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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES 

 

Taking a look back at last autumn’s newsletter reminded me that a year ago we were 

already well-accustomed to dealing with the restrictions that the Covid pandemic 
brought with it. A year on, and we find ourselves with the legal restrictions lifted, most 

people vaccinated, but the number of infections still running at an uncomfortably high 
level. How should the Society respond for the monthly meetings? This is the question 

that the committee will be addressing frequently as we proceed throughout the autumn 
and winter months. 

 
I am writing this piece on the eve of COP26, where mankind’s response to an even 

greater threat to life on Earth may be decided: that of climate change and the 

biodiversity crisis. The challenge of meeting the targets is immense, as it requires 
changes to be made across the globe, and with all speed. Failure to reach agreement is 

not an option, and inevitably some compromises will be made. Decisions of this 
magnitude can only be made by governments working together, under the auspices of 

the United Nations. At the national level, the UK Government has already set out the 
course for the coming few years, although much of the detail is still to be worked 

through. 
 

When it comes to local action to help wildlife, collaboration is the ‘name of the game’, 
just as it is globally. Individuals working together in groups in their immediate area are 

best placed to know what improvements they can make for wildlife in their 
neighbourhoods.  Such groups need the support, co-ordination and encouragement from 

a central source. It is for this reason that plans are underway to devise and set up a 
scheme for Wildlife Wardens within every parish in Mid Devon.  Bodies such as the 

councils, sustainability groups, Devon Wildlife Trust and Mid Devon Wildlife are presently 

liaising to develop such a scheme and to obtain the necessary funding to get it off the 
ground. By combining the ‘top-down’ approach from central government with the 

‘bottom-up’ approach from individuals gives us the best chance of enhancing the 
prospects for wildlife in our area. 

 
Peter Bowers 
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  FEATURES 

Of Ladybirds & Stick Insects.   
Insects never cease to amaze! One day in July, my brother reported large numbers of 
ladybirds in a clump of nettles on our farm. So, in my role as resident zoologist, I went 

along to investigate. As I approached the nettles, the bright red of adult beetles was 
obvious everywhere. They were 7-spot ladybirds, hundreds of them. What was going 

on? I looked closer, and saw there were not just adult beetles but earlier stages in their 
life cycle, which I’d never seen before. Consulting a 1980s handbook on ladybirds, I 

found the whole life cycle illustrated in a diagram. What I was seeing was a few larvae, 
but mainly pupae, newly hatched adults and more mature adults with adult colour. The 

stand-out fact for me was that adults emerging from the pupae do not yet have spots on 
their elytra, which are soft and yellow in colour. Spots develop over hours or days, and 

the background red colour deepens over time. 7-spot ladybirds have only one 
generation a year, so it is possible to distinguish animals that have over-wintered from 

newly emerged ones because they are a much darker red. Here are some photos to 

show you pupae, and a spotless adult emerging from a pupa. 

                  Ladybird larvae     (Photos by Liz Rogers)   Ladybird hatching      

My stick insect story comes from the MDW 40th Anniversary party in August at George 
Maunder’s farm near Halberton. I was organising a pond-dipping station at a shallow 

place on the large pond in front of the house. I had dipped nets into the edge of the 
pond several times, coming up with water boatmen, newt larvae, pond snails, flatworms 

and others. When it was nearly time to do other things, I thought one more dip of the 
long-handled net into deeper water 

round the reeds might be a good idea. 
So I reached in and down as far as I 

could into deep water and moved the 
net around the reed stems. To my 

amazement, I found a most dramatic 
and unexpected creature in my net. It 

was a Water Stick Insect (Ranatra 
linearis), a water ‘bug’ with sucking 

mouthparts, belonging in the Order 

Hemiptera, with water scorpions, pond 
skaters and water boatmen. I was so 

busy showing this amazing animal to 
people that I forgot to take its photo.  

But fortunately, Mark Radford took the       Water Stick Insect (Ranatra linearis) 
accompanying photo shown here.  I subsequently contacted Buglife, who were delighted 

at the record, since there are very few records of water stick insects in the south west,  
 

 



 

3 
and those are from pre-1990s. Ranatra likes deeper water, and is probably under-

recorded. The motto is: one more dip of the net might be worth it!  
Liz Rogers 

 

 
 

Autumn butterflies and moths 
Unfortunately, for those of us who love our butterflies and moths, most will disappear in 

the autumn. Some will still survive into October as I still have small white flying to the 
flowers in my garden.  If you are lucky you might also see a small copper or maybe 

even a speckled wood. Sadly these will soon die but on 
warm sunny days through the winter you might see one 

of our five butterfly species  that hibernate  as  an 
adult.  

 

A few moths can also be seen flying in the winter. You 
might see a lovely chunky December moth flying at a lit 

window any time from November to Christmas and in 
the spring the March moth might be seen flying very 

early.  
 

Some moths also hibernate as adults and an example 
of this is the herald moth (Scoliopteryx libatrix).  This  

moth rarely comes to light and I can never recall having 
one in my trap but I was lucky enough to disturb one this          Herald moth 

week and  you might  be  lucky enough to  see one in any    Photo by Malcolm Randle 
shed or covered area during the winter.  

George Maunder 

 

The ‘not so scarce’  chaser. 
Following my item in the Spring Newsletter about my sighting of a scarce chaser 

dragonfly near my home at Woodbury Salterton I was contacted by Ray Jones.  He 
wrote: 

 “Scarce chasers have been seen on the Grand Western Canal since at least 2004 
when a single male had been found by one of the Canal Rangers.  I first saw 

them the following year. They have now spread throughout most of the canal and 
in one small section this year I found 40 in just over an hour together with some 

exuvia ”. 

 
Also, in our Autumn/Winter Newsletter of 

2007, David Land wrote about the scarce 
chasers of the Grand Western Canal which 

confirm Ray’s comments.  He described visits 
he made in June 2006 when he observed 

some active males and a female in tandem 
with a male. He said his best observations 

were right beside Ebear Bridge.  
 

Both the British Dragonfly Society and the 
Devon Biodiversity officer have been 

informed and updated about these sightings  
         Scarce chaser male (Libellula fulva) 
                                                                                 (Photo by Ray Jones) 
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on a regular basis but there is no mention of it on either the British Dragonflies’ or 

Devon Wildlife Trust’s website which begs the question “is there any point in  telling 
them”?   To quote Ray “perhaps they want to keep it a secret”! 

Malcolm Randle 

 
The Grand Western Canal   
As a place of significance for Mid Devon Wildlife members and visitors to enjoy, for me 
one of the great advantages of visiting the Grand Western Canal is that it is principally a 

level walk. 

 
                                                Early summer 
Water is often said to offer a calm soothing environment, highly attractive to a whole 

range of wildlife.  Plants and flowers not only grow on the banks but also on the canal 
water surface too. There are swathes of water lilies to admire along with islands of bog 

bean.  Botanists always have a field day identifying  numerous species of wildflowers. 

These include vetches such as tufted vetch and common vetch which compete with 
groups of meadowsweet, yellow loosestrife and hemp agrimony. 

                         Hemp agrimony        Orange tip butterfly on vetch 
 

Bird life celebrates the waterside: families of swans, mallards, coots and moorhens nest 
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in the rushes and reeds.  Kingfishers patrol the margins of the canal for some of its 
umpteen fish.  The banks on either side are perfect habitats for nesting birds, and 

mammal hideouts. 

Mute swan cygnets                   Coot feeding chick       Moorhen chick                
 

Although there is an excellent record of coarse fish  such as winter pike and perch, and 
in summer, tench, bream, roach, rudd and eels. I have only managed to identify perch 

and roach from the canal bank. 
 

The canal is home to a wide variety of dragonflies and damselflies too.  Perhaps the 
most rewarding of species is the scarce chaser (see item above “The not so scarce 

chaser”)   There are good numbers of hairy dragonfly, southern hawker, emperor and 
broad bodied chaser.  I think the 

loveliest of all the damselflies are the 
black winged demoiselles namely the  

beautiful demoiselle and the 

resplendent .banded demoiselle.  Some 
years ago now I knew these two as 

Agrion Virgo  and Agrion Splendens 
respectively but they have now been 

re-classified as Calopteryx virgo and 
Calopteryx splendens.  I am told the 

best section to see dragonflies and 
damselflies is between Ebear Bridge 

and Westcott Bridge near Westleigh, 
where there are excellent illustrations 

of the canal’s dragonflies and 
damselflies. 

           Banded demoiselle (male)                  
 

A whole host of insects flourish on the canal borders, especially 

butterflies. There is a spectacular variety of grasses, which 
provide the larval food plant for most of our brown 

butterflies, such as meadow brown, gatekeeper, ringlet, 
and speckled wood. There are patches of birds foot trefoil 

for our common blue. The holly and ivy above the banks, 
on either side of the canal, encourage the holly blue to 

breed there.  Brimstone butterflies overwinter under the 
ivy leaves. 

 
                   Green-veined white butterfly on stitchwort 
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Quite apart from frogs and toads on the canal bank, grass snakes demonstrate just how 
good they are at swimming in the water. 

 
The Grand Western Canal is a favourite meeting point for bat enthusiasts.  Evening bat 

expeditions with a qualified leader, are not uncommon. There are good numbers of bat 

species feeding on the insects above the canal, principally pipistrelle and daubenton 
bats. 

 
A walk along the towpath will prove to be a comprehensive overview of West Country 

wildlife.  

Members of the society on an evening walk by the canal in August 2010 

Gavin Haig 
All photos taken at locations on Grand Western Canal  by Malcolm Randle 

 
Hoverfly recording - spring into autumn 2021  
In the Autumn 2014 Newsletter I wrote a fairly comprehensive article about hoverflies 
and their value as plant pollinators and consumers of pests, particularly aphids. I don’t 

plan to repeat this here but if you would like to refer to my original article it is online on 
the website at the following link: 

           https://www.mdw.org.uk/images/newsletters/2014-su.pdf 
  

My intention in this article is just to discuss what I have seen during the year to date.  I 
have been recording my observations on the UK Hoverflies website (via iRecord) since 

2014.  These records are then used to plot trends in species and locations.  
 

Before I continue i should say something about classification.  Hoverflies are true flies of 
the order Diptera and the family Syrphidae. Around 280 species have been recorded in 

Britain but more than 6,000 species are recorded worldwide. These are further divided 
into three sub families containing eight tribes.  There is considerable variation in the 

breeding and behaviour patterns between the species. 

 
Hoverflies differ from other flies in the veins of their wings having an additional cross 

vein called the vena spuria.  It would be difficult, if not impossible, to see this with the   
 

 

https://www.mdw.org.uk/images/newsletters/2014-su.pdf
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naked eye but close up photography helps considerably. Other variations also exist in 
their wing venation but their hovering and darting flight patterns and short antennae 

(with some exceptions) also separate them from the bees and wasps which they so 
often mimic.  Hoverflies use mimicry (known as Batesian mimicry) to fool predators 

(mostly birds) from eating them. Generally this works although it doesn’t fool some 

flycatchers such as the pied and spotted. They have been seen to rub the stings off 
bees, but take no such precaution with bee-like hoverflies.  Hoverflies vary considerably 

in size, not only between species but also within species, with the smallest around 6mm 
long and the largest at 20mm.  The smaller ones can often be mistaken for the many 

species of small fly, bee and wasp that are ever present and it often requires a photo to 
differentiate.  The  larger hoverflies mainly mimic the larger wasps, or honeybees.  

Those that appear to be honeybees are known as ‘drone flies’ as they are said to 
resemble the male honeybee, known as a drone.  These hoverflies are members of the 

Eristalis genus, in particular E.tenax whose colours can vary considerably from light to 
dark. Since they spend most of their time eating pollen and nectar I don’t really 

understand why they are referred to as ‘drone flies’ as drone honeybees don’t collect 
pollen or nectar and they don’t have stings!  I’ll bet the birds know the drone honeybees 

from the workers! 
           

Hoverflies are considered to be the second most important pollinator to bees.  As well as 

pollination the larvae of many hoverflies have a voracious appetite for aphids. Most 
hoverflies are on the wing from April to October and usually it is the Eristalis genus that 

I see first.  April this year, although sunny, was colder than usual. Hoverflies like the 
sunshine but not the cold so they were notable for their absence.  Also the flowers they 

prefer were slow to appear. Most hoverflies have simple mouthparts with no tongue 
which means they prefer to visit flowers with easily accessible nectar and pollen, such as 

umbellifers, hawkweeds etc.   All I recorded in April were a few Eristalis pertinax                   
(fig.1) right at the beginning of the month.    

            Fig 1                                       Fig 2                                    Fig 3          

 
Unfortunately, most of May went on to be unusually wet and hoverflies don’t like that 

either!   On the 7th I came across a mating pair of Helophilus pendulus  (fig. 2). This 
hoverfly, sometimes known as the ‘footballer‘  because of its strongly striped thorax, 

was quite numerous later in the summer, considerably more than I had seen in previous  
years.  The weather finally changed   towards the end of the month and by early June 

there was a corresponding explosion of flowers, especially the umbellifers, together with 
the long awaited hoverflies. As expected there were several of the Eristalis species to be 

seen but the most significant event was the sudden appearance of numerous Episyrphus 
balteatus. (fig. 3)  Known as the marmalade hoverfly because of its colours it is one of 

only a few hoverflies to have a common name.    The gardens and countryside were full 

of them, sometimes several appearing on the same flower.  This was being reported 
right across the country.   
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                  Fig 4                                Fig 5                                   Fig 6             

 
Marmalade hoverflies tend to vary quite a lot in size with the smaller ones being about 

2/3 the size of the larger. They are migratory so some years are better than others but 
clearly there had been a big influx this year.  It was well into July before there was any 

significant decline in their numbers. 
 

The Eristalis genus always tends to be one of the most numerous with E.tenax 
outnumbering the others and this year was no exception. A distinctive identification 

feature are its vertical eye stripes which can just about be seen in the photo (fig.4 ) 

E.tenax was present from late May right through to the end of October. There were also 
some good numbers of the smaller members of the genus, in particular E.arbustorum, 

which are quite colourful and look like small bees. A new one for me was a male Eristalis 
intricaria (fig.5), a classic  bumblebee mimic although the female is an even better one. 

 
This year I came across several other species new to me.  One of these was Eristalinus 

sepulchralis, a female (fig.6).  A unique feature (for a hoverfly) is that it has speckled 
eyes although they don’t seem to serve any particular purpose. Their habitat is wetland, 

river and pond margins which is where I found them. Another new one was a wasp 
mimic Chrysotoxum bicinctum (fig.7)  Initially this had me beaten as it seemed         

very similar to a sawfly I had seen and its rather longer antennae (compared to most 
hoverflies) sent me in this direction.  I was very quickly advised that it was in fact a 

hoverfly. 

                   Fig 7                                 Fig 8                                 Fig 9            

 
I managed to record three of the five British species in the Volucella genus.  Two of 

these are  bumblebee mimics, namely  V. Bombulans, (fig 8) and V.pellucens.  My most 
memorable sighting was of V.zonaria (fig 9) which I have seen in previous years but it 

was quite prevalent in the latter half of September. When first seen one’s initial reaction 
is that it is a hornet as at 20 mm length (Britain’s largest hoverfly) and with its bright 

orange and yellow coloration, it is indeed what it is mimicking.  It has a very fast flight, 
tending to zoom in with a flourish. The photo is of a female.  
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Another quite attractive species is Myathropa florae (fig. 10) which has been called the 
bat hoverfly (but this name is not generally used) on account of the bat like marking on 

its thorax.  I saw these on several occasions, both male and female.  Sericomyia silentis 
(fig. 11) is a large wasp like hoverfly with a fairly loud buzz which draws attention to 

itself.  I saw a couple of these, another new species for this year.   Going on to medium 

sized hovers, one of the most prolific is the Syrphus genus, a wasp mimic.  It is very 
difficult to identify the exact species, even from a good photo, so out of 13 recorded 

only three could be identified to species level.   
 

 
                  Fig 10                               Fig 11                                 Fig 12            

Turning to some of the smaller species, as I mentioned earlier they are easily 

overlooked as they can be mistaken for something else. The answer is to look closely at 
everything but often their flight pattern is a good indicator.  It is difficult to say which is 

the most common of these tinier hovers but from my own records the Sphaerophoria 
species were the most numerous.  They are sometimes referred to as the ‘long 

hoverfly’.   Again it is difficult to be sure of the species from a photo and this is more so 
with females.  I only managed to identify males,  these all being the Sphaerophoria 

scripta (fig.12 ).  The Platycheirus and Melanostoma species are also quite common with 
Syrritta pipiens not far behind but all of these are based only on my own observations.  

 
From the species I have seen recorded elsewhere in the UK I get the impression that the 

range of species in my own recording area (the western corner of south east Devon) is 
somewhat less varied overall.  During the year to date I have made 173 records of 35 

different species on the UK hoverfly website.  Of these the Eristalis genus numbered 60 
followed by Helophilus 24 and Episyrphus 11. The three together accounted for 54% of 

the total recorded.  

Malcolm Randle 
(photos by Malcolm  Randle) 

Macro Photography  

Landscape photography was my primary interest but in those midday hours between the 
special light of sunrise and sunset I became 

interested in macro photography.  I also got 
interested in wide field astro photography 

nightscapes when the power of the modern 
sensor and lenses revealed what the eye 

could not discern, from there it was a small 
(literally) leap to exploring the minute detail 

of the natural world which the human eye 

alone also could not see. 
  

So the door into the fascinating world of 
insects and small critters and living        

Head of Ermine moth          organisms was through my interest in  extreme  
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macro photo   The greatest difficulty in such photo-
grapy  is that you only have an extremely small 

depth of field using powerful magnifying 
lenses. To get over this, to reveal their 

intricate detail, you need to take multiple 

images in very small steps which are then 
stacked together and processed in editing 

software to, hopefully, build up a complete 
picture.   This is not too difficult in the 

studio with an automated stacking rail but 
in the field chasing extremely small live 

subjects, it requires considerable skill, 
equipment and patience!        Dock Beetle 

 
  

Below are some images of my studio set up and the camera equipment I use in the 
field. 

  

The small sensors on compacts and bridge camera give a very good depth of field as do 
the newer and more expensive mobile phone camera lenses. I have seen some terrific 

images taken with a close up attachment on phones recently.  I use a Canon 6D also 
with a Sigma 105mm, it is an excellent lens.  For my shots over 1x I use the Canon MP-

E 65mm 1x-5x.  It is a bit of a beast of a lens but with patience it gives superb extreme 
macro images. Virtually all the extreme macro requires flash to give good results. I have 

also been using a scanner lens on variable extension tubes (helicords) to give a light 

weight option in the field with very pleasing results. 
Paul McLoughlin 

(Photos by Paul McLoughlin) 

 

Garden Moths – a journey of discovery  
During the 2020 lockdown some friends and I started to record more systematically the 

wildlife we were finding  in the parish of Uffculme – birds, flowers, butterflies, other 

insects, fungi, lichen, etc.  We had for a long time written a monthly  article for the  
parish magazine but up until 2020 had mainly concentrated on bird sightings. With more 

opportunity to get out into nature during lockdown (and since), we were expanding our 
enjoyment of, and knowledge about, the natural world around us so began to extend to 

a more general wildlife article to connect with fellow enthusiasts in the parish.  
 

I  then decided  to  purchase a moth trap from the  NHBS,  one   recommended in the  
Butterfly Conservation magazine.    It cost £145 and is lightweight (2kg) with a 20W 
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Blacklight bulb and easy to carry around. For the last 13 months I have been setting the 
trap, mostly in my garden but occasionally near Coldharbour Mill or at a friend’s 

smallholding on the edge of the parish. The results have been very rewarding and to 
date we have identified about 140 species of moth – 120 macro-moths and 20 micro-

moths. This may sound a lot but I have read that one can expect up to 200 species to 

be found in a garden over a 12 month period. As many MDW members will know, there 
are about 900 species of macro-moth and 1,600 micro-moths in the UK.  Devon Moth 

Group recorded 1,213 species in 2020.  
 

Armed with Collins ‘Complete Guide to British Insects’ (which 
has a reasonably comprehensive photographic guide to the 

macro-moths), the ‘Field Guide to the Macro-moths of GB 
and Ireland’ and the ‘Field Guide to Micro-moths”- all 

bolstered by a couple of on-line courses during the pandemic 
restrictions, also backed up with various excellent online 

resources, we have been putting out the trap once or twice a 
week throughout this last year.  Opening the trap the next 

morning feels like opening a Christmas stocking!  We never 
know what to expect and there’s a real sense of anticipation 

as we start to examine the contents. We photograph each 

species found as a record. The variety, shape, size,  colour  
and disguise are astonishing and means many subsequent  

   Clifden nonpareil     hours of research to distinguish, say, 
the copper underwing from Svensson’s copper underwing, 

the poplar grey from the knotgrass, a common footman 
from a dingy footman or the lunar underwing from the 

beaded chestnut. Each species of moth has a unique code, 
indicating the family and particular species. One excellent 

source of information is the ‘What’s Flying Tonight’ website 
of Butterfly Conservation which shows photos of the 100 

most common species to be found in your tetrad. (An area 
2km square) Our particular tetrad, ST01, has records of 468 

species since records first started. Recently we have plucked 
up the courage to report our monthly findings to the Devon 

Moth Group, which has an informative website and publishes     Barred hook-tip 

extensive lists of moths reported in Devon each month. Barry Henwood, the county 
moth recorder, has been very patient and extremely supportive to us and gives helpful 

feedback on our queries and mis-identifications – always in double-quick time!  
 

Highlights from our trap include the huge Clifden 
nonpareil/blue underwing (Catocala fraxini), a 

scarce immigrant at least three to four times larger 
than most moths, with only 10 Devon records in 

2017; a barred hook-tip (Watsonalla cultraria) and a 
cypress carpet (Thera cupressata).  It’s been a 

steep learning curve (and still is) but it is gratifying 
that we are building our knowledge base from zero 

and getting to know our local moth population much 
better.       Gradually  we  started  to recognise the 

             Purple thorn           different shapes of the geometridae, noctuidae,  eribidae 

etc which  quickly helped with the identification process.   Occasionally we   find 
spectacular species such as the poplar hawkmoth, muslin ermine, canary-shouldered 

thorn and  Jersey tiger. We’ve discovered that colours  can  vary  greatly in the same 
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species, identification can be much more 
challenging with older, more faded, specimens and  

there are many LBJs requiring much research. 
Each month produces different species. We are 

now cycling round to where we started last year 

as rank amateurs, feeling very  daunted but now 
have a sense of satisfaction that we are feeling 

just a bit more confident.           
 

We have hardly made any inroads into identifying 
                      Buff tip               micro-moths as yet, hence the low number of records 

submitted.  The trap inevitably captures all sorts 
of other interesting invertebrates which, like the 

moths, are all carefully examined then liberated. 
The garden has a leat running through it and 

there are often good numbers of caddis flies 
(Trichoptera) – many of these quite stunning 

and very varied.  We learned that there are 
around 200 species of caddis fly potentially to be 

found in the UK – so we’ve put that bit of study 

off until about 2025!  For now we’ll concentrate 
on learning more about our wonderful moths. 

                                Brimstone moth 
 

We’d encourage anyone to get started with a moth trap – not only is it fascinating to 
find out what’s out there in our gardens at night, but feeding back records to the 

county’s database makes a contribution to understanding how moths are faring in these 
difficult times. 

Chris Hill 
(Photos by Chris Hill) 

 
EVENTS and MEETINGS 

 
Mid Devon Wildlife 40th Anniversary Event 
After heavy rain the day before, Sunday 22nd August turned out to be fine, dry and 
mostly sunny for our anniversary celebration. This came as a great relief to the 

organising team, who had taken the bold step of postponing the event by one day due 
to the weather forecast. 

                                           Some of Gavin’s exhibits 
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By 3 pm, the remaining dampness from the day before had evaporated and members 
started to arrive.  Located in the beautiful gardens of  Doctor’s Farm, Halberton, with 

the kind permission of George Maunder, the setting could not have been better. 
Intended for members and their families, there were things to keep any naturalist 

(young or not-so-young) interested throughout the afternoon.  

 
Liz organised some pond dipping, with all the finds being displayed in glass tanks. 

Amongst the many creatures was a water stick insect (Ranatra linearis), this being the 
first time that any of us had seen one! (See Liz’s article above) 

 
Under cover of one of the 

gazebos, Gavin showed a 
wonderful selection of labelled 

wildlife exhibits, which people 
could pick up and examine. 

There were wildflowers, moth 
pupae, nibbled nut-cases, birds’ 

nests and feathers to mention 
just a few. 

 

For those keen to get ‘hands on’, 
Stephen had brought some owl 

pellets (Barn Owl pellets 
retrieved from George’s barn) 

which you could dissect  and  
examine under a  microscope. By 

 Liz and Gavin with the pond dipping exhibits   referring to a guide, you could work 
out what the bird’s diet had been that day. In another display there were various types 

of  poo, to be matched with the animals that produced it: many of us were grateful that 
this was pictorial rather than physical samples! 

Gathering for Gavin’s speech 

At an opportune moment in the afternoon, those present were gathered together. 
Founder-member Gavin was called upon to deliver a speech to mark the special 

occasion. He recounted how and why the Society had been set up and how it had grown 
and prospered over the years.  It was good to see that Roger Crouch, who had also 

been a member from the beginning, was present. Gavin thanked the committee for 
organising the celebration and the members for attending. 
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Next, George opened up his moth trap, which had been set the previous evening. It had 
been a good night for mothing! Various specimens were identified and handed round for 

all to see, before the moths woke up and flew off. Perhaps the most spectacular one was 
a Poplar Hawkmoth (Laothoe populi). Peter thanked George for his generosity, allowing 

us to hold this event in his magnificent garden. 

 
Keen to share his interest in audio, Paul had brought along (amongst other things) 

equipment for recording sounds underwater. An astonishing range of noises was to be 
heard in the pond, none of which are apparent above the surface. In addition, he 

provided pre-recorded clips of birdsong which were played to accompany the cutting of 
the cake.  

 

Oh yes, the cake!  In fact, there were two cakes, both beautifully decorated.  And to 
wash the cake down, there was Prosecco or fruit juice. A toast was proposed to Mid 

Devon Wildlife, wishing the society a long and prosperous future. 
 

The perfect end to a perfect day! 
Peter Bowers 

(photos by Iris Morton, Paul Pratley, Stephen Powles and Doris Leader ) 

 

Climate & Ecological Crisis – What’s All the Fuss About? 
Our September talk was by David Ramsden MBE, co-founder of The Barn Owl Trust. This 
was our first live meeting at St George’s Hall since December 2019. Social distancing 

and other safety measures were in place and with windows and doors open, we were 
lucky to have both a fine evening and an inspiring speaker. We all enjoyed seeing each 

other in person again. 
 

David gave us an expansive overview of what the dual crises of climate change and 
ecological collapse involve, and the main sources of information. He started by pointing 

out how hard it is to find habitable planets anywhere in the universe. Only two have 
been found so far – and Earth is one. A balanced climate system is key, including the 

air-conditioning effect of the cold poles, and the essential role of the atmosphere as 
insulation from radiation in space. Everything may seem OK now – but everything is on 

the edge, as can be seen from crop failures, droughts, loss of ice at the poles, wildlife 
decline, floods and wildfires. The main problem is the release of heat-trapping C02

 from 

fossil fuels, derived from the fossilised remains of billions of dead organisms 

accumulated over eons of time.  
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Why is the increasing average temperature of earth a problem? Surely it ought to be a 
good thing? Warming has not occurred evenly over the earth. One dramatic effect of 

warming at the poles has been changes in the behaviour of the Jet Stream, which is a 
band of fast wind around the earth. It has slowed down, sometimes stagnating, 

sometimes fragmenting. This can have catastrophic effects. The oceans have absorbed 

most of the emitted CO2
 and most of the heat, but in so doing have caused more 

evaporation, more storms, and more damage to marine organisms such as coral. We 

know humans are to blame for the increasing emissions of CO2
 from records in ice cores 

over millennia, and from decay rates of different carbon isotopes.  

                               Photo courtesy of  Gerd Altmann from Pixabay 

What can be done to help decrease carbon emissions? Political pledges (e.g. the Paris 

Agreement) are far too weak to stop Earth’s average temperature from rising by more 
than 2o C.  This will cause the climate to pass various ‘tipping points’. One of these is the 

conflict between the ever-increasing rate of human population growth and the static 
availability of the ‘ecosphere’ to support it. We don’t live within our means, which 

require 1.6 planet Earths. As a result, the 6th mass extinction of wildlife is in process, 

and for the first time it is caused by a single species – us. What can we do? There 
followed a comprehensive list of options, starting with why Britain should take a leading 

role, to energy solutions, investments, domestic appliances, travel choices, diet, waste 
disposal and consumerism. Also voting! And if we do all the right things, it would at 

least give us more time, better health and stronger communities. What’s not to like?  
 

Thank you David for making very clear What All the Fuss is About   
Liz Rogers 

 
The Natural History of Lundy by Andrew Cleave MBE - 19 October 2021 

Andrew started his talk by providing lots of background information about the island, 
which he has been visiting since childhood. Lundy had been privately owned until 1968, 

when it was acquired by the National Trust, thanks to a generous donation from 
philanthropist Jack Hayward, and it is leased to the Landmark Trust. Prior to that, the 

island had been inhabited since the Bronze Age, with a fascinating array of reasons for 

living there, including as a base for piracy and smuggling, as a hide-away, look-out and 
for subsistence farming. There are ruins of buildings everywhere as well as several 

abandoned quarries. A few houses remain in the village, along with a pub, shop and 
multi-purpose church. The island also has three lighthouses. 
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Lundy (which means ‘Puffin Island’) is about 3 miles long by half a mile wide, with steep 
and dramatic cliffs.  As an island, it is an ideal place for studying wildlife. Several studies 

(16) have been on-going there for decades, all co-ordinated through the Lundy Field 
Society. Species have been introduced there: some intentionally, some not. For land 

mammals there are goats, sika deer, Soay sheep (which do not need to be sheared), 

Lundy ponies, rabbits, pygmy shrews and several species of bat. Both brown and black 
rats have been successfully eradicated, which has been of great benefit to several 

species of birds such as guillemots.  
 

Rhododendron had also been introduced to the island and is now being eradicated to 
allow the area that it had taken over to regenerate. There are a few botanical species 

that are unique to Lundy, or so rare that they are only found in a very limited number of 
similar locations. These include the Lundy cabbage (now itself confined to the south east 

side), the small adders-tongue fern and the rusty-back fern. Other species can be 
prolific here, such as thrift and yellow horned poppy. Others are transitory; staying for a 

few years before disappearing again. An example was wood vetch. 

                                                  Lundy Island  
                       (photo courtesy of http://www.picturesofengland.com) 
For those interested in insects, there are some rarities to be sought. Lundy has its own 

variety of lesser yellow underwing moth, which can be easily distinguished from the 
mainland type. Grayling butterflies and thrift clearwing moths are two other species 

worth looking out for. 
 

But it is birdlife that the island is probably best known for. Some birds are resident and 

never leave the island, such as house sparrows, others migrate there, but many more 
pass through. Examples of the latter are willow warblers, chiffchaffs, and spotted and  

 
 

http://www.picturesofengland.com/
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pied flycatchers. Occasionally, rare passage migrants are to be seen, taking a rest  
during the sea crossing. Woodland birds are scarce, because only a small part of the 

island has tree cover. The island is host to skylarks, wheatears, linnets and meadow 
pipits, with buntings also passing through.  

 

Of most interest to visitors are the plentiful sea-birds. There are good populations of 
Manx shearwaters, fulmars, guillemots and kittiwakes, although many species are in 

decline,  probably due to the reduction in fish. Puffins are still present, but not nearly as 
abundant as they once were. Gulls of all species are in decline too.  

 
The sea around Lundy was first given protection in 1973 and was later designated as the 

UK’s first Marine Conservation Zone. This helps to protect the population of spiny 
lobsters and the colony of grey seals that live around the coast. All five UK species of 

coral are present. There are spiny starfish and sea gooseberries to be found, which glow 
and sparkle in the dark. Common dolphins and harbour porpoises are also frequently 

seen around the coast.  

 
A visit to Lundy is to be recommended for any naturalist.  Will you be paying a visit 

there next year? 
Peter Bowers 

 

 

John Greenslade MBE 

 
Many members will remember John who 

had a fatal accident whilst working on 
his farm on September 19th last year.   

 

At the time John, who with his wife Jan, 
had been a member for many years, 

had just completed writing his second 

book. This has now been published 
under the title “Twas Another Proper 

Job”.  Like  his previous book, “Twas a 

Proper Job”, it will be a good read and 

should be available from local book 

shops. It is published by Rylands of 

Wellington, telephone 01823 653777, 
email: sales@halsgrove.com.   

 

The front cover of the book is 
reproduced here. 

Peter Richardson 
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OBITUARY 

 
Carol Ann Benn 26th Sept.1938 - 22nd Sept. 2021 

Carol died peacefully with her family around her at a local dementia care home shortly 

after suffering a severe stroke. Jeff says that both the care home and the staff were 
magnificent and the family were very grateful. 

 
The funeral was held at Hackpen Natural Burial Ground on 13th 

October on a chilly but clear and sunny day. It is a large wild 
flower meadow surrounded on all sides by mature trees. 

Accompanying the poetry, music, the eulogy and the 
many mourners was a roe deer quietly grazing its way 

across the field, bird song and the drumming of a 

woodpecker. A better place to rest is hard to imagine. 
 

The eulogy reflected Carol's generous and lively spirit 
and the kicks she put into and got out of life. Jeff and 

Carol married in 1958 had two girls, and a boy in 
between, and kept "open house" for their mates and 

other friends, always with snacks or more. Originally 
an apprentice pharmacist with Boots she now gave help to 

Jeff in his business and later, after moving to Devon, 
worked as a court usher. Then, in 2003, she founded the 

charity "Unite" in Tiverton. It provides support in many forms 
to unpaid carers of all ages who look after someone who depends on them. 

She led a very busy and productive life. Donations in memory of Carol were directed to 
the charity. Afterwards, at the Hartnoll Hotel, old and treasured memories continued to 

be happily recalled. 

 
While being a member for many years, Carol was an occasional rather than a regular 

attender at meetings due to her other commitments. When another of our members, 
Rev. Dennis Pickering, died, a generous donation was left to the Society. We 

inaugurated the DP Photographic Competition in his memory, but there were 
instructions to celebrate Dennis' life with his favourite Devon cider and scones. Carol 

baked the scones. They were the best scones we had ever tasted. 
 

Our sympathy goes to Jeff, Louise, Charlie, Krista and the grandchildren. 

David Leader 

 

 
 
 
 


