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…to Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter 44! 
 
It’s late Autumn– astronomical autumn at least, if not meteorological 
autumn… (Confused?  Check this!) …and here’s your late-on-parade 

Autumn newsletter, the last one of 2020 as SMGN45 will be slightly delayed until 
later in the astronomical Winter (go on, read that article I just linked!)  And what 
a bountiful autumn harvest of amazing writing for you lucky members!  Only vary 
rarely has the SMG Newsletter broken the 30-page barrier and we’ve done so in 
style this issue, thanks to our many loyal contributors and exciting new writers. 

 
I’m really pleased to welcome Sofia Sanchez, Steve Butler, Sally-Ann Hudson and 
Chris Penney to the Newsletter; meanwhile Nigel & Julie Woodall, Elen Sentier, 
Robin Bennett (SMG’s very own Sean Bean), Alec Connah, Dave Lewis, Katy Perry 
and Sam Devine-Turner all make welcome return visits with superb articles.  We’ll 
blow the dust off some old mammal books, try to save the planet by making some 
decluttering decisions and check out unwanted rodents, a questioned mustelid with 
obligatory bones nonsense, Shropshire’s dormice, unpredictable foxes, deer dietary 
supplements and a snifferdog legend.  We’ll also enjoy some camera-trap 
anticipation, consider gardening strategies, conservation employment opportunities 
(or lack thereof)… and encounter the world’s lankiest mammals and their friends.  
Plus seasonal notes from Stu and Malcolm.  Phwooar!  What’s not to love about 
your SMG Autumn Newsletter! 

 
I also want to highlight and offer thanks for the hard work of our friends and 
colleagues at Shropshire and other Wildlife Trusts, the Mammal Society and 
numerous other conservation bodies in arranging to stream mammal talks and 
discussions during the Covid crisis.  Thankfully many of these recordings have been 
uploaded to You Tube for later enjoyment.  Not only have I trawled the SWT events 
page for uploaded features but also delved a little deeper into what other bodies 
have offered.  You’ll find a selection on page 32 and after you’ve finished reading 
all 16000 words of this huge Newsletter, there’s hours more enjoyment there!  If 
you search You Tube you’ll find even more.  We’d love to see your 
recommendations, perhaps posted to our Facebook pages, but do please limit it to 
recordings that have been uploaded in the last year.  You Tube’s an almost limitless 
resource, after all! 

 
If the great articles in this issue have inspired you, it’s never too early to think 
about contributing to the next SMG Newsletter in any way you can (hurry hurry 
hurry!  I’m already quite panicky about meeting the high standard this issue has 
set!)  If you have an article idea, get in touch as soon as you like, via the usual 
channels.  Don’t hold back / Get scribing / you know it makes sense!  So look out 
for your next SMG Newsletter in your mailbox during January – hopefully before 

the online AGM… or if not, early February; meanwhile, take care, stay safe, 
look after loved ones.  I hope I’ll see you someday soon. 

Ric Morris   ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk 
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WELCOME…! 

Issue 44:  Autumn 2020 

The 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. 

Special home and garden mammal issue! 
Garden foxes!  Loft squirrels! 

Garden hedgehogs!  Attic rats!  Farm marten! 
Garden mammals generally! 

In this spot in the last Newsletter I promised you a 

retro-mammal-themed issue.  Although there’s a few 

elements of that topic in the pages herein, it’s far from 

dominant and just proves that as Editor, I should never 

set the next issue’s theme in advance.  Usually it’s only 

a very tenuous theme built around my own whim, 

amusement and fancy anyway, but whatever it is, it’s 

really determined by my perception of the contributions 

received.  So the retro-theme will be packed away for 

now, but may rise another day.  Let’s see! 

In other news, check out the events announcement on 

Page 32 concerning the SMG AGM to be held online on 

Saturday 23rd January 2021.  More details as we know 

them– all plans secret at time of writing– watch social 

media- be there or be square- squeak to you soon! 

SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon! 

SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon!  SMG AGM soon! Heads–up! 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
https://inews.co.uk/light-relief/offbeat/autumn-2020-when-start-date-first-day-season-484745
https://www.mammal.org.uk/
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
http://www.mammal.org.uk/
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As we approach the end of 2020, one word remains at the forefront of my mind and that is uncertainty.  Uncertainty 

of what we will all do for Christmas, the uncertainty for those people still on furlough, unsure of what the future holds 
and uncertainty over when we will all be able to meet in person again.  But the main thing to remember is to stay 
safe... hopefully by next summer, we will be back to running mammal surveys and events.  It will definitely be a relief! 
 
Since I last wrote my Note from the Chair, the weather has slowly started to turn to the cold and damp of winter and it often 

takes a bit more effort to get outside to do the things we love to do in the spring and summer.  But it definitely worth the effort 
of dragging yourself away from the comfort of home, even if it is only for twenty minutes.  A few days ago, having sat waiting 
for the rain to stop so that I could go for my daily walk without getting my waterproofs on, I eventually decided to face the rain 

and darkening sky to take a wander along my local river.  The track along the banks was 
slippery and muddy, but had become perfect for the local wildlife to leave their footprints 
in clearly.  Within the space of 50 metres, I discovered muntjac Muntiacus reevesi slots 
heading in both directions, the thin, pointy prints of grey squirrels Sciurus carolinensis 
heading towards water and the prints of numerous dog 
breeds (don't ask me which; I will only be able to tell 
you big, small or medium).  Amongst the many dog 
prints emerged some more interesting evidence: of 

foxes Vulpes vulpes, badgers Meles meles and even 
an otter Lutra lutra.  Completely forgetting the drizzly 
rain and plummeting temperature, I followed the 
intermittent otter tracks along the river for over 

twenty metres, at which point they stopped abruptly at a 
patch of grass, which was flattened down into the typical otter ‘slide’ right into the river a 
metre below.  And to my delight, there was a lovely fresh otter spraint sat at the top of the 
slide... so fresh that it was still completely intact despite the rain.  It might not sound that 
exciting, but after days sat in alone, staring at a laptop screen, it was amazing how the 
discovery of a scat and tracks cleared my head, cheered me up and acted as motivation to 

go out more often, regardless of the weather!  I 
recommend that everyone gives it a try. 

 
This is our last newsletter of 2020; the Winter Newsletter will appear in the New Year, so I 
would also like to take the opportunity to thank all committee members for their hard work 
and support throughout the year.  And a huge thanks to Ric for spending what I imagine is 
hundreds of hours of his spare time to produce our amazing newsletter.  And thanks to all 

members; I'm sorry that we haven't been able to get out to see as many of you as we would have liked.  Our next gathering 
will be in January for our 2021 AGM, which we will be holding online.  More details will be emailed out when we have made the 
final preparations.  Best wishes to everyone for Christmas and New Year. 
 
I'll leave you with a screenshot from a camera trap video I recorded during an impromptu weekend trip to Scotland in early 
November.  See if you can work out which one is the real Martes martes... 

Stuart Edmunds 

Note from the Chair                                             by Stuart Edmunds,  SMG Chair 
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The Shropshire Dormouse Group had an incredibly tragic start to the year, with the very sudden 
death of Darren Smith in March.  Darren was an integral part of our committee, as our habitat management 

co-ordinator, but he was so much more than this; he was a friend, and an inspiration.  Darren was an 
enthusiastic and passionate ambassador for all wildlife and the natural world.  To say that he will be 
missed is an understatement; the world is a much worse-off place without his light shining in it.  His 
legacy lives on in the dormouse litter discovered this year on a site in which Darren worked closely with 
the landowners to carry out beneficial habitat management work, his hard work paying off in its benefits 
to dormice. 
 

Furthermore, Kim, Darren’s wife, has since left the committee.  She was our Secretary, and we are 
so very grateful to Kim for the massive part she has played in helping to build the Group up from 
its beginnings to a position of strength, and all the hard work she has put in as our 
Secretary and funding co-ordinator.  Kim is also a friend and her enthusiasm, 
generosity and kindness are very sorely missed.  Whilst still coming to terms with these 

losses, the world went into lockdown.  Covid-19 hit the UK, and it changed everything 

we know and do.  As part of the People’s Trust for Endangered Species’ National Dormouse 
Monitoring Programme, as an absolute minimum, the woodlands require one pre-breeding check 
and one post-breeding check, the former being May or June, and the latter being September or October, but most often 
the boxes are checked monthly during this period. 
 

Due to the national lockdown and uncertainty of the spread of the disease to our native 
mammals, surveying in our amazing woodlands didn’t commence until June, which luckily 

just fell within the pre-breeding bracket.  However, there were a lot of new restrictions 
with surveying written into our risk assessments in order to keep ourselves and our small 
mammals safe.  It meant that this year we have been unable to take our helpful trainees 
out during surveys and only the lead licenced monitor for each site, plus one support 
person, has been able to attend nestbox checks.  Masks and gloves must be worn whilst 
carrying out any nest checking or animal handling, which most certainly came with its 
challenges; processing a box of five healthy bouncy young dormice and mum with only 

two pairs of hands has proven difficult, as has feeling for torpid dormice inside a well-

constructed nest with a gloved hand, unable to feel the usual soft fur or warmth of the 
sleepy dormouse.  Furthermore, it has been frustrating to have to turn down trainees’ 
requests to join us on our checks, particularly when there are some of our trainees who 
are very close to being licenced, only needing to demonstrate competence with one 
particular life stage of dormice before being in a position to be able to apply for their own 

licence. 
 
Another challenge related to Covid was that we had to cancel our 
AGM which was booked back in March as a face to face event for 
our members, later altered to be carried out via Zoom at the end 
of July; better late than never.  The original AGM had been 
planned in 

order to take 
our members 
out to help us 

finish installing 
a brand-new monitoring site; but as we were 
unable to do this, we delivered a fun nibbled 
nut quiz as part of our online AGM to test our 

members ID skills.  We were delightfully 
pleased out that all of our training has paid off 
and our members are brilliant at identifying 
which small mammals have opened a 
hazelnut! 

Shropshire Dormouse Group 2020 update: 
   The year of tragedy and challenges               by Sam Devine-Turner and Katy Perry 

Darren Smith also 
served for a short while 
on the SMG Committee 
and all our members 
send love and 
condolences to his wife 
Kim and their family 

Illustrations below by Jenny 
King from An Identification 
guide to the small mammals of 
Cornwall and the Isles of 
Scilly. (Environmental Records 
Centre for Cornwall and the 
IoS, sponsored by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund) 

Gloved, masked and compliant for 
a September check.  Pic: Katy 
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And it hasn’t all been doom and gloom this year.  Our pre-
breeding survey in June identified a new litter of juvenile 
dormice within the boxes this early on in the year.  Although, 

it is possible for dormice to have two litters a year, this is 
usually in the southern counties, considered to be due to 
warmer and earlier springtime.  It was extremely surprising 
for the monitors as in all the years of monitoring– the 

Shropshire Dormouse Group has never encountered a 
‘spring litter’.  Could this be a positive impact of climate 
change, a very much welcome bit of good news when 
climate change will negatively impact hibernating dormice 
so significantly?  It is only speculation, but perhaps. 

 

But the surprises were not over for this one woodland.  
Usually, our October checks are a great delight as most of the 
dormice tend to be large, sleepy, round balls of joy as they 
are often torpid and have gained most of their winter weight 
ready for hibernation.  However, this was not the case for the 

2020 check!  The woodland not only had eleven active 

dormice in total, which is a very high number for our 
woodlands in Shropshire, but this included a litter of grey eyes 

closed and grey eyes open.  
Dormice at this stage are still heavily dependent 
on their mothers and we were concerned that 
they wouldn’t have enough time to fatten up 
before the cold came drawing in.  

This led to some very interesting 
discussions within the group as 
we were extremely conflicted 
what to do.  If we intervened 
and took them to a wildlife 
centre overwinter, they could 
lose their ‘wildness’, but if we 

did nothing, they could all perish 

over the winter months.  What 
we decided to do was to 
introduce more readily available 
food for them close by as one of 
the litters was in a particularly 

dark section of the wood with 
limited understory and therefore 

a limited ability 
to provide food 
for them.  Not 
only that, but one 
of the mothers 

herself was a 
juvenile.  Fingers 
cross this small 

intervention pays 
off and we have a 
bumper 2021! 
 

Following on with 
more exciting 
news, earlier in the year Shropshire Dormouse Group was awarded some 
money by the players of the People’s Postcode Lottery, through the 
National Trust’s Stepping Stones project. 

Steph Nieto was happy to find litters on 20th June this year. Pic: Katy 

Above: ‘Pinks’ found on 22nd August. 
Below: Lively juveniles from an October litter. 
Pix:  Katy 

Below:  another October litter 
Pix above & below by Katy 
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Despite Covid causing a delay on this, we have been able to purchase nestboxes to set up on more sites so that we can 
monitor more dormouse populations, tools to carry out habitat management work for the benefit of dormice, survey kits 
for our newly licenced monitors, and this money has also paid for our insurance. 

 
Encouragingly, we had a newly licenced 
member join this year, then we managed to 
complete our training with one of our existing 

members to obtain their licence also.  We 
have also appointed Aaron Hasty as habitat 
management co-ordinator for the group 
(Welcome Aaron!) and we will shortly have 
some famous dormice.  Phil Taylor, David 
Bodenham and his partner Alex Paise from 

Ecosapien, a team of conservation 

biologists, joined us on one of the 
nestbox checks, having a pretty 
incredible day with ten dormice of 
varying lifestages present.  They 
obtained some adorable film footage and we all can’t wait for 

the final product! 

 
We are hoping that going forward into 
2021 we will be able to involve many 
more of our members outside with us 
to undertake much needed habitat 
management in our woodlands and 
help set up new monitoring sites.  In 

the meantime, please keep your eyes 
peeled for our upcoming event – “Nut 
hunt weekend”, which invites you to 
take part in online training (book your place with EventBrite 
here) followed by your very own woodland surveys looking for 

evidence of dormouse nibbled nuts.  We can’t wait!  
Sam Devine-Turner and Katy Perry 

Shropshire Mammal Group is grateful to its corporate members for their support. 

Pearce Environment Ltd Field Studies Council, Preston Montford 

 
At its most recent meeting on Zoom, your committee 
discussed the distribution of members around the county.  

Shropshire is the largest inland county in England.  This means doing things on 
a county basis can involve a lot of travelling for some members.  Currently, 
contact between members is mainly virtual.  There are always plenty of 
interesting posts on our Facebook pages.  However, in more normal times, 
activities such as surveys, could be targeted at local groups, and who knows, 
they might even want to organise their own activities!  The map shows where 

our members live.  Quite a number are out of county.  We even have members 

in Scotland and Norfolk!  A careful look suggests there are six main clusters: 
northwest [Oswestry-Ellesmere], Shrewsbury, southwest [Shropshire Hills], 
southeast [Bridgnorth, Kidderminster], Telford, northeast [Whitchurch, Stoke-
on-Trent].  Sometime soon, I shall send out a simple questionnaire to gauge 
interest amongst members. 

Malcolm Monie 

Malcolm’s corner                                                                                  by Malcolm Monie 

                SMG Treasurer and Membership Secretary 

Boxes for deployment – Pic Gary Price 
Nuts pic:  Sam 

Dormice in the hand pix by Katy.  Notice the 
enormouse (yes I honestly typed that) whisker 
length on the left dormouse- they go right up to the 
top left corner of the frame! 

SMG Local Groups? 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/dormouse-nibbled-nut-hunt-training-tickets-127164062133?utm_campaign=post_publish&utm_medium=email&utm_source=eventbrite&utm_content=shortLinkNewEmail
http://www.pearce-environment.co.uk/
https://www.field-studies-council.org/centres/prestonmontford.aspx
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So we’ve had Sir David telling us and the governments of the world how big the environmental and 
extinction mess is, in fairly straight and blunt terms; our political masters have actually started to make the 
right noises and even appear to be putting money where their hot-air comes out, even if the numbers are well massaged 
(it is a government after all); the scientists are jumping up and down about the ice caps and permafrost melting and 
the consequent release of greenhouse gases previously locked in situ; and the pandemic has thrown a major spanner 
in the rusty U.N. machine that needs a severe dose of WD40 (other products are available).  Across the pond, lunacy 

and venal interests abounds with a harsh spotlight on world, regional and local agricultural and environmental practices – so 
much so, that the ravages of ‘slash and burn’ seem as an almost polite weekend jolly by Baden Powell’s youngsters. 

 
From the soap-box, it’s easy to cry and wail and throw arms in the air and gnash one’s teeth at it all, but despair and inaction 
have to be consigned to the bin of history.  Everything, absolutely every little thing, that we can do as individuals to redress 
the balance by changing our own behaviour to help the larger situation, even by small isolated and individual acts, is worthwhile.  
Any contribution, however small, adds to the collective effort and en masse, makes a huge difference.  Over many years, I’ve 
made modest but steady changes to lifestyle choices; these add to the total pot of course but the individual effect is minimal in 
practice; it achieves little other than making me feel better about myself.  So how do we rationalise making us feel better about 
ourselves as well as making pragmatic changes that really do make an impact?  Rhetorical questions are great, aren’t they? 

 
We all need to clean up our act; we might think we’re doing OK, doing the 
right thing, making the considered choice– but information and knowledge 

are a rather mixed commodity right now.  Social media and news channels 
are rife with misleading information, more often deliberate than 
inadvertent; so we all need to ensure that the ‘facts’ we use as a basis for our actions and choices are indeed trustworthy. 
 
The refreshingly bold and forthright stances by bodies such as the SWT against the likes of Shrewsbury’s north west relief road, 
HS2 (or should that be H2S?) and raptor persecution etc., highlight the need for us all to get involved in however small a 
manner.  I’ve said many times that the consumer has a magically powerful tool against these ills– it’s called cash!  You don’t 
have to even directly support a particular charity, useful though that is– simply by withholding purchasing support from 
organisations that themselves promote, support or sponsor such dismalness, you can sway the sundry industries to change 
their focus.  Big organisations and retailers follow the money, so rise above advertising and peer pressure and buy with a 
conscience and recycle as much as you can. 

 
The clean-up extends into the domestic department; rationalising the excess purchases made over the years is a major cathartic 
exercise in itself and I’m no stranger to this.  I’m currently slimming down the 
music and photography kit of yesteryear.  The old miscellaneous gear that is 
still good but not used, vacates a much-needed space and increases the coffers 
a tad.  The outside freezer, formerly stocked with deceased mammals, has had 
a thorough seeing-to and I’m having to send some of them back to nature.  The 
remainder will get fast-tracked processing so I can continue my skeleton studies and 
education.  I seem to have an excess of moles and squirrels just now.  The garden 

is constantly needing a scrub and a polish and trips to the green-waste dump are more frequent 
than I’d like, but it prepares us for the winter and the 

spring’s new growth.  The garage area needed a tidy-
up too – the space organised for the necessary fuel for 
the colder months and making it a bit less Steptoe & 
Son if you get my drift.  Projects still need completion, 
so I need to clean up my own act and get re-motivated 
on some of them.  Our recent acquisition of another 
rescue dog has hampered some activity, but the extra 
company is worth it, even though challenging at times. 
 
So how will our transition from 2020 to 2021 progress?  
The Yule season will undoubtedly be different, maybe 

the weather patterns will drift even more to extremes – and if it is a reflection of the social patterns 

seen this year – it will probably be even more polarised with a third wave of the pandemic sweeping 
through until we all get vaccinated.  Perhaps culling is the only option in the meantime – but then 
that is likely to be socially unacceptable because it is dealing with people.  The world certainly 
needs an enthusiastic mop and bucket; we all need to do what we can. 

Dave Lewis 

The BIG clean-up: a soapbox saga                                           by Dave Lewis 

While Dave’s guitars gently weep… Cathartic? 
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It’s good to reach the age of 51 and experience something new.  I certainly haven’t been indisposed in the 
smallest room of the house watching powerless whilst a fox smashes my most expensive camera before.  And 
hopefully never again!  Perhaps I should back-track a bit… 

 
After lockdown, we felt like we needed a week away.  We’d been working hard keeping our pub going as a 
takeaway (the George & Dragon, Much Wenlock), and we were knackered.  So we booked a holiday house 
in Brighton and went down with our two daughters for a seaside break. 
 
Truth be told, I hadn’t heard about the urban foxes that live in Brighton but I soon had my first contact 
with one of the locals.  Washing up at the basement-kitchen sink after the first evening’s meal, I glanced 

up and realised I was eye-to-eye with a fox Vulpes vulpes.  Her amber eyes were 
intense and gave me a scare if I’m honest - but then I realised a little mammal 
photography project might be on the cards for the week as an added holiday 
bonus. 
 

A bit of Googling returned some interesting Brighton fox facts.  There are 

estimated to be 16 foxes per km2 in central Brighton, only just behind London 
(18/km2) and Bournemouth (23/km2).  Regular readers will know that I’ve been 
to Bristol before to look for urban foxes with a little success but I had no idea that 
Brighton was also a hotspot.  The next day, I started hunting for tracks and signs 
in the little raised garden behind the house and realised that there must be at 
least one regular vulpine visitor.  Obvious sleeping spots were dotted around 
together with some tell-tale piles of fox scat. 

 
The foxes turned out to be occasionally active in daylight, so 
the late afternoons were spent sitting in the lounge watching 
and photographing through the window.  The relative 
heights of the garden and window gave me the chance to 
take eye-level portraits, a technique that really helps with 
all wildlife photography, not just mammals.  The thing is, I 

had a particular photo in mind.  I fancied a super close-up 

portrait, eye-to-eye, to remind me of that first glance 
though the kitchen window.  So I rigged up my best 
camera with an infrared trigger at the top of the garden 
steps, aimed at one of the regular visiting spots. 
 

Foxes are pretty wary so nothing happened the first day 
the camera was out.  The bathroom actually had the best view of the spot so I peeped out at 
every visit to see if a fox was in the right spot.  It was the third morning, ‘on the throne’ (too 
much information, I know), when I looked out the 
window and saw the fox approach the lens head-on… as 
Sherlock Holmes would say, the game was afoot! 

Smashing Brighton fox- literally!                                                  by Robin Bennett 

Hey!  
Stop that! 
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Unfortunately, I’d left the wrist strap on the camera and this 
proved to be irresistible to the fox ... who grabbed it, and 
tugged it, and then threw the camera to the bottom of the 

steps.  I could see the disaster unfolding but there is little you 
can do to stop it when your trousers are around your ankles!! 
 
At least I had the picture-of-a-lifetime waiting as consolation 

for the beaten-up camera?  I wish… the drop had damaged the 
memory card beyond repair so I had nothing to show for it.  
Arghhghggh! 

It took a day or two but I forgave the fox by the end 

of the week, and, after a few different techniques 
tried, I had a couple of amazing close-up experiences 
to treasure. 

 
If you’re in Brighton and want to see the foxes for 
yourself, the central area around the station is 
thought to be the best spot.  The interlinked gardens 

and abundance of leftover takeaway food keep the 
fox numbers high.  Just remember, foxes are 
intrigued by camera straps so remove yours before 
leaving your camera trap out! 

Robin Bennett 
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I am a cheat, but I do put the deer’s welfare first.  I cheat by 
watching the fallow deer Dama dama rut activity at NT 
Attingham Park near Shrewsbury, rather than the Wyre Forest 
which is only a few minutes from my home. 

 
I take photographs that would be difficult to take in the wild 
without the possibility of stressing the deer, during a very 
important part of their year.  Forestry England are now trying to 

limit access to some of the main rutting areas in the Wyre Forest 
and I feel that I and others should adhere 
to this sensible rule. 

 
Prior to the rut the bucks were getting their 
fill from a bumper crop of conkers and 
acorns.  I managed to get behavioural 

pictures, one of which surprised me.  I 
know conkers are relished but did not 
realise that the cases were also devoured 
until I looked closely at a picture that I had 
taken. 

The fallow deer rut and other behaviour                                  by Nigel Woodall 

         Photos by Nigel & Julie Woodall 

Google Maps 
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Acorns were also eaten with great relish and observing one buck, who was not 
very patient, in waiting for the acorns to drop, he decided he could stand on 
his rear legs whilst thrashing his antlers in the lower branches and the acorns 

would fall to be eaten, this process happened several times. 
 
Other activity which is difficult to capture in the wild includes deer jumping a 
fence.  These pictures were taken by my wife Julie.  She had seen groups of 

deer on both sides of a fence and waited, knowing that we had seen deer jump 
the fence previously.  Best made plans do not always work but on this occasion 
my wife did capture the action.  

 

 

 

Leaping deer pictures by Julie Woodall 
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The fallow bucks seem such a friendly group prior to the rut and happily spend their days together.  In the picture below 

left, antlers are covered in velvet.  The velvet must be a great irritant to them when it begins to shed, this buck below 
right was trying to eat the velvet that was covering his face. 

Building up to the rut, bucks make scrapes (above left) in which they urinate and roll about; apparently a 
great attractant to the does.  In America they even sell buck urine to hunters (above centre); the buck in 

their case is a white-tailed buck Odocoileus virginianus, (above right) not a fallow.  Other pre rut activity 
may include bucks try to adorn their antlers with vegetation (left), sometimes leading to their demise if 
fencing wire or baler twine becomes entangled. 
 

When the bucks begin to stake their claim for a rutting territory there will often be conflict with bucks in 
that area and fights do take place, usually the protagonists will walk parallel to each other, sizing up the 
opposition before a fight takes place- or not, if one buck feels he is not up to the task.  If fighting does take 
place the winning buck will often chase the loser away from his rutting stand. 
 

Leaping deer pictures by Julie Woodall 

USDA white tailed deer photo by Scott 
Bauer; Public domain / Wikimedia 
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We all know that bucks become vocal at 
rutting time and to me, the groaning of the 
fallow deer is my favourite sound in nature 

(below).  Sorry to the birders who would 

argue in favour of the nightingale or 
blackbird. 

I would like to think that the photograph below is the look 
of love, but highly doubt it! 

I have only 

seen fallow 
deer actually 
mating once 
and that was 
in the early 
1980s (left).  
I was in a 

high seat in 
the Wyre 
Forest and 

unfortunately 
in those days 
even if you 
had ISO400 

film in the 
camera in poor light, you could not alter it to give an even better photographic 
opportunity! 

Nigel Woodall 
with additional photography by Julie Woodall 

A parallel walk on the wild side… a fight… a flight 

Whole lotta shaking goin’ on! 
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As lockdown eased this summer, and we could travel a little more widely for our walks and exercise my family 
and I took ourselves out to Aston on Clun to explore some of the forest around Burrow Hillfort.  In itself, 
it was a very pleasant though uneventful walk, but while walking back along the track to the village one 

of my daughters suddenly hissed “Fox!”  Our gazes immediately swung to the centre of a field on our right 
where we picked out a spot of chestnut red against the green grass.  To 
my annoyance I’d neglected to bring a proper camera with long lens, 
relying only on my phone for photos… I just grabbed a record shot but 
otherwise there was nothing to do but to live in the moment and enjoy 
the view of the animal from 200 metres away.  I was also pleased to be 
able to point out the fox Vulpes vulpes to a couple of other walkers 

taking the same track, and to see them taking the same pleasure in the 
sighting. 
 
The animal was obviously hunting for beetles and small mammals in the 
grass and as we watched it suddenly reared onto its hind legs, standing 

almost vertically for a split second before arching its back and pouncing, nose 

and forelimbs first, into the short grass.  To our delight it did this several times 
in the ten minutes we watched, closely replicating the Robert Gilmor artwork on 

the cover of the 1977 edition of the Handbook of British Mammals.  Eventually it must 
have tired of its efforts, or perhaps had 
been disturbed by the casual movement 
of grazing cattle.  As they approached 
closer, bit by bit the fox moved slowly 

away from them; eventually feeling 
them to be too close for comfort it 
trotted off towards a hedgeline, slipped 
through a gap, and away out of our 
vision. 
 
Normally my views of local foxes are 

comparatively few and far between.  I know I’d see 

many more urban foxes in a big city like London, 
Brighton or Bristol– probably even Shrewsbury!  
But country foxes can be very wary.  The very next 
weekend another family walk took us onto the 
Stiperstones, much closer to home, and returning 

via a bridleway to the east of Pennerley, there was another fox in a field, 
much closer than the last one, and obviously a young animal.  This time 
I did have a camera and telephoto lens, I was able to take some images 
– far from Tris Pearce or Robin Bennett standard, but just something to 
serve as a souvenir of the encounter.  This animal was also hunting, but 
unfortunately not performing the pouncing tactic.  The field too had a 
different look, not the grazed grass of Aston on Clun but coarser grass; 

plantain heads, dandelion clocks, daisies and a few buttercups.  The 
vegetation was long enough to come up to the fox’s belly; we could see its back and neck, the base of its tail, its head 
with the beautiful black ear tips and dark muzzle, the white under its throat… but when it lowered his head to follow a 

scent, which it seemed to do a lot, all that was lost.  As luck would have it the fox wasn’t really moving any closer to us, 
what seemed to attract it more, both scent wise and perhaps sound-wise, was deeper into the field and its head was 
often turned away, the dark ears twisting and the fox tensing slightly as another rustle in the grass caught its attention. 
 

Alas our delight in this encounter was to be abruptly curtailed.  A lady on horseback passed us, we quietly murmured an 
acknowledgement.  With our binoculars and camera we were obviously watching something… but having passed by, she 
turned in the saddle, pointing into the field and shouted excitedly and quite unnecessarily- “Fox!”  With that, the animal 
sprinted off to the fenceline to our left, straight through, and dived into a bank of thick gorse beyond.  Ah well… 

Ric Morris  @Skull_Bloke 

Mammal eyewitness: Fox encounters                                   by Ric Morris 

Foxgloves on the hillfort slopes, 
and below, one of the high seats 
used to observe and cull deer. 

High zoom and cropped phone pic. 
Below:  Better effort at Pennerley.  
Damn that stalk of grass in the eye! 
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“Ever wanted to turn your passion for nature and the outdoors into a paid opportunity?  Sign up now and 
you’ll develop important skills for working in wildlife 
conservation!”  Taglines like these are often used to 

advertise volunteering positions or internships, where you will gain 
valuable experience to put in your CV… for a (substantial) fee. 
 
The struggle of landing a paid job in conservation is very real.  New 
graduates and career changers alike often find themselves at an impasse.  

It has become commonplace for entry-level jobs to require years of practical experience in the 
field, and licences are increasingly desirable.  Volunteering and internships are often the only way to gain that essential 

experience.  Many, however, cannot afford to dedicate months, sometimes years, to unpaid positions. 
 
Conservation is a field driven by passion and limited 
funds, and in a time of global environmental 
emergencies, it is incredibly competitive.  It can be 

hard to secure an unpaid placement, let alone a job. 

 
How does one navigate the jungle of all the offered 
courses, volunteer positions and internships to choose 
the ones that will push their career forward?  Equally, 
how does one keep from disillusionment: good enough 
to work for free, but not good enough to work for pay?  
Having a bottomless well of hope helps, as does an 

unwavering sense of self-value.  A job would help too. 
 
The truth is, there are three actions you can take to 
make the transition into conservation, to become employable in the field.  These all involve effort (time, money, energy) 
and the understanding that, even once you have succeeded in landing a job in the field, you are not likely to get rich.  
That is where the passion comes in. 
 

To best navigate the wide variety of positions in the field, reflect on who you are and what you are looking for.  Imagine 

living your “best life.”  What does that mean for you?  Ask yourself: what activities fill you with energy and make you 
lose track of time?  What conservation issues inspire you or fill you with outrage?  Chances are, you have already got 
some experience—go back over your CV and remember what you loved, and hated, doing at every point.  Look for 
trends, be brutally honest, and get to know yourself. 
 

Once you have pictured 
the type of work you 
would love to do, 
research the part of 
the job market that 
matches that image.  
Compare the required 

skills from exciting job 
descriptions to your CV: 
where are you set, and 

where are you lacking?  
Address those missing 

skills.  Talk to anyone and 
everyone about whatever 

conservation job you are after, 
whatever conservation topic you agonise over.  Networking feels uncomfortable to 
many because of the ulterior motive of job-seeking.  Just think of it as talking to other people about a passion you share.  
If you get on with those people, they will become friends with whom you can share intense conversations, and maybe 
even work together in whatever cause over which you have bonded. 

Turn conservation into a career: Side-step into a passion     by Sofia Sanchez 

You pay… to work for them 

Volunteer if able: worthwhile causes, interesting people, and 
self-discovery await! 

Keep an eye out for events, occasions, and 
resources you can use to further your 
skills.  Hmmm… this one looks interesting! 

The West Highland Way.  Spend as much time in 
nature as possible.  It will pay off. 
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And lastly, be 
resourceful and 

motivated.  If you 
are looking to learn, 
hone, or evidence a 
skill, give yourself a 

small feasible task, 
and complete it.  For 
example, become a 
local expert on 
tracking wildlife by 
spending just one 
afternoon a week blogging 

about some of your weekend 
sightings.  Or, write a short 
article every Friday on how to use bat call software, and after six 

months compile and self-publish them all into an e-book.  Join 
a wildlife photography competition and start a portfolio of your 

captures.  Organise a litter pick at your local park for the day.  

Post a series of informed tweets highlighting the ongoing badger conversation.  These activities all work transferable (as 
well as technical) skills, get your name out there, and enhance your CV (and as a bonus, are all free).  Come up with 
ones that get you closer to where you are going and get to work! 
 
A final reminder: you are not alone.  Conservation enthusiasts are everywhere, and many find themselves unsure of how 
to make a lasting impact while holding down a full-time job.  Join volunteer groups and you will meet others in the same 
boat.  You can cheer each other on, make each other aware of project opportunities, look over each other’s CVs, and 

have a great time together outdoors.  We are, after all, in this together, connected by the shared goal of making a 
difference. 

Sofia Sanchez 

I have been monitoring camera traps in south Shropshire for the past year and have been lucky enough to view pine 

marten Martes martes activity on a regular basis. 
 
My connection with Shropshire martens began in 2014 when my wife amazingly spotted one crossing the road a few miles from 
our home.  I have followed closely the fascinating story of how pine martens have been living in south Shropshire for many 
years almost like ghosts with no hard proof of their existence.  When I was asked to monitor cameras in a remote corner of our 
county I jumped at the chance and have been richly rewarded. 

 
Armed with peanut butter, cod liver oil and a handful of SD cards I head over to the traps every two to three 
weeks.  Sometimes it can be a challenge remembering where the 
cameras are as they are well hidden!  Having spread the delicious bait 
and swapped the cards I can't wait to get home to see what has been 

captured digitally.  There are often hundreds of clips; many mice Apodemus sp. and squirrels 

Sciurus carolinensis but also muntjac Muntiacus reevesii, roe deer Capreolus capreolus, 
polecats Mustela putorius, badgers Meles meles, foxes Vulpes vulpes and many birds posing 
for the camera.  Luckily almost every visit has yielded one clip with a pine marten on; you 
just never know which clip is going to be the magic one!  On my last visit the special clip had 
two martens playing together, which is a first for the project. 
 
During lockdown the only way to access the traps was by cycling; and one day in April I had my reward.  I had just finished 
baiting the traps and was on my way home when in broad daylight a familiar shape slipped across the road just twenty metres 
in front of me- my first real life encounter with a Shropshire pine marten!  It slipped away into the forest but was a moment I 
will never forget. 
 

Looking forward to my next visit already- you never know what might turn up!        Chris Penny 

Even once you have a conservation job, you 
will still spend a lot of time behind a screen. 

Phone a friend: help each other learn new skills, like identification! 

Monitoring Martes                                                                                     by Chris Penny 
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Greatest camera trap tweets of 2020 part 3    Tweets by @PinemartensUK 

   Original idea & Twitter framegrabs by @Skull_Bloke 

Our quarterly round-up of Stuart’s greatest camera trap clip tweets from home and abroad during June to September 2020, 
for any members who don’t use Twitter or other social media.  You don’t need to be a Twitter user to enjoy these; each 
framegrabbed image hides a hyperlink to Stu’s own Twitter account– just press Ctrl and click on the tweet to enjoy each clip 
and many more in full.  Make sure your sound is turned up too!               Ric 
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Stuart Edmunds @PinemartensUK 

Being ‘a naturalist of a certain age’ I am oddly nostalgic about 

certain old reference books and other historical texts that have 

influenced me in my youth; for modesty’s sake, let’s say from the 
1960s on.  By the start of that decade I’d become a fan of the Ladybird 
nature books; precociously I’d also acquired some Observer’s books 
(just to look at the pictures, haha!) and by 1963 I was in thrall to the 
stunning colour photography in the weekly publication Animals (later 

relaunched in 1983 as BBC Wildlife) before fickle childhood demands 
on my pocket money budget turned my attention elsewhere for a few 
years. 
 
Around this same time, 1962-3, the Sunday Times was publishing a 
series of monographs, the so-called Animals of Britain series (though all 
24 of the books actually featured mammals rather than the wider 

classification of animals; they could have been a bit more specific there!)  These 
are slim (28 pages) card back books with a bright masthead and a beautiful colour 
image beneath.  The books are generously illustrated with monochrome prints 

though not printed as clearly as today’s standards allow.  Of particular interest to 
me, as I eventually discovered them some eight or ten years later, there were 
reasonably accurate line drawings of each mammal’s skeleton.  Some of the STAoB 
titles are quite hard to obtain now; although most are still moderately cheap at between one and five pounds, 

some retailers will attempt to charge a lot more.  I have managed to collect the full set and have scanned 
several of the booklets to PDF, a painstaking project (24 booklets of 28 pages equals 672 scans) to make 
them more available to fellow mammalogists.  Needless to say, Stuart Edmunds has especially coveted the 
Pine Martens title (by H.G. Hurrell); I sourced a copy for him from the charity bookshelf at the National Trust 
Carding Mill Valley tearoom just before lockdown this year, for about 50p I think.  Noted Whitchurch water 

Vintage and historic mammal literature                              by Ric Morris 

Ladybirds, Observer books and Animals magazines were 
inspirational.  Animals in its early years was marketed by 
association with its then Editor-in-Chief, Nairobi based TV 
naturalist Armand Denis.  Pic below right - Ric as AD; 
Llangollen Garden Fete children’s fancy dress,  June 1966 
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vole enthusiast Kate Long once confessed to me that she had all but committed the Water Voles title (by S.R. Ryder) to 
memory!  Of course, both of them have commemorated their passions for the respective mammals into their Twitter 
handles - @PinemartensUK and @volewriter respectively.  Interestingly a quick check of Amazon marketplace shows 

that four copies of the Water Voles title are available for purchase at time of writing; prices range from six or seven 
pounds plus postage to an eyewatering £1,154.95 plus postage, that one from an American retailer… though a London 
retailer, Serendipity Books, is also having a laugh at £892.15 (free postage on that, wow!)  As I said, some retailers are, 
frankly either over-optimistic or plain greedy.  eBay is your friend here, as it is regularly possible to find small lots of 

two, three or more of the titles offered at starting bids of five or six pounds or so. 
 

Sunday Times ‘Animals of Britain’ series;  edited by L. Harrison Matthews.  Published 1962-63 

#1  Badgers 

by E.G. Neal 

#2  Horseshoe Bats 

by John Hooper 

#3  Hedgehogs 

by Maxwell Knight 

#4  Water Voles 

by S.R. Ryder 

#5  Grey Squirrels 
by Monica Shorten 

#6  Red Squirrels 
by Monica Shorten 

#7  Grey Seals 
by H.R. Hewer 

#8  Otters 
by E.G. Neal 

#9  Foxes 
by H.G. Hurrell 

#10  Dormice 
by Elaine Hurrell 

#11  Fallow Deer 
by F.J. Taylor Page 

#12  Roe Deer 
by F.J. Taylor Page 

#13  Red Deer 
by F.J. Taylor Page 

#14  Weasels 
by Ian Linn 

#15  Moles 
by Gillian Godfrey 

#16  Brown Rats 
by Colin Matheson 

#17  Shrews 

by Peter Crowcroft 

#18  Bats: Noctule, Leisler’s & Serotine 

by Michael Blackmore 

#19  Harvest Mice 

by Maxwell Knight 

#20  Ancient White Cattle 

by G. Kenneth Whitehead 

#21  Rabbits 
by Harry V. Thompson 

#22  Pine Martens 
by H.G. Hurrell 

#23  Mountain Hares 
by A. Watson & R. Hewson 

#24  Baleen Whales 
by L. Harrison Matthews 

By the time I was taking my interest more seriously in the early 1970s, exploring the 

library, visiting museums, field centres, and so on, I found that many of the books 
that I was consulting and devouring were not exactly current; actually they were 
almost as, or even older than I was.  As a pre-internet teenage bones collector, I had 
to plough through a great deal of literature in order to find decent accurately depicted 

skull & skeleton images; sometimes only one or two per book, and many of the early 
reference pictures that I kept on file and relied upon to ID my finds were literally 
traced from library books. 
 
Collins’s New Naturalist series began in the late 1940s and although it never really 
took mammal literature to its heart in comparison to bird, invertebrate, plant and 

habitat books, L. Harrison Matthews’s British Mammals was an important text, arguably an inspiration for the 

founding of the Mammal Society in 1954.  Matthews himself was the Society’s second chairman, and despite the book 
being twenty years old at the time, it was one of my sixteenth birthday presents.  (More about the New Naturalist series 
shortly).  Around the same time, 1972-ish, I also first saw the comparatively recent Handbook of British Mammals (1st 
edition 1964), with its beautiful Robert Gillmor cover of a roe deer in a birch wood. 

 

So how interesting or useful is the 1964 Handbook to the modern mammologist?  

Well there’s a 16 page chapter on What is a Mammal?, for instance, when perhaps 
16 lines may have adequately defined the taxon.  The chapter on Mammals and the 
Law is obsolete and those on mammal field work, distribution, breeding and so on, 
are also showing their age in light of the development of more sophisticated 
techniques and a great deal more field survey work and lab study.  That on 
Technical Aids to Study concentrates on traps and trapping, though should one 

need it there is valuable advice on small mammal skinning and the preparation of skulls and wet specimens, which 

At an early point during the publication schedule it appears both Black Rat and Wildcat titles were in the pipeline– they are 
listed amongst forthcoming titles on the back cover of some of the first titles, but disappeared by the time the later booklets 
came into print.  Pity!  However it seems to be the later titles; from, say #20 onwards, that seem the hardest to track down. 
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you’re unlikely to easily find in more modern books.  Notes on photography equipment and 
sound recording are pretty obsolete and there is obviously nothing on modern kit such as 
camera traps and bat detectors.  The chapter on the formation of the Mammal Society is of 

historical interest; all of the aforementioned comprises just under half of the book, with the 
remainder devoted to a systematic account of British mammals according to the latest mid-
60s research.  The second edition of 1977 retains the ‘handbook’ size and portability while 
shedding most of the technique information.  Third and fourth editions of 1991 and 2008 

increased enormously in size and weight, including much, much more detail in the species 
accounts, which are written in a more academic style than the conversational tone adopted 
in the first, and with many more reference works cited.  But if you’re a completist, you will 
naturally want the set of all four.  First and second edition copies are cheap enough online 
to treat yourselves; you shouldn’t need to pay much more than a tenner for the first edition 
and you’ll get the second for rather less, if you’re patient.  The third edition is probably 
the most difficult to track down, while the massive fourth edition is currently still in print. 

 
Returning to the Collins New Naturalist series, this now comprises over 140 titles but 
disappointingly few about mammals… really disappointing, in fact.  Conceived during the war with publishing 
eventually commencing in 1945, the first three titles were Butterflies by E.B. Ford, British Game by Brian Vesey-
Fitzgerald, and London’s Natural History by R.S.R. Fitter.  I can see the appeal of butterflies to the general public of the 

postwar 1940s, but the other two subjects seem of pretty niche interest to me, one culturally and the other 

geographically.  The history of the series can be read in NN#82, The New Naturalists by Peter Marran (1995, revised 
2005), but anyway, here’s the mammal titles.  Note the crossover of authors of the early titles with the Sunday Times 
set; Matthews, Hewer, Neal, Shorten and Thompson.  It’s also interesting that three mammal related titles in the main 
series have been published within the 21st century and therefore cannot really be considered as vintage or historical 
within the scope of this article. 
 

New Naturalist main series mammal titles: 

#21  British Mammals  (1952) 
by L. Harrison Matthews 

#57  British Seals  (1974) 
by H.R. Hewer 

#68  Mammals in the British Isles  (1982) 
by L. Harrison Matthews 

#93  British Bats  (2003) 

by John Altringham 

#114  Badger  (2010) 

by Timothy J. Roper 

#137  Hedgehog  (2018) 

by Pat Morris 

 

‘Monograph’ series titles (also known as ‘Specialist series’): 

#1  The Badger  (1948) 

by E.G. Neal 

#12  Squirrels  (1954) 

by Monica Shorten 

#13  The Rabbit  (1956) 

by Harry V. Thompson 
and Alastair N. Worden 

#22  The Mole  (1971) 

by Kenneth Mellanby 

The Monograph or Specialist series was conceived to feature a single species rather than the more general taxa 
groups, habitat or topic coverage offered by the main NN series.  Running for only 23 years and 22 titles, and 
given the lack of mammal interest shown by the main series it’s remarkable that four of the species featured 
were mammals.  Ernest Neal’s The Badger is a bona fide classic and arguably one of the most famous British 

mammal species books of all time.  In the 1970s it was planned to include a title on the red fox, first as a 
monograph and later, in the main series, but due to various publishing issues this was withdrawn and the 
manuscript would eventually appear elsewhere, as The Red Fox, by H.G. Lloyd, published by Batsford in 1980. 

All New Naturalist covers shown here (plus British Mammals on the previous page) were illustrated by Clifford & Rosemary Ellis. 

Robert Gillmor has illustrated all NN covers from 1985 (which I don’t really consider to be ‘vintage’ titles). 
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The two LHM titles in the main NN series are very different. Separated by thirty years but written by the same author, 
they treat the subject in different ways;  British Mammals by species, Mammals in… by topic; describing the repopulation 
of Britain by mammals after the last Ice Age, the evolution of the environment, distribution, ranges, communication, 

interaction with man, and so on. The newer book is half the length of its predecessor, and of course, somewhat more 
up-to-date, though naturally it is itself dated now. 
 
In the 60s through to at least the early 80s the Forestry Commission were publishing some decent little booklets on 

various British mammals, similar to the Sunday Times ones.  There’s actually quite an extensive Forestry Commission 
leaflet library, though I’ve never seen a full list of titles.  Naturally, broadleaf and conifer trees and their management 
are the main focus, with leaflets dealing with every aspect of pest, parasite and fungus.  The birds and mammals dealt 
with are chiefly those whose habitats are woodland and forest, and / or whose activities adversely affect the economic 
value of forests.  Mammals covered include roe and fallow deer, red squirrels (oddly, I’ve not seen a greys booklet), 
rabbit control, badgers in woodland, polecats, pine martens, hedgehogs and no doubt numerous others.  As with the 
Sunday Times booklets, these are titles I am trying to collect and scan; they turn up on Amazon marketplace and eBay 

often and you can mostly expect to pay under a fiver, though often a lot more.  Charity shop and second-hand bookshop 
finds (if they turn up!) may be cheaper, at 20p to a pound or so. 

So much for my personally influential 1950s-70s publications (oh wait, I haven’t mentioned 
Lawrence & Brown’s Mammals of Britain Their Tracks Trails and Signs, 1967 and 1973… but you 
already know I love that one); what other vintage mammal literature is available?  Well, there’s plenty, 

despite many of the historic publications being linked to hunting quarry species such as foxes, deer and so on.  Much of 

the public and scientific interest in mammals played second fiddle to that of birds for much of the nineteenth century 
and well into the twentieth.  But all of that must certainly be covered in a second article in a future issue! 

Ric Morris @Skull_Bloke 

On Sunday 10th March 2013, in Thun, Switzerland, a 
marten tried to join the 22 players in the Super League 
match between FC Thun and FC Zurich. 
 
After a first stoppage of play during which the animal 

sprinted onto the pitch like a streaker, the referee restarted 
the game… for only ten seconds, whereon the marten 
immediately returned into play.  Loris Benito, a Zurich 

player, managed to catch him but he was bitten on the hand.  
It was his teammate, goalkeeper David Da Costa, wjho 
ended up neutralizing the animal, not without being bitten 
too. 

 
“Looking back, it was stupid of me to try to catch it”, 
admitted Benito, whose side won 4-0. 
 

Steve Marten Butler 

Marten of the match!                                                            Remembered by Steve Butler 

The lovely cover illustrations of fallow and roe deer from late 60s Forestry Commission booklets, with the later 
edition’s underwhelming photo cover.  The fallow booklet was kindly gifted to me by my friend Norman Woodcock.  
Some editions are hole-punched to allow them to be filed in a binder.  Note some of the authors’ names– Hurrell for 
the marten, Neal for the badger, Morris for the hedgehog. 
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Ric has asked me to write a piece about a particular photo of giraffes which made the papers in 
November and the ‘story behind the shot’, so here for your perusal and delectation, is the scoop. 

 

Zimanga is a private game reserve in Kwazulu-natal, South Africa.  I first heard about this 
place a few years ago via an online link I have with a young Hungarian photographer called 
Bence Máté, who is well known for his innovative wildlife photography, often utilising very 
specialised hides which he designs himself: see his website at 
https://bencemateshides.com/ 
 
Bence posted a short piece on his site about how he was 

designing hides for an exciting project in South Africa which, it transpired, was 
at Zimanga.  Subsequently, I saw a number of amazing shots which had been 
taken from said hides and made a vow to sample this location myself.  In June 
2019 my plan came to fruition.  This was to be a solo venture as none of my 
usual fellow adventurers were available or able to accompany me.  So, I flew 

overnight to Durban, and then, via a transfer I had arranged, drove the three 

and a half hours to my final destination. 
 
Zimanga is impressive, the say the least; it covers 7000 hectares of mixed habitat and is home to 80 species of mammal, 
including lion Panthera leo, leopard Panthera pardus, cheetah Acinonyx jubatus, white rhino Ceratotherium simum, 
African buffalo Syncerus caffer and so on.  The lodge is solar powered and features a gamut of photographic hides, 
ranging from ‘bird bath and ‘scavenger’ hides to forest, tower, lagoon and particularly specialised underground/overnight 
hides at waterholes.  Game drives with knowledgeable guides are part of the package.  I stayed for five nights so had a 

good variety of options, with the added bonus of no single person supplement. 
 
I found that five days at Zimanga can and does provide a wide variety of excellent photo opportunities but my overnight 
hide slot was a highlight.  I had joined a couple of photographers from Ireland – Peter and Carol, and we were dropped 
off at the hide at 1600 hrs and told we would be picked up at 0830.  As mentioned, the hide is  subterranean; accessed 
down steps and through a lockable door.  It is solar powered, has 
bunks, a toilet and a microwave, so it’s hardly roughing it, but come 

dusk, the lights inside stay off for obvious reasons.  A small head 

torch becomes the only option. 

Cameras are set up in a very confined bunker style 
space (claustrophobics beware) with a small 
illuminated waterhole ahead at chest height– the far 

bank is only about ten feet / 3m away.  For 
protection and anonymity photos are taken through 
special one-way optical glass with optional slit 
windows. 

 
We sat, we waited, darkness descended… and 
nothing happened.  We waited for hours, and 

expectations began to wane.  Then, after midnight, some buffalo slowly emerged from the blackness for a drink.  They 

Necking it…                                                                                 by Alec Connah 
How could I stoop so low? 

Bence… pic by Bence 

In the ‘bird-bath’ hide 
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were huge! [5’ / 1.5m at the shoulder, about 1,500 lbs / 680 kilos].  I quickly composed myself plus the scene through 

my 16-80mm lens and commenced taking shots of the monstrous bulks as they drank, and occasionally looked up and 

into the lens.  Amazing! 
 
Within an hour they had moved 
on, then nothing for ages, apart 
from a zebra Equus visit I 
missed because of an out of 
kilter tripod mishap.  We had a 

few more buffalo visit in the wee 
small hours for more of the 
same, then it went quiet again.  
I managed an hour of light sleep 
before dawn around 0600 and 
then the vigil began again. 
 

At about 0700 I noticed a 

movement way in the distance 
and soon after three immense 
shapes hove into view.  It was a 
trio of giraffes looking to quench 
their thirst.  As they came closer 

and their forms began to fill the 
view, I quickly detached my 
camera from its tripod and 
moved to a lower vantage point.  
My gamble paid off, and as the 
first two giants gently lowered 
themselves and commenced to 

drink, with the third waiting its turn behind them; I just managed to squeeze the whole scene 
into my viewfinder.  Giraffes are nervous in this position, which renders them vulnerable to 
attack by predators, so I only had about 15 seconds to get this right, then they were up and 

sauntering away.  Mercifully, when I reviewed my images, I saw things had gone according to 
plan!  So here is the final result, the shot picked up by the news agency and variously captioned 
Giraffes on a bender and Necking it.  It was great to get some national publicity for this image, 
especially during such an otherwise frustrating year as 2020.  I would even go as far as to say 

it was elevating!        

Alec Connah 

November 2020 
  

For more info about Zimanga: https://zimanga.com/ 
For more images from my time there, including hides and game drive photos: 
https://alec.photoshelter.com/gallery/South-Africa-3-Kwazulu-natal-Zimanga/G0000LqjoWeGy1pE/ 
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I’m an owl-freak; not mammals, I know, but small mammals are vital to owls’ survival.  

I find food chains fascinating and try to learn 
what I can about them.  We’re due to get a barn owl Tyto 
alba box soon from the barn owl group for the next door 
organic farmer’s barn, and the farmer’s also helping put 
up a tawny Strix aluco box in a good oak tree nearby.  I 
wanted to learn more about the food chain and habitat 
that enables the owls to live, to incorporate as much as I 

can into the wildlife garden I’m building here.  
 
I began the garden plan with this 
very simple web.  Sun, soil, rain is 
the basics for all life (including us) 
so I needed to know where the sun 
shone, where there was shade, 

what the soil is, what the weather 
does and where the rain sicks and 
pools, where it goes straight 
through the soil, where it holds and 
where it runs off possibly taking soil 
with it.  That meant most of the first 

year would be about observation … 
but I can’t sit on my hands, I always 
have to get involved with the land 
where I live.  Some things are 
relatively easy like which way does 

the house face, where are the compass 
points in the garden, where does the 

prevailing wind come from, what shelter 
is there already, and where are the 

shady spots, where the hot sunny places.  
 
The garden is pretty square to the 
compass points, prevailing winds are 
south-westerlies and we can get 60-

70mph gusts!  There’s a good, strong, 
tall holly hedge to the south and west, so 
somebody had sense fifty-plus years 
ago, but only a rubbishy wire fence to the 
north.  That would need instant attention 
so I got hold of the Woodland Trust and 

a couple of good nurseries and ordered 
native hedging straight away.  I needed 
to get going with the bottom level of the 
food chain. 
 

The existing holly hedges and the new 
native hedging would provide lots of the 

needs of barn owls as well as tawny owls, 
kestrels Falco tinnunculus, buzzards 
Buteo buteo (we have a resident 
breeding pair), ravens Corvus corax (I’ve 
seen an unkindness of seven birds 
overflying me), and other predators too. 

Mammals in my garden                                                                        by Elen Sentier 

            Food web sourced by Elen; other C.F. Tunnicliffe pics sourced by Ric 
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Above: Tawny owl by C.F. 
Tunnicliffe, from What to Look for in 
Autumn.  Ladybird Books (1960). 
Left & below: Buzzard and raven 
both from Bird Portraits (1957) 
Brooke Bond picture cards. 
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We have wood mice Apodemus sylvaticus, harvest 
mice Micromys minutus, shrews Sorex spp., field and 
bank voles Microtus agrestis and Myodes glareolus in 

the garden and surrounding pasture, hedges and 
tracks, as well as rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus, brown 
hares Lepus europaeus and grey squirrels Sciurus 
carolinensis, so there’s a good varied diet for other 

predators too.  I’ve seen foxes Vulpes vulpes, weasels 
Mustela nivalis, a stoat Mustela erminea, a polecat 
Mustela putorius, and badgers Meles meles both in the 
garden and in the surrounds.  But those small and 
larger mammals need their 
own food, hence my 
gardening. 

 
There was already oak, willow, 

elder, birch, ash, wild plum and blackthorn, hawthorn, as well as cotoneaster which is reasonable 
shelter and has good berries, dotted about the edges of the garden.  I’ve added hazel (cob and 
filbert), rowan, wild cherry, Guelder rose, Scots pine, yew, juniper, gorse, crab apple, field maple, 

hornbeam, dog rose, spindle, and wayfaring tree.  They’ll make a good, deep hedge along that 

bare north side.  I’ve also added berberis – not native I know but good cover and berries– and 
rosa rugosa for the hips, and both of these have good flowers for pollinators.  So, lots of berries 
and nuts available for the mice, shrews and voles who form a big part of my barn owls’ diet. 
 
All these trees and shrubs, even the evergreens, will shed and so provide base level litter for the 
worms, insects and fungi who will partly feed some of the small mammals as well as the kestrels 
and buzzards.  And I’ve now got an up-n-running pond so there will be frogs, toads, newts and 

so on for some of the predators too.  And I was lucky enough to see a female emperor dragonfly 
actually laying on the rushes in the pond this summer so we should have more of them next year.  
More insects and invertebrates to feed those small mammals who eat them. 
 
So I’m getting there!  I hear the occasional barn owl now and have a couple of parliaments of tawny owls in the sycamore 
trees about fifty feet from my garden in the farmer’s hedge both this autumn and last.  Lot of male and female calling 
and for the next month or two it’s courting time for them when they re-establish old bonds or make new ones. 

 

The garden has already encouraged huge 
choruses of crickets and grasshoppers this 
summer, along with quite a few more 
butterflies – very good reasons not to mow the 
grass but only paths through the meadows. I 

have a stoat and a weasel; (probably more 
than one as I’m not too good at telling one 
stoat from another!) who visit.  I sit very still 
and quiet up near the pond and they creep up 
then sit up out of the long grass to look at me.  
Quite delightful but of course I never have my 
phone in my hand when they do it! 

 
There’s hedgehogs Erinaceus europaeus around too, mostly noticed by their grunting and mating chatter 
last May!  And we have moles Talpa europaea… I’m trying to persuade them to dig their hills/worm-

larders in the meadows and not underneath my vegetables but of course I put lots of muck in the veg 
patch so there’s lots more worms there.  Sigh LOL.  I see brown hares, so beautiful, on walks from the 
kitchen door out into the fields and woods, and badgers if I go out at dusk, there are still three badger 
sets I know of within a mile of the house, please all the gods they remain.  If I’m sat very still then I 

sometimes see weasels, gorgeous little pencils-on-legs and at such a speed!  And there are rabbits down 
the tracks.  In the loft-attic at the front of the house, pipistrelles Pipistrellus spp. hang and occasionally 
the accidentally get down into the house proper, so far we’ve managed to get them out successfully 
without damaging themselves.  There may be other bats too but I’m no bat expert so don’t know.  It’d 
be good if a bat-person could come out sometime next year and tell me about them.        Elen Sentier 

Ahhh mammal pics at last – all on this page from British Wild Life (1958), 
Brooke Bond.  Never heard of a field vole being called a grass mouse, though. 
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Hartpury University’s resident hedgehog expert Lucy Bearman-Brown is 
helping to train a special ‘detection dog’ to sniff out hedgehogs Erinaceus 
europaeus so they can be moved out of harm’s way in land development 
projects.  Lucy, who has appeared on national TV and radio, has teamed up with 
the People’s Trust for Endangered Species and the British Hedgehog 
Preservation Society to work with a springer spaniel called Henry, one of a group 
of conservation dogs from Conservation K9 Consultancy. 
 
By training dogs like Henry, whose sense of smell is 100,000 times more 
sensitive than a human’s, it’s hoped nesting hedgehogs can be found and 

moved to safety before their habitat is cleared for development.  As hedgehogs 
spend 85% of their life in their nest in dense undergrowth and long grass, they 
are in danger whenever land is cleared or long grass is mown. 
 
Working alongside Henry’s trainer Louise Wilson, Lucy starts by finding 
hedgehogs herself the traditional way with spotlights and marks them with a 
small radio-tracking device.  Henry then searches the area, and Lucy can see 
how effective he is at finding the hedgehogs in a range of different habitats, 
during the day and night. 
 
Lucy also searches the area herself, this time using thermal cameras, to see if modern 

technology can help with detection rates.  By carrying out these surveys during summer months, when hedgehogs are active, 
and winter, when hedgehogs are hibernating, will test the methods to the extreme, showing just how much of a super-dog 
Henry is! 
 
“Early results are really encouraging,” said Lucy, a Senior Lecturer in Animal Science at Hartpury.  “As we suspected, Henry’s 
already been finding hedgehogs that I couldn’t locate using traditional methods– he is incredible!  He is particularly good at 
finding hedgehogs hiding in thick undergrowth, much to the bemusement of Louise as she follows behind on the end of Henry’s 
lead.  Henry is trained to locate 
hedgehogs without stressing or 
hurting them.  When he finds one, he 
lets Louise know by quietly sitting 
nearby and looking at her.  He then 

gets his reward, a game of fetch with 
his ball, away from the 
hedgehog. 
 
“These early findings suggest we 
may soon have a new method 
that is more effective for finding 
hedgehogs at risk from land 
development, so we can move 
them out of harm’s way.  The 
plan is that once this concept is 
proven, more dogs can be 

trained to help find hidden 
hedgehogs.  I would like to thank 
the PTES and BHPS for funding 
the project and Conservation K9 Consultancy and Louise for letting me work so closely with Henry.  His handler Louise has 
already trained dogs for other wildlife conservation purposes.  They have helped track down bat carcasses at wind turbine sites, 
located elusive pine martens and sought out cheetah scat, so finding hedgehogs is a great addition to their skill set”. 
 
The expertise and experience of lecturers at Hartpury spans all areas of animal and agricultural sciences, and all staff are 
actively involved in research and knowledge exchange, either as researchers or practitioners.  Research is fully integrated within 
teaching, with staff research active in the areas in which they teach and many dissertations embedded in larger scale research 
projects.  All research activity either directly or indirectly informs not only current industry practice but also the curriculum. 

Conservation K9 Consultancy 

News from Conservation K9 Consultancy   a press release on behalf of Louise Wilson 

Hedgehog expert Lucy helping to train dogs to save endangered wildlife 

“Monitoring changes in populations is fundamental for effective management.  The West-European hedgehog 
(Erinaceus europeaus) is of conservation concern in the UK because of recent substantial declines.  
Surveying hedgehogs is, however, problematic because of their nocturnal, cryptic behaviour.  We compared 
the effectiveness of three methods (infra-red thermal camera, specialist search dog, spotlight) for detecting 
hedgehogs in three different habitats.  Significantly more hedgehogs were detected, and at greater distance, 
using the camera and dog than the spotlight in amenity grassland and pasture; no hedgehogs were detected 
in woodland.  Increasing ground cover reduced detection distances, with most detections (59.6%) associated 
with bare soil or mown grass; the dog was the only method that detected hedgehogs in vegetation taller 
than the target species’ height.  The additional value of surveying with a detection dog is most likely to be 
realised in areas where badgers (Meles meles), an intra-guild predator, are and/or where sufficient ground 
cover is present; both would allow hedgehogs to forage further from refuge habitats such as hedgerows.  
Further consideration of the effectiveness of detection dogs for finding hedgehogs in nests, as well as 
developing techniques for monitoring this species in woodland, is warranted”. 

Lucy Bearman-Brown (left) with 
Louise and Henry the Super-Sniffer! 

Lucy herself has been working hard on the final stages of her PhD, and is now officially Dr 
Bearman-Brown; congratulations!  In the next week or so, the Journal of Vertebrate Biology will 
publish a major research paper she has written; “Comparing non-invasive surveying techniques 
for elusive, nocturnal mammals: a case study of the West European hedgehog (Erinaceus 
europaeus)”.  We look forward to reading more on that subject- meanwhile here’s the abstract! 
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Lofty visitors            by Sally-Ann Hudson as told to Ric Morris, via Facebook Messenger 

My Lydham Friday Market colleague and friend 
Sally-Ann Hudson’s had a bit of ‘trouble upstairs’ 

recently.  Unknown animals, presumed to be 
squirrels Sciurus carolinensis had been heard 
disporting themselves in the two lofts of her house 
(one above the older part, one above the extension) 
near Wentnor in south Shropshire.  She asked to 
borrow one of my wildlife cameras to set in the 

larger loft before she and her mum took a Covid-
compliant short break to Wales in early October… 
But on their return, and before the camera could be 
checked, I received this unhappy message… 

Sally-Ann: “It's rats!  Got back off holiday to find our  
electric, phone and internet off, and freezers thawing. 
Phone and internet probably out because of the storm.  Electricity - a rat in the 
roof had chewed through an important wire and got electrocuted.  Electricians 
found it, plus 'evidence' of rat presence.  We have put poison down.  Need them 
out ASAP.  While we were away one had even got brave and found its way to 
the dining room and chewed on the carpet in its frustration at not to be able to 

reach the kitchen- the door was shut!”       15th October 2020 

! 
?! 

Ric:  When Sally-Ann returned the camera to me at the market a week after 
installation, I checked the card and naturally expected to see the 

aforementioned rats.  However, I was interested to see that her first instinct 
had been correct- there were squirrels in the larger, newer loft area.  The 
camera clips showed that they’d been entering somewhere between the rafters 
on the right of the camera’s view.  Less than 24 hours after the camera was 

installed and while the Hudsons were still on their holiday, up to three squirrels 
were to be seen scampering around in the fluffy insulation.  There were a huge 
number of triggers between about 1100 and about 1330 hrs on Saturday 3rd 
October, and proportionally fewer during the next few days.  It wasn’t until I 
turned up the sound on the clips that I realized that it had been raining heavily 
over Saturday lunchtime, and the squirrels had obviously been sheltering! 

Ric:  One very helpful thing that the squirrels did on the afternoon of Sunday 4th October was to investigate the camera; in 
so doing, one or more squirrels turned it three times to the right over a period of half an hour.  Each turn gave a slightly 

different view, and although there were only four clips captured before the camera settled at 180˚ rotation from its first 
position, it was interesting to see a different view of squirrel activity. 

Rotated 90˚from first set-up, there’s an 
indistinct squirrel moving fast, right to left, 
between fluffy insulation.  Looks much better 
as a video, honestly. 

Two squirrels moving left to right, 
scuffling, fighting or mating?  Again… 
it looks better as a video! 

The camera’s now in its final position, 
rotated 180˚ from its original set-up, and 
here’s our first glimpse of Rattus norvegicus! 

Ric:  Now, Sally-Ann is a vegan and a very humane person; her first instinct had been to live-trap the animals, and after 
releasing them at a safe distance from the house, just to block up the access holes (yes, obviously there’s issues with releasing 
grey squirrels, which we later discussed at length).  However, given the obvious danger and potential fire hazard from the pesky 

rodents gnawing through cables (as one had seemingly already been electrocuted in the loft over the older part of the house) 

the Hudsons quickly decided to consult professional pest controllers and to follow their advice.  The camera had proved invaluable 
in identifying possible points of access, and the later loan of a second camera gave extra flexibility to monitor the second loft as 
well as a cupboard area (‘the Portal’) where rodent infestation had occurred in the past.  All areas are apparently very limited 
for human access! 

Sally-Ann:  “That picture of the squirrel is amazing and shocking… Not sure how we’ll get rid of them.  We’ve resorted to laying poison in a 

cupboard behind the bathroom which we call ‘The Portal’– a favourite area where we’ve had rodents in the past, and jamjar-lids-full have been 

eaten most days.  But a squirrel wouldn’t fit in the portal.  I’d feel mean poisoning a squirrel anyway but we need them all gone somehow”. 
16th October 2020 
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Sally-Ann:  “Hi Ric, I’ve just moved the camera from Loft no. 2 [newer loft, with the squirrels] to the Portal cupboard to see what visitors 
we have in there.  In the loft we had 65 triggers, a couple of which were me.  I had a quick flick through but couldn’t see all that much 
apart from I think the odd mouse … A lot of poison in Loft 2 has been eaten this week.  Poison appetite seems to be waning in the Portal 
but I thought I’d take a couple of days’ worth [of clips] in there just in case anything shows up”.    22nd October 2020 

Sally-Ann:  “Hi Ric, the electrician just sent me a photo of what electrocuted itself biting through our cables 
the other week.  I’m not going up into the loft to fetch it though – its spouse may be up there!” 
 

Ric:  “Thanks for this- very interesting.  It looks older and more mummified (rather than decayed, than I 
would have expected, considering it’s only supposed to have died about three weeks ago.  Perhaps the 
scorching effect of the electricity blew all its hair out.  Plus this looks more like a squirrel than a rat!” 
 

Sally-Ann:  “Interesting!  That would be a week-old corpse as the electricians found it a week maximum 
after the power failure, unless this was a natural death at some other time.  It’s really big, whatever it was! 
…  [Later]   Blimey there’s some noise in Loft 2 tonight!  God knows what they’re doing up there!” 
 

Ric:  “Squirrels making baby squirrels perhaps?” 
 

Sally-Ann:  “It sounds like moving furniture or dragging stuff around  Hope it’s not your camera!” 
27th October 2020 

 

Sally-Ann:  “We are having a series of pest control people out in the next few days to assess and quote for 
work.  The council won’t do it as they don’t do squirrels”. 

29th October 2020 

Sally-Ann:  “I almost feel I’m getting to know their little furry character… I’m really learning about them and their ways.  The rat men have 
identified where they are getting in and want me to film the rat run outside to make sure.  We’ve got the third company coming today and 
we’ll make a choice once the quotes are in.  They told me to stop putting poison down as it’s too weak, among other reasons.  Since I did that 
they have been really quiet at night, I think they are having to go out to forage, whereas when I was feeding them poison they didn’t go out 
and had spare energy to play and cavort around inside.  Makes sense – they are annoyed about the lack of poison food and have been tossing 
the dishes around in disgust in the portal”.          2nd November 2020 

Sally-Ann:  ”Hi Ric, just been viewing the outdoor footage and it’s fab.  Nailed two of our visitors to a particular hole so that’s really helpful to 
know, for the guys on Monday.  Then at another suspect hole where camera 2 was positioned I just picked up this little fella.  Cameras 
repositioned to track where they come out of the hole (although they don’t move far, just nibbling leaves nearby)”. 
 

Ric:  “That’s a vole, and a fantastic piece of work capturing it in an unusual context!”           7th November  2020 
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Sally-Ann:  “Here are today’s highlights.. There was substantial interest in the rat trap but the one rat got spooked and ran off.  Also a cat 
didn’t help the ratty ambience I was trying to create!  Then a robin went in, and I was holding my breath, even though I knew it hadn’t been 
caught as the trap was empty.  Tonight I’m going to focus on the drainpipe…” 
 

Ric:  “Quality framegrabs, without a doubt” 
 

Sally-Ann:  “I’ve moved the trap up onto the bank as there seems to be more footfall up there and decorated the cage with moss and foliage.. 
Trouble is now it will take a couple more nights for them to trust it.  They are so suspicious.  Most of the time they just sit on a rock near the 
hole to the house and sniff the air”.           8th November 2020 

 

Sally-Ann:  “Just been checking last night’s footage and got some good action shots.  The guys came today and concreted up their holes, 
wire-meshed the roof spaces and put traps inside.  The rats are going to be so cross tonight when they see what’s happened.  He said they 
don’t go up drainpipes as they’re too slippery but the one in these shots is having a good look”. 
 

Ric:  “Hmm a stoat can go up a drainpipe by bracing itself against the wall (see the Shroppy Mammal Group newsletter!) so I don’t see why 
a rat can’t”.             10th November 2020 

Sally-Ann:  “Latest update on the rat front; they have re-dug a hole into the house for a second time, where the guys concreted.  Meanwhile 

none of their traps has caught anything– but mine has!  Talk about having a dog and barking yourself.  They shot it      It was mad as hell, 

squealing and fronting up for a fight …  The guys hope they are mostly sealed in the house now, and will start getting hungry enough to go into 
the traps for food. ”.             18th November 2020 

Sally-Ann:  “Peekaboo… we’ve dug another hole into the house”. 
 

Ric:  “Nothing if not persistent…” 
 

Sally-Ann:  “I know.  It’s a battle of wills.  The rat man has built an 
enclosure full of traps around the latest hole now”.      25th November 2020 

Ric:  And, loyal readers, that’s where we must leave it for the time 

being.  Sally-Ann and her mum Anne have had no more lofty noise, 
no more obvious rat activity, no more trapped rats, no more video 
clips.  And oddly, no more squirrels.  It was never clear whether the 
squirrels used the same access point as the rats, although the 

Hudsons had a lot of climbing foliage on the sides of the house cut 
back since the rodent invasion crisis began; that may have done the 
trick.  It may be that we will hear of them again… watch this space! 

Sally-Ann:  “Sorry Ric the dead squirrel will have to remain mummifying in the loft for some 
time to come because we’ve been put in Tier 2- so no non-bubble household mixing!” 
 

Ric:  “Well I do have other squirrels so there’s no rush.  But don’t leave it up there too long!” 
26th November 2020 Sally-Ann Hudson & Ric Morris 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk


Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter   Issue 44                     Autumn 2020 

Follow us on Facebook:  our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/ 
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/ 
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/ 
Our website is  https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/   and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals 
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com 
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please 

In August 2017 I was driving near Gaillac in south western France when my 
eye was caught by a largish animal lying on the side of the road.  I stopped, 
saw that it was a marten Martes sp. and was just deciding how to kidnap it 
when the farmer emerged from his house nearby.  The conversation in Franglais 
went something like: “Would M’sieur permit I take zis animaux away, pliz?”  
“Certainment- it has eaten haf of my poulets- ‘ere is a bag to take it in!” 
 

I drove off contented at this, as I always had a collection 

of skulls from an early age.  Rather awkwardly, I was 
staying at my niece’s house north of Gaillac and would have 
to find a way to conceal it from her for three weeks before 
I was due to head home to Shropshire.  I kept it in the car 
for the first night, but when I went to collect it a very large 
cloud of flies had settled on the boot.  However with the 

collusion of Ludo the ever-loyal handyman, I quietly smuggled it into the 

garage wrapped in several plastic bags and generously dosed in 
disinfectant.  The skull came home with me (sorry Ric!) 
 
The stone marten 
Martes foina (also 
known as the 
beech marten) is 
associated with 
houses, and often 
becomes quite a 
nuisance. 

 
Because of this, I 
initially assumed 
the body was that 
species, M. foina.  
Since looking at 
my photos, I am 
now not so sure… 

Characteristic Stone or beech marten (Fouine)  Martes foina Pine marten (Martre)  Martes martes 

General Colour Grey-brown (rather pale overall) Dark brown/brown 

Bib Clearly defined, white and goes down to forearms. Orange-yellow, extending over chest and between legs. 

Nose Pink Dark 

Habitat Often found near dwellings. Mostly found near, or in woodland 

Overall Has stockier appearance, ears are shorter, appearing 
flat on the head 

Larger, legs longer, giving slender appearance, more 
pointed ears but with slightly rounded tips. 

Steve Butler 

Quick facts:  Gaillac is a commune in the Tarn 
department in southern France.  In 2013 its 
population was 14,334 inhabitants.  (Wikipedia) 

Steve’s made available all three of these photos that he took of the questioned marten prior to prepping the skull and I’ve sent them 
to Stuart, who is very confident that this is a pine marten Martes martes, and not stone/beech marten M. foina as originally suspected 
by Steve.  Let’s look at some other contrasting characteristics that Steve has researched… 

i:  Encounter with a dead marten                                      by Steve Butler 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
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Steve drew an excellent ID resource to my attention- a blog by the young Swiss naturalist and 

bones enthusiast Psydrache (bonesandnature.blogspot.com).  I’d originally seen this site years ago, but 
the specific post of interest was from 2012, explaining the difference between the skulls of the two 
Martes species.  Although Steve had kindly sent me a print-out of the blog post, the images online have 
consistently failed to load when I came to research this part of the article.  Fortunately, Psy blogs in 
English and the text is still there.  One of the criteria she considers is the relative positions of two small 
holes, known as the mental foraminae, near the anterior part of the lower jaw.  (To make matters more 

complex, there can sometimes be three of these).  Having the opportunity to compare verified examples 

of older adult males of both species in the hand, she notes that the two foraminae are closer together in 
M. foina, and therefore further apart in M. martes.  She also suggests that the muzzle length is another 
characteristic feature, that of M. foina being both shorter and bulkier.  Psy acknowledges that neither of 
the two criteria is entirely definitive and there will always be individual variation in muzzle dimensions 
and foraminae distance within the members of each species. 
 

Without being able to share the insight of Psydrache’s own photographs I have looked elsewhere for 
some comparison images.  There are some old woodcut style illustrations on Wikipedia which I’ve used 

as the basis for a bones workshop slide in the past but I’m not entirely convinced by their accuracy.  I have instead 
happily discovered the Hungarian site www.skullbase.info, written in excellent English.  There’s a M. foina of unknown 
sex, a female and male M. martes skulls on the site.  I won’t pass an opinion on the muzzle lengths! 

From left- Beech / stone marten M. foina; female and male pine martens M. martes.  Note the arrows indicating positions 
of the mental foraminae on each skull’s mandible.  The M. foina foraminae do indeed appear to be closer together. 

Martes species explained… pics by Henning Athon, from Mammals in Colour 
by Leif Lyneborg, Blandford 1971  (as also seen in SMGN40) 

M. foina on the left; M. martes on the right.  Steve sent 
this photo montage with the article but there was no credit 
or info with it.  A Google image search shows that it also 
appears, uncredited, on several French language websites 
explaining the difference between these mammals; 
unfortunately the Translate function isn’t always up to the 
job…  (Where’s my phrasebook?) 

ii:  Obligatory bones nonsense- Steve’s skull explained                               by Ric Morris 

P
ix

: 
 S

k
u
ll
b
a
s
e
.i
n
fo

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
http://www.skullbase.info/


Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter   Issue 44                     Autumn 2020 

Follow us on Facebook:  our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/ 
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/ 
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/ 
Our website is  https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/   and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals 
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com 
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please 

Dr Johnny Birks’s excellent Pine Martens (Whittet Books, 2017) mentions another intriguing difference between martes 
and foina skulls.  Referencing Jean-François Noblet, Dr Birks states that the external face of the third upper premolar is 

convex in martes and concave in foina.  It’s certainly convex 

on Steve’s skull (white dot and arrow), and now I’m intrigued 
to see what a convex upper premolar actually looks like! 
 
So it’s definitely time to take a closer look at Steve’s Martes 

skull.  Identifying this from Psy’s criteria alone would be a 
tricky call, as we 
have only the one 
skull and no 
confirmed Martes. 
foina example for 
comparison.  But 

thanks to the 
photos of the 
body and Stuart’s 
confident ID, we 
can relax a little 

and consider a 

few of the 
specimen’s other 
very interesting 
features. 
 

The first point that strikes me is that this was still a fairly 
young animal at time of death.  Given that it was found in 

August, it’s quite possible that it was one of that year’s kits, 
although Birks (2017) suggests that the kits do not achieve 
adult size until six to eight months old (October to November 
of their birth year). 
 
I’m speculating on the approximate age for this skull using 
several criteria.  Firstly, the frontal and parietal bones have 

fused and are slightly roughened into a fairly wide sagittal 

scar but the sagittal and nuchal crests are undeveloped (red 
dots and arrows).  The zygomatic arches or cheekbones are 
unfused (orange); the maxilla bones and frontal bones have 
also not fused with the nasals (green).  I don’t have data for 
Martes, but in the badger Meles meles for example, these 

fusions should take place between ten and twelve months old. 
 
The final fusion we’d expect to see on a mustelid skull is that 
between the basal part of the occipital bone, the basal part of 
the sphenoid (basisphenoid) and the vomer bone (pale blue 
arrows).  This too, has yet to happen on Steve’s skull. 
 

I note how sharp the teeth still are, in both the upper and lower jaws!  The deciduous teeth have long since been lost; 
these were probably shed before the youngsters left the den.  Badgers shed them progressively between six and sixteen 
weeks, so pine martens are likely to be earlier.  The purple dot and arrows show the mental foraminae, which seem at 

least to be far enough apart to confirm the skull as pine marten; finally the dark blue is postmortem bone loss (the 
temporal bone on the left side of the skull shows considerable fracturing which was probably the cause of death). 
 
I hope that’s a pretty comprehensive description of Steve’s skull.  I must thank him for its loan and his patience in 

waiting for its return (due to Covid).  If any other osteologists with a mustelid speciality would like to offer an opinion on 
the skull photographs or on my comments regarding its ageing, I would sincerely appreciate hearing from them. 

Ric Morris 
With thanks to Steve Butler for loan of the skull and apologies for  

tripling the length of his original article with obligatory bones nonsense. 
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Pine marten talk - YouTube  Streamed on 13th May 2020 

An SWT talk:  SMG Chair Stuart Edmunds talks on Shropshire’s favourite round-eared mammal.  The talk itself 
starts 16 minutes into the recording.  (The lead-in’s pretty boring, except for some random noises at 15.45). 
 

Ask the Experts: Urban and Garden Mammals - YouTube  Streamed on 13th May 2020 

A Mammal Society talk:  its Patron Zeb Soanes puts urban and garden wildlife questions to Penny Lewns, Fiona 

Mathews, Derek Crawley and Dawn Scott. 
 

Fantastic mammals and how to find them - YouTube  Streamed on 25th June 2020 

An SWT talk:  Shropshire Dormouse Group & former SMG Committee member Sam Devine-Turner explores UK 
mammals; how to identify and record them, where to find them and how to look for tracks and signs. 
 

Getting to know otters - YouTube  Streamed on 22nd July 2020 

An SWT talk:  Stu’s presentation on otters in Shropshire and their recovery in the county. 
 

Beavers – how they can help other wildlife - YouTube  Streamed on 19th August 2020 

An SWT talk: Alicia Leow-Dyke, Welsh Beaver Project Officer describes beavers’ role as a keystone species, 

playing an important role in an ecosystem to benefit lots of other wildlife. 
 

Wild LIVE: The Badger Cull - YouTube  Streamed on 1st October 2020 

Chaired by Craig Bennett, CEO of The Wildlife Trusts, a panel of experts comprising Chris Packham, Rosie 
Woodroffe, Jo Smith, Dominic Dyer and Cheryl Marriott discuss how the wildlife sector should engage with the 
bovine TB problem. 

 

Local Group Online Talk - The Ecology of Moles with Derek Crawley - YouTube  Streamed on 19th November 

A Leicester & Rutland WT Local Group talk: the Mammal Society’s Derek Crawley talks about the ecology of moles. 

 

Hill & Dale: My Shropshire Year - YouTube  Streamed on 19th November 2020 
A Worcestershire WT talk:  Join the legendary Shropshire photographer and Newsletter regular Andrew Fusek 
Peters to discover more about the wildlife and landscape of his home patch. 

 

Bovey Tracey Local Group Talk - Devon's Hedgehogs - YouTube  Streamed on 23rd November 2020 

A Devon WT local group talk:  Jasmine Atkinson, DWT Wildlife Communities Officer tells why hedgehogs need 
our help and how we can help them. 

The Shropshire Mammal Group Committee looks forward to the return of our 
normal events & meetings in 2021 and hope you and your loved ones all 

keep safe and well. 
See you on the other side! 

         Stuart, Ric and the SMG Committee 

Events message from t’Committee 

And finally… 
Whoop whoop!  Another Newsletter done and dusted; I’m short of space here, so just to say thanks to all contributors 
for some very fine articles.  SMGN45’s coming up!  You could write something for it; remember it’s a short lead-in time 
once again!  We want it out in January if possible!  So don’t hold back… Get scribing… you know it makes sense! 
Keep safe, see you soon, be good.  Signing off for now.    Ric Morris, @Skull_Bloke 

Online recorded mammal talks                                                        Researched & compiled by Ric 

SMG AGM to be held online at 1000 hrs on 
Saturday 23rd January 2021!  Watch 

social media and email for details of how 
to log on for the event!  Exciting guest 
speaker to be confirmed!  (No chips or 

cake will be available… make your own!) 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
http://bit.ly/SMGrecord
mailto:ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wTUl3KG7Nmg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R2DL4ghYV8s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OAtgRYXXLxA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0buR4cuKWq4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V1UwJZB_lSY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CDy6GRhLPu4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ChRaDvmbuY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TmbdaH3WuIA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cKMAkSRGFQc

