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for September, no later than 6th October 2019 to: Ian & Keith Davison, The 
Bungalow, Branton, Powburn, NE66 4LW or Tel: 01665 578 357 or email to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.

12th of 
the month to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk

George Dodds, our Chairman, has been doing Wetland Bird counts (WEBS) on the Northumberland Coast for 

to take this on.  It needn’t be a single person but could be two or three.  If you think you could do this, please 



A fund of £500 could be set up from which AWG members could request small amounts to support their 

about your project.

support their work

local scene), please email or phone Richard rjpoppleton@outlook.com 01665 578346 or George george@
georgedodds.co.uk 07702 492229.  We’ve already discussed groups like NWT, RSPB etc and decided that it 
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 To say that this year’s mad summer has played havoc with bird ringing (especially at Howick) would 

a second brood for this pair that had already raised 3 owlets nearer Howick in June.  We shall not return to see 

Despite the weather we managed a session on the 2nd August at Howick and captured 8 retraps and 19 new 

Returning on the 3rd we managed 3 retraps and 23 new birds (before rain stopped play).  These included 7 juvenile 

Ivory Coast and Ghana; having already travelled from further north (see pict.)

were i originally did my training and i was able to handle some Reed Warblers and Sedge Warblers that we don’t 

but whose numbers i now much reduced (see pict.).  These birds have to put on a lot of fat reserves before 

ringing please get in touch.



A ROYAL FIND 

In the last week in August Jane and I were walking one of our 
regular routes on the moorland beyond our house.  We’d 
stopped to look at (yes, another!) slime mould in a stand of 
conifers. 

The yellow/orange droplets seemed definitely to have been 
exuded by the organism rather than being rain drops, but I’m 
none the wiser about which species it is.  However, that isn’t 
the “Royal Find” of my title. 

Further out on the moor by the side of the track was an 
excellent large mushroom (remember that in the world of 
mycology the term toadstool is never normally used) that we 
felt we must have seen before, but couldn’t name. 

             

The cap was about 8 inches (20cm) across with brown scaly pieces 
fairly regularly arranged on it.  The stem ring was large and rather 
floppy and below it the stem had scaly pale brown markings. 

Consultation with the books suggests that what we’d found was 
a fresh specimen of Agaricus augustus The Prince.  

Then a few days later a chap in Powburn sent me this other photo 
of a mushroom he’d found in the Harthope Valley and asked if I 
knew what it was.  Even though it was a bit older and the brown 
colours were rather darker, there was no doubt that it was 
another Prince.  The books say ‘edibilty good’, but then they say 

that it smells of bitter almonds.  Hm!!  Rather you than us. 

Richard & Jane 



HOLBORN MOSS WALK – 17TH AUGUST 

On a fine, dry Saturday morning, although perhaps rather windy and cool, seven of us gathered in the small National Trust 
car park at Holborn Grange.  I say seven, but actually it was only six until an out-of-breath Ian caught up with us after 
about half a mile. 
 
We walked up the lonnen as though we were going to St Cuthbert’s Cave, but at the top we turned left instead of right to 
take us along the bottom edge of the craggy Holborn moorland towards the farm at Holborn village.  As we went we 
looked at the differences between the three species of the common Thistles – creeping, spear and marsh and paused to 
identify and admire Wall, Speckled Wood, Painted Lady, Meadow Brown and Small Copper butterflies.  There weren’t too 
many birds around, but a Kestrel hovered over the crop field and Goldfinch and Yellowhammer were seen and heard.  The 
goldfinch in particular spend plenty of time feeding on thistle-down and Rosebay Willowherb seeds. 
 
The heather on the moorland slopes was in full colour  and at various points we saw the three common species, Ling, 
Bell heather and Cross-leaved heath. 
 

 
 

We then turned north up the track towards Holburn Moss.  This large shallow moorland 
pond with its associated marshy margins is not visible from the track, but a short diversion 
brought us to the small dam that holds the water in place.  This must have been a pond to 
supply water and perhaps water power to Holburn Farm.  Today it’s a SSSI and holds large 
numbers of birds, although mid-August is not the best time to see much variety.  There 
were plenty of Mallard with some Lapwing and a couple of Snipe on the peaty islets in the 
pond, but at least the large numbers of noisy gulls that breed here had moved off with 
their new offspring.  Strangely for a moorland site the edges of the dam were full of 
Bittersweet  with its dark green leaves and 
purple and yellow flowers rather like those of its 
relative, the potato. 
 

Getting back to the track involved a maze-like meandering through the large 
stands of Gorse, but we managed to avoid getting spiked.  As we neared the edge 
of the track we came across several specimens of the slime mould Mucilago 
crustacea .  The article in the August newsletter looked at the slime moulds 
(Myxomycetes), but probably this one is the commonest in grassy areas of 
Northumberland. 
 



A short distance further we joined the track that goes along the southern edge of Kyloe Woods, this part of which belongs 
to Lord Joicey’s Ford & Etal Estate.  We made sure we could tell the difference between the main conifers in this part of 
the wood – Larch, Sitka Spruce, Scots Pine, Douglas Fir and Western Hemlock.  At one point there was a Sitka with almost 
vividly red young cones compared with the rather drab greenish brown of the usual variety.  The Larches we saw were 
most likely all the hybrids between European and Japanese Larch.  Their cones have reflexed tips to their scales, but not 
as heavily reflexed as those of the Japanese species.  One other good spot by was the mushroom Suillus cavipes Hollow 
Bolete.  It has rectangular pores underneath with crinkly edges and a brown velvety top and is always found with larch. 
 

 
 
There were some good insects around.  As well as a number of Peacock butterflies and Small Whites Ian spotted a blue 
flitting around in the heather at the edge of the trees and he and Alan immediately knew it was a Holly Blue because of 
the comparatively unpatterned silver blue of the underside  (photos from the Web).  The larval food plants of this 
species are Holly and Ivy.  There didn’t seem to any of either here and we were surprised that the butterfly was as far 
inland as Kyloe.  Then we saw our second star insect.  A female Southern Hawker dragonfly was resting on some bracken 
and seemed quite happy for Richard to get quite close to take a rather poor photograph of it .  The diagnostic feature 
is the two quite broad yellow markings on the front part of the thorax. 
 

   
 
There were other things worth recording – at least one Black Darter which is a smallish dragonfly that specialises on 
moorland pools and several patches of Pirri-pirri-bur which has probably arrived here on the clothing of walkers who have 
been on Holy Island, or on their dogs.  We heard Goldcrests in the trees and a couple of Buzzards somewhere above us. 
 
We emerged from the wood and sat by the edge of a largish fairly recent (not marked on OS maps) shooting pond to have 
our lunch.  We were able here to see Yarrow and Sneezewort together to note the differences in flower size and in the 
leaves between these two close relatives. 
 
At this point the track follows the top of the Kyloe ridge and having had very good views west to the Cheviots across the 
Milfield Plain and Glendale earlier in the walk we were now able to get equally good views east to the coast from 
Dunstanburgh Castle and Coquet Island up to Lindisfarne.  We turned south across grazing fields, keeping a wary eye on 
the cattle, to reach St Cuthbert’s Cave where it is supposed that the Lindisfarne monks paused to rest with Cuthbert’s 
coffin as they moved it from the island in advance of Viking raiders.  On the way we came across a small patch of large 
Horse Mushrooms.  Unusually the stems were not riddled with maggots, but the proximity of several cow pats suggested 
that these might not be the best specimens to pick and take home for supper. 
 
We were back at the cars at about 1.30 and we all, Janet, Gill, Mandy, Margaret, Alan, Ian and Richard agreed that it had 
been a good walk. 
 

Richard 



PLANT CORNER 

We are all used to the idea that in the garden plants very often show enormous ranges of colour variation – indeed 
achieving this is one of the aims of plant breeders.  In the wild we are usually surprised (and often delighted) if we find 
unusually-coloured specimens of familiar plants.  One recent incident that got me thinking about this phenomenon was 
the sighting on the Holborn Moss walk (see the article in this newsletter) of a Sitka Spruce Picea sitchensis with unusual 
red-coloured young cones. 
 
A second incident happened in mid-August when I visited the newest Northumberland Wildlife Trust moorland reserve at 
Benshaw Moor near Elsdon.  There were lots of good botanical things there, but at one point among a large number of 
Devil’s-bit Scabious Succisa pratensis blue flowers there was a single plant with white flowers.  From specialist nurseries 
you can sometimes come across a garden variety of this scabious called ‘Buttermilk’ which is the one I’ve shown here 
because I failed to take a photo of the plant at Benshaw which, in the middle of wild moorland, must simply be a naturally 
occurring variant, and it certainly stood out. 
 

 
 
 
Perhaps the most well-known and often sought-after white variety is the 
‘lucky white heather’.  On the moorland beyond our house we do come 
across isolated plants of Ling Calluna vulgaris that are white among the 
swathes of purple, but strangely, in the expanse of the moors, the white 
ones don’t always seem to be where one had remembered from last year.  
Yet presumably, genetically, a plant will either be normal-coloured or white 
– you would think it most unlikely that a white plant would revert next year 
to a purple one.  You do also very occasionally come across Bell Heather 
Erica cinerea in the wild with white flowers but in my experience it is more 
often Calluna that shows this effect. 
 
 
 
 
  



Another wild plant that regularly has white variation is the Marsh Thistle Cirsium palustre.  This is a tall thistle which can 
reach up to 2 metres in height.  The strong stems have comparatively few lower branches which are covered in small 
spines.  In its first year the plant grows as a dense rosette of leaves lying flat on the ground which at first have narrow 
unlobed leaves with spiny, dark purple edges.  As the plant matures it has larger lobed leaves.  In the second and 
subsequent years it grows a tall straight stem which branches repeatedly at the top and bears bunches of dark purple 
flowers from June to September.  When, as is quite often the case, you get a population with white-flowered variants, the 
leaves lack the purple edges suggesting that the genetic variation is preventing the production of the purple-red pigment 
throughout the plant. 
 
 

       
 
This lack of purple pigmentation in the leaves as well as the flowers is also true of the heather.  Often, even before the 
plants are in flower, you can pick out a white plant from its paler foliage. 

 
Yarrow Achillea millefolium tends to work the other way round.  The usual form is white-flowered, but very often, 
particularly as the flowering season progresses, you start to see numbers of plants with pink tinges.  Unlike the three 
examples described above, this is not a case of either white or red.  The intensity of pink will vary considerably even 
within a single flower head, suggesting that this is not a simple difference controlled by a single gene, but involves a 
more subtle genetic, or even environmental, cause.  Plant breeders inevitably have picked up on this tendency of 
Yarrow to have natural colour variation and in garden centres you will often find variants with strong red or orange 
flower heads. 
 

        

  



My last example is another moorland plant but one at the other extreme of the size scale from my previous examples.  
Heath Milkwort Polygala serpyllifolia is a small plant that grows in wettish ground, often in areas with sphagnum 
mosses.  The flowers are lovely little flattened structures.  For those of a deeply botanical frame of mind the difference 
between the Heath Milkwort and its very close sibling, Common Milkwort P. vulgaris, involves searching right down at 
the base of the stem to see if the very lowest leaves are in opposite pairs (Heath) or if they are alternate (Common).   

Whichever species you’ve got the little flowers come in a range of colours from the ‘normal’ deep blue through purple, 
red, pale blue and white.  On the hill at Titlington Mount I’ve found all of these variations over the years.  The photos 
below include some of mine and some borrowed from elsewhere.  The final shot of a deep pink plant beside a blue 
form, growing in a bed of Hop Trefoil Trifolium campestre,  is a Common Milkwort while all the rest are the Heath 
species. 

     

    

 

Richard 



STEWCHAT. 

Here is a belated little tale of a bizarre birding circumstance in early July this year…  

‘Seawatching’ is a birding pastime where the birder, sits on a suitable headland in suitable weather conditions 
(usually involving a cold Northerly wind) looking out for passing migrating sea birds. It’s one of those Marmite 
things that people either love or hate. I fall into the first category.  

Sitting wrapped in more clothes than you knew you had, in a gale facing the North Sea with crashing waves 
counting shearwaters, skuas and the like passing offshore is an exhilarating experience. For me anyway. The 
skill is in identifying a bird flying at 30 mph over a mile out, in view for maybe a couple of minutes and then it’s 
gone. Love it! 

That’s the context done so, back to the story… 

I was driving home from work when I had a phone call from Gary Woodburn who said the incomprehensible 
news that Mark Newsome has just had a Giant Petrel fly north offshore at Whitburn, Sunderland. 

A what? A Giant Petrel? Are they not the ugly things that kill penguins on Blue Planet to a backdrop of David 
Attenborough? In the North Sea? 

Apparently it was a dark phased bird with a massive white bill. 

Giant Petrel has two species, they are Southern and Northern and are incredibly difficult to identify let alone on 
a fly past at a kilometre range. It is a bird never recorded to an acceptable level in the UK, and as its nearest 
range is off Argentina, it seemed a highly unlikely candidate to be in the North Sea and has never been on my 
radar? 

Gary was going to wait for news from seawatchers further south and then head to Newton Point. I had already 
considered a seawatch, as the high pressure settled out in the Atlantic looked good for a movement of 
shearwaters down into the North Sea and there are a few terns I still haven't had on the patch year list so this 
news prompted me even more. Gardening would have to wait. 

Straight home, changed, snacks and tea packed and out to Cullernose Point by 6.55pm. I was perched halfway 
down the cliff on a lovely summer evening. The sea was alive with auks, buzzing back and forth in small flocks, 
razorbills, guillemots and many puffins, all to a soundtrack of calling kittiwakes on the cliff. What’s not to like? 

Snacks eaten, tea drunk, and the first 50 Manx Shearwaters were logged. I was studying a winter plumaged 
diver on the sea that was very Black throated like but just too far out to confirm, when I was joined by Mark 
Eaton to look seaward. Seeing anyone here is unusual so company and in particular another set of birding eyes 
was welcome 

The diver was analysed, and I still think Black throated, complete with 'cobra-like' nape shape but it’s not inked 
into the notebook. 

We commented on how good the visibilty was, highish up with a flattish sea we could pick out puffins at almost 
2 kms, and at 1 km an 8 inch bird was easily identified, so a 3 foot long, black albatross should be no trouble to 
connect with, if only… 

 



News came through that a good candidate was seen very distantly at the horizon from St Mary's Island.  

Ho hum, it was a nice night. 

Then a slow motion, quiet, tenseness came as I scanned south from a distant oil tanker when all of a sudden, a 
huge, black apparition loomed up from the waves and I called to Mark ' There's your Petrel!' scarcely believing 
my own words. A short 10 second panic ensued while I stammered out directions, but luckily the oil tanker 
came in handy as a marker and seen at three quarter distance Mark was on the bird. 

The GIANT PETREL, flapped on elastic wing beats, giving the impression of one of those big Fruit Bats or Flying 
Foxes rather than a bird. It soared and glided seemed too heavy to shear in the calm conditions. This continued 
for 10 minutes and once it switchbacked south briefly before getting back on track north. We watched as it 
passed Gannets, Manxies and flocks of auks looking like nothing I've ever seen. The wing tips seemed a bit 
rounded or ragged maybe giving an 'eagley' look at times, then, on down glides it vanished into wave troughs 
before towering back above the horizon line. It looked darker than a Sooty Shearwater a more familiar southern 
hemisphere species but it was the size and movement that were unmistakeable. 

What a bird. It slowly vanished from view. Word was put out by Mark as I had no signal at all and the enormity 
of the sighting sank in. I was trembling just a little bit... 

Although it was too far out to identify to exact species of Giant Petrel, it doesn’t detract from the excitement 
of seeing it from a cliff top on a quiet evening. 

 

That was certainly some start to the seawatching season... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Southern Giant Petrel in South Atlantic by Mark Newsome. 
It looked like ‘our’ bird. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 



9 on Holy Island causeway on 28th 9 at Budle Bay on 22nd 
Barnacle Goose 1 at Branton Ponds all month
Greylag Goose 150 at Low Newton scrape on 1st 
Bar-headed Goose 3 at Low Newton scrape on 27th 
Ruddy Shelduck 8 at East Chevington on 17th 
Shoveler
Garganey 1 at Cresswell Pond on 6th
Goldeneye 24 at Branton Ponds on 1st 

2 at Budle Bay on 13th 
Osprey 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 11th 

1 at Wooler on 23rd and 25th 
1 at Seaton Point on 24th 

Sparrowhawk 1 at Wooler on 23rd 
Hobby 1 at Howick on 4th 
Peregrine

1 at Howick on 8th 1 at Seaton Point on 16th 
Grey Partridge 2 at Newton Point on 27th 
Quail 1 at Branton on 1st and 2 on 6th 
Dunlin 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 11th 

1 at Cresswell Pond on 6th 
2 at Druridge Pools on 31st 

Common Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 
Green Sandpiper 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 1 at Branton Ponds on 8th 1 at Low Newton on 10th 

3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 24th 
Wood Sandpiper 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 1 at Low Newton on 10th 

1 at Druridge Pools on 31st 
Greenshank 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 2 at Low Newton on 10th 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 25th 

8 on Holy Island causeway on 28th 1 at Budle Bay on 2nd 
8 at Low Newton on 10th 2 at Cresswell Pond on 6th 

Black-tailed Godwit 38+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 25th 
Whimbrel 1 at Seaton Point on 16th 

1 at Cullernose Point on 1st 
Black Tern 1 at East Chevington on 17th 
Roseate Tern 2 at Cullernose Point on 1st 

2 at Branton Ponds on 8th 1 at Brandon Ford on 26th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 30th 
Cuckoo
Tawny Owl 1 in Alnwick on 30th 
Barn Owl
Swallow A second brood at Wooler on 27th  

1 at Low Newton on 10th over Alnwick between 9th and 24th 
Dipper 2 in Harthope Valley on 8th 
Whinchat 1 at Seaton Point on 24th 
Wheatear 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 25th 
Song Thrush 1 in Alnwick on 25th and 29th 

Blackcap 1 at Wooler on 31st 
1 in Alnwick on 25th 

Goldcrest 1 in Alnwick on 29th 
Willow Tit 1 at Hipsburn on 22nd 



2 in Harthope Valley on 8th 1 in Alnwick on 25th 
Rose-coloured Starling 1 adult at Seaton Point on 24th 
Nuthatch 1 in Alnwick on 18th 
Jay 2 in Harthope Valley on 24th 1 in Alnwick on 18th 

1 juvenile at Wooler on 25th 
Siskin Several juveniles at Wooler on 25th 

Small Copper 3 at Branton Ponds on 5th 
Ringlet
Comma 1 at Branton Ponds on 8th 1 at Branton on 24th 1 at Hipsburn on 16th 1 in Alnwick 

on 26th 
Common Blue 3 in Alnwick on 23rd 
Holly Blue 1 at Kyloe Woods on 17th 1 at Hipsburn on 26th 

Wall Brown
Painted Lady
Peacock
Small Tortoishell
Small White 1 in Alnwick on 23rd 
Large White 1 in Alnwick on 23rd 
Red Admiral

1 in Alnwick on23rd and 26th 
Hummingbird Hawk-moth 1 at Hipsburn on 7th 
Pale Eggar 1 at Branton on 26th 

1 at Branton on 26th 

Pebble Prominent 2 at Branton on 24th 
Iron Prominent 2 at Branton on 24th 
Pale Prominent 1 at Branton on 24th 
Lesser Swallow Prominent 1 at Branton on 24th 
Bulrush Wainscot 1 at Branton on 25th 

70+ at Quarry House on 26th 
Common Hawker 15+ at Quarry House on 26th 
Southern Hawker 1 at Branton Ponds on 5th 1 at Kyloe Woods on 17th 6 at Quarry House on 26th 

1 at Woodhorn Road Pool on 5th 
1 at Branton Ponds on 5th and a 1 on 24th 

Black-tailed Skimmer 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 
Common Darter 30+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 20+ at Branton Ponds on 5th 72 at Hedgeley Lakes 

on 24th 2+ at Quarry House on 26th 
Black Darter 3 at Kyloe Woods on 17th 6+ at Quarry House on 26th 
Red-veined Darter 1 at Woodhorn Road Pool on 25th 
REPTILES
Slow Worm 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th 

1 at Yearle on 28th 

Red Squirrel 1 at Branton on 25th 
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 30th 

Stoat 1 at Cresswell Pond on 6th 
107 mm



AWG EQUIPMENT AVAILABLE FOR MEMBERS TO BORROW 

PLEASE NOTE:  In the August newsletter we said we had bought a petrol generator for use with moth collecting light 
traps and that this would be available for members to borrow.  In fact it was then decided that Stewart Sexton would 
buy the generator (his own decision) and that when AWG, as a group, needed one we would borrow it from him. 

Item(s) Who to contact to borrow 
 
Bat detectors (2) 
 

 
George Dodds 

 
Trail Cameras (2) 
 

 
George Dodds 

 
Simple Microscopes (2) 
 

 
George Dodds 

 
Pooters (for small invertebrate collecting) 
+ Bug Pots (to hold collected specimens) 
 

 
Richard Poppleton 

 
Folding Butterfly net (for adult b’flies & moths) 
Small Sweep net (for collecting in vegetation) 
Medium Sweep net (ditto) 
 

 
 
Stewart Sexton 

 
Telescopic pond net 
 

 
Stewart Sexton 

 
Small sampling trays }   for spreading and 
Large sampling trays }    sorting net catches 
 

 
Stewart Sexton 

 
Field Studies Council laminated identification 
charts 
 

 
Richard Poppleton 

 

Contact details: 

George Dodds:     01665 578645 (home)  07702 492229 (mobile)  george@georgedodds.co.uk  

Stewart Sexton:   stewchat@btinternet.com   (or via Richard Poppleton – see below) 

Richard Poppleton:  01665 578346 (home)  rjpoppleton@outlook.com  

 

 




