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Sept 2019:  Before turning to the extensive work we have been able to do at Howick this month I wanted to 
report that we have now been able to return to the very last Barn Owl nest of the year.  Here (in an old hemmel 
near Craster) a pair of owls, that had already nested in another building near Howick back in June (raising 2 

21st September.  Its possible that there are even younger late owlets somewhere in North Northumberland but 
their chances of survival are now remote as we move into the winter.

behaved as it was ringed (they usually do there very best to ‘bash’ the ringers knuckles) but the session was 

The 20th was a busy session with 47 new birds and 19 retraps.  The retraps included a Dunnock (an Accentor) 

have migrated south and so any others caught will probably be birds from further north on their way south.  

One of the cygnets is also heavy at 8.25Kg (probably a male).  We know for certain that the female is 15 years 

the larger brighter Mistle Thrush.

suspect the weather will force us to stop at that point.  I do ring in the winter but for shorter sessions and only 
when weather permits.  If interested in ringing please get in touch.  

Phil Hanmer ‘A’ Ringer/Trainer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum).  



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 25TH SEPTEMBER 

There was a full hall of 52 for our first meeting of the season.  We were due to have had a talk from Kevin O’Hara on Pine 
Martens, but very sadly he had a heart attack on the previous Saturday and was due in the operating theatre on the 
morning of our talk.  Fortunately Tom Cadwallander had agreed, at very short notice, to be the replacement speaker. 

Everything was then thrown into further chaos when the technology failed to work.  The AWG laptop refused to boot up, 
so Muriel and Tom raced back to Hipsburn to get their own, while we had our refreshments rather earlier than planned.  
We had our very short AGM and George then held the fort with his ‘show and tell’ specimens.  They were all bird-related.  
There were contrasting skulls from a black-headed gull and a kittiwake, followed by three window-casualty passerines – 
chiffchaff, female blackcap and coal tit. 

Eventually we got the technology to work and Tom gave a presentation on the Summer Birds of Northumberland.  He 
concentrated mostly on shore and marine species, starting with Eiders which, with their familiar folk name of Cuddy 
Ducks, were protected by Cuthbert, the monk on Lindisfarne, in the first recorded example of bird conservation in Britain.  
Few Eiders breed on the mainland with most on the Farnes and Coquet Island, but their numbers are in decline.  It often 
seems amazing that the very young ducklings are able to spread out so quickly and so far from their nesting areas.  These 
chicks are usually gathered together into quite large creches, tended by non-breeding females ( .   

 

On one occasion Tom had rescued a small isolated chick on the Amble side of the Coquet estuary.  He hadn’t time to drive 
into Warkworth and walk round the Gut to where the nearest creche group were gathered so he took the expedient of 
throwing the little bird as far as he could across the water and when it bobbed up from where it had splashed down it was 
immediately gathered in by the creche minders and joined the safety of the group. 

In the spring Fulmars are the first seabirds to return to the breeding ledges and their breeding season often lasts right 
through to the autumn.  Counting Fulmar breeders isn’t easy.  Firstly because some birds will occupy a favourite spot on 

a ledge, but will not nest.  So, unless you can actually see a chick, 
researchers refer to AONs (apparently occupied nests).  Secondly 
because researchers ringing juveniles are likely to come under attack 
from their notorious projectile vomiting ( from the Web . 

Puffins are the most numerous breeding seabirds in Northumberland 
and their continued success is probably due to the fact that their sand 
eel food is not commercially fished in the seas off the Farnes.  But they 
do suffer plenty of predation by large gulls, especially lesser black-
backs. 

Razorbills are, in Tom’s opinion, the smartest-looking of all the 
seabirds, but we have fewer than 1000 breeding pairs compared with the 60,000 or so Guillemots – although these are in 
some decline at the moment.  Cormorants are bigger and often more obvious than their close cousins, Shags, even though, 
at about 1000 pairs, the latter are ten times as numerous on the Farnes. 

Then we have five breeding species of Tern.  ‘Our’ Sandwich Terns are often joined by birds ringed elsewhere and there 
have been known to be as many as eight different nationality rings spotted on our islands in any given year.  Common 
Terns are not very common here, although if you spot terns on inland waters they are most likely to be Commons. 



Arctic Terns, on the other hand, are successful here with about 1,500 pairs at each of the Long Nanny, Farnes and Coquet 
Island colonies.  Recent geo-locator research has shown the actual routes of the typical 40,000km annual migration of 
these birds.   

Little Terns did well at the Long Nanny this year after a very 
poor 2018 and their success is much enhanced by the provision 
of wardens and predator control at this site.   

Roseate Terns ( ) have their largest UK colony on Coquet 
Island where they have successfully been encouraged to use 
terraces of numbered nest boxes on the raised beaches.  Not, 
we hope, part of any Thomas Cook package deal!  They winter 
in Ghana but have been shown to wander widely in Europe 
from the Montrose Basin to Poland, Spain and even 
Switzerland.  

There are plenty of the usual gull species off our coasts, including Kittiwakes, with 40 to 50 pairs on Coquet Island.  The 
breeding colony on the Newcastle Guild Hall is the furthest inland site in Europe.  In addition, Mediterranean Gull has 
bred on Coquet and a most unusual Caspian Gull has been seen around Amble for the last four years, although it usually 
moves on after a few weeks. 

The spectacular Gannets around our coasts have been shown to be almost exclusively birds from the extraordinary colony 
on Bass Rock off the Lothian coast.  Around Britain the birds from each breeding colony tend to stay loyal (if they were 
sheep we would say ‘hefted’) to the waters of their local area with very little inter-colony mixing. 

Of land birds we now have Marsh Harrier breeding in Northumberland and the northward movement of Avocets and Little 
Egrets are success stories.  Meanwhile Lapwing numbers have dropped, although in late summer we get many continental 
birds joining our local flocks.  Tree Sparrows are another Northumberland success story, bucking the national trend, but 
Corn Bunting is now considered to be extinct in the county. 

Our thanks are due again to Tom for agreeing to step in at the last minute. 

 

 Picture for “In Defence of the Sparrowhawk” 



The Sparrowhawk (Sprawk in Birder speak) is the classic nemesis of garden bird life, which forms almost its 

as much as twice as heavy as the male.

ensnare the songbirds gathered around our feeders. Meanwhile the much more robust female is likely to be 

speeding through the gaps in trees. But with the growing fashion of householders feeding small birds in their 

forests.

The Media play their part in the story, periodically running headlines labelling them as ruthless predators, 

Every Spring there develops a natural surplus of small birds, and in the absence  of predators like Sprawks, many 

survive there would be inadequate supplies of natural food, like caterpillars, to support such numbers. Sprawks 

breeding process.

Mick McMahon



A ROYAL APOLOGY 

 

In the September newsletter I committed a major error.  It’s so tempting, when you think you’ve a reasonable 
expertise in one field, to make apparently authoritative statements about things in another field in which you 
have no real expertise at all.  Do you remember the three photographs below? 

             

 

 

 

 

 

I confidently stated that these were all specimens of Agaricus augustus The Prince.  But then I was rightly 
challenged about this identification, so I consulted a mycologist (who preferred to remain anonymous).  The 
response was, roughly, as follows: 

None of these is Agaricus augustus (The Prince).  To be that species the gills should be pink when young, 
turning brown with age.  The stipe would be thicker and the ring on the stipe doesn’t look right.  Also 
the cap is not right.   

There seem to be two different fungi in the photos.  The third one looks like Macrolepiota procera (The 
Parasol). The other two look the same as each other but different from the third one.  

It would be necessary to see these fungi in the flesh to determine a confident identification.  Identifying 
fungi from photographs alone is fraught with danger, but it does seem certain that none of them is The 
Prince. 

So, it’s clear that I was wrong in almost every respect.  My apologies to all our readers! 

Ian and Keith Davison certainly seem to be correct when they said to me that the third one looks like a Parasol 
Mushroom and they suggested that the first two were a species called Leucoagaricus nympharum.  Having been 
so wrong in the first instance I’m certainly not going to express an opinion on that idea.   

If anyone else has a definitive opinion on those first two images, do please let me know, bearing in mind the 
mycologist’s comment about the difficulty of making an identification just from photographs. 

 

Richard 



night experience that she and Graham had had with a hedgehog this autumn. It seemed suitable for a small 

able to stop.  It turned out to be a dead rabbit (not unusual) but feeding on the corpse was a hedgehog.  They 
managed to move the rabbit into the verge and the hedgehog followed with as much alacrity as a hedgehog can, 
which removed it from the danger of itself being run over.

Hedgehogs are primarily carnivores and it is known that carrion is a source of food for them as well as their 
more usual diet of invertebrates.  We did look for a Google image of a hedgehog feeding on carrion, but couldn’t 

dead, but nothing showing a hog on a carcase, so you’ll have to make do with the photo below, supplied a few 
years ago by one of our members, but we can’t remember who.  So, if it was you, thanks. And many thanks to 

rabbit is probably unlikely.

If you were involved in any of the Middleton North visits, then it is good to know that they have been valuable 
for AWG as well as being enjoyable.



PLANT CORNER 

 
If you are a member of the Botanical Society of Britain and Ireland (BSBI) you receive, three times a year, the publication 
BSBI News.  This has a range of articles, almost all readily accessible to the keen amateur botanist.  Over recent issues, 
and particularly in the recent September one, there has been much written about alien plants and especially about 
invasive aliens. 

What has been much less discussed has been the matter of invasive native plants, but David Pearman, one of the most 
experienced and respected of British botanists, published a piece on The Impact of Native and Alien ‘Thugs’ in Semi-
natural Habitats.  He had asked botanist in all parts of Britain and Ireland to think about the most invasive species on  
their own patch; to separate them into natives and aliens and to try to rank them in order of thuggishness. 

Pearman does stress that he did not produce any nailed-down definition of what counts as invasive or thug.  He also 
acknowledged that there is a difference between a very localised situation where, for example, a garden escape like Yellow 
Archangel Lamiastrum galeobdolon might be having a very heavily invasive effect in woodland near a garden, but really 
have very little significance in the wider local environment.  Finally he agreed that one’s perception of thuggishness might 
be quite subjective, based on one’s knowledge of what a patch of ground was like ‘before the invasion’. 

Anyway, this made me wonder what I might have listed for my part of 
Northumberland.  The easiest way to do this, I think, is to try to break it down 
by habitat.  If I start with moorland, of which we have plenty, I have no doubt 
that Bracken Pteridium aquilinum ( ) must top the list, but in the wetter areas 
Soft Rush Juncus effusus has really blanketed parts of the moor since the 
agricultural rules caused our local farmer to remove cattle from the open hill.  
Sheep won’t eat either of these species, but cattle will eat down at least the less 
tough parts of the rush and they effectively trample the bracken which helps to 
reduce its vigour and thus its spread.  Once you remove the cattle, the grazing 
value for sheep and the area and health of the heather are adversely affected 
and other more varied wild plants are shaded and crowded out. 

What, then  about Heather Calluna vulgaris?  This is such an iconic British upland species (and, of course, in lowland heath 
areas), that it surely couldn’t be classed as invasive.  Yet, on the moor about two miles from our house is a smallish raised 
bog.  About forty years ago drainage channels were dug which, in the intervening years have gradually made the bog less 
wet.  This has meant that areas of sphagnum bog with Cranberry have slowly become drier and have been invaded by 
heather from the surrounding moor.  Does this make the heather an invasive species?  I think this probably comes under 
the heading of ‘perception’.  We may know that there was a time before the heather spread across the bog, but anyone 
else unfamiliar with the history of the site would not be aware of this, so most likely it would be unfair to brand the 
heather as invasive simple because humans have altered the local conditions. 

In the grazing fields I will ignore the thuggish nature of creeping and spear thistles because, with the best will in the world, 
you couldn’t describe those fields as ‘semi-natural habitats’.  The same probably goes for Broad-leaved Dock Rumex 
obtusifolius. 

In the woodland (necessarily ignoring conifer plantations) the main 
problems, particularly in the early stages of woodland 
development, are caused by Gorse Ulex europaeus, Bramble Rubus 
fruticosus agg. and Blackthorn Prunus spinosus ( ).  The issue of 
Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus is rather contentious.   It is 
certainly an alien, but it’s been in Britain a long time and although 
it may not support as many invertebrate species as, say, oak, it 
does provide a decent woodland habitat.  Then again it seeds and 
spreads very easily and rapidly and can be argued to out-compete 
native broadleaf trees.  So, as a thug, I think perhaps things are not 
as clear-cut as for other species.  



Still in woodland, what do we make of Ivy Hedera helix?  There 
are some areas of broadleaved woodland where ivy seems to 
have run amok growing really high up the trunks of many trees, 
but whether it is actually a thug in the sense that it is either 
damaging the host trees or out-competing other plants, I’m less 
certain.  Then again it usually does spread in dense patches on 
the ground ( ) as well and there it could definitely be 
preventing other more varied vegetation from thriving.  I’m 
going to include it in my thug list! 

Then, if you regard the woodlands at Cragside as potentially 
semi-natural because they’ve been allowed to develop at least 
fairly naturally in the last 150 or so years, the unholy trinity of 
Rhododendron Rhododenron ponticum, Shallon Gaultheria shallon and Prickly Heath Gaultheris mucronata cause major 
issues.  They blanket large areas of the policy woodlands and, where they grow, nothing else can compete.  They also, 
incidentally, provide almost no useful habitat for birds or invertebrates and so they damage the whole ecosystem.  Beyond 
the boundaries of Cragside, however, the shallon and the prickly heath really are not an issue, so perhaps the ‘localised’ 
argument applies here, even though the area involved is quite large. 

When the National Trust rangers and volunteers spend much time and money clearing areas of these three invasives then, 
as soon as their backs are turned, any open ground they’ve created is rapidly invaded by seedlings of Western Hemlock 
Tsuga heterophylla, but of course that is only present because it was widely planted as a forestry tree. 

Roadside verges form a potentially species-rich remnant of grassland habitat when all around them is either given over 
to arable crops or to quite heavy grazing regimes.  Unfortunately verges are often cut by landowners or local councils at 
what are botanically the wrong times and the cuttings are almost never removed.  When you combine those facts with 
the nitrogen enrichment from neighbouring fields you create a habitat that is ripe for thugs to flourish and to impoverish 
other native flora.   

Usually the adjacent hedges are kept in control by annual flail cutting, 
so the woodland thugs mentioned above aren’t too much of a 
problem, but the big coarse grasses are the worst offenders.  Cock’s-
foot Dactylis glomerata is vigorous, tall, with broad leaves and rarely 
dies down much in our winters.  In some verges Yorkshire Fog Holcus 
lanatus ( ), with its soft hairy broad leaves and its habit of spreading 
widely via tough rhizomes, can also be a real problem.  We heard a 
couple of years ago from the Warden on Coquet Island how much of 
a problem Yorkshire Fog is there, not least because rabbits usually 
don’t choose to eat it.  The third big grass that dominates in many 
verges is False Oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius whose tall drooping 
inflorescences are often so obvious.  Also in the thug range in verges are Cow Parsley Anthriscus sylvestris and Hogweed 
Heracleum sphondylium. 

Talking about hogweeds takes me to waterways.  The species usually quoted as probematic along our river banks are 
Himalayan Balsam Impatiens glandulifera and Giant Hogweed Heracleum mantegazzianum 
( ).  To find these presenting a real issue in North Northumberland you really need to go 
up to the Tweed where both satisfy almost every possible definitiion of thug, but in our 
Alnwick area I’ve not really come across situations where, at present, they would seem to 
be a big problem.  Maybe I’ve not explored far enough.  The other big waterside plant that 
certainly has the potential to be an invasive is Hemlock Water-dropwort Oenanthe crocata, 
and yet although you find it along watercourses, I’d be hard put to place it in any list of 
Northumbrian thugs.  On the other hand if you go to Arran the water-dropwort more or less 
replaces cow parsley as the major road verge thug, particularly in the south of the island. 

In the water there are other species of interest.  North Northumberland has comparatively 
few ponds or slow-flowing rivers, but where we do the two waterweeds Canadian Elodea 
canadensis and Nuttall’s E. nuttallii, can sometimes be found entirely dominating the 
aquatic vegetation.  We do have occasional populations of other weeds that are known to 



be a real problem further south in England, but at the moment none seem to me to be so invasive that they should be 
included in a thug list for our area. 

Lastly, at least for this article, is our coastal vegetation – particularly our dune systems.  
Here, while bracken is again a significant invasive, the classic is Pirri-pirri-bur Acaena novae-
zelandiae ( ).  Perhaps surprisingly, although you can find it in other inland places in North 
Northumberland, nowhere that I’m aware of begins to match Holy Island as the stronghold 
for this plant.  You could argue that dune grasses like Marram Ammophila arenaria and 
Lyme-grass Leymus arenarius are very invasive, and yet their area of dominance is limited 
to the mobile dunes at the seaward edge of the system and often you can see how the initial 
growth of lyme-grass and the couch grasses is gradually overblown by sand and replaced a 
bit further from the sea by the marram. 

What, then, about my list of invasives for our area?  Bearing in mind the subjectivity of such a process, here’s what I’ve 
come up with, in order of thuggishness: 

Bracken  Pteridium aquilinum Native 
Gorse Ulex europaeus Native 
Pirri-pirri-bur Acaena novae-zelandiae Alien 
Bramble Rubus fruticosus agg Native 
Cock’s-foot Dactylis glomerata Native 
Rhododendron Rhododendron ponticum Alien 
Ivy Hedera helix Native 
Blackthorn Prunus spicata Native 
Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus Alien 
Soft Rush Juncus effusus Native 
False Oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius Native 
Hogweed Heracleum sphondylium Native 
Cow Parsley Anthriscus sylvestris Native 
Yorkshire Fog Holcus lanatus Native 
Canadian Waterweed Elodea canadensis Alien 
Himalayan Balsam Impatiens glandulifera Alien 
Giant Hogweed Heracleum mantegazzianum Alien 

 

What is interesting is the extent to which, at least in North Northumberland, and in my own opinion, native species 
predominate, particularly at the top of the list.  Perhaps if I were living in a more southern, lowland county, my list might 
be quite different. 

 Richard 

 



STEWCHAT. 

 As the days shorten, October can be a frustrating month. All work and no play!  

It leaves me with no option other than to take one or two days holiday to get out into the field. 

My first such annual leave day was on the 1st of the month. There was a strong NE wind blowing so it was time 
to get on to Cullernose Point and gaze seawards.  

Mostly I am alone here which can make spotting birds quite tricky. More sets of eyes at places like Newbiggin 
assist observers, but I do like to make this spot my own. 

In total two watches were carried out covering 3 hours of observation. I should really be more dedicated… 

There were a few birds moving, particularly the Auks with 6000 North per hour (counted by doing a few 1 minute 
sample counts and multiplying over 60 minutes.) Most of those close enough to identify were Guillemots with 
a few Razorbills and Puffins. In with the stream of birds were -  

Barnacle Geese 65 North 

Bonxie 11 N 

Arctic Skua 13 N 

Manx Shearwater 13 N 

Red throated Diver 17 S inc party of 12 close in, 8 N and 5 on the sea. 

Teal 6 N 

Common Scoter 26 N 

Little Auk 1 N I hate early Little Auks! When they are claimed they are almost always puffins, but this one was 
typically very close in doing its side by side rolling flight along the breakers. Puffin seen nearby for comparison.  

Long tailed Duck 1 fem N 

Arctic Tern 4 N 

Wigeon 5 N, where are all the wildfowl? In these conditions we should be getting hundreds of Wigeon 

Peregrine 1 imm glided along the rock edges panicking everything. 

Dunlin 1N my first patch sight record for the year. 

The list above is in the order birds were added into the notebook. 

Then, at 16.39 I was panning S and looked at two Kittiwakes going N. A few hundred metres behind was another 
bird low to the water. My thought process went like this... 

'Whats that?' 'er' 'a Redshank? (I'd just been watching the Dunlin) No, another wader, Grey Plover? 
No.....errrr.....IT'S A SABINE'S!  

A juvenile Sabine's Gull slowly patrolled N at about 1/3rd distance out. Instantly much smaller than Kittiwake, 
like a Black Tern or Little Gull. Mainly Brown with white secondary triangle in the wing and black primaries. 
Behind it the clouds were steel grey rain clouds so the bird was nicely lit in the sun over my shoulder. It was 



slow and graceful up and down as it headed N. I finally lost view at 16.44. What fantastic birds these are, they 
are nothing like a Kittiwake really, the jizz is totally different and much more tern like. As the Sabine's was lost 
to view, it was time to head home for tea. Not a bad day really... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over the next few days a few land migrants were noted – 2 Bramblings dropped into our garden on 5th, 1 Lesser 
Whitethroat was in the village and a steady movement of Skylarks and Meadow Pipits flew south in the morning. 

In appalling weather on 6th my first Fieldfares of autumn were two birds in our back hedge While single figures 
of Redwing and Song Thrush were arriving to winter. 2 Mediterranean Gulls were in the coast fields with Black 
headeds. 

On the 8th a Swallow flew S along the coast path. 

On 10th October I received a report of a Minke Whale very close inshore at Newbiggin. Closer observation 
showed it to be an immature Sperm Whale and it was in some distress. These deep water species should not 
be in the North Sea at all let alone 50 mtrs off shore. The animal attracted a large crowd of observers, but the 
inevitable happened the next day when the poor creature finally succumbed and was washed up on Sandy Bay 
beach. What a sad sight the images portrayed. I work only 1 mile from this site, maybe less, but I didn’t go to 
see it. Its too upsetting to see the demise of such a magnificent beast as this. 

Today, 12th, has been mild and sunny so it was time to catch up with some gardening. Even here, migrant birds 
can be found. A calling but secretive Yellow-browed Warbler gave me the run around before I could get a brief 

 

Figure 1: Field notes of the Sabine's Gull as it passed... 



restricted view in our small oak tree. Also around were 2 Blackcaps and a Chiffchaff while 16 Whooper Swans 
flew North overhead, and 1500+ Pink footed Geese flew S including one huge flock of 1200+. 

A few butterflies were present with Painted Lady, Comma, Red Admiral, Small Tortoiseshell, Speckled Wood 
and Small White. 

The moth trap held a few interesting migrant moths too with Silver Y, Diamond backed, Rusty Dot Pearl and 
best of all a rare Pearly Underwing, the first in Northumberland for 3 years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

Figure 2: Pearly Underwing , a scarce migrant to the UK especially so this far north. 

 

Figure 3: This Merveille du Jour, was my first of 2019 and getting late. But what a 
beauty it is... 
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