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Jude is on the steering group for 

the Count Bat Project and we 

have been discussing ways of 

providing activities for people 

with specialised needs. 

 

For a long time Mark Best has 

been saying that Whipsnade 

would be an ideal site for a walk for people in 

wheelchairs, because there is no traffic. While we 

were in the process of organising this, we were given 

a chance to do a walk for Bedfordshire Sight 

Concern.  

 

Jude also picked Penni Thorne’s brain as she has 

been working with visually impaired people. 

. 

Originally we had hoped to borrow some specialised 

equipment from The Bat Conservation Trust, but 

delays in confirming the original date meant we had 

to reschedule. 

  

This is the first such walk the Bat group has ever 

organised so how did we do? 

 

Mark Chapman, Community Support Worker at the 

Luton Office (and unofficial social events organizer 

wrote an account of the event for the Sight Concern 

newsletter and gave us permission to reprint it here. 

He also sent us a CD of the audio version of the 

newsletter and these photos of the event 

We are hoping to run another such walk at 

Stockgrove Country Park in 2010. 

 

VIPs at Whipsnade 
Last year I was lucky enough to take a small party of 

visually impaired people (VIPs) to Whipsnade Zoo for an 

‘up close’ touch tour. The highlight for me was feeding 

the rhinos, and I’m sure that it was a day that everyone 

who attended won’t forget. I took a call from Richard, at 

the Zoo, a little while ago saying that he had been talking 

to the local Bat Society and they wondered if there would 

be any interest in an evening bat walk at the zoo.  

Unfortunately there wasn’t time to run an article in our 

News & Views asking for people who were interested but 

after some asking around I got together 9 VIPs (plus 

some friends and family members to be guides). 

We met in a convoy outside the zoo - after it was closed – 

and were ushered around to the cafe. Volunteers from 

Bedfordshire Bat Group and zoo staff sat us down and 

we had a short talk about the bats. The difference in the 

local bats was demonstrated, rather brilliantly, by models 

they had made. This meant that everyone could feel the 

shape of the bats and even get an approximation of how 

heavy they were – due to the detail of the models even 

stretching to them being of the correct weight. This had 

been done by filling the bats bodies with different coins. I 

did let the bat society know that they should check the 

money after as this group was notoriously light fingered! 

I could tell they knew I was joking.  

 

We were then introduced to the bat detectors that would 

allow blind or partially sighted people to ‘find’ the bats. 

The bats use sonar to detect their surroundings, and prey. 

Normally this is beyond our hearing range but these 

detectors ‘slow down’ those sounds into something we 

can hear. The devices have a large display and a simple 

dial that you use to change the frequency, different types 

of bats ‘use’ different frequencies – from 20 kHz up to 60 

kHz. 

They played us a few of the sounds we might expect to 

hear and then, after a quick ‘comfort break’ we set off 

from the cafe to head up past the flamingos, past the 

cheetah, and past the hippo enclosure to the small lake 

surrounded by trees. The sun was slowly going down 

and with no street lights it was, almost imperceptibly, 

getting darker and darker. It was down by the water that 

we, rather excitedly, heard our first bat. I can’t easily put 

into words how exciting it was. If you listen to this on our 

tape you will hear my voice ‚screech like a girl‛ as we 

first heard the clicks and whirrs. It was amazing that we 

could detect something that we just couldn’t see. A little 

while later I realised that the noises sounded a little like 

the ‘alien rattle’ noise in the movie Predator.  
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We walked back up past the hippos and flamingos and 

heard loads of bats around the ‘duck pond’ that flanks 

the cafe. We stood there for some time – some people 

even saw the bats fly through the tunnel that the train 

goes under – evidently there are lots of insects here so it’s 

a good feeding ground for a hungry bat. Whenever a bat 

gets close to its prey it ‘turns up its sonar’ to get a more 

detailed ‘picture’ of where the insect is. This results in a 

wet squelchy noise. We were all fascinated by the times 

we heard this squelch. The bats were obviously feeding 

well that night! 

After a while we walked back to the cafe and had a hot 

drink and a bun – it was 10.30! All in all the bats were 

fascinating little creatures and everyone was sucked in to 

trying to detect them and trying to find the different 

types of bats that live around the zoo. The staff and 

volunteers, of the zoo and Bedfordshire Bat Group, were 

pitch perfect with the care and attention they showed to 

having guest VIPs walking around the zoo at night. We 

couldn’t have asked them to be more considerate and 

they seemed genuinely pleased that we had all had such 

a good time – and found the bats so interesting.  

I hope we can do something like this again so if you 

would like to try this, or something like it (we are trying 

to arrange more special events with an educational, social 

and a FUN aspect)....please get in touch with either office 

to register your interest.

 

In preparation for the event Jude channeled her inner Blue 

Peter presenter and, nicking an idea from BCT’s Ed Santry, 

made some life foam bats of the 4 main bat species found at 

Whipsnade. 

 

She modified this basic idea by adding brown bodies which were 

stuffed with objects to give them the right sort of weight.  A 

happy afternoon as spent with the balance we usually weigh 

bats with in order to find suitable stuffing material. In the end 

coins of the realm were chosen: 

 

Noctule 2 x£1 coin 

Daubenton’s  1 x 20p 

Brown long eared 1 x 50p` 

Pipistrelle 2 x1p 

 

These were a real success. Those with limited or no vision could 

judge the size by laying the outlines on their forearm. We shall 

be using them at other events in the future. People were saying 

to us “Is that the 20p bat echolocating?” rather than having to 

remember names. 

 

The VIPs and their helpers were great fun and what was 

interesting from our point of view was the way that the VIPs 

were a darned sight better at finding their way round in the 

dark than we were. They were also very quick to pick up the 

difference between different sorts of bat call, and very tolerant 

when we pointed to bats. 

 

Some of the participants said they might try coming to 

Stockgrove or Priory – and they would be more than welcome. 

 

Elsewhere in the country a friend of ours has just done a walk 

for a group of deaf and hard of hearing people. 

So once again bats are proving an excellent vehicle for 

introducing new groups to the natural world.  

 

The boy who echolocates 
7 year old Lucas Murray was blind 

at birth, but thanks to a technique 

using a form of sonar the seven-

year-old can now visualise his 

surroundings for the very first time. 

By clicking his tongue on the roof 

of his mouth the youngster can discover where and how 

big objects are. He is also able to estimate the size of an 

object by the intensity of the echo, with a smaller object 

reflecting less of the sound wave.  

The technique works in part because the blind often have 

more acute hearing than the fully sighted. 

 
 

In America, users of the technique have learned to 

differentiate between people, trees, buildings and parked 

cars by interpreting the pitch and timbre of the echo they 

produce. Source 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1218291/Blind-

boy-7-Briton-able-ears.html#ixzz0TXs0T8T7 

http://explore.dailymail.co.uk/locations/continents/america
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1218291/Blind-boy-7-Briton-able-ears.html#ixzz0TXs0T8T7
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1218291/Blind-boy-7-Briton-able-ears.html#ixzz0TXs0T8T7

