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Rooks are widespread and very common in agricultural 
areas like ours. The species is famously colonial by 

numerous neighbours in the canopies of tall trees.

The species is a notoriously early breeder, seeking to 
avoid having to feed nestlings in June and July. These are 
the months when the ground is usually drying out and 
earthworms, the staple food of young Rooks, burrow 
deeper into the soil becoming inaccessible, even to the 
adult bird’s mighty bill.

A very special feature of the Rook’s character, which 
mirrors human behaviour, is their intense sociability as 

month of March. It is a scene of noisy clamouring and 
constant toing and froing, and for many of us this spectacle is as much a part of the advent of spring as the 
emergence of snowdrops and the frolicking of new born lambs.

uncommon in urban areas, unlike its streetwise cousin, the Carrion Crow. 

to have markedly dissimilar faces. As opposed to the uniformly black face and bill of the Crow, Rooks have a 

As with the Crow, their plumage generally looks black, but in sunlight there is an iridescent sheen visible, with 
shades of green and even purple evident. 

Rooks are omnivorous, but for much of the year they principally rely upon a diet of soil based invertebrates. 

of newly drilled grain and ripening cereals! 

up in the ancient farming rhyme on the theme of broadcast sowing.

 
 

Mick McMahon



A LICHEN FORAY IN CRAWLEY DENE 

 
On Sunday 19th January the morning was cold, but dry and with little wind.  Eight of us gathered to learn and to practise 
the identification of some of the larger epiphytic lichens on trees in Crawley Dene, south of Powburn.  I say eight, but that 
should have been nine except that Vivien arrived five minutes late and didn’t spot which direction we’d taken.  So, 
although she had a nice walk along the old railway, it was only on her way back that she met up with the rest of us.  Sorry 
to have been so elusive, Vivien. 
 
We had a list of twelve species with photos and descriptions and we soon 
started to become familiar with Parmelia sulcata, Evernia prunastri, 
Ramalina farinacea and Xanthoria parietina.  These lichens have no 
English names, so you’ll have to cope with the Latin.  I’m not going to 
republish all the photos that were in the December newsletter, so perhaps 
you can refer back to those – except that Parmelia sulcata wasn’t shown 
so a photo is here (

 
 
As the walk progressed we added small amounts of Usnea 
subfloridana, Hypogymnia tubulosa and Platismatia glauca.  This 
last one is described as “looks like a lollo rosso lettuce” and after 
finding some probable specimens that didn’t really display that 
character, Alan found a really good large example ( . 
 

Hypogymnia tubulosa ( right is subtly different from Evernia, 
even though it is a similar size and colour and the key is the 
somewhat inflated appearance of the branches with club-shaped 
ends. 
 
Describing our finds as I have done might imply that 
identification was all plain sailing, but the older specimens of 
Evernia and the Hypogymnia gave rise to plenty of discussion and 
Janet didn’t seem totally convinced by all our conclusions.  We also had to cope with only a passing understanding of the 
terminology relating to the lichens’ reproductive structures.  At the risk of doing the school teacher thing I’m going to put 
in a bit of hard science, but if I put it at the end, readers can ignore it if they don’t find it particularly interesting or useful. 
 
We ended up with enough data to send results for five species of tree/shrub to Janet Simkin for whose research the 
current surveys are being carried out.  We got results for Ash, Sycamore, Oak, Blackthorn and Hawthorn.  We also ended 
up, I think, with about six species of lichen reasonably fixed in our minds.  This expertise will, of course, require regular 
practice if it is to be retained, so when I’m out and about, instead of seeing a lichen-covered tree and saying to myself 
“that’s a good lichen growth” I shall try to look more closely and say “that’s a good mixed growth of Evernia, Usnea and 
Ramalina”. 
 
That leaves some other sightings of interest on the walk.  We found a couple of good examples of Hair Ice in the ditch 
beside the track.  Elsewhere in this newsletter I’ve reprinted the article I did in 2011 about this phenomenon, together 
with Andrew and Ian’s photos. 
 



We also noticed some good bracket fungi that we couldn’t put a name to at the time but which mycologists I consulted 
have said were specimens of Trametes versicolor Turkey-tail.  Ian took the photo of the more mature brackets in situ, 
while Jane brought some of the younger ones home and I took the other two shots. 
 

                                    
 
 
Lastly, Meg found another rather nice lichen on a fallen dead twig and I’ve since 
probably found the answer to what it is.  I’m fairly sure it was Lecanora chlarotera with 
its almost chocolate brown spore-producing apothecia with pale rims (  
 

 

 

 

Lichen Reproduction  

 

Lichens have three types of reproductive structures, called apothecia, 
soralia, and isidia.  Apothecia are usually cup-shaped organs growing 
up from the surface of the plant body (the thallus).  These cups 
produce spores (strictly, Ascospores) which are the products of sexual 
reproduction.  My photo of a piece of Xanthoria shows the apothecia 
clearly, as does the picture above of Lecanora chlarotera.  When the 
spores are released by wind or rain or animals they can germinate, 
but they only develop into young fungi which then have to ‘find’ some 
of the algal partner to become the lichen rather than remain as a free-
living fungus. 

 

The other two structures are able to produce asexual reproductive units that consist of both part of the fungus and some 
cells of the alga, so when they are dispersed they can grow directly into a young lichen.  If I’ve understood the biology 
correctly, some lichens have soralia which can grow on the surface or edges of the thallus and they release tiny bundles 
of fungal hyphae called soredia, within which are wrapped a few algal cells.  When they land on suitable substrate they 
can then start growing, but because they are very small and lack any layer of protective cells they are quite prone to drying 
out before they can get established.  The photo at the top of the next page shows a lichen with clusters of soralia at the 
ends of the thallus branches. 

 



 

 

Other lichens go one stage better and produce isidia in a similar fashion to the soralia.  But in these cases the whole 
isidium breaks off from the thallus and is dispersed, and because this is a piece of the whole thallus, ready-wrapped in 
protective cells, each is a miniature lichen even as it leaves the parent.  I’m fairly confident that the frilly bits on the surface 
of the “lollo rosso lookalike” species, Platismatia glauca, whose photo is on the first page of this article, are isidia, just 
waiting for a good rainstorm to break off and disperse to other parts of the tree 

 

From these descriptions it would seem obvious that the best strategy is to have isidia, so why don’t all lichens reproduce 
that way?  The answer would seem to be that, firstly, different evolutionary lines within the lichens have resulted in 
different solutions to reproduction, just as successful amphibians don’t use the same reproductive stratagem as successful 
mammals or birds.  Secondly, it is almost bound to be true that the more complex the reproductive bodies – spores or 
soredia or isidia – the more energy their production will require and so one lichen may produce thousands of spores, 
while another may only produce hundreds of soredia for the same expenditure of energy and resources.  Thirdly, if a 
lichen lacks the ability to produce sexual ascospores, possibly in addition to the asexual stuctures, then the evolutionary 
health of the species would be put at risk, with every individual being a clone of all its ancestors and having little possibility 
of mutation and variation. 

 
Richard 

  
 



the record to beat.  Its fellow trees all catch up eventually but this tree always reassures me that spring is just 
round the corner.

 Richard

th February 
at which we shall start to put together a programme of walks for the spring, summer and autumn.  There 

Richard as soon as possible, please.

Low Newton to Dunstanburgh  -  Jane & Richard

for lunch refreshments at the Ship Inn.

etc.



AWG EQUIPMENT AVAILABLE FOR MEMBERS TO BORROW 

This is a reminder to members at the start of a new season that AWG has various items that can be 
borrowed to enable people to carry out their own wildlife projects.  To borrow something just contact the 
relevant person (contact details at the bottom).  Some of these things could be particularly good to use if 
you are trying to enthuse children or grandchildren about the fascination of wildlife – in real life and not on 
their phones. 

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  

 

 



STEWCHAT. 

Hello all, Happy New Year and welcome to a new decade. The 2020’s.  

At the end of last month’s piece I mentioned making plans in the New Year. I was wondering, how many of you make 
‘wildlife plans’ to start each January and to carry on for 12 months?  I always do. My mate John says I am always making 
plans for something or other. Now these are not well thought out logistical mappings, no, more like the back of a fag 
packet meanderings but they always give me some small goals, linked to nature, to keep me busy. This stops things getting 
stale and encourages more forays into the field. 

For example, in 2019 having just received a copy of the new Britains Spiders field guide, and being wholly new to them, I 
decided to seek out a few of the common easily recognised ones to start the ball rolling. Species such as Amaurobius 
similis, Cucumber Spider and Woodlouse Spider are all worth a look. I then found, in the book, the scarce Grey Wolf Spider 
Arctosa cinerea that I have mentioned here before. A species of northern dry shingle river beds, that is quite distinctive, 
sizeable and a bit of a looker means that it ticks all the boxes to become one of my seek and find targets. Success was 
much easier than I anticipated and we seem to have good numbers in our Cheviot river valleys. 

In 2018, a rare butterfly in our parts, the White letter Hairstreak became the object of desire. With some Columbo style 
investigative work into best habitat types and behaviours, this too was quickly found, becoming the first adults of its kind 
to be found in VC68! 

So, what about 2020? As I write this I am still pondering. This process is fluid and can continue with twists and turns all 
year but here goes… 

 Holly Blue Butterfly - After the best season ever for them in 2019, I am hoping to follow up with more sites for 
this lovely spring species. 

 A distinctive, scarce spider Pityohphantes phrygianus is another northern speciality of spruce forests of which 
we have masses here, so I will give it a try in the summer. 

 Beautiful Yellow Underwing – A moth that I have not seen before that is a day flyer in some upland habitats. I 
know of the location of recent sightings… 

 Wryneck. After one living up the Breamish last year for a few weeks, it is a bird I hope and look for each year. I 
have found a few, but not for a long time. I’d love one on the Howick /Craster patch. 

 Eyed Ladybird – another pine speciality to look for. Many insects are under watched so their distributions 
remain patchy until you go and look for them. 

 Further afield, the Kentish Glory moth of Speyside might warrant a trip North in May. 
 Portland Moth is a most wanted and is found in the dunes of Holy Island, so I am planning an August night 

there. 
 Plants. I have barely scratched the surface here but got some good tips from Chris Metherell’s talk at the 

December AWG meeting! 

Another part of my planning is around places and habitats to visit. I like to check out those relatively under watched spots 
to see what can be found. Places like rivers, the seashore, and dunes all hold many, many new things for me. The key is 
to keep an open mind and ask questions of yourself. We are always learning. 

 I could go on and on. I don’t always succeed, but that doesn’t matter, it means I can always look again next year! I would 
highly recommend that you can all make some small plans but keep them realistic. Even if you don’t have the success you 
hoped for, you always find something you had never even considered was there. 

So, if you do some planning, research and investigation then get out and locate it, don’t forget to send us a paragraph or 
two for the newsletter, it might encourage others to do the same. Good Luck. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please check out my blog for more pics and info – www.boulmerbirder.blogspot.com  

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

This item was originally intended for the last issue (220) but was overlooked. We offer our apologies for the omission. 

 

Figure 1: Beautiful Yellow Underwing 

 

Figure 2: Pityohphantes phygianus 



PLANT CORNER 

 
What, you might wonder, is the connection between the familiar Lords-and-Ladies (Arum maculatum) which, if you have 
it in your garden is a real pain to get rid of; the large and rather invasive American Skunk-cabbage (Lysichiton americanus) 
which you often find in the wetter areas of big estate gardens; and Common Duckweed (Lemna minor)?  Well, improbably 
they are all in the same plant family, Araceae.  This wasn’t the case until quite recently when DNA analysis showed that it 
was necessary to lump the previous Duckweed family, Lemnaceae, in with the Lords-and-Ladies family, Araceae. 
 
Before Christmas I was at Bolam Lake, about ten miles west of Morpeth, with a botany group.  John Richards, the botanical 
recorder for south Northumberland, was talking about the fact that this lake, owned these days by the County Council, is 
one of the few locations in the county for Large Duckweed (Spirodela polyrhiza).  Given the time of year, when duckweeds 
often sink down on to the mud rather than float on the surface, plus the fact that most of the surface of the lake was 
frozen and anyway we didn’t have wellies, there was little point in trying to search for the plants.  But it got me thinking 
about the duckweeds and the fact that, if you were contemplating a small personal botanical project for the summer 
months, you could do worse than spend a little time looking for these plants and learning to distinguish the different 
species from each other. 
 
There’s little doubt that in Northumberland, if you come across a pond or a water-filled ditch with the water surface 
covered in a green layer it will be either a green alga or a duckweed.  It’s not hard to tell the two apart.  An algal growth 
will usually consist of slimy green filaments, while the duckweed will be a mass of small individual leaf-like structures 
usually referred to as fronds (even though this is not a fern), floating tightly packed together.  If you fish some duckweed 
out with your fingers you will usually be able to see that the fronds have thin filamentous, colourless roots growing down 
into the water.  These roots rarely (or never?) reach down as far as the mud, so these are free-floating plants.  Amazingly 
they are flowering plants even though you will rarely spot the tiny flowers growing from the frond surfaces, that are 
reduced to a couple of stamens and one stigma, but with no petals or sepals. 
 
By far the commonest duckweed in our county is Common Duckweed 
(Lemna minor), but country-wide there are seven species.  I’ve already 
referred to the Large Duckweed in Bolam Lake, but then there are Fat 
Duckweed (L. gibba), Ivy-leaved Duckweed (L. trisulca), Least Duckweed 
(L. minuta) which was only discovered in the UK in 1977, Red Duckweed 
(L. turionifera), discovered in the UK in 2007,  and the very smallest 
flowering plant in Britain, Rootless Duckweed (Wolffia arrhiza).  
 
In Northumberland we can effectively ignore the Rootless and Red 
species which have never been found here – but who knows if you 
search diligently enough – so there are only five species to consider.  
Let’s assume you’ve dipped your fingers into a mass of floating duckweed 
and you’ve got your hand lens with you, how do you determine which 
species you’re looking at?  The usual technique is first to separate out the 
Ivy-leaved species.  Unlike the others, each frond narrows at its base to 
form a short stalk and the fronds tend to stay attached to each other so 
they form chains of up to 50 fronds. 
 
Then, if you’ve convinced yourself that the specimen you’ve got isn’t like 
that, you look with your lens at the underside of a frond.  If the frond is 
quite large (for a duckweed!) and most importantly has a cluster of 
between seven and sixteen roots and a similarly large number of veins, 
then it will be Large Duckweed (  next page).  The photo shows some 
fronds turned over to show the multiple roots. 
 
If it does not have that cluster of roots but is swollen so that the whole frond gets close to being a hemisphere and if, on 
the upper surface, there are between four or five veins all emerging from a single point, then you’ve got, appropriately, 
Fat Duckweed (  next page).  The much-magnified photo shows the swollen underside of the fronds. 
 

Common Duckweed (3 veins in each frond) 

Ivy-leaved Duckweed 



 

             
Large Duckweed                Fat Duckweed 

 
Having sorted out what you are looking for in terms of the veins in each frond, 
and having determined that the fronds you are holding are quite flattened, you 
need to see if there is a single vein (which may be hard to see) or alternatively 
there are three veins radiating from a single point.  The single-veined species, 
whose fronds really are tiny at no more than about 3mm long, is Least 
Duckweed, while the three-veined one, which is most often the one you will 
find, is the Common species. 
 
It would be really interesting to discover, in the Alnwick area or in North 
Northumberland as a whole, whether anyone can find examples of the Large, 
Fat, Least or Ivy-leaved species.  If you do it would be good if you could let me 
know, ideally with a Grid Reference or at least a pretty clear description of where 
you found it. 
 

The current BSBI database records for North Northumberland reveal that the four species I’ve suggested you look for have 
been found as follows: 
 

 
Spirodela polyrhiza  Large Duckweed 

 
None in N. Northumberland.  In S Northumberland just at Bolam Lake and at 
Saltwick Plantation, SW of Morpeth between Whalton and Stannington. 
 

 
Lemna trisulca  Ivy-leaved Duckweed 

 
Many locations in N. Northumberland.  Recent ones include Howick, Beadnell, 
Holburn Moss, Hetton Steads, Fenton and Littlemill. 
 

 
Lemna gibba  Fat Duckweed 

 
Only 3 records in N. Northumberland at Hauxley Reserve, Thropton and Ross 
Links. 
 

 
Lemna minuta  Least Duckweed 

 
Several records in N. Northumberland:  many parts of the Howick Burn, 
Caistron reserve, Cannomill Bog, Fowberry, South Charlton, Ellingham. 
 

 
Richard 

Least Duckweed 



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 29TH JANUARY 

There was a good audience of 56 for our first meeting of 2020.  George welcomed four new members – Ian and Eileen 
Hall, Shirley Pollard and Sheila Dawson, together with seven visitors. 
 
He then produced three specimens.  There was an adult Moorhen in apparently good condition and a Barn Owl that 
seemed to be quite emaciated and was probably a juvenile bird that had failed to survive its first winter.  Finally there was 
a good-sized cast antler from a Roe-Buck. 
 
Our speakers were Cain Scrimgeour and Heather Devey, partners in an enterprise called 
Wild Intrigue which they have developed and run from their home in West Woodburn on 
the A68 south of Otterburn.  The broad aims of their business centre around the three 
concepts of inspiring, educating and re-wilding – the last one referring to re-wilding people 
rather than places!  Their target audiences range from children to general members of the 
public who may never before have been involved in any wildlife-related activities. 
 
 

Heather graduated with a First in Wildlife Conservation, but after a few 
years of working on development site projects she became very 
disillusioned by the developers’ refusal or failure to take their 
environmental responsibilities seriously.  As often as not even when 
proper mitigation actions needed to compensate for habitat destruction 
or disturbance on their sites, the companies simply didn’t carry them out.  
So, she took the big step of leaving her job and began developing work 
with schools aimed at inspiring children to become engaged with the 
wildlife on their doorsteps.  She soon found that the way to get children 
interested was to concentrate on iconic species and, as she was operating 
in the Borders area, she initially chose the Scottish Wildcat. 

 
Cain’s introduction to wildlife, as a child, came when he was shown the nesting 
site of a pair of Great-crested Grebes on Holywell Pond near Seaton Delaval in 
the south east of the county.  He was so fascinated by these birds who were 
nesting very close to the bird hide at this mining-subsidence pond reserve that 
he soon wanted to graduate to photographing them. 
 
He progressed to blogging about his local wildlife and found a degree course in 
Wildlife Media.  His first video effort was made at the big Caerlaverock reserve 
on the north bank of the Solway.  He learnt the techniques of time-lapse 
photography and, armed with this expertise, got himself his first paid contract 
making dark skies videos for the National Park. 
 

Heather, meanwhile, had received an invitation to go to the island of Canna in the Inner Hebrides to do ecological 
surveying.  Cain went with her.  Whist on Canna they launched their first field expeditions aimed at students who wanted 
to learn surveying techniques and species identification skills.  They called these courses Wild Intrigue Expeditions. 
 
Later on they became involved with Beaver re-introduction programmes on the Banff Estate, although the Estate failed 
to warn them of the need to beware of the population of released Wild Boar roaming the area, which led to some close 
encounters. 
 
Heather, through her Linked-in pages, received a series of suspicious social media contacts from a man in Hungary who 
claimed he was looking for help in setting up a field study centre.  Having initially ignored these approaches, this chap 
independently contacted Cain, not knowing that he and Heather were partners, and they became convinced that the man 
was genuine.  Eventually they both flew to Hungary where the project proved to be genuine and they had a magical time. 
 



Back in the UK they began thinking about ways of getting members of the public out “into nature” and they hiot on the 
idea of using food as a lure – specifically pizza.  They developed a business relationship with an artisan pizza business and 
they ran glamping trips in the Tarset Valley on the eastern edge of the Kielder Forest.  Every trip included communal pizza 
eating as part of the programme.  They concentrated on the three activities of camera-trapping, moth trapping and bat 
detection and their expeditions began to attract plenty of customers. 
 
Most recently their expedition projects have included “Kittiwakes and 
Doughnuts”, studying these birds on their nesting ledges on The Baltic Centre on 
the Tyne ( ); “Moths and Muffins”, introducing participants to the magic of 
moth trapping; Bat Safaris (which must have included a food lure as well) and 
other activities centred on the Ouseburn area of Newcastle;  Nature Friendly 
Farming trips in cooperation with James Rebanks in the Lake District: the Hidden 
Redesdale project in the Otterburn area. 
 
Throughout their presentation Cain and Heather illustrated things with Cain’s 
video clips and still photographs and with footage from some of their camera-
trapping activities. 
 
Altogether it was uplifting to hear about a young couple who have managed to use their degree skills and love of wildlife 
to create a business which manages to make them a living and to enthuse others. 
 
To see more detail about the courses they offer and the things they are doing, have a look at their website at 
www.wildintrigue.co.uk  
 
 



HAIR ICE IN CRAWLEY DENE 

 
In Kielder Forest on Boxing Day a few years ago, in temperatures just below freezing, we came across this strange and 
beautiful ice phenomenon. 
 
Research on the internet revealed that it is known as Hair Ice (or Haareis in German).  Some sources simply say that water 
is forced out through pores in dead wood and quickly freezes, forming the close-packed needle shapes that make up the 
‘hair’.  But that’s not the whole story. 
 
To form it you need dead wood from which the bark has been lost.  Beech and Birch seem to be the best.  You then need 
very humid conditions and still air, plus a temperature at or just below freezing.  So if that’s what you need, why don’t we 
find it often and on all fallen twigs and branches that have lost areas of bark? 
 
The answer seems to be that the bits of dead wood need to have particular microscopic fungi living in them which are 
active in the winter.  As the fungi carry out their natural respiration they produce CO2 as a waste product and in freezing 
conditions this expands and is forced out of small pores in the surface of the wood.  As it emerges, with the moisture from 
the wood, it has some organic material that is forced out with it and it is this material that acts as the catalyst for the ice 
to form. 
 
If the temperature is too cold then the chemical activity of the fungus 
almost stops and in any case any liquid coming out of the pores freezes 
too quickly, so the hair effect can’t happen.  The proof that the fungi are 
involved comes from some simple experiments in which twigs that had 
produced hair ice were treated with fungicide to kill the fungus.  The twigs 
then lost the ability to produce the ice.  It’s clear that only some dead 
twigs have healthy populations of these particular fungi, which is why 
they don’t all do it. 
 
We found a couple of examples the following winter in Beanley 
plantation, but the ones pictured here were the ones found in Crawley 
Dene on our lichen foray which is the subject of another article in this 
newsletter.  The photos were taken by Ian Davison and Andrew & Meg 
Keeble.  Ian & Andrew’s are of the hair ice itself while Meg’s is of a dodgy 
individual crouched in a ditch and doing something nefarious.  It was 
encouraging to know that a bit of scientific research and a bit of physical 
searching on the ground can produce examples of this excellent 
phenomenon in our own area.  
 
 

        
 

Richard 



NATURE NEWS  

I sound like a broken record and the weather has changed little from my last report: cold, wet and occasionally 
very windy.  There have been some beautiful days where temperatures have reached the ‘teens’.  As I write this 
there is still a smattering of snow lying in Glanton.   
 
On certain days, Redwings and Fieldfares are still prevalent suggesting local movements.  Calm days on the 
coast has produced some very good bird watching with three species of Scoter being seen off Cheswick / 
Goswick (Common, Velvet and Black).  The flock of Common scoter is approaching 1000 birds and it attracts 
other species such as Long-tailed ducks, Red-breasted mergansers, Red-throated divers (11+), Great Northern 
divers (2), Shags, Cormorants, Guillemots and Razorbills.  The feeding frenzy can be a spectacle especially if 
the flock is close to shore. 
 
In the hills on the warmer days, male Red grouse are in full displaying.  Some of the noises are quite baffling.  
These can be the only species to be seen or heard.  Unless you are lucky and find a patrolling Hen harrier.  It is 
still too early to see Merlin as their prey (Meadow pipits and Skylarks) have still to put in appearance. 
 
There is often a bit of luck involved in nature watching.  Carrying out the bird surveys for Alnwick Wildlife Group 
is often enjoyable but the February moorland surveys produced few birds.  I carried out the February survey for 
Black Lough area on a Saturday morning.  The forecast was not great.  The highlight of the first ½ hour were 4 
Common crossbills with very little else.  The next five minutes made my day.  Walking along the edge of a wet 
area, a Jack snipe was disturbed and called.  It flew 10m and dived into vegetation.  It is very rare that you hear 
Jack snipe call.  Blinded by the sun and walking into the wind, is not the easiest when surveying especially when 
you hear an unfamiliar noise.  The noise sounded like a Common frog. I turned around to be greeted by a Short-
eared owl within 5m.  It casually drifted on the breeze and settled down within a stone’s throw of where I was 
standing.  The rest of the survey produced a pair of Stonechats, a Meadow pipit, three Snipe and a distant 
Raven. 
 
What to look out for in March: Long-eared & Short-eared owls 

The Long-eared Owl is a medium-sized owl, slightly smaller and slimmer in appearance than a Tawny Owl.   
When perched, or when the Long-eared Owl’s ear tufts are visible, the species can be readily separated from 
Short-eared Owl. At other times, eye colour is useful: those of Long-eared Owl are yellow-orange, while in Short-
eared Owl they are yellow.  

The general appearance of the upperside of the wing in Short-eared Owl is of sharp contrast between the dark 
wing tip and the extensive pale panel that sits between this and the darker ‘carpel’ patch. In Long-eared Owls 
this panel is more richly-coloured and less obvious. 

                     
Figure 1: Long-eared owl 

 
George Dodds 

Figure 2: Short-eared owl 



then set out to survey and set mist nets at a new site and ring birds for an hour or two.  Before it went dark, we 

and we were all asked to bring out new toothbrushes for the local community in our luggage.

baggage!

in the Autumn.  Study of these birds tells us more about their survival and biological requirements.  Kartong Bird 



one of the wetland ringing sites and we realised that there was something very large in one our mist nets.  This 

don’t see the mist nets set for smaller passerines and waders.  Wonders never ceased, as we captured a third 

extra-large ring!  

permits and all us Brits were exhausted but happy with what we had achieved.

If interested in some winter ringing please get in touch. 

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



Red-throated Diver th th 
Black-throated Diver th th th 

1 at East Chevington on 17th 
3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 12th th 

th th 
Cormorant 6 at Branton Ponds on 11th 1 at Branton Ponds on 31st possibly of the race sinensis.

2 at Branton Ponds on 1st and 3 on 5th th 
Whooper Swan 30 at Low Newton on 6th and 24 on 31st 

2000 at Doddington on 12th 
500 at Budle Bay on 23rd 
1 at Cocklawburn on 2nd 

Shelduck 2 at Branton Ponds on 1st 2000 at Fenham le Moor on 12th 
th 

Shoveler 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 16th th 
Pochard 2 at Branton Ponds on 1st and again on 31st 
Pintail 20 at Fenham le Moor on 5th 
Long-tailed Duck th 14 at Fenham le Moor on 12th

23rd 
Black Scoter th 
Common Scoter th 430 at Cocklawburn on 2nd and 250 on 5th 
Velvet Scoter th 

8 at Branton Ponds on 16th th 
Red-breasted Merganser th 
Smew 1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 4th and 8th 
Scaup 3 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 4th 
Common Buzzard th 
Sparrowhawk th and 25th 
Peregrine 1 at Holy Island on 3rd 
Merlin 1 at Lilburn on 4th 

th  
Common Crane 1 at Middleton on 21st and 25th 
Lapwing th  
Turnstone 46 at Fenham le Moor on 12th 

40 at Fenham le Moor on 12th th and 5 on 31st 
Knot 50+ at Fenham Flats on 4th 
Sanderling 30+ at Fenham Flats on 4th 
Purple Sandpiper 20 at Stag Rock on 4th 
Curlew 30 at Hedgeley Lakes on 12th 

1 at Fenham le Moor on 12th 
th 

Stock Dove nd 
4+ at Branton on 1st 
1 at Branton Ponds on 1st  1 at Cresswell Pond on 14th 
1 at Boulmer on 21st 

Waxwing 1 at Wooler on 21st 
Dipper 2 at Felton Bridge on 25th 
Black Redstart 1 at Boulmer on 21st and 25th 
Fieldfare 200+ at Beanley Woods on 26th 

2 at Craster on 20th 1 at Boulmer on 25th 
3 at Branton Ponds on 1st 



Willow Tit 1 at Craster on 1st 
Long-tailed Tit th 
Nuthatch th 
Raven 1 at Holy Island on 21st 
Jay th 
Crossbill 6 at Beanley Woods on 26th 

th 
th 

Siskin th th 
Twite 15 at Ross Back Sands on 4th 2 at Fenham le Moor on 12th 30 at Druridge Bay on 

14th 
Lesser Redpoll th 
Tree Sparrow th 

th 

1 on River Breamish on 2nd and 2 near Hedgeley on 22nd 
Brown Hare th 
Harbour Porpoise 1 at Howick on 5th 5 at Cullernose on 22nd 

6 at Craster on 22nd 

Lesser Celandine th 

th 
Ice Hair th

18 mm

A Keeble, S Reay.


