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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
With the exceptionally wet weather since October, it’s been hard to see beyond that
and feel optimistic about the coming of spring with all its burgeoning wildlife. But
despite the waterlogged land everywhere and the water pouring off it, birds are singing
their full songs and building nests, spring flowers are out and bees are visiting them.
Winter is slowly losing its grip at last. One way of lifting the spirit is to hear an inspiring
talk about wildlife – and that is something your Society arranged for members and the
public in February, with Philip Dalton’s ‘Spy in the Wild’ evening in Tiverton. More than
200 people assembled to hear him talk in an engaging way about the filming of his TV
series, which was on air during February. He also brought some of his ‘Spy Creatures’,
stuffed with electronic wizardry, and told spell-binding stories about using them during
filming. None of us will easily forget his description of being in an open vehicle when it
was assaulted by an enraged leopard! Then again, how could any human photographer
ever have filmed the sort of sequence obtained by a snow-cam being rolled about by
an inquisitive mother polar bear coming out of her den, followed by her cub? Young
and old in the audience were gripped from start to finish, and didn’t want the talk to
end.
Engaging talks and outings are definitely our forte as a Society, and will continue to be
in store for our members throughout 2020 and onwards. As far as the Society events
programme is concerned, our year begins after the AGM in March, with talks and
outings in April and May, and then more outings throughout the summer. From March
to May, we have talks on West Country wildlife, trout & salmon, and the ecology of
hares. Our outings start in April on Berry Head, and will be listed in the new 2020/21
programme (available in April/May). We hope you can come on several of them.
This is my last Chairman’s Notes before Peter Bowers succeeds me as Chair of MDNHS.
Please welcome him to the job. My thanks to all of the Committee and members for
their support and enthusiasm over the last four years. It’s been a pleasure, and here’s
to a flourishing future for the Society!
Liz Rogers
Editor’s note: The restrictions on movement due to Coronavirus have put on hold all
the Society’s activities until they are lifted. This could be mid-summer or even later.
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FEATURES
Otters on the Grand Western Canal at Sampford Peverell
The non-towpath side of the Grand Western Canal makes an ideal place to install a
wildlife trail camera. There's lots of activity captured, ranging from squirrels to
pigeons, ducks to hedgehogs, canoeists on the Canal, and my favourite - otters! Twice
this year there have been near misses - when an otter has deposited spraint just out of
sight of the camera. Then my luck changed. On the rainy evening of 20th February at
about 6.40 pm the camera captured images of three otters.

The otter in the foreground on the right has a pike, which he / she then takes out of
the camera's view to eat. Meanwhile, the remaining two otters play-fight. It is possible
that all three otters are mature pups, but my suspicion is that the group is comprised
of two mature pups and their mum, who gets to eat all the fish herself!
My thanks to Dave Hennings, who has stitched all the footage (only 48 seconds!)
together and put it on YouTube with the title 'Otters Sampford Peverell, Feb 2020' or
click on this link:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B5_zWZtcQbA&feature=youtu.be

Peter Bowers
Wildlife Trail Cameras
Using trail cameras to capture pictures of wildlife without having to be present yourself
has become common practice in the last few years. They can operate for 24/7 in all
weathers and for weeks on end on a single set of batteries. Anything from a moth to
an elephant can trigger the motion-activated device - although I haven't actually had
an elephant do so in my garden yet!
During daylight hours these cameras take pictures (stills and / or video) in colour, but
at night-time they switch over to infra-red, which appears as black and white when you
review the images. To see the pictures properly, you will need a computer on to which
they can be downloaded, viewed on the screen, and then either stored or deleted.
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Did you know that the price of these devices has plummeted over the last 5 years or
so? And that the choice of makes, models and features has multiplied exponentially?
The first trail camera that I bought cost
nearly £200, whereas new ones can be
purchased now from as little as £30,
with features that are an improvement
on earlier models. At this price*, they
should
really
be
part
of
every
naturalist's tool-kit.
For me, the most interesting pictures
have been those taken in my garden
during the hours of darkness. You never
know what surprises may turn up! There
have been: a fox and hedgehogs
feasting together on windfall apples;
countless clips of hedgehogs; mice
eating the biscuits that were put out for
hedgehogs; night-time activities of the
neighbours' cats; blackbirds feeding and
singing before dawn; and, of course,
otters on my stretch of Canal bank.
If you have rejected the idea of buying a wildlife trail camera before, on the grounds of
cost or that it may be difficult to operate, I urge you to re-consider. It would be wrong
of me to recommend one make or model over another, because this is not something
that I've researched thoroughly. However, a good place to start is the Amazon website,
where you will find plenty of choice.
* Depending on the 'deal', you may need to buy an SD card and batteries separately.
This can add between £10 and £15 to the total cost.

Peter Bowers
A “Special Field”

(all photos by Malcolm Randle)

In the Autumn Newsletter 2018 I wrote about a brown argus butterfly (Aricia agestis),
which I had spotted in a field at Exton on 21st August that year. As it was a first for this
location I recorded it with the Devon branch of Butterfly Conservation.
The field is situated at grid reference SX 98142 86325, beside the River Exe estuary
with only the railway line to Exmouth in between. It has been designated as a County
Wildlife Site (CWS) by the Devon Biodiversity Records Centre which is operated by
Devon Wildlife Trust. A CWS is a site of county importance as a particular wildlife
habitat or for special wild plants or animals. It is an informative label and not a
statutory one such as an SSSI. As a CWS is included in a Council’s local plans it will
be taken into account before any development can take place there. There is no
obligation on an owner to manage the site in a wildlife-friendly way but if they do then
it may increase their eligibility for land management grants.
On 23rd July 2009 the field was the subject of a survey by a surveyor from the County
Wildlife Sites office. It was determined that it was still of CWS status due to the
presence of over 0.5 hectare of coastal saltmarsh and the existence of nine Devon
notable species. The survey revealed a total of 81 plants, nine insects, five-birds and
two mammals. These included species recorded in a previous survey in 1993. The
owner of the field lives in a house opposite and allows public access.
During the
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summer months paths are mown to allow people to walk around and also a complete
cut is usually done in late June.
A brook, known as “Gilbrook” flows alongside the
field. This rises on Woodbury Common and runs down through Woodbury and across
the fields to Exton before making its entry into the River Exe. (In the Autumn 2017
Newsletter I wrote an article about a survey I made of the Woodbury section of the
Gilbrook between spring and autumn) During 2019 I did a similar survey of the Exton
field over the same period.
I spent several hours each month noting and taking
photos of all the various species of plant and insect that I found and comparing them
with the survey list,
always hoping to
find some unrecorded species.
In
the
winter,
particularly
the
most recent one,
the field is waterlogged with rain
water as well as
tidal water but
the paths are just
about negotiable.
In May and June
however, the field is
an absolute delight with an abundance of wild flowers and grasses. These grow in a
fairly wide band, mainly around the perimeter and include many grasses, hemlocks,
hogweeds, cow parsley ox-eye daisies, nettles and crosswort to name but a few.
Along the edge of the Gilbrook large swathes of red campion grow and by late summer
there are sizeable clumps of common fleabane to be found. These attract a variety of
insects, in particular butterflies and hoverflies.
Of course, many of these plants can
also be found beside most verges and field boundaries. The centre part of the field is
pretty marshy most of the year, particularly in winter and early spring when it’s not
really negotiable. From late June it becomes a little more accessible and by August it
becomes easily reachable, unless it has been a very wet summer.
For me it is the saltmarsh and maritime species which make the field so “special”.
These include a variety of grasses such as: marsh foxtail (Alopecurus geniculatus),
common saltmarsh grass (Puccinellia maritima ), annual sea-blight (Suaeda maritime),
saltmarsh rush (Juncus gerardii), sea arrowgrass (Triglochin maritime), sea club rush
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(Bolboschoenus maritimus), sea couch grass (Agropyron pungens), sea plantain
(Plantago maritima) and sea rush (Juncus maritimus). Whilst most of the grasses are
similar to their country cousins they appear sturdier and more resilient, which is not
really surprising as they have to endure a
harsher environment.
As well as the grasses there are a
number of flower species that help to
complete the special nature of the
field.
One of these grows right
beside the central path, that being
sea aster (Aster tripolium) which is a
miniature version of the flower we
are more familiar with, namely the
Michaelmas-daisy (Aster amelius).
Other plants in the aster family that
can be found are sea mayweed
(Tripleurospermum mantimum) with
a white daisy like flower,
greater
sea spurrey (Spergularia media)
having a pretty little pinkish/white
flower about one cm across, and
lesser
sea-spurrey
(Spergularia
marina) which has a similar but even
smaller flower. They are all members of the pink family Caryophyllaceae. Also found
is sea milkwort (Lysimachia maritima), which I will mention again in the following
paragraph. Apart from the sea aster I have yet to find any of the others but will be
looking hard for them this summer.
My own personal contribution was the discovery, on 30th July last year, of a tiny little
flower which, at first sight, looked like a mossy growth along the middle of the main
path.
On closer inspection I could see that it consisted of numerous tiny pink
flowers in a mat of fleshy
leaves (see photo on
left) Initially, it was
thought it might be sea
milkwort, a species in the
family Primulaceae which
does appear in the 2009
survey list but, when
compared, the flowers
were
not
similar.
Eventually, after showing
the photo to some local
botanists, it was finally
identified as sea heath
(Frankenia laevis) in the
family Frankeniaceae. It
did not appear in the
2009 survey list but
maybe the surveyor just
missed it or it has
arrived there since. It is
classed as relatively rare in Britain.
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I did also find some other plants which were not in the list, namely crosswort
(Cruciata laevipes) (see photo and also (9) below) and common mouse-ear
( Cerastium fontanum) (13 below) but they are not maritime specific.

I have to say that it was the insect life that first attracted me to the field due to their
abundance. Particularly prolific were hoverflies and butterflies but, of course, these
can be found in most places where there are flowers and none were specific to
maritime locations. However, an insect that was particularly prolific was the lesser
marsh grasshopper (Chorthippus albomarginatus), (see 8) below.
It is similar in
appearance to the meadow grasshopper i.e. straw brown or light green, but less
brightly coloured. In August and September the field was absolutely hopping with
them! Its habitat is described as “the landward side of sand dunes, also saltmarshes
and shingle banks, low lying pastures and on the grassy slopes of dykes”. An insect
which I hadn’t previously seen was the sixteen spot ladybird (Tytthaspis
sedecimpunctata) (see 10 below). They were to be found in good numbers, mostly
on the fleabane. Coloured creamy yellow the spots were distributed fairly evenly on
the wing cases (electra) and the thorax with, what looked like, three joined together
along the outer edge of the wing case, which is counted as one spot. This little
beetle is said to be an inhabitant of the grass layer occurring on dunes, inland dunes
and sandy shores. Apart from their colour the other most significant feature (or
perhaps insignificant) was their size as they are only two to three millimetres long. It
does not appear in the 2009 survey list of insects but then not many insects are
mentioned at all. I suspect the surveyor was not really looking at insects much.
There were also several day flying micro moths to be seen none of which appeared in
the survey. One of these was particularly attractive and was usually found on the
fleabane. (See (3) below).
I eventually managed to identify it as Apodia
bifractella whose food plants are common fleabane and sea aster. The moth has a
wingspan of 9-12 mm and flies between July and early September. It overwinters in
the larval stage, the larvae being active from October to April. They feed within the
seed heads of their host plant and pupation takes place within the seed head.
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Most of the hoverflies I saw were in the fairly widespread Eristalus species but there
was one attractive little hoverfly which was usually to be seen whenever I visited,
namely Sphaerophoria scripta, known as the ‘long hoverfly’ (see (4) below. It mainly
feeds on nectar and pollen of various species of the Asteraceae family which, of
course, includes fleabane and sea aster. The larvae, as with many hoverflies feed on
aphids. Needless to say there was also a number of bee species to be seen.

1. Sea aster (Aster tripolium)
2. Common blue butterfly (Polyommatus icarus)
3. Micro moth (Apodia bifractella)
4. Long hoverfly (Sphaerophoria scripta)
5. Hoverfly (Eristalus Tenax)
6. Brown argus butterfly (Aricia agestis)
7. Beetle (Neocrepidodera transversa)
8. Lesser Marsh Grasshopper (Chorthippus albomarginatus)
9. Crosswort (Cruciata laevipes)
10. Sixteen Spot Ladybird (Tytthaspis sedecimpunctata)
11. Common vetch (Vicia sativa)
12. White dead nettle (Lamium album)
13. Common mouse-ear ( Cerastium fontanum)
14. Lady's smock or Cuckoo flower (Cardamine pratensis)
15. Sea heath (Frankenia laev)
Of the other species listed in the 2009 survey, birds and mammals, the ones
mentioned are only those that might be expected, i.e. nothing special.
So that’s my ‘special field’ to date but I have no intention of settling for the species I
have found so far as I’m sure there are more to be discovered. I’m looking forward to
getting back there once the spring really gets going. (Coronavirus permitting!)
Malcolm Randle
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EVENTS AND MEETINGS
The Wildlife and Ecology of Namibia - a talk by Rod Lawrence on
19th November 2019 (photos by Peter Bainbridge)

Rod's four visits to Namibia have convinced him that Namibia is much more than just a
desert. He has travelled the length and breadth of the country in order to study its
forests.
An appreciation of Namibia's history is crucial to understanding the present state of the
country's wildlife. During the colonial period, from 1884 until independence in 1990,
the formerly wildlife-rich country had suffered terribly. Much of the wildlife had been
killed for food or sport. Things have improved since independence, and the economy is
now reliant upon eco-tourism. Forty percent of the land is under conservation
management; the variety of habitats is enormous. Covering an area the size of France
and Germany combined, the population is a mere 2.5 million.
Accompanied by excellent photos, Rod's
talk then took us on a tour, starting
with the capital, Windhoek. From
there, we travelled across the
Kalahari to Quiver Tree - an
area where impressive aloe
trees
grow,
from
which
bushmen traditionally used the
branches to make quivers for
their
arrows.
The
fauna
mentioned in this area were
rock hyrax (a relative of the
elephant, but the size of a Jack
Russell) and baboons, eagles and
cheetahs which predate them.
Next was Fish River Canyon, the largest canyon in Africa. Antelope species kudu and
klipspringer are making a
come-back here. Rod
mentioned
a
special
relationship
between
weaver birds and pigmy
falcon,
whereby
the
weavers call
to
the
falcon when they are
being threatened by a
snake. The falcon will
then come and attack
the snake.
Then the tour took in
the
massive
sand
dunes, where the tok
tokkie beetle lives. This
is the species that does a
handstand in the early morning to catch water droplets between its legs. Shovelsnouted lizards prey on the beetles, and in turn, the lizards are predated.
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From here, we then went up the coast, where yellow-billed storks and pelicans,
amongst many other species, could be seen. At Cape Cross there are cape fur seals,
whose young are predated by black-backed jackal, and at sea the adults can be taken
by orca swimming onto shore from Cape Cross. We travelled on through a lichen desert
where brown hyena live. They 'commute' many miles to the coast to catch a seal and
then drag it back inland where they can feast on the meat without competition.
Further onward in northern Namibia we come to Damaraland, where there is more
vegetation and wildlife. Here one will find southern oryx, elephant and black rhino,
with conservation measures for them going well. Cheetahs are not endangered here;
their prey is springbok. Finally, we come to Etosha National Park, a wonderful place to
see wildlife. By the waterholes you may encounter blue wildebeest, Burchell's zebra
and red hartebeest, which can fall prey to a well-hidden lion lying in wait.
Here the trip ends; Rod had indeed demonstrated that Namibia is much more than
than just a desert.
Peter Bowers

Visit to Somerset Levels – 8th January 2020

The weather forecast for our visit to Ham Wall and Shapwick on the Somerset Levels
did not bode well with showers being predicted. However, the weather was kind despite
the forecast and the afternoon stayed dry until it was time to go home.
The visit started as usual in the RSPB car park with a good number of birds including
great and blue tits, dunnock and a reed bunting on and around the feeders at the
Visitor Centre. It was then onto the main path to the first viewing platform at Ham
Wall where there were good numbers of waterfowl together with a large group of
lapwing. A water rail was also heard.

Photo by Liz Rogers
After a while it was time to head towards the Shapwick Reserve for the evening
starling “performance” of their “murmuration”. This was the area that they had
performed the previous evening and where numbers were expected to be in the region
of 500,000+. On the day of our visit they had been performing in that same area for a
number of weeks. Indeed, they were still performing there when I paid a visit nearly
two weeks later. It is unusual for them to be in the same area for that length of time
as, once they had broken down the reeds in one place with their overnight weight, they
would then move on to another where the reeds were still unbroken.
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On the walk to the area where we hoped the murmuration would be taking place, we
passed the main lakes of Shapwick. They were full of waterfowl particularly gadwall,
tufted duck, shoveler and wigeon.
There was a little wait before the starlings arrived but it was worthwhile as when they
did it was as spectacular as usual. The size of the groups varied considerably from
quite small right up to very large consisting of many thousands. There always seemed
to be one or two stragglers trying to catch up with their respective group.
The show lasted some 20 minutes with some quite spectacular patterns before they
settled down into the reed bed. It was then back to the car park for the journey home
Ray Jones
Dennis Pickering Photo Competition 2019.
The Society’s Annual Dinner was held on January
17th, 2020, at the Tiverton Hotel. As usual, the task
of members at the dinner was to judge the entries in
the Dennis Pickering Photographic Competition
2019. The deadline for entries was November 30th,
2019; and we had asked for photographs of wildlife
& landscapes in Devon and neighbouring counties.
We had 22 entries, including photographs of a good
range of wildlife, from mammals to birds, insects
and plants. Birds and butterflies predominated; and
the winners by a large margin were two
photographs by our youngest member Adam Lake –
one a stunning portrait of a young swan on the
Tiverton Canal, and the other of a field vole. Peter
Richardson was Runner-up with his imaginative
negative photograph of rooks in the top of a
neighbouring tree. Many congratulations to them
both! Adam and Peter added an extra treat to the
evening by explaining to us how they took their
Adam Lake
pictures. Thanks go to
everyone who entered
their photos and to
those who came to
the dinner and voted.
It was a fine evening
which Dennis himself
would have enjoyed.
Liz Rogers

Adam’s

winning photo
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2nd

3rd

Philip Dalton brings Spy in the Wild to Tiverton (photos by Liz Rogers)

Having met Philip Dalton through a common “obsession” for otters, it was with some
trepidation that I asked him if he would come and talk to MDNHS. Whilst he himself
may not be a household name, BBC 1’s “Spy in the Wild” definitely is. As I feared, his
proposed fee did exceed our usual limit for a speaker at a monthly meeting but, as a
friend, he kindly offered to reduce it substantially.
Rather than miss out on what promised to be a fascinating “behind the scenes” look at
the making of “Spy in the Wild”, and with a second series due to come out imminently,
the MDNHS committee unanimously decided to go ahead. We would hire a larger venue
and hope to, at the very least, break even and would strive to pay Philip his welldeserved full fee. Ideally, we would sell all 230 tickets, get some useful publicity for
the Society and give members and the public a wholly memorable evening.
On 18th February we were not disappointed. The event was a sell out and Philip
delivered a fascinating lecture. In his very under-stated but engaging style, he kept
everyone enthralled for the
whole evening. Philip told us
how his team pioneered
remote
cameras,
starting
with the likes of boulder and
dung cam. These brought
viewers
a
whole
new
perspective on wildlife film
making
–
close-up
and
intimate. However, one such
camera, placed on the edge
of the Mara River, had its
mission terminated early on
when an elephant booted it
into the crocodile “infested”
water!
Philip shared with us the
stunning footage of “Spy Gorilla” being approached by a large silverback. Was the baby
newcomer to the troop going to be demolished or accepted? So realistic were the
movements of “Spy Gorilla” (it could even extend out a hand as a sign of friendship),
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after a tense stand-off, it was accepted by the silverback and was able to go on to film
another day.
Many of us will remember his lecture, not for the clips that we had already seen on our
TV screens, but for two that we didn’t. Firstly, there was the leopard that had been
chased up a tree by a pack of painted dogs. Having been taunted by the pack for some
time, when they left, it soon became evident to the researcher/guide, that this leopard
was not in the best of moods and that it could well attack at any moment. Before they
could drive off, it launched an attack, leaping at the vehicle and heading for the film
crew inside. And what saved them? Someone throwing his hat at it!! How on earth did
he know that the hat would do the trick??!!
Then there were the arctic wolves hunting a musk-ox. The wolves had one separated
and surrounded and the musk-ox knew that its only chance to survive was to reverse
up to a solid object. This
would protect its hind
end from attack and
allow it to see off the
wolves with its powerful
head and horns. There
was only one such object
nearby and that was the
quad bike that Philip was
filming from! Suddenly
Philip had the back end
of a musk-ox only inches
from his camera lens and
a pack of wolves only
feet away (as Philip
pointed out, all far too
close for his telephoto
lens to focus on!). He
was left with only one
option, to drive off; we
can only assume leaving the musk-ox to its fate.
At the end he introduced us, live, to “Spy Turtle”, “Spy Hummingbird”, “Spy Penguin
Chick”, “Spy Gorilla” and “Spy Koala”. In an amazing feat of ingenuity and engineering,
we were left mesmerised as “Spy Penguin Chick”, from lying on its back, rose to its
feet and waddled off.
Yes, Philip didn’t come cheap, but he was great value. He explained that his fee would
be going to help fund a project that he runs. Wildstream TV is taking high quality
wildlife film into Musgrove Hospital to improve the wellbeing of patients – see
https://www.wildstreamtv.co.uk/ (well worth a look for some stunning kingfisher
footage).
For some years we at MDNHS have been trying to get a birdbox camera set up in
Tiverton Hospital. Sadly, so far, this has proved not to be possible. Philip’s work and
the money we raised from his talk has inspired the committee to re-double its efforts
to see what we can do to bring wildlife into the lives of the patients in our local
hospital. It will not be as sophisticated as Wildstream TV but we are keen to see it
happen.
Stephen Powles

