Autumn into
Winter 2016

CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
The Turning Year
Autumn seems to come round too fast each year, especially when enjoying a hot
August day – but our Septembers have been mild for the last few years, so ‘summer’
continues under another name. Mild nights this year have seen moths flying in
abundance until October, and swallows staying around longer before starting their
travels. The hedges are rich with fruit, and although butterflies have not had a good
year, the occasional comma and red admiral can be seen on the ripe blackberries.
Squirrels are constantly rushing to the ends of hazel branches to get nuts, and then
burying them all over the place. It wouldn’t take long for a young wood to spring up if
we left things to their own devices!
For us, what could be better than the beginning of our autumn programme? First up
was John Walters’ medley of tales about ring ouzels defending berries, wool carder
bees weaving nests of plant hairs, and white admiral caterpillars making silk bags for
their droppings. Who ever doubted that wildlife is literally ‘marvellous’? September's
visit to the Secret World Rescue Centre showed the work that goes into restoring
injured wildlife to health and freedom; and our October talk was about those oftenneglected inhabitants of the undergrowth – amphibians and reptiles. Before the year
is out, we have "Forests of the World" with Rod Lawrence and "Reflections with
Stephen. Come along and be surprised.
One of the delights of autumn is the arrival of winter migrant birds. We may be sad to
lose the swifts, swallows and house martins, but now we have fieldfares and redwings
in our fields, and thousands of waders, ducks and geese on our estuaries, marshes
and lakes. Why not grab a pair of binoculars and head out to see them? In October,
we joined Ray Jones on an outing to Exminster Marshes, which is accessible to most
of us. Last, but certainly not least, we have the 2016 MDNHS cards for sale from the
November meeting, and we’ll hope for record-breaking sales to support the Society
and spread the word about our local wildlife.
Liz Rogers
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FEATURES
Peter’s Ambition (photos by Shelia Richardson)
I have always wanted a pond in the garden to enhance the wildlife, but have always
put it off because of the risk to visiting grandchildren. So when my son and family
moved home a few years ago to a house with two ponds, one of which was large and
deep, I decided to take the plunge! Finally, at the beginning of August I had one
installed.
The pond is not large, being 4ft by 7ft with a flat gravel section at one end. The spoil
was used to make two small rockeries. My ambitions for wildlife received instant
gratification, with a robin in the hole with the workman whilst he was digging it out.
As they did not have to remove the waste soil the installers provided some slate to
make a gentle waterfall at one end. We filled the pond and sat back to leave it for 48
hours before adding plants
By the next morning the spoil heaps
were heaving with red dusty house
sparrows from all over the
neighbourhood,
having
dust
baths. I felt quite guilty planting
up alpines etc, so used a bit of
the soil to give them a dust bath
elsewhere in the garden.
Alan Hopkins was very generous in
donating water plants from his many ponds
and we also pond dipped, bringing home water beetles, water boatmen, dragonfly
larvae and a selection of other invertebrates. I also brought a bucket of water
containing the microscopic life to build up a nice natural wildlife mix.
Within 48 hours I had a number of frogs in the pond, which included one of the
largest I had seen, and a newt also appeared. Within days we had a variety of birds
bathing: house sparrows, greenfinches, blackbird, starling, crows, jackdaws, robin,
wood pigeons and collared doves. Goldfinches were also regular visitors but they
didn't mix with the others on the "beach", preferring to sit under the gentle
waterfall. By night there were bats regularly patrolling our little pond.
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I decided to add some margin plants and was pleased to find that some of my
regular garden plants actually thrived in shallow water - water avens, as you could
probably guess from its name, but chives came as a surprise.
The pond has attracted dragonflies and pond skaters which appeared on the wind.
Within weeks we had a damselfly laying eggs as well. One problem we had was with
birds digging up every rockery plant, so I bought some gravel to cover the exposed
soil. This has acted as a deterrent and has also supplied a bonus as I went out one
night to find a slow-worm on the rockery. I assume that the gravel had retained so
much heat that it was able to stay active in the dark.
I think you can see why every wildlife gardening book suggests adding a pond.
Peter Richardson
My swallow family (photo by George Maunder)
Every year I have many swallows and several house martins nesting around my
house and barns. This year, including second broods, I had at least 10 and so by the
beginning of September I had a splendid display of swallows and house martins
flying over my garden and large pond.
On 12th September I was sad to
see what I thought was all of them
leave for their trip to South Africa.
However on 14th September I was
surprised to see that there was
obviously a third brood on one of
the light fittings in the covered
area just outside my kitchen door.
I watched the attention of the two
parents and after a while could see
that they had three young. One of
the three eventually left the nest
on 3rd October but the other two
still sat on the nest on the 4th &
5th waiting to be fed. By the 6th I
noticed all five flying around catching flies but as I write this on the 7th they are still
here. This would seem to me to be very late. I wish them a safe journey?
George Maunder
A Scilly Holiday (photos by Liz Rogers)
Lying only twenty miles or so off Cornwall, the Isles of Scilly have always been
mysteriously ‘over there’, and never actually reached. I finally made it this past May,
and was delighted with what I found. I joined some friends in a Naturetrek group,
and was introduced in fascinating detail to the landscape, people and wildlife of the
islands over the course of a week – by boat and on foot.
It’s definitely worth going to the Scillies on the ‘Scillonian’ ferry from Penzance. By
doing so, you see seabirds aplenty en route (and maybe cetaceans), and get a good
idea of the layout of the islands as you approach. Arriving on St. Mary’s, where we
stayed, you are immediately part of the bustle of a busy port, with a great variety of
small craft coming and going between islands. There’s a buzz around the tourist
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boats – who’s seen what? Displaced migrant birds and exotic residents are always a
possibility, and so they often remain – we never saw the golden oriole or the snowy
owl, but we did see a spotted sandpiper.
Boat trips were a major part of our visit.
There was a foggy evening trip out
towards the Bishop lighthouse off the
Western
Rocks,
where
the
shearwaters and storm petrels fly
and where many a ship has
foundered. A sunnier trip took us
right round the archipelago, seeing
puffins, guillemots, razorbills and grey
seals, and meeting fishermen catching
lobsters and pollock. Sea birds are a major
part of Scilly life (and the tourist economy),
because the islands are important breeding sites
Puffin
for them, especially for petrels and shearwaters. Unfortunately, as on many islands
worldwide, rats have been introduced here, and there is a major effort on-going to
eradicate them from islands like St. Agnes, and uninhabited islands where seabirds
breed.
We visited a different island every day, and usually spent the day wandering round
on foot. What strikes you is the clarity and colour of the water, with islands and
rocks dotted everywhere upon it, often with grotesque granitic shapes, like miniature

Guillemots
Dartmoor tors displaced onto the sea and half-drowned. There are lots of different
habitats – sandy and rocky beaches, woodland, old bulb fields, cliffs and heath.
Birdlife was varied, with wheatears, stonechats and linnets in the open; willow and
reed warblers in woodland and reedbeds; whimbrels on the shore, and song thrushes
everywhere, singing away, smashing snails and being unusually tame in the open.
Sometimes we’d meet dedicated twitchers, who on one occasion were crowded
round a tree containing an elusive sub-alpine warbler. With social media, few bird
wanderers go unrecorded.
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The flora of the Isles is just as fascinating as the bird life. It is a glorious mix of
native and introduced plants, and some rare surprises at the northern limit of their
range in the mild climate. It is certainly unexpected to come across a wild magenta
gladiolus on a rocky headland! Many of these surprises are related to the bulb fields
from which early spring daffodils were exported internationally, and in some places
still are. One of the rarest plants is the tiny dwarf pansy, found on Bryher, which got
us crawling around on our hands and knees, and lying prostrate to photograph it.
If you want a more formal plant experience, then
the Abbey Gardens on Tresco are magnificent.
The South African area is particularly striking,
because it reproduces on a small scale the
fynbos flora on Table Mountain, with many
different Protea species – all in flower
when we were there in May. Living free
in the gardens are golden pheasants and
red squirrels, and tucked away round a
corner is a charming collection of
figureheads from ships that have
foundered on the islands. After walking
round the gardens, you can walk over
the dunes to the beach and look over
to St. Mary’s via a smattering of rocks,
each carrying a cargo of seabirds.

Magenta gladiolus

Coming back on the ferry, there was a
gale
blowing
in
blazing
sunshine.
Standing on the rolling upper deck, with
the wake streaming out behind us, we could
see a fulmar wheeling and gliding on the
wind just above
the shining water, as its
albatross relatives do in the Southern Ocean.
Reluctant to leave the sun, sea and islands, we knew
we would be back.
Liz Rogers

Hammer Scar – An update on the unfolding story from the riverbank
In the last newsletter I explained how Hammer Scar lost her last cub when it was
about 10 weeks old. Rusty, a dog otter and new visitor to Hammer Scar’s territory,
appeared the same week the cub was last seen. He may well have killed the cub.
The resident male at the time (and likely sire of the cub), Right Spot, disappeared
with Rusty’s arrival. Six weeks later it was all change once again as Right Spot
returned but with a large gash clearly evident behind his left ear. Rusty disappeared
with Right Spot’s return and hasn’t been seen again. Right Spot was “top dog” once
more and has continued to make an appearance every week or so since arriving
back.
In late August Hammer Scar was becoming increasingly rotund. She then
“disappeared” for four nights only to reappear looking very much slimmer. All the
evidence would suggest that Right Spot had mated with her in mid June. Since late
August Hammer Scar’s movements up and down the river follow a similar pattern to
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the period when she was nursing the,
now deceased, cub in February. When
she doesn’t have a cub she will regularly
spend the daylight hours resting up in
the lower section of her territory.
However, with a nursing cub, she will
always return to the middle/upper part
of her territory where the natal holt
must have been located in each of her
last four pregnancies.
All being well the cub will leave the
Hammer Scar (probably pregnant) natal holt at eight to twelve weeks of age
(photo by remote camera)
and appear on the stream with Hammer
Scar in late October/early November.
Will this latest cub make it through to adulthood? Will Right Spot see off any future
threats?
Stephen Powles
The Pale Tussock Moth (Calliteara Pudibunda) (Photo by Alison Lawrence)
At Fingle Bridge in the first week of October I saw my first ever pale tussock moth
caterpillar. It was basking in the sunshine on the trunk of a sycamore tree close to
the river. Within 24 hours I had found another one on an ornamental acer in my
neighbours garden in Bow, then I had a message from a friend in Okehampton
reporting one crawling across his lawn.
The two I saw were in pristine condition and
about 4cm long when resting but stretching
to around 6cm when they moved. They were
yellowy-green and covered in spiky hairs but
with four prominent tufts along their back
that looked like a row of yellow-bristled
shaving brushes. Sticking up at the rear was
a thinner, more pointed clump of hairs but
these were pinkish brown.
When the
caterpillars moved, or curled up in a
defensive ball, they revealed black wedges of
skin between the yellow-green segments.
The reference books list a wide range of
foodstuffs for the caterpillars including oak,
birch, lime, hops and brambles . In the past
they were found in large numbers in hop
fields where the hairs caused severe irritation
to the skin of hop pickers. They were locally
known as ‘hop dogs‘.
This exotic looking caterpillar bears no resemblance to the very subtly marked pale
tussock moth. After over wintering as pupae the moths normally appear between
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April and July and are a delicately marked pale grey with a wingspan of 42 to 62 mm.
Both sexes have very hairy front legs which point forwards when they are in a resting
position. Males have orangey-brown feathered antennae and are noticeably smaller
than females. The markings on the males are darker and more extensive with a
wider band of grey across the forewing.
Having never seen these caterpillars before I’m wondering whether this has been a
particularly good year for these moths, or whether I was previously unobservant or
just unlucky?
Alison Lawrence
Digger Wasps (photos by Malcolm Randle)
In my continuing search for new species of hoverfly to add to my list of identified
species I have often been fooled by their mimicry. It works both ways though as
whilst a hoverfly can be mistaken for a bee, wasp or some other species of fly I have
on more than one occasion thought I had found a hoverfly that turned out to be
otherwise. A typical example was the wool carder bee which I wrote about last year
but I have also been equally fooled by wasps of which there are so many species.
One of these turned out to be a digger wasp and once I had identified it (or rather
had it identified for me on one of the websites I use) I started to do a bit of my own
‘digging’.
There are over 110 species of digger
wasp in Britain. The group belongs
to the family Sphecidae in the order
Hymenoptera which includes all
ants, bees, wasps and sawflies.
Their name is derived from the fact
that most female digger wasps
burrow into the ground when
nesting.
Digger wasps are solitary.
They do not nest in colonies
like social wasps (which nest in
large numbers in a single nest
with a queen) although they
can be found in considerable
numbers in some locations. Most
Photo 1 (see next page)
digger wasps do, however, resemble
social wasps in markings, size and shape.
One difference, although it cannot
always be relied on, is that they tend to fold their wings lengthwise along their
abdomen when they are at rest.
Once a female digger wasp has excavated a nest she stocks it with prey as food for
the larvae. She then lays her eggs and seals up the nest. The burrow in some cases
can be up to 30cm (one foot) deep and to enable her to dig she has spiny brushes
on her front legs which are also used for sweeping away the excavated soil. The
tunnel usually branches at the end and each branch will have a separate egg laid in
it. By digging a deep tunnel any changes in temperature are minimised which helps
the eggs develop.
The prey of digger wasps varies according to its species from fleas and beetles to
hoverflies and similar. Although most species just leave their young larvae to get on
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with it a few do return to provide additional food supplies. The female only uses her
sting to paralyse prey, not for defensive purposes. As soon as a female wasp
emerges from its pupa it will not only look for a mate but commence to dig a nest
and start provisioning it.
Some species of digger wasp nest in the same vicinity as others, and there may be
up to 100 nests extending over several square metres. Such an area may include
the nests of several different species but some might also be the nests of solitary
bees which are known to sometimes make their nests in the same location.
Whilst most species of digger wasp make their nests in bare ground, some nest in
the crevices of tree bark or hollow stems and other similar cavities. There are also
some species of digger wasp that lay their eggs in the nest hole of other species of
digger wasp. Unmanaged land is often ideal as it provides areas of bare ground as
well as grassland rich in potential prey species and also sources of nectar for the
adults to feed on. This allows them to complete their life cycle at the same site.
Photo no.1 (previous page) was taken in our garden back in August.
It is a
member of the Ectemnius species and is holding its wings in the classic laid back
position.
The exact species remains unidentified but it is possibly Ectemnius
cavifrons, one of ten UK Ectemnius species, which are virtually impossible to
separate by photographs alone. This species nests in pieces of dead wood such as
stumps, fallen tree trunks, rotting logs and sometimes building timbers or posts.
They use their mandibles to excavate tunnels with several cells (as many as 14)
which are then stocked with between six and twelve flies in each cell. It has been
recorded that the existing burrows of other insects have been used. They are highly
alert insects and will turn to face you when approached. They are great hunters,
hovering before pouncing on their prey and taking it back to the nest. The
marmalade hoverfly (Episyrphus balteatus), amongst
other
hoverflies, is one of their preferred prey
species. Their flight period is from June to
October.
Photo no. 2 depicts a member of the
Crabronidae family, namely Cerceris
rybyensis. Its common name is the
ornate tailed digger wasp although I
have been unable to determine why it
is called this and I cannot see
anything particularly ornate about its
tail. Although locally common in the
south of England it is absent from
Wales and only the odd sighting has
been made in Scotland and Ireland. My
photo was taken in August 2015 near Henley
on Thames. Its habitat varies from sandy soils
to chalk grasslands with prey consisting of small and
Photo 2
medium-sized bees which they tend to hunt as the bees return to their nests with
pollen.
Females frequently nest in quite dense aggregations, usually on level exposed
compacted soil, and they have been known to nest in the soil between the paving
stones of a patio. The nest hole is up to 15cm deep, vertical to start with then
branching off into single cells. Mature larvae spin tough, silken cocoons in which
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they overwinter. They are single brooded flying between June and early September.
Whilst in most respects they conform to the standard digger wasp description it may
be noted that this one does not hold its wings in the laid back position.
When, a couple of years ago, I followed Stephen Powles’ advice to members and
commenced studying an alternative branch of wildlife my choice of hoverflies has led
me to look at all insects with fresh eyes. The more I learn the more fascinating I find
them with their amazing diversity and variations in behaviour. My thanks go to
Stephen for opening my eyes and giving me a whole new interest whilst still retaining
my main interests in birds and butterflies.
Malcolm Randle
EVENTS AND MEETINGS
Talk by John Walters - 16th September
Our September speaker to the Society was John Walters who always manages to give
us an inspiring illustrated talk.
The title “Mandarins, Admirals and Devils Fingers” was unusual and had the
audience guessing as to where his journey would take us. Mandarins referred to the
wonderfully colourful mandarin ducks. John taught us to look no further than under a
bridge over the A38 where they gather and pair off to raise a family in a nearby tree
nesting site. All of this message was sumptuously illustrated with a set of pictures
reminding us of the great beauty of this introduced duck.
John told us that he lives in Buckfastleigh and then showed us photographs of a ring
ouzel that just happened to visit his garden there! Most of my natural history friends
have never seen this visitor in spite of exploring Dartmoor and Exmoor to catch a
glimpse of this white bibbed and filigree fronted beauty.
John then showed us
wonderful pictures of a
male cuckoo which he had
tempted onto an isolated
branch to ensure he got a
perfect
photograph.
Shrouded
under
a
magnificent
camouflage
net he was able to wait for
the cuckoo to settle very
nearby on the designated
branch to get several
close up shots.
John also emphasised how
significant
camouflage
was in nature. He showed
us some extraordinary
John’s superb sketch of roosting long-tailed tits
shots of jack snipe totally
(reproduced with his permission)
invisible in a water meadow
he had explored looking for one or two. The bird is strikingly invisible by keeping still
and blending in with the sedge and grasses. A really incredible disappearing act, so
much so that he almost trod on one of the jack snipe!
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We were given an illustrated message about wool carder bees, and their aggressive
behaviour and this was followed up with fantastic close up shots of the life history of
the delightful white admiral butterfly. I have personal experience of seeing all the
stages of the white admiral unfold on wisps of honeysuckle in Hainault Forest, near
Chigwell, in Essex some 60 years ago. However, the skill and patience that John had
taken to underline the beautiful and atmospheric larval and pupal stages were
wonderfully done.
But surely the greatest and most fascinating photographic recording of all John's
achievements is a line of some 11 or 12 long tailed titmice all snuggled up together
on a single branch for a long night's sleep.
Another great skill and delight with John's recording of Dartmoor wildlife are the
beautiful sketches and watercolour paintings with which he illustrates his talks and
books; they are really lovely.
Simply amazing: a culmination of careful observation, patience with the camera and
being close to nature. Thank you John for a truly remarkable and uplifting talk.
Gavin Haig
Visit to Secret World Wildlife Rescue Centre - 24th September
(photos by Malcolm Randle)

Thirteen members made the journey to the centre at West Huntspill near Highbridge,
Somerset, where we were welcomed by Pauline Kidner, the founder. The visit
followed on from Pauline’s talk to the Society in September 2015 and to bring us up
to date, and for the benefit of members who had missed her talk, she gave us a
résumé on the work of the centre. This included an excellent video presentation.
We
were
then
escorted
around the centre by one
of the staff who
described the work
going on in the
various pens,
buildings and
enclosures.
First we were
introduced to
one of their
Eurasian
eagle owls that
was brought out
of its enclosure so
that we could see its
magnificent feathering at
close quarters. In the fox
enclosure we saw two females, both in
Eurasian eagle owl
excellent condition being fed pieces of meat which they buried. In answer to a
question we were told that the foxes never steal each other’s food when it has been
buried. Apparently it was not possible to release either of the foxes or the eagle
owls as they would be unable to support themselves in the wild.
In a building dedicated to their care we saw two sleeping badgers in an artificial sett
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behind glass. The lighting was subdued and we had to stay quiet but they looked
very contented. We were also
shown
a
baby
hedgehog
through a window (as we
couldn’t go into the building)
then went
on to see the
resident red deer, a doe named
‘Poppy’. She was very friendly
and came over to see us, with
the encouragement of a few
treats.
She had a friend, an
emu, who came with her when
she arrived at the centre. The
emu had been used to coax
Poppy to return when she had
jumped the fence on a couple of
occasions. Apart from two barn
owls that, like the eagle owls are
Poppy the red deer
unable to be released, we did not see
any more of the centre’s current residents except for some harvest mice. These
were kept in glass vivariums near to the entrance and were part of a successful
breeding programme intended to increase the wild population of these charming
little animals
The policy of the centre towards the release of an animal that has been rehabilitated
is that it must have the best possible chance of survival.
Fitness for release means being physically fit and
does not just include medical factors. Pre-release
assessment, release criteria and other factors
such as seasonality and weather conditions are
all considered.
The release coordinator, who
undertakes many of the releases, spends much
of his time finding sites. This involves the
surveying of potential sites for their suitability
and is always done with the full agreement
of the landowner.
If anyone would like further information
Harvest mouse (Micromys minutes)
about Secret World then the following link
will take you to their website.: http://www.secretworld.org/
th

Malcolm Randle

Visit to Steart Marshes – afternoon 24 September
On leaving Secret World, we had our lunch in their car park before driving on to the
nearby Steart marshes.

Steart Marshes is a nature reserve belonging to the Wildlife and Wetlands Trust
(WWT). To be truthful we saw little of wildlife interest as we were there at slightly
the wrong time of year and at the wrong tide level for this reserve on the Severn
estuary. All that we saw were mainly a handful of wild fowl, waders and a lot of
goldfinches.
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There has been a reserve here for many years, but a project was started to improve
the site for birds and to provide better flood prevention for the local area. It was
decided to breach the sea wall (which was done in September 2014) and to build
new embankments roughly one kilometre inland, to let most of the area revert to
salt marsh. A lot of money has been spent on this site which includes a good car
park with toilet and well made mostly gravel paths, the majority of which are
wheelchair friendly. There is also a good number of state of the art hides to cover a
variety of habitats. It has a very new feeling.
We felt that this would be a good place to visit at high tide to see autumn and winter
migrants.
Peter Richardson

