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JUNE 2009    As I had not seen Wood 

Warblers for several years, I drove across 

the Severn to the Forest of Dean and visted 

Nagshead,  the w{t.Ωǎ fine woodland 

reserve where they, along with Pied 

Flycatcher, breed.   During the 1980s, the 

joyful trilling song of several males used to 

be heard in both Leigh Woods and Ashton 

Court, but year by year, the number of them 

(ca 3 in Leigh Woods and 2 in Ashton Court) 

declined in line with the diminishing status 

of the species in the UK.  

                          Above:  A particularly accommodating Wood Warbler in full trill. 

This attractive yellow-breasted warbler is a bird characteristically of Sessile Oak woodlands and 

Nagshead is a fine example of one of these.   On the 2nd June, it was a fine day and as I walked 

around the long trail, I only heard two cocks repeatedly uttering their shimmering trill; one of the 

birds was singing very close to the path and occasionally coming out of the dense shade (see photos 

above)   As a long distance migrant, the 

Wood Warbler has long wings which 

extend well over the tail and has a lemon 

ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ΨōƛōΩΦ  L ƳŜt one of the volunteers 

who was staggering around with a ladder, 

investigating the nest boxes.  He told me 

that the species appears to be holding up 

well in the forest.  But the same could not 

be said of the Pied Flycatcher population.   

Right: A female Pied Flycatcher 

photographed in Lesvos in April this year.  
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The area has always been scientifically significant for this 

species ever since Dr Bruce Campbell studied them  during 

the early 1950s and discovered that the number of breeding 

pairs could be increased by providing nest boxes like the one 

on the right, thus showing that the limiting factor on the 

breeding population at the time was the availability of 

ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ΨƘƻƭŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘǊŜŜǎΦ  In fact, in Norway,  I have seen Pied 

Flycatchers occupying such nest boxes in back gardens.  On 

my visit to Nagshead, I learned that there were about 20 pairs 

in an area where a few years ago there were 80 ς a 75% drop.  

My informant had found none on his particular beat and so he 

could not direct me to any nest boxes that were occupied by 

these smart birds.   The causes of the catastrophic decline are 

not clear.  The warming climate might mean that the insects 

that the flycatchers rely on to feed their chicks may be peaking too early for them so their nesting is 

out of phase with the food supply. On the other hand, may be there are problems somewhere on 

their migration route like the expanding deserts of North Africa.  One year, the resplendent black 

and white males turned up but very few hens arrived.  Whatever the cause, the Pied Flycatcher is 

ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎk-ŦƻƻǘΩΦ      Sally recorded a cock bird in our garden on April 

21st 1998. 

On the 3rd June, I made a sad discovery.  The 

vixen which had been coming into our garden 

with a dog Fox ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ Nature 

Notes, was killed a few hundred yards away on 

Rownham Hill.  She was obviously struck while  

crossing the road ς probably during the night.  I 

ǎŀǿ ƘŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ мл ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ  the previously night 

running by the {ǘΦ aŀǊȅΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ in Leigh 

Woods.   I contacted our local Fox expert, 

Professor Steven Harris, and he confirmed that 

death on the road is an overwhelming  cause of 

urban Fox mortality.    I then found out that 

ǎƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƘŀŘ ƘŜǊ ŘŜƴ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻǳǊ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ.   Ian and 

Jenny had seen 5 cubs but by early June the cubs 

should have been weaned.  Without their mother, 

the dog-Fox was probably still bringing them food.   

Left: One of the above ǾƛȄŜƴΩǎ ŎǳōǎΦ  tƘƻǘƻ ōȅ Jenny 

Studely. 

Despite the loss of the vixen, two different Foxes 

appear to have been visiting our garden.  
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Left:  This is probably a young 

animal ς note that this one has no 

pale tip to its tail.  On this occasion 

some dog biscuits and old cat food 

was on the menu (photo taken with 

a flash). 

 

 

Right: This one has a white tip to its tail.  A 

Grey Squirrel is on offer.  This month, half a 

dozen local Squirrels have met their demise 

around here and end up in the CƻȄΩs maw.  

They are seized in the jaws, and the Fox 

then runs off down the road with them. 

 

 

Above:  Two photos of the same Fox taken in very dim conditions. Not flash was used but the Canon 

50D camera was set on 3200 ASA.  The lens was a Canon 100mm f2.8 macro lens. 
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On the subject of dead Squirrels,  when cut up for the Fox, they were, like all corpses, the attention 

of fliesΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ΨǎǇƻƴƎŜΩ ǳǇ ōƻŘƛƭȅ Ƨuices to feed themselves, and the body  

attractive to females to lay their eggs on.  The photo 

on the right  shows the flanks of a Grey Squirrel.  It 

has lain for several hours on this side and shows a 

thick line of fly eggs plastered onto the fur.    

 

Left: Close up of the mass of eggs.  The 

ΨƳŀƎƎƻǘǎΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǾƻǳǊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ 

carcase in no time at all.  

All this might seem unsavoury but it is 

part of the infinite diversity of nature, 

and the flies responsible for this huge 

number of eggs are, in fact, quite 

ǇǊŜǘǘȅΗ  aƻǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ Ψgreen bottlesΩ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻŘŘ Ψblue bottleΩ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƛƴ 

for good measure.  All are comparable 

to Medieval Knights because their 

cuticles gleam like burnished armour.  

There are several species of ΨƎǊŜŜƴ 

bottlesΩ ς which are members of the 

Calliphoridae;  I think that the one on 

the right is  Lucilia caesar. 

 

 

LeftΥ  ! Ψgreen bottleΩ ŀƴŘ ΨōƭǳŜ ōƻǘǘƭŜΩ 

feeding.  Note,  Lucila has its proboscis 

extended and is sucking up fluid with 

the expanded tip or labella. 
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At about this time, another interesting fly took my eye 

because of its orange abdomen.  It had  landed on the side 

of the house, inconveniently behind an Iris leaf.  I 

managed to get one shot of it which enabled me to 

identify it as a bristly Tachinid by the name of  Lavaevora 

fera, the grubs of which consume moth caterpillars alive! 

Painted Lady Butterflies have continued to make their 

appearance in the garden ς the one depicted below 

feeding on Valerian on the 7th June is a fairly nice 

specimen although the slightly ragged edges to the wings 

indicate that it is well into its 6 

weeks of life.   Apart from two 

Yellow Hammers singing in 

trees bordering Sandown 

Airfield on the Isle of Wight, 

Painted Ladies were the only 

other notable natural history 

observation when I flew down 

for the annual Microlight Fly-in.  

On the return flight, I  passed a 

Buzzard soaring at about 1300 

ft!  It was quite thermic! 

                                                       

Below: Looking East crossing the 

Solent. 
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I took off from Doynton and already cumulus 

clouds were well developed.  As the 

turbulence beneath them was both tiring and 

uncomfortable, I climbed to 5500ft  over the 

top of the tallest ones and now and again 

ŦƭŜǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎǉǳŜ ΨŎƭƻǳŘ ŎŀƴȅƻƴǎΩΦ 

Left:  Weaving through the gap between two 

clouds with their tops billowing skywards a 

mile above Warminster. 

As expected, June brought a flurry of young birds to the 

feeders.  The local Tits seem to have had a good year 

with an excellent showing of young Blue and Great Tits 

(see right & below).  

 

Above: A brood of Great Tits attacking the peanuts like 

there was no tomorrow, and upper right, one of them 

disputing  the presence of a pair of young Blue Tits. 

Right:  Easily told by their overall yellowish colouration, 

a two smart young Blue Tits tucking into the remains of 

a food ball.  This month, two feeders like this have 

completely vanished.  I suspect Grey Squirrels are the 

culprits. 

One pair of Blue Tits raised a brood in one of our nest 

boxes, and a family of young Blackbirds appeared on the lawn half way through the month, although 

our garden is shared (or disputed!) by two pairs of adults.     
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Right:  A spotty  juvenile Blackbird 

thinking about whether to have a 

bath. It is probably a male because its 

wing feathers are quite dark. 

A pair of Great-spotted 

Woodpeckers turned up with two 

fledglings. 

 

Left: The completely red crown gives away the fact that it  is 

a youngster.  Unfortunately, our windows claimed several 

deaths this year, including possibly one of these young 

Woodpeckers and an adult as well.  Other casualties 

included a Marsh Tit and young Song Thrush (see below). 

 

 

Left: ²ƻǘΩǎ 

been at this 

nest box? 

 

The picture on the right was taken by Pat Holmyard ς one of our 

neighbours.  Something has been trying to enlarge the hole 

designed to let only Blue or Great Tits enter.   In fact, she saw the 

vandal.  It was a Great-spotted Woodpecker which repeatedly 

hammered at the entrance attempting to get at the  Blue Tits  

inside.  It did not succeed.  Nevertheless, most people will not know 
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that these woodpeckers species will predate on young birds if given the opportunity. 

On the 15th, a passing cold front brought towering cumulus and heavy showers to this part of the 

country, but the rain missed us. Above is a huge shower cloud seen looking down the Avon Gorge. 

 

A turn out of the coal/wood shed revealed various objects of interest including a great cache of 

Hazel Nutshells.  The neatly gnawed holes on one side (fairy 

clogs!) revealed that the hoarder was a Wood Mouse 

(Apodemus sylvaticus). 

 

Several big Slugs were discovered 

among the damp logs. 

{ŀƭƭȅΩǎ vegetable garden looked 

extremely colourful with Foxgloves in 

full flower.   Most of them are self-

seeded and some were multi-headed.   

Walking round the garden, I counted 

nearly a 100 spikes.   No cultivated 

flowers could have given a better display 

ς and one which was greatly appreciated 

by the flower-shopping  Bumble Bees.   


