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NOVEMBER ς when our Indian Summer came to an abrupt end.   It has been a busy month for 

me, leaving little time for any kind of natural history activity.  The most noticeable feature of the 

month up until the time I write this has been the succession of deep depressions which have spun in 

from the North Atlantic.  Last month the jet stream was further north than usual ς thus the benign 

weather during October ς but at the beginning of November, it returned to a more southerly course 

ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƻǿǎΩ ƻǾŜǊ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ England and Wales.   After a respite of several days which 

brought fog to the area,  stormy winds battered us on the 14th and cleared many trees of their last 

leaves. 

 

Photos: Leigh Woods shrouded in fog on the 13th.  

 

Right:  A deep depression cleared away 

the fog on the 13th and brought high 

winds overnight.  A part of our 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΩǎ ŦŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊƛǇǇŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ground ς probably by a small twister. 

 

 

Left:  The winds are coming.  The wind map for Great Britain 

on the morning of the 14th November.  The larger and thicker 

the arrows, the stronger the wind. 

 

Between the 13th and 15th, my rain gauge registered 40mm. 

On the 20th, a stream of humid sub-tropical air brought 

monsoonal conditions to the Lake District causing disastrous 

flooding in Cockermouth and the heaviest rainfall on record.    

379 mm fell in 48 hrs (see pa.8) 
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There has been the usual Mole ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƛƴΩ ƛƴ Leigh 

Woods, with lines of Mole hills tracing where the Ψgentlemen in 

black velvetΩ  have been tunnelling in their search for food 

(left).   Now that the cattle have been removed from the woods 

to their Winter quarters ς they will be back at the end of April ς 

the last of the cowpats are being torn apart presumably by 

Carrion Crows, Jackdaws or Magpies looking for beetle or fly 

larvae living inside them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: A cowpat with small holes indicating perhaps the presence of insect larvae and one that  has 

been fragmented by birds. 

 

 

 

 

The moth on the right was attracted to our 

porch light mid-month ς I think that it is a 

Feathered Thorn  (Colotois pennaria).  It 

flies during the Autumn up until the end of 

the year when most adult moths have 

disappeared. 
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Grey Squirrels are back in force raiding the bird feeders.  

I suspect that they have taken the last Hazel nuts. For a 

time, they were completely absent from around here ς 

but they are now looking for easier fare. 

 

Above: One of many nut thieves!   I have had to 

control their numbers much to the benefit of the 

Foxes  which come into the garden after dark. 

 

I have to admit that Great-spotted Woodpeckers can 

be just as much of a nuisance.  This female 

monopolises one of the feeders by simply clinging to 

it after it has had its fill and not allowing others to 

feed.   I regularly scare her to give the tits a chance.   

There has also been a particularly aggressive Robin 

around.   It recently attacked a Dunnock ς or Hedge 

Sparrow - and had it on the ground, pecking it with 

great fury.  Robins have been known to attack 

anything with red feathers, but Dunnocks are dingy 

brown.   After I frightened it off, the victim looked 

shocked but eventually fluttered into the bushes.  

Robins are not as sweet and gentle as they appear! 

 

 

Following a day of strong gale-force winds,  a 

slight ridge of high pressure swept over 

southern England and briefly brought clear 

skies punctuated by very large shower clouds 

(CuNmbs) ς  on the right  is one seen from 
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Dundry looming over the  

Bristol Channel.  A visit to 

Chew Valley Reservoir failed 

to reveal much of interest -  a 

flock of Lapwings was quite 

active ς the birds making little 

headway against the wind.  A 

Black-tailed Godwit and a few 

Golden Plover were among 

them.   Other bird-watchers 

that I spoke to said that the 

gales had brought in a 

²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ tƘŀlarope to 

Slimbridge, and ŀ {ŀōƛƴŜΩǎ Dǳƭƭ 

was seen flying up the River Severn.  Such strong westerlies were bound to blow a lot of seabirds 

onto our western coast.  

 If I had been here yesterday, I would have seen some Common 

Scoter and a Long-tailed Duck!  Today, there were just 4 

Goosander ς one is shown on the left  in front of a Heron. 

 

Later in the day, I went to Ashton Court Park to see the Red 

Deer.  Needless to say, the rut was now over and the stags were  

peacefully consorting with each other ς although one was still 
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nuzzling up to the rear of the hinds to see if they were at all receptive.  Neither the stags or the hinds 

seemed greatly bothered as most of the females were probably pregnant. 

 

 

 

 

Right. A battle-weary stag 

content to chew the cud in the 

bright sunshine.  One of his 

tynes has been broken off, 

undoubtedly through clashing 

with rivals during the rut. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With December ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǳǇΣ L ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ  Ψthe 

Iƻƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ LǾȅΩ for the parish Nature Notes, published in The 

Link.    I stated that the well loved carol that opens with that line 

could have celebrated the virtues of the plants in providing a   

ǿƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŀǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎΦ   hŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻΣ Holly is especially 

important because its scarlet berries ς ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨŘǊǳǇŜǎΩ ς 

mature just as the winter starts to bite.  Bourne only on the 

female trees, the berries are unaffected by hard frosts, maintain 

their moisture content and do not drop to the ground.  Therefore 

for several months they are available to birds like Blackbirds and 

various thrushes.   Our countryside is a refuge for so many 

European and Icelandic  thrushes escaping from the grip of 

Winter.  One day in October,  an estimated 33,000 Redwings 

were noted passing over Sandy in Bedfordshire , probably having 

just made the flight across from Scandinavia.  Others pour in from Iceland.   And I learned 

the other day that John Burton and David Tombes ς two old friends from my BBC years ς 

were birdwatching along the River Severn, there was a continuous passage of Fieldfares 

heading south.  And to welcome birds such as these, our Hollies and Yews sport clusters of 

nicely packaged fuel.  Although poisonous to us, birds can swallow the berries whole and 

digest the pulp with no undesirable effects.  The birds then conveniently void the seeds, thus 

helping to spread the dark, evergreen plants far and wide.   However,  not all Hollies are 

free-for- alls because there are selfish bullies around in the form of Mistle Thrushes.   These 

large thrushes often commandeer their own trees and defend them and their berries against 

all comers.  Even so, sometimes a large flock of Redwings will simply overwhelm the 

aggressive residents.   By early Spring,  Mistle Thrushes turn their attention to Ivy.    This is a 
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unique plant insofar as it flowers in the Autumn when its nectar attracts bees and flies. The 

fruits ripen mostly in March and April.  So at the time when many of the Hollies have been 

stripped,  Ivy berries are coming on stream.  By then, most of the Redwings and Fieldfares 

have flown the country so our own Blackbirds and Song Thrushes ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳǇŜǊƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ  

to themselves ς well nearly.  Wood Pigeons love Ivy berries and flop around the foliage 

pecking at the clusters of black fruit.   Unlike the thrushes which digest the fat-rich flesh and 

disperse the seeds, pigeons aǊŜ ΨǎŜŜŘ ƪƛƭƭŜǊǎΩΣ ŎǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳǳǎŎǳƭŀǊ ƎƛȊȊŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

gaining access to the nourishing kernels.  In fact, in one study, Wood Pigeons devoured 

nearly three quarters of the crop before the 

berries had a chance to ripen.   Ivy seeds are 

relatively soft and, in theory, could be tackled 

by Bullfinches and Greenfinches, but  they  

seem to have no taste for them.  Perhaps the 

toxins in the seeds deter the smaller birds. 

Above: An acrobatic Woodpigeon after the last berries 

on a Whitebeam. 

Left:  A female Greenfinch tackles a sunflower. {ŀƭƭȅΩǎ 

sister, Teresa Saunders who lives on the outskirts of 

Taunton (it was she who took the photos of the cock 

Ring Ouzel ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ Nature 

Notes) recently was working in Cornwall 

and came across a small cove between 

Navax and Godrevy Points on the north 

coast, where at least a couple of dozen Grey 

Seals were hauled out.  One had a pup.  The 

cove itself cannot be accessed by people so 

the seals can bask on the beach without being disturbed.  In such places, dogs walkers are a major 

menace because their animals chase the seals into the sea and, as a consequence, rarely return.     

Another danger to these marine mammals was highlighted.  One of the females had a tight necklace 

of nylon fishing net.  Apparently, if a seal acquires such an adornment when it is a fully grown adult, 

it does no harm.  However, a band of fishing net round the neck of a growing animal will slowly 

strangle it.  Luckily, many such seals are saved from a slow lingering death by the Seal Rescue 

Services, who catch the animals and removed the lethal nylon nooses. 
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Right: The cove where the Grey Seals were hauled out 

and pupping is at the bottom right of the photograph.   

 

Below:  Part of the group relaxing on the sand. 

 

Bottom right:  A mother and white coated pup.  The 

cow has a noose around its neck, caused by putting its 

head through a fishing net.  Alas, the sea is full of 

ΨǇƭŀǎǘƛŎΩ and worse which can harm marine creatures 

and seabirds.   Albatrosses are currently dying through 

ingesting old batteries, pieces of fishing gear and plastic 

cartons.   

 

 

 

In the stiff westerly that was blowing along 

the edge of the cliffs, a cock Kestrel was 

holding station, head into wind, supporting 

itself in the strong updraught.  Although the 

ǿƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƭƻǎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ Ψŀƭŀ ǎǇǳǊƛŀǎΩ 

are elevated to help smooth the airflow over 

the top of the wing.   These are little tufts of 

ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ 

ΨǘƘǳƳōǎΩ  ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ 

ΨōŀǎǘŀǊŘ ǿƛƴƎǎΩΦ  !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƳŀƭl, they are 

said to function like the fore-wing slots of 

aircraft which are extended when the wings 

are in danger of stalling, such as during 

landing.  Teresa did well to get this shot in 

the blustery conditions. 
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This ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ are being conclued rather early ς on 

the 23nd November, and as I started by commenting on the rain 

and wind, I end with The Times headlines  of Saturday 21st 

reporting on the 

torrential  downpours 

in the Lake District.  

The map on the left  

portrays the extent of 

the rain with up to 

100mm falling in areas of the north-west in 24 hours.  This is 

a wet part of the United Kingdom but the past few days has 

seen unprecedented amounts fall from the sky, resulting in 

disastrous flooding.   Global warming?  Who can say.  It is 

more likely an Ψ9ƭ bƛƴƻΩ event because certain areas of the 

Pacific are becoming much warmer than usual and this has a 

ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƧŜǘ ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨǊƛǾŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ Ŧŀǎǘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ air drag the North 

Atlantic depressions with them, and at the moment, they are running straight into us.   And the 

outlook does not seem any better for next month.  So far, I have recorded 145mm of rain this month 

ς and it is raining as I write this. 

 

 

 

    A HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO ONE AND ALL  

 

                             Unless otherwise stated, Photographs by John Sparks 

 

---00O00--- 


