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                    Chairman’s Notes 
Well spring has really arrived with some beautiful warm sunny days recently after a much more 
normal winter.    We even had snow as far south as Woodbury Salterton and of course mid 
Devon had plenty. It seems as though global warming has been on hold this year although from 
the evidence of what is happening to the ice caps it won’t be long before we start to see its 
effects again.  Maybe if it wasn’t for global warming the winter might have been even more 
severe than it was.   It will be interesting to see how the harder frosts have affected some of our 
garden pests that have been surviving so well in recent winters.  Now we have to hope for a 
better summer than the last two but it can hardly be worse, can it?       
 
At the time of writing (7th April) we still have a small flock of around a dozen Siskins in our 
garden. The Bramblings didn’t stay long at all, just a few days in the end whereas last winter they 
were with us for about three months.  We have plenty of Greenfinches, Chaffinches, and 
Goldfinches but for some reason we haven’t seen our Coal tits, Nuthatches and Greater-spotted 
woodpeckers for several weeks.    It will now be interesting  to see which nest boxes are taken 
over, if any,  and by whom. We saw our first Orange-tip butterfly on 1st April.  
 
I hope as many as possible can get along to some, if not all, of our summer events (described 
below in the ‘Programme Notes’).  I think you will find it well worth the effort. 
 
For those who are able to, I hope you have been having a look at the Society’s Web Site.  It is 
hoped that over the next year we shall be able to cross link it to other Natural History sites. 
Please let me have any items you may have for the Items of Interest page as this is the part that 
passes on information about what is happening around us.  Also, if anyone has an e-mail 
address that I have not already got could you please let me have it as I can then send out more 
information out by that means which of course saves on postage. 
 
In the same way as information is needed for the Web Site it is also needed for the Newsletter, 
preferably in the form of short articles and wherever possible photographs to accompany them.   
Don’t think that your item would not be interesting enough or your photos not good enough.  As 
I’ve said before, the Newsletter should be as representative of as many members as possible.  
                         Malcolm Randle   

  
                                                    Features 

Visit by Alan & Irène Romp to Sri Lanka  
On a late September evening, last year, we left Heathrow on our holiday to Sri Lanka. This was a 
return visit to one of the most beautiful places we had ever visited, known as the “tear drop” in the 
Indian Ocean.  The inhabitants are very friendly, albeit on the whole very poor.   Some parts of 
the  country  were hit  by   the   massive   tsunami,  some  four years  ago, and  evidence  of  that  
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horrific event can still be witnessed in places.  

 
After 12 hours in the air, we stepped out at Colombo airport 
into blazing hot sunshine. Over the coming 16 days, 
temperatures were mostly between 33 and 35oC – day and 
night!  Next up was a 6-hour coach ride, on some of the 
worst roads you could imagine, to our first resort stay at the 
Deer Park Hotel in Giritale, set in the middle of the jungle, 
surrounded by wildlife.  Macaque monkeys tore the wooden 

roof slates off the chalets almost daily, and all the time huge 
colourful butterflies flitted to and from exotic plants. Monitor 

lizards were evident and, of course, our favourites:  many 
species of tropical birds everywhere. 

 .       Little Green Bee-Eater     
(All photos in this article are by Alan Romp)       
The chalets were amazing, with the shower part of the bathrooms being in the open air, though 
thankfully, no-one could see you.  You were able to have a shower looking up at the stars 
through the wire mesh that kept animals out – well, lets say most animals, as the odd big 
beetle and giant millipede got in!  One person in our party even had a resident frog living in the 
plants which grew next to the shower!  
 
One of our first visits was to Minnerya Reserve. All along the roads on the wires, were large 
Kingfishers: White-throated and Stork-billed, 
as well as Spotted Doves. On arrival at the 
Reserve, we quickly dispersed into the backs 
of open Land Rovers for a trip into the wild 
bush.    The ride in these rickety old jeeps was 
not the most comfortable, but certainly most 
interesting:  Little green Bee-eaters and Blue-
tailed Bee-eaters seemed to be everywhere. 
Many other birds were seen and often in 
massive numbers: Painted Stork, Open-billed 
Stork, Black-winged Stilt, Golden Plover, 
Black-headed Ibis, Grey Heron, Purple Heron,  
Eurasian Thicknee,   Common  Sandpiper, 
Pheasant- tailed Jacana,  Intermediate as   Plain Tiger (Danaus chrysippus) 
well as Little Egret, Richard’s Pipit, Cisticola, Common Mynah, Ashy  Prinia,  Indian Pipit, 
Indian Roller, and  many more.   
                                      
After a couple of hours we stopped for some welcome refreshments, including the most 
delicious fresh pineapples, which the  guides had brought along, and almost immediately we 
saw emerging from the bush a wild herd of elephants.   As soon as we got nearer, the  adult 
elephants surrounded their babies in order to protect them. It really was the most wonderful   
and heart-warming sight. Later we saw another herd bathing, which again was an amazing 
thing to witness. 
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Heading back towards the coach, late 

afternoon , we  encountered Grey-headed 
Fish Eagles perched on trees, as well as 
Crested Serpent Eagles. Many noisy, 
squabbling Rose-ringed Parakeets could be 
seen and a host of other bird species. The 
way back to the hotel took us through a 
number of army checkpoints, guarding 
against attacks from the Tamil Tiger rebels,    
always a bit of a threat in this part of the 
country. Arriving back at the hotel we made 
our way      straight to the bar for a large pint 
of  the  local  ice   cold   lager,   even   before 
having  a very much needed shower to wash                    

White-throated.Kingfisher                   the pink dust off.   It went down a treat!   
             
 
Our next excursion was only a matter of some 400 yards from the hotel to the local tank, the 
Sri Lankan name for reservoir, where once again we saw many species of birds, including   
Red-wattled Lapwing, Coucal, Purple-rumped Sunbird, Pond Heron,   Gull-billed Tern, Woolly-
necked Stork, Little Egret,  Little Cormorant,  Paddifield  Pipit,  Grey Wagtail, Oriental Magpie 
Robin and – one of our favourites – the Brahminy Kite.  As we walked home, 
we heard the distinct sound of the Coppersmith Barbet, 
which also hung around our hotel, together with the 
Crimson-fronted Barbet – very strange 
looking birds!  
 
 After a day of lounging around the 
hotel pool,   we  made  our   way  to  
the famous Sigirya Rock 
(imagine a smaller version of 
Ayres Rock), the top of which can be 
visited by climbing over a thousand 
steps. Many centuries ago, one of the kings of 
Ceylon lived up there in   a castle. Goodness only 
knows how they carried all the building materials (and the 
royal family in sedan chairs) up there!                       Red-wattled Lapwing        
We made the climb virtually in the mid-day sun, which was probably madness – well Irène did;  
I only went up a quarter of the way, before returning to safer grounds and chatting to the 
locals. Some ancient murals could be seen on the way up and,  apparently, the view from the 
top was superb.                                 
               
Other trips during that first part of our holiday 
included a night safari, where – with the help 
of our guides’ very strong torches, we saw 
more wild elephant herds, as well as a 
number of Brown Fish Owls. One of the 
highlights of that night safari was being 
able to watch dancing Fireflies – an 
unbelievably enchanting sight, which we 
had never seen anywhere else in the 
world.  
 
The half way point of our holiday came and we  
packed up to travel south-west, for a beach holiday 
and a rest in Kulutura, which was an even longer journey than when  we 
came to Giritale on the first day. This could                            Speckled Pigeon                                        
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partly, but not wholly, be blamed on a hold-up on one of the 

narrow village roads: a huge semi-  wild elephant stood 
right in the middle of the road, holding up traffic on 

both sides.   His aim was to get food from people in 
the cars, buses and coaches. As soon as he was 
fed on one side of the road, he would let the 
vehicle pass and go to the other side of the road 
to repeat the practice. Some shrewd locals 
stood there selling loafs of bread, etc, to the 
passengers of the vehicles. In fact, one 
wondered what had come first: the elephant, 
giving the local shop the idea to sell the food, or 
the idea of making a fast buck by training an  

elephant to stop the vehicles!   Which ever it 
was, the tourists loved it. 

 
Crested Serpent Eagle   

   
        We finally reached 
Kulutura for our seven day 
relaxation break by the sea. Our hotel was only yards 
from the beach, with our room over looking the sea,  
and most evenings we were treated to the most 
spectacular sunsets.  At that time of the evening a 
couple of enormous fruit bats who, during the day-time 
roosted in the hotel grounds, would make an 
appearance, flying around before our eyes. They are 
such strange creatures one could not help but think of 
vampires!   
 
All too soon, our holiday came to an end, and we 
headed back to Colombo airport for our  flight back to 
England.  Although we  had   noticed  some changes in 
“affluence” as far as housing was concerned,  in some 
of the areas, most Sri Lankans in rural areas still live  
very simply.   

 
  The daily ablutions and  washing of  clothes  is   carried 

out in the sea or in rivers.  The one thing that strikes you 
is that people are very friendly, of a sunny disposition      Sri Lankan Grey Langur Monkey                                                                   

 
and interested  in visitors from 
other parts of the world.     That, 
and the fact that the conservation  
of nature seems to be enshrined  
in their way of  life  and  their  
religion,  makes  a visit  to  that  
lovely country so very worth-
while. 

    
    
Female Asian Garden Lizard 

(Calotes versicolor) 
     

 
 

and th     Alan Romp   
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The Dunsford Wildlife Reserve 
Of all the local nature reserves managed by the Devon Wildlife Trust (DWT) the Dunsford 
reserve is perhaps our favourite and not  just because of its magnificent setting in the beautiful 
Teign Valley but also for the 
wonderfully varied flora and 
fauna.  The reserve, which is 
between Steps Bridge and 
Clifford Bridge is owned by 
the National Trust and has 
been leased to the Devon 
Wildlife Trust  since 1965.  
 
Measuring 140 acres in area 
it is part of the Teign Valley 
Site of Special Scientific 
Interest and lies within the 
boundary of the Dartmoor 
National Park.  It is set in a 
deep wooded valley  with 
exposed rocky outcrops and 
occasional clearings along 
which the lovely River Teign winds and tumbles its way.   The time taken to walk from one end 
to the other along the main path which, except in times of flooding,  is easily negotiable, 
depends very much on the amount of time spent absorbing the  surroundings.  The return 
journey can be done in a couple of hours,  if just doing it for the sake of the walk, but I would 
suggest that considerably more time should be allowed. 
 
The woodland has large areas of Sessile oak, with ash, birch and hazel.   Ash is the 
predominate tree in the wetter flood plain areas.   There are also thickets of hawthorn, 
blackthorn, and alder buckthorn plus a  scattering of crab apple trees.  The abundance of 
wild flowers  at all seasons includes wood anemones, ramsons (wild garlic),  wood sorrel and 
pink purslane.  In particular it is one of the principal sites in south-west England for the wild 
daffodil (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) which grows in great profusion along the whole length of 
the reserve and along both sides of the river during the early spring. The slopes support mostly 
bracken, bramble, grasses and yellow cow wheat. On the bare rock outcrops a rarity, the 
toadflax-leaved St John’s wort (Hypericum linarifolium) can be found along  with lichens and a 

few rare mosses.   
 
One of our favourite spots is 
at the far end of the reserve 
where there is an entrance 
off the Dunsford to Clifford 
Bridge road. Here the valley 
broadens out into a wide 
meadow with lovely views of 
the steep surrounding hills.    
The sight of numerous wild 
daffodils is a sight to behold 
whilst later it  becomes a 
carpet of bluebells with a 
scattering of early-purple 
orchids.  
    

 
 

                         River Teign at Steps Bridge 
            (all photos in this article are by Malcolm Randle)                           

 



  
 Due to the variety 

of habitats, the     Dunsford 
reserve is almost  
unsurpassed for its   diversity 
of species,  both plants and 
animals.  It is one of the best 
sites for the  fritillary family of 
butterflies with up to six 
species being recorded here.   
Also residing here is an insect 
seldom found outside the New 
Forest, the Wood Cricket. The 
smallest of our native true 
crickets (family Gryllidae) it is 
only 7 to 12mm in length and 
lives mainly in leaf litter.   The 
Wood  cricket  is adult from 

June through to November when 
Daffodil time at the meadow                      its  soft  warbling  can  be heard by 

both  day and night.  Having no hind wings and only small forewings they do not have the 
chunky appearance of other crickets and at first sight could be mistaken for a cockroach.  
Another insect that can be found in great numbers is the Wood ant (Formica rufa) whose nests, 
constructed from pine needles, can be up to a metre high.  

 
Amongst the bird species to be found breeding in the reserve are 
the Dipper, Kingfisher, Grey heron, Grey and Pied wagtails, 
Green and Greater-spotted woodpeckers, and also the Lesser-
spotted woodpecker plus Buzzards, several members of the tit 
and warbler families and the Pied Flycatcher.  Mammals 
feature both Fallow and Roe Deer, Dormice, Stoats, Otters and 
Mink.    

                        Wood Anemones  
 
For me one of the Dunsford reserve’s main attractions are the 
fritillary butterflies to be found throughout the summer period.  The reason 
why so many breed at the reserve is the presence of their food plant, the common dog violet  
(Viola riviniana).  In early 2008 the DWT began work on a three year programme concentrating 
on targeted management of bracken to increase the numbers of violets. This also involves the 
opening up of woodland glades and control of scrub.   

        

   Bluebell and Orchid time 
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The main thrust of this project is to boost the numbers of the High Brown Fritillary  (Argynnis 
adippe) one of Britain’s rarest butterflies.   The reserve is the only site at which this butterfly is 
located in the whole of the Teign valley and one of only 50 sites in the country.   Listed as 
nationally endangered it has been subject to the greatest decline of any of the British butterfly 
species over recent years. The average count per season at Dunsford is only 30 and it is 
hoped that the work being carried out will result in a significant increase.    (A similar project  in  
South Wales  over the  past four years,  carried out at  the only High Brown Fritillary site in 
Wales, has resulted in a tenfold increase in their numbers).  They may be seen flying swiftly 
over the tops of bracken or low vegetation in woodland clearings, frequently visiting flowers 
such as thistles and brambles to feed on the nectar.  The eggs are laid amongst dead bracken 
close to the ground and its foodplant. 
 

The closely related Dark Green Fritillary (Argynnis aglaga) 
is also found at the Dunsford reserve. It is very 

similar in size and basic markings but whereas 
the High Brown has a  mainly brown hue to 

the underside of the wings the Dark green 
has mostly green.   The Dark Green lacks 
the orange ringed 'pearls' on the underside 
of the hindwing, which can be seen 
occasionally when it is feeding on bramble 
and thistle flowers. I have not personally 

seen either butterfly at this location, probably 
because I have not visited when they are on 

the wing between late June  and early August   
but  I shall  try  and  make  a  point  of  going  there 

Dark Green Fritillary        this July and August. The                   
Dark Green Fritillary in the photograph above was taken on the coast of North Cornwall where 
they are more numerous but in contrast to the High Browns the Dark Greens are numerically 
on the increase although there has been a reduction in their distribution.   
 
Of the six fritillaries that inhabit this reserve the Silver washed (Arygynnis paphia)  is the 
largest and most spectacular.  Flying in July and August it is by far the most numerous and 
widespread of all the fritillaries but in recent years has declined in southern counties whilst 
increasing further north.   The upper wings have a strong orange hue and beneath the hind 
wings are silver streaks from which it derives its name.  The male has four distinctive black 

wing bars on the upper surface of the forewings.   
These contain special scent scales known as “sex 
brands” and during courtship he flaps his wings to waft 
the scales over the female. She is paler in hue, and  
has rounder wings but her spots are more distinctive.        
When laying eggs the female will often crawl among 
the vegetation to look for a suitable location,   i.e. 
where there are violets growing.   
 
 
     
 

      Silver-washed Fritillary (male)           
She then lays her eggs in a crevice in the bark of a 
nearby tree, usually on its north side which is  
moss covered,  around one to two metres up.   
When the egg hatches the larva spins a cocoon in 
which it hibernates in its own little microclimate for 
the winter.  It emerges in the spring to descend to 
the violets where it feeds on the tender leaves and 
shoots.                         Silver-washed Fritillary (female)               
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Between late April and June is the time to see the Pearl-bordered fritillaries, a very pretty 
woodland butterfly  of which both species, the Pearl-bordered (Boloria euphrosyne) and the 
Small Pearl-bordered (Boloria selene,) can be found at the Dunsford reserve.  They prefer 
open woodland clearings where trees have recently been cut down and there are areas of 
bracken, scrub and grass, which makes Dunsford ideal.  The Small Pearl-bordered fritillary is, 
as the name suggests, smaller than the Pearl-bordered by around three to four millimetres  but 
they are also differently marked.  The upper wings have small differences in markings  which 
are not easily determined unless the two can be studied side by side but it is the underwings 
from which they can be more easily identified.  Both have a row of seven pearl like spots 
around the edge of the hind underwing.  The Pearl-bordered has a large single pearl in the 

centre of its underwing plus another 
smaller one closer in but the 
Small Pearl-bordered has several  
pearls across the underwings and   
brower colouring so that its 
underwings look generally more 
colourful.  
 
The Pearl-bordered fritillary is a 
priority species in Britain.  
Changes in woodland manage-
ment in recent years have led to 
its decline (by two thirds in 
England in the last two decades) 
and it is now mainly confined to 
southern counties. It   flies   low  
to   the  ground,  often alighting to 

feed  on  flowers  such  as   Bugle.   
                 Pearl –bordered Fritillary at Ashclyst     Adults fly for about six weeks between 
April and late June and there is a partial second brood during August.  Single eggs are laid on 
dead bracken or leaves or even occasionally on the actual foodplant.      The larvae hibernate 
at an early stage and overwinter to emerge in the early spring and commence feeding.   They 
spend a lot of their time basking on leaf litter which enables them to  develop quickly even 
though the spring weather might be cool. The pupae are formed amongst the litter and the new 
butterflies emerge after a few weeks.   The Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary  is normally single 
brooded with adults flying from late April until mid July but there is sometimes a second brood.  
In most respects the life cycle from egg to pupae is very similar to the Pearl Bordered except 
that it rarely basks, spending most of its time concealed amongst the vegetation, only coming 
out for short spells to feed.   
 
Although the main food plant of the above five fritillaries 
is the Common dog violet all except the Silver-
washed will use other violets as follows: 
High Brown: - Hairy violet (Viola hirta). -  the 
heath dog-violet (Viola canina) and pale dog 
violet (Viola lactea) may also occasionally 
be  used. 
Dark Green: -   Hairy violet.  -  pale dog 
violet may  also be used.   
Pearl bordered: - Heath dog violet and 
marsh violet.    
Small Pearl bordered:  -   Marsh violet   
             
 

Pearl–bordered Fritillary at Dunsford             
                      (showing the  underwing)     
          

http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/foodplants.php
http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/foodplants.php
http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/foodplants.php
http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/foodplants.php
http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/foodplants.php
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The sixth fritillary that can apparently be seen at the Dunsford reserve is the beautiful Marsh 
Fritillary which like the High Brown, is also endangered.   Smaller than the latter but slightly 
larger than the Pearl Bordered its main food plant is devil’s-bit scabious although it may also 
use small scabious.  If it is seen at Dunsford then it must also breed there as it only flies up to 
about 100 yards from its breeding site. However I have been unable to confirm that the Marsh 
Fritillary is present here although I have read reports of sightings.   I would be glad of more 
information on this. 
   
If you have not already visited the Dunsford reserve then I hope this article encourages you to 
do so.  I promise that you are in for a treat. 
 

Malcolm Randle 
 
Sparrowhawk strike aided by the snow 
Peter Richardson took the photos below in his garden during the first snowfall at the beginning 
of February.  It is believed the prey in this instance was a song thrush and the white ground 
made it much easier for the Sparrowhawk to catch it.   Note  the  snow  on  the  
Sparrowhawk’s back. 

  . 
  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 
Cyprus Update 
A lack of rain earlier on made the 
wetlands not  worth a visit but its made 
up for  it  since with a lot of  torrential 
rain and thunderstorms.   At the moment we are plagued with cold northerly winds and today 
(19th March) is particularly chilly.  Even our two cats choose to stay indoors. 
 
There have been a lot of Black Redstarts around and one day there were four in the Walnut 
tree about two metres away from  me.    A Robin and a Song thrush (winter visitors here) are 
still here.       The Thrush’s song is different from the familiar song heard in the U.K. and 
western Europe but it is similarly  repetitious.  The Chiff Chaff's song is different  too.    
Swallows, martins and swifts are here in good numbers.  Ten swallows were seen in a village 
not far from here before Christmas, which was unusual as they normally arrive at the 
beginning of February.   I saw my first one in Paphos on St. Valentine's Day.     I saw a Rough-
legged Buzzard in February and have had several sightings of Long-legged Buzzards which 
nest not far from here.   
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The "Hunting " season is now over and it is nice not to be woken by gunfire in the early hours 
of Sundays and Wednesdays.  Sadly though the 
Environmental  Agency has granted ten days in May for the 
shooting of Corvids which has been seen as an excuse for the 
shooting of Turtle Doves.  They are deemed to be an 
agricultural pest, which of course they are not, and are in fact 
endangered.  
 
Anyway, on the brighter side, Spring is here.  Lots of 
wildflowers are in bloom and we’ve seen many orchids.   On 
warmer days lizards emerge and I heard a tree frog calling a 
few days ago.  
 
We both keep busy - Marcia produces more paintings which 
are very popular and I've been making silly birds out of gourds 
and painting birds on roof tiles.    
 
                          Some of Alec’s art work 
 
                                                                                                         Alec and Marcia Worth 
 
Memories of Ham Hill 
Reproduced below are some of the sketches made by Gavin Haig  on the Society’s visit to 
Ham Hill on 14th June  last year. 
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Roliphants Report -  March 24th2009  
Looking back on the winter most of us will remember it as one punctuated by some 
significantly cold spells with snow and ice on a scale not experienced for years. However a 
search of old photos from the sixties and seventies reveal even more severe winters when 
roads were impassable except to tractors. Most farmers brought in milk in churns to the few 
accessible collection points. 
 
On the night of 18th February Common Frogs and Toads were observed migrating at the farm. 
This is  the  earliest  I  have seen toads migrating  in over 30 
years of observations. Also it is usual for frogs 
to appear with spawn by the end of 
January in most years but on the 
following day (19th)  the first frog 
spawn was seen.   
 
 
On 20th February  Otter predation of 
frogs was obvious around the 
smaller ponds.  There were multiple 
spraints and paw prints and unlaid 
spawn but  many successful spawnings 
too.  On 23rd February an all night Infra 
red surveillance video camera was deployed   
to record otter visits  over the next days.                                         

A Roliphants Toad (photo M Randle) 
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An Otter was caught on camera 
at 3am on 24th and 10:47pm on 
24th  i.e.  two successive nights.   
Tracks and spraints in field 
gateways and in wet woodland 
scrape ponds were found.    The 
distance from the camera site 
indicates that the area was being 
worked over in the search for 
frogs.   
 
Following the unusually early 
appearance of common toads on 
February 18th only a few reached 
the spawning sites on the large 
ponds and little happened until 
March 5th  when small  numbers  
of males were on the move most 

   An Otter caught by Infra Red Camera at Roliphants        nights thereafter.  On March 11th 
                                                                                                 there a was more significant mig- 
ration of males and females, many already in amplexus, with the usual surplus of single males.  
During the next few days toads arrived in the spawning ponds and both north and south ponds 
were active. The increase in weed growth on the  south  pond resulted in many toads being 
spread out over a much wider area and in deeper water rather than around the margins.  On 
the north pond, which is weed free, they were in the usual site where bog bean is prevalent 
(the north end) and  where counting is more difficult.  By contrast counting is easier on the big 
garden pond where the favoured site is the invading roots of a bankside willow.  Here 11 
couples were counted on a single occasion on March 16th  -  more than in previous years, and 
four couples in a smaller pond never used before.  By March 20th spawning was over and in 
these two ponds the toads had left.  The situation in the north, south and Otter ponds appears 
similar. Almost all frog spawn, which has been abundant, has now hatched, the recent sunny 
spell having speeded the process. 
 
We have been pleased to note that one of our resident Buzzards is frequenting their old nest 
site so hopefully they will use it this year  - they do not appear to breed every year .  Another 
pair regularly visit the garden feed station, often 
harassed, but never dominated by, crows. So far 
courtship displays by Buzzards have not been 
observed.    The garden bird feeders have 
attracted the usual visitors - Sparrow, Robin, 
Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Great,  Blue and Coal tits 
in numbers;  plus Great-spotted Woodpecker, 
Nuthatch, and the occasional large party of Long-
tailed Tits.  Sometimes as many as 10  
Bramblings were also seen, visitors from 
vegetable and fallow fields,  where small  flocks 
of mixed finches were noted.    Unusually 
Dunnocks have been missing in our garden  but 
Wrens are frequent. 
 
It is obvious that many birds are pairing up, so 
nesting should start soon. We have three  
camera nest boxes one currently being used  by 
a resting Great Tit. Current opinion is that the 
relative  shortage  of  insect  life is  a   significant  
factor  in   limiting  brood  size  or  even  brood 
           Common buzzard  (Photo M Randle) 
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survival for many birds—a good case for having ponds and dung heaps!  The practise of 
feeding nuts and seeds in Spring and early Summer is called into question as these feeds are 
a poor substitute for high protein insect food.  Supplementary insect food, though less 
convenient and more expensive is to be preferred, being more nutritious and digestible for 
rapidly growing young.   Also one should note that contamination around and in bird feeders is 
blamed for the seasonal increase in oral tuchomoniasis ( a fatal parasitic disease) which  has 
decimated the numbers of some species—notably the Greenfinch. There seems to be a case 
for reviewing supplementary feeding during the breeding season.  Last season we noted an 
increase in the number of dead young in our nest boxes and this perhaps should not all be put 
down to predation or death of the parents. 

   Alan Hopkins 
 

 
Meeting Reports 

 
The Annual Dinner followed by Terry Underhill – Visit to Namibia 
January 16th 2009 
We have now come to expect the Annual Dinner to be a well supported (40 attended) and a 
gastronomic success and this year was no exception.  Our thanks to Doris Leader for her 
excellent organisation and attention to detail. 
 
Terry Underhill and his wife were our special guests, Terry providing the after dinner 
presentation. Our programme indicated the subject was to be “The Cream of Iran”.  We were 
somewhat disappointed to learn that this talk was still in preparation. However the alternative 
“Visit to Namibia”  contained plenty of material on Southern African flora and fauna.    
 
Some basic facts re. Namibia : The second lowest 
population in the world after Mongolia. 
50% of population involved in subsistence 
agriculture, 50% in tourism.  

 
Conservation is part of Namibia’s 
constitution.  80% of the population is 
Christian and English is widely spoken 
but sadly AIDs is rife.  The Portuguese 
and German colonists gave up interest in 
it so it was adopted by South Africa.  
Namibia is a very arid country.  
     

 A Quiver Tree 
 (internet photo) 

 
Windhoek is the capital and can be reached directly by air.  This is where the Underhills began 
their visit which was essentially a camping trip.  They travelled north to Stosha National Park 
taking in part of the Skeleton Coast.  Stosha covers 20,000 sq. Kilometres and all the game we 
commonly see in films of East Africa are here, although wildebeest are not as numerous.  
Campsites within the park are protected by electric fencing to prevent attacks from lions and 
wild dogs.  Rescued animals are rehabilitated but they are  prevented from breeding whilst in 
the captive compounds.  Tourists must keep to the roads and in vehicles at all times the ethos 
being to respect the animals and intrude on them as little as possible.  The low human 
population levels means that there is less pressure on space for wildlife compared to Kenya for 
example.   
 
The dry season is the best for viewing wildlife and floodlit waterholes attract vast numbers of 
animals.   Solar panels power the pumps to keep them filled from boreholes. 
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The long list of species observed and photographed during this two week trip was outstanding, 
much of it spectacular and abundant. The Quiver tree (Aloe dichotoma) is the national emblem 
of Namibia, and is actually a succulent. 
 
“Reflections”  with Ralph Hopper on Friday 20th February 2009 
Although the evening was marred to some extent by several  irritating and annoying problems 
with the electronics,  we had nine presenters showing material resulting their wildlife exploits. 
 
Video Presentations:  David Leader featuring Roe and Red deer. 
                                   David Hennings on birds at Bowling Green Marsh at Topsham. 
 
Alan Hopkins showing contrasting nesting  activity of Buzzards and Stock doves at Roliphants. 
Photographic presentations:    1)  Kevin Keatley- birds. 
                                                 2) Malcolm Randle – big cats. 
                                                 3) Peter Richardson - birds and insects. 
                                                 4) Ralph Hopper- Red Kites. 
Gavin Haig talked about ladybirds and butterflies. 
Stephen Powles gave a visual demonstration about “poos and paws” and challenged the 
audience to match  the appropriate poos and 
prints with the relevant animal.  The animals 
were otter, badger, fox, and deer. 
 
The AGM followed by “The National 
Parks of England and Wales” by 
Donald Campbell  
Donald Campbell is a man for the outdoors, 
a fact that many of us appreciated when he 
conducted us on a strenuous walk into some 
of the more remote parts of the 
Axmouth/Lyme Regis undercliff on the 
Jurassic coast last May. For him this region 
is probably less challenging than Snowdonia 
where he spent some 25 years. He 
purchased a remote cottage there from 
where he could run Ecology courses for 
students many of whom came from the city.   
 
It was appropriate therefore that his talk on 
the  National Parks should begin with 
Snowdonia, a National Park that extends 
from mountains to the  coast.      It has varia- 
tions in altitude, geology, and nutrient poor soils.   View from summit of Snowdon 
This makes it easier to introduce  the subject of Ecology.                    (photo by M Randle) 
subject of Ecology.       Some  unique  plants from insectivorous sundews and butterworts, plus 
Arctic alpines as well as the more familiar moorland plants all thrive here readily demonstrating 
ecological principles and emphasising the importance of these wild areas as places of 
recreation.  Farming, forestry, and quarrying all have an impact here in defining the landscape.   
The importance of controlled grazing by Welsh ponies and sheep was stressed. It should be 
noted that overgrazing by excessive numbers of sheep in other parts of the Welsh uplands   
have sometimes been detrimental. 
 
The National Trust owns much of the land in the National Parks along with the Forestry 
Commission and numerous private landowners.     This is in contrast with other countries 
where the National Parks are owned by the nation, i.e. public, and therefore                          
government   controlled  so  that   management decisions  are easier to enforce.  In our 
National Parks the diversity of  land ownership,  plus the interests of local councils,  all have an  
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input concerning management and development.      Apart  from  industries,  farming,  forestry, 
mining, and quarrying many are also used for military training.  This may limit public access to 
some areas and this can lead to controversy.   The popularity of the parks as areas of 
recreation can at times lead to environmental damage caused by too many people and 
vehicles including ‘off-roaders’ in particular areas.   All these factors mean that considerable 
effort and co-operation is needed to maintain and protect these areas.  Many traditional skills 
need to be retained and practised.  In general, the National Trust and Forestry commission are 
proving to be good managers 
 
However  after World War II  large  tracts of Sitka Spruce were planted which had  an adverse  
environmental effect.  Many of these plantations are now mature and being harvested and  
replaced by more sympathetic diverse plantings.  Military use often has positive benefits by 
restricting public access and some species have noticeably benefited. 
 
Our thanks to Donald Campbell for an illuminating lecture. 
                       Alan Hopkins 
 

 
 

Programme  Notes 
     
Strip searches, long waits, cancelled flights, lost baggage, pound - euro parity.  We don’t do 
any of this!   Seven days in glorious Devon and each night within the comfort of your own bed.  
Now there’s an offer; and a green one too!  
  
Cricklepit Mill is our first visit, Tuesday 12th May.  It is an old  
mill restored and converted by Devon Wildlife Trust and used as their HQ, offices and visitor 
centre. It is adjacent to the Quay in Exeter.  At 2.30 we have arranged a guided tour of the 
building and gardens which will take  about 45 minutes.  
After that there will be a riverside walk for a couple of 
hours.  
 
Brownsea Island was one of the longer trips suggested 
by members and we are coupling nearby Arne RSPB 
Reserve with this.  It is scheduled for Wednesday 20th 
May and, of course, of necessity, there is an early start; 
 7 or 8am and allow 2 ½ hours journey time.  Besides 
the beautiful scenery the main attractions will be nesting 
terns, sea, heath and woodland birds and sika deer. 
Arrive back about 9pm.  This trip needs to be booked so 
please ring me before 6th May. 

Cricklepit Mill       
DWT HQ 

Braunton Burrows is an old and familiar favourite.   
There is spectacular flora in June and we go there on 
Wednesday, 10th. 
 
The following Monday, the 15th, there is an evening visit to Cyril Cole at Ashmore, near 
Roseash.   A plethora of orchids and flowers, culm grassland, trees and birds.  If you are 
doubtful of getting to HCP to leave at 6.00pm, please ring me for the map reference; we need 
to know of any latecomers – we are invited to tea and cakes afterwards. 
 
Last year we drove to Ham Hill, a pleasant, sunny and engrossing day, so much so that we did 
not have time to see the woods and ponds which were on the agenda. So we are correcting 
that and go back on Saturday, June 27th, again with the knowledge and dry wit of Keith Hann. 
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Another evening visit is on 15th July, this time to Aylesbeare Common.  Silver studded blues, 
Dartford warblers and, for those wishing to stay late, the possibility of nightjars. 
 
Roliphants has so much to see but this year we are introducing a more social aspect as well.  
Arrive at about three o’clock and wander the trails, sit in the hides, dip in the various ponds  
and about 5pm (ish)  high tea will be served.  So you can sit around and chat over savouries 
and glorious cakes.  There is a possibility, no more at this stage, that a binocular/camera firm  
will come so you can truly test products in the field.  All this takes place on Saturday, 22nd   
August .   
 
Our evening meetings at St. George’s Hall start again on 18th September.  John Hickey, who 
works for the West Country Rivers Trust, 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. 
    

David Leader    
 
       

Obituary 
It is with regret that the following deaths of members are announced; 
 
November 2008  - Tony Mallet whose garden at Lurley Manor has been visited  by members 
                               in the past.   
 
February 2009 -    Harry Wright who  used to come to  some of  our meetings  and had  been a      
           member for some 20 years. 

 Mary Tolley who members will recall used to be such a regular face at our            
meetings and events.     Mary had also been a member for around 20 
years.  

   
    
Our thoughts and sympathy go to their families and friends       


