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Mud in your eye - September ‘19

Gardening for wildlife –
AUTUMN and WINTER
Want to help wildlife where you live? Even if you don’t have a garden there are small
things you can do to make a big difference. Try some of these ideas out over autumn
and winter.
HOMES
Make a log pile in a shady spot of your
garden for insects, toads and frogs to
spend the winter.
Check on your compost heap and start
using any soil it has made for planting up
your box, pots or garden with spring
flowering plants.
If you have the outdoor space, put up a
bird box ready for the spring. Visit
www.rspb.org.uk for tips on making and
placing a box. Remember to clean out
your bird box every winter.

Peacock butterfly on a Buddleia (butterfly) bush.

FOOD
Keep feeding the birds using a garden
feeder or a stick-on window feeder.
Remember to take the mesh cover off fat
balls, chop up nuts and avoid dry bread
products.

PLANTS
If you have a large garden consider planting
fruit or berry trees such as crab apple,
hawthorn and rowan, which are fantastic
winter food sources for birds and mammals.
Wild cherry and blackthorn trees flower
early, making your garden look cheery and
providing early nectar for insects.

Leave any seed heads on plants over the
winter to provide a food source for birds.
WATER
Continue putting out water in a birdbath or
a small low-sided dish, keeping free of
leaves and ice.
Use a container to capture rainwater and
save it to water your plants in warmer
weather or to top up your birdbath.
Make a pond in your garden for
amphibians and insects. Use stones and
make a side slope for easy movement in
and out. Avoid stocking it with fish or they
will eat everything!

This is the time of year to cut back trees
and hedges, as birds will have stopped
nesting, but consider leaving a messy area
over the winter. Piles of leaves, twigs,
stones, overgrown hedges and tall, uncut
grass are great shelters and food sources
for insects and the things that eat them like
hedgehogs.
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Goose Season
October is unofficially the month of the goose. Pink-footed geese, which breed in
Iceland, Greenland and Svalbard make their way south and east and begin to arrive here
in September.

Barnacle geese, juvenile and adult.

Goose barnacle.

This month is usually when we can see the
most geese in East Lothian, as those birds
settling here for winter have their numbers
boosted by those passing through on
migration further south. There are sites

4

along our coast which are superb for
goose-watching, but one of the great
things about these birds is that they can be
seen and heard almost anywhere in the
county. During the day, many geese leave
their coastal roosts to head inland and feed
in stubble fields. This is often the best time
to spot them as their v-shaped skeins fly
overhead, with the characteristic highpitched “wink-wink” call which can be
heard far and wide across our countryside.
Look out too for other species that can
often be seen associated with the pinkfeet, such as barnacle geese, another
winter visitor, and quite an elegant looking
bird with a white face, black head and neck
and a silvery-grey back. Their main
breeding grounds are the Arctic islands of
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Goose Season

Continued

Barnacle and pink-footed geese.

the North Atlantic. In medieval times, it was
thought that barnacle geese turned into
goose barnacles in the sea. This may be
because they disappeared for the summer,
although one medieval naturalist claimed to
have seen them actually transforming whilst
attached to pieces of driftwood! I will leave
you to look at the pictures to see whether
you can spot any resemblance between
these two quite unrelated species!
Although not strictly a goose, the whooper
swan is another visitor to East Lothian at
this time of year worth seeing. They can be
found in fields and estuaries in various
parts of the county, often in quite large
numbers. At a distance, it is easy to
confuse them with mute swans, the
species we most associate with our lakes
and rivers. A closer look, however, will
reveal a beautiful yellow and black beak.
They are also bigger and noisier than mute
swans – the American counterparts are
known as Trumpeter Swans.
If you would like to witness the spectacle of
thousands of geese returning to their nighttime roost, why not join us on one of our
autumn events:

Flight Night: September 28th 18:30-21:30
A four-mile stroll at sunset to watch geese
arrive en-masse into their overnight roost,
before we turn our attention to the
nocturnal habits of a different type of roost
dweller, bats!
Autumn Goose Watch: October 11th
17:00-19:00
Join the Ranger to discover one of
autumn’s wildlife spectacles, as thousands
of pink-footed geese return to the coast to
roost.
Both events are for adults. To book, go to
www.eastlothian.gov.uk/rangerservice and
click on the events for adults link.

Pink-footed goose flock.
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Grayling butterfly. © A Marland

Levenhall Links Grayling
Project – Nick Aitken
Grayling butterflies are a UK BAP Priority Species of high conservation concern. With
ongoing habitat loss and climate change, this species in Scotland, Hipparchia semele
subspecies Scota, needs all the help it can get.
2018 was the start of an ambitious project
to create a new habitat for Grayling
butterflies at Levenhall Links. Coordinated
by members of ELCRS and ELCV, the site
was mechanically excavated, crushed
concrete was imported to replicate a
calcareous habitat and the ‘Butterfly
Braes’, as they have become known, were
seeded with food plants for both the larval
and adult form of the Grayling butterfly.
The next step was to introduce live
Graylings to the site. Grayling caterpillars
are not the most accommodating
caterpillar for the would-be caterpillar
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collector. Nocturnal by nature and having a
sixth sense to drop down into deep
vegetation when approached by a hopeful
butterfly conservationist, many hours of
nocturnal hunts proved frustrating and
fruitless. It was time to fall back to plan B.
It was time to go egg hunting...
Careful observation of the Grayling was key
to locating the eggs. On hot sunny days,
the male Grayling waits for a receptive
female to fly into his territory. The courtship
is an elaborate affair but space in this
article does not allow me to describe it fully.
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Levenhall Links Grayling
Project – Continued
Head out towards the end of June or start
of July and you may be lucky enough to
see it for yourself. After coupling, the
female seeks out food plants for her
caterpillars and lays single eggs on the tips
of grasses called fescues. That is if she is
following the rules!
By observing this behaviour, 36 eggs were
located. The tussocks of vegetation on
which the eggs were found were removed
and transplanted to Levenhall Butterfly
Braes. There are still some hurdles to
overcome before we see butterflies
however. The eggs will need to survive
predation and the caterpillars will need to
survive the winter, but by May 2020 they

will hopefully be heading underground to
form their chrysalises for emergence in late
June.
Will summer 2020 be a Grayling year at
Levenhall? I certainly hope so.

Nick M and Abbie at Levenhall Butterfly Braes.
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Constellation of Cygnus

In early autumn, the constellation of Cygnus the swan is present high in the night sky. It
takes the form of a large cross. If you are lucky enough to experience really dark skies
without the effect of light pollution, Cygnus appears to be flying along the Milky Way.
There are a number of myths and legends
associated with Cygnus. One is that Zeus
disguised himself as a swan in order to fly
down and seduce Leda, the wife of the
Spartan King. Zeus had a bit of a thing
about mortal women! She gave birth to the
twins Castor and Pollux that are depicted in
the constellation Gemini, as well as Helen
of Troy.
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One of the brightest stars in Cygnus is
Deneb, from an Arabic word meaning tail.
In Arabic, the star is actually known as ‘Tail
of the Hen’, which just illustrates how
different cultures painted different pictures
using the stars in the night sky! Deneb
forms one corner of the ‘Summer Triangle’,
with Vega and Altair being the others.

Heavens above

Constellation of Cygnus

The triangle should be relatively obvious,
with Deneb to the top left, Vega to the right
and Altair below them towards the southwest. Deneb is about 200 times larger than
our sun. If it were at the centre of our solar
system, it would extend out as far as the
earth! It is one of the brightest known stars
in the galaxy, being easily visible to the

Continued

naked eye, despite being at least 1500 light
years away.

Heavens above
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Aberlady to Gullane on the
John Muir Way
Start:
Finish:
Distance:
Time:
Terrain:
Directions:
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Aberlady
Gullane
5 km / 3 miles (one way)
1½ - 2 hours (one way)
Well surfaced paths and pavements.
From the church on Aberlady’s Main Street head east along
the pavement out of the village following the John Muir Way.
After approximately 1¼ miles / 2km the John Muir Way
crosses the main road. Cross the road carefully here and go
through the pedestrian gate. Continue on the John Muir Way
until you meet the track from Saltcoates Farm. Continue on
this into Gullane for food and refreshments or for the bus back
to the start.

Out and about

Aberlady to Gullane on the
John Muir Way - Continued
Points of interest:

1. Scottish Ornithologists’ Club, Waterston House –
the headquarters of the SOC, which holds the largest library
of bird literature in Scotland.
2. Aberlady Church – The tower dates from the
15th Century and is reputed to be on the site of a much
earlier Celtic church.
3. ‘Loupin on Stane’ and Mercat Cross – dating from the
18th Century.
4. Aberlady Bay – the Royal Burgh of Haddington’s port,
which was established here in 1149. The Bay is also a haven
for thousands of waders and wildfowl.
5. Luffness House – late 16th Century tower house and
doocot possibly on the site of 14th Century fortification.
Formerly the site of Carmelite Friary first mentioned in 1335-6,
but may have been founded in the previous century.
6. Saltcoats Castle (no access) – a late 16th Century
fortified tower with doocot.

Public transport:
Local Services:

Regular bus service to Aberlady and Gullane.
There are shops, cafes, restaurants and public toilets in
Aberlady and Gullane.

Edinburgh’s Arthur’s Seat in the distance.

Out and about
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Hanging out with bats
Bats use sound to get around in the dark, but most of the noises they produce are at
frequencies beyond our hearing range. They use a technique called echolocation, which
involves sending out loud ‘shouts’ which bounce back and are picked up by their
incredibly sensitive ears.

Common pipistrelle.

From this, they can produce an image of
the world around them. The fact that they
can use this to catch flying insects (all
British bats are insectivorous)
demonstrates just how impressive an ability
this can be.
Echolocation, on the face of it, seems a
weird method of finding your way around.
But that’s just because we rely so heavily
on our eyesight; to bats, whales, dolphins,
some small mammals and even one or two
bird species echolocation is the norm.
When you think about it, it’s actually not
that strange. We use our eyes to pick up
light reflected from the world around us –
bats simply do the same thing but using
their ears and sound.
Late summer and autumn are great times
to see bats, as the evenings are getting
dark relatively early, but are still warm
enough for the bats to be out and about
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hunting. They will also be very active
around this time since this is the mating
season and, as if that isn’t enough, they will
be trying to build up fat reserves before
hibernation. A busy time indeed!
We have about 17 different species of bat
in the UK, although only nine of them tend
to be found in Scotland. The bat that
you’re most likely to see is the Pipistrelle.
Weighing roughly the same as a two pence
piece they are the smallest British bat –
despite this they can eat up to three
thousand flying insects every night. When
you consider that many of these insects will
be midges, it should make you appreciate
the role that bats play in pest control.
Strictly speaking, there are three distinct
species of pipistrelle – Common, Soprano
and Narthusius’, although the last of these
is very rare in Scotland. Any small bat seen
flitting around between head height and the
tree tops is likely to be a pipistrelle. These
bats roost in crevices in trees or, more
commonly, in buildings. You may well have
pipistrelles in your loft space without even
knowing it. Don’t panic though, their
presence won’t do any harm and is
something to be celebrated.
Daubenton’s bats are usually found near
ponds or slow moving rivers, where they
can be seen flying low over the water,
leading to some people comparing them to
small hovercrafts. It’s a bit of specialist,
taking insects from just above, or at the
water’s surface using its large feet, or even
the tail to catch prey. A slightly larger
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species than the pipistrelles, it is less likely
to roost in modern buildings. Not
surprisingly, it’s more likely to be found in
waterside roosts such as caves, bridges
and spooky old boathouses.
The third species of bat that is relatively
common in our county is the Brown longeared bat. It gets its name, not surprisingly,
from the fact that it’s brown and has very
large ears. The ears are almost as long as
the bat’s body, but at rest they can be
curled back and tucked under the wings.
The size of the ears means that the bat’s
hearing is very acute and unlike other
species it doesn’t rely solely on
echolocation to find its prey. Sometimes it
simply hears the minute noises made by
insects and spiders as they move about
amongst the leaves. Even when the bat
does echolocate it does so very quietly,
earning it the nickname “the whispering
bat”. It has a distinctive flight, which
includes hovering and steep dives and
turns. Brown long-eared bats have even
been known to feed near windows, taking
moths attracted to the light.

Like any nocturnal animal, bats can be
difficult to spot. The fact that they often live
among us makes things a little easier, but
small, dark mammals flying around at night
are not obvious. A huge help can come in
the form of a bat detector. These devices
translate the ultrasonic bat calls into
sounds that we can hear. They not only
help you tell if bats are present, but (with a
bit of practice) what they’re up to and what
species they are. For example, Common
and Soprano pipistrelles call at a different
frequency (or pitch, if you prefer) and in the
field this is pretty much the only way of
telling them apart.
It’s an unfortunate fact that most bat
species have declined over the last century,
both in the UK and worldwide. They face a
number of threats including habitat loss,
loss of roost sites to development and over
use of pesticides killing off their prey. As a
result, bats and their roosts are now heavily
protected in law.
In addition to this protection, there are lots
of little things that we can all do to help.
Providing a habitat for flying insects is a
good start and a garden pond will do just
this – it’ll also give your bats somewhere to
drink. Planting night-scented flowers will
also attract plenty of moths. Taking a
relatively laid-back (dare I say lazy)
approach to your garden is a great idea;
just let things get a bit wild and unkempt.
There’s less work for you, and the bats –
and other wildlife – will benefit. It’s a winwin situation.

Daubenton’s bat – are usually found near
ponds or slow moving rivers.
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Volunteer Round Up
Our volunteers have been busy over the last few weeks helping us to carry
out a variety of tasks.
At Yellowcraig, we have been repairing a
stone wall using some of the old stones
with fresh mortar; a bit of a 3D jigsaw
puzzle! More recently, we have been
carrying out bird and plant surveys at
Yellowcraig and along the coast.
At Gullane Bents, an antipodean invasive
plant pirri pirri was removed. We try to clear
this before the burs form, as they stick to
dogs, deer and clothing, transporting the
seeds to other areas.
The effects of sheep grazing have been
monitored at Aberlady LNR, with plant
species surveys of the grazing area.
Grazing quadrats have also been surveyed
at North Berwick Law.
Eider duck numbers and breeding success
was monitored along the North Berwick
coast.

A coastal litter pick with Dunbar Golf Club
was carried out along the coast at Dunbar.
At Levenhall Links, our volunteers helped
us to remove reed mace and rushes from
the bird reserve and assisted in meadow
management work on the more species
rich grassland areas.
Our volunteer Path Wardens continue to
monitor the core path network, many of
them carrying out important maintenance
work in order to keep the paths open.
These are just a few examples of the
valuable work that our volunteers do to
assist us in the management of our coastal
and countryside sites.
If you would like to join them, you can
contact us by e-mailing
ranger@eastlothian.gov.uk.

Howard's 80th
birthday!
(Liz)
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Volunteers – Update

Pirri pirri in full bloom at
Gullane Bents. (Liz)

Pirri pirri under close
examination at Gullane. (Liz)

Wall repairs at Yellowcraig. (Liz)

Plant monitoring. (A. Marland)

Volunteers – Update

15

volunteer diary dates
Where

Day

Date

Time

Action

Aberlady

Wed

04 Sep

09:30 - 15:00

Electric fence erection

Yellowcraig

Thu

05 Sep

09:45 - 15:00

Meadow grassland
management

North Berwick

Tue

10 Sep

10:00 - 12:30

tbd

Aberlady

Thu

11 Sep

09:30 - 15:00

Maintenance

Aberlady

Sun

22 Sep

09:30 - 15:00

Sea buckthorn control

Levenhall
Musselburgh

Tue

24 Sep

10:00 - 12:30

Autumn Meadow Sowing

Dunbar

Wed

25 Sep

10:00 - 12:30

tbd

Aberlady

Wed

02 Oct

09:30 - 15:00

Sea buckthorn control

Yellowcraig

Thu

03 Oct

09:45 - 15:00

Pirri pirri removal

North Berwick

Tue

15 Oct

10:00 - 12:30

tbd

Aberlady

Sun

20 Oct

09:30 - 15:00

Sea buckthorn control

Levenhall
Musselburgh

Tue

29 Oct

10:00 - 12:30

Woodland management

Dunbar

Wed

30 Oct

10:00 - 12:30

tbd

For information on all events please contact ranger@eastlothian.gov.uk

Volunteers – Update

