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VIRAL MEANDERINGS (13) 

 
Ahhh!  It’s Good Friday, and a particularly good Friday for me because I was called for my second Covid 
vaccination today.  I thought the current issue of Private Eye was particularly relevant because it included the 
following (adapted and abbreviated by me): 

 

Just been jabbed?  Here’s what you need to know. 
Like all medicines, vaccines can have side effects.  Symptoms to watch out for include: 

• Bouts of extreme smugness 

• Sense of superiority over anyone who hasn’t had a vaccine 

• Misguided feeling of immortality 
 

I offer this in case any readers detect any signs of the first two of these in any other parts of this article.  As for 
the third symptom, I’m just like any other 21-year-old in that respect. 

So, as the children in the car keep asking, ‘are we nearly there yet?’.  Can we see the end of the pandemic?  Or 
will the threat of future variants that may prove more resistant to the vaccines ruin our hopes for a decent 
summer?  Is the very mild week at the end of March a true indicator that a good spring is here or should we 
take heed of the promised weather in early April that threatens frosts and even snow?  I guess we all have our 
fingers firmly crossed in both situations. 

One feature of the last year seems to me to have been the continual tendency of government to over-promise 
and under-deliver.  How much better if they had been like Amazon.  I’d much prefer not to use Amazon to buy 
things, but when I’m faced with what I see as little choice it is almost always the case that they promise delivery 
in a given period, some days ahead, and very often the items appear significantly earlier than they have 
indicated.  Under-promising and over-delivering is so much more likely to give recipients a really strong feel-
good opinion of the competence of the organisation – whether an on-line retailer or a government. 

In my case the feel-good factor inherent in being called for the second vaccine has caused me to do a bit of re-
thinking about the paragraphs that follow, because I have not been feeling particularly enthusiastic about our 
current experience of our national GP service.  It seems, according to the media, that some GPs aren’t happy 
about the inexorable rise in ‘remote’ consultations, feeling that face-to-face interactions with patients are what 
makes their job worthwhile.  Well, as a patient, I’m not wildly happy either.  If I attempt to phone my GP surgery 
and actually manage to get through to a real person, I do not wish to have my problem triaged by a receptionist.  
I am also not willing to take photographs of my health problem (whatever it might be) for the GP to look at on 
an iPad to determine either a diagnosis or, apparently grudgingly, to agree that just maybe I ought to be allowed 
access to that holy of holies – the surgery – to see an actual trained professional. 

 



Yes, I know that GPs are overworked and that Covid has created significant risks for them to be conducting in-
person consultations, but I suspect that many people will have been bending over backwards to avoid taking 
minor problems (or what might be minor problems) to the doctor.  Thus, it would be really good to feel that 
when there is something that genuinely needs a discussion with a doctor it would be possible for that to happen 
in a real consulting room without having to fight for that privilege.  I do genuinely feel that at the moment our 
GP system has lost, or is losing, its way and I hope, both for the GPs and their colleagues and for their patients, 
that once the pandemic has come properly under control it will be possible to look at the service that is being 
offered. 

On the other hand I have certainly come across a number of examples recently of people I know who have been 
faced with genuine non-Covid emergencies and who have been dealt with in an excellent manner by the health 
system.  So perhaps I am, unfairly, being a bit of a Jeremiah about all this, and anyway I got called for both my 
vaccinations without having to make a fuss and also without having to travel beyond Alnwick.  Our son-in-law 
is having to go from Bellingham to Carlisle (nearly 50 miles) for his.  Even worse, an immediate neighbour of 
ours had to make a 280 mile round trip to Leeds, so there are obviously things to be said for being in one of the 
vulnerable groups. 

Meanwhile, on the farm where we live, the lambing season 
has come round again.  Two Vet students have appeared 
and will stay for three weeks.  I often wonder how the reality 
of lambing with its night shifts and more-or-less 24 hours on-
call hits them. 

The photo is a bit of a cheat because it was taken last year 
and shows a blackface ewe with her twins.  Here, the mule 
sheep start lambing on 1st April but the blackies don’t start 
until about two weeks later.  At least, though, the weather 
is dry at the moment and the threatened cold spell won’t be 
too bad unless there is a lot of heavy rain as well. 

If I were a superstitious person I might be a bit worried 
about a crop of omens that have been in the news.  
Humpback whale(s?) off the coast at Craster and an arctic 
walrus, or maybe two different ones, seen on the western 
shores of Ireland and Wales (see one of the media photos 
on the left).  I’m sure the Oracle at Delphi would have 
divined something very significant about sightings like these 
and would have charged plenty of money for sharing those 
predictions. 

There are, of course, other omens.  I wrote last month’s 
Plant Corner in the expectation that by the end of March 
there would be plenty of blossom on roadside trees for 
members to look at to see if they could identify which 
species, they were.  But, as with almost every year at the 
moment, expectations rarely come to pass as one might 

hope.  Some members may remember from past years that I haver trumpeted the fact that we have a couple 
of larch trees along the farm track from our cottage which seem to have been opening their leaf buds earlier 
and earlier each year.  In 2020 there was green showing by 1st February.  This year it’s all gone to pot.  The trees 
utterly failed to do their early thing and it was into March before we saw any signs of bud-break.  Similarly, as 
far as the flowering trees are concerned, by the end of March there was hardly any blossom to be seen in our 
local hedgerows.  I think that perhaps the Berwick bypass and the A1 past Alnwick both had blossom showing 
by the last week in March, but wandering along the verges of roads like these is a rather risky business and not 
usually to be recommended.  If these, apparently, late events are omens for something or other, then I’ve no 
idea what. 



In the garden on 31st March, which was warm and sunny, our spring-flowering heathers had four species of 
bumblebee queens on them (white-tailed, buff-tailed, red-tailed and tree species).  There was also a dark-
bordered bee fly around and both peacock and small tortoiseshell butterflies on the heathers and the aubretias.  
There were plenty of other small flies and bees that I couldn’t begin to identify – or rather I might have been 
able to, but I’d have had to net and capture them and spend ages with field guides and that prospect didn’t 
appeal.  A few days later Jane counted at least 100 bumblebees on the heathers, with the original four species 
being joined by common carder bees. 

The rural road verges are starting to come to life as I write this.  Common dog violet, lesser celandine and 
moschatel can all be quite easily found and the leaves of many other species, such as red campion, red and 
white deadnettle and garlic mustard are becoming readily identifiable, with wild garlic (ramsons) starting to 
make the air in Crawley Dene smell quite strongly. 

Richard 
 

 

 

 
While checking on the state of some bird boxes at Ingram we encountered an interesting Red Squirrel on 8/3/21. It 

was collecting Nesting Material. 

Phil Hanmer 



STRANGE GREAT SPOTTED WOODPECKER BEHAVIOUR 

At lunchtime on Sunday (27th March) we observed a male Great Spotted Woodpecker feeding vigorously on our 
lawn here at Etal Manor.  He spent fully 10 minutes at the task.  It is unusual, I think, to see this species feeding 
on the ground.  The only option that occurred to us was that he had spotted (sorry) an ant colony.  As you might 
make out from the attached photographs we have recently scarified the lawn in order to get rid of moss.  Maybe 
the scarification has disturbed a small colony, though we have not observed any other species descending on 
the patch to feed. 

You can see from the pictures that he made significant holes in the soil, and we observed him stabbing furiously 
at one or two spots, with bits of soil and moss flying about.  I have placed a 50p coin in the pictures to give some 
scale.  The deepest of his holes is 2cm, x 1cm diameter.  

Halfway through the period, a cock pheasant came stalking onto the scene, perhaps intrigued by the frenzied 
activity and this odd sight.  The woodpecker ‘cloaked’ his wings wide open along the ground and advanced 
sharply on the pheasant a couple of times but soon concluded that he posed no real threat (despite the 
pheasant being at least six or seven times larger).  After a couple of minutes he tolerated the pheasant, who 
pecked a little desultorily for a short time at the patch that the woodpecker had been ‘working’ before stalking 
off. 

No ants or any other insects were visible when I went out to take the pictures afterwards, but I can only assume 
that it was indeed ants that he was after.  Or was it?  If anyone has any thoughts, I suggest “Answers On A 
Postcard” please via the newsletter.  

It was a strange sight to see this bird, starkly black and white with his bright red patches, standing on the lawn 
engaged in such frenzied activity.  I have not seen the aggressive ‘cloaking’ behaviour before.  He was back in 
action a couple of times since, but with not quite the same degree of frenzy that he was showing on Sunday. 

Then, just before 8.00am this morning (31st March) they were both at it – that it is to say, the male and 
female.   We have espalier plum trees growing up the wall on the north side of the patch of lawn where we have 
seen the male working.  The two birds were hopping back and forth from the lower branches of one of these 
trees into the small dug bed around its trunk.  Not the frenzied stabbing of Sunday; more the style of ‘regular’ 
feeding.   Have they learned (or are they learning) new ways of sourcing food?   

James Joicey 

 

      

 



James’s account was sent to Richard Poppleton, George Dodds, Stewart Sexton and Tom Cadwallender.  

What follows is an edited selection of thoughts they sent in. 

What a great observation!  I’ve never heard of it other than by Green Woodpecker and Wryneck.  I have seen 
GSW on the ground but it always seems like a mistake that is soon rectified in seconds.  I think they seem to 
have learned to exploit a niche food source (niche for woodpeckers certainly).  It will be good to see how it 
progresses. (SS) 

I have occasionally seen Great spots feeding on the ground but not digging holes!  I will have a look in BWP to 
see if there have been any other similar descriptions of feeding behaviour.  Probably after invertebrates of some 
sort. (GD) 

Thanks for this fascinating story. I've not heard anything like it before. It's unusually enough for GSW feeding 
on the ground but to see off, or at least try, a Pheasant is something else. Could be worth a note to 'British 
Birds'. (TC) 

I have read the section on Greater spotted Woodpecker in Birds of the Western Palearctic (this tends to be the 
go-to publication for this type of behaviour).  There is only one line mentioning that Great spots feed on the 
ground and that it is a rare event.  All other feeding tends to be in trees, shrubs or on feeders.  Ants would seem 
to be the prey species but it could be the larvae of a moth / beetle that has been feeding on the plums and bred 
locally to the tree. There are a number of moths that lay their eggs in the soil and grubs survive in the humus 
and lower profile. (GD) 

Sounds like our sparrowhawk from years ago which had learnt to wait on the garden fence and take pipistrelles 
out of the air as they left their roost under our bedroom window.  Some birds clearly have the adaptability to 
make, probably temporary, behavioural changes when a new opportunity presents itself.  It certainly seems as 
though your bird was doing something pretty unusual.  One thought that did strike me was the possibility that 
the woodpecker had detected a bumblebee nest in the ground (some species do nest in old mouse and vole 
burrows), and was getting at the large grubs.  It’s the right time of year.  (RP) 

 

If any of our other members can add any other comments about what James has observed, do please send 

them to Richard Poppleton rjpoppleton@outlook.com or phone on 01665 578346. 

 

mailto:rjpoppleton@outlook.com


PLANT CORNER 

 
Last month I wrote about spring-flowering trees, mostly in 
the genus Prunus.  One that I suggested looking out for, 
because it flowers very early and at the same time as the 
leaves appear, was Cherry Plum Prunus cerasifera.  It also has 
noticeably green young shoots, as opposed to brown or grey.  
Just before the cold spell in early April I found one in a 
hedgerow near Powburn and the photo shows the diagnostic 
characteristics quite well. 

But this month I want to have a look at a quite different topic 
– parasitic plants.  

Most AWG members will be more or less familiar with the 
concept of symbiosis – a word which covers any situation in 
which two organisms live together.  At one level there is the condition known as mutualism in which both partners benefit 
from the relationship.  That would probably apply to most of the lichens where the fungus and the photosynthetic partner 
rely totally on each other and also to the majority of mammalian gut bacteria which are essential for gut health and 
digestion and gain the physical protection of the mammal as well as a constant supply of food. 

In the middle of the range there are relationships like the epiphytic situations in which one partner gains and the other is 
unaffected.  So, a fern growing in the crook of a tree branch is gaining a better access to light and is kept clear of ground-
dwelling herbivores, but the tree neither gains nor loses anything. 

 
Then there are the relationships broadly covered by the term 
parasitism where one partner gains and the other loses or is actively 
harmed.  Some plants are called obligate parasites because they 
cannot live and complete their life cycles without a host plant.  There 
are several examples of obligate parasites in the British flora.  Many 
years ago I became aware that a rather straggly herbaceous 
perennial plant (can’t even remember what it was!) growing against 
the front wall of our house had a strange set of yellowish stems 
twined around it and that the twining plant had clusters of small 
white flowers, but no leaves of its own.  This parasite was Yellow 

Dodder Cuscuta campestris (📷 left) whose normal home is North 
America and which is mostly found as a parasite on carrots and on 
leguminous crop plants.  But we do have a native species of Dodder 
Cuscuta epithymum, which I’ve never seen, which mostly parasitises 
gorse and heathers on heathland.  Quite where our yellow dodder 

came from I’ve no idea and it never reappeared.  It grows small penetrative side-branches, called haustoria, which extract 
nutrients from the sap in the stems of the host.  There are no records for Dodder in Northumberland later than 1969 and 
for the Yellow Dodder only a couple in the newly sown verges of the Haydon Bridge bypass in the Tyne Valley in 2009. 

The family Orobanchaceae has two genera, the Toothworts (Lathraea spp.) and the Broomrapes (Orobanche spp.), which 
are also obligate parasites.  Several species are either native in Britain or are at least long-naturalised here.  Like Dodder, 
they have no chlorophyll and so are entirely dependent on their hosts and sometimes they so weaken them that the host 
plants may die.  The two pictures below show Toothwort Lathraea squamaria and its close cousin Purple Toothwort L. 
clandestina.  Toothwort is native and parasitises the roots of various woody plants including Elms and Hazel.  When you 
do find it, because it doesn’t need light it is often in the deep gloom around the base of the trunk and it has a sort of 

ghostly pallor (see 📷 next page).  There have been two records this century in North Northumberland, both in woods 
near Alnwick.   

Yellow Dodder 



The purple toothwort has no records in Northumberland in the wild, but only occasionally in gardens.  One resident in 
Hexham apparently gave some to a friend, where it established in his rather wild garden. When he asked the donor if he 

wanted any of it back, the response was “no thanks – it’s killed all its host willows in my garden and I don’t want to 
reintroduce it!”  The purple toothwort photo is courtesy of Mike Cruse in the Hexham area. 

There are then ten species of Broomrape, almost all of them very specific as to host 
plants – e.g. Yarrow Broomrape, Thyme Broomrape and Ivy Broomrape.  It is a matter 
for an expert to tell them apart, although clearly, if you can identify the plant that seems 
to be the host, that will give you a pretty good clue. 

Perhaps the most common, as its name suggests, is Common Broomrape Orobanche 
minor.  Even this one is hardly common in our county and there have been only two 
recent records in North Northumberland, both in dune slacks on Holy Island. 

Common broomrape is far more catholic in its host plant tastes.  The one in the photo 
on the right is in a patch of clovers and presumably is parasitic on one or more of those. 

Once you’ve got your head around the obligate parasites you are then faced with species 
that are facultative parasites which, in colloquial terms, can take or leave the parasitic 
lifestyle and can complete their life cycles without the need for a host plant.  You can 
think of them as opportunists which can cope without a host, but when they do find a 
suitable one it is an advantage to them to use it.  The best known of these, certainly in 
Northumberland, are in the same family as the toothworts and broomrapes, but they 
are much easier to find.  The three classic genera are, from left to right below, the Eyebrights Euphrasia spp., the Cow-
wheats Melampyrum spp., and the Yellow-rattles Rhinanthus spp.  

       
 

Common Broomrape 

Purple Toothwort Toothwort 



What is confusing about some of the nomenclature is that these plants are not only facultative parasites, but they are 
also referred to as semi- or hemi-parasites.  All this means is that they can photosynthesise and so take advantage of their 
host plants for only some of their nutritional requirements.  They are also all root parasites, so you do not easily see the 
connections with their hosts.   

Eyebrights are small flowers of neutral to basic grasslands, usually in mid to late summer.  Chris Metherell, a long-time 
AWG member and the botanical recorder for North Northumberland, is the joint author of the definitive field guide for 
Eyebrights.  It’s certainly needed if you want to be accurate about your identifications because there are dozens of 
different species and their hybrids, all of which, to the untrained eye, look remarkably similar.  Less precise botanists, like 
me, tend to record eyebrights as Euphrasia agg., where the agg. stands for aggregate and means that we can’t identify 
the precise species.  Their host plants, when they have them, are usually grasses. 

The Cow-wheats consist of only four British species and of those the one you are most likely to encounter, at least in 
Northumberland, is the Common Cow-wheat Melampyrum pratense, which is the one illustrated.  Annoyingly I haven’t 
been able to find any definitive statement about which plants are hosts to this hemi-parasite – which probably means 
that on the moorlands and in the woodland where it grows it will latch on to a wide range of herbaceous plants.  When 
we do the bird surveys on Alnwick Moor, the area which takes the outflow from the small Freeman’s Gap pond inside the 
Hulne Park wall has an excellent display of this species in early summer. 

Yellow-rattle is well known as the species that is often included in the seed mixes used when someone is trying to restore 
or create wild-flower meadows.  Its host plants are grasses and it has the very useful attribute of restricting the size and 
vigour of the more rampant grasses so that the wild flowers are able to thrive.   

 
Mistletoe Viscum album is a rather different kettle-of-fish.  It is at one and the 
same time a hemi-parasite in that it is green and can photosynthesise, but 
certainly also appears to be an obligate parasite with no ability to live other than 
attached to a host tree.  The photograph is one that Vivien Boulton took in her 
garden at Newton-on-the-Moor a few years ago of a young plant that she 
deliberately managed to grow on a tree by smearing the seed on and into bark 
crevices and then waiting several years to see if anything would happen.  She 
certainly did well, because mistletoe is not a common plant as far north as us 
and almost all the examples, like the big clumps on trees in Felton Park, seem to 
have been deliberately introduced. 
 
I’ve always tended to think that the main host is Apple, but in fact it can be 
found growing on Ash, Hawthorn and Poplar as well as on other trees.  
Unusually Viscum album is the only species in its genus, so if you find it you 
don’t face any further identification problems. 
 
Finally, I’m going to mention a species of 
orchid that grows and looks like a classic 
obligate parasite, with no chlorophyll, 

which grows in damp broad-leaved woodland.  In fact, the Bird’s-nest Orchid 
Neottia nidus-avis isn’t a parasite at all.  It doesn’t need chlorophyll because it is a 
saprophyte, getting all the nutrients it needs in the same way that many fungi do, 
by breaking down and absorbing rotting plant material in the soil.  Looking at the 
photograph, which I took a couple of years ago in the private Bickerton Wood near 
Caistron, west of Rothbury, you won’t be surprised to hear that spotting it among 
the often quite dense woodland floor vegetation is not always easy, but it’s very 
worthwhile when you do spot it. 
 
 
 
 

 
Richard 

 
  

Bird's-nest Orchid 



STEWCHAT. 

Early on Saturday 27th March, the house was quiet and I was drinking my first coffee of the morning as the sun 
shone through the living room window. The idyll was soon shattered by an almighty commotion of Jackdaws at 
the feeders outside our kitchen window. 

Suspecting the subject of their attention to be one of the local Sparrowhawks dropping by for breakfast, I went 
to investigate. 

The shocking frieze unfurling on the ground below the feeder pole was totally unexpected. At first it was difficult 
to make sense of what was on show, but a Jackdaw was fanned out like an open umbrella at the pole base and 
appeared to be being pulled into a hole by an unseen adversary while it was surrounded by half a dozen very 
agitated flock members in full mobbing mode. 

There is an old buddleia growing here, right up against the wall. Behind the trunk is where, when we get them, 
rats often appear. Although I’ve not seen a rat for months now, it looked as if one had returned, re-opened its 
hole and was pulling the distraught bird into it. 

Being no fan of rats in my garden, I dashed out to end the violence. Armed with a garden hoe I approached the 
bird, whose head remained unseen, to look for the predator. A quick jab with the implement, luckily missed 
both predator and prey, jarring short against the buddleia trunk. Then, below the crow, a ginger and white piece 
of fur was showing. 

Last night we were walking near the coast path and had nice views of a Stoat so, with it being only a couple of 
hundred metres away, I assumed it would be the same animal. Mustelids are scarce here with only a couple of 
sightings in any given year so it must have made its way along the field while hunting the local rabbits. 

This was clearly going to be something of an epic struggle, so I left them to it and dashed indoors for my camera. 

By the time I returned, the grim dance was continuing out in the open near the bird bath, but it was still very 
difficult to see what was happening. The mammal was holding the bird by the head, above its right eye, while 
it frantically struggled to free itself by grabbing with its feet. 

As they wrestled, snatched views showed not the expected Stoat but a much smaller Weasel on the attack. This 
was a first for our garden and only maybe the third on the patch in 12 years. They were common when we lived 
in SE Northumberland on brownfield sites but up here the field sports fraternity seems to be doing its best to 
make all small predators extinct by placing a kill trap at the bottom of every blue pheasant feeder bin, and there 
are a lot of those.   

Photographs were hastily taken of the scene through the porch window, but after only a minute or two, the 
Jackdaw managed to fly off around the gable corner out of view. At this point I assumed the Weasel would be 
running around the drive wondering where its substantial meal had got to but there was no trace of it either, 
just an empty patch of grass. 

 



What has happened? On checking the shots I had taken on the back of the camera, the answer was almost 
unbelievable. 

  

 
Figure 1: The Jackdaw uses its feet to push the Weasel off its head. 

 

 



In only one shot the Weasel’s face can be seen in a grimace, while the Jackdaw’s feet are clutching its head. 
One toe of the Jack’s left foot appears to be in the corner of the Weasel’s jaws while the  

next shot in the sequence shows the Weasel at full 6 inch standing height reaching up with legs and paws 
outstretched and finally a 1000th of a second later, its gone, with only a curled back in the top of the frame 
showing of it. The predator had locked its grip on to the birds foot and had been carried away into the air as it 
escaped! 

I checked around the garden but there was no trace of them anywhere. The whole thing was so reminiscent of 
that famous photograph of a couple of years ago when a Weasel was riding on the back of a Green Woodpecker 
as it flew off. 

It makes you wonder how often this happens and what danger the Weasel is in by tackling prey several times 
larger than itself? 

The whole drama was over so quickly I returned to my coffee and it was still hot enough to drink. What a start 
to the day… 

Sewart Sexton, Howick 
  

 

 
Figure 3: The Jackdaw flies off but the Weasel hangs on to one toe. 

 
 

 
Figure 2: Look along the very top edge of the shot left of centre. The arched back of the 

Weasel can just be seen as it takes its maiden flight! 



NATURE NEWS – MARCH 

This last month has been consistently cold especially with the wind remaining in the North West through to the 
North East.  When the winds decided to blow from the south, there was some unseasonally warm weather that 
brought an abundance of bumblebee and butterfly activity.  It also saw large movements of both winter and 
summer migrants e.g. Whooper swans, Sand martins and Chiffchaffs.  Flocks of Fieldfares could not make up 
their minds in which direction to fly – flocks moving north one day and then next days large flocks moving south! 
At 5 Front Street, Glanton, there have been a few species to report.  A Wood mouse in the backyard was a 
pleasant surprise.  By late March, pairs of both Curlew and Oystercatchers could be heard in local fields.  Getting 
up early can produce some interesting observations e.g. listening to a flock of Pink-footed geese moving north 
whilst in the bathroom at 6:10 in the morning!  Warm sunny weather brought out the local Zebra spiders onto 
the brickwork and a Dark-edged bee-fly put in an appearance in early April.  A new insect for me was a Cereal 
leaf beetle – this small, blue elytra, red legged critter was very striking (it is very common and can be a pest in 
cereal crops).   

The species list for my office and its surrounds is increasing nicely.  Lapwing (1), Golden plover and Meadow 
pipit were all added by mid-month.  The office sits on the top of the sandstone escarpment and is a fantastic 
place to observe migration.  Once Meadow pipits started to move good numbers were seen regularly.  Other 
species using the ridge as a guide northwards include Common, Herring and Lesser black-backed gulls.  One of 
the most exciting finds of March was a very early Willow warbler trying to get into the office and a bat species 
(possibly a Narthusius) that attempted to land on my head as I left the office one evening! 
New plants have included Pignut and Common duckweed.  The smallest woodland ponds have held large 
numbers of Common frogs.  There was also a good passage of Small tortoiseshell butterflies when the wind 
was in the right direction. 
Current totals are; 268 species (11 Mammals, 62 Birds, 1 Amphibian, 19 Invertebrates, 138 Plants, 28 
Bryophytes and 9 fungi).   
Hopefully, the weather will warm up and we can all appreciate our local wildlife. 
Stay safe. 

Jack Daw 
  

Figure 1: Zebra spider - always good value when watching       Figure 2: Cereal leaf beetle 



A RINGERS YEAR 

Mar 2021:  It’s that time of year when ringers get recovery reports from the British Trust for Ornithology; after 
helpful members of the public have sent in records of dead birds they have found with ring on-them.  This has 
revealed for the second month running the effect that the winter cold, followed by rain, followed by snow, has 
had on the local Barn Owl population.  One owl, ringed in its nest in June 2020, near Whittingham was found 
dead near Eglingham; while another (from a late second brood) near Rock was found dead barely a km away.  
These were of course very young owls but another ringed as an adult near Wooler in 2016 was also found dead 
quite close to ‘home’.   

However, good news can come in the form of owls encountered alive when one is not even looking for them!   
While undertaking checks for necessary repairs to three goldeneye duck boxes at the start of the month I came 
across three Barn Owls.  Two had been ringed in their respective nests in 2020, one male one female (see 
pictures of the ‘spotty’ female and detail of her wing); while a third was a new male bird that was probably two 
years old.   

At the end of March, I undertake a sample check of barn owl boxes to see if birds are preparing to nest (and 
clean-out any boxes that were missed last year).  We found six pairs of owls and six individuals: that is twelve 
occupied sites.  However, not a single egg has been laid yet and all the female birds were underweight to lay 
eggs; so, I think we are looking at a late and less successful breeding season than last year.  However, it was 
gratifying to find a 9yr old male owl south of Wooler, and an 8yr old female living near Fallodon that we know 
was originally ringed in Redesdale.  However, currently the oldest Barn Owl I am aware of is an unusually ‘non-
spotty female’ that is 11yr’s old (see pict.) residing with her mate (only 4yrs old) near Boulmer.   

The weather had been too unsettled to do much Mist Netting for small birds this month but I did manage to 
catch a few Goldfinch in traps on the 24th.  These small passerine birds are not breeding yet (despite what some 
of the media might tell you); I also caught a few Siskins (15th), stopping to eat Niger seed, before continuing to 
travel north.   Finally, on the 31st we managed a mornings mist netting at home and captured three newly 
arrived Chiffchaff (probably from ‘Senegambia’, in Africa); a pair of Siskin’s and a Blue Tit from 2019. 

Looking forward to May when tits and other birds that use boxes do nest, we have managed to put up new 
boxes in a wood near the coast utilising a grant from Coast Care & the AONB; for which I am very grateful (see 
pict).  Mapping and numbering all the boxes to make it much easier to monitor and record how they are used.   
Taking over a Nest Box scheme from someone else many years ago was quite frustrating; as we had no map and 
no numbers – meaning we kept discovering extra boxes and missing out others when we went around the wood 
for several years afterwards!  

The ‘Howick Swans’ continue to entertain with no swans since New Year until the 28th March when the usually 
resident female (identified as ZJX by her plastic ring) was on the pool.  On seeing me she headed over to ‘ask’ 
for food and I was able to feed her a small quantity of grain and floating duck pellets.  There was no sign of ‘her 
mate’ or any other swans. 

Best Regards 

Phil Hanmer S Ringer/Trainer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum).  E-
mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com 
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Eleven year Barn owl New nest boxes 

  
Young Owl wing Young Spotty female Barn owl 

  



SIGHTINGS  MARCH  2021 

BIRDS  
Great-crested Grebe 1 at Branton Ponds on 14th and 2 on 17th 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 20th 
Little Grebe 4 at Howick on 21st 1 at Howick on 18th 
Great-white Egret 1 in Pow Burn on 1st 1 at Caistron on 18th 
Little Egret 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st and 1 on 2nd 1 at Branton Ponds on 22nd 1 at 

Caistron on 18th 
Mute Swan Pair at Monks House Pool on 6th and 27th 
Whooper Swan 3 at Branton Ponds on 4th 30+ flying west of Branton on 21st 11 at Branton 

Ponds on 22nd 159 over South Middleton area on 23rd 150 over Howick on 
20th 10-12 over Bamburgh on 23rd 26 over Branton Ponds on 30th 17 at Black 
Lough on 31st 17 at Branton Ponds on 31st 8 at Craster on 17th 12 over 
Thrunton Woods on 22nd 29 at Budle Bay on 27th 

Pink-footed Goose 30+ at Branton Ponds on 22nd 1000 at Tughall Mill on 22nd 400 at Doddington 
on 22nd 900 at Budle Bay on 27th 1200 at Harpers Heugh on 27th 

Brent Goose 37 at Holy Island on 27th 
White-fronted Goose 1( of the form flavirostris) at Branton Ponds on 22nd 
Bar-headed Goose 1 at Branton Ponds on 22nd 
Eider 44 between North Sunderland and Seahouses on 27th 
Shoveler 3 at Monks House Pool on 6th and 2 pairs on 27th 
Gadwall 6 at Caistron on 18th 
Goldeneye 22 at Branton Ponds on 23rd 2 at Caistron on 18th pair at Monks house Pool on 

6th 
Pintail 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th and 5th and 4 on 30th 
Goosander 2 at Felton Bridge on 4th 
Red-breasted Merganser 1 at Holy Island on 21st 1 at Stag Rock on 27th 
Common Buzzard 10 over Beanley Wood on 30th 1-2 at Yearle all month, 
Golden Eagle 1 (3cy) at Redesdale on 19th 
Sparrowhawk 1 at Alnwick Moor on 29th 1 at Yearle on 2nd and 4th 
Goshawk 2 in Alnwick area. 
Kestrel 1 pair at Chatton on 27th 
Grey Partridge 2 pairs at Howick on 21st 
Water Rail 1 at Branton Ponds on 18th and 19th 
Woodcock 2 at Ulgham on 5th 
Common Snipe 1 at Alnwick Moor on 29th 
Oystercatcher 50+ at Branton Ponds on 14th 45 at Caistron on 18th 
Avocet 2 at Low Newton on 23rd 
Lapwing 32+ displaying in South Middleton area on 23rd   
Little-ringed Plover Seen in Powburn area on 31st 
Ringed Plover 3 at Hedgeley Lakes on 5th and 2 on 13th 6 at Caistron on 18th 2 at Hedgeley 

Lakes on 30th 
Golden Plover 1 near South Middleton on 23rd 
Grey Plover 20 at Howick Haven on 27th 
Dunlin 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Common Snipe 5 drumming near South Middleton on 23rd 
Redshank 2 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 2 near South Middleton on 23rd 5 at Caistron on 

18th 
Green Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st and 3 on 2nd with 2 still on 13th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes 

on 31st 
Purple Sandpiper 20 at Craster on 16th 40+ at Stag Rock on 6th and 90 on 27th   
Curlew 59 at Hedgeley Lakes on 1st 6+ near South Middleton on 23rd 35 at Monks 

House Pool on 6th 
Common Gull 80+ at Branton Ponds on 9th and 500 on 23rd 



Glaucous Gull 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Herring Gull 250+ at Branton Ponds on 6th 
Lesser Black-backed Gull 23 at Branton Ponds on 6th 
Sandwich Tern 1 at Stag Rock on 30th 
Stock Dove 1 at Howick Hall on 22nd 1 at Earle Hill on 17th and 27th 
Tawny Owl 1 at Branton Ponds on 9th 1 at Felton on 4th 1 calling all month at Yearle, 
Barn Owl 1 in Branton on 8th 2 at Branton Ponds on 18th 2 at Whittingham Grange on 

15th 2 at Boulmer on 23rd 1 at Malcolms Cross, Alnwick on 30th 2 at Alnwick 
Moor on 29th 

Short-eared Owl 1 at Alnwick Moor on 29th 
Kingfisher 1 at Powburn on 21st 1 at Dunstanburgh on 1st 
Great-spotted 
Woodpecker 

Pair at Yearle all month, 

Skylark 5 at Howick on 9th 
Swallow 1 near Titlington Mount on 30th 2 at Branton Ponds on 31st 1 near Hartburn 

on 31st 2 at Stag Rock on 30th 
Sand Martin 1 at Branton Ponds on 19th and 12 on 23rd then 50+ on 26th 
Meadow Pipit 40+ at Branton Ponds on 26th 
Pied Wagtail 1 (alba) at Craster on 24th 
Grey Wagtail 1 at Branton Ponds on 6th and 2 on 30th 2 at Howick on 21st 1 at Powburn on 

21st 
Dipper 2 at Rothbury Townfoot on 18th 2 at Felton Bridge on 4th 
Wheatear 1 near Hedgeley Hall on 30th 
Stonechat 6 at Beanley Moor on 20th 
Ring Ouzel 4-5 in Hawsen Burn, 
Mistle Thrush 1 at Yearle on 17th 
Fieldfare 62 at Hedgeley Lakes on 31st 8 at Felton on 23rd 
Redwing 6 at Branton Ponds on 27th 26 at Yearle on 13th 
Ring Ouzel 1 in College Valley on 28th 
Blackcap 2 at Spindlestone on 30th 1 in Alnwick all month. 
Chiffchaff 1+ at Branton Ponds on 11th and 2 on 13th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 20th 1 near 

Longframlington on 27th 2 at Lemmington Hall on 28th 5 at Howick on 28th 3 at 
Craster on 17th 1 in Alnwick from 29th to 31st 

Willow Warbler 1 near Bellshill on 30th 
Willow Tit 1 at Ingram on 7th 
Nuthatch 5 at Howick on 6th 1 at Craster on 27th 
Treecreeper 1 in Alnwick on 3rd 1 in Thrunton Woods on 22nd 
Hooded Crow 1 still at Howick. 
Greenfinch 1-2 at Yearle on 25th and 27th 
Goldfinch 4 at Yearle all month, 
Common Crossbill 4 in Thrunton Woods on 22nd 
Siskin Up to 5 all month in Alnwick, 4 at Yearle all month, 
Tree Sparrow 1 at Yearle on 25th 
Yellowhammer 30 at Howick on 9th 1 at Yearle on 3rd 
INVERTEBRATES  
Agonopterix heracliana Several at Branton on 7th 
March Moth 1 at Branton on 7th 
Hebrew Character 1 at Branton on 17th 
Small Tortoiseshell 1 in Branton on 21st 1 at Howick on 20th 1 at Lemmington Hall on 31st 
Peacock butterfly 1 at Beanley Woods on 20th 2 at Lemmington Hall on 30th 
Tawny-mining Bee 2 at Lemmington Hall on 31st 
Tree Bumblebee 1 at Howick on 20th 
Common Carder 1 near Titlington Mount on 30th 



Common Pond Skater 1 at Felton on 21st 
Tiger Beetle 1 on Beanley Moor on 20th 
MAMMALS  
Red Deer 1 near Brandon Ford on 7th 
Roe Deer 10 near Branton on 23rd 
Brown Hare 2 boxing at Glanton on 6th 
Bottle-nosed Dolphin 2 at Craster on 1st and 8 on 28th 25 at Dunstanburgh on 19th 
Harbour Porpoise 3 at Howick Haven on 6th 
REPTILES  
Adder 6 at Branton Ponds on 12th and 13 by end of month. 
AMPHIBIANS  
Common Toad 100+ at Branton Ponds on 18th 
Common Frog Frogspawn in Alnwick on 30th 
PLANTS  
Coltsfoot At Branton Ponds on 13th 
Cowslip At Branton Ponds on 30th 
OBSERVERS G&R Bell, W Brown, I&K Davison, T&J Dean, G Dodds, 
 M&J Drage, P&A Hanmer, P Jobson, A Keeble, A Ord, J Rutter, 
 S Sexton. 

 

 
Please send sightings reports for April, no later than 6th May 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 
 
 

  



 
  

2021 WALKS  
Your Committee has decided to put together a programme of walks for this season.  We realise that to a 
certain extent this programme is still a hostage to fortune, but if the schedule announced by the 
government for the easing of Covid restrictions does happen as Boris Johnson has said, then by mid-May 
we ought to be in a position to restart activities.  Anyone who wishes to come to a walk is welcome to do 
so and if any walk generates an unreasonably large number of participants, we’ll deal with the need to 
spilt into sub-groups on the day.  You’ll notice that August is free – any offers??? 
 
SUNDAY 16th May    Chatton Park, to find the various rock carvings - Richard & Jane Poppleton 
 

Chatton Park, north east of Chatton village, has some excellent rock carvings and offers a good moorland 
walk.  We’ll also encounter wildlife opportunities on the way.  Max. c. 3 miles, but quite a bit of up and 
down.   Dress appropriately for Northumberland moorland and the weather.  A camera will be useful for 
when we find the carvings.  Meet at 10.30am in the roadside lay-by on the B6348 going east out of 
Chatton, just west of the Belford turn-off. 
OS Landranger 75.  OS Explorer 340.   Grid Ref NU 080 287 
P.S.  the date for this walk precedes by one day the official 17th May ‘road map’ date when outdoor 
groups of six change to groups of up to 30.  We’ll play it by ear on the day and, if necessary, divide up into 
groups of six when we move off from the parking area. 
 
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 
 
 
 



 
 

WALKS (contd.) 
 
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 – details of meet point are still to be confirmed.   Distance not great, but meandering, as many 
botanical walks are. 
OS Landranger 74.  OS Explorer 339 (west sheet).  Grid Ref NT 817 365 
 
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 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 
 


