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MAY 2009   Overall, this has not been a bad month with High Pressure tending to dominate the 

weather.  However, it seems to have been a somewhat windy month.  Our photo-voltaic panels 

generated 202 Kwhrs with daily totals often reaching 11Kwhrs.  My weather station recorded just 

over 1.5 inches of rainfall (a very dry month) with midday UV indexes of 6 (out of 10) registering on 

sunny days. 

Mammals have dominated our interest this month ς 

one welcome, the other not so!   I have noted 

elsewhere in these Nature Notes, that Deer are 

reaching pestilential numbers in much of the British 

countryside.  So it is around here.  Roe Deer  are 

wandering into gardens and making a meal of prized 

plants.  One of our neighbours lost all of his carefully 

nurtured roses.  Now it has happened to us.  A young 

stag Roe (right) has been entering our garden  often as 

bold as brass during the middle of the day and making  

a bee-line for some of our colourful flowers.   In rapid 

succession, we lost nearly all of our rose-buds,  

Geraneums and several clumps of Phlox were chewed 

almost down to the ground. 

The first time you see one of these 

creatures contentedly browsing in 

your garden, you rush for the camera 

to record the event.  When it happens 

every day and your plants  gradually 

disappear, it becomes a problem.  So, 

as we do not have a gate across our 

drive,   I have had to erect a 

ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊ ƻŦ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƴŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

to keep the animal out ς if only to 

protect the runner beans! 

 

Above:  Roe Deer taking the buds off a 

climbing rose. 

Right: hǳǊ ΨŘŜŜǊ ŦŜƴŎŜΩΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ 

completely effective! 

Deer carry a lot of unwelcome passengers, 

such as Ticks, and these parasites are capable of transmitting unpleasant illnesses such as [ȅƳŜΩǎ 

Disease.  Deer are not vectors of the bacteria responsible which are carried by Rodents ς but many 
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ticks happily switch hosts as they grow and carry the germs with them.  The visiting Roe Deer may 

have been responsible for dropping a rather large Tick that ended up unnoticed on our cat.  Having 

gorged on blood, the ǇŀǊŀǎƛǘŜ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ΨōŜŘΩ   όbelow right).  I believe that this is Ixodes 

ricinus ς the aptly named  Castor-Bean Tick, but 

generally known as the Sheep or Deer Tick.   The 

size of a large pea, it is a widespread species and 

will latch onto virtually any mammal when it is 

ready to feed.  This fine specimen is a female.  

Below is the ventral view of the business end, 

showing the four pairs of legs and the  proboscis 

sheath which houses the tiny yet effective stylets 

which tap into its hosts blood supply.   Unpleasant 

they may be, but these relatives of the Spiders are 

part of the astonishing diversity of life on Earth. 

The second more welcome species this 

month has been the Fox.  A pair of 

Foxes have come into the garden at 

dusk each day.   I first noticed the male 

on the 7th May rooting for bits of 

peanuts beneath the bird feeders.  I 

then started putting out scraps of food 

on the lawn and the following day, he 

turned up with a slighter-looking 

animal which I was a vixen.  Every 

evening since then, I have placed pieces of meat, dog and cat biscuits, and a dead Grey Squirrel on 

the same spot, and all have been relished.    We have watched them from a distance of a few yards 

by our patio door, and, although the vixen is a touch nervous, the male is much more confident.  

Both are nice looking animals with no hint of the wretched mange. 

 

 Above:  The vixen ς left ς and the dog Fox tucking into cat biscuits.  This was taken through the 

patio door windows with a flash which did not seem to alarm them. 
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When there have been chunks of bone on offer,  they tend to take a mouthful and either consume 

or bury it elsewhere.  The rear quarters of the Grey Squirrel was buried in our vegetable patch and 

retrieved the following evening.   

So far as the birds are 

concerned, it has been nice to 

see a pair of Greenfinches taking 

sunflower seeds after barely 

seeing any all Winter.  The cock  

has been singing all month and 

so they may well be nesting  

nearby.  A pair of Goldfinches 

have also been frequenting our garden.  The other persistent chorister has been a Blackbird which 

has sung almost without pause for breath from from dawn to dusk.  His favourite song perch has 

been  ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΩǎ very tall  [ŀǿǎƻƴΩǎ 

Cypress tree  ( left).    By the end of the month, a 

hen Blackbird was collecting food on the lawn ς 

presumably his mate ς so he must have had a young 

family to feed in the vicinity.   

Early May saw Bluebells at their peak.   They were 

as good as I have ever seen them in Leigh Woods 

although the most spectacular local show is always 

Prior Wood at Easton in Gordano.  

In places the ground has an 

unbroken carpet of these 

flowers (see page 4)  On 

the right, the Bluebells are 

ǊŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ΨŜȄǇƭƻŘƛƴƎΩ  

Ferns and and makes for 

an attractive scene. 

 

 

At the same time, the Wild Garlic was in full flower and  bunches of Yellow 

Rattle or Archangel were adding their modest blooms to the display 

(right). 
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     Above:  Wall to wall Bluebells in Prior Wood. It was so gloomy, that I had to use a flash. 

Below: Wild Garlic in Prior Wood on a dull morning. 

Right: The only insect I managed to snap was a 

Speckled Wood butterfly ς and a slightly tatty one at 

that. As it is now so widespread in woodland glades 

around here, its strange to think that the species was 

brought to the brink of extinction in the UK during 

the 19th Century. 

The abandonment of coppicing 

allowed it to recover.  The 

female lays her eggs on certain 

species of grass upon which the 

larvae feed. 

On the 17th May, I conducted 

the second survey of the birds 

nesting in Leigh Woods.  The 

results were  comparable to the 

firstt survey which I completed 

during April (see my Nature Notes for last month).   During mid-May, the assumption is that those 

birds which are seen or heard ς and they are mostly males ς are nesting.  However, the results of 

both should be taken together because some of the less common or more secretive species are 

likely to be missed on one or other of the surveys(e.g. Tree Creeper).   
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Wood Pigeon 9 Gt Spotted Woodpecker 1 

Wren                6 Robin                 14 

Blackbird        11 Song Thrush       4 

Blackcap         3 Chiff-chaff          2 

Goldcrest        1 Coal Tit                2 

Blue Tit           6 Great Tit              2 

Nuthatch        2 Magpie                1 

Jackdaw           2 Carrion Crow     2 

Chaffinch        2  

 

Coal, Great and probably Blue Tits are probably under-represented ς they were simply somewhat 

elusive and quiet; perhaps they were feeding young.   My patch also probably includes several pairs 

of Jays,  Tree Creepers and Woodpeckers.  But the rules state that if you do not see or hear them, 

ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ΨŎƻǳƴǘŜŘΩΦ 

On the 21st May, I flew down to Cornwall  and landed at Perranporth, an ex-RNAF airfield situated 

dramatically on top of the cliffs.  The weather was fine ς unbroken sunshine and warm ς and I took 

the opportunity to walk along a short section of the Coastal Footpath to St. Agnes where I had lunch 

on veranda overlooking the sea.  The cliffs themselves were a picture, with the Sea Pinks and white 

Sea Campions in full flower.  Whitethroats sang 

from top of the Brambles and were doubtless 

nesting in the Nettle beds, and I saw two pairs of 

Stonechats.  A pair of Ravens wheeled overhead 

in the up-draught caused by the 10 knot sea-

breeze, and Fulmars swept around the rock faces.  

It was all so picturesque and I bitterly regretted 

not having a camera with me. 

Left: A Whitethroat singing ς taken on the  

Somerset Levels but it could have been 

Perranporth. 

Brackenhill ς the large property once owned by  

Bristol University as part of their Botanic Garden 

but now to be developed into flats,  is swathed with scaffolding.  So I took the opportunity to climb 

to the top and have a look at the roof and 

gardens.   On the outside, it is a magnificent 

edifice of brick and decorative gables.  

Originally owned by Melville Wills, it has now 

seen better days!   Apart from views over the 

grounds, I was fascinated to see that the 

gutters were veritable botanic gardens 

themselves, with various self sown plants 

thriving in the damp sludge.  Among them 

were   Bullrushes (next page). 
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                 Above:   A gutter full of greenery!                        The elegant leaded roof of Brackenhill                                                          

The developers have one big challenge 

ς that of protecting a colony of 

Greater Horseshoe Bats which is 

situated inside the building;  at the 

moment they fly out at dusk through a 

small open casement window on the 

top floor.   

Right: Some heraldic winged creatures 

decorating one of the gables.  

 

The 25th May was the first day  I  noticed 

Painted Ladies.  A flowerbed in .ǊŀŎƪŜƴƘƛƭƭΩǎ 

gardens had half a dozen fluttering very 

actively between the flowers.  Most that I 

saw were fairly worn individuals (left)  ς not 

fresh brightly coloured specimens ς 

indicating that they had flown here from 

France or  Spain. 
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The following day, there seemed to be a distinct movement of these butterflies through our garden.  

They were flying fast, barely stopping to examine any of the flowers that were in bloom.  I 

subsequently talked to John Burrell ς a naturalist who lives in Bridgwater -who informed me that he 

had been to Sand Point, Bridgwater Bay, and ƘŀŘ ǎŜŜƴ ΨƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎΩΦ  wŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

southern England indicated a very large influx of this species, originating in  North Africa and Spain, 

and brought in by southerly winds generated by the Azores High Pressure System.   The last big 

invasion was in 1996 when  thousands  descended on a field full of thistles near Hinkley Point Power 

Station.  The females laid eggs and the thistles were quickly eaten to the ground by their caterpillars 

which then went on the march looking for more foƻŘΦ   ¢Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƴƻǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ on 

the same scale as the 1996 one but it nevertheless might bode well for a generation of British bred 

Painted Ladies and perhaps later on, an  influx of lovely Clouded Yellows from across the Channel. 

It has been a good month for Hoverflies and I have photographed quite a few species.  Bristol 

naturalist Tony Cottrell has also sent me some images of those that he has photographed on the 

towpath beneath the Avon Gorge Suspension Bridge. 

 

Above left:  Ferdinandea cuprea ς at first sight a 

dull fly but, as its name suggests, when the light 

catches it correctly, the abdomen glints like 

burnished brass, here dusted with pollen. 

Above right:  a small waspish species 

photographed by Tony Cottrell on the Avon 

towpath. 

Left:  Another Melangyna sp?   
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Clockwise from top left:  Helophilus pendulis;  

Xylotina sylvarum (Tony Cottrell);  Cheilosina 

illustrata (Tony Cottrell) and  Neoascia podagrica. 

Our windows sometimes attract a spate of 

tragedies and this month a couple of birds lethally 

crashed into the conservatory.  Firstly, an adult 

Marsh Tit ς unfortunately the least frequent of the 

tits to visit the garden ς tried to fly through one of 

the windows.   After this happened, I saw another  

Marsh Tit  several times on one of our feeders. 

The second mortality was a young Greater-spotted 

Woodpecker which had been regularly in our 

garden accompanied by one or other of its parents.   


