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Articulated Beard Lichen
in Selborne

Dr. June Chatfield FBNA

Some half century after the Clean Air
Acts that tackled the air pollution of
sulphur dioxide and soot from coal-
burning, lichens are returning to the
countryside and even to London. The
shrubby lichens attached to trees at a
single holding point that either stand up
or hang down have always been the
hallmark of clean air. Whilst we have
access to study lichens growing on the
lower trunk and branches, we depend on
windblown trees or boughs to investigate
the lichen flora of the tree canopy. In
2008, Heather Tait of the Alton Natural
History Society found a fallen branch
with the Articulated Beard Lichen Usnea
articulata in her wood Wick Hill Hanger
near Oakhanger  and this was a new
Vice-county record for Hampshire North.
In spite of knowing what it looks like
and checking fallen branches she has not
seen any since.
 Nearly ten years later it has turned
up on Selborne Common. At the Alton
Natural History Society’s Lichen
workshop in January 2017, Chris Webb,
National Trust  Warden for Selborne,
brought in a large specimen of beard
lichen 19 cms across that he had found
detached from a windblown hawthorn on

the common, in the same 10km grid
square as the earlier record (SU/73).
Usnea articulata is a southern and very
local species that is not seen very often.
The Lichens of Great Britain and
Ireland (Smith et al., 2009) notes its
occurrence from dry well-lit situations
on the crowns of trees and its sensitivity
to sulphur dioxide fumes. With cleaner
air, it may be expanding its range but
sexual reproduction by spores is so far
unknown in Britain and it has neither
sorelia nor isidia for vegetative
reproduction. Usnea articulata is
distinguished by the thick older
branches (shown in the photograph) that
are periodically constricted looking like
a string of sausages. Young specimens
would need to be chemically tested with
para-phenylenediamine (Pd as part of
the lichenologists’ chemical tests – see
www.britishlichensociety.org.uk for

details). Pd is a carcinogen so has to be
treated with care.

 It appears that we may have been
beaten in the 18th century by the
Reverend John Lightfoot who held the
living of Shalden, seven miles north of
Selborne,  from 1765-1777 when
Gilbert White was actively working on
his book The Natural History of
Selborne (Bowden 1989*). In a letter to
Joseph Banks in 1766 Lightfoot wrote
‘At my own Parish of Shalden near
Alton in Hampshire....I found great
plenty of Lich: articulatus... .’.  The
broad genus Lichena then used covers
the modern one of Usnea. It would be
worth searching in Shalden to see if it
could be found there today (SU/64).

*Jean Bowden spent much of her working life at
Kew before becoming Curator of Jane Austen’s
House, Chawton. She died in January this year,
aged 86 and after her funeral in Selborne I was
inspired to re-read her book and hence stumbled
across the Lightfoot discovery of this lichen at an
appropriate time and a nice tribute to Jean.

Bowden, J K, 1989. John Lightfoot His Work and
Travels, The Bentham-Moxon Trust, The Royal
Botanic Gardens, Kew and Hunt Institute for
Botanical Documentation, Carnegie Mellon
University, Pittsburgh, USA.

Smith, C W, Aptroot, A, Coppins, B J, Fletcher,
A, Gilbert, O L, James, P W and Wolsley, P A,
2009. The Lichens of Great Britain and Ireland,
British Lichen Society, London.

Articulated Beard Lichen Usnea articulata from
Selborne Common, December 2016

Phot: J Chatfield

In this issue members will find the two winning entries for the competition for
accounts of memorable wildlife observations in 2016. Natural history observations
are often exciting, and it was nostalgic for me to read in Nature by Night (see page
25) of the Hertfordshire Branch’s long treks. I was on one of these, involving a walk
from Friday evening to Sunday evening, and I remember  well the experience!
 It is sad that two prominent members of BNA have passed away since the last
issue of this magazine. An obituary for Barry Kaufmann-Wright  was carried in the
recent issue of British Naturalist and one for Dr. Max Hooper can be found in this
magazine at page 12. Like E Kay Robinson, the first editor of Country-Side, who
said when addressing the BNA AGM in 1916 and referring to BNA members who
had lost their lives in the Great War (see article ‘The Great War & the British Naturalists’ Association’ at page 5), I am sure that
both “were better men because of their love of nature”.
 Other articles in this issue cover the subjects of tabanid flies (by Dr. Isabella Brey), biodiversity in dead wood (by Steven
Rutherford), blackbirds (by new contributor Dr. Arnold Cooke) and foxes (by new contributor Mike Towler). I am sure all the
articles and accounts of natural history observations in this issue will educate and inspire, and lead to further exciting experiences
when observing the world of nature.
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On a warm afternoon in mid September 2016, the late
summer sunshine was tempting me away from the kitchen,
where I’d been staring out of the window, watching the
insects gathering on a Caryopteris – Heavenly Blue. I put
down the tea towel and picked up my camera, found my
garden stool and sat next to the shrub, which apart from being

a gorgeous blue colour, also had a lovely lavender-like scent.
I was amazed at the different species visiting the shrub and
decided to attempt taking a photograph of a honey bee (Apis
mellifera) in flight.
 As I am easily distracted, I couldn’t help but look at all
the other species on the plant whilst attempting to keep my
eye on the honey bee! Several marmalade hoverflies
(Episyrphus balteatus) were flitting around, their orange and
black-banded bodies shining and wings shimmering bronze
in the sunlight while they sat for a short while before moving
onto another flower.

Close Encounters
of the Bee Kind

Dianne Farrar MBNA

These are the two winning accounts of a memorable wildlife observation in 2016. The two prize winners each
receive a signed copy of BNA vice president Simon King’s book ‘Simon King's Nature Watch’

published by Quadrille Publishing Ltd., London in 2016.

Natural History Observations

Rediscovering the
harvest mouse

Dr. June Chatfield FBNA

A specimen of a dead mouse found by
Shirley Richmond was brought into
Haslemere Educational Museum for
identification from a field in
countryside at Grayswood, near
Haslemere in February 2017. It was
small with a tan-coloured back and
white below and a long, more-or-less
hairless tail, the latter eliminating
dormice with the same colour. There
was no yellow neck band below,
eliminating young of yellow-necked
mice.  Co-incidentally there was a talk
on looking for harvest mice on farms by
Peter Thompson of the Game
Conservation and Wildlife Trust at a
meeting of the Alton Natural History
Society later that week so the
photographs were confirmed and I also
had a chance to photograph a nest, the
size of a tennis ball brought in by the
speaker. Mapping distribution of
harvest mice involves looking for
evidence of their nests in the vegetation,
about knee-height at the sides of fields,
hedgerows and marshes. Curiously, one
such nest had been brought into the
museum some years previously from
the Haslemere area.  Shirley Richmond
has since reported a further dead one
and a live one seen by her daughter at
the same place.
 It was Gilbert White of Selborne
who first discovered and wrote about

the harvest mouse in Britain, which in
the days of hand scything of the corn,
was commonly seen in the area. He
collected some in 1767 and sent them,
preserved in brandy, to his
correspondent Thomas Pennant who
was updating his book British Zoology
to be published by White’s brother
Benjamin White (Pennant 1776).
Gilbert White was helping Pennant with
the proofs and the harvest mouse was
included in the new edition of British
Zoology as well as further descriptive
accounts of its life and habits in White’s
own classic The Natural History of
Selborne, also published by his brother
Benjamin in 1789 (White 1789). Walter
Johnson in his critique of White’s work
(Johnson 1929/1981) was of the opinion
that George Montagu had already
discovered this mouse in Wiltshire but
he did not state his source of
information and it was probably not
published at the time. However today
the name we must use is Micromys
minutus Pallas 1771, as it had
independently been found it on the
Continent and Pallas’s published

description and name pre-dates both
Pennant  (1776) and White (1789), so
under the law or priority, Pallas is the
authority for this species.  Peter Simon
Pallas was a German-born naturalist
who found the harvest mouse on an
expedition to the Volga in Russia. It is
widely distributed across Europe and is
now listed by IUCN as of Least
Concern (for conservation). In England,
once known from cereal fields with its
nest suspended in the wheat stalks,
modern agriculture has caused it to
desert the cereal fields but it now lives
in edge habitats and marshes and its
presence is usually recorded from
evidence of the nests. Once people start
looking in these places more records
will come in.

Pennant, T, 1776. British Zoology Volume 1:
Quadrupeds and Birds, Benjamin White, London.

Johnson, W, 1928/1981. Gilbert White Poet,
Pioneer and Stylist, John Murray, London and
Macdonald Futura Publishers, London.

White, G, 1789 and later editions. The Natural
History of Selborne, White, London and various
publishers.

Harvest mouse found near Haslemere, Surrey
Photo: J Chatfield

Harvest mouse nest
Photo: J Chatfield
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Two Phobias

 Pauline Rutherford MBNA

In the top 100 phobias in the world, these two come in at
number 86 – Spheksophobia, and number 1 –
Arachnophobia. For those who don't know the scientific
names for these two insects they are Wasp and Spider.
Therefore the subject of my very exciting discovery is the
Wasp Spider – Argiope bruennichi.
 It was the last day of our holiday in a favourite place –
The Brecklands, an area on the Norfolk/Suffolk border
between Thetford and Diss. It was a warm sunny day in
September and time for a final visit to Knettishall Heath
nature reserve (Suffolk WLT). We hadn't had much luck this

holiday sweeping for grasshoppers, hence the hopeful visit on
this day. After about 2 hours we were heading back to the car
having only found Roesel’s bush crickets and long-winged
cone heads.
 Looking from the outside into my net on that last sweep
there was a grasshopper, a few bugs and a large spider which
I initially thought was a garden spider, how wrong I was.
I carefully opened the net so the grasshopper didn't jump out,
but everything except the spider was quickly forgotten when I
saw the distinctive markings which only this spider has. The
yellow and black stripes on the abdomen (mimicking the
wasp) telling any predator ‘wasp’ instead of ‘harmless
spider’, means they are left alone. This one was a female
because it had an abdomen at least 1cm in length, the males
like most spiders are smaller.
 To say I was excited is an understatement. I had seen a
wasp spider before on the "Bellamy in Brightlingsea"
weekend, when Tim Gardiner found one on the grazing
marshes, but this was BETTER! Because I found it! It was
quickly potted and rushed off to Samantha Gay, the ranger for
the reserve, who was very impressed as it was the first record
for the site, and it is a predominantly southern species so this
find was towards its northerly range.
 Finding something special is fantastic especially when it
is rare for the area. But for me discovering  the species
whether it be a ("common" but beautiful) bird such as a
bullfinch or a rare orchid like the dark red helleborine as a
naturalist is what it is all about, the anticipation of the find,
followed by the exhilaration when you identify it.
 On finding ‘my’ wasp spider, did I do a double flip, or a
series of cartwheels ... well not quite but I did jump up and
down a bit, probably giving the poor spider a bout of sea
sickness in the process!

 The honey bee numbers were now increasing so I had to
focus on one individual to get a photograph, which I was
finding more difficult as time went on. I lost concentration
when a large, bulky red-tailed bumblebee (Bombus
lapidarius) appeared with its black, furry body. I took this to
be a female due to its size and big red ‘tail’. It was very lazy
and once it found what it was looking for, stayed in the same
position for a long time, hardly moving before taking off to
another plant.
 The honey bees were moving fast and furious around the
Caryopteris, darting in and out of the many flowers on this
plant, quickly moving from one to another. I had to be patient
and took lots of photographs, some had heads missing, some
only had heads and many were out of focus!
 Common carder (Bombus pascuorum) bees were buzzing
around, their ginger thorax looking glorious in the sunshine.
They were getting really up close to the plant, their long
tongues probing deep inside the flowers.
 There are two bumblebees which I often mistake for one
another, the white-tailed (Bombus lucorum) and the buff-
tailed (Bombus terrestris), both of which I thought were on
this plant so I went inside to pick up my Field Guide to Bees
by Steven Falk, a book which I find invaluable for the
identification of bees.  Looking at the photographs in the
book, it is easy to see the differences. The white-tailed has an

obvious white ‘tail’ and the buff-tailed has an obvious buff
‘tail’.  Why then, does my buff-tailed bee have a white ‘tail’?
Must be a worker I suppose.
 Anyway, I’m losing the plot! My aim was to take a honey
bee photograph, but by sitting here watching the activity I’ve
learned a lot about the feeding habits of bees! I waited
patiently for my honey bee to come close and stay relatively
still for a second in mid air and click! Hopefully, it’s the shot
I’ve been waiting for.

Honey bee
Photo: Dianne Farrar

The wasp spider
Photo: Pauline Rutherford

Winning entries in the nature watch competition
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The Great War & the British Naturalists’ Association

E Kay Robinson (EKR) launched
‘Country-Side’ & what was then the
British Empire Naturalists’ Association
(now British Naturalists’ Association)
in 1905. Both quickly became popular,
and our founding naturalist editor and
publisher was a charismatic presence
who worked tirelessly to further both
the magazine & the Association.
However this was to take its toll so he
became unwell with exhaustion in 1907,
& it was to recur but he still pressed on
undiminished in the years before the
start of WWI in 1914.

 The overwhelming devastation
of the Great War impacted millions of
lives, so it could not have left the then
BENA or its editor’s family unscathed.
Nationally following the outbreak of the
War the print industry went into panic,
Fleet Street newspapers were reduced in
size, many magazines ceased production
& the printing of books stopped.

Britain declared war on Germany on
the 4th August 1914 in response to the
German invasion of Belgium.

 EKR proposed to the executive
committee of the BENA on 7th October
1914 “that the Country-Side Leaflet be
adopted in place of the Country-Side
temporarily as the organ of the
Association”. This was accepted
unanimously.

The Country-Side Leaflet was a
monthly  16 page pamphlet a bit smaller
in dimensions to the present British
Naturalist. As a wartime leaflet it was
penny ha’penny, post free.

With the first Country-Side Leaflet
EKR sent a printed letter from his
address at Hampton Wick dated 10th
November 1914, in which he noted the
immediate effects the war was having
on individuals in BENA reflecting the
wider effect on Britain:

“One member of Committee,
Mr E B Haynes, is serving in
Belgium with the Hon. Artillery
Co. in the Expeditionary Force.
Another, Mr G W Lindley, in the
Artists’ Corps, is, at the time of
writing, awaiting orders for the

front. Many other members
who, as Honorary Secretaries of
Branches or Sections of BENA
work, had been doing good
work for us, are now engaged in
good work for the Empire at
home and abroad. We wish,
therefore to make our Roll of
Honour as complete as possible
by the inclusion of the names of
all members who are engaged in
any way in helping their King
and Country in this present time
of trouble.”
In the first Country-Side-Leaflet

(Nov. 1914) EKR showed his personal
concerns in that his own eldest son,

Julian was fighting for his country
against the Germans with experiences
that so many would be encountering:

“He gave up his literary work
in Johannesburg on the outbreak
of war and joined the Imperial
Light Horse, which has since
seen desperate work. Up to the
time of writing, I have only had
one letter from him. This was a
month old and described the first
fight; but where it took place we
are not allowed to know. I only
know he is Corporal Robinson,
ILH, C Force, via Capetown!
 Of this first fight he says:
 ‘There are two pictures that I

E Kay Robinson in his garden at Warham, Hampton Wick (probably 1924-26)
Photo: W H Spreadbury



6 Country-Side   Spring & Summer 2017                                                                               www.bna-naturalists.org

carry from that first little
skirmish among the desolate sand
dunes that will not easily fade
from memory. That one was of
two brothers, Winslow by name,
the one shot through the heart &
the other kneeling over him – a
water bottle dropped from his
unclenched hand – & a Mauser
bullet hole from angle to angle of
his jaw. The other picture was of
the horses (we lost six and the
Germans four), some rolling in
agony, one – a horse that I had
myself ridden – standing &
looking pitifully bewildered, with
a broken leg painfully drawn up.
The others I’m glad to say, were
as still as the Germans who lay
around. By far the worst feature
of our soldiering out here is the
utter dearth of any news from
home. If we could, collectively,
know that things were well with
our arms in Europe, &
individually, that all was right
with our people, a lot would be
far different”.
Some of the first fighting in the war

occurred in Africa, between forces from
German South West Africa and those of
South Africa for the British Imperial
Government.

Members in the UK contributed to a
fund for the Leaflet to be dispatched to
the troops at the front & wounded in
hospital.  By November 1915 2,000
Leaflets & 1,000 postcards had been
sent with the British Red Cross Society
& the YMCA having generously
undertaken to see they found their
proper destinations. They went to
France, Flanders and further to Gallipoli.

The Country-Side Leaflet was
appreciated as this note from Percy
Jackson 2nd/6th/Manchester Territorials,
Foreign S shows:

“How long we shall be away
from the front I do not know; but
wherever I am, I shall constantly
remember our little paper & if
possible, have it sent on from
home. It has been a great help to
me, as to others, especially the
splendid articles on the Religion
of Nature & the Meaning of Life.
I am doing ‘my little bit’ as
everyone is trying to do, & so
have little time to follow nature.

But when parade is over, it’s fine
to sit down & take a browse over
the Leaflet. Good luck to it &
you”
A BNA member, Mildred Heward,

of Holy Trinity vicarage, Cheltenham
suggested publication of the Roll of
Honour “of those BNA members who
have gone to war. We other members
might be able to send them some
comforts they might want, & perhaps if
necessary be of service in other ways to
those they have left behind them”.

She went on to organise the sending
of gifts to BNA soldiers (other members
sent her gifts or contributions for this).
In 1915 the Country-Side Leaflet
recorded “Miss Heward has received
many letters from the Front testifying to
the pleasure with which her well-chosen
little presents have been received, as
evidence that BENA members at home
have not forgotten those who are
fighting for us”.

In the Country-Side Leaflet No 13 of
November 1915 under ‘The BENA &
the War, Our Roll of Honour’  Mr
Linley & Mr Haynes noted above appear
again:

“... one we most sincerely regret
to say , appeared in the casualty
lists published on October 19th
as ‘wounded’. This was Lt.
Lindley BENA of the Berkshire
Regiment. His London fellow
members, among whom he is
universally & deservedly
popular, all hope that in early
convalescence he may see this
expression of our sympathy. Like
Lt. E B Haynes, wounded earlier
in the war, and happily
recovered, Lt. Lindley was a
member of our Executive
Committee”
One member, Miss Metcalfe of

Metcalfe Park, Co Kildare gathered
sphagnum as her war work, and to
support her the November 1915
Country-Side Leaflet asked members to
collect sphagnum moss for the St John’s
Ambulance Brigade. Studies by Lt. Col.
Charles Cathcart & Professor Isaac
Balfour in late 1914 on sphagnum as a
dressing became accepted officially by
Sir Alfred Keogh, Director General of
Army Medical Service putting it on the
list of War Office approved surgical
dressings in February 1916. Dried

sphagnum absorbs up to 20 times its
volume in fluids plus it has antiseptic
qualities.

The horrors of the war drove the
study of nature out from primary
considerations, but not completely. One
member wrote from the trenches in
summer 1915

“I was out all last night, & we
heard the nightingale singing in a
grove quite near the trenches, not
far from a ruined village. I am
surprised the guns have not
frightened the nightingales away.
2nd. Lt. P S  Hudson, Royal
Engineers”.
In the April 1915 Leaflet one

soldier’s letter from the front noticed
 “So accurately do starlings in

the battle area mimic the whistle
& moan of the shells, that the
trenches are constantly
responding to false alarms.”
There were effects noted by EKR in

home waters:
“I suppose that the guillemots
and other kinds of seabirds which
have been washed ashore dead,
with their plumage stuck together
with oil, on several occasions and
at various points of the British
coasts, were silent evidence of
the destruction of German
submarines. Fishermen who
passed the spot where a grim fate
had overtaken one of these diving
craft reported a patch of oil on
the sea half-a-mile in width.”
The Minutes of the BENA AGM 11

October 1916 recorded:
“The main feature of the Annual
Report, was regret that the work
of the Association has been
conducted during the last year
under the most unfavourable
conditions. A very large
proportion of our members has
joined the naval or military forces
of our nation, while others have
been so pressed by the heavier
claims that business makes in
these days as to have little time to
devote to the enjoyment of
Nature in her varying moods.
Further the ladies of the
Association have been busy with
various kinds of war-work; & it
has not therefore been possible to

The Great War & the British Naturalists’ Association
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ask them to do work that has
been relinquished by the male
members. We have given up for
the national need many of our
most competent organisers; & the
work must inevitably slacken.
This has partly been overcome by
the keen desire to help by the
members who are still with us”.
Both of EKR’s brothers, like him,

were journalists & naturalists.  A book
of their collected stories Tales from
Three Brothers was published in 1902.
EKR’s younger brother Sir Harry Perry
Robinson was 56 when he was
appointed in 1915 by the British
government to be the official war
correspondent for The Times & the
Daily News, most of the time on the
Western Front. In 1914 at the start of the
war he had gone to Belgium as special
correspondent for The Times. He
covered the war until its conclusion &
was presented with the French Chevalier
Legion of Honour in 1919 & was
knighted by King George V in 1920.

EKR had named one of his son’s
Harry after his brother, sadly Harry
Hesketh Kay Robinson was killed in
action in France on 26th March 1918.

EKR had lived with his wife
Florence & three boys at Warham St
Mary, Norfolk, & Harry had gone to
Gresham School in Holt, Norfolk. Harry
became a rubber planter in Malaya.
Around 1912 his parents moved to
Hampton Wick, Richmond. Harry
returned to the UK & his parent’s home
in January 1917 to take a commission.
He joined the Cadet Battalion at

Lichfield, and was then gazetted to the
Rifle Brigade and in September 1917 he
was sent to France.

21st March 1918 was the first day of
the German Spring Offensive that
pushed the British Fifth Army back over
Allied held areas that had been gained at
the expense of dreadful casualty rates by
the end of the 1916 Battle of the
Somme. In the midst of trying to hold
the line just 5 days later Captain Harry
Hesketh Kay Robinson of the 5th
Battalion (attached to the 16th Battalion)
of the Rifle Brigade was killed in action.
Due to the mayhem in the midst of battle
he has no known grave, but along with
the names of 14,654 other UK members
of the Armed Forces who also died with
no known grave on the Somme
Battlefields, fighting against the
Offensive between 21st March 1918 & 7
August 1918, EKR's son Harry can be
found commemorated on the Pozieres
Memorial to the Missing.

Harry is also remembered on the
War Memorial of his old school,
Gresham’s, & on the Hampton Wick
War Memorial where he had briefly
lived with his parents as a young man.

The loss of his son was devastating
to EKR. In this he mirrored the reaction
of his old friend & colleague Rudyard
Kipling who lost his son Lt. John
Kipling of the 2nd Irish Guards in the
Battle of Loos. John Kipling’s body was
not found in his father’s lifetime, & only
identified in 1992. Ironically it was
Kipling who selected the phrase “known
unto God” for all unknown soldiers
before his own son was lost.  (EKR &

Kipling had been journalists working
together in India, & referred to each
other as KR & RK).

With post-war conditions and the
health of EKR, Country-Side continued
in Leaflet form until the issue of May
1926. The editorship passed to Richard
Morse & Ray Palmer, becoming a
quarterly from April 1927.

EKR’s youngest son was Warham
Kay Robinson. EKR & his wife must
have loved their village in Norfolk
Warham St Mary for both their new
home in Hampton Wick & their
youngest son were named after it. As
war work took more members from the
BENA’s executive committee Warham
joined it aged 16 in 1916 to help his
father, and continued to do so through
the war and beyond. In 1927 towards the
end of EKR’s life and after his death in
1928, Warham facilitated the transfer to
the new editors, becoming Assistant
Secretary in 1929 and helping re-kindle
the Association. Like his father &
uncles, Warham became a keen
naturalist. He was a strong supporter of
BENA & went on to write wildlife
books.

At the height of WWI when the
outcome was far from sure, EKR had
spoken for the Association’s members at
its AGM on 11 October 1916:

“The Association is proud of
those members who have, in
many instances, given up
lucrative posts at the call of duty.
Some have been wounded, some,
alas, have been laid to rest on the
stricken field, and we shall see
them no more; but we are assured
that one and all were better men
because of their love of nature.
The opportunity is taken to
express the keenest sympathy
with the relatives of those who
have been killed or wounded”.

References:
Ayres, Peter. The Kindly Sphagnum Moss. Field
Bryology 110, Nov 2013.

BENA. Minute Book 2nd Sept 1910 - 30th Apr
1929.

Robinson, E Kay (ed.). Country-Side Leaflet Vol
I, Nov 1914 - Dec 1915.
Robinson, W Kay. 1949. Britain’s Beasts of Prey,
London: Latimer House Limited.

www.greatwar.co.uk/somme/memorial-
pozieres.htmPozieres War Memorial (1930) where EKR son Capt. Harry Hesketh Robinson is listed

Photo: R Grossel
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Thoughts on Biodiversity in Dead Wood

A seed sets; a sapling develops and
grows and becomes a small tree. The
tree continues to grow towards maturity.
The tree then flowers and sets seed; the
tree grows older towards its middle age,
is cut down, is cleared away to allow
other trees to grow and prosper safely.
This is the life cycle for most trees it
seems in our countryside: a cycle that
allows us to see trees at their best,
looking neat and not impacting harshly
or dangerously on our lives, being
removed when they become unsightly,
unruly or disruptive and dangerous.
This leaves our lives clean, uncluttered
and impeccably manicured. A tidy park,
garden or road means a tidy mind?
Trees throughout their lives enrich our’s
giving us clean air, shelter from intense
heat, open outdoor play areas for our
children and even help in defending us
against the dangers of flooding. They
also provide high rise structural habitats
to vast numbers of species including
birds, mammals, insects, lichens,
mosses and liverworts. Trees that are
allowed to live out the last few years of
their lives or that have been damaged
will ultimately start to die and open up
to a much greater diversity of life. This
diversity, as we shall see, will continue
to expand as the tree returns to the
ground from where it came.

Remember, remember.

The fifth of November, when I was a
child, was celebrated in our village by
the cutting down of a medium sized tree
by the local teenagers. This was then
taken to a site to be built into the bonfire
with other wood such as old furniture,
fallen branches and wood scavenged
from the surrounding area. The fire was
enjoyed well into the night and a return
to it the next day showed that there were
usually still some smouldering embers.
This burning of the tree took some
twelve or so hours to complete. The
energy in the wood to create the fire
transformed the structure into the
carbon dioxide, water vapour and

minerals that had been taken up by the
tree. This take up may have gone on for
up to sixty years to get the tree to the
beginnings of its middle age, but its
destruction could take just a day and a
half! If the tree had died of natural
causes at this age and had been left in
situ the process of decay could have
lasted another twenty years, giving
longer life to this carbon sink. The
energy taken from the ground in the
natural process of growing, dying and
decaying would also have been
returned to the area it was taken from
by plants and animals.
 As woodland managers are
becoming more aware of the need to
leave some deadwood in situ a common
problem in recent times is arising from
the taking of wood without permission
from wind thrown and managed areas
on a large scale for domestic heating by
wood burning stoves, denying
regeneration by degradation of the
deadwood and preventing the
biodiversity associated with this type of
habitat from developing.

The action of decay on dead wood.

The breakdown of dead wood is mainly
brought about by the actions of fungi,
bacteria and saproxylic species1. Wood
breakdown cannot usually be started,
however, by the action of beetles or
wood wasps as the wood structure is at
first too tough for the grubs of beetles to
eat or for wasps to pierce through with
their ovipositors, so it is the action of
fungi using enzymes, and the invasion
of bacteria, that allows the initial
breakdown of the hard outer structures
of the cell walls and creates the
softening of the wood, allowing the
saproxylic species to then invade and
feed. The action of the enzymes
produced by fungi degrade the hard cell
walls of the wood creating white rot or
brown rot and then soft rot – soft rot can

Dead wood in an Aspen wood, Spey Side
Photo: K Hinchcliffe

1. The term saproxylic denotes species that are
dependent on dead woody material at some stage
of their life cycle. It is derived from the Greek
words ‘sapros’ and ‘xylon’, meaning ‘decayed’
and ‘wood’.



www.bna-naturalists.org                                                                         Spring & Summer 2017 Country-Side  9

be tested by pushing the wood and
feeling a spongy bounce back. The
introduction of bacteria into the wood
has a lesser effect on the degradation
but can invade and break down tough
sections to create areas for the fungi
following to enter. The wood at this
stage will be then opened up for the
more complex species to invade. The
intricacies of the food web that is
created with this opening allow not only
the breakdown of the wood, but also a
whole diversity of predator/prey
relationships with predation by fungi on
other fungi, fungi on beetle, beetle on
fungi, beetle on beetle, beetle on
bacteria and bacteria on beetle. Then
there are attacks by parasites and
parisitoid wasps and flies as well as
external predation by birds such as
woodpeckers Picidae spp., nuthatches
Sitta europaea, and treecreepers Certhia
familiaris.

Five different types of dead wood.

Dead wood has many attributes as seen
below Firstly however we will look at
five different types of dead wood.
These are-

Veteran trees allowing rot holes and
sap runs that are needed by many
Diptera (flies) for breeding. This
includes the aspen hoverfly
Hammerschmidtia ferruginea found in
the fragmented woods of aspen Populus
tremula in and around the Central
Highlands of Scotland.

Fallen deadwood which is always a
good place to look for fungi. The
decomposition of this type of wood is
quicker as the wood is in contact with
the soil. This type of dead wood in
woodlands with ponds in the
surrounding area can provide winter
habitats for amphibians such as the
common frog Rana temporaria,
common toad Bufo bufo, and smooth
newt Lissotriton vulgaris.

Windthrown trees. As windthrown
trees are uprooted the root ball itself
becomes a new habitat. Windthrown
trees have opened up areas within the
black poplar woodland in the RSPB
reserve at Lakenheath in Norfolk, the
root balls becoming ideal nest banks for

the local kingfishers Alcedo atthis. In
the Abernethy reserve in Scotland this
habitat in the Scots pine Pinus sylvestris
plantations is one of the few places that
holds the green shield moss Buxbaumia
viridis.

Standing deadwood or snags which
become a sounding amplifier for
woodpeckers drumming. Large holes
are made by both the greater spotted
woodpecker Dendrocopos major and
the lesser spotted woodpecker D.minor,
while the green woodpecker Picus
viridis makes an even larger entrance to
its nest. When these birds have finished
with the site it is then available to bats
to roost in. Standing tall away from the
humid ground the standing deadwood
allows different groups of fungi to
prosper. Bracket fungi encourage
invertebrates to invade the soft tissue
while others feed on the snag itself.

Stumps. Large old stumps can hold as
much biodiversity as a snag or a veteran
tree as the tree enters its final stages.
Most stumps found in suburban
settings, however, are usually the
remains of trees cut down to near
ground level and they tend to be less
productive by not allowing larger
bracket fungi to develop, and being
little use to most birds. The root
systems, if left, can be good for some
fungi for many years.

Tree attributes.

Tree attributes are seen in the
accumulation of dead wood, decay and

hollowing that are associated with
canopy reduction and death as a tree
ages.
These attributes are either :

· Attached dead wood being, of
course, a minimum of 1 metre
in length with a diameter over
25 cm.,

· Rot sites of an area equal to or
greater than 300 cm2.,

· Rot holes with at least one
cavity of 10 cm in diameter, i.e.
about the size of a clenched
fist, or

· Hollowing in the trunk or major
limbs.

These tree attributes in standing
deadwood and older or veteran trees
open up opportunities as feeding,
nesting and roosting sites not only for
some of the smaller birds and mammals
but also for some of the larger members
of these groups as discussed here.
   Attached deadwood is, of course, not
usually in direct contact with the soil
and will therefore not be attacked by
some fungi and bacteria that are held in
the soil. Instead it is attacked by spores
that can be carried by flying saproxylic
species. This can open up the habitat to
some species that are dispersing from
another tree and flying at canopy height.
This type of dead wood can also develop
open cavities
 Two of our most vulnerable British
breeding birds rely on trees with rot
sites, these being the willow tit Poecile
montanus found throughout the British
mainland, and the crested tit
Lophophanes cristatus found in
Scotland. Both birds create nest cavities
in tree stumps and taller standing trees
that have developed soft rot and will
always create a new nest site for each
brood. The opening of these small holes,
at varying heights, then makes them
available to other tree dwellers such as
tree sparrows Passer montanus and
starlings Sturnus vulgaris to nest in, and
bank voles Myodes glareolus to store
food in for the winter months.
 Rot holes become a roosting
opportunity for some of our scarcest
bats, these being species that rely on
trees only rather than buildings to roost
in; two that deserve a mention here are
the barbastelle bat Barbastella

A hollowing big enough to hold a family
of large mammals

Photo: J Dicker

Thoughts on Biodiversity in Dead Wood
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barbastellus and Nathusius’ pipistrelle
bat Pipistrellus nathusii, two of our
rarest breeding mammals. As the rot
holes expand they then become homes
for birds such as golden eye Bucephala
clangula, stock dove Columba oenas,
tawny owl Strix aluco, and barn owl
Tyto alba. An insect that could benefit
from rot holes is the tree bumblebee
Bombus hypnorum, a tree dwelling
bumblebee that seeks out small cavities
such as these.
 The hollowing of the trunk can be
quite extensive in veteran trees allowing
shelter to families of foxes and otters.
Smaller hollows can hold pools of
detritus from the decaying tree forming
compost for seeds of other plants to
germinate in and so starting the next
generation. Eggs of slugs and snails as
well as chrysalids of moths can be found
in these small hollows through the
winter months.

Riparian zone2.

There is a large number of invertebrates
associated with woody debris in streams
and slow moving rivers. Fish are also
associated with this type of dead wood
as they use it for cover from predators,
and as safe places in which to lay their
eggs and for their fry to develop. The
decay of woody material is slowed
significantly in water allowing this
protection to be long term for fish. This
type of dead wood is being recognised
as important for the health and
populations of fish in our river systems.
Debris dams in a stream or river system
can have a swirling effect on the flow
creating a depression in the stream or
river bed, and this can slow the flow by
reducing the pressure of the water. They
will also redirect some of the pressure
slightly laterally causing the stream to
meander. Both of these actions slow the
flow of the water down stream and can
help to reduce the possibility of flooding
there.

The ecological value of dead wood in
woodlands.

The following factors can be used to
assess the ecological value of dead

wood in woodlands quickly and
without any specialist equipment. The
value can be described as low, medium
or high.

The current value of dead wood in the
woodland is –

Low –
If the level of dead wood is between 0
and 10%, there are few veteran trees
and mature trees are scarce, if the
woodland is isolated and there is no
connectivity through hedgerows, and
there is little in the way of interesting
species.

Medium –
If the level of dead wood is between 11
and 20 %, a veteran or mature tree is
encountered every 100 meters, there is
some woodland or hedgerows within 3
km., and larger numbers of mainly
common species are found.

High –
If the dead wood level is more than
20% of the entire wood with a veteran
tree encountered every 50 metres, this
being common in the surrounding
landscape, with other trees showing the
potential to become veteran trees. A
high number of indicator species will
be commonly found.

So a higher ecological value of a
woodland with dead wood of  20% or
more will show a greater amount of
biodiversity, and will also, most likely
include more vulnerable species.
Indeed if a large area of woodland was
found to have dead wood at 60% the
long term benefit to the biodiversity
could be massive!

How old does a tree need to be to
become of service to the biodiversity?

Obviously, as a tree ages it will become
more prone to disease and damage as
the largest limbs become too heavy for
the main tree to support. Trees
naturally, at this stage, shed cracked and
damaged limbs. Indeed willows, oaks
and sweet chestnuts will shed quite
major limbs in their first half century.
There are also trees that are reaching old
age as they enter their seventh decade
such as birches, cherries and poplars
and so bring the benefits of dead wood

to the landscape much earlier than the
longer lived trees. As the tree ages the
bark, as the protective layer of the tree,
can become damaged allowing the
heartwood to become exposed and
infected; however, most young trees will
be fit enough to be able to resist this
infection at this stage by shedding an
infected limb or managing the infection
in the trunk for many years, so the
deadwood associated can be limited. As
the tree ages there will be less resistance
and greater stress with larger, heavier
limbs so more deadwood can be
produced, creating greater biodiversity.
 With time infections in the heart
wood will open up to further attacks as
the effects of fungi turn the once healthy
wood into rot. If then we take a small
wood containing trees up to an age of
forty to sixty years old the biodiversity
will probably be low. As this woodland
ages another forty to sixty years the
biodiversity will typically rise as the
dead wood becomes of medium
ecological vale Then, as the wood ages
over this “middle age”, the biodiversity
will of course increase again as the
ecological value of the dead wood
becomes still higher. A woodland
holding a single age of trees will
typically rise as the dead wood becomes
of medium ecological vale.

The opening of the canopy

As a new woodland is planted each tree
must take up as much energy to grow as
fast as possible and therefore
outcompete its neighbours. This has the
effect of preventing much of the
sunlight from reaching the woodland
floor and therefore of reducing the
understory to a few smaller plants that
can survive in this light starved
environment, so putting constraints on
and limiting the biodiversity. As the
woodland ages, however, it will
produce dead wood that will take up
space and produce a more favourable
environment for these other plants. As a
dead or windthrown tree falls it will
affect surrounding trees by either
breaking or damaging limbs of these
other trees or even bringing down a
neighbouring tree completely; this act
will create its own clearing from the
area where it once stood. It is this factor
that will allow the surrounding trees to
regenerate by giving space and light to
enable succession to the wood. There is

2. A riparian zone is an area relating to or situated
adjacent to a watercourse or water body.

Thoughts on Biodiversity in Dead Wood
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also a benefit to the woodland if the
dead tree is still standing and not
producing leaves as this will also allow
more sunlight to reach the woodland
floor. These openings will allow smaller
flowering plants to thrive in this new
sunlit environment and so will increase
plant and insect diversity, thus giving
new openings to enlarge the food web
with greater predator/prey opportunities.
Older woodlands can be seen to have
these natural openings in the form of
glades and rides and it is interesting to
note in these places the number of
insects such as the shieldbugs that bask
on the leaves, the hoverflies that use the
area to lek, and the butterflies which
feed on the bramble flowers in these
open areas.

Connectivity

As seen the ecological value of a
woodland is affected detrimentally by
fragmentation and an old woodland that

has dead wood of high ecological value
will benefit other woodlands in the
surrounding countryside, being rich in
fauna and flora that can pass freely
through the air on the wing or as
windblown seeds. Indeed, the high
value old woodland will also benefit
from surrounding lower value
woodlands too as species can find a
niche within a low value habitat, and be
adaptable to move into a high value
habitat, as well as the low value
woodland acting as a stepping stone to
and from other woodlands. Mammals,
amphibians and reptiles can also move
between sites terrestrially as long as
there are corridors with no physical
barriers to prevent them and the cover
to make that move safely. While
dispersal of  many plants and animals
can be made along hedgerows, to many
species even a short break in the form of
a wall, road or water course can prove
impossible to navigate. Hedgerows can
be of benefit to safe passage even when

Steven Rutherford was the information
officer at the RSPB’s Dearne Valley
Reserve in Barnsley. He is Chairman of
BNA’s South Yorkshire Branch and a
regular contributor to Country-Side. He
received BNA’s Richard Fitter Memorial
Medal in 2015 and FBNA recognition in
2017.

broken with gaps as long as there is still
cover and food to sustain the journey;
this cover can be in the form of bramble
or long grass with wildflowers filling
the open parts of the trees in hedges
while a gateway can prove too great an
obstacle to cross for some. Hedgerows
that are deep and thick will give the best
connectivity especially if there is a wide
scrubby grass area running alongside
the hedge as this will be of benefit to
pollinators and long grass specialists.
However hedges can, with neglect,
become too leggy with gaps appearing
causing fragmentation and braking the
connectivity.

Tree removal

There are times when the need to control
areas of woodland by removing some
trees is important where the returning of
the wooded area to a former more
natural state is desirable for the natural
balance, or, to allow a vulnerable
species to prosper. Sometimes this type
of management has to be to a point of
clear felling in an area of former heath,
fen or wetland to restore the original
habitat. This management can prove to
be the most difficult to convince the
public of its needs when even the death
of a single tree by a chainsaw can be
seen by some as a retrograde step in
nature conservation. Trees are removed
because they present a danger to the
public and tend, too, to be felled and
cleared as effectively as possible leaving
little or no sign of the offending tree. In
some cases this safety operation could
be delivered by pollarding or regular
cutting to coppice the tree so removing
the potential danger while leaving the
tree to grow into old age with the
biodiversity benefits of dead wood that
this alternative process would bring.

This windthrown tree has brought down two other trees
Photo:  S Rutherford

Root ball
Photo:  S Rutherford

Tracks by grubs
Photo:  S Rutherford

Thoughts on Biodiversity in Dead Wood
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Obituary – Dr Maxwell Dorien Hooper BSc PhD HonFBNA

Max made a major contribution to our
understanding of hedges in the
countryside, the rate of their loss
through the 1950s & 60s and how to
date them as a naturalist. It is for the
latter he will be long remembered for
devising Hooper's Hedgerow
Hypothesis.
 Few people have had such an
impact, for at a time when the
destruction of hedges across the
landscape had become a matter of wide
concern, he produced a technique of
amazing simplicity to implement yet
one that had profound implications. By
simply pacing out 30 paces & then
counting the number of tree/shrub
species in the hedge it was possible to
gauge the age of the hedge by simply
multiplying the figure by 100.
 Max was the first to point out there
were many reasons why caution should
be used in interpreting the figure, but it
is a very good rule of thumb &
remarkably robust. So much so that not
only experienced naturalists used it, but
teachers & schoolchildren throughout
British schools used it & there can be
few naturalists today that have not
paced out a length of hedgerow to
employ Max's Hypothesis. It even
became enshrined in statute law in the
Hedgerow Regulations (1997 No.1160
DoE) in England & Wales.
 Its great value was to clearly
distinguish between ancient hedges &
more recent ones, which brought the
realisation to a wider public that not all
hedges are the same, but that some have
both great antiquity & a greater range of
species, & so greater value for wildlife.
 In his lecture to a British Naturalists'
Association meeting in 2004 at
Hallsannery Field Centre, Bideford,
Devon he said that the first paper on his
Hypothesis was in the Devon
Naturalists' Trust Journal in December
1965. It was a great pleasure for me as
BNA chairman to present Max at that
event with the Association's highest
award, the Peter Scott Memorial Award
for his outstanding contribution to our

understanding of natural history &
conservation.
 Dr Hooper's Hypothesis & study of
hedgerows became very widely known
with the publication in 1974 of the
Collins New Naturalist book "Hedges"
written by E Pollard, MD Hooper &
NW Moore.
 I had the delight in the early 1980s
of making a BBC film "The Changing
Hedge" in which Max featured talking
with me about the dating of hedgerows
while walking beside & interacting
with species in the  C11 Judith's Hedge
which had formerly been part of
Monk's Wood. Max stressed that other
factors can be used to interpret a
Hooper's Hypothesis date, as in this
case documentary records, but also
indicator species such as Field Maple
that normally would be found in hedges
over 400 years old.  (I learnt too of
Max's love of colourful Moroccan-style
hats!)
 Intriguingly Max joined Monks
Wood as a geneticist, but Dr Norman
Moore put him onto investigating
hedges. It was Max who demonstrated
the staggering loss of 10,000 miles a
year in the 1960s by comparing aerial
photographs for 1946, 1953 & 1963.
He & his colleagues found that bird
richness of a hedge depended on
richness of the tree & shrub diversity.

Max then selected out tree species from
Donald Grose's Wiltshire hedge botanic
studies & spotted that potentially an old
hedge had more species of tree in it. The
landscape historian WG Hoskins showed
Max how Saxon charters could be used
to obtain a documentary date. With that
Max was able to establish dates for 277
hedges in the southern half of Britain,
and then go & count the species, & his
Hypothesis was born!
 In 2007, Max alongside Sir David
Attenborough, Dr Oliver Rackham &
Professor Mike Majerus was made an
Honorary Fellow of the British
Naturalists' Association. In his lecture
during that BNA conference at Forest
School in the south of Epping Forest,
Max revealed that he had been born only
a quarter of a mile away.
 I attended Max's funeral representing
the BNA on 6th March 2017 & our
President David Bellamy & his wife
Rosemary were also there as David is a
godfather to one of Max's children. Max
was buried in a woven willow casket &
his son Jeremy told me that Max had his
x10 hand-lens in his pocket. Many of
Max's old colleagues from Monks Wood
Experimental Research Station days
were also there along with his family at
the Arbory Trust Woodland Burial
Ground, Barton, Cambridge to lay him
to rest, appropriately in a glade
surrounded by trees.

Dr. Max Hooper lecturing on hedges at the 2007 BNA conference
Photo: Liz Artindale
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Eye of the Tiger

There are 30 members of the family
Tabanidae in Britain, 21 species of
large, imposing horseflies, 5 species of
smaller, well camouflaged clegs and 4
species of elegant deerflies with
patterned wings. In all of these it is only
the females that are after blood, which
they need in order to produce their eggs.
To derive energy  for their day-to-day
activities, both male and female
tabanids feed on nectar and sometimes
pollen.
 It is unfortunate that the bloodthirsty
habits of their females make tabanids so
unpopular, because, up close, they are
attractive insects. Their eyes, in
particular, are quite exceptional. Their
shimmering colours are usually lost
when the animal dies, but the recent
improvements in macro photography
have made it possible to really
appreciate the full extent of their beauty.
Tabanid eyes are not only beautiful but
also useful, because it is possible to tell
males and females apart by the size and
shape of their eyes. Given the efficiency
of the females’ mouthparts it is
comforting to know in advance whether
or not one is likely to get pounced on
while taking a photo. The eyes of
female tabanids never meet on top of
the head, as can be seen in the female
bright horsefly (Hybomitra
distinguenda) in photo 1, whereas those
of males always do, as illustrated by the
male band-eyed brown horsefly
(Tabanus bromius) in photo 2. While
horseflies and clegs have varying
amounts of attractive sheen to their
eyes, the prize for ‘Most Stunning Eyes’
(if there were such a thing) would
doubtless go to a male deerfly, perhaps
a male splayed deerfly (Chrysops
caecutiens), with its huge, wonderfully
iridescent eyes (photo 3).
 Considerably less attractive than
adults, tabanid larvae look superficially

similar to blowfly maggots, legless and
pale in colour. In contrast to blowfly
maggots they possess stubby
outgrowths (pseudopods) along their
abdomen to help them move around,
and they also have strong jaws. They
develop in water or damp ground,
where they hunt for other small
invertebrates, and some species are
known to be cannibalistic when the
opportunity arises. Contrary to many
other flies, the larvae take a long time
to grow and develop before they are
ready to pupate, so that in Britain there
is only one generation each year, with
the adults emerging between May and
September.
 Some tabanids have interesting
mating behaviours in which swarms of
males congregate and perform hovering
display flights until eligible females are
spotted, which are then promptly
pursued. They are strong and agile
flyers and male hairy-eyed horseflies
(Hybomitra hinei, an American relation
of Hybomitra distinguenda shown in
photo 1) have been filmed performing
fighter jet-type manoeuvres called
Immelmann turns (which consist of a
half loop and roll) when in pursuit of a
female. Both male and female tabanids
can fly at speeds of over 4 metres per
second (or 15 km/h) and occasional
record speeds far in excess of this have
been recorded. They are certainly fast
enough to pursue a trotting horse with
ease, not to mention a fleeing human.
 In all species of tabanids, the adult
females have specially adapted jaws
which take the shape of sharp blades
with which they are able to cut through
the often tough skin of their chosen
hosts. In contrast to mosquitoes, which
possess very thin syringe-like
mouthparts and inject numbing saliva
so that their feeding goes unnoticed,
tabanids aim to quickly produce a

rather large wound into which they
inject an anticoagulant to promote
bleeding so that they can return to lap
up the blood with another specially
adapted sponge-like mouthpart even
when they are repeatedly disturbed by
their victims. While this final stage of
their attack is identical in all tabanids,
their initial approach varies.
 Generally, the large horseflies tend
to attack from below, aiming for the legs
and belly of their chosen hosts where
the coat is thinner and the skin more
easily accessible. Even though they are
quiet flyers for their size, their approach
is not entirely silent and they will often
give chase if their victim hears them
coming and takes evasive action.
Britain’s biggest horsefly, the dark giant
horsefly Tabanus sudeticus (male photo
4, female photo 5), reaches a body
length of over 25 mm, making it larger
than a queen bumblebee. Its stripes can
be quite bright and it is therefore
sometimes mistaken for a very large
bee.
 The smaller clegs, for example the
black-horned cleg (Haematopota
crassicornis) a male of which is
illustrated in photo 6 or the equallly
beautifully camouflaged female notch-
horned cleg (Haematopota pluvialis)
(photo 7), on the other hand, are masters
of stealth. They are able to approach
noiselessly and are prone to attacking
from behind, so that they often manage
to go unnoticed until the pain from their
bite sets in. They tend to attack around
waist height, so that humans frequently
get bitten on the hands and wrists.
 The pretty and deceptively innocent
looking deerflies like the twin-lobed
deerfly (Chrysops viduatus) (photo 8)
like to attack high on the body, in the
head and neck region. They are also
particularly drawn to moving targets, so
any attempt to shoo them off only serves

As a general rule, an unpopular insect finds itself in this unenviable position because of misconceptions, and even painful stings
almost invariably occur as a result of misunderstandings. But there are some insects that get their bad names for a good reason:
they are actually out for our blood. The most formidable of these are, without doubt, the fearsome blood-sucking flies of the
family Tabanidae.
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to alert more of them.
 All tabanids are attracted to dark
colours more than to light colours,
something to bear in mind when
choosing outdoor clothing. A recent
study has shown that the zebra’s stripes
most likely evolved in order to protect it
against horseflies. Scientists were able
to prove that horseflies were drawn to
stripes far less than to dark colours, but
also less than to plain light colours.
Perhaps it is now just a matter of time
until a new line of tabanid-baffling
zebra-striped outdoor gear comes on the
market!
 In the meantime, insect repellents
containing DEET (N,N-Diethyl-meta-
toluamide) along with (pale-coloured)
long trousers and long sleeves are the
best way to put a female tabanid off her
dinner. It is possible to develop allergic
reactions to DEET, so it is advisable to
discontinue use in case of irritation. It is
also possible to become allergic to
tabanid bites and rare cases of
anaphylactic shock have occurred. A
much more common complication of a
tabanid bite, however, is an infection of
the relatively deep wound, so it is vital
to keep the area clean and not to scratch
it until it is fully healed. It is also
important not to ignore any early signs
of infection, such as redness around the
wound which starts to spread some time
after the initial bite. Luckily, in Britain
tabanids do not usually transmit diseases

to humans like they do in other parts of
the world.
 While most species of British
tabanids are widespread throughout the
country and can occur in large numbers
where there is suitable damp habitat and
plentiful livestock, some are very rare.
One such species is the unusually
coloured golden horsefly (Atylotus
fulvus) (photo 9), which requires boggy
habitats to thrive and is now only found
in a few locations in southern England
and Wales.
 Such rarities excepted, the one
bonus about tabanids is that, should one

wish to photograph them, there is no
need for painstaking searching like
there is for most other insects.
Apparently –  according to an eminent
entomologist – all one has to do is park
a hot (ideally dark coloured) car next to
a pasture with grazing animals, open the
doors so that the carbon dioxide from
the occupants’ breath acts as a further
attractant and then just sit expectantly,
with camera (and sampling pots, in case
of multiple arrivals) at the ready,
mentally prepared to look deeply into
the ‘eye of the tiger’.

Photo 1 Bright horsefly, female
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 2 Band-eyed brown horsefly, male
Photo:Paul D. Brock

Photo 3 Splayed deerfly, male
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Eye of the Tiger
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Photo 4 Dark giant horsefly, male
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 5 Dark giant horsefly, female
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 6 Black-horned cleg, male
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 7 Notch-horned cleg, female
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 8 Twin-lobed deerfly, female
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Photo 9 Golden horsefly, female
Photo: Paul D. Brock

Eye of the Tiger
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Just Like Us

Around a quarter of a century ago I
realised that my conventional view of
wildlife, and foxes in particular, was
almost certainly far short of verbatim.
Now I see no shame in ignorance
providing that it is admitted, but to
propound an untruth is beneath
contempt. If the contention that “The
best that can be said of a fox is that he’s
a good looking villain” was invalid, I
wanted the truth. Not ‘the truth’
according to the farmer, gamekeeper, or
huntsman because their views would be
biased, and I had (still have) serious
questions regarding the veracity of
many naturalists. On top of that I sought
data that I doubted if any of them could
provide – a fox’s hopes, desires,
ambitions, fears and attitude towards
other species. I saw but one guaranteed
accurate source of the information I
sought – the animal itself. So, very
deliberately I set out to become
‘acceptable company’ amongst wild
foxes. At that time I considered that
such might be ‘an impossible dream’
and carefully kept quiet about it rather
than reinforce the notion that I am the
village idiot.
 Only one thing gave me grounds for
hope. Back in 1987 I had been adopted
as surrogate parent by an orphan
squirrel about four weeks old. He taught
me a lot, and I guessed that it might
apply to wildlife in general. Indeed,
such appears to be the case, certainly
that a wild creature may be very happy
to have its own ONE ‘tame human’.
The singular is highly important. Vital!
Initial attempts to associate with foxes
failed but I was learning by making
mistakes. Eventually, in 1998 I gained
my first two vulpine friends and started
to discover things that nobody else
knew. Since then I have enjoyed the
friendship of countless foxes – and still
do. Often the relationship would be of
short duration but in other cases it
endured for years. During this adventure
I acquired foxes which, generally for
medical reasons, required permanent
care – and tamed them. Let me define

the difference between a tame fox and a
fox friend. A tame animal accepts
people in general, whilst with a friend
the relationship is individual specific. I
suspect that the reason that it does not
occur more often is that people
invariably want to show others their
achievement – and the animal
terminates the relationship.
 What have I learned? Firstly, I
know of no animal with a more
amenable nature than the fox. In so
many ways they are just like people –
nice people. They are social, fall in
love, and are fantastically caring for the
younger generation. They have a sense
of fun, a sense of humour, and
understand the benefits of cooperation
and reciprocation. Friendship, both
amongst their own kind and with other
species is very highly valued. No fox
will knowingly do anything to mar a
relationship.
 For centuries mankind has suffered
with ‘fox problems’. For centuries his
sole perceived ‘solution’ has been the
application of extreme force. Hunt,
shoot, poison – kill by any means. Has
this solved ‘the problem’? No, the same
fox problems persist today. I find it

both remarkable and tragic that the
species which considers itself the most
intelligent on earth has not woken up to
the fact that this policy doesn’t work and
perhaps a change of strategy might work
better. Any such idea was hampered by
mankind’s ignorance regarding the
species. An enormous amount of
unmitigated drivel has been – and still is
– propounded about Vulpes vulpes – the
red fox. Too often by people who should
know better. Some examples:
 Rev. George Bramwell Evens –
better known as ‘Romany of the BBC’ –
wrote books for young readers in one of
which he explains that a fox has a white
tip to its tail as a lure for ducks. A pretty
tale but utter drivel.
  H. Mortimer Batten was a prolific
author of very readable natural history
books. In one he relates how, when
walking along a winding country path he
suddenly met a fox. ‘The fox snarled at
me’ he wrote. Sorry Mr. Batten, but it
didn’t. Foxes simply do not snarl.

 One vixen with which I was
acquainted is a superb example of a fox
friend. My company was not just
accepted, but sought; yet I was the only
human whose presence was tolerated.

Two good friends.  The author with tame fox Cropper
Photo: Mark Hamblin
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She used our friendship in a variety of
ways. For example, one night I spotted
her some distance away with a dog-fox
attempting to charm her. The body-
language made it clear that she really
wasn’t interested in his advances, but he
persisted while she clearly wished that
he’d just go away and leave her in
peace, although she had no desire to be
aggressive. Then she saw the solution –
me. She trotted directly to me, her
suitor following until he, too, spotted
me. “Oh, goodness – the silly girl is
heading straight for a fearsome human!”
He departed. She wanted nothing from
me, stayed near me for a few minutes,
then headed off about her own affairs. I
had simply served her turn.
 She also provided examples of the
caring approach of foxes. When she had
cubs to feed she would come to me for
food – dead day-old cock chicks. But
she faced problems. The first serious
problem was Brock – a large male
badger who (having been trained by the
Wombles) hoovered up anything edible.
If I simply put chicks out, by the time
my vixen friend returned from
delivering a first load there would be
none left. A normal load was five
chicks but one night she loaded twelve
chicks between her jaws -- and I suspect
that they ached all the next day.
 Well, we were friends, so to counter
this problem I persuaded her to come to
me and I would put out five chicks for
her. The method of loading is to press
down on one chick after another. Fine,
except that if a blade of grass intruded it
could upset the load as she raised her
head. To dispose of that problem I
proposed that she collected them from
me, taking them from my fingers. She
was reluctant, so she devised a
compromise. Chicks one and two were
picked up off the ground and I then
stuffed chicks three, four, and five
between her jaws. The reason? It was
with chick number two that she was
most likely to accidentally nip me and
she was determined not to hurt her
human friend.
 The concern of another vixen when
collecting food for her family was
rather different. She would accept
chicks from my fingers but was fearful
of pressing too hard against my hand
when cramming a load into her mouth.

A fear without foundation but she
persisted in limiting the number.
 Foxes are well aware that their teeth
can hurt and go to some trouble to
ensure that they don’t. When proffering
a biscuit I may be deliberately awkward,
placing it flat on my open hand. This
means that to acquire the biscuit the fox
must take my entire hand between his
jaws and gently drag the biscuit off. All
I feel is the biscuit sliding over my palm
and extended fingers whilst the back of
my hand is tickled by the fox’s lower
fangs. Foxes have phenomenal jaw
control. One fox lacked ‘the gentle
touch’ and knew it. He wanted that
biscuit but would only take it when I
pushed it forwards so that he had no
need to risk hurting me. They are kind
and considerate creatures.
 Kind? Oh, yes. A young male fox
found no partner and stayed with me all
year. He was a big, brash, male
chauvinist pig (probably the reason he
found no partner) and the fastest fox
I’ve ever known. Some released orphan
cubs were too shy to accept food from
my fingers but with no such inhibitions
that adult male ran a shuttle service
between me and the cubs. They were in
no way related to him. Once I saw him
take food to a wild family with which I
had no association. Indeed, until he did
that I was totally unaware of their
existence.
 Foxes are very caring towards the
younger generation – regardless of any
relationship. Any adult will give
precedence to any youngster. Skitter
and Twitch were two released orphan
vixens that remained here a whole year.
A third released orphan vixen had found
a partner and produced a family. All
(including the partner hovering in the
background) would arrive at feeding
time on my feeding site. When I
released the next year’s bunch of
orphans they came as well. Every adult
– even the vixen seeking food for her
family – gave precedence to the
youngsters who could, and did, literally
take food from under the noses of the
adults. In each instance the attitude was
the same, “OK, you’re a youngster, you
can have it.” Within 48 hours Skitter
and Twitch had departed to seek greener
pastures. There was no shortage of food.
They simply wanted to make space for
the younger generation.

 If Skitter and Twitch had been my
introduction to foxes I would rapidly
have found other interests. They had a
misplaced sense of humour and
delighted in playing practical jokes on
people. They became collectively
known as ‘The Vandals’ for nothing was
safe. A group of ramblers came to stay
and parked their walking boots beneath
an old pew seat in our front porch. By
11:00 p.m. they were all neatly arranged
in a line down our drive.
 We had a water feature comprising
three wooden tubs of diminishing
diameter, one above the other with a
fountain at the top, the water cascading
from one tub to another. The lowest tub
contained pebbles with water plants in
pots inserted amongst the pebbles.
Overnight ‘The Vandals’ removed
plants, pots, and pebbles and distributed
them all over the nearby lawn. That they
were all under water bothered them not
the slightest. And – considering the time
it took to put everything back – those
foxes must have worked long and hard.
 I was constructing outbuildings for
storage and animal accommodation, to
which end I laid a long extension cable
to permit the use of power tools. Twitch
bit it through five or six times. That it
was ‘live’ concerned her not one jot but
each time she tripped the safety circuits
cutting off supply to half the property.
 They stole laundry from the washing
line to arrange it in a long trail across a
lawn and into a conifer plantation.
When retrieved it was dirty and some
items damaged.
 The ultimate prank occurred one fine
evening. I was sat in our porch, enjoying
a smoke, with a tame fox on my lap.
The Vandals sat on the drive facing us.
To look at them ‘butter wouldn’t melt in

The Vandals
Skitter following Twitch

Photo: Mike Towler

Just Like Us
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their mouths’ and they wore
expressions implying “We’re starving!”
Well, it was feeding time; their bowls
were already prepared but not put out. I
got up, walked around the side of the
house and remedied the matter. I cannot
have been gone more than a minute, but
that was long enough for them to get up
to mischief. Into the porch, onto the
table, and steal my pack of cigars and
lighter. One cigar fell out of the pack as
they fled, and the lighter was dropped.
Two days later they stole the ashtray.
 There was no animosity; they
considered practical jokes just fun.
Twitch was chief vandal, Skitter her
enthusiastic apprentice. I watched as
Twitch gave verbal encouragement as
Skitter stole a potted plant.
 Which brings up the matter of
communication. Just like us, foxes
communicate using a variety of
methods – verbal, notices, and another
method which I suspect to be telepathy.
Actions indicate that communication
has occurred but there has been no
visible or audible event. This may also
explain the apparent translation of
human speech. Oh, clearly, some things
like “Yes” and “No” may be easily
translated and understood but complex
statements? I decline to believe that
they are translated but the message gets
through. I chatter to my foxy friends as
I would to another person and far too

frequently for it to be mere coincidence
I gain an appropriate reaction.
 If foxes can understand what I say,
how do they ‘talk’ to me? They employ
a combination of vocal, body language
and scent – although the latter is ‘lost’
on me. A good example is “Come with
me.” The fox moves away slowly, body
weaving, whist emitting a soft whimper
and wafting the tail (containing a scent
gland) from side to side. To see it the
meaning is unequivocal, and it can
come in varying strengths so that I can
differentiate between “Shall we go for a
stroll?” and “Follow me this instant!”
 Fox cubs are staggeringly obedient.
Once weaned they may be taken to live
in the open air. Whilst parents are
absent, the family is segregated, each
cub in its own little hideaway. No
matter that siblings may be nearby, the
cubs remain where they have been
instructed to stay, only emerging when
called out by a parent. The adult will
call the cub with a soft ‘mew’. It always
sounds the same to me but as only one
specific cub responds clearly I’m
missing something.
 Complex instruction is conveyed by
some means. For example, although,
night after night, a vixen’s six offspring
watched their mother repeatedly accept
chicks from me, which were eventually
given to them, not one of them would
ever approach me for food. Clearly,

they had been told, “Never mind what I
do, you steer clear of humans.”
 The most frequently heard fox
vocalisations are the bark and the
squeal. There are two forms of the bark
which I can recognise but not describe.
There’s the warning bark – “Look out!
People about,” and the contact bark –
“I’m here. Where are you?”
 The squeal, frequently called ‘the
vixen’s scream’ (although used by both
genders) is associated with pleasure or
excitement. It may be an invitation to
play.
 In addition to these sounds foxes
have a substantial vocabulary of softer
sounds, rarely heard unless one is
nearby. No such problem for foxes who
can ‘hear a flea sneeze’. One night one
of my fox friends was barking at
something lost in the darkness. After
the bark came a series of softer sounds
and I wondered if the bark was to gain
attention and the following vocalisation
the message. Sort of, “Hey! Going to
the pub tonight?” I have been stood by
foxes holding a conversation. No, I
can’t translate.
 The young ‘male chauvinist pig’
came every night for food, as did an
older vixen – wanting food for her
family. The young male, big and
strong, made it abundantly clear that he
– and only he – had the authority to
accept food from me. The diminutive

The mouth agape stance.  Preamble  to a ‘rough and tumble’  Note that the
instigator, Jack (on the right) has his eyes closed.  No whiff of aggression
anywhere

Photo: Maxchen Hoffmann

Vixen Lulu teaching a cub to hunt
This is the moment of handover.  The cub has chased after the dead chick held
in Lulu’s jaws while she has run and twisted and turned.  Then she has swerved
to the left, her body leaning to the right and the cub dived half beneath her to
gain the prize.  This is all a very high-speed operation but flash has ‘killed’ the
movement

Photo: Mike Towler

Just Like Us
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vixen, secure in the knowledge that I
would provide her with food, waited
patiently in the background. Until the
night I discovered them having an
argument. It was all entirely verbal. To
my surprise it was the big brash young
male that lost, turning away dejectedly.
From that instant on they came together
to be fed, close alongside each other,
and the would-be-dominant male never
demurred. I assume that initially the
vixen adopted a humble stance to
bolster the ego of a youngster.
Eventually she got fed up with his
attitude and told him it was time he
grew up and adopted a more mature
stance. He certainly mellowed. Just as
with people, a few pointed words from
a woman can have a marked effect.
 There is another method of
communication which has been
witnessed and misunderstood. Viewed
from a distance misinterpretation is
entirely forgivable. Two books (by
different authors) each have very nice
line drawings of a pair of foxes facing
each other with jaws agape to display
impressive dentistry. One is captioned
‘foxes fighting’ and the other
‘establishing dominance’. I haven’t read
the text so I will not be too critical; but
this stance has absolutely nothing to do
with aggression. It is an invitation for a
friendly ‘rough and tumble’. The
ensuing battle appears ferocious and
can easily be taken as serious conflict.
What is NOT VISIBLE is the fox’s
phenomenal jaw control and nobody
notices that no blood is spilt. The sole
‘hurt’ inflicted may be to an ego. As a
friend I have been close by – even
invited to join in.
 And there is another aspect of fox
character – nobody, not even fumbling,
inept, stupid human – must feel ‘left
out’ or ignored. Long ago, I was
photographing a group of young foxes
playing. One repeatedly left the others
and came to me, eventually tugging my
trousers. Then it dawned on me; they
were all having fun and poor old
Human was just stood there, neglected.
So I should join the game – chase the
pine cone. The game was amended to
contend with my lumbering ineptitude –
spoiling it for the others. Since then I
have always declined invitations
because I have no desire to detract from
their pleasure.

 One group of five orphan cubs in my
care included one which was no orphan
but had been rejected by her mother.
That vixen knew things which we
didn’t. Physically the cub was fine, her
problem was mental. She declined to
compete for anything but spent her days
in her own little hideaway whilst the
others played happily.  But not quite,
the socially caring attitude is inbred.
With a rumbustious romp proceeding in
the background, one of the group
detached itself to play a very gentle
game – ‘pat-a-paw’ – with the mentally
defective cub. Nobody must feel
neglected or ignored.
 No sooner are foxes mentioned than
the matter of stolen poultry is raised,
frequently accompanied by such
comments as “They have a tremendous
killer instinct”. (Well, makes it all
sound more dramatic and exciting,
doesn’t it?) The truth is staggeringly
different.
 Unlike cats, some dogs, and too
many people, foxes do not kill for fun.
Yes they kill – to eat. So do you – if you
had bacon for breakfast you are – in part
– responsible for the death of a pig.
Foxes will avoid killing if an alternative
food source is available. An excellent
example comes from a villager who
described how he had ‘a dreadful
problem with a fox’ which persisted in
breaking into the chicken run. “It wasn’t
interested in the hens; it wanted the
bread we had put in there for them.”
Bread is not a favourite food, but eating
that saved having to kill. And I have
been with two foxes when a mouse
(normal prey) emerged from one safe
haven and crossed sixteen feet of
concrete to reach another. Both foxes
saw it, both followed it, but neither
pounced. They were not hungry. No cat
would have missed such an opportunity.
 We rely primarily on sight; foxes
don’t. To them the senses of hearing
and smell are much more important. A
good example arises if, when feeding,
some food is accidentally dropped.
(Well with just one pair of jaws to do
everything, that can easily occur). The
fox wants those dropped morsels which
are in clear view, but he searches by
scent. It can also interfere with hunting:
I watched an intelligent mouse escape
by hurrying away slowly and quietly
whilst the fox was attempting to

determine in which direction its scent
trail ran. The mouse was in clear view a
couple of feet away from the fox.
 My vixen friend would hear and
identify another creature 100 yards or
more away and screened from view. I
would watch her ears move to focus on
the sound and then she would react –
leave me to join some friend, or seek a
secure hiding place to avoid something
she didn’t want to meet, or shrug her
shoulders to dismiss it as ‘nothing’.
Once she left me to return with a badger
which was not enamoured by her
attempted introduction to her tame
human. That badger had been at least
100 yards away with dense vegetation
and a brick building in between.
 She took me, by invitation, into ‘the
wild world’ which exists in the same
geographical location as our world but
is populated by a huge variety of other
species. Fertile human imagination
frequently portrays it as a place of
constant battles where every creature
has to fight for food, territory, and a
mate. I found it very different, the
residents sharing the environment in
relative harmony. Of course
disagreements arise – they do in any
community – but I witnessed very little
aggression. What was fascinating was
that we met wildlife which would
normally have fled at the sight of me,
but didn’t. It would appear that my fox-
friend told them, “It’s OK; this human

A vulpine ‘notice’ – defecation on a tree stump.
This could carry the message “I was here” or “My
territory, keep off”. It is also used to say “Thanks”
but not, I think, in this instance

Photo: Mike Towler

Just Like Us
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is benign and with me, you have no
need to fear him.”
 Something similar occurred when on
an evening walk with a tame fox and
three young wild fox-friends, one of the
youngsters became interested in
something and I switched on my
portable searchlight to determine what
was of such great interest. A badger was
engaged in rooting something out of the
ivy-covered ground and the fox was
sniffing the badger’s tail. The badger,
understandably, objected to interference
with his rear end, rounded on the fox
and expressed his ire before returning to
extracting whatever-it-was. I cannot
believe that the badger was unaware of
my presence, six feet away, talking, and
shining a powerful light. The foxes were
relaxed, so clearly I posed no threat.
 I find it salutary that different
species of wildlife share the
environment in harmony whilst
mankind fails to exist in harmony with
his own kind. I find it tragic that for
centuries people have invented fictional
bogey tales about wildlife, generally
due to our love of the dramatic. You
can’t have a nice friendly tiger, it has to
be a man-eater. If I grab someone’s
hand they probably assume that I’m
giving them a handshake in friendship.
If a fox grabs their hand they scream
that they’ve been attacked. Yet it has
exactly the same motivation – a desire
to express friendship through physical
contact. I will offer my hand to a fox
which may then snap onto it. It may
LOOK like an attack but I am not hurt
and my skin is not broken. Trust breeds
trust.
 OK, accidents can happen. Like us,
foxes can make mistakes. In the event
of a fox accidentally hurting you the fox
is genuinely sorry. “Ouch!” is adequate
to get you released immediately. Even
then, the fox may realise his mistake
and react before you can utter the
exclamation. Their reaction time is
infinitely quicker than yours.
 A – to me – very sad example of a
bogey tale upsetting human approach to
wildlife occurred a few years ago. I was
setting off with my tame fox, Cropper
for our evening walk when a car pulled
up and reversed to enquire directions. In
reversing the driver had driven over a
very large rock which prevented him
driving forwards. There was only one

solution, unload the car and lift the rear
over the rock. Mother, son, and two
daughters exited the stuck car. The
children were spaced out age-wise, the
boy being the eldest. Mother, son, and I
would provide the muscle power and I
asked the elder daughter to hold
Cropper. The car was soon clear of the
rock and I went to retrieve my fox. I
wondered if the youngest daughter
would feel that big sister got to do
things whilst she was ‘left out’ so asked
her if she would like to hold Cropper
for a bit. I doubted if she would be
strong enough to hold him for long, but
I felt that she should at least be given
the opportunity. Her reply shook me;
“Oh, no. I’m scared. He might eat me
like he did The Gingerbread Man.”
Young children are honest; her fear was
genuine. A silly child’s tale had
implanted in that girl’s mind an
impression of foxes. A false impression,
but one that can last into adulthood.
 An American organisation
‘Defenders of Wildlife’ who look on
wolves as ‘a barometer’ indicating the
general condition of wildlife in an area,
ran an educational programme titled
Little Red Riding Hood LIED.
 The homing instinct of pigeons is
well known, but few realise that foxes
have an in-built ‘sat-nav’. Cropper
adored long walks and always wanted
to explore ‘somewhere new’. I was
intrigued to note that when we followed
a path along which he had not
previously ventured he was never
surprised to discover where it came out.
Then came the night when he took me
to a neighbouring village. From a map I
had noted that a footpath led from the
top end of that village to the top end of
our village. I had never been along it,
but knew where it entered our village. I
would find the start in the neighbouring
village and give Cropper the treat of
exploring a new route.
 I found the start of the path – well, I
thought I did. It led through woodland
exactly as on the map. But those woods
continued much further than I expected
and the path was crossed by tracks
which I could not recall from the map.
Eventually the path forked. I was
certain that there was no fork on the
map and I realised that I was not on the
path which I had intended to take. At
this juncture the rechargeable lantern

necessary for me to see the way dimmed
– and in those woods was not a single
electrical socket for charging the
battery. From experience I knew there
would be inadequate power remaining
for me to retrace my steps. It was gone
midnight, no moon and overcast, and I
couldn’t even sit down and wait for
dawn because the ground was very wet.
 On Cropper’s lead was a little red
flashing LED. He realised my
predicament and when I asked him to
find the way he was happy to oblige.
Following his little light I only needed
to blink my lantern just to ensure that I
would not collide with or trip over
something. He chose the right fork and
led me along a clearly rarely used path.
We came to a ‘crossroads’ of paths and
without hesitation Cropper turned right.
That worried me a little because foxes
enjoy going round in circles. I should
have had greater faith in my friend for
within five minutes he led me to my
intended destination – where the path I
had intended to take reached our village.
 Neither of us had ever been over the
ground we had just traversed. Cropper
was pleased and proud to have rescued
his tame human and thought it might
mean that we could extend our walk a
lot further. As the lantern still declined
to function I had to disappoint him – but
he got well cuddled after we reached
home. It raises the question of how did
he know my intended destination? As I
later learned there were other routes we
might have taken. Again I can but
assume that telepathy played a part.
 These are remarkable creatures and
for too long mankind has largely
dismissed them. There is, undoubtedly,
much more to be discovered by those
who are prepared to question what we
think we know. As the above account
indicates they have abilities which we
lack. Abilities which they are happy to
employ for our benefit, if only we will
grant them respect and consideration.

Mike Towler is fortunate enough to live in a
beautiful old rectory set within nine acres of
very private parkland permitting him to indulge
in his wildlife interests. He hopes that this
article shows that it is perfectly feasible to
share the environment with wild species.

Just Like Us
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Seasonal Changes in the Flight Distance of Blackbirds ( )

How birds behave towards people has
always held a fascination for me. In
about 1960, when I was still at school in
Hertfordshire, I measured how close
birds would allow me to approach – this
is usually termed the ‘flight distance’. I
found that larger species, like jackdaws
and rooks, were more wary than smaller
birds and that the same species were
more approachable in suburban gardens
than in the countryside (Cooke, 1980).
It was not exactly startling stuff and 20
years had passed before it was
published, but it fired my enthusiasm to
find out more. In the meantime, I had
started in the 1970s counting waterbirds
at Grafham Water in Cambridgeshire for
what is now called the Wetland Bird
Survey. As an additional study, I
recorded how birds on the water or
shore reacted to me. Individual mallard
varied hugely in both their response and
distribution. Tamer birds were found on
disturbed shores while wilder birds with
much greater flight distances tended to
shelter in the quiet creeks; and changes
in local disturbance led to readjustment
of distribution (Cooke, 1987).
 More recently, I began studying
birds in my garden in Cambridgeshire. I
was not aware that anyone had ever
recorded birds’ flight distances
throughout the year, so set out to do just
that in January 2001. My wife and I are
keen gardeners and, at that time, we had
a garden of about an acre surrounded by
hedges and containing many trees and
shrubs. This meant I had plenty of birds

to study and enough room to do so. I
worked initially with blackbirds and
robins, and later included other species,
but only deal with blackbirds here.

Changes in flight distance through
the year
The method was simple. Birds were
studied if they were on the ground or
perched at heights of up to 3 m. Those
in deep cover were not recorded. Birds
were openly and directly approached at
a uniform walking speed. Their flight
distance was recorded by pacing to the
nearest metre, a process helped by
using reference points in the garden
separated by accurately measured
distances. I wore clothing of subdued
colours and avoided recording in heavy
rain or in winds of greater than force
four. Observations were made between
one hour after sunrise and one hour
before sunset.
 During 2001, I found that there was
no appreciable difference between the
reactions of male and female
blackbirds, but that juveniles were
more approachable during their first
summer – so I concentrated solely on
adult birds. A couple of friends (both

licensed ringers) kindly colour-ringed
some of the blackbirds, and several of
these birds stayed around for a few
years. Results for these known
individuals showed the same seasonal
trends as for the sample of all un-ringed
birds, demonstrating that, even if the
latter contained transient birds, their
reactions followed the same pattern.
This pattern remained essentially the
same from year to year, and the overall
trend is shown in Figure 1. This graph
has been compiled from more than 4000
observations made during 2001-2006.
Mean flight distance was lowest in June,
the last full month of the breeding
season, and was greatest in September,
the last full month of moult. From
September until February, mean flight
distance decreased progressively.
 In 2003, Mike Toms of the British
Trust for Ornithology published a book
on a citizen science project, the Garden
BirdWatch. In this survey, participants
record birds in their gardens in a
standard manner each week. One
measure that is calculated by BTO staff
is the weekly reporting rate: i.e. the
proportion of gardens where a species is
reported that week. Information on

Turdus merula)

A view of part of the garden
Photo: Arnold Cooke

A colour-ringed blackbird at the house
Photo: Arnold Cooke
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reporting rates for the blackbird over
many years revealed a pattern that was
consistent from year to year with a
minimum value in September (Toms,
2003). This pattern was virtually the
mirror image of what I had found for
flight distance. I wondered whether
there might be a connection between
flight distances and reporting rates, and
contacted the BTO, who supplied me
with weekly data on reporting rates for
blackbirds up until 2004. I converted the
numbers to a monthly basis and these
reporting rates are shown alongside the
flight distances in my graph (Figure 1).
 So why in September does flight
distance reach a peak while reporting
rate hits its lowest value? Mike Toms
attributed the drop in reporting rate to
blackbirds foraging on natural food
outside gardens and to a tendency to
skulk during moult. It is important to
appreciate that finding a correlation,
such as exists between flight distance
and reporting rate, does not necessarily
indicate cause and effect. Both might be
directly influenced by a third factor,
such as moult. However, a case could be
made for an increase in flight distance of
more than 50% from June to September
being sufficient to render small, open
gardens much less attractive to
blackbirds and so precipitate a move to
quieter, more secluded surroundings. In
public parks in Madrid in Spain,
blackbirds occurred at lower density
where human disturbance was higher
and they tended to stay further away
from well-used footpaths (Fernandez-
Juricic & Telleria, 2000). Thus, in much

the same way, a change to more wary
behaviour would be expected to result in
a decrease in reporting rate for
blackbirds in gardens.

Behavioural changes June-October
in relation to feeding young
and moulting
To try to tease out what went on in late
summer and early autumn, I made an
in-depth study over 142 consecutive
days from 11th June to 20th October
2003. Eight blackbirds were colour-
ringed in spring 2003 - and four of these
bred and fed young in the garden during
the summer. For these four birds,
changes in flight distance were
examined in relation to when birds
appeared to stop feeding young and to
undergo annual moult. Start of moult
was defined as when tail feathers were
first seen to be missing, and moult was
taken to be over when head feathers
were completely renewed (which had
happened for all birds by 20th October).
It wasn’t practicable to catch and
examine adults to determine the onset of
moult precisely because being caught
and handled made them more wary for
several days.
 I also wanted to find out how
conspicuous the ringed birds were
throughout the study and so developed a
measure analogous to the reporting rate
of Garden BirdWatch. A fixed route was
walked around the garden 1-5 times
every day from June to October, and any
ringed birds in view were recorded. The
distance of one circuit was about 260 m
and a walk took 8-10 minutes to

complete. A ‘sighting frequency’ for a
10-day period of time was calculated as
the number of occasions an individual
was seen divided by the number of
walks. Sighting frequency was recorded
again in late December 2003, and
included noting whether birds were in
positions where they would not have
been seen prior to leaf-fall.
 Figure 2 shows mean flight distance
and sighting frequency during ten 10-
day periods in relation to the adult birds
stopping feeding young. Last day when
seen feeding young varied for the four
birds from 5th July to 1st August, and
moult began between 24th July and 6th

August. The interval between last
feeding of young and start of tail moult
ranged between 1 and 24 days (average
12 days). Mean flight distance increased
as soon as the birds stopped feeding
their young and so was already
relatively high as moult was beginning.
It peaked for each of the four birds in
September as usual. Mean sighting
frequency rather surprisingly decreased
during the month before moult. Birds
had become harder to see by the time
they began moulting. A sighting
frequency of 0.1 means individuals
were seen on average only once for
every ten walks. At the time the graph
finishes, two of the four birds had
completed moult. Sighting frequency
had recovered to its maximum summer
value by late December, even after
allowing for leaf-fall.
 The sequence of events and
consequences can be summarised as
follows.

Figure 1. Mean flight distance for each month of the year (black symbols)
compared with mean reporting rate from the Garden BirdWatch project
(open symbols)

Figure 2. Mean flight distance (black symbols) and sighting frequency
(open symbols) plotted against the time when four blackbirds stopped
feeding their young. Data have been grouped into periods of 10 days. The
graph covers the period from 30 days before stopping feeding young to 70
days after stopping. The first bird began moulting one day after it stopped
feeding its young and all birds were moulting by 23 days later.
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· During the last month of
feeding young, sighting frequency was
falling. This may be one reason why
reporting rate in the Garden BirdWatch
starts to fall in July.
· During the brief period
between stopping feeding young and
starting tail moult, sighting frequency
was still decreasing and flight distance
immediately increased.
· Throughout moult, sighting
frequency remained low and flight
distance remained high. Reporting rate
is low August-October as birds skulk -
and a longer flight distance may cause
them to avoid small, open gardens.
· After moult, sighting
frequency returned to summer values
by December. Values for reporting rate
recover until January as birds stop
skulking or being so wary.
 So what factors were behind these
events? Cessation of breeding activity
and the start of moult are both
associated with high levels of the
hormone prolactin which may explain
the normally close relationship between
the two processes (Dawson, 2006).
Sighting frequency decreased before
the onset of moult of tail feathers,
approaching a minimum value around
that time. An increased reluctance to be
in open parts of the garden may have
been a response to badly worn feathers
since year-old feathers have been found
to be functionally inefficient in
starlings (Williams & Swaddle, 2003).
Or adult birds could simply have been
trying to encourage their young to be
less conspicuous as several were taken
by predators such as sparrowhawks and
jays. As soon as they stopped feeding
young, adult blackbirds became much
less approachable. Their parental duties
were over and they had less need to
take risks to obtain food. Once moult
had started by early August, they were
harder both to see and to approach
closely. Moult would have impaired
flight performance, and their ability to
evade an attack by a predator would
have been diminished (Hedenstrom,
2003). They could afford a strategy of
reduced risk-taking because food was
plentiful.
 The reduction in sighting frequency
in the garden was considerable from the
later stages of feeding young up until
time of peak moult. However, all four

colour-ringed blackbirds were regularly
recorded during moult – they did not
leave the garden for any extended
period to forage more widely. The main
reason for the reduction in sighting
frequency was probably that the birds
were more secretive, staying out of
sight in and around the garden in the
mature hedges, trees and bushes. I
cannot, though, rule out increased
foraging outside the garden in
neighbours’ gardens or in a small, quiet
pasture next to our property. Food
shortage was not an issue as the garden
had fruit available through the summer
and autumn, and currants were put out
daily as food. As evidence was lacking
for the birds departing the garden for
any significant period, increased flight
distance was unlikely to render the
garden to be less attractive. On the
other hand, foraging more widely and
an increased flight distance would
probably be relatively more important
factors in leading to movement away
from small open gardens. All four birds
were still present in the garden at the
end of 2003, three remained at the end
of 2004 and two hung on into 2006.

Flight distance in relation to
mid-winter temperature
Flight distance for blackbirds decreased
gradually from September until
February (Figure 1), and I decided to
examine whether there was a
relationship between approachability
and temperature on a daily basis during
mid-winter 2004/5.
 It is well known that many bird
species become tamer when they
struggle to survive in inclement winter
weather. The increased risk of allowing
humans to approach more closely is
outweighed by the risk of starvation. In
severe periods of cold weather, when
the ground becomes frozen, many
species experience difficulty in finding
food. In Britain, the plight of waterfowl
in such circumstances can precipitate a
voluntary or statutory ban on
wildfowling during the period early
November to late February.
 Blackbirds also face problems
caused by frozen ground. Body mass in
blackbirds is highest in mid-winter
when long nights and low temperatures
mean that birds require the greatest fat
reserves to survive the night (MacLeod

et al., 2005). On short, cold winter days
they need to feed more quickly, while
still minimising risk of predation.
 The study was undertaken over 102
consecutive days between 19th

November 2004 and 28th February 2005.
Temperature was recorded at 9 am each
morning in a sheltered location 40 cm
above ground level. The winter of
2004/5 was relatively mild with a
minimum temperature of -4o C.
Temperatures of 2o C or lower were
associated with ground frost.
 Roughly 15 individual blackbirds
were present in or around the garden at
any one time in winter. I approached
birds in a uniform manner and recorded
flight distance between 9 am and noon
on mornings with no heavy rain or high
winds. I also tried to avoid recording
any individual more than once on the
same day – some of the colour-ringed
birds remained and birds without rings
could be distinguished with a degree of
confidence by their appearance or
position in the garden. On 68 of the 102
days, I made at least five measurements,
and mean flight distance for those days
is plotted against temperature in Figure
3.
 There was a general relationship for
flight distance to be low when
temperature was low. This indicated a
need for birds to take more risks to feed
early in the day in cold winter weather.
On average, over the whole temperature
range, blackbirds became more
approachable by one metre each time the
temperature decreased by three degrees.
Most of the decrease in flight distance
appeared to occur when the temperature
dropped from around 8o to 2o. Below 2o,
flight distance did not appear to decrease
further. There were no lengthy spells of
cold weather that winter. For the five
days, 25th-29th December 2004,
temperatures were relatively low, being
between -4 and 0o C; mean flight
distance was 11.6 m and there was no
evidence of it decreasing over the five
days.
 Increases in temperature in March
were not associated with further
increases in flight distance (Figure 1).
Blackbirds began to nest in March 2005
and the increasing investment during the
breeding season led to higher levels of
tolerance. Thus the positive relationship
only appeared to hold over a short range

Seasonal Changes in the Flight Distance of Blackbirds ( )
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of temperatures within the span that it
was possible to test.
 Stillman & Goss-Custard (2002)
studied the reactions of oystercatchers
on the tidal Exe estuary. As winter
progressed, the birds’ energy
requirements increased but feeding
conditions deteriorated; in late winter
birds approached a person more closely
and returned more quickly after
disturbance. The authors pointed out
that a result demonstrating apparently
greater tolerance in the behavioural
response of an animal should not
automatically be interpreted as implying
less vulnerability. It is necessary to
understand the requirements of the
animal at that time.

Conclusions
In a study of the approachability of
blackbirds in a large garden in
Cambridgeshire, clear and significant
seasonal changes have been found in
flight distance. A number of articles
have stressed the need to interpret flight
distances with caution with regard to
conservation of bird populations (e.g.
Hill et al., 1997; Gill et al., 2001). In
this context, blackbirds in the study
were most approachable in summer
when feeding young and on cold days
in winter. In both cases, enhanced
approachability was caused not by
decreased vulnerability, but by a trade-
off between increasing exposure to risk
and increasing the chance of survival of
their young or themselves.
 Even before young had become
independent in summer, blackbirds
became less conspicuous. Immediately
they stopped feeding young, flight
distance increased and peaked in

September during annual moult. This
suggests that small open gardens would
be relatively less attractive to them at
that time of year. The BTO’s Garden
BirdWatch project has consistently
reported fewer blackbirds in gardens at
that time, and this behavioural effect is
likely to be one of the contributing
factors.
 In mid-winter, flight distance during
the morning was reduced as
temperatures became lower - blackbirds
needed more food but had little daylight
in which to find it. However, once
temperature had dropped below about
2oC, flight distance did not decrease
further. There was a limit to how
approachable birds became. Similarly,
in early spring, there was an upper limit
at which flight distance responded to
increasing temperature. During the
nesting season, there was relatively
little change in approachability,
although flight distance was at its
lowest in June.
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Figure 3. Mean flight distance on 68 mornings in mid-winter plotted against air temperature.
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Nature by Night

moon. I met only 7 people in the
country districts, two of these
were men asleep with a dog
between them under a hedge,
and two were evidently burglars
.... During that still autumn
night I only heard the Lapwings
passing over, a Tawny Owl
hooting and 1 long-eared bat
[Frohawk was then 22 so still
able to hear bats]. At 5.30 a.m. I
watched a mole hunting
amongst a strip of grass beside
the road, probably catching the
“early worm”.

 Later, in the earlier days of the
BNA, through the 1930s until the
outbreak of war, there was an annual
all-night walk starting at midnight on
the North Downs of Surrey for
nightingales, with a finale of the dawn
chorus and a concluding breakfast. This
was a popular feature in the
programme, advertised and reported in
1930s issues of Country-Side. The
ramble for 26th-27th May 1934 started at
Clandon station at midnight concluding
with breakfast at the Clock House,
Abinger Hammer at 7.30 a.m. This
activity spawned other all-night walks

in the branches and sometimes a
comparison of their observations.
 For any event planned in advance the
weather does not always co-operate. The
1930s accounts of the night rambles
included rain or extreme bitter cold and
frost – even in May –  so some element
of hardiness was demanded of the
participants as well as the discipline to
stay awake. But there were occasions
when the all-night ramble was a
wonderful experience with moonlight
shining illuminating the landscape and
eyes, that were low-light adapted,
appreciating the moonlit scene, as well
as the sounds and scents enhanced by
the damp air and periods of complete
peace and silence. Whilst there were
bursts of animal activity with owls heard
and seen, bats flitting around and
nocturnal animals on the move, there
were also periods when nothing much
seemed to be happening. This was the
case when a friend and I spent a night
sitting up in her copse at Braishfield,
near Romsey in Hampshire. We hardly
saw any roe deer that night and did not
hear much either until dawn.
 The BNA all night rambles
continued walking throughout the night,
helping them to keep warm. Later,  from
1950-1955 the tradition was revised by
the North Middlesex branch  (forerunner
of the Hertfordshire Branch of BNA)
and later four Long Treks were
organised by Frank Lancaster from
1978-1981 which featured as a chapter
in the book celebrating Hertfordshire
branch’s 50th anniversary Enjoying
Wildlife (Smith Ed. 1998). These

As diurnal animals, with cone cells in
the retina of our eye, vision and seeing
in colour is very important in our day-
to-day lives, but we have other senses
too – hearing, smell, taste, touch and
balance. These senses are more sharply
defined in the nocturnal animals who
are less dominated by sight. Back in
Victorian times and earlier, naturalists
have been aware of animal activity at
night and they also embraced the study
of the night sky. In those days nights
were really dark and artificial light
limited to rush lights, oil lamps or
candles and ordinary country folk went
to bed at dusk. The Reverend Gilbert
White, writing about his observations of
earthworms at night in a letter to Daines
Barrington, 20th May, 1777 in The
Natural History of Selborne,
recommended using a candle to study
earthworms mating on the lawn.

 Earthworms are out every
mild night in the winter, as any
person may be convinced that
will take the pains to examine his
grass-plots with a candle; are
hermaphrodites, and much
addicted to venery, and
consequently very prolific.

 At about the same time in the 1770s
Charles Darwin’s grandfather, Erasmus
Darwin was a member of a group of
scientists who called themselves the
Lunar Society, not because of their
eccentricity but because they always
met on the night of a full moon so that
they could ride home by moonlight. No
street lights in those days!

All-night rambles
The naturalist and illustrator F W
Frohawk, when living in Norwood,
south-east London in his memoir
recollected a 42 mile walk that he did
overnight in 1883 again using full moon
(Chatfield 1987).

 I walked 42 miles one night
15th September 1883 leaving
home at 10.20 p.m.  arriving
home at 8.30 a.m. It was a
brilliant fine night with a full

Tawny owl (from BNA book How to Begin the
Study of Natural History)

Photo: June Chatfield

Badger (from BNA book How to Begin the Study
of Natural History)

Photo: June Chatfield
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involved sleeping under the stars in a
bivouac bag!  The Hertfordshire branch
website mentions continued nocturnal
involvement with badger watching and
moth nights amongst their activities and
a chapter in Enjoying Wildlife is on
badger watching.

Dusk and dawn
The greatest period of animal activity is
often as the light falls at dusk and
around sunrise when birds become
active, first singing then feeding. Many
natural history society meetings for
bats, badgers, nightjar, nightingale,
moths and glow-worms take place in
the crepuscular hours of evening and
only last until about midnight. At the
other end of the scale are the meetings
starting just before sunrise for the dawn
chorus or watching bat colonies return
to their known roosts after a night out
feeding. In my research on land snails
many a night was spent either in the
laboratory with experiments or out in
the field watching snail behaviour
answering the question “How does
Monacha cantiana behave at night?”
On one occasion I was the cause of a
timid resident of a cottage making a 999
call having woken early to see someone
in the field! It is in the crepuscular
hours of falling light that the snails
came forth and started feeding but in the
middle of the night between 1 and 4
a.m. they seemed to sit around doing
nothing, then as daylight broke headed
off down the plant stems of cow parsley
and hogweed to their daytime shelter.
The time before dawn is the coldest part
of the night when heat from the earth
derived from the previous day has
dissipated and the sun not yet up to
recharge it. BNA members on their
Long Treks would have been all too
well aware of that. It is when you most
need a Thermos of hot drink and all
those layers of extra jumpers. However
in heat waves of summer, a fast post-
dawn rise in temperature resulted in the
snails not risking drying out on their
return to ground but secreting mucus
and sticking themselves to the tops of
the stems for the day. In Mediterranean
countries they often attach in clusters to
fence posts for the same reason.

Animals of the night
There are some advantages to being a

member of the night shift. Potential prey
is less visible and may have a
significantly greater chance of survival,
although counter to that statement,
tawny and barn owls survive, so clearly
they are able to obtain enough mice, but
let enough individual mice slip by to
produce the next generation of small
mammals to support future food chains.
For animals with moist skins, such as
frogs, toads and newts as well as slugs,
snails and earthworms, there is less risk
at night of losing valuable body
moisture when the air is cooler and at a
higher relative humidity. Earthworms
are unable to cope with the radiation
(UV) from the sun. Nocturnal
invertebrates are often negatively
phototactic, that is in their behaviour
they go away from light instead of
moving towards it as we might do. In
the garden woodlice, millipedes and
spiders will be out crawling after dark.
 Badgers, large dog-sized mammals,
spend the day asleep in the underground
tunnels of their setts. In country districts
where they are little disturbed they
emerge just as the sun sinks below the
horizon (as related by Michael
Demidecki in his article in Enjoying
Wildlife)  and in a cornfield sett I have
even photographed them on high speed
film by available light, but in the hours
of darkness one has to use flash. One
sett which a friend watched on the edge
of the London area with the local badger
group had survived by delaying
departure from the sett to feed until
about midnight when human activity
around had ceased. The numbers of
badgers around now, in spite of the road
casualties, is probably higher than it has
ever been before. The roadside corpses
are a measure of the high level of
population.  Low density of badgers:
few corpses. Like us, they are large
animals with no real predator and will
eat almost anything from plant to
animal. They are also cryptic in their
behaviour and with their short legs
scuttle below the tops of the vegetation
unseen, and when seen sideways on, as
motorists do when they cross a road,
their grey brindled fur makes them
almost invisible. It is only face on that
you see the striking black and white
stripes of the head. Sitting in a wood
badger-watching other senses come in
too – hearing sticks crack as they walk

along the woodland floor and the alarm
call of the blackbird detecting something
on the move. Badgers have a good sense
of smell and you always need to check
the wind direction so that it blows from
them to you, otherwise they will smell
your presence and not come out.
Sniffing the air is one of the first things
they do on emergence from the sett.
Young badgers are less cautious.
 Whilst early morning is the time for
the dawn chorus of birds (best in May)
evening visits are made to see and hear
birds that are active at dusk: nightjar,
nightingales, woodcock and owls. In my
part of Hampshire nightjar are on the
increase particularly in worked
woodland after a clear fell. It is the
sound, like a motorbike revving up that
you usually hear first, sometimes in the
distance. If you find somewhere to sit
and watch you may see one perched in a
lone dead tree silhouetted against the
evening sky or on the wing chasing
chafers on which they feed. I recall
being mobbed by one as I walked across
heathland of Woolmer Forest at dusk:
they are ground-nesting birds so maybe
it was defending a nest.
 Nightjars are summer visitors only
here from May until August. There was
also a night that I spent in my tent in a
remote woodland in the Sussex weald
hearing the churring of nightjar around
me. On one occasion when out with the
Alton Natural History Society on
heathland we saw a nightjar in the
afternoon asleep and well camouflaged
on a large log.
 Sadly nightingales in my area are in
the decline, even on Selborne Common
where I would usually go to hear them
in the 1980s. Tawny owls are much in
evidence from their calls at night at
certain times of the year where there are
large trees and on occasion are seen
sitting in a tree, but their brown colour is
good camouflage. I have seen them in

Goatsucker was an 18th century name for the
nightjar. Engraving from Cassell's Natural History
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flight when badger-watching in a wood.
The white undersides of barn owls are
more conspicuous and I have seen them
flying low along a roadside verge late
in the evening working the bank for
mice when I was driving back home
through the lanes about 10p.m.
 Hedgehogs are also around at night,
often in gardens of Hampshire market
towns and I was delighted to see one
nosing around flower pots in my front
drive when returning late from an
evening meeting at 11.24.p.m. on 22
July 2016. Out in the countryside
hedgehogs are much predated by
badgers leaving a scooped out skin and
prickles as evidence and I have heard of
two reports in my area when people
have been woken to screams from a
hedgehog attacked by a badger. Sadly
hedgehog corpses also form part of the
roadside carrion, a result of speeding
late-night drivers on empty roads.
 A large number of moths are
nocturnal, many of them nectaring on
white scented flowers that they can
detect after dark.  As moths readily
come to light, moth traps of various
design are used to record them and
moth-trap evenings are popular field
events. When light falls glow-worms
appear up plant stems shining around
10p.m. on a summer evening. The
female (a beetle) is flightless but the
male has wings and goes in search of
the yellow-green glow from the
underside of the abdomen of the female
that she holds in a position where the
light can be seen. Gilbert White wrote
of glow- worms in his prose and poetry.
Bringing glow-worms indoors he saw
that they extinguished their light
between 11 and midnight and also
reported male glow-worms attracted to
the parlour candles.
 If a colony becomes extinct there is
no chance that it will re-establish
because of the flightless state of the
females. In my area there are a number
of sites where I can reliably see glow-
worms but they do not bide well with
modern agriculture. On one occasion
the Alton Natural History Society used
fishing lures to bring in the males.
Glow-worms feed on snails. Larvae
(brown and orange) can be seen in the
daytime crossing footpaths or found
under logs. Cockchafers (large beetles)
that fly at dusk and sometimes bang

into windows on summer evenings are
traditional food for nightjar.

Plants after dark
Plants are anchored to the ground and
do not move around as animals do, but
they are still aware of the diurnal
pattern of light and dark and they react
in less obvious but still important ways.
 Photosynthesising green plants need
sunlight to power food production so
their period of sugar-making activity is
during the day. Unicellular green algae
as plankton in the sea or freshwater
change their position in relation to the
water surface according to daylight.
One of the most visual night activities is
the closing up of petals or perianths of
certain, mostly radially symmetrical,
flowers like buttercups, lesser celandine
and common lawn daisies in the
evening. Petals can also close during the
daytime in dull weather and this has
resulted in the scarlet pimpernel, an
arable weed, being called the poor-
man’s weatherglass in country districts.
Closing the flower at night when its
insect pollinators are not around may
protect the anthers and carpels from
being eaten by nocturnal herbivorous
insects or possibly help to protect them
from late frost when in flower early in
the year. In wood sorrel and garden
sorrels (Oxalis) there are sleep
movements of leaves when the trefoil
leaf folds its leaflets down at night.  In
the garden the marvel of Peru has
acquired the name of the four o’clock
plant from the timing of flower closure.
 Back in the English meadow,
goatsbeard, a yellow flower like
dandelion, is also called Jack-go-to-
bed–at-Noon when the flowers close at
mid-day and seed heads form to give
the large clock.
 A subtle but more important
influence of light and dark on plants is
by their plant hormones or growth
substances that control the onset of
flowering or autumn leaf colour change.
This knowledge is used in horticulture
to produce chrysanthemum plants in a
flowering state to hit a marketing
opportunity of demand.  They are short
day plants and if their long dark period
is interrupted by a light period this can
upset the planned flowering date for the
commercial grower. Street trees next to
lamp posts in towns often retain their

leaves in autumn longer than trees away
from street lights.

Loss of darkness
The increased urbanisation of human
society working towards 24/7 activity in
cities is affecting our physiology too.
Country districts were intensely dark at
night when sight of the Milky Way (a
dense band of stars of our galaxy that
forms an arc across the night sky) was
common experience. The arrival of
street gas lamps, then brighter
ubiquitous electric lighting of various
colours, in towns and roads, unshielded
light from buildings and the
increasingly bright security lights in
residential areas has made the Milky
Way and low horizon stars and planets
invisible from many places. The effect
of artificial lighting can be seen on the
Council for Protection of Rural
England’s interactive website of images
from satellites (nightblight.cpre.org.uk).
 They are creating awareness of the
situation and the South Downs and
other areas now have status as
International Dark Sky Reserves. This
benefits astronomers and those who
enjoy good dark nights as well as plants
and animals that are adversely affected
by our over-prolific use of light.  A
recent book The End of Night
Searching for Natural Darkness in an
Age of Artificial Light by an American
author (Bogard 2013) highlights this
international problem as Homo sapiens
becomes further separated from  the
rhythms of the natural world and
vulnerable from its dependence on
artificial aids as well as
unacknowledged hazards to health from
lack of dark.
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The Voyage of the Queen Bee (2016) by Tim Gardiner, with pictures by Carl A. Mynott, The
Bumblebee Conservation Trust. ISBN 9 780992 939823 66pp. Paperback £5.99.

The Voyage of the Queen Bee is a colourful, A5, children’s book written by ecologist and author
Tim Gardiner FBNA, who won the BNA David Bellamy Award in 2013 for achieving distinction
in natural history. The book features colourfully fun illustrations by Carl Mynott who is also an

author of a children’s series British Wildlife Tales.
The Voyage of the Queen Bee is a lively adventure detailing characters, such as Captain Cricket and his first mate Phas, which

the illustrations compliment perfectly. Blossom the bumble bee is on a quest to save the nest from starvation. Her quest takes her
on a voyage across the Spartina Sea. Do encourage the children to read the foreward by Professor Ted Benton who is author of
the Collins New Naturalist book Bumblebees (as well as Solitary Bees, reviewed on this page), because it will help children to
understand why bumble bees are important and why we, too, need them and adds to the story.
 The book is designed for 5-8 year olds with easy to read chapters, and is good value for money.

Endymion Beer

Solitary Bees (2017) by Ted Benton, Naturalists’ Handbooks 33 Ecology and Identification.
Pelagic Publishing. ISBN 9781784270889 202pp. Paperback £19.99.

This very comprehensive handbook provides a much needed introduction to the bees which are not
bumblebees or honeybees. Solitary bees is the usual name for this group which does, however,
include some social bees. The aim of the series is ‘to encourage and enable those interested in
natural history to undertake field study, make accurate identifications and make original
contributions to research’.
 The book provides a key to genus level. With about 225 bee species to account for, many of
them small and similar to each other, it is beyond the scope of this handbook to provide keys to
species level.
 The main chapters are: Introduction (to bees and the book), Diversity and recognition, Bee lives,

Cuckoos in the nest, Bees and flowers, The conservation of solitary bees and Approaches to practical work.
 The handbook is a very thorough introduction to solitary bees, giving sources of evidence and a long reference list. It is
illustrated with diagrams and superb images of bees taken by the author, partly for identification, but also showing behavioural
sequences of mating, collecting food and nest building.

Nick Owens

A Natural History of Ladybird Beetles (2016) by Michael Majerus, edited by Helen Roy and
Peter Brown. Cambridge University Press. ISBN 978-1-107-11607-8 397pp. Hardback £42.

Since the publication in 1994 of the same author’s book entitled Ladybirds in the New Naturalist
series, there has been a huge amount of research on ladybirds and the present book can be seen as
an update with a truly global perspective. The ten chapters cover everything from names and myths,
to structure, habitats, food, reproduction, death, colouration, evolution, conservation and much
more. The amount of detail given is truly impressive, and there are numerous colour illustrations.
 Nearly everyone knows a ladybird and they may be found on all continents of the world with
the exception of Antarctica. Not surprisingly, the arrival in the United Kingdom in 1994 of the
highly invasive harlequin ladybird and the subsequent effects are discussed at length.
 Although ladybirds are only one small part of the Coleoptera, even this small family exhibits
considerable diversity in form and function. As the author shows, consideration of this diversity

reveals many general biological and evolutionary principles.
 This is an outstanding book which should find a place on the shelves of both amateur and professional entomologists alike.

Bryan Sage

To order a copy of Solitary Bees at 20% discount visit www.pelagicpublishing.com and enter the discount code BNA20 (valid until 31st July 2017).

To order a copy of The Voyage of the Queen Bee at a cost of £5.99 plus £1.50 UK p&p please email timgardiner134@btinternet.com or to order by PayPal
visit https://www.facebook.com/TimsInsectAdventures/.
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