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A note from the Chairman 
 

Doug Rudge 
 

I would like to begin with an apology to those members who received their 

Spring – Summer newsletter a little later than usual this year. This was 

because, starting with the last edition, your committee decided to distribute 

all newsletters by post. Inevitably there were one or two ‘teething troubles’. 

Our reason for this change was that a number of our local representatives 

have stepped down recently and with a steady flow of new members it was 

becoming increasingly difficult to both keep track of the local delivery 

rounds and to allocate our new members to the correct round. We did not 

take this decision lightly: we asked the opinion of the remaining local reps 

before doing so and the majority thought it a good idea. However, this does 

make it more difficult for members to pay by cash when renewing their 

subscriptions; so if you are able to pay your annual membership by bank 

transfer but haven’t yet arranged to do this, please do so now, or contact 

our treasurer Ruth Gray to do this or to make alternative arrangements.  

If you’ve been down to Seaton Wetlands recently you may have 

seen and heard the ‘Sound Posts’ that I mentioned in my last note, which 

were installed earlier this year. These are in place at the Borrow Pit, next 

to our updated Welcome board and at Stafford Marsh near to the 

Stargazing circle. Currently, as well as playing a brief introduction to the 

site, the Borrow Pit post plays Kingfisher, Moorhen and Little Grebe and 

the Stafford Marsh post plays Reed Warbler, Sedge Warbler and Cetti’s 

Warbler. There are plans to change these seasonally, so if you have any 

suggestions for sounds of alternative species please let me know. 

I mentioned last time that staff changes were afoot in the EDDC 

Countryside Team. I am pleased to inform you that there are two new team 

members for us to get to know; firstly, Jon Gardner, who joined from the 

Surrey Wildlife Trust, is the new Nature Reserves Ranger; he will be 

organising our work party tasks at Trinity Hill and Holyford Woods. 

Secondly Will Jones, formerly of the National Trust in Worcestershire is the 

new Events & Volunteer Officer; he will be leading the EDDC volunteers 
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into a new era with an improved recruitment system, communication plan, 

social calendar and lots more besides. So if you have always wanted to 

get involved at the EDDC nature reserves but never knew how, maybe now 

is the time to do so. We are already off to a great start with them both and 

look forward to even closer working relationships in future. 

With our fantastic list of events this winter, perhaps we could even 

tempt a few more of you out to join us. We are a pretty friendly bunch really! 

One trip that I am looking forward to this autumn is our birdwatching outing 

to Steart Marshes on 15th October. This is a site that we haven’t visited 

before so there will be something new for everybody. Again, this might be 

the perfect trip for anyone who hasn’t already been out with us (as well as 

many that have), as we will all be on a genuine voyage of discovery… 

Speaking of learning experiences, one of our recent initiatives has 

been to offer one-off grants to local schools for conservation projects. To 

date we have awarded just under £1,000, shared between Offwell Primary 

School for their wildlife garden, and Branscombe Primary School for a 

wildlife pond. We want to get as many children as possible interested in 

the natural world; after all, the future health of the planet will be in their 

hands… 

The Water Vole reintroduction project was completed this summer 

with the release of around 130 more animals in the Axe Valley. You can 

read all about this in Lesley Clarke’s article in this issue. Nearly 100 of this 

year’s animals were released at Trill Farm, an amazing place that you can 

learn about in Mike Lock’s article below. I am also delighted that our 

speaker at the AGM on Wednesday 6 November will be one of our newer 

members, Graham Roberts. Before retiring and moving to Lyme Regis, 

Graham spent more than thirty years working as riparian mammal officer 

for the Hampshire and IOW Wildlife Trust. His experience of Otters, Water 

Voles and Mink control will be invaluable to us going forwards. I am very 

much looking forward to his talk which will follow the formal meeting, a 

refreshing hot drink (and maybe one or two of Ruth’s excellent muffins). 

This meeting is free to attend and is open to both members and non-

members alike so do come along and bring a friend. See you there! 
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Trill Farm 
 

Mike Lock 
 

.....Trill Farm lies tucked away in a sheltered coombe between 

Axminster and Musbury. The late Georgian house forms part of a 

quadrangle of buildings that includes, on the opposite side, a large and fine 

barn that incorporates parts of a much older, probably Tudor house, 

converted to agricultural use at the time the new house was built. The 

settlement is very old – Hoskins in his book on Devon, states that it was 

first mentioned in 1173. According to Pulman’s Book of the Axe, not always 

the most reliable of sources, it was ‘anciently a manor, the property and 

residence, for many generations, of a family of the same name’, and that 

‘In the reign of Edward III (1327-1377) it was sold by John de Trill to Sir 

Thomas Fitchett, of Somersetshire…’ ‘It was later purchased by the 

Drakes, who formed a park there, and it descended with their other 

possessions till the death of Lady Drake in 1782, then it was purchased by 

the late Rev. George Tucker.’ It seems likely that the Drakes initially lived 

in the Tudor house at the north end of the 

quadrangle which was subsequently 

converted to agricultural use as the barn that 

now stands in its place. The present 

Georgian-style house is much later; the 

stone-cut coat-of-arms of Drake on the end 

wall of the house would appear to have been 

reused from the old house. It depicts a 

Wyvern (a mythical dragon with two legs, 

wings and a long tail) but is ‘differenced’ by 

having a small shield or escutcheon in the 

top left-hand corner of the shield, suggesting 

that the Drake with these arms was a younger 

son or other relation of the main Drake line. I 

was told by a former resident of the settlement that the name ‘Trill’ is 

The doorway of the former 

house, now part of the barn 
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derived from the French name ‘Latreille’ and that a French knight who 

came from France with the Norman invasion was given the site by King 

William I – but I have seen no confirmation of this anywhere else. The age 

suggested by Pulman would support this theory, but there is no mention of 

the site in Domesday Book, neither does the name Latreille or anything like 

it appear in the book (although there is another ‘Trill’ in Dorset). However, 

‘Open Domesday’ and others have identified the site named as ‘Ford’ in 

Axminster Hundred in Domesday Book as Trill; it was held by Aelfeva in 

1066 and by Baldwin the sheriff in 1086.  

In 2008 the farm was bought by Romy Fraser with the intention of 

using it as a site to demonstrate and teach sustainable living. The 300-acre 

farm is entirely organic, and the settlement is largely self-sufficient, with its 

own water supply, about 50% of its electricity needs generated by solar 

panels, hot water produced by solar collectors, and some of the buildings 

heated by ground-source heat pumps. The farm is now run as a community 

of several independent operations. Sheep and cattle are run by Wessex 

Conservation Grazing, who use both the farm and other sites in the region 

for grazing their stock, often where grazing is needed to maintain a 

particular vegetation type. The steel-grey Gotland sheep are a feature of 

the farm; they produce an astonishingly fine and soft fleece; rugs spun from 

this are sold at the little shop. There is a highly productive organic 

vegetable garden which supplies many local restaurants with vegetables 

and salads throughout the year; their poly-tunnels allow year-long 

production of a huge range of plants. The Old Dairy Kitchen restaurant 

occupies one side of the quadrangle of buildings and caters for those 

attending courses as well as providing organic lunches (book in advance) 

on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Much of the food served here comes 

either from the vegetable garden or the Farm. There is a soap and natural 

beauty product manufacturing workshop, at least partly supplied with raw 

materials from a developing herb garden and from the local area. A 

carpentry workshop both manufactures woodwork and teaches carpentry 

and joinery courses at various levels. An ancient cider press in one of the 

outbuildings has been restored and brought back into use to provide both 

apple juice and cider from the orchards.  
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In addition to these enterprises, Trill Farm runs numerous courses 

on a wide variety of country and sustainability themes such as food 

preservation, beekeeping, soap making, herbal medicine, market 

gardening and bread baking, among many others. Many of the courses are 

linked to the enterprises that make up the community. There are botanical 

strolls, as well as walks that explore the history of the landscape, and 

thought-provoking and usually controversial evening talks (‘Supper and 

Conversations’) followed by delicious dinners over which one can discuss 

the topic of the talk. Summer camping weekends for families are also a 

feature, with many activities for adults and children.  

The organic management of the farm ensures that there is a wide range of 

plants and plant communities to be found. Above the main settlement there 

is a string of three ponds occupying the 

valley floor and fed by a perennial 

stream. At first one might be tempted to 

regard these as mediaeval fish ponds 

to supply the house but they were in 

fact constructed in about 1992 for a 

previous owner. The great flood of July 

2012, when 3½ inches of rain fell in 36 

hours close by at Musbury, did a good 

deal of damage but this has now been 

repaired except for the middle pond 

which is almost entirely overgrown. The 

vegetation around them is a mix of 

native and introduced marsh plants, 

with lots of Reed Sweet-grass and 

Reed-mace, popular with the Moorhens that nest 

there, as well as planted flowers such as Greater 

Spearwort and Dotted Loosestrife and native ones such as Great Willow-

herb, Marsh Thistle and Wild Angelica. Swans sometimes nest, as do 

Mallard. Recently 100 captive-bred Water Voles were released here and 

seem to be thriving, and signs of Otter are frequent although sightings of 

Sika stag 
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the actual beasts are extremely rare. Both Sika and Roe Deer are present 

on the farm although the former are rarely seen.  

The Axminster to Lyme Regis railway, which operated from 1903 to 

1965, ran through the farm. Much of the bed of the railway was taken up 

after the line closed but the section through Trill remains (although the 

ballast has been removed) and is now a permissive path. Some parts are 

wooded with a good range of woodland plants; others have densely 

wooded embankments, and cuttings have exposed what must be lime-rich 

ground as it supports plants such as Stemless Thistle. The sun-warmed 

track bed itself has plants such as Zigzag Clover and Grass Vetchling.  

Old meadows, often with spring lines and marshy patches, support 

herb-rich grassland with plants such as Marsh Thistle, Betony, and Corky-

fruited Water Dropwort. These are full of 

grasshoppers and butterflies including 

Marbled Whites and Silver-washed 

Fritillaries. Trill Great Coppice is a fine 

ancient wood of Oak and Ash, carpeted 

with Bluebells, Lesser Celandines and 

Stitchwort in the spring, with occasional 

Early Purple Orchids.  

Other areas which may have 

been ancient woodland in the past have 

been planted with mixed conifers 

including Larch, Douglas Fir and 

Western Red Cedar. Many of these are 

now mature and some have been 

harvested and the timber used in construction work around the settlement. 

All-in-all, the farm shows how locally produced resources can be used to 

produce an economic return in a sustainable way. In recognition of this, the 

Farm received the Acland Award from the East Devon AONB in 2017. 

Many thanks to Romy Fraser and Mariel for their help in the 

preparation of this article, and to Mark Perry for information on the date of 

the building of the ponds.  

  

Silver-washed Fritillary 
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Emsworthy Mire DWT reserve, Dartmoor. 18th June 

2019 
 

Rob Johnson 

 
A forecast of heavy and prolonged rain had caused the cancellation 

of our visit to this Devon Wildlife Trust reserve on Dartmoor the week 

before, so it was with some relief to see Hay Tor emerge from low mist as 

we all met up just to the west of nearby Saddle Tor. The entrance gate to 

Emsworthy Mire is clearly signed from the small lay-by on the moorland 

road to Widecombe. As we prepared for a walk that might well be soggy 

underfoot, given the unusually wet Spring we had all lately endured, our 

attention was taken by some individual birds in the low heather and grass 

across the road. These were quickly identified as Wheatears from their 

striking inverted T in black, tipped onto a pure white tail and rump, a 

characteristic of almost all of the twenty members of the group, world-wide.  

Wheatears are smart-looking birds about the size of a small thrush, 

to which they are related. The adult male is ash-grey on the back with a 

prominent black facial mask, a white eye stripe, and cream to peach 

colouring on the breast. The female is also soft cream on the breast but 

brown on the back and otherwise similarly marked, with that eye-catching 

tail seen best in low flight. They were Northern Wheatears and though they 

are summer visitors from Africa, these birds had yet to visit that continent 

as all of them were juveniles and had probably only recently fledged from 

a nest made in one of the lichen-crusted dry stone walls that border the old 

fields. They were quite fluffy, brown and scaly patterned with no adult 

colour except for the tail and primaries; still to learn caution, they allowed 

us close views even when being fed attentively by the parent birds who 

flew in with beak loads of insects.  

Seeing birds and their offspring would become very much the order 

of the day – a day that had a change in store that none of us was fully 

expecting, given the mild forecast! Our walk, over easy ground through 

fields would be a circular 4 miles or so, to take in Emsworthy Mire, from 
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which the reserve is named. The mire, a valley bog fed by ground water 

draining from moorland slopes above Pig Wood, includes a very small area 

of open water and is rich in plant and insect life with, of course, associated 

amphibians. We saw familiar Stonechats, also with young to feed, as we 

made our way over dry ground towards Emsworthy barn, an old stone-built 

structure with a red-painted iron roof surrounded by some unusually large 

Sycamore and Ash trees. It was probably just too late in the year to hear 

adult cuckoos, but a similarly echoing sound leaked from the now leaden 

sky; a Curlew, with its haunting, bubbling call more associated with 

estuarine habitats, flew over us and could have been breeding up on the 

moor.   

Linnets, Goldfinches, Meadow Pipits and ever-singing Skylarks 

accompanied our approach to the barn past a small stream, with Lesser 
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Spearwort Ranunculus flammula flowering in sunny yellow to brighten the 

day. In past years the barn area had always been good for watching 

Redstarts and, finally, a brown, robin-like female was briefly seen; her 

orange rump and tail flicking as she flew into cover behind the barn. These 

are also summer visitors and after a 

while of waiting, a male was heard 

singing somewhere in the high canopy 

of leaves in the tall trees. With 

patience, and many eyes focused, 

each was briefly seen in turn until the 

stunning male bird sat in full view for all 

to admire, his black face split by a white 

flash across the forehead from a mid 

grey head and slate grey back. From 

the chest to the tips of an often fanned 

tail, he glowed a rich orange red. Two 

native Redpolls, with red fascinators and brown-striped plumage, fed 

briefly in some tangled thorn trees as we left the barn behind.  

Venturing on through old forgotten fields with Stonechats giving their 

‘pebble tapping’ call from tips of gorse or bramble, we saw Heath Spotted 

Orchids Dactylorhiza maculata in profusion amongst the grasses down 

towards the Becka Brook. Originating from myriad springs just higher up, 

it winds through the Mire to Becky Falls, eventually meeting the Bovey 

River later on. Two circling Curlews appeared and disappeared in the 

lowering mist, calling incessantly through an eerie calm. Anticipating the 

usual quagmire at this stage, we were delighted to find that the boardwalk 

fairies had been and the way through to the ponds was just a glide. Here 

the habitat is leafy and enclosed with small Willows and Hazel, just right 

for Blackcap and Willow Warbler, both of which were heard, along with the 

enthusiastic cries of the botanising element of the group, admiring stands 

of Common Valerian Valeriana officinalis and clumps of Pink Purslane 

Claytonia sibirica. 

The two small ponds would normally be a-buzz with insects, 

dragonflies in particular, but the day was increasingly overcast and cool 
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and we had to be satisfied with botany, of which there was plenty. Ragged 

Robin Lychnis flos-cuculi looked particularly lovely among the reeds and 

Marsh Thistles Cirsium palustre with contrasting Cotton Grass Eriophorum 

angustifolium as well as more and larger, sturdier orchids, their 

promiscuous hybridising making the species too difficult to pin down for 

non-experts.   

Continuing through the ancient boulder strewn meadows of Holwell 

Farm, and following the rough line of the winding brook downstream 

through woods, we found elusive Treecreeper, Chaffinch, Wren and 

Blackbirds in the dense thicket. Lunchtime found us seated at the surprise 

picnic table in a mossy stream-side glade. Bird food, scattered by a 

thoughtful unknown, attracted a family of four Nuthatches to very close 

view together at the base of a tree, with parent birds again feeding young. 

All that came to spoil this idyll was the now increasing rain, that seemed to 

fill our cups faster than we could drink and drowned out all birdsong except 

that of a juvenile Great Spotted Woodpecker nearby. However, this is 

Dartmoor and we were almost all prepared with appropriate waterproofs 

which were now fully donned. Refuelled, and ready for the return trek by a 

roundabout route we trudged off in line astern, pausing only to view the 

woodpecker as it reclaimed the table by the stream to clean up the crumbs. 

With rains easing, our spirits rising and a not surprising frog seen in 

the hand, we made the final mile to the cars crossing more new boardwalk 

(thanks to those DWT volunteers and wardens for such sturdy work). Bright 

male Stonechats were startling in the lifting gloom, their vivid black, white 

and chestnut colouring, soon to fade in approaching moult. Swallows, 

Wheatears and their fledglings in the same place as before, Pied Wagtail, 

Chiffchaffs, Linnets and a family of Greenfinches made the tally amongst 

others. If we had known it would rain, then the trip might have been 

cancelled again, but it serves us to remember the enchanting encounters 

with nature that we would otherwise have missed. This is a lovely area, 

more domesticated than the moor proper and even on a wet day, easily 

walkable and accessible; all well signed with convenient, though limited 

parking.  

Join us next time, but pack some weatherproofs − just in case. 
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Violet Oil Beetle 
 

Fran Sinclair 

 

On the Dunsford Wood birdwatching trip in March, as well as a good tally 

of birds (including the hoped for Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, Coal and 

Marsh Tits, and Treecreepers), we saw several Violet Oil Beetles Meloe 

violaceus sunning themselves on the path.  

When we stopped for lunch in a swathe of wild daffodils that would 

have made Wordsworth swoon we noticed some tiny insects we couldn't 

identify covered in pollen in a daffodil trumpet. Searching on the internet 

once at home didn't help but when James Chubb overheard me ask 

someone about the mystery creatures, he was sure they were Oil Beetle 

larvae.  

There was plenty of fascinating information to be found online (the 

most useful of which were wikipedia.com and buglife.org.uk). Oil Beetles 

don't just go through the usual three stages of metamorphosis (larva, 

nymph, imago) but through hypermetamorphosis, so they have several 

more – and different-looking – stages. The tiny creatures we saw are the 

first larval stage, or triungulins, of the beetles. Having hatched from their 

eggs, thousands of which are laid below ground, they climb up a stem and 

– if they have been lucky with the stem they chose – wait in the flower for 

a solitary mining bee. When an unsuspecting bee arrives they grip on to it 

so that they will be carried back to the bee's nest. When the bee lays its 

eggs the beetle larva eats them, grows, and changes into a second stage 

larva. It continues to eat honey and pollen as it develops through another 

two larval stages before turning into a nymph and, finally, the adult. 

Oil Beetles are large, slow-moving 

beetles, dark in colour, with wing cases that 

appear much too small, with a bulging several-

segmented abdomen projecting behind them. 

They appear in spring and are short-lived, so 

look after one if you see it trying to cross the 

road! 
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Programme of Activities 

Auutumn and Winter 2019-2020 

 

Please wear appropriate clothing and footwear; bring a picnic to events 
marked with an asterisk (☼). Car share where possible, contacting leader 
if need be. Contact numbers: Work Party details: Donald Campbell 01297 
552945; for Bird Watch details: Fran Sinclair 07804 835905; walks: Mike 
Lock 01297 551556; EDDC Countryside Service 01395 517557; other 
queries, including problems with grid references and meeting points: 

Doug Rudge 07702 189914.  
 

At the end of a walk or birdwatch the leader will ask for a small 
contribution towards Society funds (suggested donation £2).   

 
Undercliffs working parties and walks  

often involve long walks to a remote location. Walking can be 
strenuous and the ground uneven so you must wear walking boots 

and be physically fit. Please declare any medical conditions. Sorry – 
no dogs on walks / bird watches. 

 

October 2019  

Wed 
2nd. 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party – Pinhay 
House Grass Glade 

Cutting and raking of 
grass plus Buddleia and 
scrub clearance 
Meet at grassy triangle 
above Pinhay House – 
SY316913; DT7 3RQ   ☼ 

Sat 
12th.  

10.00 –
16.00 

Work Party. 
Plateau/ash tree ride 
route to slabs 
(Undercliff). 

Scrub clearance. Meet at 
Rousdon lay-by on A3052 
near the old Rousdon 
Garage. SY297913, DT7 
3RQ. NOTE: Long (20-30 
min) walk to work site. ☼ 

Tue 
15th. 

10.00 –  
all day 

Bird Watch – WWT 
Steart Marshes.  

With Rob Johnson. Meet in 
car park (ST252442; TA5 
2PU). Contact Fran Sinclair 
for car share. ☼ 
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October 2019 (ctd.) 

Mon 
21st.  

10.00 –  
15.00 

Bird Watch – RSPB 
Bowling Green 
Marsh.  

With Rob Johnson. Meet at 
Dart’s Farm, Lower car 
park. Contact Fran Sinclair 
for car share. SX977883; 
EX3 0QH 

Thu 
24th 

09.30 – 
15.00 
(NOTE 
START 
TIME) 

Joint NT/NE Work 
Party – Musbury 
Castle.  

Scrub clearance.; meet 
Church Hill car park, 
Musbury; SY 275946; EX13 
8BD. Car parking limited – 
car share if possible. Stiff 
walk! ☼ 

 

 

 

November 2019  

Wed 
6th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party – 
Bindon Meadows.  

Scrub clearance. Met 
Stepps Lane. SY266903; 
EX12 4AS. 

Wed 
6th 

1930 –  
c.21.30 

ANNUAL GENERAL 
MEETING 

Colyford Memorial Hall. 
Short business meeting 
followed by talk on Water 
Voles by Graham Roberts, 
formerly of Hampshire 
Wildlife Trust.  
Refreshments! 

Sat 
16th. 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party – 
Holyford Woods.  

Woodland management. 
Meet at Holyford Farm. 
SY236923; EX24 6HW ☼ 

Wed 
20th  

10.00 – 
15.00 

Bird Watch. DWT 
Dawlish Warren. 

With Rob Johnson. Meet in 
car park through tunnel. 
SX981788; EX7 0NF. 
Contact Fran Sinclair for 
car share. ☼ 

Mon 
25th  

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party. Humble 
Glades (Undercliffs). 

Scrub bashing. Meet at 
Whitlands. SY306911; DT7 
3XY. ☼ 
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December 2019 ctd.  

Wed 
4th. 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party, Ware 
Pond. 

Pond and fringing scrub 
clearance. Meet at Crow’s 
Nest; park on Ware Lane 
(limited space). SY330916; 
DT7 3EJ☼ 
Be prepared to get wet and 
dirty! 
 

 
Sat 
14th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party; Goat 
Island (Undercliffs) 

Scrub bashing. Meet at 
Stepps Lane; SY266903; 
EX12 4AS. ☼ 

Mon 
16th 
 

10.00 – 
15.00 

Bird Watch: 
Portland Harbour 
and RSPB Radipole.   

With Rob Johnson. Meet 
RSPB Ferrybridge car 
park. SY668756; DT4 9XE 
Contact Fran Sinclair for 
car share. ☼ 

 

 

January 2020  

Wed 
8th  

10.00 - 
16.00 

Work Party; Trinity 
Hill LNR. 

Meet at reserve car park; 
SY307959; EX13 5SS.  ☼ 

Wed 
15th 

10.00 – 
all day 

Bird Watch and 
Starling roost, 
Somerset Levels.   

With Rob Johnson. Meet 
RSPB Ham Wall car park. 
ST449396; BA69SX. 
Contact Fran Sinclair for 
car share. ☼ 

Sat 
18th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party; Trinity 
Hill LNR. 

Meet at reserve car park; 
SY307959; EX13 5SS.  ☼ 

Mon 
27th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party, Pinhay 
(Undercliffs) 

Laurel clearance. Meet at 
grassy triangle above 
Pinhay House – SY316913; 
DT7 3RQ   ☼ 

 

 

 

February 2020  

Wed 
5th  

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party. Goat 
Island (Undercliffs) 

Scrub bashing. Meet at 
Stepps Lane; SY266903; 
EX12 4AS. ☼ 
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February 2020 ctd. 

Sat 
15th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party – 
Colyton Community 
Woodland. 

General management. 
Meet at site car park, 
Hillhead. SY245934; EX24 
6NL. ☼ 

Mon 
17th 

10.00 – 
all day 

Bird Watch. RSPB 
Greylake and SWT 
Catcott Lows.  

With Rob Johnson. Meet at 
reserve car park, 
ST399346; TA7 9BP. 
Contact Fran Sinclair for 
car share. ☼ 

 

 

March 2020  

Wed 
4th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party; 
Sheepwash and 
Norman Barnes 
Glade (Undercliffs)  

Bramble and general 
clearance. Meet at Stepps 
Lane; SY266903; EX12 
4AS. ☼NOTE Long walk 
(30-40 min) to work site.  

Sat  
14th 

10.00 – 
16.00 

Work Party with 
Butterfly 
Conservation 

PROVISIONAL – check 
website or Facebook page 
fo details. 

Wed 
25th 

10.00 – 
15.00 

Bird Watch. 
Dunsford and Steps 
Bridge. 

With Rob Johnson. For 
birds and wild daffodils.. 
Meet at car park up hill 
past bridge on right. 
SX803883. EX6 7EQ. 
Contact Fran Sinclair for 
car share. ☼ 

Mon 
30th.  

10.00 –  
12.30 

Walk – Holyford 
Woods 

With Mike Lock. For spring 
flowers and early migrants. 
Meet at Seaton Tower lay-
by; SY233914.  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Please note the Society’s website: 
www.axevaleconservation.org.uk 
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Other walks and events in the area are arranged by the 
following organisations (among others): 

 

EDDC Countryside Service (01395 517557); 
www.eastdevon.gov.uk/countryside/countryside-events 

[They publish one booklet each year, covering summer events 
organised by a wide range of organisations in this area; see 

website for winter events.] 
 

Jurassic Coast Trust 
(01305 224132; www.jurassiccoast.org) 

 
Seaton Visitor Centre Trust   

(01297 22198; www.seatonvisitortrust.org) 
 

Trill Farm 
(01297 631113; www.TrillFarm.co.uk) 

 
 

 
 

Find us on Facebook: 

 

@AxeValeDCS 

 

Recent news will be posted here 
 

http://www.eastdevon.gov.uk/countryside/countryside-events
http://www.jurassiccoast.org/
http://www.seatonvisitortrust.org/
http://www.trillfarm.co.uk/


19 

 

Polypodys (or Polypodies?) 
 

Mike Lock 
 

Polypody ferns (Polypodium species) are one of our commonest ferns. 

They grow in hedgebanks, on rocks and damp walls, and sometimes as 

epiphytes on tree trunks and even on thick tree branches – usually oak; 

Holyford Woods have plenty of it. The fronds are pinnately lobed – that is, 

deeply divided, but not quite to the midrib, into pairs of lobes opposite each 

other like the parts of a feather. The spores are produced on the underside 

of the fronds in small circular orange patches. The fronds spring from a 

rhizome that creeps just under the ground surface, or attaches itself to a 

tree or rock. This long and branched rhizome gives the plants its name – 

Polypodium means ‘many feet’. 

The Rev. Zachary Edwards, in his 1866 book 

‘Ferns of the Axe’, says: ‘Our forefathers used to 

make a distinction between the Polypody of the oak 

and the Polypody of the wall, but they are identically 

the same plant, with this difference only, that 

generally when growing on the wall, it is a more 

stunted and starved specimen’. In fact, the 

forefathers had it right; botanists now recognise 

three species within the Common Polypody. They 

differ mainly in microscopic characters of the spore-

bearing structures but also in their phenology – the 

timing of their growth. Here in Musbury we have two 

species – the Common Polypody Polypodium vulgare and the Intermediate 

Polypody P.interjectum. The third species, the Southern Polypody 

P.cambricum occurs in Devon only on the limestones around Torquay and 

Chudleigh. Both the Common and Intermediate Polypodys produce spores 

in spring, but the Common Polypody produces new fronds in the spring, 

and the Intermediate produces them in the autumn, and as I write this in 

late August the hedges round Musbury are full of the new fronds.  
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Ratty returns to the Axe Vale 
 

Lesley Clarke 

Last September your Conservation Society became partners in a project 

intended to bring one of the favourite Wind in the Willows characters back 

to our beautiful valley. Together with EDDC Countryside Services and 

Derek Gow Consultancy, 230 captive-bred Water Voles were released at 

Seaton Wetlands and Seaton Marshes. The planned release is part of a 

reintroduction scheme which hopes to introduce enough Water Voles into 

the area to provide a healthy breeding population.  

Water Vole numbers have plummeted in the last twenty years 

because of habitat loss and predation by American Mink, introduced to the 

UK. Careful consideration was given to the choice of the areas for the 

release; there had to be plenty of the right habitat for the Water Voles to 

thrive, and Mink numbers needed to be controlled. James Chubb of the 

East Devon District Council’s Countryside Service has been trying out a 

new system of monitoring and dealing with any Mink in the area, and this 

has been successful. The ‘minkpolice’ units are small electronic devices 

that are fitted to the traps. When they are triggered by an animal entering, 

they send a text to James’s mobile, alerting him to the need for action.  

Releasing the Water Voles involves spacing the pens along the 

edges of a water course or lake and leaving them in place for a set number 

of days for the voles to get used to the smell and feel of the area. The voles 

are fed with carrot and apple for the first six days, and on the fourth day a 

baffle with two Water-Vole-sized holes in it is fixed to the front of the pen. 

This allows the voles to come and go as they wish. On the seventh day the 

pen is removed. Quite often the voles dig their first burrow underneath the 

pen and then move off to pastures new. As the first release was in the 

autumn we were warned that there would be a drop in numbers over the 

winter, depending on weather conditions, predators etc. However, the 

signs were good in the spring, with latrines and feeding areas being found 

when James did a tour of the release sites.  
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In June 2019 another 150 Water Voles were purchased from Derek 

Gow and released at Seaton Marshes and at Trill Farm, near Musbury. It 

is important not to release the animals too close to each other and since 

some had already been released at Seaton Marshes and animals seemed 

well established at the second choice site, Lower Bruckland Ponds from 

an earlier release, Trill appeared to be an ideal spot. It has a network of 

beautiful lakes with some excellent habitat for Ratty to live out his days. 

Trill Farm is privately owned but the Trill Trust were very happy to accept 

this next batch. James has kept a close eye on Mink numbers and this has 

given him the opportunity to check for any Water Vole activity. Latrines and 

feeding stations have been seen, and after one Mink was caught and 

removed soon after the 

release, none have been 

seen since.  

AVDCS is involved in 

this project as this little 

mammal has had such a 

hard time of late and is an 

important part of our 

ecosystem. It has given us 

the opportunity to redress 

the balance slightly and it 

has been great to be 

involved in some practical 

conservation work. The Countryside Services are also keen to improve 

Water Vole numbers. Teaming up with AVDCS enables them to be 

involved in a project that helps push Water Vole numbers further up the 

valley.  

This project has been a highlight of the year and one that we hope 

will continue to go from strength to strength.  
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Somerset Levels Birdwatch 28th January 2019 
 

Miriam Pavey 

 
The sun was shining and only a light cold wind blew, as six of us set out 

for a birdwatching day on the Somerset Levels. Before we arrived at the 

Greylake Reserve, we had already counted three Great White Egret and 

plenty of Lapwing in the low-lying fields.  

Making our way along reed lined paths, we enjoyed the high 

whistling calls from flocks of wintering Wigeon. Before we reached the hide, 

they were circling above our heads, along with a number of slightly larger 

and whiter Shoveler, with their huge spatulate bills. Their aerial 

manoeuvres captivated us 

for quite some time after they 

had been disturbed by a 

Marsh Harrier. From the hide 

we marvelled at the 

incredible feather markings 

of the many snipe that we 

were able to observe at close 

range. Along with an 

abundance of the above 

ducks were smart little Teal, 

elegant Pintail, and Gadwall which at a distance are drab, but close 

examination shows the beautifully detailed grey breast markings of the 

males, contrasting with their jet black tails.  

Eventually, having decided we really were quite cold enough, we 

moved several miles to Catcott Lows. In a much more sheltered hide, we 

made ourselves comfortable and settled down to fortify ourselves with 

welcome packed lunches, while at the same time delighting at the tranquil 

scene of abundant ducks contentedly swimming, feeding or resting in the 

pools and scrapes in front of us.  
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Our party, now depleted to just four, 

continued to Shapwick Heath, where we 

spent time in Noah’s hide. Great Crested 

Grebe, Tufted Duck, Cormorant, Grey 

Heron, more Great White Egrets, Mute 

Swan, Buzzard and Peregrine Falcon were 

the notable birds added to our mental lists. 

Highlights in trees along the way were 

Bullfinch, Redpoll feeding acrobatically on 

and around tiny Alder cones, Long-tailed Tit, 

Siskin, Goldcrest, Tree Creeper and Great Spotted Woodpeckers. 

At Ham Wall, the lowering sun lit up aerial displays of Lapwing flocks 

coming in to roost. Then it was back across the road to Shapwick Heath, 

where we had been told the Starlings had roosted the previous night. A 

smart male Marsh Harrier was beautifully lit as it quartered back and forth 

above the reeds, as the sun dropped towards the horizon.  

Soon clouds took on wonderful sunset hues, and then the first flock 

of Starlings was spotted in the distance. We hurried further along the path 

to join the crowd and watch the gathering masses from some distance 

away. As time went on some good murmurations were appreciated. We 

marvelled at the twisting, turning flight with never a collision. Trees in the 

distance became black with early perching Starlings, then exploded as 

birds again took to the air. At last the huge gathering began to descend, 

spiralling down in dense throngs at great speed into the back of the reed 

bed. However, they did not settle there, but kept rising and falling, 

eventually working their way right along the edge of the reeds, towards the 

path we were standing on. Now we could clearly hear the rustle of 

thousands of wings, merging with gregarious chatter. Finally, in wave after 

wave, they blackened the reeds right in front of us, but didn’t settle properly 

until the light had faded quite away. A fantastic end to a great day, ably led 

by Rob Johnson.  
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Birdwatching on Portland 23rd April 2019 
 

Fran Sinclair 

 

Never mind the birds, the Bluebells on the way were breathtaking! The 

colour scheme changed on the causeway to Portland, where each side of 

the road was a carpet of pale pink Thrift. So, despite the early morning 

chill, we were full of the joys of Spring and pleasurable anticipation, with 

our shopping list of birds at the ready.  

Accordingly, the first quarter of an hour was anticlimactic, with nary 

a Wheatear in sight on the walk past the MOD enclosure. The busy to-ings 

and fro-ings of auks soon made up for that when we reached the cliffside. 

Razorbills and Guillemots posed almost side by side on the water below, 

giving plenty of time for us to see the quite startling difference in their bills. 

Fulmars flew close beneath us on their straight wings to reach the cliff 

ledges so we had very good views of the plumage, and two or three 

Gannets flew low over the water in the distance. A Raven landed on the 

cliff top quite close to us and we were able to clearly see the impressive 

size of his beak and the glossy sheen of his feathers.  

We spotted two Barrel Jellyfish Rhizostoma pulmo and could see 

the blue and pink coloration quite clearly. They are the largest jellyfish 

found in UK waters but their sting does not hurt humans. Other non-avian 

sightings were hordes of caterpillars, which I wrongly identified last year as 

Small Eggar. They are in fact Brown-tail Moth and a yearly menace for 

locals because of the urticant hairs. Another plague, though of a less 

irritating nature (except perhaps to gardeners on the island), was of a 

white-flowered plant we couldn't identify. I sent a photo to Mike Lock on 

our return and he swiftly identified it as Hoary Cress Lepidium draba. 

Francis Rose, in his 'Wild Flower Key' mentions that the plant was 

introduced to Britain with the bedding of sick troops from the 1809 

Walcheren expedition. Checking the whereabouts of this campaign – it was 

in the Netherlands – I learnt from Wikipedia that 'The Walcheren Campaign 

involved little fighting, but heavy losses from the sickness popularly dubbed 
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"Walcheren Fever". Although more than 4,000 British troops died during 

the expedition, only 106 died in combat'.  

On the way to Portland we heard that Classic FM listeners had voted 

Vaughan-Williams' 'The Lark Ascending' their favourite piece this year – a 

neat coincidence as the Skylark was ever-audible and usually visible in 

song-flight or on the ground throughout the visit. Linnets added their 

twitters to the soundtrack much of the time and we had some lovely views 

of perched males, with the light on their chests showing their surprisingly 

vivid colouring. The other most frequently heard call was 'No, it's a 

Dunnock' as another tantalising, perched silhouette turned out to be that 

delightful but ubiquitous bird.  

We found one or two Whitethroat, initially by song but then with good 

views as well, and we saw a few Stonechat, several Blackcap and 

eventually two Wheatear. The birding highlight, however, was probably 

seeing the two Tree Sparrows that had been reported to be near the 

Coastguard Cottages. We all had excellent views through the 'scopes of 

their dark cheek patches and chestnut caps.  

After lunch by Pulpit Rock we drove down to Ferrybridge in the hope 

of seeing Little Tern, which had begun to 

return to their breeding ground on Chesil 

Beach. Instead, we saw a solitary 

Whimbrel with some beautifully 

terracotta Bar-tailed Godwit. There was 

one Black-tailed Godwit as well, to nicely 

demonstrate the difference in size, 

plumage, bill, and leg length. A small 

band of Ringed Plovers scurried along 

near the Godwit, along with a few Dunlin.  

Our last call of the day was at 

RSPB Radipole, with its usual numbers 

of Tufted Duck and Pochard near the 

visitor centre. We heard Cetti's, Reed 

and Sedge Warbler and saw the first two, 

and we added Gadwall and Shoveler to 
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the list of ducks. There were satisfying numbers of Swallow, House Martin 

and Sand Martin wheeling high in the sky and also swooping low enough 

at times for us to pick out white rumps or brown breast bands. 

Determination to identify a mystery warbler, which eventually turned out to 

be a darkish Chiffchaff, meant that most of the group missed seeing a 

Marsh Harrier patrolling the reed-beds nearby.  

The Radipole highlight came when we got back to the car park as, 

opposite the viewing platform by the bridge, there was a very visible pair 

of Great Crested Grebe completing their nest, which was only just inside 

the reedbed, displaying their head plumes, and mating with loud 'cow-like' 

(according to one visitor) noises. It was a privilege to observe their 

behaviour at such close range.  

The day's total of bird species was 65; many thanks are due to Doug 

Rudge and Rob Johnson for leading the group and for their patience and 

enthusiasm in showing us the birds in their scopes and pointing out salient 

features.  

 
  

AV&DCS maroon short-sleeved poly/cotton polo 

shirts and long-sleeved sweatshirts: Small, 

Medium, Large and Extra Large: £14 each for 

sweatshirts and £12.50 for polo shirts. All profits to 

Society funds. 

Please contact Ian/Yvonne Waite on 01297 20326  
or email waite@relaxatseaton.co.uk for further 

details. 

 

 

http://www.axevaleconservation.co.uk/join.html#sweatshirt
mailto:waite@relaxatseaton.co.uk
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Barrel Jellyfish 
 

Mike Lock 
 

In her article in this number on the visit to Portland, Fran Sinclair 

mentions Barrel Jellyfish. These animals have been something of a feature 

of the area this year; I saw lots stranded on the beach at Dawlish Warren 

in late June, and some have also appeared in the Axe Estuary. A smallish 

one floated past us on the rising tide last week as the grandchildren fished 

for crabs in Axmouth Harbour. They are large beasts, up to 50 cm (18 

inches) in diameter when stranded and weighing up to 35 kg; in the water 

they have the kind of shape shown in the illustration, with eight frilly arms 

hanging down below the muscular bell that propels them slowly through 

the water by alternately contracting and relaxing. Once stranded they 

collapse and look like large jelly 

frisbees or soup-plates. Indeed, an 

alternative name is Dustbin-lid 

Jellyfish!  

The scientific name for them is 

Rhizostoma pulmo. The 

‘Rhizostoma’part means ‘root-mouth’, 

and the ‘pulmo’ part means ‘lung’, 

alluding to the appearance of the 

mass of tentacles below the bell. They 

cannot sting you, but they do have 

small stinging cells that are used to 

catch small planktonic animals and it 

is this bloom of plankton that attracts 

them inshore in the early summer. All the same, it is best not to handle 

them in case you mistake them for other, strongly stinging species.  

They are a favourite food of the Leatherback Turtle, which is primarily a 

tropical species but which comes into British waters occasionally during 

the warmer months of the year. Because jellyfish are almost entirely water, 

Leatherbacks must eat large quantities to survive. Sadly, plastic bags 
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mimic jellyfish in water and can be eaten by mistake, sometimes killing the 

turtle.  

Barrel Jellyfish are generally translucent but are tinged blue or pinkish, with 

a fringing line of dark blue or purple. A colour picture, and more information, 

can be found on the Devon Wildlife Trust’s website at 

www.devonwildlifetrust.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/anemones-corals-

and-jellyfish.barrel-jellyfish, whence comes much of the material in this 

note.  

 

 

Look Out For ……over the next month or two 
 

– Winter thrushes – Fieldfares and Redwings arriving and feeding on the 

excellent berry crop. Haws usually get eaten first, sloes later. 

–  

– Ducks – Drakes will be moulting from their dull eclipse plumage into 

their smart breeding plumage which will see them through the winter and 

into next year’s breeding season. Teal, Wigeon and Shoveler will arrive 

on the Wetlands. 

–  

– Rooks – often check out their rookeries in autumn and then leave them 

again until the following spring. 

–  

– Berries ripening – Haws are already changing colour to their crimson 

ripeness. Rose hips are mostly still green but will soon change. Sloes are 

already blue or back but will be best for sloe gin after the first good frost. 

The blackberry crop is excellent and dormice will be fattening on these 

before hibernation.  

–  

– Bramblings – like Chaffinches (and often with them) but with white 

rumps and, in the male, dark heads. These are finches from northern 

Europe that can sometimes be seen under feeder or, more usually, under 

beech trees feeding on the mast. 

 

http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/anemones-corals-and-jellyfish.barrel-jellyfish
http://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/wildlife-explorer/marine/anemones-corals-and-jellyfish.barrel-jellyfish
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AXE VALE & DISTRICT CONSERVATION SOCIETY 

Registered Charity No. 266682 

Subscription Application/Renewal 
(for the year ending 30th September) 

To Hon. Treasurer, Ruth Gray, The Lodge, Windsor Mead, Sidford, Sidmouth, EX10 9SJ 

 
I/We* would like to join the Society/renew our subscription* and pay 

£ ……………. by Banker’s Order/Cheque/PO*. 

I/We have not received a copy of Newsletter no.88.  

(*Please delete as applicable). 

 

Minimum subscription: £5.00 per household.  

 

Name (in Block Capitals) ……………………………………Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms 

Address:……………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………Postcode:……………………………………………….

Telephone Number………………………………………….Date……………… 

We need your permission to send you information on our activities. Agree?  Yes/No 

(Please note that membership records are held in computerised form. If you have any 

objection to your details being held in this way, please notify the Treasurer. Your details 

will not be shared with any other organisation). 

 

Gift Aid Declaration (Completing a Gift Aid Declaration ensures that we can make the 

most of your subscription/donation). 

I [Title]……………… 

Forename………………………Surname……………………………….. 

Address.……………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………Postcode……………………… 

want Axe Vale &District Conservation Society to treat all subscriptions/donations I have 

made since 6 April 2000 and all subscriptions/donations I make from this date as Gift Aid 

Donations until I notify you otherwise. 

Signature………………………………………….Date………………………….. 

 

N.B. In each tax year you need to pay enough income tax to cover the amount we shall be 

claiming from the Inland Revenue. At present we claim 28p in every £1. Please let us 

know if you no longer pay enough tax, if your name or address changes, or if you wish to 

cancel this declaration at any time. 
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LOCAL REPRESENTATIVES 

 
Mrs Hilary Arnold   Bishopwood, Beer Road, Seaton.  

Mr D. Campbell   Wheatears, The Butts, Colyton  

(for Combpyne) 

Mrs C. Cannan    Knap House, Axmouth 

Mr. P. Clarke   78, Scalwell Lane, Seaton 

Mr D. Cox   21 Barnes Meadow, Uplyme 

Ms J. Dauncey   Wavertree, Market Place, Colyton 

Mrs H. Horley   Tucker's Orchard, Dalwood 

Mr N. Yool   Forge Farm, Rock, Membury 

Mr & Mrs M. Payne  14 Dragons Mead, Axminster 

Mrs P. Price   7 York Road, Seaton 

Mrs C. Sargent   Ruffles, Doatshayne Lane, Musbury 

Mrs A. Smith   18 Burnham Close, Seaton 

Mrs J. Stacey Buckthorn, Rocombe Cross, Axminster (for 

Raymonds Hill).  

Mrs E. Stonex Highcroft, Whitford Road, Kilmington 

Mr I. Waite   38 Durley Road, Seaton 

Mrs M. Waters   12 Talbot Road, Lyme Regis 
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