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A bit on the side 

 
“Jeepers, look at that!” 

“Oh wow, how cool is that?” 
“Stunning, just stunning.” 

Or words to that effect. And we are not talking about an 

amazing bat sighting. Oh no. Far more exciting. The 

esteemed editor and I are drooling over a sharp-taloned 

individual with searing yellow eyes staring into the roost. 

This is a male sparrowhawk and he’s perched at the 

mouth of the roost, leaning over, peering in, wondering 

when the food dispenser is going to issue the next meal.  

 
I should mention at this point that the UK’s leading 

sparrowhawk expert has never seen such behaviour. 

Hell, we just seen a miracle. 

  

It must be said, as far as our furry fliers are concerned, it’s 

been a disappointing summer at our regular Mid Beds 

roost. Numbers of soprano  pips have been less than half 

what they were in previous summers. Maybe the nippy 

month of May dissuaded them from joining their habitual 

maternity club, preferring instead to set up small coteries 

in outlying trees. Who knows? 

  

Knowledge of possible roosts for Daubenton’s and 

noctules continues to elude us too. Various individuals 

crouched in mosquito-infested glades at dusk trying to 

work out if the flitting creatures were emerging from this 

tree or that one. Or another one altogether. 

One consolation came with our single mist-netting 

session, hosted by soft-spoken Phil Richardson, who held 

his famous wit at bay, for the sake of enthusing mist-net 

beginners. Natterers had, until that night, hovered in the 

‘unknown Myotis, probably Natterers’ category in this  

 
 

location. They register so close in pitch to other species of 

the same genus on the detector that one can never be 

quite sure. A bat in the hand is worth a thousand on the 

dial though and the obliging male and female sat 

patiently in the hand while bits of their anatomy were 

pulled about with gentle dexterity to enable positive 

identification. 

  

There were other highlights. At times, this site takes on 

the character of a scene from Fantasia, because the 

animals are just not used to humans being about. One 

night, a male muntjac walked brazenly onto the lawn and 

barked in front of me. Have you seen a male barking 

close up? They act very much like red deer stags in 

miniature, the neck thrust upwards as if straining at a 

lead, the mouth thrown open to issue that familiar hoarse 

shout.  

Last night felt like the end. The maternity roost was silent 

and empty and a few pips hurled themselves desultorily 

across the ride as I walked through the senescing 

bracken. This is the most tranquil of places though, and 

coming out here is a delight in itself.  
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