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 CHAIRMAN’S NOTES 
  
What can you do for wildlife? 
As I write this we are half way through Springwatch and, as always, it has proved to be both 
entertaining and informative. With viewing figures in the past approaching 4 million it is 
fantastic that wildlife and related issues are getting into so many homes. I look forward to the 

day that viewing figures are double this, competing with the likes of Coronation Street and 
Eastenders! 

 
Hopefully the popularity of programmes such as Springwatch, along with the hard work of the 
wildlife organisations, will increasingly get more and more people thinking “what can we do for 

wildlife?” rather than “what can wildlife do for us?” All too often many of our decision makers 
see wildlife as a hindrance to progress and pay it scant regard or no more than lip service. As 

Peter Marren says in the August issue of British Wildlife, too often “it is our rights that are at 
issue, not the right of other species to exist”.  
 

So, as individuals, what can we do for wildlife rather than simply observing and enjoying it? One 
of the easiest ways to do something is to make our gardens wildlife friendly. Recent press 

reports have highlighted the decline of the hedgehog and the fact that we can each do our little 
bit by making our gardens more hedgehog friendly (and in doing so benefit other wildlife).  
Joining wildlife organisations helps fund vital conservation work and, by increasing the 

membership, gives them more clout when lobbying decision makers. Participating in surveys, 
volunteering for wildlife charities are other possibilities.  

 
Possibly one of the most valuable things we can do is to enthuse the next generation to take a 
greater interest in wildlife and the environment. They are the decision makers of the future. It is 

their future that is threatened, as well as the animals with whom we share this planet. Recently 
the MDNHS donated a camera nest box to both Petroc and Cheriton Fitzpaine School. Sadly 

neither have been occupied this year but Cathryn, from Petroc, wishes to pass on her thanks to 
MDHNS and wrote “They (the students) have also looked at bird boxes and contents on you tube 

and had a go at making nests, so the bird box has led on to further exploration of nature”. I feel 
that the MDNHS can and must do more to engage the next generation. Ideas would be very 
welcome. 

  
What more will you do for wildlife? 
 

Stephen Powles  
Chairman 
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Springwatch in Stockleigh Pomeroy    
As BBC Springwatch 2015 arrives on our screens (BBC 2) at the end of May, I thought we might 
do our own version of Springwatch here in Mid-Devon! Recording for the UK Phenology network 

(www.naturescalendar.org.uk) throughout January to May, I have seen the unfolding of spring 
on a farm in mid-Devon, so here’s my selection of spring events for 2015. 
 

In January, the land looked bare and raw, but it was sunny and new 
life was stirring. At East Coombe, hazel catkins were flowering and 

waving in the wind on 29 December (2014). Recording this for the 
Nature’s Calendar website confused the software, triggering a demand 
for photo verification! The first 2 weeks of January were mild, but then 

the frosts set in, and temperatures were lower than anything in 2014 
(East Coombe records; British 

Wildlife, April 2015). The hedges 
were alive with flocks of larks 
and finches, plus small numbers 

of  yellowhammers;   and  the 
                  1            cackle of fieldfares, with the quieter 

redwings, accompanied many a walk. In the last week, 
out came the snowdrops, buds mutilated by pheasants 
but triumphant in the end; and the lanes were dotted with 

the first clumps of primroses. Robins, song and mistle 
thrushes provided the soundtrack.                                   

                           2 
February 2015 was colder, drier and sunnier than in 2014, with 

more frost, but at about the same time 
produced its annual marvel: carpets 
of wild daffodils (Lent lilies  

Narcissus pseudonarcissus), 
which cover open spaces and 

thread their way along banks and 
through old hedges. Frogspawn 
appeared in the pond, a heron 

inspected   (and  fed!),  and  chaf- 
                 3              finches and greenfinches began singing 

                                 their full songs.              4  
 

March continued as a “chilly-fingered spring” (Keats), frostier than 

2014, so the appearance of butterflies was delayed this year, at 
least in our frost pocket at East 

Coombe. On March 1st, the first  
celandines opened to the sun. By mid-
March, blackbirds were singing their 

full songs; a mallard pair inspected 
the pond for nest sites (and left one 

egg); the marsh marigolds and wood 
anemones came out and buds burst   

                    5         on ash, alder, birch, blackthorn and rowan. 

Dramatically, March hares were ‘boxing’ in the garden and in the  fields.          6   
       

April   burst forth with butterflies galore, 
every day another species. First to be 
seen on the   farm were brimstones and 

peacocks, then commas, small whites 
and orange tips, all within three days at 

the end of the first week of the month. 
Trees too burst forth, with bud-burst on  
7   sycamore, oak, horse chestnut – and         8 

http://www.naturescalendar.org.uk/
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latest of all, beech and field maple.  Migrant warblers arrived and sang – 
chiffchaffs first, then blackcaps and willow warblers. And the hedges, 
banks and copses didn’t disappoint either – they burst forth too: violets, 

greater stitchwort, wood sorrel, red campion and bluebells – then, hiding 
amongst the nettles at the bottom of a vast open field, early purple 

orchids. Swallows and house martins were late arriving this year, 
swooping about in Stockleigh Pomeroy village by mid- to late April, but 
later still over East Coombe farm. 

            
 

              
9 

 May  is surely the time of year when Devon hedges and banks come into 
their own, with a tapestry of stitchworts, cow parsley, red campion, 
germander speedwell and bluebells. The blend of red, white and blue, 

with the various greens of sprouting leaves, is a constant delight. The 
dawn chorus of bird song is at its peak, and a concert of voices is busy 

throughout daylight, with blackbirds, song 
thrushes and blackcaps the star singers at 
East Coombe.  Swifts arrived on the top of 

Raddon Hill, a good place to spot migrants 
– and there, too, was a painted lady in 

mid-May. Last, but by no means least, 
young hares continued to use the garden 

             10          as their living space, hopping out of the 

shrubbery (and even the garage!).  One of their favourite treats 
was Dandelion seed heads – picked at the base, and eaten base to 

tip. It’s not just hares, finches like to pick at them too. So, it might  
pay to leave those dandelions a bit longer on the lawn!                                      11   
                           Liz Rogers 

 
Photos all by Liz Rogers. 

1. Hazel catkins in December.     2. Robin.     3. Wild daffodils.   4. Heron in East Coombe pond.    
5. Wood anemone.    6. Marsh marigold.    7. Common dog violet.    8. Orange tip on aubretia. 
9. Early purple orchid.      10.  Hedge flowers.     11. Young hare eating dandelion seed-heads

   
 

Ducks Galore! 
Last year was a surprisingly good year for ducks at our house. We had fed a duck and drake for 

a couple of months before they disappeared. Then they turned up one afternoon, accompanied 
by nine ducklings, and stayed in our garden for about two hours.  They were happy for me to 
walk round among them with my camera and obligingly had a meeting in front of our azalea 

which made a wonderful backdrop. It looked just as if they were plotting something!   They 
finally made their way down to our front gate and were last seen by a neighbour making their 

way up Uplowman Road. We never saw them again: 
or did we? 
 

This year we fed a number of ducks which chose 
our roof as a good spot for looking out for a mate. 

One such pair made themselves very much at 
home. We fed them regularly and suspected they 
were adults from the previous year’s visit as, 

whenever I opened the side door which squeaks, 
instead  of   running  off,  they  came  towards  me 

hoping to be fed.          After some weeks they too 
disappeared. 
 

1                                
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Imagine  my  surprise when I arrived  back from 
Church three Sundays ago to be greeted by shouts 
of: “Get your camera, Ann, the ducks are here 

with their ducklings.” There was the mother duck 
with six identical offspring and she responded to 

the opening of the squeaky door in the same way. 
They also obligingly waddled past the azalea bush 
where I took their photograph (1).   

 
They made themselves at home for the afternoon, 

feeding and drinking the water provided.  Then 
they went next door where there is a small pond.  I 

saw them twice in the next fortnight and then, last  
Sunday, they  returned and have stayed close at 
hand ever since, braving the  other ducks  and          2    

drakes who come and go at will.   If I fed both groups at opposite ends of the lawn they were 
happy to leave each other alone. The mother learned that if she stood under the container of the 

bird food with her mouth open while a bird was feeding above, bits of seed would drop in.  As 
you can see the ducklings have grown enormously (2).    What lies in store next year I wonder? 
 

Ann Catchpole 

 

Pied Flycatcher update 
Yes, they are back again!  We kept a tentative look out for them from early April and then more 

intently from the 10th - their earliest date of arrival in the 12 years they have nested here. Like 
some people, however, timing is unpredictable and they were spotted only on 22nd but at a 
different nest box to one of the two he has habitually selected for female approval; she usually 

arrives a few days after.  
 

A week later I got the ladder out and inspected all 17 nest boxes in the garden. The box in 
which the birds had taken an interest had a nearly completed nest but we had seen neither bird 
for five or six days. We assumed the worst, a desertion, but after another three days’  anxiety, 

he was spotted  commanding another oak (and box) 40 yards away from the previous site.  
There was  no sign at all of the female. Was she gone or was she sitting? So out with the ladder 

again and to my great surprise there were eight pale blue eggs staring at me. 
 

           I  phoned  John High,  a  member of our Society  
   and a registered ringer and he came to check 

the female. She obligingly remained on the 

nest, allowing him to pick her up through 
the opened roof. To our delight her ring 

disclosed that she was the same female 
as last year (a bird John had ringed at 
Rifton in 2013) when she successfully 

reared six chicks. John will ring the 
young when they are about 10 days old 

and also catch the male while feeding 
the family. We have high hopes it is the 

same male who has been with us for the 

two previous years and who fledged and was 
ringed near Dunster in 2012.    Of the other 16 

       boxes, five are vacant and the remainder occupied    
              The female pied flycatcher      by blue and great tits. 
                     (photo by Doris Leader)           
John keeps an eye on 101 nest boxes at Rifton Wood, two miles from here. This is a full time job 
during the breeding season. Most boxes are taken up by blue and great tits but seven are 
occupied by nuthatches and 23 by pied flycatchers. Two of those failed, one female died in the  
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box exhausted after the long journey from Africa, and another box was taken over by a 
dormouse.   So far he has caught 11 of the pied flycatcher females. John passes all records on 
to Dr Malcolm Burgess at Exeter University who is in charge of the pied flycatcher and wood 

warbler research project and who spoke, so engagingly, to us at our meeting in May 2014. 
David Leader  

The Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden 
Now in its 10th year, the hospital wildlife garden is taking shape.  Natural materials, including 

willow, have been used to create three seating areas for patients, staff and visitors to relax and 
enjoy the beauty and fascination of the island flower beds, planted to attract bees, butterflies, 
insects and birds. 

 
There are naturalised primroses decorating the flower beds, and the 'false oxlip', transferred 

successfully from the Spillifords wildlife garden, seems to be enjoying its new home.  
  
False oxlip comprises native, naturally occurring hybrids of cowslip, primrose and polyanthus. 

The flowers are similar to cowslip, and can vary in colour from primrose yellow to the dark red 
or orange of garden polyanthus.   

 
Another transfer from Spillifords was the wild daffodils which have colonised the flowerbeds near 
the hybrid poplar, and which enhanced 

the garden in early March, as did the 
lesser periwinkle from the 

Spillifords hedge bank.  These early wild 
flowers have been followed by cowslip, 

coral root and doronicum, with salad 
burnet and a single early purple orchid 
now blooming. The island bed nearest the 

car park has a fine display of pulmonaria, 
which this year has leaves which are so 

heavily spotted they look more white than 
green.  
 

We're looking forward to the arrival of ox 
eye daisy, knapweed, meadowsweet,  

comfrey and yarrow which aren't yet  in 
flower, but which will give lots of colour and          Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden 
interest later in the season. These flowers,       (photo by Gavin Haig)         

together with common musk mallow and great mullein, will create a wonderful tapestry of 
vibrancy and texture for everyone to enjoy.  

 
Three of our seven nest boxes have been taken up by blue tit families, while the box nearest the 
copper beech tree is inhabited by house sparrow  -  or perhaps tree sparrow, as the male seems 

to have a pronounced black head and bib.   We've noticed a chaffinch nest in one of the 
hawthorns, and blackbirds are nesting in a sloe bush.  I'm pretty sure we have wren and robin 

nesting too  -  they always seem to  be around when I'm working on the garden  - and usually 
appear when the OT and Physiotherapy staff are eating their lunchtime picnics!  

Gavin Haig 

 
 

Garden Tigers  
In January you chose the garden tiger moth caterpillar photo as the runner up in the Dennis 
Pickering photographic competition. 

 
These caterpillars are also known as woolly bears but they are certainly not cuddly. The hairs 

have many uses, they deter predators by forming a barrier of bristles keeping parasitic flies and 
wasps at bay; they are laced with poison designed to irritate the skin of anybody handling the 
caterpillar.     But not only  are the hairs laced with histamines,  the caterpillar  bodies  contain  
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noxious chemicals picked up and stored from 
their foodplants and concentrated in the tissues 
and blood. 

 
This chemical warfare continues into adulthood. 

If a tiger moth gets roughed up by a small 
mammal or bird it will flash its red underwings 
while simultaneously making a clicking noise 

and emitting poisonous yellow ooze from glands 
on its thorax. The clicking is made by a tiny 

flexible blister on the moth’s upper body. As 
this flexes, microscopic ridges buckle, creating a 

burst of multifrequency sound. This noise blocks 
bats’ ultrasonic feeding calls, jamming their 
radar and perhaps also simply warning bats 

Garden tiger moth caterpillar           of their poisonous presence. 
        (photo by Doris Leader) 

Look out for these  beautiful moths and caterpillars but beware . . . . . . they do have tricks up 

their sleeves! 
Doris Leader 

 
Roliphants Report 31st May 2015 (photos by Alan Hopkins) 
Every Spring is different and anticipated seasonal events are recorded at 

i  February 22nd - First frog spawn  much later than usual, followed by reasonably good   

amounts though some regular spawning sites were ignored and I had little to collect from 
field puddles for transfer to ponds. The hut pond had only small quantities. There has been 
no evidence of otter predation this year. 

ii  February 28th - Toads migrating:- Evening census in the farm lane 26 males , two females.  
As March progressed more females and migrating pairs appeared and spawn arrived in big 

garden pond on March 19th.  Frog spawn continued to appear and there was a quantity of 
toad  spawn in the garden pond. 

iii April 9th - First orange tip.  First of our breeding swallows roosts near the old nest. No others 

about.  
iv April 11th - Female swallow arrives in shed by old nest; one pair have successfully returned!  

In previous years the first swallows seen here normally move on with our breeding pairs 
(usually two) arriving near end April which the second pair did. 

v April 15th - Update on roe deer ‘Sparky’  spotted in Long field.  First positive sighting since 

December 26th 2014.  Gill had seen a roe deer in the same area on March 30th. This was 
likely a doe as the coat colour was the light colour of summer whereas Sparky’s coat was 

winter grey, with just a few reddish hairs showing. 
However, he has his new larger antlers with 
matching tines.  At the time of this sighting I was 

on the quad bike so he took fright into the next 
field stopping near the far gate. I dismounted 

and walked towards him now about 100 
yards away, calling him by name. He 
responded and began walking towards me. 

Soon he was within 10 yards. He looked in 
good condition having successfully foraged 

through the leanest time. Satisfied that all 
was well I started to return to collect the quad 
bike, only to find that he was now walking with 

me about two yards to my right, the parallel  walk! 
Observing this I stopped, whereupon he confronted   

me lowered his head and attacked.  My only option was         Sparky at large 
to grab the antlers before they hit my shins, and hang on whilst considering how to escape 
my predicament.   The nearest gate was about 70 yards away so I would need to drag this  
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angry beast squirming to free himself from my grasp,  put him the other side of the gate and 
close it before releasing him and hoping that he would run away. How wrong I was. He stood 
panting open mouthed, whilst I rubbed hands made sore from clinging to those rough antler 

weapons. I made off to the otter pond to put a fence and another gate between us. From 
here I could observe his behaviour safely. It was clear that he wanted to get back into the 

field from which I had forcibly ejected him and within a few minutes he had found a hole in 
the hedge and was slowly walking around the parked quad bike and across to the otter pond 
enclosure.  I began to feel trapped. Though out of sight, did he know I was in there?  For the 

next half hour I occupied myself as usual, checking for recent signs of wildlife,  expecting 
him to lose interest and move away, by which time I should be able to get back to the quad 

bike and go home, avoiding another confrontation.  Opening the gate I could see him to my 
left about 35 yards away looking through the fence into the enclosure. This was far enough 

away for me to reach the quad bike which I knew would frighten him.  And so we parted. 
  vi   April 16th  Sparky seen in lane field. 
   vii  April 17th Sparky in long field, photographed from quad bike, and then by gate in otter pond 

field;  clearly his territory. Camera in hand I approached from the secure side. He 
immediately recognised me and signalled his intentions with head lowered and pawing the 

ground. I took several quick photos (included) of this behaviour, and returned to the quad 
bike. The gap between the gate and its hanging post was just wide enough for him to 
squeeze through  and  he   was on his way towards  me.    It was time to leave!    It is quite  

evident that Sparky remains imprinted on me, though I  
now seem to represent a rival.  Hopefully he will  

not mistake others for me. 
viii April 17th pipistrelle bats are back at the  

conservatory roost, 10 recorded on camera 

emerging on 26th May.  Evidence from last 
year that this is a nursery roost.  Young are 

born around this time 
ix April 23rd Sparky in the farm lane by copse 

disappears as van approaches:- glad   to 

see he has a healthy respect for  traffic!  
x  May 2nd Sparky by the Otter pond. He was 

spooked by our dog (Ellie) who gave chase. He 
circuited the pond twice past myself and other 
family members before disappearing into the neigh-                               

bouring property          A pipistrelle bat leaving the 
  xi  May 4th  Camera trap records adult roe doe by Otter           conservatory roost 

     pond. Sparky has company!  Camera trapping continues. 
xii  May 31st Swallows first brood now fully feathered and could leave nest any time soon. This is 

the earliest recorded here,  in  spite of  this being a  cooler and  wetter May than  usual. 

 
                                                                                                   Alan Hopkins 

                                                                                           
Meetings and Events 

 

Reflections 2015 
As always members of the MDNHS did an excellent job of informing, educating and entertaining 
at the Reflections evening in February.  
 

First off was Malcolm Randle with “The Great Serengeti Migration”.   Having seen so much of this 
wildlife spectacle on the TV, it would be a challenge for Malcolm to tell us something new. 

Succeed he did with the help of some excellent photography and a good sense of humour. 
 
We were then taken to an “Alaskan Summer” with Liz Rogers.  More spectacular scenery was on 

show, going first to the South East Islands, Dawes Glacier and the Inside Passage before visiting 
the central tundra of the Denali National Park.  Having seen orca and bears, Liz’s talk ended with 

a wonderful image of two moose knee high in water. 
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David Brabban was once again keen to educate us (once a teacher, always a teacher?!). This 
time it was lichens – something that is all around us but a subject most of us know very little 
about and, as such, an excellent choice for Reflections. Did you know that lichens are two 

organisms, a fungus growing with alga or cyanobacteria? 
 

The Farne Islands with Peter Richardson were next. Again  
with some wonderful photographs, Peter gave us an insight 
into one of the UK’s own wildlife spectacles.  As well as the 

charismatic puffins, he showed us seals, guillemots, 
kittiwakes, shags and the aerial assaults of the arctic terns. 

Despite the tern attacks, I trust that Peter has inspired 
members of the society to make the long trek to 

Northumberland and the Farne Islands.  It’s well worth the 
effort. 
 

After the break, I introduced the audience to “Hammer Scar”.       
She is a female otter that lives here in mid Devon and has  

come to trust me so much so that I have been able to follow 
very closely and had the immense privilege to spend many 
hours with her. The highlight for me was being able to show 

her cub, Scarlet, as she matured from a cub of a few months 
old to being a mature and independent otter. 

                           Guillemot 
Dave Webb likewise kept us closer to home and spoke on the    (photo by Peter Richardson) 

subject of red deer. He brought along with him a massive antler and explained that it was from 

a captive stag as those in the wild have neither the nutrition nor the genetics to grow such a 
large antler. Much of his time is spent at the South West Deer Rescue and Study Centre in 

Dorset where visitors are welcome and they can both learn about deer and get very close to 
them. 
 

The evening finished with David Hennings’  “Highland Wildlife Tour”.  His beautifully shot film 
opened with dolphins in the Moray Firth before moving off to the nesting pair of ospreys at Loch 

Insh. Not far from Aviemore, in a hide at dusk, we caught up with the night life on the 
Rothiemurchus Estate and the stars of the show, the pine martens.  
 

Many thanks to all those who contributed to the success of the evening and all the hard work 
that they put into preparing their presentations. 

 Stephen Powles 

Axe valley outing 18th March 2015 
Fourteen members turned out on a beautiful sunny spring morning for a glorious walk through 
the reserve. This now boasts very good viewing hides and blinds, most paths are on wooden 
walkways and a final bonus is a good car park and toilet facilities. 

 
We had excellent birding with 44 species seen 

including  an early willow warbler, and most 
surprisingly of all, lapwing chicks a good 
month before they should be due. 

 
Spring  flowers  were  just  appearing along  

with  a  few early butterflies, bees and other 
insects, with whirlygig beetles buzzing 
around in some of the streams. 

 
We also had a wonderful view of a pair of roe 

deer. 
Peter Richardson 

Shelduck    
        (photo by Peter Richardson)        
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Swell Woods, Somerset – Ray Jones – Friday 10th April 
Swell Woods, an RSPB reserve, provided attractions for every one of our 15 members who came 

on this fine, dry but cool day. Good views of nesting (and clacking) herons from in and around 
the well situated hide, and all the birds one would expect while walking the tracks lined with 

some very old and fine oak, ash and beech.  
 
Botanists were kept busy with carpets of yellow (lesser 

celandine), bluebells, greater stitchwort (white), early dog 
violets and sweet violets. We even saw goldilocks buttercup 

which was a first for us. 
 
Five of the group took the challenge to descend into the 

valley for far reaching views across the Levels. We were   
rewarded  by the sight of a group of 30 or so cranes for 

about 10 minutes, albeit at some distance. After climbing 
the 200 spiral steps to rejoin the main group it was back to      

Celandine and Violets        the cars and home. 

             (Photo by Doris Leader)                                                                           David Leader 

 

Water Voles - Derek Gow. -  Friday April 17th 
 Derek has been involved with water vole conservation since the 1990s.  Little was known about 

captive breeding then, so mistakes were frequent; now it is very successful and there have been  
reintroductions to suitable habitats.  Field voles frequently inhabit wetland with water voles but 
should not be confused; they are much smaller (30- 40 gms vs 250 -300gms].  Most Brown Rats 

are in the 300-500gm weight range and equally competent in water. 
    

Derek described the main physical features and habits, and the breeding programme at his farm 
in west Devon. Two or three litters per year are common in the south, but they  

have many predators notably American 
mink, the control of which has been the 
focus of much attention.  Female mink are 

small enough to enter water vole burrows. 
Mink rafts have proved a very effective way 

of monitoring mink activity on water courses 
prior to cage trapping. Water voles can 
tolerate some polluted waters. They can also 

thrive on some neglected rough grassland  
and may nest above ground rather than the 

traditional burrow. Well managed intensively 
grazed pasture tends to drive them out.  
Plant roots  also feature in the diet including                       Water vole swimming  

agricultural root crops and surprisingly those of        (photo by Dave Randle) 

the highly toxic (to most species) Hemlock water dropwort. 

Alan Hopkins 

 

 
MDNHS Visit to Buzzards – Saturday 9th May (photo by Stephen Powles) 

On a glorious spring afternoon there was a good turn out to enjoy a walk around Buzzards. The 
mixed woodland and open valley bottom was looking at its very best having had rain the 
previous day. The fresh blue of the bluebells looked stunning with the white of the stitchwort 

and the bright pink of the red campion to complement it. 
 

We set off through the enchanting garden at Thongsleigh Mill (courtesy of society members Rob 
and Pam Seal), visiting the old mill on the way into Buzzards itself. The first stop was a spraint 
site, well used by the local otter population, with clear evidence of fish scales in the spraint. 

Typical of many spraint sites found in vegetation,  the adjacent plants had been killed  off  by  
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the excess of nutrients leached from the spraint.  The damp valley floor had a good show of 
lady’s smock (Cuckoo flower) and, with it, were a few orange tip butterflies (whose caterpillars 
feed on it).  

 
Whilst  most of the  party kept to  the designated paths and enjoyed a glorious display of  blue- 

                                          bells,  a small group of  us went  “off piste” venturing 
    along the river bed looking for further signs of   

otter activity. As well as further spraint 

sites, both foot prints and a possible holt 
were found (the latter under an 

extensive root system on the river 
edge).  

 
It had been hoped that there 
would be more birds singing but, 

for those only just starting to 
learn something of the various 

songs, it was probably just as well 
as we were able to concentrate on 

blackbird, song thrush, robin and 

wrens. Surprisingly, we didn’t hear any 
             of the warblers. 

  
                                                           Otter spraint with fish scales 
Buzzards is a National Trust property                (photo by Stephen Powles)               

only five minutes from Tiverton in the Dart Valley just behind Severn Crosses and below 
Withleigh.   There are three access points, the main one being a car park in Withleigh) and two 

very limited parking areas at the other end towards Little Silver. If you have never been to 
Buzzards, I suggest that you do! 

Stephen Powles 

 

The killing fields of Malta - Roger Lucken  RSPB volunteer. -  Friday 15th May    
Malta is a small, densely populated island off the Libyan coast, one of many where summer 
migrants from Africa make landfall to refuel as they cross the Mediterranean into Europe. As in 

many southern European countries shooting and trapping birds is traditional and has been 
blamed for the decline of many species.  
 

The post World War 2 agricultural revolution in 
farming practices in the UK and Europe has 

also had dramatic effects for many species but 
this is well recognised and serious efforts now 
aim to restore threatened populations. When 

Malta joined the EU in 2004 it agreed to stop 
bird trapping and Spring hunting but has failed 

to do so. The recent referendum in Malta 
against hunting failed narrowly due to heavy 
pressure from the powerful hunting lobby. 

Birdlife Malta continues to press for a ban. 
Volunteers from many countries continue to  

gather public support and actively disrupt the 
hunting season. Particular emphasis was drawn 
to the plight of the Turtle Dove, Golden Plover,               Turtle dove 

and Quail, (legal quarry) but many raptors and                (photo by Malcolm Randle) 

other spectacular species are taken as trophies and for the illegal taxidermy trade.                                                       

  
This talk was a detailed account of the history and current situation of bird hunting in Malta 
where this powerful cult persists. Hopefully it will soon be controlled. 

                           Alan Hopkins 
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Support for Our Society 

We are very fortunate to have a thriving society with increasing membership. This is mostly due 

to the hard work of your committee. I feel I am able to state this now that I have stood down as 
a committee member. 
 

Apart from planning all the evening and outdoor meetings, they actively try to anticipate what 
members want. Items recently discussed were timing and structure of inside meetings and 

whether outdoor meetings might be more centred around weekends and evenings or aimed at 
school holidays to attract those with families. 
 

The society does need all members’  help to thrive, whether it is to make an effort to get to one 
or two more meetings, make suggestions to improve what we do and how we do it, or help 

when we have a stall at various events.  
 
All the work is done by the committee, with the help of one or two others, most noticeably 

Malcolm Randle who edits the newsletter and sorts out our website.  I am writing at this time, 
on Saturday 25th April, as four of us manned a stall at a fair on the Grand Western canal. It was 

a great success,  signing up five new members, (the greatest success we have had at one of 
these events), selling some of our postcards, the profit from which goes a long way to keeping 

our subs low, and encouraging a lot of 

people to take an active interest in 
natural history. 

 
It was great fun but very tiring and in 

retrospect, we should have asked 
more members to do a one or two 
hour stint to spread the load. Would 

you be prepared to help however 
small the capacity? If so please let 

the committee know and perhaps 
they could set up a list of those 
willing to be called upon in the future. 

 
The Photograph is of our stand with 

Stephen Powles and Christine Nadin 
grabbing a bite to eat , in what may 

have been the one quiet time in the day. 
Peter Richardson 

 

Woodpecker Watch 
Since mid April we have been monitoring a great spotted woodpecker’s nest in a living apple 
tree in the orchard adjacent to our garden at Woodbury Salterton.  We were invited to do this by 

the owner who had spotted the nest, when it was being excavated, because of the wood 
chippings around the base of the tree.   We have been using a camera trap which has been in 

position from 21st April and has so far recorded around 500 video clips of 11 seconds duration 
plus a similar number of still shots showing the activities of both adults and young.  Around 
1,000 have been discarded as they did not feature the woodpeckers.  In addition some 80 odd 

live photos have been taken using a long telephoto lens from a natural hide near the nest. 
 

We have witnessed all stages of development up to the fledging on 9th June, in what has been 
for us a very exciting wildlife event.   We have seen how they have dealt with threats from 
would be predators and the sheer dedication of the male to feeding the young when for some 

reason the female seemed to disappear from the scene.   We plan to provide a more 
comprehensive account of our observations in the next newsletter and also hope to have an 

interesting presentation for the  ‘Reflections’ programme in December. 
Malcolm and Brenda Randle 
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Programme Notes 

 

After successful visits to Swell Woods for herons and early spring flowers and orchids and otters 
at Buzzards, the outdoor programme, arranged by Peter Richardson and Ray Jones continues 

with more varied and interesting excursions throughout the year. For dates and full details just 
look at your programme or our website. 
 

The indoor meetings at St George's Hall begin again in September with animal rescue as the 
subject, to be followed in October not only by GPS and the natural world but by the next eagerly 

awaited Newsletter! 
David Leader 

 

Notices 

Bogtastic on July 29th 2015  
This event takes place at Simonsbath on July 29th 2015 and is a ‘drop in’ activity day when 

MDNHS members are invited to come. It has something suitable for everyone in this area of 
blanket bog and rivers.  Activities include stream dipping, wildlife activities and guided walks.  
Please contact David Rolls on 07875 565823 if you can make it 2015. It would be great to see 

you. Also check out www.facebook.com/ExmoorMires  for more information. 
 

Exmoor’s Cuckoos and butterflies   
The National Park are monitoring sightings of cuckoos in the spring and summer through Wild 

Watch 2015.   Exmoor would appear to be an important habitat for the cuckoo and any  
sightings of them would be welcome. Good cuckoo locations are Croydon Hill, Alcombe 

Common, Ley Hill and Webber’s Post, but there must be more! To report sightings 
simply go on line to the Wildwatch website;   
http://www.exmoornationalpark.gov.uk/environment/wild-watch 
  

We are also appealing for sightings of two key 
species of butterfly, the green hairstreak 
butterfly and the emperor moth.  The 

emperor moth is the only large moth with 
eye spots on all four wings and flies 

during the day. The caterpillar is green 
with black hoops containing wart like 
spots when fully grown.  The green 

hairstreak is Britain’s only green butterfly 
and is unfortunately showing signs of 

decline both in its distribution and its 
population.  They are two of the twelve 
key species featuring in Exmoor Wild Watch 

2015.  
  

Sightings of any of the above species, or any other  
species on the Wild Watch list,  can also be reported by                
phoning  the   National  Park  Centre  at  Lynmouth  on     Emperor moth (Saturnia pavonia)                                                                            

01598752509.                                                                       (photo by Patrick Clement  
        via Butterfly Conservation)  

Exmoor Wild Watch is part of the New Ecologists project, funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund 
and Exmoor National Park through the Heart of Exmoor scheme.    For more information on the 
various events and training schemes please phone me at 01398 322164).   

David Rolls 
 
 
  
 

 

http://www.facebook.com/ExmoorMires
https://heartofexmoor.wordpress.com/2014/04/03/exmoor-going-cuckoo/
http://www.exmoornationalpark.gov.uk/environment/wild-watch
http://www.heartofexmoor.org.uk/


 

 
 
 

 
 


