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STEWCHAT. 

On Monday 15th June, a birder from Berwick, out making the best of the new lift on Lockdown restrictions came 
across what he thought to be a rare bird on the Snook, Holy Island, but could not place it.   

As it was very skulking in thick bushes, he only managed some brief glimpses, but from these he thought it could 
possibly be a rare visitor from the Mediterranean region, a Subalpine Warbler.  

Subalpine Warblers belong to the same family of warblers as our own Whitethroats and Blackcaps, but are much 
rarer, only being found in the county once every few years or so. A male ‘Subalp’ is a lovely small bird and a joy 
to behold, being a mixture of subtle slate blue grey shades above, and a salmon- terracotta tone below, all set 
off nicely with a short white ‘moustache’ and a red ring around the eye. Almost unmistakable, however, this 
individual was thought to be a female, as it seemed a much drabber looking thing on the very brief views 
obtained. 
 
On hearing of this news, Mike, a birder from Newcastle who was doing some bird monitoring surveys in the 
Cheviots was  keen to check this report out, so he headed down from the hills to the coast where he arrived on 
Holy island around lunchtime. Unfortunately there had been no further sign of the rare guest so he set about 
scouring the dunes and bushes in an attempt to relocate it. 

Some birders, like me for example, would have looked for half an hour and if no sign would have moved on, but 
others are made of sterner stuff. It was only after 4 hours diligently hunting around without luck, he drifted off 
towards other parts of the island having given up. Still, something about this bird made Mike think it was sure 
to be still here somewhere, the fog was thick and the skies overcast, it couldn’t have flown in these conditions? 

At about 6pm, Mike returned to see if the evening would bring about a change in the birds behaviour, after all 
most birds sing at dawn and dusk so if it was still around he might at least locate it by sound. 

Another couple of hours passed, it was now 8pm and even a diligent observer like Mike was beginning to drag 
his feet, when just then, he spied a movement in a lone bush in the marrams. A twitching twig gave away the 
presence of something lurking among the leaves.  

All of a sudden, a drab little bird popped out briefly. It looked odd. Just to be safe, he rattled off a few 
photographs and the bird dropped from view. In his words, his 'heart missed a beat as I saw a drab warbler 
with... a yellow eye!' 

Now you might have seen in my short description above of the Subalpine Warbler that I did not mention a 
yellow eye? No, because it doesn’t have yellow eyes. Only one small, plain warbler has the combination of small 
size, sandy grey colour and bright yellow eye and that is a much, much rarer bird. A bird so rare it has not been 
seen well in the whole of the UK for twenty years.  

Shaking, unbelievingly Mike checked the back of his camera to be sure his eyes had not deceived him and there 
it was, a total mega rarity of the highest order, an ASIAN DESERT WARBLER! This little bird should by now be 
lurking in the dry hot wadis of an Iraqi desert or even from as far away as Mongolia, not in a fog bound bush on 
the Northumberland coast, but here it was and it even began singing too.  

The news of this amazing first for Northumberland and only the 13th ever in the UK was soon made public and 
birders from all over the country were making plans to visit. A few of the fastest off the grid connected with it 
before dark on the same night but I had already had a glass of wine so prepared for the following morning. 

Up bright and early at around 3.30am, gear packed, breakfast eaten and the half hour drive to Holy Island done, 
saw me parking up at 5am on the Snook. I was worried, thinking if it took Mike 7 hours, how on earth would we 
find this little bird? I needn't have worried. The Asian Desert Warbler, Sylvia nana if you want its official title, 
was in full song to a small, socially distanced, appreciative crowd of 20 or so who had already driven overnight 
from as far away as London and Somerset. 



Over the next 3 hours we managed some good views but the warbler was very shy at times, slowly creeping 
into the middle of thickly foliaged bushes and just sitting still for 20 minutes or more 

As I watched the bird, it dawned on me that if it wasn’t for lockdown, I should have been on holiday in Suffolk 
this week, so would not have seen it. At least this year my holiday cancellation has had one good feature. It 
continued to perform on a daily basis to steady stream of rarity pilgrims (Twitchers) all through the week, until 
it was finally seen around lunchtime on Friday, just ruining the weekend for those who could not make it on a 
weekday. It’s amazing how often that happens, it’s as if they knew. 

I wonder where it is now? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

 

Figure 1: Asian Desert Warbler, the first for Northumberland and the 12th UK record. 



PLANT CORNER 

First, an apology. I was going to look back at all our past newsletters to see how often I’ve had to aplogise for something 
I’d got wrong in the previous issue, but I didn’t want to depress myself. In the June issue I showed, side-by-side, an image 
of Herb Robert and then a second picture that I said was a strange, late-season form of the plant with an abnormal floral 
growth. I even said you’d be hard pressed to say they were the same species. Which unfortunately they weren’t! The 
abnormal (or in botanical and gardening terminology – aberrant) plant was actually Water Avens Geum rivale, in which 
the bracts, which are usually leaf-like structures at the base of the flower, have become petal-like. Jim Bowyer, a keen 
botanist from Hexham, recently posted a photo of the same phenomenon, and I show below my image alongside his, in 
which the true flower is more obvious, growing from the cup formed by the red bracts. Sorry about that! 

      

Last month I had a theme – the genus Geranium. This month it’s more pot luck based on plants that have caught my 
attention in the last few weeks. 

In 2019 Janet Chubb found a patch of Globeflower near Lesbury and we published her photograph and comments. This 
was a really good sighting because Trollius europaeus is very uncommon in North Northumberland. Then a few weeks ago 
another of our members, Mick McMahon, who lives in Lesbury, sent me an excellent close-up photo of a group of these 
flowers. The only slight issue with the photo (on the left) is, as I said to Mick, the leaves in the picture aren’t globeflower, 
but are Meadowsweet among which the globeflowers are growing. 

     

As the photo shows, globeflowers are really just oversized buttercups, but it’s worth spending a moment looking at their 
structure, because the bright yellow petals aren’t actually petals but are what is called petaloid sepals. There are two 
overlapping whorls of them which makes each flower such a tight globe shape. That’s why, when you look at one of the 
flowers, you can’t see any typical green sepals that you’d expect in a buttercup flower. So, if the yellow bits are sepals, 
where are the petals? To see them you either need to pick a flower apart or wait until you find a very mature one in which 



the sepals have spread apart so you can see the centre of the flower – as in the right hand image. There are numerous 
light yellow stamens and quite a lot of deeper yellow stigmas, while the petals have become reduced to very small narrow 
nectaries at the base of the sepals and unfortunately I can’t find a photo that shows them, so you’ll have to find a 
globeflower and have a look for yourself. 

I did what I ought to have done last year, which was to go myself to find this patch of globeflower. On the way to find a 
place to park the car at Old Hawkhill I passed a good patch of Geraniums (Crane’s-bills) in the verge. When I went back to 
look at them I decided they were a Geranium that I hadn’t included in my June article – Pencilled Crane’s-bill G. versicolor. 
But as Chris Metherell correctly pointed out when I sent him the record, the background colour of the petals is too pink 
for that species and these plants are Druce’s Crane’s-bill G x oxonianum. Still a good record for me, because I’ve not 
identified this hybrid species before. 

 

The other two plants I want to feature this month were both on the Middleton North farm that some of our members 
visited last summer near Scots Gap. On that occasion we concentrated on the section of the old Wannee railway line that 
runs through the estate, plus some bits of wet woodland. This time, with a botanist colleague, we looked, in a socially 
distanced way, at the field margins of the former arable farm that is to be subjected to controlled grazing during the 
efforts, over a number of years, to do some limited ‘re-wilding’. 

The first species that really stood out in early June in a wide margin, dominated by big patches of Groundsel, was a Pansy. 
When I saw it at a distance I assumed it would be Field Pansy Viola arvensis. But when we got close it was clear that the 
flowers were too small; the petals were held too flat; and the colours, particularly the violet, was just too deep and 
unblemished. So this had to be Wild Pansy Viola tricolor. 

 



The photo on the left is a Field Pansy, just so you can see the 
difference. 

The other plants that caught the eye on this farm were large grasses. 
There’s a striking large grass that is often found in the margins of 
arable fields called Barren Brome Anisantha sterilis. The name is 
misleading because, although often one or two of the uppermost 
groups pf flowers are infertile, the rest is not only fully fertile, but 
since about 1970 this annual grass has become a serious weed of 
cereal crops. If you have been walking through stands of Barren 
Brome you will probably need to extract the fruits, one by one, from 
your socks. 

One of the things that makes this grass stand out are the very long stiff projections – the awns – that grow from each of 
the individual flowers or spikelets, togetrher with the very drooping habit of the flower heads. Anyway, on the farm, 
having recorded Barren Brome we then found ourselves with large patches of a very similar grass that somehow looked 
a bit chunkier with larger flower heads and we thought it might have been the close relative, Great Brome Anisantha 
diandra. Later checks confirmed this, and because Great Brome is quite uncommon in Northumberland, this proved to be 
a good record. The photo of Great Brome below is borrowed from the Web because I don’t have a decent one of my own. 

     

 Barren Brome      Great Brome 

I don’t want to bore you with too much detail, but if you do happen to come 
across one of these Anisantha species and you wonder which you’re 
looking at, then you need a bit of patience and a ruler. Remove one of the 
spikelets as shown in the photo. Measure the distance between the two 
lines – i.e. from the base of the spikelet (excluding the stalk) to the top of 
the uppermost floret (but excluding the awns). If the distance is less than 
35mm then you’ve got Barren Brome and if it’s more than that you’ve got 
Great Brome. You may need to measure several spikelets to be sure. 

 

This could be a nice little piece of botanical research when you’re walking in arable land this July and August. If you find 
any Great Brome, take a careful note of where it is (Grid Reference if possible) and do please let me know. 

Richard 



STEWCHAT. 

On Sunday 12th July shortly after midnight the Comet Neowise was showing very well in the north eastern sky just before 
midnight. It is well worth a look before the end of July on a clear night. It is certainly the finest comet I have seen over the 
years and is visible to the naked eye though binoculars make things easier.  If you miss it, you would be lucky to stand 
another chance as it doesn’t pass again for around 6,500 years. It will be at its closest and brightest on 23rd at around 103 
million kms away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Watching and photographing the comet meant for a late night, so it was with some feet dragging that I was up and out 
early on Sunday morning. We headed up to the moorland and forests around Widehope to look for insects.  This is a 
common habitat in the county so I would imagine there are similar finds to be had in other areas too. 

I often avoid this type of habitat from midsummer due to the biting Clegs, Mozzies and Midgies that can cause some grief 
on the wrong type of day. This visit wasn’t too bad, though none biting Thunder flies were a bit of a pain when the breeze 
dropped. 

Soon after leaving the car, a large female Adder was basking on the track near some bracken. She must have already 
warmed up as she soon made off at speed before I could get anywhere near her with my camera. 

In the forest, the track sides were sheltered and sunny with a nice show of flora to attract invertebrates.  There was 
Tormentil, Marsh Thistle, Heath Bedstraw, Selfheal and Birds foot Trefoil all along, so we loitered in the sunniest spots 
where some exciting things were discovered. 

 

Figure 1: Comet Neowise over Craster, viewed from Howick. It is approx 110 million kms away. 



Various butterflies were dotted around with Ringlets, Meadow Browns, Red Admiral, Small Tortoiseshells, Small Skipper, 
Common Blue and Small Heath in reasonable numbers. Moths made a small showing with a few Red-necked Footman 
and a Latticed Heath. 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Small Skipper 

 

Figure 3: Red-necked Footman 



A lone Gold- ringed Dragonfly was a fresh emergence but that was even quicker than the Adder and I only managed a 
record shot.  Bumblebees were all over, but  one in particular was a target,  the Heath Bumblebee, Bombus jonellus. 

After a few likely looking candidates one sat for a photo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst these insects were very enjoyable and challenging to identify, the stars of the show were even more difficult. These 
were the Hoverflies. I tried to photograph any that look different so I can id them back at home. These tentative id’s are 
then confirmed by experts on Facebook, on the UK Hoverflies page. The page takes the correctly identified species and 
submits them to the national record. 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Heath Bumblebee, Bombus jonellus. 

 

Figure 5: Megasyphus erraticus - a rare hoverfly. 



The first is the least outstanding really but it is a Nationally Scarce species of Northern and Western Conifer Plantations. 
It goes by the big name – Megasyrphus erraticus. A species even the experts were excited about… 

Then we have the common but very interesting bee mimic Volucella bombylans –  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Volucella bombylans an impressive bee mimic. 

 

Figure 7: Sericomyia lappona, another large distinctive fly. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The insect life here was so abundant I’ll be back on another sunny warm day to see what else may turn up.  

I can’t end without adding the birds that we saw. Unfortunately I didn’t have the big lens for bird photos but that doesn’t 
detract from them. We had 2 Ravens, several Buzzards inc a family, 9 Tree Pipits in 2 family parties, 1 Spotted Flycatcher, 
3 Redstarts another family party, two broods of Stonechat and several small warblers moving through. Crossbills and 
Redpolls were ever present. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

Figure 8: Chrysotoxum arcuatum, a smart little fly. 

 



NATURE NEWS – THE CHALLENGE (JUNE). 

June has been a mixture of weather.  Wet, cold, strong winds and very occasionally hot summery conditions.  
The weather has continued to follow the pattern of being changeable and not reliable. 
 
The weather has put a dampener on the breeding season but has brought welcome relief for the plant 
community.  Herb-rich pastures have been galvanised and there has been an extended flowering period for 
some species.  The bird breeding season seems to have been a good one.  There are lots of juvenile warblers, 
Sand martins and a smattering of young waders in the roosting flocks.  Another example of the good breeding 
season has been the number of Long-eared owl nests / young that mark Eaton has found in a 10km radius of 
Alnwick.  At the last count he had found 21 broods on his evening dog walking exploits.  This would suggest that 
the Long-eared owl is the commonest species of owl in the area around Alnwick and yet we rarely see them. 
 
Elsewhere in our area, Nightjars have returned to their regular haunts to breed.  There has been a pair of Short-
eared owls on Alnwick Moor.  It has been a good year for Quail with birds being heard in a large number of 
sites.  The breeding season also appears to have been a good one for Common crossbill.  I have been seen birds 
in a number of localities close to home.  The Swifts in Glanton have again appeared in good numbers with at 
least 10 pairs this year. 
 
Meadow browns, Ringlets, Common blues, Small and Large skippers are present in good numbers in the right 
habitats.  I was fortunate to have a day on Coldburn Hill, College Valley and was lucky enough to find a colony 
of Large heath butterflies.  They are similar to their common cousins the Small Heath. Large heath’s lazy flight 
and larger size are a bit of a giveaway and but their identity can be confirmed with the spots on the underwing.  
There seems to be a distinct lack of Large White butterflies this year – those growing cabbages might say 
otherwise. 
 
Backyard challenge 

The backyard list has increased to 222 species; Mammals 1 (no bats yet), Birds 53, Invertebrates 122 and Plants, 
Mosses, Liverworts and Lichens 46.  Increasing time away from the house due to work has meant that there has 
been less observations.  I have yet to get the bat detector out to determine which pipistrelle bat is flying in the 
evening.  Nibblings in the under-growth would suggest that either a House mouse or Wood mouse is patrolling 
the borders. 
 
Two new bird species were recorded in June.  Canada goose fly-over was a welcome addition.  Sparrowhawk 
should have been added a long time ago.  Starlings and hirundines generally tell me that they are about but I 
had yet to see one until late June! 

 

 

 

Purple and Gold moth Silt fly Neria cibaria 
 
     

   



 
The largest increase in species has been within the invertebrates.  Meadow brown was a pleasant surprise for 
our concrete pad.  There has been a reasonable number of new moths with highlights being the Purple and 
Gold, Foxglove pug, Lesser swallow prominent and Heart and dart.  The bulb on my actinic trap is in need of 
replacing.   
 
The flies have been the best represented.  The Silt fly Neria cibaria was an interesting find walking across our 
bedroom wall.  Flat flies are not my cup of tea and Ornithomya avicularia was an unpleasant surprise on out 
kitchen window.  This species host are doves, pigeons and the large passerines.  Other invertebrates new to the 
garden have included Nettle ground bug, Pink prowler and the Harvestmen Leiobunum rotundum.   
 
Four species of plant have been added that has included Rough meadow-grass, Wavy bitter-cress and Fat-hen. 
 
 
Hopefully the weather will improve and there will be plenty to look for in the coming months.  Happy hunting. 
 

Jack Daw 
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12th of 
the month


