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Looking at Leisler’s 
‘As an optimist, I am sure 

that we shall eventually be 

able to say with conviction: 

“We have at least 12 species  

of bat in Bedfordshire”.’  

Bob Cornes, October 2011 
 

 Photo by Nigel Millbourne 

 

Once upon a time, many years ago, a 

Bat Group member found what was 

claimed to be a Leisler’s.  As he 

refused to let Joan Childs or Tony 

Aldhous take a close look, the record 

is somewhat doubtful. For years now 

we have been hearing bats that we 

thought were Leisler’s, but their calls 

are very similar to Noctules, 

especially in cluttered environments 

(ones with lots of trees).  So the jury 

has been out – until, that is, the 

beastie on the front cover dropped 

into the harp trap seconds after Bob 

had started playing the Leisler’s call 

o n the autolure. 

  

This is the first Leisler’s we have ever 

caught in the county, so you can 

imagine the excitement (Dave Odell 

almost died and went to heaven and 

has called it his best night of bat 

watching night ever). 

 

A few years ago we regarded any big 

bat call as belonging to a Noctule; 

now we have been painstakingly 

looking at recordings to double 

check that the call isn’t a Leisler’s or 

a Serotine.  (We are getting adept at 

identifying Serotines, but Leisler’s 

are still hellish.)  

Lisa Mason recognised 

(correctly) a Leisler’s  in 

2012 during a 

Bechstein’s survey. 

This year we made a 

recording over the lake 

at Harold and, in a 

clutter-free environment, 

were able to identify a 

definite Leisler’s so 

when we resume 

trapping, it’s back to 

HOCP we go. 

Nyctalus leisleri is like a 

smaller and rather 

shaggy Noctule;  one of 

the older names for it is 

the Lesser Noctule. The 

outer edge of the ear is 

pale, as is the fold of 

skin that reaches the 

corner of the mouth, and the base of 

the hair is dark black-brown.   It is a 

rare bat with a UK population 

estimated to be around 10,000 in 1995 

and was placed on the red list of the 

IUCN 2006: Least Concern. The 

principal threat seems to be habitat 

destruction. It is a woodland bat that 

prefers to roost in natural holes and 

crevices, but will use buildings and 

bat boxes.  Leisler's forage in open 

habitats, especially around lakes and 

rivers, also over pastures flying quite 

high above the ground (10-70 metres 

according to Russ, 1999). Food 

typically consists of moths, beetles, 

caddis flies and flies caught and 

devoured on the wing. 

Seen in flight, it is indistinguishable 

from a Noctule but it can be readily 

identified in the hand by the shaggy 

fur on its head and forearms.  It was 

once called the hairy-armed bat) and 

by measuring its forearm length, 

which doesn’t overlap with that of 

Noctules.  Their echolocation calls 

are slightly different from those of 

Noctules, and we have about 15 

records over a number of years that 

were identified as probably Leisler’s. 

The most convincing, most consistent 

and most recent records come from 

Priory Country Park where Danny 

has  recorded bats with calls like 

Noctules but a peak frequency in the 

mid 20s kHz which seem to be flying 

over open water. (Peak frequency is 

the frequency at which the bat call is 

loudest.) However, when Noctules 

fly into less open environments, they 

increase the peak frequency of their 

calls and make them very like 

Leisler’s. In other circumstances, 

Leisler’s vary their calls and they 

may become very like those of 

Serotines. Because bats adjust their 

calls to give useful echoes in the 

particular surroundings in which 

they find themselves, most habitats 

cause all three ‘big bats’ to sound 

rather similar. We therefore have 

quite a few records which are 

classified as ‘Noctule or Leisler’s’, 

‘Leisler’s or Serotine’ or even 

‘unidentified big bat’. What we 

needed was to catch one or, failing 

that, to have a clear view of a big bat 

flying in a very open place with a bat 

detector recording which shows the 

calls falling no lower than about 23 

kHz. Please let Bob know if you see 

big bats looking like Noctules flying 

in the open when the sound on your 

bat detector fades out as you tune 

below 20 kHz. The most promising 

places are the larger lakes such as 

Priory or Harrold-Odell, but these 

tend to have so many bats flying 

over them that it can be difficult to 

listen clearly to one. You can see 

more photos of Leisler’s at 

http://www.milbourne.net/HOSTED

SITES/blagdonlakebirds/batinfoleisle

rsbat.html (T he rest of the site is well 

worth a look. Nigel’s photos are 

brilliant.) 

Jude Hirstwood and Bob Cornes 
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