
      christmas meeting   



NOTICES 

AWG COMMITTEE 

Members may recall that we have been appealing for one or two new faces to join the 
committee.  We are very pleased to let you know that Philip Hanmer, who writes our regular Bird 
Ringing articles for the Newsletters, has volunteered to join.  Welcome Phil, and thanks! 

REFRESHMENTS 

In our last newsletter we said that Jane Poppleton has decided, after many years of organising 
our post-meeting refreshments, to retire from that role at the end of the current talks season.  
We asked for volunteer(s) to take over from her but we haven’t been killed in the rush!   

 

So, we need some ideas about how we can continue to offer refreshments in the new season 
starting in September 2020.  If you have any thoughts, or perhaps have experienced other groups 
who use different models for this facility, please have a word with Jane or Richard or George at 
one of the next meetings.  We would very much like to have some good ideas before our next 
committee meeting in February. 

LADYCROSS QUARRY 

Some members may know the Ladycross Quarry nature reserve near Slaley in County Durham.  
One of our recently-joined members, Jennifer Norderhaug, has kindly sent me their autumn 
newsletter.  If anyone would like a copy of this, please email me and I’ll forward it.  If you don’t 
use email, you could phone me (01665 578346) and I’ll bring a printed copy to our next meeting. 

Richard 

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 2020 (£6 and 

£10).  Please make cheques to Alnwick Wildlife Group and bring to meetings in November, 
December or January or post to: 

Richard Poppleton, Greystone Cottage, Titlington Mount, Alnwick NE66 2EA 

 

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

Alnwick Wildlife Group   BARCLAYS  Acc No 40553131   Sort Code  20-58-17 









         

Do you ever find yourself frustrated in your attempts to identify toadstools and related fungi?  Do you get fed up with the 
need to leaf through hundreds of pages of a field guide like the Collins Fungi Guide in a vague hope that you might spot 
something like the one you’ve seen?  Then when you get to a section that has ones like the one you thought was quite 
distinctive, are you further put off when you find there are dozens that look similar, and often the rather stylised drawings 
lack any representation of the gills and detail of the stalk (stipe).  Yes, me as well! 

When I then spotted that the two-volume work shown above was being offered with a £20 discount I thought I’d get 
myself an early Christmas present – that’s a £20 discount off the RRP of £95 – so we’re still talking about a significant 
outlay.  However, I thought that if I had a really good quality definitive reference work I might avoid some of my traditional 
misidentifications.  So, was it worth it?  Have I been able to get closer to identifying some of this autumn’s crop of fungi?   

It’s not a straightforward answer, I’m afraid, but here are some of my thoughts: 

 If you want a field guide, then this is not it.  The two volumes weigh in at a massive 5.5kg (c. 12lb), so you wouldn’t 
even want to be carrying them in a rucksack, let alone trying to put them in your pocket.  You’ll definitely need to 
bring the toadstool to the book rather than the other way round. 

 The photography is excellent and tries to show as many aspects of the individual toadstools as possible. 
 The species descriptions are very clear, although you soon come to understand that to get closer to a definitive 

answer than just the genus often requires you to have spent time with a microscope looking at the spores and other 
aspects of the fungal body. 

 The unique selling point, I think, is that the two authors have devised an unusual way of helping you get straight to 
the right general group of fungi, from which it is then easier to find the right genus and, sometimes, species.  As I’ve 
tried to use the guide, even without microscopy, I feel more confident that I can narrow things down to the right 
general area even if I can’t be certain about the actual species.  And it’s fun using the books. 

Conclusion 

I’m glad I bought these volumes.  I know I shall enjoy using them over the winter so that by next summer I shall feel a bit 
more confident about fungal identification.  And who knows, I might even make an attempt to make some spore prints 
and try to look at some microscopic features. 

I shall bring my copies to the November meeting so that anyone who is half tempted can have a look to see what they are 
like.  I’m inclined to say that to support our British companies, you would be better looking to buy from Summerfield 
Books or the Natural History Book Society (NHBS), rather than some anonymous American giant, but that’s just my 
opinion. 

Fungi of Temperate Europe by Thomas L ss e & Jens H Peterson.  

Pub: Princeton University Press  ISBN (for 2-volume set): 978-0-691-18037-3 

Richard 



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 30TH OCTOBER 

43 of us gathered, including two new members, Ann and Ian Lord.  Unlike the last meeting, when we couldn’t 
get the laptop to work, this time we only had problems with the hall’s lapel microphone which wouldn’t transmit 
and the laser pointer whose batteries seemed to have died.  Perhaps by the November meeting we’ll have 
actually sorted everything out. 

Almost everything at this meeting was down to George who started us off with a rather dead Common Darter 
Dragonfly, courtesy of Stewart.  Then Richard got Michael Hall to find the sample of the quite attractive crinkly-
edged Curled Pondweed which he’d brought in from a burn in Ellingham. 

George’s talk – 20 Years of WeBS and Counting – was about his experiences of involvement 
in the long-running Wetland Bird Survey which he has been part of since 1999.  Essentially 
this scheme arose from work started in the 1950s and became the current WeBS Project in 
the early 1990s, administered by the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust.  By 2004 its 
organisation had transferred to the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO).  Its logo is a 
masterpiece of simplicity but conveys absolutely the essence of the surveys, showing, with 
one simple line, plus two eyes, outlines of a Curlew and a dabbling duck. 

When he first volunteered, George was assigned to do his counts at Cocklawburn, just south of Berwick, but 
soon he graduated to one of the six designated survey areas in the Lindisfarne Natural Nature Reserve (LNNR).  
The LNNR is one of the major coastal wetland areas in Britain – not perhaps quite Premier League, but certainly 
near the top of the Championship.  George reckons it would rank about 14th in national importance. 

His designated area runs from south of the Teal Hole where the Fenham Burn runs out across Fenham Flats, 
north to The Cages which is about half way between Fenham Mill and the Holy Island causeway.  On the map 
the red lines show roughly the south and north limits of George’s part of the LNNR. 

 

 
 



The dates and timings of the survey visits are set out by the BTO, which coordinates the WeBS programme for 
the whole of the British Isles.  Each visit lasts about three hours and involves identifying and, crucially, counting 
all the waterfowl and waders present.  The designated times for the surveys do not take particular account of 
the state of the tide at Lindisfarne, so doing the counts raises two different problems.  If it happens to be a rising 
tide then the birds get driven closer to the observer and so are easier to identify, but when they are closely 
packed it can be harder to distinguish the accurate numbers of each species.  When the tide is falling and 
sometimes far out across the Fenham Flats the problem is that some of the birds are a very long way out towards 
the Pinnacles on Ross Back Sands and Holy Island itself.   

George has a good quality Kowa telescope and, most importantly, a very sturdy tripod.  In fact he rarely uses 
binoculars and relies almost exclusively on the scope.  The other thing he doesn’t use unless the weather is 
really awful is the bird hide at Fenham.  He finds that being enclosed in a hide removes much of the feel of the 
site and prevents you noticing, out of the corner of your eye, movements of birds along the shore and in the 
air. 

The other two pieces of equipment that he can’t do without are a hand-held ‘click’ counter and a notebook that 
will stand getting a bit wet without falling to pieces.  The notebooks he chooses are a brand called ‘The Aldwych’ 
which are pocket-sized and semi waterproof, but don’t need a special pen which some fully waterproof 
notebooks with plasticised pages do need. 

On his patch the key birds are Wigeon, Teal and other 
dabbling ducks.  Waders are not quite so numerous, but 
there are still enough to be significant.  As the years have 
passed, George’s awareness of the way the birds move 
around on his site has become very sophisticated, so by 
and large he knows what is most likely to be where.  When 
the birds do move en masse in response to disturbance or 
as the state of the tide changes, different species do so in 
different ways.  Larger ducks and geese tend to stay fairly 
close to the mainland shore and move north or south, 
while small waders often take off and fly direct to Holy 
Island.  In northerly gales conditions he always has to be alert for unusual species which have been blown in to 
the LNNR.  Little Auk are a good example. 

There are also little quirks, like the vertical pole sunk in the sand out from the Teal Hole area.  He remembers 
always to check the top of the pole ever since, on one visit, he almost failed to spot an Osprey sitting quietly on 
it.  He also knows that if there are to be any larger waders, then Grey Heron and, increasingly, Little Egret, will 
tend to be at the northern end of his patch.  Curlew are often hard to count because when they move they 
often fly off inland and once they are ensconced on arable fields between the coast and the A1 they can no 
longer be included in the counts. 

Sources of disturbance vary from the natural to the man-made.  The arrival of a Peregrine can cause chaos and 
often George has to start his counts afresh once the birds have settled down again.  Microlights have a similar 
effect – the birds are not to know that they are not giant aerial predators.  People with dogs are not so often a 
problem because the site is not too close to places where people can park.  Then there are the wildfowlers.  The 
LNNR issues about 180 shooting permits annually and during the shooting season almost all of the people who 
come to shoot do so responsibly.  Their main targets are Wigeon and the occasional goose, although often 
shooters take nothing because they are as much interested in watching the birds as they are killing them.  
George has many interesting conversations with wildfowlers, sharing knowledge. 

When you are trying to get accurate counts of birds in flocks, either in the air or on the ground, you can, with 
practice, learn to count them in groups.  Initially one tends to count in tens, but as expertise increases you can 
graduate to counting in groups of 100.  With birds like Wigeon it can even be possible to count in 1000s without 
sacrificing accuracy. 

Wildfowl flock after disturbance 



The LNNR has 40-50% of the world population of Pale-bellied Brent Geese 
( ) in the winter and even more if the winter in Scandinavia is particularly 
harsh.  The whole reserve currently tends to have about 20,000 Wigeon.  At 
this October’s count George recorded 18,500 of this species.  Very few 
Shelduck breed here but there can be up to 1,700 in winter.  The small 
waders can be hard to count – telling the numbers of constantly moving 
Dunlin, Sanderling, Turnstone and Purple Sandpiper, particularly when they 
are at a distance, is not easy.  And Redshank also can be problematic when 
they move furtively around in small groups. 

All-in-all George has had great satisfaction from his WeBS obsession and even after 20 years he genuinely looks 
forward to going out to do his counts. 



PLANT CORNER 

 
I need to acknowledge the debt I owe to David Wilkinson on whose recent article in British Wildlife I have based some of my comments.  
He’s an academic ecologist and is to be the author of a forthcoming volume on Ecology in the excellent Collins New Naturalist series. 
 
This article is about autumn colour, and not about fruits, but the colour of leaves.  I know that good autumn colour is a 
feature of the countryside as I write this, but that by the time you get to read it most will be over – but here goes anyway.   
 
Here are a few questions that have occurred to me recently and to which I hope this article will provide some answers: 

 Why do we not get the same vivid profusion of red colours in our autumn trees that they enjoy in New England? 
 Why do you often find that different leaves on the same tree are different colours? 
 Why don’t the leaves of some trees give us any attractive autumn colours at all? 
 Why do Sycamore leaves look so horrid in the autumn while Norway Maple are often attractive? 
 Should I confine myself just to woody plants or are there things to be said about more herbaceous species? 

 
Before we start I ought to clarify what it is that causes the yellow/gold/orange/red colours in leaves at this time of year.  
The normal green pigments, which plants use in photosynthesis to enable them to convert light energy into stored energy 
in carbohydrate molecules, are the Chlorophylls.  The chlorophylls mask a set of mainly yellow and orange pigments which 
also play a role in photosynthesis (amongst other functions).  These are the Carotenoids, especially the Xanthophylls, and 
usually they only become visible when the chlorophylls are broken down and reabsorbed into the body of the plant before 
the leaves are shed.  Lastly there are the Anthocyanins which are mainly red.  In leaves they have no role in 
photosynthesis, and are produced in the autumn, probably as breakdown products of sugars. 
 
Enough simplified chemistry!  As recently as the mid-1990s the autumn colours of leaves were being explained as being 
due to the concentration of excretory products which become visible as the chlorophyll is removed.  Then when leaf fall 
happens the plant is simply using this method to get rid of its unwanted chemicals which happen to have colours in the 
yellow to red range.  But then from 1995 onwards biochemists began to question this idea and started to look for a more 
purposeful role that the colours might play. 
 
It soon became apparent as satellite imagery became more available and targeted that if you are hoping for a 
predominance of red colours you really need to be in North America or in Asia.  Europe largely lacks spectacular reds.  The 
current thought is that to produce lots of red anthocyanins the trees need high late season light levels and lots of sharp 
autumn frosts.  Europe, and particularly western Europe, has neither of those things to the extent that they have, for 
example, in New England or in the far east.  One observation that seems, at a simple level, to back this up is that when 
you have a species such as Boston Ivy in your garden, the leaves that become most reliably red are the outer ones exposed 
to the greatest light levels, while the more sheltered leaves, and even the more sheltered parts of leaves, tend to stay 
yellowish.  The fallen leaves below are from our garden.  Quite where the issue of frost comes in with Boston Ivy I’m not 
sure because most of our leaves have already fallen off before there is any real frost. 
 

 
 

In the case of Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus, any colour change tends to be spoilt by the appearance of black ‘tar spots’. 



These are a quite different phenomenon from colour changes.  Sycamore leaves 
tend to become infected in the spring by a fungus called, less than memorably, 
Rhytisma acerinum.  In its early stages it causes leaves to have smallish rather 
yellow patches where the fungal mycelium is growing.  Then, later in the year, 
the fungus starts to produce spores and it is these sporing masses that form the 
black spots. 
 
Many Maples, Acer species, suffer from this fungal infection, but Sycamore 
always seems to be the worst, at least in Britain.  Interestingly the prevalence 
of tar spot often seems to be less in urban Sycamores which may be because 
the regular sweeping up of fallen leaves on city streets reduces the reservoir of 
fungus available to re-infect the new leaves the next spring.  The fungal 
infection appears to have comparatively little adverse effects on its host trees.  

The fallen leaf ( ) is quite typical and was by the side of our farm road in late October. 
 
It may be that, possibly because of the effects of the fungus, 
Sycamore leaves often shrivel and fall before they can develop any 
good colour changes, while Norway Maples Acer platanoides, with 
little or no fungal infection, stay fresh on the trees long enough to 
go yellow ( ). 
 
One tree species that never seems to show any autumn colour 
change is Alder Alnus glutinosa.  The argument here is that trees 
usually try to recycle chlorophyll before leaf fall.  Alder, however, is 
unusual amongst British trees in that it has root nodules containing 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria – like leguminous plants – and so has less 
need to salvage the nitrogen-rich chlorophyll which is therefore 
tends to stay in the old leaves. 
 
A fascinating idea that was suggested about 20 years ago was that 
some trees have evolved to give warning colour signals to potential predators, like aphids.  The suggestion was that by 
showing bright colours the tree is indicating that it is a healthy individual and that the predators would be better off 
finding a weaker tree that would have fewer defensive chemical protective mechanisms.  The parallel that was drawn was 
with the colour signals used by many animal species to indicate health and vigour to potential mates or as warning 
colouration to predators.  Since we now know the extent to which trees can apparently communicate with each other in 
woodland via the fungal mycelia which live symbiotically with their roots, why not assume that these organisms have the 
ability to have evolved defensive colour mechanisms?   
 
One issue with this idea is that many plants have a wide variety of colours on the same plant, as is seen in the photos 
below of Elder Sambucus nigra on the left and Beech Fagus sylvatica on the right, so how is the predator to interpret 
those signals?  But the main problem is that it has proved impossible to show experimentally any relationship between 
autumn leaf colour and the numbers and variety of insect pests. 
 

     
 



There is also the problem of plants like Bracken and some of the large moorland grasses.  They both develop good autumn 
colour, quite spectacularly so with bracken when it is wet ( ), but both die down entirely in winter so there would seem 
to be no evolutionary advantage for them to have developed anti-predator signalling mechanisms. 
 

 
 

The main current theory about these autumn colour changes is to assume that they are not passive events, but active 
ones.  The trees need to salvage useful chemicals from the leaves which will be shed, but this process requires energy and 
so it is important that photosynthesis can continue for as long as possible before leaf fall.  If it can be shown that, for 
example, red anthocyanins can protect the leaves from damaging excess light at a time when much of the light capture is 
being carried out by the yellow pigments as the chlorophylls are removed, then this will be an important advantage for 
those leaves most exposed to light, which therefore tend to be the reddest ones in some species. 
 
Very recent research in 2018 has shown that the protective effects of red anthocyanins are greatest when there is a 
combination of high light levels with low temperatures – just the conditions experienced by trees in New England in the 
fall.  The persistence of the yellow carotenoids can also have some protective effect, but probably their importance is 
more related to the fact that they are the pigments which enable photosynthesis to continue even after all the 
chlorophylls have been withdrawn. 
 
One final advantage to the plants of having yellow and red 
pigments retained or even deliberately synthesised in 
autumn leaves concerns the chemicals called reactive 
oxygen species (ROS) – also sometimes called free radicals.  
In humans it is known that ROS are harmful to cell 
biochemistry, but in healthy tissues the body can keep them 
in check.  At times of stress, however, they are produced in 
excessive amounts and can be very damaging.  Commercial 
companies are keen to persuade us that expensive dietary 
supplements cab help to combat the RIOS effects.   
 
Plants also experience harm from ROS which are produced 
disproportionately in the autumn leaves and the yellow and 
red pigments, particularly the red ones, have been shown to 
have a protective effect for plant cells.  (If you want to know 
more about ROS, either in plants or animals you’ll have to do 
a bit of your own research on-line – or perhaps not because 
some of the information is a bit frightening!) 
 
So, there you are!  If you thought autumn colours were just 
caused by plants excreting waste products in their falling 
leaves, think again.  I’ll end with a pretty picture of the 
autumn colours near us by the road past Hedgeley Hall. 
 
 

Richard 



STEWCHAT. 

Since the last AWG newsletter, the weather has been wetter than usual with scarcely a day of fair weather. The wind has 
been unusual too in that it has continued, on and off, from a northerly direction. When the north wind doth blow, there 
is only one thing for me to do and that is to go seawatching. This year Cullernose Point has been my viewing spot of choice 
rather than Craster. Whilst it is more exposed, the extra height above sea level gives a better view of the birds passing. 
Last month’s Sabine’s Gull was a real highlight, but in these conditions I always hope for more and after several false starts 
I finally struck gold on the 29th October. 
 
I was on a day’s annual leave and was in position on the cliff by 0820. Immediately things looked promising with good 
numbers of wildfowl moving including Long tailed Ducks, Scaup, Common Scoter, Wigeon and Goldeneye all in good 
numbers. After half an hour, I was scanning south with my ‘scope and had a bit of a dejavu type of premonition… I thought 
to myself, this wind and the smooth, grey sea are ideal viewing conditions and circumstances to find a Leach’s Petrel. 
 
This thought had barely registered and few seconds later I noticed a flickering black wing tip above the wave then nothing. 
Had I really seen something? Or was it an eye floater? Oh no, I paused and out it came, a delightfully graceful  LEACH'S 
PETREL! 
 
It hung, momentarily, on horizontal wings, did a few flickering wing beats like a little tern, flipped sideways, sheared 
around flapped again, dancing over the waves. Occasionally I could glimpse a white rump, not as extensive as British Storm 
Petrel and overall the bird appeared sooty black. As the hazy sun popped out the upperwing seemed more grey with dark 
primaries, then in dull light it looked all black again. As it came to its closest, it was powered past by a Guillemot, and a 
few Gannets. It couldn’t care less, and continued on its path north, watched all the way until at the last minute it dipped 
into a wave trough and I didn’t see it again. 
 
Amazing. Only my second in Northumberland and only my third ever, these little wanderers never fail to get the pulse 
racing. 
 
Several other seawatches over the period did not turn up anything this exciting but there was still a lot of interest for the 
local patch with Velvet Scoters, Little Auks, Pomarine Skuas , 2 Sanderling ( rare on this rocky stretch of coast) Red necked 
Grebe, Black throated Divers, Great Northern Divers, Little Gulls, Bonxie, Raven and even a flyover Snow Bunting. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Leach's Petrel, Cullernose Point 20/10/19 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In total contrast to these globe trotting birds, at this time I like to keep an eye open for fungi, not that I am any good at 
identifying them, but what else says ‘autumn’ more than these odd organisms. 

Several waxcap species were found at Shepherd’s Law and on the Craster Heughs. These included, Scarlet, Crimson, 
Vermillion, Golden, Snowy, Parrot, Blackening and Glutinous Waxcaps. Other fungi are just as interesting, if not so 
glamourous, but they are more tricky to identify. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Female Velvet Scoter flies past Cullernose. 

 

Figure 3: Parrot Waxcap 



With this in mind, this little bracket type fungi caught my eye in Howick Arboretum on 10th November. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It wasn’t in my book so I turned to social media for help with the identification. It turns out to be Crimped Gill, Plicatura 
crispa.  It has a restricted UK distribution, but is beginning to spread so it is worth looking out for over the winter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

Figure 4: Crimped Gill Plicatura crispa 

 

Figure 5: Crimped Gill distribution map. 



NATURE NEWS FROM THE CHAIRMAN 

October was a month dominated by westerly winds and rain that have continued into November.  The autumnal colours 
took a while to appear but were spectacular once they arrived towards the end of the month.  Flowering plants seemed 
to linger well into October including Bell heather, Cross-leaved heath, Harebell and Tormentil to name but a few.  Those 
interested in Siberian bird specialities were disappointed with only a handful of days that could be classed as interesting. 

It has to be said that whilst there is poor weather coming from the east, the west coast especially in Scotland can 
experience blue skies and calm conditions.  Since 2003, I have been heading north west, for a week, with a group of friends 
to watch wildlife and enjoy the scenery.  This year was spectacularly good.  The autumn colours were superb, and the 
wildlife did not disappoint even though the temperature were low.  This year’s destination was north east of Archaracle.  
Highlights included both White tailed and Golden eagles seen from our cottage, Minke whales, Common dolphins, 
Harbour porpoise, both species of seal, Otters (4), Greenshank, Greenland white-fronted geese, Hen harriers, lots of 
Fieldfares and Redwings (including the darker Icelandic race), lots of Great northern divers and Woodcock.  There was 
even something special for the mycologist out there – Hazel gloves (a true Atlantic woodland specialist).  Hours of looking 
under the tuition of Shaun Hackett resulted in a couple of members of the team coming up trumps!  Despite not seeing 
Pine martens and that Black duck, this was a great break in a fabulous part of the world.   

What to look for in November 

Northumberland has some of the best sandy beaches in the UK.  In winter, it can be the ‘scruffy’ high water strand lines 
that can offer some birdwatching interest.  Away from the hustle and bustle of the wader flocks, two species are worth 
looking for:  Snow bunting and Shorelark. 

Snow bunting:  sparrow-sized bird that breeds in the Arctic (from 
Scandinavia to Canada), and winters in the UK, mainly around the 
coast. Black and white during the summer, snow buntings become 
buffy and streaky in the winter.  However, when they fly, snow 
buntings still look black and white, with white patches on the wings 
and black wingtips.   

 

 

Shorelark 

A distinctive lark with yellow and black face markings and black 'horns' (feather 
tufts) in breeding plumage. They are almost exclusively coastal birds. Numbers 
vary greatly from one winter to the next. In a good year, a few hundred may be 
present, but in others they can be very scarce. Watch for them shuffling their way 
across shingle and sandy beaches. 

 

 

 

Happy searching. 

Jack Daw 






