
 

                              Summer into Autumn 2011 

                                      Chairman’s Notes 

This is a special year for us and, quite properly, a very busy one. We had extra meetings in May and 
early June, the second being split to include a ‘Swift spotting’  tour around inner Tiverton.  Both meetings 
were well attended and received. Should we similarly extend the programme next year?  Do let us know. 
 
Shortly after the last newsletter was prepared the remaining place on the Committee was filled by Peter 
Bowers; well done, Peter, and welcome. 
 
We also welcome more new members: Pat Wright, Rosa Tuffney, John Iffla, and the Moolman family 
Etienne, Kathleen, Kelvin and Brendan. We hope they will find their membership not only interesting but 
satisfying too. 
 
The highlight of the year was our 30th Anniversary celebration event at Roliphants. At one o’clock it was 
still raining but an hour later the sun announced no more rain for the day. The ground underfoot was dry 
for the hawk talk and display; it is wonderful to see these predatory birds so close and for so long. When 
they eventually flew from gloved hand to gloved hand, cameras clicked away capturing not only the birds 
but the apprehensive thrill on the faces of young and old alike. The queue to try gradually shrank and we 
adjourned to the main barn. Presentations were made to Alan and Gill and Malcolm and Brenda and in 
addition they were given certificates, appointing them Honorary Life Members, in recognition and 
appreciation of their hard work and commitment to the Society over so many years. 
 
A toast to the Society followed before the covers were lifted on the mouthwatering array of food so 
attractively displayed. It was rightfully slaughtered by over 60 ravenous members and guests – just as it 
should be! 
 
A big thank you to all who contributed and came to make this celebration so special. 

   David Leader   

                                 Members enjoying the hawking display with Nigel Penfold 
                                                                          (Photos: Malcolm Randle) 
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Features 

About Phenology 
Have you ever noted when the first frogspawn appears, or when you first hear a chiffchaff, or when the 
swallows arrive to start nesting in your garage? If you have, then you’re interested in phenology (which 
your spellchecker will regularly alter to ‘phonology’.) “Phenology” is the study of seasonal events, and 
you may be surprised to know there is a UK Phenology Network, less obscurely known as Nature’s 
calendar (check out www.naturescalendar.org.uk), jointly run by The Woodland Trust and the Centre for 
Ecology and Hydrology. Thousands of people every year record their sightings of first 
snowdrop/frogspawn/blackthorn leaves etc. and add them to the online database. Why is all this of more 
than passing interest?  Because it provides important insights into the effects of short-term weather 
events, and of long-term climate change, on our flora and fauna. 
 
My interest in phenology began in Africa. I had gone to study the ecology of western lowland gorillas 
(Gorilla g. gorilla) in Gabon, Central Africa. When the gorillas proved less than willing to let us get close 
to them, we turned our attention to the plants they fed on. At least they didn’t get up and walk away! We 
soon had a circuit of labelled trees and shrubs in the forest that we monitored once a month to see which 
species were flowering, fruiting, producing new leaves or losing their leaves. Gorillas are vegetarians, 
eating a very mixed salad of leaves, stems, fruit and flowers from a wide range of different species of 
plants. If you want to know where the gorillas are likely to be at any given time of year, then you’d better 
get to know what their food plants are doing – and this was our key into their lives and wanderings 
through their forest world. 
 
Back in Edinburgh, I got involved in a pilot project to revive phenological monitoring of selected plants in 
the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh. From 2004, we set up a project to record flowering times of nearly 
two hundred  plants, and from  that  information analysts can  start to see how flowering can be influenced 
by such factors as temperature and rainfall over the seasons, and how events vary from one year to the 
next. Obviously many years of data are needed, but all journeys start with a single step! Monitoring the 
same plants every week also allows definition of ‘peak flowering’, which may happen some time after the 
first flowers appear, and some species (e.g. gorse) flower sporadically over long periods.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
    Peak flowering of wild Lent  lilies, 
    (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) at East 
    Coombe farm Stockleigh Pomeroy  
                                      (Photos: Liz Rogers)    
                                                                                                 
 
Now that I’m living in Devon, I’m thinking it would be great for MDNHS to start some phenological data 
gathering on plants and animals in mid-Devon. Perhaps many of you do this already. How about setting 
up a circuit of plants to monitor in your garden? MDNHS could collect records from all over mid-Devon 
via its members. We are devising a general record sheet that anyone can use. If you’re interested in this, 
do get in touch. 

Liz Rogers 
 
Birds in Music and Poetry 
Many species have been featured in Music and in Poetic form. To mention a few -- the cuckoo is a very 
popular one. “ Shall I call thee bird or but a wandering voice?” said Wordsworth. The Kingfisher (or 
Halcyon as it was named then ) was mentioned by Euripodes in ancient times. 
 

 

http://www.naturescalendar.org.uk/
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“The Curlew pours forth his liquid laughter” says Francis Brett Young.  And, of course, the Pelican –
whose beak holds more than his belly can. The “Bomblen Bittern” is in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. 
Elsewhere he called it the “Chelaundre” The Eagle ---“clasps the crag with hooked hands” said 
Tennyson. 
 
Sibelius wrote “ The Swan of Tuonela” which I imagine would have been a Whooper or Bewicks, he 
being Finnish. The swan on the sleeve of the L.P. I bought many years ago is a Black Swan which is 
Australian. One of my favourite poems is “The Buzzards” by Martin Armstrong.  Numerous in my native 
Devon, an extract of which I rendered in a Calligraphic script hangs nearby as I write. – “Serenely far 
there swam in sunny heights”    Finnish composer ---Einojuhani Rautavaara’s  Concerto Articus,Op.61     
(or Concerto for Birds and Orchestra) contains the recorded voices of Curlews, Geese, Swans and 
various waders.  Should anyone wish to obtain the recording it is on the label - NAXOS  DDD 8,554147, 
played by the Royal Scottish National Orchestra. 
 
To continue this would become tedious but the main point of the survey is that 
the bird most popular with the poet and writer is the Skylark, or  
the “Lawerce” as the Anglo Saxons called it. The Skylark’s 
scientific name is Alauda arvensis.  “Alauda” is Latin from 
Celtic meaning “Great songster” and “arvensis” means 
“of the cultivated fields”.  I particularly like it’s 
collective noun “an exaltation” of Larks. Going 
through my books I found almost thirty references to 
this bird. To quote them all would require a small 
book so here are a few:-  Gilbert White in his Natural 
History of Selborne said they were walking in the 
streets of towns in the Great Frost of January 1776.  
Also “Skylarks rise and fall perpendicularly as they 
sing, Woodlarks hang poised in the air”.  Shakespeare 
refers to the Lark “rising from sullen earth sings at 
Heaven’s gate” – hence the song!  Also the song   
“Lo! Hear the gentle Lark, The Lark so weary for rest”.   
Milton wrote  
        “To hear the lark begin his flight     Skylark (Alauda arvensis)  
         And singing startle the dull night              (Photo: Malcolm Randle) 
         From his watch-tower in the skies             
           Till dappled dawn doth rise” 
                   
Perhaps one of the most evocative and descriptive of all pieces of music, “The Lark Ascending”  by 
Ralph Vaughan Williams, was inspired by George Meredith’s 122 line poem of the same name.  It was a 
great surprise to me that our literature was so enriched by this tuneful songster ,alas ,sadly in decline in 
Europe through loss of habitat and modern farming methods. To end this appreciation of the “Ethereal 
Minstrel” as the Bard wrote, “And merry Larks are ploughmens’ clocks”  –and mine too! 
                                                          Your Man in the Med 

 Alec Worth 
 

Visit to the Western Isles 2011 
In October 2010 we had a “whistle stop” tour of the Outer 
Hebrides on a coach holiday, but it was very frustrating, as 
we had few opportunities to observe the wildlife. Despite 
that we enjoyed watching the seals on the beach behind 
our hotel on Benbecula and had a good variety of bird life, 
particularly that seen on the ferry crossings as well as two 
sightings of Harbour porpoise.  Despite the shortcomings of 
the holiday, it made us determined to go back to see the 
islands again and we took the opportunity in June 2011. 
 
This was a particularly good time as the Machair was in 

bloom.     The Machair being the large areas of sandy soil, 
Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) 
            (Photo: Peter Richardson) 
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mainly on the west coast of the islands, which supports a very varied and colourful plant life and the 
insects and birds that go with it. 

We were very pleased to go back.  There is 
spectacular scenery which varies from island to island 
and nowadays car travel is quite easy, as long 
causeways have been built between most of the 
islands and you only have to make a few ferry 
crossings. The residents were very friendly with 
everyone speaking English although their principal 
language is Gaelic.    The only problem stemming from 
that is that it takes a long time to read signposts, as 
Gaelic never refrains from using three or four words for 
a name, where one will do in English, and the English 
name is always at the end of the signpost. 
 
Birds can be very tame, with Ringed plover running 
around on the beach a few yards from you and 
Redshank standing on fence posts, so close to the 
road, that on one occasion we had to reverse the car 
to get a photo as we were too near to get it in focus. 
 
We recorded 87 species of birds including Puffins, 
Manx Shearwater, Golden Eagle and a Short-eared 
Owl which we watched for some time, and everywhere   

             Redshank (Tringa tetanus)                    hundreds of Oystercatchers.      Our two most unusual  
                 (Photo: Peter Richardson)                      sightings were firstly of Common Gull chicks emerging 
from Rabbit holes to be fed. This apparently is something that only happens in this area and is for 
predator avoidance. The second, which was something we were particularly “chuffed” about, was seeing 
three immature Choughs.  There were not supposed to be any on the islands nowadays except for Islay. 
We sent details to the Western Isles bird recorder along with some very poor photographs and they were 
delighted to enthusiastically confirm our record. 
 
One evening, Peter and our friend Hamish went 
for a drive to try to see some Otters. They 
were not successful, but were not too 
upset when they encountered a large 
number of Red deer very close to 
the road who obligingly were quite 
tame and posed for photos. 
Shelia and Hamish’s wife Ros 
were quite jealous when they 
saw the photographs, so two 
days later we repeated our 
safari which was equally 
successful. 
 
Other wildlife of note, hundreds 
of Common seals, an extremely 
distant sighting of two Otters, 
good sightings of Common 
dolphins from the ferry, surprisingly  
few rabbits and large Tuna feeding at 
the edge of the cove near our hotel. 
 
We certainly intend to go again, if only   
to try and see a Corncrake instead of  just                        Red deer stag (Cervus elaphus) 
hearing them.                                (Shelia Richardson) 

    
      

Peter & Shelia Richardson 
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Snow frolics 
 
On the afternoon of December 
22nd the ground between 
Spillifords and the frozen River 
Exe was covered in snow.  
 
Suddenly a movement caught 
my eye, over to the right, 
dancing over the snow.  This 
was a stoat, shiny chestnut 
brown with a delightful black-
tipped tail held high.   The 
stoat wriggled and burrowed 
into the deep snow and would 
appear triumphantly from the 
tussocks under the snow 
cover. 
 
The sketches are memories of 
this wonderful moment when 
the stoat held my attention for 
two or three minutes, all 
angles, colour and fun; I 
gather stoats adapt to snowy 
conditions better than most 
other mammals.  This one 
certainly did! 

                                                       
                      Gavin Haig 

      
                                                           

(Sketch by Gavin Haig) 
                                                                                  
  Meeting and Event Reports 

 
Heronry visit to Little Silver (near Cadeleigh) – 19th April 
 
Herons can be busy laying eggs as early as 
February. Incubation is about 25 days and 
the young are in and at the nest for 7-8 
weeks. We chose 19th April as being ideal 
and so it transpired;  a lovely warm 
evening, the setting sun at our backs, 
looking down on the top of oak trees in the 
Little Dart valley about 200m away. 
Telescopes, of course! There were around 
15 to 20 nests in the colony. Eight of us 
enjoyed the evening including a very 
game Margaret Grose  with a shiny new 
hip.  On the way back we stopped to 
admire over 100 early purple orchids on a 
roadside verge.   
 
                                    David Leader  

        One of the nests at the heronry 
                               (Photo: Peter Richardson) 
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Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden  - Memorial tree planting and tour  
27th April 
A few years ago, Gavin Haig set up the 
wildlife garden at the rear of Tiverton hospital 
and was able to get some funding for the 
garden plus a very nice sign from the local 
Rotary club. 
 
With the able assistance of Chris Nadin ,and 
a little hindrance from the hospital gardeners 
who insisted on strimming some wildlife 
banks, Gavin has managed to set up a 
garden with a thriving wildlife community. 
 
The garden was the obvious choice for a 
location to plant a tree dedicated to our late 
long term member Carol Cooke, so a Ginkgo 
tree was planted to her memory on 
Wednesday 27th April.  After which Gavin 
and  Chris gave us a tour of the garden. 
                          (Photo: Shelia Richardson) 

The Garden is not very large, occupying a small unused area at the rear of the hospital next to the car 
park. Despite its size, Gavin and Chris have planted such a bewildering array of flora that I will not 
attempt to list them. What I can say, is that after a relatively short time it has a wealth of animal life, from 
Hedgehogs and Bank Voles to some spectacularly large centipedes. The bee boxes are well used with 
both solitary and mason bees present, as well as a variety of Bumble bees.  Butterflies seen include 
Peacock, Small White, Large White, Orange-Tip, and Speckled Wood to name just a few.  Ladybirds are 
present, unfortunately, Harlequin Ladybirds as well.  A large variety of birds visit the site and nesting 
species this year include Blue Tits, Robins, Great Tits (one nest in the bat box) and possibly Wrens. Of 
particular interest whilst we were visiting, was a Robin nesting quite low down in a previous year’s 
Blackbirds nest, with four hungry nestlings 
 . 
Anybody is welcome to visit the site at any time.  Despite the plethora of plants around, more are always 
welcome, so if anybody has any wild flower seed or plants available they would be very welcome 
. 
The site also lacks a bench or seat of any kind at the moment  and if any member has a spare garden 
bench or rustic seat they would like to donate, they should contact Gavin to see if it is suitable. 

Peter Richardson 
 
Day trip to Lee Abbey 9th May 
On a cool grey showery May morning, eight members and four dogs set out from Tiverton for a trip via 
Exmoor to Lee Abbey.  Gavin Haig was our leader for the day, having a long standing relationship with 
Lee Abbey. It was our intention to have a picnic on Exmoor before going to the abbey. On the way Gavin 
leapt out of the car, in shorts and summer shirt, on several occasions to point out Cambrian poppies 
(yellow and orange), Pyrenean valerian and large tussocky grass on the “Crunchy” moor land around the 
source of the river Exe.  By the day’s end we were all starting to refer to them as “crunchy tussocks”. 
 
We had a coffee stop late morning at Simonsbath, arriving to the welcoming call of a Cuckoo. and 

decided to continue to the Valley of the Rocks near Lynton for our packed 
lunch. By this time, we were getting a few longer breaks between the   

showers and so were able to enjoy the spectacular scenery and hairpin 
bends as we approached our destination. Rain and hail continued 
intermittently for the next half hour before the sun broke through, and 
we were able to walk along the valley of the rocks and around onto 
the cliffs with staggering views along the coast and out to sea 
accompanied by the distant sounds of the feral goats. We saw many 
birds  including Ravens,  Wheatear and  a  quick  flash of  a  Peregrine   

 
Bloody-nosed beetle larva (Timarcha tenebricosa) 

(Photo: Shelia Richardson)    
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Falcon. There was a good  variety of plant life, but our most interesting find was a very large beetle larva, 
which Chris Nadin picked up and none of us recognised. I have since been able to ascertain that it was a 
“Bloody-nosed Beetle larva”. 
 
In wonderful sunshine, which lasted throughout the rest of the day, we continued on to Lee Abbey to 

meet our guide Mel who took us on a tour of the grounds.  
 
For those who are unfamiliar with Lee Abbey, it is a Christian 
retreat, conference and holiday centre, for both residential stays, 
and day visits.  It is a wonderfully maintained old building set in 
270 acres of the most beautiful of our Devon countryside with its 
own private beach.   
 

During our walk round the grounds there was again a great variety 
of flora and fauna.  Including those birds seen at the Valley of 
the  Rocks a total of 35  species of birds were identified.  These 
included, Gannet, Peregrine, Kittiwake,  Cuckoo,  Raven Crow, 
and Yellow Hammer.  One other unusual sighting was a  was a 
large hawk flying through the woods with jesses on.    We  were  
unable  to  identify  the  bird and  saw no handler so it may have 
been an escapee.  Apart from the Cambrian poppies and 

Pyrenean valerian already mentioned no other specifically notable 
               Green-veined white (pieris napi)     flora was recorded. 
                        (Photo: Malcolm Randle)                     
            The other animal life included a lot of feral goats, rabbits, Red deer and one Grey seal. There were quite a 

few day flying moths, bumblebees, a Dor Beetle, and butterflies   including Large White, Small White, 
Green Veined White, Orange Tip and Red Admiral. 

  
 At the end of our trip we were treated by Lee Abbey to tea and cake (a wonderful sticky pineapple 
sponge).  We returned home in continuing sunshine, across Exmoor, each car making its own way.  On 
the way those in the car in which I was travelling   spotted a good size herd of Red deer just as we 
reached the “Crunchy tussocks”, which fortunately was a good place to stop and we were able to get a 
few photos. 

Peter Richardson 
 
Blackhole Marsh 18th May 
Following last year’s visit to the wetland centre at Blackhole Marsh when the site was not finished but 
showed immense prospects we went again this year on 18th May. The causeway to the hide island was 
an interesting corridor for flora enthusiasts in its own right. The views from the octagonal hide are far 
reaching and the 17 islands have been arranged that one has mostly a lengthways view of them. The 
attraction of the islands has not proved immediately apparent 
to the birds for nesting, as everybody hoped, but each 
succeeding year will bring higher numbers and variety of 
residents.  
 
But the highlight of the day was away from the lagoons 
near another hide where we spotted a family of Long tailed 
Tits.    Because they were deep in the cover of the hedge it 
was at  first  thought  “they might  be immature  magpies  
on their first day out”. When the foliage was then disturbed 
by the  strong  wind  they  identified  themselves as  a  
family of Long-tailed Tits straight out of the nest. They were 
delightful. 
  
Except for a Purple Heron nothing else unusual was seen 
but a total of 46 species of birds were identified including 
most of those which one would expect such as various 
gulls , Ringed Plover, Redshank, Oyster Catcher,  etc.  Also     Moorhen chick (Galinula chloropus) 
there  were  good  numbers of  Reed Warblers,  plus Reed         (photographed in the brook beside the  
Buntings and Sedge Warblers.                      Tower hide by Malcolm Randle) 
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We shall keep an eye on the progress in coming years.  

Doris Leader and Peter Richardson 
 
 
Friday May 20th - John Walters  “Wildlife Highlights of 2010”. 
A short notice change to the published programme saw John Walters present an information packed 
and, as always, a delightfully illustrated lecture featuring still photography, video, and sketches of wildlife 
mainly studied around his home on the fringes of Dartmoor.   
 
Even if I reported everything here from my extensive notes it would still be inadequate but I must 
mention the following:- 

Video clips - Potter wasp building 
and  
provisioning its nest. 
Dancing Adders (males in combat) 
Winter roosting;  Long-tailed Tits 
All outstanding studies in behaviour, 
with shorter pieces on Roe Deer, 
nesting Bullfinches, Tree Pipits, 
Grasshopper Warblers, and the 
Emperor Moth. 
Photography: stunning stills 
including   Chaffinch,  Skylark, 
Stonechat, Reed Bunting, Grey 
Wagtail, Waxwing, Whinchat,   
Meadow  Pipit  with  baby  Cuckoo, 

          Common  lizard,      Grasshoppers,            
Spider hunting wasp, Wasp spider, 
etc,etc, each image with an 
accompanying story and some ‘how 
to do’ tips from an accomplished 
naturalist.  

 
Our sincere thanks to John. 

 
Alan Hopkins 

Potter wasp (Eumenes coarctatus) building its pot  
             (Sketch by John Walters) 

Friday June 3rd  - Stephen Fitt  “Decline and resurgence of Swifts in Devon”. 
Our speaker was from the RSPB and having made a special study of Swifts  he gave a lot of information 
about this enigmatic bird. In spite of its name the swift is not spectacularly fast, feeding at about 25mph, 
often into the wind, and reaching 50-60mph in screaming parties, but its agility in flight is supreme. 
However, if grounded, as young birds sometimes are, its extremely short legs can leave it helpless. 
Finding such an individual is not the disaster it may appear;  re-launched it will fly away.  Such an 
incident will at least afford the opportunity to examine this aerial specialist at close quarters and you may 
be alarmed to see some large parasitic feather flies beneath those long narrow wings.   These are 
common and apparently tolerated. 
 
Some facts:   An aerial insect plankton feeder, also taking water (rain) in flight but also from pools; 
sleeps on the wing up to 15000ft only landing to nest and rear young when 4 years old onwards; three+ 
weeks incubation, young leave nest at 6 weeks and remain airborne until they are mature; parents may 
not visit the nest for one or two days so the nestlings can lower their metabolism to a state of torpor to 
survive; surprisingly long lived –around 20 years. 
 
The decline of Swifts may be related  to:   climate change,  insecticides,  lack  of  nest  sites,  predation 
(Peregrine, Sparrow Hawk and cats if grounded). To assist their recovery the provision of nest boxes is 
being tried and several councils are supporting this initiative. Boxes need to be at least 5 metres above 
ground so large buildings, even new builds, are preferred by this mainly urban bird. The new library 
building in Cullompton has done this. Colonies do occur, over 50 pairs being at Fort Bovisand in 
Plymouth. 
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Following this and prior to an extensive question time members split up into smaller groups for a short 
walk into the town to observe swifts hunting, screaming parties and to look for likely nest sites.  On return 
a review of the observations revealed a total of around twenty swifts spotted in small groups of around 
four to six including one screaming party.  This was considered to be around average for a town the size 
of Tiverton. No nest sites had been seen. 
 

Alan Hopkins 
 
Witheridge Moor 15th June  
The morning session was spent under the leadership of Jeff Benn at the particularly colourful “Tractor 
field” where there were a good number of Southern 
marsh orchids and Heath Spotted orchids plus 
some hybrids of these to be seen. Other flora 
included Ragged Robin and a strange looking pink 
“flower”.  Further investigation provided us with the 
answer; it was a gall on Sneezewort  caused by a 
gall midge Rhopalomyia ptarmica. (A similar plant 
had been found in Scotland last year).  There was a 
brief glimpse of a Red deer doe over on the edge of 
the field. Of the birds noted there were a number of  
Meadow  pipits  flying around  in  the field whilst 
Buzzards and a Green Woodpecker were amongst 
others seen. Butterflies included a Large skipper 
and of the day flying moths the Cinnabar was the 
most striking although the tiny             Sneezewort (Achillea ptarmica) with gall 
     but very pretty Carpet                            (Photo: Doris Leader) 
         ground moths are worth a mention. 

.                        
After a picnic lunch, taken at the “Tractor field” members moved on 
to join up with Roger Crouch at Roger’s  main working area in the 
typical culm grassland with all 
the humps and bumps.  In 
the pond area we saw, 
among other plants, Bog 
Pimpernel, Marsh Pennywort, 
Marsh Lousewort, Slender St 
John’ Wort, Marsh St John’s 

Wort, Cotton Grass. Sundew                          
Water Forget-me-not, Gipsy-

wort,  Milkwort, and Eyebright.        
  
      
Meadow Pipit (Anthus pratensis)                  

                              (Photo: Malcolm Randle)                         Marsh Fritillary (Euphydryas aurinia) 
             (Photo: Malcolm Randle)                     
Roger, whose hard work in the area has encouraged Marsh fritillaries to inhabit the area by creating a 
flight path for them, persuaded one to pose on an orchid for all the cameras.     He also showed us a 
Clouded Buff moth.   On the  way back to our cars a common lizard was spotted on a fence post and 
stayed around long enough for most to see it. 

  Doris Leader and Malcolm Randle 
  

 
 
MDNHS Contributes to BioBlitz Events – 10th and 17th June  
At the request of Simon Roper (from www.ambios.net ) the MDNHS helped with two BioBlitz events held 
in June at Sandford and Copplestone Schools on two successive Friday/Saturdays in mid June.  
 
The idea of a “BioBlitz” is to record as many species as possible over a 24 hour period. To do so is very 
demanding on both time and expertise so we were able to help on both counts. Equally important, if not  
 
 

http://www.ambios.net/
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more so, is to use these events to engage people of all ages with wildlife.  As both events were held at 
primary schools, there was an emphasis on involving and educating the pupils, families, friends, 
neighbours and visitors. 
 
The information gathered will help to plan how the school grounds might be further improved for wildlife 
and learning.  Ideas are already coming through, including leaving some areas of tall grass around the 
edges of the playing field and creating a Devon bank along the side of the field.  
 
The MDNHS had a small stand to promote the society with both 
photographs displayed and items on show. The “star of the 
show” was David and Doris’s stuffed tawny owl. The kids were 
fascinated by it, many commenting on how soft the feathers 
are (an adaption for silent flight). Even more exciting for the 
kids was discovering that the owl’s head could be removed 
allowing it to look in even more directions than the living 
version!!  
 
At Sandord School, a total of 184 species were recorded 
including foxes, the rare Barbestelle bat (using recording 
equipment), a bank vole, slow worms, assorted moths, numerous 
small insects and a wide variety of plants. Species found were 
identified (where possible), photographed and uploaded onto the iSpot  
website (www.ispot.org.uk/taxonomy/term/7460?page=3) from which this slow worm image was taken. 
 

 Stephen Powles 
 
 
Visit to Barn Owl Trust at Waterleaf, Ashburton – 23rd June 
Precise directions were given to ensure our prompt  arrival,  at the end of a very rural country lane, at the 
brand new building of the Barn Owl Trust.   
 
David Ramsden gave us another stimulating talk on how a large 
legacy had been spent in promoting and protecting barn 
owls. There were many questions before and during 
refreshments and prepared us well for our 90 
minute walk around the 27 acres of steep sided 
river valley, meadow and woodland. The sun 
was out, butterflies a plenty, sweet meadow 
and hedgerow flowers but the outstanding 
feature of many was the recent completion of 
a 4-sided stone wildlife tower. Holes, crevices, 
slits; apertures everywhere leading to 
separate divisions on the inside.         A safe 
haven and already  much  used  by  owls,  bats, 
toads,  hedgehogs and  insects. 
 
Twenty feet tall and eight square on steeply sloping  
ground yet it fitted into its surroundings and was a delight  
to the eye.            Barn Owl (Tyto alba) 
                                                                                            (Photo: Dave Randle)             

 
David Leader   

 
Trip to Braunton Burrows on Tuesday July 5th   
Despite the rain showers, some heavy, 14 intrepid natural historians plus 1 very well behaved dog, met 
at Home Base Car Park on July 5th at 10 am.  True to spirit, we decided to go, despite the weather! 
 
Amazingly the weather cleared as we drove there and by the time we arrived it was still very grey but 
there was  just about enough blue sky to  “make a  sailor a pair of  trousers”, so we were in luck!      
Three other people met us there, making our contingent 17.  Some of us put on our waterproof trousers,  
just  in case but I  ended up  taking mine  off before we  got  going  as it was so warm.         A few people  
  

http://www.ispot.org.uk/taxonomy/term/7460?page=3
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hadn’t been there before and were amazed at the diversity of the area.  It was quite windy so there were 
not a lot of birds and butterflies about but we did see or hear a family of Ravens also Kestrel, Wood 
Pigeon, Skylark, Magpie, Chiffchaff and one singing bird, which we didn't manage to identify as it 
wouldn't reveal itself! 
 
Of butterflies there were not many but we saw Green- 
veined white, Dark Green fritillary, Common Blue, Ringlet, 
large and small skippers, and 7 spot burnet moth complete 
with caterpillars and chrysalises. There were lots of crickets 
around, even a Great Green Bush Cricket and lots of 
Poplar Beetles on the Ground Willow! The flowers were in 
abundance with swathes of Marsh Helleborines, including a 
few of the white variety, Bog Pimpernel, Melilot, Evening 
Primrose, Vipers Bugloss and even some white Self-heal.  
The Privet was well out and smelt superb.   
 
We did manage to find 5 different orchids at different 
stages and were lucky enough to find a reasonable 
specimen of an Early Marsh Orchid, which some people 
hadn't seen before, plus loads of Pyramidals, Southern 
Marsh and the Helleborines.  There were a few Twayblade, 
unfortunately almost over. 
 
We didn't go as fast as Doris had expected, because 
people had eagle eyes and were spotting all sorts of little 
“nondescript” looking plants, which in several cases took 
quite a bit of identifying but we did manage to identify over 
100 different species.  We found Sand Toad Flax and Sand    Marsh Helleborine (Epipactis palustris) 
Pansy, both  quite  rare and  I  saw Common  Wintergreen                       (Photo: Chris Nadin) 
which I haven't seen at Braunton Burrows before.  Unfortunately we didn't manage to find  the elusive 
Moonwort this year. 
 
We had a picnic lunch, not overlooking the sea as Doris had anticipated, but nevertheless overlooking a 
swathe of wild flowers with several butterflies to boot. 
 
We had hoped to see Small Blue butterflies as there is a patch of Kidney Vetch, their food plant, on 
Braunton Burrows but the Kidney Vetch was almost over and no Small Blues!   Quelle dommage! 
 
We left about 4 o'clock, tired and weary but I think we had all had a wonderful day.  It is somewhere that 
I never tire of visiting as there is always something to see or hear.  So if you have never been before, 
either make your own way there or come with the group on a trip, hopefully next year. 

Chris Nadin 

Ashclyst Forest – 14th July with Roger Crouch and Jeff Benn 
 

Ashclyst Forest provided us with glimpses of several white admirals and 
some startling photographs of a very compliant purple hairstreak; first on the 
path, then on Roger’s finger, then on bracken. It was suitably warm on a 
mostly sunny afternoon and all the target species were seen, in fact 18 
species in all. As if this was not enough Jeff spotted the rare Broad-leaved 
Helleborine on the way back to the car park. 
 
Purple Hairstreak (Neozephyrus quercus) 
(Photo: Alan Hopkins) 

  
David Leader   

 
Visit to Escot to view Beavers - 26th July 
Beavers at Escot demand non rustle clothing and five pounds from each visitor. We were done!  We 
were  escorted from the car park to the pond and surrounds where we had a ten minute talk and handled  
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a pelt and skull. We sat in groups of four, four and three on low, bum sore, wooden benches, binoculars 
trained on the beaver hole and shaded water on the far side of the pond, all conversation in whispers. 
Day turned to dusk, then night, too difficult to detect any ripples even if the surface became suddenly 
disturbed.  It was explained that this was only the second occasion that beavers had failed to appear. 
The bait of silence and money was plainly not enough.  

  David Leader   
 

  
Evening Bat walk alongside Grand Western Canal – 12th August 
A group of about 13 of us met at Sampford Peverel car park together with four visitors, who had learnt 

about the walk thanks to quite a nice article in the Tiverton 
Gazette. There would have been four more but they 
arrived a little late and turned around just before they 
could meet us on the return leg. 
 
We set off at 7.45pm, fortunately a very gregarious 
company, as until the bats emerged about 9.30pm the 
other wildlife was a bit disappointing. The bats emerged 
quite early;  you do not always notice them at first, but 
once you have focussed on one or two, they become quite 
evident. We positively identified both Common and 
Soprano Pipistrelles, Daubenton's bats and a Long-eared 
bat (almost certainly a Brown Long-eared bat)        If  other 

 species were present we failed to identify them although           
Brown Long-eared Bat                    seven species have been seen along the canal at various 

                 (Plecotus auritus)                           times.     
                (Photo: Alan Hopkins)      
 
Bats can be identified by size, some by distinguishing features such as long ears,  but mostly by the 
frequency of their echolocation sounds.  We  were fortunate to have a number of Bat detector boxes, 
some borrowed  from the very obliging canal rangers, so most people were able to have a go at 
identifying the bats. 
 
We saw a very large number of bats in a short time, in great close up, fortunately they ignore excited 
chatter and being spotlighted by torches. My personal opinion, is that they rather like large groups of 
people as our combined body heat attracts their insect prey. 

Peter Richardson 
 
 

 
Programme Notes 

We have been lucky with our outings this year – dry in all cases, mostly sunny, and summaries appear 
above in separate articles. 
 
Looking forward to September 16th Mervyn Newman has been engaged to talk to us about water voles. 
He is now a consultant specializing in these creatures, their habitats and associated conservation 
subjects. 
 
‘The Worms in your Garden’ (21st October) is not a very prepossessing title but it’s Dr Roger Avery giving 
it – makes all the difference!  Book it in now. 
 
Martin Ross is no longer with S.W.Water so there is a change here; the speaker nearer, the subject afar. 
One of our members Liz Rogers spent some of her university life studying gorillas in Africa. On 18th 
November she will tell us about “The Other Gorillas”:  studies on lowland populations in Gabon and 
Congo. 
 
The year finishes with the Round Table in December and 2012 gets a good send off with our annual 
Buffet  Dinner in January. 
  

  David Leader   
 



  
 


