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Review of May 2017

Please send sightings reports for June, no later than 6th July 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

September Meeting  – September 27th 2017 – A Walk on the Wildside – Ron McCombe
A collection of images which Ron is showing to audiences all over the UK and Europe.

NEW VENUE for AWG meetings – REMINDER!!

Please remember that FROM SEPTEMBER we shall be meeting in the St James’s Church Centre at the top 
of Pottergate in Alnwick, just below the Pottergate tower.

The room is the upstairs space used for the URC services.  It has comfy chairs, an integrated sound system 
with a hearing loop for those with hearing aids and a big TV screen monitor that we shall use instead of 
a normal fabric screen.  Although it is upstairs, there is a lift for anyone who finds staircases difficult.  We 
shall be able to continue our tradition of providing free refreshments at the end of the meetings.

Parking should, if anything, be easier than at present.  The roadsides on Northumberland Street and the 
bottom of Howling Lane will provide plenty of opportunities. Morrison’s car park allows 3 hours free 
parking providing you display a parking disc and there is an even closer small car park.

Walks Programme – REMINDER

Please do remember to look at our walks programme elsewhere in this Newsletter.  The latest copy of the 
walks list is at the end of the newsletter.



A RINGERS YEAR  

May 2017: The month started with small flurry of returns from the BTO: a Siskin ringed near Lemmington Hall 
on the 2/4/16 was controlled north of Loch Lomond on the 1st May 2017 and was still there on the 7th so 
presumably it was settling in to nest.  Another ringed on the 18/3/17 at Lemmington was controlled at Selkirk 
on the 3rd April; and a bird ringed at Lemmington back in March 2016 was controlled at Humshaugh on the 
17/4/17 presumably travelling north.  A sad but rather interesting return came from a member of the public 
who had picked up a dead bird west of Longhorsley with a ring on it; and reported it to the BTO as a dead 
Nightingale.  It actually proved to be a Redstart that I had ringed in its nest on the 6/6/16.  Clearly it had gone 
on its first winter migration to Africa, and very nearly made it all the way back to its natal site before 
unfortunately crashing into a window.  Finally there was news of a Mute Swan which has taken up residence 
at Musselburgh near Edinburgh; this was ringed back in September 2016 as part of a brood of Cygnets 
hatched at Lee Moor Farm, Rennington. 

This has been a very busy month with many birds breeding and producing eggs and young to be recorded and 
ringed.  I will delay reporting on those small passerine birds that habitually use nest boxes because they will 
spill over into June.  Safe to say that it looks like a particularly good year for Blue Tits.  However, I can report 
more about Tawny Owls (because they have basically finished breeding for this year):  I had located 10 
potential breeders in boxes in April; three of which were in very unsuitable locations (in barn owl boxes).  By 
unsuitable I mean that they were very much ‘out in the open’ as Tawny’s usually like to hide away in 
woodland.  However, two of these successfully produced young.  Several of the other females nested in their 
traditional more normal sites and are variously 4, 5, 5, 9 and 13 yrs old.  In total we have ringed 20 pulli in 8 
nests.  In addition while monitoring Tree Sparrow nests on a farm near Longhorsley my wife Alison spotted 
three young Tawny owlets ‘branching’ through the trees.  One was successfully apprehended and ringed and 
we later worked out that they had bred in a dilapidated old Barn Owl box.  On being returned to the tree we 
were astonished by how fast it was able to ‘hop, skip and jump’ its way back up the tree (it can’t yet fly); see 
pic.  So if you ever come across a young Tawny Owl on the ground in the Spring don’t take it to a vet – just put 
it back up a tree and let it find its own way back up to a safe height – and its parents will come and feed it. 

Along with the Tawny Owls (and often nesting alongside them) I have also continued to study the secret 
colony of Goldeneye ducks (see pic.) that breed in Northumberland (the only colony in England as far as we 
are aware).  This year the nests have increased to at least seven (from four, in 2016).  Five have been 
incubating their eggs while another three don’t seem to realise that they have to keep them warm for them to 
hatch!  One bird was first ringed in 2015 and had a Geo-locator fitted on a coloured ring last year.  On 
retrieving this Geo-locator it’s been sent-off to the manufactures in the hope that they can tell us were its 
spent the last 12 months (the bird received a new Geo-locator).  All the other ducks captured and ringed 
proved to be first time breeders (having hatched themselves last year); three now have Geo-locators fitted to 
be retrieved hopefully this time next year.  The only frustration is that the original female, who first bred 
successfully in 2011, seems to have gone missing; she is at least 8 yrs old; with a Geo-locator fitted in 2016.   

The biggest surprise of this year is the very early breeding of Barn Owls and up to the end of May we have 
been able to ring pulli in 14 nests.  This is an astonishing number to have sizable owlets before June.   I believe 
it’s due to the very mild winter and good spring.  Many adult owls came into breeding condition early and 
were able to start laying eggs before the end of March; subsequent availability of voles, mice and shrews and 
good catching conditions have meant they have been able to raise good broods; see pic.  It raises the 
possibility that at least a few of them might have second broods; something of a rarity in Northumberland.  
One shocking incident this year was when I (accompanied by two trainees) went into a remote hemmel to find 
an adult owl sitting inside the roof apparently staring at its former home – a box that had been removed from 
a roof beam and dumped on the ground.  Subsequent investigation revealed that a land-owner saw the 
presence of owls as an obstacle to turning this location into a holiday cottage.  Tampering with a Barn Owl box 
in this way is highly illegal (as they are Schedule One Species under the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981) and 
while eventual development cannot usually be prevented its usual for ‘mitigation’ measures to be taken; for 
example the provision of a box on a post close by and/or a box in a roof space etc. 



Anyone interesting in ringing is invited to get in touch.  

Phil Hanmer 

A Ringer & Trainer 

Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum) 

E-mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com 
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Alnwick Cemetery Walk – 3rd June 

 

David Turnbull kindly led us on another Alnwick walk, starting in the cemetery.  A small select group gathered 
at 10.00am which coincided neatly with a mass attendance at a funeral!  So we waited a bit for the assembled 
mourners to move into the chapel and then had a look at the wildlife around and among the headstones. 
 
The main roadway through the cemetery is very impressive with its Monkeypuzzles and Cedars and there are 
many Yews scattered around, some of them reputed to be Irish Yews, which are the same species as the 
Common Yew, but come from Irish stock and are often more columnar in shape. 
 
By early June there were quite a few wildflowers to look at and identify and a number of common bird species 
to hear and see.  After some time in the cemetery we moved out to the area round the Sports Centre with its 
regularly nesting House Martins and then past the new High School and along by the cricket ground.  On this 
latter section there is a very old hedgerow (several hundred years old judging by the ‘rule of thumb’ average 
species count per 30m length of hedge). 
 
We moved higher up past the old Thomas Percy School site, now fully built on, and past the small woodland 
that AWG surveyed in 2015.  Sadly the Town Council’s idea of identifying and adopting this wood and the 
Cawledge Burn woodland as Local Wildlife Sites came to nothing as the Independent Adjudicator savaged 
many parts of the Alnwick and Denwick Neighbourhood Plan.  It often seems to make no difference what local 
people want if those wants do not coincide with some generalised 
template that remote civil servants in London have determined should 
be the pattern for planning documents.  Still, doing the surveys was 
interesting in its own right. 
 
As we emerged to begin descending back towards the town a recently 
renovated house appeared to have Swifts nesting under its eves.  It 
would be nice to pretend that we took the photo, but I’m afraid it’s 
not one of ours.     
 
We finally came out on South road by the Lidl carpark and walked 
back along to the cemetery gates. The weather was kind to us and it 
was a pleasant Saturday morning amble. Mora Rolley kept a tally of bird species seen and heard: 
 

Herring Gull Robin Blackcap House Sparrow 
Woodpigeon Pied Wagtail Chiffchaff Greenfinch 
Collared Dove Wren Blue Tit Chaffinch 
Swift Dunnock Jackdaw  
Swallow Blackbird Carrion Crow  
House Martin Song Thrush Starling  

 
Richard 



Stewchat. 

Something a little different this month with a short account of the wildlife highlights of our holiday in Scotland for a 

week commencing 3rd June.   

Every other year we visit a remote, self-catering, house called Allt Beithe near Acharacle at the foot of the 

Ardnamurchan peninsula, the furthest west point of the mainland UK. It is an old house with an ex nursery garden that 

was converted into a residential garden by the previous owners. The area is a couple of acres of mixed woodland and 

formal garden set on the edge of Kentra Moss, a rocky peat bog. 

2017 was our fifth visit. We like to return to this very tranquil area mainly because of the stunning scenery and its 

special wildlife all around. In previous years we have always come across interesting new plants and animals and this 

year proved to be just as good as the previous four visits. 

On arrival at Allt Beithe, the rain was hammering down and we were less than positive about the forecast for the week 

ahead. ‘Mixed’ the weather people said, but first things first, unpack then get some food out for the local Pine Marten. 

Every day I placed a slice of jam and bread on a log stump outside the utility room window hoping this rare and 

beautiful creature would visit…. 

This time we also took a bag of seed and nuts for the birds and were treated to flocks of siskins and chaffinches, Great 

spotted Woodpeckers and up to 11 Rock Doves at a time.   

The moth trap had also been packed and was deployed nightly in various micro habitats around the edge of the garden. 

When the weather was less than suitable for other wildlife, the trap usually came up with the goods. 

Our days were spent visiting lovely scenic areas along the Ardnamurchan peninsula and down towards Strontian too, 

where it was a pleasure just to soak up the highland air and views. 

So what about the wildlife? 

Moths – Several new species for me were taken including a much sought after species, The Saxon, a moth of northern 

birch and alder clad streamsides. I was over the moon to catch a fine example on my first night. Other quality moths 

were Clouded Buff, Satin Lutestring, Silverhook, Grey scalloped Bar, Marbled Brown and Beautiful Brocade. 

Butterflies – We always go to Ariundle Oakwoods at this time to look for Chequered Skipper, a rare little butterfly that is 

only found in the Fort William area. This year we found 3 individuals perched on thistle tops. They were very 

approachable on the overcast day of our visit. Just along the cottage drive were 2 Large Heath, sev Small Heath, 1 Small 

Pearl bordered Fritillary while in the garden were 2 Green Hairstreak, watched squabbling on top of a conifer hedge, 

Red Admiral, Speckled Wood and the three common Whites. 

Other Insects – Four spotted Chaser were seen on the sunny days around the cottage, while Large Red Damselfly were 

along the drive over the moss. The impressive Two banded Longhorn Beetle was seen a couple of times. 

Birds – Only a single Eagle was noted, an immature White tailed, that flew quite low right over the car. For the first time, 

a short ‘twicth’ of 12 miles finally produced a view of the long staying male, American Black Duck at Strontian. Not only 

the adult but 3 hybrids from last years pairing with a Mallard showed up too. Crossbills were very much in evidence at 

several spots, while Wood Warblers, Tree Pipits and omnipresent Cuckoos added to the mix. 

Mammals – Unusually no Otters were seen this time, but in most years an early morning walk finds one or two. Red 

Deer could be seen on the hill tops along the Ardnamurchan but the highlight of each visit, if we are lucky, is the chance 

to see the garden Pine Martens. This year they were quite elusive but on our last night, we were driving back from a 

restaurant and saw one running towards us on the side of the road. It soon jumped into the cover of the verge. Later on, 

back in the cottage, we saw a second animal coming up the drive towards the house so I headed it off near the bird 

table, with my camera and managed some reasonable record shots in the gloaming.  



The west coast of Scotland is a great place to recharge the batteries. The best chance of good weather and less midgies 

is from mid May – mid June…  you should try it sometime… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pine Marten in the garden. 

 

Chequered Skippers on thistle. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

The Saxon, a rare moth of the north. 

 

An immature White tailed Eagle flew right over the car. 

 

 



PLANT CORNER

June and July are the main grass months as anyone who suffers from hay fever will confirm. Particularly June when the
pollen production from many species is at its height. So I thought that for this Plant Corner I would concentrate on
some of the commoner grasses in the hope that those members who reckon they can’t tell one grass from the next
might emerge with half a dozen or so that they will be able to recognise. As with all identification skills, the secret is
practice. If you learn a few and then go out and practise recognising them “in the field” then you will soon become
much better at telling them apart.

We’ll start with grazing fields. The first grass to flower, usually in April, is Sweet Vernal Grass (Anthoxanthum
odoratum) which used to be gathered to give straw mattresses a sweet hay smell. Although it flowers early the flower
heads persist, usually until well into the autumn when they will still be perfectly recognisable, if rather brown. You need
to look for rather scruffy heads clustered at the top of medium-height stalks.

Then in May you will start to see Crested Dog’s-tail (Cynosurus cristatus) with smaller, slimmer flower heads. If you look
closely you will see that all parts of the flower head are on one side of the stalk. Sheep seem not to eat the
inflorescences, although they do browse the leaves, so the flowers can be seen for many months.

Next you will find the ubiquitous Rye Grass (Lolium perenne) which is often a key component of sown grass mixtures in
pastures. The flower heads are quite distinctive and flattened.

If we now move into lusher grass areas, often in hay meadows, you start to see the taller species. The easiest to find is
often Cock’s-foot (Dactylis glomerata). Until very recently I had assumed the name came from some imaginative
person’s belief that the flower clusters looked like a chicken’s foot, but I’ve now been told (but not tested it) that it is
the shape of the root clusters that look like a cock’s-foot. The leaves are quite stiff and rough and can be as much as a
centimetre wide, so this grass is very distinctive.

Nearby you may well find another tall grass with a soft cylindrical inflorescence. Early in the season this will be Meadow
Foxtail (Alopecurus pratensis), but later on a similar-looking grass may be the hay-meadow species Timothy (Phleum
pratense). To tell them apart you need to look closely at the individual florets in the flower head. The developing fruits
with green outer points and pale inner structures will make the grass very clearly Timothy, while the Fox-tail lacks these
characteristics, although its fruits will often have green vertical striping. Timothy flower heads can be very long – up to
15cm – but crucially, by the time the Timothy flowers appear the Foxtail heads are usually well over.

Perhaps most striking in damp verges is Yorkshire Fog (Holcus lanatus). The name comes from the effect you get if
there are large areas of this very soft looking (and feeling) grass with its often pinkish flower heads. But don’t be fooled
by its visual beauty. On Coquet Island it has become a most invasive and problematic pest.

Sweet Vernal Grass
Rye Grass

Crested Dog's-tail



In road verges and hay-field margins you will find the very common False Oat
Grass (Arrhenatherum elatius). Its tall rather drooping heads are often the key
component of an over-grown rural
verge that prevents you, as a motorist,
seeing properly round the corner. I
don’t think it really looks like oat at all
– the individual florets tend to stay
quite compact in the cluster. This is
the grass that most satisfyingly, on
summer walks, allows you to run the
flower head between thumb and
fingers, leaving you with a handful of
seeds.

Many of our Northumbrian areas of
moorland grassland are quite acidic,

but every now and again you may stumble across a patch that has the most
attractive Quaking Grass (Briza media). This is often sold as a decorative
species for gardens, but coming across it in otherwise rather boring acid
grassland is a nice surprise. The name is entirely descriptive and patches of

Cock's-foot Meadow Foxtail

Meadow Foxtail flower head

Timothy

Timothy flower head

Yorkshire Fog

False Oat Grass

Quaking Grass



Quaking Grass in a breeze give a lovely effect. It is also a good indicator that other plants which need less acidic
conditions are likely to be found nearby.

Elsewhere on the moorland you will find two closely related species. Tufted Hair-grass (Deschampsia cespitosa) occurs
in large clumps and, in wet areas, can often be the species that leaves you in regular danger of turning your ankle as you
struggle through. The untidy flower heads can be up to 2m tall and the quick test to see if you have this species is to
take one of the narrowish leaves and try to run your finger downwards from tip to base when you will find the ridges
and furrows can be very rough and even abrasive. Its close cousin, Wavy Hair-grass (D. flexuosa) is found on drier parts
of the moor in June and July and when you get it in decent sized patches the whole moor can have a pinkish tinge from
the massed flower heads. This plant is not tufted and the leaves are very narrow – almost bristle-like.

Finally there are two
woodland species that it is
good to be able to identify.
Wood Melick (Melica
uniflora) usually grows to
about 50cm and has very
delicate, quite sparse
inflorescences. It tends to
favour drier areas of the
woodland floor and is quite
happy in shade. The leaf
sheaths around the stem are
hairy and the leaves extend
into long hair-like bristles.

Often much more immediately obvious is False Brome (Brachypodium
sylvaticum). It grows in clumps and the leaves are distinctly yellow-green,
broad and hairy. The flower heads are quite loosely branched and characteristically they tend to droop nearer the tips.
You will usually find it in broad-leaf woodland on less acidic soils.

So there are twelve common grass species (although the two woodland ones at the end may need a bit of searching
for). Perhaps by the end of the summer you will be able to be confident about naming at least half of these as you walk
in the countryside. There may, of course, be some in or on the edges of your garden. And also there will be lots of
other common grasses that I’ve ignored in this article, but it’s always good to remind people that wildflowers aren’t all
colourful things and that grasses are probably the most economically important plants on the planet.

Tufted Hair-grass

Wavy Hair-grass

Wood Melick

False Brome



Meeting of Wednesday 31st May 
 
A satisfyingly large audience of 46 gathered, including a new member, Anne Russell .  Welcome Anne!   This was our last 
meeting at St Michael’s and another drawback of the removal of the big curtains in the hall became apparent when, 
with the strong outside sunlight, we couldn’t create blackout conditions so people could see the screen clearly.  But we 
soldiered on. 
 
George produced a dead but not too smelly Chiffchaff and a photo of a Violet Ground Beetle which is a species to look 
out for.  As is the Tiger Beetle which is less common. 
 
Then Stewart Sexton began the first part of the presentation on Damsels and Dragons.  There are 42 species of the 
group Odonata in the UK, 17 damselflies and 25 dragonflies, but we only have 20 in Northumberland and some of those 
are rarely seen here.  Almost all damselflies hold their wings folded along their backs when at rest, while the dragonflies 
keep theirs spread out at 90o to their bodies.  For all types of Odonata the air temperature really needs to be about 18oC 
before they will be seen on the wing. 
 

Stewart stressed that for him the attraction of these mega-
insects is not so much in ticking off sightings, but in their 
beauty as they go about their lives.  He took us through the 
Northumbrian species, emphasising the characters that 
enable you to know what you are looking at.  Most, if not all, 
the photos were his own and emphasised how good a wildlife 
photographer he is. 
 
In many ways damselflies are potentially easier to identify 
because we have only six of them and they often perch 
conveniently where you can get reasonably close.  Of the six 
the Common Emerald is the only one where the wings are not 
folded at rest but are held out at a 50o angle from the body. 

 

Dragonflies come in four different groups – Hawkers, Chasers, 
Skimmers and Darters and the names tell you a bit about how they 
behave in the air.  The biggest are the Common Hawker, the Emperor 
(which is not yet recorded from North Northumberland) and the 
Golden-ringed Dragonfly.  The species to look out for in the future as 
global warming brings species further north is the White-faced Darter. 
 

 
 
Richard Poppleton then took over and talked about the 
habitat in which the nymph stages live.  It’s a jungle down 
there in the water and the nymphs are key predators.  They 
hatch from the eggs as very small nymphs and because they 
have hard exoskeletons they need to shed these at intervals 
to grow.  By the time they are in their final stage before 
metamorphosing into adults they are large fearsome 
predators which can and do catch small fish as well as smaller 
aquatic invertebrates, including other dragonfly nymphs. 
 

Some of the plants are true aquatics to the extent that, for 
example, the duckweeds have almost no root systems and are 

certainly not anchored to the mud.  Many others do have proper root systems and some, like waterlilies, have tough 
rhizomes.  An unfortunately large number of aquatics are species that have been thrown out by people with aquaria and 
which have become real pests in the wild.  Canadian and Nuttall’s Pondweeds seem to have managed to become 

Common Emerald Damselfly 

Golden Ringed Dragonfly 

"Dead Cat" Sphagnum Moss! 



naturalised in the wild without, in most places, becoming too much of a 
problem.  On the other hand New Zealand Pigmyweed is a really bad 
problem, choking waterways and canals. 
 
The other group of plants that is important to the dragonflies is the 
marginal vegetation.  The stems add to the jungle effect at the edges of the 
pond, but above the water they provide the places where the final stage 
nymph can climb up to moult into the adult.  Strictly speaking the insect 
that emerges from the final moult is called a teneral and doesn’t become a 
full adult or imago until its exoskeleton has hardened and it can fly. 
 
Branton Ponds is an excellent example of a habitat that holds many of these 
aquatics and marginal plants and therefore has a good population of 
Damsels and Dragons. 

 

Branched Bur-reed 



INVERTEBRATE CORNER 

SILVERFISH: 

Silverfish (see photo below, left) are small, wingless insects placed in the Order Thysanura. They have a tear-
drop-shaped body running to about a maximum length of 20 mm, depending on species. Characteristically, 
they have two long antennae on the head and three long bristles at the end of their abdomen. They are silver 
to light grey in colour - occasionally a steely-blue. The body is covered with shiny scales which give the body a 
metallic sheen, and these can be readily shed if the insect is captured by a predator or if an attempt is made 
to pick it up. Closely related to silverfish are firebrats (see photo below, right). These are very similar in 
appearance but their body is grey or brown with bands of dark scales - sometimes giving a mottled 
appearance; they lack the metallic sheen. 

       

Sometimes, silverfish and firebrats are collectively referred to as ‘bristletails’; the scientific name Thysanura is 
derived from the Greek words thysano (bristled) and ura (tail). Both are scavengers and common inhabitants 
of houses, where they prefer different locations: silverfish like damp, cool places, such as basements, 
bathrooms, around plumbing work (see photo below, left), wall and subfloor spaces; firebrats prefer warmer 
places and high humidity, especially around boilers, ovens and attics (see photo below, right). In nature, most 
species live in decaying leaf litter and most are active at night when, if disturbed, they will flee rapidly with a 
wiggling motion reminiscent of an escaping fish. 

      

Both silverfish and firebrats originated in the tropics, but have been able to spread into temperate regions 
through colonising human dwellings. Thysanurans feed on a wide range of items, including food crumbs, dead 
insects, and wallpaper glue and paper products. Significantly, they possess powerful enzymes that allow them 
to digest that most difficult of foods, cellulose. 

Adults, larvae and eggs are readily spread between houses on food products, furniture, old books, papers and 
old starched clothing. Under their own steam, they follow pipelines from the basement to upper floors where 
they live in bookcases, behind baseboards, beneath carpets and in cracks and crevices. Their activities stain 
fabric, books and wallpaper, with old, well-established populations sometimes causing significant damage, 



especially in historic buildings and collections (see photos below). Their presence may be indicative of a more 
serious problem as they also feed on the moulds associated with dampness and therefore with water 
penetration of walls or absence or failure of damp courses.  

      

Because of their ability to adapt to human habitations and eat starchy urban carbohydrates, some species 
now have a global distribution, for example, Lepisma saccharina (see below, left) and Thermobia domestica 
(see below, right). There are no major appearance changes in the life cycle, with adults looking like larger 
youngsters. Some species go through 60 moults before achieving maturity. Their life-span can be up to 5 
years. Their sex life is unusual (and not unlike that seen in scorpions) in that the male spins a thread between 
a surface and an upstanding object and deposits droplets of sperm on this. The sperm is then picked up by the 
female as the male coaxes her to encounter the thread. However, as the sex ratio of thysanurans is heavily 
skewed towards females, researchers believe that asexual reproduction by parthenogenesis also occurs. 

      

Thysanuran control is best achieved through thorough and frequent cleaning (vacuuming, appliance, drawer 
and pantry cleaning), lagging of pipework to reduce humidity, and careful use of selective pesticides (such as 
boric acid dust). There are around 330 species, worldwide, with close to 10 of these found in the U.K. 

Bradley Williams 



What wildlife to look for in July 

May has a month of warm sunshine with some cold night.  Early June, started in the same way be along came 

heavy rain that was welcomed by gardeners, farmers and I suspect some wildlife.  At home, the House martins 

eventually arrived at the end of April.  A new nest had to be built.  The pair struggled for two weeks to complete 

their construction.  Building took place in the early part of the morning.  After 11 am everything stopped – the 

mud must not have been to the right consistency.  Towards the end of the two weeks, we had some rain and 

the nest was completed within 24 hours.  Interestingly the entrance was directed towards the window – have 

the martins been on a winter training course with their southern cousins?  There was a lot of celebration once 

the nest was complete both inside and outside the house.  Now everything is relatively quiet, the presumption 

being the female is sitting on eggs.  It is hoped that I can report on adults feeding chicks in the next edition.    

Not being content on just one nest, a second pair turned up in the last week of May.  There was squabbling with 

the occupants of nest one – pair two tried to build adjacent to our existing pair.  The new pair looked at our two 

remaining north-facing windows and settled on Lily’s bedroom for the site.  Building began in the first days of 

June.  It has been slow and laborious but progress by the new pair is being made. The Dodds household are 

delighted that ‘our’ pair returned and built a new nest and ecstatic that there is a second nest.  For 

entertainment value it is far better than Big Brother or EastEnders. 

Where to look for wildlife: College Valley 

I am fortunate enough to pend quite a lot of time in the College Valley through work.  It was therefore a delight 

to lead a walk in the Valley for AWG on Sunday 28th May.  There were 12 of us that met at the Hethpool car 

park and proceeded (with permission) to Mount Hooley.  The objective was to walk to the Hen Hole, have lunch 

and return. 

 

The Mount Hooley car park produced House martin and Swallow whilst Crossbills (6+) and Lesser redpolls called 

over-head as they moved between conifer plantation.  The Wilderness woodland was set out in the 1990’s and 

is maturing into an excellent habitat for a wide range of species.  Chiffchaff, Cuckoo and Blackcap were heard 

and Large Bittercress was found in a wet area.   

The next highlight was finding a male Ring ouzel singing and 

the ensuing squabble with a neighbouring male over a 

female.  There was a lot of Rouzel activity as bird chased each 

other across the valley.  Other birds in the vicinity include 

Wheatear, Whinchat, Meadow pipit, Water ouzel (Dipper), 

Common sandpiper and Grey wagtail.  The white pompoms 

of the Hare’s tail cotton-grass made a spectacular back-drop. 

 

 

 



 

We eventually made it to the lunch site to be greeted by a pair of 

Peregrine that hunted a pigeon above our heads.  The watercourse 

and riparian zone was full of interesting plants such as Starry 

saxifrage, Parsley fern, Butterwort and several species of Lady’s 

mantles.  A pair of grey wagtails performed and a Dipper’s nest was 

found in one of the waterfalls.   

 

 

 

 

 

On the way back to the car, there were further good views of the 

Ring ouzels, Whinchat, and several juvenile Dippers. This was a 

great 4½ hours spent in the College Valley and we a very good 

selection of upland wildlife.  Thank you for all of those that 

attended the walk.  It was a very enjoyable and memorable day in 

the Northumberland Hills 

 

 

Jack Daw 

 



SIGHTINGS  MAY  2017
BIRDS

Great-crested Grebe Pair at Branton Ponds on 11th 
Mute Swan Pair with 8 cygnets at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Barnacle Goose 215 past Boulmer on 7th 
Garganey 2 at Linton Lane on 1st 1 at Druridge Pools on 13th 
Common Scoter 1 off Stag Rocks on 7th 1 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Osprey 1 at Howick on 3rd 
Red Kite 1 over Branton Ponds on 27th 
Sparrowhawk 1 at Branton on 19th 
Grey Partridge 2 in Harthope Valley on 7th 
Jack Snipe 1 at Debdon on 11th 
Little Ringed Plover 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd  2 at Branton Ponds on 15th 
Temminck’s Stint 1 at Cresswell Pond on 14th 
Purple Sandpiper 15 at Stag Rocks on 7th 
Dotterel 3 at Boulmer on 6th and 6 on 9th 
Dunlin 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th 
Black-tailed Godwit 3 at Druridge Pools on 14th 
Greenshank 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd 
Wood Sandpiper 1 at Druridge Pools on 13th 
Ruff 4 at Druridge Pools on 1st 1 at Druridge Pools on 13th 
Knot 1 at Branton Ponds on 7th 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th 
Curlew 12 at Post Office Pylon on 24th 
Whimbrel 1 at Boulmer on 9th 
Glaucous Gull 1 at Monks House Pool on 29th 
Lesser Black-backed Gull 56 at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Sandwich Tern 5 at Cresswell Pond on 1st 
Common Tern 20+ at East Chevington on 1st 
Little Tern 1 off Newton Point on 17th 
Cuckoo 2 at Beanley Moor on 4th 1 at Debdon on 11th 1 on Alnwick Moor on 14th 2 at 

Post Office Pylon on 24th 
Little Owl 1 at Druridge Pools on 14th 1 at Branton on 27th 
Tawny Owl 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd 1 at Howick on 6th 1 at Spindlestone on 7th 
Barn Owl 1 at Howick on 6th 1 at Branton on 11th 1 near Garmintedge Bank on 29th 
Short-eared Owl 1 at Alnwick Moor on 24th 
Swift 2 at Branton Ponds on 6th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th 9 at Branton Ponds on 9th 

12 at Belford on 8th 
Red-rumped Swallow 1 at Druridge Pools on 16th 
Tree Pipit 2 at Debdon on 11th 1 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Shorelark 1 at Boulmer on 9th 
Yellow Wagtail 2 at Druridge Pools on 1st 
Citrine Wagtail 1 at Druridge Pools on 13th 
Stonechat 15 at Post Office Pylon on 24th 
Whinchat 1 at Boulmer on 7th 2 in Harthope Valley on 7th 
Wheatear 4 at Boulmer on 7th 



Redstart 1 at Roddam on 9th 1 in Crawley Dene on 10th  6 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Fieldfare 6 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd 
Ring Ouzel 2 in Harthope Valley on 7th 1 on Holy Island on 14th 
Lesser Whitethroat 1 at Howick on 6th 1 at Low Newton on 7th 1 at Slainsfield Moor on 14th 
Common Whitethroat 1 at Branton Ponds on 3rd 
Garden Warbler 2 at Branton Ponds on 2nd and several by 3rd 
Reed Warbler 1 at East Chevington on 1st 1 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Grasshopper Warbler 2 at East Chevington on 1st 1 at Druridge Pools on 1st 1 at Howick on 6th 1 at Low 

Newton on 7th 
Wood Warbler 1 at Allenbanks on 6th 
Spotted Flycatcher 1 at Druridge Pools on 13th 1 at Branton Ponds on 16th 1 at Branton Middlesteads 

on 23rd 1 at Branton on 23rd 
Pied Flycatcher 5 at Allenbanks on 6th 1 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Treecreeper 1 at Branton Ponds on 19th 4 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Nuthatch 1 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Raven 1 in Harthope Valley on 7th 1 near Linhope on 13th 1 at Holystone Woods on 21st 
Brambling 1 at Low Newton on 7th 
Common Redpoll 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th 
Lesser Redpoll 4 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Common Crossbill 60+ at Yardhope Oaks on 21st 
MAMMALS

Fox 1 at Branton Ponds on 7th 1 at Spindlestone on 7th 
Red Squirrel Up to 5 in Branton all month.
Brown Hare 4 at Branton Ponds on 17th 2 at Post Office Pylon on 24th 
INVERTEBRATES
Speckled Wood 2 at Linton Lane on 1st several at Branton Ponds on 10th 
Orange Tip 6 at Branton Ponds on 3rd several at Spindlestone on 7th 1 at Elwick on 1st 
Red Admiral 1 at Branton Ponds on 3rd and 2 on 10th 1 at Smeafield on 22nd 
Meadow Brown 2 at Smeafield on 14th 
Wall Brown 1 at Branton Ponds on 10th 1 at Smeafield on 9th 
Green Hairstreak 2 at Ship Crag on 11th 2 at Alnwick Moor on 14th 
Small Copper 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th 
Elephant Hawk-moth 2 at Branton on 28th 
Poplar Hawk-moth 1 at Branton on 21st 
Bee moth 1 at Branton on 12th 
Dark Tussock Several caterpillars on Holy Island on 14th 
Pale Prominent 2 at Branton on 25th 
Lesser Swallow Prominent 1 at Branton on 25th 
Pebble Prominent 1 at Branton on 25th 
Buff-tip 1 at Branton on 31st 
Peppered Moth 1 at Branton on 23rd 
Lychnis 1 at Branton on 23rd 
Clouded Silver 2 at Branton on 15th 
Lunar Thorn 1 at Branton on 15th 
Glaucous Shears 1 at Branton on 15th 



Rustic Shoulder-knot 1 at Branton on 21st 
White Ermine 2 at Branton on 15th 
Pale-shouldered Brocade 1 at Branton on 17th 
Scalloped Hazel 3 at Branton on 17th 
Muslin moth 2 at Branton on 17th 
Oiceotoma thoracicum 1 at Branton Ponds on 21st 
Red and Black Froghopper 1 at Branton Ponds on 22nd  
Hawthorn Shieldbug 1 at Branton on 15th 
5-spot Ladybird 1 at Smeafield on 14th 
10-spot Ladybird 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th 
Pill Millipede 1 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Common-blue Damselfly 2 at Branton Ponds on 21st 
FISH
3 Spined Stickleback 1 building its nest at Branton Ponds on 10th 
FUNGI
Chicken of the Woods At Holystone Woods on 21st 
RAINFALL 17 mm
OBSERVERS
I&K Davison, G Dodds, J&R Muggeridge, R&J Poppleton, S Reay, J Rutter, S Sexton.



 

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 and 3 are unchanged from the list sent out in April.  The final one is new.   
 

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 main island - the safe crossing time is from 10.15am). 
O.S. Landranger 75    O.S. Explorer 340    Grid Ref  NU 105 436 
 

SUNDAY 6th August The Cateran Hole and Cateran Hill    Led by Michael and Richard 
 A moorland walk with a mysterious cave and, if we can find it, the only North 

Northumberland site for the little Tunbridge Filmy Fern.  Easy moorland walking  
with a bit of deep heather.  Time 2 to 2½ hours. Bring torch/head-torch for the cave. 
Meet at 10.00am on the grass verge west of Quarry House on the moorland above 
Hepburn.  From the A1 take the North Charlton exit.  The moor road is gated in places and 
has some bits of slightly dodgy surface. 
O.S. Landranger 75    O.S. Explorer 340    Grid Ref NU 100 246 
 

SUNDAY 10th September we hope to offer a “Jelly Walk” somewhere on the coast.  You may 
remember that when we had a talk last winter about the CoCoast Project, there was a 
suggestion that we might like to get involved in a strand-line walk on the beach to identify 
and count washed-up jellyfish in aid of the CoCoast Citizen Science project.  Watch for 
details in the next newsletter. 
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