
                          Winter 2009     
               Chairman’s Notes 
So the New Year is here again and Brenda and I wish all our members a very happy and prosperous one.  I 
must admit that it has always struck me as odd how we can’t wait to kick out the old year that we welcomed in 
so avidly 12 months before, when it might actually have been a very good year.  I suppose it is just human 
nature to hope that we can improve on what has gone before. In any case it seems we never need much of an 
excuse to celebrate something and what better than a New Year. 
 
Certainly 2008 wasn’t so good overall when one considers the economic situation and the weather so we can 
certainly hope for an improvement there but as far as the Mid Devon Natural History Society is concerned I feel 
that we have gone from strength to strength.  We have had some excellent meetings and outside events, thanks 
to the efforts of David Leader, who works tirelessly to make sure we have an interesting and variable 
programme whilst Doris as treasurer plays her part in ensuring we have enough funds to pay for it all.    
Meanwhile the membership remains at a healthy level and our thanks goes to Harold Collister for his efforts by 
taking in the subscriptions, issuing the membership cards and all the other work that goes with it.  I would also 
like to thank Brenda who takes all the notes of our meetings and Alan Hopkins for his work with distributing the 
Newsletter and providing notes on all our indoor meetings.  In addition Alan, together with his daughter 
Gwyneth, has been instrumental in getting the Society’s web site launched.    Last, but not least of course, I 
would like to thank the remainder of the committee, namely Alan Romp, Chris Nadin,  Keith Owers, Richard 
Heywood and Stella Collister without whom the Society could not function.  The coming year will also be full of 
interesting and lively meetings and events and I hope as many of you can participate as possible. 

 
In conclusion I would like to say how pleased I am that our web site has now been up and running since early 
April.  Most organisations of our size, and many smaller ones, have web sites and already we have been 
contacted by people who had seen ours.   One of these was a keen botanist and wild flower photographer who 
lived in the Aberdeen area and was coming to Mid Devon on business.  He asked if someone could show him 
some good sites and I put him in touch with David and Doris Leader who took him to Braunton Burrows.   He 
also attended our September meeting as a guest.  This is exactly the type of thing we were hoping to promote 
via the web site.   Those of you that have got Internet access will know that we are now able to update the” 
Items of Interest” page on the web site ourselves and there are already several items on it plus photographs.  
Please keep them coming in and send any items, as soon as possible after noting them, to either myself or 
Alan Hopkins either by e-mail or normal post.   Another bonus for those that can access the web site is that our 
newsletters appear on the web site in full colour.   

                             Malcolm Randle 
              Chairman 

 
Notices 

  
Membership Subscriptions for the year 2009 

Just a reminder that these are due in January.  We are pleased to announce that for the ninth year   
running they will remain at: 
Full membership          £9.00 
Retired   membership    £6.00 
Family Membership  £18.00 
Student membership    £5.00 
Group membership                                                  £15.00 
We  are  only  able  to keep it  at  this level by making  an  admission charge for meetings and events but the      
 committee believes that this is the fairest way of raising the extra funds we need.    It means that those who      
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do not or cannot take part in the various events, or are only able to attend occasionally, are not penalised  
Membership includes three newsletters and a programme of events. 
 
 If those members intending to pay their subscriptions at the meeting on 16th January 2008 could pay by 
cheque written out beforehand it would be extremely helpful due to the annual dinner coinciding with 
this meeting. 

                 H.J. Collister  
                   Membership Secretary 

                                                    Features            
Kingfisher Action  
On a cool very blustery, but bright autumn morning at the beginning of November, we decided to go for a 
walk along the coast at Budleigh Salterton. 
 
We had an invigorating walk along the top of the shingle spit to the mouth of the river Otter, and then 
returned along the lower path beside the river overlooking the marshes. 
 
We watched a variety of birds, nothing very rare, with many gulls and ducks, a few waders such as curlew 
and common sandpipers and of course the nowadays obligatory Little Egret. 
 
We were enchanted by the many Rock and Meadow Pipits, the latter especially, as they were very tame 
that morning, feeding quite close to us, but the star of our walk was a lone Kingfisher. 
 
It looked like a living jewel in the bright autumn light but its behaviour was what enchanted us the most.  It 
was using a small beach in the bend of the river where it flew to eat its catches, using two different  
perches, one a twig sticking out of a large driftwood log and the other the top of a low shrub on the other 
side of the river.  However, neither perch overlooked the water as is usually the case and our Kingfisher 
was hunting by doing an impression of a Hummingbird, hovering over the river for quite long periods, then 
zooming like a dragonfly to another location to do the same thing over again. 
 

 

 
                                                      Our Kingfisher                            (Photo by Peter Richardson) 
 

It was fascinating to watch and continued for six or seven minutes before the bird flew off to try another 
stretch of the river, oblivious to the enthusiastic band of walkers who had stopped to watch his display. 
We returned home feeling quite elated; it's marvellous what joy you can get out of a chance bit of bird-
watching.              
                    Peter and Shelia Richardson  
Under Attack 
After a quiet and uneventful winter we were looking forward to spring. New leaves were bursting out of their 
buds, eager to feel the sun’s rays.  The early Daffodils had come and gone as had the Snowdrops.  Birds 
were already looking for nesting sites.  We have five bird boxes in our small garden (22m x 12m) and 
narrowing at one end but with large trees in the lane bordering Tiverton golf course.   With plenty of cover in  
our shrub borders and the neighbouring large trees we do well for birds, thirty nine species at the last count. 
 
As usual Great tits and Blue tits are the first to come looking for accommodation.  Most years the tits have 
occupied three of our four boxes.     An open fronted box on the end of the garage in amongst clematis 
Montana has been taken over by a pair of Pied wagtails for the last two years.       This year I had put up a 
second open fronted box on the opposite side of the garden on the fence behind a Pyracantha.  In addition 
we have provided a platform in the Wisteria for Spotted flycatchers which have nested in the garden but not 
in their purpose built accommodation.  

 
While we watched to see who was going to nest where, war broke out in the form of a pair of aggressive 
Nuthatches.  A  20 metre  exclusion zone  was established  and constantly  patrolled during  daylight  hours.  
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Having  established  which of  the two nest boxes they would  use they set  about driving out any other birds  
from the garden, with the exception of a regular pair of Great Spotted woodpeckers.   Attacks would be 
launched from up in a large oak tree with the speed of an Exocet missile.   Wagtails, Robins;  they all had to 
go.  The flycatchers looked in but did not stop, one vicious attack being enough for them.   The only birds to 
persevere were the tits, a plucky pair of Coal tits sneaking into a rear entrance nest box at the end of the 
garden and managing to rear a family.    The Blue tits and Great tits were attacked with a vengeance.  On 
one occasion we watched a Blue tit carrying nesting material hauled out of a nest box by its leg.   A pair of 
nervous Goldfinches did manage to make a beautiful nest well hidden in a bush but having laid their first 
eggs were predated by a marauding Magpie. 
 
The Nuthatches, having laid claim to our garden, quickly made themselves at home in a nest box, lining it 
with a mix of wood chips and dry leaves.  The first eggs were laid about the 15th April, seven eggs in total.  
Both parents were seen feeding from 2nd May and the young took to the wing around the 23rd.  All seven 
fledged and we watched them learning to fly around the garden.   Nuthatches are lovely birds to see and 
watch on our peanut feeders but they are very territorial and aggressive to other birds.   We wish them well 
but hope they find somewhere else to nest next year.  Should they come back again to nest I think we will 
be asking the RSPB to serve them with an A.S.B.O 
 

 
                  A Nuthatch                                    (Photo – M Randle) 
  

Keith and Angela Owers 
 
The Blackbird  Order – Passeriforme; Family - Turdidae; Genus -Turdus merula 

           One of our best known and most loved garden birds is the Blackbird but what do we really know about it? 
Whatever text book or work of reference one consults none seem to have a really comprehensive 
description of all its attributes.  In this article I have endeavoured to remedy this.              
Distribution -   Being by far the most common of our true thrushes, the Blackbird numbers around five 
million resident birds.   They are also to be found in most of Europe, parts of Asia and North Africa  as  well 
as Australia and New Zealand where they were introduced. (The Blackbird is now New Zealand’s most 
common bird where they were brought in during the mid 19th century to help settlers feel more at home)  
There are also a number of sub-species across its range but I will only be dealing with the one we know 
best, i.e. Turdus merula.   Depending on latitude they may be resident, partially migratory or fully migratory.  
In the British Isles Blackbirds from colder areas will move south or west. There is a record of a colour ringed 
bird which normally resided and bred in a Norfolk garden but made its way to a virtually identical garden in 
Devon each winter.           Many from Scotland and northern England head for Ireland. However about three  
quarters of the Blackbirds that breed in Britain remain in the same location, especially those in milder parts 
of the country.  During the early winter months there is an influx of between 15 and 20 million Blackbirds 
from Scandinavia and northern Europe that mingle with our own resident birds.  These northern birds tend 
not to have such brightly coloured bills and eye rings as our own resident birds. A particularly spectacular 
arrival  of  migrating  blackbirds was  recorded on  5th November 1961 following a north-westerly gale on the  
previous day.  Many thousands arrived on the Norfolk coast and on light-vessels and fishing boats off 
shore.         Hundreds descended into parks, gardens and cemeteries in Great Yarmouth whilst many others 
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entered the vast marshes in the vicinity. It must have been a remarkable sight.   As they arrive migrating 
Blackbirds normally fly just above wave height and then dramatically plummet into the nearest cover.      
 
Origin of the name - So why is the Blackbird, which was first recorded in 1486, so named?  After all 
there are other birds with black plumage  to be found such as the Rook, Jackdaw, Raven and Carrion crow.    
It appears that the answer lies in the usage of the word “bird” which prior to the 18th century referred only to 
smaller birds whilst larger ones, such as crows, were called a “fowl”.  It could be argued that a Starling is 
also a black bird, and from a distance it does appear to be, but look at it closely and it can be seen that its 
plumage has a lot of other colours in it especially blue and purple whereas the male Blackbird has true 
black plumage.   Prior  to the 17th century a common name for the species was ouzel, ousel or wosel.   
Another variation was woosell and the following reference can be found in Shakespeare’s  “A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream”  where Bottom refers to “The Woosell cocke, so blacke of hew, with orenge-tawny bill”   The 
ouzel reference can  also be found later in poetry and is used in the name of the closely related Ring ouzel 
(Turdus torquatus), a bird that because of its size and shape and general characteristics could be mistaken 
for a Blackbird in certain circumstances but as it has a white ring across its breast leaves Turdus merula the 
only small bird that is wholly black  
 
Description - Around ten inches in length and with its smart jet black plumage, bright orange/yellow beak 
and yellow eye ring the adult male Blackbird is a most striking and handsome bird that must be familiar to 
nearly everyone.   By comparison the female can look quite nondescript with mid-brown plumage a spotty 
breast and sometimes a pale throat although when in full breeding condition they are quite a smart looking 
bird.  Juvenile blackbirds look very similar to the female but are more rufous coloured and have paler more 
motley spotting    The male takes nearly a year to acquire his full adult plumage.  The last feathers to 
change are the wings so if you see a bird that looks like a blackbird with black body and brown wings and a 
dirty yellow beak and eye ring it will be a first year juvenile male.     It is not unusual to see Blackbirds with 
varying degrees of white plumage.  This is because they are prone to albinism and occasionally this 
produces a totally white bird which will also have red or pink eyes.   I recall when we first moved to our 
present home, Sunny Cottage at Woodbury Salterton, that we had a resident pied Blackbird in our garden.  
He was around for a couple of years and a little further up the road we used to see another one, probably 
from the same family.      These birds were as divided in colour as a Pied wagtail and although since then 
we haven’t seen any others so varied  we have often seen them with just a few white feathers.  Blackbirds 
are also susceptible to another condition called leucism which is caused by weak pigmentation and they 
appear wishy-washy by comparison to a bird in full colour.  
 
Lifespan - The Blackbird has an average lifespan of about three years but they are capable of living 
much longer if they can avoid predation.  The average age obviously takes into account the large mortality 
rate of young birds and if it can survive a couple of seasons and successfully breed then a Blackbird stands 
a good chance of reaching a reasonably good age.  Based on data from ringing the oldest recorded age is 
21 years 10 months. 
 

 
       Male Blackbird feeding on Hawthorn berries            (Photo M. Randle) 

    
Feeding and Behaviour -   Originally a woodland bird the Blackbird is to be seen just about everywhere 
but  whilst there are still many to be seen in rural locations it particularly loves our gardens and parks where 
it finds an abundance of food, in particular earth worms which it finds by sight and to some extent hearing 
and then pulls from the ground.     They will take pretty well any invertebrate for which they root about in leaf 
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 litter or find in bushes.  In  autumn they are very  fond of red berries and rotting apples but will also take 
other fruit depending on what’s locally available. They have also been known to take tadpoles, newts, 
lizards and small fish although this is unusual.   Snails are not normally on the diet probably because they 
have not learnt how to open them, but they have been known to steal snails that have already been broken 
open by a Song thrush!  They will happily take kitchen scraps and are also partial to sultanas and raisins.    
Blackbirds tend to fly only if they have to and then they tend to keep fairly low and cover only short 
distances.  They prefer to hop or run about to find their prey and then scurry back into cover to consume it.   
However this does not mean they are weak fliers and when migrating they can fly tremendous distances, 
usually travelling together in small flocks.  Blackbirds have a characteristic posture, usually seen when 
alighting, which is with the tail cocked up and the wings down and often accompanied by a lot of wing 
flicking.  Like other thrushes they also like to do a spot of sunbathing which is often done on the ground 
where they adopt a position to catch the sun and fluff out their feathers. 
 

    
                            Our resident female           (Photos by M Randle)   Young blackbird sunbathing   
 
Breeding – Blackbirds are inclined to be monogamous and a pair may stay together throughout their 
lifespan but might split up if breeding results are poor.  During the breeding season the male doesn’t happily 
tolerate other males in his territory and will quickly chase them off utilising a bow and run threat display.  
This involves a short run, the head being raised and then bowed with the tail dipped at the same time.    If 
this does not work and a fight ensues it is usually very short and the intruder invariably makes off.  The 
colour of the bill is important in the reactions of a defending male to another male. The more orange  the 
intruder’s bill then the more aggressive will be the reaction whilst it will be less to those with a yellow bill and 
least of all to the brown bill of the first year male.  The female can also be quite aggressive to other females 
coming in to her breeding territory and sometimes fights between females are quite violent. As far as bills 
are concerned the female is more interested in males with the shiniest bills.   Most small to medium sized 
gardens will only support one pair of breeding Blackbirds.  
 
The courtship display consists of the male making a number of oblique runs combined with   head-bowing 
movements, an open beak and making a sort of strangled low song.  Meanwhile the female stays 
motionless until she raises her head and tail to permit him to mate with her. The nest is constructed by the 
female, mainly from twigs and grasses held together with mud and lined with finer grasses.   It is usually 
located in bushes or hedges but all sorts or other odd places are chosen, such as shelves in sheds or any 
other suitable building.  Being an open style nest it is very susceptible to predation, as are the nests of other 
species that make open nests.  Both eggs and chicks may be taken by members of the Jays, Magpies or 
cats.   It is estimated that as many as nine out of ten nesting attempts end in failure, particularly in the case 
of inexperienced birds who might desert the nest for various reasons.  The male does not take any part in 
incubating the three to five eggs which are greenish blue with reddish brown spots.  Hatching usually starts 
at 13 to 14 days after commencement of incubation. and both parents take part in feeding the young who 
start to fledge between 13 and 16 days.    Because the young tend to fledge very early (as is the case with 
many of the thrush family) some may not have properly developed their flight feathers and just flutter 
around drawing attention to themselves.  It is at this highly vulnerable stage of their development that many 
of  them  fall  prey to  domestic cats  and  anything else  that fancies an easy meal.     There are usually two 
broods and occasionally there might be a third.  The parents feed the young for up to three weeks after 
leaving  the nest  and they can often  be seen following  the parents around begging for food.    If the female  
starts incubating another clutch of  egg.  During this time the male will continue to feed the young until  they 
are independent. 
Song and Calls -      Perhaps the most enchanting aspect about the male Blackbird is his rich, melodious 
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and  flute  like song  which can  be heard  throughout the  breeding  season from  February  to  July.   Many 
consider it  to  be better than the  song of  a  Nightingale.     First year males  who are  trying to  establish  a 

 

     
                    Blackbird’s nest & eggs     (Photos from Internet)        Blackbird’s chicks  
 
breeding territory may start singing as early as late January in fine weather but the adult males will not 
usually start until March. The song is usually delivered from a very prominent perch, from where he can 
survey his territory.     The male Blackbird is usually the first to start singing at the beginning of day and the 
last to stop at the end. For me it is the most evocative of all British bird song (with the possible exception of 
the Curlew).  I think it is best summed up in the words of the 19th century poet, William Ernest Henley, who 
wrote: 

“The Nightingale has a lyre of gold, 
The lark’s is a clarion call, 

And the Blackbird plays but a boxwood flute, 
But I love him best of all. 

 
For his song is all the joy of life, 

And we in the mad spring weather, 
We two have listened till he sang, 

Our hearts and lips together.” 
 

Once the breeding season is over then so is the male’s singing, it having served its purpose by attracting a 
mate and defending his territory.  The pair then commences a severe moult, so much so that even flying 
can be a problem and they become more at risk of predation than usual so they certainly don’t want to 
advertise their presence.  They go into hiding skulking in and under the bushes and hedgerows just coming 
out to feed.  However during the Autumn and Winter months you can often hear them quietly singing to 
themselves from the cover of undergrowth and hedges. This is known as the sub-song. 
 

    
     Bathing time                                              (Photos M Randle) 

 
Blackbirds also have a number of other calls that they use for various purposes.     As a bird that spends a lot 
of its time on the ground it is at a much higher risk from terrestrial predators.    It is inclined to be a very alert 
and panicky bird and it is when a cat or fox etc is spotted that the familiar alarm call is made.  This consists of 
a series of short sharp notes most often given in flight and may be heard at any time of the year although it is  
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perhaps more noticeable in the breeding season and often several can be heard together.  Like other  
passerine  birds the  Blackbird  also has  a special call used  to warn of the  presence of birds of prey.    This 
is a distinctive thin high pitched sound and birds of other species in the vicinity will also pick up on this and 
react accordingly.  Another call, often heard in the late evening, is the chink chink note made by the territorial 
male in trying to discourage other males from roosting in his territory.  Often a chorus of these notes is heard 
as they all warn each other off, not always successfully. 
 
We now look forward to the Spring when the wonderful song of the Blackbird will be heard again.   

                                                                                                                        Malcolm Randle 
A Green Robin! 
 

     
                                                                                              (Photo by J Grose) 

            When we were at Rosemoor recently we spotted this young robin having a cabbage bath! 
                               Jim and Margaret Grose 
 
Squatters Move In 
The house martins left in the first week of October, leaving 4 empty nests (in two pairs), under the south 
west facing eaves of our house in Ashley, Tiverton.  On the 3rd December, at dusk, (approx. 4.15 that day) I  
 
noticed a wren on a bedroom window sill beneath one of the nests.  A couple of minutes later there were 5 
wrens flying around and clinging to the rendering on the wall below the nests.  They seemed to be gathering 
to roost and soon disappeared into the nests.   They have continued to do so every evening sometime 
between 4.15 and 4 .30, up to today 16th December.   We have managed to get some pictures but because 
of the speed of the wrens, the fading light and our photography skills the results are not brilliant. 
 

 
                                                                One of our Wrens           (Photo by J Grose)  

          
                                                                                                          Jim and Margaret Grose 
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Pied Buzzards? 
In late November in a field near Bicton (East Budleigh) we saw the buzzard shown in the photos below. It 
had large areas of pure white feathering on its breast and face and also some on its back giving it an almost 
pied effect which was particularly striking when it flew.  This buzzard was one of around a dozen others, all 
stood in the same field between 50 to 100 yards apart. We have been back several times since and 
buzzards are always there in the field, usually around 7 or 8 including a couple with a lot of white feathering 
but also several others perched in the trees.  It would seem that these pale variant buzzards are not 
uncommon in Devon and Cornwall and since our first find we have discovered another field about 3 miles 
further on towards Sidmouth in which we counted 16 buzzards.  These also included a couple of the very 
pale variants.   Both fields have recently been planted with winter cereal crops which are probably rich in 
earthworms, part of the buzzards’ diet.   Although we ourselves have not previously seen such numbers in 
what is a relatively confined location it is in fact fairly common buzzard behaviour in the autumn.    We shall 
continue to watch these fields with interest over the next few months. 

   
              (Photos by M Randle)           

         Malcolm and Brenda Randle 
 
Reports on Outside Events 

Visits to Braunton Burrows    
The visit to Braunton Burrows had been in the planning stage for many weeks – we were waiting for a 
sunny day and June and July had more rainy than sunny days.  We finally fixed the day on 23rd July.  Most 
of the orchids had come and gone, other wild flowers had taken their rotational place, but we still found 
marsh helleborines and pyramid orchids which seemed to favour the low  creeping willow to grow in.  This 
willow has an extensive root system reaching up to 11 metres in length. The round leaved wintergreen is 
also associated with the creeping willow. We saw far too many flowers to mention by name but I think we all 
liked the pink carpets of the bog pimpernel and the delightful little sand pansy which in this yellow and white 
form is only found on Braunton Burrows. We saw all the usual butterflies plus common blue, grayling and a 
fast flying dark green fritillary.   
 

 
                                    Intrepid explorers at Braunton Burrows on 23rd July     (Photo Peter Richardson) 
 
When we were  having our  lunch high up on a  dune with glorious views  over the  estuary and surrounding 
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countryside we watched a female kestrel. She was also having her lunch which she had caught earlier but 
she was having it on the wing.   
 
Let’s hope for more sunshine next year and regular visits to Braunton Burrows to take in other rarities there 
are on offer.   David and I went later in August with Brian from Scotland and John Breeds, the warden, who 
directed us to scullcap, water germander, white horehound and  fragrant orchids. We also found the minute 
sand toadflax. I hope I can remember the locations for future visits. 
                              Doris Leader 
Visit to Lee Bay (flora, fauna, geology) Saturday 13th September 
Jim and Margaret Grose hosted and guided this visit to the North Devon coast on a perfect early autumn 
day.  At about 11.30am we crossed the road from the small car park to the slipway which leads onto the first 
beach.  Here the sand is only exposed at low tide, the rest of the foreshore comprising the rockpools which 
would claim most of our attention.  Here we found an abundance of life.  The rocks are festooned with 
seaweeds plus algae of great variety with green, brown and red forms all being well represented. Some 
seaweeds have common names but the majority have only botanical names.   Large  numbers of molluscs, 
limpets, topshells, mussels and periwinkles were easily found and more careful searching revealed beadlet 
and snakelock anemones and the less common and more easily overlooked gem anemones.   
 

        
    An example of some of the seaweeds found   Snakelock anemone 
 
 The waterproof identity guides (provided courtesy of the DWT) proved invaluable.  Many small fish shoaled 
in some of the rock pools and were probably juvenile grey mullet.  A Rock Goby  (Gobius paganellus) was 
caught easily , being a bottom feeder whilst Hermit crabs Shore crabs and  Prawns provided further 
interest.. In fact it became evident that there is merit in just sitting quietly by a rockpool staring into it and 
waiting for some action; it doesn’t take long and the more you look the more you see.  Photography and 
filming can be rewarding but a polarising filter is vital for the best results. 
 
 A second beach is reached at low tide by passing through a rocky promontory.     It is revealed as a small 
bay backed by well vegetated cliffs with steps leading up to the top at the southern end.  The rocks in this 
area are the Morte slates which form interesting patterns both on the cliff face and on the beach where the 
action of the sea has smoothed and sculpted them 
 
Some of the specimens collected were taken back to Margaret and Jim’s cottage for further examination 
over an afternoon picnic before returning them to the sea.  From this vantage point views to Lundy island 
and the South Wales coast were enjoyed providing a further climax to a highly successful and enjoyable 
field trip.   

          
               Shore Crab                (All photos by Alan Hopkins)       Rock Goby   

                       Alan Hopkins 
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Fungus Foray - Jeff Benn 2nd October  
At the September meeting it was announced that the fungus foray would take place on the 2nd October, 
irrespective of conditions.  Silly really; we travelled through a squally shower on the way to Homebase car 
park where a great crowd of five gathered!  On a day such as this Knightshayes was invitingly close but we 
went to the surrounding woods and not the much frequented gardens.  I had never been there before.  It; 
was an eye opener.  From the top car park one continues into the  wood and we were mightily glad to do so  
hats on and gloved fists plunged deep into pockets against the raw wind.  

 
We immediately found a variety of growths on cut wood which had been left for nature.  Any size from an 
inch to a couple of feet in diameter sported fungal growth upon which Jeff could pronounce, each at home 
on its specific type of wood.  Taking our separate ways and calling attention for discoveries we progressed 
slowly downwards passing majestic beech, oak and chestnut and later came into a magnificent stand of 
Douglas fir well over a hundred years old and a hundred and twenty feet tall.   A total of 17 species of 
fungus were recorded in all.  Amongst these were the Porcelain fungus (otherwise known as the Poached 
egg fungus) Oudemansiella mucida growing on decaying Beech wood; the Clouded Agaric Clitocybe 
nebularis on leaf litter amongst the trees and Southern Bracket Ganoderma adspersum a parasitic fungus 
growing on Oak.        

 
With intermittent sun, no rain and a welcome flask upon our return to the car, it was worth it after all.   

    David Leader 
     

Visit to Axe estuary  - Alan Romp and David Walters -Saturday 25th October  
Eleven members met at the seafront in Seaton on a very blustery morning. Fortunately wind turned out to 
be the only weather problem, which was lucky for an outing so late in the year. 
 
Alan Romp led us on this very interesting, outing and being on familiar territory  was able to tell us what 
birds to look for at each site along the way. 
 
We started out walking alongside the river Axe as far as Coronation corner, and we saw an abundance of 
birds as well as a roe deer. Most unusual sighting being an Egyptian goose. We also had good sightings of 
various gulls, bar and black tailed godwits, curlew, oystercatchers, common sandpipers and many more, 
including a kingfisher in the harbour on our way back. 
 
After a very quick lunch, we drove on to the Colyford common Reserve, where we were met by David 
Walters of the Axe vale & district conservation society. He led us on a most informative walk through areas 
not yet open to the general public, to the site of the new Black Hole lagoon, an amazing new reserve which 
will comprise of a large shallow lake with 17 small islands designed to attract different birds, when it is 
flooded in November 2008. This visit included some time in the hide and a trip to a further viewing platform.  
Again  there  was a  great variety of  birds and  we also  had a  quick glimpse of a fox,  a lot of  rabbits, and  
close-up sightings of three roe deer. 
 
The most hardy of us continued on to the Seaton Marsh hide for further viewings, and a vote of thanks was 
given to Alan Romp for organising such an enjoyable day out. 

 
Just a footnote, all these great reserves are directly alongside the Seaton tramway, which runs a very busy   
timetable, and the wildlife just ignores these even when they blow their whistles at crossings. 

 

     
                      Common Sandpiper   (Photos by Peter Richardson)     Egyptian Goose 
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For those of you who like me, like lists of things seen, the birds identified included the following :- 
Cormorant    Grey heron   Little egret   Mute swan    Egyptian goose Mallard   Gadwall   Widgeon   Teal   
Shelduck   Pheasant   Moorhen   Lapwing   Black tailed godwit   Bar tailed Godwit   Curlew   Redshank   
Common sandpiper   Oystercatcher   Lesser black backed gull Herring  gull   Black headed gull   Wood 
pigeon   Feral Pigeon    Kingfisher   Green woodpecker   Pied wagtail   Whinchat   Blackbird   Blue tit   Long 
tailed tit   Magpie   Jay   Crow   Jackdaw   Starling   House sparrow 

Peter Richardson 
          

Reports on Meetings 
Insects as Flying Machines - Another View:  Dr Robin Wootton – 19th Friday 
September 
The main aim of this lecture was to explain how insect wings work, how they manage to beat so rapidly and 
perform intricate adjustments that enable the animal to fly so effectively.  Within the insect world there are 
many different wing designs that enable flight characteristics of the particular species.  This has led 
engineers to study insect flight with a view to developing miniature robot flying machines for industrial and 
military use.  To this end they have consulted entomologists such as Robin Wootton who have researched 
the mechanics of insect flight. 
 
Unlike birds and bats which possess muscles in their wings to provide power and a tail to assist in complex 
flight movements, all activated by a sophisticated brain and nerve network, insects with a much simpler 
neuro muscular system can perform intricate flight manoeuvres using their exquisitely designed flexible 
wings which possess no muscles or nerves in them at all.  Many cannot only fly efficiently from A to B but 
can hover, take off vertically, fly backwards, dodge, land on almost any surface including water (some can 
even become sub aquatic) or land upside down.   As examples consider the flight of dragonflies, the heavy 
bodied bumble bee whose wings seem almost inadequate,  the mayflies escaping from their sub aquatic 
larval existence, the diving beetles and pond skaters who colonise new ponds using flight and the slow 
flapping butterflies.  
 
Not all insect wings are alike.  The oldest configuration is likely to be two pairs of wings as in dragonflies, all 
individually separate, but this is modified in Hymenoptera (wasps, bees, ants etc) where fore and hind 
wings on each side are hooked together and operate as a unit, whilst in Diptera (mosquitoes, house flies 
etc) the forewings alone are used for flight, the hind wings being reduced to act as tiny balancing organs – 
the halteres. The wing variation is characteristic and has been used extensively by taxonmists to aid 
classification but from the point of view of flight this system of fine tubes which support the delicate wing 
membranes has great significance. The veination determines the basic wing shape and the trailing edge of 
the wing must be kept down. 
 
Using  various  paper models and  ultra slow motion  film  Dr Wootton demonstrated  how the wing must flex 
and twist in flight so that the upstroke does not negate the uplift and forward thrust provided by the 
downstroke.  In order to hover the wingspeed increases and the angulation of the thorax to which the wings 
are attached is tilted upwards so that on the upstroke the leading edge of the wing becomes more vertical  
reducing the forward force of the downstroke. 
 

   
Intricate wing veination of Common Darter                  Broad bodied Chaser in flight 

               (Photos by M Randle) 
 

The structure of the thorax is critical for this is where the power comes from.  It is composed like the rest of 
the exoskeleton of chitin, a flexible polysaccharide akin to the cellulose in the walls of plant cells.  Chitin 
embedded in a hardened protein forms the harder part of the exoskeleton such as the thorax, which it 
needs to be as it is the fixation point for the legs and wings externally and the muscles internally.      In other  
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parts of the body the chitin fibres are arranged differently providing a softer covering, e.g. the abdomen or 
the flexible body of a grub or caterpillar.   
 
The largest muscles within the thorax run vertically and longitudinally thus providing power to the wings.  
Once activated by the simple nervous system the thorax begins to resonate automatically, assisted by its 
flexible nature so that nerve impulses are not needed for every wing stroke and in most insects the wing 
beats are very rapid.  The exception is the butterfly where wing strokes are relatively slow. 

  
The nature of wing deformation is built in – determined by the vein structure of stiff and flexible parts, but 
adjusted by small muscles inside the thorax at the wing base, activated by regular nerve impulses.  The 
nervous system of insects comprises very few nerve cells compared with vertebrates – many movements 
are automated but the nervous system  remains extremely sensitive.       The bodies of most are covered by 
many sensory hairs and the compound eyes are extremely good at detecting movement and judging 
distance though not image detail.   

 
This was a fascinating and informative lecture, well illustrated by clever models, slow motion film and Dr 
Wootton’s personal animations.  I am glad I made notes. 
                                       Alan Hopkins 
 
Beetles – Martyn Green –  Friday 17th October 
Following the Dr Robin Wootton lecture on Insects in September Martyn’s  presentation concentrated on the 
largest of the insect orders, the Coleoptera (meaning sheath or shield wing).  This refers to the fact that the 
forewings are developed into hardened structures called elytra which cover and protect the hindwings used 
for flight.   However whilst most beetles can fly they usually spend little time in this activity and in some the 
wings are absent and the elytra may be fused together for extra protection.  In the female glow-worm wings 
and elytra are absent and she looks more like a beetle larva.  Her mate however flies well and is a typical 
beetle.  Beetle design has proved highly successful – 20% of all species is a beetle – with over 300,000 
known species worldwide and more to be identified.  There are about 4,000 species in the UK.  Martyn 
introduced us to a few of them.   
 
Beetles have been around for 230 million years and occur in every continent except Antarctica.    Some live 
in the treetops, many on the ground, some in the deserts others in fresh water.  The largest are found in the 
tropics, especially Africa (the Goliath beetle), Central and South America (Hercules beetle), and Amazonia 
(Titan beetle). These giants of the insect world vary in size form 4”-7” in length whilst at the other end of the 
scale is the 4mm long Flower beetle.  Our largest is the Greater Stag beetle (look for it at Wedmore on the 
Somerset levels) and is a protected species.   Martyn showed some more familiar species using 
photographs  and  some  his own preserved  specimens collected many years ago.     Some sport elaborate 
ornamentation like the Rhinoceros beetle with a horn on its head whilst the Scarab beetle has a spiky  head 
shield.  The common Cockchafer (Maybug) is well known, the male sporting frilled fan like antennae. 
 

   
                 Beetle  Oedemera Nobilis (f)   (photos by M Randle)   Beetle  Oedemera Nobilis (m) 
 
Many beetles  have interesting breeding strategies.   The dung beetles like the Dor beetle dig  shafts  below 
cow dung pats and provision the chamber for the larva.  Copus lunaris, a rarer species, does a similar job but 
the female actually shows maternal behaviour.  The Oil beetle lays eggs in the soil then the tiny larvae crawl 
up on to flower heads where if lucky they are picked up by one of the solitary bees and carried to the nest.  
Having eaten the bees’ eggs they then consume the then consume the food reserves of nectar and pollen, 
growing and finally emerging as mature beetles. 
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     Bloody nosed beetle(Timarcha tenebricosa)                        Wasp beetle (Clytus arietus)                             
                                                              (Photos M Randle)   
Whilst many beetles are vegetarian some are serious pests in crops, e.g. the flea beetles, and in timber 
where they produce intricate patterns beneath the bark or the sap wood.  The Elm Bark beetle is notorious 
for carrying fungal spores of Dutch Elm disease.  The Sexton beetle feeds on carrion which is then buried 
as a provision for the larvae, initially feeding them regurgitated food until they are capable of feeding 
themselves.  The Tiger beetles are carnivorous being active predators, fast runners  and fliers.     The Violet  
ground  beetle  eats  slugs and  snails  as  does the larvae of the Glow worm.       The Great Diving beetle is  
similarly a fearsome predator in ponds, eating tadpoles, froglets and even small fish. Defensive strategies 
can be intriguing from the warning colouration of ladybirds, the mimicry of the wasp beetles to the noxious 
emissions of the Bloody nosed beetle and the hot toxic spray ejected by an angry Bombadier beetle. 
 
Martyn’s talk was indeed wide ranging and I have endeavoured to cover some but not all that he had to say.  
Many of us,  I think,  will  be inspired to  seek out some  of  these  creatures  or if  only found  casually  then 
perhaps wish to know more about them. 

     Alan Hopkins 
 
Secrets of Dartmoor – Brian Maddock Friday 21st November 
Brian is an accomplished naturalist, photographer, videographer and Dartmoor guide.  He has spent many 
years studying the moor and the rivers that originate these and, of course, its wildlife.  His film  “Dartmoor – 
the Source of Many Rivers”, is 35 minutes of delight.   Filmed, edited, narrated and produced entirely by 
himself , this production compares well with any produced by the BBC natural history 
unit.

 
                                                             A Dartmoor stream in winter                        (Photo by M Randle) 

 
Some scenes are especially memorable.  Brian’s badgers are not peanut conditioned junkies; where else 
might you see a badger taking a live rabbit?      Salmon spawning in a Devon river – few professionals have 
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attempted and succeeded in doing this.  And of course the Dipper sequences were excellent but to get 
underwater film of them remains a challenge.  The film narrative is unpretentious but informative and non 
intrusive.  

 
A busy question time followed.  It then became clear that a great deal of research was needed so that 
filming could be planned.  Even when locations and subjects had been intensively studied there is no 
guarantee that the weather, local disturbance or an unwelcome intruder – human or animal – will not ruin 
the whole thing.   Brian pointed out that the material for the film had been gathered over about five years 
and that there is still plenty more to discover and record.   

  

 
 

  The River Teign near Dunsford has its source on Dartmoor     (Photo by  M Randle) 

 
Whilst few might be able to match Brian’s skill and dedication , the video camera puts the recording of 
wildlife behaviour within the reach of many of us. 
                 Alan Hopkins 
 
Members  Roundtable  Discussion - Audio/Visual/Specimens  
Friday 19th December 
David Leader invited contributions from the 26 members around the table starting with a challenge to 
discover how many wild plants could be found in flower this month .This resulted in four members producing 
41 different species between them during a brief search in their home area.  Whilst few could be described 
as spectacular it was interesting to see how many had survived the recent frosts.  By contrast we were then 
treated to a slide show of numerous British and European orchids for identification.  Fungi also featured 
some rare and unusual specimens. 
 
Among the fauna who seek refuge in our houses during the winter cluster flies (often found in large 
numbers in attics) and wood mice were discussed. In this particular case it appeared that the woodmice     
were there with a purpose - the flies were food (like many rodents they are not pure vegetarians). The two 
spectacular Moon moth caterpillars shown at the last meeting pupated next day and the first emerged from 
its cocoon on Dec 18th laying eggs immediately without any mating stimulus. The second moth emerged 2 
days later ---it is also female and has laid eggs. Clearly the eggs have fully formed during the pupation. Few 
native moths are around at this time of year but a male December moth was shown.  A dead grey long 
eared bat found on the out skirts of Tiverton this Autumn was also shown - this is a rare species in the UK. 
 
After the interval the meeting concluded with infra red night shot footage of red fox and otter behaviour 
recorded in the area. This is a challenging means of studying nocturnal animals but one which is becoming 
increasingly  possible with the  availability of cheap security video  cameras and motion activated recorders,  
but it still takes time and much patience. 

 
As usual this interactive meeting always produces surprises. 

                                                                                                                                       Alan Hopkins 
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     PROGRAMME NOTES 
What better way to start the new year than with our annual buffet dinner.  Friday 16th January, 6.30 pm. £15 
includes everything but remember to bring your own wine etc although the glasses are provided.  If you 
haven’t booked yet then ring Doris straight away, 01398 351359; caterers need to know the numbers early. 
It is followed by “The Cream of Iran”; nothing to do with the meal but it is to do with Terry Underhill and this 
largely unknown country.  It all makes for a super evening.  The usual monthly raffle will not be held. 
 
February sees Ralph conducting his Reflections programme with the usual aplomb. As you all know there 
are wonderful films and photographs always but, he can’t do it without your help. Got things to show? Give 
him a ring on 01626 366718. 
 
In March is the AGM for which we always get, and appreciate, a very well attended meeting. The National 
Parks of England & Wales occupies the latter part of the evening with Donald Campbell in charge, not as in 
the published programme where I indulged in a mistake with the identity of the speaker. 
 
Until the very day I spoke to him for the first time Dr. Scrivener was the county geologist but he had retired 
on that day.  As you can imagine he brings a wealth of knowledge and experience and we will share this in 
April during the Fantastic Geology of Devon. 
 
We had such appalling luck with the weather when attempting to arrange summer visits at short notice that 
we have decided to dispense with this format and revert to fixed dates for the year from May.  At the last 
meeting I asked for suggestions from the floor about where you would like to go, and left a sheet on the 
table to receive your ideas. The following were made;- 

           Dartmoor, with possibly a guided walk to see the dippers 
           Exmoor to see the red deer rut 
           Portland Bill 
           Wembury          
           Lundy Island 
         
Please let me know of any more to put forward.  If you will signify your preliminary interest at the March 
and April meetings we can then finalise the agenda for the coming year. 

                 David Leader 
 

The South Western Naturalists Union (SWNU) 
We have been asked by the SWNU, with who  we are affiliated, to bring the following copy of their first ever 
newsletter to our members’ attention.   

Newsletter 2008 
This is the first newsletter from the South Western Naturalists Union produced with the aim of keeping you 
in the picture about its forthcoming Study Tour which will take place in May 2009 but first I’d like to give you 
a brief description of the SWNU and its aims. 
 
SWNU was founded in the 1920s when the country was recovering from the ravages of the First World War.  
Its aims were to unite the many natural history societies that were springing up in the South West and to 
provide a meeting ground where members could come in friendship to share a common interest in nature 
and wildlife.  To accomplish this an annual study tour was introduced.   Every year the Union met in places 
in the South West to study the flora and fauna of the surrounding area.    
 
The Union went from strength to strength and in its heyday in the 1930s to the 1960s, excluding the 2nd 
World War, numbers on the tours rose to almost 70.  In 1997 we branched out and travelled out of the 
South West and visited Norfolk.  Since then our tours have been to Wales, The Burren in Ireland, Yorkshire 
and the Isle of Man as well as to places in South West. 
 
This is how one of our members summed up his impressions: 
“My highlight of the SWNU’s Norwich tour was standing on a small wooden bridge, looking into clear deep 
water and seeing Goldeneye, Smew and Tufted Duck swimming beneath, feeding and then popping up to 
the surface of the water nearby”. 
 
Sadly, in common with so many other societies, our numbers are dwindling, computers and cheap foreign 
travel seem to engage people’s time and energies, but our aim remains the same, namely to promote a love 
and understanding of nature in a sprit of friendship. 
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     Anyone interested is invited to join us on our 82nd Study Tour to: 

 
CHICHESTER 

                               From 25th May to 28th May 2009 
            Staying at the Chichester Park Hotel and visiting: 

• Brook Meadow Nature Reserve, Emsworth 
• Pagham Harbour 
• Weald and Downland Open Air Museum 
• Arundel Wildlife and Wetland Centre 
• Heighdown Gardens near Worthing 
• Iping Common near Midhurst Wildlife Trust, heathland 
• Pulborough Brooks RSPB.  70 bird species breed here, 30 species of butterflies 

            Bolder Wood, New Forest 
 
The cost will include all travel to and from your area and half board at the hotel 
Twin/double sharing £275 
Single room supplement £80 
Travel Insurance (if required) £15 
 

                                             Obituary 
It is with regret that the death on 13th November 2008 of Francis Anthony Mallet C.B.E. L.L.B (known as 
Tony) is announced.  He will be remembered for his Elizabethan garden at Lurley Manor which he opened 
each summer for several years and many of our members visited at his invitation.  Our thoughts go out to 
his wife Alison, who was also a member for many years, and his family. 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 
 


