Summer into Autumn 2008
Chairman’s Notes
I trust you have all enjoyed the summer months and been able to get out and about to make some good wildlife
sightings. At Sunny Cottage our Bramblings and Siskins had left by the end of March but the Goldfinches kept on
coming and then brought their young back and likewise the Greenfinches who seem to have made something of a
comeback in the past year. It has been costing a small fortune in nyjer and sunflower seeds! We have also had
regular visits from young nuthatches, a great-spotted woodpecker family and even a jay which we have never seen
before in our garden. At least two of our nest boxes produced successful families of blue tits whilst families of
young great tits have also been visiting daily, plus of course our resident house sparrows. Occasionally we have
had visits from long-tailed tits so all in all it has been a very successful season for our birds and has enabled me to
take some very pleasing photos. One other recent event that has given us a lot of pleasure in our garden is the
arrival of a pair of hedgehogs. We have been putting out a little food for them just to encourage them although we
have an abundant supply of slugs and snails for them to dispose of. It is the first time we have ever seen
hedgehogs in our garden.
I’m sure you would like to know about some of the projects currently being considered by your committee: First of
these is a proposal to erect some informative signs about the species of wildlife to be found in specific locations
around the Mid Devon area. I have contacted the Bio Diversity Officer for Devon County Council, Craig Dixon who
has given advice as to how we may proceed. Questions of planning permission and finance are matters that will
need to be resolved. Another idea that is being followed up is the recording of various species of wildlife. It is
something that seems to be somewhat neglected in the Mid Devon area as there is no recording system in place.
The committee have agreed that we should endeavour to rectify this. We are therefore in the process of
developing some suitable recording forms which will first be trialled by members of the committee before circulating
to members. Initially we will probably concentrate on butterflies and birds before considering what else might be
recorded. It may be that we can use our web sight to assist and this will be further explored.
Talking of the Web Site this is now fully functional and can easily be found by those of you who have internet
access by just searching on the letters “MDNHS” which will take you virtually straight to it We are now able to
update the site ourselves so if you have anything for the “Items of Interest” page please send them to me either by
e-mail, letter or a phone call.
This page is intended for any item of current interest that has been noted by
members be it just a simple sighting of a species or anything unusual. If it is suitable it can also be included in the
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Newsletter as many members have not got access. If anyone has any suggestions on how we can improve the
web site then please let us know.
We will soon be into autumn with all the interesting changes to the wildlife scene that it brings with it and is usually
a good time to find fungi. It is also a time when our summer visitors will be leaving, if they haven’t already done
so, and those that come to spend winter start to arrive.

One of our Hedgehogs

and

One of our Nuthatches

(Photos M Randle)

Malcolm Randle (Chairman)

Articles
Recording of Natural History Events
Some members are interested in getting a system going of recording local/Mid Devon natural history findings for
each year so that we have some information to look at in the future to see how things are changing. There are
various ways and means being looked at but I wondered if any of you are interested in contacting Natures Calendar
which records the first and last sightings each year of things seen in order to try to see what effect climate change is
having.
There are various ways of contacting them and I give the information below:
To contact the nature's calendar team
Phone: 01476 584878 (24hr voicemail)
e-mail: naturescalendar@woodlandtrust.org.uk
Write: Woodland Trust, Autumn Park, Grantham NG31 6L
They are open 8am - 5pm weekdays.
The website address is http://www.naturescalendar.org.uk/
Have fun

Chris Nadin

An Evening Birdwatching on the Seaton Tramway
Sheila and I booked ourselves onto the Seaton Tramways birdwatching trip on 19th April, and looked forward to a
splendid evening sitting on top of an open topped tram in the evening sunshine watching birds through the two
nature reserves on the route.
Unfortunately it was an unremittingly wet day with heavy drizzle restricting views, so Seaton tramways laid on one of
their antique enclosed trams for the trip. Whilst this was a magnificent vehicle in its day, it was showing its age and
leaked like a sieve. Also when it was built people were much smaller, and it was very cramped for the 20 of us on
the trip.
Photographs were virtually impossible, with steamed up windows and rain splattered exterior. The only two
people with good visibility were Don Cotton, the RSPB guide and the tram driver as they could look out through the
open doorways.
It may sound rather grim, but despite the restrictions, both Shelia and myself enjoyed the trip. A total of 47
species of bird were identified including whimbrel and flocks of linnets and two rarities for these reserves,
which, believe it or not were coots and Canada geese. The bonuses were very good views of fox and roe deer and
countless rabbits.
We will certainly go again in the hope of fine weather birdwatching.

Peter Richardson

The East Devon Pebblebed Heaths
We are fortunate enough to have, virtually on our doorstep, a unique part of the South West namely the East Devon
Pebblebed Heaths. They are unique because there is nowhere else, geologically, quite like them in our region.

Geology and Geography
They were laid down in the Triassic period about 230 million years ago believed by alluvial deposits from a very
large and turbulent river flowing northwards from Brittany. This river is known as the “Budleighhenis”, after Budleigh
Salterton, where large deposits of these pebbles have been found. At that time this river flowed through a hot dry
desert and what is now the British Isles was much nearer to the equator as continental drift had yet to move them
northwards. The pebbles which can vary considerably in size are known as “Bunter” pebbles this name being
derived from the German word “Buntsandstein”, “bunte” meaning variegated and “sandstein” referring to the colour
of the sandstone deposit. This varies from reddish to greenish and is widespread across central Europe. The
roundness of these mainly quartzite and extremely hard pebbles indicates that they were subjected to prolonged
transportation in the river. Some tend to have a distinctive three sided or triangular appearance and it would seem
that they were probably formed by wind, i.e. they were literally sandblasted. Over the years the pebbles have been
buried beneath the rocks of the later Jurassic and Cretaceous periods and then massive earth movements around
20 million years ago tilted the crust of the earth and the subsequent erosion brought them back to the surface.
There are very few fossils to be found in the sandstone in contrast to the younger Jurassic rocks further east. One
that has been found is the rhynchosaurus. A predecessor of the dinosaurs, it was a plant eating reptile about the
size of a large crocodile and with a beak like upper jaw. One almost complete skeleton was discovered between
Budleigh Salterton and Sidmouth and other partial skeletons have been found.
A full size model can be seen at
Crealey Park, (Clyst St Mary) being part of the Exeter Royal Albert Memorial Museum display. The fossilised
remains have been found of about 10 other species of the Triassic period including fish and amphibians. Also some
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of the pebbles themselves contain fossils of tiny shellfish.
The Bunter pebblebeds extend northwards either side of Budleigh Salterton roughly following a path along the Otter
and Exe valleys for about 7 miles and then north eastwards along the Otter valley towards Ottery St Mary and on
as far as Uffculme which is their northernmost limit.
The pebbles are very much in evidence in the local villages
having been used extensively for buildings and walls. You cannot dig far in our garden at Woodbury Salterton
without coming across them and I have broken more than one fork trying to lift them out.
The cob walls of our
cottage are also reinforced internally with Bunter pebbles (as the persons who installed our gas supply discovered to
their cost) and our boundary wall is also constructed from them. Another name by which the pebbles are known is
“popples” and the village of Newton Poppleford derives its name from them.

The model of the Rhynchosaurus at Crealey Park

History of the Heaths
The heaths were created thousands of years ago as a result of the clearance of trees by men. This heathland was
then maintained by commoners who used it as a source of fuel, grazing and bedding for animals. The main
evidence of early man is located at Woodbury Castle, a pre-historic hill fort built around 500-300 BC. It is a
scheduled ancient monument which consists of large ditches and ramparts and there is a beautiful stand of mature
beech trees within.
One of the most famous residents of the heaths was Sir Walter Raleigh who was born at Hayes Barton Farm on the
edge of East Budleigh Common and educated at East Budleigh. The farmhouse, which is a very beautiful and well
preserved building, is part of a working farm. A statue of Sir Walter has recently been erected in East Budleigh.
The heaths have been used for military training since Napoleonic times and during World War II the Royal Marines
had a very large infantry training centre at the southern end. Most of the buildings have now been demolished and
the heath has reclaimed the area. The only evidence that it existed are some concrete and brick bases but a few
derelict buildings can be still be found and they have now been converted into a bat hibernaculum. They are
intended for all species of bats, although we are not aware what species actually are resident there. Nowadays the
Royal Marines Commandos are trained on the heaths and sometimes they seem to be everywhere. If met whilst out
walking on the heaths they are always very polite and apparently their presence does have some benefits for the
wildlife as the trampling down of some of the gorse and bracken and it’s cutting down for use as camouflage has
much the same effect as grazing by cattle. You can’t always be sure whether you are looking at a bush or a marine
and no doubt they get the odd bird alight on their camouflaged helmets. In fact it can be quite disconcerting if the
bush behind which you thought it was safe to ‘spend a penny’ suddenly gets up and walks away! Sometimes it can

become rather noisy when they have joint military exercises on the heaths involving large numbers of infantry and
the use of helicopters, grenades and much gunfire.
Quarrying has taken place at Blackhill on Woodbury Common since 1930. Initially it was quite a small operation and
the materials were hand dug and crushed with hammers to be used for road building. It is now of course much
larger and operated by EEC Quarries, mainly supplying the ready mixed concrete industry but they also produce
chippings for dressing road surfaces. In addition the quarry produces two grades of sand for the building and
concrete industry. Considerable effort goes into ensuring those parts of the quarry where extractions have been
completed are left in an acceptable condition.
When commoners stopped using their grazing rights much of Britain’s heathland was lost to other uses such as
farming. Over the past 100 years somewhere in the region of 60% to 70% of the East Devon Pebblebed Heaths
has been destroyed as a habitat. In 1930 the seven main heaths, an area totalling 2,800 acres, were opened to the
public by the then owner, the 21st Baron Clinton. They are now jointly managed by the Clinton Devon Estates and
the RSPB under the control of the East Devon Pebblebed Heaths Conservation Trust.
The seven heaths, or commons, as they are called, are to be found mainly on the high ground between the Exe and
Otter valleys from about a mile inland running northwards as far as Aylesbeare and Harpford. Woodbury Common is
the largest but the whole area is often incorrectly referred to as Woodbury Common. There are no obvious
boundaries between one common and another and to all intents and purposes the whole area looks like one
continuous area of heathland. The other commons, from south to north are; Dalditch (the smallest) East Budleigh,
Bicton, Colaton Raleigh, Aylesbeare (which is an RSPB Reserve) and Harpford. In some places they are bisected
by roads and the latter two are to the north of the A3052 Exeter to Lyme Regis road. There are two other areas of
pebblebed heathland that are managed along with the seven named commons. These are Hawkerland lying
between Harpford and Colaton Raleigh Commons and Mutters Moor which is separated by farmland about four
miles to the east and close to Sidmouth.
The heaths are subject to the provisions of the Countryside Rights of Way Act 2000 and many new footpaths have
been created linking up with existing footpaths. The East Devon Way (a public footpath from Exmouth to Lyme
Regis) crosses the main part of the heaths from near Lympstone north eastwards to Aylesbeare Common. The
whole area is within an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (ANOB) and is designated a Site of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSI). It is also a Special Protection Area (SPA) and a Special Area of Conservation (SAC). This illustrates
the degree of importance that has been placed on preserving the area, which is indeed a very valuable and rare
asset.

The Flora
When driving across Woodbury Common one could be forgiven for thinking that the whole area is totally dominated
by gorse, some of which is up to eight feet or more in height with a few pine trees dotted around. However this is far
from the truth and the more one walks its footpaths the more it is realised how much variety there is. It is true that
gorse is the most predominant along with heather and bracken as the acid soils tend to support these plants.
However, even these plants come in different varieties as there are three types of gorse, the western (Ulex gallii),
the European (Ulex europaeus) and dwarf gorse (Ulex minor). The European gorse flowers throughout the year,
although most prolifically in the spring, whilst the western gorse flowers in the autumn so there is always plenty of
colour on the heaths. The flowers have a strong scent (similar to coconut) and when walking through the denser
areas of gorse it can be quite overpowering. The heather also comes in three varieties, the dry heaths on the
higher ground being dominated by ling (Calluna vulgaris), with frequent areas of bell heather (Erica cinerea). In the
wetter lowland areas the cross-leaved heather (Erica tetralix) can be found. The most common grass species to be
found are Bristle Bent (Agrostis vinealis) and Purple Moor-grass (Molinia caerulea) on the higher areas whilst
grasses associated with wet areas are the common sedge (Carex nigra), tawny sedge (Carex hostiniana) (in mineral
rich areas) and in the boggiest places common cottongrass (Eriophorum angustifolium). Bracken has become
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locally abundant and soon takes over in areas where the gorse has been cut back, until the gorse takes over again.
Bramble can be found, mostly around the lower edges of the commons.
Although trees are fairly sparse Pine and Birch have become naturalised. In some of the damper areas patches of
scrubby willow have formed.
Around the edges of the commons both oak and beech can be found. As already
mentioned there is a magnificent stand of beech trees at Woodbury Castle which was mainly planted about 200
years ago. Some of the Scots pines have become quite famous such as those on the Fire Beacon Hill which are of
considerable age and the single dead pine on Aylesbeare Common which has been preserved despite a plan to fell
if a few years ago. There are a few sweet chestnut trees plus the odd ash here and there and on the lower
peripheral area some patches of holly have become established.. There are also some relatively small forestry
plantations of coniferous trees to be found in various locations.
Of the more exotic plants the Heath Spotted Orchid can be seen in several locations during June and July. Bee
Orchids are also supposed to exist although we personally have never seen one. In the wetter areas you may, if
you are lucky, come across the lesser butterfly-orchid (Platanthera bifolia) and in similar locations bog asphodel,
pale butterwort and bog pimpernel also grow. Meadow Thistle
is another plant of the damper regions whilst
carnivorous plants such as the sundew and pale butterwort can be found.
The above mentioned plants are by no means an exhaustive list of those to be found on the commons but represent
just a few of those which are special to the area.

The Fauna
Mammals: There is not a great variety of mammals to be found on these heathlands but there are quite a number of
roe deer wandering around and we quite often see these. Although we have heard reports of muntjac deer we have
never seen one but around the peripheries there is plenty of evidence of badgers and foxes. As to small rodents they
clearly exist but we have no idea of actual numbers and species. Bats tend to frequent the area around the old
military buildings but as previously stated we are unaware of the species or numbers involved. Rabbits are quite
prolific and there is evidence of them everywhere whilst we have occasionally seen a brown hare in the fields
adjacent to Bicton Common. There are also some introduced mammals in the form of about half a dozen Exmoor
ponies that graze the area around Bystock Pools (a DWT reserve but also part of East Budleigh common) and
therefore help to keep the scrub under control which encourages butterflies, dragonflies and damselflies. Similarly a
small herd of red ruby cattle graze on Woodbury and Bicton commons.
7
Birds: These tend to be typical of lowland heaths with stonechats and yellowhammer to be seen in most parts. This
year has not been so good as last year for either of these birds if the numbers we have seen or heard are anything
to go by. A bird that has become well established on the commons is the Dartford warbler. In the past we have
seen these charming little birds at many locations on the commons but again we have not seen so many as we did
last year and even Aylesbeare Common, which is supposed to be their stronghold, does not seem to have had so
many. However, in early April on Aylesbeare common three different Dartford warblers were seen singing from the
tops of gorse bushes, which is very characteristic for them, although they don’t stay still for long. Some nice photos
of these were obtained.
Of all the birds that inhabit the pebblebed heaths it is the nightjar that is perhaps the most striking and memorable. It
is also sometimes known as the “goatsucker” based on a totally false belief that nightjars sucked milk from goats
at night. In fact their Latin name Caprimulgus means simply “goatsucker”. They arrive from Africa in late May or
early June and are usually gone by the end of August although some may stay on a little longer.
In flight it could
be mistaken for a hawk or cuckoo
but as it flies at late dusk and stays out of sight by day it cannot really be mistaken. When perched they are
incredibly difficult to spot due to their extremely effective camouflage. They may roost up in a
pine tree laying along rather than across a branch or they might just as likely roost on a log at ground level so that

you could be looking straight at one and not realise it was there. It is a ground nesting bird and when sitting on its
virtually non existent nest, in which two eggs are usually laid, surrounded by dead bracken and twigs, then you
would not see it unless you knew exactly where it was.
With their large eyes and a bill which can be opened very
wide they are perfectly adapted for the nighttime when they catch flying insects, mostly moths and beetles, on the
wing. To assist them find their prey
they have a number of small bristles either side of the bill However it is the sound that the male makes that is the
most unusual feature of nightjars as it is like no other bird sound and the uninitiated might not think it was even
made by a bird. It is generally described as “churring” and it is this that gives the bird its name as it used to be

Dartford Warbler at Aylesbeare

(Photos- M Randle)

Yellow Hammer near Bystock

known as the “Night Churr” . This might go on for a few minutes and other nightjars may answer from any distance
within earshot. The sound does carry a long way but if you happen to be near one when it starts up it can be a bit
startling. As the churring builds to a crescendo it will suddenly stop and it is then that the bird will soar upwards
from its perch clapping its wings as it does so in a display flight. It may then settle back in the same tree or move
onto another within its territory, flying fairly low as it does so. They can also be seen just simply flying out from the
tree to catch their prey and sometimes just gliding with their wings raised and tails spread out. Both sexes have a
deep short flight call. The nightjar is one of our favourite birds and we usually go to a favoured site on Woodbury
common to listen and watch for them from mid June onwards. We rarely fail to hear them although we don’t always
see them but it does need to be calm, clear and preferably warm for them to perform. We recently took some
members of the committee there after a committee meeting at Sunny Cottage and disappointingly it just happened to
be one of those occasions when there was neither sight nor sound of them. It was cool and rather breezy so that is
probably the reason. By contrast, a similar visit last year was extremely successful. If you have never heard or
seen this enigmatic bird then we suggest you put it on your list of “must dos” as it is a truly unique.
Curlews can also be seen and heard on the commons particularly during the breeding season. Buzzards are often
seen as well as the occasional sparrowhawk although the latter are more often heard than seen. Apparently the
commons are visited by hobbies but we have never seen one ourselves Woodpeckers are often heard in the
wooded areas both the green and the great-spotted varieties and can occasionally be seen with their undulating
flight travelling from one wooded area to another.
Other birds often seen in various parts are goldcrests, long-tailed tits, and chiffchaffs as well as the more common
birds such as robins, wrens, blackbirds etc.
Insects: The East Devon Pebblebed Heaths are the home of one of Britain’s rarer butterflies, the silver studded
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blue (Plebeius argus), as well as some thirty other species including silver washed fritillaries, graylings and green
hairstreaks. Likewise dragonflies also include a rarity, namely the southern damselfly (Coenagrion mercuriale).
There are two relatively small populations here which represent the south west of its range in England. They are
difficult to identify but the mercury mark (like a donkey’s head) on the second abdominal segment is a useful guide.
Adults can be seen from mid May to August and tend to stay near the breeding site. Along with the common blue
damselfly and white-legged damselfly, the Coenagrion species constitute the blue damselflies, which are all blue and
black in colour. Another damselfly that can be found here is the small red (Ceriagrian tenellum) which is categorised
as scarce as opposed to that of the southern damselfly which is rare.

Stonechat near Colaton Raleigh Common

Common Blue damselflies mating – Bystock Pool

(Photos - M Randle)

Reptiles and Amphibians: There are three reptiles to be found on the commons. Adders can be found on the
drier areas whilst grass snakes reside in the wetter areas. Whilst we have seen adders in the past, although not
recently, we have never yet seen a grass snake.
However we are assured that both are there and that there are
reasonable populations. From time to time we have come across the occasional common lizard, usually as they
moved from a basking position, as had they stayed motionless they would probably not have been spotted.
Common frogs and toads also exist in their usual habitats as do smooth and palmate newts but not, as far as we are
aware, the great crested newt.

Favourite Places
We have our favourite places on the commons in particular the southern extremities which have superb views
towards the coast but wherever we are the views are splendid and there is always something to see. The most well
known area of wetland is the Devon Wildlife Trust Bystock Reserve, which we do visit regularly. This location is well
managed with wooden walkways over the boggy areas and several lovely ponds where the rarer damselflies can be
seen. There is also a much larger lily covered pond created by damming the stream that runs down through the
valley. Here, in July, southern hawker and emperor dragonflies can often be seen cruising to and fro either claiming
their territory or searching for a mate or prey. We used to see red eared terrapins here, presumably released when
they became unwanted but we haven’t seen any recently. There are also numerous fish which can be seen in the
extremely clear water some of which are enormous Koi carp no doubt similarly released. The higher part of the
reserve has some lovely woodland and herb rich meadows which are good for butterflies, birds and roe deer.
We know of several other ponds in various locations that usually provide sightings of something interesting. The
area around the castle tends to be very popular with walkers and mountain bikers but from nearby some of the best

views in south east Devon are to be had. There is a point where on a clear day the whole of the coastline from
Portland Bill, at the eastern end of Lyme Bay, to Berry Head at the western end of Torbay can be seen. Then, as
one continues to turn around, firstly Dartmoor, including Haytor, can be seen to the west then Exmoor to the north
and finally to the north east the Quantock hills can also be viewed. We have seen some splendid sunrises and
sunsets from there.

A typical view across the East Devon pebblebed heaths

(Photo M Randle)

Over the past 15 years we calculate that we have visited the commons on over 2,500 occasions at most times of the
day and in all seasons and weather conditions. Although we know most parts well, and some very well, there are
still many to be discovered and recently we found an area near the old demolished military camp which is excellent
for butterflies due to the large amount of buddleia, brambles and heather to be foundthere. We have seen silver
washed fritillaries, ringlets, common blues, small heaths and scarlet tiger moths within the space of a few weeks
Sometimes, in fact often, whilst walking in our favourite spots, there are no other signs of human habitation or
activity to be seen and we could easily believe we were in some remote part of the country many miles from any
town or village. For us this is the magic of the East Devon Pebblebed Heaths and we never fail to appreciate how
lucky we are to live within two miles of such a beautiful location.

Malcolm and Brenda Randle

Roliphants Report

(22nd July 2008)
Now the MDNHS website is up and running some of the events here will have been entered on the Items of Interest
Section.
Our two camera nest boxes have been on trial this Spring and we have not been disappointed with their
performance. Both were investigated and one pair of Great Tits completed nesting. They reared 5 young out of 6
hatched to successful fledging. The picture quality (black and white) was excellent, also the sound. was very good.
The camera uses the totally non-intrusive infra red illumination. Also we can produce them at a vastly cheaper price
than those commercially available. We recorded about 7 to 10 minutes each day during the 19 days from hatching
to fledging. We also recorded the nest building and the egg laying. at appropriate intervals. Even this adds up to a
lot of digital video tape. With our own notes of observed behaviour all this provided a fascinating study of parental
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duties. We saw the fastidiousness of the female in keeping the nest clean. We observed the demise of the sickly
one with its removal, presumably in pieces, leaving no traces. This is in contrast to the experience of last year
when many dead young were found at cleanout. These deaths were attributed to abandonment after the strongest
had left.

A Great tit at Roliphants (26th March 2008)

The nesting season has ended for most garden birds but swallows and house martins are now on second broods.
Fledglings that have successfully avoided predation are now less obvious than when they first ventured into the
wider environment. Moorhen chick predation is always heavy and often total in the spring. With the second and
third broods the parents make valiant efforts and these are the ones with the best chance of survival.
Tiverton High School came for their annual ecology study from June 30th to July 8th. The weather had ensured that
the botanical growth was luxuriant. The pond dipping was less rewarding and invertebrate numbers were reduced
though all the usual species were represented. Particularly noticeable were the reduced numbers of large dragonfly
and damselfly larvae also the great diving beetle. Whereas we expect to see many hawker larval cases on the
water sodden leaves these were, and still are, singularly lacking. Adult great dung beetle and water scorpion were
also scarce. Is this a knock on effect from 2007’s wet and cool summer? Palmate newt numbers were well up and
baby toads and frogs fairly abundant. So far there seems to be very few shoals of ruddy to be seen. This could be
due to the cool weather to date. At the time of writing some improvement in temperature is promised so maybe the
butterflies will start to appear, so far they have been disappointing.

Alan Hopkins

Meeting and Event Reports
Climate Change, Birds and Us - 14 April 2008 - Dr Roger Avery
The issue of climate change Is much in the news of late so it was appropriate that we should look at this from the
perspective of its effect on wildlife.
Roger Avery admitted that he was not an expert but as a zoologist he had noted significant changes in wildlife
especially in birds during the last 15 years.

There is no doubt that the increase in greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is very real and that human activity has
contributed to this but this is not the only cause of climate change The importance of the rain forest is frequently
mentioned as a controlling influence, but Roger pointed out that in the distant past they have been much smaller
than they are today. Many of the consequences of climate change are at best guesses but various predictions are
being made and it should be noted that some changes in wildlife happen in spite of climate change, not necessarily
because of it.
In this regard he quoted turtle dove numbers whose decline is obvious although we don’t really know why.
Conversely the collar dove, whose arrival in the fifties was a major event is now extremely common. Sudden decline
in other species has occurred where a likely explanation is proposed with more confidence, e.g. song thrush
(molluscicides), greenfinch (a protozoan infection), house sparrow (loss of nest sites - house design/ modification ).
Recoveries also occur due to a species ability to adapt; e.g. buzzard ( post myxomatosis in rabbits). However one
factor alone is not always the sole explanation as it is thought to be in the case of vultures in India where carcass
contamination with diclofenac is confidently incriminated. This is also the case with our own raptors and otters
where the decline was due to the use of organo chlorine pesticides.
The effects of climate change are more complex and affect flora and fauna. If as it seems our climate continues to
warm up we in the UK can expect to see significant changes. Northern species like the Eider Duck may cease to
breed here and move further north to Scandinavia. This could also be the case for the Scottish crossbill where it
might hybridise with the European crossbill. The Scotch Argus butterfly could be affected and possibly disappear
here.
Sea bird colonies around our coasts are already showing decline due to diminished food supplies affecting breeding
success. This could be due to a combination of food supplies moving further north and over fishing especially sand
eels and sprat. In any species good breeding sites are irrelevant if food is scarce.
However there may be significant gains of some species. We are already aware of many southern species moving
to the UK, the little egret for example , and more recently the cattle egret. Similarly exotic introductions, deliberate or
accidental, could thrive here in a warmer Britain - Harlequin ladybird, Ring-necked Parakeet and similar. Reptiles
too might flourish.
If deciduous trees came into leaf earlier producing shading too soon it might affect our native bluebells. However we
should not overlook the fact that some species adapt very effectively hence the speculative nature of any prediction.
Overall Roger Avery considered that there could be more gains than losses. Not everyone would agree with this.
A lively discussion followed. The fact that humanity is now more aware than ever of the effect we have on our
environment gives some cause for optimism but little room for complacency.

Alan Hopkins

Visit to the Jurassic Coast - 17 May 2008 - Donald Campbell
Our visit to the Undercliff was led by Donald Campbell as a sequel to his excellent presentation at the AGM. The
weather was rather overcast and inclined to be drizzly at times but there was the occasional brighter spell from time
to time.
We started at Whitlands near to Rousdon and roughly half way between Lyme Regis and Seaton. We began by
walking down towards the main coast path at about 11.15 am but that was the easy bit. Donald promised us he
would take us to parts seldom visited by the general public, who generally stick to the main path which in itself is
both interesting and challenging. Some members of the group had experienced the main path before. The final
objective would be to visit the plateau, a large grassy area near the sea which is carefully managed by selected
cutting to maintain the floral diversity. We soon deviated from the main path after seeing the remains of Westcliff
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cottage and the pumping station.

A Common Blue butterfly (one of the few butterflies seen)

(Photo M Randle)

The invertebrate life varies likewise and many rare species occur, but we had little time to search for them.
There
Because the geology of the landscape reveals many different strata; blue lias, shales, chert beds, sandstone and
chalk the soil conditions can range from alkaline to acid. This occurs over relatively short distances to create a wide
diversity of flora specific to certain areas, with the transition between these areas often abrupt. So we moved
through moist acid areas luxuriant with hart’s tongue fern and hazels, to drier chalk parts with rock rose and birds
foot trefoil in abundance.
There was a small elongate spiral shelled snail in the woodland and the numerous mounds of the meadow ant on
the plateau. It is hard to believe large areas now colonised by trees were once grazed by sheep and cattle. The
remnants of grassland - the plateau and Goat Island (not visited on this occasion) are now managed by cutting,
being relatively inaccessible and isolated.
Apart from a 45 minute lunch break we were on our feet until after 5.00 pm having descended to the beach at
Charlton Bay, climbed back up a zigzag stepped path into a jungle traversed by minor tracks. Without Donald
Campbell’s guidance we would certainly have been lost. This trek was perhaps the most challenging of all our field
trips which left most of us with a sense of achievement as well as enlightenment. Our thanks to Donald for taking
us to places we might only have read about.

Descending on to Charlton Beach

Rock Roses
(Photos - M Randle)

I regret I cannot do justice to in this brief resume to the botanical diversity observed and photographed on this visit.

Alan Hopkins
For a detailed insight into the Undercliff read the concise paperback - “Exploring the Undercliff” by Donald Campbell.

Visit to Ham Hill. Somerset – June 14th – Keith Hann
This event was well attended, a total number of 17 turning up on a beautiful sunny morning. Keith Hann, our leader
for the day and well known for his expertise in many areas of natural history, met us near the visitor centre at Ham
Hill.
Although this visit was published as including the nearby Pitt Wood and pond, Keith said this would be difficult to fit
in to the day. He said that to do it justice it should be the subject of a separate visit so keep an eye on future events.
The Ham Hill Country Park is about 390 acres in area and is centred on an Iron Age hill fort which is itself in the
region of 200 acres.
The whole area is managed as a country park by South Somerset District Council. It is
designated as an SSSI, not by reason of its natural history, which is prolific, but more because of its geology which is
unique. It mainly consists of Jurassic shelly limestone known as “hamstone” which was first quarried on site by the
Romans and is still quarried today. It has been used for many of the buildings in the area including the nearby
Elizabethan manor, Montacute House.
The morning was spent in a nearby meadow below the hill fort which about 10 years ago had been part of a ‘set
aside’ scheme. It had then come into the ownership of the council who maintained it as a herb and flower rich
meadow. The conditions have proved to be just right for the southern marsh orchid to become prolific although 10
years ago there were none. It was therefore an absolute pleasure to spend the rest of the morning taking in the
delights of this luxuriant meadow where we were completely surrounded by these orchids some of which were
magnificent specimens. There were also common spotted orchids in good numbers and in places these had
hybridized with the southern marsh orchids. There were also several white sports of the common spotted orchids.
These were all growing amongst a good scattering of hawksbit and a variety of grasses. We then moved into an
adjacent field where there were more orchids and other flowers such as orange hawksbit (fox and cubs).
Lunch was taken in the nearby car park surrounded by woodland where we were serenaded by a garden warbler.
Some of us thought it was a blackcap which has a similar song but Keith, who has an exceptional knowledge of bird
song, explained the difference, the garden warbler’s song being more staccato than the blackcap.

Page 13 of 17

Eyebright

Keith Hann

(complete with Yeovil Town Supporters hat!)
(Photos - M Randle)

After lunch we went to view the central part of Ham Hill. The calcareous grasslands at Ham Hill are colourful and
species-rich usually attracting many butterflies. However this was not really the best time of year for butterflies (only
meadow browns had been seen during the morning) so Keith concentrated on the plants. Of particular note during
our visit was ribwort, a chalk loving plantain, thyme, which was quite prolific, musk thistle and figwort. There were
also patches of medic, a small yellow trefoil plus a fair amount of birds-foot trefoil. One plant that was of interest
was shepherd’s spikenard (Inula conyza) sometimes known as ploughman’s spikenard.
A perennial of dry
grassland and calcareous soils it is also referred to as “poor man’s perfume” due to its aromatic qualities. Last but
not least Keith was pleased to point out to us some small patches of eyebright (Euphrasia officinalis). Eyebright is a
small downy, annual herb, common in meadows pastures and as the name suggests, it is good for treating eye
conditions. The flower is very tiny but when seen under a magnifying glass it is very beautiful and rather orchid like
in appearance.
We ended up at the Millennium stone circle, built by the Millennium Project to commemorate the centuries of
quarrying on Ham Hill and the stonemasons that worked there. The fifteen stones are all of the local hamstone. We
left in the late afternoon with a promise from Keith that at a date to be arranged he would take us to Pitt Wood and
pond. If that is anything like the Ham Hill visit then those that attend are in for a treat.

Malcolm Randle

Big Cat Conservation in Namibia and Tanzania - July 18th
Amy Dickman.
This was an extra meeting not on the published programme. It was held during the afternoon at our Roliphants
Farm headquarters. An extra large audience attended which was very pleasing but as the meeting room was too
small the barn was used which was able to accommodate everyone comfortably.
It was four years ago that Amy first visited us to report on her work with cheetahs in Namibia. She has been
working in Tanzania for the last three years. Tanzania is the other state in Africa which is a stronghold for the
cheetah. Cheetahs once ranged widely on the continent and were spread into Asia. The population in Asia is very
small and is isolated in Iran

.
A Cheetah in hunting mode (near the Tanzanian border)

(Photo – M Randle)

Amy briefly explained to us how she finally achieved her ambition to work with big cats. After qualifying with a B.Sc.
In zoology at Liverpool University her first job was research on crows. She moved on to badgers, otters and water
voles; all a far cry from big cats. Finally with persistence she got to Namibia and was based there for several years.
No doubt the lessons learned with smaller species in the UK were adapted to the new situation.
Much basic research was done. This involved collecting samples and measurements, estimating population levels
etc. Fitting the cats with collars and implants allowed radio tracking and revealed much about behaviour and
requirements. It soon became obvious that many cheetahs range widely outside the National Parks which support
only a small fraction of the population. Inevitably this brings them into contact with people, especially farmers and
nomads.
Whilst all big cats should be treated with caution, being potentially very dangerous, lions in particular are much
feared and still account for human fatalities. Predation of highly valued cattle, goats and sheep is the main reason
for culling these cats, though poaching for skins and body and poor husbandry are more significant than predation
by wild animals. However the latter is a more obvious and identifiable cause.

improving security for domestic stock has been another area of Amy’s research. The Anatolian sheepdog - a giant
breed with a good temperament - has proved useful as a guard, but is not always readily acceptable to the pastoral
people. A donkey with foal roaming with the herd has also proved useful. Better built it can provide improved night
time security. Smaller dogs with good scenting abilities can be trained by researchers to detect the scats of big cat
in the bush and so assess population density of predators and the degree of risk they represent. These scats can
also be used to provide genetic make up information (DNA mapping).
A lively discussion followed after which refreshments were served in the meeting room.

Alan Hopkins
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ENVIRONMENTAL WEEKEND – 28th/29th JUNE
MDNHS members were delighted to accept an invitation from St George’s church, Tiverton, to mount a display in the
church rooms on Saturday, June 28th as part of the church’s environmental awareness weekend.
The displays were many and varied, and included video recordings of the natural history of Roliphants Farm from
Alan Hopkins, stunning paintings of birds by our Chairman, Malcolm Randle and delicate water-colour flower studies
from Frank Smith.
Other displays represented the fascinating diversity of wildlife in the Mid-Devon area and were thoroughly
appreciated by visitors.
Traidcraft and Tearfund merchandise was on sale from local representative, Maureen Rendell - a stand which also
stimulated much interest and discussion about recycling - and new member Peter Whiteman brought along a
display of local and native wood, including furniture and archery equipment.
Peter, together with past chairman Gavin Haig, has been involved with the creation of a wildlife garden in the
churchyard, which supports a large number of wildflowers, herbs and grasses. Gavin showed visitors around the
garden during the day and was thrilled to find Brimstone butterfly larvae feeding on the Alder Buckthorn sapling he
had planted. One whole area of the churchyard was planted with the orange coloured hawkweed (Hieraculum
umbellatum) known generally as ‘fox and cubs’. This was a splendid sight.
Also, as part of the weekend, Gavin opened his wildlife garden at Spillifords during the afternoons of both days and
just for once the sun chose to shine.

Part of the MDNHS Exhibition at St George’s Church Extension

(Photo M Randle)

Programme Notes
When I last wrote the programme notes in March it was cold and miserable. You would expect 9 July to be different
but we have had two and a half inches already during the last 18 hours. The temperature is nowhere near the
seasonal average. We have wood burners throwing out comfort in the kitchen. The Exe has burst its banks just
downstream from us.
Will it improve by September 13th? Fingers crossed then for our visit to Lee Bay and the foreshore at one of the
lowest tides of the year.
The first talk of the autumn season follows a week later on the 19 th. This will be Dr. Robin Wotton with “Insects as
Flying Machines”. As most members are already aware, neither the speaker or the subject should be missed.
October 17th brings us Martyn Green and “Beetles”. Martyn is local, in fact so local he will be able to walk to St
Georges Hall from his home. He is a national authority on the subject, so pin back your ears!
We hope to be able to squeeze in a fungus foray with Jeff Benn between those two indoor meetings, but it does
depend on what there is to see. It is all down to the elements and the crop.
The last programmed outside event is on Saturday 25th October when Alan Romp leads our visit to the Axe Estuary
wetlands. It should be a fascinating day for birds at this time of year.
Brian Maddock told us about the cold, seasickness, silence and beauty of the Antarctic wastes. You may remember
his brilliant photography. Friday 21st November and the “ Secrets of Dartmoor” are very much closer to home but
the photography will be no different.
It is not customary for members to decide at the last minute what to bring to the December Round Table meeting.
How do I know? That’s easy; simply the variety and number of items and subjects brought as contributions to the
table for the evening. Get ahead: start thinking now; its amazing what your imagination will run to.

David Leader

OBITUARY

Notices

It is with regret that we have to announce the death of Bert Wright who was a member of the Mid Devon Natural
History Society. Bert died, believed from a heart attack, at the end of May. Bert had been a member since around
1995. He was also a member of the Tiverton and Heathcote Photographic Club.

APOLOGIES
Our apologies are due to Alan Romp for missing his name form the list of committee members on the Programme of
Events for the current year. Alan has been a valuable member for the past 18 months.
MDNHS ACCOUNTS – BALANCE SHEET
Members may recall that at the AGM in March our accounts had still not been audited. This has now been done by
our auditor, Jeremy Knott and the balance sheet is enclosed with this Newsletter.
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