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 CHAIRMAN’S NOTES 

Culm grasslands, the Jurassic Coast, Cirl buntings, pollen in forensic science, cream teas, the Somerset 

Levels, a photographic competition, beavers, cider, rutting red deer, fungi, an annual dinner, forest 

elephants and so much more brought to you by the MDNHS in the 2013/14 programme. Not bad for a 

relatively small society such as ours and all of this for an annual membership fee of only £6 (plus £2 per 

indoor meeting)!! 

In his first year at the job, Peter Richardson, has compiled an excellent series of outdoor/summer 

meetings. David Leader and Jeff Benn have done likewise for the up and coming indoor meetings. The 

success of the Society depends very heavily on a quality programme and, on behalf of the Society,  I 

would like to thank them all for all their hard and productive work. 

To secure the future of the Society we also need a stable or, preferably, an increasing membership. The 
more members we have, the better the finances and the easier it is to improve still further on the quality of 
our speakers.  
 
Whilst the Society doesn’t advocate arm twisting or other forms of coercion, a little “subtle persuasion” can 
go a long way! One way of gently encouraging friends to come along is to choose a meeting that you think 
would be of particular interest to them and then to ask them along (it’s free for the first visit). Sorry, no 
discounts for recommending a friend!!   
 
So, please, “spread the word” as we will all benefit. 

Stephen Powles 

Chairman 
 

FEATURES 

Update from Cyprus 
Summer suddenly sprang upon us about mid-April when temperatures rose to 30C in the shade. Swallows 
and Martins began arriving towards the end of Feb. The three pairs who nested around here raised two 
broods and have now gone (May 5th)  
 
Our garden looks good and has been visited by Blackcaps, Golden Oriole, Cetti’s and Garden Warblers 
(one singing right now), Goldfinches and Greenfinches, Linnets and Long-legged Buzzard overhead. 
Rollers and Bee Eaters arrive daily.  A pair of Cyprus Wheatears are nesting nearby as are a pair of Great 
Tits whose first nest was destroyed by a sudden gale. Chukars and Francolins call during the day. 
Hoopoes are here and the Flamingos have left  the salt lakes – apart from a  few who  are  either  sick  or  
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cannot decide what to do. The local House Sparrows seem to be kicking up a lot of fuss each day – suspect 

more males than females.   Turtle and Collared Doves are 
around and I saw Swifts down in the village at the end of 

April.  In early May I saw a Masked Shrike, my first.   It 
spent some time flying to and fro in the garden. 

 
Spring flowers have been good and the garden 
has been visited by large and small Whites, 
Swallowtails and Cleopatras (like a Brimstone). 
There seems to be a migratory movement of 
Clouded Yellows passing through the garden 
going in a N.W. direction. I have also seen 

Painted Ladies, Red Admirals –and Tarantulas!                                      
 

Masked Shrike  

                                                               (photo taken at Aswan, Egypt by Malcolm Randle) 

 
     
A new Environmental Information Centre has opened at the village of Episcopi which is not far from 
Paphos (not the military base to the east along the coast). For a small fee – two Euros - you are shown a 
beautiful film of the Ezousa Valley which is entirely a nature reserve. I rate this as one of the best nature 
films I have ever seen!  You can buy the English version for ten Euros – which I did.  There are displays of 
the geology of Cyprus and all the occurring forms of natural wildlife – plus three dioramas. The warden is 
a young enthusiastic man- Georgios- who gave up a more highly paid job for this one. If you come to 
Paphos it is well worth a visit. 

Alec Worth ---Your Man in the Med!  

 

The British Wildlife Centre 
Should you find yourself in East Surrey in the vicinity of Gatwick Airport, perhaps with some time to kill 
before a flight but preferably with no time limit, then a visit to the British Wildlife Centre is thoroughly 
recommended.  Located on the A22 at Lingfield about 10 minutes drive from the M25,  it is open every 
weekend between March and the end of October and daily during all school holidays between 10am and 
5pm - last entry at 4pm (3pm from December to February). 
 
There are over 40 species to be seen, including several rarely seen in the wild such as Wild Cats and Pine 
Martens in large enclosures designed to look as near their natural surroundings as possible.  If 
photography is your interest then there are some excellent photo opportunities.  
 
Apart from the opportunity to see inside an Otter holt and a Badger sett there is an excellent walk-through 
enclosure for Red squirrels, a deer park and a superb wetland boardwalk.  As a bonus there is a very 
active heronry just beyond the boardwalk.    
 
At specified times, all well spaced out, there are 
talks by the keepers who really know their 
charges well. Also there is wonderful owl 
flying display which includes Tawny, Barn, 
Long-eared, Snowy and European Eagle 
owls.   
 
One of the most fascinating enclosures is 
that of the Weasels as it is possible to 
see them at really close quarters although 
they whizz about in and out of the many 
holes in their large mound at an incredible 
speed. It was a real challenge to get a good 
photo but I did manage it eventually and have 
included it here.                                            
          
                         Weasel at the British Wildlife Centre  
                                                                                                              (photo by Malcolm Randle) 
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If you would like more information click on the link  http://www.britishwildlifecentre.co.uk/index.html  

Malcolm Randle 
 

Spring Phenology 2013: “Everything’s Late!” 
That has been the refrain on all sides this year, ever since the cold spring became established; but what 
do the records show? The most striking contrast with spring 2012 was the unusually prolonged cold 

temperatures from mid-February 2013 (week 7) through March and 
into April (week 14). Temperature records taken from 0730-0830 
hrs each morning in Stockleigh Pomeroy (Grid ref. SS888039) 
show that January was also colder in 2013, but by a small margin 
(average 4oC in 2012 cf. 2.5oC in 2013). Compare this with records 
taken at the same time of day from weeks 7 through 14, when the 
average temperature was 4.5oC in 2012, but only 1.4oC in 2013. 
This meant that spring events expected during weeks 7-14 and 
later were delayed by up to about 3 weeks. And so it was that 
another common impression this year was that, once the weather 
warmed up “everything happened at once”! Here are a few mid-
Devon examples of a topsy-turvy world. 
 
Butterflies: In 2012, the warm spell in March brought all the 
common early butterflies out, but  this year none of them were seen 

                Marbled White            until  April  at  the  earliest.       
(photo by Liz Rogers)   Brimstones were  seen at Cove    

                                                           (SS947201)  on 12 April,  but not 
             at  all in Stockleigh  Pomeroy until May. Commas and Orange 

Tips appeared almost a month later than in 2012, and 
Peacocks were three weeks later. Speckled Woods, seen in 
April at Stockleigh Pomeroy in 2012, were not seen until well 
on in June in 2013. While the wet summer of 2012 was a 
disaster for butterflies, spring 2013 was another blow for them. 
Warm weather finally came in June/July, and brought some 
migrant butterflies to us – Painted Ladies were seen at Cove, 
and Marbled Whites at Stockleigh Pomeroy. 
 

Flowers & Trees: Early-flowering species like Hazels and 
Snowdrops were not much affected by slightly colder January 
temperatures in 2013, but  species flowering  in February/March  
were often late. Celandines did not seem to be affected, but  
Blackthorn,  Marsh Marigold,   Cuckooflower (Lady’s-smock)  all                        Lady’s smock   

flowered later this year.          So  did May-flowering species  like                  (photo by Liz Rogers) 

Elder & Hawthorn,  and  the  Dog Rose  in  June.      Leaves also  
came out two to four weeks later than in 2012, for example on monitored oak trees on Exmoor, and birch at 

Stockleigh Pomeroy.   
 
Warblers & others: Wintering Fieldfares were still 
around in April on the farm at Stockleigh Pomeroy, 
but what about the arrival  of migrating warblers? 
During the BBC Springwatch programmes,  it was 
noted that Willow Warblers were arriving later than 
usual, and in low numbers, over Portland Bill. Our 
sources in mid-Devon first recorded Willow Warblers 
singing at Withleigh (SS893126) on 15 April, but 
they’ve not been heard at all this year at Stockleigh 
Pomeroy. Chiffchaffs were singing 3 weeks later 
than in 2012 at both these sites; and Blackcaps 
were two weeks later at Stockleigh Pomeroy. 

Hopefully these late arrivals will  have  compensated 
Willow warbler @ Darts Farm on 6th April        for  the presumably later availability of their food.  
                  (photo by Malcolm Randle)  
 
                  
     

http://www.britishwildlifecentre.co.uk/index.html
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What does it all mean? More information is always needed, but projects like the UK Phenology Network 
(www.naturescalendar.org.uk) now have sufficient data to start separating out the cues that plants and 
animals use to determine when they flower and produce leaves, or start breeding. Flowering and fruiting 
are affected by a complex interplay of factors, such as light, day length, rainfall, temperature and minimum 
temperature. For instance, in a recent article in British Wildlife (vol. 24, no.4, 2013), the UK Phenology 
team showed that flowering of snowdrops (Galanthus nivalis) over many years was strongly affected by 
temperature, and was about 3 days earlier for every 1oC rise in temperature in Central England. The worry 
for birds is that, as climate change occurs, their breeding cycles will be de-coupled from the availability of 
their food. On a simple level, a warm March in 2012 and a cold one in 2013 have certainly let us document 
how widespread temperature effects can be. And it all says: Keep on recording! 

Liz Rogers  (with thanks to Doris Leader, Stephen Powles & David Brabban) 

 

An Encounter with Turtle Doves (photos by Malcolm Randle) 

“Conservationists  fear  2013  could  be  the  lowest  year  ever for Turtle Dove  numbers –  
England’s most threatened farmland bird.    Records of sightings are down significantly this 

year and experts believe last summer's extremely wet weather may be the cause. Official 
figures show that Turtle Doves — an icon of the English countryside and a fixture in literature 

and folklore for centuries — have declined by 80% since 1995. However, reports from recent 
weeks show that this summer's population is likely to be lower than ever”. 
 
The foregoing paragraph is a statement released by the RSPB on 2nd August so in view of their findings it 
was very exciting  to have been able to have reported one of this year’s sightings.  
 
On the 30th May we were driving along a little used lane near our 
home at Woodbury Salterton when, as we rounded a bend we 
saw on the road in front of us two birds.  They were clearly 
doves but were too small to be Collared Doves.  We 
managed to get the binoculars on them before they flew 
up and out of sight and could see that they had a light 
and dark mottled pattern on their wings.  Neither of us 
had ever seen a Turtle Dove (Streptopelia turtur) before 
but it seemed the only possible likelihood.  This was 
confirmed the following day when we returned to the 
same location and were pleasantly surprised to see 
them fairly near to the same spot. This time we did get 
some photos from which we clearly identified them.     The 
fact that the lane was very quiet meant that we could stop 
and observe them without having to move immediately. 
        

                                Pair of Turtle doves on 31st May   

             
We were already aware that the Turtle Dove was a threatened species and on the red list but we also 
discovered that the RSPB in company with Natural England and two other organisations,  Conservation 
Grade and Pensthorpe Conservation Trust, had set up ‘Operation Turtle Dove” in May 2012. (See 

http://operationturtledove.org/ ).  It is a three year project and comprises three parts:  

1. building on research into the Turtle Dove breeding grounds in England 

2.    establishing feeding habitat over core breeding range through advisory and farmer initiatives 

     3.   research into factors operating during migration and at wintering areas 
  

The project requested that all sightings were to be reported to their hotline or e-mailed with any photos so 

naturally we did this.  We continued to visit the vicinity where we’d seen them on about 20 occasions 

throughout June and had seven more sightings. The interesting thing was that on the first six of those 

further occasions we saw only a single dove.  Seen separately it was difficult to say which one was male 

or female as their markings are similar but the male is generally slightly larger and this could be seen 

when they were together.  On one occasion we saw one dove on the road which flew off and was then 

joined by the other one and on another occasion we saw one of the doves on an overhead wire.  The last 

occasion  on which  we saw the  doves they  were together on  the road, seemingly  consuming  grit which  

 

http://www.naturescalendar.org.uk/
http://conservationgrade.org/
http://conservationgrade.org/
http://pensthorpetrust.org.uk/
http://operationturtledove.org/
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they need for their digestive system. This was on 29th June, one month from our first sighting.   We have 
made frequent visits throughout July and early August but have never seen them again. 
 
This significant thing about this pair remaining in the neighbourhood is that they must surely have had a 
nest nearby although we had no idea where.  They always flew away in the same direction but because 
the lane where we saw them was a typical Devon lane with high banks and hedges it was impossible to 
see where they went after they flew over the top. We had hoped that we might see some young birds 
before they left the area but this was not to be.    
 
Turtle Doves mate for life with the male bird as actively involved as the female in taking care of their young 
at every stage. They are the only British (or in fact European) migratory dove,  arriving  in Britain in late 
April to early May and usually leaving in late August to early September. On arrival most make for the 
eastern counties and very few remain west of a line from Sussex northwards.  Devon usually has very few 
sightings and the only known nest sites in the Exeter area are a couple in the Haldon Forest.  They tend to 
prefer open countryside and undisturbed woodland but can also be seen in parks and large gardens and 
often feed on cultivated land. They are double brooded with the first nest in June and the second in July.  
One other point of interest is that they are able to drink water by sucking it up as opposed to most other 
birds who fill their bill with water then hold their head up to swallow it.  
 

                                                                                              
The decline of this lovely bird, which has 
one of the most appealing songs of all the 
dove family, is quite alarming and it is 
estimated that if it continues at the same 
rate it may have disappeared from Britain 
by 2020.  One of the main reasons for its 
decline is the birds' diet which consists 
almost entirely of small seeds from wild 
plants, which grow among crops. Changes 
in farming practices in recent decades 
mean these wild flowers - including vetch, 
fumitory and clover - are now scarce. One 
of the aims of Operation Turtle Dove is to 
restore these plants to the countryside.   
Another    fact    which   is particularly 
disturbing is the number that   are   legally  

and   illegally  shot   during   their   migratory  
                  One of the pair (? male or female)              passage.   In particular Malta  has  a  very  bad     

                                                                                         record and the last breeding pair there was shot  
in the 1960s.  
 
Although the Turtle Dove is in serious decline in Britain the decline is not anywhere near so severe 
globally  and because of its huge breeding range it is not considered to be vulnerable. They overwinter in 
sub-Saharan West Africa where they gather in roosts of up to one million birds.   Europe is believed to 
have between 25% and 49% of the global population.  All we can do is hope that the decline of the Turtle 
Dove in Britain is reversed and that the gloomy forecast does not come to pass.   
  
If you should see a Turtle Dove next year you can report your sighting to Operation Turtle Dove either by 
e-mail via the web site at turtledove@rspb.org.uk  or the hotline 01603 697527 

Malcolm and Brenda Randle 
 
An acknowledgement for some of the above information is due to the British Trust for Ornithology             

( http://blx1.bto.org/birdfacts/results/bob6870.htm ) . 

Woods can be dangerous places 
All parents know this but, luckily, children don’t and quite happily climb trees, swing from branches and fire 
catapults, until tired and dirty they appear in the kitchen with a hunger not easily satisfied. After such a day 
a good night’s sleep is guaranteed and parents can enjoy a quiet late evening and a similarly undisturbed 
night. But, is woodland danger confined to children? 
 
 

 

mailto:turtledove@rspb.org.uk
http://blx1.bto.org/birdfacts/results/bob6870.htm
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In drought years, definitely not.  Danger oozes from every straight grained tree and common ash (Fraxinus 
excelsior) is notorious for dropping heavy branches unannounced. This may seem surprising since wood 
from this species is used for tennis racquets, hockey sticks, the handles of striking tools and, even now, 
for the chassis of certain models of Morgan car. With pressure being applied at 90 degrees to the straight 
grain the strength and durability of these products are legendary, but those who have cleft ash logs down 
the grain will know that this is achieved with little  effort. Whether these attributes are a weakness or an 
asset depends on the circumstances. 
 
When drought and high temperatures run hand in hand - a dry spring followed by a long hot summer - the 
uptake of ground water through the roots is at first restricted, and then, in extreme conditions, may as 
good as cease. So imagine the trunk of an ash tree going straight up, with a heavy branch growing out at 
45 degrees and naturally bending outwards to be parallel to the ground. There is substantial pressure 
(tension above and compression below) on the union and so, when starved of water, the risk of split at this 
point is greatly increased and any action extreme and sudden. Beech and sycamore are similarly affected 
by drought. 
 
When lightning is imminent you don’t shelter under large trees; nor should you dally during a long, hot 
summer! 
 

David Leader  

 

Roliphants Report    September 12th 2013  (photos by Alan Hopkins) 

By late May temperatures had started to rise.  On the 19th our nestbox camera indicated that the blue tits  
were hatching. Ten eggs were laid and of these eight hatched and five 

eventually fledged with the three weaker, less precocious and 
less competitive dying of starvation. Our swallows arrived 

early in mid April adopting their old nest site as usual but 
showing little sign of breeding in May. Obviously we 
missed something and to our relief on June 7th I 
discovered recently hatched young and immediately set 
up a camera close to the nest to record their progress. 
All five duly fledged on June 17th. The youngsters 

steadfastly refused to be ousted from their natal home, 
forcing their parents to move to another building to hastily 

construct a new very flimsy nest on top of a fluorescent light.  A  
       second  brood was  successfully reared  and all  ten are now on   the   
      Four of the five fledglings    wing and preparing for migration  to South Africa.  We would love to 
see some of them back next Spring, but sad to say our swallow numbers have not increased here.  In fact 
we had only three this year (i,e one had no mate) compared with two breeding pairs in several preceding 
years. 
 
Using camera traps I have been following the activity of the 
Roe deer in Roliphants wood, and the information gained has 
also revealed how many other species share the same territory.  
Foxes, badgers, and Grey Squirrels are frequent in an area 
clearly claimed and marked out by the dominant Roebuck. 
However to see three Red stags also passing through was a 
surprise as we do not normally expect them here. I wonder if 
the vegetable crops are proving an attraction. Perhaps they will 
move on as the rut approaches. On June 15th, whilst checking 
camera traps my dog Ellie set up a Roe doe with a new fawn at 
foot  .On the way back she found another fawn (probably the 
other’s twin) hidden in thick undergrowth at the woodland edge. 
The terrified creature tumbled out squealing at an equally 
surprised dog some 20 yards in front of me.  Picking it up I 
noticed it had not a mark on it, the dog just wanted to lick it. 
However to my horror the right hind leg was obviously broken 
above and below the hock. It seems likely that this occurred as 
it thrashed about to free itself from the undergrowth. I reckoned 
it  was  no more  than  a week  old  as I  had  captured  a  heavily                ‘Sparky’                                                                                           
pregnant doe with a  developed udder on the camera trap only eight 
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days before.  In the hope that I could save this beautiful little animal I took it back to the farm, sedated it 
and with Gill`s help applied a light aluminium splint to immobilise the fractures, in the same manner we do 
with lambs with similar injuries.  And so began our experience with ‘Sparky’.  He did not die of shock, now 
weighs just over 10 Kg  (2.25 Kg when he arrived here but sadly his leg was damaged too badly to repair 
properly and I had no alternative than to amputate. He has coped with this very well and his story 
continues; a fascinating experience so far. Ultimately we hope to release him but currently he is still 
having bottle feed three times a day. 
 

More recently, whilst dredging and doing some maintenance on 
a small pond on the small leat running through the farm which 
takes and returns water from and to a tributary of the river 
Lowman, I captured three Brook Lampreys and a number of 
Stone Loach stranded in the muddy pools left after drainage. 
The Lampreys, two sub-adults one adult (they differ physically) 
are now in an aquarium for further observation prior to release. 
They are the most primitive fish and spend almost all the time 
buried in the gravelly sand; small wonder they are seldom seen 
or caught. I had always hoped we might catch them whilst 
electro-fishing, but so far this has not happened. They are filter 
feeders, (unlike the Sea Lampreys which parasitise other fish), 
and are regarded as indicators of clean waters.  It is good to    

One of the Brook Lampreys           know they are there. 

                                                                                                                   Alan Hopkins. 

 

 

MEETINGS AND EVENTS 

Wildlife of the South Atlantic Islands - Beau  Rowlands. - 19th April 2013      
A change to our published programme (caused by the unavailability of our published speaker) did not 
disappoint an enthusiastic audience. Fortunately Beau Rowlands was visiting Tiverton  as a guest of one 
of our members. Qualified in environmental science in South Africa he spent several years travelling on 
mail boats to islands in the south Atlantic, with frequent stopovers permitting study of nature there. He 
presented a stunning account of his experiences and observations visiting some of the less well known 
islands of the South Atlantic. Starting near the coast of Namibia and Angola with some small unfamiliar 
islands we were taken west towards Ascension and then south to St Helena, Tristan da Cunha and Gough 
Island. Principally featuring a multitude of seabird species, we also saw Fur seals and relics of the whaling 
industry and some of the unique plant species. This was a photographic slide presentation, a medium still 
with us in this increasingly digital age, and a real treat. 

Alan Hopkins. 
 

A May visit to Berry Head  
On the 8th May seven members went on the Berry Head trip, 
arriving about 11.30am. The weather was a bit patchy, 
very windy with light showers and by 2.15pm a dense 
sea mist moved in which rapidly turned into a 
downpour. Despite this we had quite a successful 
day, at a beautiful site. 
 
It was too windy for most insects and we did not 
see any of the anticipated butterflies, However, 
in the short time we were there we did identify 26 
bird species and a variety of flora. 
 
The three highlights of the day were good views of 
a male Peregrine sitting out of the wind.  Secondly 
a pod of Harbour Porpoise quite close in to the end of 
the headland. We watched them for about 30 minutes, 
there were certainly at least four  of them,  possibly even 
                                                  Male Peregrine at Berry Head  
      (photo by Peter Richardson) 



8 
five or six. 
 
The third highlight was the Guillemot colony which we viewed from the hide. Not as many as in the 
previous few days,  but at  least 150 with a  sprinkling of Kittiwakes,  Fulmars and  other assorted 
seabirds. From the hide we also got quite good views of the very small Soay sheep they use to graze the 
cliff tops. 
 
Of the flora,  Bluebells and Alexanders (Smyrnium olusatrum)  were on the way out but  Buttercups, 
Triangular Leeks and Spotted Medick were abundant.  Best of all were the Cowslips which we do not see 
in the Tiverton area. 

Peter Richardson and Doris Leader 

 
Bees and Pollen in Forensic Science    Michael Keith- Lucas (Botanist and 

Plant Ecologist) May 17th 2013     
A lecture on bees and pollen was bound to be informative as well as topical, but I doubt that many of us  
had a clue as to where forensics came in. Pollen grains are apparently extremely robust, having a 
waterproof coating and resistance to U/V light which protects their chromosomes from sunlight. Being 
produced in vast numbers only relatively few will perform fertilization, and many will end up in unusual 

places. At certain times there is a super abundance of pollen in 
the air, grass pollen being small and light (pollination by wind) 
hence hay fever. Larger pollen is readily transported not just by 
insects but also on animal fur and human clothing.  
 
Pollen is designed to travel, and this is where the forensics 
comes in. We were shown several magnified images of various 
pollen grains. Having spent years identifying pollen species 
Michael has become an expert. Pollen found in or on a corpse 
can indicate when the last breath was taken (nasal sampling) 
what food had been consumed   (stomach  content  or  faeces), 
where  the  person had recently been (clothing).    Such informa-                

                  Apple pollen hatching       tion can  be  as  valuable as  fingerprints  and   DNA  in   providing 
                   (photo by Alan Hopkins)         evidence in criminal  cases. In archaeology too, such is the long term 

survival of pollen that it can yield valuable information on what plants were growing in any period or 
location and what foods were being eaten.  

 
So what about bees and pollen?  Bees collect pollen for protein and nectar for honey. Some pollen 
contaminates  honey and this identifies the source of the nectar.  In cases of suspect honey fraud where 
spurious claims are made as to the origins of a honey, identification of the pollen present can provide 
crucial evidence.  
 
Pollen records are collected daily from several monitoring stations around the UK and kept in Exeter, so 
we have an historical record;  a pollen calendar of wind pollinated plants. 

 Alan Hopkins  

Roliphants Open Day -  May 25th2013      
Commencing from 11am on a fine Spring day and at 
last the weather was beginning to warm up.  Over 
20 members and guests enjoyed a bring and share 
picnic, walks around the woodland and ponds, 
indulged in some pond dipping and plant 
identification and general wild life observation. 
Specimens were examined in more detail in the 
meeting room using microscopes when necessary.  
Many will now know the difference between frog and 
toad tadpoles, damsel, dragon fly, and mayfly 
larvae, even if they don’t find them quite as 
captivating as the adults. We had some good 
specimens of male and female Palmate newts, (so 
now you can identify the sexes), plus larval forms 
with gills.  As a follow on from the pollen lecture 
several  species  of  flower  pollen    were   collected                Palmate newts (male on right)  
and   examined  under  the microscope.  A few were                         (photo by Alan Hopkins) 
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                                      Members pond dipping at Roliphants Open Day  
                (photo by Malcolm Randle) 

   
observed later to have “hatched” showing the growing pollen tube.  (See photo under previous item) 
                                                                                                                   Alan Hopkin 

Meshaw Moor – Well worth a visit   
After a “tip off” from a local farmer who knew the value of the site, Moor Tennaments (as it was known 
then) was bought by the Devon Wildlife Trust in 1994. It is one of their less well known reserves but is a 
rich and diverse habitat that is well worth a visit. The MDNHS visited the reserve on 11th June and those 
new to the site were duly impressed.  
 
I first visited it in the mid 80’s when, in my capacity as a vet, I was there to attend to the two cows 
belonging to a very old gentleman who owned the farm as it was then. Two cows on 35 acres is about as 

                              Meshaw Moor with Painted  lady on Devils bit scabious 
                        (photo by Stephen Powles) 
un-intensive as you can get so, with no fertiliser having been applied, a wonderful habitat for wildlife was 
able to develop across the patchwork of 13 fields. Many modern farms have well over one cow to the acre! 
 
Meshaw comes from a French word meaning “unproductive land” or “badlands” and it is an apt description 
of the land between Witheridge and South Molton, especially if you are trying to farm it. Parts of the site 
have been ploughed in the past and have, in recent times, been cut for hay. Most of the site is Culm 
grassland dominated by purple moor grass and rush. 
 
The, now rare, Marsh Fritillary is found in the Culm areas and much of  the management of  the reserve is 
aimed at providing suitable habitat for it. Other butterflies of note found there are Marbled White and 
Green-veined White.  In some of the fields there are stunning displays of both Southern Marsh and Heath 
Spotted Orchids .Marsh Bedstraw, Black Knapweed, Devil’s-bit Scabious and Marsh Thistle are also 
present. 
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The best time to visit is late May through to early July when the orchids are likely to be at their best and 
when you might be lucky enough to see a Marsh Fritillary. The link to the DWT website is: 
http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/reserve/Meshaw+Moor/overview/  

          Stephen Powles 

Visit to the RSPB reserve at Labrador Bay   
Seven o’clock on a Sunday morning is too early for some. I got to the rendezvous at Homebase car park  
at five past. It was hardly surprising that I found it empty. 
 
It was a beautiful sunny morning at the beginning of June. The roads were clear and a very pleasant and 
leisurely drive saw me arrive at 8.15 – to be greeted by Liz  who had left just after seven.  It’s never helpful 
to be late. 
 
After studying the information board we took the long route on a circular tour. With the sun up and the sea 
blue and calm the Devon coast was at its most inviting. Across occupied meadows and towards the 
coastal path we saw the expected range of birds, Linnet, Stonechat, Blackcap, Chiffchaff, sea birds and, 
almost inevitably, Magpies which are prolific this year, but no buntings let alone a Cirl. 
 
We sat at various suitable places looking, listening and enjoying the sun and views, but with no luck. And 
so it continued up and down on the coastal path until we were almost back in the car park. Success was 
within reach, however. On the far side of a tall section of hedge it did its best to remain incognito uttering 
only its minor song. With Liz and I ten yards apart trying to spot it from 
different angles, we were at last able to confirm  
our quarry by sight. 
 
Malcolm and Brenda, living somewhat 
closer, had arrived later, having taken a 
different route.  They were  taken around 
the reserve by the RSPB wardens but 
they had already seen the birds at close 
quarters in the car park immediately after 
arriving.  They were shown a field which 
had been planted with seeds which would 
mature by late autumn. These would provide 
food for the Cirl Buntings and other seed 
eating birds during the period when supplies  
became short elsewhere.     Apart from seeing one  
or two  more Cirl Buntings they saw a Stock Dove and  
also a pair of Buzzards that were thought to be nesting on the               Cirl Bunting at Labrador Bay 
reserve.  In the field opposite the car park several Skylarks were                (photo by Malcolm Randle) 
soaring. Apparently in the winter large flocks of immigrant Skylarks visited the reserve.  A point worth 
remembering  is that at the beginning of the breeding season the Cirl Buntings were easier to see as they 
sing from the tops of bushes before they became covered in leaves. 
 
By the time we returned Malcolm and Brenda had already left.  

David Leader 
 

Butterflies of Devon and the sound recordings of Dennis Pickering 

Friday 21st June 
For those members who knew Dennis this was an evening of nostalgia when David Land gave a video 
presentation of Dennis’ magical camera work.  It was in fact a video film of a slide show that had been put 
together by him and Dennis in which Dennis had used his own unique method of merging slides by clever 
use of cardboard masks and string.  The video presentation with Dennis’ narration in his own special style 
and very evocative voice, together with sound recordings he had made, gave those present an insight into 
his world.  Those members present who did not know Dennis must surely have been impressed.     
 
There were contributions from Gavin Haig, Ralph Hopper and Alan Hopkins, all of whom had made some 
memorable visits to France with Dennis in the early days of the Society.   The evening was rounded off 
with Dennis’ favourite refreshments of scones with jam and  cream and cider. 

Malcolm Randle 

 

http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/reserve/Meshaw+Moor/overview/
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Jurassic coast boat trip  (photos by Peter Richardson)    
On a glorious sunny day in early July we were very glad to be on the water, with a nice cooling sea 
breeze. The boat was very full, but all 22 of us got a seat on the open top deck.  The two and a half hour 
cruise passed very quickly and the captain was very knowledgeable regarding the geology of the coast

 
                  Kittiwakes nesting near Exmouth                                   Kittiwake chick 

                   
On the outward leg, which was a fair way offshore to keep out of range of the marines artillery practice 
area, we had a variety of bird sightings including an out of season flock of Common Scoters skimming 
over the water. We estimated that there were about 30 of these ducks, which was probably the flock of 27 
that flew west past the Bournemouth area the previous day. 
 
Coming back, as the marines had now gone home we hugged the shore, going within yards of some of 
the cliffs and sea stacks. Here we were able to sea the breeding sea birds many with young, the main 
species being Shag, Cormorant, Kittiwakes, Fulmar Petrels and Herring Gulls. There were also Greater 
and Lesser Black backed Gulls and Rock Doves in smaller numbers. 
 
Among the other birds seen were a few Gannets out to sea and one Eider Duck. 
 
Another surprise when the skipper took us close to the shore, was a fine array of Greater and Lesser pink 
skinned naturists, basking on the shore in the sunshine. 
 
I think it is fair to say that everyone enjoyed this trip. 

Peter Richardson 
 

Visit to the Kingsbridge Estuary and Thurlestone Rock Pools 8th August 
Nine of us and Ellie, Alan's dog, met at Homebase Car Park on the 8th August and the sun was shining!  
We set off and met at the pub in West Charleton for a loo stop then went to a shady car park area with a 
half mile walk to the hide, from where we got a good view of the estuary.  Amongst other things there were 
Little Egrets, Black-headed Gulls, Herring Gulls, Cormorants and the odd diver.  The tide was out so 
sitings were minimal but it would be a good place to visit when the migrants are coming in and on an 
incoming tide. 
 
There were also a couple of interesting flowers, like Stone Parsley and Lesser Swinecress, both quite 
obscure plants.  We also saw a few butterflies including several Small or Green-veined Whites. 
 
We then went across to Thurlestone, parked at the Golf Course and walked about half a mile, to the beach 
with the rock pools.  Doris and I had our lunch at the top and found quite a few interesting flowers.  We 
watched the others rock-pooling and saw Ellie have her first swim ably guided by Peter Richardson, who 
was the one to get her to venture in!  There were a lot of different seaweeds including kelps and wracks, 
some Beadlet anemones, Hermit and Shore Crabs, Blennies, a couple of Rock Gobies, Dog Welks, edible 
winkles, Limpets and Prawns.  There is a high tidal range giving quite a variety. 
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Birds were a bit thin on the ground but a few gulls a Wheatear, Pied wagtails and quite a few Linnets were 

seen. 
 

Doris and I saw some 
wonderful Sea Holly with a 
Small Blue on it plus a 
Wall Brown butterfly and a 
few other butterflies we 
didn't manage to see well 
enough to identify.  We 
saw the leaves of Sea 
Bindweed, lots of Rock 
Samphire, Creeping 
Cinquefoil and lots of 
nondescript hawkweed/bit 
type of flowers.  It would 
be a superb place to visit 
in early June when all the 
thrift is out. 
 
We didn't leave 
Thurlestone until about half 
past five so it was quite a 

long but interesting day. 
              
Members of MDNHS at Thurlestone  

                                             (photo by Alan Hopkins)        Chris  Nadin 

 
                                               
                     

PROGRAMME NOTES 

 
Much has recently been aired about the re-introduction of Beavers into this country. Derek Gow is an 
expert in this field and he speaks at our September meeting about their re-appearance into the wild in the 
south west. 
  
There are so many things we do not know about British Insects but Roger Avery always enlightens, not 
confuses us. So he will explain only 101 Things We Might Not Know on October 18th. 
  
November should have brought the chill of Iceland but Rod Lawrence will be away on one of his trips 
enjoying somewhat warmer weather. Instead, John Walters has kindly agreed to be brought forward from 
April next year and will show us the Highlights of his Studies over the last 18 months. 
  
Our Christmas Round Table meeting always encourages members to bring, listen and discuss a variety of 
items of interest as well as consume mince pies.  This year there is an even more varied agenda so do 
come to participate and enjoy. 

             David Leader  
 

NOTICE 
 

Dennis Pickering Photographic Competition for MDNHS Members. 
To celebrate Dennis Pickering's life on  the MDNHS Committee is organising a photographic competition 
in his memory and using his bequest to the society. We would like to ask members to submit a maximum 
of TWO photographs each. These should be of wildlife (plants, animals, scenery) in Devon and bordering 
counties, taken since 30 November 2012. Photographs will be judged by members at the Annual Dinner in 
January 2014.  
 
Please submit up to TWO photos to Liz Rogers at <mary648@btinternet.com> by 30th November 2013. In 
order to  help members view entries at the  dinner, please also  bring a  5 x 7" (or similar) print of  each  of  
 

mailto:mary648@btinternet.com
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your photos to the dinner in January. We'd also like to know if you would agree to your photos being 
printed in local papers for publicity purposes? 
 
Dennis Pickering had a lively wit and an outgoing personality, as well as a desire and ability to share his 
deep love of nature with others. Could the spirit of Dennis be reflected in any of your entries? 
 
We look forward to seeing your photos. 

Liz Rogers 

OBITUARY 
 

                                                 Harold Collister 
Harold died peacefully in hospital on September 1st 2013.  His funeral at Exeter Crematorium took place 
on September 16th. in the company of his family and a number of his friends and members of  MDNHS.  
 
Many in the Society may not have known that he was suffering from Leukaemia as he put on a brave face 
whenever one met him, but privately there were darker moments, and he endured many months of 
repeated blood transfusions.  2013 was a very difficult year for Harold and Stella. 
 
Harold and Stella joined MDNHS in 1990 soon after coming to Tiverton, when we were a young active 
society led by an inspirational Gavin Haig.  Soon they became committee members, Harold also serving 
as membership secretary. Forthright in his opinions and always up to date with the local press and events 
in and around Tiverton one did well to take note of what he said. On many occasions he brought the 
committee up to date as well as exposing any omissions or inconsistencies in the minutes or membership 
lists. Until recently he made it his responsibility to open and close St Georges Hall for our meetings which 
meant being “first in and last out,” and he was usually on hand in the kitchen during the interval. Until the 
beginning of this year Harold always assisted with local publicity distributing posters of forthcoming 
meetings around the town shops and locations that would accept them.  
 
His loyalty to the Society never wavered and although he professed no special expertise in natural history 
he clearly enjoyed every aspect of nature and wildlife; he was particularly fond of the hedgehogs he 
enticed into his garden. We have lost one of our oldest (87) and most active members. We will miss him. 
Our sincere condolences to Stella whom we trust will still enjoy our company in MDNHS in the years 
ahead.     

                                                                                                      Alan Hopkins. 
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