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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
Just as the Covid-19 restrictions have governed what we can and cannot do, so too
have they limited what the Society has been able to achieve over the last seven
months. The committee decided early on that we would do what we could to keep
activities going, rather than just abandon all contact with members until the pandemic
is over. Consequently, we have been holding monthly virtual meetings via Zoom, and
you will find reports about them in the newsletter below. Although the usual
camaraderie of the indoor meetings at St. George’s Hall cannot quite be reproduced at
a virtual meeting, we do allow time for participants to chat about what they’ve seen
and to share their wildlife experiences. The Zoom meetings have been well-received by
those who have taken part; if you haven’t participated yet, then I would encourage you
to do so. The committee has already concluded that meetings will remain ‘virtual’ for
the rest of 2020, and current indications are that this will also have to apply to the
early months of 2021.
In these unprecedented times, the committee took the opportunity to review the
Society’s ‘Constitution and Rules’, the document which sets out the Society’s aims and
how it is run. We concluded that some changes were necessary to bring it up to date
and in line with current best practice. We also felt that the time was right to consider
changing the Society’s name, so that it describes us in a way that everyone
understands. After much debate, we settled upon the new name ‘Mid Devon Wildlife’.
These changes will be put to the members at an Extraordinary General Meeting to be
held at 7.15 pm on Tuesday 17th November on Zoom, preceding the talk about Wildlife
Gardening by Becca Flintham. For those unable to attend the Zoom meeting, proxy
voting forms will be available so that all members can have their say.
As I write this at the end of October, we are experiencing autumnal weather: strong
winds and heavy rain interspersed with sunny intervals. It is a time when migrating
birds are on the move: all but a very few of the summer migrants have left for warmer
climes, whilst those coming here for the winter have already started to arrive. For
insect life, we have red admirals still feeding on rotting apples, and bees taking nectar
from the mahonia, which is coming into flower. When the world around us is shrouded
in anxiety and uncertainty, it is good to spend time just watching and appreciating our
Mid Devon wildlife.
Peter Bowers
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FEATURES
Thorn apple (Datura stramonium)

I have this year been inundated in the garden with bindweed (hedge convolvulus),
so when I saw a flower in a part of the garden that was unaffected I went to pull it
up. I then saw that it was only a similar attractive white flower. I left it alone took a
couple of photos and went to investigate.
I was a little alarmed to find that it was the extremely toxic thorn apple, also known
as datura. The more I investigated the more perturbed I got as every reference in
my books or online, made it seem worse than the last.
I have added a copy of the print from a book I purchased at the Alnwick poison
garden in Northumberland and I quote the text below:
“All parts of the plant are poisonous if ingested.
The initial effect is one of great relaxation. This is followed by hallucinations
and then sleep.
This quiet drift into potentially fatal sleep made it a favourite with professional
poisoners, who knew their victims would not become violent.
Of the reported cases of datura poisoning from modern times, many are the
result of experimentation with its hallucinogenic properties.”

The plant as it appeared in my garden with enlargements below
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In order to decide what to do about the plant I phoned in and discussed it with Toby
Buckland on his Sunday morning programme on Radio Devon.
Resulting from this, as it had not yet set seed, I dug it up without touching it and as
I did not feel like putting it in my compost bin, put it in the “green” recycling bin. It
seems likely that it had come from birdseed in a nearby feeder, the most common
way the plant spreads today. Apparently, it is not harmful to birds or small
mammals, but is a problem for dogs, cats, and, of course, us.
I shall keep a wary watch for any other strays.
Peter Richardson
Editors Note

If you would like to know a bit more about this plant see this RHS website, link:
https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/profile?pid=536

Flowers by Post

It arrived in a packet of wild flower seeds. Not knowing what was in the mix we
sowed them, conservatively, in a row along the edge of the garden. In a matter of
four summer months, it grew, flowered and, because of its
suspected spreading roots,
was dug up. The picture on
the right confirmed our
decision. We have enough
controllable insect friendly
plants already! Great willowherb is perennial, producing
small pink flowers, and the
soft hairs on leaves and stem
run counter to its robust
stature. Given its favoured
damp conditions of marsh,
pond, fen or riverbank it can
grow as high as 2.5 metres,
yes, the height of goalposts!
But great willowherb has a
cousin with which you are
familiar.
The leaves are long and
lanceolate and the stems
reddish, but one tends to
notice only the startling flush of summer purple adorning
roadside verges. Rosebay willowherb is strongly grown to a
metre or so and is not easily flattened by the elements. Each
plant can produce thousands of delicate, furry, fairy-light
parachute seeds which are spread far and wide at the
lightest provocative wind or, as with dandelions, the breath
of a grinning child. It monopolizes banks, roadside verges, spare ground and, much
to the delighted gaze of passengers, railway embankments; it is also named
"fireweed" since it adapts to burnt earth so readily and was attracted to the iron road
by fire during the age of steam.
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Both of these wonderful "weeds" attract myriads of insects to nectar and pollen.
Bees love them and rosebay is reputed to produce 200 kg of delicately scented
honey per acre. Neither of these plants are in colour now but I remember over 40
different wild flowers being gathered by members and brought to one of our "Round
Table" meetings in December some years ago. So why not, especially now, get out
and walk. Just take a little more time than usual to find the colours that are still
pleading for you to stand, stare and admire the hardy nature of a bright weed on a
dull day.
David Leader

Unusual Occurrences

It would be interesting if members could write in about any unusual events during
the Covid - 19 crisis.
Apart from the well documented fact, that we became more aware of the nature on
our doorstep, there have been some odd occurrences: - I record the fact that my
buddleia bush remained in full leaf throughout all of last winter similar to an
evergreen. It also flowered profusely for a short period in late summer. Trees often
fruited abundantly, oaks and sweet chestnuts particularly, but most were shed
unopened. Swallows and blue tits nested and laid clutches well but the numbers
fledging were reduced and many died in the nest so it’s worth checking your
nestboxes. Some baby swallows in the nest were affected, unusually, in that they
did not defecate normally, fouling both the nest and themselves. The parents’
behaviour was also likely to be abnormal. I certainly found watching them rather
confusing.
Alan Hopkins

Young Bird Photographer of the Year

As many of you know, this year I won the Young Bird Photographer of the Year
Competition. This is an international wildlife photography competition that specialises
in birds. I won my age category 14-17 and also won the overall category of young
bird photographer of the year 2020.
Since winning the competition,
my photograph of the mute
swan (which I took on the
Grand Western canal), has
been published in numerous
national newspapers: such as
the Guardian and the Times.
It has also appeared on the
websites of several major
international
newspapers
whilst local newspapers have
also written articles about me
winning the award.
At the beginning of September
I was interviewed live by Pippa
Quelch for Radio Devon.The
Adam with his parents, Linda and Marc plus his BTO
interview lasted about five
award (Photo by Kevin Keatley)
minutes and it was great to be asked about my photograph and the whole
experience of winning the competition. Recently, on Saturday 10 th October, I was
presented with my prize: a pair of Swarovski binoculars, prize money (£300), a BTO

5
book (containing my photograph), a BTO calendar and a BTO desk calendar by
Andrew Cleave MBE, who is one of the BPOTY competition directors. Andrew Cleave
arranged for a reporter from the Mid Devon Gazette to attend the presentation and to
photograph the occasion. The reporter also interviewed both Andrew and myself for
an article. This should be in the local newspapers shortly.
I am overwhelmed by all the support that I have received from so many people. I am
still amazed with how far away my winning photograph has been seen (even as far as
Australia). I am thankful for all the opportunities that winning the competition has
already given me and can’t wait to see what the future holds.
Adam Lake
Chairman’s Note
Further to Adam’s account above I
thought I should mention that he took
the photo using the camera on his
mobile phone, which makes the
achievement even more impressive.
The Society’s committee felt that it
deserved acknowledgement from us
as well. Consequently, and with
Adam’s permission, we printed a
batch of cards using his photo, from
which Adam was presented with a
generous supply.
The photo shows me presenting Adam
with the cards depicting his winning
image.
If you would like to purchase these
cards, they are available from our
card collection. Please contact David
and Doris for more details by email at
davdorlea3691@btinternet.com
Peter Bowers

Hornet Encounters

Occasionally, over the years of my wildlife pursuits, I have encountered hornets, as
have most others with similar interests. Without doubt the one that I will never forget
happened some thirty five years ago whilst on a walk beside the River Culm at
Columnjohn (near Killerton).
One of our dogs, a poodle named Lucy aged five,
started investigating what turned out to be a hornets’ nest in an old tree stump. The
next minute she was rushing over to us with hornets on the attack following close
behind. There were several hornets lodged into her fur, which was quite thick but she
was light enough for me to pick her up and run towards our car. My wife, Brenda, was
running alongside me picking them off with her fingers. The hornets were also
following and landing on the dog. They had no interest in me or Brenda, they seemed
to know their enemy and it was only the dog they were after. We put her in the car, by
which time the hornets had called off their pursuit, and made sure there were none left
on her. Amazingly, neither Brenda nor I had been stung but we were pretty sure Lucy
had. We lived at Broadclyst at the time so we went straight to the vet’s there who
luckily was in.
By this time Lucy was showing signs of distress and when the vet
examined her he found at least six sites where she had been stung. He gave her both
a pain killing and a cortisone injection and said if she survived the night she would
probably be OK.
Fortunately she did survive and went on to live to the age of 16,
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although she had six little bare places on her coat which remained for the rest of her
life as a reminder of a pretty scary experience.
I don’t think she ever went near
another hornets’ nest! Despite that experience I have always found hornets the most
fascinating and impressive insects.
The European hornet (Vespa crabo) is Britain's largest social wasp, reaching a size
between 25 to 35 mm in length. The queens are larger than males and workers and it
is the queen who initiates a colony. Usually in mid to late May she builds a papery
nest, often in a hollow tree, although hornet nests have been discovered in wall
cavities and chimneys. The hornet's life cycle is similar to that of the common wasp.
Newly mated queens hibernate during the winter, and emerge in spring to begin
building a nest. They lay eggs that hatch into sterile female workers who take over
nest building and the collection of food for the developing larvae. Both adults and
larvae eat mainly insects but adults may also take spiders. Queens supplement their
diet on tree sap and windfall fruit, also stocking up on nectar before hibernating.
Later in the summer males and fertile females hatch. These mate and the females
become next year’s queens. The males, old queens and workers die in the autumn.

Recent photos of a female hornet feeding on ivy flowers

The next encounter with hornets was also not a happy one. Around 20 years ago one
of our bird nestboxes fixed to the back of our garage was taken over by hornets. At
first I was quite happy for it to be there and watched them coming and going. The
problem was that it was right beside a path I had to use to get to the compost bins. As
the summer progressed they began to become a bit hostile and started buzzing me,
seemingly warning me to keep away.
At that time, our young grandchildren often
visited so I contacted a pest disposal company and was told the attacks would just get
worse and someone might well get stung. I therefore had them visit and dispose of
the nest. They sprayed some type of chemical in the box and sealed the hole. After a
while the box was opened and whilst most were dead a few were still partly alive.
Although I believed there was no alternative, I felt very guilty and quite sad to see
them like this in their amazing nest. On reflection I could have bought another
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compost bin and put it elsewhere then blocked off the path behind the garage until
they vacated the nest. Needless to say I relocated that nest box the following year.
In early May 2014 I came across a queen hornet
in the garden looking rather poorly. The weather
had been bad for the previous few days and I
guessed she needed a bit of a boost so I made
some sugar water and fed it to her on the end of
a stick. After about 10 minutes she was looking
much livelier so using the stick I placed her on a
shrub at the top of the garden. I checked on her
a couple of times and after half an hour she had
gone. Last year, again in early May, I found
another queen who was in much the same
condition. As she had settled on the garden
table I placed a dish with some sugar water on it
then using a stick I placed her on the edge and
watched as she supped up the improvised
nectar.
I left her at it and sometime later she
had moved on to a nearby plant. When I next
The second queen at the dish
checked she had gone. I’d like to believe that both
these queens went on to found successful colonies which, perhaps, redressed the
balance a little for the destruction of the nest 20 years before.
Moving on to the current year, in July, whilst taking photos of some hoverflies on a
hedge at the southern end of Woodbury Common I noticed some hornets buzzing
around a specific part of the hedge. They
were constantly coming and going and a
few seemed to be just hanging around
a space in the hedge. It seemed an
unlikely place for a hornets’ nest
but I had no doubt that’s what it
was.
Having regard to my
experiences of nests I kept my
distance and took a few photos
using the zoom function of my
camera. The hornets near the
entrance would have been
guarding the nest, yet another
function that is performed by the
females as only they can sting.
It is in fact a part of their
ovipositor which has a dual function.
Unless you can get close it is very difficult to tell A hornet hovering at nest site
males and females apart. The male has 13 segments to its antennae and the female
12, whilst she has 6 segments to her abdomen and the male has 7. Probably, it is
best to take some photos and count the segments at your leisure! Generally they are
pretty tolerant unless they think they’re under threat or you are too near their nest.
My latest encounter was quite recent and quite dramatic. The fence down one side of
our garden faces south and is covered in ivy which comes into flower from early to mid
September. It then becomes a magnet to all sorts of pollen and nectar feeding insects,
in particular common wasps. On the 19th September, as well as the numerous wasps
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which were all busy feeding on the flowers, I had noticed some hornets patrolling up
and down. Also scattered about were quite a lot of garden orb spiders’ webs and in one
of them a wasp was trapped. Suddenly a hornet pounced on the wasp and I took a
couple of close up photos. I then realised the hornet was eating the wasp so I took
some more photos.
Within a matter of just a minute the hornet had devoured the
whole wasp and just a few flakes of the shell of the wasp’s abdomen floated down. I
realised that this was what the hornets were looking for, an easy meal which was
potentially a spider’s lunch. Needless to say the spider made itself scarce while this
was going on. Even they have their limits! The hornets, which I believe were females,
continued their wasp hunting for a couple more days and then they were gone. I
suspect they had a nest somewhere nearby but it certainly made an interesting
spectacle for a few days.

The photos depict the beginning and the end of the sequence

So that concludes my encounters with hornets, a very charismatic insect with an
undeserved reputation. I’m sure I will have more in the future. When you see them
it’s worth spending a little time noting what they get up to. They won’t attack unless
you upset them or their nest but then, on the other hand, there is always the exception
to the rule!!
Malcolm Randle

MEETINGS
‘25 Years of the Garden Bird Watch’ - David White and Kate Risley – British
Trust for Ornithology (BTO)
th
On the 15 August 2020, a meeting was held via Zoom about the BTO Garden Bird
Watch. The speaker was David White, who is the Development Officer for BTO. He was
supported by Kate Risley who runs the scheme.
The BTO Garden Bird Watch started in 1995. The purpose of the watch is to record the
weekly counts of birds and fauna present in the garden. Separate surveys are used to
record the deformities and abnormalities of any bird species seen. The method
employed is by a participant recording the most of a particular species seen at one
time in their garden. The recordings are input to the BTO’s website and they are used
by the trust to see population trends of garden birds and species distribution in the UK.
David informed us that Devon has by far the biggest ratio of recordings per county.
Data gathered from the BTO garden bird watch has shown that:
The collared dove was first recorded nesting in 1965
The ring necked parakeet numbers have dramatically and controversially
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increased in the South East, particularly in parks and gardens.
Reed buntings visit gardens from February to April. This is due to a hunger gap
(a gap in the year where the reed buntings’ natural food sources run out) so they
seek artificial food sources such as
bird feeders, in gardens.
Blackcaps are historically summer
visitors to our gardens but the BTO
records show that some blackcaps are
now wintering in the UK (rather than
migrating).
Data indicates that the southwest of the UK
is very good for house sparrows, with
numbers thriving. Greenfinches have been
badly affected by trichomonosis (canker)
which started in 2005/2006. This disease is
mainly spread by birds feeding from dirty
bird feeders. A large concentration of birds
coming to the feeders spread the disease
further.
David stressed the importance of
maintaining good hygiene to prevent birds
getting diseases and becoming ill. Feeders
must be well disinfected and scrubbed clean
on a regular basis. If any diseases are
spotted, all feeding from feeders should be
stopped to break the cycle and to prevent
any further spread of the disease.
Ring-necked parakeet in garden at
In addition to recording the species seen in
Watford (photo by Malcolm Randle)
gardens, abnormalities and deformities of species were also recorded. Data has
shown that:
Some birds were recorded as having club foot (occasionally nicknamed bumble
foot)
Birds were also recorded with abnormal plumage, such as albinism and leucism
Avian pox was recorded on some birds. This causes tumour like boils over their
bodies.
Another bird related survey undertaken by the BTO is a ‘Big Garden Beak Watch’ in
which avian keratin disorder is recorded in species of different garden birds. It includes
such deformities as long thin bills, crossed mandibles and misshapen beaks.
The
recording of the calls of tawny owls is a further study carried out by the BTO. It is
completed for 20 minutes each week and all recordings of the tawny owls calling are
noted. The results from 2018/2019 show that they are doing well.
Recording the sightings of butterflies is yet another function of the BTO. Data has
shown that:
Brimstone butterflies were found to emerge early in 2019 believed due to an
earlier, warmer spring.
Holly blue butterfly numbers were noted to be up in 2019.
Painted lady butterflies arrived from Africa in August.
The following findings stood out from the BTO surveys:
42% of people who participated left leaf piles in their gardens.
30% of people left their grass to grow, rather than mow it.
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19% helped hedgehogs by providing a fresh source of water, feeding them and
some providing hedgehog shelters. Numbers of hedgehogs are in severe decline.
As many as 40% of gardens don’t have a log pile.
The inference from these findings is that a diverse range of species can be attracted by
simply changing the planting in your garden as well as leaving grass to grow and
building a log pile.
Studies also showed that birds don’t become dependent on feeding from bird feeders.
Instead, they will naturally eat a balanced diet, feeding from natural plants and
sources. Providing bird seeds and food is very beneficial to all birds, and people should
be encouraged to provide this source of food to birds.
Anyone can sign up free to participate in the BTO Garden Bird Watch survey. The
website address was provided:
https://www.bto.org/our-science/case-studies/garden-birdwatch-and-our-garden-andurban-bird-research
The talk ended with a question and answer session and members were able to put
questions to the speakers.
David and Kate had given a most informative talk about the BTO Garden Bird Watch
and other surveys. Members had been provided with findings from the surveys, giving
a good indicator of any trends and declines in bird species. The talk gave us plenty to
think about regarding our own gardens, and how we can encourage different birds to
them. It also reminded us of the importance of regularly cleaning bird feeders and
ensuring that birds are not being exposed to diseases.
The Society’s thanks were extended to both David and Kate for their time and of the
importance of collecting data about the species of birds that visit our UK gardens.
Adam Lake

Darwin’s Earthworms, Kerry Colloway, October 20 th 2020.

With spectacularly good timing, our October talk on “Darwin’s Earthworms” came a few
hours before the dawning of World Earthworm Day! How delighted Darwin would have
been at such an event. Kerry Colloway is Earthworm Tutor for the Field Studies
Council, Secretary of the Earthworm Society of GB (earthwormsoc.org.uk), and
intricately involved in its public engagement and recording programmes. With her, we
made a fascinating journey through the history and nature of earthworm studies, the
slowly-dawning realisation of their importance to human existence, and their current
ecology and status.
‘Earthworms’ are the largest members of the Oligochaete Annelids, and are mostly
terrestrial. In the UK, they are divided into 31 species and three or four ecological
groups, the latter according to their habitat preferences, not taxonomy. Darwin’s study
worms belonged to the Anecic group, including the largest species in the UK, which dig
deep burrows and feed on leaf litter. Composting worms are a sub-group of the Epigeic
earthworms, living on the surface and feeding on high-nutrient substrates.
Historically, Aristotle called earthworms “the intestines of Earth” in the 4 th century BC,
but little was written of them thereafter until Darwin published his first paper on
earthworms (On the Formation of Mould) in 1837. Presented to the Geological Society,
Darwin’s suggestion that the activity of earthworms caused cinders spread over a field
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to sink into the ground was ridiculed. But Darwin was right, and did experiments to
prove it throughout the rest of his life, culminating in the publication of his definitive
study as a book in 1881. The book was an unexpected bestseller! Among many aspects
of earthworm biology that he studied, he showed that they detect vibrations through
the soil, and pull leaves into their burrows by their tips – unless the available leaves
are best pulled in by their bases, in which case they mostly do that. Darwin also
realised the importance of earthworm activity in maintaining the fertility of soils: their
burrows prevent compaction, allow aeration and provide space for roots and microorganisms. Their casts, which Darwin collected, are a natural fertiliser, and he
measured their annual turnover of soil material as 16 tons per acre.
The first key to common species of earthworm was published in 1947, but detailed
ecological studies were not completed until the 1970s. There is now a good recording
scheme going which has filled in large gaps in information on the distribution of
earthworms throughout the UK, especially since the founding of the Earthworm Society
in 2009. In Devon, there are 282 records of 21 species, and it is a county without
many records. So, get active MDNHS members!
Many thanks to Kerry for a stimulating and charming talk about an unobtrusive animal.
They certainly deserve our appreciation, given that soil can contain 53,000-160,000
earthworms per acre. Here’s to World Earthworm Day!
Liz Rogers

The picture above is taken from “Key to the Earthworm of the UK and Ireland by Sherlock
(2012). It shows some of the main characteristics that are used in identifying earthworms. It
is reproduced with the permission of The Earthworm Society of Britain
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OBITUARY
John Greenslade MBE

John (together with his wife Jan) was a member of the MDNHS for over 20 years and
frequently attended our meetings. I knew him over many years as his vet when
Way Farm (now Byway Farm) was a dairy and sheep enterprise. When he retired he
has some significant health issues which inevitably increased over the years and
would cause most to relax and take life easy. But John had plans. He sold his
livestock and began planting trees to create new woodlands and wild flower
meadows. He opened his farm to the public with bluebell walks to some of the old
existing woods in aid of the South West Children’s Hospice. Word spread as to how
he was transforming the farm and other groups of farmers visited. Of course, I was
amongst the latter and we visited each other’s farms, sharing ideas and
observations.
Seeing my enthusiasm for ponds John decided to build some,
introducing some fish and aquatic plants from Roliphants.
On September 19th John went out to mow the tracks through the new woodlands (a
regular maintenance job) when the tractor accident which killed him occurred. John
died working on the family farm caring for a project he believed in.
The woodlands are maturing which was much to his delight. Others will now have
the responsibility for them. They represent an ongoing memory of the man who
made a difference. John did not just talk conservation, he did conservation and did
it on a grand scale.
Alan Hopkins

John addressing MDNHS members at Byway Farm during a visit in April 2007
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
Just a few additional facts to add to Alan’s personal tribute:

Editors Note:
John was a magistrate for over 20 years, mostly on the Cullompton bench.
He became president of the Mid-Devon show which he helped to re-establish in 1994.
As “Farmer John” he was a familiar voice on BBC Radio Devon for more than 20
years, sharing stories of rural life and his conservation work. His well known sign off
saying “T’was a proper job” also became the title of a book written 10 years ago. He
had recently completed a second book which it is hoped will be published soon.
John was awarded an MBE in the 2017 New Year’s Honours list for his services to
agricultural education and conservation in the West Country.

