Summer 2016
CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
Out and About with Wildlife

The winter programme since January 2016 has delivered to us its usual attractive mix of wildlife
encounters, whether virtual or in the flesh – estuarine birds, bats flying up staircases, minibeasts in the undergrowth, and the Roundtable’s fascinating potpourri of flowers, bees, lichens,
dragonflies and more. Many thanks to David, Jeff, Stephen and Ray for all they do to organise
our programme. Now, since late April, it’s the time to get out and see as much wildlife as spring
and summer can reveal in new and familiar places. There’s always something you’ve not seen
before even if it’s just the context that’s different.
Visiting Knowstone Moor in April showed how quickly spring unfolds, as more flowers came out
and more bird species arrived on the moor with every recce visit leading up to the Society’s
morning there on 21st April. Warblers were already singing there, but the dawn chorus was the
key feature of the next outing, on May 14th, to Buzzards National Trust. A good number of
members braved the early morning air to experience the tuning up of the resident avian
orchestra. We can still enjoy it for a while longer until the nesting season is over, and the voices
die down for the rest of the year. I always find the relative silence of July and August a vivid
and rather sad contrast to the sounds of an awakening spring.
There is plenty more to attract members wanting to get out over the summer: Witheridge Moor
in July and DWT Dunsford in August (check your Programme of Events). Do come and give your
boots, cameras and binoculars an outing too. Remember! We will be asking you for your photos
to print as cards at the end of July – so it’s time to take that stunning wildlife picture, and make
everyone want to buy our cards!
Liz Rogers

FEATURES
St Ives’ Surprise
Many many years ago as "old timers" like to say, Shelia and I took our children to
Cornwall in the summer holidays and decided to visit St Ives. However the traffic into
town was so jammed that we turned around and left for quieter pastures.
For thirty plus years we have been promising ourselves we would go back and finally made it at
the end of April this year. It was worth it, we had a great B&B with views out over the bay and
harbour and lovely clear weather to maximise the famous light that attracts so many artists.
.
We did all the usual tourist sights about town and particularly enjoyed walking around "The
Island" with the atmospheric sailors chapel on the summit. The coastguard told us to look out
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for dolphins and we were lucky to get views of about twelve of them swimming up and down
along the coast. From our high vantage point we could clearly differentiate the adults from
the young.
We booked a trip for an afternoon visit to Seal Island three and a half miles along the coast.
It turned into quite an adventure. We had to wait for the tide to turn before embarking. This
involved climbing down about 30 slippery seaweed covered steps at the end of the harbour
then clambering into a dinghy for transfer to our magnificent cruise ship which held a
maximum of 12 passengers. After warning us it would be choppy sailing, we left for our trip.

Bottlenose Dolphins near St Ives
(Photo by Shelia Richardson)
Half way there we were greeted by somewhere between 30 and 40 bottlenose dolphins of
assorted ages and size. They were swimming all around and under the boat, leaping clear of
the water and rolling over, obviously joyful to see us. We could not quite touch them, which
is one of our dreams. After a while we continued on to Seal island, which was a great
anticlimax as we only saw three lethargic grey seals. The boatman saw our disappointment
and asked us if we would like to "go back and play with the Dolphins again". Following a
chorus of approval, we turned back and spent another 40 minutes visiting the pod, or more
correctly allowing them to visit us.

(Photo by Peter Richardson)
We have seen a lot of whales and dolphins, but never this close and it is a memory that will
always stay with us.
Peter Richardson
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Those crafty squirrels! (Photos by Jill Haines)

I was having problems with squirrels getting the food I put out for the birds so I took some
photos. One shows how the squirrels would gobble up all the sunflower seeds. So I bought
the feeder guard. As can be seen they have tried often to trash it, without success so far.
But they have realised that all the shaking that happens when they try does shake out
some

some seeds to the ground. And I have now seen it often enough to think the proof is there:
after shaking it they immediately go to the ground underneath to find the fallen seeds – along
with other squirrels and one or two pigeons who wait around for the treats.
Jill Haines

A quartet of raptors (Photos by Laura Hann)

Exmoor has so much to encourage birds, mammals, butterflies, reptiles and plants to thrive.
Four different raptors were seen by us over the last 12 months to underline the value of the
moorland habitat.
Last year Keith Hann and I were motoring up in the north of the moor when we noticed a bird
of prey catching a meadow pipit at the side of the road. We stopped the car and we both
immediately agreed that this was our smallest raptor -- a merlin. The merlin lifted its prey to
a nearby hawthorn bush, where we could study it carefully from another angle. Then it flew
off, with the pipit firmly clenched in its talons.
This was the first time I had positively identified a merlin. I seem to recall they don't build
their own nest but rather use the nest of a carrion crow or similar corvid.
Now into 2016, and on Feb 18th, Keith and
Laura Hann noted an unusual bird of prey
circling above a small group of red deer
on Exmoor.
On closer inspection,
this raptor turned out to be a female
hen harrier, as Laura's photograph
confirms.
In March 2016, Keith and I were
entertained by a pair of red kites,
circling above us. It's so good to
know that this magnificent bird of
prey is thriving
on Exmoor.

Hen Harrier over Exmoor
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In April this year when exploring the more northerly area of
Exmoor, Keith and Laura Hann saw a barn owl quartering
the open moor.
Next year it might be the turn of the honey buzzard,
but the four raptors we saw this year were an
absolute joy and great survivors.

Barn Owl quartering on Exmoor
Gavin Haig with Keith and Laura Hann

Springwatch 2016 in Stockleigh Pomeroy, starring the moorhens.

(photos by Liz Rogers)
Last year at this time, our Newsletter had my local version of Springwatch 2015, set in East
Coombe Farm (my home), just as the actual BBC 2 programme arrived on our screens at the
end of May. Carrying on that tradition, here is my 2016 version, highlighting East Coombe’s
resident moorhens, which turned out to have a few tricks up their sleeves. I continued to
record for the UK Phenology network (www.naturescalendar.org.uk) throughout January to
May, so I’ll start with a few comments on spring 2016.
The first six weeks of 2016 were, on average, milder than in 2015 or 2014, and were
preceded by an unusually mild December. Hazel catkins were flowering at Christmas 2015,
and there were very early national records of lesser celandines in flower – e.g. on 23rd
December in a lane at East Coombe. January and February were both exceptionally wet,
January being the fourth wettest ever recorded in the UK (British Wildlife, 27(4), April 2016).
The mild weather did not continue after mid February, and temperature records at East
Coombe show that it was cooler from week 7 (Feb 12) to week 15 (April 8) in 2016, than in
2014 & 2015. Plants that usually flower in January or early-mid February did tend to flower
earlier in 2016; for example, snowdrops, celandines and wild daffodils. Later spring events
like first leaves on trees and the appearance of butterflies or migrant birds showed no
consistent trend at East Coombe, although bud-burst and new leaves on monitored Exmoor
oaks were late throughout (D. Brabban). One absence this year is that I have not recorded
any singing willow warblers at East Coombe in 2016. Their numbers have been decreasing in
southern England, including Devon, and it would be sad indeed if their lovely song is seldom
heard here (Devon Bird Atlas, 2016).
Now for the stars of the show - Moorhens! Starting with a
record on 3 January, a pair of them was around in my garden
all winter, either on the pond or foraging about under the bird
feeders, or in the grass and shrubbery. On 22 March, they
were seen mating, and by 3rd April they were carrying nest
material from the pond to a big bay tree close to the house
about 20m away, where they would disappear under the tree.
What was going on? Was the nest on the ground or in the
tree? I didn’t realise that moorhens could nest in trees (did
you? But see Birds Britannica, 2005, by M Cocker & R
Mabey); so it was with amazement that on 15 April, I saw
from the kitchen window, a moorhen building a nest about
three and a half metres up in the bay tree. She was weaving
together nest material brought in from the pond or shrubbery
with leaves and small branches from the tree. This bay tree
was almost killed by the severe frosts in 2010, and although
it is regenerating from its base, it has since been colonised by
a dense growth of honeysuckle, which has climbed up into it
from below. This too could have been handy for nest material.

The nest tree
(arrow indicates location)
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Another surprise was in store. How were the moorhens
getting up to their nest? I’d never seen them flying up
into the bay tree, though I had seen them flying
down from it. Eventually, I worked out what was
happening, as I saw a moorhen running from the
pond, disappearing under the tree, and then reappearing about 2.5m up, climbing up the
honeysuckle to the nest and delivering the nest
material! (If you don’t believe me, I have a video
to prove it.)
It then climbed down a metre
or
so
and
flew the rest
of the way down
Incubation
rushing off immediately to pick another piece of grass or sedge. Chris
Packham would have been proud of this industrious
pair.
To complete this happy tale, the moorhens were on the
nest until mid-May. Chicks were first seen on 12 May,
when I was away, and then again on 19 May when I
returned. If only I’d been there to see them get down
from the tree! Perhaps we’ll be lucky?

The happy result
Liz Rogers.

A Tale of Deception, Takeovers and Disappearances (photos by Stephen Powles)

On the 12th December, with the BBC due to film her for The One Show two days later,
Hammer Scar mated with the resident dog otter, Right Spot.
One way to identify individual otters is from photographs of their heads, the nose and ears
being especially useful. Hammer Scar was
named after the hammer shaped scar that
could be clearly seen on her nose when she
was first identified. With time it has faded and
three years later it is hardly visible. Right Spot,
too, had a scar on his nose, but less obvious
and one that appeared to have come from a
puncture wound rather than a gash. Otters can
be very aggressive in defending their
territories/home ranges, often inflicting nasty
injuries on each other
With a gestation period of about 63 days we were
expecting the arrival of the cub(s) in the second
Hammer Scar in April 2013
week
(note the hammer shaped scar)
of February. Camera trap images throughout
January showed Hammer Scar becoming
increasingly rotund, so it appeared that the
mating had been successful. She continued to
make an appearance most nights, then, right on
cue from a mating on the 12th December, she
“disappeared” for three nights. The signs were
promising that she now had produced one or
more cubs.
Right Spot in December 2015
(note the spot on the right side of his nose)
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But where were they? As evidenced by camera traps and
CCTV, most nights she was making a round trip
through the bottom section of her territory, always
returning upstream before first light. This meant
that the holt had to be in the middle or top section
of her territory. With the birth of the cubs, she had
suddenly stopped appearing on any of the camera
traps at the top end of her territory, leading us to
conclude that the holt must be in the middle section
… or so we thought.
By the middle of March we were still no closer to
Hammer Scar 0n 27 Jan 2016
working out where the natal holt was, and it
(six weeks pregnant)
was looking likely that when she moved the cub(s) we would be left not knowing. Could the
holt be in the large pheasant shoot that is the middle section of her territory? It seemed
improbable but all the evidence suggested that this was in fact the case. She wasn’t
appearing on the camera traps above the shoot and, not far below the shoot, camera traps
and CCTV revealed her travelling downstream but always returning back into the shoot the
same night.
Getting desperate we hatched a plan. Working on the basis that in the early evening she was
likely to travel downstream from the holt (to both feed and to mark her territory) we decided
to set up a mobile CCTV system towards the top of the shoot. Sat in the comfort of the car,
with eyes glued to the CCTV monitor, we didn’t need to wait long. At 7.30pm, just after it got
dark, there she was on her way downstream! Now it was looking very much as though the
cubs were hidden away in a quiet area at the top of the shoot. We had to be sure.
Two nights later the exercise was repeated but this time 600m further upstream on the top
boundary of the shoot. To our great surprise she was, once again, travelling downstream in
the early evening (this time a little later at 7.40pm). She must have the cubs above the
shoot – but surely not as she wasn’t visiting any of the camera traps only 500m further
upstream. Perhaps the holt was on this 500m section? Were we getting closer?
There was one way to find out. Close to the camera traps that were no longer being visited,
we have a CCTV camera monitoring the full width of the stream. The next step was to check
the recordings on each of these two evenings – to our utter amazement there she was
heading downstream, the timings fitting perfectly with the two sightings! She had been
deceiving us all along!!! Without any fresh spraint and no camera trap images, there hadn’t
been a reason to check the CCTV recordings ….. or so we had thought!! The cub(s) were not
in the shoot after all but in the headwaters of the stream. Hammer Scar had fooled us
completely! As soon as she gave birth Hammer Scar had stopped visiting all the usual spraint
sites on the section of river adjacent to
the holt, keeping to the stream as she
set off on her travels. Whilst we are
aware that nursing otters avoid sprainting
near a natal holt, we were unaware that
this could mean no sprainting at all! It is
thought that, by not “advertising” their
presence in the vicinity of the natal holt, a
nursing otter is less likely to lose the cubs
to a predator or another otter (especially
a “new” dog otter).

Hammer Scar moves the cub on 12th April

Now wise to her movements we were
able to spend some magical nights with
her until, at dawn, on 12th April, caught
on the CCTV camera and a recently
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installed camera trap, she brought the single cub downstream. If the previous year was
anything to go by we would soon have a chance to see and film the cub. Sadly this wasn’t to
be. Through April the cub appeared on various camera traps but the first two weeks of May
came and went with no sign of the cub. On the evening of 28th April a camera trap gave us
the last image we have of the cub. What had happened to it? It could well have been killed
by a predator or possibly a domestic dog. Perhaps it had fallen ill? There hadn’t been any
floods so drowning was improbable.
Was Rusty responsible? On the night
of 30th April - 1st May, Right Spot
(father of the cub) made one of his
regular visits but that same night a
new dog otter, Rusty, also put in an
appearance. The following night Right
Spot made his final appearance.
Rusty appeared to have driven out
Right Spot. Had he killed the cub? We
will never know but, as with lions, a
takeover can be followed by the male
killing any young otters in order to
bring the female back into season
earlier than would otherwise have been
the case.

Rusty and Hammer Scar on 22nd May

Although it seems rather quick, it is very possible that on the 22nd May Hammer Scar was
back in season. We managed to spend two and half hours with the her and Rusty as they
moved three km up through the river system, Hammer Scar behaving very much as she had
when in season the previous December.
Will there be more cubs in July? Time will tell. Will Hammer Scar have more surprises for us?
Probably.
by Stephen Powles with help from Roger Linden
6th June 2016
th
th
th
Update – 10 June 2016: Rusty hasn’t been seen since 26 May and on 5 June Right Spot
returned supporting a large gash to the base of his left ear. With Rusty not having been
sighted since Right Spot returned, is Right Spot “top dog” once more? Again, time will tell
…..

Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden update April/May 2016.

In November 2015 some dozen new RSPB nest boxes were fixed onto a selection of trees on
the far margin of the Tiverton Hospital car park area, as well as a group of trees in the
Hospital wildlife garden.
This spring we have seen blue tit, great tit, and house sparrow using three of these new
boxes.
Perhaps more significantly, there are families of blackbird, song thrush, and
robin nesting in the shrubs growing on the Devon bank, and most recently a pair of blackcaps
have joined this nesting group in the more shrubby area surrounding the wildlife garden .
Butterflies have been active too. Small tortoiseshell butterflies have laid eggs on some of the
stinging nettles placed on the bank, which catches the afternoon sunshine. Orange tip
butterflies laid their orange two mm cone shaped eggs singly under the flower heads of hedge
garlic plants which are growing in the wildlife garden, and around the edge of the arbor.
We have added and labelled a further alder buckthorn (Frangula alnus) to one of the wild
flower beds, to attract the brimstone butterfly. The female usually lays her eggs on the
underside of the alder buckthorn leaf. The egg is a yellow pointed cone, measuring about
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two mm in height. When the pale green larva hatches it
fixes itself along the main rib of the underside of the leaf,
which makes it very difficult to detect. The larva
becomes active and feeds during night time, but
resumes its under leaf camouflage during the day
Many different grasses act as food plants for our
summer butterflies, such as meadow brown,
gatekeeper, speckled wood, and ringlet.
A family of rabbits help keep the patients and
visitors amused, but where are our hedgehogs? We
have two hedgehog houses to keep them warm and
dry. Badgers have a predatory interest in hedgehogs!
The Royal Horticultural Society gave our TDH Wildlife
Garden a commendation for a thriving wildlife area last
year. Let's hope we can do equally well this year!

One of the RSPB Nest Boxes
(photo by Gavin Haig)
Gavin Haig

Castle Lodge wildlife garden (photos by Gavin Haig)

This year a pair of spotted flycatchers are using an open fronted nest box attached to the
house outside our sitting room.
They arrived during the second week in May here at Castle
Lodge, where we now live in Bampton. Both birds have the
most exquisite flight pattern when seeking out and catching
insects. It is an amazing mix of flitting, twisting, diving and
hovering in their journey to catch flies and other insects.
Their flight action is mesmerising! They return to our
flowering cherry tree after they have caught their prey
using it as their base station.
Three years ago a
pair
of
spotted
flycatchers used an
open fronted nest
box buried behind
our kiwi fruit tree on
the south facing wall Spotted flycatcher nestbox
of
the wild garden, just above
a small pond.
Interestingly a pair of garden warblers are nesting very
close to that same area used three years ago, behind
the kiwi fruit. Kiwi fruit trees have very large, downy
leaves which act as an excellent screen for birds and
butterflies to hide behind.
Kiwi fruit leaves

Some 10 metres away a family of blue tits have
successfully nested in a hole fronted nest box pinned
to our Victoria plum tree.

So, we have spotted flycatcher, blue tit, and garden warbler all nesting within 15 metres of
each other, and that's why three goes into fifteen!
Gavin Haig

Great spotted woodpecker update

Following on from our wonderful experience last year, when we were able to observe a pair of
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great spotted woodpeckers from the creation of their nest, through
to the fledging of their young, we were hoping we might be able
to locate the nest site this year.
No such luck, although
we could hear their drumming from late January right through
to the end of March.
We also got occasional sightings,
mostly feeding on the peanut feeders in our garden.
We tried to observe their direction of flight and destination
when they left the feeders. It looked pretty certain that it
was outside the adjacent orchard where they nested last
year, although probably not too far away. A check of the
trees around the area revealed nothing hopeful.
In early June a neighbour said that he had seen a young
woodpecker on his feeder so I set up the camera trap in the
hope that we would get some sightings.
It resulted in
numerous still shots and video clips of both adults and at least
two fledglings being fed, although they did seem quite capable of
feeding themselves
The male, on fence with
fledgling on post
(camera trap photo)
We would like to think it was the same two again although we still believe that the female of
that pair met with some disaster. Perhaps this year’s pair was related to them in some way,
maybe one of their progeny?
Malcolm Randle

EVENTS AND MEETINGS REPORTS

Exe estuary walk on Tuesday 16th February

We had a beautiful walk, which was somewhat inevitable in view of the lovely warm sunny
day following such a wet period of weather as we had
recently experienced.
We had twelve enthusiasts at the start of the
walk, but this dropped to nine for the
afternoon as some people had prior
engagements.
We set off at 11am to do the Darts Farm
nature walk, which was quite successful in
that we counted 28 bird species and we also
found two field mouse nests. We then had
an hour long lunch break before setting off
to walk the boardwalk trail across Goosemoor, before
walking down to the viewing platform, where the River Avocets feeding on the estuary
Clyst meets the Exe estuary.
Our timing was perfect
photo by Shelia Richardson)
as we were able to
view
the
waders
including
a
large
number of
avocets
following the retreating
tide.

A wigeon pair.
(photo by Peter Richardson)

We continued to the
Topsham “Goats Walk”
before retracing our
steps to spend some
time in the hide at
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Bowling Green Marsh. The highlights here were uncountable numbers of wigeon and a very
generous selection of wildfowl including good totals of pintail showing well.
We then returned to Darts Farm and our cars, just ahead of the deteriorating weather. When
Shelia and I did our bird list, we were delighted to find we had 51 species recorded.
Other wildlife included some early spring fauna, lots of rabbits, and yes, we did see a field
mouse running along the bank of a stream and almost colliding with a wren going the other
way.
Peter Richardson
st
Visit to Knowstone Moor, “to see what’s there” – April 21 .
Labelled in a Wildlife Trust’s leaflet as “The largest area of Culm grassland left in the world”,
Knowstone Moor is just off the North Devon Link Road near Tiverton, and therefore very
accessible to MDNHS members. We had a morning
to find out how spring was advancing – but, when
planning the visit, the cool preceding weeks of
March and April suggested there might be little to
see. It was therefore essential to do several recces
in advance, and I found that a lot changed over
the week before our visit.
Nine members gathered for the visit. After getting
an overview of the whole moor from Haresdown to
the sound of skylarks, we focussed on the Two
Moors Way under the motorway over to the Inner
Moor. On the way, we saw the first lady’s smock
flowers (cuckooflower) out, and heard chiffchaffs
Sundew at Knowstone Moor
and willow warblers singing
(photo by Liz Rogers)
in the wood.
Wood sorrel and primroses were flowering, and
honeysuckle was already in leaf growing up the trees to give
cover to birds and butterflies later on.
Emerging onto the moor itself, we soon found sphagnum
moss, louseworts in flower, and one clump of sundew –
plants that are characteristic of culm grassland, where
purple moor-grass dominates and drainage is poor.
Sundew will become widespread, but was just beginning
its growth after shutting down over the winter. Violets
were also out, brightening up the brownish grass – a
week earlier, there had been none. Knowing that orchids
are a major feature of Knowstone later in the summer, we
poked about and soon found new rosettes of orchid leaves.

A male yellowhammer
(photo by M Randle, 2012)

The bird life on Knowstone did not disappoint either. We saw
yellowhammers, linnets and stonechats, and heard tree
pipits. During one of the recce visits, there was a pair
of wheatears about too, probably passing through, and
kestrels at Haresdown Cross.
And on the mammal front,
large deer slots in the mud betrayed the presence of red deer,
though none were seen.

All in all, we unanimously decided that this early visit in April was well worth it, to give a
foretaste of spring to come. And furthermore, we resolved to go back later in the summer to
look for orchids and marsh fritillaries (one of the rarest UK butterflies), which are a feature of
this culm grassland habitat. Be prepared to join a “pop-up” visit in the next month or so!
Liz Rogers.
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Bacon and Bird song - Saturday 14th May
On a perfect, all be it rather early, Saturday morning we met at Homebase before travelling
up to Buzzards to enjoy and learn from the dawn chorus.
“Dawn” is a slight misnomer as, fearing a poor response
had we arrived for the “true” dawn, we gathered at
6.45am in the delightful surrounding of Thongsleigh Mill
courtesy of Bob & Pam Seal.
Whilst enjoying this National Trust property, the intention
was to identify as many bird songs as we could and,
hopefully, commit a few of them to memory. Fortunately
we had two experts in the field to guide us – Ray Jones
and Paul Pratley, the latter kindly bringing along his sound
recording dish. Whilst I tried to help the learning process of
those attending, when I mistook a chiffchaff for a great tit
- followed by a quick correction by one of the two gurus my credibility took a bad hit!!
As well as all the usual suspects (including blackbirds,
song thrushes, blackcaps, wrens, robins) we were treated
to a first for many of us – a pied flycatcher in its typical
oak woodland.

Pied Flycatcher (male)
(photo by M Randle, 2010)

For most of the 15 of us who took the effort to make the “early” start, it was then off to the
Cadeleigh Arms to enjoy a well deserved breakfast!
Stephen Powles

Round Table Meeting – 20th May

Animals vanish on sight; butterflies are transitory; birds disappear to cover or another
continent; moths are decent enough to be seen all year - but only at night (except for a
compliant few); flowers wither to mulch. Not at all helpful to a student of nature, the acuity
of youth long faded.
Could a string of sausages and some witches' whiskers bring consolation to advancing years?
Strange to say that they are permanent, static and, like money to children, grow on trees.
They both appeared on the “Table”. Usnea articulata and Usnea florida respectively are
members of the beard lichen community. ‘Small is Beautiful’ was the main theme for the
Society's Round Table meeting in May this year and lichens certainly fall into this category;
even better when viewed through a magnifier. In the clean air of Devon they thrive on trees,
rocks and the now out of fashion gravestone.

String of sausages (Usnea articulata)
Witches’ whiskers (Usnea florida)
(Photos from Internet)
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So what else was brought to the ‘Table’ ? A small selection of other lichens and mosses,
ginger plants and roots, wild flowers, butterflies and moths suitably housed in transparent
containers for study, a meticulously made long-tailed tits nest and various jars of this and
that. Talks were given,
DVDs shown, exhibits tabled and candid opinions passed in
discussion. The more specific items included were bees, wasps and stings, nest-building
moorhens, moths, ticks, and the therapeutic benefits of ginger to gorillas, elephants and
humans. A DVD featuring the re-introduction of white tailed eagles into Scotland concluded
the evening.
Great thanks to everyone, you all contributed well to making it another slightly later than
expected finish - but it was a summer evening after all!
David Leader

