Chairman’s Notes
The officers, committee and I wish all our members a very Happy New Year and hope that your
wildlife
experiences are better than ever. This year the committee has decided to wait until after the AGM to publish
the annual Programme of Events as members will then be fully up to date on details of the Society’s officers.
The new programme will therefore start on 1st May and run until 30th April 2009 and will continue on this
basis from then on. It will be sent out to members with the Spring Newsletter. The first four meetings of
2008 are published in the ‘Notices’ section below.
As many of you are probably aware, we have recently endeavoured to improve the presentation of our
Newsletter by the inclusion of more photographs. It would be nice if we could include colour photos but this
would increase production costs beyond the means of the Society. However we would very much like to see
more variety in the types of articles we include and this is where members can help by sending in details of
their observations and experiences of their wildlife encounters. Also any photographs of wildlife subjects will
be very welcome. It doesn’t matter how short the item is as it will still help to make the Newsletter more
interesting and the more contributors there are will help to generate a feeling that the Newsletter truly
represents the membership.

Malcolm Randle
Chairman

Notices
Programme 1st January to 30th April 2008
Friday 18th January - 6.30pm “The Annual Dinner” A buffet at St George’s Hall.
If you enjoyed last
year’s event then don’t miss this one as it should be even better. Cost = £13 which
includes coffee (de-caff available) and admission charges. NB Bring your own wine
(glasses provided) and if you have not already done so then let Doris Leader know
by not later than Sunday13th Jan (tele. 01398 351359) to book a place. We have
to have at least 30 attend for this to be a viable event so please lets make sure it is.
To follow at about 8.30pm:- Robin Khan talking on a “Sparrowhawk in your Garden”
(if you cannot attend the dinner still come along to the talk if you wish)
Jan 22nd to 25th

A visit to the Somerset Levels for the Starling roost and winter bird hides with
David Reid the warden.
If interested contact David Leader on 01398 351359 on
Sunday 20/01/08 as this visit will depend very much on weather conditions.

Friday 15th February - 7.30pm “Reflections” presented by Ralph Hopper. (Please let Ralph know if you
have a contribution; Telephone 01626 366718).
Friday 14th March

- 7.30pm – The AGM followed by a talk on “The Jurassic Coast” by Donald Campbell
(Please note date –second not third Friday in month as that is on Good Friday)

Friday 18th April

- 7.30pm “ Birds, Climate Change and Us” an illustrated talk by Roger Avery
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Membership Subscriptions for the year 2008
Just a reminder that these are due in January.
running they will remain at:

We are pleased to announce that for the eighth year

Full membership
Retired membership
Family Membership
Student membership
Group membership

£9.00
£6.00
£18.00
£5.00
£15.00

Membership includes three newsletters and a programme of events.
Unfortunately we will still have to collect the £1.00 levy at meetings to cover insurance costs.
If those members intending to pay their subscriptions at the meeting on 18th January 2008 could pay
by cheque written out beforehand it would be extremely helpful due to the annual dinner coinciding
with this meeting.
H.J. Collister
Membership Secretary

Features
Cyprus Update
After a very pleasant 17 days back in the U.K. we were pleased to return to Cyprus with its reliable warmth
and sunshine. It was good to be reunited with old friends and revisit some of our favourite places. Everyone
showed us great hospitality, especially Alan and Gill at Roliphants. We went principally to escape the
unusually high August temperatures which were affecting me and a lot of other people adversely. Fortunately
September became cooler and the temperature is beautiful. Autumn is well underway and migratory birds
are heading south. Bee Eaters pass over daily and there are still Hoopoes, Rollers and Wheatears around.
Swallowtail butterflies visit the garden daily, much to my delight.
Sadly the current bulletin from ‘Birdlife Cyprus’ reports that this spring was not a good time for migratory
birds. To please the shooting lobby the Interior Minister sanctioned two days in May when the shooting of
Turtle Doves was permitted which is contra to the EU Birds Directive, and was the first time for 14 years.
The European Commission acted directly and sent a letter to Nicosia on June 27th. The excuse was that
the Doves "cause serious damage to cereal crops" but research shows that Turtle Doves feed almost
exclusively on weed seed in cereal fields and so are actually helping cereal farmers! It was also found that
there was a great increase in the trapping of small birds - "ambelopoulia"_ for human consumption. This is
done by mist-netting and by adhesive on tree branches.
Now for the good news! In May ‘Birdlife Cyprus’ installed a raft in the Larnaca Sewage ponds - a site for
120 species of birds, especially water birds. This means that nesting birds such as Terns, Stilts and Spur
winged Plovers can avoid predation by foxes and feral dogs.
Spring 2007 brought a large number of unusual birds to Cyprus. A complete list is out of the question but
March saw a Gannet, Short Toed Eagles, Saker Falcon, Arctic Skua and Blue Cheeked Bee Eaters. April
brought four new species to the Cyprus bird list. These were Bateleur Eagle (an African species) Dunn's
Lark and Mountain Chiff- Chaff. Also recorded were Lesser Spotted Eagle, Rufous Bushchat, White
Throated Robin and many others. May saw fewer rarities as migration begins to tail off then, but Whitetailed Plover, Terek Sandpiper and Caspian Terns were seen. I must confess that I had never even heard
of most of these birds and would not know them if I saw them. So many thanks to the sharp-eyed
knowledgeable folk who do! Adverse winds and weather conditions often force birds off course but I do
wonder if global warming is the cause of all these unusual migrants to Cyprus. With winter not far off large
numbers of birds will arrive from the north. Winter is a good time for birding here and the weather never
gets really cold. We can look forward to seeing about 15,000 Greater Flamingos on the salt lakes which is
worth a visit!

Alec Worth

3
Where have all our Hedgehogs gone?
It is now three` years since we saw our five Hedgehogs. We still look and listen for them though
always hoping they, or at least one, will turn up.
If they are gradually lessening in number it is not
surprising they have become one of the protected species. But, we ask, why are they decreasing?
Up here in Broomhill it is rural. Gardens are all fair-sized with bushes, shrubs, ponds, sheds; plus
outlets to nearby fields so food and habitat should be plentiful. Not to mention what we put out for
them.
This was the only way we could study them, by getting them to stay. We haven't seen any
dead ones on the road so is it disease or snail and slug killers they have unfortunately fancied and
eaten? There are badgers about so could there be a link here?
We miss our Hedgehogs greatly and the hours we spent wearing warm coats sitting in the garden close
to them, often after midnight watching their comings and goings and courtship.

Stella Collister

The Magic of Lake Baringo
In early September 2007 we made a return visit to Kenya. During our previous visit in March 2005 we had
visited, amongst other places, Lake Nakuru. We had been so enchanted with the beauty and drama of this
alkaline lake in the Great Rift Valley we thought we would like to see more of this remarkable part of
Kenya, particularly the lakes with their abundance of birds and other wildlife.
The lakes we were
scheduled to visit were Nakuru, Bogoria, Baringo and Naivasha.
We set out from Nairobi on 4th September for our first destination, Lake Nakuru, in purpose built mini buses
operated by Somak Safaris. As we described this beautiful location at some length in our previous article
on Kenya we won’t dwell on it now. Suffice to say that the Lesser Flamingos were there in even greater
numbers than before, estimated by the local guides to be around one and a half million. They were just an
amazing sight as they created their sea of pink around the whole circumference of the lake. We also saw
many other birds and animals during our two day stay but the highlight was a wonderful encounter with an
adult male Leopard who descended from the tree he was resting in and came over fairly close to where our
safari vehicle was parked. He remained for a good five minutes just looking around to see what was about.
Early on the 6th September we moved off northwards towards our next destination, Lake Baringo. We
travelled on the most amazingly rough roads, little more than tracks for much of the way and in one place
we had to drive through a river where the bridge had been washed away by flood water. On the way we
visited Lake Bogoria, another alkaline (or soda) lake and one at which Lesser Flamingos also feed. It was
midday when we arrived and the lake looked like a giant mirror, reflecting the scrub covered 2000’ high
escarpment behind it, this being the eastern edge of the Rift Valley. There were groups of flamingos
scattered along the shore beautifully reflected in the clear water.
Although at this time there were only
small numbers present there can be a million or more, usually when conditions are not so good at Lake
Nakuru. If there is too much rain then the lakes become diluted and this affects the amount of blue green
algae on which they feed.

Lesser Flamingos Lake Bogoria
(all photos in this article by Malcolm Randle)
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Lake Bogoria is located in one of the more active volcanic regions of the Rift Valley where the magma is
fairly close to the surface. Water and steam have been trapped below the Earth’s crust resulting in hot
springs and geysers. We stopped at a place where we could walk down near to the shore and view some
of the hot springs and geysers at close quarters.
At around 1pm, after a journey of some 100 miles (including the detour to Lake Bogoria), we arrived at
Lake Baringo. Even though we were aware that Baringo was one of the top bird locations in Kenya (over
470 species have been counted here) our initial impression exceeded all our expectations. As we alighted
from our mini-bus we were overwhelmed by the sight and sound of birds of numerous different species on
the ground, in the trees, around the buildings, in fact everywhere we looked.
The lake lies in the semi-desert of the northern Rift Valley in harsh, rugged but majestic surroundings. It is
one of only two fresh water lakes in the Kenyan Rift Valley (the other being Lake Naivasha) but it has no
obvious outlets, normally the cause of salinity in a lake. It is Kenya’s second largest lake (Lake Turkana, in
the far north being the largest) with an average, depending on the season, of about 50 square miles in
surface area. Due to the sediments from the region’s soil that are suspended in the water the lake is a
sort of chocolate brown in colour but it supports a massive amount of life both in and on it.
Of the thirteen islands in the lake two are reasonably sizeable and one of them, Ol Kokwe, is home to one
of the four local ethnic groups, the Njemps. They are in fact related to the Masai tribe but in one respect
they differ considerably as they catch and eat fish, something regarded as taboo by most other pastoral
tribes. They also keep cattle and goats and paddle around the lake in canoes made of an extremely light
wood called Ambatch (which is similar to cork but even lighter)
The western shore of the lake is flanked by a series of bush-covered broken hills cut by sheer cliffs and
deep gorges in which seasonal lakes (or creeks) are formed during and after heavy rains. The dominant
trees are of the acacia species but there are scattered pockets of differing vegetation and trees which are
important in attracting certain birds. To the south and south west of the lake is a large flat area of open
bush crossed by dry river beds. This area is dry and sandy for a lot of the year but quickly becomes lush
grasslands following the wet season.
There are about ten water inflows into Lake Baringo; some
permanent and some seasonal. At the point where one of the main rivers flows in, the River Molo, there
is a very swampy area. These rivers support biodiversity and many ecological functions in the lake which
are both locally and nationally of great importance.
Lake Baringo, although very much on the ornithologists’ itinerary, is generally off the tourist’s map as it is
somewhat remote and there is very little big game in the vicinity. As a result there are only three lodges,
two of which are on the islands in the lake, and all of which are much smaller than those in the big game
areas to the south. There is also a camp site on the shores of the lake which shares some of the facilities
of the Lake Baringo Club, our own accommodation for the duration of our two night stay. The beautiful
gardens and trees extended right down to the shores of the lake. In fact they extended beyond this as the
lake was in a state of flood, lapping to within about 150 yards of the buildings and garden seats and tables
could be seen semi-submerged.
As at other locations, we were housed in small bungalows with a
veranda from which we could just sit and watch the wildlife. Being at an altitude of 3000’ we found that it
was somewhat warmer and more humid than at Lake Nakuru which is around 2,500’ higher. However it
was by no means oppressive and the place had a lush tropical feel to it.
Once we had settled in to our room we had lunch then went for a walk in the grounds. Everywhere were
the amazing birds, literally in their hundreds. It was as though we had come to stay in a giant aviary.
Amongst the most noticeable were the Black-headed Weavers, a beautiful deep yellow bird with the front of
their head jet black but there were numerous other species including the fabulous Ruppels Long-tailed
Starlings with their iridescent purple/blue plumage and more of the Superb (Spreo) Starlings than we could
count. Equally striking but perhaps the most unusual were the Red-billed Hornbills of which there were
several. About the size of a pigeon with a white body and black, wings speckled with white, they had a
long tail and long curved red bill. They were so tame they would take food from your hand and one actually
took some food and fed it to his mate. In fact this was a feature of the birds at Lake Baringo, they were all
so used to humans in which they had absolute confidence they would approach you in the same way as
the birds in a park or public garden might do, the main difference being that they were incredibly exotic and
colourful. We noticed that quite a number of the birds were ringed.
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Red-billed Hornbills – Lake Baringo

Although the birds might have been the main attraction there were other creatures lurking in the grounds!
As we meandered about taking photos and video of everything we saw, we eventually found ourselves at
the edge of the lake beside which there were a couple of Spur-winged Plovers. Whilst trying to get close
enough to get a good photo an apparently rotting log of wood suddenly took life and leapt into the water. It
was of course a crocodile of which we had been warned there were several in the grounds but would be no
threat to us! We then noticed another one only a short distance away on the other side of a narrow inlet.
It stayed motionless but it had an eye open which was looking at us. Presumably it would have followed its
friend if we had got any closer but we didn’t think we would test the theory! Although not particularly large,
as Nile Crocodiles go, they looked pretty big to us. We were to learn later that as they had such a good
supply of food in the lake they preferred fish and birds to human flesh. In fact they were more inclined to
keep their distance and the local Njemps people live in harmony with them without any attacks being
recorded. Apparently Spur-winged Plovers actually pick out the parasites from inside the crocodile’s mouth
and although we didn’t witness it happen it is probably why they were in such close proximity. We did
notice one croc with its mouth wide open so it could have been inviting the plovers in to do their job! A
little further on, beyond the end of the jetty used by the lake boats, we could see two pairs of eyes and ears
projecting from the water. Two Hippos were wallowing in the shallows and as we watched and filmed them
one rose up and opened its mouth in a huge gape.
The lodge provides conducted tours of the grounds by a resident ornithologist who, towards the end of the
afternoon, took us around and pointed out as many species as possible. As we commenced our tour we
heard a series of loud harsh cries from above us and we looked up to see a magnificent African Fish Eagle
fly into the top of a tree in which it had a nest. Our guide pointed out a Verreaux’s Eagle Owl sitting on its
nest high in a tree not too far from the Fish Eagle’s nest.
Apparently they were not very friendly
neighbours and a lot of the noise being made by the Fish Eagle was being directed at the Eagle Owl all
adding to the drama of the place. He informed us that there were 30 pairs of Fish Eagles living around the
lake. To list all the species of birds seen on the tour would take up a lot of space. Suffice to say that we
counted over 30 species in the one hour walk, of which the weavers were the most numerous in actual
numbers. These included the Black-headed Weavers (already described above), White-browed Sparrow
Weavers which have mainly dark brown and white plumage, and Jackson’s Golden-backed Weavers.
These have a golden yellow mantle with olive wings edged with yellow, rich chestnut breast and flanks and
the whole head is black. There was also a Woodland Kingfisher, larger than our own native kingfisher and
with greyish white under parts, bright azure blue and black upper parts and a bright red upper part to its bill.
Although a member of the kingfisher family ( Alcedinidae) this one lives in woodlands and doesn’t eat
fish, its main diet being insects, small frogs, lizards, nestlings and small mammals such as shrews. Other
interesting birds seen were various types of babblers, bulbuls, sunbirds, doves, touracos and barbets. Of
the latter the D’Arnauds barbet was a delightful little bird with a very confiding manner.
By the time our walk was over it was dusk (which doesn’t last long in equatorial regions) and the part of the
grounds where we had seen the crocodiles had been closed off. We were able to see through the wire
fence that a Hippo, together with a young one, had emerged from the water and were grazing beside the
lake. We had already noticed the imprints of Hippos huge feet in the soggy ground just outside our room
so assumed that they grazed there also but not, we hoped, before we returned from our evening meal!
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At most lodges in Kenya the restaurant and bar area is detached from the residents’ accommodation and
involves a walk through the grounds to get to and from it. The Lake Baringo Club is no different and as we
returned from our meal at around 9pm, having been advised to keep to the path close to our rooms, we
could see that several Hippos of various sizes were out grazing on the grass at the lake edge. They
seemed to have no interest in us but some glanced up from their grazing towards us. It was quite exciting
to think that we were in the close proximity of one of the most dangerous and uniquely African animals,
second in weight only to the Elephant. Provided we did not approach them or get between them and the
water we should have been quite safe, so we had been told! Later that night we looked out of our window
and could see and hear them grazing quite close to our room. They are quite noisy creatures making lots
of grunts and snorts as they chomp away.
The following morning, before the sun had risen, we were awoken by the most incredible dawn chorus we
had ever heard. The volume of sound was amazing and the variety of different birds that we could hear
was something that will live with us forever. We had no idea which birds were responsible for any specific
song. One sound that stood out sounded like water going down a drain but goodness knows what made it.
After breakfast we were taken for a ‘boat safari’ on the lake in shallow bottomed boats with outboard
motors. They were operated by local men, probably Njemps people, who had an excellent knowledge of
the lake and its natural history. Leaving at around 9.30am when the sunlight on the lake was absolutely
beautiful, we initially explored the shallows around the lake’s fringes. Black-headed Weavers could be
seen in the trees and shrubs with their superbly woven nests of grasses, the newer nests being the greener
ones. There were Hippos resting in the water after their night’s grazing with just their ears, nostrils and
eyes showing above the surface. They were watching us watching them. Also there were crocodiles on
the bank doing much the same, always with an eye on us, but absolutely still.
Covering the whole of the marginal areas were water lilies, those that were in flower being either white or
violet in colour. Also there were numerous clumps of marsh grass, sedges and reeds with various small
shrubs and trees growing from the lake where it was very shallow. Amongst the grasses a Squacco Heron
was fishing. It was about half the size of a Grey Heron but with attractive brown and white plumage. An
even smaller heron, a Green-backed Heron was not very far away. On the branches of the small trees
were Pied Kingfishers, a very smart black and white bird with a large crest at the back of its head. A little
further on was a Malachite Kingfisher, similar to our own native kingfisher except that it was bright blue
instead of turquoise and had a brilliant red bill.
As we moved further out into the lake one of Njemps fisherman paddled over to us in his canoe. He had
obviously been expecting us and he showed us his catch, a catfish and a couple of Tilapia, the latter being
the most common fish in the lake (one which we often found on our menus at mealtimes). Our boatman
bought them from him and as the fisherman paddled away we were left wondering what on earth he
intended to do with them.
We did not have long to wait as after throwing the catfish into the water he
looked towards a high tree on the shore of the lake and gave a short sharp whistle. We could see then that
there was an African Fish Eagle perched in the top and as he gave another whistle it took off and started to
fly towards us. As it approached we realised what was going to happen. The eagle closed in quickly and
the boatman counted it down to enable us to get a photo as it snatched the fish. Despite this no-one
seemed to have got a successful shot of the actual snatch, it happened so quickly in the end.

African Fish Eagle

The Snatch (well just after it!)
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Although somewhat contrived it was nevertheless a wonderful sight and one we wanted to see again but
despite our boatman trying with another fish the eagle did not oblige. Obviously these fish eagles were too
well fed or it wasn’t worth the effort for the much smaller Tilapia!
We then pushed into an area where the lily plants were so dense the boatman had to keep reversing to
clear the propeller. As we did so we spotted several crocodiles resting amongst the lilies but when we
moved closer to them they made a great lurch away. Returning into clearer water again we saw, standing
in the shallows amongst the tall grasses, a magnificent Goliath Heron. Standing nearly five feet high, with
a wing span of 7 feet and a weight of 9lbs it is the world’s largest heron. They mostly live in sub-Saharan
Africa but small numbers also live in South and South West Asia. As we watched it the Goliath Heron
took flight, moving slowly at first with its huge wings but soon gathering speed and making the Fish Eagle
seem quite small. The plumage is mainly grey on top except for the head which is a light chestnut.
Underparts are a rich chestnut and the neck is dark grey with white flecking. Lake Baringo has a good
sized breeding colony of this superb bird and although they often nest solitarily in reed beds, at Baringo
they nest in colonies in trees.

Baringo Hippo – Smiling?

Goliath Heron taking off

We continued on to an area where some of the local Njemps men were fishing by means of stretching nets
between trees or shrubs growing in the lake and driving the fish into them. They were wading about in the
water quite unconcerned that there were several crocodiles in close proximity. Most of the marginal areas
were never more than a couple of feet deep and at its deepest the lake is only about 25’. Meanwhile,
fishing over by the shore, was a Great White Egret together with another Goliath Heron. Sat together in
the top of a small tree were three Madagascar Bee-eaters. These were mostly green in colour with an
orange/red throat, white chin and forehead, a wide black eye stripe and long tail. Also in this area we saw
a bird that we were informed by our boatman was a Moorhen but this was not strictly correct as although a
member of the same family it was in fact an Allens Gallinule and had the most enormous red feet, so large
they were almost as big as the bird itself! Another moorhen sized bird seen was a Black Crake with shiny
black plumage, red eyes and legs and a yellow bill. One of the most attractive of these smaller aquatic
birds was the African Jacana with a rich chestnut body and wings complemented by a black crown and
hind neck a golden yellow band at the base and a blue bill with frontal shield. We saw several of these
walking about on the lilies.
Before our boat safari concluded we went across the lake to Ol Kokwe Island, the home of the Njemps
people. It was an extremely lush and fertile looking island and although no crops could be seen cattle and
goats were grazing. The island had clear evidence of past volcanic activity and rose up sharply from the
lake. Here, right on the edge we saw a most unusual bird, called a Water Thicknee, presumably because
it had thick knees. It looked very similar to a Stone Curlew (occasionally seen in Britain) and in fact is a
member of the same family but its eyes were twice as large. A Fish Eagle also had a nest here and before
we left the boatman did the fish trick again.
The eagle duly obliged, taking the fish up to the branch of a
tree above where it set about eating it.
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As we returned to the lodge jetty we saw several Long-tailed Cormorants in the shrubs and trees. This bird
is only about two thirds of the size of our own native Cormorant, almost entirely black except for silver grey
edging to the wing coverts and a yellow bill. It has rich red eyes and a small crest at the front of the
forehead and when in breeding plumage the male has white plume feathers to the rear of the eyes. During
the whole of the voyage we had been accompanied by a swarm of small darter type dragonflies that were
totally black in colour and had a wide black band across their wings. The only other dragonfly seen was a
very bright red one resting on reeds, also a darter of some type but without a book on insects it was not
possible to identify them. Similarly, of the several quite exotic looking butterflies seen in the grounds of the
hotel we have only identified one. There is simply such a vast number of species it is impossible to have
any idea what they are without a really good text book. It was difficult enough identifying the birds, (those
that weren’t named for us) and that was with the aid of several books!
We had the afternoon at leisure in the grounds to just enjoy the atmosphere of this beautiful place. As
always here we were surrounded by birds and this was encouraged even further by the practice of the
lodge staff to put out food for them at regular intervals. There were tables and chairs in the garden and if
food was placed on one of the tables then immediately it became covered with birds in a feeding frenzy.
That night the electricity at the lodge failed and we had to eat our evening meal by candlelight which was
all rather exotic. It had not been restored by the time we returned to our rooms and we had to be escorted
back by the lodge security staff to ensure we did not get into difficulties with the Hippos who were all out
grazing again. The sound of the hundreds of frogs all whistling away was incredible but unfortunately we
couldn’t go hunting for them or any other night creatures, due to the presence of the Hippos and perhaps
also the Crocodiles, as docile they might have been but we wouldn’t actually have wanted to trip over one!

Pied Kingfisher at Lake Baringo

Black-headed Weaver with nest

We have not listed above all the birds we saw but just those that impressed us the most. However, in two
days we had personally seen about 55 of the 470 species that have been recorded there. Considering that
this total is over a long period and that three quarters of these are to be found up in the hills and
escarpments around the lake, we felt we had done did pretty well.
Early the following morning we left lovely Lake Baringo which had so totally captivated us, bound for Lake
Naivasha but wishing we could have lingered longer as, apart from the beauty of the place, we knew that
there were numerous other species present there that we had not seen. However we now had big game
to track down but that is another story for another time!
Malcolm and Brenda Randle

A Nature Walk?
What is a Nature Walk? So often it seems to be a “special excursion” with binoculars, camera, field
guides, walking boots, etc. However, in reality, any walk can be a “nature walk” if you keep your eyes open!
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These are a few observations from our regular walk from Ashley to Tiverton:
Before we leave home we may have seen several species of garden birds, including Robin, Blue Tit, Great
tit, Wren, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, House sparrow, Dunnock, Wood pigeon, Blackbird, Rook, Green
Woodpecker, Greater-spotted Woodpecker and House Martins.
In the autumn the Robin is very
aggressive to the other birds and tries to drive them away from the bird feeders. The Rook has been seen
bringing stale bread from elsewhere and dunking it in the birdbath to soften it up before eating. The
woodpeckers are rare visitors but the House Martins are always there in the summer occupying their
detached and semi-detached nests under the eaves at the front and back of our house, cheerfully
chirruping and twittering.
Walking into town from Ashley along the Walronds we often see more birdlife. Buzzards may be circling
and mewing overhead, often being mobbed by Rooks that nest in the trees by the old railway bridge. We
may see Magpies or even a Jay.
Looking over the flood wall onto the meadow and towards the, river Moorhens scuttle along the bank. Just
before the BP garage we reach the ramp over the flood wall and walk beside the river Exe towards town.
On one occasion, reaching the landing on top of the flood wall we saw a crow trying to kill and eat an eel.
It was on the water’s edge at the end of the ramp and the crow was having problems identifying the head
and tail of the eel and was being tied in knots. Eventually the eel managed to escape into the water but
must have been severely traumatised! We have never seen or heard of this behaviour before.
At the junction of the Lowman and Exe rivers Dippers can be seen most of the year. We usually spot its
brilliant white bib bobbing up and down by the far bank before the bird runs into the water where it walks or
‘flies’ along the bottom searching for food. Strangely, for a bird so at home in the water, it does not have
webbed feet. We also see it flying low, fast and direct above the water and hear the zip-zip-zip call note.
Another bird that we may see flying low and fast above the water is the Kingfisher. The flash of metallic
blue or orange is unmistakable and always a thrill to see even if only for a fleeting moment.
There are some large buddleias near the Lowman/Exe junction and when in flower are host to Red
Admiral, Peacock, and Small Tortoiseshell butterflies. We have also seen parties of Long-tailed Tits here
and other finches and tits.
On the river walk before the Great Western Way Bridge we begin to see the Grey Wagtails, darting back
and forth from bank to bank, their tails wagging up and down. Despite the name and the bird’s blue-grey
upperparts, the yellow underparts are the most striking feature of the Grey wagtail.
We may see more Dippers in the shallows near the bridge, which is also a spot frequented by the Grey
heron.
Above the weir we get into the deeper water and here there is always a good number of ducks hoping for
bread! There are Mallards in profusion, not all pure bred apparently as some have patches of white in
their plumage. Mute Swans glide serenely up the river, while Common and Black-headed Gulls screech
and bicker overhead.
On rare occasions we have seen Red-breasted Merganser and Little Grebe.
Cormorants can be seen here and we have watched them fishing, catching eels and then struggling to
swallow them.
Just as we reach the bridge at Angel Hill we walk through a flock of well fed feral pigeons, and so up St
Peter’s Street, hoping one day to see the Peregrine Falcon on the tower!

Another Nature Walk?
On a recent walk along the canal tow path just on the Tiverton side of Manley Bridge we noticed a lot of
leaves floating on the surface of the water. Some of the leaves appeared to be moving against the wind
and through the binoculars it was plain to see the reason for this anomaly. The leaves were caught on the
long dorsal fin of a large fish (possibly a Carp) which appeared to be going backwards! This fish was about
a foot long and it was going backwards due to the fact that it was dead and its head was deep in the mouth
of an enormous Pike (between 3 to 4 feet long – honest!). We had watched the Pike trying to swallow its
prey for about 5 minutes, when there was a sudden commotion as the Pike leapt into the air, shook the
Carp from its jaws and fell back into the canal. It lay just under the surface, like a log, for another minute
then slowly swam down and away. The Carp had also disappeared. It was unfortunate that we had no
camera to record this incident. After that, the 10 minutes spent watching a Kingfisher on a branch seemed
almost a routine occurrence!
Jim and Margaret Grose
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Bird Watching in the Axe Valley
My wife, Irène, and I moved from London to East Devon almost 11 years ago now, and we count ourselves
lucky that we decided to live in a small village called Farway. Why? Well, it is only 5 miles from the
seaside town of Seaton which nestles right in one of the best areas of the South West, as far as nature and
wildlife is concerned.
We have been all over the world watching birds and taking in nature, but these days, birding in and around
the Axe gives us plenty of satisfaction.
The first place to visit would be Beer Head. At the beginning of October, we spent a couple of hours trying
to spot the rarity of the area, the Ring Ouzel, which looks like a Blackbird but with a white collar. However,
as luck would have it, we had left it a bit too late in the season and were unsuccessful, although the walk
from Beer to Branscombe along the costal path is breath-taking and very popular with walkers.
Seaton Marshes can be found a short walk from the town’s Harbour Road cark park and the Hide is fully
accessible by wheelchair or cycle. This is one of my favourite spots. When I visited, recently, a female
Sparrowhawk greeted me from the top of a pine tree, next to the car park near the Hide. She let me get
within 15 feet of her, before deciding that I was near enough and flew off. Just past this spot, an immature
Wheatear jumped from fence post to fence post, as I walked out to the Hide, always stopping just long
enough to show me how beautiful he was. He will, by now, be in Africa, where he is going to over-winter.
Arriving at the Hide, the resident Kingfishers can be observed close up practically all day long (5 bred upriver this year), and they present an excellent photo opportunity. There are currently many Wigeon (400+),
Teal (130+) and Shoveler (17), as well as a few scarcer ducks for this area, such as Gadwall, Pintail,
Pochard and Tufted Duck. Four Goosander flew north over the Marshes recently and the Borrow Pit end
hosted a female Mandarin Duck. At the end of the river mouth, an Egyptian Goose was swimming with a
group of Mallards

Pair of Wigeon

Shoveler (male)
(Photos – M Randle)

A report by local birding expert, Steve Waite, recorded 1,500 Jackdaw migrating West in just two hours and
he says the best is yet to come: tens of thousands of Wood Pigeons are expected in the first couple of
weeks of November, heading the same way.
One of the best ways to observe this area is by tram, as it trundles along between the Hides and the river
area. (Seaton Tramways run special birding trips from Seaton to Colyford at certain times of the year, with
commentary by experts. Advance booking is advised.)
At the Northern end of the Axe Estuary lies the Saltmarsh of Colyford Common. Accessed from an
entrance opposite Popes Lane on the Seaton Road, Colyford, this is a wonderful area for birding at high
tide, when many birds are driven off the Estuary mud by the rising water. (This area, unfortunately, is not
accessible by wheelchair.) During the Summer months, a herd of beautiful Devon Ruby Red Cattle graze
along the walkway, and Otters have been spotted, as well as a Short-tailed Vole, albeit – unfortunately – a
dead one. Last time I was there I witnessed two Ravens mobbing a Buzzard, which was quite a spectacle.
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Bird ringing is carried out by experts from the local authorities, together with a specialist bird ringer. I was
fortunate enough to witness two young Moorhens being gendered and ringed on a recent visit to the hide.
This is very delicate work and something I wish I had taken up myself, when I was still young enough to do
so. At the last ringing session, 138 birds were caught by mist nets and included Blackbird, Dunnock, Song
Thrush, Goldfinch, House Sparrow, Chaffinch, Robin, Redwing, Reed Bunting, Stonechat, Blue Tit, Longtailed Tit, Cetti’s Warbler, Wren, and –the highlight of the day – a young, male Kestrel. All were released
unharmed.
This is a truly wonderful area for the birder and one is constantly being informed of rare or scarce birds that
are visiting the area.
The Countryside Service of the East Devon District Council supply wardens on the first and last Friday of
each month for a “Meet the Birds” Get-together in the Hides, and it is great to see many groups – old and
young, peering through the windows of the Hide, helped by the wardens. Anyone can turn up; they usually
start at 09.30.
The EDDC has just launched its forthcoming Wetlands Projects, which will transform this whole area into a
spectacular nature reserve, with cycle paths and walkways, all interconnected. More bird hides will be built,
as well as a Visitor Centre, the whole project costing between £1m - £1.5m. It is going to take 5 years to
complete and is expected to attract some 30,000 visitors per year. Educational nature projects will be run
for school children.
I would encourage anyone to visit the Hides, if they are in the area. And don’t forget to bring your
binoculars, as there is plenty to see. Even if you are just walking along the Promenade in Seaton and
look out to Sea, you might get – no, it would take too long to list all the seabirds. But there is a little café at
the end of the Promenade, from where you can see Seaton Hole, a top place for roosting ducks. Oops,
there I go again!
Alan Romp

More about France
This year’s camping holiday had much the same format as previous years but with more rain. The weather
in May and June in central and western France was the same as in the U.K.; cold and wet. Most years we
notice the difference in the crop heights the other side of the channel, but not this year. First stop was
Blois. Little to report, rivers high and still raining, a good job the tents are waterproof. The following day’s
drive got off to a good start which was as well as we had a long drive south to a small town just north of
Clermont-Ferrand. We did see one encouraging sign while driving through a wooded valley; a Hoopoe flew
across, easy to spot with its distinctive black and white wing bars and its looping flight not unlike that of a
Woodpecker. Next day the sky was clear for our drive down the E11, the high alpine route over the Central
Massif into the Cevenne National Park. The campsite we had chosen was near St Ambroix, as we wished
to be closer to the Camargue where we hoped to go bird watching on the marshes.
A short walk from the camp site we watched a large flock of bee-eaters sorting out their roost for the night.
Like Starlings they take a long time to settle, and in a similar way they do an awful lot of chattering. The
camp was cut into the steep hillside, which was wooded with giant rock outcrops overlooking a wide fertile
valley with a clear stream teaming with fish running through it. Golden Orioles were constantly calling in
the treetops but you had to be quick to spot these handsome yellow and black birds. As we have
commented before, when camping the wild life comes to you. While eating our evening meal, enhanced by
a bottle of very pleasant red wine; as is our custom, we had been watching two different species of ant in
procession carrying seeds to their nest holes. Suddenly I spotted a snake about 70cm long wriggling past
the table leg and heading for our tent. In an instant we were up to see where the snake was going; taking
care not to knock the bottle over. The problem with snakes is they don't hang around; we just managed to
get a good look before it disappeared under the ground sheet never to be seen again! A quick look in the
reptile book told us it was a Viperine Snake.
The combination of a very dry April with high temperatures followed by rain meant that a lot of early flowers
had finished but we did find some of interest. Growing in a storm drain on the site we spotted a Martagon
Lily, a first for us but sadly spoilt two days latter when the storm drain was in action following another
deluge. A common shrub in the hedgerows was the spiney form of Medlar, not very common over here.
On a rare fine day driving on high ground east of Ales we came across wonderful hay meadows pink with
Sainfoin;
I am not sure if it was sown or just in the grass sward.
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The air was filled with the sound of insects; both honey and bumble bees, hover flies and butterflies of all
shapes and sizes, the most spectacular being the White Admiral. Sainfoin, we found, used to be grown
as a high protein feed for cattle. In the UK it is more common to see the darker mauve flowered Lucerne
growing, both are in the pea family. Looking around the same area we also found Lesser Sainfoin growing
in the meadows, both forms are native to the lime stone area.
The day we picked to drive to the Camargue the weather was fair, the two hour drive was good until we
reached the flat marshland area then the clouds rolled in and down came the rain. We had driven across
the area before but not on this route. We headed for St.Maries only to find it was heaving with people and
coaches. Most of the interest seemed to be in the white horses. In all the traffic we missed the sign for the
ornithological park and finished up at the sea front. Determined not to have a wasted day we picked a
route back on minor roads across the marshes. This time we came across places to stop and use our
binoculars. First stop a small flock of Flamingos; as Angela said just like the ones at the zoo. What Angela
meant was that they were as highly coloured as the zoo’s, which are fed to give them a good colour.
Lunchtime was calling so we stopped on the side of a canal with tall reed beds on either side. In spite of
the rain Willow Warblers and bunting were flying in and out of the reeds, then a fly past of Purple Heron
and Cattle Egrets followed by a Squacco Heron, all observed from the car. Before we left the marshes with
its reed beds and rice fields we did spot a Great White Egret lording it over its smaller relatives.
Time to move on again, leaving the camp site we head for Ales then Florae and the Tarn Valley, at which
point we took to the minor roads to cross the Causse Mejean, one of the districts which make up part of the
Cevenne National Park. The Michelin Map shows double red and yellow for autoroute, red for national
routes, yellow for inter-regional routes, white and white with red for difficult and dangerous minor roads.
You guessed it! That is our kind of holiday road; the first section climbed very steeply up onto the high
plateau, then a similar descent at the other end into the Gorge du Tarn with one hair pin bend requiring
two shunts to get round. This was, as expected, a most spectacular part of our journey with hardly any
traffic and the verges and banks covered in wild flowers like a rock garden. The meadows, mainly for hay,
were a riot of colour either blue and white with Vipers Bugloss or Meadow Clary and Ox-eye Daisy, the
alternative being pink with Sainfoin. Had we the time we could have spent all day looking around but we
needed to reach Blois in the Dordogne by late afternoon.
This was an interesting site surrounded in mature woodlands. Sweet Chestnut was the predominant but
also a lot of Walnuts in the small fields. Wild cherry (Primus avium), the sweet variety, was common in the
hedgerows and good to eat, Cherry Plum (Primus domestica) was also to be found but was not worth
eating. In the mature woods with rotting tree trunks around, dusk brought out Stag beetles in their
hundreds looking for a mate and finding them with ease. A plant that caught my eye on a dry bank was
Yellow Wort with its leaves wrapped around the stem. My books tell me Yellow Wort was used as a dye
plant. As it is not that common a plant these days it poses the question was it once cultivated or was it just
collected and sold on through traders in local markets? Tiverton's claim to fame was based on the cloth
trade and dyeing, where did it get its dye plants from?
Once again we moved on to the West Coast for our last campsite. The third week in June we normally
expect the sun to be shining and Sunflowers to be in full bloom; not this year. This rather sums up this year’s
visit to France, still lots of interesting things to see and find but so much nicer when it is not raining. I am
quite sure we will be back for more fun under canvas in France but maybe not next year.
Keith and Angela Owers

Grass Snakes Update
In the last Newsletter Doris Leader described how she had found 20 Grass Snake eggs in her compost bin
and how she had brought them to Roliphants in the hope that they might be incubated. I am pleased to be
able to tell you that 11 of the eggs hatched successfully. Five of them had a congenital defect with their
eyes and died but the remaining six survived and were released in a suitable habitat at Roliphants on a
mild day in early November, once they were seen to be feeding.
There are two points to consider with regard to this experience:
a)
That it has been possible to successfully incubate Grass snake eggs and rear the young to the
stage where they can be released back into the wild.
b)
Should anyone in future inadvertently unearth the nest of a Grass snake or come across a nest or
eggs that has met with such fate then by all means let me have them as I am sure they will stand more
chance of success than if they are simply replaced or relocated.
Grass snakes generally emerge from hibernation in early April and within a month or so will have mated.
Eggs are laid in early July and hatch around two months later in late August and early September. The
young Grass snakes tend to be a greyish brown until they have had their first skin shedding (slough) when.
they then change to their normal darker brighter colour and start to feed.
At this stage they will be about
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six to six and half inches long and will readily take small newts, toads and frogs, their normal diet. They
might take earth worms but I have not actually seen them do so

Grass snake about to hatch – note the eye
through the split in centre of egg

Young Grass snake after first skin shed
(Photos by Alan Hopkins)

Alan Hopkins

Reports on Meetings
Friday 21st September 2007 – John Walters “Wildlife Highlights of 2006”
If you missed this you missed a treat.
A last minute change of programme; Lucy Hawkes was not
available but we were fortunate in obtaining the services of John Walters who gave a first class
presentation of his 2006 Wildlife Highlights. John is a professional naturalist and has been involved with
the recent programme “Nature of Britain” and the production of a book, “Dartmoor Wildlife”. This has
involved much skill and patience getting animals to perform either in a studio or in the wild. He illustrated
this using meal worms to lure Stonechats to within camera range (hopefully without the interference of the
Dartmoor ponies). Not to be outdone his eight year old son, concealed inside a cardboard box outside his
back door, captured some remarkable close ups of Woodmice on his video camera; spending several
hours in the process. Some kids have more than a 20 minute attention span – a future professional
camera man no doubt!
Using a sequence of still photos of a landscape scene he showed the changes through the seasons and, at
close up level, the flowering of wild garlic. Alternating between video and still shots John went on to show
us a wide range of wildlife events. Some of these are listed as follows:
Orange Underwing moth;
Large Tortoiseshell butterfly (could this species be making a comeback?);
Short nosed oil beetle (not seen since 1938);
Ragged nose oil beetle (not seen since 1890s) this was a dead specimen but there must be some
alive!
Cryptic colouration as displayed by the Lunar Thorn and Miller moth caterpillars;
A stunning video sequence of the Orange Tip’s caterpillars undergoing pupation and emergence;
A similar sequence of the Puss moth caterpillar and its bark covered cocoon;
Narrow bordered Bee Hawk moth showing the mating sequence with a captive newly emerged
female as a lure;
Moon moths pairing lured with a synthetic pheromone;
Goat moth and Lobster moth (named after its caterpillar);
White Admiral and a Lappet moth perfectly camouflaged among leaf litter;
The Wool carder bee which collects plant hairs to make a nest before laying its eggs and
provisioning it with nectar and pollen for the future larva;
Water spider cleverly photographed in its diving bell;
Hornet Robber fly – a savage predator of other insects;
Birds shown included a Pied Flycatcher – this with its nest at the base of a tree nest hole and an
excellent video sequence of a Cuckoo with its Meadow pipit nest.
Another video sequence featured an Adder consuming the young of a Willow Warblers nest, while
close by the hapless parent birds alarm called in protest. This was a classic case of being in the
right place at the right time and being alerted by the alarm calls.
John also gave us an insight with the behind the scenes action at the “Springwatch” base camp at
Fishleigh in Devon.
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Altogether this was a feast of information provided by a random collection of material presented “off the cuff”
There’s a lesson here for members. You might not quite match John’s expertise but you have a good
chance of catching and recording something unusual and if you do we would like to see it – perhaps at a
“Reflections” or “Round Table” meeting.
Friday 19th October 2007 - “A Voyage to Antarctica” by Brian Maddock

From here Shackleton, using a small whale boat and five crew headed back east 800 miles to South Georgia
and crossed its mid-mountain range to reach help. After several attempts to rescue the expedition members
left on Elephant Island he finally succeeded. So ended an unsuccessful expedition marked mainly by heroic
survival. Committed to Antarctic Exploration, Shackleton was back in South Georgia in January 1922 but
died there of a heart attack on January 5th, just 48 years old, worn out by his exertions.
The significance of this story was that Brian’s voyage aboard a Russian Icebreaking ship (which must have
been reassuring) was that it would follow a similar route to Shackleton’s. And so to Brian’s excellent film
documentary; Starting from the most southerly Argentine City, Ushuaia, they sailed east to South Georgia.
This is perhaps one of the best locations to photograph and film the wildlife of the South Atlantic and Brian
made good use of the opportunities. Much of the BBC’s Antarctic filming has been done in the same area.
From here the voyage progressed south to the Weddell Sea and the Antarctic continent with its spectacular
glaciers, mountains, icebergs and of course penguins, seals, skuas, albatross etc. Three species of penguin,
namely Macaroni, Chinstrap and King were filmed in their colonies. Fur seals have recovered from near
extinction and no trip to the Antarctic would be complete without a few whale sightings.
Landings were made by Zodiac inflatables; lifejackets and waterproofs were provided. The ships which
undertake these eco-tours are not the luxurious cruise ships of the Mediterranean and Caribbean so the
journey can be a bit challenging. However the relatively small and cosmopolitan group size and informative
backup with insight into wildlife and some research stations in the wilderness, made it a memorable
experience. The quality of Brian’s video was first rate, again demonstrating the scope which camcorders
provide for amateurs to capture unique wildlife events.
Friday 16th November 2007 – The Great Trees of East Devon

Champion Luccombe Oak – Phear Park Exmouth
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Particular mention was made of:
the Great Oak of Upton Pyne – estimated to be 700 years old;
the Champion Luccombe Oak at Clyst Hydon (a hybrid between the Turkey Oak and the Cork Oak);
the Killerton Giant Redwood planted in 1853;
the Killerton Sweet Chestnut planted around 1777;
the Farway Yew – over 1,000 years old;
the East Budleigh Mark Tree (a variety of Holly) whose roots are believed to extend right under the
adjoining cottage - the current tree is probably a regrowth from these roots
the King John’s Oak – 10.8 metres in girth.
The UK has more than two thirds of the ancient trees in Northern Europe (significant when we have less
actual forest than many European countries. – we obviously cherish old things). At least five rare lichens are
considered dependant on ancient trees and old trees in general are important for bats and numerous
invertebrates. Many ancient trees have much dead wood, are hollow or variously dilapidated. The Devon
Ancient Tree Forum aims to protect trees by cooperating with landowners and offering advice on
management. Kate also stressed the importance of protecting the root system around the tree by avoiding
impacting caused by vehicles, livestock and people. Likewise, fertilisers which could be harmful to root
systems should be limited as well as indiscriminate tree surgery. These were all factors which could help to
prolong the life of an ancient tree.
Further mention was made of hedgerow trees and orchards where many old tree varieties still exist biodiversity in both these locations is important. Devon has 20% of the UK’s species rich hedgerows and
these need careful management which can be costly. It is in danger of being neglected as farm labour
becomes ever more scarce. Future tree planting schemes are popular and various tree seed banks are
being set up such as the one at Bicton.
The second part of Kate’s presentation was about the Axe Estuary Wetland Project, to which Alan Romp also
refers in his article above.
Kate said that the aim was to extend the reserve by increasing the wetland
area, creating brackish lagoons and more reedbeds. This should particularly favour breeding waders such
as the Redshank. The District Council, who will administer the scheme, will approach the Heritage Lottery
Fund for support. Kate made booklets about the scheme available to members.
In summary, Kate’s presentation raised awareness as to what was possible and provoked many questions
from the floor. We look forward to positive developments within the next few years.

