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Review of December 2017

Please send sightings reports for January, no later than 6th February 2018 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

Janet Simkin is one of Britain’s most prominent lichenologists.  She has given a talk to AWG in the past on 
lichens.  She is also a very good botanist and runs many courses for beginner and intermediate botanists at the 
Great North Museum in Newcastle. Her particular specialist expertise is on the botanically valuable whinstone 
grasslands that we have in Northumberland and Durham.  She has been largely responsible for creating the 
whin grassland roof on The Sill visitors’ centre at Once Brewed by the Roman Wall.  We are very lucky that her 
involvement with various AWG projects in the past (including last year’s Kyloe Quarry surveys) has enabled us 
to get her back for this February talk.

February Meeting  – February 28 2018 – Northumbrian Whin Grasslands – Janet Simkin

SUBSCRIPTIONS
Remember that subs are due NOW.  Still no increase - £10 single, £17.50 for two or more 

at the same address.  BUT Reduced rates continue to apply for existing members for 2018 
(£6 and £10).  Cheques to Alnwick Wildlife Group and bring cheques or cash to meetings in 

January or February or post to:
 Richard Poppleton, Greystone Cottage, Titlington Mount, Alnwick NE66 2EA

If you would prefer to pay by BACS, our bank details are:
Alnwick Wildlife Group

BARCLAYS  Acc No 40553131
Sort Code  20-58-17

Please, if you choose to pay electronically, use your name as the reference and drop me an 
email to say you’ve paid, or I shan’t know until our next statement arrives.

Some members pay by Standing Order and if you want to pay like that then ask me for a form 
to complete and to send to your bank.



A RINGERS YEAR 

Dec 2017:  After devoting the whole of last month’s article to reporting on this years amazing Barn Owl 
productivity I think this article needs to be non-owlish!  However, just to say that there is a paper about my work 
with Barn Owls from 2005 to 2016 in the recently published annual report of the Northumberland & Tyneside 
Bird Club (Birds in Northumbria 2016) if you would like a copy please do go onto their website.  As well as owls 
there are reports about lots of the other birds in the county.  

After closing the Howick Ringing Station down for the winter, I tend to do quite a lot of ringing near home 
(near Lemmington Hall).  This traps few rarities but is really useful for trainees to learn how to age and sex our 
local birds.  This year’s regular trainees include a couple of youngish Newcastle University students; one from 
the USA the other from Southport; I also have a guy in his 40’s who was once in the Army and works for the 
Council; another is in his 50’s and a Driving Instructor, he has just got a permit with a Mist Net Endorsement (so 
he can do ringing on his own now).  I mention the variety of these folks to encourage others of whatever age 
and background to think about taking up ringing as a worthwhile scientific hobby which supports conservation.  

Back on the 17th November we only captured 15 birds because a strong wind developed during the morning 
and we gave up after less than 2 hrs.   However, we did ring new birds: Coal Tits, Blue Tits, Great Tit, Goldfinch 
and Chaffinch and recapture a Coal Tit (from earlier in the year) and a Robin.  This proved problematical as 
the Robin looked like a Juvenile of the year (with some well-marked juvenile Greater Coverts in the wing often 
known as golden thorn marks) but it later proved to be an adult because it had been ringed in 2016; so, we all 
got that one wrong! 

On the 24th November we had what was probably the first touch of frost and the birds were crowding into 
the garden to feed such that in little over three hours we captured 69 new birds and 9 retraps.  The first Tree 
Sparrows of the winter appeared and a House Sparrow (something of a local rarity!) together with yet another 
confusing Robin.  The 25th produced another 29 birds but no new species.  On the 1st of December another 7 
new Tree Sparrows arrived in a catch of 26 birds but we had to wait until the 2nd to catch two new species; a 
young male Great Spotted Woodpecker (see pic.) and a Greenfinch in a catch of 32 new birds and 18 retraps.  
On the frosty morning of the 16th there was an influx of Goldfinch with 12 captured among 28 new birds plus 
another new species – a Bullfinch; there were also 19 retraps.  On the morning of the 22nd there were 35 new 
birds including 9 Goldfinch; and 16 retraps (including another 5 Goldfinch).  Finally on the 30th 17 new birds 
were captured including a young male Sparrowhawk; together with 13 retraps.  The Sparrowhawk (see pic.) had 
apparently been in pursuit of a Goldfinch for its 11:00 snack; as it had chased the finch into the mist-net but 
then got captured itself!  The Goldfinch seemed a little dazed but after being kept in a cloth bag in the warm for 
20 mins. it recovered and flew away.  This month also saw a return from the BTO telling me about a second year 
Goldfinch that was ringed in January at ‘Bevercotes, Nottinghamshire’ but then controlled by me 267 days later 
after having travelled 244 km’s!

I have also, with the help of volunteers, put up several new and replacement Barn Owl boxes and Goldeneye 
duck/Tawny Owl boxes this month.   One of the Barn Owl boxes we had to replace has had ‘owls in it’ for each 
of the last 10 years.

Finally, just a few minutes before I started writing this article I captured a surprised Siskin in a trap.  The trap was 
not ‘set’ and I only captured the bird because it was so intent on eating Niger seed that it did not see me coming 
to pick it up! This is the first siskin of the winter; and the first one captured for three months.

Phil Hanmer
A Ringer & Trainer

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





What wildlife to look for in February

It has been a cold and wet start to 2018.  The bright frosty mornings have been a joy but the wet or snowy days, 
less so!  Conscious that Richard had asked for records of flowering plants from the period over the New Year, I 
tried but came up with very little.  The best I could do were Gorse (flowering in a number of places and not all 
on south-facing sites) and Shepherd’s Purse (outside my office at Haugh Head, Wooler) on the 2nd Jan.

The festive period was also quiet for birds.  Red Kites floating low over the A1 in the York area were a major 
distraction to driving as was an unexpected Marsh Harrier flying low over the M18 early on Boxing Day.  A Light 
Brown Apple Moth emerged from stored apples on the coldest day of the year (27th Dec. 2017).  In the New 
Year, I have had good views a young Peregrine (1CY) mobbing a Buzzard that was minding its own business 
close to Doddington and three Lesser Redpolls feeding on Common Nettle seeds in the same area (4th Jan).  
The highlight of the year so far, was finding a Hawfinch in the Kirk Harle area of Northumberland (6th Jan.).  
Unfortunately, I did not have the time to explore the area further for other Hawfinches as there is a lot of 
suitable habitat.

A large flock of Yellowhammers (100+) was found feeding in a weedy over-wintered stubble and un-harvested 
headland on the 10th January east of Wooler.  The Yellowhammers were accompanied by small numbers of 
Reed Buntings, Tree Sparrows and Chaffinches.  A further search of the flock may be worthwhile.

What to look for in February:  Deer

In Northumberland, there is one main species of deer; Roe Deer which is commonest by far.  Fallow Deer can be 
encountered in and around the Chillingham area.  Red Deer can be occasionally seen on the north side of Hulme 
Park wall especially in the area of East Bolton.  The odd animal has also been seen in the Cheviot Hills.  There 
have also been claims of sightings of Reeves’ Muntjac.  This Labrador-sized deer is a very common species south 
of the Humber and is increasingly been seen in Yorkshire and Durham.  There are also breeding populations in 
Inverness-shire and Fife.

Roe Deer.  Adult Roe grow to 60 – 75cm at the shoulder 
and weigh 10 – 25 kg.  The bucks (males) are slightly 
larger than the does (females).  Their summer coat 
is reddish brown before turning grey, pale brown or 
blackish in winter.  The black nose, white chin and white 
rump patch are very distinctive.  Roe Deer are browsers 
and take a wide selection of herbs, brambles, trees, 
shrubs, ivy conifers etc.  The breeding season occurs 
between mid-July to August.  The fertilised egg does not 
implant and grow until January.  Kids are usually born 
the following years between May and June. 

Roe Deer are solitary but will form small social groups in 
winter.  Peak period of activity are at dawn and dusk.  The alarm call of the buck is a very distinctive short bark, 
which is often repeated. 

Fallow Deer.  Adult male are generally between 
84 and 94 cm at the shoulder and weigh 
between 46 and 94 kg.  The does are slightly 
smaller.  There are a number of different coat 
variations.  The commonest is the tan / fawn 
colouring with white spotting.  This is most 
noticeable in spring and summer.  In winter, 
the coat becomes longer and greyer and the 
spots are less visible.  Fallow browse on a wide 
range of plants, trees and shrubs.  The most 



active period is at dusk and dawn.

Red Deer.  The Red Deer is the largest land mammal in the UK.  Stag 
stand 107 – 137 cm at the shoulder and weigh between 90 and 190 kg.    
The females (hinds) reach a height of 107 – 122 cm at the shoulder and 
weigh between 63 and 122 kg.  Their summer coat is reddish brown but 
becomes a duller brown to grey in winter.  I have seen at least 5 animals 
on the outside of Hulne Park in the last 18 years!

Best of luck.

Jack Daw

THANKS for the NIBBLES!

Our Christmas Meeting attendance was rather depleted – might have been the weather or 
perhaps lots of you were off on winter cruises(?), but many thanks are due to those who 

came and who brought nibbles for us all to enjoy.

BEST WISHES FOR 2018



SIGHTINGS DECEMBER 2017
BIRDS
Great Northern Diver 1 at East Chevington on 10th 
Slavonian Grebe 5 at Fenham Flats on 10th Some late news- a single bird was seen at Branton 

Ponds on 2nd November 2 at Fenham le Moor on 10th 
Little Grebe 11 at East Chevington on 10th 1 at Felton Bridge on 25th 
Little Egret 1 at Branton Ponds on 16th 
Whooper Swan 34 at East Chevington on 10th 
Pink-footed Goose 300 at Holy Island on 10th 
Greylag Goose 200 at Budle Bay on 5th 
Goosander 7 at Branton Ponds on 23rd 1 at Felton Bridge on 25th 
Teal 200+ at Cresswell Pond on 10th 
Goldeneye 49 at East Chevington on 10th 
Long-tailed Duck 2 at East Chevington on 10th 6 off Stag Rocks on 5th 
Common Scoter 60 off Stag Rocks on 5th  
Shoveller 20 at Budle Bay on 5th 
Merlin 1 near Titlington Mount on 4th 1 at Howick on 3rd 
Peregrine 1 at Stag Rocks on 23rd 2 being mobbed by Merlin at Carey Burn on 4th 1 at 

Budle Bay on 16th 1 at Craster on 29th 
Water Rail 2 at East Chevington on 10th 
Woodcock 2 at Yearle on 17th 
Lapwing 1500 at Budle Bay on 5th 200 at Low Newton scrape on 7th 
Purple Sandpiper 200 at Stag Rocks on 5th 12 at Craster on 5th 18 at Low Newton on 9th 
Green Sandpiper 1 at Branton Ponds on 4th and again on 16th and 22nd 
Sanderling 10 at East Chevington on 10th 
Bar-tailed Godwit 500 at Holy Island on 10th 
Black-tailed Godwit 9 at Fenham Flats on 10th 
Ruff 1 at Low Newton scrape on 7th 
Ross’s Gull 1 at Longhoughton Steel on 31st 
Woodpigeon 300 at Low Newton on 7th 
Tawny Owl 1 at Branton Ponds on 16th 
Kingfisher 1 at Branton Ponds on 4th and 2 on 25th 1 at Felton Bridge on 13th 1 at Craster on 

1st 
Rock Pipit 2 (of the form littoralis) at Fenham Flats on 10th 
Pied Wagtail 8+ at East Chevington on 10th 
Grey Wagtail 1 at Branton Ponds on 26th 1 at Felton Bridge on 30th 
Dipper 3 at Felton Bridge on 25th  
Stonechat 1 at East Chevington on 10th 
Mistle Thrush 3 at Druridge Bay CP on 26th  
Redwing 12 at Branton on 26th 
Chiffchaff 1 at Branton Ponds on 15th 
Willow Tit 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th 1 at Craster throughout month  
Marsh Tit 2 at Druridge Bay CP on 26th 
Bullfinch 4 at East Chevington on 10th 2 at Branton on 26th 2 at South Acton Farm on 28th 
Hawfinch 5 at Abbey Mill near Morpeth on 5th and 6+ on 10th 
Siskin 30 at Abbey Mill near Morpeth on 10th 3 at Druridge Bay CP on 26th 
Twite 35 at East Chevington on 10th 
Common Crossbill 15 at Thrunton Woods on 3rd 
INVERTEBRATES
Dark Chestnut 1 at Branton on 5th 
MAMMALS
Stoat 2 with 1 in partial ermine on 17th 1 at Branton Ponds on 21st in full ermine



Grey Squirrel 1 at Alnwick on 25th 2 at Doxford on 28th 
Red Squirrel 1 at Spindlestone Heugh on 16th 
Otter 1 at Holy Island Lough on 23rd (inside Otter proof fence)
Harbour Porpoise At least 2 at Craster on 5th and 7th 
OBSERVERS G&R Bell, I&K Davison, G Dodds, M&J Drage, P Jobson, 

A Keeble, J Rutter, G Sample, S Sexton, D Taylor.


