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NEXT MEETING: WEDNESDAY 30TH APRIL 2014 AT 7.30P.M.
WALLINGTON – NORTHUMBERLAND’S KEPT SECRET
SPEAKER: PAUL HEWITT
Paul is the Head Ranger for the National Trust at Wallington. Famous for its house, gargoyles and
gardens there are also woodlands, red squirrels and white-clawed crayfish. This should be an excellent
talk on the nature of one Northumberland’s iconic Estates.

What to look for in April

This is certainly the month when migrants should be more and more evident. Some winter visitors will
still be around delaying their journey north, but the sounds we are likely to hear are from those birds
coming back to our shores from Southern Europe and Africa.
The Chiffchaff is usually the first to make its presence known soon followed by the physically similar, but
in song so dissimilar, Willow Warbler and the Blackcap, the “northern Nightingale”.
The dynamic flight patterns of hirundines will return to our skies with Sand Martins usually in the van,
but Swallows and House Martins close on their heels.
At the coast the first Terns will be making their return with Sandwich and Common generally the first to
show.
Offshore, auks particularly Guillemots and Razorbills will be returning to their nesting grounds on the
Farnes and sea watching will become increasingly addictive in its unpredictability.
The sounds of our farmland birds will gradually increase. Look particularly for good numbers of Linnet,
Skylark and Yellowhammer.
On the higher ground Wheatears and Whinchats will arrive back to join our resident Meadow Larks and
Stonechats.
Some fortunate souls may even hear the magical sound of the male Cuckoo before the month is out.
April should also witness the reappearance of butterflies in real numbers. Commas, Peacocks and Small
Tortoiseshells will have emerged from their hibernation the previous Autumn and should be looked for
basking in spring sunshine. They in turn will be replaced by their offspring who will emerge in
midsummer.
Red Admirals, though migrants from Southern Europe and even Africa, may also be seen, suggesting
evidence of successful overwintering.
Wild flowers like Coltsfoot, Lesser Celandine and Primrose, which have been emerging since March, will
all be well advanced. They will be joined by the likes of Butterbur, (which like Coltsfoot, flowers before
its leaves grow), Dog Violet, Garlic Mustard, with its wonderful country name of “Jack by the Hedge”
and Wood Anemone.
Get outside and enjoy the start of Spring with all its promise and don’t forget to note down what you
see!
Record keeping is important as our last Talk emphasised.
Peregrini

Stewchat…
February 2014 was quite stormy with regular strong windy days and quite a bit of
rain too, though we can count ourselves luckier than those in the SW of the country.
I always feel that after Valentine’s Day, winter is almost at an end, and signs of
spring become evident. Often if we get a mild, wet night at the end of the month, the
first Toads can be seen on their short migration from the woods towards Howick
Pond. I sometimes take a bucket and a torch to the lane end and scoop them up and
give them a lift for the last two hundred metres. Toads are only water dwelling
during spawning. As soon as the females have laid their long strings of eggs, the
masses gathered around the margins vanish as quickly as they came. They will head
back into woods and hedgerows living in damp leaf litter in the shade for the rest of
the summer, coming out at night to eat just about any invertebrate that crosses its
path. Slugs are a favourite.
At the time of writing ( early March) I am still waiting for my first Toad of 2014. I
would have thought our generally mild winter weather would have had them out by
now?

Figure 1. Common Toad on 27/02/2012

An exciting came on the 9th of the month, when news of a very rare bird was
released, well outside of our area, at High Shincliffe, County Durham. The bird, an
American warbler, called Myrtle or Yellow-rumped Warbler, was found by a family
carrying out the RSPB big garden bird survey, when it came to feed on fat balls with
garden regulars. I had to make do with Blue Tits and Sparrows on my survey!
The following morning found me ( and a few other AWG members) on a ‘twitch’ to
the nice housing estate where the bird was eventually seen by a large crowd of
travelling birders. This Myrtle Warbler is only the third record for mainland Britain. In

total, over £1100 was raised for local charities, by local volunteers shaking a bucket
around the masses. Next time you are watching your garden birds, have a thought,
maybe you will find something very special with the locals. If you do please let me
know!

Figure 2. Myrtle Warbler Field Notes.

The next day, back at home, we found an unusual road casualty on our village lane
– a Water Rail. I have seen this species at Howick before, usually during periods of
hard weather when they are frozen out of more inland waters, but this is my first for 2
or 3 years. Its amazing how small they are close up.

Figure 3. Water Rail

Also on the 10th, I was returning home from Amble, just as the sun was starting to go
down, when I noticed a lovely Slavonian Grebe on the river Coquet just above
Warkworth weir. We usually see this bird at sea from places such as Stag Rocks, or
Druridge Bay so it was a great experience to see one close up, fishing, in fresh
water. It stayed around for the rest of February, delighting many photographers…

Figure 4. Slavonian Grebe, by Alan Gilbertson

Also on the river here were 11 Goldeneye, 50 Wigeon, 2 Red breasted Merganser
and a Little Grebe.
By the 16th February the Herons at Howick were pairing up and adding to nests near
the pond field. 11 were standing in the bulrush on the far side of the pond.
At the end of the month I chanced a few nights with the moth trap catching very little,
mainly because when the temperature was mild enough the wind got up, and when
calm, there was a frost, not the best conditions for mothing. Still, three species were
caught, including the years first Hebrew Character, a very common moth here but
one I am always pleased to see as a real harbinger of spring…

Figure 5. Hebrew Character

However, before coming to a close, the real show stopper this month waited until the
night of the 27th to show itself. The UK was treated to the best display of the Aurora
borealis for 20 years. At Howick we were saw a good display from the coast road
from about 8.45pm – 9.15pm but the show came and went most of the night.
Northumberland Gazette Photographer, Jane Coltman took some stunning photos at
Holy Island. Look out for them…

Figure 6. Aurora borealis, photographer unknown, Newcastle 2014.

Stewart Sexton, Howick.

NEXT FIELD TRIP
BRANTON PONDS - SATURDAY 5TH APRIL, 2014 AT 10.00HRS.
Please meet at Branton Ponds Car Park (Grid ref. N U 049166) for a walk of approx. 3
hours to look at the rich wildlife of the area.
Strong footwear /wellingtons advisable.
Leader: Keith Davison.

Please send sightings reports for March, no later than 6th April 2014 to: Ian & Keith Davison, The
Bungalow, Branton, Powburn, NE66 4LW or Tel: 01665 578 357 or email to
redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk Copies of the monthly Newsletter and sightings will be
made available on the web site one month after the paper publication.

Meeting of Wednesday 26th February 2014
34 members were present. George produced a spruce log with
several large tunnels created by the burrowing larvae of the Wood
Wasp or Horntail– probably Urocerus gigas (female pictured right);
and a male Early Moth (the females are flightless) which is a
common species on the wing after dusk in January and February.
Philip Hanmer then reported on the Barn Owls on the coastal strip.
None had been found in nest boxes south of Lesbury, but currently
occupied boxes are at Boulmer, Foxton Golf Course, Dunstan, Rock
and Howick. This last one had a larder of small mammals created by a male to attract a female.
David Thompson recommended a look at the hedgerow beside the Alnwick Cricket Club, opposite Arkle Court.
From the number of woody species present this is a truly ancient hedge.
The speaker was Katherine Pinnock who leads the Environmental Records
Information Centre (ERIC) North East, based at the Hancock in Newcastle.
ERIC is funded by Natural England and the Environment Agency and is part
of a national network of environmental records centres. ERIC covers the
whole area from the Tees to the Tweed and extends out into the marine environment.
Records are collected from individuals, local groups and large national organisations. So far ERIC holds 2.2
million records and hopes to reach the 2.5 million mark by the end of 2014. Once received, the records are collated
into large data sets and these can then be searched by anyone from environmental consultancies and local
authorities to local groups and individuals.
You can choose to submit records either directly to ERIC or via big organisations like the BSBI or County Moth
recorders. Records need to show the species name, the date, the location and the recorder’s name. It is best for
ERIC if the location can be quoted as a Grid Reference (SEE Stewart Sexton’s thoughts on this elsewhere in this
issue) or just by giving a place name and ERIC will find the appropriate GR. Clearly, simply to state “Alnwick”
isn’t very helpful, but “by the Aln in the Pastures” is far more likely to pin down the relevant GR.
ERIC has a small annual pot of money that can be accessed for small grants to support recording projects. The
latest initiative, about to go live on-line, is to allow individuals to submit casual records via the website:
www.ericnortheast.og.uk . One on-going concern for staff at ERIC is the accuracy of identification of sightings, so
if you find something you think is rare or unusual, do your very best to check the i.d. The website
www.ispotnature.org is a good place to go if you can get some decent digital photos of your specimen.
Katherine will ensure that publicity information about free public events is sent to our secretary, Barbara Welch, so
she can then put it on our own website and/or include it in our newsletters.

DATE FOR DIARIES

Last summer we had a botanical field trip to Branton Ponds to concentrate on plant identification. This
summer there will be another. We’ll go somewhere different and concentrate on different groups of
plants – I have in mind Speedwells, St John’s-worts and Rumex spp. which is the genus containing the
Docks and the Sorrels. Details will follow.

DATE: SUNDAY 13th JULY

Membership Recruiters (Self Employed)
with Northumberland Wildlife Trust
Remuneration: Commission based – average value per membership (ex gift aid) recruited in
previous year £40 – OTE unlimited but expect to earn £100-£200 per day
Hours: Flexible – though weekends and school holidays traditionally busiest times
Location: Various throughout Newcastle, North Tyneside and Northumberland
Duration: Seasonal – typically March-October
Closing date: 14 March 2014
Does nature matter to you? Are you passionate about our region and its amazing wildlife?
Would you like to earn some extra income, at a time that suits you, by doing something that
you really believe in? Then why not become a membership recruiter!
We are looking for highly motivated sales people with a genuine interest in wildlife to help
support the work of the Trust by increasing our membership by talking to the general public
at places with high relevant footfall such as country fairs, shows, garden centres etc.
If you are a good communicator, enjoy meeting people, have an organised approach to your
work and want to do your bit for the region’s wildlife, we want to hear from you!
While you will be primarily responsible for identifying and booking your own venues,
throughout the year we will also offer you some pre-booked opportunities. You choose how
often, where and when you recruit.
A driving licence and your own transport (insured for business use) are essential to travel to
different venues with associated equipment.
For an informal chat about the post please contact Rachel Edwardson, Marketing Officer, on
0191 284 6884 or for further information and to apply visit www.nwt.org.uk/jobs .

Sponsorship
Members may like to be reminded that Roger Manning’s old business, now called Mannings
of Alnwick, has been regularly sponsoring us for the last several years. We print their logo
on our programme cards, but it is right that their support is also mentioned in the
newsletter.
For anyone who doesn’t know the store, it is a Country Store, selling farm, garden and pet
supplies. You can find it on the Willowtree Estate adjacent to the petrol station at the south
end of town. If you mention you are a member of AWG it won’t get you a discount but it
will get you a warm welcome!

North East Wildlife
Photography Competition 2014
CALL FOR ENTRIES
Closing date 5 May 2014
Winners to be showcased at the
Great North Museum: Hancock
and on tour around the region
Overall winner prize £250
Free entry
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North East Wildlife Photography Competition 2014
The competition is now open for entries and it’s your chance to win this prestigious
award and some great prizes! All winners and runners-up will be showcased at the
Great North Museum: Hancock and on tour around the region.
Competition Categories
Images must be taken in the North-East of England:
1. Wildlife portraits - photos that capture the character, essence or traits of a species
2. Wildlife in action - photos that capture wildlife behaviour and action
3. Wildlife in the landscape - photos that show wildlife in its habitat, landscape or setting
4. Botanical - photos of plants, fungi and lichens
5. Young person’s - photos of wildlife or plants taken by anyone aged 16 or under
6. Art in nature - photos of flora and fauna that are composed for artistic effect
Prizes
An overall winner will be selected from one of these categories for the main prize of £250.
Each category winner and runner-up will also receive a prize - see website for full details.
Businesses donating prizes include:

Westcountry

FARNE ISLANDS BOAT TOURS
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www.wcwpc.co.uk

Entry
Entry is free and open to amateur and professional photographers alike. The closing
date for entry is 5 May 2014. For details of how to submit your entry (online or by post)
plus full terms and conditions visit www.nwt.org.uk/photocompetition2014 or write to:
Steve Ashton, North East Wildlife Photography Competition, Tees Valley Wildlife Trust,
Margrove Heritage Centre, Boosbeck, Saltburn, TS12 3BZ.

Photos: Hare - G Dixon, Kingfisher - M Schusler, Orchid - NWT, Deer - K Cochrane, Owl - J Taylor, Fox - T Cavner

Be part of it:

twitter.com/NEWildlifePhoto

PLANT CORNER
In the days before 2010 when my Plant Corner articles were always accompanied by my own pen-and-ink
drawings of the plants, I tended to avoid the members of the family Apiaceae (Umbelliferae). The reason was
simple – most of them have flower heads and foliage that is incredibly difficult to draw with sufficient
accuracy to make them clearly identifiable from other members of the family. So I used to chicken out! But
this does mean that the three common species this month are ones I’ve not dealt with before.
The old family name Umbelliferae was much better than the modern one, Apiaceae, because it correctly
described the shape of the inflorescences. Umbels are flat-headed clusters of flowers and my first species,
Cow Parsley (Anthriscus sylvestris) shows the classic structure perfectly. In a mild winter such as this one
the leaves of Cow Parsley can be found in road verges
and woodland edges from late autumn, even though the
plants don’t start to flower until April. This is by far
the most common early roadside umbellifer. Sweet
Cicely (Myrrhis odorata) is also found in flower quite
early, but its yellow-green very soft-looking leaves and
creamy flowers are quite distinct from Cow Parsley
and it tends to grow in distinctive clumps unlike our
plant which spreads over very large areas.
Young, fresh Cow Parsley leaves can be added to spring salads and they have a mild aromatic taste, but
unfortunately many umbellifers are quite seriously poisonous, so you really have to be certain of your
identification if you intend to try this.
A larger, coarser and later flowering member of the family is
Hogweed (Heracleum sphondylium). The books tend to say
that it flowers from July to September, but you can usually
find some plants in flower in any month of the year.
Particularly in mown roadside verges new flower heads often
grow right down at ground level as the plants struggle to
survive their latest beheading. The hollow stems were
favourites for children to use as pea shooters and ‘telescopes',
but the sap contains the chemical furocoumarin which can
have the unpleasant effect of making the skin photosensitive
and causing burn-like marks. These are usually not as serious as those caused by its enormous cousin, Giant
Hogweed (H. mantegazzianum), but once sensitised, skin can take a long time for the effects to wear off.
Members of the Apiaceae are not the only plants to have their flowers in umbels. The common shrub, Elder,
also has that floral arrangement, which is undoubtedly why my last species is called Ground Elder
(Aegopodium podograria). Not only are its flower heads similar to those of Elder, but its leaves are too.
In its proper context Ground Elder can be reasonably attractive
in its roadside and woodland edge habitat. There is a
particularly good patch on the east side of the A697 about half a
mile south of Powburn which you can ‘botanize’ from the car.
Unfortunately, though, when it gets into gardens it can be very
invasive and there are records of its roots going down more than
30 feet, so you can’t just dig it out. All you can do is to remove
the leaves whenever they appear so that eventually it becomes
exhausted and weakened. Of course if some of it is also
growing in the field on the other side of your fence, even that
isn’t going to solve the problem.
Richard Poppleton

The Howick Hernshaws
Visitors to the Howick Pond up near the head of the arboretum cannot fail to notice
several tall, leggy tenants loitering around the margins. These are our Grey Herons.
In the UK these large, fish eating, birds are generally unmistakeable, though some
report them as a ‘crane’ or ‘stork’, both birds mainly of continental Europe and only
rarely seen in Northumberland.
The Grey Heron, though, is much more familiar, being found on rivers, lakes and the
seashore all over Britain.
At Howick we are very lucky in that the Herons here are not just popping in to snatch
a prized goldfish, as they will in a suburban garden, they are here to set up home.
The woods behind the pond make an ideal site for the birds to build a nest, a
platform of twigs and branches hidden in the flat boughs of mature pines. That this
area is very thick and off the beaten track is also a bonus to a house hunting heron.
The Grey Heron is an early breeder. Activity will begin in late February, but as these
ungainly birds take a long time to fledge, young will still be in the nest in late May.
The noise from the trees at this time is formidable especially in the dark. A clattering,
barking and screaming noise from the chicks can be heard right up into the village on
a still night, a sound to put fright into the hardiest of campers on the coast. It is
impossible to count how many nest in the cover of evergreen pines, but maybe three
or four pairs are the norm.
The large, Pterodactyl- like youngsters clamber about the branches near the nest
waiting for the adult to return with food from the coast. At Howick there is not enough
fresh water prey to sustain a growing family so they roam quite widely searching rock
pools, estuaries and marshes for fish and frogs.
Once fledged, in June, the greyer and hairier young come down to braches and
margins of the pond to digest their meal. Up to ten or more birds can be seen
sunning themselves in the shelter of the wood. They can be seen flapping their way
back up into the pines as the evening progresses.
As with many water birds the Heron is affected quite badly during prolonged frozen
spells. Our locals may fair better than their inland relatives due to the seashore
remaining ice free except in the very worst winters.
While the Grey Heron is a common bird locally, what is less well known is that,
historically, Howick Pond has been host to several much rarer heron species from
southern and eastern Europe.
In 1871 a tiny heron, the moorhen- sized Little Bittern may have bred, in 1874 a
Squacco Heron from the Mediterranean was shot and in 1870 a Night Heron was
present for three weeks before it too was shot near Alnwick. Now, into the 21st
century we may get a second heron breeding in the woods. The snow white, Little

Egret has recently started to nest in the UK and sightings in Northumberland
increase year on year. Two birds were seen on the shore at Howick in 2010.
Hopefully,in a future spring, they might form a mixed colony with the Grey Herons of
the Howick Pond.

Grey Heron

Update – This Great White Egret was another addition to the Howick Pond Heron
List in summer 2013…

SIGHTINGS FEBRUARY 2014
BIRDS
Black Throated Diver

1 off Amble on 15th 1 at Stag Rocks on 14th 1 at Alnmouth bay on 21st

Red Throated Diver

4 at Holy Island on 4th several off Amble on 15th 1 at Guile Point on 16th 2 at
Elwick Hide on 14th 6+ at Stag Rocks on 14th

Slavonian Grebe

2 at Stag Rocks on 1st 3 at Holy Island on 4th 1 at Elwick on 16th 3 at Elwick on
14th 2 at Fenham le Moor on 16th 2 at East Chevington on 22nd

Great Crested Grebe

4 off Amble on 15th 1 at Alnmouth Bay on 28th 2 at East Chevington on 24th

Red Necked Grebe

1 at East Chevington on 22nd and 24th

Fulmar

40 at Howick on 16th

Whooper Swan

3 at Elwick on 16th 15 at East Chevington on 24th

Brent Goose

650(pale bellied)) at Fenham Flats on 16th 450+ at Budle Bay on 14th 70+ at
Elwick on 14th

Barnacle Goose

180+ at Budle Bay on 14th 45 at Elwick on 14th 20 at Alnmouth Bay on 13th

Greylag Goose

70+ at Elwick on 14th 250 at Elwick on 27th

Pochard

1 at Branton Ponds on 6th

Shelduck

487 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Scaup

1 at East Chevington on 22nd

Goldeneye

12 at Branton Ponds on 16th 8 at Fenham le Moor on 16th 3 at Alnmouth Bay on
20th

Pintail

67 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Mallard

51 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Wigeon

113 at Branton Ponds on 16th 254 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Teal

80 at Freemans Gap on 3rd

Tufted Duck

41 at Branton Ponds on 16th

Common Scoter

200+ at Stag Rocks on 1st 400 off Stag Rocks on 14th

Velvet Scoter

1 at Stag Rocks on 14th

Eider

208 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Long Tailed Duck

5 near Guile Point on 16th 10 at Fenham le Moor on 16th 3 at East Chevington on
22nd and 24th

Red Breasted Merganser

5 at Elwick Hide on 14th

Marsh Harrier

1 at East Chevington on 11th

Merlin

1 at Fenham Flats on 16th 1 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Peregrine

1 at Fenham Flats on 16th 2 at Fenham le Moor on 16th 2 North Northumberland
towards end of month

Common Buzzard

3 at Alnwick Moor on 2nd 3 at Old Bewick on 28th

Goshawk

1 North Northumberland on 10th

Red Grouse

3 at Black Lough on 28th

Grey Partridge

4 at Bellshill on 1st 6 at Branton on 5th 8 at Elwick on 14th 22 at Ratcheugh and
Snableazes on 18th

Water Rail

1 at Branton Ponds on 7th

Woodcock

1 at Alnwick Moor on 2nd 1 on Hulne Moor on 4th

Grey Pharlarope

1 at Stag Rocks on 1st

Lapwing

169 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Ringed Plover

14 at Beadnell Flash on 24th 50 at Long Nanny on 24th

Dunlin

440 at Fenham le Moor on 16th

Green Sandpiper

1 at Branton Ponds on 3rd 1 near Hedgeley Ponds on 16th

Curlew

23 at Branton Ponds on 13th 360 at Fenham Flats on 16th 652 at Fenham le Moor
on 16th

Bar Tailed Godwit

409 at Fenham Flats on 16th 310 at Fenham le Moor on 16th 3 at Bamburgh on 25th

Knot

950 at Fenham Flats on 16th

Sanderling

15 at Fenham Flats on 16th

Little Gull

4 at Stag Rocks on 1st

Lesser Black Backed Gull

1 at Branton Ponds on 18th 1 at Beadnell Flash on 27th

Short Eared Owl

3 at the Snook on 19th 1 at Black Lough on 28th

Barn Owl

1 at Branton on 3rd

Skylark

Several singing over Hulne Moor on 4th

Stonechat

2 at Alnwick Moor on 2nd 1 at Black Lough on 28th

Fieldfare

40+ at Branton Buildings on 5th

Willow Tit

1 near Hedgeley on 4th 1 at Branton Ponds on 18th

Marsh Tit

1 at Felton Church on 22nd 1 at Harehope all month

Nuthatch

1 at Warton on 3rd

Raven

2 at Upper Breamish on 8th 4 at Black Lough on 28th 2 at Harehope Hill on 16th 1
at Old Bewick on 28th

Tree Sparrow

7 at Old Bewick on 4th

Brambling

15 near Fowberry Tower on 14th 1 at Fenham Mill on 16th 3 at Swarland on 21st

Siskin

3 at Harehope on 12th

Twite

Small party at Stag Rocks on 14th

Linnet

23 at Old Bewick on 4th

Yellowhammer

8 at Alnwick Moor on 2nd

Snow Bunting

40+ at Holy Island on 4th 25 at Ross Links on 16th 5 on Holy Island North Shore
on 19th 8 near Islestone Rocks, Bamburgh on 17th 3 at East Chevington on 24th

MAMMALS
Roe Deer

1 at Netherton on 3rd 6 on the Snook on 19th on Hulne Moor on 4th

Fallow Deer

Some on Hulne moor on 4th

Red Deer

Some on Hulne Moor on 4th

Red Squirrel

1 at Hedgeley on 13th 1 near Hedgeley Hall on 28th 1 at East Chevington on 24th

Common Porpoise

1 off Amble on 15th

Stoat

1 near Branton Ponds on 8th 1 in ermine at Branton Ponds on 24th

REPTILES
Adder

1 at Branton Ponds on 18th reaching 5 by the 28th

PLANTS
Primrose

1 in flower at the Snook (Holy Island) on 19th

Larch

Leaf buds breaking at Titlington Mount on 18th

INSECTS
Bumblebee

1 species unknown at Smeafields on 28th

RAINFALL

53.6mm

OBSERVERS

W.Banks, G&R Bell, J&E Clark, I&K Davison, G Dodds,
A Keeble, M McMahon, R&J Poppleton, S Reay, M Rolley,
A Russel- Wills, H Tindle, B Welch.

