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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
In February, it’s sometimes hard to feel that spring is on its way, and this is especially so in
2018, when cold, rain and wind seem to be here to stay. But the harbingers of spring are
here nevertheless: snowdrops, frogspawn, the first wild daffodils. Birds are starting to sing
their full songs again, joining the robins and thrushes that make the winter sing even at its
bleakest. It’s a time for frantic visits to the bird feeders, as birds stock up on seeds and
suet, finches on the sunflower seeds and clusters of tits on the fat balls. I hope many of you
enjoyed doing the RSPB’s Big Garden Birdwatch in January?
There was a special event in Devon at the end of January, which our members should know
about. It was the launch by Devon County Council of “Devon’s Special Species” with “A
celebration of our rare species and our species experts” in County Hall. This marked the
culmination of attempts to update the key species list for Devon, produced with the Devon
Biodiversity Action Plan in 1998. A short list of about 100 species has been produced after
consultation with a broad range of species experts, to highlight species deserving particular
conservation effort in Devon, and to raise their profile with the public. The evening saw a
series of brief talks by species experts such as Barry Henwood (Moths), Kevin Cox (Birds),
John Walters (Insects etc.), and covered both animal and plant kingdoms from marine
sponges, through lichens, fungi and flowering plants, to spiders, wasps, butterflies, birds and
bats. It was a most wonderful kaleidoscope of living things, delivered with passion and
precision by a dozen people. If you want to go out and look for Devon’s rare and special
species, find the long and short lists at nature@devon.org.uk. It is a stated aim to review
the lists annually, and thoughts/ideas relating to any aspect of this initiative are to be sent
to this email address. Happily, one of the participants in this initiative is John Walters, who
talked to us later in February, and has already told us in wonderful detail about such rarities
as the Heath Potter Wasp.
Meanwhile, your Society continues with its programme of talks and outings. Since the last
newsletter, we have heard overviews of Devon’s Nature Reserves, and of badger ecology,
management and controlling TB. Stephen put together his usual interesting potpourri of
members’ talks for ‘Reflections’ in December, providing seasonal spice to go with the mulled
wine before Christmas. January saw us enjoying the best ever entry of photos in the Dennis
Pickering Competition during our annual dinner. Then there was a visit to the Somerset
Levels to see wintering water birds and murmuring starlings. A new programme will be
produced in April, so you can be sure of plenty to interest you in the coming year. Happy
New Year!
Liz Rogers
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FEATURES
Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden (photos by Gavin Haig)

There has been so much autumn colour in the Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden. Several
patients have remarked on it, and the birds they have seen, from the adjoining wards of
Twyford and Blackdown.
There are some six bird feeders with seeds and nuts for
the birds to feed from. There are also seventeen nest
boxes to encourage the visiting birds to raise
their families in the garden, with a good supply of insects
and earthworms at the hedgerows and wildflower beds.
The autumn visitors have included fieldfares and
redwings and the occasional blackcap. Our family of
spotted flycatcher got through the season unscathed;
hopefully they will come back to breed here again next
year. We have a selection of open fronted nestboxes to
attract them in for 2018.
Bird feeder and bug hotel
The snowdrops have flowered well this year and the false
oxslips from Spillifords have already come into bloom;
See photograph. The delightful pinnate leaves of Coral
root (Cardamine bulbifera) are showing in several of the
wildflower beds.
The single hedgehog is surviving the winter cold in a
huge bundle of warm dry leaves in the igloo-type home,
with food and water nearby in case the weather turns much
warmer in the next week or two! . We also have a family of
rabbits who share the garden with two groups of bank voles.

The false oxslip
It's going to be a really good year for our Hospital Garden. Just wait and see!
Gavin Haig

Snowdrop valley 2018 (photos by Peter Richardson)

If you would like to put a date in your diary for early next year, then I would recommend you
‘pencil in’ a visit to Snowdrop valley in mid-February.
Shelia and I took our
grandchildren this year
and we all thoroughly
enjoyed the spectacle.
The kids enjoyed the
deep mud all the way
round as well.
This event is publicised
early in the year in
various media. You park
in the pub car park at
Wheddon
Cross
on
Exmoor, where you can
follow the guided walk,
Snowdrop Valley
although
we
would
recommend using the park and ride bus as the walking is quite difficult and the minibus
drops you off at the gate to the valley and picks you up later.

3
The walk lasts about half an hour, you follow the
footpath down one side of the valley, cross a
footbridge and return on the other side of the
stream. The wildlife is extensive, and it would be
worth the walk just to see the ferns, mosses,
lichens and fungi that grow in profusion, although
the spectacular drifts of snowdrops are the stars
of the show.

Scarlet Elf Cups at Snowdrop Valley
(Sarcocypha austriaca)

A bonus for me, to add to my credentials as a
“bird man”, was to have a robin land on my head.
Unfortunately, nobody was quick enough to take a
photograph.
Peter Richardson

A Migrant Inundation (photos by Malcolm Randle)

During the cold spell at the end of February we started hearing about numerous redwings
and fieldfares visiting gardens around the Woodbury area and further afield. This was
occurring more frequently as the temperature dropped but it wasn’t until later in the day
on the 1st March, by which time our garden was covered in snow that they arrived.
Suddenly the garden was full of redwings and fieldfares with the former outnumbering the
latter by about four to one. There were also quite a number of migratory blackbirds plus a
mistle thrush with them. There must have been at least 40 birds or more.

Just a few of our visitors
I spread some sunflower hearts around but they didn’t seem particularly interested in them
not being seedeaters by nature. Having completely run out of meal worms, which they
would have readily accepted, we searched for something suitable as they were ravenous. I
realised we had a tub of suet balls so after warming them slightly, which made it easier to
crumble them up, I added some soaked sultanas. They were very keen on this and soon
tucked in.
The following morning we found a layer of ice had been deposited over everything, caused
by freezing rain during the night, but the temperature was still sub zero. Not only were the
fieldfares and redwings still there but they had been joined by quite a large number of
bramblings, a bird which hasn’t visited our garden for several years now. Fortunately we
still had some of the suet ball/sultana mixture which we put out a bit at a time throughout
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the day. The birds stayed all day and by the next morning, following a night’s rain and a
rapid thaw, they had all gone except the bramblings.
It was just as well as we had none
of our special food mixture left.
Hopefully, there hadn’t been too many casualties
although some did look a bit sorry for themselves. It
was the first time ever that we had seen fieldfares
or redwings in our garden although we have
often seen them feeding on the windfalls in
the old orchard on the other side of our
garden fence.
Sometimes referred to as ‘winter thrushes’,
redwings and fieldfares together with
blackbirds, migrate to the UK in large
numbers. They originate from their breeding
grounds in Scandinavia and continental Europe,
normally arriving between September and October
each year.

Fieldfare

The redwing is the UK's smallest true thrush, but there are only 13 known resident
breeding pairs. The fieldfare is much larger, similar to the mistle thrush in size and shape,
with only one to two breeding pairs in the UK. However, just under a million fieldfares
overwinter here compared to around eight and a half million redwings. Blackbirds also
migrate from Scandinavia and in even
larger numbers, between 10 and 15
million spending the winter here. These
migratory blackbirds are a little larger
than our resident ones and inclined to
have a larger and deeper orange bill. In
fact many, but by no means all, of our
resident blackbirds move south during the
winter.
Whilst the main diet of all
thrushes tends to be worms and berries,
they will eat other food, such as various
insects, apples and other fruit. Generally
they forage for food in fields and
hedgerows in the countryside and usually
Redwing
only come into gardens in very cold weather
such as we have just had.
Bramblings are also winter migrants from Scandinavia and
Finland. It is Finland’s most prolific breeding bird with up to two million pairs breeding,
mostly in the north. They migrate south at the same time as the thrushes and return
between March and May. Orange, black and grey in colour with a distinctive white rump,
they often fly in mixed flocks with chaffinches,
feeding on
seeds and invertebrates and they are
particularly fond of beech mast. The number
wintering in the UK varies between 45,000
and 1.8 million. Like the fieldfares and
redwings they usually only come into
gardens in severe weather. We noticed
that males, which have more distinctive
markings
and
colour,
outnumbered
females by about three to one.
Whilst the cold snap confined us to our house
and nearby locality for a couple of days, we were
entertained by some very welcome visitors and, we
hope, they appreciated the little help we could give them.
Brambling (male)
The bramblings have stayed with us and are seen daily. Strangely, although they have
been regular visitors over the past few years, we haven’t seen any siskins this winter.
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On March 17h and 18th , much to our surprise, the snow returned with an even deeper fall
but this time we had plenty of food for them. Whilst we had just as many visiting birds in
the garden there were no redwings or fieldfares. I thought perhaps they had returned
home but apparently there are still plenty around.
Malcolm Randle

Hammer Scar – The End of Five Years Together

On Sunday 21st January 2018 Adrian Bayley and I ran the first of three courses on spraint
analysis, held at my house. At the coffee break I glanced out of the window to see that the
river had burst its banks. It necessitated a quick scramble to rescue two camera traps that
were in imminent danger of being submerged.
Camera traps retrieved, my thoughts turned to Hammer Scar and her twin eight week old
cubs (as well as to the job in hand – spraint analysis!). Had she kept them safe from the
rising water? I knew she had young cubs as only four days earlier, holding them by the
scruff of the neck, she had moved them, one at a time, downstream through my CCTV
system.
The following morning I received a call from a friend. He had just seen an adult otter dead
on the side of the road 300m from my house. He reported that it looked quite small. My
heart sank - was it Hammer Scar or one of her 14 month cubs? It was unlikely to be anyone
else. As I approached I could see a very small otter, flattened and only 3m from the adult. I
then knew it must be Hammer Scar and that one of her young cubs had perished with her. I
had dreaded the day that my
magical relationship with her
would come to an end but had
never envisaged finding her,
least of all on the road.
She must have been moving
the young cubs up the side
stream and, with the high flow
through the culvert, had made
the decision to go “over the
top”. The move may have been
prompted by the flood the
previous day. Irrespective, it
proved to be fatal. The following
day I found the remaining cub
(a male) in a small log pile only
20m from where his mother and
sister had perished. The cub,
Nipper, is now in rescue and
may well return here for a “soft”
release in due course.
George and Kate, the twin cubs
from the previous litter, had remained
Hammer Scar - February 2017
despite Hammer Scar producing another
(Photo by Stephen Powles)
litter. They are now 15 months old and appear to be thriving, often travelling together as
they move through the whole of what was Hammer Scar’s home range. George is very
relaxed with me but Kate is less so (hopefully this will change!).
Hammer Scar’s death was always going to be hard but losing her on the road was tragic and
very unexpected. The blow has been softened to some extent by finding
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Nipper and that his elder brother and sister are thriving. It remains to be seen if Kate stays
and rears her own cubs were she herself was born and raised.
She had been seen by millions, having made three TV appearances with a fourth to come
soon (in episode six of Wild Great Britain, Channel 5). It is comforting to know that Hammer
Scar will live on through her cubs and the memories of the many that knew her.
Thank you, Hammer Scar.

Stephen Powell

Daylight Robbery

Plants are showing their appreciation of the longer days, snowdrops, primroses and daffodils
are in flower and shrubs are preparing to sprout. Our prunus lacked all but three flowers last
year and, even though we saw no enemy action, there was little colour other than green.
Some creatures have a sixth sense. Two days before the advent of the cold spell a pair of
bullfinches appeared in the prunus.
Each was working systematically on the buds from
the middle
to the outside; one at the bottom of the twelve foot high shrub
with the male in the upper storey. Wishing for flowers, we
scared them off. Five minutes later they were back.
Shooing was having no lasting effect, so, if you can't
beat them join them! We took this photo from less
than 10ft with total indifference from the birds, who
carried on fattening up. A couple of days later they
had transferred their allegiance to the honeysuckle.
But yet again we'd misjudged them - it was a
second pair! Even in winter everything in the
garden looks rosy.
The sharp drop in temperature, four inches of
snow, smashed peanuts, nyger seed and fat blocks
prompted a significant increase in the numbers of
birds arriving thin and leaving fat. Tree creeper and
redpoll (in a mixed flock with siskin) were new and
added to our house list which now totals 39; quite
surprising considering our garden is a gigantic 30ft x 40ft
instead of our former "house in the woods."
One of our marauding bullfinches
(Photo by Doris Leader)
Red kites are common in other parts of the
country, so we have seen, but we hadn't put them on our local list until a freezing walk
above Huntsham recently. Doris spotted them and we had them in view for five minutes or
so but no mating flight - not in this cold weather.
David Leader

EVENTS
The Role of our Nature Reserves - Matt Boydell (Devon Wildlife Trust)
October 20th.

Our October evening talk was a survey of DWT Reserves, given by the Reserves Manager,
Matt Boydell. He took us on a whistle-stop tour, describing habitats and management
strategies, and their effects on wildlife. Devon has a good spread of 50 reserves around the
county, but there are still a few gaps, including in the area around Tiverton. Culm grassland
is a major focus, and always has been since the establishment of the Trust. With only a
small team of full-time staff, the challenge is to achieve the right balance between active
management for wildlife, and benign neglect. The number one reason (according to surveys
of the public and members) for supporting DWT is their reserves. Why? Because they are
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havens for wildlife. They are also places to inspire, learn from and interact with; plus they
act as demonstration sites for what works in conservation, and for trialling new techniques,
as e.g. when restoring grasslands. Their importance is all the greater in the context of the
State of Nature Report (2016) which showed that 56% of UK species have declined since
1970; and 15% of GB species are extinct or threatened. A new Biodiversity Intactness
Index shows that the UK is one of the most biodiversity-depleted countries in the world (viz.
loss of hay meadows, decline in starling numbers etc.). Numbers of high brown fritillaries
have decreased by 80% in this period. Can we change this? Yes, says Matt! It will be hard
work, but we do have the knowledge required.
For example, Meeth
Quarry is an exindustrial site, on
unimproved
land
with clay soils. It
was
still
being
opened up in the
1960s, and was
recently bought by
DWT after a public
appeal. After three
to
four
years’
management,
the
meadow areas are
already
looking
good.
Exmoor
ponies, which were
already there, have
been left on site
and have had a
Knowstone Moor with grazing cattle
(photo Liz Rogers)
beneficial effect. wood white butterflies have returned (no-one knew they were there). A
very keen team of volunteers has helped enormously with constructing hides and tracks, so
that now the question is how much to open up the area to the public? It’s all a question of
balance. Birds, butterflies, dragonflies and plants are all thriving.
Marsland Reserve (190ha) is a good example of a site where both woods and bracken are
managed to give a cycle of gaps, so that violets can grow there. Temperature probes in
bracken show up to 12oC difference from the ground to 15cm up. In Marsland, dark-green,
small pearl-bordered and pearl-bordered fritillary populations have all been restored by this
habitat management, even though they are declining in the UK as a whole. So, a
combination of scrub/tree management and strategic grazing at the right time, are key tools
for Matt and his team, as they try to ensure the optimum future for DWT’s Reserves and
their wildlife-rich landscapes.
Liz Rogers

Badgers: Habitat, Management and TB. Fiona Mathews, November 2017.

Professor Fiona Mathews (now at Sussex University), who has been studying badgers for
twenty years or so, gave us a masterful overview of the complex subject of their ecology
and their involvement in the spread of TB in cattle. She took all the questions and
controversies head-on with calm authority, giving us plenty of information and explanations
relating to every aspect of the current situation.
Acknowledging that TB in cattle is the largest epidemiological problem in UK agriculture
since BSE, Fiona first described its dramatic spread between 1986 and 2010; then described
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the methods that have been used to control it. Cattle-to-cattle transmission is certainly
involved, so cattle movements matter. The character of the TB bacterium itself is also a
major barrier to diagnosis and control – it is very slow-growing, can go latent, and positive
reactor cattle can have no visible signs of TB, even in the lungs on post-mortem. Proper
diagnosis has always been a problem. There may at last be new methods coming on-stream
which are more effective.
The first sick badger with TB was identified in 1971. There was culling, and TB cases
decreased; but then went up again, and keep going up. TB is rare in wildlife other than
badgers, though deer get it in some areas. This has to do with the way TB expresses itself in
badgers – the bacterium is excreted in their urine, which contaminates pasture. There have
been major changes in badger sett densities over time; and a major increase in the badger
population from the late 1980s to the 2000s. We were taken through the various attempts
to control badgers, dating from the large-scale gassing in the 1970s, to the Randomised
Badger Culling Trial in 1998, and onwards to the current situation. One observation was
that TB increases in buffer zones around culling areas, possibly because badgers start to
move around, and the normally non-overlapping home ranges become confused. TB cases
do obviously decrease in the culled
area,
because
fewer
badgers
survive; but, over time (after four
years)
they
increase
again.
Unfortunately, in the current culling
programme, badgers killed are not
being tested for the presence of TB –
so any in-depth analysis of its
incidence in badgers vs. that in
cattle will be impossible.
What now? The ideal would be to
surround a cull area with a two km
zone
of
badger
vaccination.
Vaccination does seem to reduce the
infection rate in badger cubs as well
as adults, and is playing a role in Wales.

Photo by Stephen Powles

There is progress with distinguishing TB-positive cattle from those vaccinated. But are there
wider environmental issues here?
Herd sizes are increasing, hedges are going, the
landscape is becoming homogenised. Dairy herds are at greater risk of TB outbreaks; but
TB risk is lower in smaller herds in smaller fields (higher & wider hedge abundance), with
larger distances to the nearest TB outbreak. So, habitat use by cattle and badgers matters.
The complexities are endless! Our thanks go to Fiona for addressing it all, and giving us a
fascinating and enlightening evening.
Liz Rogers

Dennis Pickering Photo Competition 2017

The Society’s Annual Dinner was held on January 16th, 2018, and the task of members at the
dinner was to judge the entries in the Dennis Pickering Competition 2017. The deadline for
entries was November 30th, 2017; and we had asked for photographs of wildlife and
landscapes in Devon and surrounding counties. We had a record number of entries (31),
including photographs of a good range of wildlife, from fungi to rutting red deer. Birds and
butterflies predominated; and the winners in a close-run vote were sparrows, a secretive
snipe, and red deer on Exmoor. Thanks go to everyone who entered their photos, and
especially to Peter and Shelia Richardson for counting the votes. Many congratulations to the
winners: Malcolm Randle (1st), Peter Richardson (2nd) and Hazel Land (3rd), whose photos
are reproduced below. Malcolm deserves a special crown, as this is the third time he has
won the competition. Keep taking those photos everyone!
Liz Rogers
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First – Malcolm Randle

“Hurry up mum - I'm hungry”

Second – Peter Richardson

“Secret snipe”
Third – Hazel Land

“After the rut”
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A visit to the Levels – 26th January 2018
After yet another postponement due to bad weather it was a dry sunny day at long last. So it was
off to the Somerset Levels for a visit to Shapwick and Ham Wall.
After meeting up with some members initially at the Homebase car park, we were met with the
remainder of the party in the very spacious RSPB car park adjacent to the Ham Wall Reserve.
It was over the road to the National Nature Reserve of Shapwick where, initially, a walk was
taken on the raised pathway around one of the reed beds where, despite a good amount of
water after recent rains, there was very little to be seen except for a few teal. It was then along
the old railway line towards the hide at Noah’s Lake but before that there were flying displays
from three marsh harriers together, a sighting of a great white egret and a good number of winter
wildfowl including shoveler, gadwall and tufted duck. There were also distant views of over 20
little egrets in a field near the village of Westhay. On reaching the new and very spacious hide at
Noah’s Lake we were greeted by a carpet of winter wildfowl of which the majority were wigeon.
Some had estimated that there were at least 3,000. At the far end of the lake there were a few
geese and mute swans. I found out later that a whooper swan had been present but it would
have been very difficult to recognise at that distance with only a pair of binoculars. Some of the
group were lucky to have a brief view of a kingfisher flying by, and on the way through the woods
back to the main path a small group of siskins were seen flitting among the trees.

Tufted ducks (Aythya fuligula) at Ham Wall

(photo taken by Malcolm Randle on a previous visit)

After lunch had been taken in the Ham Wall car park it was onto the reserve itself where again
there were good numbers of winter wildfowl. Over lunch we heard that there were a couple of
‘rarities’ on the reserve which we might see. After finding a good number of snipe on one of the
islands, one of the ‘rarities’ was spotted, this being a male ring-necked duck which is the
American version of our tufted duck. However, there was a fruitless search for the other ‘rarity’ –
a male ferruginous duck from Eastern Europe. As one of the locals said “You should have been
here half an hour ago”.
It was then onto the main event of the day – the starling “murmuration”. It started about quarter
to five with small groups of starlings merging into a larger flock. These were then joined by more
large groups coming in from all directions which eventually formed one very large flock,
estimated by one local ‘expert’ to be about 500,000. There was constant movement of the flock
across the reed beds but, unfortunately, they formed only one of their famous patterns in the sky.
Eventually the flock settled down into a black mass on a reed bed very close to the pathway. It
was quite a spectacle, to see a reed bed turn into a mass of black noisy birds. However, they
only stayed a few minutes before they became unsettled and started to fly off onto an adjacent
reed bed.
They did not fly off in one big group as you might expect but rather they flew across
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about 20 yards of water between the reed beds in a constant stream, just like a fast flowing black
river, the noise of their wings accompanying them. Eventually they settled on the reeds again in a
black mass and went quiet. In all, from start to finish it took approximately 20 minutes. What a
spectacle to end the day!!
Birds, Bugs and Beasts, John Walters. 16

th

Ray Jones

February 2018.

John, whose popularity as a speaker was evidenced by a packed St George’s Hall, started
the evening’s presentation by referring to some interesting coastal events over the past 18
months. He mentioned the humpback whale that turned up on the South Devon coast last
year, feeding on pilchards and anchovy which it chased onto the shore. He also talked about
the ‘by-the-wind sailors’ (Velella velella)) that were blown in to Cornish beaches during
winter storms and the Portuguese man of war (Physalia physalis) that were found in
numbers on beaches in both Cornwall and Devon later in the year. Both rely on the wind to
propel them across the surface of the sea. Other unusual findings were goose barnacles on
a buoy at Beer Head, washed right across from Florida and, at Branscombe, hidden beneath
seaweed at night were very rare scaly crickets (Pseudomogoplistes vicentae) that live in the
shingle. Also at Branscombe are large numbers of ivy bees that had a late season going into
November. It is also a good location for glow-worms whose larvae live for two years feeding
on snails into which they inject saliva dissolving their insides.
John moved away from the coast to talk about
the green hairstreak which flies in May and
June. Gorse is the larval food plant and
the well camouflaged green caterpillars can be found on fresh gorse
tips. When about to pupate they
make the sound of a queen ant of
the Myrmica species, a red ant
whose soldiers then remove the
pupae to their nest underground
where they provide the ants with
their secretions. Going on to talk
about hoverflies John described the
very rare bog hoverfly (Eristalis
cryptarum) that is known to inhabit
17 bogs on
Dartmoor. It is unknown
elsewhere in the UK. Its larva, which most
likely is a rat tailed maggot, has never been
seen in Britain.
Green hairstreak ovipositing on gorse
Dartmoor June 18th 2017
Returning to the coast near Prawle, on low
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
cliffs and in a flower rich area, is the habitat of another Devon special, the long-horned bee
(Eucera longicornis). One of the UK’s largest solitary bees, they need flower rich land to
survive and are confined to just a few sites, most of which are on the south coast and very
rarely found inland. The females burrow into the cliffs to make their nests but are prone to
being paristised by the six banded nomad bee (Nomada sexfasciata) which is even rarer,
being confined only to Prawle.
One of John’s favourite haunts is Bovey Heath, which he believes to be one of the richest
habitats in Devon, so it was inevitable that he should mention it on this occasion. John has
studied potter wasps at this site for several years and said that although there was only one
known UK species, (namely Eumenes coarctatus) potter wasps of the same species had
been found on lavender in the Cambridge Botanical Garden and which have been making
very different types of pots. Nightjars also breed on Bovey Heath, laying two white eggs in
a well concealed nest on the ground. A winter visitor to the heath from Russia is the jack
snipe, whose excellent camouflage of two straw like lines on its plumage makes it very
difficult to see. It has a habit of remaining very still when danger approaches, only flying up
at the last second so that it was almost possible to step on it.
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John continued by describing the behaviour of the water spider Argyroneta aquatic, the only
spider in the world that lives almost all of its life underwater. He said one of the best sites
locally was at Exminster marshes. By trapping air in its hairs it creates an underwater air
bubble, like a diving bell, in which it can take and consume its food.
Another unexpected find were a number or dormice living in the trees and shrubbery of the
central reservation of the A38 on the western slopes of Haldon Hill. There were a
considerable number found there and it seems they are safe from their main enemy, the
wood mouse, who don’t seem to be able to get across the road. As a result the dormice
have been able to multiply.
John talked about the invasion of Hawfinches during the current winter whose natural food
supply on the continent had been damaged by frost. They were still here and some could be
found at Haldon near the Belvedere. They were difficult to spot despite their size which was
double that of a chaffinch or similar finch. He also referred to hairy footed bees (Anthophora
plumipes) that nest in a cob wall at Alphington church. At White Wood in the Dart valley
winter moth caterpillars had stripped the oak trees. At dusk in December thousands of
male winter moths could be seen flying. The females don’t fly but lay their eggs near oak
buds. John showed before and after photos of the trees.
It wouldn’t be a John Walters talk without an update on what must surely be his favourite
bird, the long-tailed tit, of which he has been making a study for some years. One of the
groups he had been studying in Hembury woods near Buckfast had become almost tame,
and as a result he had been able to use lighting at night to film them. He had identified all
their roost sites and the most he had seen in a single roost was 17. Needless to say,
members were then treated to his delightful film of them coming in to roost for the night. In
fact throughout the talk he had illustrated it with superb photographs and his excellent
sketches which capture the character and movement of his subjects so well.

Long-tailed tits roosting
(photo by John Walters)
A link to a short film of the roost is: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ktqaR-OCSUY
If you would like to see more of John’s superb sketches and photos then visit his website at:
http://johnwalters.co.uk/
The audience showed their appreciation of John’s talk most enthusiastically and I have no
doubt he will be returning at some time in the future, if he can find time from all his work for
TV programmes and the numerous other requests he receives.
Malcolm Randle
(compiled from notes made by Liz Rogers)

