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very sad!



GARDEN BIRDWATCHING (OR HOW TO AVOID BOREDOM) 

At the present time millions of people are in voluntary self-isolation, but how do people cope for whom this is 
a permanent situation, either disabled or in long term care. We could learn a lot from such people as they get 
on with life and find all sorts of ways to do what we take for granted.  This got us thinking about the smallest 
patch we have for birding our gardens and how can we take advantage of our current isolation, so here are a 
few ideas to help. 

What equipment do I need? 

 A good pair of binoculars would be a start but not vital, your eyes are just as good in the confines of a 
small garden. 

 A bird guide, there are plenty on the market, probably the best general one being The Collins Guide, but 
the RSPB do guides and there are lots of websites catering for bird identification. 

 The most important piece of kit however is a notebook, not only can you keep a record of what you have 
seen (handy if you want to compete with fellow members) but also if there is something you don't 
recognise make notes of its colour (you could have some standard bird-shaped outlines and mark colours 
on them), what it is doing, how it acts (known as jizz) because you never know if it is a first for Britain 
you will need to write out a full description. 

 A telescope for birds in the distance but viewed from your garden (they all count) is not essential and 
sometimes not practical. 

2- How do I start? 

Use your eyes, is it a common bird which I recognise?  There will be a certain group of common birds which you 
should get in your garden such as Blue Tit, Great Tit, Robin, Blackbird etc, get to know these birds then anything 
you don't recognise start making notes and try to work out what it could be, if you are still stuck try and get a 
photo or contact someone to help you.  This is what it is all about at the moment, helping one another get 
through this. 

The other method is to use your ears, this is especially helpful for 
high flying birds or if you decide to go out in the dark which can 
be very productive for things such as Owls, migrating Thrushes 
and Waders. Listening for birds is much harder and you need to 
practice.  Start again with common birds then go onto the trickier 
ones.  There are lots of good websites about, for example The 
RSPB, but also Xeno Canto, which has recordings from around 
the World.  Closer to home our own Geoff Sample has many 
excellent c.d.'s of British Birds. 

 
 

Just remember we are all in this together. Watching and recording nature, in our gardens, we can keep in touch 
as long as it is at the end of a keypad. 

 

Keep safe and keep Birding. 

Cheers,   Ian and Keith 



PLANT CORNER WHAT’S IN YOUR LAWN? (PART 2) 

 

Last month you may remember I started on my Lawn theme by trying to analyse the moss and grass species in our lawn.  
This was part of my contribution to George’s Garden Bio-blitz project.  This month, in Part 2, I’m having a look at all the 
other plants among the moss and grass.  Do bear in mind that the plants I feature here are solely those in our Titlington 
Mount lawn and your own lawn, or other piece of mown grass that you can access during lockdown, may have some very 
different species.  I really hope they do and that you can summon up the enthusiasm to get out and identify what’s there. 

 

But before I do that, I realise that there’s one key grass I inexplicably 
failed to include last month.  Yorkshire Fog Holcus lanatus is found in 
97% of all 10km squares in Britain and Ireland, so it would be very 
unlikely not to be in our gardens.  Its grey-green softly-hairy foliage is 
often easy to spot among other brighter or darker green leaves.   

 

It self-seeds prolifically in any bare ground or in gravel paths and 
driveways.  Fortunately, it does not produce rhizomes or runners and 
so if you can catch the young plants early in their growth the shallow 
spreading roots can be pulled out quite easily.  In the lawn it will form 
patches because it tends to root at points where the nodes on the 
stems touch the ground, and the pressure of mowers tend to help it 
do that. 

 

 
The photo shows an isolated plant at the flowering stage, although in a lawn it is perhaps unlikely to get to that point. 

 

So, let’s move to the other lawn weeds.  Species that are successful in this awkward habitat tend to adopt one or both of 
two strategies.  The commonest is to have a flattened rosette of leaves at ground level which are too low for the mower 
to cut off.  The other is to be a naturally low-growing plant which often spreads sideways by rhizomes, stolons or runners.  
And at that point I’d better just define the difference between those three terms. 

Of the twelve species mentioned below, daisy and dandelion are the most obviously rosette-growing plants.  Yarrow, 

white clover and creeping buttercup all have stolons and fox-and-cubs uses both strategies. 

 

Most of our members will be able to identify at least five of the twelve in a lawn without any help (  below).  In the case 
of Daisy Bellis perennis and Dandelion Taraxacum agg. the task is often made easier by the fact that flowers develop on 

All are more-or-less horizontal stems.  Rhizomes grow mainly under the surface and are swollen.  At intervals 
they put up vertical shoots that develop into new plants.  Stolons grow mainly on or just under the surface and 
are not swollen.  At each node (the points on stems where leaves or flowers or side branches normally arise) 
rootlets develop and a new plant grows.  Runners are special cases of stolons where the length of horizontal 
stem before the first node is long enough to ensure that the new plant grows well away from the parent.  In a 
garden, Couch or Twitch Grass has rhizomes;  White Clover has stolons;  Strawberry has runners. 



very short stalks and so may be missed by the mower.  For Yarrow Achillea millefolium, White Clover Trifolium repens 
and Creeping Buttercup Ranunculus repens the shape of the leaves is quite distinctive. 

 

        

 

 

You could argue that if you see clover leaves you wouldn’t know if it was red or white clover, but, other features apart, 
check the leaf surfaces for hairiness – red is hairy, white never is.   

 

You could also say that the lower leaves of the three common buttercup species are quite similar and that without flowers 
you can’t be sure which you’ve got, but the thing to remember is that neither meadow buttercup nor bulbous buttercup 
spread by stolons, so if your lawn has patches of obviously spreading plants, then they are almost bound to be the creeping 
species.  I was going to say that lawns also tend not to have the other two buttercups until I got an email just today from 
a botanist in Ponteland who commented that her lawn’s bulbous buttercups are all coming into flower.  She obviously has 
a policy of letting things flower before mowing them off. 

 

Our lawn then has two speedwells.  Germander Speedwell Veronica chamaedrys (  left) has scallop-edged leaves and 
bright blue flowers.  You normally find it in road verges rather than in lawns where I’m a bit surprised that it can cope with 
the mowing. Last week I found some in a flower bed and I discovered, as I removed it, that all the plants were linked by 
quite tough thin stolons.  I hadn’t previously realised that Germander Speedwell was stoloniferous, but maybe that 
explains its ability to survive the mower.  

 

Our other lawn speedwell is Slender Speedwell V. filiformis (  right).  This one is an alien from Turkey and the Caucasus 
mountains which only really became at all prominent in the UK from 1927.  It is seemingly a much more delicate plant, 
with small rounded leaves and very pretty pale violet-blue flowers.  It survives in lawns because it has a prostrate growth 
habit, but the flowers are held higher off the ground and so tend to get chopped off all too soon unless you try to mow 
round them which is a bit fiddly. 

 



        

 

Then there are the two sorrels.  These two are quite easy to identify from the characteristic shape of their lower leaves.  
Common Sorrel Rumex acetosa on the left has the lower points on the leaf pointing downwards or even inwards towards 
the stalk.  Sheep’s Sorrel R. acetosella on the right has outward-pointing leaf base projections. 

 

            

 

Both, apparently, are dioecious (separate male and female-flowered plants), although in all honesty I couldn’t say I’ve 
ever looked at a sorrel plant in flower and checked to see what sex it is.  Common sorrel tends to grow in tufts, while 
sheep’s sorrel spreads into extensive patches by producing stolons.  If you have sandy soil and you get sheep’s sorrel in 
your flower borders you can spend many happy hours with a trowel following the lines of the thin tough stolons.  
Unfortunately they are never quite tough enough to enable you to yank out a whole line of the little blighters in one tug.  
[N.B.  Neither species is even remotely related to Wood Sorrel Oxalis acetosella, despite it sharing the same specific name 
as the sheep’s sorrel.] 

 

Self Heal Prunella vulgaris  gets its English name from its use 
for centuries as a “cure” for various inflamations, such as sore 
throats, and to treat wounds.  There seems to be no real 
research to show the extent to which it is effective in either 
respect.   

 



As a lawn weed it spreads very readily by stolons and if you allow your lawn to grow a bit longer you’ll be rewarded with 
the purple-blue flowers. 

 

This then leaves the final two species, both of which are often deliberately grown as ornamental flower bed plants.  In 
our case both have invaded parts of our lawn.  In one case it’s our fault for growing it as an ornamental and not taking 
enough care to control its spread.  In the other case we’ve no idea where it appeared from, but it certainly doesn’t seem 
willing to go away. 

 

Fox and Cubs Pilosella aurantiaca has potentially attractive orange, dandelion-like flower heads which often tend to have 
a larger central head (the fox) surrounded by a group of smaller heads (the cubs).  It spreads aggessively by stolons and if 
it’s in your lawn you’ll find it tries to spread into your flower beds as well so that its leaf rosettes crop up regularly in the 
middle of clumps of all sorts of other garden plants and it’s a pain to get rid of. 

 

    

 

If you were paying attention last month you will notice that the Fox and Cubs leaf rosette is in the middle of a patch of 
that moss Rhytidiadelphus squarrosus that I talked about in the last newsletter. 

 

Ox-eye Daisy Leucanthemum vulgare is different, both because we did deliberately introduce it as a flower border species 
and because it doesn’t spread by stolons.  Instead it self-seeds in vast numbers.  You can get an idea from the photo on 
the next page how it can develop into dense patches in the lawn.  Each individual leaf rosette is not dissimilar to those of 
ordinary lawn daisies, but these leaves have wavy, or lobed, edges.  I’ve also shown a mature flowering specimen to 
remind you what the whole plant looks like. 

 



           

 

 

So, my two Lawn articles have added 26 more species to my growing Garden bio-blitz list.  I think I now ought to spend 
some time lifting up stones and logs and plant pots and trying to identify the slugs, worms, beetles, woodlice and other 
invertebrates that are under there. 

 

Richard 

 

 

Post Script: 

 

In my first Lawns article last month I showed this photo of a piece 
of moss on a background of some grey lichens on our sundial.  As 
a sort of throw-away comment I said that there would be “a major 
prize for anyone who could identify the lichen”.  Based on past 
experience, I really didn’t expect any response.  

 

I was therefore both surprised and delighted to get a reply the very 
next day, not from an AWG member, but from a chap called Geoffrey Chaytor who lives in Allendale.  I’ll allow his (slightly 
edited) emailed response to speak for itself: 

 

“May I be allowed to comment on your lichen photo in a copy of the Newsletter that I get from a friend.  I am a 97 year 
old well-retired Hospital Consultant, at present self-isolated.  I have photographed nature all my life and as I got older my 
interest has been in lichens (they don't move so much!!!).  You will well know how difficult it is making an identification 
from a photo, particularly after it has been printed and e-mailed, but my feeling is that there are two lichens there. 
The one shown best in the bottom right corner could well be a Hypogymnia, probably H. physodes rather than H.tubulosa, 
the two species in our area.  The thallus is tubular and tends to split at the end, then turns back and 
gets covered with soredia.  Towards the end you may see a series of little black spots (pycnidia).  Janet Simkin believes 
that it is becoming less frequent in Northumberland, but I have it on my stone window sill. 



Just above an area not covered with lichen, middle left, is a typical Lecanorine apothecium that isn't from what I think is 
Hypogymnia.  Also, underneath the pale part of the moss, there is a piece of lichen that seems flatter than what I have 
already described and to me this suggests a Parmelia , probably P. saxatilis.” 

 

In the hope that Geoffrey Chaytor gets to see this May Newsletter, may I thank him for his response and expertise.  I’ve 
had a closer look at the actual organisms and, armed with the field guide, I can certainly agree with the Hypogymnia, 
although I think it looks more like H. tubulosa, and with the Parmelia saxatilis diagnoses.  I remained less sure about 
whether there is also a species of Lecanora present. 

 

I fear Geoffrey will have to be content with his “major prize” being this ‘mention in dispatches’! 

 



STEWCHAT. 

We are now in week 8 of the Covid-19 Lockdown.   

Since my bulletin piece in April the weather has been mainly dry and sunny but a little cold with odd light ground frosts. 
This has provided some ideal conditions for observing the wildlife in and around the garden at home.  

The main flowering plants in the garden were some scattered wallflowers planted in autumn, a small patch of lungwort , 
a shrub rose ‘canary bird’ and a large-ish shrub called Berberis darwinii. These were all flowering in a south facing aspect 
and attracted a steady stream of early nectar seeking insects. 

One of my best discoveries was to find that we had Hairy-footed Flower Bees Anthophora plumipes  in the garden. 

 I had heard of this bee some years ago and thought it would be nice to see them. However, when you look at the 
distribution they usually don’t occur much further north than Leeds, but they have recently been found in Edinburgh and, 
more locally, in Alnwick Garden in small numbers.  

They are like smaller bumblebees, the females especially as they are all black with the males looking similar to hoverflies 
being a grey brown colour. They dart around the flowers feeding on the wing with long tongues seeking nectar. We have 
ideal habitat for breeding here as they nest singly in soft old mortar in stone walls. 

Since the first sighting, they have been around daily with both sexes working the flowers like tiny hummingbirds. The 
records have been submitted to the Northumbria Natural History Society North East Bee Hunt. They are on the wing until 
June so keep a look out, they may be more widespread than we think. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Male Hairy footed Flower Bee at our wallflowers 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One insect I eagerly looked out for was the Holly Blue butterfly. Last year several individuals graced my garden from 19th 
April. This year, only one day late, Holly Blue was seen almost every day from the 20th April with a peak of two males and 
a female seen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: A female Hairy footed Flower Bee, all black with orange hind legs. On Berberis darwinii. 

 

Figure 3: Male Holly Blue on Berberis darwinii. 



 

Continuing the run of bees, several solitary bees enjoyed the yellow flowers of canary bird rose every day. Some were 
breeding in our stone walls. The two commonest were Red Mason Bees and Orange tailed Mining Bees. Other species 
were present but I couldn’t identify them – yet. 

Not to be outdone by the small bees, a new Bumblebee for me was also seen – the parasitic Vestal Cuckoo Bee. These are 
tricky to identify but they are large long bodied bumblers that do not have pollen baskets on the legs.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Red Mason Bee on our wall. 

 

Figure 5: Orange tailed Mining Bee Andrena haemorrhoa on canary bird rose 



When I began this article, I didn’t really realise how heavily Bees have figured in the notebook over the last month. They 
are not a group that I have taken much time to look for in the past, but now there is a new excellent field guide by Stephen 
Falk and Richard Lewington, I can see me seeking more of them, weather permitting of course. 

So, this shows what can be found only metres from the doorstep if you take the time to look. I am sure there will be good 
insect finds where you are too… 

 Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Vestal or Southern Cuckoo Bee. 



NATURE NEWS – THE CHALLENGE. 

 
The weather over the last month has been extraordinary.  There has been very little rain and the winds have 
been in the east for a good period of time.  Despite this early mornings have been cold and there has been frost 
on the car at least five times in April. 

The good weather has meant that many of our summer migrants have appeared in waves.  Take the warblers 
Chiffchaffs turned up first, then Willow Warblers followed by Blackcaps, then Whitethroats and Sedge Warblers 
with Lesser Whitethroats and Reed Warblers starting to appear in the last week.  Despite this, I have a feeling / 
hope that not all of our migrants have arrived – there seems to be a shortage of both Swallows and House 
martins.  Hopefully, favourable winds will see these birds turn up in the next 10 days. 

Lock-down continues with possibly a small glimmer of light that relaxation of some of the rules might start in 
the next few weeks.  Despite this, I am still enjoying my backyard and the wildlife that it is turning up.  To date 
the species list has grown to 150 – I do not think that is too bad for a concrete based yard with a few flower 
beds and pots.  The total includes 47 species of birds, 1 mammal, 65 invertebrates (including 16 species of moth 
and 11 species of bees and their allies), 29 species of plant, 7 species mosses and liverworts and two lichens.  
There still a number of lichens on the walls that need identifying and a few mosses lurking in the deepest recces 
of the backyard.  I would hope for at least 150 species over the summer taking to total to about 300 species. 

Highlights have included the colony of Red Mason Bees that appeared in the warmest weather from our brick 
work (or should I say holes where raw plugs have been!).  I started to think that there was an opportunity to 
create a larger colony by bringing out my drill!  The mason 
bees were joined by Tawny Mining Bees and a good 
selection of Bumblebees.  Beetles have been difficult to find 
but Heather beetle and Common sun beetle were welcome 
additions.  The Dagger Fly Rhamphomyia crassirostris 
turned up in the moth trap.  These flies have impressive 
mouth features.  What was interesting was that when I 
realised it in the backyard, instead of flying off, it casually 
crawled under a Lupin leaf and stayed there for the rest of 
the day.  The moth trap has been relatively quiet due to the 
cool night but highlights for April have included Streamer, 
Powdered Quaker and the Engrailed. 

Even now, plants are still appearing.  I have carried out a 
little gardening on the pavement outside the front door.  
Some would say that this was tidying but I have left the soil / dust to see what else might turn up.  This little bit 
of tinkering has already borne fruit with a clover (I suspect White clover) emerging from the dust as well as a 
Sow-thistle seedling. 

Figure 1:  The Streamer Moth 



The hand lens has become an important component of my 
searching.  I have been fascinated by the growth of a 
maturing Grey-Cushioned Grimmia (moss) and fruiting 
Caloplaca flavocitrina (lichen) on our south-facing kitchen 
window sill. 

Some of the taxa do have me baffled.  Beetles and flies are 
difficult but perseverance is required.  The taxa that I am 
having the greatest problems with are the spiders.  I do try 
but nothing seems to match and but it is early in the season 
and let us hope that maturing spiderlings are easier to 
identify. 

Searching out species in the backyard and local pavement is 
hugely enjoyable and opens up great opportunities to learn about species and their habits. 

 

Stay safe and happy searching. 

Jack Daw. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Grey-Cushioned Grimmia

Figure 3:  Wolf spider sp. 



Phil Hanmer S Ringer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum).  E-mail: 
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