
    January could  be a depressing month for naturalists, life seems to be  on hold as we wait for 
the first signs of spring, the days imperceptibly  lengthen and when the watery  sun shines we 
cheer as we are reminded that spring is just around the corner. Living in glorious Devon and Exeter  
as we do, numerous opportunities abound to enjoy  a wildlife experience even in January. When 
the sun peeps through, providing a window of opportunity, the garden reacts to the same stimulus 
and comes to life.  In my  own garden at midday,  with the temperature tipping 14C a south facing 
Ivy clad hedge is a fascinating place.    
 There are over 250  species of hoverflies in the UK and they  can be seen in your garden in any 
month of the year. They   fulfil a very  important role, as their larvae predate aphids, the scourge of 
every gardener.  Three species of hoverfly  were out and about the other day  feeding on the honey 
dew left by  aphids, so at every  stage of their lives hoverfly rely  on aphids for survival. The use of 
pesticides can quickly  lead to more aphids not less because the natural controller has been taken 
out of the equation. 
Hoverflies  survive by  imitating either bees or wasps and to the uninitiated can be quite scary. 
However they are absolutely  harmless and do not sting or bite!  They  can be told apart from bees 
by  the absence of a set of wings, (bees and wasps have two sets hoverflies just one) and by  the 
shape and look of the head and the much smaller stunted antenae in hoverflies. Not all hoverflies 
are stripy, but most are.  The Drone Fly-Esteralis tenax one of the most common of hoverflies,  is 
such a good imitator of the worker or "drone" honeybee that even illustrations in scientific journals 
sometimes get it wrong.  So back to my garden, this lovely  specimen Fig 2. was out and about last 
Saturday  enjoying a spot of sunbathing as the temperature climbed.  Compare it to the Honey bee 

Fig 1. and you can 
see the difference.
  A "stripy" 
hoverfly  was out for 
a while, the Mar-
m a l a d e F l y -
Episyrphus baltea-
tus, which is very 
handsome with 
"marmalade" and 
black markings. 
P r o b a b l y  t h e 
hoverfly  that you 
are most likely  to 
encounter in your 
own garden.  An-

other that stumped me for several days was Meliscaeva auricollis, rare enough to have no common 
name!  This one was black and white rather than yellow. It can be more or less yellow, depending 

on the amount of pollen  consumed. As pollen is at a premium 
at this time of year it's colours had faded leaving silvery  white 
stripes, whereas in the spring and summer these would be 
yellow. 
I have a small wildlife 
pond in the garden and 
alongside I have left a 
deliberately  un-mown 
area of grass. The pond 
has shallow  gently slop-
ing sides. I built it to en-

courage frogs toads 
and newts. It has cer-
tainly  worked and 
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Fig 1. Honey bee drone Fig 2. Drone Fly

Fig 3. Marmalade Fly 

Fig 4. Meliscaeva auricollis



throughout January  a few heads  could  be seen breaking the 
surface. These quickly disappeared with very  little fuss if dis-
turbed. It was therefore a thrill on the 22nd January  when a 
large patch of spawn was discovered. We will have to hope that 
any sudden cold snap does not freeze and kill off their early ef-
forts. 
 Perhaps the highlight this week was a stunning Queen 
Bumblebee of the species Bombus terrestris, the Buff-tailed 
Bumblebee. She was so large it was hard to imagine she could 
fly!  The winter flowering shrub Mahonia not only  provides  vis-

ual appeal to the garden, but 
it's blossoms are a big attraction to any  bee temporarily  called 
out of hibernation by January  sun. The Buff-tailed Bumblebee is 
known to be on the wing in our Devon winters as soon as there 
is an opportunity. Any bumblebee seen at this time of year is 
likely  to be Bombus terrestris and not Bombus lucourum ,the 
White Tailed Bumble bee, which is very  similar and almost im-
possible to tell apart.   
Away  from the garden and out and about at Kennick Reser    
voir the other afternoon, I scanned the lake for any  sign of birds 
and in particular ducks and geese. It wasn't  long before in the 

distance, the unmistakable  plumage  of several drake Tufted duck could be seen in a small flock 
which included Pochard, and the ubiquitous Mallard. The Tufted duck is a very  pretty  bird with strik-
ing black and white plumage, a tuft on the head and a distinctive golden eye. After a while I noticed 
in the distance through binoculars, another individual much further away keeping himself to him-
self. I was thrilled to notice a very  bold white patch on the face as well as the "tufted duck-like" 
plumage pattern, but no tuft.  This bird turned out to be a Golden Eye a much rarer species of duck 
and for me quite a thrill to see this bird which is on the “Amber list of UK birds of Conservation 
Concern”. Therefore worthy  of special attention. It is fascinating to know that it chose Devon to 
spend it’s winter and who knows where it will go back to. 
Add to that the brilliant  spectacle of two Cattle Egrets, a   
very  rare continental migrant that appears to be spreading 
north,  in a field amongst a herd of young bullocks at Ex-
minster Marsh  the other morning. I managed to photo-
graph and watch them for well over an hour.  You can see 
what an interesting month January can be for anyone with 
the motivation and interest to look. For further information 
have a look at these links.

Golden eye                          
http://www.uk-birds.org.uk/goldeneye.htm 
Hoverflies                              
http://www.uknature.co.uk/hoverflies.html
Bumblebees                          
http://www.bumblebee.org/
Cattle Egret                            
www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cattle_Egret                                                        All photographs © Charles Fleming 2008

Dawlish Warren sightings       
http://www.dawlishwarren.co.uk
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Fig 6 Buff tailed bumblebee

Fig 7. Cattle Egrets Exminster 
Marsh

Fig. 5 Common Frog
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