IMAY | returned to Bristol in the early hours of the 10" after having been at sea for over six weeks

(see Bird Logs). The fine weather that had made Spring one of the best on record had already
broken, and having returned virtually from the tropics, Bristol felt cold! Luckily, Tony Cottrell had
already sent me some photos of some interesting Hoverflies that he had taken this month.

Above: Doing what Hoverflies do superbly well - hovering. This is Epistrophe elegans.

Those in the genus Parhelophorus,
although similarly marked, are very
orange in colouration.

The following photographs were taken by
Tony at Ham Wall, the RSPB’s reserve on
the Somerset Levels during the first week of
May.

On the left is Anasimya lineate
characterised by its long snout.

Below:  Parhelophorus frutetorum. I
noticed that there were already rather small
specimens of yellow and black Helophorus
pendulus around our pond.




Left: A nice portrait of one

of the smaller members of
the genus Eristalis. This is
E. arbustorum — recognised
by its fully dusted (pale)
face.

Below: Leucozona leucorum
with pretty patterned
wings.

The first week in May is the best time to
see the Spring assembly of Hobbies on
the levels. These long winged falcons
arriving from Africa gather here to feed
on the abundant damsels and dragonflies
before most of them disperse to breed. A
few pairs nest in this region of Somerset
and can be spotted during the Summer
hawking for insects like the bird on the
right photographed by Tony Cottrell.

At this time, it would be not unusual to count 20 Hobbies in the air at the same time. The birds are
adept at snatching dragonflies, holding them in the feet and pulling off the wings before swallowing
them. They are the falcon’s answer to the Swift!



Right: One of the kinds of
Dragonflies that form the
prey of Hobbies — a Hairy
Dragonfly Brachytron
pratense. This s
apparently one of the
first ‘hawkers’ to be on
the wing. It gets its name
through having a
pubescent thorax and has
a very elongated stigma —
the coloured patch on
the outer forewing.

Tony Cottrell has also
observed that the
reduction in the number

of breeding Herring
and Lesser Black-
backed Gulls in the
city has resulted in a
much larger number
of Mallard ducklings
than usual. However,
the ducklings on the
left do not seem to
sense the dreaded
predator eyeing
them.

Two out of three of our nest boxes have
been occupied this year. A pair of Great
Tits used one of them and a family of Blue
Tits was reared in one that | relocated from
a long dead and somewhat rotten Cherry
to a Birch tree. Foliage made it rather
difficult to observe the activities of the
parents but | did manage to obtain a few
pictures of the Blue Tits frenzied feeding
on the 17™ (left)



| am not sure how many chicks were left in the nest
box on the 17" May because | only ever saw two
faces appear at the entrance. Within a day or so,
even these had flown.

Left: The adults were bringing in something white. |
am sure that they were not pieces of peanut; we
were not filling our feeders at the time. If they
were small white grubs they must have been an
abundant source nearby because the parents
seemed to be away for barely a minute or two at a
time.

Right: Unusual traffic in Leigh Woods — a
timber lorry carrying a load of tree trunks.




In the monthly edition of The Link, the Parish
magazine, | dealt with the logging that was taking
place in our local woodlands. | wrote: “Chain
saws, | hate them. If anything sends me rushing
out of the house to investigate what is happening,
it's the sound of one tearing through wood and
signalling the demise of yet another tree. It has to
be one of the most destructive tools ever
invented. A long-bladed one can bring a giant tree
that has taken perhaps centuries to grow crashing
to the ground in a matter of minutes. Of late,
even Leigh Woods has echoed to the sound of the
saws but, in this case, to the benefit of the
animals and plants that live in it. A couple of
thousand trees have been logged out of the
Forestry Commission’s area adjacent to the car

park at the end of Coronation Drive.

Above and right: Some of the tree
trunks awaiting collection by the car
park, Coronation Drive.

Below: | counted the annual rings of
a few of the trees, and they seem to
be around 60 years old indicating
that they were planted just after
World War Il.

This part of Leigh Woods was always a
dark and rather grim area due to the
density of the trees and a
predominance of Corsican Pine and
other conifers. These were planted
shortly after the end of the Second
World War as part of the country’s
strategic wood reserve, and had now
grown to be substantial trees.
However, like so many plantations, the
saplings were planted close together
to encourage them to grow straight to
make suitable timber. However, the objectives of the Commission have changed over the years and

our forests, including Leigh Woods are now recognised as places where people can enjoy their
leisure time, and where the wildlife can prosper. Relatively little can thrive in overcrowded, dense



woodland and so most of the pines
have been removed from this part
of Leigh Woods creating, for a
short time, a scene more akin to a
timber yard. The scene on the
right with the entire conifer brash
is what the loggers have left.
Some of the deciduous trees have
also been taken out which will
allow more light to penetrate the
canopy and the thinning will also
generate a better spread of
different aged trees.

Left: The scene here is literally the
other side of the track where the
woodland has been left untouched.

The extra light that will result from
the thinning will benefit flowers like
Wood Anemones, Primroses and
Bluebells.

Tiny Wood Violets might also prosper once sunlight reaches
the ground and this is the food plant for caterpillars of the
Silver-washed
Fritillary Butterfly
(see right)). These
have thrived in the

Nature Reserve part
of Leigh Woods which has a regime of coppicing and
employs cattle in the summer to control some of the
rampant vegetation. In late June and July these big orange
and black butterflies can often be seen feeding on the blue
sprays of Buddleias which are scattered along the rides.
Needless to say that ‘elf and safety were much in evidence
during the felling operation with a plethora of colourful
notices and miles of red and white tape strung out between
the trees and across perfectly safe footpaths!




Right: A calm evening with
a balloon drifting across the
fields at Doynton.

On the 20", | took the
opportunity to do a little
‘bug hunting’ in the garden.

High pressure
prevailed on the
19", and I
managed a short
flight out  of
Doynton, the first
since mid March.
The fine
conditions did not
last for long and
on the left, high
cirrus from the
west gives notice
of a gradual
change of
weather.

Our small Philadelphus
was in full flower and,
being highly scented, was
the centre of attraction for
bumblebees and some
flies. It was taken from a
cutting off an old bush in
Leigh Court and s
doubtless an old cultivar —
which is why it has such
powerful scent.



Left: Emitting a strong citrus
perfume — thus ‘orange
blossom - these Phildelphis
flowers are irresistible to many
insects .....

| think that this is a
Cuckoo Bee, a parasite in the nests of

....... Like this one.

Bumble Bees, but especially in those of B.
pratorum.

As can be seen in this photograph, the
bumble bee is basically black with a
yellow collar and a smallish white end
to its abdomen. The head is small and
fairly round. There are no pollen
baskets on the rear legs because this
bee makes no provision for its brood
which is looked after by the host
species.



A e
species similarly coloured that Kkill
spiders. | am not sure about the

PP 3

identification of this one. However, on
the same Philadephus, was a very
familiar species of Hoverfly — Xylota
segnis. | see many of these every year.
Note the short antennae typical of most
flies. The grubs are found in rotten
wood. Related species have a yellow or
red band on the abdomen, the latter
being reminiscent of the digger wasp.

Left: Another bee
and one that |
cannot ever recall
seeing in  the
garden before.
This is Andrena
cineraria which
‘mines’ a burrow in
which the adults
over winter. Itis a
solitary species and
this female — note

the pollen
collecting on the
rear leg — looks

after the brood
herself.

This had be excited for a moment
or two because | thought that it
was Xylota lenta — a Syrphid -
that | had never seen. However,
the thread-like antennae quickly
gave it away as a kind of hunting
wasp. It looks like one of the
Ammophila species that hunts
caterpillars. There are other
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Left: And another familiar fly —
Eristalis pertinax. The larvae of this
species are called ‘rat-tailed
maggots’. They live in very wet
organic-rich slurry and have a
breathing tube through which they
obtain oxygen projecting from their
rear end.

Right: The stuff of nightmares —
this  Narcissus Bulb  Fly
(Merodon equestris) is unaware
of the Wolf Spider stalking it.

This was what was lurking beneath the
blade of grass. Luckily, the fly was a bit too
quick for this female Lycosid which made
a sudden grab for it. She was carrying a
bundle of silk-wrapped eggs attached to

her spinnerets. These spiders hunt on the
ground and their covering of variegated hairs
has led to their common name of Wolf

Spiders. On the left is a male.
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Right: This wolf has already
pounced and has a young
cricket between its fangs,
which is something | only
noticed when | came to edit
the photograph. The
swollen black palps are used
by the male during
courtship when he attempts
to dampen the female’s
desire to kill anything that
moves by semaphoring a

species-specific code.

Anothe'r rather
better portrait of
Merodon equestris
than the one on the
previous page. It is
a rather variable
species and mimics
bumblebees. We
had several flying
around our dying-
back daffodils
looking for places
to lay their eggs.
The grubs devour
the bulbs.

And now to the pond. Water Skaters are
now very active skittering across the
surface, supported by surface tension. The
view on the right shows how the legs are
water repellent and the winged bug is light
enough to be prevented from sinking.
These Hemipterans have proboscises that
penetrate their prey and suck out their
body fluids. There always plenty of small
insects around the pond and if one falls in,
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the ‘skaters are soon onto them like a

pack of Hyenas.

The emerging Lilly pads support many of
the little Dolichopodid flies shown on
the right. These bristly flies have bodies
like burnished brass. It looks like
Dolichopus nigricornis but may not be!

Right: A damsel fly newly emerged from
its nymphal ‘skin” which is at the bottom
right of the photo. It is has yet to colour
up and is hardening off while basking on

the tip of a new Lilly pad.

Left: A close up of the head
showing the relatively huge eyes
— the eyes of a very skilful
hunter.

hookerianum) is in full flower; this was
taken on the 21* May when it was a mass
of urn-like blooms.
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Right: A close up of the unusual flowers of Crinodendron
which never fully open. There is one large tree of this
South American species in the grounds of Brackenwood

which was, of course, the University’s Botanic Gardens.

|
Thee are a selection of photos that | took
several years ago in the main garden of
Brackenwood during the Spring when it
was in its full glory.
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This was a magnificent Chilean Flame
or Fire Tree (Embothryum coccineum).
The scarlet flowers are pollinated by
Hummingbirds which are greatly
attracted to red ones. The tree has
since been removed — possibly it died
after one of our harder winters because

it does not take kindly to frosts.

Left: The pretty display of Anemone Blandas.
al ”’:.N: '“\ ._' -; po ¥ ,

Above: The Lilly Pond in the 1940s. The little
summer house was removed decades ago. A few
yards away in the walled kitchen garden, there is a
scene of utter destruction.
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Where, only three years ago,
there were caged fruit trees
and Victorian greenhouses full
of exotic plants, now
Devonshire Homes are
developing a small housing
estate. In the foreground are
all that remains of the fruit
cage.

Below: Looking towards the
stable houses.

Left: Salvage and tiles from the old potting shed. |
wonder if the boots are Victorian!

Fortunately, the gardens and their pulhamite rocks on
the other side of the wall are going to be preserved
although a few trees are due to be felled in the
coniferous arboretum because they are too crowded
together. Brackenhill will be converted into luxurious
flats.

Luckily, Devonshire Homes are
aware of the uniqueness of the site
they are developing and have taken
steps to ensure that the verges on
North Road are not destroyed by
their contractor’s lorries.




Even if we had ever wanted one, we certainly
have no need of a pet dog as the Foxes of Leigh
Woods are becoming absurdly tame. There are
three currently visiting our garden and
expecting food. On the right and below is are
regular male. On the 20“‘, a real treat awaited
him — a Grey Squirrel — but he had a bit of
competition for it.

A pretty little vixen suddenly appeared, causing
the dog Fox to grab the largest portion of
squirrel and make off with it.
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The surprise was that she was carrying
a young Brown Rat in her jaws. We
have had rats around our compost
heaps although no food gets put on
them. However, there are Slow-
worms in them although this year,
their numbers are well down. If these
rodents are around, | hope that they
have not consumed the reptiles.
Spillage from bird feeders often
encourages Brown Rats to invade
gardens. At least, the vixen managed
to find a nest. She buried the young
rat in the vegetable patch which gave

me a chance to look at it and confirm what she had caught. | reckon that the rat was barely out of

the nest — and may be was still being looked after by its mother. So, let’s hope that they have all

ended up as food for Foxes.
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Above: Having buried the young rat, the vixen makes off with the rest of the squirrel. She later
returned and recovered the rat.

Above: The Foxes even have Herring and Lesser Black-backed Gulls after their food. This year, we
have noticed that these birds are patrolling over the neighbourhood with great frequency, and
perching on the higher roofs. And so the scraps are thrown out onto the lawn only when the Foxes
turn up or else either the gulls or Magpies and Carrion Crows arrive and quickly take the lot.

In the Avon Gorge, | have heard that the Peregrines are doing well this year with 5 chicks. Also, the
Ravens have a brood of three.
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On the 25™ May, Sally and | had a morning at Ham Wall,
the RSPB’s reserve on the Somerset Levels. On the
previous page is a view looking north with a cock Marsh
Harrier quartering the reeds beds.

| have heard the birds sing more vigorously during visits
earlier in May. Even so, we heard Garden, Reed and
Cetti’s Warblers, Blackcaps and a solitary Willow
Warbler were in full voice. Common Whitethroats were
active along the path to the look out platforms (left and
below).

A female Red-footed Falcon had been
‘showing well’ for a day or two. We failed to
see it but did catch a very distant view of a
relentlessly singing Cuckoo .

[

: |
Left: Not my finest picture — the cock Cuckoo singing on a

copse of dead trees where the Red-footed Falcon had
been seen earlier on.

Several Bitterns were noted and a

single Hobby flew over us but too
quickly to photograph. A pair of Blue
Tits were dashing to and from some
nettle beds and bringing back pale
caterpillars for their young.

Right: Carrying a caterpillar in its bill, a
parent Blue Tit heads for its nest.




Pairs of Great-crested Grebes were accompanying their

‘stripe-necked’ young (right) and a Mallard led her large brood
of ducklings across the path to the water.

Left: A Cormorant ‘drying’
its wings. The usual
explanation is that their
plumage gets wet when
they are diving and so they
hang out their wings to dry
as a priority when they
have finished feeding.
Feathers are inherently
water repellent — note
how  vigorously  birds
bathe to get their plumage
wet — but Cormorants turn this into a
virtue. Quite simply, slightly water-
logged plumage reduces the bird’s
buoyancy and reduces the effort
needed to keep them submerged.

Left: The Elder bushes were in full
flower although there was little
evidence of insects feeding on the
blooms. By mid-morning, the wind
was quite lively and the vegetation
was waving around in a very drunken

way.

Left: Yellow Water Lilies.
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Left: Yellow Flags were still in flower although some
were already past their best. Sheltering in one of the
petals was a small Syrphid . | saw several (below).

2/

Left: A Close look revealed that
this was Syritta pipiens. It has a
superficial resemblance to Xylota
segnis (see page 9) but has a
banded orange abdomen and has
greatly enlarged hind femurs with
characteristic spur-like spines on
the underside which can just be
seen in the photograph.

Right: | saw just one example of this
splendid species. This golden pubescent
fly is FEristalis intricarius rupium. | was
defeated in an attempt to obtain a better
portrait by the wind and fluttering
vegetation which made the insect very
skittish.
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Left: Eristalis pertinax..... oblivious
of the venomous stinging hairs on
this nettle. There were very few
of this common species.

| suspect that this is the male and female
of the same species. The male (above)
has large eyes which almost meet in the
middle, and the female (left) has smaller
ones and has an abdomen which is
probably swollen with eggs. They have
stilt-like legs, simple wing venation and
just one spot on the forewings.

Dragonflies  were
fairly numerous,
hunting low down
above the
vegetation. The
larger ones that |
saw were all Four-
spotted Chasers
Libellula
quadrimaculata.
(left).
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By way of ending this month’s Nature Notes, the male micro-moth above has the distinction of
having the longest antennae of any British moth. It goes by the name of Nemophora digeerella and
they were quite common fluttering among the vegetation on the side of the Ham Wall trail close to
the car park. The females have shorter antennae; | only saw males.

During May, our Photovoltaic panels generated 356 Kw/hrs (197 and 159 respectively on the large
and small panels). This is way in excess of what we used this month. The Filton weather station
recorded a mere 36.6mm of rain making it another dry month.
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