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Review of January 2019

Please send sightings reports for September, no later than 6th March 2019 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

Pictures for Ringers Year overleaf.

Wednesday 27th March 2019 — Cheviot Goats — Speaker: Richard Bevan
Dr Richard Bevan is an eminent Zoologist at Newcastle University.  He and his students carry out research on a wide vari-
ety of birds and animals, but one of his main areas of interest is the Wild Goats in the Cheviot Hills and it is this fascinat-
ing, if a bit smelly, topic that will be the subject of his talk in March.



A RINGERS YEAR 

Jan 2019:  I have had some returns from the BTO of ‘Controlled’ Barn Owls including an amazing report of an 
owlet ringed in June 2014 near Thropton in Northumberland which has taken up residence as a female adult 
in Ruthin, North Wales!  It was first retrapped by a local ringer in July but it’s fair to say that there was a fear 
that there had been some sort of mistake.  However, on the 31st December 2018 it was captured again and 
with a member of BTO staff present it was confirmed as being Barn Owl FH92017.  It’s travelled at least 265 
km’s (and probably a lot further since that’s a straight line course!).  This owl is still alive while three more are 
unfortunately not: GR03144 was ringed in its nest in June 2016 near Wooler and was found dead as a Road 
Casualty at Swinwood Mill, Scottish Borders on the 28th December; GV23125 ringed its nest east of Wooler in 
June 2015 was also found dead near Stannington on the 3rd December 2018; and one of this years rare young 
ringed near Warkworth in June 2018 was found dead at Alnmouth Bay in October.

Other birds still alive include a Mute Swan cygnet ringed (with a large red darvik ring with white letters ZJU) at 
Howick in September 2017 which is living this winter at Queen Elizabeth Country Pk, Woodhorn.  Also a Tree 
Sparrow that we controlled alive near East Linden on the 6th January S225037; was actually ringed at Whitburn 
Country Pk on the 17th September 2018.

We actually undertook eight ringing sessions near East Linden from the end of November 2018 until the 6th Jan 
2019 capturing a total of 261birds (185 new and 76 retraps).  On the last session we recaptured a Willow Tit, 
first ringed 12 months ago; showing unusually ‘white’ tertial feathers (see attached picture); and a noisy male 
Great Spotted Woodpecker hatched in 2018 (see attached).  The species were: Blue Tit, Robin, Dunnock, Coal Tit, 
Willow Tit, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Great Tit, Long Tailed Tit, Tree Sparrow, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Blackbird, 
House Sparrow, Marsh Tit, Starling and Nuthatch.  We captured 4 Marsh Tits (2 were new juveniles and the 
other 2 were adult retraps from last winter).  We also captured 6 Willow Tits including 4 new birds (2 juvenile 
and 2 adult) and 2 adults from last winter.  Both Marsh and Willow Tits are rare and declining species; although 
in Northumberland (but not nationally) the Willow Tit seems to be more numerous.   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.

The rather mixed, often wet and windy weather had led to some poor conditions for ringing in January but one 
of my trainees has just achieved his C permit (congratulations to Jason) so is now helping me with those less 
experienced, including a new starter who lives locally.  The 2nd January saw 4 Long Tailed Tits cram into an 
‘open’ trap in my garden and being relatively easily captured by hand - as they were so keen to feed on some fat 
balls.  A proper session with trainees on the 4th netted 28 new birds including a male Bullfinch and 7 new Long 
Tailed Tits; together with 14 retraps; including two Blue Tits first ringed as juveniles in 2016.  A breeze on the 
18th kept the catch down to only 9 new birds and 14 retraps.  Included in the new birds was a male Blackbird 
with such a black bill that it was probably a Scandinavian migrant.  Most interesting were the Great Tit that was 
originally ringed as a juvenile in 2016; and a Siskin ringed in April 2018 (as an adult). This Siskin is probably on 
its way further north.  

Ringing again on the 20th we caught 18 new birds including a male Nuthatch; and 17 retraps which included 
a Siskin first ringed as an adult in February 2017 and another from March 2017; and a ‘resident’ Nuthatch 
(probably a female) which we first ringed on the 1st December last year.

Finally can I recommend that anyone interested in birds should get hold of the recently published: “2017 Birds 
in Northumbria” published by the Northumberland & Tyneside Bird Club (details on their web-site).

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



 

 

 

 

 

 

HEDGEHOG RESCUE 

Sandra Carrott from Whittingham has been a member of AWG for a long time and we felt it was 

more than appropriate to publish this email which she sent this week.  You may remember that a 

couple of years ago AWG donated £500 to enable Hedgehog Rescue to buy a new incubator.  

(Those of you who are members of NWT may also get the email forwarded from that organisation). 

From: Sandra Carrott <sandra.carrott@btinternet.com> 

Date: 21 February 2019 at 21:03:54 GMT 

To: redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk 

Subject: Northumbrian Hedgehog Rescue 

The Trustees of Northumbrian Hedgehog Rescue Trust, based in Longframlington wondered if you 

could support our search for volunteers. We need 'carers' to help 2 to 3 hours one morning per 

week. This involves cleaning cages, checking hogs, feeding etc. Our website is hedgehogs-

northumbria.org.uk and has the links for tel no's if anyone is interested. If you are able to 

announce it at meetings or include it on any newsletters we would be very grateful. 

The past year has been our busiest ever and we have overwintered more than 160 hogs. Most 

other Wildlife/rescue sanctuaries have closed down and we are quite inundated with hedgehogs! 

 

Thank you in anticipation. 

Sandra Carrott on behalf of NHRT 
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The Starling: no ordinary bird

A very recognisable bird for most of us, the Starling, is in so many ways, a victim of its own familiarity and thus 
is highly underrated as a species worthy of close inspection. In reality, when seen in good light, the adult bird 
boasts a very striking plumage, while its vocal range is truly staggering and then of course there is the bird’s 
propensity for spectacular winter roosts!

Larger than a Sparrow but smaller than a Blackbird, the Starling can be described as plump, with a short square 
tail and virtually triangular shaped wings. While as a juvenile the plumage is an unremarkable brown-grey, the 
breeding plumage of the adult appears blackish, but closer examination shows it to be strongly tinged with an 
iridescent green and purple sheen, speckled with white, all rounded off with pink legs and a long spiky yellow 
bill.

The Starling’s song, like the bird itself, is very recognizable, leading to a general underestimation of how varied 
and unusual it is. The best description I’ve come across includes the following vocal qualities: a rambling medley 
of warbling, chirruping and gurgling sounds, intermixed with musical whistles. It is also now known that as 
Starlings age they extend their repertoire and pass their individual vocalisations on to their young!

Additionally, the bird’s capacity to emulate other sounds is legendary. For example, there are records of Starlings 
imitating the hooting of a Tawny Owl, through to giving accurate renditions of the plaintive call of the Curlew. So 
precise are its renditions of other avian life, that it is not uncommon to see seasoned birdwatchers panning the 
skies with their binoculars, seeking the original!

Neither is it just birds that are copied: the Starling’s mimicry extends to a range of familiar animals including 
cats and even frogs. The bird’s capacity to reproduce human speech led them to be popular as caged birds from 
Roman times right up to the Victorian period, when they were often referred to as the poor man’s parrot! 

Not unlike humans, Starlings are very gregarious and this is never more evident than on winter evenings when 
they can congregate in very large numbers in a pre roost flight, forming what is known as a murmuration .  
At such an event, as dusk beckons, more and more birds appear, as if from nowhere, forming shape shifting 
geometric patterns, all seemingly coordinated, but with no sign of any overarching control. Then, as if at the flick 
of a switch, the birds all drop down together into their chosen roost site for the night. 

As a result of these much publicised dramatic aerobatics, the often maligned Starling has become a very deserving 
public attraction across the land. 

Mick McMahon



LOCAL BARN OWLS 

My friend, Heather Corby, lives in Peters Mill Lane on the outskirts of Alnwick.  Heather has been seeing two 
Barn Owls in the fields by her house on a regular basis.  Yesterday, on Saturday 19 January 2019, Heather 
managed to capture one of the owls on film both in the trees next to her house and in flight in the fields (see 
the photos below). 

Mandy Hulme 

 

        

 

 

 



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 30TH JANUARY 

Despite the very cold temperatures there were 38 in the audience for this first meeting of 2019. 

George began with three bird specimens.  It was particularly goos to be able to 
see both Kestrel and Sparrowhawk in the hand at the same time to compare 
these two smallish raptors.  The photo on the right was brought in by David 
Brackley from his garden in Alnwick and features a male sparrowhawk not 
dissimilar to the specimen that George had brought. 

The third bird was a female Bullfinch with her striking plumage and prominent 
white rump.  George’s final specimen had been found on the beach at Foxton 
and was an unusually undamaged large Dog Whelk shell. 

We then welcomed our long-term member, Alan Fairclough whose talk was 
entitled Finding the micro-moths of Northumberland - a blank canvas? 

Alan has been a moth enthusiast all his life, developing the skills he learned 
from his father who was known to offer him "Half a crown if you find one of 
those”, although that shrank to tuppence as Alan became more proficient. 

In Britain we have more than 2000 lepidopteran species: 70 butterflies; 450 macro moths; 1630 micro moths.  
The term micro-moth is not really a very good taxonomic distinction and, simply, families of moth that contain 
mostly small moths are called micros.  Many of these families, but not all, are considered to be evolutionarily 
more primitive than most of the macro families. 

Northumberland is a lepidopteran "forgotten county".  People heading to Scotland tend to drive straight 
through.  Most of the lepidopterists in our area are in South Northumberland and County Durham and 
comparatively few of them are particularly interested in micro moths.  In the first quarter of the 20th Century, 
George Bolam from Berwick was an exception and he left extensive records of the species he had recorded in 
Vice County 68 (North Northumberland) 

Some of the published documents from even the fairly recent past have been little more than "works of fiction".   
The Northumberland Moths website set up by Tom Tams and others is good but even this has errors.  Tams is 
the lepidopteran recorder for Northumberland.   

Northumberland is not a very good environment for moths – much of the south east of the county is post-
industrial and there is very little ancient woodland.  Most of the woodland that we do have is non-native tree 

plantings.  There are small patches of decent habitat, but they are often 
geographically isolated. 

Micros are rarely seen as adults.  Many don’t fly to light traps and if disturbed 
they often drop to the floor and hide in the leaf litter.  Even when you do catch 
some, many genera have many species that look very similar.  For example the 
genus Coleophora has 109 species and very few can be confidently 
distinguished just from field characters.  For most it is necessary to dissect out 
the genitalia to make a diagnosis.  Many larvae of this genus create cases for 
camouflage and physical protection in much the same way as caddis flies do 
in water.  The upper photo on the left shows larval cases of C. alticolella on 

Heath Rush and the lower one is an adult C. paripenella. 

With the larvae that are found by searching as well as by sweep-netting, 
often the only way to be certain what you’ve found is by taking them 
home and breeding them on in suitable containers with bits of their 
food plant.  Alan’s house and garden must be quite a place and Joyce 



musty be particularly tolerant.  Of course, knowing which food plant they’ve been found on helps considerably 
when trying to make identifications.   

When searching food plants for larvae and evidence of larvae you often look for holes in stems which can 
indicate where larvae have burrowed in or where the adults have emerged.  Hemp Agrimony is a classic host 
plant.  Often Danish Scurvy-grass is found with it at its coastal sites and both species have their own specific 
moths. 

Other particular plant species in Northumberland which host good ranges of species are: 

 On moorland, Bog Myrtle, Ling and Bell Heathers and Cowberry all have several species.  

 The Wood Rushes (Luzula spp) all have diff species of the genus 
Elachista.  The adult of E. tengstromi is shown on the right. 

 Willowherbs and Enchanters’ Nightshade often host species from 
the genus Mompha, some of whose 
members are a bit more colourful 
than is true of many micros.  M. 
locupletella is shown on the left. 

 

 Birches have some very small species which often prefer young small trees. 

Particular sites have a good reputation for productive searching and others have resulted in rather surprising 
finds:  

 Kyloe Quarry is an important site - especially on the Perforate St. John's-wort. 

 Simonside produced some chance discoveries in 2018 where adults were found on muirburn areas. 

Psychidae is a genus where, for some species, the females are parthenogenetic, giving birth to young without 
the need for eggs to be fertilised – a phenomenon that is also true of aphids.   Psychidae species often live on 
algae on stones and sometimes on tree bark. 

Many species have been found for the first time in Northumberland by Alan, who also still has a wish list of 
species which have not yet been found here despite the food plants being present. 

Alan had brought with him some samples of moths for members to examine.   

He also had a copy of the micro moth ‘bible’ - A Field Guide to the Smaller Moths of Great Britain and Ireland by 
JR Langmaid, SM Palmer, MR Young. (ISBN 978-1-899935-08-6).  The best introductory book on micros is A Field 
Guide to the Micro Moths of Great Britain and Ireland by Phil Sterling and Mark Parsons. ISBN 978-0-9564902-
1-6. 

The web site for the lepidoptera of Northumberland is http://www.northumberlandmoths.org.uk .  Under the 
'gallery' header there are thumbnails of many species and under 'links' there are shortcuts to many local, 
national and international moth related websites. 

 

 

 

http://www.northumberlandmoths.org.uk/


MISTLETOE – VISCUM ALBUM      

I have been trying to grow mistletoe for over 40 years, since our two young children came running into the 
house in Staffordshire saying that they had made a nest on the lawn – out of mistletoe! 

Imagine our delight last summer when we found that I had been successful in growing some in Northumberland. 

Mistletoe grows best in the south and on apple, poplar, hawthorn or lime trees.  I can recall sowing it in about 
March, not straight after Christmas as I had always done previously.  The piece of plant with ripe berries had 
been kept in a cold out-building.  I chose a hawthorn tree and cut a flap in the living bark of a horizontal branch 
on the sunny side and squeezed the seed into it. I then tied a piece of binder twine around the branch in order 
to locate the seed and then promptly forgot about it.  Unfortunately I did not watch the seed develop and 
cannot recall how long it has been there - possibly 3 years at least. 

I was lucky as mistletoe is easier to germinate using mature and fresh berries.  Even then the germination rate 
is poor. 

It now remains for me to try again since I need a male and female plant to produce berries. 

Vivien Boulton 

 
[Note that since 1986 there has been one record of Mistletoe in Co. Durham (at Houghall College), two records 
in South Northumberland, at Heighley Gate Garden Centre and in Walker, and none at all in North 
Northumberland.  So Vivien’s plant, which is clearly now well-established, is a record that will be (with her 
permission) submitted to the BSBI.    Richard] 
 

          

 



PLANT CORNER 

 

Oh dear – not another article focusing on trees!  Well, yes, I’m afraid so, but in the depths of winter finding 
topical things to say about Britain’s herbaceous plants isn’t too easy, so trees it is. 

You may be aware that nationally there are periodic exercises to identify the ‘best’ or the biggest or the most 
iconic of British trees.  Inevitably in Northumberland, Sycamore Gap on the Roman Wall often features highly 
even though the tree itself would be nothing particularly special were it not for its picturesque context. 

This has got me thinking about special trees in North Northumberland.  I’d like to set a challenge to AWG 
members to take photos of individual trees that particularly impress you.  It doesn’t matter whether they are 
in parks, gardens or estates or whether they are in the wider countryside.  Nor does it matter whether you 
decide to take the photos in winter or summer.  For evergreens, of course, it wouldn’t make any difference 
although sometimes fresh new spring growth can make a big conifer look more impressive than in autumn or 
winter and probably if you are dealing with a female holly tree it will be better when it has a good crop of 
berries. 

There are really two aspects to this challenge.  First you have to find the specific tree(s) and make sure you 
know what they are.  Then you have to try to take a decent whole-tree photo - which isn’t always easy.  You 
need to get far enough away to get the whole tree in shot and at such an angle that your subject stands out 
sufficiently from its surroundings.  In this context I might see whether any AWG members who are also involved 
with the Alnwick Camera Club could come up with any tips on how to photograph trees most effectively and 
publish something in our March newsletter. 

Anyway I’ll start us off with three trees that always impress me in my local environment.  A short distance from 
our front gate on the farm where we live is a good Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus .  The term ‘specimen tree’ 
is often used when a tree has had sufficient space to spread and develop without too much woodland 
competition.  Sycamores are often seen in plantations, but this one grows on its own on the edge of a rough-
grazing field.  A long time ago it may have started life as a hedgerow tree but if so the rest of the hedge has long 
gone.  Mature sycamores tend to have an almost rectangular shape and this one is no exception.  I don’t know 
how one is supposed to age sycamores without felling them, but our guess is that this one must probably be at 
least 150 years old. 

 

Next is an old Pedunculate Oak Quercus robur growing in Crawley Dene, south of Powburn, close to the remains 
of the old railway line that ran from Alnwick to Coldstream.   Ancient oaks, even when they have not become 
“stag’s-headed” due to the death of many top branches resulting from environmental stress (see the old oaks 



in Sherwood Forest in Nottinghamshire) certainly look their age.  The lower trunks often have big swollen bosses 
with straggly epicormic growth and the massive trunks can look out of proportion to the age-reduced size of 
the crown.  This tree has a chest-height girth of more than 5m according to the measurement which Jane and I 
made this week.  The Woodland Trust website has a table which gives a rough relationship between girth and 
age for oaks (the graph below shows the general relationship) and while it has caveats about the data being 
valid only for the south east of England it isn’t unreasonable to assume that this tree is well over 300 years old 
which makes it officially an ancient tree.    The small inset photo shows Jane beside the trunk to give a sense of 
scale. 

 

 

Interestingly higher up the slope towards the old railway line is a much bigger oak.  Measuring its girth is made 
hard by the fact that it probably got damaged early in life so there is almost no length of trunk which isn’t 
distorted by large limbs growing up from low down near the base.  Nevertheless our measurement showed a 
girth of about 7.8m which according to the graph would make it about 600 years old.  Whether any of these 
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girth/age values is to be trusted is open to dispute.  A couple of photos below, taken on 30th January, show just 
how massive the trunk of this tree is.  The right hand photo (taken from the uphill side) once again has Jane 
standing beside to give the scale. 

 

 

Then there’s a tree on the southern side of the newly-created gravel 
working ponds at Low Hedgeley by Powburn which stands out from 
considerable distances both in summer and winter.  Coincidentally 
it was only in mid-January when I led a botanist group at Low 
Hedgeley that I got round to working out what it is.  The twigs, buds 
and fallen leaves clearly show that it’s a White Willow Salix alba, but 
equally clearly it’s not the standard type.  I’m fairly sure that it’s the 
variety (some authorities say the subspecies) called vitellina or 
Golden Willow.  At first the group I was with thought it was the 
variety called Coral-bark Willow, but I’m not sure that the twigs are 
reddish enough.  I may have to send some samples of the twigs, 
foliage and ideally catkins to a willow expert to try to get a definitive 
identification, but for the moment I’ll go with Golden Willow.   

Many of the coloured varieties of Salix alba are grown for the winter 
colour of their twigs and are pollarded every two or three years, so 
to see a specimen like this, growing to its full height that I estimate 
to be about 25m (c. 80 feet) is unusual.  

 

So the challenge is to get out and find some remarkable trees and 
send your photos and field notes in (either to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk or direct to me at 
rjpoppleton@outlook.com ) so we can publish them and build up a portfolio of good North Northumberland 
trees.  In the meantime I’m investigating a current project on Veteran Trees in Northumberland which launched 
at Kirkely Hall last September to see if our records can add to the currently very sparse data for the north of our 
county.  Details will follow. 

Richard 

mailto:redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk
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STEWCHAT. 

Since the last newsletter, my column ended on 13th January, we have faced four seasons worth of weather! Early on we 

had some snow, temps down to -7 degrees and by Valentine’s Day it was almost spring-like rising to 11 degrees with 

sunshine. This was interspersed with strong winds but very little rain. 

At Howick, local patch birding continued to produce the expected wintering species, particularly when the weather turned 

cold, pushing Golden Plovers, Redwings, Fieldfares, a Water Rail and a Woodcock down to the coast. Highlights on the 

local bird scene were a female Velvet Scoter off Howick Burn Mouth on 19th Jan, several Barn Owls, including ones flying 

in bright sunshine, Purple Sandpipers, up to 5 calling Willow Tits,   a Raven put in an appearance, but the absolute 

highlight was a lovely male Firecrest for 15 minutes at Craster near the pillbox on the way out of the village. Always an 

exciting bird to see, I did not expect it on the 21st Jan when it popped out of some gorse with a Goldcrest in hot pursuit! 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By the 10th Feb, the sun was warming, encouraging the first Hoverfly of the year, an Eristalis tenax, to emerge from 

hibernation. 

On the 17th Feb, a walk around the Brizlee area in nice sunshine was quiet for birds other than 5 Stonechat, sev Red Grouse 

and a few Crossbills, but a 7-spot ladybird was out on some tree bark warming up and 2 Adders were the first I have seen 

this early, one being an almost ‘Black Adder’. 

After hearing Shaun Hackett’s excellent talk on Spiders a couple of months back and buying the latest excellent field guide 

to Britains Spiders, I have been rooting around in dusty corners, below gutters and under rotting tree bark to see what I 

could find. The initial signs were encouraging, with a few things to keep me going until the moths start again and the 

summer invertebrates add interest. 

 

Figure 1: Male Firecrest, Craster 

 



In Howick I found Nuctenea umbratica or Walnut Orbweb Spider, Steatoda bipunctata or Rabbit Hutch Spider, 

Eratigena atrica or Giant House Spider, Zygiella x-notata or Missing Sector Orb Weaver. Out on the moor at Brizlee I 

added another, Amaurobius fenestralis or Lace Web Spider. Most spiders do not have English names or are difficult to 

fully identify so the difficult ones are best left down to their family level grouping only. 

As the weather looks set to get even better for late February with a mini heat wave on the cards, the moth trap will be 

dusted off and hopefully a few spring species will be on the wing… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

Figure 2: Amaurobius fenestralis or Lace Web Spider, Brizlee 

 

 

Figure 3: An almost Black Adder. 

 



Thanks

AWG was founded in February 2001 and the first newsletter appeared in March of that year, so the current 
February edition marks the end of our 18th year.  We think most if not all members will agree that, to use 
‘business speak’, our Newsletters represent AWG’s Unique Selling Point (USP).  Certainly for those members who 
are not able to come to the meetings, the newsletters must be a prime factor that keeps them interested and 
engaged.

There was a short period during 2009 when the newsletters appeared quarterly rather than monthly and then in 
2010, after Roger Manning, AWG’s founder, retired from involvement with the group, the newsletters returned 
to the monthly schedule but were rather sparse in volume and content.  Since 2011, however, they have gone 
from strength to strength and we remain convinced that there can scarcely be another local wildlife group in the 
country that is able to produce twelve issues of such attractive, wide-ranging and high quality content each year.

So, how do we do it?  The answer, of course, is that there is a core of members who produce regular articles 
of considerable quality which, particularly in recent years, have been excellently illustrated throughout.  There 
have also been other members who send in occasional pieces of great interest.  The time is ripe, therefore, to 
say some particular thanks to all who combine to make our newsletters such an important part of AWG.  There 
is the usual danger in listing names that one will inadvertently miss someone out, but we’ll risk it:

Ian & Keith Davison   -  compilers of the monthly sightings lists

George Dodds     -  “Jack Daw” monthly wildlife summaries

Alan Fairclough    -  a whole series of micro-moth articles

Phil Hanmer    -  our regular bird ringing articles

Mandy Hulme     -  our first book review, possibly with more to come (?)

Andrew & Meg Keeble    -  recent informative and observational articles

Mick McMahon    -  regular articles of local wildlife interest

Richard Poppleton    -  regular Plant Corner articles and meetings reports

Stewart Sexton    -  ‘Stewchat’ articles with his brilliant field notes and watercolour paintings

David Turnbull      -  occasional memories of his days as a National Park volunteer

Dudley Williams   -  fascinating articles on groups of invertebrates

Then, in addition to the newsletter contributors, we really must recognise the fact that Barbara Welch has been 
the collector of articles and the compiler of the newsletters since AWG began, very much aided and abetted 
in recent years by Des Taylor who puts it all together with publishing software and prints the copies that some 
members prefer to receive.

Not quite on the newsletter theme, but nonetheless absolutely essential for the success of AWG are Jim Clark, 
who for more than ten years has organised our survey work with Northumberland Estates, and Jane Poppleton 
who for 18 years has allowed herself to be the prime organiser of the refreshments at our meetings – but who 
really would like someone to come forward to begin fully sharing the task.

Then our final question must be: “Could you begin adding to our pool of newsletter contributors?”  Your 
contribution could be regular, occasional or even one-off.  It could be based on something you’ve written or on 
interesting photographs you’ve taken.  Do, please give this request some serious consideration and get in touch 
with someone at a meeting or email Barbara at redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk if you think you could 
get involved.



NATURE NEWS FROM THE CHAIRMAN 

Since the last newsletter, the weather has been a mixed bag of high winds, snow, frosts overnight and beautiful 

calm days.  Recently, the main highlight has been the numbers of Barn owls hunting in the late afternoon or 

around sunrise.  Surprisingly, one bird was watched hunting on rough ground between the A1 and Willowburn 

industrial Estate.  A lack of voles maybe the reason.  It will be interesting to see what Phil Hamner / John Steele 

find when they start visiting nest boxes. 

During the periods of snow, there have been cold weather movements of thrushes especially, Redwings, 

Fieldfares and Blackbirds.  One flock of Redwings contained at least 2 Song thrushes.  The first week of February 

saw an increase in song in the early morning.  The male Song thrushes in Glanton have taken up the challenge.  

There are currently 3 males singing within 100m of the house.  Numbers will steadily rise as air temperature 

increases.  Out in the fields, the first full-song of Skylarks were heard in the Tweed valley this week and an 

Adder put in appearance at Branton.  Could spring be on the way? 

Place to visit in March:  Wooler Common (NT981272) 

 
Wooler Common lies on the western side of the market 

town of Wooler.  Acquired by the Forestry Commission 

in 1960, the Common has a pleasant mix of maturing 

plantation woodland and open 'common', criss-crossed 

by a network of public and permissive paths.  An easy 

access trail encircles two picturesque ponds at the heart 

of this mixture of mature woodland and open common. 

There is a good selection of wildlife to be seen.  

Currently, the plethora of bird feeders are attracting 

large numbers of Chaffinches, Goldfinches and Siskins 

as well as Blue, Coal and Great tits.  Bullfinches, Long-

tailed tits and the occasional Brambling also visit the feeders.  Treecreepers and Common crossbills can be 

found within the conifer woodland along with Sparrowhawk, Woodcock and Jay.  As spring arrives, Curlew, 

Lapwing and Snipe can be seen and heard displaying in fields to the west.  Cuckoo and Red grouse can also be 

seen.  Peregrine and Goshawk can occasionally be seen.  Adders can be found basking on sunny banks. 

The small wetland / pond supports Mallard, Moorhen and the occasional Water rail.  As the temperature 

increases the water attracts Common toads and Frogs. 

The star attraction at this time of year, are the confiding Red squirrels that visit the feeders.  Several animals 

can be seen feeding at the feet of visitors if time and patience is given.   

This is a quaint little nature reserve that may be does not appeal to everyone but it worth a visit if you are in 

the Wooler areas and you have a spare hour.  For the more adventurous, Wooler Common can be the gateway 

to the north eastern Cheviots and hill tops such as Humbleton, Yeavering and the Tors 

Happy searching. 

Jack Daw 



SIGHTINGS  JANUARY  2019
BIRDS
Red-throated Diver 1 at Stag Rocks on 19th 2 off Cheswick on 26th 2 off Stag Rocks on 26th 
Black-throated Diver 1 off Cheswick on 26th 
Little Grebe 1 on River Aln on 23rd 
Red-necked Grebe 1 at Holy Island on 26th with 2 on 22nd 
Slavonian Grebe 1 at Stag Rocks on 19th 2 at Fenham Flats on 20th 1 at Holy Island on 22nd 1 at Low 

Newton on 24th 
Great-white Egret 1 near Wark on River Tweed on 13th 
Little Egret 1 at Branton Ponds on 2nd and again on 8th 1 at Branton on 20th 1 at Brandon on 

30th 1 at Holy Island on 4th 
Whooper Swan 4 at Harpers Heugh on 1st 
Bean Goose ( Taiga ) 4 at Newham Hall on 6th 
Barnacle Goose 2000+ at Harpers Heugh on 1st  and 100+ on 19th 
Brent Goose 12 at Fenham Flats on 1st 
Pink-footed Goose 300 over Howick on 4th 
Greylag Goose 500 at Chesterhill on 23rd 
Scaup 2 at Cresswell Pond on 2nd 
Shoveler 20 at Budle Bay on 19th and 28 on 26th with high totals of 50 all month
Gadwall 1 at Branton Ponds on 13th 21 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 
Mallard 117 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 
Pintail 1 at Branton Ponds from 21st 
Teal 61 at Branton Ponds on 18th 71 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 
Wigeon 42 at Branton Ponds on 18th 131 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 1 on River Aln on 9th 
Pochard 2 at Branton Ponds till 17th 
Goldeneye 19 off Howick Burn-mouth on 4th 10 at Branton Ponds on 18th 7 at Hedgeley Lakes 

on 18th           
Smew 1 at Widdrington Lake all month 
Goosander 1 on River Aln on 23rd 
Red-breasted Merganser 2 at Howick on 4th 
Common Scoter 20+ at Stag Rocks on 19th 
Black Scoter 1 off Cheswick on 20th and again on 26th 
Long-tailed Duck 3 at Stag Rocks on 19th 
Eider 17 off Howick Burn-mouth on 4th 
Kestrel 1 in Alnwick on 23rd 
Sparrowhawk 1 at Glanton Pike on 21st 1 at East Chevington on 23rd 1 at Felton on 23rd 1 in 

Alnwick on 13th  
Merlin 1 at Quarry House on 1st 1 at Fenham Flats on 20th 
Peregrine 1 near Lucker on 1st  1 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Grey Partridge 3 at Newham Hall on 6th 
Common Crane 1 near Wark on River Tweed on 13th 
 Jack Snipe 1 at Branton Ponds on 6th and again on 31st 
Woodcock 1 at Howick on 21st 1 near Branton on 31st 
Ringed Plover 13+ at Seaton Point on 13th 
Ruff 1 at Low Newton all month 
Dunlin 80+ at Seaton Point on 13th 
Sanderling 15 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Purple Sandpiper 3 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Green Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd and again on 9th 1 on River Breamish on 7th 
Curlew 70 at Howick on 5th 
Black-tailed Godwit 13 at Fenham Flats on 20th 
Bar-tailed Godwit 18+ at Seaton Point on 13th 
Spotted Redshank 1 at Budle Bay on all month 



Razorbill 2 off Cheswick on 26th 
Stock Dove 2 at Howick on 21st 
Little Owl 1 at Branton on 15th 
Short-eared Owl 1 at Holy Island on 4th 
Tawny Owl 1 at Charlton Mires on 5th a pair in Alnwick on 20th 
Barn Owl 1 at Branton Ponds all month 1 at Newton Point on 31st 1 at Smeafields on 1st 1 at 

Little Mill on 5th 1 at Low Newton on 29th 
Kingfisher 1 at Branton Ponds on 9th and again on 13th 1 at Howick Hall on 8th 1 on River Aln 

on 9th and 30th 
Shore Lark 4 at Buston Links on 6th and again on 14th 1 at Fenham Flats on 20th 
Water Pipit 1 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Rock Pipit 6 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Waxwing 6 at Kettleburn all month 
Dipper 1 at Felton Bridge on 5th 1 on River Breamish on 28th a pair on River Aln on 23rd 
Stonechat 1 at Seaton Point on 13th 
Song Thrush 1 in Alnwick on 20th 
Mistle Thrush A pair near Alnwick Treatment Works on 23rd 
Redwing 15 at Felton Park on 16th  12 near Alnwick on 9th 
Fieldfare 50+ at Branton on 28th 
Blackcap 1 at Branton Ponds on 15th 1 at Howick Hall on 8th 
Chiffchaff 1 at Branton Ponds on 1st 
Goldcrest 1 at Branton Ponds on 2nd 
Firecrest 1 at Craster on 21st 
Willow Tit 1 at Branton Ponds on 6th 2 at Craster on 24th 
Treecreeper 1 in Alnwick on 15th 3 near River Aln on 23rd 
Raven 1 at Branton on 2nd 2 over Beanley Moor on 2nd  2 at Dunstanburgh on 16th 
Jay 1 at Branton Ponds on 8th and 2 on 23rd 1 at Smeafields on 11th and 25th 
Bullfinch 21 at Branton Ponds on 8th 5 at Felton on 5th 
Greenfinch 4 in Alnwick on 27th 
Lesser Redpoll 11 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd 
Common Crossbill 12 at Beanley Woods on 2nd 
Linnet 45+ at Howick on 4th 
Tree Sparrow 30+ at Howick on 5th 
Yellowhammer 6 at Glanton Pike on 21st 
MAMMALS
Brown Hare 4 at Branton Ponds on 8th 2 at South Charlton on 22nd 1 at Low Newton on 24th 
Roe Deer 3 at Branton Ponds all month 4 at Howick Hall on 5th 5 at Hampeth on 21st 1 at 

Shawdon Hall on 21st 
Stoat 1 in full ermine at Gleadscleugh on 12th 
Wild Goat 5 at Yeavering Bell on 12th 
Otter 1 fishing in surf near Stag Rocks on 19th 1 on River Breamish near Branton on 29th 
Red Squirrel 1 at Elwick on 17th and 18th 1 or more at Spindlestone Hides on 24th 
Bottle-nosed Dolphin 6 off Dunstanburgh on 24th  
INVERTEBRATES
Early Moth 1 at Branton on 15th 
RAINFALL 14 mm
OBSERVERS I&K Davison, T Dean, G Dodds, M&J Drage, P Jobson, A Keeble,

E Panton, S Reay, J Rutter, S Sexton, J Shell.


