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  A bunch of five 

Derek and Sarah Niemann got the Pinpoint Bat bug 
last summer, racking up five surveys in less than a 
month. Derek charts the couple’s addictive quest.  

Cast your mind back seventeen years to a summer when 

you were at school, at college, watching TV, or driving 

round Bedfordshire at night with one hand hanging out 

of the window. 

For bat lovers all over Britain, the summer of 2001 was 

the one that didn’t happen. Not because we had a five-

month downpour – far from it; the weather was wish-

you-were-here lovely. The simple fact was that an 

outbreak of foot and mouth disease put the countryside 

out of bounds. Nobody could walk anywhere, there were 

no roost counts, there might as well have been no roosts. 

But we could drive. A certain Bob Cornes had the bright 

idea of scouring the county’s roads as if he was in some 

kind of TV licence detector’s van. The premise was 

simple. I played the role of le chauffeur and Bob and Sarah 

took turns to make like an aerial, holding a bat detector 

out of the window as we cruised round the lanes of 

Arlesey, Wyboston, Upper Caldecote and so on in search 

of bats. It was random, it was fun. Unless your hand froze 

solid in the car’s chilly slipstream. 

Perhaps the same kind of randomness drives Pinpoint 

Bat, a project that lifted off for us last year in seeking data 

on bats in likely but  

 

less monitored areas. We didn’t so much get bitten by the 

bug, we were truly infested. From HQ Sandy, 

Bedfordshire, we scrutinised maps of Bedfordshire, 

picking out the sites  

that we were sure had potential. Woodland and water: 

better still, a combination of the two. 

And the wonderful thing was, armed with the gadgetry 

that Bob gave us (complete with notes that even a 

numpty could follow), we could wander around 

anywhere, detector in hand, and every bat, every minute, 

would be recorded. Was it a pip? Was it a Noctule? 

Whatever, the electronic wonderkit knows all. 

In mid-July, Bob sent us a map of the county, showing 

which parts had been covered and those oh so enticing 

blank spaces. I’m like a small child with a piece of white 

paper; I want to fill it. And so we did. 

We started with a ‘there must be bats here’ location at 

Broom Pits. Plenty of water, plenty of big open expanses 

for Daubies to trawl, a number of scrubby bits and some 

hedges. Even a small copse. All the way round, on that 

still, warm evening, it was predict and provide. This 

could be a good spot for bats, we would think, and sure 

enough little barred stripes flashed on the monitor that 

told us there was a bat calling for all it was  

worth .We saw just one – what we thought was a Noctule 

skidding over a hedge. Some days later, Bob would 

analyse our results and comment as if he was a teacher 

giving us our school report: The number of Noctule passes 

you found is notable. 

 

I have to say, we had the easy job. Stroll around, turn it 

on, turn it off, go home. Bob and Jude were the serious 

stalwarts, listening to hours of clicks and making sense of 

them. Bob emailed back the data, a map showing where 

we’d been and when and, most exciting of all, what we’d 

found. There was a ribbon of yellow rectangles along the 

northern edge of the biggest pit and a stream of common 

and soprano pips down the middle of the road during the 

period when we walked back to the car. Nothing special, 

but very exciting nevertheless. 

We were desperately impressed and seriously enthused. 

We tackled four more surveys in August, starting off as 

local as you could get – a walk down to the river, a 

meander through the riverside copse, a tramp across the 

field towards another wooded copse, a saunter back to 

the house. We saw some: our box heard far more. 

The next night, with the OK from the Woodland Trust 

warden, Kelly Thomas joined us to cover Swineshead and 

Spanoak Woods. We’d guessed that the wide grass lane 

between, with its big hedges would be a great corridor 

for bats and it certainly was. We had them flitting a few 

feet in front of us, saying ‚record me, record me‛. There 

were barbies in both woods and, as we’d expected, the 

biggest numbers of bats congregated in the clearings. 

Tempsford Church End and the Ivel at Langford and 

Holme Mill with John Day completed our quintet. Big 

thanks to Bob and Jude for all their support – it was a 

marvellous experience. 

 

Derek Nieman 


