Autumn into
Winter 2015

CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
The Winter Programme

The 2015/16 winter programme got off to a wonderful start with Pauline Kidner, founder of Secret
World, the wildlife rescue centre near Bridgewater. With great enthusiasm she told us about her
experiences with some of the creatures that have come through its doors. There were those that
you would expect (hedgehogs, badgers, deer etc) but there were also some surprises, one of
which was an albatross!! They cover an area from Exeter to Bristol so, if you find a wild animal
that you are concerned about, it is well worth giving them a call for advice. They provide a 24-7
service. Phone 01278 783250 (daytime) or 07717 651515 (for emergencies 10pm-8am). The web
site link https://www.secretworld.org/
The winter programme has something of interest for everyone. Butterflies, moths, bats, life in the
undergrowth – it’s all included. David and Jeff go to great lengths to choose good speakers so,
even if the subject of the talk doesn’t immediately fire your imagination, come along and be
surprised! Some years ago there was a talk on potter wasps. I went along thinking that I
probably ought to have stayed at home that evening. How could someone keep my attention for
a whole evening on a potter wasp?! John Walters did with informative narrative, his great photos
and his exquisite sketches. Boy was I pleased I went along!!!
Stephen Powles

Features
A Little Gem

Have you been to Aston Clinton Ragpits? I hadn't until early June 2014 but the name intrigued
me and the information on the Berks, Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust site suggested it would be
worth a visit. It proved challenging to find partly because none of the locals I asked had ever
heard of it and mainly because it was discretely hidden with access through a small gate beside a
narrow pull-in with just enough room for three small cars to park by the road if they all parked
very neatly.
Once my friend and I found the entrance (see directions below) we were rewarded within the first
few yards with a patch of greater butterfly orchids. For the next two or three hours we struggled
to avoid standing on vast numbers of green twayblades, fragrant orchids, pyramidal orchids and a
wide range of other plants that thrive on chalk. In the shade of a large shrub we found broad
leaved helleborines and flitting through the carpet of flowers and the undergrowth were
plenty of butterflies and insects most of which went too fast for us to photograph or identify.
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I don't wish to sound anti-social but on this gloriously sunny afternoon
a real bonus was having the place to ourselves, apart from two people
and one well behaved dog who passed through in a matter
of minutes. If you are anywhere near Aylesbury between early
June and mid-July and the sun is shining this is well worth a
visit.
An orchid count by the local warden and volunteers revealed
30,644 orchids on 14 July 2014. The three hectare site
supports 10 species of orchid and 25 species of butterfly
including the chalk hill blue and the dark green fritillary.
Directions can be found on the web site at www.bbowt.org.uk
where you should also find a link to the warden's blog.
The post code is HP22 5NJ and the entrance is just off the
B4009 about four and a half miles from Aylesbury. We took the
A 41 from Aylesbury towards Tring and then went SSW along the
B4009.
You need to pass a turning to the right into Aston Clinton village
then turn left at the sign for Wendover Country Park (where you
Greater Butterfly Orchid
can if you wish 'Go Ape'). The ‘pull in’ is on the left about 50
(photo by Alison Lawrence)
metres from the turning and access to the site is through a small gate with a tiny Wildlife Trust
symbol.
Alison Lawrence
A Rare Visitor - Black Stork comes to Mid Devon
As part of my otter studies I have a number of camera traps out on a local river. These I check
every few days/weeks and it’s always with a keen anticipation I download the photographs to see
what the otters have been doing. Then there is always the chance of the unexpected ... some
new otter behaviour, a polecat, a red deer stag walking the river or,
possibly, a real surprise!
So it was in mid June this year. Going through the images
there were the usual suspects; rats, a pheasant, the
occasional otter and then a very strange looking “heron”.
Having never seen a heron with red legs, I immediately
knew that I had to consult a “guru”. It wasn’t long before
Ray (Jones) came back to me with the suggestion that it
was a black stork but advised that I get confirmation from
the Devon Bird Recorder (Steve Waite). He, too, was quick
to reply, his email commenting “When I opened this email I
almost fell off my chair. You have captured a Black Stork, a
national rarity, on camera!!”
The Black Stork

The black stork’s breeding/summer range is from mainland Europe
through to Eastern Asia. In the winter they migrate to tropical Africa.
There is also a resident population in Southern Africa.
(camera trap photo)

Records show that there were two recordings in West Cornwall on the 8th & 9th June, also in
Scilly on the 9th June and Alderney on 25th June. Perhaps this was the same one working its
way down. Who knows?
Stephen Powles

Where do all our Butterflies go in the Winter? (All photos by George Maunder)

One might think that butterflies would have found one common solution to overwintering but no,
I think that we can identify eight different methods. Apart from two of our butterflies that are
each in a family of their own (the swallowtail and the Duke of Burgundy) all the others are now
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classified to be in just four families. One could imagine that each family might tackle the winter
problem in the same way but this is certainly not the case.
Having excluded some very rare migrants we are left with just 60 species of British butterflies.
They all have the problem of how to survive our winters. Of these 60 species nine overwinter as
an egg, five as a newly hatched caterpillar, 26 as a half grown caterpillar and two as a fully grown
caterpillar, 11 as a chrysalis, four as an adult and four migrate south.
I will start with the nine species that manage to survive
wind, rain, snow and frost as an egg. These tiny eggs,
smaller than a pin head, generally stuck to the food plant
in the late summer, will wait until the spring before
hatching out.
Six of these nine are in the blue family
which includes the hairstreaks. Amazingly, there are also
two skippers which require detailed inspection by an
expert to tell apart by looking at the colour of the
underside of the antennae.
They are the small and
the Essex skippers.
However, if
you
Brown hairstreak’s egg
manage to keep them
in captivity you will discover that the Essex overwinters
as an egg but the small skipper as a tiny caterpillar! We
have the same situation with the very similar high brown
and dark green fritillaries where the high brown
hibernates as an egg and dark brown as a small caterpillar.
Moving on, therefore, to the small caterpillar hibernators
of the five species that overwinter like this, there are two
skippers,
the small copper and two fritillaries. Silver washed fritillery
Many of these, like the silver washed fritillary, just eat their
egg shell before climbing down the tree trunk and
hibernating as a tiny grub in the leaf matter. On waking
up in the spring it has to go in search of its food plant,
the leaves of violets.
Then there are many species that survive after
having fed up partly in the autumn, hibernate and
then finish feeding in the spring before pupating. This
includes six of our eight blues, five of our eight
fritillaries and all of the speckled wood /meadow brown
family. The marsh fritillary caterpillars gather together in a
larval web for winter protection on their food plant the devil’s
Marsh fritillary caterpillars
bit scabious. The white admiral is interesting in that the half
grown caterpillar first secures a leaf of its food plant (the honeysuckle) to the stem with silk (to
prevent it falling off in the winter) before folding part of the leaf around itself to form, what is
quaintly called a hibernaculum. It then stays in this on its own until it emerges in the spring to
finish eating and pupating.
Just two species, chequered and dingy skippers, survive the winter as fully grown caterpillars and
before having had any “breakfast” they just pupate in the spring!
We cannot move on to the chrysalis stage without mentioning the speckled wood as it is our only
British butterfly that can, and does, overwinter in either of two ways, caterpillar or a chrysalis. It
can also have three generations in a year. Our most common chrysalid hibernators, however, are
the whites with six of our nine species of white doing this. When the large and small white have
finished eating your cabbage plants you may find the chrysalis on sheltered trees, in sheds or
perhaps the side of your house.
There are only three other species, grizzled skipper, holly
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blue and swallowtail, and as mentioned some, but not all, speckled woods, that hibernate in what
one would have thought was this the most obvious dormant stage in which to overwinter. When
we look at the adult stage hibernators we have firstly the small tortoiseshell which we often see
flying into our homes in the autumn. The best thing to do
is to put them out again because our homes are too warm.
The other adult hibernators are the peacock and comma
and, I think surprisingly, a member of the white family, the
brimstone.
Lastly, there are three species, the clouded yellow, pale
clouded yellow and the painted lady that never hibernate at
all. They just fly up and down through Europe and North
Africa breeding where and whenever the climate is right
and the food plant is available, generation hopping as they
Comma
go. The painted lady in particular is a very strong flyer and
when conditions are favourable throughout Europe will invade our country in huge numbers and
are sometimes found as far north as Iceland. It also has a very quick life cycle, maturing from
egg to adult in as little as four to six weeks, in favourable
conditions. The clouded yellow in some years also arrives in
huge clouds. There is a story that during the Second
World War coast guards spotted in the distance, a huge
yellow cloud of what they feared might be deadly gas
approaching our shores from the continent. It turned
out to be just a huge swarm of thousands of this
wonderful butterfly! In the autumn, of course, they
all have to start flying south again although they are
not often seen.
It was recently discovered that the
painted lady flies at a very high altitude. One other, the
red admiral, which also migrates south every winter, is now
probably surviving some winters in this country as I have seen
Red Admiral
them on the wing as early as February. However, most that don’t make it across the Channel in
the autumn will die in all but the mildest of winters.
Most butterflies have just one generation in the year, some two, and the small copper, painted
lady and speckled wood often manage three in a good year. Finding this subject of hibernation
interesting I started to look to see if I could find reasons for all these different ways of surviving
our winters. Certainly some of it is availability of food plant, but that does not explain all of it.
Survival from predators, birds, other insects and spiders as well as weather problems in their
particular environment, perhaps also play a part but that does not seem to explain much of it
either. What I find particularly puzzling is the behaviour of the two very similar fritillaries that
both feed on violets and also the almost two identical skippers that both feed on the tender
shoots of various grasses in the spring but still hibernate in different ways. So I didn’t come up
with many answers!
Perhaps it’s just the way they are?

George Maunder

Request from Simon Phelps - Development Officer for ‘All the Moor Butterflies Project’
Butterfly Conservation are developing a new project on Exmoor and Dartmoor and would like to
hear from you. You can give your input into the project here:
http://dotmailer-surveys.com/m/31dgt0d-bb1chh61.
An article describing this project in full will appear in the next newsletter.

Crabs and Camouflage

(photos by Liz Rogers)

Animal camouflage takes many and various forms, including the disruptive patterns on young
shore crabs that disguise them against their background on rocky shores. But, it is not shore
crabs that I’m considering here; instead, I’m referring to a much less often seen member of the
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Arthropoda, which could be living in your nearest Devon hedge – the crab spider, so-named for
its crab-like movement and the posture of the front legs.
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Spot the crab spider
Next time you pass a dog rose flower, look carefully into its depths! It may contain a stealthy
predator, whose next meal depends on remarkable camouflage to make it almost invisible within
the flower. All you may see at first is faint shadows of legs straddling the centre of the flower.
This phantom is Misumena vatia, the only species of crab spider in the UK, common in southern
England. You’ll be looking at the female spider, which is much larger than the male, and can be
either yellow or white, depending on its background. Colour change is triggered by sight,
(visual feedback) and can take days. The yellow colour is a liquid pigment, which must be
secreted into the outer body layer. On a white background, the yellow pigment recedes so that
white guanine below it predominates. These spiders can store guanine crystals in cells beneath
the surface layer, and all over the ramifications of the intestine. If the spider stays longer on
white flowers, it may excrete the yellow pigment – which then takes a while to make again. So, it
takes much longer to change from white to yellow than it does from yellow to white.
Sneaking closer to the crab spider I was photographing in a dog rose, I could see that although
its abdomen hadn’t turned white, it still blended perfectly with the browns and yellows of the
stamens, and its pale white legs were almost invisible – but for their shadows against the petals.
As I moved even closer with the camera, the spider clearly thought it was better to get out of the
way of the gigantic black object approaching. In the second & third photos, you can see where it
ended up, moving crab-wise to the back of the rose, where it was much more visible to me but
much less well-placed as a predator. What a brilliant disguise!
Liz Rogers

Spekes Mill Coastal Waterfall (photo by Peter Richardson)

On a beautiful April spring day this year, Shelia and I decided to
have a day out. We had heard about Docton Mill garden on the
Hartland peninsular and decided to visit to have a look round the
valley garden and try their award winning lunches and cream teas.
After lunch we had a walk round this delightful, but steep valley
garden and then decided to walk to see the waterfall.
The walk is a mile long on a rather stony path right down the valley
alongside the river Speke. We decided to name it ‘Chiff Chaff Alley’
as they thronged the hedgerows on both sides. The walk would
have been worth it just for the variety of birds, including Skylarks,
Whinchat and Stonechat, the variety and profusion of butterflies
and the gorgeous spring flowers and blossom.
Spekes Mill waterfall
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The views at the end of the walk are spectacular with wonderful beaches, cliffs and vistas, but
the absolute highlight is the waterfall. The Speke narrows just before the cliffs and then shoots
out to fall 60 feet to the rocks below.
If this is one of Devon’s treasures that you missed it is well worth a visit as you will see from the
photograph.
Peter Richardson

Woodpecker Watch (photos by Malcolm Randle or camera trap)
Members may recall that in the summer newsletter I mentioned our observations of a
pair of great spotted woodpeckers (Dendrocopos major) building their nest and raising
their young through to fledging.
It was an exciting
experience for us and whilst we had had similar
experiences with blackbirds, blue tits, etc. all we had ever
seen of great spotted woodpeckers were the occasional
visits to our bird feeders. We have also had visits from
immature birds to our garden during late summer.
The nest site and excavation of the hole: We were first
alerted to the nest in mid April by the owner of the orchard
adjacent to our garden at Woodbury Salterton. She had noticed
wood chippings around the base of a living apple tree and seen a
freshly
made hole around six feet from the
ground.
We had heard their
drumming since mid February,
which often seemed very close
to us, coming from locations all around, so we had
The nest tree (right) and
guessed a nest was being made
camera post (left)
somewhere nearby.
Drumming is not only a means of
communication but it is also for indicating to other
woodpeckers the limits of their territory. It is usually made
by fast staccato hammering of the bill on a branch with good
resonance. The drumming of this pair stopped in early April
when the nest excavation started. The owner of the orchard
gave us unrestricted access to observe the nest
Great spotted woodpeckers usually make their nest hole in
trees which are decaying or have hard sapwood and soft
heartwood. Normally (although not always) it is located at a
height of at least 10 feet above ground level.
This pair followed
Nest building (male their own agenda by using a living healthy apple tree, which has
inside nest hole)
fairly hard heartwood, and then making their nest hole only
(camera trap photo) six feet from ground level. The hole is
horizontal initially, then vertical for between eight and 12
inches where a chamber is then made and lined with
wood chippings.
On 21st April we set up our camera trap (a Little
Acorn model LTL 6210) mounted on a post
about 10 feet from the nest hole (see photo). It
was programmed to record all events over a 24
hour period at the nest site and over the
following 10 days we were rewarded with some
good video clips of the pair coming and going and
excavating the nest. Some video shots showed chips
of wood being thrown out of the hole. We also noticed that
a squirrel was showing an unhealthy interest in the nest.

Female defending nest against
squirrel (frame grab from video clip)
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The laying of the eggs and incubation: We were fairly sure that the eggs were laid in the first
week of May, probably about 3rd as both still and video shots featured the female a lot less.
Most text books and other references state that eggs are laid in the latter half of May so here
again our pair were not following the norm. One amazing video clip on 7th May featured the
female chasing a squirrel up the tree and then the squirrel turning on her before she flew off. The
male was keeping guard at the hole whilst this was going on. It is said that the male and female
share the incubation with the male sitting by night and the female by day. Certainly, once the
eggs were laid it was mostly the male that we saw. The camera recorded many shots of the male
visiting the nest hole, often entering and leaving, presumably taking food to the female.
The hatching: The sound of young woodpeckers was first heard on 16th May. Initially this was
very faint but within a couple of days became much more audible. It was impossible to say how
many chicks there were but generally between four and six eggs are laid and it certainly sounded
as though there were more than two. On 21st May a video clip showed the female leaving the
nest and after that we never saw any further sign of her. What happened to her we have no
idea. She may have been predated by a sparrow hawk (we had seen one around) or a
cat of which there were at least three regularly about in the orchard.
Maybe she had just decided she had had enough and left it to
the male to raise the chicks; who knows?

Removing a faecal sac

The raising of the chicks: Whatever the reason for the
missing female the male did an excellent job of raising
the chicks. Over the next three weeks we were treated
to numerous video clips and still shots of him visiting the
nest with food and keeping it clean by removing the
foetal sacs. He was tireless in his efforts working from
dawn to dusk and he just kept going whatever the
weather. There were further incidents with squirrels and
at least one standoff between them. There were several
visits from cats, also from magpies and carrion crows, plus a
few visits from a Jay who looked into the hole more than
once. In fact it turned out that the Jays had a nearby nest. There
was also a visit from a curious starling who was seen doing the
same thing

Meanwhile the chicks were becoming more and more
vociferous. By 19th May we were able to observe the male
from a suitable hide quite close to the nest from where
some excellent photos were obtained using the telephoto
lens. We noticed that the male often approached from
different directions and he never went straight to the
hole. He either landed high in the tree or an adjacent
tree then flew to the back of the trunk of the nest tree
and came around it to the nest hole. Initially he was
visiting at intervals of four to five minutes but as time
went on this increased to seven to eight minutes. We are
not quite sure of the reason for this, perhaps some of the
chicks had died and there was not so much work to do?
The first time one of the chicks was seen being fed was
on 3rd June. With its head projecting well out of the nest
hole and its bill wide open it was seen having some tasty
(for woodpeckers) morsel thrust right down its throat.
Certainly the variety of food items brought was incredible,
all sorts of grubs, flies, bugs, as much as he could carry
including bits of suet ball from our garden.

First sight of chick being fed

We saw more and more of the chicks over the following six days and we knew there were at least
two as one had more black in its scarlet cap. By the 7th June they were projecting themselves
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quite far out of the hole and the male would often linger below the hole with some food and
seemed to be trying to persuade them out. They were really noisy now and would call for food
for long periods when the male was away.
The fledging: On the evening of 8th June the male started calling quite loudly himself and was
drumming on the tree as though he was telling them it was time to come out. They finally
fledged at 6.40am on the 9th June but unfortunately this was at a time when the sun was shining
directly into the camera lens. When the camera was checked later that morning it was just
possible to make out that at least two were on the tree at that time. There were no further signs
of them at the actual nest site after that.
A physical check of the nest confirmed that it was apparently no longer occupied but we kept the
camera in situ. There was no activity at the nest over the following 24 hours except for a single
visit from the male on the morning of 10th June who appeared to be checking that no one was left
in the nest! We, too, were happy that at least two (if not more) young woodpeckers had joined
their relatives in the outside world.
Post fledging:
We didn’t see any more of the young
woodpeckers for a week although we could hear them calling to
each other from the orchard. On the evening of the 16th June
we could hear them quite close and on looking over the fence
saw the male and one of his offspring on the ground of the
newly mown orchard tossing piles of grass to one side. They
were presumably looking for insects. The camera trap was
then set up on the fence aimed at a suet ball container on a
nearby tree. During the following six weeks numerous stills
and video clips of the male and at least two of the fledglings
were obtained. There was a very nice still shot of one being fed
by the male on the fence on 26th June and several video clips of
them feeding at the suet ball container. They wouldn’t tolerate
any other birds feeding at the same time but did draw the line
at sharing it with a squirrel. Our last view of one of the
fledglings was nearly eight weeks after fledging when on 2nd
August it was seen taking a drink at our garden bird bath.

Male feeding a fledgling
(camera trap photo)

We were happy that they had learnt how to survive and would probably now make it to maturity.
It would be nice to have known exactly how many chicks fledged but we do know there were at
least two as they had distinctly different skull caps, one being much redder than the other. It
would be nice to think that they might return to nest nearby next year.
Conclusion: Possibly this was a first breeding attempt by this pair and they were somewhat
inexperienced but nevertheless they did succeed.
Usually great spotted woodpeckers, who have
only one brood, make a new nest hole each
year. Having observed the creation of this one it
would seem to be part of the whole mating ritual,
i.e. the selection of the site followed by the joint
excavation of the hole is something they need to
do. Apparently they will use a suitably sized and
located nest box but it needs to be filled with a
block of soft wood so that they can excavate it
themselves. This tends to confirm our theory.
Overall some 600 video clips each of 11
seconds duration plus a similar number of still
Our last view of one of the fledglings shots, were recorded by the camera trap, all showing
(camera trap photo)
the activities of both adults and young. In addition
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around 80 live photos were taken using a long telephoto lens plus about 20 minutes of video
using our camcorder from a natural hide near the nest. Something like 1,000 video clips and still
shots have been discarded as they did not feature the woodpeckers except for those which
showed a family of Jays, some showing a fledgling being fed.
This was a fantastic wildlife experience for us and we shall long remember pleasant evenings in
early June, sat up in the orchard with birdsong all around, watching our young woodpeckers
asking for and being fed. Interestingly we were only about 100 yards from the spot where we
recorded the birth of two roe deer fawns five years previously. Who needs “Springwatch” when
we have that on our doorstep.
We plan to share our experience with members at the “Reflections” meeting in December.
Malcolm and Brenda Randle

Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden Autumn

October is such a vibrant month; colourful berries, leaves and fungi in shades of red, orange,
pink, yellow and brown catch the eye and lift the spirits. Our native field maple (Acer campestre)
and beech trees (Fagus) turn from yellow and orange to breathtaking shades of cinnamon and
gold, the beech retaining its leaves to delight us long into the cheerless winter days. Autumn
sunlight magically produces a lattice work effect of yellow and brown, encouraging
photographers and watercolour enthusiasts to take up the challenge of reproducing nature's
artistry. The rowan or mountain ash (Pyrus acuparia) has particularly spectacular shapes and
colours, the yellow orange pinnate leaves being enhanced by bunches of orangey red berries.
These lovely colours and trees are all in our Hospital wildlife garden, principally on the
surrounding and enclosing banks.

Oak tree with insect nestbox for ladybirds, mason bees, lacewings and solitary bees
( Photo by Gavin Haig )
Berries provide more colourful food for birds and small mammals; red hawthorn and delightful
pink spindle berries enhance the autumn scene. The dramatic bright red and orange rose hips in
the hospital hedge banks remind me of my childhood and the delicious sweet and sticky spoonful
of rose hip syrup we were given; a rich source of vitamin C and a necessary boost to the immune
system to help prevent coughs and colds during the winter! The rich purple black berries of the
elder (Sambucus nigra ) are unlikely to be still in evidence in October as the birds love them and
polish them off soon after they appear. The elder is said to be a rich source of herbal medicine
being used to alleviate toothache, or in the form of a tincture, as a soothing remedy for tired,
inflamed eyes and papillary conjunctivitis. Made into a cream, elder is said to be a soothing skin
tonic.
We have a small warren of rabbits under the large lavender bush, and for our hedgehogs, using
our hedgehog box to overwinter in, it is hoped they survive into next year. Although I haven't
seen one this year the estate team have.
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Some of our most beautiful fungi are seen in October. Pride of place in the wildlife garden goes to
the pink waxcap (Hygrocybe calytriformis) also known as meadow cap or ballerina. This pretty
coral like fungus is a pale rose or lilac colour and is locally quite common. Another fascinating
and beautiful fungus, Helvella crispa, grows under one of the beech trees in clumps of creamy,
saddle-shaped, brain like patterns.
Growing alongside, Lactarius, with its red and cinnamon
coloured caps, lights up patches of the grass. These fungi exude a milky fluid when damaged
hence the name Lactarius.
October is a good month to observe the elegant red admiral butterfly. Usually a migrant from
Southern Europe or North Africa, the female searches out nutritious leaves of stinging nettles
from as early as April up until August on which to lay her eggs. The adult butterflies love to sip
the juices of rotting fruit, particularly windfall apples and plums, which we provide!
For this
reason we grow several clumps of stinging nettle in the sunny areas of the Hospital wildlife
garden. Having fed on the rich, sugary juices, the red admirals line up along the southern coast
in autumn ready to cross the channel and head south again; an amazing feat of navigation and
endurance.
Gavin Haig

EVENTS AND MEETINGS
Visit to SW Deer Rescue and Study Centre – 14th June
On a warm day nearing mid
summer, a lively group of
MDNHS members ventured
along the meandering, narrow
lanes of Somerset to learn about
the wonderful work which takes
place at the South West Deer
Rescue and Study Centre near
Crewkerne.
An unassuming track led up the
side of a hill to a rustic style
cabin where we were greeted by
two very tame fallow deer, Misty
and Dem, along with the
enthusiastic Mike Gage who has
35 years of experience in deer
management and his right hand
man Dave. Originating from
Members at the SW Deer Rescue and Study Centre
Cadbury near Tiverton,. the non
(photo by Juliet Prentice)
profit making centre provides a
safe sanctuary for injured, captive and orphaned deer of all species enabling them to live out their lives
in as natural surroundings as possible. There is an emphasis on educating the public about all aspects
of deer species, promoting the correct humane control of them and discouraging cruelty and killing.
We began what is normally a two hour trek around the sanctuary (we took four hours!). Some of us
less able got to ride on the quad driven trailer, which was in itself quite an experience! Mike isn't shy
of the uneven ground and my banter, laughter and threats to take over the wheel didn't deter
him from making the ride an interesting and varied one!
We wandered up the hill to enjoy meeting and learning about many varieties of deer including
axis, fallow, sika, roe, muntjack, white (red) and red deer. We had been invited to bring digestive or
rich tea biscuits to feed the deer and also offered the opportunity to hold the biscuits between our teeth
and let the deer nibble them from our mouths. The deer are so gentle and their mouths are so soft and
velvety, I found this was an incredibly moving experience.
I was amazed at the way whole herds of deer came galloping across the fields to a few single calls
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from Dave, and at this sight could understand why he is otherwise known as The Deer Whisperer!
Climbing further up the hill we witnessed a newly born calf with its long spindly legs running after its
mother. Such a beautiful image.
The muntjack deer seemed more wary of us
and were hiding in the undergrowth although I
did get a sneaky peak of one as again The
Whisperer managed to lure her out for a few
seconds. The White deer at the top of the hill
were stunningly magical in their presence and
the huge Red stag, Jack, with his majestic set
of antlers in full velvet with his entourage of
'girls' ,against the breathtaking scenery was an
image that will stay in my memory for all time.
Weaving our way back down the hill I was
awestruck by further vast expanses of incredibly
Taking the biscuit !
spectacular landscapes around every corner. Then once again, back at the cabin, we had hot drinks
whilst marvelling at our fabulous time at the sanctuary. I found the whole experience very interesting
and enriching and felt humbled by the great works they are doing at the centre and with such passion.
As I drove home and pondered the day, my heart sang from a place of joy and I smiled inside.
Juliet Prentice
Braunton Burrows Field Trip with Exmoor Natural History Society - 24th June
(Sketches made in the field by Gavin Haig)

Our first major field trip meeting with Exmoor Natural History Society for some years took place
at Braunton Burrows on Wednesday June 24th. The weather was bright and dry as Mary Breeds
started us on our journey. I have felt for some time that we should team up, share our common
interests, and celebrate wildlife. Braunton Burrows has so much to admire and enjoy; a rich
mixture of flowers, butterflies ,and birds in an ideal situation.
Early on Mary showed us several examples of adder's tongue fern, which is well camouflaged and
quite easily overlooked.
There were clumps of marsh orchid in all their glory close to
our group of more than twenty enthusiasts. We soon
realised we were exploring a very special area. The area
is so special that this part of the North Devon coastline,
with Braunton Burrows as the centrepiece, has been
designated Britain's first world class Biosphere Reseve.
The dune system is huge and challenging, but both
Exmoor NHS and MDNHS were treated to an amazing
mixture of wildflowers, birds, and insects in their
element.
The butterflies were looking very colourful and active.
The grassland species of marbled white, gatekeeper,
meadow brown and ringlet were plentiful, but the
highlight for me was a group of about eight dark green
fritillaries forming a vertical helix, as they were dancing
and rapidly changing places.
Less easy to see, but every bit as beautiful, were male
and female common blues flitting over the sandy slopes,
to settle on flowers and leaves of bird's foot trefoil.
Small heath butterfly, lady’s
bedstraw & pyramidal orchid

A bird close up is always a special event and when a
whitethroat flew over to within some five feet of where I
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was stationed I got a clear view of the adult bird. (See sketch). I
had only seen them at some distance in scrubland before. I saw
and heard skylarks and willow warblers, and a pair of kestrels were
hovering over the high dunes towards the coast.
There were so many plants and flowers to see, but the clumps of
blue/purple viper's bugloss, frothy yellow spikes of lady's bedstraw
and pyramidal orchids at all angles were perhaps the finest show.
Close to the ground the pretty little sand pansy was a perfect
complement to the carpets of wild thyme.
This was a hugely successful team adventure led by Mary and John
Breeds and we were warmly welcomed by Michael Hankin and
Caroline Giddens. I do hope there will be many more combined
field trips with our Exmoor Natural History colleagues.
Whitethroat
Gavin Haig.

MDNHS Visit to Aylesbeare RSPB Reserve - 27th June (photos by Malcolm Randle)

On a fine sunny morning only four members were present at the car park opposite the reserve at
8.30am to meet up with assistant warden, Richard Brown. Perhaps it was the early hour or
maybe the visit to Braunton Burrows earlier in the week that resulted in such a low turnout but
those that stayed away missed an excellent
event.
Richard soon demonstrated his knowledge
of the reserve and his ability to instantly
recognise a bird from its song, even if it was
only a few notes. At the top end of the
reserve, i.e. nearest to the entrance, yellowhammers and linnets were seen and
blackcaps were heard. We also had the
occasional glimpse of a Dartford warbler,
one of the reserve’s specialities, although
none were particularly close. As we walked
further on, and during the course of the
visit, several butterflies were seen. Most
numerous
were
small
heaths
but
Members at Aylesbeare RSPB Reserve we also saw several green hairstreaks, a painted
lady, a small pearl bordered fritillary, several meadow browns and some small skippers. A couple
of diurnal moths, a brown silverline and a latticed heath were spotted, whilst lurking inside the
entrance to its web was a funnel web (also known as funnel weaver) spider (family Agelenidae ).
Other birds seen included a wren and some stonechats.
Richard said that another bird that we
had
first
might see was a tree pipit and we were in luck as later on, after he
identified it by its song, we did in fact see one although at
some distance away. Richard said there were several on the
reserve.
We moved down to the first of the ponds at the bottom
end of the reserve where there was a lot of dragonfly
activity going on. With emperors laying eggs and fourspot chasers zipping around plus common blue and
azure damselflies busy mating, it kept us absorbed for
some time before moving on. This area had plants one
would expect to find in a boggy area such as cotton grass
(Eriophorum vaginatum), bog asphodel (Narthecium
ossifragum), pale butterwort (Pinguicula lusitanica) and
common sundew (Drosera rotundifolia).
Yellowhammer with caterpillar
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There were also several heath spotted orchids (Dactylorhiza maculata) and
some yellow pimpernels (Lysimachia nemorum) to be seen. The
predominant heather was bell heather (Erica cinerea).
We continued down to the eastern end of the reserve which is in
fact inside the boundary of Harpford common. Here we visited a
south facing bank where a number of pieces of corrugated iron had
been placed. Richard had hoped to show us some of the reserve’s
reptiles here which included adders and slow worms. However,
we were out of luck as none were seen. We were probably too
late as by this time (11.15am) it had warmed up quite a bit and
they had moved on elsewhere. However a common lizard was
briefly seen by one of our group. As we moved on towards
another pond Richard demonstrated his observation skills when he
spotted a golden ringed dragonfly resting low down on the grass. I
doubt if we would have seen it without him pointing it out.

Bog asphodel

At the third pond we again saw emperor dragonflies egg depositing and
more four spot chasers as well as a pair of large red damselflies mating.
From here we made our way back to the entrance and after thanking him for
taking us around we bade goodbye to Richard, some four hours after we
had started, having experienced a very satisfying visit.
Malcolm Randle

Bat Talk and Walk - 27th July (photos by Peter Richardson)
Our July bat walk was very
successful.
The
canal
rangers
allowed us the use of the information
centre, which was a boon, as it
allowed Samantha Pickering of North
Devon Bat Care to come and give us
an inspirational talk and to see at
close hand six species of bats
currently in their care.
An extra
bonus was that the visit coincided
with the bats feeding time so we saw
and ‘heard’ some behaviour not
normally seen by most of us.

At 8.30pm, which fortunately was
just when the drizzle stopped, the
twenty-four of us set out along the
canal bank. We saw and recorded
our first bats very soon after starting
out. We were lucky as there was a
MDNHS members at Tiverton Canal Information
large number of bats flying and we
Centre - with long-eared bat (inset)
only had to walk under half a mile before we were encountering so many bats we did not need to
go further. We had a possible sighting of a noctule bat, but certainly recorded both common and
soprano pipistrelle bats and a particularly large number of Daubentons bat flying low over the
water.
In all the evening was a great success.

Peter Richardsdon

Editor’s Note
More information can be found about North Devon Bat Care at:
http://www.northdevonbatcare.co.uk/
and: https://www.facebook.com/NorthDevonBatCarePage?fref=ts
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Badger Watching – 9
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September

We set off on a fine summer evening for our badger watch near Cove. It was a pretty drive with
spectacular views as we approached East Stoodleigh Barton farm.
After a brief introduction the owner, Kevin Atkinson, led us to the badger watching hide, stopping
on the way to watch a red deer and her youngster in the field below. We were startled when a
female pheasant flew up from under our feet, touching the writer and leaving feathers trailing
down on us in the breeze.
A short walk through the hazel woods took us to the hide which is built into a hillside and with the
badger sett extending right underneath.
Kevin gave us a most informative talk, whilst we
were watching badgers at eye level no more than
two feet in front of us. In addition, there were a
few very lively wood mice entertaining us.
Once the badgers had returned underground for
another snooze or dispersed through the
woodlands, we retraced our steps to the farmyard
where a number of bats were flitting around.
The only disappointment was that with just four
members turning out we were outnumbered by
the badgers.
One of the male badgers
(photographer not named)

Peter Richardson

