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…to Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter 27!             

 
As we know, the result of the EU Referendum is that the UK has voted by a narrow 
majority to leave the European Union.  Given the tone of the debates and the 
respective campaigns run by either side this may not come as too much of a surprise, 
but whatever our political views, we as naturalists should be mindful that much of 
our current environmental protection has come from Europe legislation and 
directives, and of course European agricultural policy over the last 43 years will have 
had a huge effect on an predominantly farming county like Shropshire.  In the months 
to come, as we approach Brexit, I believe we should make every effort to ensure that 
our MPs and even our county councillors are fully aware of the national and local 
ecological effects of repealing or diluting the EU’s environmental protection (I am 
thinking especially of the neonicotinoids ban, which if unilaterally lifted, will 
enormously affect our bee and insect populations, on which so many small mammals 
depend).  Rewilding, and the new legal status of European protected species will be 
another set of concerns.  We know that our environment is incredibly fragile and 
precious but it is often convenient for politicians to sideline it in favour of more vote-
grabbing issues.  You may therefore also wish to consider joining at least one wildlife 
or environmental lobbying organization to help in making your voice heard.  And this 
seems a good opportunity to remind you of the usual disclaimer- that the opinions 
expressed in the SMG Newsletter are those of the individual contributors, 
not necessarily the views of the SMG, unless stated to be so;  I’ll therefore 
admit that those are my opinions and my rant is over for the time being! 
 
In other news, perhaps you, like me, have been enjoying the footage of mammals, 
especially the hunting stoats on Springwatch earlier this month.  What an amazing 
treat!  I am therefore delighted to publish an exclusive and very interesting account 
of the behind-the-scenes work of the Springwatch Unsprung programme, by an 
exciting new contributor, Shropshire Wildlife Trust and Shropshire Mammal Group 
member (and bones collector!) Melanie Gould.  Unsprung has been awash with 
teenage naturalists this season, as both Melanie and feather collector Sophie 
Bagshaw, plus the RSPB Minsmere Young Wardens have been setting quizzes for 
viewers.  It is important to encourage these enthusiastic youngsters as much as 
possible- they are the future!  A big thank-you too, to Brian Hogbin, who has 
contributed an interesting piece about garden hedgehog camera trapping. 
 
I’m pleased also to welcome back faithful regular contributors Kate Long, Tris Pearce, 
Dave Lewis, Stuart Edmunds (of course!) and Andrew Barrett, who contributes not 
only some thoughts on how to relax with wildlife, but also offers a student’s 
perspective on the environmental consequences of the EU Referendum.  Mammal 
Eyewitness is back in a big way too, with four stories, plus there’s a look back at the 
SMG’s third year of activity in 2012.  There’s a few articles to comprise another 
Review Section, so thanks to all who sent me positive comments on the last reviews.  
Please feel free to submit your own reviews of equipment, books, films, or events 
and don’t hesitate to let me know if there is anything that you wish to see covered 
in the Newsletter. 
 
With best wishes for good mammal spotting over the summer! 
 

Ric Morris   ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk 
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REMEMBER! 
Although the first week of Springwatch Unsprung, is almost off 

the iPlayer now, you may still be quick enough to catch the skull 

quiz clips of SMG and SWT member Melanie Gould on the 

Unsprung website.  Also look out for Andrew Fusek Peters’ 

stunning hare in bluebells photo reprised during the final photo 

montage of Unsprung Episode 15.  Well done to you both! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Andy’s book ‘Wilderland’ is out now, 

available from the Shropshire Wildlife 

Trust shop at The Cut and good book- 

sellers throughout Shropshire. 

 

 

 

Usual disclaimer applies- the  

opinions expressed in the SMG  

Newsletter are those of the  

individual contributors, not  

necessarily the views of the SMG, unless stated to be so. 

Pics: Trevor Gould / Ric Morris 
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There has been a huge amount going on over the last 3 months, with scat hunts, dormouse surveys, Bioblitz 
events at Fordhall Farm and Prees Heath and a mammal training day for the National Trust all taking place since 

March.  At the scat hunt in Purslow Wood, over 20 people came along to help out.  Add to that Louise Wilson 

Viljoen with Luna and John Martin with his trained scat detection dog too: we were well equipped for finding pine 
marten scats.  On the day however, there was very little evidence that pine martens are using Purslow.  A single scat 

was found by Luna, but it was very heavily weathered and the chances of finding viable DNA are very limited.  The day 

was marked as a success for me personally however as I managed to get through the whole session without conducting 

my usual trip and tumble down any steep slopes* and left the site with no 
obvious injuries. 

 

Summer is a busy time for conducting dormouse surveys and Nicola Stone, 
Sam Devine Turner and Peta Marshall have worked hard to replace some 

of the broken dormouse boxes at Hope Valley and monitor them.  There 

will be ongoing checks of the boxes over the coming months and the 
further installation of boxes at other key dormouse sites across the county.   

 

We still need more mammal records this year as we aim to compile our 
first Mammal Atlas, so don’t forget to send your records to 

SMGrecord@gmail.com 

 
Priors Holt: On 25th June, a group of six ventured across the runway of 

the Midlands Gliding Club atop the Long Mynd with the aim of collecting 

some mammal records in two tetrads with no previous records.  After receiving an initial telling-off from the club's Safety 

Marshall for following the incorrect route, we entered the Forestry Commission land in search of our first record.  The 
first mammal recorded was fox; a solitary print being discovered in the first patch of wet mud on the tracks.  It is always 

a momentous occasion when we come across the first mammal record for a site...I can highly recommend it!  There 

wasn't a lot else in the way of mammal signs; no huge amounts of fox or badger scat and a lack of other mammal trails.  
So when I spotted the first pile of roe deer scat, it was fully expected that I should ignore the many obstacles in my way 

as I ventured towards the reward, stumbling into a hidden dip and suffering a minor ankle injury (part and parcel of 

mammal tracking when you decide to go off-piste).  Thanks to those who attended and helped us collect a few records 
to fill another blank on Shropshire's mammal map...and for not laughing too much at my tumble! 

Stuart Edmunds 

Shropshire Mammal Group is grateful to its corporate members for their support. 
Shropshire Wildlife Trust - Ellesmere Branch 

Whitchurch Water Vole Group 
Pearce Environment Ltd 

Keith Roberts and Son, Lower Wallop Farm 

Meres and Mosses Landscape Partnership Scheme / Nature Improvement Area 

National Trust (Shropshire Hills) 
The British Hedgehog Preservation Society 

CJ Wildlife    
 

Membership stands at a healthy 135 including 13 juniors.  A big thank you to the majority of our existing members who 
renew their subs promptly and especially to those who have arranged to do so by direct debit which means it all happens 

automatically.  This makes managing the membership so much easier. 

Since the last edition of the newsletter, we have welcomed 17 new members but sadly have said goodbye to 20 who 
have not renewed their subscriptions.  In addition, there are a further nine members who will have received reminder 

emails about their subs recently and will be deleted if these are not paid by the end of the month.  If you are one of 

these, please renew now or if you have decided not to do so, perhaps you would like to let us know why you are leaving.  
What would have kept you?  The drop off is greatest at the end of the first year.  Is there something that members want 

that Shropshire Mammal Group is not providing?  Do let us have your thoughts. 

Malcolm Monie 

Note from the Chair                                                     by Stuart Edmunds, SMG Chair 

 

Corporate members of Shropshire Mammal Group 
              …and membership matters!                 by Malcolm Monie, Membership Secretary & Treasurer 

*…or bridges, eh Stu?  (Gratuitous excuse to publish 
photos of Stuart falling over) 

Ric! 
You’re 

sacked! Stu’s voice 
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Continuing our look back through the SMG Newsletter archive, we turn to the third year of our shared history 
with our present Chair, Stuart Edmunds in the editor’s seat for the whole year.  Issues reviewed here are SMGN10 
to 13. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Shropshire Mammal Group- the third year:  2012 

From SMGN10 
Black Squirrels in England 
Grey squirrels have long been the UK’s 

dominant squirrel species since being  

released in the south-east of England 

over a century ago. 

After their release, greys spread north, quickly displacing the native and 

much loved red squirrel.  As well as out-competing reds for food and 

territory, grey squirrels have caused our native species to disappear from 

all but a handful of their usual haunts through the spreading of pox; a 

disease that the reds have no immunity to.  But now, the greys face a 

threat of their own with the spread across the UK of black squirrels; a 

colour variant of the same species.  Like brown eyes being dominant 

over blue eyes in humans, the black squirrels are gene dominant over 

greys.  If a squirrel with black fur produces offspring with a grey, the 

kits are much more likely to have black fur.  Scientists at a University in 

Cambridgeshire have discovered that black squirrels have a piece of 

DNA missing from a pigment-producing gene, which means they can 

only produce black fur.  Previously, it was believed that a mutation of 

grey squirrels had occurred in the wild in England, which has happened 

in the USA where the grey squirrels originated, though the chances of 

such a mutation here seemed remote to scientists.  Therefore, the most 

likely reason for the appearance of black squirrels in the British 

countryside is that they are remnants of escapees from zoos and private 

collections, which have bred with grey squirrels as they spread west.  

Black squirrels were first seen in the county of Bedfordshire, but have 

since been sighted in Cambridgeshire and Hertfordshire and now more 

frequently in western and central regions.  Helen McRobie of Anglia 

Ruskin University is tracking the spread of black squirrels across the UK 

and to monitoring the effects and speed of displacement over the greys.  

Black squirrels have already been seen in Shropshire, but it is possible 

that many sightings have not been reported.  So if you do see a black 

squirrel, please let the county mammal recorder know and send details of 

the location and date of the sighting.  Alternatively, your sightings can 

be recorded on the Black Squirrel Project website [which as of June 

2016 appears to have been taken down]. 

 (No author credited) 

OPAL project update 
Winter may be the time for hibernation, but there was no rest for OPAL project with three more 

events taking place.  A brisk Saturday morning in January 2012 saw a training session for the 

Whitchurch Water vole and carnivore study.  Members and local enthusiasts searched Staggs 

brook and the Llangollen canal for signs of water voles and carnivores.  There was a veritable 

mass of field vole droppings and feeding remains, but alas no sign of water voles.  This is not 

entirely surprising though, as water voles are usually quite inactive at this time of the year.  

However, we successfully located an otter spraint and several mink and fox scats. 

The Scats and Tracks workshop took place at Preston Montford at the start of February 2012.  

The event was fully booked, which may have been partly due to repeated promises of cake.  

There was scandal on the day when no cake arrived, but some biscuits narrowly saved Gareth 

from the baying mob.  Everyone seemed to enjoy poking through scats, spraints and pellets and it 

was a fascinating snapshot of what the carnivores of Shropshire eat.  One fox had eaten a rabbit 

with very little chewing, whilst the otter spraints contained 14 different prey types, most notably 

bullhead.  There were two mink scats, neither of which contained water voles, but this may 

change when the voles become more active. Both events were very well attended, including 

several new members, showing how valuable the OPAL grant has been to the group.  The final 

event for this quarter saw the first actual survey for the year-long Whitchurch Water Vole and 

Carnivore study.  Four members braved some fairly atrocious weather to undertake the survey.  

Over 20 scat and spraints were collected and a few signs of water vole recorded.  There was also 

an unexpected and rather exciting discovery of two potential harvest mice nests, one on the canal 

and one in Staggs Brook.  [The spring surveys were due to take place on March 17th, April 14th 

and May 12th 2012, and the Newsletter urged interested members to book in advance.] 

(No author credited) 

From SMGN10  

Whixall Mammal Walk- 17th June 2012 
Managed by Natural England, Whixall Moss at 2500 acres is the largest low-lying nature 

reserve in Shropshire.  It is a sanctuary for many species of ground nesting birds, such as curlew 

and snipe and the site’s bird population has been heavily monitored over the years.  Mammal 

records have however been limited as the tough terrain makes mammal spotting very difficult.  

Previously, the Whitchurch Water Vole Project have identified water vole populations around 

the moss fringes, but it was my hope to discover signs of these quickly declining species out on 

the moss itself. 

On a 1.6 mile walk on a route which covered a variety of habitats, the eager participants helped 

to check 20 Longworth traps, two hedgehog tunnels and water vole signs around a pool next to 

the Marlot area.  Two possible water vole splashes were heard by group members, but no 

positive evidence was uncovered after a brief search.  We did however get a live mammal 

sighting: in the third to last trap checked, we found a short-tailed field vole, which along with 

some fox and badger signs helped to begin building a picture of the mammals using the moss.                   

(No author credited) 

From SMGN11 

Photos Lorcán Adrain 

From the Chair 
Some of you may remember Alan Reid’s interesting talk in 2011:  

Roe deer ecology and their incessant move north.  It seems it may be 

happening before our eyes here in Shropshire.  In the last couple of 

months [prior to June 2012] I have had two convincing reports of 

what sound like a roe deer being seen in the north-east of the county, 

first at Brown Moss and then near Prees.  Please keep your eyes [and 

ears] peeled and let us know of any more potential sightings. 

Malcolm Monie  June 2012 

From SMGN11 

Thanks again to 

the contributors to 
previous issues… 
Ric 
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Wonder Shrews   Our three species of shrew; Water, Common and Pygmy Shrews are just three of around 390 species of this tiny mammal worldwide.  Scientists at the 

University of Manitoba in Canada have dedicated ten years to the study of their native water shrew (Sorex palustris), a slightly smaller species to the Eurasian water shrew 

(Neomys fodiens), but displaying many similar characteristics. 

The most striking similarity between the two species is their impressive ability to dive underwater for sustained periods and it was this behaviour that the Canadian researchers 

wanted to learn more about.  Water shrews in Canada dive fairly regularly into cold water in order to find their preferred prey of caddis fly and other insect larvae.  For such a 

tiny mammal, surviving for a few seconds in low temperatures seemed mind boggling.  In order to survive and maintain a healthy core body temperature, all species of shrew 

eat their own body weight in less than a day, so jumping into icy water for a few seconds was considered a death wish, as the shrews are likely to lose around 1.5C in just a ten 

second dive.  To compensate for this loss, it has now been discovered that the feisty little mammals actually sit on the water’s edge and shiver for a few minutes to warm 

themselves by up to 1.5°C before taking the plunge.  The heightened body temperature then allows the shrews to dive for just about long enough to avoid their core 

temperature dropping below 30°C.  Despite this, the dive length of shrews is still incredibly short.  Larger diving mammals depend on a thick layer of hair and fat in order to 

stay underwater long enough to forage around for a decent meal.  However it is now believed that this ‘warming up’ process in water shrews also allows for heightened 

sensitivity when diving, which means that they never have to stay underwater for long before finding food.  Extremely sensitive noses and whiskers allow water shrews to find 

prey in a matter of seconds, which allows them to hunt in cold conditions without the risk of developing hyperthermia.  A little known fact about our native water shrew which 

often shocks people is that they are considered to be Britain’s only venomous mammal!  For a tiny creature which needs food almost constantly, a quick kill is necessary when 

hunting as shrews simply cannot afford to be involved in a drawn out battle.  To cope with this issue, water shrews actually have a venomous bite, which is powerful enough to 

kill insect larvae and other prey instantly and completely removing the energy wasting needs of a battle.  No need to panic though; water shrews do not have teeth sharp enough 

to inflict wounds on human skin, though attempted bites may result in some skin irritation persisting for a few hours.                                            Stuart Edmunds 

From SMGN12 

Abridged from SMGN12 

Wildmoor Pool Event   Shropshire Mammal Group members joined forces with Caroline Uff of the 

National Trust on the Long Mynd in July 2012 to survey the boggy areas surrounding Wild Moor Pool; an 

area which has all the hallmarks of suitable water vole habitat. 

The event had been rearranged after the heavy rains that fell throughout June had partially flooded the area 

and by mid July, water levels in the pool and surrounding streams were still higher than expected for the time 

of year.  The streams were flowing too quickly for water vole to use as these mammals prefer a slow-flowing 

waterway.  Not really expecting to find evidence of Arvicola amphibius, we persevered with the search for 

mammal signs and found field vole latrines and feeding stations.  Perhaps the most interesting find of the 

evening was an otter spraint containing the remains of American Signal Crayfish, which are found in 

waterways lower down in the valley between Ratlinghope and the Stiperstones, showing just how far otters 

can roam in search of a meal.  There is still hope that water voles do inhabit the Mynd, but until we are lucky 

enough to get a real summer, the quest for evidence remains a near-impossible task!      No author credited 

From SMGN12 

Wild Vole Hunt 
with John, 

Malcolm & 
Pauline at 

Wildmoor Pool. 
 

The crayfish 
spraint. 
 

Photos by Ric 

The Mammal Box    Inspired by an episode of Springwatch, we decided to construct our own mammal box.  We used a nest-box camera mounted inside a large semi-

transparent plastic cake-box with an opaque top.  The camera bracket was secured through the plastic side into a small block of wood.  The transmitter was fixed [pointing in the 

appropriate direction] to the inside of the lid with duct-tape.  The camera and transmitter are powered by a single 12v low voltage supply through a hole in the side of the box.  

This had to be large enough to accommodate the low-voltage connector.  The hole was plugged with some plastic foam to keep it water-tight.  The flower pots were added to 

prevent camera-shy animals from hiding in the corners.  A flat piece of untreated wood was placed in the box along with a couple of small logs.  A mixture of peanuts, 

sunflower seeds, suet pellets and mealworms can be used as bait and placed in the centre of the box.  Some of this would fall between the logs and thus give the visitors a 

chance to excavate for food. 

Access to box was provided by two pieces of 40mm waste pipe, approx 30cm long, inserted through holes cut in the side opposite the camera.  A tight fit is needed to keep the 

tubes firm and exclude rain.  This was achieved by drawing round the end of the pipe and then cutting the hole out carefully with a craft knife. 

We sited the box just outside our kitchen window under plenty of plant cover.  It was placed on two bricks with the tubes sloping down to prevent water entry.  It was late June 

when we first set up the box and within twenty-four hours we had observed our first visitors.  Within a few days wood mice, bank and shrews were seen.  We knew that we had 

wood mice and bank voles since both species visited the nearby bird feeder, but we had never seen a shrew in the garden before, alive or dead. 

We have monitored the box using a television screen in the kitchen which has made cooking and washing-up much more entertaining.  We have also connected a recorder and 

left it running overnight.  Eight hours of recording has produced anything between one and five hours of mammal activity plus the occasional giant slug.  There is always a lot 

of munching and it takes a lot of editing to select the interesting behaviour that occurs when several small mammals are in and out of the box.  We have seen a family of four 

wood mice in there together feeding quite happily, but generally, unrelated individuals or different species are not at all tolerant of each other.  The camera kit was well worth 

the investment.  We have learned a lot but also had endless hours of entertainment.                               Malcolm & Anne Monie 

Malcolm and Anne Monie 
From SMGN13. 

Photos by Malcolm & Anne 
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Pine martens are notoriously difficult to monitor.  Like 
their cousins; the polecat, weasel and stoat, they have the 
ability to elude humans for long periods of time as we are 
by far the biggest threat to their existence.  So, it was 
hardly surprising that for the first few weeks of 2016, there 
was no pine marten activity recorded at our study site in 
south Shropshire.  The weather certainly hampered 
progress, making the steep-sloping survey sites dangerous 
to walk around and heavy rain causing camera traps to 
malfunction! 

 
The first pine marten activity 
recorded at the secret site in 
2016 (which remains un-
named to avoid attracting 
crowds of people, likely to 
cause disturbance to the martens) was a sighting by a member of Shropshire Wildlife Trust staff 
in March.  This was later backed up with a short camera trap clip of a pine marten recorded a 
few days later.  The clip showed a much smaller marten and was recorded (by chance) just in 
time to be presented to an excited audience at The Mammal Society Spring Conference in early 
April! 
 
With the evidence acquired to show that pine martens still inhabit the area, efforts were 
stepped up in April to find the all-important pine marten scat, which would enable us to 
determine where our martens originated.  Trained pine marten scat detection dog, Luna and 
her handler Louise Wilson Viljoen of Conservation K9 Consultancy joined the search for a day, 
picking up marten scent in a few locations, but with only one scat found.  The benefit of having 
Luna indicate marten scent is that it narrows down a search area and gives me somewhere 

specific to install a camera trap.  I installed a Reconyx Ultrafire camera, loaned to the project 
by Perdix Wildlife Supplies, to record any activity at the location.  Unfortunately, no martens 
appeared on the camera since then but there were other mammals recorded: muntjac deer, 
roe deer, foxes and even badgers wandering along the fallen tree (see picture). 

 
A generous donation from Befesa will go towards the continued attempts to obtain DNA samples, 
through the use sticky tabs placed at the entrance of den boxes and hair tubes.  Pine marten 
activity is expected to increase from May until September, so survey efforts will be stepped up 
further during this time.  The main intention of the project over the next few months will be to 
get that all-important hair sample and to continue to use camera traps to determine the size 
and distribution of our very special pine marten population.  The appeal to raise funds for the 

pine marten project reached £11000 by March.  This money has been invested in a one day per week post, which has allowed 
for me to dedicate time to researching the pine marten population in south Shropshire.  New trail cameras have been purchased 
and the footage recorded on them has shown that the martens are covering quite a wide area.  The donation by Befesa also 
funded the production and installation of ten pine marten den boxes, which provide suitable denning requirements for breeding 
martens. 
 
It appears possible that our pine martens are breeding.  This would be incredibly exciting 
news as this would be evidence of England’s only breeding population; a real coup for 
Shropshire.  Funds will be allocated to the continued efforts to obtain DNA samples of 
the pine martens to determine where they came from and how they got there.  DNA 
sampling alone is estimated to cost upwards of £5000 and further funding is required to 
pay for pine marten hair collection tubes and bait which will cost £1000.  The overall aim 
of the project is to ensure a future for pine martens in Shropshire; through the protection 
of their habitat and improved public awareness of their presence. 

 
Overall, the future is looking bright for pine martens in Britain.  
The Vincent Wildlife Trust’s effort to bolster the Welsh population 
with 20 Scottish martens has been rewarded with breeding 
success in Wales.  At least five kits have been identified in den boxes, but more are likely to have been 
born in Wales this year.  If our Shropshire martens also breed, it is only a matter of time before the 
two populations meet and begin their spread into the rest of England! 

Stuart Edmunds  

Shropshire pine martens: an update                                                     by Stuart Edmunds 
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We all have aspects of our life which can be stressful, some 

people handle and use their stress well, others need to escape 

it.  I am now in my second year at Harper Adams Uni and deep 
in the throes of exams, spending a lot of my time revising and 

what spare moments I have trying to live.  Though I don’t feel I 

suffer from the stress I still have my time, which I use to escape, 
and there is only one place I go and see some unlikely friends... 

 

The woods at HAU are not particularly large, but they are 
peaceful and full of life!  My favourite characters are the roe 

deer.  I don’t see them often but, on a lucky day, when I have 

been sat in my hammock reading for a while or just listening to 
the sounds of the wood I tune in on the distinctive but subtle 

sound of a large mammal, moving through the undergrowth; a 

small rustle in the dry bracken, the clop of a cloven hoof on a 

stone, the gentle huff of a large breath. 
 

From my refuge partially up a tree, just at the level of the lowest 

branches I can clearly see that identifying roe deer ‘smile’, they 
look up at me, obviously aware of my human stench.  That connection, even for 

just a moment, is magical. 

 
My other (not so secret) hide-away is the Newport canal, a short walk from my 

house and abounds with activity in and around 

the water.  I do love to go and sit on a bench 
or one of the concrete fishing pads during my 

lunch and again of an evening.  On the nice 

sunny 
days we had during late 

May I have seen a lot of 

wildlife, everything from the 

beautiful but not so friendly 
swans to prehistoric looking but slightly more 

friendly four-spotted chaser dragonfly.  

These encounters are beautiful, and make 
my day brighter but one evening on the 

canal, I was provided with a show I shall 

never forget 
 

Most people shy away in disgust at the thought of rats, and though they have a bad reputation and are generally 

unwelcome in homes, gardens and cities, seeing them on the banks of the canal learning and playing is a welcome sight 
in my eyes.  As I sat just enjoying the last of the sun before I turned home for my tea, three young rats 

poked heads out from under the hedge and emerged onto the path a little way off.  This time of night I 

can only imagine they are looking for food, but it would appear from their behaviour that they weren’t 

all that hungry, as one rat barrelled into the side of another causing it to jump and scurry a bit, the 
third running up the path a little and diving towards the hedge.  They reminded me of three young men 

on the way back from the pub, joking and messing around together before their night of joviality comes 

to an end, it raised a small laugh from my heart, which when uttered, was enough to convince all three 
rats to disappear, I didn’t see them again but again though our encounter was only brief... simply 

magical. 

 
These times, be them the brief moment of eye contact with a deer, the holding of a newly emerged 

dragonfly or a vibrant fire in the sunset, don’t remove for me the cause of stresses or my worries but I 

do see the beauty of the world, the beauty I strive to protect and it renews in me the vigour and passion 
for what I do.  Though I know it’s not always fun it will always be worth it, and I hope the beauty of nature 

can hold peace for all of you. 
 

Andrew Barrett 

Conservation students know how to relax                        by Andrew Barrett  

Follow Andrew on Twitter as @ecobarrett 

A different woodland, 
another roe… 
Pic: Andrew Fusek Peters 

Woods near Harper Adams. 
Google 

Newport canal, running diagonally across this picture, 

is within easy reach of residential areas.  Google. 

Libellula quadrimaculata 
Wikipedia Commons 

From Beatrix Potter’s 
The Tailor of Gloucester 

animation 
BBC / TVC  
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I went to Alaska to see one but I never did!  Some locals said they had never ever seen one and sniggered at 

me.  But I finally saw one in Scotland!  Called ‘skunk bear’ by the Blackfeet 
Indians, the wolverine (Gulo gulo) is the largest terrestrial member of the 

weasel family and currently roams parts of Europe and North America.  

(Gulo is Latin for ‘glutton’ and they will eat anything, known for the ability 
to eat frozen carcasses). 

 

A larger cousin to our badgers, otters and weasels, the wolverine has a 

broad head, small eyes and short rounded ears with dark brown fur, and 
often has a lighter-coloured face mask and stripe running down both sides 

of its body.  The wolverine is powerfully built and has short legs with wide 

feet for traveling across the snow.  Wolverines have thick, dark, oily fur 
which is highly hydrophobic, making it resistant to frost.  This has led to its 

traditional popularity among hunters and trappers as a lining in jackets and 

parkas in Arctic conditions, sadly one of the biggest factors limiting numbers 
of wolverine globally. 

 

Wolverines are exceedingly rare, even rarer in the UK.  There are two captive animals 
known to me in the Highlands Wildlife Park, where I photographed this one.  (None in 

Shropshire!) 

 
Diet 

Wolverines are opportunistic feeders and eat a variety of foods depending 

on availability.  In the winter they primarily scavenge dead animals, while 

in the summer their diet consists mainly of smaller mammals such as 
porcupines, hares, marmots and ground squirrels.  They can also take 

down much larger animals, including caribou and moose, when 

circumstances such as deep snow are in their favour. 
 

Taxonomy 

Genetic evidence suggests that the wolverine is most closely related to 
the tayra and martens (scientific names Eira and Martes respectively), all 

of which shared a Eurasian ancestor.  Within the Gulo genus, a clear 

separation occurs between two subspecies: the Old World form Gulo gulo 
gulo and the New World form G. g. luscus.  Some authors had described 

as many as four additional North American subspecies, including ones 

limited to Vancouver Island (G. g. vancouverensis) and the Kenai 

Peninsula in Alaska (G. g. katschemakensis).  However, the most currently accepted taxonomy recognizes either the two 
continental subspecies or recognize G. gulo as a single Holarctic taxon. 

 

Conservation 
The world's total wolverine population is not known.  The animal exhibits a low population density and requires a very 

large home range.  The range of a male wolverine can be more than 240 square miles, encompassing the ranges of 

several females which have smaller home ranges of roughly 100 square miles).  Radio tracking suggests 
an animal can range hundreds of miles in a few months. 

 

Wolverines in Britain 
Wolverines were native to the UK during various phases of the Pleistocene 6000 BC.  There are reports 

that a wolverine was shot in 1994 in Devon, and there were other possible sightings and mysterious 

screams at night which could have been attributed to wolverines during the 80s and 90s, but none 
confirmed.  Most so called wolverine sightings in the UK were in fact muddy albino or erythristic badgers.  

So as pine martens have now been found in Shropshire, if anyone sees a wolverine in Shropshire I would 

love to know for my Wolverine Project (Operation Gulo)!                                                       Tris Pearce 

 
  

The wolverine: Some facts about the king of the weasels!                         by Tris Pearce 

The Wolverine’s alleged 
ferocity has contributed 

to popular comic and 
film culture. 
Pic: 20th Century Fox 
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According to Hidden Animals: A Guide to Batsquatch, Chupacabra and other Elusive Creatures, by Michael Newton,  the ‘unusual pet hypothesis’ was offered after 
a wolverine was allegedly shot and killed by a farmer in Llangollen in November 1997, but the body was not photographed or preserved.  (Yeah, right). 
Not far from Shropshire though!     Ric 
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So there I was, casually sitting in the office in Central North Germany minding my own keyboard, when a background 
conversation made my ears prick up. – Sorry?- did you say “beavers”?  Now being in Germany (oil-field related, you 
understand) one gets sensitized to such utterances, so this needed some clarification.  It transpires that beavers are indeed in 
the river here in Celle and swim up and down the River Aller, which runs right through the town.  After a hasty Google-Earth 
type search for the satellite imagery and a zoom in to the town, it was pointed out that some apartments near where I was 
staying abut onto the river, and the beavers are often seen on the banks and in the water. 

 
So, I began looking for a likely accessible spot– and THEN, how to get to it?  I chose a stretch of the Aller nearby that 
seemed straightforward enough and headed due north, through the local council offices ground (it was the weekend).  The 
spot had the extra quality of being at a confluence with a large drainage channel from the town area.  So making my way 
through some buildings and outhouses, followed by heavy undergrowth towards the river, my stalking instincts took over; 
looking a highly suspicious character, armed only with a mobile phone (so much for planning on this trip) I gingerly crept 
towards the upper bank.  All was very quiet and peaceful; birds singing heartily, insects buzzing and darting, roach popping 
the water and the chuckling trickle of the rather disturbingly well-eddied and very dark coloured river. 
 
Being a well-versed fly-fisherman, I knew a sign or two that the water contained something just 
under the surface; in this case, a large, incongruous eddy.  So being very Very VERY quiet, I edged 
towards the bank (inevitably some twig cracking– not careful enough Lewis!) followed by a 
movement on the surface of the water, but barely a sound.  Not quite realising that this was actually 
what I set out to find, I fumbled to get the phone camera working to some degree as it glided 
noiselessly across to the far bank where it proceeded to ignore me and my excitement, and 
disappear off down river. 
 
Feeling elated, I needed to plan the next foray.  The next 
evening was Sunday, so the offices would still be unoccupied.  

Naturally I took the chance and repeated the tracking, giving 
myself an earlier 30 minutes to arrive and position myself.  There 
were a number of assumptions here, which I blindly followed– 
that it would return to the same spot, and more or less at the 
same time, which was early evening. 

 
I watched that river for 30-40 minutes, and while interesting things floated by, not one of them could be described as a mammal.  
I was about to yield to the inevitable hunger pains of no supper yet when a loud and deep sounding splash a way up river 
alerted me to the potential of another encounter.  In the distance I saw the inevitable wake of something swimming down river.  
It could not have been anything else!  It swam past my new vantage point within five metres of me and my rubbish phone 
camera, edged towards my bank and swirled around in rather shrubby vegetation.  Its pale brown snout was very whiskery, its 
dark brown back sleek with water and it was using its (rather pointy, I thought?) tail as a rudder.  I can’t quite express the joy 
of this enterprise.  Needless to say, I was well pleased with myself, that’s for sure, for anticipating the encounter; and what a 
privilege to be so close to an animal that I thought I’d never, ever see.  They are not uncommon here, but that doesn’t make it 
any less of a wonder.  Total magic. 
 
The opportunity to re-visit the Aller riverbank was compromised by the rather intense weather that a lot of Europe experienced 
during the following week between May and June; vast areas flooded by torrential rain & thunderstorms with boiling heat and 
very muggy intervals between.  Sadly some people got lightning strikes and paid the price.  Wading through very wet 
undergrowth was not all that an attractive proposition, so I decided to leave the enterprise until the 
coming weekend.  Then, much calmer and drier conditions made the prospect easier to manage, 
although this time I decided that as the River Aller was weir-controlled in the town area, several 
things were worth consideration.  If the beaver already showed a degree of routine, then it was 
likely that it could apply this elsewhere.  I therefore decided to chance my luck and arrive a lot 
earlier in the evening; after all, if I last saw it coming down river – it must have gone up river earlier. 
 
The river was significantly higher by almost a metre, so the bankside ledge I’d last used 
was too precariously close to the fast moving water.  Prudence dictated that I follow 
Captain Sensible rules and not push things too far.  (I am at work, after all).  So, some 
two hours earlier than the last encounter, I waited and watched from a less advantageous 
perch, and of course, nothing happened.  Quality!  After another 30 mins or so of cramped 
stance, I was again rather eager to have some evening food and readied myself for a no 
show event when a few mallards moved out of the way of something downstream.  
Swimming against the flow and creating a noticeable bow-wave against the far bank was 

Beavering away…!                                                       Words & camera phone photos by Dave Lewis 

Mammal Eyewitness!                             Mammal encounter stories by various authors 
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the beaver once again.  It kept very close to the bank, using the overhanging shrubs and vegetation for cover.  It made its way 
to a muddy shelf almost directly opposite me and I lost sight of it in the vegetation.  Then I saw it noiselessly slip out of the 
water and up the bank, flexing its (now rather flatter) tail and disappear into the undergrowth.  I’ll certainly be ensuring that I 
have my proper camera kit with me, the next time I come over here to Celle and this beautiful part of Lower Saxony. 

Dave Lewis  May 2016 

Every spare evening I can manage, I go down to the Magic Field.  The Magic Field is two 

minutes’ walk up the road from my house and consists of a lot of rough, hilly grass bisected 

by a marshy stream, and a handful of mature trees.  Dog walkers patrol there, and 
sometimes kids on bikes, but mostly it’s very quiet.  Human-wise, anyway.  In terms of 

wildlife, it’s teeming. 

 
Over the last three years I’ve sighted weasels, a polecat, and one night my trail cam caught 

two otters travelling along together and sniffing at the camera lens before they moved on.  

I’ve watched a barn owl bathe and a kestrel hang overhead.  Bats roost in the tree near the 
entrance.  I strongly suspect the presence of harvest mice, given that in 2015 I had a couple 

turn up in my garden and there’s nowhere else they could have travelled from.  All three species 

of shrew live in the field, including the bustling, fussing water shrew, a silvery underwater blur 

as it hunts for shrimp.  Mainly I go to watch water voles.  The colony there is a strong one, and my 
sitting still by the bank for an hour usually guarantees at least one sighting.   

 

Although traditionally the voles appear around March or April, it always takes till May/June before I’ve 
worked out the best spot to take photos.  This year I placed a log near a busy-looking burrow, and 

when droppings started to appear on the bark I knew the voles had adopted it for a latrine.  So then 

it was a matter of setting up my cushion, priming my Nikon Coolpix 900, and waiting. 
 

A pair of bullfinches flirted on the barbed wire fence.  A buzzard wheeled, an orange-tip 

butterfly danced.  Several little grey slugs began to make their way towards my 
Wellingtons.  And then the grass on the opposite bank rustled.  Some small mammal was 

about to make an entrance.  I lifted my camera, expecting vole-action. 

 

Out it bounced onto the log, sinuous and 
dainty, ginger-furred and feisty.  My first 

thought was Weasel! because it was so small.  

But even processing that idea was almost too 
much.  My finger went down automatically on 

the shutter, the camera clicked, then the 

animal gave me a furious, terrified glare, 
turned and jumped back up into the long grass, 

disappearing.  The whole scene had taken 

maybe three or four seconds. 
 

Later, reviewing the photograph, I realised 

what I’d seen was probably a stoat kit.  The tail 

tip looked dark and the paws too big, the way 
youngsters’ feet do.  I couldn’t see the side of 

the animal where the fur changes colour – I 

know in a weasel it’s wavy and in a stoat it’s straight – but I had captured stoats on trail cam in that exact spot before.  
Would it have been hunting for water voles?  Quite likely, but the field’s also stuffed with rabbits, mice and other common 

vole species, so I’m not too worried about the impact of a native mustelid on the colony. 

 
What’s the future for the Magic Field?  I worry about that a lot.  It’s owned by a builder who I know is looking for planning 

permission.  If that day ever comes, I presume this amazing place will be crushed under the roll of bulldozers and pile 

drivers.  Perhaps the stream itself will stay protected under UK wildlife law, but even so you’ll still have brand new 
households full of domestic cats, increasing the predation levels to unsustainable. 

 

So for now, let’s appreciate what we have, and marvel at it and record it and share it around.  You’ll find my barn owl, 
otter and stoat videos on my blog, staggsbrook.blogspot.co.uk, along with all my vole pictures and other nature- 

encounters.  Do drop by and share the magic!                                                                                        Kate Long 

Mustelids in the Magic Field!                                                                 Words and photos by Kate Long 

Weasel, from 2013 

Stoat kit or weasel?  Cue the old ‘weaselly distinguished, stoatally different’ pun. 
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Normally I have to don full camouflage gear and 
sneak around the countryside to get photos of 

Brown Hare, but on this occasion whilst driving 

through the Hamlet of Little Ness, guess what two 
hares running down the road.  I managed to 

photograph one of them.  How lovely! 

Tris Pearce 

 
 

 

 

As you know, one of my passions is photography and animal 

tracking.  I found this fox earth in an old badger sett, where I 

believed there to be cubs.  This is the same vixen I saw a few 
weeks before up a tree!  So I went back one morning, as it was 

dry and warm I thought they might be out playing; not long 

after arriving I was treated to seeing Vixen and five cubs.  She 
knew I was there (foxes always do!) but seemed to trust me 

to stay long enough for a few photos before I respected her 

and sneaked away again.  These encounters with such a clever, 
sharp mammal are fantastic. 

 

 

Tris Pearce 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Hares at Little Ness                                                                                                             by Tris Pearce 

Tris’s post of these photos to the SMG Facebook page got 22 Likes.  Good going! T
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Vixen and cubs                                                                             Words and photos by Tris Pearce 
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The fun started a while after we moved to a bungalow on the edge of Oswestry and we saw the characteristic 

poo!  Like most folk with a new property we had changed things in the garden and this included 
putting down an area of slabs amongst the gravel so the birds could be fed more easily – yes, 

I do wash them down regularly.  Before long it was clear we had frequent visitors and we took 

to looking out with a torch to see how many.  This led to the suggestion of a night vision 
camera.  Initially Stuart Edmunds kindly lent one, so the nightly records of attendance and 

behaviour started on 20th November 2014 and still continue. 

 

At present there about 20 – 30 exposures each night with the camera set to be triggered after five minutes to take one 
still photo followed by 20 seconds of video with them being reviewed each morning (Oh, the joy of being retired!).  A 

record is kept of the Hedgehog attendance in terms of tine, numbers and behaviour.  The cats and morning birds etc are 

omitted.  Often one or two videos are kept to illustrate particular points of interest but more of that later.  We are well 
aware that we may get ten videos in a night but never have any clear idea of how many animals this shows for we can 

only say that sometimes the size looks a bit different.  

 
In the beginning the hogs just collected what was left on the ground of the birds’ feed but soon we started putting out 

extra food which included the cat food as recommended so often.  The juice was licked up but any meaty bits ignored 

and the wretched cats started coming, so the battle was on.  First I tried a simple roll of course plastic netting with the 
food inside but after putting a paw through the cat went down the tunnel but the hogs ignored it.  Before long we 

progressed to a cage wired up from some old freezer shelves with a door cut in one side.  This was better and the hogs 

began to go in but the cats reached in to scrape food out the eventually one actually went inside through the 15 cm 
square entrance so it was reduced to 8x9 cms and the outside of the cage covered with wire netting.  Success. 

 

A few videos with Hedgehogs are selected to be kept and are stored in several files so here are some comments on the 

sort of thing recorded in each;- 
 

Number at any one time  Usually they come one at a time though two are not uncommon.  Several times we have 

seen three and there have been four together on at least four nights. 
Around & scratching   36 records (mostly videos but a few snaps)  These show the general activity around the feeding 

area with a few times when the camera looked elsewhere to check other parts of the garden to see where they came 

from and I can’t resist keeping the videos of a good scratch! 
Feeding & drinking  42 records which gets very interesting.  My daily records and these videos confirm the statement 

that providing water is of great importance.  They often drink several times in a night. A rough study of the food confirms 

that the easy favourite is dried meal worms, every time.  For the birds 
some whole or crushed peanuts and mixed grain are scattered outside 

the cage.  The hogs prefer the nuts but also sometimes graze on the 

grain. Usually they find a way into the cage where I put the meal 

worms to stop the birds eating them all before the hogs arrive.  
Alongside these I try other foods and record what gets eaten each 

night.  This has confirmed the findings with the peanuts outside.  The 

Hedgehog food mix from the RSPB is preferred to the one from the CJ 
Wildfood though usually only half or less is eaten.  Of a good variety 

of bits of my dinner kept for them they usually nibble a bit but leave 

the rest.  A dampened Rich Tea biscuit is well received.  
Fighting  44 videos of two hogs “fighting” have been kept but this is 

more because of the interesting action than the relative frequency.  As described in the books they may just go round 

and round but more commonly one is pushing and shoving the other. It can be very rough.  They may even try this with 
one in and the other outside the cage.  Overall it seems to fit in with the suggestion that whilst they are not territorial 

they do like plenty of elbow room when feeding. 

Cats & Hogs  The 28 videos retained reflects the frequency that both animals may be present together.  Perhaps it is 
not surprising that they overlap as there may be up to six different cats passing through in a night.  Often they ignore 

one another but occasionally get close and one can well see the suspicion between them.  On one wonderful occasion 

the hog bumped the unsuspecting cat on his backside.  Wonderful!  

 
Other interests.  Having got the camera it is also used occasionally to record the birds on the feeders but mostly it is 

used at night when there have been a good number of incidental videos perhaps topped off by a passing Polecat on 2 

occasions. There were no details but unequivocal outlines.  At the other end one night a worm was seen pulling a leaf 

My garden hedgehogs                                                                                      by Brian Hogbin 
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into its hole!  Not infrequently moths flew past but we have been even more 

amused by the Wood Mice which emerge from under a raised paving slab with 
their eyes showing so well and topped off with big ears.  They clearly enchant 

us as I have kept 40 videos though one is upsetting showing a proud cat with a 

mouse! 
 

Conclusion  Recording Hedgehogs is great fun and another aspect of the 

wonder of creation. 
Brian Hogbin 

 

 
 
 

The European Union (EU) sets in place legislation and directives which as well as forming the base of some of our 

laws, directly apply to the UK.  This is particularly true for the environmental sector; with issues like climate change 

and air pollution not stopping at political boundaries and species having different population status in different regions, 
work has to be done collaboratively across the world and within the EU to manage these problems.  Also many industries 

and requirements of society are intertwined with the environment, water, energy, waste and construction to name a few.  

That’s a bit of the background on environment and EU from what I know and understand of it. 
 

I know a lot of people within the countryside sector or whom have a vested interested, be it work or just an enjoyment, 

of the countryside and British landscape voted remain in the referendum, I did.  Although the result is not what we 
wanted and I am a little perturbed, it is not the end of this world.  There are, as mentioned, many regulations and 

directives that come from EU which contribute to the governing of our land and our landscape.  I feel there are two main 

directives that would be hugely detrimental to our environment if we lost them and didn’t maintain their work when we 

leave the EU. 
 

1. Water Framework Directive (WFD) was written up with the objective of all ground and 

surface water, including marine water up to one nautical mile out, to reach good ecological 
and chemical (qualitative and quantitative) status.  It’s due to the WFD that beaches 

around the UK are the cleanest they have been since before the Industrial revolution and 

rivers are cleaner which leads to a reduced effort and cost in cleaning them for drinking 
water.  The objectives for WFD were linked to the making of the SCaMP project (Sustainable 

Catchment Management Programme) which is a great example of 

wide-scale sustainable landscape management. 
 

2. Habitat Directive was laid down in 1992 in response to the Berne 

convention.  The primary reason for the habitat directive is to list some 
220 habitats and 100 species that are of special conservation interest in the 

EU.  Member states of the EU must take reasonable measure to maintain a 

‘favourable conservation status’ for the protected habitats and species.  It is 

this legislation that gives protection to species like the great crested newt, all 
our bat species and iconic species like the pine marten and dormouse. 

 

With the leaving of the EU it is possible these regulations can be scrapped, but 
these two directives have done a lot in terms of motivating people, groups and 

industries to bettering the environment.  With leaving the EU and having to rewrite 

the UK laws there is an opportunity for there to be an improvement on current 
legislation which would be good.  Either way if we lose the EU directives directly 

we need something equivalent with the benefits and sanctions to motivate the 

continued protection of our land. 
 

Andrew Barrett 

@ecobarrett 
  

Brexit: This student’s view and thoughts– What we can’t afford to give up 
                                                                                                                                 by Andrew Barrett 

The five quality classes (QCs) defined by the 
Water Framework Directive (WFD) on the 

basis of the ecological quality ratio (EQR), 
for Europe’s aquatic ecosystems. 

“The Habitats Directive ensures the 
conservation of a wide range of rare, 
threatened or endemic animal and plant 
species.  Some 200 rare and characteristic 
habitat types are also targeted for 
conservation in their own right.” 
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Being on Springwatch Unsprung was a fantastic experience.  

On Wednesday 25th May, I had the BBC film crew come to 
my house after school.  They were really lovely, and it took 

about four and a half hours to film the skulls for the quiz, as we 

filmed eight so they could choose which skulls to use.  It was 
amazing to have a proper camera crew filming me!  It took a while 

to get everything set up so the lighting and sound was right, but 

it was really interesting to see how everything worked.  We were 

all very excited.  It was now six days until I was going to RSPB 
Minsmere. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My Dad Trevor and I travelled down on Thursday 2nd June, getting up at 6am and 

arriving at RSPB Minsmere nature reserve at about 12pm.  We drove through to the 
BBC car park and parked our car near the camera trucks.  We were told to go and 

walk around the reserve and see what wildlife we could, which was brilliant.  We saw 

a small herd of red deer hinds in the distance, and really close there was a marsh 
harrier hunting.  We also saw avocets, which was awesome!  There were lots of rabbits 

running around in front of the studio and in the car park, and they were not really 

afraid of people. 

 
At 4pm we then headed back to the car, dropped off our 

cameras and binoculars, and headed into the production 

village.  Me, my dad and the other guests sat in the canteen watching the stone 
curlew on the tv screen.  Then, after everyone had eaten, we were told it was time 

to head over to the studio for the live programme that aired on Thursday night.  

But, as we stood outside waiting, I met Chris Packham for the first time.  He was really 
kind and it was totally amazing to meet him.  Inside there were lots of lights and cameras, 

and people were having their microphones put on.  Then Chris Packham came in and had 

his microphone put on and I was told where to stand.  The idea was that I wasn’t to be seen during this programme 
so that my being on the next night would be a surprise for everyone.  Before we knew, it the countdown to being on air 

started.  Despite me not even being on air this night it was quite nerve wracking, but we really enjoyed the programme. 

 
Once it had finished, we walked back down to the production village and sat in the canteen.  Then the guests for the 

recorded Friday night programme which I was to be on arrived.  All of us were then moved into the production office 

were all the tweets and such are sent from, where we watched the live Springwatch programme. 

             Being on Springwatch Unsprung!                                                by Melanie Gould 

Melanie Gould is an enthusiastic young naturalist 
from the Shropshire border.  She is in Year 10 at 

Bishop’s Castle Community College and has been 

collecting skulls and bones for three years, with a 

particular interest in the deformities of deer antlers.  
She Tweets as @MelanieGbones and earlier this year 

she was approached by the BBC who filmed her with 

her collection for the BBC Springwatch Unsprung 
programme!  Melanie takes up the story… 

Skull quiz L-R - Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. 
How did you do?        Screengrabs: BBC 

Trevor Gould 

Trevor Gould 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammalgroup/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b010q49s
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/m/minsmere/index.aspx?gclid=CI7qn8_jz80CFZadGwodjGsHyg
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/m/minsmere/index.aspx?gclid=CI7qn8_jz80CFZadGwodjGsHyg
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/reserves/guide/m/minsmere/index.aspx?gclid=CI7qn8_jz80CFZadGwodjGsHyg
https://twitter.com/MelanieGbones
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b010q49s
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Whilst we were sat in here, Lindsey Chapman came in and sat really near us, and then we got 

chance to meet her!  She was lovely and it was really fantastic to meet her, as I had her autograph 
from when I loaned my gannet skull to the BBC to appear on the Big Blue UK programme on 26th 

August 2015, with Lindsey and Hugh Fernley Whittingstall. 

 
We then all continued watching the programme until about fifteen or twenty minutes before 

Springwatch finished.  Then we were all taken and started being led back up to the studio for 

Unsprung, and this was when I met The Young ’Uns.  They were really nice and it was very cool 
to meet them!  As we got closer to the studio we had to be almost silent as Springwatch was still 

live, and the whole audience was waiting in a line behind the studio.  Me and dad and the other 

guests were then led up some stairs into the back of the studio where we had hair and make-up 

done, and then Springwatch live finished, and the floor manager started bringing in the audience 
and telling them where to stand.  I was then put near to Lindsey’s desk and told that when Chris and Lindsey said  …”and 

there’s someone in the audience who will know the answer- it’s Melanie!”  that I would, ‘just step forward’ give the 

answer and then the programme would finish.  They handed 
me my muntjac skull back, and I had to slightly hide behind 

two audience members.  The countdown started again and then 

we were recording.  I was very nervous now, but the 
environment was very calm, just like having a conversation 

with friends.  Chris interviewed The Young ’Uns and Patrick 

from the Sewing Bee and then I realised my bit was coming 
up.  I did exactly what they said when Chris and Lindsey said   

“and there’s someone in the audience who will know”, but then 

Chris got me to stand right out between him and Lindsey.  He 
asked me to say a bit about the skull, which I had to do on 

the spot as I had had no rehearsal.  And then Chris said the 

words “We’ve got a bit of a surprise for you Melanie” and then 

I had no idea what was going to happen.  And then, without 
me knowing anything, he got down on one knee and 

announced me as an Unsprung Hero.  I have never been 

speechless before, but I was then!  The programme then 
finished, and I 

got the chance 

to have my 
photo with 

Chris and 

Lindsey next to 
the desk.  Me 

and Chris 

spoke for a bit 

and then we 
left, and when I 

got to the car, I 

did cry with sheer joy! 
 

The next morning me and dad came back to the reserve for about an hour, and 

watched a male and female marsh harrier hunting very close to the Bittern Hide.  I was still smiling from the previous 
night as we left the reserve, and then dad who was walking a few paces ahead 

whispered for me to slowly come towards him, and there, 

right by the path, was a muntjac buck.  A very fitting end, 
I thought, seeing as the skull I had been holding last 

night was from a similar sized muntjac buck. 

 
Melanie Gould 

 

  

The response to Melanie’s 

Skull Quiz clips has been 

amazing.  Her Twitter 

followers have erupted 

from about 200-250 to 
500 by June 1st (after the 

third Unsprung aired), and 

now stand at over 700.  

The @artistangler (above 
left) is certainly 

impressed. 

Screengrab BBC / Twitter 
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Harrier & muntjac photos:  Trevor Gould 
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I was recently sent an email from the bird control officer at RAF Shawbury to inform me that he had counted 

huge numbers of hares on the runways of the airbase.  Ministry of Defence 

areas are well known to offer excellent refuge to huge amounts of wildlife 
as they are always closed off to public access and are often left untouched 

for prolonged periods.  It was only when I read further into the email that I 

discovered that by “huge numbers”, he was talking about over forty hares 

being counted on some days. 
 

With that claim, I decided I should go and have a look myself and was 

fortunate to be guided around the whole base for a few hours by control 
officer Brian Lyons.  Brian himself is a keen birder and wildlife spotter and 

impressed me with the species list he had been keeping of bird sightings at the base.  Over forty species recorded, 

including the declining skylark, yellowhammer and corn bunting.  Within a few minutes of beginning the tour, in which I 
was driven up and down runways past dozens of helicopters piloted by trainees; occasionally looking a little wobbly as 

they hovered a few feet overhead.  With the amount of helicopter noise, I was surprised to see the first lot of hares at 

the edge of the airfield.  Three juveniles were playing 
on the disused concrete base of an old runway, just 

six or seven metres from the car.  The mother hare 

sat and watched from the relative cover of some 

grassy tussocks.  That was four hares counted 
already! 

 

On the next leg of the tour, two hares were then seen 
grazing the recently mowed airfield grass within thirty 

metres of a landing helicopter, apparently unaware of 

the noise and wind caused by the rotor blades.  Yet, 
as soon as I left the vehicle and attempted to tread 

towards them, they were off in a shot before I could 

get even a blurry photo. 
 

Around every corner, there 

seemed to be more hares 
and it was clear why they 

are doing so well on the base.  Shawbury is the leading helicopter training 

base in the UK and is set up purely for that purpose.  Unlike other airbases with plane traffic, 

which need to keep runways maintained but leave grassy areas to grow wild, the vast fields 
at Shawbury are mowed on constant rotation to make them suitable for helicopter 

landing.  This management has 

inadvertently created perfect grazing habitat 
for hares.  Add to that the vast fallow areas 

around the edge of the base and the hares 

also have somewhere to go and hide and 
tuck in for the night. 

 

So, it was clear that Brian’s claim of seeing forty hares on one afternoon was actually 
very plausible!  I will be setting up camera traps on the base later this year to see 

what other mammals are taking advantage of this fantastic wildlife refuge. 

 

 
 

Stuart Edmunds 

Additional photographs from www.raf.mod.uk/rafshawbury 
 

  

Royal hares at force base                                                                       by Stuart Edmunds 

Pic: Stuart Edmunds 
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Chris Packham is, for some, a controversial figure.  Passionate campaigner for conservation, many of us know 

him as the shock-haired punk presenter of The Really Wild Show, many years prior to his role as anchor to the BBC’s 

flagship Springwatch, Autumnwatch and Winterwatch nature shows since 2009.  But the controversy isn’t always about 
the style and colour of his early 90s hair or his punky tastes in music.  He’s been quoted as saying that dormice are a 

‘conservation con …undeniably Britain's most boring animal’ and that giant pandas should be allowed to die out, as the 

species is not strong enough to survive on its own.  Chris has been in the news during April of the last few years, 

visiting Malta at his own expense to report on the spring migratory bird massacres.  He’s spoken out against the effect 
that over-zealous and illegal gamekeeping has had on England’s hen harrier population and condemned people who kill 

for pleasure as having a ‘psychopathic element’.  And I won’t even mention his views on the domestic cat as a predator 

of wildlife.  (oops- I just have!) 
 

Now Chris has written and published his autobiography, Fingers in 

the Sparkle Jar, describing his childhood and teenage years in 60s 
and 70s Southampton, and in particular what’s been described as 

the summer that defines his life - his attempt to rear and keep a 

young kestrel (taken illicitly from its nest- more controversy!) in 
the latter half of 1975.  This book has been warmly praised for its 

honesty in addressing Chris’s Asperger’s and depression, as well as 

the depth and richness of its writing.  It’s high in the bestseller 
lists, it was a Radio 4 Book of the Week, and it was the focus of a 

thoroughly memorable personal appearance and interview with its 

author in May, sponsored by Carrie and Tim Morris of the award-

winning independent Booka Bookshop of Church Street, Oswestry. 
 

 

Chris was interviewed by Shropshire Wildlife Trust’s Chief Executive Colin Preston 
in front of a packed room of 250 people.  He began by removing one shoe and, for 

the benefit of those at the back of the room, describing the punky style of thick 

crepe sole and suede uppers.  Conversation quickly turned to wildlife matters and 
in (pardon the pun) a packed hour he contrasted his 

own youth with the modern risk-averse, hand-gelled 

childhood; the ways in which our society distances 
itself from the natural environment; the lack of 

importance emphasis the authorities attach to 

prosecuting those responsible for wildlife crime (those 

unfortunate hen harriers again); and finally, in a nod 
to the punk ethos, how we can all get involved doing 

our bit in however small a way by feeding the birds, 

volunteering with conservation bodies 
and so on.  At close of the interview, he 

generously spent time dedicating each 

one of the hundreds of books to an army 
of his fans, many of whom also wanted 

a photograph and a chat. 

 
The book?  Well!  If anyone is expecting 

a version of My Family and Other 

Animals, a happy Southampton 
childhood with an iconic kestrel and 

supporting cast of cute wildlife, then 

Fingers in the Sparkle Jar may not be for 

that reader.  Each chapter comprises a series of shorter episodes, 
some of which are written in the third person and feature Chris as 

a minor character seen through adult eyes or those of his peers.  

Other episodes showcase Chris writing directly as himself, using his 

Review Section 
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The kid; the snake hunter; the kestrel 
(“The most priceless Polaroid on my earth”) 

Pics: Chris 

Chris Packham’s Fingers in the Sparkle Jar                      Event and book review by Ric Morris 
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formidable memory to place the action in particular months or even on exact 

dates during his childhood and teenage years.  The timescale moves very 
roughly chronologically between the mid-60s and about 1977, but within that 

flow there are flashbacks and flash-forwards 

with frequent returns to his period of 
psychoanalysis in 2003-4 when he was 

evidently at a very low ebb and was fortunate 

enough to be able to seek professional help. 
 

Its style is a very rich collection of sensory 

imagery, amongst the most detailed 

descriptive nature writing I have ever read.  
It’s not easy to read casually, the reader 

needs to concentrate, immerse yourself in 

the sensuous prose and firmly resist the 
temptation to skip forward.  Many of the 

grittier episodes include fluent swearing, 

expressing the young Chris’s anger and 
isolation, some are painfully honest in 

their dissection of what at times seems to 

be a somewhat turbulent family life, and the descriptions of the 
bullying he suffered can be harrowing.  Overall an absolutely 

remarkable book, and not only totally compelling and inspirational 

in terms of the natural world, but also of considerable value in 
helping to understand those who are living with Asperger’s and 

similar conditions as well as those of us coping with depression. 

 

Ric Morris 

 

 

 

Many of you may know of my long-standing interest in the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest 

(see my article Three Shropshire Photographers in SMGN17, Winter 2013.  Back in the 80s I avidly 
collected the WPOTY supplements from the BBC Wildlife magazine and well remember marvelling at 

the innovative vision of an exciting young Southampton-based photographer who scored category-winning 

successes in the 1985 Urban Wildlife category and again in the Composition and Form category in 1986 and 
1987.  Here indeed was an impressive talent to watch out for! 

 

I don’t watch much telly, so somehow I seemed to miss out on Chris’s early TV career- The Really Wild 
Show and indeed the 1993 Channel 4 series of the same name on which this book is based.  So picking up 

this book at Oxfam in February 1996 was pretty much my next awareness of its author.  And what an 

awakening!  The book is stuffed with inspirational images from start to finish; although some are a little dated in style, 

all make the reader think about how the images work visually.  The text is full of can-do punkiness and passion too.  
Chris freely acknowledges his love of abstraction, colour, shape, movement, and blur, drawing inspiration from painting 

and impressionist fine art with the ambition that wildlife photography practitioners can ‘harness as much respect as the 

likes of [the art photographers] Mapplethorpe, Bailey, Hockney, Leibowitz and McCullin’.  To Chris, ever the consummate 
perfectionist, his thought processes leading to the end product are far more important than how to set up the camera or 

what lens to use.  There are practical steps in the construction of each photograph- and many of them are constructed- 

including props like the bonnet from a scrapped car, motorbike tyres, pieces of chicken wire, a bicycle wheel and so on.  
A few images don’t necessarily reflect a real wild scenario (I’m thinking of the swallowtail butterfly on the frosted chicken 

wire) but almost all are unfailingly beautiful.  Unfortunately there are very few mammal images; a couple of foxes, a 

sheep skull and spiky otter fur is all you get.  But you can buy the book for a penny plus postage on Amazon so if you 
are a photographer, invest now and take Chris’s attitude and mindset to heart in the construction of your own nature 

images.  It’s one of the best photography books I’ve ever read. 

 

Ric Morris 

Chris describes the strong influence that this Raquel 

Welch film poster had on his childhood, while 

acknowledging that its chronology of prehistory is 
deeply flawed.  Hammer Film Productions / Seven Arts 

The punk; the book; the fan  Pics: Chris & Ric 

Chris Packham’s Wildshots:   a retrospective review                                    by Ric Morris 

Review Section 
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Thanks to Dave Lewis submitting his interesting beaver article to Mammal Eyewitness, I’m 

prompted to review this book which I bought at the Mammal Society conference in April. 

 
I well remember childhood visits to Chester Zoo in the 1960s, and being particularly keen to see beavers; 

in particular I was hugely interested in their tails, which from the pictures I’d seen, just didn’t look to be 

mammalian at all.  Unfortunately, disappointment was the inevitable outcome as the massive rodents 

seemed to prefer to stay in their lodge rather than face the gaze of an awestruck eight year old.  So to 
this day, I still have never seen a captive Castor fiber  (or a live one). 

 

Now that we have reintroduced beavers living wild in at least two UK locations, the Mammal Society and 
Pelagic Publishing have collaborated to produce the latest in a series of short species monographs under 

the Mammal Society’s own imprint.  It may be ‘only’ 56 pages long, but it has been co-authored by no less than five 

different experts in the field.  It’s a very attractively presented little book and sits well with the others in the series.  
Looking at the CVs of the five authors it is easy to see that each of them are ideally suited to bring their own strengths 

and specialities to the subject and most of them have either advised or been involved in the implementation of the 

Scottish Beaver Trial.  Reading the book, it is hard to separate the individual contributions, which means that it takes a 
consistent style and is easy to read throughout.  The six chapters comprise an introduction to the mammals, biology and 

behaviours, habitat and population, field signs, observing beavers and finally some thoughts on beavers in modern 

landscapes.  There are four detailed appendices and two and a half pages of references for further reading.  Almost all 

the excellent colour photographs are by the authors themselves although the several drawings and diagrams are sourced 
from elsewhere.  Thoroughly recommended for a tenner! 

Ric Morris 

Fur and Feather Weekend 
When?   Saturday 2 and Sunday 3 July 2016, 10:00-16:00 
Where?  Hawkstone Park and Follies  Weston-under-Redcastle, Shrewsbury  SY4 5JY 

Description:  Both Shropshire Mammal Group and Shropshire Wildlife Trust (Ric) will be on site for wildlife chat and information, 
including small mammal trapping, owl pellet dissection and a whole lot more.  Shropshire Ornithological Society and Shropshire 

Falconry (hawk displays Sunday only) will be there too.  Normal admission costs apply and some activities may carry an additional 

charge.  Adults:  £8.25, children £5.75, concessions and family tickets available see website  
www.hawkstoneparkfollies.co.uk/ 

 

Water Vole Mitigation Day 
When?  Wednesday 6th July 2016, 10:30am – 11:30am  
Where?  Royal Agricultural University, Cirencester  

Description:  The Mammal Society presents a water vole workshop where changes to water vole 
mitigation guidance will be discussed along with other research into water vole ecology and 

mitigation.  For a full programme and booking please visit www.mammal.org.uk/events. 

Email info@themammalsociety.org or ring 0238 001 0981 to enquire further. 

Longden Road Mammals with Stuart Edmunds 

When?  Saturday 16 July 2016, morning. 
Where?  Shrewsbury Cemetery, off Longden Road 

Description:  Small mammal trapping event.  Watch Facebook for further info 

 
And finally… 

 

 

Diary dates for forthcoming events                        from the SMG Committee 

Well, another big thank you for all the material submitted for this latest issue of the SMG Newsletter.  I’m always really pleased 

to be publishing articles by new contributors, from whom we have two excellent pieces this issue.  And as usual I can’t thank 
our regular writers enough for the content that they have worked hard to produce.  I am always really interested in comments 

and suggestions for improvement to the Newsletter, so please don’t hesitate to send them my way, and remember it is always 
a massive relief for me to receive your articles and photos as early as possible, so get scribing!  Meanwhile, I’ll see you on the 
SMG and Pine Marten Project Facebook pages soon and have a great summer!                                                 Cheers!   Ric 

Review Section 
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