tranquility Haven near 
Knighton 
We are always keen to welcome new members; if you are 
interested in finding out more, please contact us using the 
email address below. 
Allison Joyce, Secretary 

gardeningclub@painscastle-rhosgoch.co.uk 

Wildflowerbank 


