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     CHAIRMANôS NOTES 
Getting Involved  
Peter Richardson  and Ray Jones do excellent work putting together our outdoor programmes 
and, for those of you who rarely attend these events, I strongly recommend that you do.   Why?!   
If you donôt go you will never know what youôre missing!  A case in point for me was a v isit to 

Braunton Burrows (not far from Barnstaple) when, several years ago and without any idea of the 
treat that was in  store  for me, I joined a MD NHS visit to this remarkable site.   Not only are the 

Burrows the largest sand dune system in the UK , they have over 400 species of flowering plant, 
11 species of orchid, over half the UKôs butterflies species and they were used to practise for the 
Normandy la ndings in the Second World War!  

 
Whilst we canôt promise such a variety of species on all our visits, you too are probably blissfully 

unaware of many of the wonderful wildlife sites local to us, some not far from Tiverton. Over the 
next few months MD NHS  visits include:  
 

¶ a stunning display of bluebells set in glorious oak woodland in Buzzards, a National Trust 
property, less than two miles from Tiverton.  

¶ the RSPB reserve at Aylesbeare Common, near Sidmouth, with a good chance of seeing a 
number of reptile s (adders included but donôt let that put you off!). Dartford warblers    
are regularly seen on the reserve.    

¶ the Tiverton Canal to watch, listen to and learn about bats.  
¶ Devon Badger Watch with a chance to get 

ñnose-to -noseò with brock (behind 
glass!).  

 

The visits will not only take you to some new 
places of wildlife interest, you will be in the 

company of fellow members of the society who 
have a wide range of interest in, and knowledge 
of, the natural world and they will be very 

willing to share what the y know with you.     
 

I will be making the effort ñto get out and 
aboutò   more.  Will you?   

        Female adder on  Hawkerland  Common  
                                                          (next to Aylesbeare C ommon)  
               (photo  by Malcolm Randle)   

 
Stephen Powles  
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Articles  

An Alaskan Summer  (all photos by Liz Rogers)  

Iôve always been drawn to places with coastal mountains, forests and lots of wildlife, and this 
summer I fulfille d an ambition to travel to the North West Pacific  coast of the USA, going by 

small boat through the Inside Passage of S outh East Alaska.  Hearing about this plan, my friends 
said things like  ñWhy do you want to go somewhere cold?ò.  Well, Alaska turned out to be not 

only hot and dry half the time, but also absolutely spectacular whatever the weather!  
 
We boarded our boat in Petersburg (founded by a Norwegian in 1897), and spent nine days 

sailing north to Juneau, and then back south a nd west to Sitka, the old Russian capital in Alaska. 
We were hoping to see whales, brown bears, Stellerôs sea lions and bald eagles in particular, but 

were also aware of Alaskaôs changeable weather ï so we picked June/July as our travel time. 
This meant we  missed the salmon run (and bears fishing for them), but were more likely to have 
good weather and see more whales. And so it proved! After leaving Petersburg, we headed for a 

narrow strait called Endicott Arm, and thence to an even narrower inlet called F ordôs Terror 
(because of a fearsome rip tide at the entrance if you mistime it). There we moored overnight 

amongst the most magnificent scenery ï with a bear on the beach, eagles in the trees and 
porpoises in the water. We joined them in a kayak. Glass -sti ll the following morning, this was 
my favourite place.  

 
Emerging once more into Endicott Arm, we headed 

south east  along to its terminus at Dawes Glacier, 
close to the Canadian border. Floating past us 
all the time were small icebergs, with various 

locals  on them ï harbour seals and mew 
gulls. The bergs were white and deepest 

blue, and came in all shapes and sizes, 
often looking like hand -made ice 

sculptures. As we approached the snout of 
the glacier, it got colder and colder, we 
went slower and slower to avoid the 

bergs, and became aware of huge chunks 
of ice ócalvingô into the sea, creating shock 

waves that rocked our boat.  Not another 
human soul was around to join us, except 
some kayakers that we passed on the way.  

Such was the advantage of not visitin g the 
larger, but mainstream, tourist destination   of  

Glacier Bay, where the large cruise ships go. This  
we flew over later, and marvelled at its vastness  
from the air.  

              Mt. Denali, Wonder Lake  
Moving north west  back up Endicott Arm into St ephenôs          Denali National Park     

Passage, we saw several humpback whales, one of which óspy-hoppedô near the boat. Later that 
day, we arrived in Juneau which is the only US state capital that has no access roads through its 
surrounding mountains an d glaciers; but the sea does not freeze, so it can always be reached by 

boat or sea plane. Juneau was the first town to be founded after Alaska was bought by the US 
from Russia  in 1867,  and  was the site of the first  major gold strike in 1880.       Climbing    Mt . 

Roberts,  above Juneau, in  glorious  sunshine provided  us with  spectacular views, and an 
introduction to some of the flora of Alaska. Here were n ootka lupines, Alaskan violets and 
chocolate lilies (fritillaries), various species of  Rubus  and Erica , plus dwarf and tree -sized 

dogwoods ( Cornus ).   Enormous western h emlocks and Sitka spruce provided the majestic tree 
cover (nice to see Sitka spruce in its true glory, not in plantations in the UK), with  tiny 

wintergreens underneath (shy m aiden, Mone sis uniflora) . 
 
After Juneau, we headed for Icy Strait and the settlement of Hoonah on Chichagof Island. Here  
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we met the descendants of the famous warrior tribe, the Tlingits, who have lived in South East   
Alaska for centuries.  It was they who fought the Russian fur traders in Sitka in the 18 th  and 19 th  
centuries. Tlingit people have a rich story - telling tradition, expressed in carved totem poles and 

dances. Raven and Eagle are totemic animals for them, so it was appropriate to discern several 
ravens a nd eagles perched about the place! We saw one of their dances, telling the story of 

Ravenôs trickery to steal the sun, which brought light to the people.  
 

Moving on from Hoonah through spectacular scenery, via the tiny 

settlement of Tenakee  Springs, we saw more bears on the shore, 
bald eagles and one or two Stellerôs sea lions. The most 

unexpected sighting was of rufous h ummingbirds at  sugar 
feeders in Tenakee Springs! This is the only hummingbird species 

to make it so far north. Heading sou th and west , in the 
ominously -named Peril Strait, an d much to our excitement, we 
saw a pod of three orcas (killer whales) very close to the boat, 

one of which did a dramatic breac h and  back - flip. The huge 
dorsal  fin  (at least 1 m) of  the male coursed back  and forth, and 

we could see how researchers can identify individual orcas by their 
dorsal markings.      The next day, we made it to Sitka through the  

       Peril    Strait  narrows, coming  into   the   port   past  the   volcanic   Mt  

  Edgecumbe,  and getting a distant view of a lone sea otter as we  did so . 
      Shooting Star       I t was the fine sea otter  pelts that  tempted   Russian fur  traders  to 

Dodecatheon frigidum     Alaska in  the  first   place , but as so often,   the otter populations were  
      (primula family)        eventually  decimated ï and the next rush was for gold.  
          

 
From the stunningly beautiful islands and waters of S outh East  Alaska, we flew north over 

Glacier Bay to Anchorage. From there, we  drove to Denali National Park and Wilderness Area, 
dominated by the huge and awesome Mt. Denali (or Mt. McKinley ï the highest mountain in 
North  America at 20,320 ft). Catching tantalising glimpses of the mountain through the clouds 

as we approached Denali N ational Park , we didnôt see it in its full glory until we were 90 miles 
into the park, and the weather cleared.   On the journey in, we marvelled at the vast landscape 

with its mountains, braided rivers and tundra.   We were eventually above the tree - line, and saw 
caribou, brown bears,  moose, ground squirrels, snowshoe hares and golden eagles as we went. 
Our two days in the Wilderness Area were taken up 

with canoeing o n Wonder Lake, and walking into the 
glacial moraines of the foothills of the Alaskan 

Range ï all done in  glorious sunshi ne (and 
mosquitos!).   Alaskans refer to mosquitos as the 
óState Bird ô.       

           
Apart from our all - too - fleeting glimpses of 

impressive large mammals, the highlight for me 
was the tundra wildflowers, seen against stunningly 
beautiful scenery. Dwar f willows, particularly Arctic 

willow, and various blueberries and cranberries 
form the shrubby vegetation. Amongst these are a 

host of herbaceous species growing close to the 
ground. Some examples, among many, are: 

shooting stars, purple saxifrage, alpine azalea, 
lousewort & vetch sp ecies. New to me were 
Labrador tea (Ericaceae), bear f lower (a large 

saxifrage eaten by bears), Eskimo potato  (a pea, 
also eaten by bears), river b eauty (a dwarf willow -

herb ) and pink p lumes (Polygonaceae). I could go 
on! I disc overed that several tundra species also 
occur on the tops of   the   Scottish mountain s,  e.g.     Female moose at Denali National Park     

mountain avens,   Dryas octopetala .      



4 

If youôve ever been caught in a blizzard on the Cairngorms, you will not be surprised by their 
similarity to the Alaskan tundra!  
 

On our last journey out of Denali National Park, there were more wildlife delights, especially a  
large herd of caribou traversing a hillside far away. Travellers all, we headed away from them 

and back to Anchorage.   But there was one more surprise on the way ï right beside the 
highway, oblivious to the traffic, were two female moose feeding on water plants in a small lake. 
It was our last outing of the cameras, and, for once, we didnôt need our zoom lenses!  

 
Liz Rogers.  

 
Nature Notes ï Monitoring Mammals along the Tiverton Canal   

(photos by David  Brabban)  
Those who walk along the c anal towpath will no doubt have noticed one or more of the seven 

mammal rafts which are distributed along the canal from 
Warnicombe  to Lowdwells.  Originally, nine were installed in 

2009 as part of a project promoting the recovery of water 
vole populations of East Devon but two were badly damaged 
when the canal was breached in 2012.   Each raft is 1.2m 

long and 60cm wide wi th a raised tunnel at the centre. 
Protected by the tunnel is a clay tracking cartridge (kept 

moist by water from the canal) and any wildlife walking 
through the tunnel leaves a ófootprintô as it does so.  Each raft 
is checked once a month by a volunteer.    

 
It has been 

encouraging to    
find     regular  
visits   to   the  

rafts are made  
 Raft at Ebear out of water        by otters, most   

  with tracks and spraint      frequently towards 
the eastern end of the canal where very 
occasiona l day - time sightings have been 

reported.  Otter spraint is often left on top of the 
raft.  Rodents are ubiquitous and common while 

there are very occasional signs of mink.   
Unfortunately there has been n o evidence of 
water  voles which have been absent from the canal   Prints in clay at Ebear with two otter  

since the 1990s.                                                             one rat and some bird damage  
 

Some water birds do visit ï they seem to be attracted by macro invertebrates, such as small 
worms,  living in the clay and will often remove a significant amount of clay in their search for 
food.  The monitoring records give the Canal Ranger Service a better picture of where water 

mammals are active on the canal and the data is also passed on to the Dev on Biodiversity 
Records Office in Exeter.  

David Brabban  

Brown Hairstreaks in Stockleigh Pomeroy.  (photos by Liz Rogers)  

On September 17 th  I was walking along a luxurious hedge on East Coombe Farm, Stockleigh 
Pomeroy (SS888039) when an orange butterfly caug ht my eye. I instantly realised it was one 
Iôd never seen before.  Looking closer, I saw a female brown h airstreak with her wings closed, 

showing the orange underside, and disappearing under a hazel leaf.   Luckily, I had my camera 
with me, so when she reap peared and opened her wings in the sun, I got a photo of her.  Not 

being a butterfly expert, I did not immediately identify her. Had I known  at that moment how 
rare brown h airstreaks are in the UK as a whole, Iôd have stayed around and taken more photos 
ï as it was, I continued walking!  It wasnôt until I got home that I realised the significance of the 

sighting.            
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Not long after,   George Maunder  and   I    
decided to look for brown h airstreak eggs,  
starting from the position of my original 

sighting.   The female I saw was only a few 
feet away from many blackthorn bushes of 

all ages, and within a few minutes, we had 
found two eggs (see photo). Over two 
hours, we worked our way along the hedge 

in both directions, finding a total of twelve 
eggs on blackthorn  facing south and west. 

Later, I checked blackthorn in south  and 
west facing hedges in fields to the east of 

the original butterfly sighting, and found 
eleven more eggs on mature and young 
blackthorn.   The highlight  was  finding     

eggs in th ree successive axil s along one  Brown hairstreak butterfly(f)  
branch.  We plan to search further afield  

once the   blackthorn leaves have   fallen.   
  
The find was reported to the Devon Branch of Butterfly Conservation,       Egg on blackthorn  

and  at their Annual Meeting ,  the retiring Chairman , Roger Bristow,              
gave us some more information and a map of previous sightings in the general area of 

Stockleigh Pomeroy.  We also r ead in Jeremy Thomas's book on butterflies that brown 
hairstreaks are thought to still be found "in Devon between the Moors".   So we plan to widen 
our search.  Blackthorn hedges are the key to caterpillar survival, and if we could persuade 

farmers not to trim hedges in this area so hard or frequently, it would  be a huge advantage for 

this lovely butterfly -  the largest of our h airstreaks . 
Liz Rogers & George Maunder  

Roliphants Report  (photos by Alan Hopkins)  

From March to December 2014 we followed 
Sparky`s development from kid to young buck. 
During that time he moved from small to larger 

aviary pens and finally into a large open pen 
with coppiced area and a small pond and stream 

from where we planned to releas e him when he 
seemed ready. It was always possible that he 
would find an exit if he wanted to, and this he 

did on the evening of Dec ember  13 th .  I had 
been supplementary feeding soake d sugar beet 

shreds and browse (tree and hedge prunings ivy 
etc)  which he  looked forward to each morning 
responding predictably when called. Since 

leaving he was seen on Dec ember  26 th  close by 
two  other roe deer in the area where he was 

born  near the eastern farm boundary.  He was  
seen again  on   January  11 th  2015  near  
Chevitho rne , approx imately   one   mile   west  of 

       Sparky, not long before he left             Roliphants.  
               (photo by Alan Hopkins)  

From July 9 th  until Sept ember  15 th  I was involved with my sister , Sue Runicles ,  in camera 
trapping and filming hedgehog activity , next door at Lower Fordlands.   A nesting female had 

been discovered on July 8 th   by a visitor ôs dog in one of the shrub beds, and had pulled out one 
tiny infant probably about 7 -10 days old.  It was unharmed and quickly replaced in the n est with 
two  others.  The nest comprised bundle s of grass etc in a slight depression in the ground under 

shrubs.   We began observation and infra red filming the following evening , starting at dusk .  
We were re lieved to see the parent appear, taking food that had been put out , and going to and 

fro m the nest; all appeared to be well.  


