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     CHAIRMAN’S NOTES  

Connectivity is a “buzz word” in conservation at the moment and it is very relevant to helping a 

popular garden visitor that has suffered a worrying decline in recent years. 

One of the greatest threats to wildlife is the fragmentation of habitat, i.e. a loss of “connectivity” 

Once fragmented, the remaining pockets of habitat may not be large enough to support a given 
species. Furthermore should a species die out in one area, through disease or other adverse 
conditions, it may not be possible for it to re-colonise its former range.  Fragmentation can take 

the form of both habitat loss and the creation of physical barriers that impede movement.  
Habitat loss creates areas through which animals and plants are either unable or unwilling to 

pass.  
 
Maintaining hedgerows is important as it allows species (e.g. Dormice) to move from one suitable 

habitat to another through areas that would otherwise be hostile to them.  
 

Roads, building developments and fences 
are all examples of barriers that can impede 
movement and this might well include the 

fence in your garden!! Our gardens are an 
important and rich habitat for many species 

but, as they become increasingly tidy and 
well fenced, their value to wildlife reduces.  
Hedgehogs can do well in town gardens but 

they need a good food supply and must be 
able to move from garden to garden. I would 

urge you to read the article on Hedgehogs 
and do your bit to help these iconic garden 
visitors as they face a worrying and, as yet, 

not fully explained decline in numbers. 
            Culm Divided – Knowstone Moor  
         (photo by Stephen Powles) 

Stephen Powles 
Chairman 
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Hedgehogs – Help is Needed 

When did you last see a Hedgehog?  Do you see fewer than you used to? 
 
Hedgehogs are still widespread but numbers have reduced drastically over recent years. The 
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People’s Trust for Endangered Species (PTES, www.ptes.org ) was alerted to this decline when 

they detected a falloff in the number of hedgehogs being killed on the roads in their Mammals on 
Roads survey in which members of the public record mammals found dead on the road.  

 
The decline in Hedgehogs has been shown to be related to the loss and increased fragmentation 

of suitable habitat, and with an increase in Badger abundance (poor old brock getting the blame 
again!). Hedgehogs are more common in arable dominated lowland areas than in pasture 
dominated lowlands largely because of the difference in badger density and the concentration of 

major roads which are both less in arable areas.   
 

What can you do in your garden, however small, 
to help wildlife and Hedgehogs in particular? 
Mammals need food, shelter and mates and 

gardeners can help with all three of these 
(including mates!). Wild areas of your 

garden, compost heaps, leaf piles and 
log piles will provide both places for 
them to shelter/hibernate and a good 

source of invertebrates to feed on. Dog 
food (not bread and milk) and water 

would also be welcome. Fences and 
walls can easily exclude animals, 

including Hedgehogs, from your garden.   
It is important to see your garden as only  
a small part of a Hedgehog’s range.  Cutting 

small holes in fences or digging tunnels under  
them and planting hedges  will all help Hedgehogs  

to access wider areas in which to both feed and find a       Hedgehog in a garden location                  
mate!    If you  have a  low wall think  about  building a           (photo by Stephen Powles) 
ramp over it.     

 
Other ways in which to help Hedgehogs are to ensure ponds have an escape route, take great 

care when strimming, check bonfires before lighting them (especially in the autumn) and to use 
as few pesticides as possible.  If you need slug bait to protect your precious plants ……. don’t use 
it, consider growing something else!! 

 
To address the challenges faced by Hedgehogs in urban environments, PTES (on whose literature 

this article is based) have launched Hedgehog Street. As PTES say “Through Hedgehog Street, we 
are asking people to become Hedgehog Champions to rally support from their neighbours and 
work together to create ideal hedgehog habitat throughout their street, estate or communal 

grounds.”   For more information see http://www.hedgehogstreet.org/ or phone Laura on 020 
7498 4533. 

 
I hope and trust that the MDNHS and its members can play their part in this exciting project.  
 

“Connectivity”:  for Hedgehogs, for you and your neighbours and a chance for the MDNHS to 
raise its profile. Hopefully we can all benefit. Please let me know any ideas that you have as to 

how we can get “connected” . 
 

 Stephen Powles 

 

On Death's Dark Wings. 
If you come upon a scatter of feathers in the corner of a garden or field, you immediately reflect, 

something's made a kill here.  You imagine sudden commotion in the sky as a raptor swoops from 
a hidden perch to deal oblivion to its unlucky or unwary prey. A pile of soft down tells you more 
of what ensued.  Often no substantial remains are left to guide you further - other inhabitants of 

the food chain – nature’s undertakers - have done their work quickly enough. 
 

http://www.ptes.org/
http://www.hedgehogstreet.org/
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As with most who take a keen interest in our garden birds, we set out feeders to bring them to 

closer view - and help them through hard times - but we don't like to see the harsher aspects of 
nature.  
 

Visits to our garden from a Sparrowhawk are infrequent, but over several days a female is seen 
more often, sometimes perching on a branch, and once in plain view on the lawn. It brings a 

frisson of excitement - we know she's not here for the peanuts! 
 
Late one afternoon as we are near the window, there's a clapping of wing beats near the fir tree. 

An ungainly shape passes by, low and slow, somehow clearing the fence panel. A snow shower of 
feathers drifts down, blown by the wind.  We instantly think the same: a Sparrowhawk has taken 

out one of the numerous Wood Pigeons which consume large quantities of our birdseed - well, we 
all have to live!  
 

Quickly making my way to an upper window on the off-chance of getting a better look at our 
exotic visitor, I grab my video camera. The bird has landed with its sizeable prey where I can 

clearly see it in my neighbour's garden.  Stunning! - I begin filming it, not risking opening the 
window yet.  

 
At this point, shockingly, I realise that this is not the 'surgical strike' I had expected - for a Blue 
 Tit, Sparrow or finch, it would be 

mercifully sudden.  The Wood Pigeon is 
down but on its feet and moving, the 

Sparrowhawk clinging to its back, 
slashing at its neck, and a deadly 
struggle ensues. For a minute or two 

there is stalemate, and some doubt 
as to the outcome. Then the pigeon 

is turned - like a wrestler - on to its 
back, its head and chest pinned back 
by the hawk's talons. Control gained, 

she hoods her prey with her brown 
wings and scans for any danger to 

herself. 
 
Perhaps due to the matched size and 

strength of its prey, she dare not risk 
placing her own head and vicious 

hook too close to the stabbing beak 
of the pigeon, and cannot dispatch it 
cleanly.  

 
Appalled, and yet fascinated by the 

drama, I keep the camera recording. Its 
                      The Sparrowhawk with its victim           lens  brings  me all too close to  the grim 

                         (photo by David Hennings)              reality. The desperation of the prey in this 

once-in a-lifetime experience; the dispassionate efficiency of the predator who has played the 
scene so many times. 

 
Over the next ten minutes or so the pitiful scene unfolds as the hawk plucks at one breast, 
occasionally slashing at an exposed neck if it struggles too much, until it is exhausted. Horribly, 

she then begins to devour her still-heaving victim.  After far, far too long, all movements of the 
prostrate body cease.  She drags it closer to cover, and eats until sated - a good day at the 

office. 
 

During the following two days the garden was strangely void of bird life - perhaps not 
unconnected  with the  periodic visits  of  the  Sparrowhawk,  which  continued snacking on the  
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carcase until she had picked it clean.  Also, nothing else was inclined to share her feast - at least 

not by day. Two weeks later, and I've not seen the hawk again. The birds are back at the table - 
pigeons still land on the trellis rail and life goes on, for the others. 
 

Postscript: As someone who enjoys making films, especially on wildlife subjects, this was by far 
the most remarkable footage I've taken - but, I think, none of us would feel comfortable watching 

it.  The much larger female Sparrowhawks have been observed to take still larger birds, including 
magpies but will mainly go for starlings, thrushes and blackbirds. The smaller males take smaller 
birds such as finches, tits and sparrows. 

David Hennings 
 

Vigur Island 
One of the highlights of our summer 2013 holiday was a visit to Ísafjörður in Iceland, where we 

went on a trip to Vigur Island.       
  

It was a short walk along the quay from our cruise liner to get a fast launch for our trip. Even in  
the town, on the way to the boat there were birds everywhere, young Ravens on the house 
rooftops instead of House Sparrows, with  Arctic Terns and assorted gulls circling with Red 

Throated Divers, Guillemots and Eider Duck on the water and water’s edge. The launch took 35 
minutes travelling up the fjord on a beautiful warm July day through spectacular scenery. 

 
Vigur island is a small, self-sufficient one farm island in the middle  

of the fjord. There is a small café/post office with a few postcards 
and toilets which is the only commercialisation. We went to see 
the bird life, but Icelandic tourists go to see the tiny windmill, 

the only one in Iceland. 
 

The island is just full of birds. They are very relaxed, as they 
are not disturbed on the island other than by the collecting of 
Eider down after the nesting season. Historically Puffins were 

collected for the pot. 
 

When you reach the island you are met by a guide to make sure 
you stay in areas where you cannot disturb or injure the breeding 
birds. They also issue you with a small flag on a stick, to carry 

along  poking up  above your head  so you  will  not  get injured by 
the dive-bombing  Arctic  Terns,  who  attack  the highest  point,          Arctic Tern chick 

it can be quite intimidating, as you walk right through the breeding  (photo by Shelia Richardson) 
colony.               
 

There is a great variety of birds including 
waders, pipits and wagtails. A list would be 

lengthy and boring, but did include Arctic, 
Long-tailed and Great Skuas flying past 
and very tame Snow Buntings.     The four 

most prolific species are the Puffins, Black 
Guillemots, Arctic Terns and Eider Ducks. 

 
As you arrive at the quay, you are first of 
all aware of the flotillas of Puffins and 

Black Guillemots and then you realise that 
the whole pebbly shore is busy with them 

and Eider ducklings. As you walk through 
the grassy area, Puffins pop in and out of 
their holes, and Arctic Terns swoop in and 

out with food for their young which are in  
              Black Guillemot with Butterfish              the longer grass. You can sit on the beach  
                  (photo by Dawn Richardson)              
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only  feet  away from  the  Eider and  Black Guillemots.  If 
you are lucky, like my daughter, one will land within 

six feet to eat its catch,  as you will see in her photo 
when one arrived with a large Butterfish. 

 
Everywhere you have to be careful, I nearly 
stepped on the nesting Eider Duck shown in the 

photo. My foot was only six inches above her 
head when I noticed her, and she never flinched. 

I am not sure if anything would have made her 
leave her nest. 
    

You can probably imagine, we did not want to get our  
boat home, as our visit just sped by. 

                                                       Eider Duck on nest 
                 (photo by Peter Richardson)              

 

     Peter Richardson 
 

Thai wildlife 
My daughter, Kathy, lives in Chiang Mai, northern Thailand, in a house with a small garden. Her 

attempts at growing things in this garden are frequently frustrated by the weather (either too hot 
or too wet), by the night-time activities of semi-domesticated cats and dogs, and by the 
intrusions of various species of wildlife. So, very few vegetables make it through to the stage 

when they can actually be eaten, although bananas and papaya seem to do well. 
 

Occasionally, I am sent a photo of some 
wildlife for identification: last June, it 
was caterpillars of Oleander Hawkmoth 

which were decimating some bushes and 
trees in the garden (not Oleander, as it 

happens). Despite my obvious 
excitement at seeing these caterpillars 
(for they are a rarity in the UK), they 

were removed from the vegetation and 
left to meet their fate in this Thai 

garden. 
 
The latest photo to arrive has me 

completely puzzled. This is not 
surprising, because I don’t have 

reference books for animal species in 
Asia, and  have to  rely  on what I have for 

   Mystery Caterpillar (photo by Kathy Al-Suri)   Europe or can find on the internet.  It’s 
another caterpillar again, about 3 or 4 inches long, which has been assaulting the garden shrubs.  
It has a hooked tail (an indication of being in the hawkmoth family were it in the UK) and two 

sets of ‘feelers’ with curled ends positioned along its body, as well as antennae at its head. Can 
anyone identify this for me?  Better still, can you suggest what is the purpose of these ‘feelers’?  

Peter Bowers 

Idle Times 
Between the rigours of Christmas and the New Year I found time to browse old cuttings and 

articles kept in the filing cabinet. You may like to read some of these oddities as well. 
 
American Mountain Quail nest at 9500 ft but walk, in single file, down to 5000 ft to spend the 

winter. In spring they walk back up again.  
 

A male Condor was sent to a Paris zoo in 1902. It was still there when it died in 1973. 
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Over £12,000 was paid in 1975 for a racing pigeon called De Bliksom by an English pigeon racing 

enthusiast (and presumably a breeder). 
 
To ancient Egyptians onions, with their round shape and concentric rings, were a perfect symbol 

for eternal life.  When Rameses IV died he had onions placed in his eye sockets. 
 

Turning to environmental benefits, it would take about 2 tablespoons of honey to fuel a bee’s 
flight around the world (something to note for those with “gas guzzlers”). 
 

The eye of the Giant Squid, the largest, apparently, of any animal, is almost twice as large as a 
football. 

 
A Red Mullet is apparently only red when dead. While alive and kicking it is green and yellow with 
red stripes. 

 
The fastest duck on two wheels is a Scoter. 

 
Cocker Spaniels were specifically bred to flush Woodcock which are reputed to be the finest of 

game birds at table. 
 
And with the subject on food I’ll adjourn for a favourite late night plate of porridge. 

David Leader 

 

Fungus Foray 
On a nature walk with Nigel Pinhorn on 1 December our group of about a dozen amateur wildlife 

enthusiasts were set the challenge of finding a fallen Beech tree close to a bend on the higher 
path between White Bridge  and Otterton.  There were lots of Beech trees and quite a few bends 

but after ambling for about half an hour we found the tree half 
way down a slippery patch of the slope beside the River 
Otter.   

 
The tree had not so much fallen as snapped off.  

The stump had good specimens of Artists 
Bracket, Ganoderma applanatum and Coral 
Spot, Nectria cinnabarina but the fungus we 

were looking for was inside a cavity in the 
broken off trunk.  The Bearded Tooth, 

(hericium erinaceus) was sheltered from wind 
and rain and the individual strands looked and 
felt like thin strips of cooked pasta.  The whole 

clump resembled a frozen waterfall.  Collins 
Complete Guide to British Mushrooms and 

Toadstools describes the Bearded Tooth as rare and  
virtually confined to South and West England and Wales.  
          The Bearded tooth fungus 

Hericium erinaceus  is also known as Lion's Mane Mushroom,    (photo by Alison Lawrence)             
Hedgehog Mushroom,  Satyr's Beard,  Bearded Hedgehog  Mushroom and  Pom pom  mushroom. 

It is a choice edible mushroom when young, and the texture of the cooked mushroom is often 
compared to seafood. It often appears in Chinese vegetarian cuisine to replace pork or lamb and 
is cultivated commercially on logs or sterilized sawdust.  It is available fresh or dried in Asian 

grocery stores. 
 

It was still there at the end of December but looking a bit battered.   

Alison Lawrence 
 

In search of dolphins, otters and golden eagles  
A friend and I set off for Scotland at the end of August with a fairly optimistic wish list and plenty 

of reference books.  On our first day north of the border we headed for Loch of the Lowes near  
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Dunkeld and on the journey saw our first Red Squirrel of the trip.  From the modern two storey 

hide we had excellent views of large groups of Goosander, Great-crested Grebe and Tufted Duck  
on the loch.  We thought that by this time all the Ospreys would be on their way south but the 
fully fledged female chick returned to the nest while we were in the hide.  She called noisily and 

unsuccessfully for her father to deliver a meal, her mother 'Lady' having started her migration a 
week earlier.  The chick (‘Blue YZ’) was radio tagged before it set off alone on 5 September and 

made it all the way to Guinea Bissau by 13 November.  Sadly its receiver stopped transmitting 
there and it is thought unlikely that 'Blue YZ' survived.  The male chick 'Blue YD' that hatched at 
the same site in 2012 is currently spending its second winter in Senegal. 

  
Our next week was spent on the Black Isle near Rosemarkie.  This proved the perfect base for 

trips to Chanonry Point on the Moray Firth where on six days out of seven we watched Bottle- 
nosed Dolphins swimming, leaping and on one occasion catching huge Salmon that they held 
crossways in their mouth as they erupted from the sea before diving under the waves to eat 

them.  One female and its calf swam just off the point on most mornings.  At first they provided a 
display of beautifully synchronised diving but by the end of the week the calf was surfacing 

independently.  I have many photographs of parts of dolphins and here is my best effort (below). 
  

During a drive down the Findhorn Valley towards Coignafearn  we found Great-spotted 
Woodpeckers,  a Grey Wagtail, two Magpies  (relatively rare that far north), Buzzards, Kestrels 
and two Peregrine Falcons.  At the end of the road that ended just beyond a parking area we 

found a group of birdwatchers with scopes who had been there for many hours.  They pointed out 
feral goats on the steep rocky slopes opposite and said these plus rabbits and deer formed part of 

the diet of the bird they were hoping to see.  After a couple of hours 
we  retraced our steps but as we went round a 
bend a Buzzard was dwarfed by a huge Golden 

Eagle soaring over a mountain ridge in 
front of us.  It passed directly overhead 

and continued down the valley to 
the waiting few.  We couldn't believe 
our good fortune. 

  
We decided to return to Inverness 

via the RSPB reserve at Loch 
Ruthven and passed a healthy herd 

of Red Deer before taking a single 

track road across moorland towards 
Farr.  I stopped the car from time to 

time to  listen  for  Red  Grouse calls  and  
after a  while  we  heard  one then spotted its 

 head sticking up above the heather.    I had seen 

     Bottle-nosed Dolphin         Red Grouse  before  but  this  one  was  a  bit out of  
 (photo by Alison Lawrence)     the ordinary as instead  of disappearing into  the 

under-growth it climbed onto a mound and stared at us.  It then walked towards the car and 
stood in the middle of the road.   It showed no fear when we got out for a better look and it 
posed for photographs in the sunshine.  After about 10 minutes I had to reverse for nearly a 

quarter of a mile to let another car pass. We tried to find the spot where we had stopped but 
discovered that one bit of grouse moor looks much like another.  Once again I parked in the 

middle of the road and when we got out 'our' grouse came running down the road after us.  It 
became very clear that it saw humans as good news and a probable source of food.  I like to 
think it survived the shooting season but suspect its over friendly behaviour meant the odds were 

stacked against it. 
  

At Loch Ruthven we found Little Grebes and Tufted Duck and had a stunning fly past from an 
Osprey.  A friendly birder we had met earlier tried to show us a pair of Slavonian Grebes but as 

they were on the far side of the loch and the water was choppy we struggled to see more 
than two distant blobs through his scope. 
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Another day we visited the bird hide at Udale Bay, not far from Cromarty.  We thought it would 

make a good lunch stop and while tucking in we watched Eider ducks, Grey herons, Hooded and  
Carrion crows, Wigeon,  Shelduck, Curlew, Lapwing, Redshank, Greenshank and lots more.  It’s a 
lovely hide and worth visiting if you find yourself close to Inverness. 

  
Our next week was spent near Dunvegan on Skye.  The first day was gloriously sunny and 

we spent the afternoon at Neist Point.  As we walked towards the sea we could see something 
huge in the water and spent the next three hours watching a group of Basking sharks moving 
slowly and gracefully around the coast.  After taking the path to the cliff top we could look down 

and see them clearly with the sunlight and waves creating a dappled pattern over their vast 
bodies.  Near the point a number of Gannets were plunge diving from a great height and we 

could hear the impact as they hit the water at speed. 
  
Before leaving the Scottish mainland we had invested in midge hats and made good use of them 

at dawn and dusk as we searched for Otters.  We were at the harbourside before the sun rose, 
walking through the forest near Kylerhea late 

in the evening and lurking close to the 
bridge at Kyle of Lochalsh as the sun set.  

We saw lots of seals but the otters 
remained elusive until our last evening 
when close to the Co-op car park in 

Broadford we saw one swimming towards 
the shore, climbing onto a rock and 

disappearing up a gully, a wonderful 10 
seconds but oh so brief. 
  

From Skye we took the ferry to Mallaig and 
during the crossing had a brief glimpse of 

Harbour porpoises.  The long drive to 
Ardnamurchan Point was much slower than 
suggested  by our  route planner. However 

we did get there in time to see a pod of 
dolphins and the lighthouse at the most 

westerly point on the UK mainland before 
catching the last ferry from Tobermory to the   Our friendly Red grouse 
picture book pretty port of Kilchoan.            (photo by Alison Lawrence)      

 
We stayed near Dervaig with a couple who run wildlife tours of Mull.      We woke up on our first 

morning to the worst flooding in the area for years and lots of road closures but our tour went 
ahead after our guides worked out a viable detour.  Despite appalling weather we were shown 
Red deer, a stunning waterfall in full spate, coastal birds and Fallow Deer.  We also saw both 

White-tailed and Golden eagles. The White-tailed spent most of the week sitting in tall conifers  
waiting for the boat trips that supplied them with fish every day in return for minimal effort. The 

highlight of that first day was close to the ferry to Ulva.  We arrived in the car park to see an 
Otter swimming in the harbour.  It proved most obliging when it caught a large fish as it climbed 
aboard a flat backed boat and devoured it only 20 metres away. 

  
The week on Mull flew past, packed with wonderful scenery and even more wildlife.  We watched 

otters swimming in the lochs and one crossed the road only a few metres in front of us. Young 
Golden eagles flew overhead and we found a cafe in Salen that sold excellent hot chocolate and 
lemon drizzle cake.  Red breasted mergansers, Redshank and Oystercatchers were plentiful.  A 

trip to Iona was bracing but rewarding with its abbey and nunnery plus isolated white sandy 
beaches, unusual seaweeds, clear turquoise water and three beautifully marked Sanderling 

dashing in and out of the surf. 
  

In our month long trip we saw many other birds including just one Crested Tit and vast numbers 
of Hooded Crows which were common all over Scotland.  Carrion Crows were few and far between 
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We fitted in some museums, stately homes and gardens and met some lovely people. We had no 
luck finding Ptarmigan, Mountain Hares or Pine Martens so may use this as an excuse to go 

again one day.   

Alison Lawrence  
 

MEETINGS AND EVENTS 

Friday Sept 20th2013  -  Reintroduction of the Beaver in the UK    -  Derek Gow. 

Reintroduction is no longer a question of if  but rather of where and when;  the European Beaver 
is already here.   Already being bred from stock obtained from Russia and Eastern Europe the 

South West could soon have a wild population. The Scottish trial on the River Tay catchment is 
well established and these beavers have now extended their 

original range. There has been some significant opposition 
and this together with experience in Europe where 
reintroduction is more widespread and advanced, means 

that management control will be needed, as with other 
species like deer.   

There are powerful arguments in favour of an animal that 
was once part of our natural fauna. Its ability to modify the 
environment favourably in respect of wetland wildlife is 

proven.  Also its ability to fell trees is legendary but it is 
selective; willow, aspen, and poplar are preferred, ash and 

oak are not. Green vegetation forms a large part of the diet 
in spring and summer, twigs and bark in winter. They 

frequently burrow into river banks and embankments which 
could prove problematic in more man made environments. 
Beavers live in small family groups and are territorial, their 

range depending on food availability which tends to increase 
as they modify their surroundings.  Being entirely vegetarian 

they do not  threaten other  species.         Time was when the 
            European Beaver            beaver had an economic value, its fur and castoreum (exudiate 
         (photo by Derek Gow)       from the castor sacs) being much in demand, but this ultimately   

led to its extinction in the UK and most of Europe.    This is a lowland species which is where 
most of the human population lives. In densely populated Britain can we find space for this 

charismatic rodent?  With careful management we probably can, in some areas at least.  I hope I 
have covered the main points Derek made in this thought provoking talk. 
 

Perhaps we should consider visiting his breeding programme in west Devon and of course he also 
does Dormice and Water voles. See http://watervoles.com/index.htm 

Alan Hopkins 
Editor’s  Update   Recently a Beaver was identified on the River Otter on farmland at Ottery St 

Mary.   The owner first noticed that trees had been damaged by nibbling and that it appeared to 
have been done by a Beaver.  A trail camera was set  by a retired Environment Agency scientist 
who lives nearby and photos taken established the  presence of the Beaver and trees actually 

felled by it.  There was  also a report of a Beaver being seen further down the River Otter near 
Budleigh Salterton last summer. It was captured on video by the woman who reported it and it’s 

possible that this could be the same one as seen at Ottery St Mary that has moved upstream.  
(See the internet links below).  It is not known where the Beaver came from and there have been 
no reports of any missing captive Beavers.  So far only one Beaver has been seen in the Ottery St 

Mary location but it seems to be surviving well. See the following websites for more information.  
Summer2013 sighting:    http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Mbzk2I68_M 

January 2014 sighting:   www.exeterexpressandecho.co.uk/mystery-River-Otter-beaver/story   

 

Monday Sept 30th 2013  -Visit to  Exmoor for Red deer rut  
Today, two members of the Heart of Exmoor ( http://heartofexmoor.wordpress.com ) team joined 

up  with  The Exmoor Natural History Society  ( http://www.enhs.org.uk )  and  the  Mid  Devon  
Natural History Society for a morning deer walk on Dunkery Hill.  David Rolls, Heart of Exmoor’s 

http://watervoles.com/index.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Mbzk2I68_M
http://www.exeterexpressandecho.co.uk/mystery-River-Otter-beaver/story
http://heartofexmoor.wordpress.com/
http://www.enhs.org.uk/
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Education and Outreach Officer, enjoyed the walk; 
“It was great to spend the morning with these two 

wonderful organisations and it was a really 
good opportunity to meet up and discuss plans 
and ideas for the New Ecologists project”.  

 
Unfortunately low cloud meant that there were no 

deer sightings, although there were plenty of 
different fungi to examine!  However, Aggz 
Waywell, Project Assistant, did manage to see a 

small herd of Red Deer two days before the 
walk on North Hill! 
 

The above item and photo is an extract from the 

Heart of Exmoor website 

October 18th 2013  -  Some things you might not know about British insects    - 
Roger Avery. 
We have come to expect Roger to wow us with some amazing facts about some easily overlooked 
creatures, and this presentation lived up to expectations.   Among the various  insect species, 
butterflies moths and dragonflies command a huge amount of attention by many naturalists, 

being spectacular, having complex life cycles and demonstrating the wonder of dramatic 
metamorphosis.  The insects, however, are an enormous group and arguably the most successful. 

Roger focussed our attention on some of these less charismatic species. 
  
Some primitive species like springtails and bristle tails change so little as they develop that 

metamorphosis does not exist. Perhaps the most familiar of this wingless group would be the 
Silverfish.  Grasshoppers and crickets undergo a gradual change from infancy to adult as each 

instar moults to the next stage. This group also introduces the subject of communication by 
sound (stridulation), which is an important component of breeding strategy. Studies of the 
common Pond Skater reveal a remarkable means of communication by tapping the water surface 

film thus sending out ripples of various frequencies.  25 hertz is the signal to repel, 10 hertz not a 
threat and 3 hertz invites courtship. This must surely encourage you to watch pond skaters!  

 
Flies, bees, wasps, ants, and beetles, undergo classic metamorphosis; egg- larva –pupa - adult. 
Some of these are social and show parental care, some are parasitic, some are vectors for 

disease.  Particular mention was the life cycle of the Oil Beetle whose infant larva is transported 
by a pollinating bee from the flower head to its nest then secretes a pheromone which tricks the 

bee into caring for it, in security, until it metamorphoses to an adult.  The Flea tapeworm, so 
common in our dogs, sheds its egg laden segments which 
may be ingested by the free living dog flea larva.  Here 

it develops in an infective form in the 
metamorphosed parasitic flea and when eaten by 

the grooming dog it completes the tapeworm life 
cycle.  

 
Roger went on to give examples of avoiding 
predation (Oil Beetle larva) and avoiding 

competition for food (free living flea larva and 
parasitic adult flea).  There are many other 

methods of defence among insects; speed and 
agility (flies), noxious taste (Ladybirds), 
camouflage (cryptic colouration),  disguise (Caddis 

Fly larva), or Lacewing larva which  covers itself with  
cast  aphid skins  to  avoid  being  eaten by tits  and              

mimicry (wasp  beetle).   Maternal care is seen  in a few         Caddis fly larva showing                         
insects of which that shown by the Earwig  is now well        disguise by attachment                                           
known.                 of pieces of vegetation 
                                                                                 (photo taken on Roliphants Open Day  

                                                                                                          by Malcolm Randle)                                                               



                                 
                                                                                             

11 
This was a fascinating introduction to diversity in the world of insects by Roger.                                     

                                                                                                                      Alan Hopkins 

November 15th 2013  John Walters  Recent Wildlife Highlights. 
In a change to the published programme everyone must have been delighted to welcome John 
Walters again as our speaker. An accomplished naturalist and artist, we always learn from his 

meticulous observations, stunning photography and video, and his 

superb field sketches, all done with simple equipment.  Here are a few 
of the gems from that evening:  

 
Other Starling flock displays: try Okehampton Camp, and South Brent 
Crossbills:  nest early Jan/Feb in pines at Ashcombe Cross Haldon.  

Feed young every hour with a sort of porridge. 
Oil beetles mating:  photos show male gripping females antennae,  

new larva found on flower awaiting bee (needed very good 
magnification).  Devon specimens, which were found to be larger than 
those in Gloucestershire, proved to be a Mediterranean species. 

Try Bovey Heath for Spiders:  Labyrinth spider and others including 
Green Huntsman spider, Raft spider (wet areas).   Also observed at 

Bovey Heath:  Potter Wasp takes 2½ hours to construct each pot 
(photo of mating pairs shown); provisioning of pot (caterpillar 
occasionally too big to fit in pot); showed  photo of lizard trying to 

catch hovering wasp. 
Leopard Slugs (large 10 –15 cm long) mating; look for these on warm 

wet summer nights mating on the end of a slime rope (the sex organs 
emerge from the head end). They feed on mushrooms.  A setup     
was used  to   observe  a captive pair, (hermaphrodite). 

  Long Tailed Tits can be observed  quite close to nest. Social structure;  
  Leopard Slugs mating    neighbours may assist in rearing young. Crows often predate nests.     
    on a slime rope           Video shown of communal  roosting behaviour unforgettable! 
Solitary Bees: Ivy Bee on Sidmouth cliff face;  Red Mason Bee on exposed cob walls in sun also  
parasitized by cuckoo bees and some spiders which also live in holes to ambush the bees. 
Described using artificial nests 
with holes or bamboo tubes or a 

bee box with test tubes concealed 
to observe bee activity within a 

nest tube.  
Dasypoda altercator,  a bee with 
strikingly hairy hind legs 

(Exmouth). Hoplitis spinulosa 
nests in old snail shells, and may 

overwinter there. Mining bees 
(Adrena spp) nest in holes in 
sandy soil. 

Dragonflies:  superb close-ups of 
mating and a rare visitor, the 

Vagrant Emperor Dragonfly. 
 
Returning to   birds  John  talked                             

about  the  use  of   decoys  and               
sound recordings to attract them  

and  elicit behaviour especially in            Long-tailed tits roosting  
regard to his work with  Cuckoos             both sketches with this item are by John Walters)   
and  their  principle  prey  the         

Meadow pipit.                                                                         
 

As we have come to expect a fantastic talk packed with ideas information and entertainment. 

Alan Hopkins 
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December 20th 2013 -  Round Table Meeting -  Hosted by David Leader 
Despite the weather and the imminence of Christmas a good number of members came to 

contribute and participate.   
 

An innovation this year was a sort of investigative quiz game.  Members were invited by David  
prior to the meeting, to seek out specimens, the initial letter of  
whose name (English or latin) coincided with the letters 

spelling “ROUND TABLE i.e. 10 specimens in all. Each 
specimen would be passed around the members 

(divided into two teams) to agree on its identity 
before being placed on the floor in the correct 

position to spell out the two words. The first team 
to arrange the specimens in the correct order 
spelling ROUND TABLE would be the winner. This 

proved to be a most entertaining, challenging and 
informative game, though the winner may be in 

dispute! 
 
On the same theme some members had made 

excellent mounted presentations with specimens 
corresponding to the ROUND TABLE letters. These had 

clearly involved considerable time and effort. 

 
Two of the presentations by members 
Barry Milton and Jean Goodman 

(above) and David and Mary Hennings 
(left)  

 
(Photos by Malcolm Randle) 
 

Many recent observations included:  A flock 
of Yellow Hammers (Liz Rogers), a Siberian 
Chiff Chaff [Peter Richardson], Fieldfares 

(Malcolm Randle and others), trout eggs in 
Otter spraints indicating predation of 

migrating spawning fish in the Little Dart 
river (Stephen Powles).  
 

David Leader introduced a video recording of 
John High ringing Pied Flycatchers nesting at Hazels Lodge.   John has been doing this for several 

years in the Stoodleigh area and has a detailed knowledge of these summer migrants that winter 
in West Africa.  John, who is now a member of the Society, has also worked in The Gambia.    He 
went on to  demonstrate  his ringing equipment and method of catching the adults in the nest 

box.  
 

Amongst other contributors to the evening’s event were Keith Owers who described Bee keeping 
as it was in the UK over 200 years ago.  He demonstrated a replica straw skep of the type used 

then, when harvesting the honey often involved poisoning the bees with sulphur.  Modern hives 
made of wood were only developed around 1851.  The skep was in use until the 1900`s and is 
still sometimes used for collecting swarms.  Gavin Haig reported on Hedgehogs and some flowers 

surviving this unusually mild winter and Chris Nadin read some delightful natural history poems. 
 

During the interval we enjoyed mulled wine and mince pies following which David Leader 
presented a short video on the “Natural decomposition of a Red deer” carcase in Hazels Wood; 
Malcolm Randle then gave a Powerpoint presentation on “Some Spectacular Skies and Sunsets”. 

He also gave a similar presentation of the website’s  “Items of Interest” for 2013  and members 
present who had sent in the items were invited to speak about them.    
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Liz Rogers then talked  about artificial  Sand Martins walls and their use in conservation.     Peter 
Richardson said he would explore their possible use near the Grand Western Canal.  Peter also 

demonstrated a Bee Box for observing the activities of Solitary bees which he felt could be 
constructed cheaply (compared with commercially available ones). 

                                       Alan Hopkins 

                                                                                                    

PROGRAMME NOTES 
 

Shortly after you read these notes you will be sitting back and thoroughly enjoying Stephen 
Powles’ “Reflections” evening. I am not privy to the content but it’s a near certainty that otter poo 
will be produced and discussed at some stage, but on screen only. 
 

We are a very lucky Society to have members like you at our AGM every March. The twenty 
minutes or so devoted to this worthy cause is rewarded this year with another splendid illustrated 

talk by Liz Rogers, one of our hardworking committee members; “Forest Elephants – Gardeners 
of the rain forest”.   Liz spent 20 years or so on scientific research work in equatorial Africa – do 
not miss it. 

 
Australia is even further away and the lucky Rod Lawrence spent four months in exploration there 

recently.  Hence, the talk on Iceland by this enthusiastic, invigorating and sometimes 
controversial speaker, and scheduled for last November, had to be postponed until 18th April.  
Don’t miss this one either. 

 
The Society’s programme for the next year from 1st May is now being hard worked upon and you 

shall have it at the April meeting.  

 
 

NOTICES 
 

South West Natural History Union 87th Study Tour 1st to 7th June 2014 
The Tour this year will be to Norfolk where accommodation will be at the Best Western George 

Hotel, Norwich which is situated only a ten minute walk from the centre.  Visits planned include 
How Hill, Wheatfen, Winterton Sand Dunes, Strumpshaw Fen (RSPB) and the Castle Natural 

History Museum Norwich.  There will also be a Mississippi type boat trip on the Broads. 
 

The cost per person is £555 for a shared twin room which includes bed, breakfast and evening 
meal and also all travel costs including entry fees, gratuities etc.  
 

Booking was required by 31st January but there may be some places left so if you are interested 
contact Redwood Travel on 01823 681096  

 
 

Garden Wildlife Health   
For those with access to the Internet, it is recommended that you access the website link as 
follows:   http://www.gardenwildlifehealth.org/ 
 

This site gives excellent advice on what action can be taken to monitor the health of most aspects 
of your garden’s wildlife.  This includes the reporting of sick or dead wildlife as well as best 
practice advice for maintaining a healthy wild life environment, the type of problems that might 

be encountered and a location map.   Have a look, you should find it very useful . 
 

  

http://www.gardenwildlifehealth.org/

