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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
Spring is a time we can all look forward to with eager anticipation. It arrived early this
year, with some lovely weather for about two weeks from mid-March. On a walk through
the Killerton Estate, I lost count of the number of butterflies that were about, no doubt
pleased to be released from their winter hibernating haunts. As I write this at the
beginning of April we are entering a cold spell, but spring will not be held back for long.
With Covid still prevalent, although mercifully less harmful for most people who catch it,
we still have to take precautions at our monthly meetings. March saw our first attempt
at having a ‘live’ meeting at St George’s Hall which was also broadcast to those who
chose to stay at home. The technology worked well and the feedback was favourable.
We will, of course, take on board the comments we received as to how we could
improve future such ‘hybrid’ meetings. Quite how our attendance numbers, both in the
Hall and via Zoom, will pan out in the months to come is quite uncertain.
On the broader horizon is a Wildlife Wardens’ Scheme for Mid Devon. The objective is to
encourage groups to be formed within each parish who take positive steps to help
wildlife in their patch. Mid Devon Wildlife is one of the groups backing this initiative, the
others being New Prosperity Devon, Sustainable Tiverton and Sustainable Crediton.
Funding has been obtained to contract a Scheme Co-ordinator for one year and
recruitment is in progress for this important role. Once a co-ordinator has been selected,
it is intended to run a pilot scheme with three or four parishes, before trying to recruit
volunteers from across all of Mid Devon. Consequently, for the next few weeks, things
will be kept ‘low key’ until we are ready to launch the scheme properly.
Peter Bowers

FEATURES
Life around the Atolls
Many moons ago, I went snorkelling in tropical waters for the first time and vowed to do
it again as often as possible. In 2018, we booked a trip on a boat navigating the
Maldives archipelago west of Sri Lanka, led by a marine biologist. It included snorkelling
every day and watching for cetaceans. It was then postponed three times, but at last
took place at the end of November 2021. Every morning and evening, we snorkelled
wherever we were anchored, and during the day we’d make our way slowly round the
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northern archipelago. The Maldives
reefs, atolls (1) and surrounding
waters host a wonderful diversity of
cetaceans, birds, turtles, fish and
invertebrates. Here’s a selection of
photos taken by me and our fellow
travellers the professional wildlife
photographers Gary and Donna
Brewer, who had underwater camera
gear.
The first wildlife we saw was above
the waves: dolphins, pilot whales and
flying fish also migrating dragonflies!
Even an Amur Falcon was spotted.
Then, there were lesser noddy terns
1.

(2) and shearwaters plus the
occasional leaping yellow-fin tuna
being pursued by dolphins (and
fishermen). Spinner dolphins (3)
were regularly near the boat and
would approach us in the morning
as we moved off from our anchor-
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age. Beneath the waves was another world, still
marred by the worldwide coral bleaching event
in 2016: there is bleached coral every-where.
Despite this, there is a kaleidoscope of colours
and shapes among the animals living on or near
the reefs.
Shoals of butterfly fish (4) were
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regularly seen, as they feed
on plankton in shallow water.
Maldives anemonefish (5) were
also common, moving in and out
of the tentacles of their host
anemones. They are immune to the
stings of the anemones, being coated in thick
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mucus. Many of the fish have memorable names: my favourite is the irresistible
sweetlips (6), which are nocturnal feeders and lurk quietly during the day. Occasionally,
a Green Turtle would swim peacefully by – here’s one (7) with photographer Donna
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Brewer. Our last snorkel was in the waters off an island where some fish-processing
activity had been taking place, so there was fishy effluent in the water. There we
encountered several stingrays (8), busy swooping about near the bottom around the
effluent. They provided a dramatic final act to our trip – never to be forgotten!
Liz Rogers
(photos by Liz & Gary or Donna Brewer)

The Small Emperor Moth (Saturnia pavonia)
This beautiful moth is Britain's only resident member of the Saturniidae family which
numbers an estimated 2,300 species.
Many members of the family have large spots
on their wings surrounded by concentric rings of colour, some of which are transparent.
They are known as silk moths because they spin a cocoon of silk in which the larva
pupates. Some of the members of this family are very large, such as the giant atlas
(Attacus atlas) which can have a wing span of 12 inches. A similar but much larger
version of the emperor moth is Saturnia pyri, the giant emperor (also known as the
giant peacock) which mainly inhabits the Mediterranean regions but it is not quite so
attractive. Various species of Saturniidae have been interbred and then reared to
produce silk in commercial quantities but these are not found in the wild.
Returning to the small emperor: with its wing span of between 55mm (male) and 80mm
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(female) it is not our largest moth (that distinction goes to the privet hawk moth
(Sphinx ligustri)) but it is fairly widespread over much of Britain and classified as
common by ‘Butterfly Conservation’. The male is more colourful than the female
which has slightly different markings and is paler overall (see photos below). The
most significant feature is their large eye spots which they have on all four wings.
Only one other British moth has eye spots, namely the eyed hawk moth
(Smerinthus ocellatus) but it only has two which are on the rear wings and usually
only seen when it flashes them
at predators.

Male (15th March 2022)
down in the vegetation
but
may occasionally be
spotted
during the daytime.

I don’t recall having seen a small
emperor moth in the wild but I
might well see a male should I
look for one during their flight
season (late March through to
April/May) and in its natural
habitat
(moorland
and
heathland). Males are active in
sunshine and are often seen
flying swiftly and erratically over
heather in search of newly
emerged females. These, being
nocturnal, stay concealed low

Females have a pheromone
gland at the end of their
abdomen which emits a scent to
attract the male moths.
The
males
are
equipped
with
feathery antennae which they
use to detect the pheromones of
the female. It is thought the
males are able to detect them
up to two or three miles distant.
She lays her eggs in a batch,
low down around a twig of the
food plant, within a few hours of
mating. There is only one
generation in a year.
Female (16th March 2022)
Although most commonly found on moors and heaths, the small emperor moth can also
be found in any open countryside in locations such as bogs, fens, hedgerows, field
margins, woodland ridges, mature sand dunes and other scrubby places. In addition to
heather it uses a remarkable variety of food plants. A total of 33 are listed which
include meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria), alder buckthorn (Frangula alnus),
bramble (Rubus fruiticosus), hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna) blackthorn (Prunus
spinosa), willow (Salix) and birch (Betula).
Eggs are laid from April to May and the caterpillars appear from late May to August.
Initially black, they grow through five instars to about 60mm in length. At each instar
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their colour changes, first to black and yellow then progressively greener until finally
they are bright green with black, yellow spotted, bands. By this time they are quite a
substantial caterpillar. At about five weeks old they start to pupate but before doing so
they create a cocoon in which they overwinter. This is light brown and virtually
transparent with a closed circle of upward pointing spines around the opening. It is
attached to a plant stem near the ground in a cluster with others. As a rule the
adult moth emerges from the cocoon during the latter half of March. It doesn’t
feed but subsists on stored lipids acquired during the larval stage. It can live up to
three plus weeks.
In common with the closely related tropical silkworms farmed for silk, the emperor moth
caterpillars are easy to rear. Consequently they are commonly reared in schools as part
of insect lifecycle studies. Females are normally mated soon after emerging from their
cocoons and readily lay eggs, sometimes even in containers without any food plant.
By now you might be wondering what initiated my interest in a moth I have yet to see
in the wild. The answer is that during the past 12 months I have successfully reared a
number of the moths from 30 eggs given to me by my son in early April 2021. These
had been the product of a successful rearing of small emperor moths from eggs he had
acquired in April 2020.
The eggs were attached to a small piece of card (1) on which they had been laid and
contained in a petri dish. I kept them in the dish in an unheated room and on the
morning of 15th April they started to hatch. (2) By the middle of the afternoon they had
all successfully hatched. The caterpillars were very tiny and appeared black with small
white spots (3)

1
2
3
It took about 9 days before the 2nd instar stage was reached and, as I recall, they were
still altogether in terms of development but from here on it began to vary and by the
time some reached the fifth instar others had only just reached the 4th.

2nd instar 13 days

3rd instar 17 days
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In this photo all the caterpillars are 32 days old and in the 5th instar.
The one at the top is nearest to pupating
The pupation process was fascinating. Initially the caterpillar has to spin its own cocoon
which took about a day or so. I managed to take some video of one being created. The
cocoon was attached to the fork of a twig and between 22 nd May and 4th June all had
pupated in cocoons except for three that had pupated without making one. The cocoons,
numbering 22 in all had been created in a mass attached to the willow twigs.
I placed them in a weather proof but ventilated transparent box which I put outside in a
safe location. I checked it occasionally but otherwise just left it alone.

Constructing the cocoon
The finished job
By the beginning of March 2022 I started to check them daily and on 13th, rather earlier
than I’d expected, I saw that two males and two females had emerged. I placed them
in a separate container with some twigs of willow which were just coming into leaf, the
plan being that any eggs produced might be laid on the twigs. This was then placed in
an unheated greenhouse. Over the following week all but six of the pupae produced an
equal number of males and females, i.e. eight of each. Interestingly, the three pupae
that didn’t make a cocoon failed to emerge.
I saw some pairings occur over the
following days but the highlight of the week was when I noticed a moth emerging from
the cocoon. I could see that it was female and almost before it had freed itself two
males descended on it and attempted to mate. I took a video clip of the sequence.
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The cluster of cocoons 4th June 2021

Female emerging from cocoon with
male attempting to mate
During the following ten days or so approximately 100 eggs were laid, some on the
twigs but most on the bottom of the container. Eventually there were just two freshly
emerged female moths left alive which I released into the garden at night as there was
no reason to keep them without any males left.
The eggs were placed in a petri dish and kept in the same location as the previous eggs.
So far none of them have yet hatched although they have all exceeded the 10 day
average hatching period. I have examined the eggs with a magnifying glass and the
majority look to be in good condition so I haven’t given up hope yet. For all that, it has
been a very satisfying experience.
Malcolm Randle
(all photos by Malcolm Randle)

MEETING AND EVENT REPORTS
Cuckoo - 9th November 2021
The MDW November Indoor meeting was a fascinating insight into the life of the
common cuckoo (Cuculus canorus) by Matt Collins
He first explained why he became interested in the cuckoo. As a youth he watched
them on Dartmoor and became intrigued by their life cycle, leaving the parenting of
their young to surrogate parents.
The common cuckoo is a widespread species found from western Europe right across
Asia to Japan and as far east as the Bering Sea. Nearly all these birds migrate to Africa
to spend the winter months some flying some 8,000 miles per season (16,000 miles a
year). There are a number of cuckoo species around the world both from the old and
new worlds.
The cuckoo’s behaviour has been noted many times over the centuries. One of the
earliest was by Aristotle 2,300 years ago. He accurately described the parasitic habits of
the cuckoo, noting that “the nestling cuckoo ejects the host’s eggs or young, casting out
of the nest those with whom it has so far lived”.
Gilbert White described it as a
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monstrous behaviour. Darwin wrote in his ‘Origin of Species’, explaining how the first
cuckoo might have come into existence and theorised that several species would have
adopted this behaviour at much the same time. This would cause an “arms race”
between host and parasitic species trying to outwit one another.
There are 200 species that are true cuckoos but not all are parasitic. These are split into
three groups based on how they deal with their hosts’ eggs and young:
Group 1, they throw out of the nest the eggs or the young, like our common cuckoo.
Group 2, the crested cuckoo group, just outcompete the host’s young by being louder or
more obvious and taking the greater share of the food, e.g. the great spotted cuckoo
(Clamator glandarius)
Group
3,
the
young
in
this
group
have
a
vicious hook on
the bill, which
they use to kill
the host young or
puncture
the
eggs. This group
includes
the
South American
cuckoos
and
Honeyguides
in
Africa.
The first person
to
study
the
common cuckoo
in
any
great
detail was Edgar
Chance 1881 1955. He was a
Edgar Chance
great egg collector,
having collected 25,000 eggs, many were clutches with cuckoo eggs. He was the first
person to film egg laying by the cuckoo.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HxFO6OaDgeQ&t=11s
The film showed a cuckoo laying her eggs into a titlark’s (meadow pipit) nest. Chance
holds the record for collecting the most eggs, 25, from a single female cuckoo in one
season, usually they lay around 10 to 15 eggs per season.
Cuckoos are not faithful species, they are very polygamous and promiscuous, a female
may mate with up to 3 males.
The males chase the females and are very obviously
vocal, making their presence known. Females on the other-hand are site specific and
will come back to their birthplace year after year. They show no interest in the males at
all, spending 22 hours out of 24 hours a day sat on a perch making no sound, just
watching their host species spotting for nests. They may be watching as many as 20,
but there can be up to 40 hosts nests, at any one time.
Across its range, 291 species have been known to have been hosts to common cuckoo
but there are 40 species that are the “normal” host species. Cuckoos are host specific,
inheriting the species from her parents, so a reed warbler cuckoo will always choose
reed warblers’ nests to lay her eggs in, a meadow pipit cuckoo will always choose
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meadow pipits as hosts.
When it comes to egg laying she has a very short window in which to lay her eggs. If
she lays too early when there are no other eggs present in the nest, the host species is
likely to abandon the nest. If she leaves it too late the hosts young will be too large for
the cuckoo to dispose of. So she needs to lay her eggs in a nest when there are only 23 eggs (most host species have clutch sizes of 4 or 5). The cuckoo removes one egg
when she lays her egg so the clutch stays the same size. This will mean that the adult
host species will be able to incubate the clutch without the possibility of the cuckoo’s
egg being on the outside of the brood patch and not being incubated properly.
The cuckoo needs to spend as little amount of time at the host’s nest as possible. She
needs to lay an egg and remove a host’s egg very quickly; this can take as little as 8.5
seconds. Most species take several hours to lay an egg, but the cuckoo manages to do it
in just seconds. How? It seems that they are able to hold the egg for several hours in
the uterus, the last egg laying stage, so when they find the suitable host nest they can
lay immediately. This is why cuckoos tend to lay in the afternoon whereas most birds lay
in the morning. The laying of the egg is not the end of the story. Many cuckoos being
host specific have developed eggs to mimic the
host species. Some cuckoos do not
adopt this approach but instead they
match the egg colour/patterning to
camouflage the egg against the
nest material. This approach
works best in domed nests,
where light levels are low, but
it is also seen in dunnock and
robin
nests,
which
are
believed to be relatively new
host species and have yet to
catch up with the “arms race”.
Once the young have hatched
that is not the end of the deception
game. Cuckoo young are considerably
bigger than the host species; this you
would think would be a good reason to
recognise that what you are raising is not
Juvenile cuckoo being fed by its
one of your own species. However, the
host, a meadow pipit.
young cuckoo is armed with some special
(photo by John Walters)
features. Its gape is vibrant orange whilst the young of most host species have yellow
gapes. It also has a number of tongue spots that makes it look like multiple young to
feed. These act as a super stimulant so the host species just gets on and feeds the
monstrous young bird.
To cap it all the young cuckoo then makes its own way to its winter quarters in Africa
thousands of miles away on its own.
Finally Matt finished up by touching on a number of other species that adopt this
strategy of brood parasitising a host to look after its young, including the American coot,
cuckoo catfish (an African fish) and great spotted cuckoo.
It was a very interesting and informative talk.

Paul Pratley
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Reflections - 21st December 2021
Having had to hold MDW’s December 2020
Reflections meeting on Zoom, who back then
would have predicted we would be doing so
again 12 months later. If nothing else, come
December 2021 we were all considerably
more experienced at using the platform.
However,
there would
be
plenty of
opportunities for a glitch.
First up it was “Wildlife Friendly Gardening
for Small Spaces”. From a very inauspicious
beginning in March 2019, Karen showed how
she and Chris turned their newly acquired
garden into a haven for wildlife. They had
clearly done their homework. In went teasel,
lavender, rowan, foxglove, fennel, buddleia,
berberis, borage and a pear tree (to name
Karen and Chris’ garden
a few). Away went the lawn mower and digging
(photo by Karen Ward) the veg patch. If the results in summer 2020 were
impressive, summer 2021 was outstanding, showing, as it did, what can be achieved
in a small garden in only two growing seasons. With annuals liberally sown between
the vegetables, the mosaic of colour in the vegetable garden would have fooled the
casual observer into thinking that it was a flowerbed!
For the second presentation we took a step back in time to 1997 on a visit to Gavin
Haig’s wildlife garden at Spillifords, a time when wildlife gardening was in its infancy.
Gavin shared with us excerpts from two TV programmes as they explored the wildlife
haven that he had created. Gavin is a keen advocate of multiple, small, island flower
beds set in a network of grass paths. He defends his island beds from the ravages of
the mower by surrounding them with natural wood. Beds designed to encourage
chalk loving plants in an otherwise acid landscape are given calciferous rocks as a
barrier, the soil itself receiving a smattering of seashells and cuttlefish bones to
increase the pH. With river frontage, a field and a mosaic of flower beds, no wonder
Spillifords was described at the time as “one of Britain’s top wildlife gardens”.
Peter Bowers gave the Society a
fascinating Reflections presentation in
2020, showing what he did in lockdown.
Illustrating his talk with excellent
photographs, Peter recounted how a
recently
emerged
wingless
female
vapourer moth (Orgyia antique) had
lured a male of the species into his log
pile, mated then proceeded to lay 295
eggs (or was it 296?!). Having done his
research, Peter knew that the eggs
would overwinter before hatching the
following summer. He was determined
to see the lifecycle completed. As
expected, the eggs started to hatch in mid

Vapourer moth caterpillar
(photo by Peter Bowers)
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June and Peter was there to capture the event.
The tiny first instar caterpillars
emerged from their equally tiny eggs (each a fraction of the size of a pin head)
before moving off to feed on the nearby vegetation, on which he had seen the
adult caterpillars.
In “Tiverton Flyovers”, our resident expert in wildlife sound recording, Paul Pratley,
(more used to recording night-time birds flying over his Tiverton home) in 2021
turned his mics on to the local bat population. Switching away from audible sounds,
Paul’s new kit is designed to record and analyse the ultrasonic frequencies used by
bats via a phone or tablet. The kit’s output, in the form of a sonogram, depicts the
frequency range of each burst of sound made by a bat. Over his house, near the River
Lowman, in one month, September, Paul was able to tentatively identify 10 of our 17
U.K. species of bat; two species of pipistrelle, serotine, noctule, brown long-eared,
Daubenton’s, whiskered, Natterer’s, lesser horseshoe, and the very rare barbastelle
bat. Several of these species are very difficult to identify as their sonograms are
almost indistinguishable from one another and will need verification by an expert.
After the break we joined Adam Lake for his presentation on RSPB’s Otmoor Nature
Reserve in Oxfordshire, not far from Oxford, where he had recently started working.
The reserve is 400ha, composed largely of wet grassland and reedbeds with an
extensive network of hedgerows rich in blackthorn.
It is home to several wetland
specialists, now including breeding pairs of bittern and marsh harrier that haven’t
bred seen there for 200 years. Careful management plans have been introduced to
create a mosaic of habitats in order to encourage as wide a range of species as
possible. Fencing off lapwing nests, vulnerable to predation from foxes and badgers,
has helped to increase the breeding success of these declining birds.
Last up, in “Roes, Reds and
Ruts”, I explained how,
when
‘hoovering’
a
wildflower meadow for seeds
in August, I happened across
a pair of “crop” circles. Two
touching circles, each about
3m
across
had
been
trampled into the long grass.
They were clearly visible
from ground level but were
unmistakable when viewed
from a drone. The working
assumption was that they
were created
by rutting
roe deer, the buck chasing
the doe in tight circles just
prior to mating.
Circles in the Meadow

(drone photo by Stephen Powles)

Red deer stags (and, to some extent, roe buck) are in danger of splitting open their
skulls when fighting. To prevent such a catastrophe, deer and other species with
both antlers and horns, have evolved an intricately woven suture line that locks
together the plates of bone from which the antlers emerge. The convoluted nature
of this marvel of engineering has to be seen to be believed.
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Suture lines on skulls of deer
(photos by Stephen Powles)

It was with great relief to all concerned that the varied and interesting talks were
delivered seamlessly without a single I.T. failure.
Stephen Powles

Dennis Pickering Photo Competition

As ever this year, we neared the deadline for entries to the Photo Competition with
about eight photos! But by the end of November, members hadn’t disappointed us, and
we had a record number of entries (37). Our Chairman, Peter, had the pleasure of
collating the photos and sending them out to members for voting. I returned from
abroad in time to receive votes, tally them and come up with the results ready for the
MDW ‘Reflections’ meeting on December 21st. One of the things that struck me this year
was the diversity of subjects our members photographed. It was particularly enjoyable
for me – as an enthusiastic moth-trapper – to see a good number of photos of moths
and other spectacular invertebrates such as dragonflies. At the final vote tally, birds and
mammals triumphed, owing to the photographic skills of Adam Lake and David Whaley.
The winning photograph, taken by Adam, was of a Dartford warbler in gorse on the
RSPB Reserve at Arne in Dorset. Adam also won second prize, with a close-up of a
vixen’s face as she
came towards him –
also taken at Arne,
where the fox had
become used to seeing
Adam. Third prize was
won by David, who
was on an MDW outing
to Dawlish Warren,
when he spotted a
stonechat perched on a
fence,
and
photographed
it
in
the
autumn sun (see below
for the three winning
photos).
Many
congratulations
from
us all to the two
winners, Adam and
David

1st Adam Lake
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2nd Adam Lake

3rd David Whaley
Liz Rogers

“How to make road verges highways for wildlife” – Dr Phil Sterling
The ecologist Dr Phil Sterling gave an informative and inspirational talk (via Zoom) to
our members in January 2022. Working for Dorset County Council, he was put in charge
of all green spaces managed by the Council at a time when budgets had already been
cut. This provided the opportunity for him to put into practice what he believed in. Some
major changes needed to be made to the management of road verges, not only to work
within budget, but also to improve the areas for wildlife.
There are 26,000 hectares of road verges in the UK, of which 17,000 hectares are
grassland. The potential for using this vast area to benefit wildlife cannot be overstated.
Prior to Phil’s involvement, when a verge was mown or strimmed, all the risings were
left in situ. This resulted in the nutrients going back into the soil, which caused vigorous
grass growth. The grass then had to be cut again, perpetuating a cycle of frequent
mowing. Wildflowers were supressed by the grasses and never stood a chance.
The solution was simple: remove the risings after each cut, and gradually the nutrient
levels of the verges would reduce. This, in turn, would lead to less frequent mowing.
Once the grass had less vigour, so the wildflowers present would be able to compete
and flourish.
Another problem that he identified was in relation to new verges. These were usually
finished with topsoil, which provided lots of Nitrogen for grass to grow. He considered
that no topsoil was necessary, or at most a covering of 15 mm. Phil was able to put his
theories into practice when the new Weymouth Relief Road was built (2009 – 2011).
The bare verges were sown with a wildflower mix. For this soil type, the crucial flowers
were kidney vetch, bird’s foot trefoil and oxeye daisy, which all acted as pioneer species
coming up strongly in the first year. Other flower seeds in the mix then followed over
the next two or three years. Now that the site has matured, it is most notable for the
enormous numbers of bee and pyramidal orchids and a total of 141 botanical species
have been recorded there.
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Weymouth Relief Road June 2020 with pyramid orchids
( photo by Phil Sterling)

Having established the site on ecological
principles, it rarely needs cutting. The vital
thing is to mow and collect the risings,
so that the nutrient levels don’t
increase. Another example that he
gave was the Blandford Bypass,
which used to be cut three
times a year: after five years
of ‘cut and collect’, it now only
needs one annual mow.
Motorways and major roads
are managed by National
Highways,
which
now
maintain verges on average
every four years.
The same principles were
applied to urban verges,
which were often cut five or
six times a year. After four
years of the ‘cut and collect’
regime, this has been reduced
to just two cuts. Costs have been
halved and the benefits for wildlife improved.

Marbled white on scabious beside the A361 at Sampford Peverell
(photo by Peter Bowers)

15
Talking about wildflowers suitable for meadow planting, he said that the main
consideration is whether to choose perennials or annuals. The caterpillars of 45 species
of lepidoptera use perennial wildflower species (e.g. bird’s foot trefoil) as foodplants,
whereas virtually none favour annuals. Both perennials and annuals provide pollen and
nectar for butterflies, moths, bees etc. Annuals can put on a wonderful show of colour in
the first season, whereas most perennials take two or three years to make a display.
Overall, perennials are to be preferred, but including some annuals in the mix can help
in the first year.
After the meeting, Phil kindly provided a list of plant species that he recommended for
establishing wildflower meadows. Seeds should be purchased that have been harvested
locally (at least from the same part of the country).

Peter Bowers
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Visit to Somerset Levels – 12th January 2022
Despite, not one, but two diversions due to road works, a total of nine participants
reached the RSPB car park at Ham Wall on the Somerset Levels by the specified time for
the visit. Sat-navs were not much help in this instance.
Our initial port of call was the first scrape on the English Nature reserve at Shapwick,
just across the road from Ham Wall. Here the predominate wildfowl species were the
wigeon together with a sprinkling of teal, shoveler, gadwall and coot. Some of the group
were lucky enough to get a brief view of a bittern as it flew a short distance just above
the reeds. A good sighting was had of two marsh harriers hawking across the marshes.
Also seen was a great white egret and there was a cetti’s warbler to be heard calling
from the reedbed.
It was then a leisurely walk along the path
to Ham Wall and to the first viewing
platform, to await the evening’
performance by the starlings.
Whilst we were waiting there
were further views of great white
egret and marsh harrier as well
as the numerous wildfowl which,
again,
were
predominately
wigeon.
The gentleman manning the RSPB
stand had predicted that the starling
performance would start around 4.30pm.
This turned out to be correct within a couple
Great white egret at Ham Wall
of minutes. The show started with small
(photo by Dave Randle June 2020) groups of starlings merging to form larger
ones. This process continued with the larger groups merging with each other. Meanwhile
new groups seemed to be appearing from every direction and joining in to create what
we now know as a “murmuration”.
The
“murmuration”
that evening did not
form the sort of
patterns
such
as
those you might have
seen on television.
Nevertheless, it was
spectacular with the
mass
of
starlings
darkening
the
evening sky. After a
while they divided
into
two
distinct
groups prior to them
going into the reeds
to roost. The larger
group, after settling
and then rising a few

Starling murmuration at Ham Wall

(photo by Liz Rogers on a previous MDW visit)
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times, eventually settled some distance from us whilst the smaller one, still numbering
many thousands, came to rest in a reedbed close to our location. The noise they were
creating with their chattering was fascinating with the reeds turning virtually black as
the starlings were hanging from them. After a while the reedbeds went very quiet as
they settled down. It was then back to the car park to find our way home despite the
road diversions.
Later, it was estimated that there were about half a million starlings roosting in the
reedbeds of Ham Wall that evening. Who knows how many there were elsewhere on the
Levels.
A good afternoon and evening was been enjoyed by all.
perhaps?

Another visit next year -

Ray Jones

"Our iconic seals - think seal" Tuesday 15th February.
This talk, by Zoom, was a lightning tour by Dr Sue Sayer, founder and chair of the
Cornwall Seal Research Trust, through her twenty years’ experience observing common
and grey seals in Cornwall.
Full of fascinating details, we were encouraged to “think
seal”, and accept that there is no such thing as an average seal! Much of her research
has involved citizen science and many volunteers, providing individual seal photo IDs of
distinctive features such as fur patterns and colours. Only by building up a collection of
photo IDs is it possible to get reliable historical data on the long-distance movements of
individuals. Also, their unexpected behaviour such as the adoption and rearing of
orphan pups. To give an idea of the effort involved in collecting this information, Sue
said that 140,000 photos from surveys were processed in 2021. Of these, seven seals
were still alive from 2000, and one seal was covering 100 km a day for a while.

Grey seals – Isles of Scilly
(photo by Liz Rogers)
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The UK has 34% of the world population of grey seals, but there are many more people
than seals in Cornwall. Cornish seals have been linked by their wanderings to the Isle of
Man, Wales, France. Ireland, Devon and more – a sort of Celtic Sea population, which
needs joined-up habitat on both land and sea to prosper. Hauling out takes a lot of
energy, as does going back into the cold sea; yet land is essential for digestion, pupping
and replenishing oxygen. All females can potentially pup every year, and one is known
to have had 18 pups in 19
years. Contrast this with the
fact that most males do not
breed – they do so only
when they are dominant
‘beach-masters’ (unless they
manage to have a sneaky
mating
on
the
side).
Females feed their pups for
three weeks then mate, but
fertilised
eggs
undergo
delayed implantation. The
gestation period is eight
months, and it’s essential
that pups are born at a time
of year when there is plenty
of
food
available
for
mothers.
The last part of Sue’s talk
was concerned with change:
Grey seal at Gweek Seal Sanctuary, Cornwall
climate, extreme weather and
(oil painting by Brenda Randle)
human activity. Long-term data are showing that pupping is now two months earlier,
and human disturbance is a real problem. The public needs to be made aware that seals
on rocks should not be approached any closer than at least 100m. Stampeding seals get
injured and lose energy, leaving blood trails on the rocks. Disturbance occurs round the
entire Cornish coast and is documented as occurring to more than 1000 seals. Paddle
sports and swimmers cause the most serious disturbance because they can get closer to
seals on rocks before they are detected – seals hear boats sooner. There is now a public
campaign to make disturbance illegal; to have a marine code of conduct, and to ensure
proper licensing of commercial tourist facility organisers. And, if you’re taking photos of
seals, take only long-distance ones with generic location names.
Thanks to Sue for guiding us so expertly and passionately through the world of Seals.
For more, see https://www.cornwallsealgroup.co.uk/ and
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PWlrVJHlz30
Liz Rogers
Addendum
Following Sue’s talk I sent her a number of photos I had taken on three visits to
Godrevy (near St Ives) between 2010 and 2013. She was able to positively identify
three of them. One was a favourite of hers who she had named ‘Heart’ , but he was no
longer around.
Malcolm Randle

