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CHAIRMAN’S
NOTES
Population Matters

This is my last “Chairman’s Notes” so I hope you will excuse me for “going off on one” on a
subject close to my heart and one of immense importance to us all. No, this time, it’s not
otters!
Bad news stories abound about the threats that our planet is facing. Much of the talk is about
the effects of climate change and most of the discussion centres around the effect that climate
change will have on the human population – droughts, floods, sea levels rising etc.. Very
quickly my thoughts turn to the effect on the animal and plant populations with whom we
share this planet. What’s behind all of these woes?
Sir David Attenborough has a thought: “It seems to me that every one of the ills of the past
200 years – hunger, famine, loss of identity, forests disappearing, loss of dignity,
overcrowding, loss of countryside – it’s all to do with increased population”.
Even better he’s got a suggestion as to what needs to happen “The only way that you can deal
with this situation – I can’t see myself getting up on a soap box and saying, ‘Stop having
children’ – is when people are better off without so many children. Anywhere in the world that
women have control of their bodies and education and are literate and are politically
independent, the birth rate falls.”
How we get to this point and whether it will be in time – that’s another question.
Stephen Powles

FEATURES
Did Baby Blue Tit Really Say "Thank You"?

On Friday 18th September, Pauline Kidner, the founder of Secret World in Somerset, came to
talk to the Society about the wonderful work they do rescuing animals and then, hopefully,
returning them to the wild. One comment she made reminded me of something that
happened earlier this year. She said that wild animals and birds seem to say "thank you" to
their rescuer before they run off or fly away.
We have had a blue tit nesting box with a camera inside in our garden for three years and
each year it has been used with varying degrees of success. The first year, from a clutch of
eight eggs, both parents raised six babies and they all fledged. Last year, despite the best
efforts of two new parents, all the chicks died - much to our sorrow.
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This year the female blue tit was deserted by her companion and left to sit on seven eggs but
she successfully hatched six of them. It was a real effort for her to feed them all and, day by
day, the babies died. It was agonising to watch her struggle
to
remove
each little body but she did it, and the nest was kept
spotless. Eventually there was one chick left and this
one did survive. As time passed we expected to
see the chick make some effort to stand on the
side of the nest and stretch its wings, but it
simply stayed inside the nest, flapping its
wings but going nowhere. The mother brought
food, offered it, and then took it away, then
sat in the tree opposite the nest and called,
and the baby called back. We then came to
the conclusion that the chick was in some way
being physically restrained in the nest and
couldn't leave.
My husband and I were concerned that we may be
about to do the wrong thing, but knew that if we did
not intervene, it would die anyway. So when the mother
flew off I climbed up the step ladder, opened the box, and Blue tit fledgling being fed
removed the camera. There sat this tiny little creature so
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
distressed and all set to attack me. I lifted it out and a huge ball of grass and other nesting
material came with it. The grass etc. was wound so tightly around one leg that it looked as
though it had a ball and chain attached. We very carefully pulled and cut away its restraints,
and I quite expected that the leg would be damaged, but when I touched the bottom of the
bird's foot the little claws curled strongly around my finger. I was so relieved that it appeared
not to be injured. I quickly popped it back into the nest, and put the box back together
again, and then we waited... But not for long.
After about five minutes, the chick jumped straight up to the opening and instantly flew to a
tree further along the garden. And then, as I went to check exactly where it was, and
hopefully to watch it being reunited with its parent, it flew back and sat about three feet from
me on a branch, at eye level, and we looked at one another. It then turned and flew back to
the original tree where it stayed, calling for its mother. We couldn't see her but a minute or
so later she returned its call, and without hesitation, the baby bird flew off in her direction. I
didn't understand at the time, but may be, when it flew back to me, it was simply saying
"thank you"!

Diane Gunney
Saving the South-West’s Fritillaries!

A project to protect the south west’s threatened moorland butterflies and moths has received
support from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). The ‘All the Moor Butterflies’ project, run by
Butterfly Conservation (with support from Natural
England, Exmoor National Park Authority and
Dartmoor National Park Authority), will operate
across the region’s three major moorland
landscapes – Exmoor, Dartmoor and Bodmin
Moor. Much of the UK’s most important
moorland mosaics occur in South West England
and it is here that many threatened butterflies
and moths have suffered the most severe
declines.
Butterfly Conservation are currently developing
plans for the project, which will focus on some of
Dartmoor and Exmoor’s finest sites.
Places
High Brown Fritillary
(Photo by Iain H Leach)
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include the Holnicote Estate on Exmoor where the heath
fritillary is found, as well as the wonderful Castle
Drogo, home to the pearl-bordered fritillary.
Other species that the project will work on
are the rare and exquisite marsh fritillary, as
well as ‘Britain’s fastest declining butterfly’
the high brown fritillary. The project will
work with landowners to help them manage
their land for these species, as well as the
other targets, such as the narrow-bordered
bee hawkmoth.
There will be considerable opportunities for
people to get involved in the project, from events
such as guided walks and practical work parties, right
through to attending training in how to identify and
survey the butterflies.

Marsh Fritillary
(Photo by Iain H Leach)

The project will work with schools and community groups to help people discover and learn
about these fantastic species, as well as exploring these wonderful landscapes. The project
will also create many opportunities for keen volunteers to get more involved in the project,
helping with monitoring the target species and carrying out habitat management.
The project is expected to begin around October 2016 and will run for 3 years. It aims to
build on the excellent work that Butterfly Conservation and its partners have been doing on
Exmoor and Dartmoor, whilst expanding the focus out to Bodmin Moor. The project will raise
the profile of these special species, as well as encouraging people to reconnect with these
moorland landscapes.
If you want to find out more about the project, and how you can get involved, you can
contact Simon Phelps, the All the Moor Butterflies project development officer, on 01823
690514 or sphelps@butterfly-conservation.org

Simon Phelps
Crab spiders: the sequel (Photos by Peter Bowers)

Thanks to Liz Rogers' excellent article on crab spiders in the last newsletter, I now know that
there is only one species of crab spider in the UK, Misumena Vatia, and that it has the ability
to change colour from white to yellow (and vice versa). Prior to this revelation, I had assumed
that there were two different forms, and I'm
grateful for this insight.
Crab spiders have intrigued me since I first
started noticing them in my newly created
meadow eight years ago. At that time, they
took up residence on such flowers as 'fox and
cubs' (Pilosella aurantiaca) and existed in the
yellow form (see photo 1). What struck me then
was the red stripe along the abdomen. These
stripes (red for females, brown for the smaller,
elusive, males) can be either present or absent,
on one side of the abdomen or on both, and
(when present) may be either a line of spots or
fused together to form one line. It would be
interesting to find out whether any one spider
has the ability to alter its stripe-array, or
whether it retains the same form for life.
Photo 1

4
Over more recent years, the fox and cubs in the meadow have diminished with other
species of wildflower becoming more prevalent. Of the new
wildflowers, the favourite for crab spiders is undoubtedly
field scabious (see photo 2). Spiders can take up either
their yellow, or more commonly white, form on these
flowers. They can be found either lying in wait on
top of the flower, or concealed under the flowerhead. For the latter, camouflage is less important
than the ability to act quickly when suitable prey
lands on the top. They are ambush predators, and
inject venom to immobilise their prey, which
can be several times larger than them.
There is one particular aspect of behaviour which I
observed for the first time in late July 2014, and
which I think is worthy of recording. Firstly, the crab
spider surprises a bee, injects venom into it, and
Photo 2
secures it with some silk thread. So
far, so normal. Then it waits, perhaps for
several days, until the bee begins to
putrefy. The rotting corpse attracts lots
and lots of tiny flies (see photo 3). The
flies are oblivious to the danger posed by
the crab spider as they are only
interested in the dead bee. Taking up
position right next to the corpse, the
crab spider, a female then starts feeding
herself with fly after fly. All easy
pickings, and consumed whilst still alive.
By the next day, all evidence of the event
had gone, so I never did find out whether
the spider ate the bee as well.

Photo 3

Peter Bowers
Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden 2015

When the Exe Valley Rotary Club was offered a stand at ‘Octivfest’ this year, it seemed an
ideal opportunity to promote the Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden, which the club sponsored
and helped to create about ten years ago when the hospital was built.
The garden is sited close to Twyford and Blackdown wards as a green space and quiet garden
for patients, staff and visitors to use and enjoy. The Mid Devon Natural History Society,
Tiverton Hospital League of Friends, and Exe Valley Rotary Club have managed and maintained
our hospital wildlife garden since it was developed.
Designed by a local doctor with a passion for wildlife and conservation, it aims to attract and
offer sanctuary to all kinds of butterflies, birds, insects and mammals, and peace and healing
to all who visit it.
The plantings, in island beds demarcated by natural materials, are carefully selected to provide
shade, shelter and sustenance to butterflies, bees and insects of all kinds, while carefully sited
bat, bee and bird boxes regularly attract inhabitants.
A natural and valuable asset in the garden is a magnificent hybrid black poplar tree, while
the bordering hedges provide fruit and berries as dietary supplements for birds and mammals.
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This year we have spotted 18 different butterfly species and noted that 70 per cent of the bird
boxes have been occupied. Visitors have reported seeing blue tits, great tits and coal tits as
well as a noisy family of house sparrows in a
nest
box near the car park. Also noted were
regular visits by blackbirds, robins,
nuthatches and song thrushes.
A feature popular with animals and
humans are the ingeniously designed
dome shaped hedgehog houses, one of
which has been occupied by a family of
these delightful and increasingly rare
creatures during the past year.
The RSPB's message for 2016 is Give
Nature a Home, and we're delighted
to have had our work recognised by
the Royal Horticultural Society by
an award from ‘Britain in Bloom’ with
the citation ‘A Thriving Wildlife
Garden’.
On the strength of this recognition, it
was decided to support ‘Octivfest’
jointly with the Hospital League of Friends
The Wildlife Garden with notice board
and The Exe Valley Rotary.
A stand was
(Photo by Gavin Haig)
run promoting these organisations and supporting the Wildlife Garden. Donations were invited
for nest boxes of all types, the donors then having zinc plaques engraved with their names and
fixed to their boxes.
On Saturday November 28th the boxes were photographed and fixed in the garden by a team
of Rotary volunteers in the hope that the garden will prove attractive to even more inhabitants
and visitors in the years to come.
Gavin Haig

The Healing Garden - November/December.

A wonderful addition to my herb database is A Modern Herbal by Mrs M. Grieve. Published in
the early 1900s it is meticulously researched and
beautifully illustrated and gives new insights into the
cultivation of garden herbs and some deliciously
eccentric wildlife garden tips.
My wife and I
particularly liked this one --A few pots placed on their sides may be dotted
about the garden, and it will be found that
toads will sit in them when they are not hunting
around for their prey. They won't leave the
garden even if the supply of slugs runs short,
they will simply turn their attention to all kinds
of other insects.

Feverfew - tanacetum

parthenium

Much as I admire toads, and would love to talk about
them (do read 'Lullaby For a Baby Toad' a wonderful
poem by Stella Gibbons) my topic for this month is
feverfew, a significant herb and a member of the
Compositae (aster/daisy) family. Originating in the
Balkans, feverfew (tanacetum
parthenium) has
been grown for centuries in Britain and mainland
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Europe as a medicinal and ornamental plant. It is often found at building sites and around
ruined buildings. One legend says it was used to heal a workman who fell during the building
of the Parthenon.
According to the leading herbalist Gerard, it could be mixed with wine and honey and used
to help 'them that are giddie in the head' and those as be 'melancholike', but its
most familiar use is in the prevention and treatment of migraine headaches. The noted
herbalist Culpepper also recommended feverfew as a treatment for female conditions, stating
that it does a woman all the good she can desire of a herb.
Roger Tabor in his excellent book 'All about Herbs' tells the story of a Mrs Jenkins, the wife of
a Welsh doctor, who followed Culpepper's advice and found feverfew helpful against her
migraines. The Migraine Trust picked up the story and clinical trials followed. These trials and
subsequent practice have indicated that feverfew reduces the frequency, severity and
duration of migraine. This effect appears to be linked to the sesquiterpene lactones it
contains, in particular, parthenolide (chemical constituent).
The usual herbalist recommendation is to take
fresh leaves which are consumed
directly, rather than being made into an infusion; the customary dose being two or three
fresh leaves per day wrapped in a slice of bread to avoid the possibility of mouth ulcers.
As always it is essential to check with your doctor before embarking on any herbal treatment.
Gavin Haig

The Wool Carder Bee (Anthidium manicatum) (photos by Malcolm Randle)

During the summer months, in pursuit of my recently acquired interest in hoverflies, I
continued to keep a look out for any new species.
In early August I noticed what I at first
thought was some kind of ‘bee imitating’ hoverfly, mainly because it was flying like a
hoverfly.
It was hovering and darting about on one particular plant, namely Stachys
byzantine, better known as lamb’s-ears, and of which we have several in our garden.
Lamb's-ear plants are perennial herbs densely covered with grey or silver-white, silky hairs.
I noticed particularly that the one I was observing was chasing off all other flying insects that
came near the plant. These included hover flies and other species of flies, bees and wasps.
I took a few photos and then after
some research identified my mystery
insect as a wool carder bee. It was
quite striking in appearance being
almost black in colour with a row of
yellow spots along the side of its
abdomen and five spines at the rear.
(Photo 1) Over the next few days I
noticed several more of these bees on
other lamb’s ear plants, and I saw
what turned out to be females moving
about slowly on the surface of the
leaves, appearing to be scraping off
the fine hairs. (photo 2)
The male
would hover behind a female (photo 3)
then suddenly dive onto her and grasp
her so that she couldn’t escape while
he mated with her (photo 4).
It
almost seemed like rape as the female
didn’t have much option but no
doubt they were quite happy
with
the situation. The female would then
go on scraping off the hairs and every
so often fly away to her nest site.

Photo 1 (top)
Photo 2 (bottom)

Photo 3 (top)
Photo 4 (bottom)
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I never managed to locate any of these nests despite trying to note where they had gone.
They were not difficult to photograph due to their hovering behaviour and the fact that they
didn’t seem particularly concerned at my presence, especially when they were mating. There
was quite a bit of information about them on the internet and in my text books. The following
is a summary of their description from various sources:
A large and robust summer flying bee that is highly territorial in behaviour. The
aggressive males often patrol and defend favoured patches of flowers with
considerable vigour. Widespread across England and Wales, they also extend into
south western Scotland. Common in town and city gardens its common name
derives from its habit of collecting the hairs of the leaves of various downy plants to
use in making brood cells. It generally flies from late May to early August.
In addition to lamb’s ear other plants favoured are flower of Jupiter (Lychnis flosjovis), yarrow (Achillea millefolium), and great mullein (Verbascum thapsus). The
males of this species cannot sting as they lack the necessary ovipositor. However,
the end of the male's abdomen is armed with five stout spines, and they can injure
or kill invaders foolhardy enough to enter their territory.
Females select existing
cavities as nest sites, examples include insect exit burrows in dead wood, hollow
stems, crevices in the mortar joints of masonry, burrows in the soil, and various
man-made objects. The cell walls and closing plug of the nest are fashioned from
compacted layers of long, silky hairs which are shaved from leaves by the female's
multi-dentate mandibles.
I did notice that there were sometimes up to three pairs on the same plant so they would
tolerate each other as long as they didn’t get too close. Usually they are gone by the middle
of August but 2015 was a late year for them so they were still around until near the end of
August. By this time none were to be seen so their season was obviously over but while it
lasted they were to be seen every day unless it was very wet.
If you have any of the favoured plants in your garden, or you happen to be somewhere where
they exist, then during the flying period have a look and you will most likely see some of
these attractive solitary bees that imitate hover flies.
Malcolm Randle
Big Garden Bird Watch 2016
Shelia and I were ensconced on either side of our dining room picture window to do our
hour’s bird watching. We were quite successful with 17 species identified, the most numerous
being 11 wood pigeons and seven house sparrows. The other species we saw were blackbird,
robin, great tit, collared dove, coal tit, wren,
dunnock, jackdaw, chaffinch, starling,
herring gull, long-tailed tit, blue tit, carrion
crow and goldcrest.
Our numbers were boosted by checking
the front garden a couple of times and
looking up on the roof. Did you check
there? Although we love our bird
watching, it is seldom that we would sit for
an uninterrupted hour looking out.

Long-tailed tit
(photo by Peter Richardson)

If we had not done this concentrated bird
watch, it is highly likely that we would
have missed seeing the long tailed tits and
goldcrest who made fleeting visits to
the garden whilst passing by.
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The birds we saw this year were very different to other years, probably due to the unusual
weather. We have young wood pigeons in our count and courting robins and dunnocks,
whereas the only definite migratory bird we know of is the oddly marked female blackbird
which has returned for a fourth winter.
I thought it might be quite useful to do a local correlation of any members’ sightings to
include in our next newsletter, so if you have taken part, perhaps you could let me have a
copy of your sightings at the AGM, or email them to me at peter@spearhead.eclipse.co.uk .
Peter Richardson

EVENTS AND MEETINGS
My Secret World - Pauline Kidner - September18th
‘Secret World’ is an animal rescue centre dedicated to wildlife near Highbridge Somerset.
Pauline Kidner, a farmer’s wife. is its inspirational founder. Pauline charted its development
on the family farm from its earliest days when economic circumstances forced them to give
up livestock farming. A love of the countryside and its wildlife and the realisation that much
of it was in trouble, coupled with her farm experience of caring for animals, naturally led to
taking in sick, injured and orphaned wildlife. Providing facilities, adapting farm buildings and
home to such an endeavour, made increasing demands on time and money. Local support
and fundraising helped in these early days and the animals kept arriving. No longer simply a
family affair, it soon became a charity, gaining publicity through TV and celebrity patronage,
and Pauline’s ability to communicate her mission by her book writing and public meetings.
The main objective of wildlife rescue is threefold: rescue, rehabilitation, and release.
Release into the wild can only
be done when the animal
has demonstrated its ability
to be independent of human
help, and a suitable release
site has been found. The
sooner an animal is fit for
release the better, as the
longer it remains in a rescue
centre the more dependent
it
tends
to
become.
Inevitably some become
residents and tame, but
these do have a useful life
in furthering the education
of the public by enabling
close contact with a creature
they might otherwise never
see.
Fallow deer at a deer rescue centre near Crewkerne
(Photo by Juliet Prentice)
With the increasing numbers of exotic pet animals in the UK that escape, or are released into
the wild, some of these occasionally turn up at rescue centres and are a potentially increasing
problem. This is particularly so if they threaten our indigenous wildlife. A new education and
learning facility is planned for 2016.
Badgers, foxes, hedgehogs, otters, and all species of
deer that are currently wild in the UK plus many birds, especially raptors, form the bulk of the
rescue intake. Bats, seals, and many rarities can also be in need of rehabilitation.
Badgers and bovine TB is an issue which Pauline confronted as the centre rescues and
releases so many. Those ready for release must be TB tested and any failing have to
be euthanised and autopsied; fortunately a fairly rare event. Vaccination of released badgers
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is now feasible and seems to give useful protection. Release sites need to be carefully
selected to avoid conflict. Many of the released badgers and other mammals are microchipped to help monitor success rates.
This was an inspiring talk which kept members totally engaged throughout. Pauline`s three
very readable books will entertain, enlighten and inspire anyone with an interest in wildlife.
The Society hopes to visit Secret World Wildlife Rescue in the near future.
Alan Hopkins

GPS and The Natural World Peter Merrett (Land surveyor) - October 16th

The basis of Peter’s talk was to describe his work on surveying land where the environment
was likely to be altered or affected by manmade changes as well as natural events. Some of
these events we can influence, others we must adapt to, but all involve a remapping of our
world. Road building schemes in particular form a large part of his work in the UK as well as
many other countries.
Whilst the technicalities involved in surveys were of some interest, this presentation lacked
reference to the ecological effects of restructuring the environment. Most of us are aware
of the importance of environmental surveys and, I suspect, had hoped that we might
learn more about their use with regard to environmental protection and or enhancement.
Alan Hopkins

“A Better Future For Devon’s Birds”
One-day Conference on 6th November, 2015

I represented MDNHS at this conference, which was jointly organised by Devon Birds and the
Dartmoor Preservation Association (DNPA). It was a triumph of planning and organisation, as
220 people came to hear from a broad range of expert speakers. For this article, I’ve adapted
the summary on the Dartmoor Preservation Association website:
http://www.dartmoorpreservation.com/events
The impetus for the conference was the imminent publication of The Devon Bird Atlas 20072013, jointly edited by Stella Beavan and Mike Lock (copies can be obtained online from
www.devonbirds.org/shop .This updates the Sitters Devon Bird Atlas of thirty years ago,
which provides the baseline for assessing what has happened to Devon’s birds since the
1970s. There is some good news, with 11 species gained (e.g. Little Egret), 34 species
increasing in numbers (e.g. siskin), and 52 species showing no change. There is also bad
news. 60 species are decreasing in numbers (e.g. lapwing,
cuckoo), and 9 species have disappeared from
Devon completely in the last thirty years (e.g.
black grouse, tree sparrow, corn bunting).
These results provided the thread running
through all the subsequent talks, after the
new Devon Bird Atlas had been
introduced by its editors in the first talk.
We then heard from:
Stephen Moss, writer and wildlife TV
producer, talked about the speed of
change, highlighting the disappearance of
the once common corn bunting from Devon
and Somerset and the constant threats faced
by many birds from the full range of human
activities, and climate change. He urged the
audience to confront those in power with the
Cirl Bunting at RSPB Reserve
evidence that “looking after wildlife is good for
Labrador Bay S. Devon
people and places and for the businesses in those places” (Photo by Malcolm Randle)
Martin Harper, Director of Conservation RSPB said the status of Devon’s birds reflected the
picture nationally. He described five case studies where the RSPB has targeted individual
species (cirl bunting, Manx shearwater, Dartford warbler, ring ouzel, wood warbler) and
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showed how changes in e.g. agricultural practices. removal of predators, and knowledge of
wintering grounds have all helped these species.
Kevin Bishop, CEO of the DNPA, talked about the National Park and the pressures on
Dartmoor (e.g. increasing human population surrounding the park). Preserving biodiversity is
essential, and traditional farming practices have created the landscape of the National Park.
Although most of Dartmoor is covered by agri-environment schemes, their effectiveness is
sometimes in doubt. Future budgets for them are under pressure, and a smaller area of
Dartmoor will be covered. All this is worrying.
John Varley, CEO of Clinton Devon Estates & a Natural England Board member. He also
emphasised the importance of more targeted agri-environment schemes, and called for longterm government policies to include them. The Estate oversees management of the East
Devon Pebblebed Heaths, where there are 148 species of bird, including Dartford warblers
and nightjars. There is great scope for different sectors to work together, public, private and
the third sector.
John Walters, writer and biologist, well-known to MDNHS for
his fascinating talks to us. He spoke about his multi-faceted
work on Dartmoor, and showed photographs and drawings
of Dartmoor wildlife, including ground-nesting birds.
Harry Barton, CEO of Devon Wildlife Trust, said that only
30% of Devon’s SSSIs were in a favourable condition,
and 34% of the County Wildlife Sites. With about 50
Nature Reserves in Devon, it was sometimes best to let
nature take its course – as, for example, after fencing off
the mire and moorland habitat at Emsworthy.
Simon Lyster, Chair of the World Land Trust & Board
member of Natural England. His leading question was
“What can we do differently?” given that all the public
investment in farming and agri-environment schemes had
not turned round the downward curve in the status of wildlife.
Perhaps some radical new incentives need to be
Meadow Pipit
considered for those committing to sensitive farming and
at Witheridge Moor
biodiversity.
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
Malcolm Burgess, conservation research fellow at Exeter
University, who has spoken to the MDNHS before.
He talked about his research into bird
migration behaviour using new miniaturised tracking technology. About three-quarters of our
migrants from the humid zone of Africa are in decline: a tracked cuckoo spent only 15% of its
time in the UK, 38% en route and 47% in the Congo. Cuckoos in Devon are now almost
confined to Dartmoor, but are doing well in Scotland.
Prof. Charles Tyler, head of biosciences at Exeter University, has been studying groundnesting birds such as whinchats, meadow pipits and stonechats, all of which have declined in
Devon. Decline in meadow pipits could have affected cuckoo numbers, whereas breeding
whinchats are at risk from bracken control in June and july.
It was an absolutely fascinating, landmark conference, summed up brilliantly by Kevin Cox of
Devon Birds. He said that we must avoid the new Devon Bird Atlas becoming a Doomsday
book. Instead, we must make sure it is the start of a “Better Future for Devon’s Birds”. Three
themes to take away were the need for (1) more and better evidence of what is happening;
(2) partnership between all interested parties, which alone can deliver practical conservation
benefits; and (3) communication of our passion to everyone we come into contact with - a
rallying cry for us all!
Liz Rogers

Summer Butterflies and Winter Moths - Richard Fox, Butterfly Conservation
November 20th
Our speaker’s aim was to highlight some recent information from scientific literature.
He started with a few personal observations of some of our butterflies recently:
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High brown fritillary: now a very rare species in Devon (Dartmoor) is one of the
last strongholds where it has done fairly well in the last two years.
Marsh fritillary: on the Culm and Dartmoor did fairly well in 2014 but less well in 2015
Pearl bordered fritillary - Has done well in 2015.
Heath fritillary: also did well.
Holly blue: fluctuates widely from year to year depending on the extent of parasitism.
Painted lady: 2009 was the year of mass migration but no good years recently.
Clouded yellow: very scarce.
Peacock and small tortoiseshell: did well in 2014. Started well in 2015 but late broods
did not arrive therefore few to hibernate so expected to be scarce in spring of 2016.
Other reports from recorders around the UK were still coming in.
Richard went on to describe some interesting findings on parasitism in large whites. Two
parasitic wasps target this species. After mating, the female large white releases a
pheromone which deters other males (anti aphrodisiac) but attracts the tiny
Trichogramma wasp to her and it hitch-hikes to the cabbage plant. The wasp is then in
position to lay its eggs on to those of the large white. On hatching the wasp grubs are
amply supplied with food by the host butterfly. Better known is Cotesia glomerata, a wasp
which lays its eggs into the large white caterpillar. This wasp is attracted by a chemical
released by the plant when eaten by the caterpillar, which is its target. The wasp grubs
consume the caterpillar from inside so that by the time it stops feeding and crawls away to
pupate all that is left is the empty skin surrounded by the pupae of the emergent wasp
grubs. This terminal stage can often be found clinging to a garden wall or under a window
sill. Soon the next generation of Cotesia emerge. Cotesia wasp grubs alter the saliva of the
feeding caterpillar which enables an egg laying wasp to identify an already parasitized
caterpillar.

Peacock butterfly showing wings open and wings closed
(Photos by Malcolm Randle)
Butterflies are primarily nectar feeders, their protein requirements, including those needed
for reproduction, are obtained in the caterpillar stage. However, the green veined white will
mate several times, the male presenting a nuptial gift in the form of a spermatophore which
contains an extra nutrient used for further egg production. Consequently the female lives
longer and lays more eggs. The painted lady is an obligate migrant originating in North
Africa. Its caterpillars respond to light and day length and are feeding in Europe in summer.
Those experiencing lengthening days pupate and on emerging are programmed to fly north.
Later caterpillars are programmed by shortening days so on emergence from pupation fly
south. Our influx of these migrants depends on the early broods.
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Richard went on to describe and illustrate, using photos and video, some defence
mechanisms used by butterflies and moths; e.g. camouflage, mimicry, warning colouration
suggesting toxicity, smell, even sound (hissing) are all possible, with examples at all stages
of the life cycle. The peacock butterfly for example, does camouflage (wings closed) and
warning (wings open and flashing) brilliantly, enough to confuse a blue tit and frighten a
chicken and even a dog. Many more examples of defence can be seen in the numerous
moths and their caterpillars; we should look about for more of these.
Considering moths, Richard turned our attention to the Winter Moth. Unimpressive it
may be but the male’s ability to fly when cold (most moths and butterflies need to warm up
first) is unusual. The female is flightless and like many moths attracts the male by emitting
a pheromone. The caterpillar feeds on many deciduous trees, including oak, causing the
emission by the tree of a pheromone which attracts tits to collect caterpillars to feed their
growing young.
Climate change is also having an effect on our Lepidoptera. The massive decline in garden
tiger moths has been attributed to warm wet winters, but some other species may benefit.
A well received presentation packed with intriguing information.
Alan Hopkins
Reflections December 2015
Reflections has traditionally been held in February but the committee decided December
might work better so 2015 was the year of two such evenings. For those who are organised
well in advance of Christmas, preparing and giving a talk only days before Christmas would
present little challenge. For the rest of us, like myself, it was simply another “must do” to
squeeze into the pre-Christmas mayhem!
The evening started in an orchard with Malcolm Randle and “Woodpecker Watch”. Using
video clips captured on a camera trap, and still images using his SLR camera, he was able to
follow a pair of great spotted woodpeckers through the breeding season. The story started
with the excavation of the nest hole, moved on to the female’s mysterious disappearance
part way through rearing the brood, included the unwelcome arrival of a squirrel and
finished with the successfully reared fledglings on his bird table.
Gavin then shared with us some of Robin Khan’s delightful pictures of butterflies and moths.
The photographs were originally
slides. As such they were all the
more impressive as Robin took
them before the days of digital
photography with the additional
fancy autofocus and automatic
exposure that we all take so much
for granted these days.
I then had everyone guessing who
the “pear thief” might be. Was it a
dog or a squirrel or badger or
someone else? Once again camera
traps came into their own and I
was able to catch him (or was it
her?!) ‘red-handed’. For the second
year running a fox had not only “Nose to Nose” Kevin Keatley with badger cub
become partial to my pears but
(photo taken by Kevin Keatley via remote camera)
was prepared to climb six feet up a wall to get the last few.
After much appreciated mince pies and hot punch we were on to a fascinating soundscape,
“Dusk to Dawn”. Paul Pratley gave us an insight into what you might hear if you were to
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spend a night in the woods. As we listened intently to the recordings we enjoyed some
beautiful photographs, cleverly chosen to add to (but not detract from) the experience.
Then it was a midnight feast with Mick Jinman and his garden visitors, once again caught on
a camera trap. Mick showed us a badger and fox that decided that they too would share in
the treats that Mick put out for the birds.
Staying in the garden, Peter Richardson showed us a little of the life of a masonry bee.
Having mounted glass test tubes in a box on the wall of his house, he was able to show us
how they lay multiple eggs in each tube. Each egg was sealed in with a mud stopper and left
with its own packet of pollen as a food source. Peter then shared with us some interesting
buzzard behaviour in which the smaller male buzzard threatened, then displaced, a female
from the carcass that she was eating.
The evening ended with a stunning show of wildlife images taken by Kevin Keatley. There
were red deer both on Exmoor and in Richmond Park, tawny owls and barn owls, hedgehogs
in his back garden and some wonderful landscapes. One of Kevin’s favourite subjects is
badgers. Who can forget the great “selfie” of him nose to nose (or more accurately, nose to
camera) with a badger cub.
Thank you to all the contributors who made it such an enjoyable evening. Thank you also to
Doris and her team for the delicious hot punch and mince pies. The MDNHS at its best!
Stephen Powles

Photo Competition Comes up Trumps – The Annual Dinner 15th January

An excellent turnout of 51 members for the MDNHS Annual Dinner in January 2016,
provided an appreciative audience for judging the 2015 Dennis Pickering Photography
Competition. Members had been invited to submit one or two photographs of wildlife or
scenery, taken in Devon and neighbouring counties over the past year. 28 entries were
submitted, covering a wide range of subjects including jewel-like insects, frogs, a medley of
birds, red deer and cloud patterns.
Dennis Pickering was a founder member of the Mid-Devon Natural History Society, and was
a keen photographer. So, when his family kindly made a donation to the Society in his
memory, it was decided that a photographic competition would be a fitting memorial for
him. And so it has proved, especially as the winner this year – Ralph Hopper – knew Dennis.
Our judges for the competition are the members who come
to the Annual Dinner in January, held in St. George’s
Hall, Tiverton. After a delicious meal, members view
the anonymous photo entries projected onto a
screen in the hall. They then vote for their two
favourites, and the winners are announced. Ralph
Hopper’s beautiful photograph of a Hummingbird
Hawkmoth gathering nectar from a red valerian
plant won first prize this year, and Ralph
received the Dennis Pickering shield and
certificate from Liz Rogers, who won the
competition last year. Second prize went to Ann
Catchpole for her stunning picture of a swan on
the canal, reflected perfectly in the water. Two
members tied for third prize – Alan Hopkins for his
photo of a striking cirrus cloud pattern (‘Sky
Feathers’), and Liz Rogers for her picture of a female
Emperor dragonfly laying her eggs in a pond on
Aylesbeare Common.
Ralph Hopper’s
Hummingbird Hawkmoth
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Ann Catchpole’s - Swan

Liz Rogers

Alan Hopkins’ - ‘Sky Feathers’

The Winners

Liz Rogers’ - Emperor
Dragonfly

Ralph Hopper
Ann Catchpole
(Photo by Peter Richardson)

Alan Hopkins

Dennis Pickering, we feel sure, would have thoroughly enjoyed seeing all the competition
photographs, and would no doubt have submitted a few of his own to compete with ours. We
look forward to new photographic endeavours in 2016. Cameras at the ready everyone!
Liz Rogers.

