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Review of November 2018

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

SUBSCRIPTIONS

Remember that subs are due in January. 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 2019 (£6 and £10). Please make 

cheques to Alnwick Wildlife Group and bring to meetings in December or January or post to:

 Richard Poppleton, Greystone Cottage, Titlington Mount, Alnwick NE66 2EA Please try not to forget. 
Chasing subscriptions is a thankless task.

 “More evidence of fruit eating Moorhens!” Seen by Mick McMahon on 24th November by the Aln in Lesbury,

Wednesday 30th January 2019 - Finding the Micromoths of Northumberland - a blank canvas 
Alan Fairclough 

Alan is a long-term member of AWG and one of our two most accomplished moth experts.  He learnt ‘mothing’ 
at his father’s knee and has an extraordinary ability to find micro-moths and evidence of micro-moths in the 
field.  Even if we learn to recognise just one or two of these small beasts, many of whom have only Latin names, 
then it will have been an evening worth while.



A RINGERS YEAR 

Nov 2018:  Spending several weeks away in Australia this year meant that ringing at Howick had to finish a few 
weeks earlier than usual.  However, before we finished the season we ringed a small flock of Long Tailed Tits, 
several more Mistle Thrush, and 3 Chiffchaff along with 40 odd other birds.  In the final session we captured 87 
birds including a retrapped Coal Tit that had been ringed a couple of weeks before at Druridge Bay Country Park; 
and two Goldfinches first ringed at Howick in August 2015.  

Starting ‘winter’ ringing, with trainees; near Lemmington Hall on the 16th November netted 43 new birds and 2 
retraps.  The retraps were both Goldfinch; one first ringed in December 2014.  The new birds included Dunnock, 
Chaffinch, Blue Tit, Coal Tit, Goldfinch, Tree Sparrow and Great Tit.  On the 23/11/18 (despite having to dodge 
the rain) we caught another 35 new birds and 12 retraps.  8 of the retraps were Goldfinch from earlier years.

On the 18th we went to the site near Longhorsley that we first visited last winter to see if the Willow Tits and 
Marsh Tits were still present.  It took a little time for the three trainees and I to set-up the site with mist-nets 
etc. However, the morning generated 27 birds including two retraps.  The first bird captured turned out to be a 
new juvenile (hatched this year) Willow Tit (see photo); this was followed by several Dunnock, Great Tit, Tree 
Sparrow, and then a pair of juvenile birds – one a Willow Tit and the other a Marsh Tit (see photo).  Forgive 
me for explaining to those that don’t know - but the Willow Tit is the second fastest declining species in the 
UK (after the Turtle Dove) (Refs: Rare Birds Breeding Panel & RSPB 2018) and the Marsh Tit is actually rarer in 
Northumberland (although not nationally).  It’s unusual to find both species at the same site but it does help 
identification when a trainee ringer can actually see them both side by side!  They are in fact extremely difficult 
to tell apart and birdwatchers really need to hear them singing and calling to confirm identification in the field.  
We called a halt around lunchtime but not before we caught our two retraps both originally ringed last winter; 
one was an adult Willow Tit and the other an adult Robin. 

Repeating the hunt for rare tits on the 25th we had problems with the weather but eventually we captured 40 
birds including 7 retraps.  Blue Tits dominated the new birds but we also captured a young Greenfinch (not very 
common these days) and some Coal and Great Tits.  One of the retraps proved to be one of the new juvenile 
Willow Tits from the 18th;   another was an adult Willow Tit ringed last winter.  

The Rare Birds Breeding Panel and RSPB are organising a national survey for Willow Tits (and Marsh Tits) in 2019 
and 2020 and if anyone reading this is interested in participating (principally from February – April) then please 
get in touch and I can provide you with contact information for the organisers.

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



Members’ Photos

I’m delighted to find that some more members have responded to my appeals for interesting wildlife photos.

On 14th November Barbara Welch sent this photo from her lawn in Bamburgh.  Now I know we’ve had another 
very strange year for weather, but to have a snowdrop flowering as early as mid-November as far north as this 
must really be some sort of record. 

 

Then at the November meeting David Brackley brought a couple of photos of Waxwings on a Rowan tree just 
outside his garden in Alnwick.  It’s always good to see these birds, but to get close enough for a good photo is 
excellent.  

 

Many thanks to Barbara and David!



BOOK REVIEW 

Author:  Peter Wohlleben 

Pub:  William Collins 

ISBN:  978-0-00-821843-0 

 

Whilst browsing in Waterstones in Morpeth last year I spotted this 
paperback and was intrigued enough to splash out £9.99 for a copy (Mind 
you, you could get it for less than £7.50 on Amazon) 

The author is a German who, as well as being a professional forester, also 
owns an area of forest in the Eifel Mountains on the German/Belgian 
border.  Over many years he has become fascinated by the relationships 
between trees, young and old; broadleaf and conifer; close and more 
distant neighbours.  He has developed an understanding of what makes 
some areas of woodland healthy and others not and how it is that young 
trees are able to survive and eventually thrive despite the dense shade 
created by their older relatives. 

A book about such matters could be deeply scientific, dry and unexciting, but Wohlleben writes in an engagingly 
reader-friendly style that manages, sometimes only just, to avoid over-popularising and talking down to his 
readers.  Perhaps it helps that he is a practical forester and not an academic. 

The original was written in German in 2015 and has been translated by an American which, to a somewhat 
pedantic English reader like me, can give rise to some minor annoyances over spellings and quite unnecessary 
americanisation of terminology, such as calling European tits ‘chickadees’, which they aren’t. 

The chapters are short, enabling you to absorb the facts and theories in bite-sized chunks.  But the whole thing 
carries loads of scientific common sense and provides answers, or in some case theories, to many questions 
about the life of trees. 

I thoroughly recommend this entertaining and informative book to anyone who likes and is enthused by trees, 
woods and forests and who doesn’t want to find themselves falling asleep half way down the first page. 

Richard Poppleton 

 

 

 



BREEDING PLUMAGE IN NOVEMBER. 

At the November meeting, George Dodds reported a number of events that were, chronologically speaking, out 
of place - snowdrops in bloom on a lawn two weeks before and daffodil bulbs pushing up and showing green 
spikes already. The very next day, 29 November, I was at Budle Bay, scanning through the flocks of waders and 
wildfowl and was amazed to see a male Bar-tailed Godwit in full breeding plumage. The digiscoped photos show 
it together with a winter-plumage Bar-tailed Godwit for comparison and also with a Spotted Redshank, always 
a nice bird to see relatively close-up. I have no idea how to account for this out-of-place plumage, other than 
hormonal change triggered by unusual climatic conditions. Any other suggestions would be welcome. 

Andrew Keeble 

    

     



THE FIRST AND LAST BIRD TO SING 

At this time of year the absence of birdsong becomes very apparent. Notwithstanding the occasional honking 
of Geese overhead or the Blackbird’s alarm call, the only avian song smith is the Robin. Throughout the winter 
months it is this bird’s songs which we are likely to hear on dark mornings and as we retire to sleep at night. 

Man’s affection for the Robin goes back into the mists of time. There is something magical about the ever 
changing body shape of the bird, as it frequently transforms itself from a slim outline to a ball-like fluffed out 
presence, gazing at us with its large dark eyes. Added to these attractive physical traits, there is also the sheer 
dynamism of its movement, with a heart rate of a thousand beats per minute, there is a genuine dramatic 
intensity in all it does. 

The Robin is often referred to as the gardener’s friend and a bird atop a spade handle is a familiar stock image, 
which rarely fails to charm the observer. Stories of the bird’s tameness abound. There is, of course, an ulterior 
motive for the Robin’s chummy behaviour, in that as its main diet is based around insects, worms and other 
invertebrates, it makes a lot of sense to accompany gardeners in search of these very creatures, disturbed by 
their activities. 

The British race of Robins with their confiding nature towards humans are in sharp contrast to their continental 
cousins, which are principally inhabitants of woodland rather than gardens and are usually very shy of humans. 
Incidentally, many of these “foreigners” visit Britain in winter to escape the generally harsher weather of 
mainland Europe, greatly boosting the population albeit temporarily. 

The Robin’s winter vocalisation of its presence may go some way to explain its association with Christmas, it 
being a particular favourite of card designers! Robins are extremely territorial and their song, unusually 
undertaken by females as well as males, is principally an attempt to defend an exclusive territory. Any invasion 
by a rival, is met with most extreme violence, even at times to the point of death. Only when the cold is so 
severe that finding food takes precedence over every other activity, do Robins allow others of their species to 
intrude upon their winter territories. 

Another connection of the bird with Christmas comes from the mid Victorian period when the practice of 
sending seasonal cards first originated. Postmen at this time wore red livery, a practice which earned them the 
nickname of “Robins”.  

There is little doubt that the Robin is our most popular bird and this is never more the case than through the 
winter months. At least in part perhaps, because the Robin, with its vivid red breast, provides us with a splash 
of living colour at a time when the natural world appears dead. 

     

Mick McMahon 

 



 
MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 28TH NOVEMBER 

 
We had decided to abandon our experiment of using the TV monitor at St James’s and we reverted to the projector and 
screen which definitely seems better for our type of presentations. 
 
There was a good audience of 51 for this blustery and wettish November night.  George produced a single specimen – the 
skull and upper mandible of a duck found on the beach at Budle Bay.  After some uncertainty he identified it as a Shelduck 
with its quite broad and slightly up-curved bill. 
 
Our scheduled speaker was to have been John Grundy from the Durham Wildlife Trust talking about reptiles, but he had 
had to cry off, so we were very grateful to Shaun Hackett from the National Park who had agreed to give a tslk on house 
and garden spiders entitled “Spiders on the Doorstep”.  I’m fairly sure that this is the first time in our 18 years that we’ve 
had an Arachnid talk. 
 
Spiders are most often seen bacause of their webs (although not all species spin webs) and autumn can be a good time 
to spot them out of doors when the mist coats the silk in tiny water droplets.  As well as the angles of windows and doors 
there are other good places to check.  The under-turned rim of your wheelie bins is a favourite, as is the gap between 
your wing mirrors and the car body. 
 
Spiders tend to be hairy, with the hairs performing a range of functions: they are chemical 
and vibration sensors; water-proofing; cling points for spiderlings to name a few.  All spiders 
have four pairs of legs.  On the head there are four to eight simple eyes – simple only in the 
sense that they are not the compound eyes found in insects.  There is a pair of jaws used to 
bite and manipulate prey, but spiders don’t chew.  Instead they inject chemicals that liquify 
their prey so they can ingest the semi-liquid material.  The head also has a pair of palps, used 
in mating.  Adult male palps have swollen ends rather like a pair of boxing gloves.  The photo 
show a Graden Spider with the male palps. 
 
Eggs hatch into spiderlings, usually in the autumn, and these young are miniature versions 
of the adults.  They grow by periodic moulting of the hard exoskeleton. 
 
Then there’s the silk which is an amazing material.  It comes in several forms depending on the particular functions it 
performs for different species and in different siuations.  It is sticky, stretchy, rot-proof, waterproof and very strong.  It is 
used to create webs, to stick to surfaces, to wrap prey, to create egg sacs, to act as drag lines and to help spiderlings in 
their ‘ballooning’ when they disperse by launching themselves into the air to be carried by the wind.  (George said at the 
end that a surprsing percentage of the food of Swifts as they hawk for prey is made up of ballooning spiderlings). 
 
Webs come in a wide range of forms, with the orb webs and the sheet webs probably being the most fascinating to look 
at.  The ‘Silver Spider’ or ‘Window Spider’ produces a good orb but with a segment missing and the spider sits at the end 
of a single strand in this segment, waiting for trapped prey struggles to aleert it to the arrival of dinner.  These spiders 
have a nice leaf pattern on the abdomen and the adult spiders are active throughout the year.  A close relative is specific 
to gorse bushes. 
 

One of the commonest spiders in the domestic situation is the ‘Garden Spider’ with its cross-
shaped white markings on a variable background abdomen colour.  The ‘Cucumber Spider’ is 
a small beast which is a bright yellowish green with a red bottom, although the photo doesn’t 
show that feature!  It is unusual in that the silk it spins for its egg cases is fawn-coloured rather 
than white.   
 
The ‘Walnut Web Weaver’ is found particularly on tree bark and its body is very flattened to 
allow it to squeeze under loose bark,  It creates an untidy orb web and hunts moths at night. 
 



The ‘Four Spot Spider’ creates a tent-like web in the grass at the edges of forestry and in heather.  It will take exhausted 
bumbebees as they near the end of their natural lives.  One well-know spider expert apparently is in the habit of eating 
spiders and says this species tastes nutty. 
 
‘Mesh Web Spiders’ are found especially on door frames.  Their web silk is not sticky, but crawling prey animals get tanged 
up in it.  The males, to avoid getting tangled and killed by the females, beat a rhythm on the edge of the web before 
approaching.  The ‘Comb-footed Spiders specialise in weaving their webs in the gaps at the top of door frames in out-
houses. 
 

‘House Spiders’ are quite large as British species go.  The females have large bodies and 
shortish legs while the roving males (photo), which are often the ones seen scampering across 
your living room carpets in the autumn, have small bodies and long legs.  Individuals can live 
for up to four years. 
 
‘Mouse Spiders’ do not make webs but they run fast to catch their prey.  The same is true of 
‘Jumping Spiders’, although they hunt by doing as their name suggests and can jump up to 
almost 10cm.  The ‘Crab Spiders’ (lower photo), which come in several species, also make no 
webs.  Their front legs are shaped like the front legs of crabs and they sit in vegetation and 
grab anything passing. 
 
‘Daddy Long-legs Spiders’ (photo right) have been 
moving north in Britain in recent years.  They form an 
untidy set of silk threads in the angles of walls and ceiling 

where they hang upside down and oftyen trap other passing spiders.  They are not to 
be confused with Harvestmen which also have very long legs but are not spiders at 
all. 
 
‘Money Spiders’ are tiny and there are many species.  They weave sheet webs in vegetation and it is often these that you 
see in the grass on misty autumn mornings.  One web was observed which had trapped a wasp which was far too large 
for the spider to deal with, so the spider cut the wasp out of its web, dropping it to the ground, and it then repaired its 
web. 
 

‘Wolf Spiders’ are so named because they are nomadic and sometimes look as if they 
are hunting in packs even though there is actually no cooperation between them.  They 
form no webs and the females carry their egg sacs at the end of the abdomen (photo).  
When the spiderlings hatch they cling to the hairs on their mother’s back. 
 
One strange species is the ‘Invisible Spider’.  It 
lives on beech trunks and unless it is moving it is 
extremely hard to spot.  Can you see the spider 
in the photo on the right? 

 
Some people ask whether spiders bite and the 
answer is that there are no native British species 
that are large enough to do so.  However there 
is one invader that arrived more than 100 years 
ago and is slowly spreading north in Britain as 
the climate warms called the ‘Noble False 
Widow Spider’ (photo left).  It has been known to bite unwary humans, although to no 
more ill-effect than a wasp or bee sting.  It is quite large for a spider in Britain with the 
body length ranging from 7 to 14 mm. 
 

Shaun had brought a number of specimens of spiders mentioned in his talk, alive, but in specimen bottles, so members 
were able to see some of these beasts for themselves. 
 

Richard 



NEW YEAR PLANT HUNT 

 
Last year one or two members responded to the invitation to get involved in the BSBI New Year Plant Hunt.  I hope we 
shall get some responses from AWG members this year as well. 
 
The idea is to record as many species of plant you see actually showing some flowering on any one day between 30th 
December and 2nd January.  Ideally your hunt should last no more than three hours.  You shouldn’t include garden plants 
unless they are found as escapes in the wild.  With plants like grasses, don’t include them unless you find fresh new 
flowers and not just the remains of some of last summer’s flowering spikes.  And don’t forget to look up as well as down 
– broadleaf trees and shrubs would also count.  With unopened flower buds, use your judgement – if almost open 
include them, otherwise not. 
 
The following details are the summary of last year’s hunt taken from the BSBI Website: 

 
The best way to submit your records is either to go through the BSBI website  
 http://bsbi.org  or by sending them to me at         richard.pop@btinternet.com 
or Richard Poppleton, Greystone Cottage, Titlington Mount, Alnwick NE66 2EA).  
There is apparently a smart phone app, but don’t ask me about that, although I 
understand it does allow you to add photographs of what you found if you want 
to do so!   

Don’t forget to say where you were when you did your count(s), and try to allow 
for the fact that the BSBI won’t necessarily know where “the back road between 
Scots Saw Mill and Old Bewick Bridge” is unless you give a post code or a GPS 
reference or something that gives them a better clue. 

Richard 

 

 

The BSBI’s seventh New Year Plant Hunt (NYPH) was held between 30st December and 2nd January 2018. Volunteers 
submitted lists of native and alien (non-native) plants they found in flower in wild situations during a three-hour walk 
at sites throughout Britain and Ireland. Results were submitted via a smartphone app and online 
(https://nyph.bsbi.org/). 688 families, groups of friends or individual recorders and 21 recording groups submitted 612 
lists (152 more than in 2017), comprising 9907 records of 532 species. The average number of species recorded in 
flower within this three-hour period was 16.2. This result was significantly lower than the averages for 2014-2016 
(when an average of 20.2-23 species were recorded) but only slightly higher than in 2017 when an average of 15.5 
species were recorded. The difference between years, however, was less marked for alien species. The five most 
frequently recorded species found in flower in 2018 was identical to 2017 (Daisy Bellis perennis, 1st; Groundsel Senecio 
vulgaris, 2nd; Dandelion Taraxacum agg., 3rd; Annual meadow-grass Poa annua, 4th; Gorse Ulex europaeus, 5th).   
  
 

http://bsbi.org/
mailto:richard.pop@btinternet.com


PLANT CORNER 

 

Our cottage has a garden separated from the back lane by a 2m high stone wall.  If we were to put the property on the 
market an estate agent would probably call it a walled garden.  But it’s the wall I want to concentrate on in this article. 
 
As well as the usual Aubretias and, in places, too much ivy, the wall is host to two species of small ferns which arrived 
there of their own accord.  In fact it seems likely that some of them probably pre-date our ownership of 26 years, even 
though the individual plants have remained small.  These two ferns are Asplenium ruta-muraria (Wall-rue) and the 
common subspecies of Asplenium trichomanes (Maidenhair Spleenwort). 
 
Whenever I come across these two species growing close together I regularly check to see if I can find any of the hybrid 
between them – A. x clermontiae, commonly, but probably not officially, called Lady Clermont’s Spleenwort.  I reason 
that if a single long-lived plant of this hybrid has been found on a wall at Howick – its unique location in the UK – then 
there’s always a slight chance of achieving a degree of botanical fame by finding a second specimen.  It’s worth noting 
that the BSBI database does contain a record of A. x clermontiae from County Louth in the east of the Irish Republic, but 
that was in 1863 and it has not been re-reported in the last 155 years so it’s not unreasonable to assume that the Howick 
specimen is indeed the only one in the British Isles.   
 
I’ve put the photos of the two species and the hybrid together at the end of the article so you can possibly see that the 
fronds of the hybrid are roughly half way between those of the two parents – ignore the frond colours which aren’t 
relevant to the identification and depend on the time of year the photos were taken.  In the photo of the wall at Howick 
the hybrid is on the left while on the right is a Maidenhair Spleenwort which makes the visual comparison even easier. 
 
Plants that like and/or need lime in their substrate are called calcicoles.  Those that cannot cope with lime are calcifuges.  
In North Northumberland much of our underlying rock is rather acidic and lacks lime, so the mortar in old walls provides 
one of the few habitats in which calcicoles can thrive.  The type of wall – brick or stone – doesn’t seem to matter providing 
the mortar in the joints is crumbly enough to allow the roots of the plants to take hold.  That’s why you don’t find these 
calcicoles in dry-stone walls which lack mortar, although there is one smallish fern Polypodium vulgare (Common 
Polypody), described as a ‘mild calcifuge’, that does sometimes do very well in these rather acidic dry-stone wall locations, 
as shown in the photo.  

 
 
Wall-rue is a rather unassuming and even somewhat scruffy little fern that is remarkably tolerant of dry spells.  This past 
summer must have tested the wall-rue plants to the limit, but most seem to have survived thanks to their tough rhizomes 
which hold enough water to prevent total desiccation.  Which reminds me I must check, either personally or via Stewart 
Sexton, whether the Lady Clermont’s Spleenwort specimen has itself survived the 2018 drought.   
 
Maidenhair spleenwort (not to be confused with the much more delicate Maidenhair Fern which is often grown as a house 
plant) is a prettier species than wall-rue.  It has a dark shiny tough midrib with pairs of small oval pinnae along its length.  
As with all ferns the means of dispersal is by spores (produced in collections of sporangia, called sori, on the underside of 
the fronds) and both wall-rue and maidenhair spleenwort are quite good at colonising new spaces in their chosen habitat. 
 
There are two other Asplenium species that are worth looking out for on old walls.  Unfortunately the first has undergone 
a name change in recent years so it now has a different genus name, but it’s still really an Asplenium.  These are Phyllitis 
scolopendrium (Hart’s-tongue Fern) and Asplenium ceterach (Rustyback).  Hart’s-tongue (left hand photo) is reasonably 



common in Northumberland and is the only fern in what was the Asplenium genus to have fronds that are undivided and 
not even lobed.  Having said that there are garden varieties that have frilly edges to the fronds, but these are specially 
bred and are sterile, so they cannot spread into the wild unless a gardener discards pieces of their rhizomes. 
 

                 
 

Then there’s Rustyback (right hand photo) which is far less common, but still possible to find in various parts of North 
Northumberland.  The fronds are lobed and the name comes from the fact that when the spores are ripe the whole lower 
surface of each mature frond is covered with rusty-orange spore masses.  The specimen in the photo doesn’t really show 
the colour effect very well on the single frond that has its back to us 
 
All these “wall ferns” are winter-green so they are good things to look out for when you are out in the depths of winter. 
 

        

Wall-rue                                                             Maidenhair Spleenwort 

 

Lady Clermont's Spleenwort (left) and Maidenhair Spleenwort (right) 

Richard 



STEWCHAT. 

Last month I had a minor whinge about how poor this autumn had been for migrating birds along our coastline 
and in particular it was the rare birds that had been lacking. 

Maybe I spoke too soon as by late in October we had quite a run of excellent uncommon Northumberland 
species that lasted into December. The long staying drake Black Scoter, a rare seaduck from North America was 
still present around Cheswick sands with its commoner cousins but it all began to improve the day after my last 
piece for the newsletter was completed.  

Out with our dog, Peggy, first thing, I heard the calls of Waxwing high overhead and briefly saw two birds drop 
down into our village. I knew where they would be. There are two apple trees still laden with fruit, that would 
provide a great ‘motorway services’ for newly arrived migrants. 

Sure enough, the pair were settled down in the centre of the tree scoffing the fruit with abandon, only for them 
to take off again after 15 minutes and continue their journey south. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several other good birds were seen around Howick into the first couple of weeks in November with Bramblings, 
Crossbills, Barn Owls, a Raven, a Mediterranean Gull and good numbers of Redwings and Fieldfares. Further 
afield were 4 Shorelarks at Alnmouth south dunes and another two at the Long Nanny Burnmouth.  

On the 11th November birdwatching at Warkworth Dunes, we had an excellent count of 105 Red throated Divers 
on the sea plus 3 Great crested Grebes, 20 Common Scoter and a Red breasted Merganser. 

On 18th a Peregrine flew over Howick carrying prey, probably a small wader of some kind, while at Craster there 
were 3 Willow Tits and a Treecreeper. 

 

Figure 1: Waxwing at Howick 

 

 

 



On 21st November, a friend of mine, Hector Galley for a great bird for his garden in North Seaton – a Rose 
coloured Starling! The excitement of this rare sighting in a suburban garden was not tarnished by the fact it was 
a particularly scruffy brown juvenile bird, nothing like the beautiful adult that turned up in May only a mile 
down the road in Ashington. This bird is still present in December and may well winter unless the weather takes 
a downturn. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 28th I walked into another 9 Waxwings outside Ashington Police Station as I attended a work meeting. This 
flock increased to 17 birds over the next few days until all food had been eaten and they moved on. 

The following weekend, 2nd December, a Bonaparte’s Gull was at Stag Rocks. A rare North American gull found 
a few days earlier gave good views feeding in the surf with local Black headed Gulls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Juvenile Rose-coloured Starling at Hector's House. 

 

 

Figure 3: Bonaparte's Gull in the foreground. 

 



After we had watched the gull for an hour or so we went up to the Stag Rocks layby at the golfclub entrance to 
look for grebes on the sea.  We soon located a Diver that looked very unusual but was very distant well offshore. 
It turned out that our birds was an adult White billed Diver, a very rare visitor from the arctic! Two rarities visible 
from one spot is in itself a rare occurrence indeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, surely that was to be the end of our spell of excitement, but as we watched these two great birds, news 
filtered through of the third good bird of the day. Alan Priest had come across a juvenile Red-backed Shrike on 
his local patch at Newbiggin, the latest ever recorded in the county.  As time and daylight was restrictive, I 
waited until the next morning at work to pay my respects. The bird looked lost, favouring the tall weeds on a 

 

 

Figure 4: White billed Diver, Stag Rocks 

 



landslip near the shore at Church Point. Whether it survived or not is unknown but it was gone by midweek and 
with it the autumn too.  

The rest of December will probably be spent eating too much and shopping with little time available for wildlife 
but it will all to soon be January when the New Year gives everyone a new lease of life, then its back into the 
field to look for more of our great wildlife! 

Merry Christmas! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

Figure 5: Red backed Shrike at Newbiggin... 

 



SIGHTINGS  NOVEMBER  2018
BIRDS
Red-throated Diver 1 at Ross Back Sands on 17th 4 at Cullernose Point on 18th 
Black-throated Diver 1 off Cheswick Beach on 16th 
Great Northern Diver 1 off Cheswick Beach on 16th 1 at QE II Country Park on 25th 1 at Druridge Bay 

CP on 15th 
Cormorant 1 at Howick Pool on 24th 
Little Egret 2 at Budle Bay on 9th 
Grey Heron 5 at Howick Pool on 24th 3 at Monks House Pool on 6th and 7th 
Mute Swan 3 at Howck Pool on 24th 
Whooper Swan 4 at Branton Ponds on 4th and 13 on 27th 
Bewick Swan 2 at Warkworth on 15th and 21st 
Brent Goose 200+ at Guile Point on 17th 2400 at Holy Island causeway on 11th 
White-fronted Goose 1 on Alnmouth Estuary on 15th 
Pink-footed Goose 71 at Howick on 18th 2000 at Doddington on 4th 200 at Cocklawburn on 15th 
Eider 20 on Holy Island on 15th 
Pintail 2 at East Chevington on 10th 
Scaup 1 at East Chevington on 22nd 
Goldeneye 1 juvenile on Holy Island on 15th 12 on sea off Holy island on 15th 
Pochard 4 at East Chevington on 10th 
Shoveler 5 at Holy Island on 15th 
Goosander 16 at Branton Ponds on 4th  and 9 on 1st 3 near Millfield on 4th 
Mandarin 1 at Branton Ponds on 4th 
Velvet Scoter 2 off Cheswick Beach on 16th 
Common Buzzard 1 at Howick Pool on 24th 2 at Doddington on 4th 3 at Yearle on 10th 
Peregrine 1 at Guile Point on 17th 1 at Cullernose Point on 18th 1 at Holy Island on 27th 
Merlin 1 on Holy Island on 15th  
Kestrel 1 at Howick Pool on 24th 
Woodcock 1 near Botany on 18th 
Jack Snipe 1 at Branton Ponds on 30th 
Lapwing 84 at Monks House Pool on 6th 
Purple Sandpiper 1 at Cullernose Point on 18th 
Curlew 60 at Cocklawburn on 15th 58 at Holy Island on 11th 130 at Smeafield on 30th 
Black-tailed Godwit 18 at Monks House Pool on 6th 
Greenshank 1 at Holy Island on 9th 
Spotted Redshank 1 at Budle Bay on 29th 
Little Gull 9 off Cheswick Beach on 16th 
Black Guillemot 1 off Cheswick Beach on 16th 
Collared Dove 18 at East Fenton on 4th  
Stock Dove 1 at Howick on 18th 
Ring-necked Parakeet 2 at Hipsburn on 17th 
Short-eared Owl 3 on Holy Island on 15th 
Barn Owl 1 at Branton Ponds on 29th 
Rock Pipit 5 on Holy Island on 15th 
Shore Lark 4 at Buston Links on 23rd and 26th 
Dipper 2 at Lesbury on 14th  
Waxwing 9 at Ashington on 28th  
Fieldfare 100+ at Beanley Moor on 1st 40+ over Branton on 1st 5 at Howick on 18th 
Redwing 2 at Howick on 18th 
Marsh Tit 1 at East Linden on 18th 
Willow Tit 3 at Craster on 18th 3 at East Linden on 18th 
Nuthatch 1 at Lesbury on 24th 



Tree Creeper 1 at Howick on 18th 
Rose-coloured Starling 1 at North Seaton on 26th 
Raven 1 at Branton Ponds on 4th  
Jackdaw 200 at Howick on 18th 
Rook 150 at Howick on 18th 
Brambling 1 at Howick on 18th 1 at Hipsburn on 20th 
Lesser Redpoll 5 at Smeafield on 5th  
Twite 40+ at East Chevington on 10th 
Common Crossbill 75+ at Thrunton Woods on 1st 
Yellowhammer 5+ at Howick on 18th 
INVERTEBRATES
December Moth 1 at Branton on 12th 
Winter Moth 3 at Branton on 12th 
Red Admiral 1 at Lesbury on 10th 
Daddy Long-legs Spider 1 at Hipsburn on 30th  
MAMMALS
Grey Squirrel 1 at Bamburgh on 13th  1 at Alnwick on 29th  
Bank Vole 1 at Hipsburn on 3rd 
RAINFALL 64mm
OBSERVERS G&R Bell, I&K Davison, G Dodds, P&A Hanmer, A Keeble,

M McMahon, S Reay, S Sexton, B Welch, P&J Wilson.


