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Reports for 2015
Aiptasiogeton pellucidus var comatus.
Our branch member Robert Durrant received national
publicity for his discovery of this unusual sea anemone at
Hele Bay, Ilfracombe. He had difficulty in identifying it
but eventually after posting a backlit photograph of it
world wide, a Frenchman, Wilfried Bay-Nouallhat was
able to say what it was. Apparently only one has been
seen in British waters before and that was back in the
seventies. Robert was asked by Devon Wildlife trust to
name it and he came up with something far more sensible
- ‘Fairy anemone’.

Slimbridge, January 18th 2015
After the recent cold, wet and windy weather, how lucky we were to have a dry, windless day with a cloudless sky
for our outing. On the way there early lambs were seen in the lush green fields and the bare trees with clumps of
mistletoe and early building magpie nests were silhouetted against the pale blue sky.
Once there, everyone went their own way, careful not to trip over the Nene and greylag geese. The Caribbean
flamingos were a real picture standing there with their reflection in the water. The hides on the way to the Holden
Tower provided spectacular close up views of pintail, wigeon, teal, mallard, pochard and shoveler whilst further away
were huge flocks of lapwing and golden plover. The willow hide produced heron, coot and moorhen plus a water rail
that was so close, it was too near for some people to photograph it!
From the tower, five of the cranes from the Somerset Levels Crane project put in an appearance and also seen were
Canada, barnacle and white fronted geese, various waders including avocets and a ruff plus both mute and
Bewick’s swans.
Through the enclosures were trumpeter swans, Barrow’s golden eye, more flamingos, wood duck and a host of
strange ducks from around the world. All providing ideal subjects for the photographers in the soft Winter sunlight.
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Indoor meeting, 27th February 2015
This was our annual indoor meeting and perhaps it was appropriate that as we are the Taw and Exmoor Branch of
The British Naturalists’ Association the Speaker was from The Exmoor National Park Authority. Ali Hawkins who
is an ecologist with the Authority explained that the Park covers some 267 square miles in both Devon and Somerset
and includes woodland, open moorland, mires, rivers, farmland, gently rolling heather topped hills with deep
secluded wooded valleys and uniquely for a national park, spectacular high cliffs.
We have all seen the larger animals on the moor such as red deer, red Devon cattle, Devon Closewool and Exmoor
Horn sheep and the free living Exmoor ponies but it is also a special place for much smaller inhabitants as nearly all
of Britain’s bats live and breed in the park and the clean moist air gives rise to a very rich variety of lichen communities.
However, some of the wildlife has been slowly disappearing from the area, mainly due to the draining of the
moors which started after the war. This is now being reversed and it is hoped that it will attract waders such as curlew
and lapwing amongst others to return to the area and breed. Other areas are being specifically managed for both the
high brown and heath fritillary butterflies which are on the UK red list but have remaining strongholds on Exmoor.
Other work they have to carry out is the removal of invasive species such as knotweed (Himalayan, Japanese,
greater and lesser), rhododendrons and signal crayfish. To this end they hold instruction courses on the removal of
these undesirables as well as courses in identification. They are particularly keen to receive reports of any sightings
from anyone of cuckoo, kingfisher, kestrel, red kite, brown hare, hedgehog, green tiger beetle, emperor moth, green
hairstreak butterfly, string of sausages lichen, wood ant and wax cap fungi. So when we go to the area for our dawn
chorus walk on April 26th, when we often see pied flycatchers, redstarts and sometimes wood warblers, we must also
look out for these creatures.
My thanks to all those who helped in whatever way towards the smooth running of the evening.
Brian Sims

Horner Wood, Sunday 26th April 2015
The weather forecast predicted storms and strong winds for the day of the outing but those who ignored the forecast
were rewarded with an interesting day’s birding.
The journey up to Horner was fairly uneventful apart from avoiding pheasants which had suicidal tendencies or
a low life expectancy. Somerset County Council must have had some spare money as the road through Cloutsham
has been beautifully resurfaced.
It was only 4 degrees centigrade when we arrived at Horner village but already the dawn chorus was in full
swing and the bonus was the sighting of a greater spotted woodpecker whilst we were still in the car park.
The path up through the woods was lined with wood sorrel, primroses and lesser celandines with the occasional
splash of colour from the red campions. The leaves were just coming out on the moss covered trees, so a week later
and we would have been too late. Blue tits and chaffinches were everywhere and fleeting glimpses were obtained of
both male and female pied flycatchers, whereas a wood warbler was heard but not seen. A dipper was spotted as it
whizzed down over the sparkling water of the stream and at the far end of the walk a gold crest appeared in full
breeding plumage.
Up on the ridge was a green woodpecker, a holly tree still fully laden with red berries and an Exmoor pony with
a very young foal. A cuckoo sounded from afar as a raven flew by and a buzzard circled overhead. Eventually we
found a pair of lovely redstarts although a garden warbler was much more uncooperative.
By now it was lunch time so off we went for a very nice pub lunch at Porlock Weir. The village itself produced
very few birds, as usual but the hedgerows of the road leading to it was lined with a profusion of green alkanet and
three cornered leeks.
Now fortified we proceeded to Chetsford Water, all the time the weather improving to become quite sunny, so
much so that we saw our first swallow of the day. On the moor were stonechat, whinchat, tree and meadow pipits
and then a cuckoo which flew down the valley and obligingly back up again. A pair of very smart grey wagtails put
in an appearance as a kestrel hovered overhead and even a green veined white butterfly put in an appearance.
By now we were “birded out” and made our way back to the cars for an uneventful journey home. But it had
been a super trip which seemed to get better as the day went on.
Thanks to Julie and her friend Eleanor for keeping the flower list.
Brian Sims
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At the Kingfisher hide (somewhat ambitiously named) were some feeders which attracted blue and great tits,
chaffinches, goldfinches, robins and jackdaws with brown rats hovering up the fallen seed below.

At the feeder

Below the feeder

Back to the Peng Observatory from which we watched the daily feeding frenzy. The birds knew what was going to
happen and flew in on cue from all directions to take part in this feeding orgy. There were so many birds present that
it didn’t seem possible that there was any room for anymore to come in and land. It provided a spectacular sight in
the setting sun.
It was an interesting journey home. It became more of a mystery tour, the only problem was that it seemed to be
a mystery to the driver as well. Still it had been a super day and by now we were all ‘birded out’.

Brian Sims
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Tamar Lakes, Sunday 22nd March 2015
The banks of the lanes approaching the Upper and Lower Tamar Lakes were awash with primroses and lesser
celandines as if someone had been along and sprinkled gold dust everywhere.
The footpath around the Upper lake has been considerably improved so now it is easier to concentrate on the
wildlife rather than trying to miss the muddy puddles. The cormorants were on the buoys out on the lake as usual and
the obligatory Canada geese making a noise plus several herons partly obscured in the reeds at the water’s edge. A
lone long tailed tit put in an appearance whilst on the water were a few teal plus some moorhens scudding about. We
went round to the hide but the water level was so high that there was no exposed mud for the waders. There was a
small flock of lesser black backed gulls out on the water and across the other side a sparrow hawk put in a brief
appearance.

Willow tit
Photo: Richard Beer

Around to the lower lake where immediately we saw blue, great, coal and willow tits on the feeders along with
house sparrows, chaffinches and a nuthatch. By now it was time to enjoy our packed lunch as we sat in the spring
sunshine overlooking the water which had tufted ducks, goosanders, black headed gulls and a coot for us to watch
whilst a pair of great crested grebes were starting to practice their courtship display. A walk round to the hide
produced an elusive gold crest, a water rail that kept appearing and disappearing into the reeds and a marsh tit. So
now we had seen all six of the tit family that you would expect to see in this country in only a few hours.
The Bude Canal was the least rewarding of our venues although a very obliging chiffchaff stayed in view long
enough to be photographed and a cetti’s warbler was heard. The catkins of the hazel and alder provided a colourful
backdrop and there was one pussy willow tree actually out as opposed to the others we had seen which were only just
in bud. The sighting of a water vole swimming across a stream was the highlight of the day for many of us.
The last location was Maer Marshes, more in hope than anticipation but it proved to be very productive, with
curlew, lapwing, black tailed godwit, shoveler, teal, wigeon, shelduck and around the edges snipe, blackbird, song
thrush, robin, a noisy pheasant and more lesser black backed gulls.
Time now to head for home after a lovely sunny during which we had seen 57 different birds plus some early
Spring flowers.
Brian Sims
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Brownsham and Mouthmill, Sunday 10th May 2015
The end of April/ beginning of May is the changeover from ornithology to botany. No more so than the hedgerows,
as we made our way to Brownsham, as the road side verges were also commemorating VE day with a patriotic
display of red campion, greater stitchwort and bluebells. Brownsham which is situated between Clovelly and
Hartland Point is designated as an area of natural beauty. On the walk the flowers were a kaleidoscope of colours
covering the spectrum from violets to the early purple orchids to speedwells and bluebells to buttercups and
primroses to red campion and sorrel. Even the coral spot fungus joined the riot of colour.

The birds were difficult to see amongst the newly emerged leaves of the trees but a couple of little birds darted
about and eventually when they stopped we found that they were a pair of goldcrests with their golden crests very
much in evidence.
A male orange tip butterfly fluttered by and one of our eagle eyed members spotted a pair of green shield bugs
doing what they ought to on a quiet Sunday afternoon. An eleven spot ladybird was found and also an eyed ladybird
which was out earlier in the year than expected.
As we approached the sea at Mouthmill, a smugglers haven in bygone times, a little blue butterfly joined us and
went flit, flit, flit, flit, flit, flit until finally it needed a rest and it turned out to be an immaculate male holly blue
butterfly.
A long awaited picnic lunch was certainly enjoyed as we sat amongst the thrift and sea campion as herring gulls,
swallows, grey wagtails and even a shag were seen. The sea was gently lapping on the shore but there was evidence
of more violent times as Blackchurch Rock gets it’s name from the action of the sea on the rock formation gouging
out shapes in the form of church windows.
Suitably re-energised we went up through Mouthmill Woods which is part of The South West Coast Path and
across the fields at the top, from where we saw a nesting fulmar and a fleeting glimpse of a peregrine. The mystic isle
of Lundy loomed out of the haze whilst to the east was what looked like a continuous stretch of over five miles of
sandy beach from Saunton to Westward Ho! It was impossible to tell where the combined rivers of the Taw and
Torridge flowed as one over the treacherous bar to the relative sanctuary of Bideford Bay.
Next to each other were an oak tree and ash tree of similar size with the ash in leaf but the oak only just showing
some leaves, so according to country lore “if the ash before the oak then we’ll have a soak but if the oak before the
ash then we we’ll have a splash”. So I don’t think we will have a hosepipe ban this Summer!
A whitethroat kept appearing and disappearing probably catching the leg dangling St Mark’s flies which were
everywhere. As we walked through Brownsham Woods we were greeted by a vast sea of genuine English bluebells
surrounding islands of verdant green unfurling ferns. Lets hope the photographers got their pictures. Blackcap, wren,
chiffchaff and chaffinches were still singing their little hearts out from high up in the tree canopy so it was still
difficult to see them but as we made our way back to the car park we were accompanied by a very friendly robin.
Another jolly good day was enjoyed by all and some even saw a red legged partridge with a death wish on the
road home.
Brian Sims

Dunsdon and Vealand, Sunday 14th June 2015
Culm grassland is a unique habitat that developed above a geological formation known as Culm Measures laid down
in the Carboniferous period (about 300 million years ago). The name comes from the occasional presence of a soft,
sooty coal known in Devon as Culm - in Wales it’s known as Rhos. The effect of these Measures gives rise to acidic,
clay soils that are poorly drained but are ideal for certain types of wildlife. Unfortunately some 92% of culm
grassland has been lost in the past 100 years with 48% disappearing between 1984 and 1991.
The Devon Wildlife Reserve at Dunsdon extends to some 147 acres and contains probably the single most
important example in England of this type of habitat. So much so that in 2013 it was renamed Coronation Meadow
to mark the Queen’s 60th anniversary of her
coronation.
Apart from the proliferation of flowers
noticed on our arrival a tree pipit was spotted very
close to the car park. So off we squelched and
almost immediately came across lesser butterfly
orchids which are classed as vulnerable by
Plantlife having had a 75% reduction in numbers
recently. Having got over that excitement we
came across some heath fritillary butterflies
which were on the brink of extinction following a
97% drop in numbers and are on the priority list
for protection. There plenty of heath spotted
orchids and eventually we came across masses of
ragged robins. The warden who was taking us
around then pointed out a three lobed water
crowfoot plant which is also one of the reserves
iconic plants and is on the endangered list.
Tree pipit

Lesser butterfly orchid

Heath fritillary

There were lots of funnel spiders with drops of water glistening on their webs in the Summer sunshine. A spider
Pisaura mirabilis scuttled about complete with egg sac and tent. Several frogs of varying sizes hopped about.
After our picnic lunch it was off to Vealand, another DWT reserve. Luckily the warden took us or I think we
would still be looking for it. This was a similar culm grassland habitat with perhaps a greater range of butterflies and
dragonflies than Dunsdon but with fewer flowers.
Time now for a cream tea which was very enjoyable as we sat under a veranda overlooking a pond with swallows
and house martins swooping about over it and congratulating ourselves on having seen so much of Dundon’s rare and
iconic wildlife.
Brian Sims

Tarr Steps and The Exmoor Pony Centre
After World War Two only about 50 Exmoor ponies remained and only six pure bred filly foals were registered for
the whole of Exmoor. Due to the efforts of a Mary Etherington and a few dedicated breeders who carried out stringent
DNA testing and thorough visual checks, the figure now stands at about 3000 worldwide.
The Exmoor Pony Centre is owned by the Moorland Moussie Trust which is a local charity founded in 2000 by
Val Sherwin and Sue Wingate. When originally founded, it’s aim was to ensure no more foals would leave their
mothers to go to the meat market. Nowadays it has moved on to cover allaspects of Exmoor pony welfare.
Lindsey of the Exmoor Pony Centre described the characteristic features of an Exmoor pony including the mealy
coloured markings around the eyes and on the muzzle. There is a limited colour range of bay, brown and dun with
black points and no white markings. They have a deep chest and short straight legs. The hairs of the mane, forelock
and tail are thick and greasy so they shed rain water and snow very efficiently. Also they have slate grey hooves and
soles to their feet, so if ever you are in doubt when you see a pony on Exmoor just pick up it’s feet and have a look.
Although the ponies graze freely on the moor, they all belong to one farmer or another and as well as being
branded and numbered to confirm ownership, nowadays they are all micro chipped.
Having absorbed all this information we then all enjoyed an excellent cream tea before driving home along the
picturesque lanes flanked by rose bay willow herb, meadowsweet, ox-eye daisies and foxgloves.
Earlier in the day we had walked along by the River Barle at Tarr Steps.It is one of Britain’s best preserved
examples of a clapper bridge. Some claim it was built around 1000 BC but experts reckon it was built in the Middle
Ages with a first recorded mention in the 14th century. It has been washed away a couple of times (notably in 1952,
the year of the Lynmouth flood disaster), but now the stones are numbered to make reconstruction easier. Although
many had been to Tarr Steps before not many had gone around the Tarr Steps Woodland National Nature Reserve.
The river bank was lined with moss covered trees and the sun was now shining through the tree canopy creating a
pleasant dappled effect on the ferns and flowers of the woodland floor.

We then came to a clearing where there were butterflies galore including silver washed fritillary, ringlet, meadow
brown, large white, red admiral, small tortoiseshell and small skipper plus a golden-ringed dragonfly which put in
an appearance. All this and a marsh tit showing how acrobatic it could be feeding upside down on insects on drooping
thistle heads. Several grey wagtails were seen, some with beaks full of food for nearby young whilst in the sparkling
clear water were several fish including a reasonably sized trout.
Brian Sims

Furzebray Carp Fishing Lakes, Sunday 16th August 2015
Over the last 15 years or so, what was once a dairy farm has now been converted into a carp fishery with three
different sized lakes. The lakes themselves are bordered with a mixture of garden and wild flowers such as montbretia
and willow herbs giving a very colourful surround. The grounds are stocked with a wide range of trees and shrubs the
most spectacular being a Hydrangea paniculata ‘Grandiflora’, which was a beautiful conical shaped shrub covered
in large cone shaped pink tinged white flowers.
The water obviously attracted a range of dragonflies and damselflies whilst the flowering shrubs were appealing
to the butterflies. Noticeably one dark flowered Buddleja in a warm spot attracted a lot of butterflies notably red
admirals whereas a one with a lighter coloured flower some 20 yards away in a colder location had none at all. The
scent from the darker one was quite pronounced but what we want to know is “Has the darker flowered one more
scent and therefore attract more insects or was it because it was in a much warmer spot which then encouraged the
release of the scent?” Answers on a postcard, please.
There were some large (40 lb+) carp present and some actually leapt out of the water which is unusual behaviour
for carp. The swallows and house martins were busy skimming over the water and a great spotted woodpecker put in
an appearance. To avoid losing his valuable fish the owner had enclosed the whole site with an electrified anti-otter
fence.
After a picnic lunch, we popped down to a Devon Wildlife Trust reserve at Meshaw Moor. This is a timeless place
of some 20 acres where cattle graze the rich culm grassland contained in pocket sized fields surrounded by
thick hedgerows. Whilst there were plenty of flowers to be seen, one of the reserve’s specialities is sneezewort which
we saw and similarly the marbled white butterfly.
What a cracking day.
Brian Sims

Hartland Point, September 20th 2015
It was a well attended outing and immediately members were treated to views of porpoises just off the shore at Barley
Bay and then some seals, so we knew it was going to be a good day. Ravens were playing on the wind and down
below on the rocks were a couple of shags. Whilst looking down there , nowadays there are hardly any signs of the
remains of the SS Johanna which went aground on the rocks near the lighthouse in 1983.

Further along the cliff top path was a
memorial to all those who perished when the
hospital ship Glencart Castle was torpedoed
20 miles WNW of Hartland Point on 26th
February 1918.
Unusually only one parasol mushroom was found but it was noted that good quantities of blackberries were
consumed but not many sloes!

When having our picnic lunch we observed a colony of common Colletes succinctus mining bees flying in and
out of their individual holes. Although referred to as solitary bees this relates to the number in each hole as you can
have colonies of up to a thousand.
Back up past the hillside covered in gorse with it’s brilliant yellow flowers with the occasional stonechat flitting
about. Up the sheltered track were speckled wood butterflies and silver Y moths, dark bush crickets and meadow
grasshoppers.
One eagle eyed member spotted a pair of southern hawker dragonflies in mid flight which then settled together in
a nearby tree to spend a very enjoyable Sunday afternoon. At long last a peregrine put in an appearance over a field
with both sheep and alpacas in it.
Brian Sims

Fungus Foray, October 18th 2015
We were fortunate to get Jeff Benn to lead the walk for not only is he the mycological recorder for the Devonshire
Association but he is also chairman of the Devon Fungus Group. He explained how fungi obtained their food and
whether they were saprophytic, mycorrhizal or parasitic.
A good attendance arrived on time despite the link road being closed. A few weeks ago there had been a fly agaric
opposite the car parking area, so we knew it would be a good location. This proved to be true very quickly as when
we walked up a track in the woodland we soon found both deceiver and amethyst deceiver. Jeff then suggested we
should go into the next field, this didn’t look very promising as all we could see just grass. However an hour or so
later we had clocked up some 20 fungi, several flowers, evidence of badger activity and overhead a flock of a dozen
fieldfares. The surrounding trees were changing colour so we had a kaleidoscope of not only different greens but
browns and yellows and golds.
Back now into the woods and Jeff continued to spew out long latin names which he assured us were the only
names for some of the fungi we kept finding (not quite true). But to show him we were not complete novices we got
in quick to name some King Alfred’s cakes when we found them before him.
The plaintive song of a robin and the occasional squeak from a wren were the only sounds apart from the rustling
of the brittle leaves as we kicked our way through the fallen leaves. There were more signs of activity of both badger
and red deer and on the woodland floor we found a small woven grass nest, possibly for a harvest mouse but if so,
how it got there was a mystery.
We now reached a country road and found more fungi and some more flowers including herb robert and herb
bennet. It had taken far longer than anticipated so now it was a quick dash to Exebridge for a pub lunch. It was worth
it and afterwards we found more fungi in the pub gardens and saw mallard, grey wagtail, salmon and a rat in the river
Exe.

Isley Marsh. Sunday 6th December 2015
We had four target species to see on this outing, stock dove, Mediterranean gull, turnstone and spoonbill.
As we set off along the Tarka Trail we were accompanied by twittering goldfinches and pinking chaffinches. In the fields were curlew, oystercatchers, resplendent cock pheasants and on both sides of the
path little egrets. A buzzard wheeled overhead whilst linnets flitted along the hedgerows. Stock doves
had been seen in this location in the past, so each wood pigeon was closely inspected but unfortunately
none could be made into a stock dove. On now to the North Devon Cricket Club ground with it’s

thatched pavilion, a normal haunt for the Mediterranean gulls but there were only a couple of black-headed gulls and some pied wagtails there.
Down the lane and out on to the river bank and down on the water’s edge were brent geese, wigeon,
curlews and more oystercatchers. A moorhen was heard as a cormorant came in to land on the inland
pond. The incoming tide was now pushing the birds towards us producing large flocks of dunlin, several
teal and the occasional grey plover whilst overhead a large flock of lapwings played on the breeze. A pair
of ravens flew over and landed in separate trees and proceeded to “cronk” to each other.
At long last we found some turnstones, doing what their name implies. As we approached the RSPB
reserve at Isley Marsh our patience was rewarded with sighting of two spoonbills (a lifetime first for
some members of the group). The tide now forced them to take to the air so now we could see how they
compared in flight to the numerous little egrets. There were also quite a few redshanks, curlew, teal and
shelduck on the reserve.
Time to go home before the rains came, so I suppose two out of four of our target species wasn’t too
bad.

