Winter into
Spring 2017

CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
It was with great sadness that we heard of the death in December of one of the Society’s
original founder members, Gill Hopkins. Always enthusiastic about wildlife, and welcoming to
members who visited Roliphants Farm, Gill is remembered in more detail later in this
newsletter.
Our enthusiasm for the natural world leads to an appreciation of its constant turnover and
renewal, as was expertly described in November by Rod Lawrence, who took us from Pole to
Pole through the world’s forests, asking “What do forests do for me?” Here was ‘thinking
globally’ for us to bear in mind while ‘acting locally’ in Mid-Devon. While we may not have
extensive forests in Devon, even small woods are ecological hotspots providing oftenunrecognised services for us, as well as for their resident wildlife.
The breadth of our members’ interests, from butterflies and bugs to otters and dolphins, was
illustrated beautifully during Stephen’s ‘Reflections’ evening in December, giving a voice to
members of all ages in the process. Likewise at the Annual Dinner, we saw photographs of a
wide range of local wildlife and members’ activities during the year. Long may this continue,
and follow in the footsteps of the Society’s founders.
In the last newsletter, I wrote of the attraction of the autumn arrival of migrant birds here, as
our summer visitors depart. Now, we are about to see the reverse happening. Members who
were at Shapwick Heath in January will have seen winter bird visitors in abundance; but in a
few weeks they will be replaced by warblers and others from far away in Africa and
elsewhere. Having just returned from Kenya, I was able to see birds at the other end of this
immense journey – swallows of various species flitted about, and hundreds of European
Storks were on the ground and soaring above, as if preparing themselves for the marathon in
store. On a smaller geographical scale, it was good to hear that the Lewa Conservancy in
northern Kenya, has built an elephant corridor under a new motorway, which elephants were
using within hours of its opening – thus following their established migration routes despite
modern developments. Let’s not forget that we could do with a lot more connectivity of our
fragmented habitats here.
What’s in store for us over the next few months? A new programme will come out at the AGM
in March, and meantime, we have Paul and his Sounds of Nature to look forward to. Listen
out too for those spring sounds we love – soon the blackbirds will be singing again, and
arriving warblers will add their voices to the orchestra we look forward to hearing from April
through June.
Liz Rogers
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FEATURES
Winter (photos by Ann Catchpole)

So far, this winter has been something of a surprise packet: sleet, fog, snow, occasional
strong winds and some days of bright sunlight as well as days of a persistent light drizzle. The
flowers and shrubs are confused, with daffodils almost ready to flower. The birds are building
their nests and eating as much bird food as they can get hold of. We have been visited by
numerous birds on a regular basis: great tits, blue tits, coal tits,
bullfinches both male and female, goldfinches, robins,
blackbirds, chaffinches, nuthatches and myriads of sparrows.
The presence of a tree and a bush in close proximity to each
other, one a privet and the other a magnolia, creates a place to
hide and gather in numbers and a useful place to hang birdfood containers. In the privet the birds have created peepholes
that operate also as sunbathing spots and provide protection
from marauding animals, magpies and rooks. Judging by the
amount of twittering that we hear it is also a place for regular
discussions. The presence of pigeons on the lawn also offers
protection to the little birds.
The earliest garden visitors each day are usually a duck and
drake that fly over from the canal at dawn. I often feed them
before breakfast, so we hope for a brood of ducklings again this year as we have done for
several years now.
Some weeks ago new and exciting visitors
turned up. First of all a beautiful male pheasant
in full dress came to eat the bird food. A few
days later he was followed by a female
pheasant.
We saw them occasionally last year but this
year their visits have been more frequent and
they seem more at home which enables them
to stay on the lawn even when I come outside.
Again we hope for young to arrive in due
course. As you can see the male is perfectly at
home with the ducks and also on the hedge.
There is one other arrival which makes the scene complete and that is one small male
squirrel. He has a very short tail which suggests that he may have been the victim of a road
accident. His home is almost certainly in the very old oak tree at the entrance to our garden.
As you can see he is not worried by the birds or they by him. Not so long ago there were
squirrels in great numbers along our road and regular
occupants in a hole in our oak but the numbers have
dwindled almost to nothing. Far too many are
killed by passing cars. I rescued one earlier this
year from the middle of the road but sadly he
was too badly injured to survive. I gave him a
proper burial. I know many people dislike them
but I find them fascinating. This probably
springs from the hours I spent in the woods as
a child when I lived on the Isle of Wight where
they have red squirrels still. I would go on my
bike with a picnic lunch and no means of
communicating with the outside world: not
something children would be allowed to do these days.
Ann Catchpole
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The Nuthatch - Sitta europaea

As we approach spring our pair of nuthatches has been busy gathering and hiding away many
black sunflower seeds from the feeders, possibly in case the weather deteriorates. These are
the only one of this species that frequents the British Isles. Of the 24 species that inhabit the
planet four live in North America, four in Europe (including our species) and the rest mainly in
Asia.
The highest density of these birds is
found in the high forest where mature
oak and beech trees grow. Each pair
lives in a two hectare (approx) area in
prime habitat.
If you have mature
trees in your garden or parkland you
are more likely to see nuthatches. In
the past they have been elusive to
study due to nesting and frequenting
high in the canopy.
Last year we were lucky enough to
have a pair nest in a box made for blue
tits situated on an alder tree.
The
nuthatches enlarged the hole to suit
them and in this case did not need to
use mud to restrict the size. Ten of the
species are known to restrict hole sizes
as they often favour old woodpecker
holes. However, our pair built a mud
mound above the entrance and then
continued with mud along the face of
the box to the roof. We were amazed
to watch a nuthatch bring an insect to
the mud above the hole, crushing it and
wiping the juices over the mud.
We
have since found out that this is called ‘bill
Nuthatch
sweeping’
It has been witnessed
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
with the
white-breasted nuthatch in North America and the whitecheeked nuthatch in Asia. The red-breasted in North
America uses a resin on the mud around the entrance
hole.
The following day, as we watched, we saw the sitting
nuthatch pop its head out of the nest and eat an insect
that had landed on the mud. Could this be unusual
behaviour we wondered?
I contacted Carl Barrimore who is the NRS organiser for
the BTO. He said the general opinion is that nuthatches
use the insect covered mud to deter squirrels and other
predators from approaching the nest. He suggested I
contact Mike Hansell at Glasgow University as he studies
bird behaviour. Mike confirmed that this behaviour could
be a predation deterrent but did not know of any
evidence of providing food.

Juvenile Nuthatch
(photo by Malcolm Randle)

If only we had used a camera! Hopefully with the nuthatches already checking out the same
box this year we will be ready to film them.
Rod Wright
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EVENTS AND MEETINGS

Amphibians and Reptiles – 21st October 2016. (photos by Malcolm Randle)

Professor Trevor Beebee, a trustee of the Amphibians and Reptiles Conservation Trust and
past president of the British Herpetological Society was our speaker for this talk. He
commenced by telling us about our native amphibians. His talk was fully illustrated and he
went on to tell us that in addition to our common frogs and toads three alien species of frog
seemed to have established themselves.
The pool frog (Pelophylax lessonae), found at a
single site in Norfolk and the marsh frog (Pelophylax ridibundus) found on the Somerset
Levels, not only at Ham Wall and Shapwick Heath but also at Romney Marsh; there they have
spread dramatically although they are not presenting a specific problem. This cannot be said
for the North American bullfrog, which is huge (dinner plate size) and has become established
in the south of England following escapes or releases as pets. They have become a nuisance
and eat all sorts of things. In Sussex and Essex some have been got rid of by draining ponds.
Trevor went on to talk about toads which are in decline, largely due to road traffic fatalities
but possibly due to climate change also. He said that the Met Office had been plotting first
spawn sightings since the 1930s. It has been found to be around 10 days earlier in the south
west than elsewhere in the UK and in Cornwall even earlier, which is evidence of a permanent
change. Toads need larger and deeper ponds than frogs and are inclined to migrate for large
distances, sometimes up to one kilometre. They often cross busy roads and one of the best
ways of helping them is to provide tunnels. He said the only other toad species found in the
UK is the natterjack which is mainly confined to coastal regions of north west England where
there are some quite large colonies. There are also a few to be found on the east coast but
there are none currently in Devon or Cornwall.

Palmate Newt (male)
The talk then moved on to newts of which the palmate is the
most common. Smooth newts, identifiable by a spotted throat,
don’t like acidic water. Trevor said that the courtship display of
newts is very interesting to watch, all species having the same
routine.
The
largest
and
most
spectacular
newt
is the great crested which has very distinct belly markings from
which specific individuals can be
identified. It is now a
threatened species and protected at the highest level.
However, because of their high protection status they have
become a costly problem to building developers. It is believed
that prior to their status being raised, around 50% of their
breeding sites were being lost.
An experiment is being
conducted at Woking whereby the developer is being required
to pay the costs of re-siting the newts. Another problem for
Common Lizard
this newt is that around 50% of their eggs fail to develop due to genetic causes.
Referring to alien species of newts Trevor said that the Alpine newt, also the result of
releases, has adapted successfully. They get on well with native species and populations are
viable.
Although ponds are crucial habitats for both frogs and newts it is not a big
problem now as many new ones had been made. However, arable land is not really suitable.
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Following the refreshment break
Trevor turned to reptiles.
The
common lizard, he told us, is the
only reptile to be found in Ireland.
Although they can shed their tail if
caught by a predator it does cause
a loss of resource to it.
Common
lizards have been found as far north
as northern Norway, further north
than any other lizard. They survive
the extreme cold by releasing
special "antifreeze" substances into
Slow Worm
their bloodstream. The sand lizard is exclusive to heathland, mostly in the south but also
around Merseyside where they have become isolated. Sand dunes are their natural habitat
and they have been reintroduced at Dawlish Warren and Braunton Burrows. The slow-worm
is the commonest lizard in the UK and successful everywhere including gardens.
From lizards Trevor went on to discuss snakes of which the commonest in Britain is the grass
snake.
It is very fond of compost heaps in which it lays its eggs and they are also very
aquatic, being the only British snake that swims. Amongst their favourite prey, frogs and
newts figure strongly but they also eat
toads, which is surprising considering
their toxicity. The grass snake is fairly
widespread in England but there are not
so many in the south west. The adder,
our only poisonous snake, is fairly
common in the south west but there has
been a big decline in some parts of the
country where they used to be abundant.
The reason for this at present is
unknown. Some are very dark or black
Adder (juvenile)
in colour which helps them to absorb heat.
They tend to hibernate together and males
emerging from hibernation have mock duels,
a sort of trial of strength, but the victor never
kills the vanquished. Adders do not lay eggs
but bear live young. Fatalities from bites are
very rare but dogs and sheep get bitten fairly
frequently. Moving on to the smooth snake,
Trevor said that it is very scarce and only
found in the south of England where it
frequents heathland, a very critical locality.
Some have been released on an RSPB reserve
near Exeter and are believed to be doing well.
They are not venomous but are very difficult
to find as they live underground and prefer
deep undergrowth to hunt for their prey,
which includes lizards and young snakes. The
main alien reptile is the European wall lizard,
again resulting from pet releases or escapes.
Some have been found in the Paignton area
and some at Ventnor on the Isle of Wight.
Generally reptiles don’t do well as aliens but,
Trevor said, there is no doubt that other such
releases or escapes will occur in the future.

Professor Trevor Beebee
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In conclusion he talked about wildlife ponds which should be as large as possible, with no
fish and also have rough patches. He also referred to some current projects: The National
Amphibian and Reptile Recording Scheme (NARRS)) which has helped to identify trends. Also
the Mendip Ponds Project which is restoring 14 degraded great crested newt ponds with
finance from the Heritage Lottery Fund.
Malcolm Randle
Editor’s Note: A very useful website for reference purposes is called’ “Froglife” which
encompasses all British amphibians and reptiles. The link is:
http://www.froglife.org/amphibians-and-reptiles/green-frogs/

Forests of the World: What do forests do for me? - 18th November 2016

In November, we enjoyed a new talk from Rod Lawrence, who has given us many thought
provoking and entertaining talks in the past. This time, he was casting his net across the
world, from the Arctic to the equator, visiting forests at different latitudes and showing how
all of them contribute to the worldwide web of life.
He began by describing an insight he had
while in the mangrove swamps of
northern Queensland, Australia.
He noticed that fiddler crabs
were
feeding on leaves of
forest trees that lived far
away upriver; so the crabs
were recycling nutrients into
the mangroves from the
forests upstream, via leaves
carried downstream. This
made Rod think of what
forests do for us:
supply
oxygen,
regulate climate,
conserve watersheds, and
provide clean water, food,
medicines, biodiversity and
much else for the benefit of
humans and wildlife.
David Bellamy coined the phrase
“Think globally, Act locally”; but
acting globally requires knowledge.
So Rod began his global thinking in the
Arctic tundra, where trees are reduced to
dwarf proportions, but are nevertheless part of
the climax vegetation there. He highlighted the
Moose in boreal forest - Alaska
important role of the resident megafauna,
(photo by Liz Rogers)
living and extinct, such as musk ox and mammoths. These enormous animals feed/fed on
fertile areas in Arctic tundra and grassland, moving nutrients around in their droppings and
being recycled themselves by predators such as wolves. Further south, trees become
dominant, with boreal forests extending right round the globe from Alaska, Canada and
Scandinavia to Siberia. The taiga megafauna includes moose and caribou, which make
clearings among the trees, and allow birds like capercaillie to colonise the forests too – but in
Scotland, the megafauna is largely extinct, and capercaillie struggle to thrive.
One of the most magnificent types of forest is temperate rainforest, as found in British
Columbia. Dominant trees here are immense Sitka spruce, Douglas fir and cedars, festooned
with lichens and mosses. A web of inter-relationships has been revealed, which promotes the
recycling of nutrients to the benefit of all living things in the forest ecosystem. Marbled
murrelets nest on mossy branches high up, shedding their droppings and fertilizing the forest
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floor below. Salmon gather to come up the rivers to spawn, prey to orcas and sea lions
offshore, then bears upstream – and, once they’ve spawned and died, bald eagles, wolves
and flies can exploit them too. Nutrients from the salmon are carried far and wide, away from
the rivers and back into the forests. Trees on islands, without rivers and spawning salmon,
grow more slowly. Dead trees ending up in the sea are gradually broken down by organisms
like boring molluscs, and their nutrients also end up fertilising marine plants like the kelp
forests off California, where sea otters live and harvest sea urchins and abalone – so
maintaining the kelp forest ecosystem. Nutrients fed into the sea from forests reach even the
depths, where the organisms around “black smoker” vents benefit from them; and the
deepest diving whales (sperm) come to the surface after catching deep-water squid, blow and
defecate, and thus contribute to an intricate cycle from sea to forest and back to sea.
All northern forests were at one time joined up, but as climate change occurs, forest has to
move either north or south. Thus, constant turnover is required to give opportunities for
colonising new areas. Squirrels, woodpeckers, fungi, ivy, wild boar and beavers are all agents
of recycling by dispersing pine nuts, boring holes, rotting dead wood, bringing down old trees,
ripping them up, and building dams to create ponds and wetlands where amphibians and
birds can feed. Open areas in any forest are also prime sites for regeneration.
Continuing south, Rod turned his attention to evergreen Mediterranean forests, where pines
and oaks dominate; and to large islands like Tenerife, where forests are sustained by
condensation of water from sea mist onto the trees. Here, the megafauna is either mostly
extinct or never existed; and
in the African savannah
forest, large herbivores
like
elephants
are
constantly under threat,
as are their predators and
the trees whose seeds
they disperse. Elephants
carry seeds over large
distances, and so are the
agents of re-colonisation
of savannah by forest.
They do the same in
tropical rain forest, the
last of Rod’s forest types.
This
is
the
richest
biodiversity
of
all
terrestrial
ecosystems,
including a panoply of
creatures from gorillas to
chameleons to myriads of
Elephants in tropical forest – Gabon
invertebrates. But along came
(photo by Liz Rogers)
logging and agriculture and
burgeoning human populations, putting it all at risk. The problem is the way it is done.
So, that’s “Thinking Globally”. Now, how to “Act Locally”? Rod is using the Jurassic Coast
as his classroom for teaching about climate change and other global challenges to the
environment. He’s looking at the area “Beyond Old Harry”, where the rivers Teign, Exe, Otter
and Axe all enter the sea. The question is how to link up fragmented habitats along these
water-courses, so that animals and plants can move about in what have become known as
“Living Landscapes”.
“Imagine what else we could do”, said Rod, if we could connect things
up in this part of Devon? We could act like the wandering elephants or caribou do elsewhere,
or perhaps even re-introduce our own long-missing mega herbivores to do the work for us?
Thank you, Rod, for making us think and inspiring us to act as well.
Liz Rogers

Reflections

st

- 21

8
December

The evening started with “Brenda’s Special Birthday
Present”. Malcolm Randle shared with us a rather
unusual gift to Brenda from her son, Jon. A
butterfly house! Malcolm and Brenda are now the
proud owners of a very special conservatory.
Indoors most of us must be content with the
occasional small tortoiseshell or peacock butterfly
and they can be enjoyed only briefly before being
let out. However, visit Malcolm and Brenda and
you will be able to enjoy a coffee surrounded by a
rich display of colourful flowering plants and some
very exotic butterflies. These butterflies you
certainly wouldn’t want to let out! Malcolm, using
a combination of photos and video clips, treated
us to a glimpse of what was clearly a “Special
Birthday Present”.
We then joined Peter Richardson on his visit to St
Ives “Meeting the Locals”. With the use of some
great photos firstly we saw around St Ives, then
the bird life but the real treat was to follow out in the
bay.
In remarkably clear water and on a glorious
Lime Swallowtails mating
sunny day Peter introduced us to the local bottle
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
nosed dolphins. They are easily spotted from the coast but Peter took us out into the bay on
a small boat for a closer look. Peter and Shelia were clearly treated to a wonderful display.
Then there were the grey seals – they, too, came very close allowing Peter to capture some
stunning shots.
No need to go abroad for a wildlife spectacular – just pop down to
Cornwall!
Peter
then
showed
us
a
remarkable video clip of a
kingfisher.
Nothing
remarkable about that
until you see it sat on a
riverbank fence being
gently stroked!
No, it
wasn’t stuffed! We saw it
fly off!!
Gordon Davies was one of
the winners of the raffle we held
in the early autumn. The prize was
the opportunity to join me and, hopefully,
Bottle-nosed dolphins
Hammer Scar. I have known Hammer Scar
(photo by Peter Richardson)
(a female otter) for over three years. She
has come to know and trust me and has allowed me to share this remarkable privilege with
numerous friends and family. Not much is guaranteed in life and seeing a wild otter definitely
is not. Gordon and Ann hit lucky. After 30 minutes waiting indoors with a glass of wine in
hand, eyes glued to the CCTV, there she was! A quick scramble and short drive down stream
and another wait. This time no wine but no worries, we knew that she was on her way. We
only had to wait 10 minutes before, head torches trained on the stream, she appeared out of
the darkness. Passing only a few metres from us we set off downstream after her – not an
easy task in the dark and on an uneven bank! In all Gordon and Ann spent about 15 minutes
with her. The real treat came at the end. Having fished a pool hard, in full view of us, she
climbed up onto a log to spraint before disappearing off into the night. A relieved Stephen
and a very excited Gordon and Ann.
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After hot punch and mince pies it was David Brabban with “Lost and Found on the Scilly
Isles”. David, with a passion for lichens, joined a team of likeminded folk to survey the
lichens of the Scilly Isles. The trip gave David a wonderful opportunity to work with (and learn
from) some of the leading experts in the field. Sadly very few lichens have common names
but, despite all the Latin, David was able to keep our attention as we travelled with him
around a number of the islands. The team was able to identify a wide variety of lichens some
of which had been “lost” but rediscovered during the survey. The most memorable slide was
probably the one of the team lying flat out on their bellies, magnifying glasses in hand described by David as “the horizontal technique”!
We then had our youngest member, Adam Lake, show us a few of his photographs which
were largely of garden birds. His patience and enthusiasm was very evident and we look
forward to seeing more of his work over the coming years. I suspect that those who enter the
Dennis Pickering Photographic Competition, whilst enjoying Adam’s presentation, were left
contemplating increasingly stiff competition as the years go by!
The next presenter was also a “first timer” to
the line-up on Reflections evening. George
Maunder opened our eyes to a subject
often seen but largely overlooked and
poorly understood by many. He
gave us a whistle-stop tour of
“bugs” and, in the process,
explained that all bugs are insects
but that not all insects are bugs.
Amongst
others
we
were
introduced to shield bugs, bed
bugs and the periodic cicada. At
the end of George’s talk he gave us
a short quiz in which the audience,
using their newly acquired knowledge,
had to classify a number of insects as a
bug or not a bug. He had clearly taught us
well as I feel sure there would have been far
fewer correct answers had the quiz preceded
his talk!

Hawthorn Shield Bug
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
Lastly, I updated everyone on a turbulent last twelve months for Hammer Scar. In February
2016, she had a cub (or cubs) on the head waters of the small stream that is her home. Eight
weeks later she moved a single cub, taking it downstream from the natal holt. Another three
weeks went by and Hammer Scar and cub were caught on a camera trap in the middle of her
territory. The cub looked fit and well but this was the last I was to see of it. It seemed that
the likely culprit was a newly arrived dog otter (Rusty), appearing for the first time in the
same week that the cub disappeared. After a “take over” dog otters are known to kill the
resident cubs. Over the next few months Rusty battled it out with Right Spot, the resident
dog otter. Eventually Right Spot won the day and Rusty wasn’t to be seen again. Come early
December, Hammer Scar also disappeared. Initially I feared the worst but, three days later,
she was back. Her brief absence and subsequent behaviour gave me hope that she had given
birth to another litter of cubs. We now have the proof that this is exactly what had happened.
On the 14th February, she introduced me to her twins! As good a Valentine’s present as one
could ask for?!
Stephen Powles

The Dennis Pickering Photographic Competition

At the Society's annual dinner on 20th January, all the guests took part in voting for the
winning photo in our annual “Dennis Pickering photographic shield competition”, based on
photographs taken between 1st December 2015 and 30th November 2016 in Devon or adjacent
counties.
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This year’s winner was Malcolm Randle with a
wonderful photo of a great spotted woodpecker chick
in the nest.
Runner up was Ann Catchpole with a
mute swan family on the Great Western canal and in
third place was Peter Richardson with his little egret
at Topsham.
In the photograph below are, from right to left, Liz
Rogers, Chairman of the Society, presenting Malcolm
Randle with the trophy, Ann Catchpole and Peter
Richardson.

(photo by Shelia Richardson)
Shapwick Heath and Ham Wall - 24th January

Part 1
It was a grey and murky morning when 13 members of the Society managed to find their way
to the Homebase car park despite the fog. It certainly did not bode well for our day on the
Somerset Levels. Thankfully the fog miraculously disappeared as soon as we reached the
Devon/Somerset border on the M5. What threatened to be a dull day turned into quite a
pleasant one.
Once the group had reformed again at the RSPB’s new car park at Ham Wall, we proceeded to
the former peat workings which is now the Shapwick Nature Reserve. A walk along the former
railway track soon meant we were in wildfowl country with tufted duck, mallard, shoveler and
gadwall providing the entertainment. The ducks were ably assisted by great white egret, little
grebe, mute swan and coot. Our first lengthy stop was at the hide at Noah’s Lake where
wigeon were in profusion. The highlights of our stay at Noah’s were a flypast by a kingfisher,
a pair of goldeneye, a few great crested grebe and a distant view of a first-winter whooper
swan.
The wooded area between Noah’s and the Marsh hide was unusually quiet with only a few
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long-tailed tits and a goldcrest. The view from the Marsh hide was a little busier than it is
normally but with no additional species except for a few teal. From the Marsh hide it was
back along the track to the Ham Wall car park for lunch.
After lunch it was Ham Wall’s turn for a visit but, as we left the car park, there was a bit of a
diversion when a female stonechat put in an appearance and provided those with a camera
with a good photographic opportunity.
The wildlife on Ham Wall was very much the same as Shapwick which was as expected, both
being former peat workings. However, good views were had by some of a water rail and
some snipe.
Ray Jones
Part 2
Only 10 members had left the Homebase car park with Ray as, when I got out of the car to
greet the others, the damn thing locked itself! Inside were ignition keys and reserve,
handbag, phone - everything. I borrowed a phone and 90 minutes later a saviour from the
AA arrived. An experienced man who, after much jiggery pokery and 15 minutes of patient
work, managed to retrieve the keys and we were free to roll!

(photo by Peter Richardson)

Leaving a still foggy Tiverton behind us we arrived at a crisp and sunny car park and, having
already dined in the car, met up with the others. Ray's account ends at 3.30 when he had
to leave; hence this part 2 of the report We strolled down to the usual place for watching the
starling spectacular, viewing more wildfowl on the way, and we were not disappointed. Later
than usual - it was still a clear, crisp, bright sky - they began to arrive in dribs and drabs from
the east, finally joining forces with those from the west, circling round, coming together,
splitting and becoming tighter with each rejoining. After 15 minutes or so they eventually
stooped (the speed of final descent is remarkable) into the reed bed, five, six or even 10 to a
stem until the bed looked black. And the noise...........! but that was not the finish. Up they
went again for a couple more circuits, the starling cloud expanding and contracting in size,
shape and density before swooping again to settle for the night. Anyone who hasn't seen this
before should book a place next year.
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Peter Richardson, who provided the accompanying photo, said that the RSPB estimated there
were at least three quarters of a million starlings involved in the murmuration although many
of those watching thought it was in excess of a million.
David Leader

In Memorium
Gill Hopkins
As mentioned by Liz Rogers in her “Chairman’s Notes” at the
beginning of this Newsletter, when Gill died after a short
illness just before Christmas, the Society lost one of its
founder members. Gill, with her husband Alan, had
always given unstinting support and when a new
headquarters for the Society was required they happily
offered their home at Roliphants Farm where Alan had
built a conference room. Gill will be remembered for
her hospitality at committee meetings and the several
Society events held at Roliphants over the years,
particularly the celebration of the 30th anniversary. Gill had
a keen interest in wildlife with a particular interest in wild flowers
and
plants. She also loved her garden at Roliphants in which she was able to express
her love of plants. Gill was a truly lovely and generous lady who will be sadly missed
by all who knew her.
Malcolm Randle

