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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES 
Thank you for electing me as the new Chairman of the Society, and for all the good wishes and 

encouragement that you have given me. Taking over from Liz, who has been our wonderful, 

inspiring and knowledgeable Chairman for the last 4 years, is a very daunting task, but I will 

endeavour to help the Society to flourish over my term in office with the support of the other 

committee members. 
 

Our AGM this year was a 'virtual' one, conducted on the internet via Zoom. At that event, 

Gavin Haig praised Liz for her efforts and 

showed everyone the present , given on behalf 

of all the members, that she will receive in due 

course. It is a beautiful picture of a harvest 
mouse, an animal that Liz is passionate about, 

being present on the farm where she lives. 

 

As I write this, we are still in partial lockdown 

due to the Coronavirus pandemic.  For more 

than 3 months we have been unable to hold 

physical meetings or to go on outings, in 
common with every other community group in 

the country. All of our lives have changed 

beyond what any of us could have imagined at 

the beginning of the year. But what of our 

wildlife? There have been tales in the media 

(looking for some positive stories to counter all the terrible ones we are bombarded with) of 
wild animals reclaiming the deserted streets: you may remember the photo of goats in 

Llandudno High Street. Other articles have spoken of nature 'bouncing back'. Some readers 

may have been led to believe that the problems for wildlife have been solved; of course, we all 

know that this is very far from the truth! The short respite from the jeopardy to their lives 

caused by humans cannot in itself change the threat to their long-term existence. Wildlife is 

still in serious trouble.      
 

What can we, as a relatively small local natural history society do to help? We may feel 

overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problem, but we can all do something. We can add our 

voices to those who are pressing for change. There are many examples of initiatives that may 

help to turn the tide, ranging from re-wilding a large estate to making our gardens more 

wildlife-friendly and to banning certain pesticides. We can spread the word about them,  

support them and champion their ideas. There is hope that, through sharing our knowledge 
and expertise, we will influence others to change their attitudes and priorities. Together, we 

can make a difference and offer our wildlife a brighter future.       

                                                                                     Peter Bowers 

 



2 

FEATURES 
Flora and Fauna at Byway Farm (photos by Joe Ashworh) 
We have seen some good wildflowers in our meadow, although some of the huge number of 

orchids were not very tall, due to the very dry weather in May.  My friend Joe Ashworth has sent 

some photos for inclusion in the newsletter. There is one of a green eyed grass snake. As the 

old skin wears a new skin forms underneath and includes the eye scales which can turn milky or 
blue. This is referred to as "the snake being in the blue". During this time the snake is fairly 

inactive with poor vision and can be aggressive.   

    
     Grass snake ‘in the blue’            Bumblebee on bistort        Dragonfly (four spot chaser) 

  

                                                                                   John and Janette Greenslade 
 

 

Watching  and  Photographing Birds of Prey (photos by David Botsford) 

I spend the majority of my time working with Guide Dogs for the Blind, but in my spare time I 

am a wildlife photographer. In my photography I specialise in birds of prey and peregrines 

and ospreys in particular. 

  

Turning to peregrines first, I have for many years watched the development in Exeter of the 
peregrine falcons that have nested there for many years. The lockdown seemed a very good 

opportunity to keep a closer eye on the family and watch the development of the chicks in 

more detail.  Unfortunately, this was not to be, as whilst the birds returned to the nest and 

eggs were laid, they are clearly infertile. At the time of writing the poor hen has been sitting 

on them now for 50 days whereas incubation normally takes no longer than 30 days. Sadly, 

this means that for the first time in 24 years there will be no chicks in the church. This will 
however be a source of great relief to the feral pigeons which are the favourite food for 

peregrines! 

  

On a more positive note I have also been watching via web cam the peregrines nesting in 

Wakefield.  I am pleased to 

say that they have 
successfully raised four 

chicks (an unusually large 

number) all of which have 

successfully fledged in the  

last  seven  days so  pigeons  

beware. 

 
Turning now to ospreys, 

there are three sites where I 

observe these birds. The 

first is in the Loch of the                       

Osprey chick                              Peregrine chicks                Lowes,  Scotland   which   I 
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managed to visit personally last year and observe and photograph the birds. The birds did 

return to the nest this year, but something 

appears to have frightened them off and they 
have decided to nest somewhere else in the 

Loch although out view of the cameras.  The 

two other sites I watch are in North Wales and 

both have successfully reared chicks, but they 

are  not yet at the fledging stage. 

         Male osprey returning with fish 

                    

 I have included photographs which 

demonstrate clearly that whilst peregrine 
chicks can be described as quite cute, the 

same cannot be said of osprey chicks which 

are really rather ugly. However, they will 

turn into majestic birds when they grow up 

and to watch them fishing in the Loch is an 

amazing sight. One of the photographs 

shows the male bringing a very large fish 
back to the nest. 

  

I am afraid that the lockdown has rather 

spoiled my plans for photography this year, 

when I had intended to visit RSPB site at 

Ham Wall  to photograph  bitterns and  marsh                          Goshawk 
harriers and also to visit Symonds Yat to photograph the elusive goshawk (see photo).  The 

RSPB are gradually opening up their sites but, unfortunately, too late to catch the youngsters 

David Botsford 

 

The Pecking Order  
I have a bird table in my garden but as I often wake early I decided to put a nut feeder on 

my balcony which  I can see from my bed and so I spend quite a lot of time in the early 
morning watching the birds.  

 

Without doubt the male greater spotted woodpecker is top of the pecking order. He is 

followed by the female and then the nuthatch none of which will tolerate any other bird 

below them in the pecking order on the feeder at the same time.  They are followed by the 

great tits, blue tits, coal tits and house sparrows, all of which will usually tolerate others on 
the feeder at the same time, but will also hop around on the ground below picking up any 

bits that are often dropped by birds on the feeder. 

 

As all you ornithologists will know it is very easy to distinguish between the male and female 

adult woodpecker and also the young, the male having red on the back of his head and the 

young having red on the top of their heads. I am unable to tell the male and female young 

apart so I just guess. 
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I first spotted a young woodpecker on the 9th of June and  

he landed on the balcony and started picking up the bits 

dropped by the tits and sparrows from the feeder.     
Along came mother and appeared to say “ hey son 

that is not your place we don’t grovel around down 

there, come up here on the feeder “.  When he 

joined her she proceeded to feed him although 

he was also pecking at nuts for himself. A few 

days later he was joined by another slightly 
smaller young woodpecker at the feeder (his 

sister?) but they would fight to be on the feeder 

at the same time. Both the mother and father 

were not only tolerating their young but also 

feeding them although the young were pecking 

for themselves. I wondered how long that would 
last!  

 

The answer soon came as after only about three 

days the parents were pulling rank and shooing their 

young off as soon as they wanted to feed themselves!          

In my  photo  the  mother is on the left  and juvenile on  

the right. 
 

 

                                                              George Maunder 

             

Brown not Blue! (Photo by Stephen Powles) 
It’s 7.00 one evening in mid-May as I wander through my field. The sun is still well above the 

horizon but the temperature is dropping. The ongoing drought has stunted most of the grass 
but, here and there, certain grasses have fared better, growing to their full height and are now 

going to seed. As I approach one such area, I notice a small butterfly resting just below a seed 

head. I look more closely and realise that it’s not alone. I count fourteen common blues resting 

in an area no bigger than that of a car 

roof. I am used to seeing the occasional 

meadow brown or marbled white roosting 
alone but have never seen a “roost” of 

common blues or, for that matter, any 

species of butterfly. 

 

I return the following morning and they 

are still there. It’s 9.00am and the sun is 
well up, they are still in the shade. Soon 

they start to leave, the last one on its way 

by 10.00am.  

 

That evening I return to see if the “blues” 

are back and, to my astonishment, they 

are. This same process is repeated over 
the following ten days but, on each 

occasion, there are fewer and fewer until, 

come the end of the month, there are 

none. Despite searching elsewhere, I only find the occasional “blue” and each is roosting alone.  

Whilst roosting they stay put and are not as easily spooked as they would be when in full sun. 

Photographing and filming them is relatively easy and I capture images at dusk, after dark and 
in the early morning. One evening it’s 10.00pm and, looking west, I manage to photograph the 

“blues” against a backdrop of the fading light and a setting Venus. It’s a magical scene. 
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It has been a good year for the “blues” as the field hasn’t been grazed, the pasture is rich in 

common bird’s-foot-trefoil (a food plant of their caterpillar) and the weather has been ideal for 

them.  
Oh, one more thing …….. they aren’t blue, in fact they are brown! It’s structural colour. Don’t 

believe me? See 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHShKqwBROE&list=PLdau3EIomlitPTfE2cSMWeIvGjIDijkI

2&index=8&t=176s to learn more. 

Stephen Powles 

Scenes from a Spring in lockdown (Photos by Liz Rogers) 
As enthusiastic natural historians, we are used to engaging with wildlife around us wherever 
that may be. During the coronavirus lockdown, it’s become infinitely more valuable as an 

essential antidote to boredom and anxiety. Glorious weather has made spring 2020 an 

unforgettable experience for positive as well as negative reasons. For those with access to 

open spaces the day-by-day unfolding of spring has been visible in astonishing and marvellous 

detail. By the 3rd week of March, after a mild, wet winter, early spring flowers like wild daffodils 

and celandines were already well out, resident birds had started singing again, migrants were 
arriving and winter visitors departing. Then, leaves unfurled and turned the hedges and trees 

green before our eyes, with more flowers appearing as if by magic where all was brown before. 

All of this happens every year of course, but to have the time to see it on a daily basis has 

been a rewarding and uplifting treat – and all of it happened to the tune of dawn to dusk 

birdsong. Surely the birds have cornered the market on music for attracting mates and 

defending a patch!  
 

I kept my family up to speed on events with a stream of photos, so here’s a selection of them 

showing small events in the garden, and in hedges and woods on the farm, from the end of 

March to May. We start with the arrival of the first migrant warblers, and end with a frothy May 

hedge bursting with flowers.  

 

March was chiffchaffs arriving; orange tips, brimstones, commas and garden bumblebees 
sipping nectar in the garden. It was newts breeding, wood anemones and blackthorn flowering 

and oak leaves unfurling.  Moth caterpillars feeding on young oak leaves will feed arriving 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHShKqwBROE&list=PLdau3EIomlitPTfE2cSMWeIvGjIDijkI2&index=8&t=176s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHShKqwBROE&list=PLdau3EIomlitPTfE2cSMWeIvGjIDijkI2&index=8&t=176s
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April was a carpet of early purple orchids in a patch of woodland, and blackcaps singing 

gloriously near the house. It was first sightings of speckled woods and holly blues. wild cherry 

blossom was everywhere, horse chestnut sticky buds burst open, and, as April gave way to 
May, the hedges flushed pink and white with red campion and cow parsley. Then it was 

foxgloves and honeysuckle – but that’s another story. 

 

Liz Rogers 

Tiverton Hospital Garden (photos by Gavin Haig) 

From a human point of view pandemics are seriously unwelcome. However, the lockdown effect 

does appear to have benefited the mammal wildlife appearance both in my wildlife garden at 

Bampton, but also small mammal sightings at the Hospital Wildlife Garden at Tiverton. 

 
There have been welcome sightings of a return of hedgehogs in and around our two hedgehog 

homes, with plenty of evidence left behind after their overnight excursions! For the first time in 

15 years we have enhanced their man made habitats with Spike’s hedgehog food, to attract 

them into the hedgehog homes. The water dishes alongside their homes were hugely popular 

during the long, dry spell in lockdown May. The evening nursing staff have reported seeing 

family hedgehog groups on several occasions. There have been many sightings of field mice 

and bank voles, in and around the hedgerow area, too. 
 

The hospital wildlife garden is conveniently situated between Twyford and Blackdown wards. 

The staff and the more mobile patients have used the garden every fine day to take a break 

from the ward routine. They report that they feel refreshed and more relaxed when they get 

into the fresh air, to be  greeted by hungry blackbirds and robins. Most of the staff report back 

on nesting birds in the nest boxes and hedgerow surrounding the garden. They have seen two 
pairs  of  robins raising  their fledglings successfully, together with blue tit, great tit, and house  

sparrow  who  have nested  in four of  the dozen or so front holed nest boxes. I was delighted 

to see a pair of song thrushes nesting at the farther end of the garden, which is away from the 

car park end.              Sadly the spotted flycatchers did not reappear this year, after two very  
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successful visits raising their family over the last two  

years. There are plenty of grubs and insects for 

them - perhaps they’ll come back again next 
year.  

 

Several members of the MDNHS very kindly 

came along and prepared two new 

flowerbeds last November. One was to 

house an alder buckthorn, transplanted 
from my Bampton garden, to encourage the 

brimstone 

butterfly to 

lays her eggs 

there. The other  

flowerbed, of some 
seven feet in diameter                                 was 

used as a wildflower scatter     area, which 

has now flowered with corncockle, field poppy, camomile, 

cornflower, and corn marigold with ox eye daisy as the 

dominant flower. See photo illustration of alder buckthorn and 

recent larger flowerbed) 

 
The wildlife garden has swathes of hedge garlic to attract the 

orange tip butterfly which have been plentiful, and much 

admired by both patients and hospital staff.  We get a good 

many visitors who love the setting of the garden.  It has been a 

refuge in this wretched COVID-19 pandemic where they have 

felt safe and liked the many tree varieties and the peace. 
 

Gavin Haig 
 

 

My garden insect forays (all photos by Malcolm Randle) 

           

       Do you know what this is?           

 If not then read on and the answer will be revealed.  If you 

do know then I hope you will still find much of 

interest to follow.  

 
A few years ago, during his spell in the ‘chair’, 

Stephen Powles challenged members to make a 

study of an alternative subject to their favourite. 

In my case birds had always been my favourite 

so I picked on hoverflies. This effectively 

stimulated my interest in insects and other 
invertebrates but it doesn’t mean I have lost my 

interest in birds, I will never do that.   It’s just  that 

invertebrates are  so  numerous  and diverse  that there are 

more than enough to keep me interested for as many years I can remain active and, 

hopefully, there will be quite a few yet. 

 
When the Covid 19 ‘lockdown’ commenced in March I realised that our lifestyles were going 

to change somewhat so I decided that I would try and locate as many different insects as I 

could within the confines of our garden, which includes the adjacent orchard to which I have 

access.   At that time I had two flowering plants which were particularly attracting insects, 

namely rosemary (Salvia rosmarinus) and pulmonaria saccharata (known as Bethlehem 

lungwort). These two plants between them were attracting most of the garden’s insects 

whilst bulb related flowers, i.e. tulips and the narcissus family, virtually none at all.  At that 
time and through April hairy-footed flower bees (Anthophora plumipes)  were very active and  
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could be seen coming and going throughout each day. They tend to hover in front of the 

flower in much the same way as bee flies (Bombyliidae) of which there were several visiting.  

We also have a rockery with various alpine type plants which includes a small yellow 
flowered euphorbia. This was particularly attractive to the smaller bees and hoverflies. All of 

these plants were in continuous flower right through until the end of May and beyond.  A red 

thistle was very popular with most species of bumblebee although they were also to be found 

on many flowers as also were honeybees. 

 

During the three and a half months, when people like us were advised to stay at home, we 
had superb weather with hours of sunshine,  so  insects were abundant. During that time I 

recorded 71 different species.    It is not my intention to discuss each insect I recorded, 

some of which were quite common and I had seen on many occasions before.   I will 

however, make some comments about those which were notable for some reason, or new to 

me, and specific remarks about those that seemed to have an interesting lifestyle. 

 
Identification of species 

Before going on I should say something about how I identify the species and the difficulties 

encountered.  I take a photo of every insect I see, several if I get the chance, which I then 

use for the purposes of identification.  In some cases I am sufficiently confident to be able to 

identify it myself but I still post it on one of the various internet sites for recording purposes.  

I invariably get a quick response from the relevant website but sometimes the sheer 

numbers of species within a genus, and the fine differences between them, make it virtually 
impossible to identify from a photograph.  In those cases I have to settle for just the genus 

of the species.  Sometimes there are sufficient identification points to be able to record it as 

a probability although not as a positive.  I hope I have explained this sufficiently well.   

Identification of insects can be very challenging and frustrating. Many times I have thought 

I’d got it right only to be corrected by the experts. 

 
Butterflies and Moths (18) – Order: Lepidoptera 

Whilst there was nothing exceptional seen it was good to see several tortoiseshells which had 

been somewhat scarce last year. Peacocks and red admirals also seen, which was only to be 

expected and holly blues were regular visitors back in May; likewise orange tips and 

brimstones, and the occasional speckled wood turned up.  Meadow browns seemed prolific, 

appearing virtually every day in greater numbers than I can previously recall seeing. 

Throughout, large and small whites were ever present and more recently we have had an 
influx of gatekeepers.  

 

Moths did make an appearance but not many that I could take photos of.   Micro moths were 

seen quite frequently but were virtually impossible to spot once they’d settled. One that I did 

manage to photograph was Udea oilivalis, an attractively marked, but fairly insignificant, 

little moth. Near the end of June cinnabar moths turned up which I can’t recall having seen 
previously in the garden. They rarely settled but I was lucky enough to get a shot of one. 

They are a lovely sight flying around the garden. The last moth I recorded had fallen into a 

glass of orange juice from which I lifted it out on a stick.  It was very attractive little moth, 

the herald (Scoliopteryx libatrix). I placed it on a leaf to dry out and fortunately, being 

sunny, it had flown off within an hour.  I imagine its wings would have been a bit sticky but it 

seemed to be none the worse for its experience. 
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Bees (20)  Order: Hymenoptera 

Some of the bees observed I have only been able to identify as far as their genus as, like 

hoverflies, wasps and many other insects, it is quite difficult to be sure from a photograph. 
Bees are a vast subject in their own right with many thousands of species.   It’s true to say 

that most bees are very tiny and by comparison make honey bees look quite large and 

bumblebees gigantic. In fact, at first sight, many look just like tiny flies and could easily be 

overlooked. This means having to get in really close with a macro lens. I tend to look at 

everything closely but often don’t know what it is until I check the photo. 

 
Of the 20 different bees I recorded five were members of the Andrena genus, the most 

numerous genus of British bees, and it is also the largest of its family (Andrenidae), which are 

solitary ground-nesting bees known as mining bees. One of my favourites was Andrena 

flavipes the yellow legged mining bee.    Five species of bumblebee were counted, all typical 

of those to be found in what is essentially a cottage garden.  I have already mentioned the 

hairy-footed flower bees which had mostly disappeared towards the end of spring. They are 
brilliant to watch, quickly darting in and out of the flowers. The males differ in colour from the 

females which is also the case with the red mason bees (Osmia bicornis) who were very 

active in early spring.  They were making good use of our bee hotel until it got predated by a 

greater spotted woodpecker.   More recently the undamaged parts have been used by 

leafcutter bees (Megachile genus) of which three different species were noted.  Another 

member of the same family (Megachilidae), the wool carder bee (Anthidium manicatum) was 

present. They are usually seen in our garden most years. It is a very charismatic solitary bee 
who uses our lamb’s-ear plants (Stachys byzantine) to scrape off the fluffy surface of the 

leaves, with which the female lines her nest.  The male is very aggressive to any other bees 

or insects that come too close. (I wrote an article about this species in the spring 2016 

Newsletter).   

 

Another visitor was a species that I hadn’t seen before, a sharp-tailed bee, of the Coelioxys 

genus although I haven’t been able to identify the exact one. One of the first bees I recorded 

back on 4th April was also new to me. It was a mourning bee (Melecta albifrons) which I 

found crawling around on the path.  I rescued it from there but it had lost a wing so I don’t 
suppose it would have survived for long. They are solitary bees, black with striking white 

spots down the sides of their abdomen. It is a cuckoo bee, meaning it invades the pre-

stocked nests of their host (in this case the hairy footed flower bee) where they lay their own 

eggs. The larvae hatch before the host’s larvae and they consume the competition as well as 

the stored pollen. They then pupate ready to emerge as adults the following spring.   

 

Other frequent visitors were some of the tiny bees of the Lasioglossum genus which visit 
every year. These are known as sweat bees (as they are attracted to perspiration) and are 

the largest of all bee genera, containing over 1700 species in numerous subgenera 

worldwide. They are incredibly diverse with some being social bees living in small colonies 

and some solitary. They are also highly variable in size, coloration, and appearance. Some 

are cuckoo bees, some are nocturnal, and some are oligolectic (meaning they have a 

specialized preference for pollen sources). Most of the Lasioglossum species nest in the 
ground, but some  nest in rotten logs.   Some of this species are also known as  furrow bees.  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bee
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One of the smallest bees I saw, and perhaps my favourite of the tiny ones, was the hairy 

yellow-face bee  (Hylaeus hyalinatus). It is only between 5.5 and 7mm in length and is 

known as a plasterer bee.  They line the walls of their nests with secretions from their 
mouthparts which dry into a cellophane like lining.  Quite why they are called hairy yellow-

face is not very obvious as the males have a white face and the females a mostly dark face. 

Also they do not appear to have any hair.  My photo is of a male. 

 

Hoverflies (17) Order: Diptera    Family: Syripidae 

Hoverflies are true flies having only two wings as compared with bees, wasps etc which have 
four. I have always found them very interesting and love it when they come up and hover in 

front of you, seemingly checking you out. Sometimes, if you hold up your hand they will 

actually land on it for a few seconds.  They are extremely useful pollinators and some of the 

more common species of the Eristalis genera have an additional virtue in that their larvae 

feed on aphids. 

 
As usual, in the early part of the spring, it was the Eristalis species that were most 

numerous, namely Eristalis pertinax and tenax which are known as drone flies due to their 

similarity to male honeybees. Later another in this genus turned up, namely arbustorum. 

They are all very similar to each other with only small differences with which to identify. Out 

of 17 different species recorded in the garden between March and July five were first 

sightings.  I had several visits from Merodon equestris, a bumblebee mimic and also known 

as the narcissus bulb fly, as their larvae feed within the tissues of the bulb so are considered 
to be a pest. Not all hoverflies are good for the garden!  They draw attention to themselves 

by flying fast and low with a loud buzzing sound.  Another new one was a very attractive 

little character, Cheilosia illustrata.  They are black and white, very furry, looking like a small 

bee. They usually feed on the pollen of umbellifers, particularly on common hogweed and the 

Angelica species. The larvae bore holes in the stems of these plants. They fly from June to 

September although mine was seen on 15th May.  The only other new visitor was a little 
wasp mimic, Sphaerophoria scripta known as the long hoverfly.  It is quite small (10mm) 

with a long narrow body and loves gardens and meadows with an abundance of flowers. The 

larvae feed on aphids, while adult hoverflies feed on nectar and pollen. The most remarkable 

fact about it is that  it can complete a full life cycle in as little as sixteen days (egg to egg-

laying adult), and a maximum of nine generations may occur in a single year. It is migratory 

so the last larvae of the year overwinters.   

 

Before leaving the hoverflies I will just mention Eupeodes corolla a small wasp mimic which I 

have seen in previous years but this year it was prolific, appearing pretty well every day. I 

learnt that this was happening countrywide but there is no specific reason given. My own view 

is that it is probably something to do with the unusually sunny and warm spring as there has 
also been an increase in all hoverfly reports. Of course, it could be said that this was because 

the enthusiasts were able to do a lot more spotting whilst they were in lockdown! 

 

Wasps (5)  Order: Hymenoptera    Super order: Hymenopterida 

Of the five wasps I counted only the common wasp (Vespula Vulgari) was familiar.  The first  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hymenoptera
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hymenoptera
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unknown visitor I saw was on the 4th April.  It was checking out the bee hotel, but to what 

purpose I’m not sure. I assumed initially that it was just a common wasp but when I 

checked it out it turned out to be a German wasp (Vespula germanica). The main difference 
is that the German wasp has a triangle of black dots on the part of the face known as the 

clypeus. In my photo the top dot is merged with the stripe running down from above. Only 

the worker wasps have these facial dots but the German wasp also has separate black dots 

on its abdomen whilst the common wasp's markings are fused with the black rings above 

them, forming a different pattern.  These dots can be seen in my photos. Additionally the 

antennae are black right down at the base and there are four yellow spots at the rear of the 
thorax.  The German wasp is very slightly larger than the common wasp and has apparently 

now spread pretty much throughout the world.  After a couple of days it disappeared from 

the bee hotel. 

 

On 16th April I was in the garden when I heard a light scraping sound coming from the 

fence.  When I looked for the source I saw what I thought was a hornet, in the act of 
scraping the surface of the fence.   However, although its size and colouration were similar 

to a hornet the markings weren’t right.  It turned out to be a median wasp (Dolichovespula 

media) and the brown colouration of the thorax meant that it was a queen.  They are the 

largest British wasp next to the hornet and build aerial paper nests, usually between 1 and 5 

metres above ground, often in shrubs or trees, and occasionally under the eaves of 

buildings. Generally the wasp is active from May to October but mine was seen on 16th April. 

They are not aggressive but will sting if their nest is threatened. Their size is around 18 -20 
mm as compared to the common wasp which is around 14 – 17 mm. 

My next encounter with an unknown wasp was on 30th May. When I first saw it I wasn’t sure 

what it was as it looked so strange, in fact weird would be more like the correct description. 

I guessed it was some type of wasp possibly an ichneumon. When settled on a flower it had 

a long attachment plus a long ovipositor held erect above it. The “attachment” turned out to 

be its abdomen which it still held erect when flying although sometimes it trailed out behind 
it.   When I eventually identified it its name was as strange as it looked; a Gasteruption 

jaculator. It is a species of the family Gasteruptiidae, and present in much of Europe and the 

adjoining countries.  It was, as I suspected, a parasitic wasp but not an ichneumon as I had 

at first thought.  The female lays its eggs with its long ovipositor onto the larvae of solitary 

bees or wasps. On hatching, the young larvae will devour the host larvae and the supplies of 

pollen and nectar intended for its victim.  The adults, which vary from 10–17 millimetres, 

are active from May to September feeding on Apiaceae (Umbelliferae) species.  
 

Over  the following  weeks I saw several more of these little wasps visiting various flowers.  
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Apparently, when in the resting position, it slowly and rhythmically raises and lowers  the 

abdomen but I can’t say I noticed this.  They also hover around the nests of solitary bees 

and wasps in gardens and meadows. I have included two photos which show that whilst it 
appears at first sight to be mostly black this is not the case when viewed from close up.    

The only other wasp of note was a member of the Ectemnius genus which turned up briefly one 

morning in early July. They are known as square-headed wasps and are members of the family  

Crabonidae which are digger wasps and can be found worldwide. They are very difficult to 

identify from a photograph so I am unable to narrow it down to an exact species although in 

appearance it was very similar to Ectemnius cavifron which is  one of the largest and most 
common species of its genus in Britain. It nests in burrows in decaying wood, tree trunks, 

rotting logs and sometimes building timbers or posts in which it excavates a hole with the help 

of its mandibles.   Although it is a solitary wasp it tends to nest in aggregations which can be 

large and dense.  Sometimes more than one female has been recorded using a common nest 

entrance.  In most species the brood is supplied with flies (Diptera) from several different 

families.  

 
Flies (5) Order: Diptera  

Whilst flies of many different species  were ever present in the garden I have only made a note 

of those of a particular interest. I have already mentioned bee flies which I have seen in the 

garden in previous years and are always fascinating to watch. 

 

Back in the early part of May I noticed a crane fly (family Tipulidae) that had settled and on 
closer inspection I could see that it was a spotted crane fly (Nephrotoma appendiculata) which 

I had seen before but not in the garden. Although its body was only about 15mm in length its 

legs were enormous and its colouration a striking black and yellow. The larvae, known as 

"leatherjackets”, feed on the roots of grasses whilst the adults feed on umbellifers such as cow 

parsley.   A similar crane fly in the genus, Nephrotoma flavescens is named the tiger crane fly.  

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diptera
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In late June i spotted a tiny little fly on a leaf which turned out to be a dance fly,  Empis livida 

in the fly family Empididae.  About 9–10 mm long it is one of many flies in this family most of 

which are called dagger flies because of their dagger like proboscis. They are predators and will 
take on much larger prey than themselves using their sharp piercing proboscis to overpower 

them, but they also take nectar. They are common in hedgerows and gardens but because of 

their size can easily be missed. Although this one is called a dance fly it is not a true dance fly 

which belong to the sub family Hybotidae.  (Dance flies are so named because of their habit of 

running around on the bark of trees in complex patterns searching for prey) Also they are 

much smaller, only about 3 mm. 
 

Beetles (5)   Order: Coleoptera, 

Although I saw more than five species of beetle in the garden  I only took photos of  those that 

were of special interest and which I had not previously seen. Strangely, despite specifically 

looking out for them, I didn’t see any ladybirds which is unusual to say the least.  

 
The first to come to notice, back in the middle of May, was the beautiful little thick thighed 

flower beetle  (Oedemera nobilis) with its metallic emerald green colouring. I had seen them 

often in the wild but never in the garden. Now I was seeing them every day and females too 

who lack the thick thighs. They are pure pollen feeders and seemed to prefer the small daisies 

but often went on other flowers gobbling up the pollen. The larvae develop on dry stems 

of Spartium (Spanish broom) and Cirsium (a thistle) 

 
On 8th June I noticed, on some large daisies, what looked like minute ladybirds moving around 

but they turned out to be varied carpet beetles (Anthrenus verbasci). Between two and three 

mm long the beetle belongs to the family Dermestidae. They are a common species, which you 

definitely wouldn’t want in your house. They are considered a pest of domestic houses and, 

particularly, natural history museums, where the larvae may damage natural fibres and can 

damage carpets, furniture, clothing, and insect collections.   Their variable markings are due to 
the elytra and pronotum being covered in fine scales of different colours. These create an 

irregular pattern of white, brownish and yellowish patches.  The white scales are focussed 

along the lateral margins of the pronotum and on the elytra, where they form three bright, 

wavy transverse bands.  The larvae are known as woolly bears. They are predated by a wasp 

(Laelius pedatus) against which they try to defend themselves by attaching some of their hairs 

onto the wasp to cause irritation but this rarely works and the wasp wins.  

 
Towards the end of June another beetle which I had previously only seen in the wild on several 

occasions turned up in the garden. This was the spotted longhorn (Rutpela maculata) which, 

with its yellow and black colouring might look alarming but is perfectly harmless and only loves 
the nectar and pollen of flowers.   Apart from seeing several in the garden this year I have 

seen more out and about than usual.  The sexes are easy to tell apart as the female is marked 

quite differently with lateral stripes and just a couple of spots whereas the male just has one 

stripe.  They can grow up to 20 mm in length but only live for between two and four weeks.The 

larvae feed on the leaves of a variety of deciduous trees. 

 
Another longhorn I came across was also seen at the end of June.  Going by the name of the  
fairy ring longhorn (Pseudovadonia livida) it is a  very shiny little reddish brown beetle about  
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9 mm long, excluding its antennae.  Mainly found between May and September and completing 

its life cycle within two years, it is widespread in Europe and the near east.  Like the spotted 

longhorn it is a pollen and nectar feeder.   Its name is derived from the fact that the larvae 
develop in humus infested by the fungus Marasmius oreades (the fairy ring mushroom or fairy 

ring champignon). They feed on the mycelium (the long, branching filamentous structure of a  

fungus)  

 

Weevils are a type of beetle included in the order Coleoptera but are in a class of their own, 

the sub order, Polyphaga. They are usually very small and I only saw one that I managed to 
take a photo of. This was the cabbage seed pod weevil (Ceutorhynchus obstrictus). It is only 

about 3mm long with grey legs covered with fine white scales and a long curved proboscis and 

small bent antennae.  When disturbed it folds it legs and proboscis against its body to make it 

look like a small grey pebble. It is a major pest to growers of cabbages as the larvae burrow 

into immature seed pods then eat the developing seeds before boring their way out to pupate 

in the soil  The adults emerge after 10 days or so then carry on feeding on the pods and 
flowers storing fat for overwintering. 

 

True Bugs (4)         

There are about 1700 species of true bug in Britain, their range being huge. They all have in 

common a piercing beak used like a hypodermic needle to suck juices from plants or animals. 

The name of the order Hemiiptera refers to the fact that many bugs have wings the front half 

of which is hardened and the rear half membranous  (hemi meaning half and ptera meaning 
wing) .They are divided into two sub-orders based on whether they hold their wings flattened 

over their body (heteroptera) or tent like (homoptera).  The term “true bug” is used because 

many insects are referred to as bugs when they are not e.g. ladybug, maybugs etc. Most bugs 

lay eggs but some such as aphids give birth to live young.  The larvae of bugs are called 

nymphs, they don’t pupate but just go through a series of moults, called instars, until they 

become an adult.  
 

I came across three bugs that I had not previously seen:  The first of these was a tiny little 

green nymph of the four-spotted oak bug (Dryophilocoris flavoquadrimaculatus) a member 

of the Miridae family and a predator of oak aphids. I found this on a bluebell beneath an oak 

tree in the orchard adjacent to the garden but initially I didn’t appreciate that it had probably 

dropped off an oak leaf onto the bluebell.  I must admit I found it quite fascinating only 

being about 3mm long and I got it identified quite quickly.  The adult which itself is only 
about 7mm long has black and yellow wings which are quite long. Despite looking at the oak 

leaves many times since, I have failed to find an adult which was somewhat disappointing. 

 

My next bug was a shield 

bug of which, surprisingly, 

I only saw the one 
although I’m used to 

seeing several around the 

garden. This one was a 

sloe bug (Dolycoris 

baccarum) the adults of 

which can be found all 
year around, as they 

overwinter.   They emerge  

in  the  following  spring,  

when they mate and the 

females lay eggs. By the 

end of summer the new generation of adults appear.     The larvae (nymphs) feed on many 

plants, in particular the rose and aster families. The adults can be found frequently on shrubs 
feeding on berries, especially honeysuckle and raspberries. Despite the common name sloe 

bug, neither the larvae nor the adults feed on sloe (blackthorn Prunus spinosa) 

 

So we now get to the subject of the photo that I featured at the beginning of this article. It is a  
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species of scentless plant bug belonging to the family Rhopalidae, (Rhopalus subrufus). With a 

length of about 7 millimetres it is one of only four in the genus, all of which are quite hairy. 

Often found on low vegetation in scrubby areas or woodland, I found it on a shrub in the 
garden in an area which could be called shrubby but not really scrubby.  It mainly feeds on the 

Hypericum species, which includes St John’s wort but also on many other plants. Overwintering 

as an adult the new generation appears in August.  

  

During the period under review, i.e. the Covid 19 lockdown, I had one visit of a damselfly, 

the large red (Pyrrhosoma nymphula), this on 7th May  plus dozens of Solomons-seal sawflies 
– (Phymatocera aterrima) 8th May 2020.  The latter were very unwelcome visitors! 

 

In all my total count of separate species was 74. 

 

It might be noticed that I haven’t mentioned ants but this isn’t because I didn’t see any, it’s 

just that I didn’t manage to get any decent photos of them and also that I didn’t really see 
many. That may well be for another time!    Also, although I saw and photographed a good 

variety of spiders, some of which were new to me, I have not included them here as they are 

arachnids but again this is something I may cover in the future. 

 

I hope readers have been able to stay with me and have found it interesting. It only 

scratches the surface of the world of insects, there is so much more to know.  It all tended to 

take me over a bit as you have probably guessed but it was difficult to know what to leave 
out. 

Malcolm Randle 

 
 

MEETINGS 
In Pursuit of the Improbable  Photos by Stephen Powles 
On 19 May 2020, whilst the country was in lockdown due to Covid-19, the Society held its first 

'virtual' meeting for members. Billed as a trial run, we had expected a few technical hitches, 

but in the event it all went fairly smoothly. After a short introduction, during which we learned 

the basics of 'Zoom', our host Stephen Powles commenced his talk on 'In Pursuit of the 

Improbable'. 
 

Stephen took us through the photographic equipment and techniques that he had used during 

his life-long interest in taking wildlife photos. With the exception of the younger members 

watching, we all remembered the Instamatic Camera!   

 

The photos selected started with that 
of a great tit on a milk bottle (some 

savvy tits had learned that by pecking 

a hole in the aluminium cap they could 

get at the cream); we then moved on 

to robins and badgers. Always eager to 

tackle more and more difficult subjects, 

Stephen then explained his technique 
for taking pictures of a dipper, both 

above and below water. 

 

Pine martens are notoriously elusive, 

so the cameraman has to be both 

inventive and patient to catch his 
photographic prey. We were shown some 

stunning shots of a pine marten which had learned to come to a feeder for its nightly meal. 

 

During the short interval, we could all try to solve a mystery: what species of bird had partially 

destroyed an insect 'hotel', from some indistinct footage taken on a trail camera? The answer, 

it subsequently turned out, was a great spotted woodpecker.  
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Stephen's next challenge had been to photograph a robin 

coming to his birdbath at dusk. Getting the correct lighting 

and exposure needed some trial and error, but finally he had 
the perfect shot! 

 

The last part of the evening was taken up with a talk about 

helping hedgehogs. In a village where individual properties 

were mostly surrounded by walls, hedgehogs had been 

unable to roam freely from garden to garden, as is their 
normal habit. The residents came together to change this by 

making some holes in their walls, with steps or access ramps 

on either side where the ground levels were different. Trail 

cameras were set up to see if any hedgehogs would use 

them. What amazed all involved with the project was just 

how quickly the animals found these new routes and how 
readily they used them.  

 

Stephen was thanked for hosting the meeting and for giving 

such a varied and interesting talk. All the members who 

participated agreed that the evening had been a success. 

Peter Bowers    
    

 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

   


