
Looking Forward
As Reserve Managers we are very aware of the amount of
work volunteers do for us, and you can often hear us say “we
couldn’t run this reserve without our volunteers”. This was
particularly evident during the build up and running of our
Foxglove 25 weekend, held in July. The quality of work
carried out and the time put in by our volunteers was
enormous - some of you coming in even more frequently than
our usual volunteer days, and at times joining us for entire
weeks! A sincere thank you to everyone for all your hard
work.
With the big weekend behind us, we look to the future. Work
carried out on the reserve is on-going, there are always repairs
to be done, habitats to be maintained and future projects to be
considered. One such project is the maintenance of our Heath.
Surrounded by Willow and Silver Birch it is not surprising
that these two pioneer species are attempting to take over,
with encroaching Gorse and Hawthorn close behind. Keeping
these trees and shrubs at bay is a labour-intensive job, and
year after year our volunteers are out there pulling up and
cutting these invaders in an attempt to prevent our heather
from being crowded out and losing an important habitat which
is part of the great diversity for which Foxglove Covert is
renowned. Anyone observing eminent entomologist Roger
Key on the Heath with more than 30 adults and children
sweep-netting, or Charlie Fletcher the county moth recorder,
setting moth traps, could not fail to be amazed by the variety
of invertebrates which are present on the Heath. Species such
as Mottled Grasshopper, Emperor Moth, Nursery Web spiders
and Picture-wing flies live here. Vertebrates including
Common Lizards and all three native newts are present; owls
are seen hunting over the Heath for the numerous rodents, bats
and Roe Deer grace this area mornings and evenings. One
possible solution is to fence the Heath and allow Exmoor
Ponies to graze the willows, grasses and shrubs which
constantly encroach the heather. With careful management,
this could save us valuable man-hours and the loss of our
heather may be reversed. 

Once the summer is over, our thoughts turn to the Winter
Worky Days. On the first Saturday of the month between
November and March, we get together with volunteers and
take on various tasks to improve and maintain the habitats.
Last winter the focus was on the coppice block around the
Field Centre; this winter we are going to be finishing off the
Hazel coppice work along Risedale Beck and coppicing along
the hazel avenue, as well as thinning out the dense tree cover
around some of the net rides and the Heligoland trap.
During the ringing group’s visits to Norway they will be using
elevator mist nets, and we are looking at putting in a similar
system to capitalise on ringing the large numbers of Redwing,
other thrushes and passerines, passing through the reserve. 
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From the Editor
Welcome to the summer edition of Undergrowth. As we reflect on
the activities of Foxglove 25, we thank everyone who helped to
make the weekend of celebrations such a success. You can view
some of the memorable moments of the weekend on page 3 of this
newsletter.
The bird ringing team has had another busy summer, with the 25th
CES season almost complete, and additional ringing trips to local
areas and further afield, adding to the group’s repertoire.
Now, we are looking forward to the future of the reserve, and with
plans-a-plenty, there is much work to be done, both in practical
terms, but also in raising funds for new projects. We have a lot to
look forward to!
Catherine Hayden

Message from the Chair
Without a doubt, the profile of the reserve has been raised over the
past few weeks and there have been several positive reports in the
local papers, which is all good news. Barry Dodd MBE, Her
Majesty’s Lord Lieutenant of North Yorkshire, hit the nail on the
head during his visit when he exclaimed that the ‘real VIPs’ are the
volunteers, staff and supporters of Foxglove, an opinion which was
shared by our Patron Lord Zetland. It was a proud moment and I
think that the hard work of all involved really shone through during
the 25th anniversary celebrations. I have received genuine and
heartfelt letters from many of the VIPs to thank us for the wonderful
hospitality they received. 
As you will see from the other reports in this edition, we will now
focus on taking Foxglove into the future and there are many
innovative projects in the pipeline. Some are necessary - such as the
upgrade of the website platform - whilst others are desirable! In the
meantime, I hope that you have the opportunity during the summer
months to step back from your work at Foxglove and enjoy this
special place which you help support. It really is worth taking time
to sit in the lake-hide and watch the Kingfishers fishing. Please also

look out for the four Mallard that
were rescued as one-day old
ducklings in Bedale when their
mother and siblings were killed by
traffic on the main road. After several
weeks of rehabilitation, at the end of
July they were released on the lake at
Foxglove, where they can often be
seen on and around the duck platform,
well settled in their new home.
Stacey leaves us again at the end of
the summer and will be heading back
to Antarctica for her tenth season. We
wish her well and are extremely
grateful for all of her hard work over

the summer months. Some of the bird ringers from Foxglove,
including Stacey, are heading to the Arctic Circle on two separate
trips to Dividalen National Park, in August and September. Whilst
there, we will be ringing at a bird observatory where thousands of

birds pass through on migration and we hope to handle some different
species to those found at Foxglove - such as Bluethroat. There will
also be a second trip to Cape Wrath (weather permitting) to ring
Storm Petrels. On behalf of the Management Group, I would like to
thank you for your continued and much valued support.
Sophie Rainer

The 25th year of Operation Auk 
This year, six bird ringers from Foxglove Covert,  joined by four
colleagues, participated in Operation Auk at Cape Wrath. We
travelled from Catterick, ringing birds on the journey through
Arkengarthdale, including Curlew, Lapwing and Greylag Geese.  
After breaking the journey near Kyle of Lochalsh the group visited
islands in Loch Shieldaig on the west coast, ringing gulls, cormorants
and a nest of herons - and watched a flypast by a White-tailed Eagle -
as well as finding what must be one of the most remote Barn Owl
nests in Britain.
For the week the group was based at Faraid Head in the far north-
west; we ringed in windswept woodlands finding Long-eared Owls,
and Spotted Flycatcher, which are rare this far north. A trip to a

freshwater loch was rewarded with more gulls as well as terns and the
bonus of a Corncrake nest. We were able to cross to sea stacks in a
small boat where, in warm evening sunshine, we ringed Guillemots,
Razorbills and Fulmars. The group had a day on Cape Wrath itself,
where we watched nesting Red-throated Divers, and searched for
Arctic Skua nests. In the dunes behind white beaches overlooking a
turquoise sea, we found and ringed Common Sandpipers and Meadow
Pipits. It’s a hard job, but someone has to do it!  
Perhaps the highlight of the trip was ringing Storm petrels overnight
at Faraid Head. These birds are rarely seen from land, and were lured
in by playing recordings of their calls at high volume. Despite the
lack of darkness at the height of the northern summer we caught 68
Stormies, including some already bearing rings. The sight of these
birds flying round the nets like bats in the “simmer dim” was
unforgettable.
We returned having ringed over 500 birds of more than 25 species. In
the 25 years of Operation Auk, over 50,000 birds have been ringed
providing invaluable data to support the conservation of this wild and
unique habitat.

Mark Williams

As I said before we could not do this work without the help and
dedication of our volunteers, which we really do appreciate; we
look forward to continuing to work alongside you on these projects
in the coming months. Please check out our website, or contact the
Reserve Managers if you would like to find out more about
volunteering at Foxglove Covert.
Roger Foreman, Reserve Manager   

Bryan Thwaites
It was with great sadness that we learnt of the passing of volunteer
Bryan Thwaites, at the age of 68, following a short illness. Bryan
retired from farming on Barden Moor and joined us as a volunteer
two years ago. Having joined Glennis’s owl sessions, Bryan then
started helping on Worky days and with the regular week-day
groups. He was a much-valued member of the team and will be
missed by us all at Foxglove Covert. We extend our condolences to
his family and friends. 

Plans in the pipeline for the Heath

A Kingfisher at the lake

The team of Operation Auk 25

Bryan Thwaites

Date for your diary:
Foxglove Covert Christmas Dinner
Wednesday 13th December 2017

More details to follow
Save the date!

Your newsletter needs you. … !
If you would like to write an article or have a suggestion
for future editions of Undergrowth, please contact the
Editor through the office at Foxglove Covert.

Find us on Facebook.com/FoxgloveLNR

Follow us on Twitter:  twitter.com@FoxgloveCovert

Browse the Blog on the website at
www.foxglovecovert.org.uk

Keep in touch!



Owl Pellet Dissection
Whilst walking across the flower meadow towards one of the gates, I noticed a small cylindrical shape the size of a cocktail
sausage on top of one of the posts. Closer inspection revealed several wild cherry stones held together by a beige vegetable-
like cement. It was typical of a pellet disgorged by a corvid – the family of birds which includes Rooks, Crows, Magpies and
Jackdaws - which are seen regularly on our reserve. Another pellet found recently by Elizabeth, not only had the cherry
stones, but a grey adhesive material containing many small insect wings. The shape was bulkier than a typical Kestrel’s pellet,
but it had the pointed end so characteristic of the hawk. After much
discussion we were undecided whether it was the pellet of a corvid, or a
Kestrel with an unlikely taste for cherries! 
Last winter, a Kestrel roosted at night in the corner of the Wetland Hide, and
the almost identical small silvery-black pellets, each with one end rounded
and the other pointed and consisting of the wing cases of many small beetles,
could regularly be found on the decking. Similarly, a walk through the
conifer woodland revealed the territory of a Tawny Owl, as several light grey
pellets, consisting mainly of small mammal hair and bleached bones, were
discovered at the foot of a large pine. When one of these was dissected, the
owl’s diet had included several voles and possibly a small bird, as downy
feathers were found. 
Our visitors are often surprised to learn that the pellets of many species of
birds can be found in the appropriate habitat. Kingfishers disgorge silver

pellets consisting of fish scales; these are found near roosting sites along
waterways. Gulls frequently leave pellets on headlands overlooking the
sea, or near other favoured feeding sites. Robin brought some Skua
pellets back from Cape Wrath, and these were larger, twisted, and
contained many feathers, larger bones, and fish vertebrae.
Children attending our regular Owl Pellet Dissection events have the
opportunity to examine these collections before dissecting a pellet
themselves; they have none of the inhibitions expressed by some
accompanying adults! We discuss why an owl, without teeth and the
ability to chew, needs to regurgitate undigested material in the form of a
pellet. We proceed to soak and break down the pellets, to discover the
prey caught by the owls overnight. The skulls of mice, voles, shrews,
and more rarely the bones of small birds and frogs, are revealed. Older
children can use the charts provided, to be even more specific in their
research, by identifying the teeth patterns of different species of rodents.

Recently one intriguing discovery was a small circular structure with a hole in the centre. Its shape suggested an eye ball, but
the brittle construction made this unlikely. Finally, after considerable research, we learnt it was an ear cavity. More were
found, and then the skull of a mouse was found with the ear cavities in situ.  
Once the hair and feathers have been removed, the skeletons are exposed and skulls, scapulars, femurs, vertebrae, and other
bones are recognisable, and can be set out on a chart, or placed in a small specimen bag for further study at home. Many
enthusiastic children are eager to take them to their schools the following day! A new version of a ‘take-away’! 
For our recent Foxglove 25 Celebrations, Owl Pellet Dissection was offered as a group activity. The session was programmed
for an hour, and eight children immediately surrounded the table. With
so many exciting activities offered, individuals moved on frequently, but
others continued to arrive until the late afternoon. Most rewarding of all
was the curiosity, concentration, and enthusiasm exhibited by children of
all ages, and the interest shown by their parents and families too, who
asked if they could take another pellet home to analyse later.
We not only have a collection of pellets from five of the British owl
species - Long-eared, Short-eared, Tawny, Barn, and Little Owls - but
have collected them from as far away as the northern coast of Scotland,
Norfolk, and York, as well as many areas closer to our base. We want to
discover if there is any significant difference in the diets of owls from
the different habitats. Visitors are learning to recognise different species
of animal present in the various habitats by identifying their skeletal
remains, and are gaining valuable practical skills. One landowner in the
Norfolk fens, invited members of the local BTO ringing group to ring the
Barn Owls in his clock tower; they found eight Water Vole skulls beside the nest. So far we have not found any in our pellets,
and would prefer not to within our local specimens! 
These sessions have become a popular educational activity, and students have proven there are no limitations as far as age is
concerned!
Glennis Walton

A busy season
August is still a little early to be able to reflect truly on the outcome of our ringing season and on the fortunes of our
feathered friends. I talked in the last edition of the early owl successes and these were maintained; final numbers are not
yet available because some Barn Owls have a second clutch, but between both species (Tawny and Barn) the number of
birds ringed must be around 150 which is unprecedented.
On the moor we had something of an average year, but many of the waders struggled initially with the very warm
weather and crusty soil which seemed to provide little in the way of invertebrates. Many early Lapwing chicks died but
second clutches seemed to fare better. Redshank were the least productive with Snipe and Oystercatchers managing two
live ‘runners’ in most cases. We watched Curlews quite intensively but their productivity seems to have been very
limited. One or two clutches of four were found but by the time
they reached the flying stage they were invariably down to one
chick each, the others having presumably been predated.
Golden Plover were elusive as ever but with the help of a
friendly gamekeeper we achieved about 10! Many clutches
seemed to suffer the same fate as the Lapwings. On a more
positive note we joined a pilot Merlin project this year which is
shrouded in secrecy. It is hoped that as the scheme gets
underway we will become more involved, but we did manage
between us to ring 14 Merlin chicks which is a first since the
early 90s.
Raptors seemed to do well although Buzzards failed to breed at
several traditional sites. There is little doubt that they continue to
suffer thoughtless persecution. Two Peregrine nests produced 2 young each and a third sadly failed due to heavy rain and
a flooded nest. 
Our trip to Cape Wrath produced lots of fit and healthy auk chicks but the breeding population is well down after the lows

of recent years. Red-throated Divers have had a poor period over five years and
although there were more pairs of Arctic Skuas than ever, none appeared to have
nests; after a month of virtually solid rain it is assumed they were washed out.
Surprisingly, we found 4 well developed chicks in what must be the most
northerly Spotted Flycatcher nest in the country, and two pairs of Long-eared
Owls nesting in small woodland blocks very close to the north coast.
Finally to CES and our smaller passerine species. As ever the fortune of these
birds is dominated by the weather and although many made a good start the rain
of the last six weeks has certainly hampered the outcome of several warbler nests.
Redstarts have had a poor season locally, yet Pied Flycatchers appear to have
fared well. The Titmice prevailed in our boxes and the results will be published
shortly. Robins and Dunnocks have thrived, as have Song Thrushes. All the local
finches (Chaffinch, Siskin and Bullfinch) seem to have had a very productive
season, but we will know better once CES is complete. As I write this, we have
done 10 of the 12 visits, and as you would expect much depends on the outcome
of the last two. Currently we are on course to conclude a decent season and
already we have exceeded some recent years. We will try to summarise more

accurately in the next edition, but generally it appears to have been a slightly better than average year.
Tony Crease

Funding the Future
Following on from the strategy development workshop earlier this year it has become apparent that the immediate focus
for funding should be to strengthen the general financial position. In particular, two significant cost pressures that need to
be addressed are fencing work to protect the Heathland and much needed updates to our website and social media
platforms.
The Santander Foundation has made a grant of £5,000 towards improved accessibility and signage, with further grants
being sought from Richmondshire District Council, the Armed Forces Local Covenant grants programme and a number
of other charitable trusts.
The condition of the road to the reserve remains a problem that requires constant attention. A long-term solution is being
sought involving local partnerships and supporters.
The Field Centre is becoming increasingly popular with schools and numerous other local groups and it is exciting to see
this valuable resource being utilised. Extending the Field Centre and enhancing indoor facilities forms an essential
ambition for the future. With an estimated price tag of at least £400,000 to complete these works, this will be a major
fundraising initiative.
Further work will take place on developing Foxglove Covert’s vision for the future over the coming months; an exciting
journey to develop forward resilience and sustainability.
John Walker

A pair of Peregrine Falcon chicks

Young Redstart

Cross section of a Barn Owl pellet

Corvid pellet, with cherry stones

Owl Pellets dissection workshop


