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The Mercaston Daffodils
By Bill Grange
The first DNHS walk, following the New Year one, of 2014,
took place on the 5th April. When I arranged it, I had visions
of a sparkling spring afternoon. Unfortunately, it turned out
to be a grey drizzly one - and not too warm, either. This more
than likely accounted for the low turn-out, a total of eight
people, plus two dogs, turning up at the car park of the village
hall in the hamlet of Mugginton, a few miles north-west of
Derby.

unpromising looking grassy field here which is one of the
more cherished wildlife sites in the whole of Derbyshire. We
walked along the lane which traverses the valley, passing the
entrance to Mercaston Hall. The oldest parts of this consist
of a 16th century timbered farmhouse, but it is thought to
occupy the site of a much larger Manor House, that of the
Kniveton Family who once owned large tracts of land in the
area. Of the former village of Mercaston, nothing much
remains. However, when doing the reconnoitre for the walk
a couple of weeks before, a sheep farmer we spoke to said
that before the First World War there were about 100 houses
in Mercaston. I cannot find any record of this, however.

The Rector and Schoolmistress of Mugginton taking tea
in the Yew c. 1900

The Mercaston Yew (inset male ‘cones’) and the Church (yew to the left of the porch)

Despite its small size, Mugginton possesses a sizeable church
which is one of the more interesting in Derbyshire, reflecting
the fact that the village was probably much larger in times
past. Before entering the church, we had a look at the great
yew which stands near the porch. Well, it would be a great
yew, but this ancient tree is but a shadow of its former self.
The hollow trunk, over 24ft across, now consists of several
separate fragments, the result of decay, but the tree is still
very much alive and supporting a number of heavily foliaged
branches. Back in 1900-ish it was obviously in much better
condition, as I have come across the photograph, reproduced
here, of the then vicar taking tea inside the tree with the local
school-mistress! The tree is thought to be well over 1000
years old, in common with many other churchyard yews in
other parts of Britain.
Mugginton Church is at least as old as the yew, having parts
dating back to Norman times, but is mostly later medieval.
One particularly striking feature is the carved heads on the
capitals of the nave arcade. Most are rather crude, except for
one fanciful lion’s head, which shows a high level of skill and
imagination.

A little further along the lane we squeezed through a narrow
style in the hedge and were confronted with swathes of wild
daffodils, the objective of our walk. Wild daffodils are much
more delicate and - to my mind - much more attractive than
the overblown cultivated monsters to be seen in many gardens and also where, inappropriately, planted alongside many
a wild roadside verge. The wild daffodil (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) has a smaller flower than these with the outer petals a
much paler yellow than the trumpet. Found throughout
much of Europe in damp woodlands and old grasslands, in
Britain it occurs mainly in the south and west, though declining everywhere, due to the intensification of agriculture. In
Derbyshire it is decidedly scarce, the Mercaston field being
one of the few locations where it is found. They make for a
wonderful sight in spring, being scattered throughout a field
of about three acres. There is a badger sett in the field, the
animals’ excavations causing some limited damage to the
daffodils. Why the local parish council decided to plant a
horse chestnut here to mark the Millennium, goodness
knows, but I was pleased to note that the tree isn’t doing well!
Fortunately, the rain had cleared up by the time we got to the
daffodils, so we were able to enjoy them fully.

From the church, we walked across farmland for half a mile
down into the bottom of the shallow valley of the Markeaton Further up along the lane towards Mugginton, we saw anothBrook. Further upstream, the brook threads past the SSSI of er local specialty, a clump of the white form of sweet violet.
The Weston Underwood and Mugginton area seems a
Mercaston Marsh, but below Mugginton, apart from a
particular favoured one for this form of the flower.
small area of damp woodland, the stream is bordered by
grazing land and some large artificial ponds, the remains
of a former trout farm. However, there is one, otherwise
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When we arrived back at Mugginton Steve Plant noticed an
unusual fungus growing under a cultivated hedge. This was
a species of earth star. In these strange fungi the outer,
leathery, wall of the spore container (peridium) splits open to
produce several lobes, something like the rays of a star. These
fold down into ‘legs’ that support the inner spherical spore
case that sits on a short stalk or pedicel. In this way the
spores, which are puffed out of an aperture at its apex, have
a better chance of dispersal. The precise species of earthstar
here is Geastrum striatum, found throughout Britain, particularly in the southern half, but not common anywhere. Peter
Smith tells me that it is a species which can turn up almost
anywhere. Recently he has seen it in three locations in Derby
- under redwoods in Darley Park, in a car park on Kedleston
Road and under a hedge at Darley Abbey.

at Mugginton
by Steve Plant

Anyway, Steve’s find was a very good one to round off a
damp, but interesting short walk.
Photographs by Bill Grange, unless stated otherwise
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