Spring into
Summer 2017

CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
What do king snakes, chocolate-tip moths and ground ivy have in common; or hornbeam, bee
flies and the A361? Not obvious is it, unless you were at the Roundtable evening in May. Only
dedicated enthusiasts of wildlife in all its forms could sit round a table discussing an array of
plants and animals and their products for several hours without getting bored! But the joy of
such evenings is that the ‘exhibits’ are unpredictable, yet members always come up with an
interesting variety of items to talk about and learn something from.
Since the last newsletter, we have not been short of stimulating talks and outings. In March,
we were in Tanzania with Malcolm, who had condensed down his video footage to an hour’s
film, showing a panoply of animals large and small. Some of the stars were seldom-seen
serval cats, two leopards in daylight and lions mating, as well as birds in glorious diversity at
three different sites. In April, we swapped the sunlit, animal-rich plains of Africa for a
historical account of the inter-relationships between people and wolves. Never a happy
situation anywhere, wolves continue to be the predators most feared and hated by humans,
as they have been for centuries. But, the fact is that on the continent, intrepid wolves are
quietly expanding their range, even travelling through urbanised landscapes almost
unnoticed.
One of the many glories of May is the bird song that provides the first background music of
the day. Our outing to Buzzards woods at dawn was an opportunity to listen in detail to the
sounds of the woodland as birds woke and went about their business. Devon Wildlife Trust is
now asking members to participate in “30 Days Wild” during June, encouraging ‘random acts
of wildness’ each day – by which it means, not outrageous behaviour, but something like our
outing to Buzzards. Perhaps we could do likewise? Whatever wildness you choose to embrace,
it’s definitely time to get out and about to see and hear summer wildlife in all its many forms.
We can look forward to a whole summer of outings, listed in your programme – to moors,
pools, forests and wetlands – before our evening talks resume in September, with an evening
of moth lore. Do join in with committee members on these outings, and experience the
countryside at its best.
In July, it will again be time to think about the Society cards we’ll print for next year. So, if
you have any striking images of wildlife, do consider offering them as possible cards when the
call comes (especially if they were taken in some increasingly rare winter snow). Enjoy the
summer!
Liz Rogers
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FEATURES
Little Trotty Wagtail
by John Clare (1793 - 1864)

Little trotty wagtail he went in the rain,
And tittering tottering sideways
he ne'er got straight again.
He stooped to get a worm, and
look'd up to catch a fly,
And then he flew away
ere his feathers they were dry.
Little trotty wagtail he waddled in
the mud
And left his little footmarks
trample where he would,
He waddled in the water pudge
and waggle went his tail,
And chirrupt up his wings to dry
upon the garden rail.

Pied wagtail (photo by Malcolm Randle)

Little trotty wagtail you nimble all about,
And in the dimpling water pudge
you waddle in and out.
Your home is nigh at hand,
and in the warm pigsty,
So little Master Wagtail
I'll bid you good-bye.
The above poem was submitted by Iris Morton for inclusion in this Newsletter
Editors Note

From Helpston in rural Northamptonshire, John Clare
was born in 1793. He is now regarded as the most
important poet of the natural world from Britain. He
wrote many poems, essays, journals and letters about
love, sex, corruption and politics, environmental and
social change, poverty and folk life. Even in his
madness, his talents were not diminished. Ronald
Blythe, President of the Clare Society sees Clare as "...
England's most articulate village voice". Clare died,
aged 71, in 1864.
The above short account about John Clare is just one of
many to be found on the internet but if you want to find out
more about him and his poetry and life then the following
links will take you to much more comprehensive accounts
with several extracts of his poetry. It is worth having a look.
http://www.writewords.org.uk/articles/john_clare.asp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Clare

John Clare by William Hilton
oil on canvas, 1820
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Some Heathland Plants (photos by Malcolm Randle)

One of our favourite places and somewhere we spend a lot of time, is Woodbury Common,
which you might expect living only a mile away from it. We have written about it in the past
on several occasions and the various species of wildlife we have found there.
During the latter part of April we came across two tiny plants we had not previously noticed,
although no doubt they were there. This was on a part of the common known as Hawkerland
which is directly opposite the Aylesbeare RSPB reserve.
The first of these was found on 16th April, growing right in the centre of a stony wet track. It
was tiny and might have gone unnoticed had it been surrounded by others but being a bright
little pink bloom with nothing around it but stones, it stood out. Significantly the track, which
is on a slope, was running with water as it often is except in periods of extended dry weather.
I took some photos and eventually identified it as common lousewort (Pedicularis sylvatica L).
Growing near the edges of the path were several others but they were not so noticeable.

The common lousewort

Common lousewort is native to all of the UK
its habitats being bog, heath, marsh, moor
and mountains. It is a perennial but also
an annual and has deeply lobed leaves of
reddish colouring (which unfortunately in
my photo are not in good focus). Initially
the sepals become inflated to protect the
developing flower. The flowering period is
from May until September so mine was a
bit early. The genus name Pedicularis is
from the Latin pediculus meaning louse.
There are several species that carry the
name lousewort as it was believed that if
eaten by livestock it was responsible for
infesting them with lice, a very strange
notion!

The second of our two flowers was found on the 26th April, only about 200 yards away but
right beside the road. It was so tiny it could easily have been missed altogether but it was
part of a small group so maybe that was why we noticed it. We later identified it as common
storksbill (Erodium cicutarium), a member of the geranium family.
A hairy plant of dry
grasslands, bare and sandy areas, inland and around the coast, it has tiny bright pink flowers
that appear in May (although in our case it was late April) and continues to flower until
August. The resulting seed pods are shaped like a stork’s-bill and explode when ripe, sending

The patch of common stork’s-bill as first seen from roadside
the seeds, which have feathery parachutes, flying. Growing to a height of up to 50cms it
occurs in various places across the UK, but most commonly in southern England. The flowers
are hermaphrodite (having both male and female organs) and although
pollinated by
visiting insects, being self fertile it can pollinate itself.
The entire common stork’s-bill plant is edible, having a similar flavour to sharp parsley when
picked young and is a valuable source of nectar and pollen. It is relatively common in its
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habitats (although we have not seen any more to date) and there are no specific conservation
concerns.
Some medicinal properties are attributed to stork’s-bill, the whole plant being
both astringent and haemostatic. It has been used in the treatment of uterine and other
bleeding and as a wash for animal bites, skin infections etc. A tea made from the leaves is
diaphoretic and diuretic. Last but not least, it is one of the food plants of the brown argus
butterfly (Aricia agestis) which is a member of the blue family, although you are unlikely to
see one locally although they can be seen at Braunton Burrows.
Malcolm Randle

The Elephants of Amboseli (photos by Liz Rogers)

The iconic shape of Mount Kilimanjaro looms on the horizon and dominates all views from
within Amboseli National Park in Kenya – that is, if it isn’t hidden in a blue veil of heat and
dust, as it was when we were there! Rain falling on the mountain drains into the swamps
below, and thus provides a permanent source of water to countless animals, even when little
rain falls on the plains in the park. Here began, more than forty years ago, a study of over
650 elephants, their family histories, births, deaths, immigrations and emigrations. An entire
social network has been documented in fascinating detail since 1972; and it was also here
that some of the earliest work was done on the infrasonic calls of elephants, that allow them
to communicate over large distances.
In January 2017, I was fortunate to visit Vicki Fishlock, an ex-student from Edinburgh
University, who is now in charge of the elephant research at Amboseli NP. We went out to
meet elephant families and follow their daily movements between the swamps and the Acacia
woodlands. To go out with Vicki was to get a feel for the intricacies of elephant daily life, and
to see the extended families that move together as groups, sometimes joining with other
families and forming big ‘bond groups’. Vicki knew each family we met, and could tell us what
the relationships were within each group, from the matriarch down to the young, weaned
calves, who were no longer necessarily close to their mothers all the time. Sometimes, we
could just about hear the matriarch’s infrasonic “Let’s go” rumble, as a family group moved
off.
Here’s how our day went: Waking at dawn, the first astonishing sight from the lodge was of

(i)
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streams of elephants, zebra, antelope, buffalo and others crossing the plains to their favoured
feeding spots
–
like commuters in the rush hour (i). Heading out, we’d find an
elephant family emerging from the palms and
starting slowly on its morning journey (ii)
The elephants recognise the research
project vehicle, and as she drives slowly
towards them, Vicki talks to them. When
close, she switches off the engine and
continues to talk quietly for a minute or
two. It’s important to switch off the
engine, as it gives off low frequency
sounds disturbing to the elephants.
Having found our elephant family, we’d
accompany them slowly as they followed well
(ii)
worn paths to feed in the
swamps. (iii & iv). Smaller
elephants can become almost
completely submerged as they
follow their mothers into the
water, as we saw when a tiny calf
emerged with its mother and
rolled in the mud and sand beside
her (v). There was much else to
see, because the swamps are a
paradise for water birds as well –
stilts, egrets, lily-trotters, waders
and ducks were all there in
abundance.
(iii)
Once the heat of the day was well and truly established, we’d go back to the lodge until late
afternoon. Then, we’d set off again to find other elephants that Vicki wanted to locate. One
such was a huge bull elephant, Tim, who was a calf in 1972 when the research project
started, and is now nearly 50 years old. He has a satellite collar, and had been foraging
outside the park for some time. We found him back inside the park boundary with a younger,
related bull, TJ. They were a magnificent sight (vi). We stayed with Tim and TJ while they
fed in the palms as the day came to an end, watching Tim reach up with his trunk to feed on

(iv)
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some new Acacia leaves. He made sure he had them all to himself, banishing TJ into the
nearby palms by some unmistakable dominance
behaviour.
To have such close, unstressful, encounters
with those magnificent animals, and to
stay with them as they passed the time,
was an unforgettable experience. The
elephant population in Amboseli is
relatively undisturbed, so that natural
behaviour can be very successfully
studied. Unfortunately though, the
threat of disturbance is ever-present,
from the increasing human population
around the park, insensitive tourism, and
the continuing threat of ivory poaching.
Let’s hope that the elephants can continue to
live their lives to the full, and that people from
near and far continue to respect and learn about
them in future.
(You can see more about the
Amboseli elephants on the website: www.elephanttrust.org)

(v)

Most visitors go to Amboseli not
just for the elephants, but also
for the many other mammals
and birds that live there against
the stunning backdrop of Mt.
Kilimanjaro.
I’ve
already
mentioned the diversity of
water birds in the swamps,
whose
numbers
were
dramatically increased overnight after heavy rain. When we
were
not
out
with
the
elephants,
highlights
were
watching hyenas at their den,
giraffes feeding, the first (in
2017) wildebeest calf just after
birth, zebra foals, baboons
eating flowers, and gazelles
(vi)
sparring.
Our special send-off
was to meet a pride of lions right beside the airstrip on the morning we left – two brothers
not far from the kill they’d made the night before, and two lionesses further off with five cubs.
They didn’t move as our plane departed.
Liz Rogers (photos by Liz)

Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden (photos by Gavin Haig)

The Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden is thriving according to Britain in Bloom with the Royal
Horticultural Society. See RHS Award for 2015. We won a similar award for last year too.
Last October our two dogs uncovered a wonderful hedgehog on the bank of the hospital
wildlife garden. It looked well nourished and seemed to be happy there. The hedgehog has
not been seen again by me but one or two faeces have been found.
Butterflies this year have been in good numbers; peacock, red admiral, small tortoiseshell,
small, large and green veined whites together with lovely orange tip and speckled wood.
(See photograph of orange tip larva on hedge garlic) Their food plant of hedge garlic or jack
by the hedge is fairly plentiful on the banks surrounding the wildlife garden.
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There are brimstone butterfly eggs on several leaves of the two alder buckthorn plants. The
ova are pale yellow and laid on the
underside of leaves close to the top
of the little trees. The pupae should
eventually hatch in July.
The wildflowers have been particularly beautiful this year with
primroses, cowslips, and false
oxlips doing really well.
(See
photograph of our healthy early
purple
orchid
together
with
cowslip in a flower bed especially
close to the wildlife garden notice
board).
Birds are nesting in our many nest
The hospital garden hedgehog
boxes, including house sparrow, blue
tit and great tit.
Lacewing flies, together with tree bumble bees and mason bees take up
our several insect nest boxes.
So all in all it's been a good year for our wildlife garden at
the Hospital. We have a wide variety of different habitats
and the wildlife has adjusted to it very well. The plan is
to encourage birds and insects to visit the garden and
flourish there.
Blackbirds and a song thrush have nested in our
hedgerow and this year we've heard whitethroat
singing in the scrub towards the Melrose unit. The
saplings were planted some 12 years ago and made
up a hedge with
Guelder
rose,
hawthorn and
blackthorn or
sloe. There is
ash and also
wayfaring tree
to add to
Spot the orange-tip larva
the hedgerow mixture.
The garden continues to flourish and is visited
most days by Staff and visitors alike. Patients
love the garden and report on bird and butterfly
life that visits. Some of the staff keep a record of
what they have seen.
The early purple orchid and cowslip
Finally, the Bishopsteignton Garden Club are planning to visit the Tiverton Hospital Garden
on June 13th in the afternoon. So news is out about our much loved Wildlife Garden.
Gavin Haig

Hammer Scar – All is well down on the river

In the Autumn newsletter I described how I had high hopes that Hammer Scar (the resident
female otter on the stream near me) was soon to introduce me to her latest cub (or cubs).
Her rotund abdomen then subsequent “disappearance” for a few days and nights in late
August all suggested that she might have given birth.
Another clue was that she would
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always return to the same section of river by first light.
Late October/early November came and went but no sign of them – had she been pregnant
and lost them or had I been mistaken? Perhaps she hadn’t been pregnant in the first place?!
In early December, once again all the signs were that she had given birth to a litter of cubs.
With a nine week gestation, perhaps I had been mistaken to think that she had given birth to
a litter of cubs in late August. Another possibility was that she had lost them at only a few
weeks of age, come back into season and mated in early October.
This time there was no
doubt. On 14th February I
watched her disappear
into a hole in the bank,
then, after a few minutes
and
following
some
tantalising glimpses, she
reappeared
with
twin
cubs! Over the next 45
minutes
I
watched
spellbound as she led
them to another holt
400m upstream. On the
way, with spawning at its
peak and frogs on the
move,
Hammer
Scar
found a luckless individual
in the stream.
Despite
considerable encouragement
Hammer Scar and cubs with trout
to eat the offering, the cubs
(Photo by Stephen Powles)
refused to do so, leaving it for mother to devour.
It’s now Sunday morning and I am pleased to report that mother and cubs are thriving. Last
night they came through my CCTV system at 2.30 am – even my obsession doesn’t extend to
sitting up through the early hours of the morning!

Stephen Powles

EVENTS AND MEETINGS
Visit to East Coombe Farm, Stockleigh Pomeroy – 5th March

Our Chairman, Liz Rogers, kindly hosted a "pop-up" visit to her nephew’s farm, to see the
native daffodils in bloom in the fields. They were a wonderful sight and would have been
even greater if the weather had not been so grey. 15 Members turned up for the event.
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Afterwards we adjourned to the lambing barn, where Liz
had installed a tea urn and laid on cake and biscuits.
This was great timing as we were able to see lambs
being born from start to standing up for the first time.
Many of us including myself had not witnessed this
before and were enthralled.
Sheep cleaning
new born lamb
Peter Richardson
(Photos by Shelia and
Peter Richardson)

Visit to Topsham and Exminster RSPB Reserves – Ray Jones - 29th March

On a rather dreary drizzly day just three members met up with Ray Jones at Topsham for this
event. The morning session started with a visit to the Goosemoor reserve through which the
tidal section of the River Clyst flows. Here a tall fence had been erected beside the
cycle/pedestrian path in which a number of suitably placed observation holes had been made.
These are in locations off the path and include a covered area plus information boards about
the wildlife which may be seen. It was rather drizzly at this time and there was nothing
special to be seen apart from the usual little
egrets, various ducks and some Canada
geese.
After a while we moved on to
Bowling Green Marsh.
There, at
least, we could take advantage of
the recently renovated and
somewhat luxurious hide to
shelter from the elements. Ray
spotted a green sandpiper and
there were plenty of redshanks
plus a few shovelers, some
wigeon, and a few sand martins
seen.
The
weather
improved
slightly, inasmuch as the drizzle had
ceased, and around midday we continued
to the viewing platform where not a lot was
happening so we didn’t linger.

The new hide at Bowling Green Marsh
We returned to the car park via the Goat Walk where in the distance a solitary avocet
was seen.
Ray, who was committed to the published afternoon meeting at Exminster Marshes, continued
alone as those members who had attended the morning session were, for various reasons.
unable to accompany him. He reported later that no one had turned up there but apart from
more sand martins and a brief encounter with a stoat along the lane at the marshes, nothing
of particular interest had been seen.
Probably not one of our most memorable outings due to the weather and attendance, and
the low number of species seen, but it’s always worth the effort as you never know what
might turn up.
Malcolm Randle

Lost Beasts of Britain - Derek Gow -21st April

Derek commenced his talk by referring to Aurochs, a type of large wild cattle that inhabited
Europe, Asia, and North Africa.
They survived in Britain until Roman times and in Europe
until 1600 and were the ancestors of domestic cattle.
Moose were also resident in Britain
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and were known to survive the ice age,
their skeletons having been found near
Blackpool
together
with
those
of
Mesolithic hunters. It is not known when
Moose actually became extinct in Britain.
Other mammals that had disappeared
were lynx, wild horses, bears, wild boar
and beavers although the latter two have
been making a comeback following their
reintroduction or escapes.
Of all the lost beasts of Britain it was the
wolf on which Derek mostly dwelt. He
said that it took 700 years to eradicate
Illustration of an Auroch from Sigismund
them from Britain.
There was conflict
von Herberstein's book published 1556
between those who wanted to hunt them
and those who wanted to be rid of them. Also there was a living to be made from trading in
their pelts. There were many legends about wolves, such as the story from Beddgelert in
North Wales when the faithful dog Gelert killed a wolf whilst protecting a child but was then
mistakenly killed before the child was found safe and well beside the dead wolf. (There are
many similar legends in folklore). There was also much disgust that wolves ate the corpses of
men slain in battles (necessitating burials on islands where wolves didn’t exist). There were
many ghastly ways of killing wolves, including poisoning, pitfall traps etc. It was, in effect, a
barbaric struggle with grants being made to encourage their eradication and up to the 17th
century everything was focussed on this.
Derek concluded by saying there was a tendency for wolves to be returning to some parts of
Europe but they were often culled. In the UK there are 22 million sheep which rises to 32
million annually when lambs are born. The way livestock is kept nowadays is therefore
entirely dependent on there being no predators!
Report compiled by Malcolm Randle from notes made by Liz Rogers

Round Table - 19th May

A warm evening spent productively inside.
Wild flowers, their folklore and uses, formed
the main theme. A wonderfully colourful and
varied selection was brought by members and
displayed on the ‘Table’ to be identified by
form, colour and seed. Folklore told us that
St. Nicholas, with the help of sanicle, had
raised two murdered and pickled children from
the dead whilst from 20th century history,
that Dr Crippen had successfully curtailed the
life of his unwanted wife by giving her
hyoscine, a constituent from henbane. Today,
in somewhat milder form, science employs it
to help treat ailments as widely separated as
mental illness and sea-sickness.
All this led neatly into a short film by Peter
Bowers about the construction of the A361
from Junction 27 to Tiverton. From the bare
ground exposed by the huge earth moving
machinery to the successful re-colonization of
the embankments by wild flowers, grasses,
trees, insects, mammals and birds, both film
and commentary showed what an abundant
environment can be created by thoughtful and

Members around the table
and exhibits. (Photo by M Randle)
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careful management. However, some of this habitat has now been destroyed. Chainsaws
and stump grinders have begun clearance, just east of Gornhay Cross, for both east and west
exit roads from the A 361 to the vast new housing estate to be built to the south of Blundells
Road. Photographs of the changed embankment and MDDC plans of construction and route
were shown on the screen. How could this new environment be improved? A brief discussion
took place. Peter and the Society will seek your suggestions and further advice in the
autumn; it is a chance for us all to influence MDDC and achieve something attractive,
positive and permanent for nature and for Tiverton.
Alan Hopkins brought in a newly dead swallow which had had an unfortunate accident with a
door when trying to enter the house. It was passed round - just before the break for
refreshments!
The meeting continued with six moths, kept docile in the kitchen fridge, caught by George
Maunder the night before and passed round in transparent inspection containers. Our
knowledge of moths proved poor. To try and improve all you need is a large tin with torn up
egg boxes and a light suspended immediately above. Moths will be attracted by the light and
hide under the cartons. Their beauty can be viewed with a x10 magnifier the following
morning.
Bird song followed; a specially arranged miscellany by Paul Pratley for birds likely to be heard
on our Dawn Chorus walk at an ungodly hour the next morning; lovely uplifting sounds, far
preferable to some modern music.
Alan also brought three snakes, a royal python, a king snake and a milk snake, all nonvenomous constrictors. The odd seat was vacated while the snakes were passed round for
close inspection and to feel the silky muscularity while in the hand! Alan spoke of their
housing, feeding and upkeep (two were bred at Roliphants but the king snake was discovered
in the back of a lorry) and that they could digest everything except keratin (hair, feathers
claws, horn etc). Geographically they are found in sub-Saharan Africa, N. America and Mexico
respectively. Still calm, they were then replaced in their separate boxes and the meeting
closed.
Adam, our youngest member, had managed all the computer and projection technicalities
effortlessly.
David Leader

Dawn Chorus at Buzzards – 20th May

It’s 5.30 am and a small (but select?!) group of bleary eyed MDNHS members have gathered
in a car park on the edge of
Withleigh. Despite being at
the “Round Table” meeting the
previous evening and many
due to attend a party on the
canal
that
night,
nine
members of the society had
set their alarm clocks for an
early start. Why?
By
popular
request
and
following a similar visit last
year, we were there to enjoy
the dawn chorus and learn
more about identifying birds
by their song. There was also
the added incentive to enjoy
this beautiful valley and National
Trust property right on
Members at Buzzards enjoying the dawn chorus
(Photo by Liz Rogers)
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the edge of Tiverton.
Fortunately, we had Paul Pratley to guide us through the myriad of sounds. His ability to hear
birds that the rest of us hadn’t even registered was uncanny and his knowledge impressive.
The “big guns” of the blackbirds and
song thrushes were ably supported by the diminutive
but very vocal wrens. Concentrate a little harder (or have Paul point them out to you!) and
there were also chaffinches, robins, crows, blackcaps, chiffchaff and goldcrests to be heard.
Many of us are familiar with the contact call of goldcrests as they move through the woodland
(especially conifers) but Paul pointed out numerous individuals in full song. Sadly, no pied
flycatchers or green woodpecker this year.
Paul’s knowledge is impressive but he was not the only one to impress. Our youngest recruit,
Adam Lake, who had also joined us with his father Marc, shared with us numerous gems and
tales of his experiences in the natural world.
As it approached 8.00 am, much wiser but also a little colder with it having been a very chilly
morning, we shared breakfast at my place. As Liz commented “it warmed the cockles” – and
they certainly needed a bit of warming!

Stephen Powles

