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PLANT CORNER 

When you decide to take a more than casual interest in botany you rapidly become aware of the significance of the time 
of year if you want to find species in flower.  For example, it’s no good expecting to find flowers on many (but not all) of 
our wild bulbous plants except in the spring.  For snowdrops, daffodils and bluebells if you wait until mid-summer, you’ll 
certainly have missed the flowering and you may even have difficulty finding the dying foliage.  For later flowerers, and 
particularly for the smaller species like eyebrights on our moorlands, you’ll not be able to find the plants at all until close 
to their late summer flowering period. 

 

It’s also true that as you gain a bit of expertise you realise that many plants can be identified at times of year when they 
are not flowering.  At Middleton North, on a farm where AWG did some survey work in 2019, a colleague and I took quite 
a close look at the field margins and the small patches of woodland in mid-June to provide a baseline species list for the 
landowner.  We found 154 species.  We then planned to return in early September to try to catch up with the species that 
flower late and which we were likely to have missed nearly three months earlier.  To my surprise we found only four to 
add to our total.  That illustrates, I think, that very often you don’t have to have seen the plants in flower to have been 
able to identify them from their leaves much earlier in the year. 

       

Common Ragwort      Wild Angelica            Upright Hedge Parsley 

In many ways we were rather surprised that we’d not noticed the 
Ragwort Senecio jacobaea and the Angelica Angelica sylvestris at 
the earlier visit because their leaves do become visible quite soon in 
the growing season even though they don’t flower until rather later.  
The Upright Hedge Parsley Torilis japonica is quite a slim delicate-
looking plant for a member of its Apiaceae family and earlier on its 
young leaves will be lost among the Cow Parsley.  The Perennial 
Sow-Thistle Sonchus arvensis young leaves don’t easily stand out as 
significantly different from those of the Prickly Sow Thistle and it’s 
only when the big blowsy flowers open with their yellow glandular-
tipped hairs that you realise they are there. 

 Perennial Sow-Thistle 

 



The reason I’m going on about this is that I want to emphasise the importance of being in the right place at the right time 
if one is to find interesting plants.  There is one habitat type, not so much in North Northumberland but certainly in the 
south of the county, which only exists and is accessible in late summer and early autumn.  South Northumberland has a 
series of reservoirs of varying sizes which are largely there because of the need to supply water to Tyneside.  The big 
Catcleugh Reservoir near Carter Bar on the A68 is the uppermost of a chain, built in the 19th century, which is linked by 
tunnels and aqueducts down the length of the A68.  The descending sequence is Catcleugh, Colt Crag, Little Swinburn, 
Hallington, Whittle Dene, from where the water is supplied to Newcastle and Gateshead.  In the late summer each year 
the water levels drop, partly because of a reduction of water from the uplands and partly deliberately to enable inspection 
and maintenance work to happen at each of the dams.  This process is called draw-down and it also happens at Kielder at 
the upper Bakethin end, and at more isolated reservoirs like Fontburn, south of Rothbury. 

As the water level drops it exposes the mud, particularly at the upper, inflow ends of these lakes, and this damp mud is 
rapidly colonised by a specific range of plants.  Most of these will have been present anyway, growing in the shallow water 
at the edge of the lake, but the exposure of lots more good mud means that they spread rapidly to cover the whole sloping 
area.  Some plants appear that have seeds in the soil seedbank, but which can only germinate and flower properly in the 
exposed mud. 

In early September, alerted by the botanical grapevine, Jane and I went to Colt Crag reservoir.  Its upper reaches are best 
approached by the narrow road that goes to and through the tiny farm settlement of Thockrington, with its isolated 

church, and which then winds downhill to the reservoir 
inflow.  Looking from a distance at the muddy banks one 
could be forgiven for thinking they were a wet meadow, 
they were so densely covered with plants.  Closer 
inspection showed that much of the ‘lawn’ was 
predominantly a luxuriant growth of Tufted Forget-me-

not Myosotis laxa (  left) 

But then there were patches, particularly in the wetter 
parts where hollows had held water more than on the 
slopes, which looked distinctly browny-orange.  A close 
look at these showed that they were patches of a tiny rush 
species called Needle Spike-rush Eleocharis acicularis.  
Because we have so few good inland bodies of water in 
North Northumberland, we have only two records on the 

BSBI database and they are from 1868!   

In the south of the county almost all the 23 records of this spike-rush are from this sequence of reservoirs down the line 
of the A68.  Interestingly, and more conveniently for us in the Alnwick area, there are three records from 
Northumberlandia, the extraordinary landform 
artwork near Blagdon by the A1.  The most recent of 
these records was this year.   

My photographic skills entirely failed to provide usable 
pictures of the plants at Colt Crag, so the ones on the 
right are from the internet – the whole plants and a 
close-up of some flower heads.  The ones we saw were 
growing much more densely and were coming towards 
the end of their season which is why they were going  
brown.  The tallest stems only reach about 10cm when 
they are growing on exposed land out of the water. 



A third plant that was present in some numbers, but scattered among 
the other species, is one that is described as “rare and very scattered 
in Northern Britain”.  Trifid Bur-marigold Bidens tripartita, is not 
exactly a spectacular plant.  There are plenty of garden species and 
varieties of Bidens which are usually half-hardy perennials, but this 
native species has no showy petals and so when you are scanning 
across large areas of vegetation it can be easy to miss.  It is a composite 
flower – part of the Daisy family – and although the books say it will 
grow to 75cm, at Colt Crag the specimens were only about 30cm tall, 
so probably its dwarf variety, integra. 

 

There were plenty of other good plants at Colt Crag, but I need to end with a failure.  One of the particular reasons we 
went there was that there was reported to be an excellent record of a grass whose nearest previous known site is almost 
100 miles further south in Yorkshire.  Orange Foxtail Alopecurus aequalis is quite a small grass which usually tends to be 
rather prostrate so it does not easily stand out.  It is very closely related to Marsh Foxtail A. geniculatus, which is common 
in Northumberland in farmland and other grassy places where there is reliably damp soil.  What makes Orange Foxtail 
rather special and distinguishes it from its relative, as well as giving it its common name, is that the anthers on the 
flowering spikes are bright orange.  The photo on the right was taken by Bill Burlton a few days earlier. 

               

Marsh Foxtail                                            Orange Foxtail 

I don’t know why I couldn’t see it.  Perhaps I was trying to look for a rather larger grass.  Perhaps the part of the bank 
where we were looking had the plants but they weren’t in flower.  Or perhaps it was just that the day was so unpleasantly 
cold and miserable that we gave up too easily.  Anyway, I’ll have to try again next year. 

Richard 

 

 



MIGRATION IS NOT JUST FOR THE BIRDS… 

During the autumn we are all familiar with the departure of our summer visitors such as swallows, to warmer 
climes and while they leave by the front door, birds such as wild geese and swans are arriving through the back 
door from the high arctic to spend a relatively mild winter here. 

It is not just birds that are on the move however. Lepidoptera, the butterflies and moths, are also active. Several 
common species are long distance migrants, Red Admiral and Painted Lady are probably the most well known 
of the migrant butterflies, but amongst the moths we also have the Silver Y, Dark Swordgrass, Diamond back 
Moth and Rusty Dot Pearl. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the most exciting species of migrant moth that can be found in our area from late August into October 
is the Convolvulous Hawk-moth. This is one of our largest and most impressive moths. It rarely breeds in the UK 
as it cannot survive our cold, late autumn temperatures but most years see one or two arrivals to 
Northumberland. 

This moth is a specialist feeder, hovering in front of tubular shaped flowers and feeding like a hummingbird with 
is very long tongue. It recently featured on the BBC’s The One Show where they showed some great slow motion 
film of it feeding on its favourite garden flower, the tall white Nicotiana or Tobacco Plant. 

We have looked for them every year for the past 11 years, planting Nicotianas each summer hoping for a result 
but we were always disappointed. Even regular use of the moth trap came to nothing. Until this year. 

One night last week shortly before 7pm, it was getting dusk so I was out putting the moth trap on. As I stepped 
out of the door, a large moth buzzed past me below waist height. It flew the length of my car and I lost it as it 
left the beam of the head lamp.  

 

Figure 1: Clockwise from Top Left - Silver Y, Diamondback, Dark Sword-grass and Rusty Dot Pearl. 



I knew it could only be one thing at this time of year but had my eyes deceived me? 

We have one or two nicotiana flowers on their ‘last-legs’ in the garden so these were checked first. We 
wandered around but there was no sign. There was clearly an arrival of Silver Y moths on other plants but there 
was no trace of ‘the biggie’. 

I was about to give up then thought how there were very few flowers suitable for a hawk-moth in our village 
right now, so it might be worth another lap of the garden, it might just come back? 

In the front garden I slowly checked along the house windows with the torch. Nothing. Then I heard a fluttering 
behind me. I turned and there it was! A lovely Convolvulous Hawk-moth at the nicotianas!. A quick sweep of 
the butterfly net and he was secured.  

Over the years I have seen several. My first was at our old house where it was attracted to an outside light so I 
got a sweeping brush, reached up high, and persuaded it into the bedroom window. We also found one 
randomly on the hub cap of a Vauxhall Astra in a pub car park at Blakeney, Norfolk one year while we were on 
a holiday, but to get a nice one in our garden is still amazing. 

After a few flash lit photos we placed him, it was a male, back into the nicotiana thicket and left him to continue 
what time he has left. You can be assured there will be even more nicotiana plants in the garden next year. If 
you have any of these in your garden, keep a look out at dusk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

Figure 2: Convolvulous Hawk-moth 



STEWCHAT. 

In the August Newsletter I wrote about a couple of the rare birds that visited our coastline at that time, the 
Sooty Tern and the Pacific Golden Plover . As the autumn has progressed, I am pleased to say that the weather 
conditions have given us several more sought after species along the local coast. 

On 16th September, a couple of sessions seawatching from Cullernose Point was very productive with the 
highlight coming almost in extra time on my last scan of the waves. Several flocks of Kittiwakes were moving 
steadily north past the point and one such flock held a superb adult Sabine’s Gull from Arctic Canada. Sabine’s 
Gulls seem to be getting more regular here in the autumn if we get some northerly winds but rarely are the full 
adults in breeding plumage. At this age they area easy to pick out amongst the other gulls as they retain the 
black hood long after our gulls have moulted into winter plumage. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Surprisingly, almost as rare here were the 7 Pochard that flew North, 6 males and 1 female. 

On the 17th September, continuing on a Nearctic theme, a juvenile Buff breasted Sandpiper visited Boulmer 
beach for several days attracting birders from far and wide. 

‘Buff breasts’ are rare visitors to Northumberland from arctic Canada from where they migrate down the central 
Rockies all the way to South America, making them possibly easier to see this side of the Atlantic than on the 
Eastern seaboard of the USA! Around this time Boulmer also hosted 1 Little Stint, 1 Curlew Sandpiper, 1 ad 
Mediterranean Gull, 1 Merlin and a Pintail. On the 20th September, 2 Lapland Buntings arrived from the North 
on to Longhoughton Steel.  

Not quite as rare but an amazing spectacle occurred on 25th when over 700 Sooty Shearwaters from the south 
Atlantic flew North off Cullernose Point. One of the highest totals seen in the county. 

 

Figure 1: Adult Sabine's Gull, far right with black hood, in Kittiwake flock. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the 27th an easterly airflow resulted in a rush of small migrant birds from the East with up to 10 or more 
Yellow browed Warblers being seen locally, 2 or 3 of these were in my garden, all the way from Russia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Buff-breasted Sandpiper at Boulmer. 

 

Figure 3: Yellow-browed Warbler in our garden. 



The rarest bird of the year arrived at Budle Point near Bamburgh around 1st October. Similar to the Yellow-
browed Warbler, it is much rarer coming from further east into China. This one was the first in Northumberland 
and only the 8th record for the UK. Many people travelled the length of the country to catch up with it in its 
chosen clump of Sycamores were it proved very tricky to see. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boulmer came up trumps again on 2nd October when a first winter male Bluethroat spent several days running 
in and out of a small clump of marram grass on the beach  just south of the Lifeboat Hut. These small Redstart-
likebirds from Northern Scandinavia used to be much commoner in Autumn, but in recent years have become 
very rare. Again the residents of Boulmer must have wondered what was attracting all of the bird watchers to 
their village. 

But, this was not the end of the run of birds at Boulmer. No sooner had the Bluethroat departed for warmer 
climes another arctic visitor arrived, a Great Grey Shrike! Luckily again this bird spent the next 4 days in 
hedgerows between Seaton Point and the Village where it seemed to be intent on eating the Linnet flock! 

As I write this, the wind is rattling the windows from the North east and I have the next few days off work. I 
wonder what Boulmer could turn up next? Maybe autumn is not quite over yet….

 

Figure 4: Two-barred Greenish Warbler from Eastern Siberia to Bamburgh. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 

 

Figure 5: Bluethroat on Boulmer beach. 

 

Figure 6: Great Grey Shrike at Seaton Park caravan site trees. 



NATURE NEWS – SEPTEMBER. 

September has been a disappointing month for weather – rain, wind and the first frosts at the end of the month.  
One of the highlights of the month was managing to see six planets and Pluto in one night through an astronomic 
telescope – far too cumbersome for those birders amongst us.  Mars, Jupiter and Saturn can be seen in the 
night sky in in mid-evening.  Mars appears low from the east.  Jupiter is one of the brightest objects in the 
southern sky and once dark enough Saturn appears.  The rings of Saturn can be seen through a good pair of 
binocular or even better a bird-watching telescope.   
 
Our House martins managed to fledge, at least two chicks in their second brood.  Fledging took place on the 
12th September.  Two or three days later, there were no House martins in the village – remarkable that the 
chicks made their maiden flight and then days later they were off to central Africa!  There were no real dramas 
this year and fledging five young seems a good return.  We look forward to their return in 2021. 
 
Waterfowl numbers started to build up by the middle of the month and the Pink-footed geese seemed a little 
later.  Hedgeley gravel pits have boasted both Little and Great white egret (including two together).  It is 
interesting when you watch a place regularly and carry out counts.  There has been a definite increase in Little 
grebes in September at Hedgeley.  Early month there were about 14, by the end of the month there were 24.  
Hedgeley is obviously a good stopping off place with plenty of food (main prey seems to be Sticklebacks).  
Elsewhere there have been regular sighting of Goshawk, including a bird flying over Glanton.   
 
In the hills, there are still a range f plants in flower, including Tormentil, Bell heather, Common knapweed and 
Milkwort.  As flowering plants becoming less interesting, there are plenty of Bryophytes to keep you interested!  
Plagiomnium horum, is relatively common and almost looks like a saxifrage.  Staying in the wood, fungi have 
been equally spectacular – but at the moment most of their identification is a little beyond me! 
 
Backyard challenge 

The backyard list has increased only by four species to 242 species; Mammals 3, Birds 55, Invertebrates 132, 
Fungi 1 and Plants, Mosses, Liverworts and Lichens 51.  The moth trap is still not working properly as this would 
have made a difference to the total.  I will try to add a few more species before the end of the year – autumn 
birds, earthworms, mosses and Lichens would appear to be the main taxa candidates. 
 
Gardens further afield – part II 

We were fortunate to be able to get to North Uist in August.  Gill and Norman have spent endless hours creating 
a wonderful garden between Loch Euphort (sea loch) and moorland.  The birds are spectacular with both species 
eagles seen regularly.  A 2nd / 3rd year Golden eagle sat for five hours within 500m of the cottage and White-
tailed eagles were seen hunting young Herring gulls from the garden!  Hen harriers, Merlin, Black-throated 
and Red-throated divers regularly flew over the garden.  In recent years the shrubs and small trees have started 
to mature.  This has resulted more passerines appearing including Blackbirds (which fledged four young), 
Greenfinch, Chaffinch, Dunnock, Robin, Wren, Stonechat and a migrant Willow warbler.   
 
The actinic moth trap was working in August!  Forty four species were trapped over six nights.  Highlights 
included Lempke’s Gold spot, the Crescent, White-lined dart, Autumnal rustic (a personal favourite), 
Haworth’s rustic, Northern deep brown dart and the Chevron.  The trap attracted other interesting visitors 
such as a Shore sexton beetle and the Cranefly Perdicia rivosa. 
 
The garden attracted a good range of hoverflies, with 10 species being identified including the strange looking 
Rhinga campestris.  Others included Platycheirus granditarsus, Helophilus pendulus and Sericomyia silentus.  
A Hairy rove beetle was found wandering on the upstairs landing.  Both Large carder and Common carder 
bumblebee were extremely common in the garden.  Northern white-tailed bumblebees made appearances.  
Butterflies included Large white, Small tortoiseshell and Meadow brown (which are darker and with more red 
on them). 



 
Figure 1: Hoverfly - Rhinga campestris   Figure 2: White-tailed eagle - adult. 

A recently dug pond had a good population of Pond skaters and attracted Black darter and Common hawker 
dragonflies. 
 
Mammals recorded included Red deer (very common), Rabbit (uncommon) and Common seal (rare).  The seal 
was found investigating harvested seaweed at the adjacent quay.  Unfortunately, for the first time, we did not 
see or hear Otters.  In the past, Otters were seen virtually every day on the little loch to the south west of the 
cottage. 
 
In total 120 species were found within or seen from the garden in 12 days (but no list of plants or Bryophytes 
were made). 
 
Hopefully the weather this autumn will be warm and sunny and provide plenty of opportunities for wildlife 
watching. 
 

Jack Daw 





Best Regards.
Phil Hanmer S Ringer/Trainer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum).  
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