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Editor’s Bit 
2013 saw the twenty fifth 

anniversary of the Bedfordshire Bat 

Group, which was a good excuse to 

look back. However, things were 

busy in the active part of the year so 

there were lots of current news to 

report and lots of batting to do. 

 

With things quieter now, I thought 

that this would be a good time of the 

year to publish it as most of you will 

have a bit longer to read things over 

the Christmas period. .News of 

recent bat events can be found on the 

web site or on Facebook. I will 

document these in April 

 

I didn’t belong to the bat group bat 

when it started but fortunately 

founder members Tony Aldhous and 

Joan Childs have an archive which 

contains every issue of the Bat 

Group’s Newsletter and the Annual 

Reports and I have spent many 

happy hours trawling through them. 

Thanks to everyone else who has 

contributed memories which has 

brought these events alive. 

I found it fascinating to track the 

Group’s adventures through the 

years and see how we followed up 

those very first days of the bat group. 

I have placed most emphasis on the 

early days of the group and have 

devoted less time to items which 

have received recent coverage in the 

newsletter or there are already 

detailed accounts or articles on the 

website. 

I found it fascinating how many 

things that began long ago and far 

away continue up to the present day 

and how we have revisited older 

project often years later. I hope you 

will enjoy reading this special issue 

 

The 1988 
report  

 

was the first official 

annual report of 

the newly formed 

Bedfordshire Bat 

Group. which 

began with this 

editorial by Joan 

and Tony (see 

opposite)

 

 

 

The report also included distribution maps of bat species which at this stage were largely drawn by hand by Joan  

I shudder to think how long this took her 

The map on the left is for pipistrelles. (Remember at this stage it 

was not realised that there were two species.) The map on the left is 

for confirmed records, which had been seen clearly by an 

experienced bat worker and the one on the right is of records were 

unconfirmed. The open circles are for records at non roost sites 

  
 

We wish you a 

Merry Christmas 

and a Happy New 

Year 

Archives are all well and 

good, but nothing beats 

hearing from the horses’ 

mouth 
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To Begin  At The Beginning 

 

It all started at a Bedfordshire 

Natural History Society Council 

Meeting in the Library at Dunstable, 

sometime about 1970. At some point 

in the meeting, I commented that the 

Society did not seem to cover or 

record anything on mammals, which 

seemed to me to be an important area 

of the counties wildlife. The outcome 

was that I was asked to become the 

Mammal Recorder, with help from 

other people, as I was certainly no 

mammal expert! 

We started to collect mammal 

records, but bat information was 

very hard to obtain, as this was 

before any national co ordination and 

certainly before any electronic 

wizardry was available. The few bat 

records that were obtained were 

from dead animals, usually from 

under or inside summer roosts and 

almost always of Pipistrelles, there 

being only one species at that time. 

There being very little other bat work 

going on at that time, so I found 

myself asked to investigate bats in 

Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire 

and remember seeing my first 

Natterer’s as the cat killed body was 

rescued from a dustbin in Kimpton. 

The 1971 Mammal Report listed 

records for six bats of unknown 

species and one record each for 

Brown Long-eared and Noctule. 

 

 The first improvement came when I 

persuaded Chris Mead of the BTO, at 

that time based in Tring, to pass onto 

me some old damaged bird mist 

netting. The condition was that I 

could not use it free standing as the 

bird ringing method, so we came up 

with a 15 foot long section of net 

mounted between two large bamboo   

 

 poles, which we tried to flick up into 

the path of a flying bat. This was 

mostly unsuccessful, but the 

occasional sleepy bat did end up in 

the net and the evenings where 

hugely entertaining, involving much 

shouting of”now” and “too slow”. 

This way we did manage to collect 

the occasion record of Pips, 

Natterer’s and at the rubbish dump 

at that time at 

the end of 

Luton airport 

runway, of 

Noctules, 

which did 

involve 

dodging the 

hoards of rats 

running 

around. It 

was found 

that the two 

pole method 

was too 

cumbersome, 

so Clive Banks came up with the idea 

of a giant butterfly net about six feet 

in diameter and operated by one 

man. This certainly caught a few 

more bats and on one occasion was 

used on a small floating raft at 

Shuttleworth Lake to add some 

records of Daubenton’s. By 1975 we 

caught our first Natterer’s Bat at the 

lake in Ampthill Park. 1976 did 

produce an exciting record when a 

dead Barbastelle Bat body was found 

by the Greens; father and son, at 

Shuttleworth Estate, but no further 

sign of this species was found in the 

county for many years As this netting 

could only be done in the summer, 

thoughts turned to how to find 

hibernating sites in the winter. 

Somehow Ice Houses were 

mentioned and a list of local possible 

sites was produced, Silsoe, Woburn, 

Barton, Putteridge Bury, near Luton 

(later found to be just in 

Hertfordshire) and Old Warden  

Tunnel. So in the winter of 1981 a 

start was made with a visit to just 

two of these sites. Silsoe was always 

The  Lime Kiln work party. L-RB. Barton C Banks, 

S Cham, .C Bradshaw and C Tack Photo David 

Anderson 

the best and so we visited it the next 

winter when making a radio 

The history of the study of Bats in Bedfordshire  stretches 

back long before the foundations of the Bat Group David 

Anderson-BNHS Mammal Recorder 1970-1985 kindly agreed to 

write about the early days of batting. 
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programme with Dennis Furnell for 

Chiltern Radio, on probably the 

snowiest day of the year.  

Shortly after finding the old Lime 

Kilns at Barton the site was closed 

and it was proposed to dig out the 

kilns and open chimneys to make 

them safe. We managed to get 

permission to keep the best kiln and 

its chimney, but undertook to build a 

lockable door on the kiln and a great 

web of steel rods across the chimney 

top. 

All the data at this time was stored 

on hand written small paper cards 

and paper maps with hand drawn 

dots, showing the tetrad locations, a 

real time consuming job.  

By 1982 Dr Bob Stabbings at ITE 

Monks Wood had started publicizing 

the dangers of the loft timber 

treatment Lindane and its lethal 

effects on bats. This increased the 

awareness of bats and for the 

Mammal Society Conference at the 

London Zoological Society the 

Bedfordshire bat workers were asked 

to give a presentation on their work 

of finding bats in roosts and methods 

of catching them. Clive Banks 

presented a selection of his 

photographs taken on the various 

outings. 

 At this time the first Licences were 

introduced for people handling bats 

and with the emphasis on the decline 

of bats due to the investigations 

being made by Bob Stebbings, 

interest increased and the first 

separate Bat Groups were starting to 

be formed.  

In 1985 I was asked to become the 

Chairman of the BNHS and 

consequently stepped down as the 

County Mammal Recorder. Just at 

this time two students arrived at 

Cranfield University, namely Tony 

Aldhous and Joan Childs. They soon 

got involved in bat work and took on 

the job of collecting records and 

answering bat calls. At this time the 

use of a special bat box was first 

suggested and very simple Bat 

Detectors started to be available. The 

whole bat field was changing 

rapidly. Better Bat Detectors became 

widely available, legislation and 

licensing became more complex and 

the level of interest increased. By 

1989 Joan and Tony suggested that 

Bedfordshire should form its own Bat 

Group as part of the Natural History 

Society and from that moment on, 

the level of study, records and the 

range of species know to be living in 

the county has taken off. 

Many years previously the Wildlife 

Trust with the advice of Bob 

Stebbings had erected some long bat 

roosting boards high along the wall 

at one end of the disused railway 

tunnel at Old Warden. Too high to 

check, they appeared not to be used 

by bats, as the tunnel was often 

disturbed by intruders and by the 

wind blowing through it 

One of the first projects of the new 

Bat Group was to gain agreement 

from the Shuttleworth Estate to close 

off the ends of the tunnel with gates 

and build a half wall across the end. 

With time this has been most 

successful, turning the tunnel into 

the largest hibernation site in the 

county. 

Another project was to build a 

hibernation cave in the field behind 

Pat and Phil Clark’s house in Aspley 

Guise. A long series of Sunday 

morning work parties built breeze 

block walls and then roofed them 

with concrete beams, before covering 

the whole thing in tons of earth and 

digging a moat in front of the 

entrance, to prevent mouse and other 

predator access to the hoped for bats 

roosting inside.  

Time showed the need for 

modifications to keep the 

temperature at the preferred level 

and to reduce the humidity. One 

pleasant summer evening I was 

asked to cut the ribbon and officially 

open the Hibernacula, standing up to 

my boot tops in the water in the 

entrance moat. 

 The event was attended by most of 

the Bat Group, BNHS Members, 

friends and neighbours, perhaps 

encouraged by the BBQ and the 

donated barrel of Black Bat Beer from 

the Shefford Brewery. The evening 

continued with music played by 

most of the Clark family on a variety 

of instruments and a good time was 

enjoyed by all. 

 

The rest as they say is History and a 

very successful one at that.  

 

 

Tony Aldhous and David Anderson 

emerging  from a wet Braystone 

hibernaculum..It was an awful long time 

before it occurred to the Bat Group to 

buy some waders. For many years a 

favourite jape was to send a  (fully 

clothed) new member in with only a pair 

of fertiliser bags for protection. Many, 

like Bob Cornes, got a dunking in the icy 

water. Photo & cartoons Joan Childs 

Cheers, I’ll 

drink to that 

David 
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Bats in Beds - my story! 
Joan Childs 

 

 
Photo of Joan Childs, by Hazel Childs  

It all began for Tony and me when my parents offered to 

pay for a Field Studies course for my birthday – I picked 

the subject I knew least about and we did a bat course 

with Bob Stebbings and Sheila Walsh based at Orielton 

Field Centre in Wales. Seeing a 

range of species on this course, 

and getting to handle bats for the 

first time, we soon caught the bat 

bug! Back in Bedfordshire, bats 

were being covered by two people 

– Bill Champkin in the north of the 

county and David Anderson in the 

south. We started the Bedfordshire 

Bat Group to try to unify bat 

recording and interest across the 

whole county. 

Tony and I trained for our bat handling licence with Phil 

Richardson in Northamptonshire. We had some hilarious 

evenings handing Daubenton’s bats with Phil and his 

team of bat workers, and very soon emerged as licensed 

bat workers keen to study and help protect bats in the 

county. 

One of the main tasks was to undertake calls for the 

Nature Conservancy Council (later becoming English 

Nature and now Natural England). We were out many 

evenings a week looking at bat roosts in houses, 

explaining bat ecology to house owners, and convincing 

them to keep their bats. Bats were still very 

misunderstood and a little education went a long way – 

the vast majority of people were happy to keep their bats 

once they knew more about them. 

The task soon became too great for just Tony and I, and I 

trained as a trainer. The ranks of licensed bat workers in 

the county soon started to swell. 

Our task was greatly aided by being able to show people 

bats up close. We were getting more than 100 injured bats 

through our hands each year. Many were released back to 

the wild, but those that couldn’t became extremely useful 

educational tools. Many of you will remember some of 

our stars – Ben the brown long-eared bat who became 

entangled in the clock mechanism at Riseley Church, the 

pipistrelle Big Fat Maud from Maulden who became the 

star of her own bat group cartoon, and Lee the Noctule 

who was found at Luton Airport and purred in the hand 

just like a tiny cat. These ambassadors for bat 

conservation spoke for themselves – literally! 

I was keen to start a number of projects in the county. 

One of the first was to visit every church marked on the 

OS map as having a steeple or tower. Over several years, 

this resulted in a great number of bat records, along with 

advantages for other groups – lots of moth and butterfly 

records from piles of insect remains under brown long-

eared bat feeding perches. 

John and Ann Adams had a large roost of common 

pipistrelles, and we made frequent trips to count and 

catch their bats. It was a popular bat group location for a 

meeting, even in the winter (with the excuse of watching 

bat videos or just a ‘social’) thanks to the feast that Ann 

always laid on for us. 

While travelling around in my search for natural history 

in the county, I came across an oak tree in Stockgrove 

Country Park that was ‘chattering’. We returned in the 

evening to catch the bats out of the ex-woodpecker hole 

and so discovered the first Daubenton’s roost in the 

county. This became the site of our first regular survey, 

on Monday evenings, and bit by bit this turned into one 

of our longest running projects in the county. We 

monitored bats from a number of tree roosts and bat 

boxes in the park, as well as recording an index of 

numbers of flying bats over the lakes. We even got a 

licence to mark Daubenton’s bats with glow in the dark 

So what was it like to be 

actively involved in the 

newly formed bat group? 
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luminous tags to follow their feeding activity! Bereft of 

activity in the winter, we carried on our meetings out of 

season in a local pub! 

Another project began when we located a huge soprano 

pipistrelle roost in a structure in the Southill/Old Warden 

area. This became the site of a fortnightly survey and the 

largest roost we have ever recorded in the county. (The 

Stockgrove survey became fortnightly to accommodate 

this) 

 We also formalised the winter checks. A book had been 

published about Ice Houses of Britain and I followed up 

all the leads in the book. What had started as monitoring 

a few sites turned into so many sites that we had to 

spread the visits over a whole weekend, which we 

undertook in December, January and February each 

winter. We added to our known sites by creating artificial 

hibernacula and modifying existing sites to make them 

suitable for bats. Again, these visits continue to this day. 

We worked very hard to improve the perception of bats 

by the public. We ran many exhibitions at shows and 

were forever featured with our captive bats in articles 

and photos in magazines and newspapers, or on the 

radio. We once attended a charity event where first prize 

in the raffle was ‘a night out with bat woman’. The lady 

who won this was terrified of bats! I had taken a dead bat 

in a matchbox along with me, which was one of my props 

to show how tiny bats are. Unfortunately, the evening 

had dragged on a bit and I had had a couple of glasses of 

wine. When I opened the matchbox to show her that 

there was nothing to be afraid of, the dead bat fell out on 

her lap. There was much screaming, and she never 

claimed her prize. 

It wasn’t just field work though. Alas, running the 

Bedfordshire Bat Group came with considerable 

paperwork! I wrote 67 issues of Bats in Beds, drew 

countless bat cartoons, created lots of leaflets, and wrote 

Annual Reports between 1997 and 2006. We were bat 

recorders for the BNHS for 15 years, so there were all the 

county records to collate and Journal articles to write. 

There were lots of envelopes to stuff and stamps to lick, 

and all the finances – subscriptions and grants to handle! 

All these jobs were made much more fun with help from 

other bat group members, people who became great and 

lasting friends! 

So many fantastic memories, shared with many of you 

still reading this article 25 years on! Thank you all for 

helping create those memories and for everything you 

have done, and continue to do, for bats! Good luck for the 

next 25 years! 

 

Joan and Tony occasionally had a brief break 

from bat care and other bat group members 

became babysitters. Derek and Sarah 

Niemann wrote this account in Winter 2000, 
   

 
Gremlins in the cupboard 

 

 
 

Early morning feeds. Late night feeds. Hours spent 

shovelling food in and clearing the mess up afterwards. 

Warm milk. Unspeakable mess Unbelievable amounts of 

paraphernalia. How can anything this small cause so 

much mess? 

We’re still fairly new to batting and aren't used to 

handling the, but we were asked to look after two baby 

pipistrelles for a couple of weeks. That doesn’t sound too 

difficult! But it was hard work. 

It takes a long time to feed a tiny wriggling pipistrelle 

milk and mealworm inwards, especially when, like any 

baby, they decide doing something else is far more 

important at that precise moment. By the end your teeth 

are clenched and both you and the baby are covered in 

milk and dropped food. But oh the pride (and anxiety) 

when your little one sets off on its own across the room 

for the first time. Hours of triumphant “Did you see 

that?” Only a besotted co parent can share that without 

being bored to tears. When we handed our charges back 

the female was still underweight (she died subsequently) 

but the male could fly (we taught him of course) and was 

feeding himself with enthusiasm. By this stage he was 

looking less a cute mugwai and more a wicked gremlin. 

His eating style was roughly the equivalent of you or I 

shooting forward two or three feet to grab a writhing 

something the size of a forearm and crunching it up – 15 

times in one sitting. That sweet ball of brown fluff little 

bigger than a bumblebee was a serious predator.... 

.. It was fascinating for us to watch young bat learning – 

for instance, trying to land on walls, only to slide off the 

shiny surfaces. It took him very little time to work it out, 

even though surely in the wild most surfaces a bat 

encounters are rough enough to hang on? Can any 

Olympic gymnast match the skill with which a bat 

somersaults into hanging position – or the speed at which 

it masters such techniques? Still we don’t miss all those 

feeds! 

 



  

                                                                7 

 

Bats in Beds                                       Twenty five years of the Bedfordshire Bat Group      Dec 2013  
 

 
 

A Light Touch -– 
chemiluminescent tagging 

at Stockgrove 
 
 

 
 

 

One of the more interesting projects 

carried out in the early years of the 

Bat Group took place in 1994 and 

1995. It had been noticed that the 

numbers of bats emerging from the 

Daubenton’s maternity roost in the 

oak tree below the lake at Stockgrove 

did not always seem to be related to 

counts of bat passes through a torch 

beam over the lake. A method of 

keeping track of individual bats was 

needed, so Joan and Tony sought 

advice from Phil Richardson and 

designed a study using luminescent 

chemical injected into small gelatine 

capsules and glued to the backs of 

the bats. It required a project licence 

from English Nature (as it then was), 

which was duly obtained. A large 

team of volunteers was assembled, 

Daubenton’s Bats were hand netted 

as they emerged from the tree roost, 

and the project began. 

The capsules were prepared (in the 

dark and using a plastic box as an 

improvised work bench – no easy 

task with the pressure on to tag and 

release the bats as quickly as 

possible) and glued to guard hairs on 

the bats’ backs using Superglue. It 

was important to ensure that the bats 

would be able to groom the tags off 

easily when they returned to their 

roost, and the glue had to be applied 

very sparingly. Bats were released 

one at a time and eerie green lights 

floated away in the woodland. The 

observers had each been allocated a 

specific place in the woodland, 

beside the lake, or further afield in 

the Country Park or beyond and 

their task was to watch out for and 

record sightings of flying lights over 

the next two hours. 

  

The results were fascinating and 

showed a wide range of behaviour 

by the bats. They flew in different 

directions on release, but many 

visited Stockgrove Lake at some 

stage during the evening. Some 

stayed for a while, and others paid 

only a brief visit. Many flew down 

the valley into Rushmere Park and 

some were seen feeding over 

Rushmere Lake, over a kilometre 

away. Perhaps most striking was the 

variety of behaviour exhibited by 

individual bats. A few minutes’ 

foraging at the surface of the lake 

might be followed by searching for 

food high under the woodland  

Gluing the tag to a bat’s back.    Photo Richard 

Revels  

 

canopy and then a brief rest hanging 

up in a tree. At times very few of the  

tagged bats would be visible, and 

then they would nearly all be seen 

feeding simultaneously on the lake.  

One bat landed on the surface of the 

lake, and after a few seconds took off 

again. With such varied behaviour, 

they were able to make use of 

different habitats over a large area 

around the roost, and it is scarcely 

surprising that the counts over the 

lake didn’t tally with emergence 

counts – at any particular time the 

number of bats at the lake was 

completely unpredictable. 

In all, twenty-two bats were tagged – 

ten in early June 1994, another 

thirteen (including both adults and 

juveniles) in July, and a further nine 

in 1995. Lots of Bat Group members 

took part, as well as helpers from 

other groups. Whether measured by 

the amount learned about the bats at 

Stockgrove or by involvement of 

members, the project was a great 

success. 

Bob Cornes and Tony Aldhous 

In 1993, Joan and Tony 

started a new state of 

the art project 
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Meet the early bat 
detectors 
B ill Champkin was a bat 

group member way back 

when, who rejoined us 

when his son grew up and 

brings him out into the 

field as well They were 

both with us in Ampthill 

Park when we caught a 

barbastelle. Bill was heard 

to complain that it wasn’t 

fair it had taken him 20 

long years to find one. I 

asked Bill to reminisce on 

those early days. 

 

Bill bought one of the first 

ever bat detectors a 

Holgate Ultrasonic 

Receiver. These were 

bespoke detectors which were made 

to order and the very basic version 

which Bill’s dad bought him cost 

over £700 in the late 1970s. It was 

similar to modern day detectors in 

how it worked , but there was a 

separate beat frequency oscillator for 

listening to bats such as Horseshoe 

Bats and Noctules  It was large-so 

large it had to be carried on your 

chest and had a separate 

microphone. It also had the 

advantage that you could buy a 

microphone that could be used for 

listening to whales and dolphins – 

not something that was in abundance 

in Bedfordshire. 

It was powered by a large square 

Ever Ready battery. The microphone 

was run on 8 dry cell batteries, 

The actual detector was working up 

to six months ago and Alex is 

currently trying to fix the 

microphone. Bill says if he gets it 

working he might bring it out one 

night next season. 

Later they produced the QMC S200 

which was similar but the 

microphone was fixed to the machine 

which was made by QMC 

Instruments but worked just the 

same many happy hours have been 

spent using this detector over the 

years. 
Photo of Bill modelling his detector by Alex 

Champkin 
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Bob’s first bat detector 
 

Bon ‘f first bat detector was a lot 

cheaper, costing in the region of £30– 

and rather more exclusive. Aft first 

sight it may look like a Bat Box 

detector, but look again. This was 

made by an electronics engineer who 

was a bat group member. 

 

 

This uses the same case as the Batbox 

III. It was extremely sensitive to calls 

between 44 and 50 KHz and was 

therefore excellent for pipistrelles. 

Unfortunately it didn’t pick up 

Noctules or Myotis bats. Bob 

remembers Brian saying on more 

than one occasion "A bat is a good 

creature for checking whether your 

bat detector works.” 

 

To begin with enthusiasts bought 

their own detectors, then we got a 

grant from the Bedfordshire Natural 

History Society which allowed us to 

buy 6 Bat Box detectors. It is a 

testament to Bat Box that despite 

heavy use ever since they are still 

going strong 

Later in we got another grant from 

the BNHS which allowed us to the 

buy a state of the art Petterson 240X, 

which being a time expansion 

detector that could record made a 

quantum leap n or ability to identify 

bats. 

We also brought a couple of Bat Box 

Duets which have since become the 

real work horse for the group. The 

addition of an mp3 player 

(disastrous) or later a cheap 

Dictaphone (easy peasy) meant we 

could record what we heard.  This 

meant that less experienced members 

could play a greater role in surveys. 

We also learnt early on that even the  

most experienced member missed. 

We also learnt early on that even the 

most experienced member missed 

calls.  

Bob was soon running regular 

sonogram workshops to help 

members learn how to analyse calls 

not least because he was snowed 

under with analysis 

Bob also rigged up a piece of kit for 

leaving a detector in a wood for 

remote recording. The gear was kept 

in a camouflaged box – so well 

camouflaged that on more than one 

occasion he thought it had been 

stolen, as he could not find it when 

he went back to collect it. 

In 2007 as part of the Count Bat 

Project BCT bought us 10 duets 

(Thanks to a generous discount from 

David King) at Bat Box and as part of 

our funding from the National 

lottery project we were able to 

purchases 10 Magenta detectors  

 which also allows you to record 

using a Dictaphone and is Kelly 

Robinson’s preferred piece of kit This 

means we were able to lend people 

detectors one between two on bat 

walks 

When David King produced the long 

awaited Griffin we bought one and 

fell in love with it and saved up and 

bought a second so we could monitor 

a site at ground and tree canopy 

level. (Thanks to ingenious use of a 

window cleaner’s pole and some 

duct tape. This has proved 

fascinating and it an ongoing piece of 

research 
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Passing the Baton 

 
In 1995 Joan and Tony had their first 

child, Hazel and this and the 

subsequent birth of a second 

daughter Rowan, reduced the time 

they wanted to spend on things 

batty.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fortunately by that time Tony and 

Joan had thoroughly infected Bob 

and he took a more major role in the 

bat group 

Bob took ever the Recordership in  

2003  became a trainer and began to 

organise more surveys> He took over 

the Annual Report in 2007 

Jude, who by now was a bat widow, 

took over editorship of the 

newsletter in January 2005, which 

expanded for 8 pages to 20. With 

further improvement in computer 

technology the newsletter is now 

available as a pdf as well as a printed 

copy. which means you  can see 

pictures in colour and follow 

computer links more easily) Then in 

an act of idiocy born out of naivety 

and total ignorance of the technology 

involved, she undertook to revamp 

the website. This was only possible 

due to the longsuffering Tony 

Aldhous who saw the website 

through two major rewrites before 

gently steering Jude in the direction 

of the Wordpress format, which Jude 

could add to herself, leaving him 

with the task of archiving. 

This meant that updates 

could take place as and when 

rather than quarterly. In  

2010, with the birth of the 

Noctule,  Martin O’Connor 

started a blog, The 

Wordpress set up allowed 

Jude to run a blog from the website 

from July 2011.Thd website currently 

gets some 13,000 visits a month  

Simon Pidgeon started a Facebook 

page for the bat group which now 

has over 200 members from all over 

the world. Simon and Jude have got 

good at spotting potential spammers 

– we have had plenty of practice. 

A Yahoo newsgroup was also set up 

for members only and this has 

proved an invaluable way of 

notifying members of events which 

are organised a short notice (of 

which there are many.) 

 

Having watched the difficulty Joan 

and Tony had in finding successors, 

Bob felt it was time to formalise the 

running of the bat group., to “grom” 

potential sucesssors A committee 

was set up with Bob as Chair, Jude as 

Secretary and Tony as Treasurer and 

a dozen other bat group members. 

The group meets three times a year 

and the Bedfordshire Natural 

History Society pays for the hire of 

the Hall. 

 

The group devised a series of policies 

and a constitution which allowed us 

to apply for grants.  Cutting their 

teeth on The Count Bat Project ,over 

the years committee members have 

taken on increased responsibility and 

as a result the group is able to 

achieve a great deal of increasingly 

complex task. 

 

Bob would periodically suggest 

some-one took over the role of Chair, 

at which point the composition of the 

wood that made up the table became 

ever so appealing, until in 2013, 

Danny Fellman offered to take on the 

role. We have now amended the 

constitution so that he will serve a 

term of a maximum of five years. 

This prevented any conflict of 

interest in Bob’s new role as a 

Trustee of the Bat Conservation 

Trust. Bob has been able to focus a bt 

more on his first love – practical bat 

work 

 

Bat care revisited 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Tony and Joan gave up bat 

care, it took longer to find 

replacements. In the interim 

casualties were passed to Sue Farrer 

and Linda Pig got who lives in  

Newport Pagnall.  In 2009,Simon 

Pidgeon joiniedthe bat group and 

offered to take on bat care, and was 

soon overwhelmed.. 

 

Then the Cambridge Bat Group ran a 

course on a one day bat care run by 

leading bat carer Maggie Brown and 

offered us places. We relaunched the 

bat care group and we started off by 

developing a clear policy and 

guidelines for all bat carers. We 

insisted that all carers have a least a 

year’s experience and must have a 

current rabies inoculation. 

We are planning a review of bat care 

in the light of three year’s experience 

next year and are hoping to run 

another bat care course. 
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The Quest for the elusive 
barbastelle 
Bob Cornes 

 
For many years, the only specific 

bat records which existed were of 

dead or grounded animals or of 

animals killed (“taken”) by 

collectors. Before the Bat Group 

was formed, there were five such 

records for Barbastelles. The first 

four were all from the area 

between Bedford Park and 

Clapham. The most recent of 

those was in 1901 and the 

development of Bedford in recent 

years made it seem probable that 

such specialist woodland bats 

would no longer be in that area. 

The fifth was a dead bat found in 

Shuttleworth Park in 1976. This 

seemed much more promising and 

David Anderson was enthusiastic 

in his bat report in Bedfordshire 

Naturalist : “. . . it is very exciting 

to find it is present in 

Bedfordshire  . . .  All we need to 

know now is where it is living and 

in what numbers!”. But nothing 

else turned up for 15 years. Even 

at national level, records were 

scarce and no summer 

roosts were found. 

Then, in 1991, a dying 

Barbastelle was found at 

Aspley Heath. Two 

hibernating bats were seen 

in 1994, in Mogerhanger 

and Woburn.  In 1995 one 

appeared in a disused 

railway tunnel and this find 

was repeated several times 

in the next few winters. It 

looked as though 

Barbastelles were still 

present in Bedfordshire, and 

not just in winter - Tony 

Aldhous mist netted a male 

at the entrance to the tunnel 

in September 1998. 

By 2000 the first 

Barbastelle roosts had been 

found in Britain and 

knowledge of the habits of 

these elusive bats increased 

rapidly. I became interested 

(“obsessed”, some would say) in 

tracking them down in 

Bedfordshire and a Bat Group 

project began. Initially we worked 

with Chris Vine from the 

Cambridgeshire Bat Group and it 

happened that we first found 

Barbastelles in Cambridgeshire. 

This gave us experience of the 

distinctive commuting calls of the 

species so that we knew exactly 

what to listen for in Bedfordshire. 

We visited many woods and 

listened for the rattle at 33 kHz 

that indicated our quarry. The first 

positive result was in Maulden 

Wood in 2001. A Barbastelle was 

feeding along one of the rides, but 

there were no indications that it 

was roosting nearby. We decided 

to concentrate on the area near the 

by now regular finds of 

hibernating bats near Old Warden. 

In May 2003 we netted a male 

Barbastelle near Old Warden and 

Tony radio-tagged it. It foraged in 

Shuttleworth Park and 

neighbouring areas, tying in very 

neatly with the 1976 record. A 

second bat, a female, was radio-

tagged the following year and was 

found to forage around 

Mogerhanger, where the first 

hibernating bat had been. A 

picture was beginning to emerge. 

We decided to tackle the Heath & 

Reach area in 2005. Barbastelles 
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had been heard fairly regularly in 

King’s Wood, and we managed to 

net and tag a female in August 

2005. It was roosting, not in 

King’s Wood as expected, but in a 

small wood near Woburn Golf 

Course. Its foraging areas were 

along both sides of the A5 trunk 

road and it became known as A5 

Annie. In September another 

female and a male were netted 

and tagged near the roost wood. 

They led us to a further seven 

roost trees in the area west of 

Woburn (including two in 

Buckinghamshire) and a set of 

foraging locations around Woburn 

and the River Ouzel. 

Since then more pieces have been 

slotted into the jigsaw. No fewer 

than six hibernation sites have had 

a Barbastelle on at least one 

occasion. There are records for 

woods covering most parts of 

Bedfordshire, notably Odell Great 

Wood, Dungee Wood, Potton 

Wood and Putnoe Wood. 2013 

has been a particularly successful 

year, with a colony of 

Barbastelles confirmed in 

Swineshead Wood. Seven roost 

trees were identified there, 

although the foraging areas 

remained elusive. In October, we 

caught a Barbastelle at Luton 

Hoo, giving us the first record in 

Bedfordshire south of Luton. We 

now have records in every 10 km 

square in the county (except for 

some squares which are on the 

edges and have only a small area 

in Bedfordshire). We have had 

setbacks (such as the failure to net 

a female to tag in Putnoe Wood, 

and the mysterious disappearance 

of the bat tagged near Ampthill 

this  summer), but we have 

learned a great deal about the 

distribution of the species in 

Bedfordshire. We know many of 

the places where they are living, 

and we have some idea of 

numbers, fulfilling at least part of 

David Anderson’s hope in 1976. 

 

A map of Bedfordshire with the 10 km squares with 
Barbastelle records marked with circles. 

 

 

 
Woodland Surveys 
One of the things that became 

apparent as I trawled through the 

archives was the dearth of woodland 

surveys, prior to the barbastelle 

quest .These are now a major source 

of activity. I wondered why this was. 

Bob gave a somewhat rueful 

explanation 

 

 “ I can remember going into a wood  in 

1997 with bat detector with Joan and 

Tony who carried  Hazel in a back pack. 

We spent all evening walking around the 

wood and heard only a couple of 

pipistrelles. We concluded that woods 

were a poor place to look for bats – 

Ironically the wood in question was 

Kings Wood, one of the best woods in the 

county, but at that time it hadn’t 

occurred to us to tune down to the lower 

frequencies” 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since then 

woodland 

surveys 

have been a 

major focus 

of 

investigation 

Bob and Tony have been joined by 

Martin O’Connor, Aidan Matthews 

and Jonathan Durward  who have 

gained their mist net licences 

Aidan (and shortly Jonathan ) is 

named on Bob’s licence which means 

he can mist net without Bob being 

present, which will increase our  

options for future netting projects. 

Members of the committee have 

drawn up a long list of woods they 

want t explore – and more are being 

added all the time, so, hopefully, this 

is an area of our work which should 

increase further. 

 

Work with university 
research projects. 

 

 
Over the years we have hosted Kate 

Barlow researching pipistrelles, Ian 

Mackie Noctule, Caroline Mousey 

Serotine distribution, ,Lia Gilmour  

hunting for Bechstein’s and Phil 

Brown looking for WABs. We  hope 

this trend will continue 

 

 He doesn’t think 

bats live in 

woodland 

TWIT 

He thinks woods 

are a poor habitat 

for bats 

Twit! 
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Bat records and Annual Reports 
Right from the very beginning the bat group kept 

careful records of the areas they surveyed.  In 1988 

Joan and Tony collected 500 records, a total which 

has never been equalled, and fell to between 100 and 

200 These were recorded by hand but the data grew 

topsy like and in 1998 the group got a £300 from 

English Nature to computerise the records. This 

nightmare task was undertaken by members of the 

bat group and Tony’s mum. Tony oversaw the data 

base until 2003, when he passed this onerous task 

onto Bob who has been inputting records ever since 

(with help from Jude Hirstwood and Dave Odell 

From  2000 when records rose to 350+ a year. (All 

the records for a particular location for a particular 

species in a season count as one record for these 

years which is our excuse for the delayed publishing 

of recent reports- though in reality it is the analysis 

of these results which takes so long) 

 

This data base has become a major source of funding 

as we charge consultants for the retrieval of records. 

The money we raise has been used to buy more 

surveying equipment including high tech bat 

detectors and mist nets, which has increased the 

number of records. 

 

In 1995 Joan published this tetrad map of the county 

and asked a very important question 

 

 
Over time some of the missing tetrads were surveyed 

In 2001, when the foot and mouth crisis meant we 

could not go onto private land, Bob Cornes 

organised a number of car transects This took three, 

one to drive, on to navigate and one to freeze to 

death. 

Once the crisis was over we returned to the woods –

it wasn’t until 2010, this time with a holder affixed 

to the car window and that we made a concerted 

effort to fill in the remaining gaps. Some of the 

missing tetrads were missing because no self 

respecting bat would use the open landscape. Some 

tetrads were difficult to gain access to by road or 

along public footpaths.  As part of the Luton project 

we attempted an ibat survey but the technology for 

recording precise location proved to be a nightmare 

and driving at 15mph was a nightmare,, made worse 

by the fact that the battery twice   gave out just as we 

were finishing and before the data could be saved. 

By 2012 we had managed to fill all the gaps, but 

there is still lots to do 

 

The temperamental nature of the set up meant that 

this project has been languishing on a back burner, 

but it is on our  to do list for 2014. 

 

 

With all the data to process, producing the annual 

report on time was a problem right from the start, 

though in recent years we have taken it to a new 

height 
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Hibernation Sites. 
Bray 

stone 

wasn’t 

the only 

hibernaculum we have worked on. In 

1996 a lot of effort went into make an 

unused water reservoir into a bat 

hibernaculum on Pegsdon Hills. 

After a lot of effort by the Bat group 

and builder Peter Warner, it was 

very frustrating that Anglian Water 

Authority never let us visit it again. 

. 

Nothing daunted in 2006 we got a 

grant from Natural England to make 

repairs on an icehouse in Silsoe. Once 

again Peter Warner did the work and 

this time there was no problem with 

getting continued access. This was a 

challenge as it was a listed building, 

but Peter found a way to strengthen 

it in a way didn’t affect the initial 

structure. 

 

Since then the number of bats found 

in the chamber have increased  and 

we have been able to confirm that it 

is a swarming site 

 

When Kevin Frediani  worked for 

Whipsnade Zoo he oversaw the 

building of some purpose built 

hibernacula. Sadly when he left the 

Zoo, there was no further interest in 

the m. We have continued to monitor 

but haven’t invested in the site as 

access is always in danger of being 

revoked. 

 

In 2009. we were allowed into the 

purpose built hibernation chamber at 

Luton Hoo which had been designed 

by a bat worker architect as 

mitigation for improvements to 

Luton Hoo Hote;l, We got in contact 

with him and he was delighted to 

join us on a regular hibernation 

check. This is also a known 

swarming site. NB People are not 

allowed to visit this site and hotel has 

very good security. Don’t jeopardise our 

work by trespassing 

 

The owners of the icehouse at 

Mogerhanger recently had a 

Heritage Lottery Grant to renovate 

the ice house there. They took advice 

from the Bat Group and the new 

improved residence has attracted 

more bats since the original was 

carried out 

 

Some hibernacula reached the end of 

their life. Simon Pidgeon went to a 

site in Linslade and could not find it. 

There had been a bank collapse and 

humans could no longer get access to 

it – but the bats are still probably able 

to use it. 

. 

There may well be hibernation sites 

that we are unaware of, but we 

always keep an eye out. Many bats 

hibernate in trees out in houses. We 

rarely find a pipistrelle in the 

hibernation sites we check, so they 

are roosting elsewhere. 

The number of bats in the tunnel has 

increased over the years.  At first this 

was just because we got better at 

looking but even allowing for this it 

does seem that more bats are finding 

and using these sites. 
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Church Survey 
 

The first major task 

undertaken by the 

new bat group was a 

survey of 

Bedfordshire’s 

churches. Joan Childs 

had no job for some of 

that time and put her 

time to excellent use 

and between 1987 and 

1980 churches were 

surveyed. 

In the years to come 

more and more churches locked their doors during the 

daytime and the majority of churches that were checked 

were as a result of bat calls. with five to ten churches 

being resurveyed each year. 

 

In 2012- Bob made 

an effort to resurvey 

some of these 

churches and 

compared the 

churches surveyed 

with records from 

Joan’s original 

survey. 

There has been 

much made of the difficult relationship between bats and 

churches and anecdotally people thought that the 

numbers of bats in churches world have declined, 

however Bob’s limited research showed a more optimistic 

picture. All twenty churches resurveyed were occupied. 

Eight showed no change and five showed an increase in 

the number of species present> More details will be given 

in the 2012 Annual Report

  

 

The Ouse Survey 
 
Joan and Tony carried out an on foot survey 

along the River use and recorded the direction 

of Daubenton’s flight. 

Danny Fellman developed a good working 

relationship with the Viking Kayak Club when 

he began the Bats in Boats surveys in.... They 

asked what else they could do and the Ouse 

River survey was reborn- this time on water. For 

the past three years they have been panelling 

Bedfordshire Bat Group members down the 

river ad so far we have surveyed the area 

between Harrold and Pavenham.  This has 

highlighted several previously unknown hot 

spots, some of them in areas not reachable by 

public footpaths, and given breathtaking views 

of bats in their natural habitat. There is nothing 

to bet the sight and sound of a bat skimming 

over the water only inches from your feet. as 

someone else has to deal with the paddling

 
Bat walks 

The bat has always run bat walks, but the numbers of walks have increased since Count 

Bat and we do about a dozen walks a year. This is only possible because a number of bat 

group members help out. We already have a number of walks booked for 2014 and will 

be inviting people to help s. AS part of the Count Bat Project, Joan produced the design 

for a badge which is given to participants. We have given out hundreds of these badges 

since. 
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  Education 
From the outset of the bat group, education of the general 

public was seen as important and the group regularly 

gave talks and ran stalls at events. Once Joan started full 

time work, the school work drew to a halt, although 

occasional talks were still given by a number of bat group 

numbers 

By  2007 jude had gone part time and was able to co-

ordinate the  Count Bat Project in Bedford. Due to the 

effort of a large number of people became the flagship for 

BCT and is documented to death on the website., and 

featured twice at the National Bat Conference  

One of the offshoots from the project was the recruitment 

of Bat Group mainstays Kel Robinson,, Jo and Elaine 

Rigby and Danny Fellman. Who have become mainstays 

of the group.  Danny as part of his work as a Priory Park 

Ranger, set up a bat box building project which ran for 

three years .Jude did a series of talks preceding the 

practical work., and being a teacher took most of these in 

her stride – with the possible exception of being faced by 

an audience of several hundred. Over time Danny got 

roped in to do parts of the talk.  

With the Luton Project, ( again see the website for details) 

others including Soggy Sabiniarz, Martin and Tanya 

O’Connor helped out. with talks and bat box building 

sessions   

More recently John Day and Viv Heys have volunteer to 

help out with talks. These offers are much appreciated as 

we know do about twenty talks a year. This has been a 

useful fund raiser and makes about £500 a year for the bat 

group. 

 

 

When Joan was seconded to BCT, 

she got involved with the 

production of the Young Bat 

Worker and other BCT resources 

where her unique art work was 

much in demand 

She was roped in to produce a 

number of designs for bat group badges which are given 

out at bat group events 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Joan  introduces a bat to a young enthusiast 

 

 

 
 

 

 

A sea of faces at Goldington Middle School 

 

Kel Robinson and Lizzie 

Pauling model bat wings 

at the Bedford River 

Festival 

Mark Best had his face 

painted for the Count Bat 

Project 2007 
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More recent captives 
Bat care has been in the ascendancy over the last few 

years 

The Slip End Noctule is probably one of the most 

photographed bats in the county. Her story is told in 

great detail on the website Brought into car e with a 

broken wing in 2009   We decided not to euthanaise o n 

vet advice as these breaks do sometimes heal. 

Unfortunately it did not heal We had already agreed that 

if we had a captive Noctule who could not be released 

and was happy in captivity, we would keep them as an 

educational bat., so a licence was obtained to keep her 

This was one hungry bat and Tanya nicknamed her 

Starvin  Marvin. The rest is well documented. She 

produced a juvenile who following training sessions in a 

polytunnel was released successfully  . 

Mum became a stalwart at talks and shows and we were 

very sad when she died in September this year. 

In 2013 Simon also looked after an injured female Noctule 

who gave birth, but her son never took to flying and 

failed to thrive. We released mum successfully but her 

son died without being released into the outside world. 

Bat care is not for the soft hearted it is time consuming 

and many bats die shortly after being brought into care 

and it is necessary to be able to euthanaise badly injured 

bats.

 
 

Bats cared for by Kel Robinson and Hedj Robinson also 

get a professional photo shoot courtesy of Hedj and the 

feistier bat can provide hours of amusement by slipping 

out of the hand and flying to places unreachable! 

Both Simon Pidgeon and Aidan Matthews have young 

children who have been enchanted by the creatures they 

are asked to share their lives with 
Photos – Simon and his Noctule – Jude Hirstwood 

Marv and sane – Martin O’Connor 

Natterer’s at bay – Hedj Dollman 

Entranced children Photo Jo Matthews 
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Fillers 
Since the 

beginning of 

the newsletter, there has always 

been a need for page fillers. Joan 

filled spaces with her quirky 

drawings, something Jude 

couldn’t do. Jude however 

pounced on occasional titbits 

of trivia like the ones below. 
“A bat worker cricked her neck on a 

hibernation check in the north of 

England Whilst chattering about bats to 

her chiropractor, he told her they were 

the only mammals who did not get 

arthritis. The thinking is that  because 

they sleep and groom while hanging up 

there is less pressure on the joints 
Spring 2002 

 

This expanded into a feature which 

was named ( by Bob ) Chrioptrivia 

 

She also knicked Joan’s idea of including bat quotes from literature- and so bat lit was born  

Bat Lit Chick Lit without the feathers 
A Pelican at Blandings, by P. G. Wodehouse 

“A bat, flitting in the darkness outside, took the wrong turn as it made its nightly 

rounds and came in through the window which had been left healthfully open. It 

then proceeded to circle the room in the aimless fat-headed fashion habitual with 

bats, who are notoriously among the less intellectually gifted of God’s creatures. 

Show me a bat, says the old proverb, and I will show you something that ought to be in some kind of a 

home.”

 
 

 

In the first editiom Jude produced she did have one 

original thought . She  introduced the 101 uses of a dead 

bat feature. This has run ever since, though it has become 

more occasional as time has gone on and the newsleter 

has got fuller and fuller and new ideas were harder to 

find< There are some still to come, but please pass on any 

ideas you may have 

 
101 Uses for a Dead Bat 

     an occasional series of bizarre bats facts.  

 
1. Talking of good luck…  Gamblers 

used to thread the right eye or ,best of all 

,.the heart of a bat as a  

fetish to bring them luck 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But especially for this anniversary issue I have found 

another one 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No 85 
Use it as the inspiration for  a crochet sculpture 

In case you think I have made this up, you can see the 

original at http://caitlintmccormack.com/zoom/1640x830/3340512.html 

 
I hope you have enjoyed this 

trawl through 25 years of bat 

group Details of upcoming 

events are on a separate 

sheet 

Here’s to the next 25 years 
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Some final photos  Can you spot some 
stalwarts here? 
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Here’s something to help you pass the time on cold winter , 

produced by Joan in 194night/ 


