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Dear Members,

put the health of members at increased risk, we have made the decision to 

it will be no surprise if that event will also have to be cancelled.  We shall let members know about that in the 

Best wishes,



AWG’S 20TH ANNIVERSARY 

In March 2000, AWG appeared on the local wildlife scene.  It was initiated by Roger Manning who founded and owned 
Manning’s of Alnwick (still going in 2020 and an annual sponsor of the group). 

The introduction to the very first newsletter is reproduced below. 

 

As has well been seen over the past 20 years, Roger’s initial experiment of the newsletter was not only
successful, but has developed impressively from this initial effort which consisted almost entirely of records o
wildlife sightings in and around Alnwick.  It was printed in black and white and had no illustrations other than
the Red Squirrel logo on what the newspapers would call its ‘masthead’.   

One interesting comparison is between the memberships in 2000 and 2020.  We don’t have a membership lis
from 2000, but the first newsletter lists 33 people who had supplied sightings to Roger and which he had
included in the text.  Of those 33, only six are still members – Eileen Davey, Phil & Alison Hanmer, Mary Harrison
and Richard & Jane Poppleton.  Roger himself retired from his business and moved away into the Borders in
2010, but AWG has continued to be a successful local wildlife organisation that, in Roger’s words, provide
“something of interest for everyone”.  We hope that our group will be able to celebrate its 50th anniversary in
2050 – always assuming the human race hasn’t wiped itself out before then! 

One or two people have said that they’d be interested to see Newsletter 1 in full, so we’ve scanned the fu
document and reproduced it as four pages at the end of this newsletter.  Some of the formatting has been los
in the digital scanning and the conversion to Word, but the content is as it was twenty years ago. 



been predated and I assumed that they had come from a very early 
nest. I measured the intact egg at 19 mm long by 13 mm wide and 

eggs so I searched online and found two sites (out of many) that 
seemed to have good photos of the eggs of common garden birds, 

I circulated the photos to a number of birding friends and AWG 

had been thrown aside when a bird was cleaning out a nest box 
nearby or maybe a natural cavity. However, the yolk in these eggs 

and they are notoriously early nesters, having been singing through the winter.

Robin, as they can be very variable”.

Andrew Keeble

The latest involves the talk on 27th



A LITTLE KNOWLEDGE IS A DANGEROUS THING! 

I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve included some piece of information in one of our newsletters, only 
later to have to issue a correction.  This has mostly happened when I think I’ve identified something but then 
had to acknowledge that I’d got it wrong.  This time it’s not an apology, but a situation where, if I hadn’t 
consulted in advance, I might well have given another bit of false information.   

I’m no birder, although I usually think I have a decent 
enough working knowledge of the birds one is likely to 
come across in our area.  In late February, Jane and I were 
at Low Hedgeley ponds at Powburn when we saw a largish 
bird sitting on a log on the part of the pond near the bird 
hide.  We were some distance away, but decided that it 
was a Cormorant, but with an unusually white head.  The 
photo is not mine and nor is it the bird we saw, but to my 
mind our one was exactly like this 

When we got home I went to the reference books and the 
internet and the result of my searches was that I 
confidently emailed Ian and Keith Davison as follows: 

Ian & Keith 
The bird we saw today on the Low Hedgeley pond in front of the hide was definitely an adult Cormorant of race 
sinensis in breeding plumage.  On-line images as well as ones in our bird guides leave no doubt that the 
predominantly white head with the black crown tuft, plus the white patch on the side of the body make it this 
i.d. 

Richard 
By the same evening I’d had this response from Ian: 

Hi Richard 

Unfortunately these features are found in both Phalacrocorax carbo carbo and P. c. sinensis and the only reliable 
way to split them is the Gular Patch Angle.  In carbo it is 38-72 degrees, in sinensis it is 66-111 degrees.  As you 
can see there is some overlap mainly because of where we are situated in their global range but also there is 
some interbreeding, therefore, as with George's sighting at Branton last month, I shall have to put it down as 
possible. 

Ian  
What a downer!  Firstly, of course, I’d never before even heard the term ‘Gular Patch’, which apparently refers 
to the area of yellowish skin that joins the lower mandible to the bird’s neck and is sometimes called the Gular 
Pouch.  Presumably without a photograph there would have been no way I could have determined the angle of 
this, even if I’d known what I should be looking for.  Secondly, although we’ve seen inland-nesting cormorants 
in Sweden, we had no idea there were two distinct races of the species. 

I’ve also since checked the 2003 Atlas of Breeding Birds in Northumbria which says “Small numbers of birds 
showing characteristics of the sinensis race have been reported in the county in winter and early spring for many 
years, although the County Records Committee does not feel this race is identifiable in the field on present 
knowledge”.  So, our hopes of achieving a small degree of birding fame are dashed.  Of course, it doesn’t stop 
us from being certain we’d spotted something good! 

 

Richard 



INVERTEBRATE CORNER 

BLACK FLIES: 

Although several types of fly are black in colour, only those belonging to the Family Simuliidae within the Order 
Diptera (two-winged flies) are correctly designated “black flies”. The family is cosmopolitan and of great 
importance in many parts of the world primarily because the adults are blood-suckers and vectors of several 
parasites, for example, filarial worms. 

                                    

The larvae and pupae are aquatic and confined to rivers and streams where they attach themselves to large 
rocks or man-made surfaces, such as concrete bridge supports or dam outflows. Fossil simuliids are known from 
as far back as the Jurassic (around 170 million years ago). Today, they occur on every continent except 
Antarctica, with the Palaearctic Region supporting the highest diversity (600 species from a global total of 
around 1,600). 

Adult black flies are easily recognized by their stout bodies, humped thorax and broad, short wings which have 
prominent veins - the humped profile has given rise to their alternative common name, buffalo gnats. Adults 
have a pair of large, compound eyes and, in blood-sucking species, the female mouthparts are serrated and are 
used for cutting into the host’s skin to release internal fluids (see photos below). In males, the mouthparts are 
suited only for feeding on plant nectar. Adults range in length between 1 and 5 mm. 

 

       



   

Black fly larvae are slender and somewhat club-shaped (see photo below). Their posterior end has a crown of 
hooks which the larva inserts into a pad of silk spun on rock surfaces. In so doing, the larva creates a very strong 
anchor allowing it to resist strong water currents, a necessity for capturing fine particulate matter carried by 
the passing water. These particles are sieved through a pair of fans formed from modified mouthparts (see 
photos below), and periodically swallowed. Very few other invertebrates are adapted to “life in the fast lane” 
thus black flies have these surfaces pretty much to themselves and often occur at densities of many thousands 
per square metre (see photo). 

    

 

A larva may moult up to 9 times before metamorphosing into a pupa, which is covered by a silk cocoon and 
firmly attached to the substrate. Characteristically, the pupa bares a pair of thoracic horns from which many 
filaments arise; these function as gills (see photo, below).  

     

 

Emergence into the adult is frequently synchronized over a wide area and species often appear in a sequence 
ensuring that adults are present for much of the spring and summer. The sheer numbers of blood-seeking 
females make such outbreaks especially dangerous to livestock and people. For example, in Algonquin Park in 
Canada, maximum attack rates of Simulium venustum on humans in June have been recorded at 120 flies per 
10 square cm of skin per minute (landing rate) and 26 flies per 10 square cm of skin (biting rate). See photos, 
below, of Simulium venustum feeding and clouds of adults emerging in northern Canada. On cattle farms in 
Alberta, very high biting rates on the sensitive body regions of stock bulls (see below) are known to cause 
anaemia and even sterility.  

 



                        

 

Black flies transmit several pathogenic organisms including viruses and protozoan blood parasites, primarily in 
birds, and filarial nematode worms in mammals. The most serious disease affecting humans is onchocerciasis , 
or river blindness, which is common in tropical regions of Africa and the Americas (see distribution map, below). 
Although not directly fatal, onchocerciasis is extremely debilitating causing dermatitis and eye lesions which 
result in blindness.  

                    

 

It is estimated that some 30 million people suffer from this disease in Africa alone (see the special 
commemorative stamp issued by Niger, below).  

                         

 

Dudley Williams 

Newton on the Moor 



MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 26TH FEBRUARY 2020 

 
There was an excellent audience of 72, including 14 visitors.  George began with his ‘dead things’.  The first was a first-
year male Goldcrest from Branton, closely followed by a female Bullfinch from Harehope. 
 
Kevin O’Hara then gave his presentation “Monitoring Pine Martens in Northern England”.  Kevin had been due to speak 
at our September meeting, but had had a health emergency and couldn’t come.  So he agreed to help us out this month 
in place of our scheduled talk. 
 
He asked the audience how many had ever seen a pine marten in 
Northumberland and found that several people had either seen the 
animals themselves or had seen evidence of their presence, in places 
like Thrunton, Kyloe and near Wooler.  The animals have been doing 
well in the forests of the Scottish Borders and the Vincent Wildlife 
Trust (VWT) has, for the last 2½ years, been trying to establish the 
extent to which they have been spreading south into the northern 
English forests in Northumberland and Cumbria. 
 
Martes martes adults are the size of domestic cats, with the males 
larger than the females.  They are Mustelids, with a characteristic 
cream bib.  Often sightings turn out to be stoats or weasels or sometimes polecats or their domesticated versions, ferrets.  
Because of this any sighting by the general public needs to be accompanied by evidence.  Ideally this will be a photograph 
although, sadly, will sometimes be a dead animal killed on the road.  The first confirmed Northumberland sighting was a 
female in Kidland Forest in 2018, seen on a squirrel feeder.  A marten was also seen in Kershope Forest in Cumbria in 
2018.  These were the first evidence of the start of a natural spread southwards.  One of the factors that militate against 
the natural spread is that pine martens are not a top predator and in areas where there are many foxes, martens will 
often be killed.  The martens do have one significant advantage in that they are lighter weight and much better climbers 
than foxes, so they have a means of escape. 
 
The fact that, unusually in the Mustelidae, they have semi-retractable claws shows that they move predominantly on the 
ground rather than in the trees.  They also tend to choose the lines of least resistance when they move, so they will often 
follow existing tracks.  This is important to know for researchers looking for evidence from scats which will often be beside 
the tracks.  They feed mostly on the ground and eat berries, insects, small birds and mammals, with their diet varying 
throughout the year.  They will eat carrion when times are hard in winter.   
 
They have a period of rut in August and September, but then the females delay the implantation of the embryos so that 
the kits (usually three) are not born until the spring.  The young stay in their parents’ territories until the winter when 
they tend to get pushed out as the females get ready for the birth of their next litters.  This makes the winter the best 
time for sightings as the young animals move around in search of territories of their own. 

 
It is very hard to find the animals in the English 
forests, largely because their numbers are so 
small. Because of this all survey efforts 
concentrate on other forms of evidence.  These 
are a combination of trail camera footage, scats 
and hair samples.  Individual animals can often be 
told apart from the pattern of their cream bibs, but 
because they are so rarely seen it is most often the 
case that DNA analysis has to be carried out on 
scats and hair.  This is essential if the surveyors are 
to know whether they are finding evidence of 
different animals or just the same animal multiple 
times. 

 Kits in a natural den hole in a tree 



One of the problems faced by the VWT surveyors is that people studying red squirrels will often have trail camera evidence 
of martens, but they don’t pass it on because they aren’t sure who to report it to.  So in 2020 there is to be a strong effort 
to improve the sharing of data.  In the summer of 2020 scat transects will be set up in Kielder to increase the information 
about martens using this large area of forest.  It is not uncommon for people to report marten scats, only for it to be found 
that what they have seen are fox scats.  Marten scats are almost never thicker than a little finger and very often, in addition 
to having twists like those in fox scats, they form the shape of a question mark. 
 

VWT has been deploying den boxes.  For resting up the animals will use 
multiple small den spaces, but for breeding they need bigger dens, so it is 
these bigger boxes that are mostly being placed in likely situations.  If a 
den box has been being used it is necessary to collect some of the hairs 
from the occupants and use microscopy to be sure that they are from 
martens. 
 
The best evidence undoubtedly comes from trail cameras.  One problem is 
that to attract the animals to a space where a trailcam is deployed it is 
helpful to set out suitable bait.  But the tendency is that although martens 
may come initially to the bait, once that bait is found by foxes and badgers, 
which doesn’t take long, the martens never return.  However, if the bait is 
put at a suitable height from the ground so that the martens have to stand 
on hind legs to reach it, it is often possible to get good views of the bib 
pattern so that individual animals can be identified. 
 

DNA analysis shows that the northern English pine martens have definitely moved in from the Scottish populations.  They 
have tended to arrive down the lines of river valleys.  When you look at the mapped sightings in England there are a few 
strange ones.  What is one to make of the animal seen and photographed in Sunderland, for example?  The answer might 
be one of three:  lone animals can travel long distances in search of food or new territories; they might be escaped ‘pet’ 
animals, although why anyone would think a pine marten was a suitable animal to keep in a cage is entirely unclear; or 
they might have inadvertently hitchhiked a ride on a lorry or in a sealed container. 
 
In 2020 there are seven areas of forest in which VWT will be concentrating their camera traps.  In Northumberland these 
include Stonehaugh, Tarset, Kielder, Kidland and Redesdale.  Kevin kept making references to Chanel No. 5 and it turned 
out that in addition to fish oils and valerian oil, Chanel No. 5 has proved to be a good attractant for pine martens.  So 
rather than put down bait near the cameras, which gets taken by other scavenging mammals, it is easier and better to 
spray one or more of these attractants in suitable places to ensure that the cameras get good images. 
 
One question at the end was about evidence that pine martens predate grey squirrels more often than reds.  It does seem 
that the reds’ natural wariness of the martens helps them to avoid becoming prey, while the greys, which have not evolved 
with pine martens in their North American native range, do not so readily associate marten smells with danger and so get 
caught more frequently.  Thus the martens represent a useful control on grey squirrels rather than much of a threat to 
red squirrels. 

VWT breeding den box 



STEWCHAT. 

In Howick, between the village green and the village hall we have a small pond that has been neglected over 
recent years. Many of the village hall users did not realise that the pond even existed such was its over grown 
condition, so we thought that being early spring, it would be an ideal time to carry out some conservation work 
by getting the area renovated.   

The pond, is small, scarcely bigger than some garden ponds and, to be honest, is not ideally situated. I have 
been told that when it was made, over twelve years ago, the site was a buried rubble dump. This means that 
the drainage of the site is too efficient for the pond to retain its permanent water levels, but with some 
occasional top ups by hose in the driest months, it has maintained a boggy wet area with a small patch of open 
water that has attracted some wildlife over the years. 

Standing fresh water bodies no matter how small are very important in North Northumberland because they 
are generally few and far between. We do not have the mining subsidence ponds that dot the south east of the 
county so if you have a pond in your garden or village it can be managed to help local wildlife with great effect. 

The Howick Village Pond is roughly kidney shaped, about 10 mtrs long and 5 mtrs wide. It is very shallow 
averaging less than 30cms deep with a small area, maybe, twice that depth at most. The majority of it was 
choked with Reedmace or Bulrush and the margins are edged with Yellow Flag Iris. A small area of open water 
no more than a metre square was at the south east corner, but even this was not usually visible due to the 
overhanging surrounding Willows, Dogwood and Hazel.   There is a short area of decking on the side of the car 
park for viewing. 

A few amphibians use the shallow waters for breeding and each spring Common Toads can be heard in the dark 
giving their high pitched peeping ‘croak’ as they look for a mate. Smooth Newts have been seen too and it was 
hoped that any habitat improvements would increase the numbers and breeding of both of these species. Other 
than the amphibians, there are two scarce moths that are associated with this type of habitat. They are the 
chunky, beige coloured Bulrush Wainscot and the tiny micro moth Limneacia phragmitella. The latter does not 
have an English name but breeds in the cigar shaped heads of the Bulrushes. The damp edges and surrounding 
trees are good for small birds that come in to feed and drink early in the mornings and from late summer, parties 
of small warblers can be found feeding up before their migration south in autumn while glittering Dragonflies 
hunt the edges on the warmer days. 

So, with two days leave from work I set a plan of action in place. On day one,  my neighbour, John Spark who is 
not only skilled with a chainsaw, he has great knowledge of all types of outdoor environmental works and myself 
set about cutting back the thickest scrub. This involved pollarding the willows and coppicing the hazel and dog 
wood. Both of these pruning methods look a bit extreme but do not harm the plants and are great for 
encouraging more manageable growth. With the brashings we used a lot up in the creation of a ‘dead hedge’ 
essentially the sticks laid in a long pile retained by hazel stakes hammered into the ground. This forms a good 
barrier and hibernation sites for small creatures, whilst getting rid of the rubbish in a relatively tidy manner. As 
it rots down it can be filled up in subsequent years by weaving the cuttings on top. The increased light being 
allowed in will also encourage the growth of more flowering wild plants around the edges that are beneficial to 
all kinds of insects. 

On the second day, six volunteers from Coast Care kindly lent their enthusiasm and expertise to finish the dead 
hedge and to clearing some bulrushes to open up an area of water to the light. This is better for the amphibians, 
the newts in particular. 

After we had finished it was great to see how we had worked together to create a not-too- tidy area where 
more wildlife can colonise.  



In these times were wild areas are usually drained and obsessionally  tidied into a Telly-Tubby like landscape 
that is little more than a green desert it feels good to create a quiet place to help increase the biodiversity in 
the area with not too much trouble. I would recommend it to anyone!  

Figure 1: Howick Pond January 2020 before works. 

Figure 2: ...and after. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Top to bottom - Smooth Newt, Common 



IDENTIFICATION GUIDES TO BORROW 

We periodically include in our newsletters a list of the equipment that AWG owns and which is available for 
members to borrow.  What we haven’t done for a couple of years is to remind members that we also have quite 
a comprehensive set of Field Studies Council laminated guides to different groups of organisms.  They are 
smaller than A4 size and so reasonably convenient to take with you on walks or field trips. 

If you’d like to borrow one or more then you can contact Richard (rich.titlington@outlook.com or 01665 
578346) in advance of a meeting and he will bring the relevant items to the next meeting. 

FSC Laminated Guide Titles (in no particular order) 

Guide to Wetland Birds 

Guide to British Bats 

Guide to Ladybirds of the British Isles 

Guide to Insects of the British Isles 

The Freshwater Name Trail  

The Tree Name Trail 

The Woodland Name Trail  

The Woodlouse Trail 

Guide to British Grasshoppers and Allied Insects 

Bugs on Bushes 

Sphagnum Mosses in Bogs  

Guide to Common Grasses 

Guide to Orchids 

Guide to Mosses and Liverworts of Woodlands 

Guide to Mosses and Liverworts of Towns and Gardens 

Key to Common Ferns  

Guide to Commoner Water Plants 

Guide to Hedgerows 

Guide to Day-flying Moths of Britain 

Guide to Harvestmen of the British Isles 

Guide to Shieldbugs of the British Isles 

Guide to Bees of Britain 



Guide to the Butterflies of Britain 

Garden Bugs and Beasties 

Guide to House and Garden Spiders 

Guide to Dragonflies and Damselflies of Britain 

Guide to Reptiles and Amphibians of Britain and Ireland 

Guide to the Caterpillars of Butterflies of Britain and Ireland 

Guide to British Mammal Tracks and Signs 

 



PLANT CORNER 

 

Back in 2000, in Newsletter 2, I wrote my first Plant Corner article.  This is now my 220th and it seems suitable to look back 
and re-visit the three species that featured in that very first column.  It helps that it is the right time of year to be talking 
about these three species – Moschatel Adoxa moschatellina, Few-flowered Garlic Allium paradoxum, and Green Alkanet 
Pentaglottis sempervirens.  There is also the matter of the small and frankly rather pathetic first little drawings I did at the 
time to accompany the article.  I’ve steeled myself to the embarrassment of showing these below.  It’s not that I’m 
ashamed of them; more that I’d never tried illustrating plant specimens before and subsequently my botanical pen and 
ink drawings improved exponentially, even before I graduated (partly through laziness!) mainly to using photographs. 
 

 
Moschatel 

This is a wonderful little perennial species that grows from underground rhizomes found in damp, sometimes wooded, 
habitats and in our rural landscape, often in damp road verges.  It flowers in April and May and the reason that perhaps 
not too many people will knowingly have seen it is that it is small, reaching only about 15cm high at most and its small 
flowers are greenish, so they don’t exactly stand out.  As often as not the best places to find it are verges where Lesser 
Celandine Ficaria verna also grows with its much more obvious yellow flowers.  The direct translation of the generic name 
Adoxa is ‘without glory’, which accurately sums up the inconspicuous nature of the plant. 
 

            
 
Its source of fascination arises particularly from the nature of its flower heads.  The whole mass of five flowers in each 
head forms a cube with one flower at each of the four sides of the cube and one facing vertically upwards, on top.  Hence 
the most usual common name, Town Hall Clock.  What is also strange about these flowers is that the ones on the sides 
have their flower parts (petals, sepals and stamens) in fives, while the top one has its parts in fours.  In addition, if you try 
to count the stamens, there appear to be not five or four, but ten or eight because each stamen is most unusually forked 
from near its base so each one looks like two.  There is supposed to be some pollination by insects, but few seeds seem 
to set and most of the propagation is vegetative via its rhizomes. 
 



The name Moschatel comes from the same word root as the word musk.  Some people swear that when they find patches 
of the plant in damp conditions they smell faintly, or even strongly, musky.  As someone who for many years has been 
anosmic (almost no sense of smell) I can’t even begin to imagine what that is supposed to be like – but perhaps you can! 
 

Until the 1980s Moschatel’s plant family, Adoxaceae, was thought to be a single species family, but then two others were 
found in China.  More recently DNA analysis has shown that the family actually also includes the Honeysuckles, Elders and 
Viburnums, none of which are at all like Moschatel in their physical features. 
 

Few-flowered Garlic 

One or two plant books call this species Few-flowered Leek, but the Garlic name is more frequently used.  It is a bulbous 
perennial, like all the onion family, and it was introduced to a garden in Edinburgh in 1823 from the Caucasus Mountains 
where it is native.  Unsurprisingly it escaped and began to spread to neighbouring road verges and woodland edges where 

it became fully naturalised by the 1860s. 
 

There are plenty of oniony/garlicky species growing wild in the British 
countryside, probably most obviously the Wild Garlic or Ramsons Allium 
ursinum, so we need to note those features that make our plant distinctive.  
Firstly the flowering head often has just a single flower or occasionally none 
at all.  Instead, most of the places where you’d expect flowers to be in an 
Allium flower head there are small swollen bulbils.  These fall off eventually 
and allow the plant to spread vegetatively.  In addition, unlike the onions 
and all the other garlics, the stem is triangular in cross-section.  So those two 
features alone should be enough to let you know you are looking at the Few-
flowered Garlic. 
 

If you drive up the road from Wooler through Doddington you start to find whole patches of road verge where this alien 
invader more or less prevents anything else growing in the spring.  The same is true of many road verges in the eastern 
part of the Scottish Borders.  Apparently some people in the Hawick area refer to the plant as plastic grass because the 
leaves look very waxy/plasticky.  It smells of garlic, although perhaps not quite as strongly as Ramsons, and theoretically 
the leaves can be harvested and used to flavour salads or ground into pesto. 
 

One important point to make is that under Schedule 9 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act it is illegal to plant this species 
in the wild or do anything (like weeding up the bulbs and throwing them over your garden fence) which might help it to 
spread in the wild. 
 

Green Alkanet 

I’ve mentioned Green Alkanet fairly recently in a Plant Corner article when 
we found some with flowers on our New Year Plant Hunt walk in Alnmouth, 
so I’ll not spend too long on it here.  Suffice it to say that it’s a bristly 
perennial, closely related to Forget-me-nots, Comfreys and Borages.  It likes 
non-acidic calcareous soils which are often found in and outside the 
boundaries of gardens.  In an area like ours, where so many natural habitats 
are on acidic soils, these are probably the most likely places to find the 
plants.  Elsewhere in the country it is often found in hedgerows and 
woodland edges. 
 

It is also amazingly persistent.  The patch by the graveyard wall of the chapel 
at Bolton Village is known to have been there for getting on for 150 years.  Of course, providing it is not behaving 
invasively, the extraordinarily bright blue flowers make it a very attractive spring-flowering plant and it goes on flowering 
for a long time during the year.  When it does spread it is mostly by seed because the plants have long tap roots rather 
than spreading rhizomes. 
 

The name Alkanet apparently comes from the Arabic word for the red dye, henna.  The suggestion is that the plant was 
introduced to Britain a long time ago because its roots can also be used as a source of red dye, but at a much cheaper cost 
than for henna itself. 
 

Richard 



NATURE NEWS  

 
The last month has seen a series of westerly cyclones hit the UK.  Many of these have brought strong winds and a lot of 
rain.  Fortunately, in north Northumberland we have got off relatively lightly.  Despite the wind and the rain, daytime 
temperatures have been reasonable and spring is starting to appear. 
 
In the last 10 days the willow catkins have started to appear along with the blossom of Blackthorn.  The green leaves of 
Hawthorn are starting to appear especially where they are south facing.  On Friday 13th March, I found my first flowering 
Lesser celandine of the year.   
 
Mild evenings have brought out the Frogs and Toads.  A number of wetlands I know are teaming with activity.  Adders 
have also emerged probably to take advantage of the abundance of amphibians.  In one incident, a walker was sitting 
having lunch and an Adder managed to crawl up his leg.  Fortunately, the quick thinking person jumped to his feet and 
flicked his leg.  This saw the Adder fly out of his trouser leg into some vegetation.  There were no injuries to either party.  
 
The last week has seen a large movement of Whooper swans north. 76 birds were recorded in the Lindisfarne area all 
heading north on the 8th March.  A further 17 flow low over Boulmer on the 14th March.  On bright days, Sparrowhawks, 
Goshawks and Buzzards have been displaying over woodland.  Lapwing have been seen nest scraping and Rooks, Grey 
Herons and Blackbirds are carrying nesting material.   
 
Song thrushes can be elusive.  At this time of year, you appreciate their numbers when walking through suitable habitat.  
At least 11 different males were singing around Branton Ponds on the 9th March.  It is unlikely that this is all of the males 
as some birds will only sing in the morning and others will only sing in the depths of the night. 
 
What to look out for in April: Ring ouzel 

 
This is our only summer visiting thrush.  It arrives from its wintering grounds (North Africa and Spain) in late March through 
to the middle of April.   On passage, it can turn up anywhere.  Its breeding habitat is confined to the uplands of Britain 
especially the Pennines, Cheviots and parts of Scotland.  In Northumberland, the best places to see this bird is the upper 
parts of both the Harthope and College Valleys.   

The Ring ouzel is also known as the Mountain blackbird.  When birds 
first arrive they can be found feeding in in-bye pastures that have 
been well-grazed, close to the moorland line.  Males will often sing 
from a loft position (e.g. a crag, rowan tree or prominent hillock) 
over-looking his territory.   

The adult male has a white gorget (white crescent on the upper 
breast) that ‘pops right out’ in contrast to the darker body feathers.  
The female is a more variable, sometimes with a bright gorget, 
sometimes with barely anything at all (this often depends on the age 
of the bird, the older the bird, the brighter and more defined the collar).  The body plumage of both genders is a scaled 
filigree of silver in the male and lighter brown in the female trims most of the body feathers.  The male song is more fluty 
than a Blackbird.  Harsh 'chack, chack' alarm calls is reminiscent of an old style typewriter.   

The Ring ouzel is an elegant, refined and subtle bird that I make a point of seeing every year on its breeding grounds.   

Happy searching 

Jack Daw. 

 

Figure 1: Male Ring ouzel 



SIGHTINGS  FEBRUARY  2020

11 at Cheswick on 5th 
2 at Cheswick on 5th 

Cormorant 1 possibly of the form sinensis at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
3 at Branton Ponds on 3rd and 4 on 5th 1 at Long Nanny on 27th  
12 of the Russian race at Hipsburn on 12th    

Goldeneye 10 at Branton Ponds on 7th 
Pintail 2 at East Chevington on 25th 
Pochard 2 at Branton Ponds on 5th and 3 on 16th 

18 at Budle Bay on 26th 
1000+ at Cheswick on 5th 
7 at Cheswick on 5th 
1 at Cheswick on 5th 
9 at Cheswick on 5th 

Marsh Harrier 1 at Cresswell on 11th 
th rd 

Goshawk st 
th 

Water Rail 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 29th 
1 at Black Lough on 8th 
 At Black Lough on 8th 
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 2nd 1 at Mounthooly on 7th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 22rd 

Lapwing 400+ at Branton Ponds on 16th 
1 at Branton Ponds on 4th 

Dipper st and 3 on 29th 
Willow Tit 2 at Branton Ponds on 4th near Newton le Moor on 7th 
Marsh Tit Near Newton le Moor on 7th 
Raven 1 at Cheswick on 5th 1 near Black Lough on 8th 

3 at Long Nanny on 23rd  and 27th 

1 near Hedgeley Hall on 23rd 

Adder 1 at Branton on 8th,3 on 17th and 4 on 23rd 

Marsh Marigold At Branton Ponds on 15th 

th 
66mm


