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FORTHCOMING CLUB MEETINGS
Please note that your committee has taken the decision to hold the July and August
meetings via Zoom. Hopefully, the Covid pandemic will allow us all to get together in
person before too long.
We'll send out more details before each one.
Every third Tuesday of the month
Next Meeting: 20 July 2021
18h30 for 19h00

Joining a zoom meeting involves just a free evening and a click.
We're hoping to see you on 20 July for Robin Cook's talk and again in August for Kobus'
talk. (See Page 3.)
Just think: by mid-August, it will be spring!
(Yes, it will. Trust me.)
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SPEAKERS
Organiser: John Blackmore
083 302 3929
blakkers1@gmail.com

Tuesday 20 July – Robin Cook
Elephants, Bees & Trees – What have we learnt after 5
years?
African elephants are mega-herbivores, having
the ability to modify the vegetation structure
surrounding them. Whilst elephants provide a
number of positive benefits to the ecosystems in
which they exist, concerns have been raised over
excessive elephant impact on large tree species

Elephants Alive
School of Animal, Plant and
Environmental Sciences, University of
the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
Applied Behavioural Ecology
and Ecosystem Research Unit,
School of Environmental
Sciences, University of South
Africa

within protected areas. Elephant impact on large trees can be mitigated or managed
on a landscape level through the closure of artificial waterholes and the expansion of
protected areas - however, this is not always practical. One management option is,
therefore, to protect the large trees directly from elephant impact. In Kenya, Dr Lucy
King of Save the Elephants Elephants & Bees Project has shown that African elephants
are afraid of African honeybees. Although elephants are thick-skinned animals, they are
vulnerable to bee-stings around their eyes and ears, as well as within their trunks. An
attack by an aggressive honeybee colony is, therefore, a major danger to any
elephant. Knowing how well African honeybees protect crop fields against crop-raiding
elephants in Kenya, Elephants Alive's Dr Michelle Henley invited Robin Cook to
investigate the potential of African honeybees as a protection method of iconic marula
trees for his Master's degree in Jejane Private Nature Reserve of the Greater Kruger
National Park. Whilst the degree may be over, the research at Elephants Alive continues.
Join Robin as he discusses the progress of the project after five years, what they have
learnt so far, and the questions they still want to answer.
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Biography
Robin is the Big Trees Projects Manager at
Elephants Alive, a research NGO operating within
the Greater Kruger National Park. He is a PhD
candidate at the University of the Witwatersrand
(Wits), under the supervision of Professor Ed
Witkowski

and

Dr

Michelle

Henley.

Having

completed his MSc. on the effectiveness of African
honeybees as an elephant mitigation method for
tree protection, of which he won the Best Postgraduate Research in Zoology award at
Wits, his research now focuses on elephant impact on big tree species. Robin has a
background in human-elephant conflict research across South Africa, Mozambique, and
Sri Lanka.

Tuesday 17 August – Kobus de Beer
A few of the BIRDS OF CENTRAL AMERICA or:
IN SEARCH OF THE RESPLENDENT QUETZAL
During my visits to a few countries in South America, I also
had an opportunity to visit Costa Rica and Cuba with
limited but fascinating bird-watching opportunities.
For this talk, I researched the National Birds of the Central
American countries and how these birds are used as their
National symbols with some surprising results – hence my
quest to find the Resplendent Quetzal, one of their famous Trogons – and not the only
one!
I have put together a slide presentation showing the above. I included a few shots of
Havana in Cuba, which, for various reasons, are of special interest to South
Africans. The Cubans were also fascinated to meet some of their previous enemies!
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FORTHCOMING DAY OUTINGS
Organiser: Bev Williams
063 140 6344
bevjwil@gmail.com
Sunday 27 June
NB: Please let Bev know if you're coming along on this outing. She is keeping an
eye out for Covid v.3 and will let you know if plans are cancelled or changed.
DAY OUTING: SUIKERBOSRAND
Suikerbosrand Nature Reserve is an 11 595-hectare reserve near Heidelberg,
approximately an hour's drive from Johannesburg.
The reserve consists of the Ventersdorp and
Witwatersrand geological systems. The
Ventersdorp System, characterised by steep,
notched mountainsides and flat plains, occupies
approximately 70% of the reserve's surface and
is volcanic. Volcanic soils are more fertile in
general; thus, the Ventersdorp System offers
better grazing than the Witwatersrand system.
The Witwatersrand system is mainly sedimentary sandstone deposited in horizontal
layers. Proteas are mainly to be found in this system, and it is from the Protea repens or
Sugarbush (Suikerbos) protea that the reserve gets its name.
The varied habitats, including open grassland, wooded gorge, acacia woodland,
marshland and rare Bankenveld grassland, make Suikerbos a prime birding area. In
addition to the specials, such as Cuckoo-finch, Orange-breasted, Violeteared and Black-faced Waxbills and Green-winged Pytilia, Suikerbosrand is frequently
visited in winter by Capped Wheatear, Fairy Flycatcher and Sentinel Rock Thrush.
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Directions: From Johannesburg, take the N3 highway towards Heidelberg and Durban.
Take the R550 Nigel/Lenasia offramp (signposted Suikerbosrand) offramp and turn right
across the highway towards Lenasia for approximately 6.5 kms. Turn left to the reserve.
GPS: S 26°27'17" E 28°13'22" (Suikerbosrand NR)
Just beyond the entrance gate, there is a road off to the left (don't take the road, stay on
the main road) and a small dam. Meet there at 07h45 where we can have our
coffee/rusks etc. We will then drive to the main reception/parking area, which has some
good birding. There is also a short paved walk behind the centre. We will then take the
circular drive, stopping at the picnic spot about halfway around for lunch.
According to the latest information I
have available, entrance fees are
R45.00 per adult (R35.00 per
pensioner) plus R35.00 per vehicle.

Bev Williams
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TRIPS AWAY

Marion’s contact details and a photo
will be included in the next newsletter

Organiser: Marion Melville

With the third wave of Covid underway and the very real chance that inter-provincial
travel may be curtailed at some time, coupled with the fact that establishments (and
guides) are asking for large non-refundable deposits for group bookings, it would make
good sense to hold our horses for now until the way ahead is more certain.
For future away trips in the next month or two: watch this space!
Marion Melville

KRUGER NATIONAL PARK (SIRHENI, PAFURI AND BATALEUR): 2-9
MAY 2021
Travelling along the N1 route via Polokwane
proved to be the best route north; those that took
the road via Lydenberg found the potholes rather
challenging. On arrival in the Kruger National
Park, we were immediately able to see the fruits
of the ample rain earlier this year. Almost
everywhere, there was evidence of abundant
growth, and although late in the year, a trickle of water still flowed in some of the
streams.
Our first destination was the Sirheni Bush Camp, about 54km from the Punda Maria
entrance gate. Sirheni is located next to what used to be the Sirheni Dam, but in recent
years flooding has damaged the wall. However, hippo and elephant were still
sometimes close at hand, enjoying the mud and puddles of water. The cottages are well
spaced under a canopy of trees, and all have views through to the Mphongolo River.
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The Mphongolo Loop is near Sirheni. A meandering
detour with a myriad loops with views of the river. In
the top of one of the many beautiful trees, we were
delighted to spot a nest with two Saddle-billed
Storks and their baby.
Of course, the Lilac-breasted Roller is ubiquitous in
the Kruger. We also had good sightings of the
Purple Roller. The Southern Yellow- and Red-billed
Hornbills abounded, and African Greys were also
often seen. Red- and Yellow-billed Oxpeckers were
spotted on buffalo and antelope, in spite of the
latter being more vulnerable due to pesticides. Not that common, there was the
Common Ostrich, and emerging out of grass alongside the road were Double-banded
Sandgrouse as well as Natal and Swainson's Spurfowl, and Coqui and Crested
Francolins.
After two nights at Sirheni, we headed north, some of us detouring via Punda Maria.
The Mahonie Loop circumvents a hill behind the camp, a floral wonderland swarming
with butterflies and good sightings of the Emerald-spotted Wood Dove. Before picking
up the main route north, a detour past Gumbandebvu Hill takes one past Klopperfontein
Drift, where a Dwarf Bittern paddled in a small stream.
When you reach Baobab Hill on the main
road north, you know you are getting
nearer to Pafuri. Travelling by foot, ox
wagon or donkey cart, this was the first
outspan for labourers making their way to
catch a train to the gold mines between
1919 and 1927. In the late afternoon, not
far from here, there was a sighting of the
Arnot's Chat.
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The Pafuri Border Camp lies in the northern-most part of the Kruger National Park,
close to Punda Maria, near the confluence of the Luvubu and Limpopo rivers. It was
good to arrive and take up residence in Mockford House, an old building with wraparound verandas. Harold Mockford was previously a big-game hunter and worked as a
recruitment manager at the Pafuri border post. The camp was initially set up to process
labour from Mozambique.
Crooks Corner is close, at the confluence of the Luvhuvhu and Limpopo rivers. This is
also where South Africa,
Mozambique and
Zimbabwe meet. Legend
has it that gun runners,
poachers, fugitives and
other dodgy characters
escaped to Crooks Corner
as a safe haven. The
White-crowned Lapwing
strutted across the
sandbanks whilst hippos
wallowed nearby.
Pafuri has the lowest rainfall in the park, but the trees on the edge of the Luvuvhu seem
larger and greener than anywhere else in the park. Some of these giants included the
Tamboti, Leadwood, Bush Willow, Buffalo Thorn and Sausage Tree.
Crook’s Corner
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Constantly scanning the branches heavy with cascading creepers brought some
reward. Sightings included the Brown-headed Parrot and the Bearded Woodpecker.
Along the river banks, sinister crocodiles lay motionless while Bushbuck and Impala trod
carefully down to drink. White-throated Bee-eaters were swooping and diving near their
nests in the mud banks. Here, in the far north, you can see the Racket-tailed Roller and
Meves Starling, the latter adding to our sightings of the Burchell's, Greater Blue-eared,
Red-winged, Cape Glossy and Wattled Starling. Southern Ground Hornbills were often
seen nearby, making their way through the grassland and scrub. Some of us were lucky
to admire the eccentric 'hair style' of the Crested Guineafowl. There were flutterings in
the undergrowth, but it was not easy to determine if this was anything other than the
Burchell's Coucal. Sadly, after the floods of 2000 and 2014, there is very little left of the
beautiful Fever Tree forest that once flourished here.
Near the Luvuvhu Bridge, some of us caught sight of a wake of vultures circling in the
sky. On approach, we were able to see jackals feasting on an Impala bull that had been
killed in a duel. It was a thrilling spectacle as soon throngs of vultures landed, all eagerly
waiting their turn. On this trip, we identified the Cape, White-backed, Hooded and
Lappet-faced Vultures.
A detour near the bridge takes you along a river valley; tall baobabs stand sentry on the
steep slopes on the left. Nearby is the late Iron Age site called Thulamela, the most
dramatic of around 300 archaeological sites that have been identified in Kruger National
Park. Dwellings on the hillsides beyond ruined walls could have housed as many as
2000 people; unfortunately, you cannot see the palace settlement from the road.
After three nights at Pafuri, we made our way back down to the Bateleur Bush Camp.
Off the beaten track, one makes one's way there slowly along the Mashokwe River.
Some of us were lucky to see a pride of lion with cubs resting on the riverbank in the
late afternoon sun. Heralding our destination, Bateleur Eagles were circling above.
Other raptors seen on the trip were the Bat Hawk, Black-shouldered Kite, African
Harrier-hawk, African Hawk-Eagle, Tawny Eagle, Brown Snake Eagle, Martial Eagle
and Walberg's Eagle.
Situated on the banks of the Mashokwe River, Bateleur Bush Camp is the oldest and
the smallest of the bushveld camps. Nearby are two viewing sites, the Silwervis and
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Rooibosrand dam. There is also a game-viewing hide that overlooks a waterhole in the
camp. It was enjoyable to be able to bird in the camp and – after quite a few days of
intense birding – just to sit and enjoy the quiet.
In total, the park has just over 490 species of birds; about 280 are permanent residents.
Collectively we spotted more than a hundred birds during our winter stay. Some of the
other highlights during the trip included: Grey-headed Bush-shrike, Wire-tailed Swallow,
Southern Black Flycatcher, Ashy Flycatcher, Woolly-necked Stork, Marabou Stork,
African Pipit, Buffy Pipit, Yellow-fronted Canary, Cinnamon-breasted Bunting and
Golden-breasted Bunting. Last but not least, Lester saw the Jacobin Cuckoo.
Aside from the feast of birds, there were, of course, the animals. Highlights included a
big pack of Wild Dogs and a close encounter with a pair of Honey Badgers. So it was
with happy, satisfied hearts that we made our way home. Many thanks to Phillip for
doing the initial groundwork for a superb trip
Text and photos by Sally Clark
BIRDING LIST FROM NORTH KRUGER TRIP
AFRICAN GREY HORNBILL

BLACKSMITH LAPWING

DUSKY LARK

AFRICAN HARRIER-HAWK

BLUE WAXBILL

DWARF BITTERN

AFRICAN HAWK-EAGLE

BROWN SNAKE- EAGLE

EGYPTIAN GOOSE

AFRICAN HOOPOE

BROWN-CROWNED TCHAGRA

EMERALD- SPOTTED WOOD DOVE

AFRICAN MOURNING DOVE

BROWN-HEADED PARROT

AFRICAN PALM-SWIFT

BROWN-HOODED KINGFISHER

AFRICAN PARADISE FLYCATCHER

BUFFY PIPIT

AFRICAN PIED WAGTAIL

BURCHELL’S COUCAL

AFRICAN PIPIT

BURCHELL’S STARLING

AFRICAN SPOONBILL

CAPE GLOSSY STARLING

AFRICAN WATTLED LAPWING

CAPE TURTLE-DOVE

ARNOT’S CHAT

CAPE VULTURE

ARROW-MARKED BABBLER

CATTLE EGRET

ASHY FLYCATCHER

CHINSPOT BATIS

BAT HAWK

CINNAMON-BREASTED BUNTING

BATALEUR

COQUI FRANCOLIN

BEARDED WOODPECKER

CRESTED BARBET

BLACK STORK

CRESTED FRANCOLIN

BLACK-BACKED PUFFBACK

CRESTED GUINEAUFOWL

BLACK-COLLARED BARBET

CROWNED LAPWING

BLACK-CROWNED TCHAGRA

CUT-THROAT FINCH

BLACK-HEADED HERON

DARK-CAPPED BULBUL

BLACK-SHOULDERED KITE

DOUBLE-BANDED SANDGROUSE
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FORK-TAILED DRONGO
GIANT KINGFISHER
GOLDEN-BREASTED BUNTING
GREATER BLUE-EARED STARLING
GREEN WOOD-HOOPOE
GREEN-BACKED HERON
GREY GO-AWAY BIRD
GREY HERON
GREY-HEADED BUSH SHRIKE
HADEDA IBIS
HAMERKOP
HELMETED GUINEAUFOWL
HEUGLIN’S ROBIN
HOODED VULTURE
HOUSE SPARROW
JACOBIN CUCKOO
KURRICHANE THRUSH
LAPPET-FACED VULTURE
LAUGHING DOVE
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LILAC-BREASTED ROLLER

RED-BILLED OXPECKER

TAWNY EAGLE

LITTLE BEE-EATER

RED-BILLED QUELEA

THREE-BANDED PLOVER

LITTLE SWIFT

RED-CRESTED KORHAAN

WALBERG’S EAGLE

LONG-TAILED PARADISE WYDAH

RED-EYED DOVE

WATER THICK-KNEE

MAGPIE SHRIKE

RED-WINGED STARLING

WATTLED STARLING

MARABOU STORK

RETZ’S HELMET SHRIKE

WHITE-BACKED VULTURE

MARTIAL EAGLE

S.GREY-HEADED SPARROW

WHITE-BROWED ROBIN CHAT

MEVE’S STARLING

S.YELLOW-BILLED HORNBILL

WHITE-CRESTED HELMET-SHRIKE

MOSQUE SWALLOW

SABOTA LARK

WHITE-CROWNED LAPWING

NAMAQUA DOVE

SADDLE-BILLED STORK

WHITE-FRONTED BEE-EATER

NATAL SPURFOWL

SOMBRE GREENBUL

WIRE-TAILED SWALLOW

OSTRICH

SOUTHERN BLACK FLYCATCHER

WOOLLY-NECKED STORK

PIED CROW

SOUTHERN BOUBOU

YELLOW-BILLED EGRET

PIED KINGFISHER

SOUTHERN GROUND HORNBILL

YELLOW-BILLED OXPECKER

PURPLE HERON

SOUTHERN-MASKED WEAVER

YELLOWBILLED STORK

PURPLE ROLLER

SPECKLED MOUSEBIRD

YELLOW-FRONTED CANARY

RACKET-TAILED ROLLER

SPOTTED EAGLE-OWL

ZITTING CISTICOLA

RED-BILLED BUFFALO -WEAVER

SPUR-WINGED GOOSE

RED-BILLED HORNBILL

SWAINSON’S SPURFOWL

Mo Bellis

GALLERY

John, Roy, Alex, Mo, Sally, Sue and Lester.
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White-browed Bee-eater
Photo: Alex Jennings

Photo: Alex Jennings
Subtitle: ‘Too close for comfort’!
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The following photos were taken in the same area by Steve Stephenson; the second trip
took place immediately following the first trip.

Gabar Goshawk

Brown-headed Parrot

Yellow-billed Oxpecker
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Martial Eagle

White-crowned Lapwing
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Wire-tailed Swallow

~ 16 ~

Newsletter 171 May-June 2021

PANIS QUADRATUS (FOR MIKE H: MASTER BREADMAKER)
In AD 79, the eruption of Mount Vesuvius
buried the Roman cities of Pompeii and
Herculaneum in ash and pumice and
carbonised many of their organic
contents—including the bread in
Pompeii's bakeries. Farrell Monaco, a
culinary archaeologist, researched one
popular bread's history and has recreated the recipe. (See the full recipe
here.)
Panis quadratus
In a Pompeii bakery they excavated,

This loaf of panis quadratus was found in a
Pompeii bakery, carbonized but intact.
Farrell Monaco researched the ingredients
and tools of the time to re-create the recipe
for this bread.
Photo: Deagostini, Getty Images

archaeologists found an oven full of
charcoal-like loaves of this bread. It was named for the four indentations made with a
string or reed so the loaf would more easily break into portions. (Pompeii's most
recent finds reveal new clues to city's destruction.)
Leavens (starters)
The region's bakers sometimes used leavens to incorporate live yeast into their bread
dough. Unlike today's typical starters of flour and water, those used by ancient Roman
bakers often contained legumes or grape skins to boost fermentation.
Ancient grains
Triticum aestivum, bread wheat, was found alongside panis quadratus loaves during
bakery excavations in Pompeii. As the Roman Empire grew, wheat became the main
grain for baking. (Buried by Vesuvius, this ancient villa is an overlooked alternative to
Pompeii.)
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On the table
Dense, with a crunchy crust, the bread is ideal for soaking up wine, soups, and
sauces, says Monaco. She grinds grain with a stone hand mill to match the
coarseness of ancient Romans' flour.
Annie Roth
National Geographic, June 2021

BIRDLIFE SOUTH AFRICA NEWS

The second-ever Virtual African Bird Fair is coming to your screens on 30 and 31 July!
Join the biggest event in African birding. Expect a jam-packed programme of exciting
speakers, a plethora of exhibitors, and even some educational workshops on birding
and photography! This year’s Bird Fair will be even more interactive, fun, and enjoyable,
building on the success of the 2020 event that attracted over 3000 people from 30
countries across Africa and the world.
Register to pay for access to the various workshops and keynote lectures which will be
given throughout the event.
General Admission: FREE
Keynote Lectures: R100 per lecture
Workshop Admission: Pay R100 per workshop, or buy a workshop bundle pass that will
give you access to all three workshops for R250.
Book tickets for Virtual African Bird Fair 2021 (quicket.co.za)

(More information to follow.)
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NEWS FROM THE UK

Mo Bellis
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BIRDING WEEKENDS
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FINDING THE MOTHER TREE
Few researchers have had the pop culture impact of
Suzanne Simard. The University of British Columbia
ecologist was the model for Patricia Westerford, a
controversial tree scientist in Richard Powers's 2019
Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Overstory.
Simard's work also inspired James Cameron's vision

Author Suzanne Simard
Credit: Brendan Ko

of the godlike 'Tree of Souls' in his 2009 box office
hit Avatar. And her research was prominently featured in German forester Peter
Wohlleben's 2016 nonfiction bestseller The Hidden Life of Trees.
What captured the public's imagination was Simard's findings that trees are social
beings that exchange nutrients, help one another and communicate about insect pests
and other environmental threats.
Previous ecologists had focused on what happens aboveground, but Simard used
radioactive isotopes of carbon to trace how trees share resources and information with
one another through an intricately interconnected network of mycorrhizal fungi that
colonise trees' roots. In more recent work, she has found evidence that trees recognise
their own kin and favor them with the lion's share of their bounty, especially when the
saplings are most vulnerable.
Simard's first book, Finding the Mother Tree: Discovering the Wisdom of the
Forest, was released by Knopf this week. In it, she argues that forests are not
collections of isolated organisms but webs of constantly evolving relationships. Humans
have been unraveling these webs for years, she says, through destructive practices
such as clear-cutting and fire suppression. Now they are causing climate change to
advance faster than trees can adapt, leading to species die-offs and a sharp increase in
infestations by pests such as the bark beetles that have devastated forests throughout
western North America.
Simard says people can take many actions to help forests—the world's largest
terrestrial carbon sink—recover and, in doing so, slow global warming. Among her most
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unconventional ideas is the pivotal role that the ancient giants she calls "mother trees"
play in the ecosystem and our need to zealously protect them.
Finding the Mother Tree: Discovering the Wisdom of the Forest was released by Knopf
this week.
Suzanne Simard
Scientific American, May 2021

Ed. Note: I have more information on this article; contact me if you are interested in
reading the full interview with Suzanne Simard.

TREASURED ISLAND
Every spring, thousands of puffins, guillemots and Manx shearwaters cross the sea to Skomer.
Harry Mount joins their annual migration
Skomer is the island that time forgot.
A turtle-shaped island, just over a square mile in
size, it's moored a couple of hundred yards off the
Pembrokeshire coast. It's that tiny gap, whipped up
by a vigorous, ten-knot current, between Skomer and
the mainland that makes it one of the world's
greatest nature reserves – the Welsh equivalent of
the Galápagos Islands.
Because there are no egg-eating rats on the island – or
humans, apart from a resident warden and a handful of
tourists in the hostel during the summer – Skomer is for
the birds.
Some 350,000 pairs of Manx shearwaters, half the
world's population, nest on Skomer, with another 40,000
pairs on the neighbouring, smaller island of Skokholm. The Atlantic puffin colony on Skomer is
the biggest in southern Britain, and, thank God, it's growing.
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The number of puffins is up more than 40 per cent on 2019. On Skokholm, there are more
puffins – 11,245 – than at any time since the war. There are 10 per cent more shearwaters on
Skomer than 10 years ago. Razorbills and guillemots, too, are doing really well.
And now Mike Alexander, once Skomer's warden for a decade, has written the definitive book
about the island, after 50 years' study of the place.
Take a boat to Skomer in nesting season, and you feel you're approaching a spot where
seabirds really rule the roost. As you chug into North Haven, you're surrounded by rafts of
puffins and razorbills drifting on the water. On the cliffs above, kittiwakes nest in a guanomarked line just above the dark rock where waves crash against the cliffs. Sometimes, the
spring waves knock their nests into the sea. It's usually early enough in the season for the birds
to rebuild them.
Also on the cliffs, guillemots tend to their green eggs, marked with Jackson Pollock scribbles –
each egg with a different pattern so their parents can recognise them. The eggshells are thick to
prevent cracking if they tumble down the cliff edge. They're also pear-shaped – meaning they're
less likely than rounder eggs to slide off the cliffs.
Overhead, great black-backed gulls, the biggest gulls in the world, quarter the island, on the
lookout for lunch. The shearwaters fish out at sea, as far as Galloway and Dublin Bay, during
the day, returning to their burrows at night. The slower ones are nabbed by the gulls – their
feathery skeletons dot the Skomer footpaths.
The island has been cut off from the mainland for so many
millennia that a unique animal – the bracken-loving Skomer vole
(Myodes glareolus skomerensis), a subspecies of the bank vole
– has evolved here and only here.

A guillemot on Skomer.The
Jackson Pollock scribbles
are unique to each egg

Skomer voles are up to 50 per cent heavier than mainland voles – an example, Alexander says,
of the 'island rule' that 'small-bodied species tend to get bigger and more robust when they
invade an island'. The reasons for the island rule, he says, are contentious.
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In turn, the short-eared owl – which feeds off the voles – thrives on the island. Never has the
food chain – who eats whom – been as clear as on Skomer. The 'apex predator' on the island is
that terrifying great black-backed gull.
I've been coming to Skomer ever since I was a boy, 40 years ago. Every time I return, I'm more
astounded by the explosion of life between the birds' arrival in March and their departure in
August. It's a sign of the natural world's peak fertility. When the seabirds leave in August, it feels
like a kind of dying of the land, as they head out to the fertile sea.
On Skomer, more than anywhere else I've been, you get a feel for what life would be like on
earth if we weren't here – a place left to the animals, where they're at the top of the food chain.
Because the birds have been so little disturbed since Skomer became a nature reserve 60
years ago, they're innocent and trusting. At the Wick − a great cleft in the cliffs, the best spot for
seabirds, in the south of the island − the puffins happily scurry past you, even between your
legs, indifferent to your presence.
Kings of all they survey:
Skomer’s Atlantic puffin colony
is southern Britain’s biggest.

Their bright red beaks crammed with sand eels
(Alexander has seen 20 in a single mouthful), the
puffins make a camp, nasal, upwardly climbing
'rouuunnnhh' noise – the Kenneth Williams of the
seabird world – as they strut off on their big,
webbed, orange feet to feed their young.
Puffin chicks are jet-black above, white below, with pale grey and pink feet. Only the adults have
the lurid red and orange beaks and feet.
I've been to Skomer lots of times and, every time, the three-hour walk round the island's
circumference is different.
Once I saw a porpoise diving yards away from the boat as we reached the island. In the bays
below the cliffs, I've looked down on grey seals, feeding off-white calves in blissful seclusion.
More take refuge, out of sight, in Skomer's caves – rich with 'the heavy, oily, fishy, musty smell
of flatulent seals', says Alexander. It helps that, since 1977, there's been a marine reserve
around the island, ensuring plentiful supplies of fish.
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I've been there in spring, when the thrift is at its pinkest, the sea campion at its whitest, and
Skomer is carpeted with bluebells. I've been there in howling gales – but, because it's on the
coast and warmed by the Gulf Stream, Skomer rarely gets properly cold.
The island is on the same latitude as the Saint Lawrence River in North America, which, without
the benefit of the Gulf Stream, freezes every winter.
As you skirt the island, everywhere you see signs of the days when it was cultivated and
inhabited. You can still make out ancient field boundaries. The Harold Stone, on a prominent
spot above North Haven, is probably Bronze Age.
The name Skomer is thought to have been given by the Vikings, from skalm, Old Norse for
'short sword', which, with a good deal of imagination, is a bit like the shape of the island.
The fulmars on Skomer also have a Viking name: fúll is Old Norse for 'foul' and már means
'gull'. Alexander says they spit 'extremely smelly, clinging oil at potential predators, birds of prey,
sheep and incautious reserve wardens'.
It's thought Skomer was first cultivated in around
Little owl

3,500 BC. The island was farmed with vigour until
1905, when J J Neale, an enlightened nature-lover,
leased the island from the Kensington Estate. Lord
Kensington owned much of Pembrokeshire and
west London. That's why Kensington is full of
streets with Pembrokeshire names: including
Nevern Square, Marloes Road and Pembroke
Studios.

Skomer became a fully-fledged nature reserve, run by the Wildlife Trust of South and West
Wales, in 1959, when the last farm animals were taken off the island. It's thanks to 5,500 years
of cultivation and the howling winter winds that Skomer is practically treeless.
Who knows? Perhaps that treelessness makes the island more recognisable to those Manx
shearwaters, which winter in South America and return every year.
The puffins, too, always come back to Skomer in spring after seven months at sea. What good
taste they have.
Harry Mount
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TERRA IDENTIFIES BACKYARD BIRD VISITORS BY ANALYSING
THEIR SONGS

The Terra device (at right, behind
bird) is currently on Kickstarter

Although many people enjoy tracking which birds come through their backyards, they
can't be watching their yards all the time. Terra is designed to help by continuously
identifying birds via their songs.
Created by New Jersey-based naturalists Scott Whittle, Mike Lanzone and Casey
Halverson, Terra consists of both a weatherproof device and a planned global system.
The Bluetooth- and Wi-Fi-connected device is stuck in the ground near the user's
birdbath or feeder, where it uses a pair of microphones to listen for bird song. It also
contains a radio receiver to pick up signals from radio-tagged birds. Data is transmitted
to both a cloud-based server and an iOS/Android app on the user's smartphone.
Utilising the app, users can view a log of which bird species have passed through their
yard, as identified by their song. They can also listen to live-streamed bird song from
their backyard on either their phone or a paired Bluetooth speaker. Additionally, plans
call for them to be able to listen to live nature sounds from a variety of sites throughout
the world, sort of like a global version of the existing Australian Acoustic Observatory.
This functionality will be one component of a Terra network that is currently in
development.
That network will also be accessible to scientists, who will be able to see which species
– and which radio-tagged birds – have passed by the numerous Terra backyard
devices. In this way, the researchers will be able to track the populations and migratory
routes of different types of birds across the regions in which the devices are sold.
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As an added bonus, the main device is capable
of wirelessly communicating with optional
smaller sensors that are deployed throughout
the yard. These 'sub-devices' measure and
relay data on soil moisture, weather conditions
and flooding (in case the user's pond should
overflow), all of which can be viewed on the
app.

The Terra device is powered by an
electrical outlet via an extension chord

Should you be interested, Terra is presently the subject of a Kickstarter campaign.
Assuming it reaches production, a pledge of US$145 will get you a device in your
choice of two colors. The planned retail price is $179.
Whittle tells us that upon launch, the system ought to be able to identify the majority of
birds in the US and Canada, and at least some in the UK. It should be increasingly
capable of identifying others, as the technology is developed further.
You can see the system in use, in the video: Terra Project
Ben Coxworth
Source: New Atlas

EDITOR'S CHIRP
A very big 'thank you' to Sally Clark for her article on the recent trip to the northern part
of Kruger. Her words really took me back to the lovely warm days, sitting chatting at
mealtimes, bird-spotting and re-visiting a favourite part of the world.
Thanks to Mo for her contributions, Steve for his wonderful photos and Alex for new
web pages and photos.
Please look after yourselves – this seems to be an especially virulent form of Covid, and
we need to keep safe. Hence the zoom meetings will recommence in July. Keep an eye
on your mailboxes for more information.
Ed.
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WEB PAGES
A beautiful story about cranes returning to Ireland:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57074156
Alex Jennings
Our regular Hornbill update:
Click here to read the newsletter: http://stories.ground-hornbill.org.za/the-thunder-birdApril2021/index.html
And our good news: https://youtu.be/D9VU09a-YHI
Mo Bellis
Wonderful photos:
Documenting emperor penguins in Antarctica
Alex Jennings
Information from the US on bees, but relevant to everyone:
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/north-american-native-bees-photos
Penny Clemson
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