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                               Chairman’s Notes 
 

It is with some trepidation that I now find myself chairman of the M.D.N.H.S as David 

Leader will be a hard act to follow. Having taken on the role myself it brings into sharp 
focus the tremendous work that David has done for the Society during his three years as 

chairman. Not only did David take on the responsibilities and commitments of being 
chairman but he has continued to put together a very successful programme of events 
(with Jeff Benn), organised the “Round Table” evening and has worked tirelessly behind the 

scenes to keep the Society running smoothly. On behalf of the Society I would like to thank 
David for everything that he has done for the Society, especially during his time as 

chairman. 
 
It was heartening to see such a good attendance at the AGM and Liz Roger’s talk on the 

Galapagos that followed on afterwards. I suspect that it was the latter that was the real 
attraction!! Those of us present were treated to a fascinating and very informative journey 

around the islands. The ease with which you can approach the wildlife of the Galapagos is 
legendary but you don’t have to travel many thousands of miles to enjoy a similar 
experience. We have our own “Galapagos” islands here in the UK!! With stunning sea bird 

colonies, Skomer & Skokholm (off the Welsh coast) and the Farne Islands (off the 
Northumberland coast) are well worth a visit …….. but don’t expect to see any giant 

tortoises or iguana!!  
 
As those of you who have attended recent meetings will already be aware, Harold and 

Stella Collister have retired from the committee after many years working tirelessly behind 
the scenes and, in Harold case, as membership secretary. Their contribution to the Society 

for over twenty years deserves a special thanks. 
 
At the AGM we welcomed David Brabban onto the committee and two new members to the 

Society, Roger and Bindy Linden.  
Stephen Powles 

         

   Features 
 

Otters & Anurans (frogs and toads) (All figs (except 1, 4, 5 & 8) copyright of S.W. Powles) 

At about this time of year the frogs arrive in our ponds and the toads arrive about a month 
later. The otters of the Dart (the smaller river that feeds the River Exe) regularly visit the 

ponds at Dartcoombe Mill, Templeton Bridge (Fig 1) and feed on the Golden Orfe in the top 
pond. We regularly photograph them on remote cameras  (we assume there is  more than 
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one) coming under the bridge (Fig 2) and between the two wildlife ponds (Fig 3). 

          Fig  1 Dartcoombe Mill Ponds  

 (note the position of the duck house)                  Fig 2  Otter visit under Templeton Bridge 
         
 
                    Fig 3     Otter visit 

              between the 

              two ponds   

   
Last year, at the 
beginning of March, 

there was a rotten 
smell coming from the 
floating duck house and 

on further examination 
we found all six 

sections full of rotting 
anuran carcasses (Figs 1 
and 4). Their rotting bodies 

made up half a bucketful and  
they were far too decomposed  

to tell if their bodies were whole  
(see later).   

 
 

It was a mystery to us as to how the 
dead anurans had got into the duck 
house. We wondered if they had 

entered by themselves and then 
died of the cold when we had a 

freezing few days and nights.  
Recently we have come across a 
paper that might explain why the 

duck house was full of dead 
anurans. 

The paper is entitled:  
“PROGRESSIVE SKINNING OF 

TOADS (Bufo bufo) BY THE 

EURASIAN OTTER (Lutra lutra) by  

Slater, F. (2002) IUCN Otter Spec. 
Group Bull. 19(1): 25- 29”  

Fig 4     

         Rotting anurans in NE section of duck house 
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and can be viewed at the following URL:  
http://www.otterproject.cf.ac.uk/resources/documents/2002%20-%20Slater%20F.pdf  

 

The abstract of the paper is as follows: 

Abstract: Predation of the Common Toad (Bufo bufo) by otters is less common than 

predation of the Common Frog (Rana temporaria). To avoid the paratoid glands of 
toads, only the hind legs may be skinned and eaten. At a B. bufo breeding site, 
regularly predated by otters, an increasing proportion of predated toads have been 

completely skinned. With declining populations of fish and crustacean prey, it is 
suggested that this apparent behavioural change better utilises the residual food 

resource.  

 
The paper also states that the fact that the otter will predate frogs and toads is well 
known. However, the observation that only the hind legs of the frogs and toads were 

missing on the banks of the River Esk in Scotland was at first attributed to Chinese 
Restaurants mutilating them for their legs, although later it was recognised as the work of 

otters. 
 
The paper goes on to describe observations made by Slater over three years (1997, 1999 

and 2002) at a River Wye site in mid-Wales.  When the toads came to pools and ponds in 
April, they were taken by the otters and their hind legs skinned and eaten and the front 

half of the toad discarded (Fig 5) presumably in order to avoid the large paratoid glands 
just behind the eyes of the toad.  These glands contain powerful toxins.  
 

 

Fig 5  Figures from Slater (2002) of predated toad remains from the three years studied   

 

The fact that frogs have non-toxic skin but still only lose their hind limbs suggests that 
otters see all anurans as toads and treat them in the same way. It was reported on one 

site that the otters had learnt that the whole body of the amphibian is edible if the skin is 
fully removed. This is carried out by a vertical incision and the skin removed in one piece.  

 
 

http://www.otterproject.cf.ac.uk/resources/documents/2002%20-%20Slater%20F.pdf
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This suggests an element of learning behaviour on the part of the otter.  Data on 
skinning is rare, as within hours, the discarded bodies are removed by Carrion Crows or 
other scavengers. It has been reported that at river sites, discarded bodies are left in the 

water away from most scavengers so are available for collection for several days.  This 
may explain the bodies in the duck house at Dartcoombe Mill ponds. 

 
In the paper, the evidence of hind limb removal specifically is also backed up by spraint 
analysis which shows a significantly higher hind limb to fore limb anuran bone ratio.  

 
Spraint 

One of us (Stephen) has regularly examined otter 
spraint and it is relatively easy to identify anuran 

limb bones within the body of the spraint (see 
Fig 6 and 7) 
 

What we would like you to do!  
If, in the next couple of months, you 

should see dead frogs and/or toads by the 
sides of your ponds or river please 
examine them to see if they have been 

mutilated.   
 

 
 

          Fig 6   Otter spraint containing 

                        anuran limb bones  
  

 
Particularly look  to  see  if  they  

have  been skinned and their hind 
limbs removed.  Also if you are happy 

to examine otter spraint, then please 

look for evidence of small limb bones.   
If you can take pictures, that would be 

great.   
 
Fig 7  Anuran bones identified from a     Below is a reconstructed skeleton of a frog, 

 single otter spraint                      it will help identify the bones found in  
          otter spraint. (Fig 8) 
                    

Also could you email us or phone us with 
news of where and when and let us know 

what you have found.  Thanks. 
 

Our emails and telephone numbers are: 
 

roger.linden@kcl.ac.uk    

Tel 01884 860655 
s.w.powles@btinternet.com 

Tel 01884 242965      
 

                Roger W A Linden  and  
                        Stephen W Powles              

 

      Fig 8 Reconstructed frog skeleton 

s276.beta.photobucket.com/user/schoolpic08/media/D

SCN0465.jpg.html#/user/schoolpic08/media/DSCN046jp
g.html?&_suid=13595727680930057055797578333844 

http://s276.photobucket.com/albums/kk12/schoolpic08/?action=view&current=DSCN0465.jpg&newest=1
mailto:roger.linden@kcl.ac.uk
mailto:s.w.powles@btinternet.com
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Salmon or Trout 
Following reports of 'salmon 

leaping' at the weir in 
Tiverton on 31st December, 

we went to have a look and 
managed to take this 
photograph. It looked to us 

more like a trout than a 
salmon, mainly due to the 

markings down the side, and 
was about 12 to 18 inches 
long. We saw several fish 

about this size but did not 
see any of them get up the 

weir. 
Whilst talking about this to 
Alan Hopkins he said that his 

son had found two good 
sized trout on their field at 

Fairby after the floods  went      The weir at Tiverton. The fish can be seen centre  
down. His conclusion was that   right with enlargement inset  - photo by Jim Grose 
these trout had escaped from a trout farm further up river during the flooding. The 

fish we saw at Tiverton weir were probably trout trying to get home! 
Jim and Margaret Grose 

 

A Waxwing Winter (photos by Malcolm Randle) 

Whatever else our recent winter threw at us one thing that it did bring   was a large 

influx of Waxwings (Bombycilla garrulus).  An influx, such as we have just 
experienced, is known as an “irruption” and usually occurs when the berry crop in 

Northern Scandinavia and Russia, where the birds live and breed, is poor or 
insufficient to sustain numbers  following a good breeding season  It is then that 
they have to seek further afield for their winter feeding.   

 
Most years only a few hundred arrive but this 

winter saw many thousands, first arriving in 
Scotland and the Northern Isles back in late 
October, to feast on the Rowan berries.  They 

also eat guelder rose, hawthorn, cotoneaster 
berries, rosehips and apples.  They tend to 

be somewhat unafraid of humans and allow 
fairly close approach.    In fact it is even 

known for them to feed from the hand.  One 
of our most enduring memories from the 
early days of the influx was of a young boy 

named Henry who lives in Fair Isle, hand 
feeding apples to these delightful pink 

crested birds.   He had several sitting on his 
hands and arms and also on a stick he held 
out.  The expression of pure pleasure on his 

face just has to be seen, and if you search 
the  internet  using only  the  words   “Fair Isle         

     The Waxwings as first seen      Henry” it will take you to the best site to see  both 
photos and video clips.   Probably in their native habitat they have very little contact 
with humans and therefore have no fear, much in the same way as the fauna of the 

Galapagos Islands.    Having just negotiated the North Sea,  hunger must also be a 
factor in their apparent tameness. 
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Once the food in the north of our islands starts to diminish the Waxwings begin to 
move south, tending to split up into smaller groups and spreading out as they do so.  
They appeared in Gloucestershire (Forest of Dean) on 19th November and by 27th 

November sightings in Devon were reported.   Since then there have been regular 
sightings in all sorts of locations in Devon,  including Tiverton (1st March at Tesco’s 

car park).  At the time of writing (March 26th) they are still being seen at locations 
such as Exe Bridge in the centre of Exeter.  Frequently they turn up on housing 
estates and around supermarket car parks and all sorts of other locations which 

seems odd for a bird which basically lives in extremely wild and unpopulated places.  
It is just that the type of berries they like, such as Rowan, Cotoneaster, Hawthorn 

etc tend to be grown in these types of locations as well as in people’s  gardens.   The 
Waxwings are also seen in open countryside but inevitably they get reported more 

frequently from the busier locations.  
 
Our own experience came in early 

December.   Never having seen a 
Waxwing before and being aware that 

there had been several sightings in the 
Exmouth area we thought that if we 
didn’t  take our chance we might not get 

it again.  On a sunny Saturday, after a 
couple of negative visits during the 

morning to one of the sites at which they 
had been seen on most days that week, 
we  returned during the afternoon to the 

same spot but again there was no sign of 
the Waxwings.  Not willing to give up we 

went to another location where they had 
also been seen. This was right in the 
middle of one of Exmouth’s housing 

estates and on arrival we could see a 
flock of about 15 to 20 starling sized 

birds perched high in a large tree. As soon        Taking a rest from feeding  
as we got the binoculars on them I could see we had found our quarry.  A few were 
flying down to some berry bearing bushes in nearby gardens but mostly they were 

just resting, preening etc and looking magnificent in the late afternoon sunshine. We 
watched them for some time but only the occasional one flew down to feed.  We 

spent a good half hour watching them before leaving although not before I had taken 
several photos. It was a lovely experience and they are truly exotic looking birds. 
 

The species we see here is the Bohemian Waxwing but there are two others, the 
Cedar Waxwing found in North America and the Japanese Waxwing, generally only 

found in north-east Asia and breeding in the far east of Russia 
 

Their name comes from the red sealing wax like tips to 

some of the wing feathers.  Apparently Waxwings can 
become intoxicated if they feed on too many semi-

fermented berries, which may render them temporarily 
unable to fly. However they seem to have developed a 

highly efficient liver to deal with it. Rather better than 
humans! 
  

One final comment; it is said that a large influx of 
Waxwings is often followed by a severe winter.  I don’t think there would be any 

argument that this winter has been fairly severe but at least it was partly 
compensated for by the Waxwings.  

Malcolm and Brenda Randle 
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Hazels Wood 
Pruning of branches from birch trunks will normally cease in mid February.  On 1st 

April this year the sap was still not running from fresh wounds; no doubt a protective 
response to the second coldest March since modern records began.  But how does 

sap rise? 
 
A cross section of trunk will show an outer layer of protective bark, an inner bark 

(phloem), the cambium layer of single cells which continually grow and divide on 
both sides, the sapwood (xylem) and, in the middle, the heartwood. 

 
Now imagine a tube station, with xylem up and phloem down water escalators, with 
the cambium layer a complete barrier in between.  A solution of water and dissolved 

minerals is drawn in by the very fine fibrous roots and transported up via the xylem 
vessels to all parts of the tree – a process of capillary action – osmosis.  Bud burst 

and fresh leaf follow, encouraged by 
lengthening daylight and increasing 
temperature. 

 
Leaves have xylem and phloem tubes in the 

same way as trunks and branches: they also 
have very tiny holes called stomata and it is 
through these that trees sweat and breathe.  

A mature oak may take up 100 gallons of 
water each day in high summer of which 98% 

is lost to evaporation by heat and wind.  The 
remainder forms part of a chemical 
transformation to sugars – photosynthesis. 

Carbon dioxide from the air is drawn in 
through the stomata where it combines with             Diagram courtesy of: 

nutrient water brought up from the ground.   httpkids.britannica.comelementaryart-66141 

Sunlight supplies the energy and chlorophyll, the green in leaves, is the reactive 
agent.  The sugar solution is then moved to all parts of the tree by the down 

escalator, the phloem.  Food not used immediately is stored for new growth. 
 

It is now that the cambium layer plays such an important part – it constantly 
increases the girth of the tree by producing new cells on both sides of its strict 

dividing line.  On the phloem, outer side it increases the width of the inner bark; on 
the inner side it creates new xylem which is the annual growth ring.  As each year 
passes, previous growth rings gradually cease to be influenced by new cell 

production and “die” to become the increasing heartwood of the tree. 
 

Autumn brings decreasing light and falling temperatures and a consequent severance 
of nutrient supply from the roots. The xylem and phloem vessels in the leaves are 
not, as in trunks and branches, strong enough to survive the loss of supply and so 

wither, die and fall, to enrich the earth and continue the life cycle. 
David Leader 

 

 

Farne Islands – “Our Galapagos” (photos by Stephen Powles) 
Whilst the Farne Islands may not have giant tortoises, iguana, flamingos and boobies 
they do have 100,000 pairs of breeding birds and 6,000 grey seals (as well as a few 
gannets cruising by).  The birds include 36,000 pairs of puffins and 49,000 pairs of 

guillemots AND many of them are as approachable as the boobies, cormorants and 
frigate birds of the Galapagos. 

 
The Farne Islands are a group of 15-20 (depending on the tide) small islands 
between 1 ½ and 5 miles off the Northumberland coast. Once inhabited by hermits,  
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                          Grey Seals on Inner Farne 
the islands’ only human  inhabitants  these days  are  bird  wardens working  for  the  
National Trust (who own the islands). In 676 Saint Cuthbert introduced laws to 

protect the eider ducks and other sea birds of the Farne Islands. These are thought 
to be the world’s first ever bird protection laws. 

 
To see the puffins close up on the ground by their nesting burrows, with others flying 
in with food to feed their chicks, is an unforgettable experience. Entering the burrow 

with food is hazardous for the puffins as the gulls are waiting to mob them as soon 
as they land and, having done so, force them to give up their catch of sand eels. To 

get round this the puffins cruise over the colony waiting for the all clear then fly in 
and “hit the ground running” hoping to disappear into the safely of the burrow before 
a gull catches up with them.  Both herring and lesser black backed gulls are resident 

on the islands and will more often than not be the culprits. 
 

Some of the other birds nesting on the islands 
are razorbills (350 pairs), fulmar (300 

pairs), shag (1,000 pairs), cormorant 
(130 pairs), kittiwake (4,000 pairs) 
and sandwich terns (1,000 pairs).  
 
Whilst it may be a bonus to be so 

close to many of the birds on the 
Farne Islands, avoiding the Arctic 
Terns (1,200 pairs) is a real problem 

and impossible to achieve!  These 
aggressive little birds often nest on 

the edge of the footpaths and don’t 
hesitate to attack you as you pass by, 
giving you a sharp peck on the head and 

defecating on you in the process. A wide 
brimmed hat is a must!!!  
                                   A Farne Puffin 
The best time to visit is May to July when the chicks are being fed.  Boats to take 
you over to the islands leave from Seahouses and I would strongly recommend going 

for the whole day.  A full day is needed for you to get out to the islands, see the cliff 
nesting birds and the seals and to then have plenty of time to absorb the stunning 
sights, sounds and smells of the bird colonies on the two islands that allow visitors to 

land on them. 
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Visiting the Galapagos is one of the world’s ultimate wildlife experiences but getting 
as close as you do to the many thousands of nesting sea birds on the Farne Islands 
is a pretty good second best …….. and far closer to home! I strongly recommend a 

visit. 
Stephen Powles 

 

Roliphants Report - 2nd  April   
The last 12 months will long be remembered for the way the weather played havoc 

with our lives, crops, farm livestock, and wildlife. Did anything benefit from the “Big 
Wet”?  Even worms drowned on the surface ground; perhaps the ducks enjoyed it. 
You will doubtless have your own observations on the more charismatic birds, 

butterflies, and blooms so because of my particular interest in aquatic habitat I will 
concentrate on that, with particular reference to amphibians.  

 
Here,  March has been a disaster. The first frog spawn appeared on February 12th  
and we continued to find spawn in most ponds through March as usual. However, the 

quantity is greatly reduced and, whereas I normally collect numerous bucketfuls 
from ditches and temporary flood pools for transfer to ponds, I now filled just two on 

one day and that is it. Our toads have fared even worse.   A few milder days at the 
beginning of March triggered migration on the 7th, 8th and 9th, but the threatened 
freezing temperatures arrived on the 10th and migration stopped. The dry cold 

persisted into April with repeated icing overnight and right through some days. 
Those toads that made it to the ponds were very inactive with only a few pairs in 

amplexus. The effect on floating frogspawn repeatedly frozen over has greatly 
slowed hatching and killed some. Toad spawn laid in strings and around vegetation is 

well submerged and does not suffer in this way but I have yet to find any. This is the 
second bad breeding year for toads:  
 

March 2012 was exceptionally warm and dry and this also resulted in minimal 
migration and little breeding. 

Past observations indicate 
that if toads have not 
migrated spawned and 

dispersed by late March then 
breeding for that year is 

over. I can only hope that 
next year will see a 
recovery. Reports from 

others are mixed, some 
indicating fewer or an 

absence of frogs, others an 
excess of spawn in very 
small ponds. Toads are 

much more selective 
favouring larger ponds to 

which they  tend  to  be  loyal. 
           The Tiverton Canal collapse at Halberton   Bearing  in  mind  that  to reach 

                     (photo by Malcolm Randle)                    breeding  age  takes  about  four 

years the impact of two freak Springs will be evident for a while.   
 

So far the effect on newts remains to be seen.  Some Palmates have been seen but 
they breed later than the anurans; the cold must surely end soon! It will be 
interesting to see how the aquatic invertebrates fare.  Particular interest will 

doubtless focus on dragonflies and damselflies, but pond dipping will give a truer 
impression of overall biodiversity.  

 
Extreme weather events do tend to focus our attention. The catastrophic collapse of  
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part of the Grand Western Canal near Halberton revealed not only its abundant fish  
life but a large number of swan mussels.  I attempted to revive some of these 
stranded dying molluscs in aquaria all to no avail.  Many were full of maturing larvae, 

(Glochidia) revealed on dissection, a few still just moving.  A few years ago I  

                                 Swan Mussel shell showing larvae on the right 

                                            (photos by Alan Hopkins) 
collected a few from the Somerset Levels when the rhynes were being dredged and 
after filming them in an aquarium introduced them to a large pond on the farm. I 

hope they thrived, they have a fascinating life cycle. 
Alan Hopkins  

 

                                 Meeting Reports 
                                            from Alan Hopkins 

 

December 21st    Round Table Meeting with David Leader hosting 
This popular interactive meeting is never short of members keen to present specimens 
and items for discussion. Liz Rogers got things rolling by reporting some experiments 

training bees using a reward system which demonstrated that they can measure 
distance,  count (up to three), discriminate between  colours and shapes, as well as 

their well known ability to communicate with fellow workers. Furthermore they learn 
quickly; essential as the average life of a worker is about 6 weeks.  Honey bees forage 
very selectively making them invaluable as crop pollinators, whereas bumble bees 

forage more randomly and are active earlier in the year.  
 

Contributors and discussion continued around the specimen table covering a wide range 
of subjects. Observations of birds suggested that there were fewer finches about.  
Photographs compared the plumage of goldcrest and firecrest and the variable plumage 

of wintering blackbirds (Scandinavian v residents).  Waxwings were appearing fleeing 
Scandinavia in search of fruit and berries heralding what has proved to be a waxwing 

winter. A goosander had been spotted in the Exe valley and blackcaps and siskins 
reported frequently. Nest boxes and insect boxes and their various and sometimes 
unexpected inhabitants were displayed. Wrens and tits frequently use nest boxes as 

winter roosts as well as hibernating dormice so if you have one with a camera it could 
be well worth switching it on periodically during the winter. Samples of toad and water 

snail remains and footprints in the mink rafts on the Grand Western Canal suggest 
Otter feeding.  
               

An evocative recording of red stags during the rut with accompanying background of 

tumbling water and a calling tawny owl was played. The shell from a dead vagrant 
terrapin was handed round and swan mussel shells from the site of the recently 

collapsed section of the canal near Halberton.  A DVD recording of a close encounter 
with a Nightjar on Woodbury Common was shown.  Some of the late winter flowers 
were still around including red campion.  A poetry reading extolling the burning 

characteristics of various indigenous woods was a timely reminder that winter had 
arrived.  A short video of a small starling roosting display at Sampford Peverell, drew 

this lively meeting to a close. 
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January 18th   Annual Dinner 
An innovation following the excellent meal organised by Doris Leader was a 

Photographic Quiz. Stephen Powles had selected a number of pictures from members to 
which were attached a question or questions designed to test each table’s knowledge in 
an atmosphere of friendly rivalry. This proved both hilarious and informative with much 

interaction between team tables:--the scores did not really matter, we all gained 
something. This idea should definitely be repeated. 

  

February 15th   - Reflections Hosted by Stephen Powles 
The following members presented items at this always popular event:- 
Malcolm Randle: a photo show aptly titled “Reflections on Reflections” and Brenda 
complemented it with some of her paintings of his photos. 

   Sheila Richardson: Video showing a Great-crested grebe 
actually laying an egg 

Liz Rogers: Experiences with Gannets at the Bass 
Rock 
Ray Jones: Butterflies of Witheridge Moor.  

Gavin Haig: Memories of the audio visual 
recordings of the late Dennis Pickering (founder 

member) and the wildlife garden at Spillifords 
with presenter Jessica Holm. 
Alan Hopkins:  Roe deer with young and 

courtship behaviour at meeting ground with 
incidental activity by fox and grey squirrel. 

Captured by camera trap. (Roliphants Wood).  David 
Leader: Fox and badger confrontation (fox wins so no 

   harm done) captured by a camera trap at Hazels Wood.  

Camera trap photo at Roliphants Wood     Stephen Powles: Wood Mouse in the House a 
study in behaviour captured by remote camera and video: --- highly amusing. 

  

March 15th 2013 - The A G M  followed by: 

Marvels and Mysteries of the Galapagos – Liz Rogers (photos by Liz Rogers) 
The formal business of reports and elections was followed by Liz Rogers’  “Marvels and 

Mysteries of the Galapagos”.  Liz’s presentation was a narrative of first hand 
experiences of the archipelago derived from a two week voyage with 14 other biologists 
in a private charter vessel aptly named “Beagle” with the owner and a four man crew.  

It was therefore more informative than the usual cruise package.  
 

Situated on the equator around 1000km west of Ecuador,  the islands made famous 
by Charles Darwin are now a World Heritage Site.  A collision of ocean currents occurs 
around Galapagos where warm tropical waters meet the cold plankton rich Humbolt 

current coming north along the west 
coast of South America. The cold up-

welling and mixing means that the sea 
temperatures here are more 
temperate and variable than usual at 

the Equator and this significantly 
affects the climate of the islands, 

which at certain times can be 
shrouded in mist. The islands are 
essentially volcanic in origin having 

been thrust up out of the ocean by the 
movement of tectonic plates and were 

unlikely ever to have been connected 
to the mainland. Some that would be 
islands are still submerged and all of 

the Galapagos is still moving.               Domed Giant tortoise (porteri) on Santa Cruz  
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The first stop was the  island  of Santiago.   Barren, rocky, and larva strewn, it is at 
first uninviting, but. of course, it has its wildlife and that is what visitors come to 
Galapagos for.    As was soon to be seen, not all the islands are so; many have  lush 

fertile areas suitable for significant agriculture and human settlement. 
 

The  variability of  climate and  habitat has  resulted  
in the evolution of significant adaptive 
anatomical variations between closely related 

species as exemplified by Darwin’s  finches,  
the contrasting shell shapes of the giant 

tortoises, and the land and marine 
Iguanas.  Particularly striking was the ease  

with which the creatures could be 
approached and photographed.   Many 
species are unique and confined to certain 

islands so this tour saw a wide spectrum of 
flora and fauna. Some of the spectacles that 

were enjoyed are listed as follows:  
                                                                                      Marine Iguana swimmng 
Swallow tailed gull (an endemic nocturnal species), Lava gull, Galapagos dove, 

Galapagos penguin (derived from the Humboldt species), Flightless cormorant, Waved 
albatross, Galapagos hawk, Brown pelicans  (on Rebida), Blue-footed boobies (plunge 
dive like gannets),  Lava heron, Elliot`s Storm petrel, Woodpecker finch (using a tool 

to dig out grubs), various mocking birds, Sally Lightfoot crabs (vivid migratory land 
crabs with cryptic coloured young), Sea lions (derived from the Californian),  Fur seals 

(almost exterminated in the 19th century), Lava lizards, Galapagos snake (a small 
constrictor), Green turtles (the only turtle nesting there), 

Prickly Pear cacti (many forms), a dominant shrub, 

Pyracantha type has leaves and flowers only after 
rain, and otherwise appears dead most of the time.  

 
The largest island,  Isabella has five volcanoes of 

which Sierra Negra, the largest, last erupted in 
2005  but most Galapagos volcanoes are inactive. 
On the island of  Floreana, the Corona del Diablo 

(Devils Crown), is a collapsed volcano.  It is one 
of many good snorkelling locations.  Whilst 

Floreana does have a tortoise breeding 
programme on it, the main breeding programme 
(and where all breeding programmes started) is 

on Santa Cruz, where the Charles Darwin Research 
station is situated.  Santa Cruz was also the home 

of Lonesome George, the last Pinta island tortoise (a 
Saddleback type recently deceased). Santa Cruz is 

under  considerable  tourist  pressure as  are  the  other 

     habitable islands.  
Blue-footed Boobies (male in front) 
           

Immigration from Ecuador is increasing, largely to support tourism, but Galapagos has 
limited material resources and infra-structure. Alien species imported with humans; 

cats and dogs, (predators) goats, pigs, cattle, rats and mice, all compete for living 
space and food with indigenous species and may also introduce disease.  In El Nino 
years the warming waters around Galapagos seriously deplete plankton and so fish 

stocks decline, causing crashes in the breeding success of sea lions and flightless 
cormorants.  Protecting this delicate ecosystem is a challenge. Many of us would love 

to go there to experience Galapagos as Liz has but the image of a massive cruise ship 
close off-shore must engender a sense of some anxiety. 

 all above meeting reports by Alan Hopkins  
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Outside Event Reports 

 

Bowling Green Marsh and Exminster Marshes  - Monday 18th February 

We set off from Tiverton in beautiful sunshine that thankfully lasted all  
day.  Although we did have a setback with an hour’s hold-up on the M5 due to a 

serious accident up ahead, we were not too late to reach Bowling Green  
Marsh whilst the tide was still high, which always leads to better birding there. 
  

There were no real rarities around as all those that had been there for the last few  
days had moved elsewhere, so although there were many keen birdwatchers  

around we were not inundated with ‘Twitchers’. 
 

There were five of us in the 
party and there was a 

nice variety of birds   
to see,  including a  good  

number of  Snipe, before  
we moved on  to 
Exminster   Marshes  for                                                                                   

lunch and  a  walk along   
the  canal  to  the   Turf  

Lock pub.  
 

The    weather  remained 
fine  but there was quite  

a   biting  wind,  so   we 
were glad  to  walk  back 

along   the   lower  more 
sheltered  footpath. 
 

We  had  good  sightings                     Snipe at Bowling Green Marsh  

of a fox and 52 species of                            (photo by Peter Richardson)            

birds were identified, 54  if you count the Buzzard and Green woodpecker, which we 
only heard but could not spot.                                       

                                Peter Richardson   

                          Forthcoming Programme Notes 
                                                (to September 2013) 
Outdoors trips  
We have quite a varied programme with two outings organised each month, days of 
the week and times vary so hopefully something for all of you. 
 

In May we are going to Berry Head, on the eighth and then on the 25th we are 
having a “Bring and Share Picnic” at Roliphants farm.   We would encourage you to 

bring as many friends and relatives as possible. In the Morning we will have a bird 
walk and after lunch will look around for other wildlife and hopefully do some pond 
dipping. 

 
In June we will have trips to Labrador Bay and Meshaw Moor and then in early July 

there will be boat trip from Exmouth along the Jurassic coast.  This will cost £8 each 
and I must have money and names by 1st  May to be sure of a booking, so please 
contact me as soon as possible. At the end of July we have a trip to Maiden Castle in 

Dorset. 

 
Other trips up to the end of September will include visits to Kingsbridge Estuary, 

Ashclyst Forest,  Somerset Levels and a guided walk on Exmoor to see the Red Deer 
rut. 
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Later trips and more detail will be included in the programme. 
 

Peter Richardson 

Indoor Meetings 
Anyone feeling weary after our winter can take a complete cure for two pounds. 

Beau Rowlands is supplying the remedy with a trip to five South Atlantic islands on 
Friday 19th April. 

 
Honey is also a panacea and is connected to our next talk in May "Pollen in Forensic 
Science". Dr Michael Keith-Lucas is a speaker of national standing and so we are 

expecting a full house with guests. To make sure of your place please ring me on 
01398 351359. 
 

Throughout the month of May a selection of member’s photographs can be viewed at 
an exhibition organised by Peter Richardson at the Heathcoat Community Centre, 
King Street, Tiverton.  It will be well worth a visit. 

 
June will bring an evening of food and amusing reminiscences of Dennis Pickering 

and of his films and sound recordings. Dennis would have thought, and we would 
agree, that such an evening would not be complete without his favourite scones, 
jam, cream and cider! 

 
Derek Gow was instrumental in the re-establishment of beavers here in the south 

west. This is the subject of our meeting in September. 
 
In the meantime you may notice a certain freshness to the variety of outside visits. 

Peter Richardson has taken over these arrangements, thank you Peter, and will be 
helped next time by Ray Jones as well. 

David Leader  
 

“Post” Script 
I usually buy my postage stamps in books of either six or twelve in our local sub post 

office.    However,  I recently went into the  main post office in Exmouth to buy some 
and  made use of the latest technology to buy them from the touch screen dispenser.   

Much to my pleasure I received the stamps which I have reproduced below.  I am 
using them sparingly for selected recipients!    
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 

  
 

 
Malcolm Randle 

 


