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REVIEW OF APRIL 2021 

VIRAL MEANDERINGS (14) 

 
Assuming the current progress with the suppression of Covid-19 continues, this may be my final Viral 
Meanderings article.  Not before time, some might say, so that our newsletters can get back to being just about 
wildlife, rather than leading with articles that, at least in part, have been an excuse for me to air some of my 
hobby-horses. 

If the contents of this article seem to be a bit scatter-gun, it’s because we’ve been living in chaos for a couple 
of weeks due to a decision to have our kitchen redecorated.  There is nothing more disruptive than having the 
main room of your house out of commission for what seems half a lifetime, so I have been, to put it mildly, a 
bit ‘hyper’. 

We’ve just come through a most extraordinary April which gave us almost no rain until the last couple of days.  
What we did get was plenty of sunshine.  I know this because six years ago we had solar panels fitted to our 
roof and the system keeps records of the amount of electricity generated.  There have been only two months 
in those six years – May ‘18 and May ‘20 – which have generated more power than this April, which, of course, 
is still a couple of months before the summer solstice.  Unfortunately, both for gardeners and for wildlife, 
despite the sun the temperatures have been significantly below the average, particularly overnight.  Someone 
on the radio the other day said that on every day/night this April there had been an air frost in at least some 
part of the UK.  Ground frost will happen when the ground is at a lower temperature than the air and may occur 
even if the air temperature is up to about 2.5oC, but to get an air frost the air temperature itself must be below 
zero. 

Inevitably what is bad for some aspects of wildlife may be advantageous to others.  It seems to me that we have 
been having a “blackthorn spring”.  Blackthorn Prunus spinosa started flowering rather later than I should have 
expected, but once it got going it has been spectacular, with really dense clusters of flowers that have lasted 
and lasted.  Unfortunately for Sloe Gin enthusiasts, it doesn’t follow that the temperatures will have been good 
for the pollinating insects, so there may not necessarily be a good harvest of sloes this autumn. 

 

 

 

Please send sightings reports for May, no later than 6th April 2021 to: Ian & Keith Davison, The Bungalow, Branton, 
Powburn, NE66 4LW or Tel: 01665 578 357 or email to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk Copies of the 

monthly Newsletter and sightings will be made available on the web site one month after the paper publication.  

AWG welcomes contributions for the newsletter and items for inclusion should be submitted by the 12th of the 
month to redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk 



Which brings me to a couple of observations about bees, or in one 
case, bee-flies.  For the first time ever, back in early April, we saw a 
Bilberry Bumblebee Bombus monticola in the garden.  As its name 
suggests this species is a specialist of largely moorland habitats with 
good growth of Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus, although it seems also 
to benefit from grassland and doesn’t do so well on moorland alone.  
In Scotland and North East England it has been found down to sea 
level.  Our garden is quite close to moorland with a reasonable 
bilberry population, so probably it is not too unusual for us to have 
spotted one.   

In 2015 Royal Mail produced a postage stamp to commemorate this 
bee and since I failed to get a photo of the one in our garden, I’ve 
used an image of the stamp to show the bee on its main food plant.  The key feature is the startling orange/red 
colour of the abdomen, with the coloration extending over a much greater area than does the red in the red-
tailed species. 

Unfortunately, B. monticola has been decreasing over recent decades.  2000 was its worst year in the North 
East, although there have been some limited signs of recovery since then.  The declines have coincided with a 
weather pattern of mild early springs followed by frosts in late spring. This pattern brings the queen bumblebee 
out of hibernation in March and April but when the cold snaps hit at the end of April, the flowers on their food 
plants often die. If queens have not already located and set-up a nest then they are unlikely to survive because 
their fat reserves are normally too depleted by that point to go back into hibernation.  So, this year, given the 
mild weather in parts of March, but this very cold April, the chances are that it may be another poor year for 
this bee. 

Then there is the Dark-edged Bee-fly Bombylius major.  I’ve 
mentioned it a couple of times in recent newsletters, but as we were 
sitting in the sun in late April, Jane noticed that there seemed to be 
two quite different-sized bee-flies on the various Aubretia patches in 
the garden.  Could we have two different species?  A bit of research 
suggested it was highly unlikely that we would get any other than this 
common species here in the north east.  The literature, however, 
does say that the size range in the species is quite wide, with body 
length varying from 6.5 to 13mm and that this difference is most 
probably related to gender, so we were most likely to have been 
watching large females and much smaller males. 

The photo is borrowed from the Nature Spot website and shows an 
insect with a very clear dark edge to the wing.  In fact, when you watch these flies, you find that often the dark 
edge is less pronounced than is shown here.  Sadly, their life cycle is not benign because their larvae parasitise 
the nests of various solitary bees, and the sandy soil of our garden has plenty of those.  Probably, therefore, we 
are helping to create the habitat that the bee flies need to be successful. 

Another garden observation in recent weeks has been that our previously numerous sparrows have 
disappeared.  This applies both to the House Sparrows, which in any case have been fewer in the garden in the 
past few years, but more disappointingly to the Tree Sparrows.  We hope that this is a temporary phenomenon 
and that they will soon start reappearing with their youngsters.  There has been a lot of timber felling on the 
farm over the winter, but that has only involved mature conifers and we think is unlikely to have affected either 
feeding or breeding opportunities for our resident birds. 

It has been an annual habit for Jane and myself to drive into the Otterburn Ranges during the lambing month 
which usually lasts from mid-April to mid-May, when the red flags are not flying.  In the past we’ve braved rain, 
snow, horizontal sleet and occasionally, as this year, sunshine.  Unfortunately, the temperature was still only 
5oC and there was a sharp northerly wind, so it was not a day for sitting around with a picnic.  Our traditional 



destination has always been Ridlees Cairn, more or less in the middle of the ranges.  The pictures below, taken 
on 5th May, are of Jane by the Trig Point and a shot of snow-covered Cheviot in the northern distance. 

 
 

            
 

 
On these visits there is usually not too much botanical interest because 
very little plant growth has yet got underway, but we’ve become 
accustomed to finding the little annual Common Whitlowgrass Erophila 
verna growing at the edges of the road and track-sides.  Not this year.  
Even though this plant prefers quite dry habitats with little other 
competition and grows and flowers quite early, the conditions this year 
have probably been so dry and so cold that we couldn’t find any flowers.  
The photo on the right was one we took last year at Ridlees Cairn 

And let me close with the fact that our garage-nesting swallows have 
finally reappeared, several days later than normal, but the cold and the 
hail showers seem to have driven them away again, we hope temporarily.  

Our first cuckoos arrived today, 9th May.  Two birds, but only one calling, 
so presumably a pair, and the swallows have reappeared in the better 
weather.  The comparison of the dates for these two events in 2020 and this year is interesting and indicates 
the way the prevailing weather, either on their routes from their winter quarters or in Britain when they get 
here, affect the timings of their actual appearance in our part of Northumberland. 

 
Swallows returned   2020  20th April;   2021  1st May 
Cuckoos first heard 2020  26th April;  2021  9th May 

 
Richard 
  



 
  

2021 WALKS  
 
When you get this newsletter we shall have had our first walk of the season at Chatton Park and, depending when 
it reaches you, we may also have been to Boulmer with Stewart Sexton on 23rd May.  Please note that an extra 
excursion has been added on 31st July at Ford & Etal. 
 
SUNDAY 23rd May     Boulmer headland - Stewart Sexton 
 

Late May is often good for migrating waders and other birds.  There should also be some interesting coastal plants.  
We shall walk from Seaton Point along the shore to Boulmer Village then on up to Longhoughton Steel. Return by 
similar route except following the coast path. This is 4.25 miles in total. If this is too far, there is an option to 
reduce it to 2.5 miles by returning from Boulmer Village and missing out Longhoughton Steel.  Flat and quite easy 
walking. Wear appropriate footwear. Binoculars (and/or telescope) more or less a necessity. 
Meet at Seaton Point layby at 8.00am (note the early start).  There are two laybys here so if one is full, park 200 m 
along the road west (towards Lesbury) in the layby adjacent to the golf course and walk back to the meet point.  
We should be back at the cars by 12.00 at the latest. 
OS Landranger 81.  OS Explorer 332.  Grid Ref NU 2614 1263 
 
SATURDAY 12th June   Burradon Windyside Farm hay meadows – George Dodds 
 

Burradon Windyside farm lies south of the hamlet of Burradon, north west of Thropton.  The farm is approx. 66 ha 
and has a number of interesting habitats including 6 species-rich traditional hay meadows.  These were created 12 
years ago and are now used as a source of seed for restoration projects across Northumberland and beyond.  The 
hay meadows are complemented by excellent hedgerow, dead wood habitats and Longhorn cattle.  2-3 miles with 
lots of stops to look at flowers and other wildlife.  Walking boots should be sufficient but wellies and waterproofs 
will be required if wet.  Meet at 10:30 am at the farm.   
Directions: Thropton B6341 to Warton.  At Warton turn right and take the minor road to Burradon.  The entrance to 
the farm is on the right, ½ mile south of Burradon.  There is a rough track to the farm.  For some it might be easier 
coming from Netherton.  Netherton to Alwinton road.  Take the first left once you are through Netherton.  Follow 
your nose through the hamlet of Burradon.  The farm entrance is on the left after sharp left and then sharp right 
bends. 
OS Landranger 81.  OS Explorer OL16.  Grid Ref:  NT9877 0559 
 
SUNDAY 20th June             East Chevington coast and reserve – Ian & Keith Davison & Richard Poppleton 
 

A walk of c. 2 miles and lasting up to 4 hours to look at the Flora and Fauna of this wonderful coastal reserve.  Most 
on good tracks but stout shoes are recommended and due to the timings a light snack may be needed. Bring 
binoculars and a telescope would be useful as some of the bird may be distant.  Meet at 10.30.   
Directions:  Follow A1068 south of Amble and take 1st left approx. half a mile past entrance to Druridge Country 
Park, follow rough track to its conclusion. Park without obstructing gates. 
OS Landranger 81.  OS Explorer 340.  Grid Ref NZ 270 984  
 
SATURDAY 3rd July   Road verge survey, south of Wark-on-Tweed – Janet Chubb & Richard Poppleton 
 

This area of farmland has particularly wide and flower-rich road verges.  Janet is keen to get a full species list and 
this will be a good chance for us to practise plant identification skills.  The trip could extend into the afternoon for 
those who want to stay on, but the option of finishing at lunchtime will be OK.  If you are staying, bring lunch.  
Bring a plant field guide and a hand lens if you have them.  Meet at 10.30 at the crossroads near Wark Common 
Farm (there’s a phone box marked on the OS map, but it’s no longer there).   Distance not great, but meandering, 
as many botanical walks are. 
OS Landranger 74.  OS Explorer 339 (west sheet).  Grid Ref NT 817 365 

 



 

 

WALKS (contd.) 
 
SUNDAY 18th July   Ratten Row/Alnwick Moor circular – David Turnbull 
 

From Ratten Row near the Hulne Park gates, the walk goes up past the allotments on to Alnwick Moor; across to 
the Rugley Road and back into the town via the golf course.  Distance c. 3 miles.  David says there could be time 
to stop for a coffee.  Meet at 10.30 on Ratten Row (park on the left as you approach the Hulne Park entrance). 
OS Landranger 81.  OS Explorer 332.  Grid Ref NU 180 137 
 
SATURDAY 31st July Ford & Etal Plant Surveys – Richard Poppleton 
 

Lord James Joicey at Ford & Etal has requested some help with building up some plant data for a couple of sites 
on his land near Ford.  This should provide an opportunity for members who would like to get some more 
experience at identifying plants in the field.  The first site is by the river Till just upstream of Ford Bridge.  The 
second is an area of wet meadow between Ford and Etal.  Not a lot of walking – plenty of stopping and checking 
plants.  Unless it has been particularly dry, wellies might be the best choice.  If you have a plant field guide 
and/or a hand lens, please bring them.  There’ll also be birds around, so binoculars might be good.  Meet at 
10.30 in the fishermen’s car park on the B6354 almost opposite the point where the B6353 from Crookham joins 
the road.  We’ll aim to be finished and back at the cars by 1.00pm. 
OS Landranger 74.  OS Explorer 339 (east sheet).  Grid Ref NT 935 372 
 
SATURDAY 11th Sept       Craster/Dunstanburgh circular – Michael & June Drage 
 

Through the Arnold Reserve, along the heughs, up to the castle and back via shoreline. Plants, birds, geology, 
seashore, maybe dolphins etc.  Meet at Craster main car park at 10.30am. Pay and display (no mobile signal so 
best to bring coins).  Distance approx 3 miles.  Easy walking but can be muddy after rain so boots advisable. 
Binoculars useful and you may want a camera to capture the cetaceans if they appear.  
OS Landranger 75 & 81 split the route, but it’s all on OS Explorer 332.  Grid Ref NU 257 197 
 



PLANT CORNER 

 
It has often been said that the real test of your understanding of a topic is seen when you try to teach it to 
someone else.  So, if you know your grasp is shaky, you ought to try to get to a point of confidence where you 
can teach it.  Hence my topic for this month – Currants.  There has been a bit of botanical discussion recently 
about the identity of some of the currant bushes around in the countryside, especially in South 
Northumberland, and I thought I could usefully brush up my competence at identifying currants by writing an 
article about them. 
 
You may be surprised to know that there are seven species of currant that you might expect or hope to find in 
the wild in the north of the county.  Naturally, if they are in fruit later in the year, identification is much easier, 
but I’m talking about the problems of identity now, in May or June.  I suspect that the number of people with 
gardens big enough to host currant bushes for their fruit will be fewer than in the past, added to which probably 
not too many people these days will have the time and patience to 
carry out the laborious process of harvesting the fruit and preparing 
them for use in the kitchen.  My wife, Jane, has childhood memories 
of being handed big bowls of red currant fruit clusters, plus a fork, and 
given the task of using the fork to strip the fruits from their stalks and 
then having to ‘top and tail’ them to remove all the unwanted bits 
from both ends of each berry. 
 
Let’s start with the easiest one.  Flowering Currant Ribes sanguineus 
is unique among our seven species in having clusters of attractive pink 
to red flowers.  They appear early in the spring and in fact by this stage 
of the spring they will already be starting to fade.  There are many 
garden varieties, but one comes across naturalised bushes reasonably 
frequently and they are hard to mix up with any other species.  Some 
people are not too keen to have them in the garden because the 
foliage has a reputation for smelling a bit like, not to put too fine a 
point on it, cat pee. 
 
It's worth having a look at this photo of flowering currant just to get 
the leaf shapes clear in your mind.  Although the leaves of the different species do vary in size, hairiness, smell 
and sharpness of the serrations on the edges, they are all this general shape. 

 
 
 
There’s one other currant species with attractive flowers.  
It goes by the wonderful, if not easily-explained name, 
Buffalo Currant Ribes odoratum.  This time the drooping 
flower clusters are bright yellow.  The leaves are generally 
rather smaller than in the flowering currant and the lobes 
are more heavily cut and smoother.  It’s a pity that there 
are no records for this bush in North Northumberland, but 
there are several in the south of the county, most at Seaton 
Sluice, but one at Warkworth, although the grid reference 
for this one is not very precise. 
 
  

Flowering Currant 

Buffalo Currant 



 
 
The next species to deal with is the only spiny shrub on our currant 
list.  Gooseberry Ribes uva-crispa has rather smaller leaves which are 
usually quite hairy.  The flowers are unspectacular – greenish yellow 
and sometimes with a rather faint red tinge.  So that’s easy; if you’ve 
found a spiny currant bush in Northumberland it has to be gooseberry 
and as the photo shows, they are often very spiny. 
 
From this point the identifications become a bit more tricky and a 
hand lens comes in useful.  Let’s assume that you are looking at a 
currant bush and it is clearly none of the three we’ve already dealt 
with.  You now need to see whether the undersides of the leaves have 
small orange un-stalked glands.  If you have no hand lens then get 
hold of a leaf, crush it gently, and sniff.  If you can smell the often 
quite strong blackcurrant odour then you know that’s the species 
you’ve got – Blackcurrant Ribes nigrum.  None of the other three 
species have either orange glands or this characteristic smell.  In fact, 
they all have small reddish glands, with stalks, that are unscented. 

 
The photos below show typical blackcurrant flowers (although not all specimens will have as much red in them), 
plus a not-very-convincing shot of the underside of a leaf.  The problem is that the glands are so small that it 
really is hard to make them out without a lens, but I suppose the photo does illustrate that you are looking for 
very small structures. 
 

       
     Blackcurrant flowers      Blackcurrant leaf underside 

 
To separate the last three currants you next need to have a close look at the flowers.  Are they bisexual with 
both stamens and a stigma, style and ovary?  If they are single sexed you will find that all the flowers on each 
bush are the same sex; the plants are dioecious, and this is Mountain Currant Ribes alpinum.  From its name 
you might expect it to be common only in mountainous areas, but actually there is plenty of it in our area.  For 
example, in the words of Chris Metherell, our BSBI Recorder for North Northumberland “there are whole hedges 
of it around Howick and quite a bit in Felton”.  In the photos below, the left-hand image is of the flowers on a 
female plant where the ovary at the base of each flower is already starting to swell as the very young fruit 
develop.  The female flowers are well-spaced and rather sparse in each flower spike, while the male flowers in 
the right-hand image are more numerous and clustered and you can see the stamens in the flowers best at the 
top and bottom of the shot. 
 

Gooseberry – with flowers 



 
 
 
 
 
 
               
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
That just leaves us with Red Currant Ribes rubrum and Downy Currant R. spicatum.  You won’t be surprised to 
hear that one reason for leaving these to last is because separating these two is the trickiest of the lot.  In 
currant flowers the floral parts are attached to an expanded top of the flower stalk.  If these were buttercups, 
for example, this would be called the receptacle, but botanists being botanists, in currants it is correctly called 
the hypanthium.  The main reliable features that are used to separate red and downy Currants are the shape of 
the hypanthium and the structure of the stamens.  The photos below are the best I could find of flower close-
ups which you may or may not be convinced show the distunguishing features. 

The left hand flower is red currant.  The hypanthium is described as saucer-shaped, with a rim, although you’d 
be pushed to see the rim.  What is clearer, and indicated by the arrow, is that each stamen has two lobes 
separated by a ‘bridge’ of connecting tissue.  In the right hand shot of downy currant the hypanthium is said to 
be cup-shaped without a rim, and I think this one does show quite a sharp rimless edge to the cup.  Also you 
can see that each stamen has two lobes closely attached, without the bridge between them.  Certainly a job for 
a good hand lens and some creative imagination.  In North Northumberland, because downy currant is normally 
a plant of limestone areas, records are few and far between and the best recent ones are mostly on the northern 
bank of the Coquet in the Pauperhaugh area between Wheldon Bridge and Rothbury.  Red currant is much more 
often found in hedgerows and other semi-wild places. 

         
 
 

Richard 

Mountain Currant - female Mountain Currant - male 



STEWCHAT.  

  
4TH MAY 2021 LINE OF DUTY BARN OWL… 
 
From around 8.30pm we were watching 'Call the Midwife' waiting for the finale of that most popular of  TV cop 
dramas, 'Line of Duty' to come on. As usual we were eating our tea from the knee while glued to the box when 
Jane said, look the Barn Owl is on next door's roof.  Glancing up from my cheesy potato and vegetable bake, 
sure enough, our usual dark eyed female Barn Owl was sat peering in our window. 

After about ten minutes, she up and hovered along the track behind our garden then landed on our greenhouse 
roof. She seemed to be watching for birds roosting in the conifers next door. I have seen a Barn Owl do this 
here before, at a late summer Starling roost that moved on 5,000 birds in one visit but to see her sat on the 
greenhouse was very unusual indeed. 

The Owl dotted between three sitting points until it was too dark to see. I hoped she found something to eat, 
as that night’s stormy wet weather wouldn’t help already hungry vole-starved birds to get by. 

As for the Line of Duty ending, I did like it. I still don’t think Buckells is the man for the job mind, but that remains 
to be seen...  

 

7TH MAY 2021 

Today one of the most amazing coincidences happened in my birding life.  

 

Back in February at the height of lockdown, a Northern Mockingbird arrived in a garden in Exmouth in Devon.  

This slim, blackbird sized bundle of feathers will have been bred in the USA and by some feat of migration ended 
up on the other side of the pond in a palm tree in Devon. 

 

As it was only the 3rd for Britain and the first to be actually available to see, birders across the land were 
devastated that there were travel restrictions in place stopping them making the pilgrimage. Some disregarded 

 
Figure 1: Barn Owl on our Greenhouse, Howick. 

 



COVID rules and went anyway, resulting in them being vilified by the others who were abiding by the sedentary 
situation. Some even got a fine for going, but felt that it was worthwhile to see such a rare bird. 

Then, at the beginning of April, typically as restrictions lifted, the Mockingbird left its Exmouth garden and 
vanished only for it to reappear as if by magic 150 miles east along the south coast at Pulborough in Sussex the 
very next day.  
 
What chance refinding a small grey bird after its gone 150 miles in a night? Pretty slim I reckon.  
 
Anyway, it spent one day in a garden where birders, who didn't go to Devon, managed to catch up with it, but 
there was no trace the next day.  
 
And there the trail goes cold, everyone assumed it had gone to dear knows where. 

 
Until 6th May. A month, 400 miles and a massive fluke later. 
 
A family in a small new build house in Newbiggin by the Sea saw an unusual bird in their garden. Wondering 
what it was, they sent a video to the Bird Guides Information services to find out. News was released that 
there was a Mockingbird somewhere in Newbiggin but the location was withheld. 
Most of us were disbelievers, surely not... 

After some super sleuthing and discussions with the resident, our friend Alan Tilmouth managed to negotiate 
access and permission to release news of the location. 

So this morning, anxious birders were poised ready to go. At 11.20am the location was released and a Wacky 
Races style movement of camo clad, binocular wearing, camera toting fans descended on the town...  

To see this Yank tourist who had turned up after a jaunt the length of the UK. It leaves us wondering... where 
next? 

 
Figure 2: Northern Mockingbird, the 3rd for Britain. Newbiggin. 

 



9TH MAY 2021 
Sunday was a much better day than we have had since March. Mild with a spring like SW breeze and hazy 
sunshine. Its all back to normal in the aftermath of the excitement of Mockingbird Friday so we spent the 
morning covering the Boulmer patch where, for the first time for me this spring, at least Swallows were in 
reasonable numbers skimming flies off the washed-up seaweed. 

On the shore waders looked smart with a cracking male Grey Plover in all his finery showing up a typical first 
winter bird alongside. A sift through other others didn't reveal anything untoward but 46 Sanderling, 73 Dunlin, 
23 Ringed Plover, 14 Turnstone and 1 Bar tailed Godwit were nice to see. 4 Whimbrel flew N over the rocks. 

More terns were fishing in a falling tide in the haven. 2 Arctic and 2 Little Terns were year ticks while 20+ 
Common and the same Sandwich Terns flickered around like they'd never been away. 

Passerines were in short supply with only 6 Greenland Wheatears fitting the migrant category. A Meadow Pipit 
had a near escape when I almost trod on its nest along the track side right at the base of the wall to 
Longhoughton Steel. 

11TH MAY 2021 

After a day of sunshine and a cool easterly breeze I headed along to Boulmer. Three miles from home the 
weather was decidedly different and within half an hour the rain was hammering down like it was November. 

 
Figure 3: Notes on the Northern Mockingbird. 

 

 
Figure 4: Meadow Pipit nest and eggs. 

 



Still we sat some of it out , at least I had my small fishing brolly to hold over the scope for shelter. 

From the village we had 2 Red throated Divers N and 2, new for the year, very close Manx Shearwaters S, but it 
was the waders we were mostly interested in. Numbers were less than Sunday, but at this time the turnover is 
hourly. We had 17 Northern Ringed Plover, 11 summer plumaged Dunlin, 1 Grey Plover, 2 Sanderling, 1 female 
Bar tailed Godwit and 7 Whimbrel. 

Right that was a soaking, time for home. Lets hope next weeks sortie is a bit drier... 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Figure 5: Greenland Wheatear, Seaton Point. 

 

GREAT SPOTTED WOODPECKER BEHAVIOUR – A RESPONSE FROM GRAHAM AND ROSEMARY BELL 

The article written by Lord Joicey in the April Newsletter was indeed most interesting, moreover fascinating. 

We have in the past, in our garden, witnessed an adult Great Spotted Woodpecker in a ground-feeder cage 
feeding its juvenile with bird food we'd put out - but not as described, delving into the soil leaving evidence... 

We agree with Tom Cadwallender's comment that J.J. might consider sending this whole article and images 

to British Birds via www.britishbirds.co.uk. or to (Stephen Menzie) at:  editor@britishbirds.co.uk. 

http://www.britishbirds.co.uk/
mailto:editor@britishbirds.co.uk


A RINGERS YEAR 

APR 2021:  Early this April lots of people told me how they had seen Barn Owls out in the middle of the day – 
and some have thought this indicated that things were going well for Barn Owls.  Unfortunately, this is not what 
these unusual daytime sightings indicated.  What was actually happening was that the owls were desperately 
hunting for food after being effectively grounded by the excessive rain, followed by snow, that we experienced 
this late winter/early spring.  There is no extreme shortage of food and things do now seem to be settling down 
a bit.  I will tell you after June how well they are really doing when we have checked for new young owlets but 
I suspect it will be a later year and probably less successful year than last.  The only return from the BTO this 
month came in information passed on by a fellow ringer about the eight-year-old female owl that nested near 
Fallodon.  I reported last month that owl [GR10757] was again in her nest box although had not laid any eggs 
yet; unfortunately, she was found dead near Dunstanburgh Castle on the 13/4/21; being underweight when we 
checked on her it is likely she was out hunting (further away from home than usual) when something happened 
to her. 
For a short time in April, we continued our sample check of barn owl boxes (and undertook urgent repairs and 
clean-outs).  We found a pair of owls in residence near Warkworth; the male 6 or 7 yrs. old with his mate who 
is only 3.  Another pair near Bilton that are both 3 or 4 yrs. old and in a box near Netherwitton an alive female 
owl that we know successfully raised young last year was unfortunately sharing her box with her dead mate.   
Another pair also near Netherwitton had a male that is 6 yrs. old having been ringed as an owlet five kms away 
in 2015.  Finally, we did a pair of sleepy owls south of Rothbury (the female of which is 7 yrs. old) (see pict,) a 
good deed when we excavated about 80% of their box of old owl pellets and other debris.  The space they were 
crammed in may have been cosy but it could not have accommodated a nest of young owls.  This debris was 
the result of the box being nested in continuously for several years.  Other owl related work this month saw us 
check for Tawny Owl incubating eggs and so far, finding only one in 19 boxes; so it’s looking like a poor year on 
my patch for these early nesters.  In 2020 we had six from the 15 sites that we were able to check.   

Collaboration with the Rock Estate saw three new Little Owl boxes and two new Barn Owl boxes being put up; 
thank you to them for being so proactive.  

The weather let me do a small amount of mist netting near home on the 26/4/21. These included two Chiffchaff 
(warblers) recently arrived back from the Senegambian region of Africa, south of the Sahara.  One was probably 
a female a few years old; while the other a positive male hatched just last year (see pict.).  There were also a 
few Siskins; my favourite little travelling finch, showing definitive signs of starting to breed as the females (see 
pict.) were developing brood patches, to keep their eggs warm.  So, it seems a few at least are nesting near my 
house (there were very few about in 2020).  There were also some Goldfinches who never seem to nest very 
early in the year.  However, the bird in the hand shown (see pict.) can be recognised as a male buy the back 
projection of red feathers behind the eye.  

In May we move onto the serious monitoring of small (passerine) nesting birds; including Tits, Tree Sparrows 
and others that use nest boxes.   

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

mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com 
  

mailto:tytoalbas@btinternet.com


 

  

Top: Chiff Chaff 

Middle: Siskin female 

Bottom Left: Sleepy Barn Owls 

Bottom Right: Gold Finch 



 
NATURE NEWS – APRIL 

The cold March theme from continued throughout April with little let up.  Wind direction was consistently from 
the north east through to the north west with the northely blast predominating.  The majority of the month 
was very dry.  Even when we did have precipitation, it did not linger.  In the first three weeks of the month, the 
greatest amount of precipitation in Glanton was an inch of snow and the morning dew!  
The cold weather had a knock on effect with a lot of wildlife.  Warblers, tits and finches were still going around 
in flocks by the end of the month.  Swallows and House martins turned up in very small numbers and it was 
not until the first week of May when we saw good numbers return.  I did not hear a Cuckcoo until the first week 
of May and I cannot remember the last time I did not hear one in April.  Movements of waders and waterfowl 
were intermittent.   
There was some respite with a few gloriously warm days.  These days, especially in the second half of the month, 
produced good numbers of Small tortoiseshells with smaller numbers of Peacocks, Small whites, Green-veined 
whites and Speckled wood butterflies.  Orange-tips started to appear by the end of the month.  Good numbers 
of Bumblebees were also on the wing and there was a lot of competition for pollen and nectar at flowering 
willows.  Solitary bees and several species of Hoverflies also put in appearance especailly where there were 
suitable flowers sheltered by south facing walls and hedges. 
No major additions have been made to the list of species at 5 Front Street.  A few midge larvae emerged from 
the pond that was created in autumn 2020.  Slightly larger was a Water lice (a relative of the Woodlouse) with 
a preference for ponds.  Hopefully, this will mean that there will be a few more invertebrates turn up.  Hoverflies 
also made an appearance including Eristalis pertinax, Platycheirus albimanus and Syrphus torvus.   Chocolate 
and Tawny mining bees were much in evidence.   

 
  
The species-list at the office has started to increase quickly.  The current tally is 298 species (12 Mammals, 66 
Birds, 1 Amphibian, 33 Invertebrates, 149 Plants, 28 Bryophytes and 9 fungi).  A small number of summer 
migrant birds have been added, but to date, there are still a few missing.  During periods of warmer weather, 
the numbers of invertebrates increased steadily – five species of bumblebee, 4 species of butterfly and several 
species of Hoverfly. A number of plants have also been added and these have included Marsh marigold, Fool’s 
water-cress and Devil’s bit scabious.  It is amazing what you find even under dead Bracken.  My regular lunch 
time walk takes me past as patch of dead bracken, in the middle of which, I found a Gooseberry bush!  The 
display of Bluebells, Woodruff, Common dog violet and Crosswort will be in their peak in the next few weeks. 
Hopefully, the weather will remain warm and we can all appreciate our local wildlife. 

Stay safe. 
Jack Daw 

 

Figure 1: Hoverfly - Eristalis pertinax Figure 2: Woodruff 



SIGHTINGS  APRIL  2021 

BIRDS  
Red-throated Diver 1 at Stag Rocks on 2nd 
Great-crested Grebe 2 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Little Grebe 3 at Howick on 2nd 
Little Egret 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th 
Whooper Swan 2 at Alnmouth on 11th 
Pink-footed Goose 1500+ at Budle Bay on 2nd 5 at Branton Ponds on 3rd 250+ over 

Longhoughton Steel on 4th 2 at Branton Ponds on 17th 300 over Alnwick on 
10th 

White-fronted Goose 1(Greenland) at Branton Ponds till 23rd 
Shoveler 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 14th 22 at Low Newton on 6th 
Mandarin 1 at Castle Island on 13th 
Mallard Female with 2 ducklings at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Teal 12 at Howick on 2nd 
Wigeon 3 pairs at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Gadwall 3 pairs at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Tufted Duck 14 pairs at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Goldeneye 15 at Branton Ponds on 14th and 6 on 17th 2 at Howick Burn Mouth on 2nd 
Shelduck 10 at Branton Ponds on 15th 
Goosander 2 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Smew 1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 14th 
Common Eider 3 at Howick Burn Mouth on 2nd 
Osprey 1 at Alnmouth on 11th 
Red Kite 1 south of Alnwick on 8th 
Marsh Harrier 1 at Fenham Flats on 11th 
Common Buzzard 3 at Howick on 2nd 1 at Alnwick Moor on 11th 1-2 at Yearle most of month. 
Sparrowhawk 1 at Yearle all month. 1 in Alnwick on 10th 
Kestrel 1 at Alnwick Moor on 11th 1 in Alnwick on 4th and 10th 
Merlin 1 at Alnwick Moor on 21st 
Grey Partridge 2 at Ford on 25th 
Avocet 4 at Low Newton flash on 23rd 
Oystercatcher Pair at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Little-ringed Plover 1 at Castle Island on 13th 
Golden Plover 1500+ over Alnwick Moor on 10th 
Grey Plover 5 at Longhoughton Steel on 4th 
Common Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st  1 at Branton Ponds on 5th and 2 on 10th 1 at Castle 

Island on 13th 
Green Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 
Purple Sandpiper 13 at Longhoughton Steel on 4th 
Black-tailed Godwit 4 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st and 1 on 18th 
Whimbrel 1 at Dunstanburgh on 20th 1 at Druridge Pools on 14th 
Greenshank 1 at Castle Island on 13th 
Spotted Redshank 1 at Castle Island on 13th 
Iceland Gull 1 at Branton Ponds on 21st 
Lesser Black-backed Gull 94 at Branton Ponds on 2nd 
Great Black-backed Gull 4 at Holborn Moss on 3rd 
Herring Gull 150 at Holborn Moss on 3rd 
Sandwich Tern 2 at Howick on 5th 2 in Alnmouth on 4th 
Puffin 2 at Dunstanburgh on 20th 
Cuckoo 1 at Eglingham on 11th 
Tawny Owl 1 at Howick on 10th 



Barn Owl 1 at Branton on 7th 1 at Alnwick Moor on 11th 1 at Langlee on 16th 1 at 
Langleeford on 16th 2 in Hipsburn on 6th 2 near Brizlee on 13th 1 at Rugley on 
17th 

Great-spotted Woodpecker 3 at Howick on 2nd 
Skylark 8 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 
Swallow 3 at Howick on 10th 7 at West Fleetham on 21st 3 at Howick on 18th 2 at 

Yearle on 27th 1 in Alnmouth on 4th   
Sand Martin 100+ at Branton Ponds on 1st 200+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 8  at Howick on 

18th 20 at Brandon Ford on 17th 
House Martin 1 at Branton Ponds on 12th 1 at Craster on 11th 
Meadow Pipit 100+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 
Red-throated Pipit 1 at Low Newton flash on 23rd 
Pied Wagtail 50+ at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 1 nest building at Yearle on 29th 
Yellow Wagtail 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 20th 1 at Low Newton flash on 23rd 
Grey Wagtail 2 at Felton Bridge on 22nd 
Common Redstart 1 at Branton Ponds on 16th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 18th 1 at Snableazes on 

22nd 
Black Redstart 1 at Longframlington on 24th 1 at Craster on 16th 
Whinchat 1 at Hawsen Burn on 27th 
Wheatear 1 near Corby Crags on 17th 2 at Dunstanburgh on 11th 1 at Cresswell Pond on 

21st 
Fieldfare 200+ over Branton on 1st 100+ at Roddam Hall on 24th 50+ near Bolton on 

13th 
Ring Ouzel 6 west of Alnwick on 18th 2 at Hawsen Burn on 27th and 4-5 later in month. 
Redwing 12 in Branton on 4th 
Sedge Warbler 2 at Branton Ponds on 20th 
Common Whitethroat 1 at Bamburgh on 28th 
Blackcap 1 at Branton Ponds on 2nd and 20+ by end of month, 6 at Howick on 10th 1 at 

Yearle on 29th 
Garden Warbler 2 at Branton Ponds on 27th 
Willow Warbler 2 at Branton Ponds on 11th 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 6th 1 at Longhoughton 

Steel on 4th 1 at Sandy Bank on 20th 2 near Rock Mill on 21st 10 at Holystone 
on 23rd 

Chiffchaff 10 at Howick on 2nd 6 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 8 at Alnwick Moor on 11th 8 
at Holystone on 23rd 1 at Seahouses on 1st several at Yearle throughout 
month. 1 all month in Alnwick. 

Goldcrest 12 at Howick on 10th 2 in Alnwick on 12th 
Long-tailed Tit 8 at Howick on 10th 1 in Alnwick on 15th to 21st    
Treecreeper 2 at Howick on 2nd 
Nuthatch 4 at Howick on 2nd and 10 on 18th 
Jay 5 at Howick on 10th 1 in Alnwick on 11th and 16th 
Raven 1 near Chillingham on 24th 
Starling 3 pairs at Yearle on 1st 
Brambling 1 at Howick on 11th 
Lesser Redpoll 60 at Alnwick Moor on 11th 25 at Holystone on 23rd 
Siskin 5 in Alnwick all month. 
Common Crossbill 8 in Beanley Woods on 3rd 
Reed Bunting 1 at Branton Ponds on 17th 
Yellowhammer 31 at Branton on 6th 8 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 1 at Yearle on 26th and 29th 
  
INVERTEBRATES  
Dark-edged Bee-fly 1 at Branton Ponds on 3rd 1 at Howick on 15th 
Hairy Rove Beetle 1 at Longhoughton Steel on 4th 



Green Tiger Beetle 6 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 
2 spot Ladybird 1 in Branton on 4th 
Common Carder 5 at Howick on 18th 
Tawny-mining Bee 3 at Howick on 18th 
Hairy Footed Flower Bee 12+ at Howick on 16th 1 at Howick on 18th 
Green-veined White 1 at Branton Ponds on 10th 
Comma 2 at Howick on 15th 
Orange Tip 2 at Ford on 25th several at Howick on 23rd 2 at Lemmington Hall on 19th 
Speckled Wood 1 at Branton Ponds on 25th 1 at Howick on 23rd 
Peacock Butterfly 5 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 1 in Alnwick on 22nd 
Small Tortoiseshell 1 at St Cuthberts Cave on 3rd 
PLANTS  
Wood Anemone In Crawley Dene on 4th 
Goldilocks Buttercup Near Felton on 25th 
Moschatel Near Shepherds Law 
REPTILES  
Common Lizard 1 at Holystone Common on 23rd 
MAMMALS  
Pipistrelle sp 1 at Yearle on 20th 
Stoat 1 at Beanley Woods on 10th being chased by a Rabbit. 
Weasel 1 at High Newton on 13th 
Fox 1 at Dunstanburgh on 14th 
Otter 2 sets of prints in snow at Branton Ponds on 11th 
Hedgehog 1 in Branton on 11th 1 at Yearle from 20th to 27th   
Brown Hare Leveret in a Branton garden on 14th 1 at Yearle on 8th and 2 on 29th 
Grey Squirrel 1 in Alnwick on 3rd 
Roe Deer 1 at Yearle on 21st 
OBSERVERS G&R Bell, W Brown, I&K Davison, S Dawson, G Dodds, 
 M&J Drage, H Gostelow-Drury, P&A Hanmer, P Jobson, 
 A Keeble, M Peacock, J Rutter, S Sexton, R Wills. 

 

Report available on the Alnwick Wildlife Group website 





ALNWICK WILDLIFE GROUP ACCOUNTS for 2020 
 

NOTES 
 

1. This financial total is considerably lower than at the end of 2019 (£688) because, due to Covid, the 
decision was reached by the committee to defer the subscriptions that would normally have been due in 
January 2021 for nine months.  So all those members who would normally have paid their 2021 subs 
before the end of 2020 clearly have not needed to do so.   
 
By the end of 2020 the membership total was 132, two higher than at the previous year’s end.  The 
subscription sums have remained unchanged at £10 (single) or £17.50 (two or more at the same 
address) but with these sums reduced to £6 and £10 respectively for existing members by way of our 
thanks for the loyalty of our membership.  The subscription year will now remain as 1st September to 
31st August each year. 

 
2. With no meetings having taken place since February 2020, this total is low and represents only visitor 

payments for the first two meetings of 2020. 
 

3. Due to the pandemic it was decided not to ask Mannings of Alnwick to make their usual annual £50 
donation to AWG, but to say to the owner that it was hoped, once the crisis is over, that the business 
would be willing to resume the annual support donations.  The owner agreed that this would be so. 

 
4. The summer bird surveys could not take place due to Covid restrictions, so we received only one 

donation payment from Northumberland Estates which related to the winter 2019/20 surveys which 
were all completed before the pandemic restrictions came into force. 

 
5. Our insurers gave a three-month extension to the year’s policy, so the £113 we would normally have 

paid in advance of the renewal date of 1st January 2021 did not have to be paid in 2020. 
 

6. An invoice for £98 was paid in December 2020 for renewal of our domain name, but the cheque was not 
presented until January 2021, so does not show in these accounts. 

 
7. This sum consists of the balance of money owing to St James’s for the 2019/20 season of room hire, plus 

a deposit for the 2020/21 season, which has not taken place.  In the early spring of 2021 the committee 
decided to make a donation of £100 to St James’s in recognition of the quality of the venue they provide.  
This sum will show in the 2021 accounts. 

 
8. This sum is high, largely because of a decision to spend £195 in November 2020 on postage stamps in 

advance of the announced increase in postal charges.  The pandemic has not, of course, decreased our 
monthly newsletter costs for printing and postage, and in fact the printing costs have increased 
somewhat due to a rise in the costs of ink and a general increase in the number of pages in each issue. 

 
9. This high figure is due to the fact that our previously published intent to give donations to a number of 

local organisations resulted in the issue of a number of cheques in December 2019, some of which were 
not presented until January 2020.  A total of £1450 was donated but only £800 had been presented in 
2019, leaving the remaining £650 to appear in this year’s accounts.  A further £200 donation was made 
in September 2020 to Philip Hanmer’s Little Owl bird boxes initiative in our area. 

 
10. The end-of-year balance of £2,762 is still a healthy sum for an organisation of our size and type. 

 
Richard Poppleton  
April 2021 


