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Review of March 2016

Please send sightings reports for April, no later than 6th May 2017 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.
AWG  welcomes  contributions for the newsletter and  items for inclusion should be submitted by the 12th of 
the month to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk

May Meeting  – May 31st 2017 – Dragons and damsels - and their habitats
This will be a joint effort by two of the AWG’s leading experts; Stewart Sexton and Richard Poppleton. Stewart 
excels in identification of anything that has wings; birds, moths, butterflies and dragonflies. Richard is equally 
authoritative on the identification of plants and bryophytes. This should be an exceedingly good talk with 
excellent slides. The evening will be a fitting end to the tremendous 2016 / 17 evening meeting programme.

Sponsorship

Members may like to be reminded that Mannings of Alnwick, originally owned and run by Roger Manning, 
AWG’s founder chairman, 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 Co-op 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!



A Ringers Year

March 2017:

My trainees have had an interesting time this month learning how to ring and properly age Siskins, Goldfinch, 
Chaffinch and a few other species.  Indeed on the 18th we captured 74 birds in three hours with only half my 
nets open!  There was a particularly large passage of Siskins near Lemmington Hall from the start of the month 
until at least the 20th.  Since then it’s been less busy but as I write I can still see some Siskin and Goldfinch 
feeding on Niger seed.  Three recent Siskin controls (recaptures) have proved particularly interesting; first there 
was a Siskin (S106915) ringed last May in Inverness (274 km’s away); the second, also ringed in May last year 
(D745676) had travelled from Callander in Scotland (178 km’s); and finally another (Y564952) had travelled only 
9 km’s from Swarland to Lemmington Hall.  However, this bird had originally been ringed back in July 2012 by 
Dave Makepeace deceased; someone who some folks will have fond memories off.  I think he would like to know 
that one of his Siskins is still flying around at seven plus year old (see pic.)

Another bird making its appearance is the Tree Sparrows and one ringed on the 25/3/17 proved to be a female 
with a definite ‘Brood Patch’ indicating its intention to nest very soon (the first this year).

Other nesting birds are our local Tawny Owls and while I don’t go looking for them in March (very early in their 
nesting) three have turned up in boxes meant for other species in less than ideal locations.  Normally a Tawny 
Owl likes to find a largish hole hidden away in a darkish place inside a wood.  However, these three females are 
all in boxes rather more out in the open; very much in the sun (see pic.).  This could indicate a shortage of tree 
holes or boxes in more ideal locations.  Anyone wanting to put up a box for next year please ask me for advice on 
locations and boxes (and don’t waste your money on a near £100 box I recently saw advertised on the internet 
that was not even of a good design).  I will start checking on and hopefully ringing some Tawny Owls in their 
more proper locations in April.

I have (with help) been checking on Barn Owls this month carrying out repairs to boxes and locating pairs 
thinking about breeding.  Sometimes there is nothing in the box except a ‘larder’ of food laid-up by the male for 
the female; in one box south of Wooler there was a half grown Rat, a Mouse and a Vole; while in another south 
of Rothbury we counted 4 Voles and 2 Shrews!  Some adults are recaptured and this has revealed that the 12 yr 
plus old female Barn Owl that frequents the Howick area (and we thought had died because she was not seen 
in 2016) is alive and well and settled in a box with her apparently new 3 yr old mate.  Similarly our now resident 
6 yr old female from Dumfries is in her favourite box near Craster with her also 6 yr old mate that was ringed 
at Longhoughton.  An offspring of the Howick female is now nesting herself at Rock; and a male bird that was 
hatched in a box near Lesbury (a site which is incidentally threatened by development) in 2014 is also with a 
mate north of Craster (see pic.).

It’s early for Barn Owls to be breeding but several pairs have started to lay eggs so there will be owlets before 
the end of May – always assuming the weather is reasonably mild and we don’t have a sudden return to winter...

Anyone interesting in ringing is invited to get in touch.  I will generally be ringing on Fridays & Saturdays.

Phil Hanmer
A Ringer & Trainer

Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum)
E-mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com

Pictures on next page... 





PLANT CORNER

This winter I’ve spent some time looking at conifers.  One particular species that has taken my attention has 
been the native Yew tree (Taxus baccata).  Yews aren’t hard to identify, but this is a species with separate male 
and female trees.  In the late winter and early spring the challenge is to look with a hand lens at the tiny cones 
and decide which sex they are.   You can see from the photos that the male cones (on the left) have clusters of 
stamens with their pollen-producing anthers, while the female cones (on the right) have a single greenish ovary 
held in a small cup and it is this cup which swells and reddens to form the familiar yew fruit.

Most higher plants (flowering plants and conifers) have hermaphrodite flowers with male stamens and one or 
more female ovaries, styles and stigmas in each flower.  Some have unisexual, separate male and female flowers 
and some of these have flowers of both sexes on the same plant, while others have entirely separate male and 
female plants.  Botanically these two arrangements are called Monoecious and Dioecious.  The Greek word for 
house or home is οίκία and this has become anglicised as the word suffix ‘-oecious’.  So monoecious means ‘one 
house’ (i.e. both sexes on a single plant), while dioecious means two houses (separate male and female plants).

All of this got me thinking about examples of monoecious and 
dioecious species.  Many of the monoecious plants are those sedges 
where there are visually rather different ‘spikes’ of male and female 
flowers on the same plant.  It’s also worth noting that any trees 
that have separate male and female catkins on the same tree are 
monoecious.  Alder (pictured left), Hazel, Birch and many Willows are 
like this.

More fascinating are the dioecious species.  We all know that Holly 
(Ilex aquifolium) will only produce berries if (a) you’ve got a female 
tree and (b) there are some male trees around to produce the pollen 
to fertilise the female tree’s flowers.  

But what about smaller, herbaceous plants?  As I write this, Dog’s Mercury (Mercuralis perennis) is in flower and 
by the end of April should still have plants with flower or fruit to find.  Often you will come across patches of all 
male plants – which seem to be more frequent in our area – and other patches of all female plants.  You don’t 
really need a lens to see the differences.   Male flowers are on the left and female, with the fruit already starting 
to swell, are on the right.



Stinging Nettles (Urtica dioica) are also dioecious, although telling the 
difference between the clusters of male and female flowers is not too easy and 
can be a bit of a stinging experience.  But look closely enough and you can see 
which plant is which.  It’s hard to find photos of actual plants which show the 
different sex flowers with any clarity, so the plate on the left is a drawing which 
shows male flowers at the top left and female ones at the bottom.  In both 
cases they occur in large numbers as part of the catkin-like drooping flower 
clusters that grow from the leaf axils

Of the more colourful plants the best to look for are the Campions.  Both Red 
Campion (Silene dioica) and White Campion (S. latifolia) have separate male 
and female plants.  Sometimes it is tempting to look at a female campion 
flower (on the left) and assume that the five bits sticking out of the centre 
are stamens that have lost their terminal anthers, but you can see from the 
photographs that these are actually the female stigmas.  In the male flowers 
(right) there is a little collar around the top of the flower tube and the stamens 
can be seen nestling just below the collar entrance, waiting for a pollinating 
insect to arrive to, inadvertently, collect the pollen.

So, several species here to look out for on this springs walks and to look at more closely than you might otherwise 
do to spot these dioecious species.

Richard



Meeting of Wednesday 29th March 2017

We were able to welcome Anita Harvey as a new member plus several visitors in our audience of 37.

George began by waving about what looked like a Ken Dodd tickling stick, but turned out to be a last-year’s flowering 
stem of Common Reed (Phragmites australis). This species is not very common in North Northumberland, but 
further south it often forms big reed beds–habitat for Bittern and Bearded Tit. Its stems are also good for the 
larvae of several moth species which burrow into the central pith.

Our speaker, Richard Muggeridge, has been a member of AWG for several years and he gave us a presentation 
entitled “An Indoor Badger Watch”. His video footage was taken in a small copse in Surrey which he used to visit 
regularly. So much so that probably the animals had come to recognise his personal scent and did not regard his 
presence as a threat. This is a very smell-orientated species with comparatively poor eyesight. Their territories 
are marked by dung and much time is spent socially with members of the same family or clan scent-marking 
each other from the glands beneath the tail.

Ideal habitat is undisturbed mixed woodland on light, easily 
dug soils, although badgers will tolerate a surprising amount of 
potential disturbance from, for example, adjacent footpaths. Over 
many years the constant digging can alter the whole topography of 
a small wood or copse. If you want to observe badgers, try to arrive 
in clean clothes and without having got too hot and sweaty on the 
approach. And don’t wear perfumes or aftershave.

When the animals emerge from the sett in the early evening they 
spend a long time grooming and indulging in mutual scent-marking. 

Cubs will also play, both with the adults and each other and in these situations the parents often seem quite 
relaxed. A litter of cubs will usually range from three to five, but often the sett will house members of last year’s 
litter and some other related adults.

Once grooming is complete there will be plenty of scuffing and digging for the main food which is insects, grubs 
and earthworms, although some plant matter will also be eaten. Grass and bracken will be dragged backwards 
into the tunnel system and exchanged for existing bedding material.

Badgers are Mustelids, with the rather flattened body shape of that 
group, although they are not unduly elongated like stoats and weasels. 
The badger’s front end is bigger and more powerful than its back end and 
the front paws are very large and adapted for digging.

Occasionally a fox may temporarily occupy part of the further reaches of a 
badger tunnel system, but the two species don’t seem to object too much 
to each other’s presence and they largely ignore each other. Badgers will 
indulge in casual mating behaviour in the spring, but the females will 
not usually become pregnant at that time and the main mating period is 
August and September.

Altogether the video presentation that Richard showed must have taken many hours on different days and 
have required great patience. His commentary showed just how well he had come to know and understand his 
subjects.



INVERTEBRATE CORNER

Nautiloids represent the earliest cephalopod molluscs (squid, octopus, cuttlefish, etc.), having first appeared 
in the Late Cambrian Period (around 500 million years ago). They were abundant and diverse throughout the 
Palaeozoic Era, but almost became extinct at the end of the Triassic (200 million years ago). Today, there are only 
six species surviving, belonging to the genera Nautilus (left photo below) and Allonautilus (right below). 

However, there are a further 2,500 species known only from fossils. In their day, nautiloids were a significant 
group of marine predators, with some species reaching more than 2.5 m in length. While they do not now inhabit 
U.K. waters, they likely did when Europe was located near the equator, during the late Silurian. In addition, there 
is a large collection of nautiloids in the British Museum (sic!). Having changed very little over many millions of 
years, they are often referred to as ‘living fossils’ (see photos below - the one on the left is 400 million years old).

The shape of the Nautilus shell conforms to the Fibonacci Spiral, formed by drawing a quarter circle in boxes 
whose lengths decrease by a factor of 0.168 - the Golden Ratio - which was used by Leonardo da Vinci to create 
proportions pleasing to the human eye (see below: whole shell; cut-away shell; Fibonacci Spiral).



                   

Nautiluses are the only living cephalopods in which the bony body structure is externalized as a shell. By 
contrast for example, cuttlefish have an internal ‘bone’ which supports the soft tissues. Nautiluses can  withdraw 
completely into their shells, which can then be sealed with a flap formed from two modified tentacles. Internally, 
the shell is divided into chambers which are separated by septa, but interconnected by a duct (the siphuncle). 
Nautiluses hatch with about four chambers, with new ones added to the anterior as the animal grows. Each time 
this happens, the nautilus moves into the new chamber and seals off the vacated chamber with a new septum. 
Adults may have more than 30 chambers. These chambers are gas-filled and are important in controlling the 
animal’s buoyancy as it hunts for prey at depths ranging from 5 to 800 metres. The mechanism involves water 
from the blood in the siphuncle replacing the gas. Swimming is achieved, as in other cephalopods, by pumping 
seawater in and out of the living chamber. Swimming direction is controlled by pointing its exhalent funnel (see 
diagram below) in the direction opposite to that in which the animal wants to travel.



Nautiluses have up to 90 tentacles, more than other cephalopods, which differ in having no suckers. Instead, 
they stick to their prey by means of highly ridged surfaces. Once captured, prey is dispatched and torn apart by a 
parrot-like beak. This leads to a crop and small muscular stomach where the food is crushed before passing into a 
relatively short intestine. The nervous system is not complex, but much of it is focused on finding and consuming 
food. Nautiluses lack a higher learning centre (as seen in other cephalopods) and laboratory experiments have 
shown that they have short memory spans. Again, compared to the highly sophisticated vision seen in octopus, 
cuttlefish and squid, the eyes of nautiloids are more akin to ‘pin-hole’ cameras.

Nautiloids may take 15 years to reach sexual maturity (see photo below) and then reproduce by laying fertilized 
eggs which are attached to rocks in shallow water. These may take between 8 and 12 months to hatch. For some 
reason, the sex ratios are heavily biased towards males. Because of their long time to maturity and a heavy 
tourist demand for their shells and shell products (see photo below right), in 2016 all nautiloid species were 
added to CITES, regulating international trade.

Postscript: Not forgetting Captain Nemo’s famous submarine - the Nautilus!

Dudley Williams
Newton on the Moor



What wildlife to look for in May

We are enjoying a fantastic period of weather. The warm weather has encouraged leaves to appear on the 
hawthorn, blossom on the Blackthorn, lots of queen bumblebees and good numbers of common butterflies. 
My first Swallows of the season were seen on the coast on Sunday (9th April). This feels a little later than usual 
despite the excellent weather. Here is hoping that there is no sting in the tail with the weather. My father was 
recounting the tale of 1957 when there was over a foot of snow in a day in the middle of April followed by a very 
sudden thaw. Many lambs were lost not through the cold but the flooding that caused havoc afterwards.

Species of the month: Damselflies

There are three very common damselflies that appear in May and June and can be found throughout the summer 
and into the autumn. All three species are easily recognisable: Large red damselfly, Common blue damselfly and 
Blue-tailed damselfly.

Large red damselfly: Often the earliest dragonfly or 
damselfly to appear, it is relatively easy to identify being 
red and black, with the black legs. It can be found alongside 
rivers, ditches, ponds and wetlands. It sometimes visits 
gardens especially where there is suitable habitat. It is one 
of the earliest damselflies to emerge.

Common blue damselfly: This damselfly is on the wing 
from May–September (occasionally October). It shares its 
blue and black colouration with several other species. It can 
be distinguished from the others by its broad ante-humeral 
stripes and all blue side to the thorax. The male’s segment 
2 has a characteristic mark of a spot linked to the inter 
segment suture by a short line. Segment 8 and segment 9 
are entirely blue. The female occurs in two colour forms, 
one blue, as in the male, the other dull green. The mark on 
segment 2 is thistle shaped and there is a “Christmas tree” 
shaped stepped triangle on segment 8. They often perch 
gregariously on emergent plant stems, all facing the same 
way. It occurs in alongside most waters and is usually the 
most abundant species.

Blue-tailed damselfly: This common damselfly is on the 
wing from May to September. The male always have a blue 
spot at the “tail” (segment 8), blue ante-humeral stripes on 
the thorax and blue eyes. The female varies with at least 
5 different colour forms. When mature the female may be 
blue (like the male) in the form “typica”, olive green thorax 
and brown spot in the form “infuscans” or pale brown 
thorax and brown spot in the form “infuscans-obseleta”. It 
is found in a very wide range of lowland habitats including 
brackish or polluted water where it may be the only species 
present.

Good luck – Jack Daw



SIGHTINGS  MARCH  2017
BIRDS
Great-northern Diver 1 off Stag Rocks on 4th 
Red-throated Diver 1 off Stag Rocks on 4th 
Great-crested Grebe 1 at Branton Ponds on 31st 
Slavonian Grebe 2 off Stag Rocks on 4th 1 at East Chevington on 1st
Red-necked Grebe 1 off Stag Rocks on 4th 
Great-white Egret 1 at Druridge Pools on 28th 
Whooper Swan 22 over Branton Ponds on 10th plus a further 15 on same date, 24 at Branton 

Ponds on 18th 1 at Monks House Pool on 21st 18 at Cresswell Pond on 11th 
Pink-footed Goose 4 at Branton Ponds on 20th and 5 on 26th 
Mandarin 1 at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Shoveler 1 at Branton Ponds on 12th 
Ring-necked Duck 1 at Hauxley NR on 27th 
Pintail 2 at Druridge Pools on 28th 
Shelduck 188 at Smeafield on 28th 
Eider 14 at Smeafield on 28th 
Goosander 2 at Warkworth on 14th 2 at Fowberry Bridge on 27th 
Red-breasted Merganser 2 at East Chevington on 1st 
Long-tailed Duck 90+ off Stag Rocks on 4th 
Water Rail 1 at Branton Ponds on 1st and 31st 
Oystercatcher 2 pairs in Harthope Valley on 29th  
Green Sandpiper A pair at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th a pair at Branton Ponds on 26th 
Redshank 2 at Branton Ponds on 12th 
Little Stint 1 at Fenham le Moor on 4th 
Curlew 27 at Smeafield on 28th 
Avocet 3 at Cresswell Pond on 11th 
Black-tailed Godwit 2 at Monks House Pool on 21st  
Ruff 1 at Cresswell Pond on 11th 
Knot 30 at Smeafield on 28th 3 at Cresswell Pond on 11th 
Puffin 3 off Stag Rocks on 4th 
Barn Owl 1 at Branton Ponds on 15th 1 at Hipsburn on 20th 2 at Lesbury on 28th 
Kingfisher 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Great-spotted Woodpecker 1 at Smeafield all month 
Green Woodpecker 1 at Hepburn on 18th 
Sand Martin 1 at Wooler Water on 30th 2 at Branton on 30th 
Water Pipit 1 at Seaton Point on 2nd 2 at Druridge Pools on 28th 
Grey Wagtail 2 on Howick Burn on 18th 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Waxwing 1 at Warkworth on 21st 
Stonechat A pair at Beanley Moor on 25th  
Fieldfare 170 over Beanley Moor on 12th 50+ at Branton on 26th  50 at Yearle on 27th 
Willow Warbler 1 at Branton Ponds on 31st 
Chiffchaff 1 at Branton Ponds on 11th and many by 26th 
Raven 2 over Hedgeley on 18th 
Siskin 6 at Smeafield on 31st 
Common Crossbill 15+ at Harwood Forest on 5th 
Bullfinch 5 at Branton Ponds on 2nd 
Goldfinch 61 at Smeafield on 4th 
Reed Bunting 17 in a roost at Branton Ponds on 10th 
Yellowhammer 19 at Smeafield on 28th 
MAMMALS
Brown Hare 1 at Branton Ponds on 2nd 



Red Squirrel 1 at Branton on 13th 1 at Howick on 5th 
Hedgehog 1 at Brandon on 15th 
Bat (sp) At Yearle on 25th 
AMPHIBIANS
Common Toad 1000's on road between Bamburgh and Branton on 10th 
REPTILES
Adder 13 at Branton on 1st and 15 on 14th 
Slow Worm 1 at Branton on 10th and a second on 12th with 4 on 19th 
FLOWERS
Coltsfoot At Harwood Forest on 5th at Branton Ponds on 5th 
Sweet Violet At Branton on 20th 
Dandelion At Branton on 20th 
INSECTS
Buff-tailed Bumblebee 1 at Branton Ponds on 7th 
White-tailed Bumblebee 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th 
Tree Bumblebee 2 at Branton Ponds on 26th  
Dark-edged Bee-fly 2 at Howick on 27th 
Red Admiral 1 at Howick on 5th  
Comma 1 at Howick on 27th 
Small Tortoiseshell 1 at Howick on 27th 1 at Smeafield on 24th 1 at Belford Churchyard on 25th 4 at 

Hipsburn on 25th and 26th 
Peacock At Beanley Moor on 25th 1 at Branton on 26th 1 at Howick on 27th 1 at Belford 

Churchyard on 25th 
March Moth 3 at Branton on 10th 
Pale-brindled Beauty 1 at Branton on 10th 
Common Quaker 3 at Branton on 13th and 9 on 30th 
Clouded Drab  1 at Branton on 28th 
Hebrew Character 1 at Branton on 29th and 7 on 30th 
Pine Beauty 1 at Branton on 30th 
OBSERVERS G Bell, I&K Davison, G Dodds, M McMahon, E Panton, S Reay, D&M Roughton, J 

Rutter, S Sexton.

RAINFALL 47mm



 

WALKS  
The first of these may well be in the past by the time you get this, but I’ve left it in just in case.  
Numbers 2, 3 and 4 are unchanged from the list sent out in March.  The final one is new.  I do 

hope we shall see many of you on one or more of these outings. 
 
SUNDAY 23 April Low Hedgeley – River and Ponds   Led by Richard & Jane 

Level walking.  Birds etc.    Max c. 2.5 miles    Time c. 2 hours 
Meet at 10.30am on broad grass verge at the Powburn end of the minor Powburn to 
Beanley road, just north of Hedgeley Services on the A697. 
O.S. Landranger 81   O.S. Explorer 332   Grid Ref  NU 061 170 
 

SUNDAY 28 May College Valley  Led by George 
Upland birds and plants and Cheviot scenery.   Probably c. 5 miles with some uphill! 
Meet at 10.30am in the Hethpool carpark.  George is able to get permission to take cars 
further up the valley without the need for £10 permits, but we shall have to share cars 
beyond Hethpool.  Bring lunch 
O.S. Landranger 74   O.S Explorer OL16 Grid Ref  NT 894 281 
 

SATURDAY 3 June Alnwick Cemetery Led by David 
Gentle exploration of the cemetery with its flora and fauna.  Graveyards often provide 
real wildlife reservoirs in town environments.  Time max 2 hours 
Meet at 10.00am at the cemetery entrance on South Road.  It’s best to park in Sainsbury’s 
carpark and walk along to the cemetery gates. 
O.S. Landranger 81   O.S. Explorer 332   Grid Ref  NU 195 123 
 

SUNDAY 18 June    Kyloe Quarry Led by Richard 
This year AWG is surveying Kyloe Quarry for Lord James Joicey at Ford & Etal.  This is an 
introductory visit to this fascinating large quarry that was last worked 40 years ago.  Once 
you know where it is you can visit it independently and build up your own list of sightings 
to add to the records we shall compile during the year.  Time c. 2 hours 
Meet at 10.30am at the big layby on the road (B6353) from Lowick due east towards the 
A1 at Fenwick (or take the Fenwick exit if you are going north on the A1).   
O.S. Landranger 75   O.S. Explorer 340     Grid Ref  NU 043 407  
 

SATURDAY 15 July A day on Lindisfarne    Led by Keith 
Plants plus birds and other animals.  Bring binoculars, plant field guide and hand lens if 
you have any of these.  Try to wear boots and clothes that won’t provide too much 
attachment for the fruits of the dreaded pirri-pirri-bur or you’ll spend half an hour at the 
end removing the offending burs.  Timing c. 10.30 until 3.30.  Bring lunch 
Meet at 10.30am in the car park at the Snook (track on your left about half way between 
the mainland and the island - the safe crossing times are from 10.15am). 
O.S. Landranger 75    O.S. Explorer 340    Grid Ref  NU 105 436 
 

 
 


