Spring 2011
Chairman’s Notes
What a lovely March, dry and sunny for most of the time. Equally satisfying is the increase in attendance
at our winter meetings due to the encouraging number of new members joining us during the year.
Alan Hopkins left the committee after almost 30 years work and after 27 years, most of it on the
committee, Malcolm and Brenda Randle have also stood down. We should all be grateful for their work
in getting the Society where it is today; these are records very difficult to emulate.
Nevertheless they still carry on with their existing other work and here I appeal to you again. Whatever
you see, hear, read or photo of interest, write an article for our (yes, yours too) newsletter. Get it to
Malcolm before mid August in time for the next issue in September. Long or short, current or general, it
will be welcome. If he can’t use them immediately what a pleasure it would be for him to store them in an
article bank rather than hunt them down at the last minute.
In their place we welcome Liz Rogers and David Hennings to the Committee.
The website is gradually expanding with very positive results and the library will soon have the addition
of a section for video tapes, DVDs and illustrated information charts.
I warmly welcome the latest new members Paul Pratley and Rod and Sue Lawrence; we hope their
membership will be long, happy and rewarding.
This year sees the 30th Anniversary of the founding of our Society and there will be a few, more special,
events to record this. No mention here, though, of our activities; as with Monopoly – go directly to
Programme Notes.
David Leader

Features
The Accidental Bird Table
Down by the Grand Western Canal, just past Blundells school, coming
from Tiverton, is a turning on the right called Manley Road, which
leads to Manley Bridge on the the canal.. Immediately before
the bridge on the left is a small car park for 4 cars. This small
car park was getting overgrown, so two of the largest trees
were removed, leaving behind two flattened stumps.
A few years ago somebody sprinkled bird seed on the stumps
which attracted a great number of small birds. The custom has
grown and many visitors now add bird food and more recently
bird feeders have been set up in the bushes. Nuthatch at the table
(Photo by Peter Richardson)
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There is now an even greater number of birds and they have become so acclimatised to visitors, that they
are no longer very shy and you can stand within six feet of them, great for photographers.
Birds reported in January 2011 include large numbers of tits, Great Tits, Blue Tits, Coal Tits, Long Tailed
Tits and Marsh Tits. There are lots of Robins, Dunnock, Chaffinches and Nuthatches. Other feeding birds
are Great Spotted Woodpecker, Brambling, Pied Wagtail, Blackbird, Song Thrush, Wood Pigeon and
Pheasant.
One blackbird was of particular interest as he has very odd colouring. Within 50 yards of this site I saw
Buzzard, Moorhen, Mallard, Mute Swan and House Sparrow, as well as Jackdaws and Crows.
I can thoroughly recommend a visit if you have the odd half hour spare.
Peter Richardson

All about Water voles
On the 15th February, Alan Hopkins and I attended a guided walk led by Mervyn Newman of the Devon
Water Vole recovery project, at Seaton Marshes. The walk had two purposes, to show people how to
identify signs to check for the presence of Water Voles and to encourage those who had access to
suitable sites to monitor the presence of both water voles and Mink. Although we failed to see any voles
on our outing, we learnt quite a lot! Do you know the difference between tunnels dug by Water voles and
other burrowing animals such as
rats? The answer is that most
animals dig with their feet and leave
excess soil behind, whilst Water
Voles burrow using their teeth and
excess soil is packed to the side, so
entrances to their tunnels are usually
clean and round.
We were shown how to spot their
tunnel entrances, their droppings and
feeding areas. We were also shown
footprints left in a monitoring raft.
From all the evidence, there was
obviously quite a good population.
Unfortunately, we also found ample
evidence of their main predators namely Fox (we saw one), Mink, Badgers, Grey Herons and Rats. One
thing that fascinated me, was when one
of the people in our group asked if they
used echo location underground in a
similar way to Rats, Stoats and others. ( I
didn’t know that these animals did!). The
response was that this was unknown at
present, although Water Voles are quite
noisy underground, with most of their
vocalisations at 34kHz so detectable with
a bat detector.
It seems that the name Water Vole is a
bit of a misnomer, because historically
they were grazing animals until they were
supplanted by introduced Rabbits. On
most of mainland Europe this is still the
case, but Water Voles there are a bit
smaller, probably because the waterside
feed of British animals is more nutritious.
The second part of the walk was given over to explaining the placement and setting of Mink traps and the
humane killing of any caught.
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At the end of the outing we were given four handouts on Water Voles, Mink, Mink trapping and Riverside
mammal tracks I would be pleased to make a copy for anyone who is particularly interested.
Peter Richardson

Bird behaviour!
I have recently been reading “Tales of the Old Countrymen” by Brian P Martin. In the chapter on
thatching entitled “A Life on the Roof” he says “Fortunately, the thatch does not have many natural
enemies, though rats and squirrels will chew holes in it. It’s not our (i.e. the thatcher’s) fault but where
owners are not aware they have pests in the building. It seems incredible that the owners don’t know
they are there. Then there’s the b***** magpies which I’ve known to pull out long reed for no apparent
reason. They simply kept returning to the same spot in the thatch, pulled out more of the water reed
and dropped it on the ground.”
I was interested to read this as we’ve had the same thing happen to our thatch. Just under one corner
we kept finding long pieces of reed – quite a pile of it – on the ground. We’d clear it up and more would
appear. It wasn’t during the nesting season and they didn’t take it away, just dropped it. On further
study we concluded that it was magpies and when we examined the area closely we could see bees
emerging. Once the bees had vacated their hiding place the destruction seemed to end until months
later it started all over again but no bees this time!?
The ‘Old Thatcher’ also suggested that rubbing raw onion on wasps stings – of which he had many in
his life as a thatcher – reduced the swelling.
In his book Martin also quotes from Gilbert White’s “Natural History & Antiquities of Selbourne 1789” in
which he says “We have known a swallow build down a shaft of an old well, but in general, with us, this
hirundine breeds in chimneys and loves to haunt those stacks where there is a constant fire, but prefers
one adjoining to that of the kitchen, and disregards the perpetual smoke of that funnel! - - A certain
swallow built two years together on the handles of a pair of garden shears that we stuck up against the
boards of an outhouse, and therefore must have had her nest spoilt whenever that implement was
wanted, and what is stranger still, another bird of the same species built its nest on the wings of an owl
that happened by accident to hang dead and dry from the rafters of a barn. This owl with the nest on
its wings, and the eggs in the nest, was bought as a curiosity worthy of the most elegant private
museum. The owner, struck with the oddity of the sight, furnished the bringer with a large shell, or
conch, desiring him to fix it just where the owl hung: the person did as he was ordered and the
following year a pair, probably the same pair, built their nest in the conch and laid their eggs.”
Gill Hopkins

Cyprus Update
I do enjoy receiving the monthly newsletters and to know what is going on in my beloved Devon. Also
the high quality of the photographs these days. So I thought it was about time you heard from me. We
recently had a couple of weeks of warm, sunny spring-like weather but Winter has returned with a
vengeance . We’ve had thunderstorms, torrential hail and rain and strong
winds and
yesterday (10th March) it SNOWED! It was strange to see the
countryside all round white with snow. Our house is on the 600m
contour.
During the warm spell the Blackcap who visits our garden has
been singing merrily away each day and will nest here. Sadly
Blackcaps are the favourite song bird they eat here. There is
a big market for “Ambelopoulia” as they are called and over a
million are slaughtered yearly – and not just by hunters but by
ordinary people to raise funds for everyday needs or to send
their children to university. It is illegal of course but this is
Cyprus. Recently a policeman who was supposed to be
engaged in suppressing this activity was found to have his
fridge full of birds!
We keep busy with our artwork, I’m doing Mosaics and Sculpture
and Marcia is painting and doing “creative stitchcraft” as it is now
called!
Kingfisher mosaic by
Alec Worth
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We have now been acquired by four cats of which we are very fond. They are no threat to the birds but
do catch Lizards and now and then a small snake although Tabs has caught Sparrow fledglings in the
past. Tabs came with the house. Rosie was our Cypriot neighbours’ but they both died and so she
came to us. She is very beautiful. There are two types of cats here which they claim are endemic to
Cyprus -- they are the Aphrodite and the St. Helena. Rosie is an Aphrodite but the Turks claim they
brought them to Cyprus which, when you consider the history of Cyprus and the resemblance to the
Turkish Van cat this is probably true. Alfie is
a neutered Tom of the St.Helena type and
his close friend is Magpie a little black and
white female cat which was feral but is
rapidly becoming domesticated. When
buying cat food the other day we met a local
man who told us he has 43 cats and a dog!
And he loves them!
A Sardinian Warbler has been prospecting
for a nest site in the garden again and a
Cettti’s Warbler is around too. We’ve had
visits from Robins, a few Thrushes and one
Blackbird—these are Winter visitors of
course. The Swallows are here now, Cranes
are flying and my daughter Sally saw a
Hoopoe in Paphos last week. Today in the garden
Almond blossom in Cyprus (photo by Alec Worth)
the male of the pair of Sardinian warblers which usually nest here appeared with a small lizard in his
beak which he then proceeded to eat. As warblers subsist on seeds and small insects I thought this
unusual. The lizard was about 3cm long. Otherwise Cyprus is looking beautiful – all green and yellow
with grass, Spring corn and a host of yellow flowers. I have always wondered why so many of the first
Spring flowers are yellow but have never found an explanation -- any ideas? Orchids and anemones
are everywhere and the Almond trees are in blossom. You don’t realise how many Almond trees there
are until blossom time.
Almost forgot Butterflies! ---- Small whites are numerous now and recent visitors were a Cleopatra
(like a Brimstone) and a Cardinal which is a fritillary.
Well it’s time to put another log on the fire so I will close with best regards to all our friends back in the
U.K as ever,
Your Man in the Med - Alec Worth
Our uninvited Christmas guest
For the first time in our living memory we had what we could call a
“White Christmas”. Fortunately the roads were negotiable again
by the time Christmas day arrived so our invited guests were able
to get to our home without too much difficulty. The sun was
shining brilliantly on the snow which had, developed an amazing
growth of ice crystals on the surface, due to the -12°C of frost.
Our garden pond was covered, as it had been for some days,
with a layer of ice about 4” in depth, plus about 8” of snow. We
hadn’t seen our fish or any other pond life for some time and
were praying for the hibernating frogs which, once in the past,
had been frozen into the ice causing many to perish by the time it
thawed. There was one very small hole in the centre of the pond,
maintained because we had left our pond pump runni ng.
Although all our invited guests had arrived safely we seemed to
have an additional guest who quite definitely had not been
invited, namely a Grey heron.
We have had herons visit
occasionally before and when we first created our pond some
Herod the Heron
(photo by Dave Randle)
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18 years before and brought our fish over from our previous house a heron had scoffed all but one.
Needless to say the pond is therefore covered in a net which is generally a good deterrent and, as far
as we know the fish have remained unmolested. At this time the net, under the weight of snow, had
sunk down on to the surface but we were confident that the heron couldn’t gain access to the fish,
unless his bill was more powerful than a mechanical ice pick!
Our heron, who we assumed was male, (although he could as easily have been a she) we named
“Herod” as it seemed appropriate for the time of year. He continued to appear on each of the following
days, despite us putting out our false heron beside the pond , although to be honest this has never been
much of deterrent. Arriving between 9 and 10 in the morning he initially sit on the garage roof before
flying down and standing beside the pond for several minutes just looking and hoping. He even
managed to put his head under the edge of the net on at least one occasion. After a while he would
give up and fly off, if he didn’t take fright at something first. He was incredibly wary as he would notice
the slightest movement of a curtain and off he would go.
Eventually, after about a week, he gave up and we didn’t see him again although we did get some
extra netting for the pond as we couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t return when the thaw came. We were
glad to see, when the thaw happened, that all the fish seemed to have survived and there were no
dead frogs. We have since had a healthy amount of frog spawn which has hatched into numerous
tadpoles but we have not seen Herod again, at least not yet!
Malcolm and Brenda Randle

Germination of Tree Seeds
Every year in autumn the gutters overflow during heavy rain and I hear they need emptying. I gingerly
ascend a two section ladder, clearing a short length of gutter each time, put the cause into a bucket
and then further into a wheelbarrow. It is noted that the content is almost totally dead leaves which
have been blown in from the adjacent wood.
In late February the familiar sound alerts me once more. The content of the wheelbarrow is, however,
different – ash keys – thousands and thousands of them similarly blown in from the wood.
While the leaves of Fraxinus excelsior (common ash) are
the last out and the first to fall, the seeds or keys, hang in
bunches on the tree until dislodged by the stronger late
winter winds. But an ash seed is not yet ready to
germinate, it needs more elemental treatment. It is an
immature embryo with a hard coat and a demand for more
cold. The warm wet days of spring assist the
decomposition of the hard seed casing allowing the
embryo to take up moisture and mature with the heat of
the summer. The seed then experiences another period of
cold temperatures (stratification) over the winter and
finally germinates in its second spring.
Seeds vary in size from the dust of some flower seeds to
the very visible coconut and from hard coats to the softer
protection wrapping the seed of fleshy fruit. Not all seed is
viable though. Beech produces a viable crop perhaps
once in seven years and oak, every 4 years, is hardly
more prolific. Oak trees mature late and it is only between
80 – 120 years that their most vigorous seed is produced.
After this period of rapid growth, decline gradually sets in,
branches die back and growth in the girth slows right
down.

Quercus robus
(photo courtesy of Wikipedia)

There are two native English oaks; pedunculate (Quercus robur) has leaves with short stalks and acorn
cups on long stalks (peduncles); sessile (Quercus petraea) is the opposite, having long stalked leaves
and stalkless acorn cups. Should you investigate and find it difficult to identify your subject, you should
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know that cross pollination is common and consequently that their form is mixed. Life with nature is
never simple.
Acorns in contrast to ash seeds do not have a deep dormancy and so germinate in their first year. A
small root from a viable acorn may be put out relatively soon after falling, though a stem shoot will not
appear until spring. It is this understanding of the different demands of the various species of tree seed
which allows the forester to successfully propagate in the nursery or to create conditions to assist self
set in the wood. Planning for continuous cover forestry is, in most instances, far better than a clinical
clear fell.
David Leader

Otter activity at Roliphants Farm.
Concluding my otter filming last November attention was directed to ponds at the farm in anticipation of
the arrival of frogs and toads and of Spring. The frogs arrived in early February and almost
simultaneously the first otter spraints were found around the ponds, which on examination clearly
contained frog bones .There was increasing evidence of frog predation throughout February and into
March with surveillance cameras and video revealing nightly visits usually between midnight and 4 or 5
am. at the small scrape pond in
front of the hut which was the
most convenient monitoring
site.
Spraints were
washed revealing exclusively
frog
bones.
Hunting sessions in this
pond usually lasted 10 –
15 minutes and were
once a night. In spite of
this a large amount of
spawn was successfully
laid and hatched in this very
popular spawning site. Otters
Washed otter spraints showing frogs bones (left) & fish bones and scales (right)
(Photos by Alan Hopkins)

always take prey to the bank to consume leaving behind just the unlaid spawn and often the swollen
oviducts (see photos). Filming was done with Infra- red nightshot camcorders in total darkness, and the
otter seemed unconcerned.
The mild wet weather of early February initiated a very
early toad migration and on 8/9th considerable numbers
were in the farm lane (the easiest area to monitor). I
collected 25 including some females, in a single
traverse in the hour after sunset and by 25th good
numbers of pairs and surplus males were present in
the large ponds, whereas there was no toad activity in
the normally well favoured big garden pond. There was
evidence of otter activity around the large north and south
ponds.
On the morning of 22nd February 4 large dead
mutilated fish (two koi ,one common carp and 1 golden orf) were
on the bank of big garden pond, plus I mirror carp still alive but
Remains of frog with spawn
mortally wounded in the shallows. The latter fish had probably been
(photo by Alan Hopkins)
dragged from the water as evidenced by the large scales littering the ground, been abandoned and then
flipped itself back into the pond. Other large fish were still present though it was not possible to make an
accurate count; all told I knew we had at least 14 prior to them going down for the winter and they had
only recently started to reappear. No further fish carcases have been found since and there is no sign of
any large fish now though the rudd popul ation is still thriving and otter a ctivity ceased by March 24th.
Returning from eight days in Turkey (Feb 27—March7), toad spawning appeared to be complete, on
north and south ponds at least, but toads began to arrive at their preferred sites on the big garden pond.
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Fish predated by otter (photo by Alan Hopkins)

It was not long before their bodies began to
appear around the edges. Clearly the otter had
transferred his attention to them but finding
them distasteful abandoned them only to repeat
the process. None of these toads were skinned
and only some were slightly mutilated. It would
appear that the otter cannot distinguish
between frog and toad until it is on the bank.
Consequently we have very little toad spawn in
big garden pond this year, so I hope the other
ponds have fared better. Whilst this carnage
was happening I transferred my surveillance
cameras from the otter pond and successfully
recorded our nocturnal predator. It comes as no
surprise that our resident moorhens, which are
normally breeding now, have disappeared. So
much for the gains and losses in nature as each
species seeks its own survival!

P.S. As usual I was able to rescue and transfer large quantities of frog spawn from the temporary pools
and tractor ruts into our ponds and there now appears to be an abundance of tadpoles, which I hope will
help the species to cope with the increasing otter population.
Alan Hopkins

A Frog he would a Wooing Go (or perhaps fish predation by frogs) !
On a sunny day in mid February we were out in our garden just getting started on a bit of clearing up
ready for the arrival of spring when we were aware of a commotion coming from the pond. On taking a
closer look we were amazed to see that a large male frog had clasped on to one of our larger goldfish
and no matter what the fish did to try and dislodge it the frog clung on tight. He obviously thought in his
froglike mind that he had found himself a nice female frog.
The struggle went on and we became rather concerned for the health of the fish thinking it might get
injured. Even trying to prise them apart with a stick failed to daunt the frog’s amorous intentions and
the struggle went on and on all around the pond down to the bottom and up again. We considered
catching them in a net and physically separating them and probably this would have been our next
move if the frog hadn’t suddenly released the
fish. The fish swam off not looking any the
worse for its experience and the frog
disappeared into the depths of the pond,
looking, we hoped, for a real female frog.
Having never seen such behaviour before
and being curious as to whether it was
unusual we did a bit of research on the
internet and came up with several similar
examples. In one case involving a 300mm
golden carp the frog was holding on so
tight it caused pressure bruises and in
another case a fish was suffocated
because the frog was holding it’s gills shut.
When the male grabs on tight around the
waist of a female of the same species it is known
(Sketch by Brenda Randle)
as amplexus The thumbs of the male frog become enlarged during the mating season to enable him
to maintain a tight grasp on the female. Although male frogs prefer to amplex with a female of their
own species if they can't find one they will amplex with a male frog, a frog of another species, or
occasionally something that's not even a frog such as a fish. The grabbing on makes sure he's there
to release his sperm when she releases her eggs. Sometimes, the squeezing also helps to squeeze
out the eggs. When a male frog is amplexing, he tends to go into an almost trance like state and
cannot easily be deterred. It looks as though our fish was the one that got away.
Malcolm and Brenda Randle
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Bioblitz and Promoting the MDNHS
Simon Roper, of Ambios, has invited the MDNHS to provide both support and expertise for two Bioblitz
events that he is organising in June. He has offered us the opportunity to use the event to promote the
Society both by our contributions and by having a stand there.
The aim of the event is to ‘race record’ as many species of flora and fauna as possible at each of two
schools over a 24 hour period. The information will be used to improve the site for biodiversity and as a
learning experience for all those taking part and visiting. The event will be attended by school children,
parents and members of the local community with the aim of both informing and getting them involved
as much as possible.
The two dates are:
10th / 11th June at Sandford School, near Crediton
17th / 18 th June at Copplestone School, near Crediton
The events will start around midday and run through to the following day. A timetable of events will be
put together (you don’t have to be there for the full 24hrs!!).
Simon hopes that we might be able to get involved by providing a naturalist / volunteer / expert / novice
/ interested party who is willing to share an enthusiasm for:
1) moths
2) invertebrates
3) pond dipping
4) slow worms
5) small mammals
6) botany (or two, or three!)
7) data handling
It is hoped that we will have a stand promoting the MDHNS to a new audience.
Various pieces of equipment will be available including a moth trap, Longworth traps, camera traps, a
binocular microscope and sweep nets. There will be a basecamp tent with power supply.
Simon will be attending our April meeting to explain more and to get an idea of who might be able to get
involved and in what capacity. We are hoping that a number of members of the society will be able to
spend a few hours at the events on one or more of the four days.
Visits will be organised beforehand
should anyone want to do some “homework”.
If you think that you would like to be involved please let me know as soon as possible detailing when and
in what capacity (01884 242965 or s.w.powles@btinternet.com ).
Stephen Powles

Meeting and Event Reports
Reflections with Ralph Hopper. - February 18 th 2010
There were 8 presentations, in a packed programme. Doris
Leader opened with an excellent showing of some of the unique
flora of Braunton Burrows which she has studied for many years.
Ralph showed a 1minute video composed of stills stitched
together as a movie of an old claypit near St Austell, followed by a
longer video of his explorations around Lake Garda. Malcolm
Randle`s video featured Roe Deer and the birth of the doe`s 2
fawns, in the field behind his back garden. Peter Richardson
played some common birdsong recordings inviting the audience to
identify the bird. Kevin Keatley displayed the high quality images
we expect from him mainly featuring the iconic badger, kingfisher,
barn owl and robin, plus some atmospheric landscapes; some of
the less frequently studied species could do with his attention.
David Hennings video opened our eyes with a skilfully crafted
introduction to a wildlife refuge on hi s doorstep, namely the embankments

Roe deer birth
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
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of the North Devon Link Road near Sampford Peverell. Peter Bowers’ accompanying commentary was
first class. As the Society reaches its 30th anniversary Gavin Haig took us back to our earliest days with
some sound recordings made by Dennis Pickering in France and Tiverton, the latter including a
nightingale! Stephen Powles rounded off the evening with some of his otter studies on the Little Dart
river which cover several years. This involves tracking their behaviour and trying to identify individuals
from photos of this elusive night hunter obtai ned by remotely operated cameras.
In concluding Ralph said that after some 20 years of hosting “Reflections” it was time for someone else
to take over. David Leader thanked Ralph for his years of support saying “We will miss your engaging
style but hope you will continue to contribute at future events.” For my part Ralph, how about giving us
the benefit of your experience breeding amphibians and invertebrates?
Alan Hopkins

“Beyond Old Harry Rod Lawrence”

AGM March 15 th 2011

This presentation was a sequel to last year’s lecture on the Exe Estuary and the Jurassic Coast. Entitled
“Beyond Old Harry” The emphasis was on the hinterland behind the Jurassic Coast which stretches from
the Exe Estuary to Old Harry Rocks. This world heritage site in fact only starts at the top of the eroding
cliffs and extends to the low water mark. The many rivers flowing down to the coast here form natural
wildlife corridors into the hinterland. Rod concentrated attention on these but also brought in others like
the Teign and the Dart and the hinterland of Dartmoor. One could logically extrapolate this idea to the
whole S.W. Peninsula. The biodiversity in these areas is still quite good. Humans are part of that
diversity and have major impacts on it.
The big idea is to enhance these
riverine
wildlife
corridors
by
modifying the land use along them
including the flood plains, but it is
here where agriculture, industry, and
urbanisation has the greatest impact.
The Living Landscapes Initiative
aims to address this.
Rod recalled recent visits to
Madagascar and New Zealand that
left him saddened at the huge loss of
biodiversity there due to human
activity and alien introductions.
He was scathing about alien flora
and fauna introductions in Britain
such as Buddleia, Grey squirrels, Mink,
The Exe estuary at Exmouth (photo by Malcolm Randle) Canada geese and Sika deer (interbreeding
with indigenous Red Deer) to mention but a few, whilst the increasing popularity and numbers of exotic
pets will likely pose a further problem when some escape or are released.
The geological diversity along the Jurassic coast is easy to see; Triassic, Jurassic, and Cretaceous
periods are all represented, but so is the diversity of the hinterland where the human impact is
enormous. There is really nowhere that is really wild. Dartmoor and Exmoor are man managed; much of
the woodland cover went long ago. Hedgerows also are valuable wildlife corridors and almost unique to
Britain, though many need better management, whilst even motorways and major roads with wide and
often well planted embankments play a useful part.
As a proclaiming ecologist Rod went on to mention some of the effects of climate change with images of;
Little Egret (now common), Cattle egret, Glossy Ibis, Blackwinged Stilt (recent), Sunfish, Leatherback
turtle (more frequent sightings). Berry Head has the most southerly colony of Guillimots but will they, like
some of our other birds, move north as our climate warms? Clearly we can expect gains and losses.
More controversial were some of Rod`s ideas and aspirations for re-wilding the countryside. Some
reintroductions; Common crane (E.Anglia and Somerset Levels), Gt Bustard (Salisbury Plain), Red kite,
(widespread), and Sea eagle (Mull) have been well planned and successful and widely welcomed.
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Beaver reintroduction is possible in some areas and likely to succeed if suitable habitat is provided, also
where its benefits to fish stocks could be expressed. However not everyone is convinced. The Wolf and
the Lynx would be difficult to accommodate in our increasingly crowded island where, as was pointed out
in discussion time, we have a moral obligation to produce more of our own food. It will be interesting to
see how well we meet the challenge of balancing our needs with enhanced biodiversity.
Alan Hopkins
Darts Farm and Bowling green Marsh – 14th March
On a beautiful crisp sunny spring morning, seven of us made our
way to the rendezvous at Darts farm. A leisurely walk around
the farm gave us good views of about 30 species of birds
including Willow Warbler and Reed Bunting. There were
substantial flocks of Widgeon to be seen and an unusual
hybrid goose, a cross between a Canada and a Barheaded goos e.
We then moved five minutes away to the RSPB hide at
Bowling Green Marsh to coincide with high tide, usually the
best time to see birds here. Many species were added to our
list including a Sparrowhawk, and shortly after a good sight of a
Goshawk in pursuit of a Curlew.
The Canada/Bar-headed goose hybrid
(photo by Malcolm Randle)

The most abundant species were Widgeon, Shelduck
and Teal. Other species of note were Tufted duck,
Goldeneye, Curlew and Shoveler duck.

Willow warbler at Dart Farm

Much to our surprise, the hide was virtually empty apart
from ourselves so it was very convenient to eat our
packed lunches. As the tide turned, we moved 300 yards
down the road, past some early flowering Violets, to the
RSPB viewing platform overlooking the estuary where
the river Clyst joins the Exe. Here we were able to add
quite a number of birds to our list including Avocets and
Sanderling. But most exciting were the great flocks of birds

(photo by Malcolm Randle)

wheeling around and settling again, following the receding tide. These included Avocets, Black-tailed
Godwits and a mixed flock of Starlings and Dunlin.
We continued our walk down to the Goat walk along the
estuary at Topsham for more glorious Birding. It was
really warm in the sunshine and we spent a lot of time
looking at about 300 quite noisy Black-tailed godwits
immediately in front of us, together with Teal rooting in
the mud, more Avocets, a Greenshank, Red-breasted
Merganser and a large flock of Knot that came in to
roost.
We took our time walking back beside the reserve to the
The fox seen at Bowling Green Marsh
cars and were rewarded with close up views of Shoveler,
(photo by Peter Richardson)
a Heron posing for photos, and a daytime hunting fox. in superb springtime condition, his coat really
gleamed.
On the day we saw 58 species of birds, and apart from the Fox we saw Rabbits and Roe deer and even
had some butterflies, a Small Tortoiseshell some unidentified Skippers.
Peter Richardson
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Programme Notes

Shortly after our visit to the nesting herons, the 1 st May sees the start of our new programme year. It
begins with a trip to Lee Abbey on Monday 9th May with birds, flora, geology and rock pools at low tide;
wellies essential for warm, dry feet. The route is via interesting spots and a picnic on Exmoor.
Axe estuary lagoons are being re-visited. Birds will have colonised the islands and some will be nesting.
This is developing into a most interesting site.
On Friday May 20th at St George’s Hall one of our special events is being held. Simon Roper and
Ambios, who sponsored Stephen Powles’s wonderful talk last year, are bringing two speakers from
Hungary; no language problems though, they are both PhDs and have done post graduate work at
universities here. They will talk for about forty minutes each on the Raptors of Europe, and European
Bison which will follow Prof. Bryony Coles’s April talk quite neatly.
St George’s Hall has been booked again for Friday 3rd June. Swifts have been on the decline since the
1970s, thoughtless planning allowing nesting sites to disappear. In a greener age this has now been
recognised and rehabilitation is underway. Stephen Fitt is explaining all this and much else. We will
adjourn outside to see swifts and buildings in central Tivvy and compare notes back in the hall with some
special refreshments to reward our efforts.
The flowers and butterflies of Witheridge Moor appear next and there may also be a visit to the 27 acre
patch of the Barn Owl Trust in June. They advise that we should have another talk before wandering the
field but that depends on the completion of a new building on site – they have no other. We will keep
conferring but the odds are on next year.
In July it’s Braunton Burrows, Ashclyst Forest and Escot to see the beavers. This has been specially
arranged, it is for 1-2 hours from 8.30 pm at Escot, on Tuesday 26th July, the cost is £5 each and
numbers are limited to 14; another date can be booked for a second group. Beavers become more
active before dusk and at this time the kits should also be out. Book early with D.L.
On Saturday 20th August we are holding our main 30th Anniversary celebration at Roliphants. There will
be special stands and displays, wildlife trails, birds of prey flying, feeding and handling displays, and
yes, you can fly and handle them too, courage not ne eded. This will be followed by a barbecue and later,
moth trapping, recording and photography. It will be a highly interesting but totally relaxing way of
celebrating.
Various walks appear on the programme, some day some evening, Knightshayes woods, canal walk
with bat detectors, Tiverton to Bickleigh along the Exe, and others may be added at short notice;
somebody suggested Exmoor Zoo – any takers?
David Leader

Obituary
It is with regret that the death in early March of Brian Winslade, who lived at Knowstone near South
Molton is reported. Brian who had been a member of our Society since November 2009 had been
suffering declining health for a number of years. The funeral was held at 2pm on Thursday 10th March
at St Peter’s Church, Knowstone and the Society was represented by Gavin Haig and David Leader.
Brian was an enthusiastic breeder of butterflies and some of his equipment has been left to the Society
for which we are very grateful. Our sympathy is extended to members of his family and friends.

