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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
The greatest gift from an interest in natural history is that, no matter what time of year it is,
there is always something going on in the natural world to divert the mind from mundane
daily routines. It might just be a snatch of birdsong heard through a window, or the sound of
migrating geese high overhead – or, it might be belonging to a group of enthusiasts who
meet every so often to hear talks, see photographs and exchange sightings. Like us! Since
the last newsletter in October, we have had a diverse and interesting programme of talks, a
dinner, a photographic competition, and an outing to take us through the winter and into the
spring. We have met animals at eye level from a sea kayak, wheeling starlings above the
reeds, peregrines on a church tower, fieldfares feeding in the snow and our member
naturalists enthusing about their recent sightings.
As spring comes on apace, after the hottest February temperatures ever recorded, we have a
new MDNHS programme of outings and talks taking us into 2020. You’ll see opportunities to
go to new places and hear about new topics in the coming year. In these uncertain times, it is
a consolation for frayed nerves to have at least one monthly opportunity to hear in depth
about something other than human machinations! Meanwhile, your committee members will
continue to be involved in the Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden, in the future management of
verges along a section of the A361, and in assisting the National Trust with surveying their
farmland. We look forward to seeing most of you at events in the coming MDNHS year.

Liz Rogers

FEATURES
Tiverton update 18th March 2019

I walk dogs for the Cinnamon trust and have, until a year ago, regularly walked along the
Grand Western canal from the Tiverton Basin. However, my walks have been few during the
last year as my clients have been on the other side of “Tivvy”, so on Saturday (16th March) I
decided on a stroll in the sunshine, from the basin to Tidcombe Lane.
I was amazed at the changes; the rangers are in the process of building a dam so they can
drain a section of canal and put in steel pilings along the edge to frustrate the badgers who
are expanding home and likely to breach the canal wall. They have already caused a towpath
collapse which has had to be repaired. I will keep a keen eye on progress to see what is
revealed when the water has gone
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There are other changes on the opposite bank where two very large trees were blown over on
Tuesday.
I was standing on the bank chatting to a neighbour, who is also very interested in the canal
wildlife, when on looking down we saw a large pike which must have weighed 15 to 18lbs. He
commented that the otter would have liked it and I found out that one or more otters are
very active on this stretch of canal regularly leaving half eaten fish on lawns. In fact he had
talked to a night fisherman who shortly before had an otter swim under his fishing line
without even looking at him.
Our conversation continued
and he mentioned that a
number
of
people
had
reported water voles but his
own photo turned out to be a
rat! Showing me photos on
his phone, he nonchalantly
showed
some
terrapins
swimming past his garden;
apparently there are up to 12
in the basin area. Speaking to
someone else further up the
canal, he told me the same
story and said that they hid
under the staging on the
canal banks opposite. I was
amazed as this was the first I
had heard of terrapins in the
canal. On checking my guides
those in the photos looked like European pond tortoises.
The only other item of real interest was the pair of swans nesting in the garden of one of the
houses, which I thought was a bit early.
Other items of interest were a brimstone butterfly in the garden for the last few days and
today a flock of about 15 cattle egrets with a few little egrets in a field at Halberton.
Regrettably photos are not good enough to publish. Needless to say, I will be walking the
canal regularly over the next few weeks and tomorrow returning to Halberton in search of the
egrets.
Peter Richardson (photo by Peter)

The Reverend William Keble Martin - 50th Anniversary

The 26th November 2019 will mark the 50th anniversary of the death of William Keble Martin
at Woodbury, Devon where he had resided for the previous 11 years. Aged 92 at the time
he was both a vicar and a renowned botanist whose book, The Concise British Flora in Colour,
became an instant bestseller – much to his own surprise.
Keble, as he preferred to be called, started the book as a hobby and it became an incredible
life-long commitment to illustrate the entire flora of Britain. Published in 1965 it was
supported with a foreword by the Duke of Edinburgh. With its lively and detailed illustrations,
it was unique in that it was the first reference book of its kind to use colour throughout.
A keen botanist and lepidopterist at an early age, Keble was educated at Marlborough. He
spent his school holidays at the Old Parsonage, Dartington, where his father was rector and
where he made his first drawings. He began the book at the age of 22, between completing
a degree in Greek philosophy and botany at Oxford, and going to theological college.
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After his ordination he initially worked at Wath upon Dearne in Yorkshire, where there were
several collieries nearby. In 1922 he returned to Devon for family health reasons and
became the vicar of the quiet parish of Haccombe and Coffinswell near Newton Abbot. It was
there that he made many of the sketches for his book.
When the Flora was published, Keble
Martin was in his late 80s, having
been retired for many years. At that
time he resided at Woodbury, where
he was well loved for his continuing
church work. He was also one of the
editors of the monumental Flora of
Devon, published in 1935 and
considered one of the best County
Floras of the time, despite having only
a few black and white illustrations. He
was an active member of the
botanical section of the Devonshire
Association right up until his death.
During the 1940s he was a member of
a nature reserves committee whose
work resulted in the formation of the
Dartmoor and Exmoor National Parks.
In 1966, at the age of 89, Keble
Martin received an honorary degree
from Exeter University. At the age of

91 he wrote his autobiography, “Over
the Hills” which was illustrated with
many of his own original drawings,
selected from a lifetime of working from
living flowers, trees and ferns in the
field.
Probably the reason the Concise Flora
did so well was its fresh celebration of
the beauty of the natural world at a
time when the world seemed at risk of losing much of it. In 1967, to celebrate the fifth
publication of the Concise Flora, the Post Office published a set of stamps depicting some of
his illustrations.
Even today, half a century later, his book is still very relevant. Inspired by his legacy, a
group of Woodbury residents, of which Brenda and I have been members since its inception,
is planning events in the parish throughout 2019 to
mark the anniversary of his death. In August 1966
the cover of the parish magazine, Woodbury News
was designed by Keble Martin. He gave it the title
“Woodbury Wide Awake”, from which our group has
taken its name. As well as exploring Keble Martin’s
life and work, we hope to encourage other
initiatives to take root. We will also look at changes
in the natural environment during the last 50 years.
Through exhibitions, talks, nature walks, and other
community activities, we hope to draw attention to
the existing state of the natural environment.
Additionally it is intended to explore ways we can
change our local surroundings, such as developing
areas of wildflowers, planting trees etc.
Our
ambition is that these anniversary events will help
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to keep minds not just awake, but responsive to the state of the natural world and our
relationship to it.
One of the tasks I took on was to arrange some of the talks. So far I have managed to
arrange for the BBC Wildlife filmmaker and author, Andrew Cooper to give a talk. Some of
our older members may recall that Andrew gave an excellent presentation to a combined
MDNHS/RSPB audience at Tiverton in February 1988 based on his TV series “Secret Nature”.
For some time now Andrew has lived at Church Farm in the Haccombe Valley and, having an
interest in Keble Martin, he has devoted a page of his Wildlink website to him;
(See http://www.wildlink.org/keeble%20martin.htm).
Andrew’s presentation will be
about the history and wildlife of the Haccombe Valley entitled “Wild Days and Medieval
Knights” which is one of his most
popular. It will be part of the
Woodbury
History
Society’s
programme
in
conjunction
with
Woodbury Wide Awake” and will be at
Woodbury Village Hall at 7pm on 7th
November. There will be a £4 charge
for non members.
I have also
arranged for our own Gavin Haig to
give a talk about the creation of a
wildlife garden on Thursday 8th August
at Exton Church.
Something else I agreed to was to
locate as many of Keble Martin’s living
relatives as possible. This entailed researching his family tree, something of which I do have
some experience.
To date I have found two relatives both of whom I have been
corresponding with via email. In the course of my research I made some quite remarkable
discoveries.
In a nutshell, on his Martin side of his family, he was directly related to the
founders of the famous Martins Bank of Lombard Street, of which there were some very
notable individuals, several of whom had been knighted and/or were members of parliament.
However, it was his grandfather, William Martin, who by marrying Jane Champernowne of
Dartington Hall in 1828 directly connected him back to many of the famous names of Devon
in the Elizabethan era. This in turn led me right back to King Edward 1 st and beyond to
William the Conqueror. When completed the story will be going on the Woodbury Wide Awake
website; see http://woodbury-wide-awake.co.uk/ )
Malcolm Randle
(photos from Keble Martin’s publications)

Defender of the Apples.

It’s been known for a long time that some thrushes defend fruit trees in winter, thus ensuring
they have a reliable source of food. Mistle thrushes in the UK often do this, and can be seen
defending holly trees, for example, by
repelling blackbirds but not non-fruiteaters like tits. In October 2018, large
numbers of fieldfares and redwings
arrived on our farm, and were heard and
seen in the hedges and trees. The
chuckling calls of the fieldfares could also
be heard from places with fallen apples
after the huge crops in the autumn. In
November, we noticed one day that there
were more than 50 fieldfares and a few
redwings under an apple tree in the
garden, feeding on a carpet of fallen
apples rotting and fermenting on the
ground.
(a)
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In December, when it was likely that
most wild fruit sources in the hedges
had long gone, we noticed that a
single fieldfare (a) was defending the
garden apple crop. It would flick its
wings and tail and make a strident call
(not its usual chuckle) while chasing
off any blackbird that arrived. It did
not make these moves against nonfruit-eating birds in the tree, such as
tits and chaffinches.
Watching the defending fieldfare from
the house, we discovered that it was
also defending a Cotoneaster tree with
a large crop of berries about 50m
away. It flew back and forth between
(b)
the two trees, feeding on the berries,
perching in one or other canopy, or feeding on the apples on the ground (b). Other fieldfares
have been all around, but this single bird seems to have adapted to human disturbances in
order to stay in its two target trees; and by so doing it ensures that it has food available
through the coldest winter months – December through February.
We wondered what
would happen in a
severe cold spell.
Would many fieldfares come to eat the
apples, and overwhelm the defences
of the ‘resident’ bird?
The answer came
during the cold spell
from 31st January to
3rd February, when
at least 30 fieldfares
landed on the apples
(c), and stripped the
berries
from
the
Cotoneaster.
The
defender bird gave
up
and
joined
the throng, amongst
which was a feisty female
(c)
blackbird, who defended her apple food aggressively but only in her immediate vicinity on the
ground. On 4 February, with the advent of mild air, the fieldfare throng had departed, but a
single bird remained in the apple tree to defend anew. Such is the value of a dependable food
source.
Liz Rogers (photos by Liz)

Winter aspects of Tiverton hospital wildlife garden

A walk through our Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden can provide much to bring tranquillity to
the soul and uplift to the spirit which is the beginning of inner healing and wholeness.
I love to watch the low sun setting on still winter afternoons, as shafts of sharply defined
watery light stream through the bare branches of the skeletal huge hybrid poplar tree that
dominates the centre of the hedge bank surrounding the wildlife garden. There's such
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serenity in the dormant landscape, and the ground is still covered by a delightful range of
many - coloured leaves. The transition of winter into early
spring is a gentle gear change, allowing a calm
composure of wildlife and creatures to wake up and
dictate new, quieter rhythms for us all to enjoy.
February was remarkably mild and sunny. Patients
and
nursing
staff
reported
seeing
red
admiral butterflies, and I saw a comma butterfly

on a sunny afternoon in mid February on a
young stinging nettle. The snowdrops were
looking beautiful in the midday sunshine,
with clusters of periwinkle and wild
daffodils on the hedge banks. One or two
red campion were in flower under the
wayfaring trees Viburnum lantana, and the
ever
present
male
and
female
blackbirds were very active.
Today a group of MDNHS enthusiasts planted out some snowdrops in the green, together with
poppies and a cluster of mixed wildflower seeds into the newly formed circular bed near to
Twyford ward. Photograph shows the team at work. It will be especially good to see how the
seeding progresses.
Gavin Haig (photos by Gavin)

EVENTS AND MEETNGS
Hammer Scar: Five years together, Stephen Powles. October 19th 2018.

It’s seldom that we hear a detailed account of the life of a nocturnal mammal, whose nightly
journeys covered a whole river system – but Stephen gave us that insight into the life of
Hammer Scar, a female otter who lived along the river below his house. He first asked us a
question: How many journeys did we think otters made up and down-river in 2017? Almost
everyone guessed way too low. The total was over 1000! Stephen must have done quite a
few too.
Who is Hammer Scar? She is a female otter with a
scar on her nose shaped like a hammer (see
photo), and the river below Stephen’s house is
in the middle of her territory. When first
followed she had cubs, so extensive nightly
journeys were necessary to provision them.
How to identify different otters? Noses, scars
and white spots are good for this, as are any
other unique features: Hammer Scar had lost
webbing on her right foot. Building up a photo
database required infra-red lighting, video
footage, CCTV cameras, and camera traps at
strategic points along the river with links to TV
monitors in several houses. Stephen habituated
Hammer Scar to his presence, so that she ignored
him and went about her business even when there
were other people on the bank too.
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Female otter home ranges may well overlap a little, but male territories are less likely to and
incursions from other males are unlikely to be tolerated. Hammer Scar occupied about 4km of
river. The territory of a dog otter will include the home range of a number of females. William
occupied at least 12km of the river – being easily recognised with his damaged left eye and
unique pattern of spots, he was detected moving through Hammer Scar’s home range and far
beyond. Hammer Scar’s diet over the years included fish, spawning frogs (a favourite), and
ducks.
Stephen took the first photos of her cubs in April 2014, and by December she was
pushing her female cub away from a fish she had caught. In February 2015, the next cubs
were seen. One survived, and by October was as big as her mother and spending time alone.
In November 2015, Stephen filmed Hammer Scar and a dog otter apparently fighting; but
then they mated and were “chattering” together. By mid-March 2016, there were cubs again,
born right up at the top of the river system, and in April Hammer Scar was seen with a cub. A
new dog otter on the scene probably killed this cub, which disappeared and confusion
reigned. Hammer Scar looked pregnant in August, but new cubs were never seen. Stephen
feared she was dead – and left us guessing until after the break!
She was still alive, and was filmed several times in December 2016 during the trout-spawning
season – good hunting for her. She’d had cubs again (George & Kate), and introduced them
to Stephen in February 2017. Then, it was the frog-spawning season and the cubs were about
8 weeks old. Hammer Scar would stash them under the riverbank in a place she had used
before, and go fishing. George and Kate were distinguished by the pattern of spots on their
coats (“spottergrams”). In June 2017, Stephen filmed the cubs with an enormous trout, and
as he was doing this Hammer Scar came up and gently bit the toe of his wellie boot, which
Stephen interpreted as a signal to back off. Later in June, the cubs were seen wrestling with
an eel in a tug-of-war lasting 45 minutes. By November, the cubs were quite independent,
but Hammer Scar was aggressive towards them. Dog otter William was still about and more
tolerant of the cubs – he is probably their father.
In January 2018, there was no doubt that Hammer Scar had had twins, and was seen moving
them downriver. Then, disaster! The day after a downpour in February, a dead otter was
seen on the road below Stephen’s house. Tragically, Hammer Scar and a cub were dead. One
cub survived and was rescued. George and Kate are still around. The future belongs to them.
RIP Hammer Scar.
Liz Rogers (photo by Stephen)

Up The Creek & Beyond. Rupert Kirkwood, Nov 2018

Around the world in 80 days? Well, not quite, but Rupert Kirkwood has paddled 24,000 odd
miles in his kayak. Mostly, of course, around the creeks, estuaries and dramatic coastline of
our beloved South West, and it was this he presented, from Lulworth to Minehead, on his
photographic journey.
This retired vet from Holsworthy can now devote
himself full time to his love of the sea and nature.
Reliant on the now proven accuracy, he asserted, of
Met. Office forecasts for a flat calm sea, perhaps only
for 3 days a month, he will load his kayak, or a double if
accompanied by a family member.

Barrel Jellyfish

With the exception of ants and fleas wildlife is difficult to
encounter at close quarters but, from a kayak, it is
entirely different. Silent, gently coasting or still, this
float isn't an enemy but an innocent object for
inquisitive inspection; a grey seal boarding the kayak
and a little auk jumping up and swimming round in the
footwell were quite sufficient to prove the point. And so
you can grasp that some of the screens and film Rupert
showed were REALLY close up.
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Otters and eels in the Tamar estuary. Barrel and compass jellyfish and the notorious
Portuguese man-o'-war out at sea. 12 miles to the Eddystone lighthouse is a long way to
paddle, sometimes slowly or drifting, but what rewards! Manx, Balearic and sooty
shearwaters, storm and the rare Wilson's petrels, blue shark, sei whale, white-beaked
dolphins, guillemots and razorbills a plenty. Nearer land, at Carrick Roads at Falmouth, a
black-necked grebe; a red-throated diver in Looe harbour; purple sandpipers on breakwaters
and a badger swimming across a tidal creek.
And so it continued. Choughs at Kynance Cove and, further on, whales and other cetaceans; a

fantastic photo of a leaping common dolphin and on another occasion a pod of 50 of them.
Great Northern divers, the males resplendent in full breeding plumage; peregrines at Hartland
and to finish, sanderlings, shelduck, and a roe deer swimming across the Taw/Torridge
estuary.
But solitude at sea can be wrecked. Rupert told of encountering yachts in the Fastnet race.
Making very slow way in the light winds, his presence was not appreciated and he was sworn
at in French. He got his own back later when the wind dropped completely and he passed
them all!
Questions queued up: kayaks, equipment, cameras, methods and frightening moments - a
climax to a very worthy evening.
David Leader
(with thanks to Liz for her notes to refresh my memory)
Editor’s note: The above photos are taken from Rupert Kirkwood’s own website “Wild World
of Water”. If you would like to see more of his spectacular photos and video clips too then
just click on this link: https://thelonekayaker.wordpress.com/

MDNHS Reflections 2018

Once again, in December, members of the Society came up with a fascinating selection of
subjects for our Reflections evening.
First off was Malcolm Randle with “The Exeter Peregrines”. This proved to be an excellent
taster for the presentation that was to be given to the Society (by Nick Dixon) on the same
subject two months later. With some quality photographs he took us through a brief history
of the peregrines on St Michael’s Church and then onto the rearing of the two chicks in 2018.
Malcolm was followed by Gavin Haig who shared with us part of a film made in his wildlife
garden at Spillfords (his former home). Over the years Gavin had nurtured a wide variety of
plant species which supported an equally diverse collection of butterflies. Filmed many years
ago, the younger Gavin wandering through the wildlife garden in his short shorts was almost
as memorable as the wildlife itself!
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Then it was off to the Dolomites with Liz Rogers and some breathtakingly beautiful
photographs. Liz illustrated an array of images of flowers and butterflies, many of which were
cleverly composed to include a backdrop of the beautiful scenery in which they were taken.
There were alpine leeks, sainfoin, gentians, primroses and globeflowers galore to name a few.
Not for the first time a member of the society came up with something rather unexpected.
Bernard Culverhouse, with a passion for both music and wildlife, cleverly combined the two in
his presentation, “Birdsong in Music”. We were “woken” by some stirring organ music
composed by Messiaen. This was followed by a collection of Messiaen’s compositions for which
the inspiration had been various birds. To beautifully illustrate the connection, Bernard
followed the recording of a song thrush with Messiaen’s music that the thrush had inspired.
The similarity was impressive.
We then enjoyed mince pies and mulled wine before Paul Pratley, using his quality wildlife
recordings, had us trying to identify various sounds from nature. Some were relatively easy,
but others proved rather challenging! Amongst others we heard deer scrumping apples,
waders, hornets, porpoising otters and a moorhen at night. Paul finished by introducing us to
“Nocmig” – the recording of the Nocturnal Migration of birds and what this new science is
teaching us.
“Highland Monkey Business” came next
for which Stephen Powles took us up
to Scotland for a whodunit.
Someone was raiding the bird
table after dark. Claw marks
on the post supporting the
bird table suggested that it
might be cat but surely a
cat wouldn’t be eating a
handful of peanuts and
raiding the fat balls?!
Camera trap footage soon
revealed the real “culprit” –
Britain’s second rarest
mammal, the pine marten!
The evening came to a close with
Kevin Keatley sharing with us some
wonderful photographs and the stories behind
them. Included were red squirrels on Brownsea Island and a series on beavers and some of
the signs that give away their presence. One of Kevin’s passions is tawny owl photography
and his dedication to photograph this species has rewarded him (and us!) with some
remarkable images.
Many thanks to everyone who contributed to a thoroughly enjoyable and informative evening
– not forgetting those serving up the delicious mulled wine and mince pies.
Stephen Powles (photo by Stephen)

Dennis Pickering Photo Competition & Annual Dinner 2018/2019

Our annual dinner was held this year in The Tiverton Hotel, Crystal Room, on Friday January
18th 2019. After feedback from members last year, we decided to move our dinner from St.
George’s Hall to a hotel venue in the hope of greater warmth and no power cuts! The Tiverton
Hotel management were very accommodating, and the private Crystal Room proved very
comfortable for the 40 members who came. We enjoyed a delicious meal with hot and cold
food, a bar, and plenty of space to move about and chat. There was also a large screen for us
to view the slideshow of entries to the Dennis Pickering Competition 2018, which members
had to judge. We had 22 entries to the competition, with photos of a wide range of animals
and plants from striking fungi to unusual insects, to baby hedgehogs, regal stags and birds in
many forms. The winner was Stephen Powles, with his colourful photo of a portly fieldfare
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gorging itself on an apple (I’m stuffed!). Second was Malcolm Randle’s engaging shot of a
moorhen chick standing precariously on a lily pad at Bystock (Mum, Mum, I’m sinking!). Third
was Shelia Richardson’s attractive ‘February Colour’ of snowdrops and scarlet elf cups around
a mossy log. Liz Rogers presented the winner’s Dennis Pickering Shield to Stephen, and a
certificate to Shelia for her 3rd place. Malcolm was unable to join us at the dinner, but see
below for his photo.

Liz presenting shield to Stephen with Shelia on left
Photo by David Hennings.
Thanks to everyone for coming and making the evening such fun; to those who entered
photos in the competition; and to Peter and Shelia Richardson, who collected votes and
counted them for us. And, to all members: keep taking wonderful photos!
Liz Rogers

1st
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2nd

3rd

Visit to Somerset Levels – 22nd January 2019
An afternoon’s visit to the Somerset Levels did not bode well after a morning of quite steady
rain and the thoughts were that nobody would turn up at the Homebase car park and the visit
might have to be arranged for another day. Thankfully it was therefore a pleasant surprise to
see someone there who was ready to undertake the journey along the motorway to Ham
Wall.
The journey on the motorway was not at all pleasant with the rain still falling and plenty of
spray and the A39 not being much better. However, on arrival at Ham Wall, there was a
pleasant surprise, despite the
rain, to find that a total of 12
had turned up for the visit. The
first decision to be made was
where to go to get out of the
rain as Ham Wall itself does
not have much in the way of
cover. However, Shapwick on
the other side of the road does
have hides of which the Tower
hide is only a couple of
hundred metres along the
path. From the front of this
hide, which could accommodate the whole of the group
plus a few others, there were
views across a couple of
lagoons whilst, from the rear
was an expansive reed bed.
Some of the group
On the lagoons themselves there were plenty of wintering wildfowl including mallard,
shoveler, pochard, gadwall, tufted duck, and teal. The supporting acts included stonechat,
snipe and fly-bys by marsh harriers and great white egrets. Some way off in the distance and
seen by some was a group of 30+ flying cattle egrets together with an enormous flock of
black-headed gulls.
After about an hour in the Tower hide we undertook the walk back to Ham Wall to see what
was on offer there. By now, thankfully, the rain had stopped. Here again there were many
wintering wildfowl together with more sightings of snipe, marsh harriers and great white
egrets. Also heard were calls from Cetti’s warbler, little grebe and water rail.
After a while the light was beginning to go so it was onto the second viewing platform in the
hope that we would have good views of the starling “murmuration”.
We were not to be
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disappointed as groups, some small and some large, of starlings started to appear from all
directions. They were a little distant at first but as time went on, as more and more starlings
came in, they gradually came nearer over the reed beds where they then started to perform
some of the fantastic patterns for which they are renown. After a while the noise of their
wings gradually became inaudible as they settled, nervously at first, onto the reed beds and
soon all you could hear was their muffled chattering. In all their performance took only about
15 minutes, but what a fantastic 15 minutes that was, with many photographs taken and
plenty of “Oo’s” and “Ah’s”. The group of school children in front of us clad in their
fluorescent yellow tabards were thoroughly excited. In the time that the starlings were in the
air there were up to four marsh harriers, a peregrine or two, and possibly a sparrowhawk in
attendance all of whom were hoping for an evening meal by preying on some poor luckless
starling.

In spite of the very poor start to the day, the weather improved sufficiently for all spectators,
of which there were many, to go away dry and with a lot of satisfaction in what they had
seen. In all it was estimated that there were perhaps 800,000 or more starlings in that the
one flock on that day.
Ray Jones (photos by Liz Rogers)

Exeter’s Peregrines by Nick Dixon

On Friday 15th February, we got an amazing insight into the life of Exeter’s peregrines by Nick
Dixon. The presentation showed his passion and great knowledge of peregrines.
In 1988, the first peregrine falcon was spotted taking occupancy at St. Michael’s church in
Exeter. However, after a nest box was installed at the church (as there was nowhere for the
bird to make a scrape), the peregrine disappeared and none were seen for years. In 1997,
peregrines were seen to use a disused raven nest and three young were successfully reared.
Since then, peregrines have continued to successfully nest here and web cams have been
installed to observe them up close (this web cam is the second one to be installed in the UK
to film peregrine falcons in their nesting sites). Footage from this web cam has given
important data and information about Exeter’s peregrines.
Nick informed us about the breeding success of Exeter’s peregrines which usually lay their
eggs near the end of March, but they have been observed laying their eggs as early as 18th
March. The eggs are incubated after the 3rd egg is laid, with the incubation period being
between 28-32 days. When the chicks hatch they are fed very carefully by both adults and
they grow very fast. Male chicks are smaller than females (with females being one third
larger) and they always fledge before females. Every year, peregrine falcons have
successfully fledged from St. Michael’s church, with most years between two and four birds
fledging. In total 59 peregrines have successfully fledged from this location with the first
juvenile being successfully ringed in 2012.
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Nick Dixon has spent a lot of time collecting and studying bits of prey from under the spire to
find out what the Exeter chicks have been fed. In total, he has now collected approximately
6,000 prey items. These have included 106 species of birds, their main prey being pigeons,
but also included wrens and their largest prey, herring gulls. The prey items also contained
four types of mammals: these being bats, rats, squirrels and a mole! Exeter peregrines have
been observed hunting at night by Nick, where he had seen them catching bats. In daylight
hours, he has observed them targeting and killing young juvenile buzzards as they fly near
Exeter Cathedral. When attacking a buzzard, the adult peregrines work together with the
male initially diving at it. The buzzard then becomes defensive and from above, the female

Male

15th March 2019

Female

swoops down and makes the kill. As females are larger, they have more killing power
males. Nick has observed that when the buzzard falls to the ground it is like a sycamore
falling from a tree. Since 2012, it has been noted that 70 buzzards were killed. The
other place that peregrines have been observed killing buzzards in the whole world
Belgium! What a claim to fame Exeter has in the study of peregrine falcons.

than
seed
only
is in

Everyone thoroughly enjoyed the talk from Nick and found it extremely informative. We all
learnt so much about Exeter’s peregrines and it was great getting an insight into this amazing
bird. We want to thank Nick for a great evening of interesting facts. I am sure that we will all
be watching the nest cameras and seeing if we can catch a glimpse of the peregrines
ourselves, when we visit Exeter next.
Adam Lake (photos by Malcolm Randle)
Editor’s note
The Exeter peregrine’s webcam can be reached by clicking on the following link:

https://www.stmichaelsmountdinham.org.uk/peregrine-falcons/

The first egg this year was laid on 31st March and the second egg on 3rd April
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Mid Devon Natural History Society Outdoor Programme 2019
Wed 17th April

STEART MARSHES
Meet HCP at 9-15am
WWT Steart car park ST251441at 10-30am
(nearest post code TA5 2PU)
Picnic lunch if staying for afternoon
Leader – Ray Jones

Sun 5th May

WITHERIDGE MOOR - for dawn chorus
Meet HCP at 5.45am
Witheridge Moor Cross SS859150 at 6.00am
Leader – Stephen Powles

Sat 15th June

WILSCOMBE WOOD and LANGFORD HEATHFIELD
Meet HCP at 9-30am
Wilscombe Wood ST097253 at 10-15am
(nearest postcode TA4 1NJ)
Leader – Liz Rogers
and/or Langford Heathfield ST107227 at 1-30pm
(nearest postcode TA21 0RL)
Leader - Ray Jones

Mon 1st July

BRAUNTON BURROWS
Bumblebee Survey with Dr.Cathy Horsley – Bumblebee Conservation Soc
Meet HCP at 9-00am
Sandy Lane car park SS463350 at 10.00am
(nearest post code EX33 2NX)
Leader – Cathy Horsley

Thurs 11th July

AYLESBEARE COMMON (Nightjars)
Meet HCP at 8-00PM
RSPB Aylesbeare car park SY057897 at 9-00PM
Leader – Ray Jones

Tues 6th August

MESHAW MOOR
Meet HCP at 9-30am
Meshaw Moor SS761185 at 10-15am
(nearest post code EX36 4NL)
Leader – Ray Jones

Weds 18th Sept

DARTS FARM/GOOSEMOOR/ BOWLING GREEN MARSH
Meet HCP at 9-30am
Darts Farm car park SS987882 at 10-15am
(nearest post code EX3 0QH)
Leader – Ray Jones

