Autumn
2018

CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
You’ll be pleased to know that your Society is flourishing, with more members and better finances
than ever. If you know others who enjoy wildlife and nature, why not encourage them to come
along to our meetings and join us as a member?
Since the last newsletter in June, we’ve had a memorable summer. Three outings allowed
members to see the fauna and flora of heath, woodland and dune slacks, revealing treasures
such as nocturnal nightjars, spectacular gatherings of butterflies, and the little autumn lady’stresses orchid. The hot, dry summer meant, that for once we had no cancellations because of
rain; but we wondered how the exceptional weather was affecting the wildlife we saw. For
example, I learned of one species of European bumblebee that has extended its range up as far
as Scotland recently. Some members will have participated in Butterfly Conservation’s Butterfly
Count – for which the results are just out – and found some surprises there, possibly due to
disruption of breeding cycles. Records like this are key to working out short and long-term effects
of environmental changes.
Our winter programme of talks began in September with an evening devoted to bumblebees; and
will continue with our own Devonian otter story (October) and the exploits of sea kayakers
(November). Our year ends with the customary medley of short talks in December, which will
include some memorable experiences of members during 2018. And we kick off 2019 with our
annual dinner in January, and our photographic competition. No stunning photographs yet? Well,
you still have a few weeks in which to capture the perfect shot, so grab your camera and get
going!
Liz Rogers

The moth find of my life

FEATURES

Along with probably thousands of other people in the country I operate a night moth trap
at least once a week. In the early morning I go and count and record the number of each
species in or found near the trap. On Saturday 22nd September I had just finished counting
a large number of small rather dull brown species which were mostly ingrailed clay (Diarsia
mendica) or beaded chestnut (Agrochola lychnidis), in other words ‘little brown jobs’. I was
just about to leave when I noticed this very large moth sitting on the wall. Because of its
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size (just over three inches (75-80 mm) wing span) and its exotic name, Clifden nonpareil
(Catocala fraxin), most people interested in moths would surely know its name but, due to
its rarity, would never expect to see it. I was therefore delighted and amazed to see this
beautiful moth, which is also known as the
blue underwing. I had read in my moth book,
that in most years only a handful are recorded
in this country but exceptional years were
1976 (19) and 2006 (22) This year another
Devon recording was made in Haldon Forest
on 12th September.
It is unique, inasmuch
as it is the only large moth to have an
extensive area of blue.
It has been described as the holy grail of
lepidopterists and was first observed in the
18th century at the Clivedon estate in
Berkshire. It became known as the Victorian
collector’s classic all time favourite.
During
the middle part of the 20th century it was
resident in parts of Kent and Norfolk but is
now only an immigrant. Having migrated from
Photo by George Maunder
north west Europe, sightings of this spectacular moth in the UK are mainly confined to the
south and east coasts. September is the most common month for sightings to be recorded.
The large greyish caterpillar feeds mainly on aspen (Populus tremulosa)
George Maunder

Chasing the King of the Alps (photos by Liz Rogers)

In July, I went to the Dolomites with Naturetrek, and settled into the Val de Fassa for a
week of walks among the mountains. We were looking for local wildlife and in particular
alpine flowers, birds and butterflies. We soon noticed that flowers such as gentians, which
we would have expected to see in June, were over by July. So one day, we went up to the
Pordoi Pass to see if they were still flowering higher up. They were! And there were more
treasures to be found among the carpets of flowers on
the far side of the pass.
As busy with walkers as it must be with skiers in
winter, we climbed a steep path up to the
pass. Here, the first surprise was the carpet of
Globeflowers (1) covering the slopes at the
pass. These grow very well by my pond in
Devon, so I wasn’t expecting to see them so
(1)

high up
in such profusion. Also carpeting the upper
slopes was Alpine sainfoin (2), providing a
deep magenta scattering of colour together
with vetches, orchids and a multitude of
other species. We went up
above and
beyond the pass to find what was still
flowering above 2500m. People thinned
out, flowers and birds came to the fore and
the view was stunning as we faced the
huge Marmolada mountain with the
(2)

3
only glacier in the Dolomites. As we had hoped, Alpine pasque flowers and three species of
gentians, Bavarian, spring and spotted (3) were all still in flower up
there.
Over our picnic lunch, Naturetrek staff revealed that the iconic
King of the Alps plant used
to be found on a
boulder about an
hour’s walk along
an old trading
route from the
Pordoi Pass. We
looked at our
watches, wondering if we’d get back
to the minibus in time
for the journey back to
(4)
(3)
base. Two of us decided to risk it and
set off at a good pace after “the King”.
On the way, we saw rock
speedwell, Alpine toadflax (4), round-headed orchid, livelong , musky saxifrage and southern
butterwort (5). Then after some bouldering down a steep slope, we stumbled upon the
King of the Alps (6) nestled in a crevice and
surrounded by saxifrages with its sky blue flowers

(5)
peeping out from luxuriously hairy
leaves. This beautiful plant, related
to forget-me-nots and borage, is not
common in the Dolomites, but is widely
distributed
elsewhere
across
the
northern
hemisphere
above
2500m.
But we hadn’t long to marvel at it, for the
long walk back down the mountain beckoned.
We bowed to the King, and hopped off across the
boulders at speed

(6)
Liz Rogers

Feeding frenzy

On 5th July during a bright sunny afternoon at around 5.40pm and with the temperature
hovering around 32 degrees, I noticed a lot of bird activity high overhead. I realised that it
was a large number of assorted gulls and others, wheeling, swooping and plunging in a
mass. To my surprise, the others included several raptors such as kestrel and sparrowhawk,
but then I saw a hobby amongst them and rushed to get my binoculars.
I have often before seen similar feeding frenzies when seabirds have located a shoal, but
what was so startling here was this event being high in the sky above my home in Tiverton
Devon.
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Although invisible to the naked eye, I could now see with my binoculars that there were vast
numbers of swifts, swallows, house martins and/or sand martins.
There was obviously a swarm of insects hundreds of feet up in the air, which must have been
huge to attract the larger birds.
There were in fact so many birds tearing around the sky, that there were probably many
species I could not identify. Those that I could be sure about, were black headed, herring
and lesser black backed gulls, kestrel, hobby and sparrowhawk, swifts, swallows and
martins, one raven, one crow and a few jackdaws.
I wonder if anybody else has witnessed similar events during the summer?
Peter Richardson

Trip to Umbria, Italy, September 2018 (Photo by Peter Bowers)

Whilst on holiday in Umbria we were fortunate to witness, on two occasions more than a
week apart, the mass gathering of house martins prior to their emigration. As you may
know, Italian towns are often
built on the tops of hills, and
at the highest point of the
hill. In Umbria at least,
there is usually a fortress
('Rocca') built in the middle
ages by the Pope to
demonstrate his power over
the people. At both Assisi
and Spoleto there is such a
fortress, and it is here that
we witnessed the massing
of birds. At Spoleto on 18th
September (illustrated) their
numbers must have been in
the thousands and they
were an amazing sight to
behold. They clung on to the
vertical stonework of the
south-facing
structures,
warming up in the morning
sunshine. From time to
time, some would fly off,
circle round and return.
Twice we thought that we
were going to witness the
departure of the whole flock,
as they all left at once, only to
circle and return a few minutes
later.
House martins gathering to migrate
We never did see their final departure, but the time for it must have been close.
Peter Bowers

David White – Winner of the Countryfile Calendar 2019: Competition

On 30th September the final results of the BBC’s photographic competition for the 2019
Countryfile Calendar were announced. The winner was David White of East Budleigh for a
superb photo of a group of polecats (or perhaps hybrids) taken near his home.
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I first met David towards the end of 2016 when I and another member of our ‘Wild
Woodbury’ group visited him at his home to discuss a photo of a hen harrier that he had
taken on Woodbury Common. Whilst there David, who before retiring had worked for the
environmental health department in South Gloucestershire, showed us some of his photos
and I could see straightaway that he was a very accomplished wildlife photographer. He had
also built a hide in his garden and rigged up some very realistic looking perches to enable
close up photographs of the birds that visited. His home at East Budleigh is within easy
walking distance of the River Otter and its estuary where he has taken some excellent
photos of the beavers as well as otters, mink, kingfishers, dippers, water rail and numerous
waders etc.
The location of East Budleigh was a major consideration for him when he
moved there on his retirement.
In March 2017 I had been asked to give a talk to the Woodbury Camera Club about wildlife
photography and I thought it would be nice if David could take part and make a joint
presentation. He agreed to this and visited me to discuss how we would approach it and the
photos we would use. The resulting presentation was very well received and following this I
upgraded my own camera and lens to the same as David used because I could see this
might improve my own photos. We both still use the same equipment.
We continued to stay in touch and occasionally exchange photos and information about
locations etc.
It was very apparent how David managed to get such superb photos. He
was able to merge with his surroundings by wearing suitable camouflage clothing and then
remain quiet and unobserved so that his subjects came to him. He also spent a lot of time
in his favourite locations which he did most days of the week, often early in the morning
when most of us would still be in bed! In addition he has a very keen eye and waited for
movements to show him where to look. David, who I believe only took up photography
seriously when he retired, has become a dedicated wildlife photographer, not an opportunist
like me.

One of David’s photos
In the middle of June David sent me a series of photos he had taken on the edge of the
common near his home.
He thought they might be polecats and after having a good look
at a few photos of polecats, I had to agree that they might well be although I couldn’t be
sure. I suggested that he inform the conservation officer for Clinton Devon Estates who
manage the commons and the Devon Mammal Group. He did so and the DMG sent the
photos to a polecat expert who decided, that in the absence of DNA, they were most likely to

be hybrids. However, some of the group did fit the description and characteristics of polecats
and David believes that possibly the father is a true polecat.
Later he put the photos on our
‘Wild Woodbury’ website. Several people, including myself, said that he should enter them in a
competition or have a calendar made including the polecats and some other of his best photos.

6
It was only when I watched Countryfile on 26th August that I realised David had entered one
of his ‘polecat’ photos in the competition and that it had been selected with 11 others to be
included in the calendar.
The three judges, who included Simon King the well known
naturalist and photographer, had selected the 12 photos from over 40,000 entries. During
the following week the public would then vote on which of these would be the overall winner,
and ultimately become the
cover
picture
for
the
calendar. The presentation
was made at Bystock Pools
by John Craven, who had
also been one of the
judges.
When shown in
the Countryfile edition on
30th September it was
revealed that, both the
public and the judges had
selected David’s photo as
the winner.
I got the
impression that this was
something
which
didn’t
happen too often! I was
delighted for David who I
don’t think could believe it
himself.
When David
demonstrated the special
headgear that he wore whilst out stalking his prey, John Craven said he looked like the
“wildlife SAS” !
It was also of interest, from what John Craven said at the presentation, that the Countryfile
team appeared to accept the animals in the photo as being polecats. This was reinforced by
Countryfile presenter Matt Baker in the following week’s program when, referring to the
calendar, he said that the nationwide increase in the number of polecats being recorded
was “one of the most remarkable natural repopulations of all time” .
Whatever the case I
think that at least we can be reasonably sure we have one polecat on Woodbury Common!
Naturally, I have bought one of the calendars!

Malcolm Randle

Owls take up residence (photo by George Maunder)

Seven years ago I rather optimistically decided that I should construct and put up a barn owl
box in my barn. I searched on the RSPB web site and found the recommended design and
sizes of box, entrance hole and position etc. Having made the box it was more of a problem
to secure in position than I had anticipated but with the aid
of two ladders and a strong friend we managed to hold
and fix it in position.
Some years the pigeons used it and on a few
occasions I thought I caught sight of a barn owl
but it was not until this year that I had one
nesting. It was a delight to see the young come
out on several evenings before they finally left
and sat on the top of the box with a parent
keeping them in order!
On the last day that I saw them they were all flying
around the barn. Amazingly, I also had a little owl
nesting in the same barn under some piles of wood. They
also reared three young and flew about 10 days before
the barn owls.

My barn owl family
George Maunder
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Lady’s slipper orchid (Cypripedium calceolus) - Western European form

(Photos by Alison Lawrence)
On my way back from a stay in Northumberland in May I made a detour to Gait Barrows
near Silverdale, quite close to Leighton Moss RSPB reserve. This was a return visit as two
years earlier I had driven around for ages looking for the entrance to Gait Barrows before
wandering along many paths and across the limestone pavement only to discover a small
group of these elusive orchids well past their best, in fact, almost dead.
This visit was very different. The sun was shining, there was no one else around and the
orchids were in peak condition. The two clumps I found were outlined by loosely draped
white tape which proved a useful indicator of where to find them. The only protection it
could have offered was to divert the footsteps of anyone who might fail to notice or care
about these tall and distinctive plants.
Each flower had spirally twisted maroon sepals and petals and a large yellow ‘slipper’. The
stems were covered in fine hairs. This species is widely distributed throughout Europe and
Asia but in the UK it had declined by 1930 to a single plant somewhere in Yorkshire. Its
location was not publicised then or now and I’ve read that at one time it had police
protection.

Lady’s slipper orchid (Cypripedium calceolus)
These orchids favour well drained calcareous soils derived from limestone and can grow to a
height of 60cm. They are rhizomatous herbaceous perennials and they produce minute,
dust-like seeds which can be difficult to propagate. They are said to be one of the slowest
growing plants in the world and normally take between six to eleven years of growth before
flowering.
Following research at Kew and other locations, successful propagation methods were
developed with pineapple juice being one of the special ingredients used to aid germination.
The Sainsbury Orchid project involving groups from Kew, Natural England, Yorkshire Wildlife
Trust and the Yorkshire Naturalists Union re-introduced plants to a number of sites located
between Morecambe Bay and Durham in 1989. It may be thanks to that project that I could
see and photograph the plants at Gait Barrows but they may have come from the garden of
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someone who had ‘borrowed’ them for a while.
Another distinctive plant I found on this reserve was
herb paris Paris quadrifolia (also known as true
lover’s knot) which is declining in Europe but is
assessed as being ‘of least concern’.
The only person I met at the reserve was elated to
have found and photographed a Duke of Burgundy
fritillary. Unfortunately it eluded me.
Further information about both plants can be found
at www.kew.org

Herb paris
Alison Lawrence

Brown argus sighting (Photo by Malcolm Randle)
At Exton, which is beside the Exe estuary between Lympstone and Topsham, I often visit a field
next to the railway line. It is a good place for a variety of insects, in particular grasshoppers,
but also for butterflies depending on the time of year.
On the 21st August I was visiting the field where normally over half of it is very marshy. For
the first time since I have been going there it had completely dried out, due to the long hot
summer. There were grasshoppers everywhere but it was not these I had come for as there
were several patches of common fleabane (Pulicaria dysenterica) where I knew that hoverflies,
bees and other insects would be busy, including butterflies. I immediately noticed two or three
common blues of which I took photos. These included one
which, at first sight, I thought to be a particularly brown
female but it didn’t hang around long enough to get a
second photo.
Later, when I had looked at the photo more
closely and done a bit of research, it turned out
to be a male brown argus (Aricia agestis),
something I had never seen before. I checked
the sighting records for Devon and found that
only about four sightings in Devon had been
recorded in 2018 to date so I recorded my own
sighting which was accepted. I did return a
couple of days later and saw it again but the
common blue males just wouldn’t let it settle which
I thought interesting.
The brown argus, which is a member of the blue family, is
normally to be found in the chalky regions of southern and
south east England. There are also colonies in the midlands, Wales and Yorkshire. Another
preferred habitat is in the vicinity of sand dunes so most of the Devon sightings tend to be at
Braunton Burrows and Dawlish Warren. One sighting this year was near Branscombe where the
chalk cliffs leading up to Beer commence. The location of my own sighting is definitely not
chalky or sandy, being more in the form of reclaimed river mud. Maybe it had strayed up from
Dawlish Warren which is only about three miles distant?
Common rock rose (Helianthemum nummularium) is the favoured food plant but if unavailable
members of the geranium family will also be used. Larvae are green with a pale line along
each side and always attended by ants. They hibernate as fully grown larvae and pupate the
following spring. In southern areas they can be found on the wing in May and June with a
second brood appearing in July until mid September so the one I saw will have been a second
brood.
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Next summer I shall be having a good look around at Dawlish Warren and I imagine that those
members who visit Braunton Burrows might also be on the lookout.

Malcolm Randle
Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden

Such a good summer season at our Tiverton hospital garden.
The weather has been
remarkably sunny, and we have enjoyed a revisit of our spotted flycatcher family, who have
occupied the nestbox they used so successfully last year near the Melrose Unit. As if that
wasn't exciting enough the same nestbox was taken up by a
gathering of hornets --- and they flourished gently in the same
protected area of the garden. My photograph (right) shows
evidence of the hornet nest material looking like a slice of
marble.
The nursing staff have reported seeing a hedgehog or two
over the summer season, and I am invariably greeted by a
family of rabbits if I attend the Hospital Garden after an
evening meeting. Butterflies have been numerous too, but the
vast majority have been large and small whites. However,
one sunny afternoon I recorded and photographed a female
common blue butterfly laying eggs on the sprigs of birds foot
trefoil close to the garden sign.
The hospital staff are visiting the garden at lunch and
afternoon teatime, and I met up with over twenty
staff admiring the birds and butterflies that floated
around their picnic table
In the middle of July we had the wildlife garden
judged by the Royal Horticultural Society.
To our
great delight we were awarded their top certificate
for an “Outstanding Wildlife Garden” in their Good
Neighbourhood Scheme. The photo shows the
certificate award ceremony on Friday October 5th at
the New Hall.
The hospital garden will be visited on October 24th by
the Croyde and Georgeham Garden Society.
Word
has got out!
Gavin Haig

EVENTS AND MEETNGS
Bystock Pools outing, 18 July 2018 (photos by Liz Rogers)

After a successful visit to Bystock last year, we were keen to return again in 2018, and ten
members came on the day. We were a week later this year, and there had been a long spell
of hot, dry weather, so our first impressions were of the lack of flowers (no orchids) on the
heath and the dryness of the vegetation. But there were plenty of thistles crowded with sixspot burnets and their cocoons. Other flowers on the heath were heath bedstraw, centaury,
eyebright, and ragwort with cinnabar moth caterpillars on them. A few honeysuckle
flowers were also still out on the edge of the wood, and in one we spotted a crab spider
lurking as a faint shadow on the petals.
Moving from the heath down into the valley, all three of the heathers (bell heather, ling and
X-leaved heath) were in flower; and in the damp boggy areas the bog asphodel
still had a few flowers, while sundew flowers had yet to open.
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Wood ant nests were busy, red
and blue damselflies, darters,
skimmers and dragonflies were
flitting
about
for
anyone
stopping to look. In its usual
place, a male emperor dragonfly
was patrolling back and forth
over a boggy area. Here too,
was a pair of small red
damselflies mating. This species
is one of Bystock’s rarities as it
is at the northern edge of its
range,
being
much more
common across in France and
Spain.
At the lake, we saw from a
Some members enjoying Bystock’s varied habitat
distance some large feet walking
across the lily pads behind a log. These belonged to a well
grown moorhen chick, still just light enough for a lily
pad to support it, and subsequently immortalised by
one of our members in a beautiful photograph.
Butterflies also abounded and we caught a glimpse
of a white admiral spiralling through the trees, as
well as silver-washed fritillaries.
Two members stayed on into the evening, and
were rewarded with nightjars, noctule and
pipistrelle bats.
We plan to have an outing in 2019 at a site
where more of us can see nightjars and bats. All
in all, Bystock is a very rewarding place to visit,
because it has a variety of habitats in a small area,
and all of them contain interesting wildlife that is active
in July.

Ashclyst Forest – 2nd August 2018 (photo by Ray Jones)

Bystock burnets
Liz Rogers

It was hopefully third time lucky for the Society’s visit to Ashclyst Forest seeking out
butterflies as visits in the two previous years had been dogged by bad weather.
The 12
participants who turned up at the Forest Gate car park were this time treated to good
butterfly weather.
As I had visited Ashclyst only two weeks previously and had seen 150+ silver-washed
fritillaries together with eight white admirals, expectations were high that there would be
numerous butterflies on the day both to observe and
to photograph.
Whilst numbers of butterflies
were not quite as high as on my earlier visit,
there were still 11 species to be seen
including 35 silver-washed fritillaries, three
painted ladys and two types of blue
(common and holly). Unfortunately, on ths
day, white admirals were conspicuous by
their absence. Butterflies, of course, were
what we were looking for but the highlight of
the day came when a pristine Jersey tiger moth
was found resting on a nearby bush. It just had to be
photographed.
Ray Jones
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Visit to Dawlish Warren (Illustrations by Gavin Haig)
Our visit to Dawlish Warren on September 6th was hugely successful. The weather was fairly
warm, but a little unsettled. However that did not affect our
target wildflower species the autumn lady’s tresses Spiranthes
spiralis (see sketch).
We literally saw dozens of these lovely treasures clustered in
the short grassy areas. They were surrounded by eyebright
(Euphrasia), birds foot trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) and
masses of the Warren evening primrose (oenothera) with the
striking orange margin. Several of our intrepid party alerted our
leader, Ray Jones, to some stands of the marsh helleborine
(Epipactis palustris) which looked so beautiful.
High up over our heads
we were entertained to a
hovering display by
a resident kestrel and at
ground level we saw
linnets and stonechats. We were joined by Dr David
Jenner
who showed us a family of majestic chaser
dragonflies at a nearby pond. They were immediately active
as soon as the sun came out. Butterflies were few and far
between, but we did see several small coppers on our way
back to the car park (see sketch).
A wonderful time, and so good to have David's enthusiasm
to add to our MDNHS team, since he was gently, but
successfully, persuaded to join our ranks! I believe he has
since joined the Society.
Thank you Ray, for organising
another friendly trip to the south coast.
Gavin Haig
Bumblebees in the Farmed Landscape

Dr Cathy Horsley is a leading light in the Bumblebee Conservation Trust here in the west
country. She emphasised that our bumblebees are part of the
Hymenoptera order, and they are not only excellent
pollinators but also fascinating and beautiful.
Female bumblebees have shorter antennae and their tails end
in a point, whereas, male bumblebees have longer curved
antennae and their tails are blunt. She told us why bees and
bumblebees were in decline, and what they needed to
survive.
The tree bumblebee came over from
France some dozen years ago and is
extending its range from the south to
the midlands.
Thankfully there is
still a good selection of relatively
common bumblebees, such as the
garden bumblebee and the whitetailed bumblebee.

Tree bumblebee
(Photo by Malcolm Randle)

Cathy, with her west country buzz, illustrated perfectly that
bumblebees are beautiful, bewitching, bold, beguiling, brave, bright,
buzzy and blissful, and the most perfect pollinators.
White-tailed bumblebee
(Photo by Gavin Haig)

Gavin Haig

