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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES 
My first twelve months as Chairman seem to have gone very quickly but looking back it has been a 
very satisfying period.    We had some enjoyable outside events with perhaps the visit to the 
Somerset Levels in early June being one of the highlights.  Our unusually wet summer did cause one 
casualty, namely the visit to Ashclyst Forest, scheduled for mid July, the first cancellation for several 
years.   Of our evening indoor meetings two that stood out as particularly memorable were those for 
which we had to find substitute speakers. Firstly in September, when John Walters standing in for 
Lucy Hawkes presented an excellent combination of still and video shots of his work on Dartmoor 
and then in November when Kate Tobin replaced Robin Wootton to give a  superb talk on the Great 
Trees of East Devon.  Members will be pleased to hear that both are scheduled to appear again. The 
‘Round Table’ and ‘Reflections’ meetings also attracted some excellent contributions so please keep 
producing them as we love to see items from our own members. Likewise articles and photographs 
for the Newsletter are always very welcome for the same reason.  From some of the comments 
heard it seems as though we have found a winning formula for the Annual Dinner, especially if the 
number of people  attending are anything to judge by.   A similar event is planned for next year. 
 
Our programme of events for the next twelve months will be accompanying this Newsletter and it is 
hoped that there will be something to suit all our members.  An outline of these is included below.  
However to ensure that we can continue to arrange such programmes it was decided at the AGM on 
14th March,  that the subscriptions payable for attending meetings and events will rise from £1 to £2 
from 1st April 2008 (£3 for non members).  The alternative would have been to increase the annual 
subscriptions for all members, something that hasn’t happened for nine years, but it was felt that this 
was unfair to those who were unable to take part in the society’s activities. The motion came from the 
floor and was carried unanimously. 
 
The Society has at last caught up with the technological age and we now have our own Web Site on 
the Internet.    Alan Hopkins article below gives more information on the aims, objectives and 
contents of the web site and how it can be accessed. 
 
Finally I would like to take this opportunity to thank all those members who have given theirvaluable 
support throughout the year, the officers, committee members, contributors to the Newsletters and to 
our ‘in house’ meetings plus all those who have helped by bringing items and buying tickets for the 
raffles, such important fund raisers for the Society.  I would particularly like to thank Jeff Benn who, 
after many years of service on the committee has decided not to seek re-election this year.  Chris 
Nadin takes his place and we welcome her to the committee. This is the only change to the officers 
and committee at this year’s AGM.                     

Malcolm Randle 
  

 



          2 
Features 

 
A Boxing Day Visit to Gigrin Farm Red Kite Rehabilitation Centre        
Motoring up to the site at Rhadyader, Powis, Mid Wales (LD6 5BL) I could see three or four Red 
kites spiralling in the thermals.  After having a quick lunch and visiting the shop (buying several 
photos) and paying my £3, I walked down the hill to the first hide (there are five in all). 
 
As 2 o’clock (3 o’clock in the summer) approaches the kites begin to congregate and so did the 
crows!    A little later Mr Chris Powell arrives with a front end loader containing nearly a hundred 
weight of scraps of meat which he scatters with a shovel.  The crows come in first then the kites 
sweep in picking up the meat in their talons, tucking it in under their tails (to prevent being robbed) 
and rising up to gain free air space to eat on the wing.   It is a glorious sight with the sun (very briefly 
shining) on their under feathers.  I was told there could be between 300 and 400 kites. 
 
It is all over in about 30 minutes, but with their five foot six inch wing span, close up it is quite a sight. 

 

    
                      

             Bill Elmsall 
 

Bowling Green Lunches! 
For several reasons, I have had a number of lunchtime appointments in Exeter throughout January 
and February this year, so on most occasions I took the opportunity to catch the odd hour at Bowling 
Green Marsh at Topsham, with a quickie lunch. This can be hazardous, indigestion likely from 
rushing, when time slipped by too quickly, or the competition from the Robin who frequents the hide 
and was making concerted efforts to hop on to my pasty every time I put it to my mouth. 
 
As always there was a great variety of birds on view with huge numbers of Wigeon on every 
occasion. On my first trip the highlight was very large flocks of Brent geese filling the sky.   On a 
subsequent visit I was lucky enough to get a distant view of the Long-billed Dowitcher that has been 
present for some weeks, and my last visit at the end of February gave good views of Snipe which are 
usually much more secretive. 
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                             Brent Geese over Bowling Green Marsh 14th Jan 2008            Photo Peter Richardson 
 

After Wigeon, the next most numerous birds were the Avocets.  I never get tired of watching these 
graceful birds, which we are in danger of taking for granted.   I can recall visiting the RSPB reserve at 
Minsmere, (where they were first instrumental in getting these birds to breed in the late 1940's), in 
the late 1960's and early '70's.   I was joyous when on about my third visit I saw up to 14 birds and 
their chicks.  On my last visit to Topsham they numbered into the hundreds. 
  

 

          
Avocet at Topsham  14th Jan 2008                            Photo Peter Richardson  

  
 
For those of you who like lists, I can say that in a total of about 3-4 hours viewing I was positively 
able to identify the following birds:- Little Egret, Heron, Mute Swan, Canada goose, Brent Goose, 
Grey Lag Goose, Mallard, Pintail, Gadwall, Wigeon, Teal, Tufted Duck, Pochard, Shelduck, Buzzard, 
Kestrel, Pheasant, Moorhen, Coot, Grey Plover, Ringed Plover, Lapwing, Turnstone, Avocet, Black 
Tailed and Bar Tailed Godwit, Curlew,  Snipe, Long-billed Dowitcher, Redshank, Dunlin, Sandpiper, 
Oystercatcher, Greater black backed, Herring and Black headed gulls, Cormorant, Wood Pigeon, 
Great spotted woodpecker, Pied Wagtail, Robin, Blackbird, Mistle thrush, Redwing, Fieldfare, Wren, 
Great tit, Blue tit, Long tailed tit, Magpie, Starling,  Rook, Crow, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Bullfinch, and 
House sparrow.(57) 
                                                                                                                      Peter Richardson 
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A WEEK IN THE ALGARVE  

          
 the menus, as were Sardines.  Salt codfish I tried but it was definitely not to my liking. Scabbard fish, 
Horse Mackerel and Lobsters are caught further out to sea but cockles are dug up on the mud flats. 
 
Wild Flowers: growing everywhere. Echinacea, Lords and Ladies, Mustard seed, Mallow, 
Geraniums, Nasturtiums, both types of Jinca, Yellow Potentilla and Poached Egg flowers.   On the 
dunes thick Asparagus-like stems were thrusting up all over and I thought that some that were in 
bloom were orchids but looking at an information plaque we found that it was Restharrow although 
we had never seen it like that. 
 
Birds:  Black backed gulls, Cormorants, Egrets; Little Terns were on the estuary mudflats.  Alvor is a 
big stepping off point for migratory birds.  Black-winged Stilts, Kentish Plovers, Stone Curlews, 
Yellow Wagtails and Short-toed Larks can be seen. We saw a few Sparrows and Blackbirds flying 
around the apartment gardens plus Swallows in the first two or three days.  
 
Butterflies: were very few – small yellows, small whites, small blue, one swallowtail – not much to 
get excited about.  A tiny brown lizard was sunning itself on a rock by the roadside. 

 
Trees:  going up into the Monchique hills, Mimosa and Almond trees were blooming.  Olive trees of 
course, Fig trees coming out in leaf and Cork.     Cork is still an important export product despite the 
popularity of tourism in the area.   The bark is interesting; long strips greyish green and rough.  
Growing horizontally from the bark are segments like the teeth of a comb but much closer together. 
The trees were all numbered and had 18” vertical strips removed around the trunk.  Cork is not only 
used for place mats but also for handbags, which are very attractive and bowls for side dishes.   
Olive oil is used plentifully in soap making and the wood is used for carving bowls and pictures.  
Eucalyptus attracts bees so honey, Mimosa honey and honey mixed with spring water were for sale 
at the roadside. Carob trees were all over the forestry areas and along the roadsides.  
 
Orange, Lemon and Clementine groves were passed and huge baskets of each could be bought for 
about a Euro for two or three kilos.  The freshly squeezed juice of either was delicious and welcome 
in the very warm temperature (about 70f). 
 

Spring water is collected from outlets along the road.  The village of Caldas is the place to go for a 
wander around.  It has a fine hotel with a spa and small boutiques selling locally made goods, big 
and small (huge animals to small earrings).    There are channels running down through the forest 
through  
which the spring water comes and local folk bring huge plastic containers to collect it.   As we strolled 
in  the  forest I  tasted the water and  it was cold, clear  and sparkling with  no hint of flavour and very 
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 refreshing.   Before leaving the village we watched rolls filled with spicy sausages being cooked in 
the white-washed clay oven outside the cafe then ate them with a Coca Cola. 
 
We went up into the Monchique itself where a very small mid-Devon type show was being held.  
There were no animals but there were some beautiful olive wood carvings of storks also an archer 
which I would have liked but thinking of possible problems getting it home I declined.  There were 
pressed flowers in frames, embroidered linens, herbal drinks (some fiery) jackets and woolly hats 
made from goat hair, almond and strong chocolate cakes, canework, pottery and tiles all attractively 
laid out in the big square which is normally the car park.   I sampled a round yellow bean eaten as a 
sweet, I was told, but it was absolutely dry and almost tasteless.  Very few birds of any types were to 
be seen although there was an eagle flying so high it couldn’t be recognised. 
 
Leaving a restaurant late one night a small brown owl flew past us.  Was it a Scops?  Making an 
afternoon visit to Portimao waterfront we saw lots of storks nesting on top of tall chimneys. 
 
It was good to see a different country and its people, way of life, language, wildlife and handicrafts. 
Plus of course the warmth of the Algarve! 
                           Stella Collister 
 
OUR WINTER VISITORS 
This winter, well in fact from the late autumn really, we have been surprised and delighted by the 
variety of birds that have visited our garden at Sunny Cottage in Woodbury Salterton. 
 
Around the end of October a Great-spotted woodpecker appeared on our peanut feeders and at 
around the same time a Nuthatch was also seen.  It was only the second time we had seen any kind 
of woodpecker in the garden in 15 years.  We had seen one or two Nuthatches in the past but these 
also were rare visitors.    The woodpecker and the Nuthatch were seen several times over the next 
few days but were always very wary and never stayed long enough to get a good photo. After a week 
or so they disappeared and we have not seen them again since but it was great to see them. 

 

          
                               Fieldfare                                          Brambling (m)   

    (All photographs in this item by M Randle) 
We have always had House sparrows, Blue tits, Great tits, Dunnocks, Wrens, Robins, Blackbirds, 
Starlings, the odd Song thrush, a few Greenfinches and occasional visits from little groups of Long-
tailed tits.    Strangely though, one of the commonest birds, the Chaffinch, had rarely been seen in 
our garden although we have often seen and heard them around the area.  We used to think this 
was due to our resident gang of around 20 House sparrows who could be rather bossy.   However in 
early November we started to see Chaffinches, mainly females but also the odd male coming into 
the garden and they have continued to visit in increasing numbers. This was very pleasing but we  
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had no idea of what was to follow. 
 
In late December we saw a Fieldfare on the ground underneath the peanut feeders.  We also saw 
what at first we thought were Chaffinches but soon realised were Bramblings.  We noticed them 
coming and going from an old neglected orchard at the back of our home that had recently been 
cleared of all its ground cover.  On looking over the fence there were several Fieldfares on the 
ground feeding on the rotting windfall apples lying there.   There were also Bramblings there on the 
ground and in the trees.    The Fieldfares didn’t often come into the garden but they stayed around 
for a few weeks before moving on somewhere else, presumably when the food source ran out.  
Before they did so we managed to get one or two nice photos.  Although we were concerned that the 
clearing of the orchard had removed a source of food and cover for wildlife it is doubtful the 
Fieldfares would have visited if it had not been cleared as they could not have seen the apples. 
 
The first thing we did following Robin Khan’s talk in January, in which he touched on the subject of 
where to site bird feeding stations,  was to move one of our own to a position near to our sitting room 
window from where we had a good view.  Also we made sure that the window was crystal clear! The 
bird feeders were filled with a mixture of Niger and black Sunflower seeds with some containing 
peanuts.  Almost immediately we were rewarded by the appearance of one or two Goldfinches and 
over the next week or so these increased in number until on some occasions there was up to eight or 
nine all feeding or waiting their turn.  This was definitely a first for us as although we occasionally 
saw little groups of them in the nearby lanes we had never seen them anywhere near our garden. 
 
The Goldfinches stayed and were joined by the Bramblings who spent as much time on the feeders 
as on the ground below.   It was on 12th February that we saw our first Siskin, a male feeding on the 
Niger and Sunflower seed.  Over the following few days many more arrived and have delighted us 
ever since. They are there every day and come and go together with the Goldfinches and Bramblings 
as well as numerous Chaffinches, the House sparrow gang, and most of our usual birds.  When they 
are not feeding the Siskins and Goldfinches sit up in an Elderberry tree just outside the garden 
twittering away with their attractive little song  

                  
         Goldfinch      Siskin (m) 
 
One very pleasant day in mid February we had a visit from a small flock of Long-tailed tits one of 
whom obligingly alighted on our rose arch close to where we were sat having our lunch. This resulted 
in some very nice photos of this delightful little bird. 
 
Fieldfares breed mainly in Northern and Eastern Europe, scarcely ever breeding in the UK.  It is 
estimated that nearly ¾ million Fieldfares winter in the UK, mainly between October and March.    
Likewise, Bramblings rarely breed in the UK.  They all return to Scandinavia and Western Siberia to 
breed, just coming South between early October and late March although some may stay until April 
and  a few  stay even until  May.     The  numbers  wintering in the  UK can vary between 45,000 and 
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 nearly 2 million.  There are estimated to be up to 22 million pairs throughout Europe. They tend to 
flock together with Chaffinches and in late January we saw a mixed flock of Bramblings and 
Chaffinches numbering in the region of 400 to 500, feeding in a stubble field near Powderham. By 
comparison the Siskin is predominately a native species and does breed throughout the UK mainly 
favouring the Welsh and Scottish hills.  Their numbers in winter are swollen by Siskins arriving from 
mainland Europe. It is estimated that there are about 350,000 breeding pairs resident in the UK. 
 
For most of the winter our garden has been transformed into a sort of open air aviary which has 
considerably cheered us up at a time of year when one needs a bit of cheering up!   Sometimes 
there have been as many as 20 different birds flitting around, sitting nearby or feeding.   It has been 
quite unprecedented, but also fairly expensive in terms of buying considerable quantities of their 
favourite seeds and fat balls.  However we reckon we’ve more than had our money’s worth.  
                                    Malcolm and Brenda Randle 
 
Roliphants Report 
This winter has been remarkable in some ways, namely because it has been an exceptionally mild 
one.  Frosts have been few, rainfall less than normal and snow non existent.   Frogs spawned 
abundantly on February 4th/5th and a few toads were about shortly afterwards with good migrations 
on 25th February.  I have never known toads migrating this early - usually around the first and second 
weeks of March. This year spawning seems to have finished and the toads dispersed. 
 
There has been much evidence of Otters visiting the pond to predate frogs but I have not seen 
evidence of the extensive toad killing which we observed a few years ago.  In spite of frog predation 
ample spawn has been located and some relocated to ponds form ditches which are liable to dry out. 
 
There seems to have been fewer Fieldfares and Redwings this winter, perhaps fewer are moving this 
far south. We need hard frosts to bring in Snipe or Woodcock and none have been seen.  Likewise 
the local Buzzard population has not been increased by migrating birds from the continent as has 
been noticed in some years.   Many birds are now obviously paired up but we still have a sizeable 
flock of Jackdaws noisily flocking to their roosts in the evening and behaving in a similar manner to 
Starlings. 
 
Lambing is well underway but our flocks suffered a setback due to the widespread presence of liver 
fluke this year during the late autumn and early winter, no doubt the consequence of a wet summer 
and a boom in the mud snail population, the fluke’s intermediate host.   
 
As some gardeners experience, the planting of broad beans can suffer severe damage by Rooks.  
These intelligent  birds, attracted  by  tilled  ground seeking  invertebrate  food, detect  
the  germinating  seed, pulling them out by the shoots often before it has emerged, leaving a line of 
holes and the withering remains on the surface.  A shot bird reveals that they are not eating the 
plant.   They do the same with cereal plantings but this does not result in such total devastation as 
can occur with beans. We have to rely on a bird scarer (a gas powered banger) to deter them.         
You may have confused the sound of these for shooting).        Would that  the  Rook was  intelligent 
and diligent enough  to remove only  the invertebrate pests like wireworms and leatherjackets etc.  
However Buzzards have been  observed  to exclusively  seek  leatherjackets  as  post mortems of  
road  kills  sometimes show. 
 
The results of nest box clearance during the winter revealed extensive damage to many by Great- 
spotted  woodpecker and included one summer dormouse nest.  I have constructed three nest boxes 
with black and white cameras.  These can be produced at modest cost, much cheaper than 
commercially marketed ones, so contact me if you are interested. 
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The presence of Barn owls regularly at nearby Landrake Farm (my son’s residence) has resulted in 
the provision of nest boxes there, one in derelict building where the owls regularly roost.  We will be 
monitoring these regularly and some food (dead mice/chicks) has been taken and is no doubt 
welcome during wet weather when hunting is difficult. A Barn owl has in fact been seen in one of the 
nest boxes and a pair also seen flying together near Landrake Farm   We are also installing two 
Tawny owl boxes in woodland areas where they have been heard; a bit late but you never know! 
 
During the winter my daughter, Gwyneth and myself have been developing the MDNHS Website 
which is now live on the Internet. The address is www.middevonnaturalhistorysociety.co.uk  and 
can be found by using the full  address in the address space.   A simple word search will find the site 
but does not at present go direct to the home page, i.e. the front page.     
The objective of the web site is;   
i)  to reach out to Internet users and become more widely known, hopefully expanding our   

membership. 
ii) to  exchange  information with  other natural  history societies  who have  websites  and 
encourage them to contact us, especially if they are visiting this area.  Also to possibly establish 
reciprocal links.  
The website has an ‘Items of Interest’ page which can be continually updated with any notable 
findings and observations, so please send them in, by phone if necessary and if you have any photos 
send them in too.  This will not of course replace the Newsletter which will be published on the 
website in full colour.    
 
Currently I am also trying out some small security type cameras to provide covert surveillance of 
wildlife.  These could provide useful information as to behaviour patterns prior to deploying better 
quality filming or photographic gear.  The behaviour of the pair of Buzzards which visit the garden for 
food is however quite predictable. They were filmed last year at their nest site which it is hoped they 
will use again this year. 
 
As winter comes to an end I am aware of some of the maintenance jobs that didn’t get done and the 
wildlife happenings that I missed – time passes too quickly! 
                        Alan Hopkins 
 

Meeting and Event Reports 
 
Friday January 18th 2008 - The Annual Dinner 
Following the general approval of the 2007 Annual Dinner this year’s event proved even more 
popular with 41 members attending to enjoy a splendid social occasion and an excellent and 
bountiful sit down buffet.   This year the committee decided that a single after dinner speaker might 
be preferable to members’  contributions and we were delighted to welcome honorary life member 
Robin Khan. 
 
Robin’s talk centred around an often maligned bird, the Sparrowhawk, as studied in his garden.    
Many resent the plundering of our garden birds by this agile and skilled hunter and clearly our garden 
bird feeders make our gardens a magnet for this hawk. 
 
Robin posed the question “does the predator control the prey or the prey control the predator?”  This 
question  is  equally  applicable  to  all  predators.    It  is  clear  that  without  adequate prey,  
predator numbers must decline, so the availability of prey governs the rate of predator reproduction.   
Prey species tend to reproduce prolifically and often produce multiple broods.  Birds of prey produce 
single and smaller broods and nest later in the year when prey species are already abundant.      So 
it is with the Sparrowhawk.         When the young hawks fledge they also have to learn to hunt.  In 
the  nest they  will have  received prey already  killed by  the working  parents.    Not all young hawks  
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succeed in becoming successful hunters and even with adults the pursued prey often escapes.  
Apart from small birds a common prey species appears to be the Great-spotted Woodpecker. 
 
Robin confessed to being an ardent raptor enthusiast so whenever he travels he seeks out birds of 
prey.  They are a sign that all is well in the balance of nature and we can learn much by studying 
them; they should be welcomed and encouraged.  However we should not make the Sparrowhawk’s 
life too easy by placing feed stations in exposed locations.   Trees and bushes close by provide 
relatively secure refuges.  The Sparrowhawk, if nearby, will await the weak or unwary to break cover 
before commencing the chase which may or may not be successful.    
 
As usual this was a masterly and informative presentation illustrated with some excellent slides.  
Particularly memorable is the close up penetrating stare of those yellow eyes which is unique among 
our native raptors 
 
Many questions from the audience followed including questions about small birds crash injuries 
following collisions with patio and conservatory windows which are common.  These may be the 
result of a pursuing Sparrowhawk but they are also often a victim of crash injures, the commonest 
being a broken wing as often seen in veterinary practice. 
  
Friday February 15th 2008 –  “Reflections”  
Member’s contributions were again hosted by Ralph Hopper.    Proceedings commenced with a DVD 
presentation by Malcolm Randle highlighting some of the events of his and Brenda’s latest visit to 
Kenya, in particular Lake Baringo in the Great Rift Valley.  This consisted of a combination of movie 
and still images reflecting in the main the article included in the Winter Newsletter.   It included in the 
soundtrack the dawn chorus which made an interesting comparison with our own. 
 
Ralph Hopper followed with the first of two DVD films shown by him.  This short film featured  hedge 
laying Devon style, also called hedge steeping.  In this process the hedge is thinned and suitable 
lengths and diameters of timber selected.  These are  part cut  near the base and laid  along the top 
so  providing a stock proof barrier which thickens as regeneration occurs.  If necessary the hedge 
bank which forms the base of the hedge can then be cast up to repair the structure.  The Devon 
hedge is unique to the West Country in being both bank and hedge compared with other parts of the 
country where the trees and shrubs are planted at ground level.  In the latter situation the so called 
‘Midland’ style of hedge laying is practiced.             
 
It is believed that the bank with hedge on top, as depicted in the film, promotes greater bio diversity. 
Perhaps it is no surprise that scarce species like the Dormouse which hibernates at ground level and 
regularly use hedgebanks are more common in Devon.  Many other species – Foxes, Woodmice, 
Bank Voles, Stoats, Weasels, toads and lizards together with nesting birds all find food and refuge 
here.   We should treasure the Devon hedge and be prepared to invest time and money in 
maintaining it for the ecological success that it is. 
 
David Leader then showed a short film about the death and destruction of an Oak at Hazels Lodge.  
The necessity to fell this tree highlighted the value of thinning trees in woodland and the re-
generation which follows.  Younger trees benefit and the woodland flora responds to increased light.  
The dynamic state and diversity of the woodland is then maintained by this selective process.    
 
Dick Wilson continued the evening’s films by showing some remarkable unedited video tape of a 
Pine Marten filmed at Drimnin  on  Scotland’s west coast near  the  Isle of Mull.    Lured to a bird 
table in the  cottage garden and uninhibited by the cottage lights we  saw a  magnificent specimen 
feasting on jam sandwiches and not a peanut in sight.  Though still regarded by some locals as a 
nuisance  and  even a  pest,  this strikingly beautiful animal  is doing  well here  and  without  obvious  
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detriment to other wildlife.  It is a predator no doubt but not a complete carnivore.  Its possible 
reintroduction to England has been considered. 

 

                     
             (it was once widespread) and the  Alpine Ibex 
             which enjoys greater protection. 

 
During the interval Kevin Keatley showed some excellent still wildlife photographs on his laptop, 
connectivity problems precluding use of the projector. Although this was unfortunate it did allow 
some one to one discussion with Kevin, which is always extremely valuable to the wildlife 
photography enthusiasts.  

 
Ralph finally rounded off the evening with an artistic film presentation of a holiday on the West coast 
of Scotland in the early summer of 2005.   Without concentrating on any particular species, although 
deer and seals put in memorable appearances, the stunning scenery with musical accompaniment 
was greatly enjoyed.  

 
A DAY AT THE SOMERSET LEVELS 
On a beautiful, sunny day towards the end of January, this year, our small party of members set off 
from Tiverton for our second visit in a year to the Somerset Levels.  We arrived at the hide at Catcott 
Lows around lunch-time and were met by our guide, David Reid. 
 
As we looked out of the hide, a mass of water birds was evident. There were only small clutches of 
Teal and Mallard, but huge numbers of Widgeon and several hundred Lapwings.   We decided to 
stay a while and eat our lunch, as we observed the birds.   There is nothing better, on a day’s birding, 
than to sit eating your sandwiches or Mars bar, looking at hordes of water birds and waders through 
a telescope. Just as we were about to leave, all the birds on the lake froze, and it was obvious to us 
that a bird of prey was around. And so it turned out, as a Peregrine Falcon slowly glided over the 
marsh. As soon as he was gone, the frenzy of feeding started up again. (Peregrines only attack 
moving birds, hence the birds on the ground stopping all activity, whereas Sparrowhawks, for 
instance, only attack still birds, which is why, when you see one appearing in your garden, all the 
smaller birds scatter and hide in the bushes.) 
 
From here, our guide led us by car to the car park at the RSPB Ham Wall Nature Reserve. From 
there,  we walked  along  the South Drain for  approximately half a mile, to a hide at Shapwick Heath.  
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This was like chalk and cheese, compared with Catcott:  not a bird to be seen, the small scrape in 
front of the hide being totally empty. 
 
This was a bit disappointing and, after a while, we decided to walk to the hide on the opposite side of 
the Drain, through some damp undergrowth, finally climbing the stairs into another hide. This was 
much better, as right in front of us, we could see over 50 Cormorants, which were roosting in old, 
dead trees. A pair of Gadwall were seen though the scope, in the distance. 
 
We were soon to see “the bird of the day”, as a large, dark shape appeared. It seemed to be flying 
straight towards us, but then disappeared all too quickly over the hide and was gone. It was a Marsh 
Harrier. 
 
On the way out of the woods to the Drain path, a very loud singing noise, coming from the middle of 
a bush attracted many of our group, although we never actually saw it. However, we knew it was a 
Cetti’s Warbler – so often heard but rarely seen. 
 
We started back towards the car park and soon came upon two young girls from the local nature 
conservancy. They were doing some work on the reed beds. “It’s a pity you weren’t here five minutes 
ago,” one said “we observed a Short-Eared Owl coasting over the reeds, but it flew off.” Now, how 
many times have we heard this sort of thing before! 
 
After picking up our cameras and telescopes, we headed off in the opposite direction, for what was to 
be the intended highlight – the Roosting Starlings of the Somerset Levels.      As darkness started to 
fall, large groups of these birds started to descend onto the reeds for roosting. Within half an hour, 
many thousands landed, but not the one to two million birds that we were told would be there. Also, 
unfortunately, they did not reel and swirl, as they often do, and we were a little disappointed at 
having missed out on that particular spectacle. 
 
Nevertheless, it had been a very enjoyable day, and as the light faded fast, it was time to get back to 
the cars and make our way home. 
 
The Somerset Levels is a place I shall return to in the Spring, as it is truly a nature haven, and not 
only for birds; all manner of nature is to be found there – and in abundance. 
                      Alan Romp 
 
March 14th 2008 - The AGM followed by “The Jurassic Coast”     
Donald Campbell was our speaker.  He is the author of the ‘Encyclopedia of British Birds’ and more 
recently a booklet on “Exploring the Undercliffs” (the Axmouth to Lyme Regis national Nature 
Reserve).  This little booklet is a mine of information and some copies were available for purchase 
and quickly snapped up at the end of the meeting. 
 
He commenced by a brief description, accompanied by aerial photographs, of the coast extending 
from Exmouth to Poole Harbour which is now a world heritage site.  Its significance lies in the fact 
that within about a 90 miles stretch of coastline three distinctive geological zones are clearly visible in 
the eroded cliffs.  Starting from Exmouth with the Triassic cliffs, to the Jurassic part of the Axmouth to 
Lyme Regis section extending eastwards to the Cretaceous ending at Poole Harbour.   These are 
also well seen from the sea on coastal cruises. 
 
Whilst all of this coast is dramatic, the Jurassic coast is probably at its most spectacular in the 
Axmouth to Lyme Regis undercliff and this area formed the main section of the presentation.  The 
great landslip of 1839 made a great impact on geologists of that time and the area has been closely  
studied  ever since.        Some parts of the undercliff are inaccessible without a guide and the Society 
is  fortunate  to have the  opportunity to see some of these areas later in the year under the guidance  
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of Donald Campbell.   
 

 
                       The Jurassic Coast from Sidmouth to Beer Point      (Photograph – M Randle)  
        
Some interesting and rare plants and invertebrates are to be found here; the Solitary Wasp, (the cliffs 
are honeycombed with their burrows), the  Piddock  (a six inch long bivalve mollusc);   Sakelaris  (a 
tubeworm  which builds  up  sand around itself encrusting the rocks on the lower shore); plants like 
Nottingham Catchfly, Sea Spurry, Sea Kale, (once regarded as a delicacy), Purple Gromwell, Yellow 
Horned Poppy and of course orchids. 
 

                  
Salcombe Regis to Beer Point      The landslip between Branscombe and Beer 
                                                                                                               (Photographs – M Randle) 

 
Many fossils are found along this coast among the eroding shales - ammonites in particular are 
constantly appearing, and the fossil reptiles, ichthyosaurs, and plesiosaurs are of particular interest. 
 
Clearly there is much to learn and experience in this area of our coast which the Society first visited 
some years ago.   A return visit is well justified. 

               Alan Hopkins 
 
Peter Richardson writes - I very much enjoyed the talk given by Donald Campbell on the Jurassic 
coast after our AGM.    One item  he mentioned stirred my nostalgia button, this was his reference to  
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Seakale.   After the last war my family lived in Ilford Essex and my father had a  lowly  paid office job  
in the "City".  Times were hard with rationing and on Friday evenings on the way home from work my 
father used to visit Leadenhall Market.    This was a Monday- Friday market and perishable food was  
 
 
sold off at the end of each week very cheaply as there was no refrigeration available then. This was 
the only time we could afford  chicken which at that period was very expensive, but more often he 
would bring home vegetable delicacies such as Corn-on-the-cob ,asparagus or seakale, the latter 
being a favourite of all the family. Donald Campbell thought Sea Kale would be rather salty or earthy 
tasting and did not know how it was cooked. My mother simply boiled it in salty water and it was 
served on a plate with a knob of margarine, butter not being affordable, and eaten like asparagus.  
My memory is of a very delicate nutty flavour, and there never being enough as it was so enjoyable.   
It is a great shame that it is no longer available commercially. 
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       PROGRAMME NOTES 
I’m writing these notes sitting in front of a warm fire. Outside it’s cold and miserable but the 
thought of sun in May is consoling. 
 
On Saturday 17th May we are off to the coast. Jurassic Coast – Undercliff. It follows the talk at the 
AGM by Donald Campbell which was so well received. There is quite a bit of up and down but the 
pace will be leisurely over a distance of 5 miles or so and there will be resting places.  Donald is 
leading so we will lack for neither interest nor knowledge. He says that there are loops to explore, 
only to return to waiting areas where the rested less able members will be picked up again to rejoin 
the tour.  
 
2008 is the International Year of Planet Earth. Devon County Council are helping to promote this 
through their website www.devon.gov.uk/devonrocks then go down to ”Great days out in Devon 
and see some geology”  you can search the interactive map and select ‘27’ for Undercliffs.  
 
 Amy Dickman spoke to us at Roliphants 3 years ago. She was a post graduate student studying 
cheetahs and gave us an enthralling talk handsomely illustrated by some wonderful photos of these 
graceful animals and of the African plains. She is coming home soon, this time from Kenya, and we 
hope to arrange another Saturday afternoon meeting at Roliphants in May – date to be advised. 
(Please phone me on 01 
 
Keith Hann, who is known to many of us, will lead our visit on Saturday 14th June to Hamm Hill in 
Somerset. Plenty of plants birds and butterflies on the open ground and in the woodland. There is 
also a pit pond holding over 5 million gallons of water which is fed by natural springs. 
 
We have short notice visits on our agenda again; we only hope for a better summer. Braunton 
Burrows, Somerset Levels, Roliphants, Witheridge Moor, Canal Walk, Exmoor and Reservoirs; they 
can be on evenings or weekdays. Those who were on the list to telephone last year need do nothing. 
Otherwise, if you wish to be informed about all or any of these trips, see me at the April meeting or 
ring me on 01398 351359. 
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Jim & Margaret Grose have a secluded cottage at Lee Bay on the Devon coast. They have kindly 
offered to host a visit to the close surrounding area from this base. The geology and underwater sea 
life of this stretch of our coast need a very low tide to be fully appreciated and this occurs on 
Saturday 13th September.   The same website mentioned previously will be useful, select numbers 
33 and 35.   
 
At the end of September or in October, depending on the weather and the crop, Jeff Benn will lead 
us in a fungus foray. 
 
Alan Romp has been to many parts of the world looking at and studying birds. He will lead our outing 
to the Axe Estuary Wetlands on Saturday 25th October. We should see the last birds out on this 
migration route and those coming in should be arriving in numbers. There is always a chance of 
rarities at this site and blustery weather, or worse, does help!  
 
In case the Summer/Autumn newsletter is not issued before the first of our indoor meetings, please 
make a note of  Friday 19th September when we welcome again  Dr. Robin Wootton and “Insects as 
Flying Machines.”   Definitely not one to miss.  
                                           David Leader 

 
Notices 

 
THE JOHN STONE MEMORIAL TROPHY 
The trophy is  presented on an annual basis by the Tiverton Heathcote Photographic Club, for the 
best natural history photograph.  Jeff Benn reports that the first winner of the trophy was Mr Ray 
Yardly with a photograph of a Fly Agaric mushroom.  There was a good response with high quality 
entries.    
 
Those of you who have been members of the MDNHS since 2004 may remember  that John was a 
prominent member of the society and had been on the committee for several years.  John had shown 
some of his wonderful photographs to us on more than one occasion.  He died on 24th November 
2004 following a heart attack whilst out taking photographs in his beloved Horner Valley on Exmoor. 
 
DICK WILSON 
It is with great regret that I have to report the death of Dick Wilson on Thursday 21st February after 
suffering a heart attack at his home.   Those who attended the ‘Reflections’ evening on 15th February 
will recall Dick showing his lovely video of a Pine Marten feeding on jam sandwiches at a holiday 
cottage in Scotland.   Dick had been a member of the society since 2003.  
 
Our heartfelt sympathy goes to Dick’s widow, Ros. 
 
SUBSCRIPTIONS 
The Membership secretary wishes to remind those of you have not yet paid their 2008 annual subs 
that these became due on 1st January.    Please forward to Harold Collister at 34 Southfield Way, 
Tiverton EX16 5AL if you have not yet paid and wish to remain a member. 

 
 
 


