Summer into Autumn 2009
Chairman’s Notes
So who said this summer couldn’t be as bad as last year’s? Well as far as the weather is concerned it may
yet retrieve itself but with the wettest July recorded since 1914 it has a little bit to do yet. The July rainfall in
the Tiverton area was officially recorded as 249mm which is way above the average. However, we had some
nice sunny days in the late spring and early summer and it was during the weekend of 28th/29th May when we
had southerly winds that we had the spectacular influx of Painted ladies. At the time we were spending a day
in north Cornwall and at Trevose Head practically every clump of thrift was smothered in them. It was
noticeable that in colour they had a pale washed out appearance. Now their offspring are flying and they are
much more like we expect to see with stronger bolder colouring. We also had an amazing number of flowers
in bloom both wild and cultivated whilst other notable events were the huge swarms of ladybirds and
considerably more wasps in some parts of the country than in recent years although we don’t seem to have
more than usual locally .
However, for Brenda and I it is the sheer numbers of fledgling birds we have seen and at our home at Sunny
Cottage we have been inundated with them. Apart from numerous young Blue and Great tits we have had
large numbers of Greenfinches, Goldfinches, House sparrows and of course Robins, Blackbirds some
Dunnocks and Nuthatches.. However the highlights for us were two ‘firsts’. During the winter we had our
usual small flock of Siskins and by early April most had left but one pair remained to breed somewhere close
by. By the second week in May young Siskins were feeding in the garden. In appearance they were very
heavily spotted and they were delightfully naïve as we could walk right up to them and they would just peer at
you inquisitively before eventually deciding they ought to fly off. There was no way we could have got near
the adults in this way, any movement and they were gone. Whilst Siskins are known to breed in Devon it is
not that common as most return to their traditional breeding grounds in mountainous regions further north.
The interesting point is that the adults left once the young ones appeared and after a couple of weeks so did
the young ones.
Our other ‘first’ was a pair of Bullfinches who took up
residence near our garden in early April. In fact I had
only seen a Bullfinch in the garden on two previous
occasions so was quite surprised. The pair could be
seen feeding on black sunflower seeds at most times
of the day but as time went on it was mainly the male
that we saw and we assumed that the female was
probably sitting on eggs. We were hoping that if they
were successful in rearing some young we might have
them visit the garden and our hopes were realised
when in early June we had our first visit.
The young
Bullfinches were a rich brown in colour with a chestnut
face, black flight feathers and white wing flashes and of
Juvenile Bullfinch (Photo Malcolm Randle)
course with the classic black stubby bill. The bullfinches, adults and young stayed around for several weeks
but we have not seen them for some time now.
I cannot say we really look forward to the winter but first we have the autumn which always has plenty to offer
and sometimes the winter has its surprises too.
Malcolm Randle
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Features
A “Grand” bat walk.
On Friday 12th June the rangers of the Grand Western Canal held one of their occasional bat walks which I
joined, along with two other society members. We were very pleased we did so as it was a most successful
evening.
The weather did not look promising, but by 9pm , when the walk started, the sky had cleared and was quite
bright, so with an early emergence of bats we got some very good sightings.
Mark, the canal nature reserve manager, gave a short and clear 10 minute talk about the canal and bats in
general, and then went on to tell us about the six species of bats which we might encounter and how to
identify them by their flight patterns and the sounds they make. You can’t hear the bats directly, but by using
bat detector boxes, some supplied by the rangers plus one or two taken along by enthusiasts, the sounds are
translated in to clicks and squeaks detectable to the human ear.
If you are unfamiliar with a bat box, they are about the size of a small digital
camera. The sounds made by the different bat species are at different
frequencies, so are fairly easy to identify, by combining the sound signature,
flight patterns and habitat of each one.
Apart from the frequency, the bats species make clicks at different speeds,
which speed up as they home in on their prey, finalising with a “squelch” as they
catch their meal.
It would appear from our two hour walk that the number of bats on the canal is
very healthy. We were able to identify four species, both types of Pipistrelle,
Daubenton’s bat and the Noctule (illustrated).
Peter Richardson

“Slip Sliding away“? Slide copiers - One mans view of the best type and how I
use it.
I have been an enthusiastic photographer since my early teens, and for more than forty years took
predominantly “828” format or 35mm slides on a variety of different make films, as I suspect did many other
members.
I still have my old projector (as long as my last bulb lasts), and a simple screen, but we only
seem to get down to setting this up and indulging in a little nostalgia once a year at most.
I have been increasingly concerned that despite careful storage, many of the slides are deteriorating, either
fading almost away as is the case with “Ilford” film, or turning very blue as happens with my “Agfa” slides. Of
all the makes Kodak has lasted best, but the only ones in really good order are those that were perfectly
exposed, those that were too bright have faded, whilst those that were underexposed have started to darken.
I resolved to try to copy the slides to my computer to “freeze” the deterioration. I found the commercial cost
prohibitive as I have thousands of slides. To this end I bought a gadget called a “Slidescan“. This was 2
mirrors mounted in a black triangular box. It worked , but it took many attempts with each slide to position just
right on my flatbed scanner with the slidescan over the top. I did not think I would live long enough to get all
my slides copied, so I gave up the attempt.
I continued to try out other types of slide copier and eventually found the most successful to be an AICO
video slide copier at £49.99. This takes a variety of slides in many different mounts and as long as you set it
up correctly at the start of a session, all your copies are straight and true.
I have found that the best thing to do is mount the camera with the copier attached on a tripod and then copy
100-200 slides at a time. The other thing that is very important is the light source. I think I have tried every
sort of artificial light available ,both from behind and in front of the copier, but have found nothing to compare
to a nice sunny day out of doors My neighbours are therefore often treated to the sight of me sitting on the
bench in my front garden with a camera pointed to a clear blue sky (never directly towards the sun) clicking
away.
Once copied, you do need to use a simple editing suite to bring your photos back to full size, but you also
have the advantage that even the simplest photo editor allows you to enhance the bad photos and
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bring them back nearer to their original state.
As an illustration of what can be done, I have shown below the results from my most severely faded and.
moisture damaged slide. Of particular interest to me as it is a photo of my first (and only) wife Shelia, on
honeymoon on Skye in 1973. Not a great photo, but at least something worth keeping, faults and all

Before enhancement

After enhancement

Peter Richardson

The “Mega Rare” at Braunton Burrows – a chance sighting of a
Blue-cheeked Bee-eater that frustrated the “Birders”
In the early evening following a brief visit to Braunton Burrows, North Devon, on 30th June this year I hadn’t
driven far towards Wrafton when I spotted an unusual bird silhouette on the telephone wires over the water
meadows. Having been lucky enough to spend time in East Africa I was immediately aware what it was likely
to be a bee-eater. Reversing back (a well practiced manoeuvre for those in rural veterinary practice!!) I was
relieved to see the bird still there. As luck would have it, I had my camera on the passenger seat of the car
and the bird stayed long enough for me to take two photographs through the car windscreen (not pursuing it
any further).
Driving back to Mid Devon I reflected on how lucky I had been to see a bee-eater. Having returned home,
with the bird book out and using my rather poor quality photograph, I soon worked out that this was clearly
not a European Bee-eater but a Blue-cheeked Bee-eater (Merops persicus)! At this point I still wasn’t fully
aware of the significance of my sighting.
The following day, whilst speaking to a friend on the telephone, I mentioned my
good fortune. At this point he became very excited and, looking it up on the
internet as we spoke, told me that there had only been eight previous reports
in the UK. This placed the Blue-cheeked Bee-eater in the “mega rare” status
rather than the “scarce” status of the European Bee-eater!
Blue-cheeked Bee-eater
( Photo Stephen Powles)

I don’t know much about the “twitcher” community but I am very
uncomfortable with the stories about vast hordes of people descending on
rare sightings, especially in such a habitat as the lanes around Braunton
Burrows. I intended to keep the whereabouts of my find quiet (until it had moved
on) to protect both the bird and the Burrows. The thought of hundreds of people
descending on the Burrows appalled me. Three days following my sighting I
informed the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), saying no more than it was in North Devon. The BTO
informed me that my sighting was already on the internet! What I hadn’t realized was that my contact had
already let “the bird out of the bag” detailing the sighting AND the location. Friends of my contact were there
within 48hrs of me telling him, ready to spread the news should it still be present. Luckily it wasn’t and the
Burrows and my conscience were spared! “Twitchers” are frustrated by birds such as this bee-eater as they
tend to move on …….. and doubly frustrated by people like me who try to “suppress” the details. One website
rather irritatingly comments, referring to my sighting “It’s always a non birder….”
Three days prior to my sighting one had been seen in the New Forest and subsequently there were repeated
sightings in Kent on 22nd July but it had moved on by the next day. The one and only record for Devon was in
1987 (remarkably on the same day of the year!).
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Blue-cheeked Bee-eaters are resident in Northern and sub-Saharan Africa, and from NE Egypt and the Near
East through the Middle East and Southern Russia to Asia. They winter in southern Africa. They are insect
eaters, taking most of their food on the wing. Their diet includes bees, wasps and hornets which are disabled
by rubbing them against a perch to expel the venom. Like kingfishers, bee-eaters nest in burrows made in
sandy banks.
There are about twenty sightings of European Bee-eaters each year in the UK with the occasional record of
them breeding (sometimes successfully).
So, what would you do if you were to make such a sighting ? Do you agree with my concerns? I know I will be
more careful next time.
Should you wish to find out more, try: - http://www.birdguides.com/species/species.asp?sp=087018
Stephen Powles

Rare birds? In Canada
Shelia and I recently went on holiday to Ontario Canada; we went to visit relatives at their new home in
Wasaga Beach, a town two hours north of Toronto on Georgian Bay, which is a huge bay off Lake Huron. It
sounds grand but the scenery is very flat and quite frankly rather boring. The only exception being the
Niagara escarpment and as we were flying in to Toronto, we took time to visit Niagara Falls before going
visiting.
Despite the nature of our holiday, we did get in a bit of wildlife watching and
were able to identify more than 50 bird species, 31 new to us, as well as
seeing Black and Grey squirrels, Chipmunks,
White tailed deer and a Gopher or
Woodchuck (known in USA as a
Groundhog).
Among the birds we saw both the largest
(Turkeys) and the smallest (Ruby-throated
hummingbirds), as well as many common
birds such as Blue jays and large numbers
of Turkey vultures, these occupy the same
niche as our Buzzards, but are both bigger and
common.
Turkey Vulture

more
Blue Jay

(Photos by Peter Richardson)

Why the title of this article? Well I came to ponder what people regard as rare, some of their very common
birds were rare to us, whilst two of the rarest in Ontario are common at home, namely Magpies and Common
Terns. The rarest of all was the easiest to see this being the Piping Plover, a small wader very similar to our
Ringed Plover. Once common it bred right along the Eastern North American coast from Newfoundland to
North Carolina. However the regular beaches it likes to return to each year
for nesting are often those used by people for recreational purposes.
The U.S. Wildlife and Fisheries service estimates that there are fewer than
2000 breeding pairs remaining, although only 50 nest sites are known. The
higher figure is an estimate from known data. One such nesting area is at
Wasaga beach, where we were visiting, one of the most popular holiday
areas for Toronto residents who throng in their thousands to the beach at
weekends and holidays but regardless the nesting plovers sit tight. Low
fences are put up around the nesting areas, about the size of two tennis
courts, then when the birds are brooding, a cage about 16 ft square is
placed over them with a mesh big enough for them to come and go but too
small for predators such as Ring Billed gulls.
Very easy to see with binoculars, these birds are extremely well camouflaged and very difficult to photograph
through the fencing so I have used a drawing, so you can see what they look like.

Peter Richardson
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The Red Kites of the Aston Rowant National Nature Reserve
One of the highlights of the summer for us was a visit to the Aston Rowant national nature reserve (managed
by Natural England) and located in the Chiltern Hills on the Oxfordshire Buckinghamshire border close to the
M40. The reserve is made up of Chalk meadows and beech woods making the reserve an excellent location
to see a selection of all types of wild life. Raptors including Kestrels and Buzzards can be seen frequently
from either side of the reserve but it is the Red Kite (Milvus Milvus) that for us was the main attraction.
Access to the reserve is from a local road from the A40 between junctions 5 and 6 on the M40.
Before arriving at the reserve we had seen several of these magnificent birds with their six foot wingspan and
distinctive forked tail, hovering or flying mostly over the roadside verges but sometimes across the adjacent
fields, sometimes being mobbed by crows. The reserve is on an escarpment with splendid views of the
surrounding countryside. The Red Kites were introduced at Aston Rowant around 20 years ago and have
progressively increased in numbers and spread out considerably in their territory. Apart from the Chilterns
populations occur in mid Wales, north Scotland, central Scotland, east Midlands and Yorkshire.
All these
populations except the one in Wales, are the result of re-introduction and over the past couple of years they
have begun to establish themselves in Somerset and Devon having been seen over Exmoor and recently at
Shobrook near Crediton. Worldwide, they can be found in parts of Europe, the Middle East and along the
north African coast.
During our visit we saw several Red Kites, up to around a dozen at one time, some of them riding on
thermals and updraughts just drifting across the escarpment near to a wooded section at the far end where
there were probably nests. Some came quite close and gave us excellent photo opportunities.

A Red Kite at Aston Rowant
(Photo by Malcolm Randle)

Red Kites mainly scavenge on dead animals, but will also feed on chicks, small mammals and invertebrates
such as beetles and earthworms. It was the false belief that kites killed lambs and gamebirds which led to
their widespread persecution but they pose no threat to sheep farming or game rearing, although they will eat
dead lambs and pheasants. A kite's territory varies depending on the abundance of food. Where food is
plentiful, large numbers of kites can be found living together.
Red kites usually commence breeding at between two and three years old and more often than not pair for
life. In March, kites begin to spend more time in potential nesting areas. They will use nests abandoned by
other birds, or will build their own in tall trees. The nests are made from large sticks and are normally lined
with wool, which the birds collect along with other unusual items such as pieces of plastic, and sometimes
even items of clothing. Normally two to three lightly flecked white eggs are laid with incubation being carried
out by the female, who is fed at the nest by the male but they will sometimes incubate for short periods
(usually less than 30 minutes) while the female goes off to feed, hunt or preen. Eggs hatch between 31 and
35 days after incubation, resulting in chicks hatching at two or three day intervals. They fledge at around six
to seven weeks and remain with their parents for another 10 days or so before becoming independent.
Overall the reintroduction of Red Kites has been a real success story and they are now firmly established.
Malcolm Randle
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Brainy Birds
It is well known that certain bird species are more intelligent than others, and probably the best known group
are the Corvids. I am sure that like me, you have read articles about Crows dropping nuts under car wheels
at traffic lights , but we have seen examples nearer to home. We get flocks of Jackdaws and Rooks in our
garden who so far have managed to get at our seed/nuts/fat balls
however difficult we make access to them and we have also had
Crows come down in winter who have buried food for later or have
dunked it in a bird bath to soften it, but the most outstanding are the
Magpies.
Sometimes we have seen bravery( or foolhardiness) when Magpies
try to bully Sparrow Hawks into giving up their kill, but this week we
saw behaviour that could only result from forward planning. A
Magpie flew into the garden with a large hard pizza crust and went
directly to the bird bath where it systematically softened one bit at a
time so that it could be eaten.

(Photo by Peter Richardson)

I am wondering how many other examples of intelligence have been seen by members , who thought it was
not worth reporting.
Peter Richardson

Dippers (Cinclus cinclus)
On the 11th April Alison Lawrence sent in the following e-mail - “ It may be of interest to members that
there is a well camouflaged dipper’s nest in a tree stump opposite The Anglers Rest at Fingle Bridge. I was
there at lunchtime on 10th April and the parents were bringing food at fairly frequent intervals. I could see 2
chicks whose open beaks were visible from the picnic tables in the pub garden every time the parents
arrived. The chicks are quite noisy and the parents approach in different ways. One flies low along the
surface of the river than swoops up to the nest, the other flies to a small rock to the right of the nest, dips a
few times and then goes to the nest. Each visit is brief but with binoculars is worth waiting for. I've no idea
when the chicks hatched so anyone wanting to see them might like to go sooner rather than later. The only
clues to the chicks' presence between parental visits are a few white splashes at the base of the stump (on
the right side when viewed from the pub garden). The parents removed one faecal sac while I was watching
the nest”
Alison’s e-mail was circulated to members and also placed on the ‘Items of Interest’ page of the website. In
response Stephen Powles sent in the following article on Dippers plus the splendid accompanying photo
that he took the previous year.Dippers are thrush sized birds with a dark brown/rusty
brown body and large white bib. They are mostly
resident, tending to live and breed along shallow fast
flowing streams. Uniquely amongst song birds, they dive
for aquatic invertebrates and small fish, swimming
underwater and walking along the bottom.
Unlike many water birds, dippers are generally similar in
form to most terrestrial birds (for example they do not
have webbed feet), but they do have some physiological
adaptations to their aquatic habits. Their wings are
relatively short but strongly muscled, enabling them to be
used as flippers underwater. They have dense plumage
with a large preen gland for waterproofing their feathers.
Their eyes have well-developed focus muscles that can
change the curvature of the lens to enhance underwater
vision. The white 'eyelid' which can be seen when they
'blink' helps to protect the eyes when they are searching
for food underwater. They have nasal flaps to prevent
water entering their nostrils. Their blood has a high
haemoglobin concentration, allowing a greater capacity
Dipper feeding chicks
(Photo by Stephen Powles)
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to store oxygen than terrestrial birds, enabling them to remain underwater for up to at least 30 seconds.
They nest on ledges and crevices using moss (amongst other materials) to construct a domed nest. Nest
sites are traditional, one report claiming 123 years of continuous use. The nest is very like that of a wren, as
are the shape and movements of the dipper itself. A clutch of 4-5 eggs is laid from February to May,
sometimes followed by a second brood later in the year. The young fledge at 20-24 days and are then fed for
a further week. Second clutches can follow 10 days following fledging of the first brood, making use of the
original nest.
When stood on a rock they regularly bob up and down, often with their tail cocked up, in a manner very like
that of a wren. As with kingfishers, one often hears them approaching as they call whilst flying at speed along
the water course.
The dipper population is relatively stable across Europe as a whole but some areas, including the South
West, have seen a decline since 1970. This is thought to be due to acidification of the water caused by acid
rain. This may cause a reduction in the aquatic life on which the dipper feeds but could also cause calcium
deficiency in females which then produce thin walled eggs.

Roliphants Report (Sept 4th 2009)

Amphibia.- A good year with numerous baby frogs and toads emerging from ponds in June. .As usual the
young toads leave their natal ponds over a short period corresponding to the short spawning period in March
(synchronised metamorphosis). By contrast froglets emergence from ponds is more spread out and
continued into August many still having a small tail remnant, a feature not seen in toadlets. At the time of the
annual Tiverton High School Ecology course here (June 24th to 26th and June 29th to July 2nd) during which
over 200 pupils attended, the area around the ponds was hopping! Dispersal is now widespread, especially
the young toads, and it is pleasing to see many are already two to three times their emergent size. Palmate
Newts continue to do well. I find it puzzling that in my forays around the garden on humid nights I frequently
pick up female toads whilst so far I have encountered a solitary male. However, as last year I have heard a
male calling on the north pond in August. The question arises, do the sexes separate widely after the Spring
breeding season when the males so conspicuously outnumber the females?
Birds - Camera nest boxes recorded blue and great tit
with all young fledged. It remains to be seen if other
occupied boxes were as successful. Last year several
were found to contain dead young, presumably dead by
starvation. Two pairs of buzzards have bred this year.
The pair which regularly visit the garden feed station are
accompanied by their single offspring who still expects to
be fed and is extremely vocal!
A Spotted flycatcher
family were at the Otter pond recently. Only one pair of
Swallows nested this year, using the usual shed but
then after rearing one brood they moved up the road to
Lower Fordlands to start again. The first brood remained
faithful to the first nest for roosting.
The Otter Pond at Roliphants
(Photo by Malcolm Randle)

Invertebrates - Particular interest in Bumblebees with nest of B terrestris in bird nest box subsequently
parasitized by waxmoth which has now pupated so will await next Spring with interest! A poor summer for
Dragonflies and damselflies with fewer nymphs in pond samples.
Alan Hopkins

The Hummingbird Hawk-moth (Macroglossum stellatarum Family Sphingidae

I expect that at some time or other most people have seen a Hummingbird hawk-moth although no doubt
some were not aware what they were actually looking at. Certainly those people who do not have a lot of
knowledge of natural history might be forgiven for thinking they had seen an actual humming bird as they do
have a very feathery appearance and their behavior is virtually identical. In fact the RSPB often receive calls
from people who think they have seen some kind of hummingbird !
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It is of course a species of hawk moth with a particularly long proboscis which regularly hovers, making an
audible humming noise and these two features make it look remarkably like a humming bird when it feeds on
flowers. It flies during the day, especially in bright sunshine, but also at dusk, dawn and evening and even
in the rain, which is unusual even for day flying hawk moths. Its visual abilities have been considerably
studied and it has been shown to have a relatively good ability to learn colours.
The Hummingbird Hawk-moth is distributed throughout the northern Old World from Portugal to Japan but it is
resident only in warmer climates such as southern Europe, North Africa and the warmer parts of Asia. Being
strongly migratory it can be found virtually anywhere in the hemisphere in the summer but rarely survives the
winter in northern latitudes e.g. north of the Alps in Europe, north of the Caucasus in Russia. In poor summers
it often does not get much further than the southern coastal regions of Britain but generally they can be seen in
most summers and in a good year even as far north as Shetland. In 1946, following World War II, there were
large numbers of them to be seen in Britain. This was put down to all the bedstraw which had been left
untrimmed during the war years providing the caterpillars with an abundance of food. Large numbers were
also seen in the summer of 2003 following the hot dry conditions throughout Europe.
Two or more broods are produced
each year but in the south of the
range there may be three or four
broods. In those regions where it
overwinters it will hide in a
crevice among rocks, trees or
buildings and on very warm days
in mid-winter it may emerge to
feed. The eggs are spherical
and a glossy pale green about 1
mm in diameter. The female lays
them on the food plant,
bedstraws, especially
lady's
bedstraw (Galium verum) and
hedge bedstraw and also
madders (Rubia).
Up to 200
eggs may be laid by one female,
each on a separate plant which
hatch within 6 to 8 days.
Humming Bird Hawk Moth
(Photo by Malcolm Randle)

Newly hatched larvae are clear yellow but within a short time become very colourful with green or reddish
brown body with white dots and dark white and yellow stripes, black spiracles and a blue horn with yellow tip
eventually changing to orange. The larvae can grow up to 60mm in length feeding fully exposed on the top of
the host plant and resting among a tangle of stems. Although dependent on warmth and sun, the larval stage
can be as rapid as 20 days. The pupae are pale brownish with a prominent, keeled proboscis, and two sharp
spines at the end of the cremaster. They are enclosed in loose silken cocoons among the host plant debris or
on the ground among leaf litter.
Adults are particularly fond of flowers with lots of nectar e.g. Jasminum, Buddleia, Valerian, Nicotiana, Primula,
Viola, Syringa, Honeysuckle, Petunias, Verbena, Phlox etc. They are inclined to return to the same flower
beds at about the same time each day. This insect pollinates many popular garden flowers which form tube–
like organs containing nectar.
The late summer peak in numbers of Hummingbird hawk-moths is largely due to the emergence of locally
raised moths. Most of these will then migrate south at the end of the summer but any that are left behind will
almost certainly perish.

Malcolm Randle

Meeting and Event Reports
The Fantastic Geology of Devon – Dr Richard C Scrivener – 17th April
The last indoor meeting before the summer events commenced was presented by a friend of many years
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standing. Our friendship goes back a long way, about 42 years we believe when he was my mentor at the
Exeter Geological Society (then called the Exeter Gem and Mineral Society) giving us leadership and
guidance. At that time he was single and used to whizz around the countryside in a open top sports car
(called by some a “bird catcher”)! His work mapping and advising on geology has been his life although he
does have other interests, namely the gardening club and Devon churches.
Richard’s talk was particularly interesting. He commenced by saying what a very diverse amount of geology
we have in Devon as compared with some counties that have very little diversity. He gave a detailed but
easily understood explanation of their ages and the way in which the rocks were formed and their
composition. This was reinforced by his excellent photographs of the landscape, rock and soil types that
affect vegetation and the areas to find them. He related his talk to the Tiverton area using photos of many
other locations in Devon to make his points and thus maintaining a local interest.
All questions were well answered and easily understood. This was an excellent presentation. Thank you
Richard.
Bill Elmsall

Cricklepit Mill - Devon Wildlife Trust (Exeter) 12th May 2009
An afternoon visit to the relatively new home of the Devon Wildlife Trust attracted 13 members. We were
given a tour of the mill both internally and externally, by one of the staff who described how it was being
gradually restored after years of neglect. The Mill stands on Exe Island which was created when two water
channels, known as Upper and Lower Leat were dug about a thousand years ago. The leats were
constructed in the late Anglo-Saxon period in order to drain the surrounding marshland and provide a source
of power. By 1757 the Cricklepit Mill complex contained three waterwheels driving five sets of mill
mechanisms – three grist mills grinding grain for flour and animal feeds, and two fulling mills for finishing
woollen cloth. The ending of Exeter’s wool trade in the early 19th century coincided with the rise of steampowered machinery to send the city’s fulling mills into a period of steady decline. By the twentieth century
Cricklepit Mill was mainly producing animal feeds.
The Mill area has become a home for wildlife, which of course
has been encouraged. An area of garden underneath the City
Wall had been planted with traditional meadow and arable
plants including cornflowers, poppies, blue corncockles and ox
eye daisies. This part of the garden had also been re-colonised
by plants whose seeds had remained dormant while restoration
of the site took place. A total of 94 different species of plant
have been identified in the garden. From above we looked
down on the ‘green roof’ that covers the new offices made from
plants of the sedum family which as they can exist in a thin, light
soil are able to survive. Cricklepit Mill is home to a wide variety
of wildlife. The building has many nooks and crannies which
have become a home or shelter insects and spiders.
Wood
Members viewing the leat
mice and feral pigeons have also used the mill while Otters regularly
(Photo by Malcolm Randle)
leave their territorial marks by the internal waterwheel which we were
shown. We were able to view a video recording of the otter’s visits.
Mosses and liverworts were growing beside the leat and the water provided a feeding place for fish,
including eels, dragon and damselflies, and birds such as mute swans, moorhens, kingfishers, grey wagtails,
herons and little egrets. Birdfeeders had been hung in the garden which attracted a range of common garden
birds including greenfinches, goldfinches, blue tits, great tits and robins.
We were all agreed that this was a very worthwhile visit and an excellent presentation by our host.
Malcolm Randle

Brownsea Island and Arne - 20th May
Brownsea was one of the long distance outings suggested by members during last winter. It necessitated an
early start but since we were only four, and all early risers, I picked up Alan and then David and Mary and we
were away from Sampford Peverell by 7.15. After a pleasant and uneventful journey we stopped on higher
ground for fresh morning views over Studland Bay and Poole Harbour and eventually arrived at the ferry
terminal at 9.15. Mary had thoughtfully brought all necessities for tea so we topped up and sunned while
waiting. The sun stayed with us all day.
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The ferry to Sandbanks is a giant chain linked affair for the very short first stretch, then a few steps to a
sturdy put-put diesel over to Brownsea. It was, of course, the site of Baden-Powell’s first scout camp and
scouting activity remains to this day.
In private ownership for centuries, the island was bought in 1927 by the reclusive Mary Bonham-Christie and
turned into a dedicated nature conservation area. Relief from noise and stress must be good – she died at
98. . . .Rumours of forced sale and ugly commercial development, saw the National Trust become involved
and they have owned the island since 1961. The patchwork of wood, heath, grassland, cliff and beach has
been maintained and nurtured and we were to see much of this but our first priority was nesting terns. From a
hide not 20ft away from one of the crowded nest islands, with binoculars totally unnecessary, we watched the
frenzied and raucous behaviour of terns and a smaller number of gulls. Semicircular plastic type gutters give
tern eggs and chicks cover from predatory gulls.
Other small specially constructed islands are spread about. Tern colonies thrive here, much to our delight.
Another hide brought similar rewards but our picnic lunch was consumed with a certain vigour at about half
past one
in a third hide high above a couple of inland lakes. Very much more secretive
activity from inland birds at this location of mixed vegetation of dense scrub,
open ground and some well spaced mature conifer and deciduous trees.
Long behind schedule, we had to get a move on. Our circular tour took
us to a small but interesting arboretum, a red squirrel feeding
platform at attic height on the outside of the Dorset Wildlife Trust
house and over minor cliffs down to a stony beach where we idled
for 10 minutes looking at waders and wagtails, listening to curlew
and oystercatcher and soaking up more sun. Further on were
scouting and ecology areas and it was near here that we caught our
first fleeting glimpse of a red squirrel. More elegant than athletic, this
dainty endangered species knows how to survive. Up the trunk,
round the branch, under and over, it evaded two spotters and two
cameras for three minutes or so. We saw where he went, we knew
where he was but, never a clear shot.
Red Squirrel on Brownsea Island
(Photo by Dave Randle Sept 2008)

We continued on our path, winding through the wood and along the cliff top, stopping occasionally to take in
more of the spectacular views. Back to the ferries and the car, more tea and a large slab of bread pudding for
our survival.
What about RSPB Arne? Simply too much interest on Brownsea and not enough time. So it was decided
that we will go again next year but make it a two-day visit and stop overnight, perhaps allowing more to have
the quiet enjoyment and satisfaction that we did.
David Leader

Visit to Braunton Burrows on June 10th.
Eight of us decided to brave the weather and go to Braunton Burrows. When we arrived it looked very black
so we decided to set off and come back to the cars for lunch.
It turned out to be a great day. We set off on the main track hoping to
find the small man made lake we had been taken to two years ago
where there is a meadow full of several varieties of orchid. Sadly we
didn't find it but we did see loads of different flowers, over 84
different ones, which I thought was pretty good. We saw Early
Marsh and Southern Marsh orchids, Pyramidal orchids,
Twayblade, and the Marsh Helleborine was just coming out. The
Twayblade is one of our commonest orchids but is very often
missed because of its good camouflage. Amongst some of the
other interesting plants were; bog pimpernel in sand slacks where it
is actually quite dry, lesser centaury, blue fleabane, sand pansies,
brookweed, iris foetidus, yellow bartsia, common gromwell, and sea
storksbill.
Bog Pimpernel
(photo by Chris Nadin)
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We also saw a few caterpillars, one of them being the Emperor Moth caterpillar which shouldn't really have
been there! Also a Lackey Moth caterpillar and a Brown Tussock moth caterpillar. There were various beetles
one obvious one being the Poplar beetle which is very red and they were everywhere on one of the willows!
The Grizzled Skipper was a good find, also copulating Common Blues, a newly emerged Dark Green Fritillary,
Painted Ladies and Cinnabar Moths. A peculiar larva was the 7 spot lady bird
larva.
There were a couple of different fungi we found but sadly I can't remember
which ones.
We found quite a few dragon flies and damsel flies in the pond area near
to the car park, including a 4 spot libellula.
There were a few birds around but nothing spectacular but we did see
and hear quite a few stonechats. All in all it was an interesting good day.
A friend of Jeff's, Marion, was very good at helping us to name
some of the more obscure plants.

Grizzled Skipper on Southern
Marsh Orchid (Photo by Chris Nadin)

All being well Jeff will have found the grid reference
for the little lake we were trying to find and with the
aid of his GPS system we might be to find it next
year as the orchids there are amazing. I always find
Braunton Burrows very interesting and hope to go
there next year.

Emperor Moth Caterpillar
(Photo by Chris Nadin)

Chris Nadin

Visit to Ashmore Farm, Roseash June 15th 2009.
Cyril Cole was our guide as owner and host for this informative visit to Ashmore Farm where some 30 acres
are given over to conservation concentrating specifically on the restoration of Culm Grassland. Cyril is also
involved with Barn Owl conservation, installing and monitoring nest boxes on several farms around the area
and although at present he does not have nesting at Ashmore, he demonstrated the type of box he uses at the
start of our tour.
We were off first to look at hedgerow management (Cyril is expert in steeping Devon hedges).Then on to look
at yellow rattle to observe how this plant helps to control grass on the better drained areas being a semiparasite. Then on to admire a beautifully constructed lake where apart from native marginal plants a few
exotics had been permitted. Alongside was a smaller shallower scrape pond highly suitable for frogs. Tree
planting has created an area of young woodland with a good mixture of species ,but Cyril has found the use
of herbicide necessary to help control bramble nettles and the more aggressive grasses during establishment.
So on to the culm grassland the restoration and management of which was a revelation. All the expected
species were here , the orchids in profusion! Here that other semi parasite, lousewort thrives on the wet acid
culm. Controlled grazing is practised and in addition cutting is timed to the seeding stage. Some of the crop
which has limited feed value is harvested before it has dried and spread on newly cultivated culm land to reestablish the native flora, a technique which has proved most effective.
The rest of the farm which is better drained is managed as conventional grassland with cattle and sheep,
silage being the main forage crop. As Cyril pointed out much of the effort put into drainage to bring culm into
production is no longer economic to maintain whilst Stewardship grants have made restoration a realistic
proposition permitting productive farming and conservation to co-exist. Members will no doubt compare the
mature culm grassland of Witheridge moor with this restored moorland as it matures.
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Our visit ended enjoying a splendid supper in the farmhouse conservatory with our very hospitable hosts –
Cyril and his wife. Very many thanks!!
Alan Hopkins

Ham Hill and Pitt Pond - 27th June – Keith Hann
This event was a follow up to that held in mid June last year and was again very ably led by Keith Hann.
Twelve members attended and the visit commenced by visiting the site of a quarry which has been closed for
around 12 months. Here a large number of plants and flowers had colonized the area, some of which were
new to the Ham Hill reserve. These included a variety of thistles and Henbane. There were abundant
butterflies on the wing mostly small tortoiseshells, red admirals and some
blues enjoying the sunshine. The views from the monument were superb.
For lunch we travelled to a field that had been recently planted with trees.
It was an excellent location, surrounded by bird song and just as we
would have liked to linger, Keith prodded us all into action again to travel
to Pitt Pond, which we had been unable to attend last year. It proved to
be more of lake than a pond, exceeding five million gallons in volume and
not quite what we had anticipated, which had been for a more wild and
natural pond in an old pit or similar location. Being in private ownership
the surrounds were semi cultivated with the grass cut in places which
made for easy walking.
There were small bridges and islets where
streams ran into the pond and the water lilies were a splendid sight.
There were considerable numbers of moorhens and fish to be seen and
what seemed to be flowers on the Monkey Puzzle trees! The weather
was perfect which helped to make the visit an enjoyable experience so
again, our thanks to Keith.
Sketch of Henbane near the
Milennium Stones by Gavin Haig

David and Doris Leader

Aylesbeare Common RSPB Reserve

- 15th July

Jeff Benn led this visit on
an evening that proved to
be the best weather of the
week. Twelve members
attended and we were
later joined by a member
of
then
Otter
Vale
Association. Initially we
made for the pool area at
the northern and lower
end of the reserve
keeping a look out for
anything of interest as we
went. We were of course
seeking the star of the
reserve, namely Dartford
warblers but they were
not in evidence, initially.
Another star is the Silver
studded blue butterfly, but
the time of day made it
unlikely that we would see
them.
On the way we
could hear several birds
singing in the distance but not
Members visiting the pool area at Aylesbeare Common
sufficiently clear enough to identify.
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
The pond area basically consisted of three ponds,
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one of which was fairly overgrown but the others seemed well maintained. The time of day meant that most
insect life was pretty quiet. However a newly emerged Brimstone butterfly was found at rest low down in long
grass. The party moved on and some members split up from the main party and joined up later. Several
plants had been seen including skull cap, sundews, pyramid and heath spotted orchids. Eventually one
Dartford warbler was spotted at some distance and also a pair of Stonechats. We finally returned to the car
park at around 9.15pm and eight of us went on to Woodbury Common where we were hoping to hear and
maybe see the Nightjars that breed there during the summer months. After a wait of around 20 minutes we
were rewarded by the familiar chirring of a male Nightjar coming from a nearby tree and then making a
display flight right in front of us. We all had an excellent view of this unique bird and left the area feeling that
the visit had been well worth while.
I have made several visits to the Aylesbeare reserve during the summer months at various times of day. The
most successful visit was during the morning of 1st July at around 9am when I saw two pairs of Dartford
warblers both feeding young. They were so absorbed with their task I was able to get quite close to them
and from the cover of a small pine tree managed to get some nice photos.

(male)

Pair of Dartford Warblers at Aylesbeare Common

(female)

photos by Malcolm Randle)

nd

Malcolm Randle

MDNHS Open Day Roliphants Farm - Aug 22

This event was quite well supported by the membership but despite publicity only drew in about eight visitors
(around 30 persons in total)) The main purpose was a social occasion to familiarise members and visitors
with the facilities at the Societies HQ and encourage
participation in our meetings and activities, including
contributions to our regularly updated website (eg
items of interest)

Photos of part of the exhibition
(by Malcolm Randle)

The weather could have been kinder, necessitating some
curtailing of the farm walk and conservation area visits,
but there was plenty to see by way of exhibits, and
around the garden including captive bred reptiles and
newly hatched snakes and tortoises. The food provided
was excellent and provided a small but significant profit
to boost the society’s funds.
There is no doubt that the best way of promoting interest in MDNHS is by personal contact. We are the only
dedicated Natural History Society in Mid Devon and affiliated with Devon Wildlife Trust. This event was a
new venture which we could improve upon, but remember visits to the Society HQ at Roliphants are welcome
at most times, just Tel 01884 252996.
Alan Hopkins
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Programme Notes
The indoor season starts again in September with John Hickey who works for the West Country
Rivers Trust. He talks about river water management and ecology, salmon and trout gravel beds
and, interestingly, about electro-fishing (that’s stunning to you and me]; to catch, weigh, measure,
assess and return unharmed to the river, for census and health purposes.
When Kate Tobin spoke to us about three years ago – Great Trees of Devon – she rounded off
the evening by telling us about the other part of her job with East Devon District Council. So
many questions on both subjects, she was delighted by such an enquiring audience. The Axe
Estuary lagoon construction is now finished. There are 17 islands with various toppings, from
grass to shingle, to prove attractive to as many breeding birds as possible. In October she will
give an illustrated talk on the construction, management, results and, as with all projects of this
nature, the inevitable problems which arise.

In November we were to have heard Robin Khan talking on Nightjars but unfortunately he has
had to cancel as through unforeseen circumstances is unavailable. However we are in the
process of finding another speaker for this occasion and hope that you will be equally well
entertained.
Round Table occupies the December spot. Last year members were asked to seek out and
bring wild flowers in bloom. On December 19th and after several -5 degrees frosts you would not
think there is much around but 41 different plants were identified and noted on the table. The
target this year must be 50, so do your best again, please. Bring anything that might be a basis
for interest and discussion, taxidermy, photos, fungi, books, rocks, nests (wasps as well as
warblers) and skeletons, but better still, anything living.
David Leader

Notices
Devonshire Association course - Enjoying Insects
Dr Robin Wootton is running this course in Exeter which is due to start on Monday 12th October
2009 and will run for ten weeks. The venue will be the Sidwell Centre, Sidwell Street, Exeter and
takes place between7 & 9pm each Monday. The cost will be £80 for pensioners and Devon
Association members. David and I attended this course when it was held in Crediton last autumn
and we can thoroughly recommend it. We learned what truly amazing creatures insects are.
Watch out for posters around the Tiverton area over the next few weeks giving more information.
Doris Leader

Obituary

We were sorry to read in the Tiverton Gazette of the death of Mrs Angela White.
Angela and her husband Trevor were past members of our Society and many of us will
remember the visual talks she gave us on such subjects as the geology of Devon, fungi and
Devon wild flowers. Her knowledge of these subjects was vast and her presentations
memorable. She also led the Society on an excellent visit to Wembury beach where again her
knowledge made the visit all the more pleasurable.
Our sympathy and condolences are sent to Trevor and Angela’s family.

