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NEWSLETTER 237 JUNE 2021  
REVIEW OF MAY 2021 

TWO VERY ENGLISH FUNGI OR KING ALFRED AND SAINT GEORGE IN BLACK AND WHITE! 

 
First:-  King Alfred's Cakes (or Cramp Balls) Daldinia concentrica: These look suitably like burnt cakes: - hard, 
round, black and inedible. They are found on dead wood of deciduous trees, mostly Ash, and may be single or 
in a cluster. Sometimes known a s Cramp Balls, it is said they will protect you from cramp if carried in your 
pocket.  We found them in the woodland on the Denwick ridge at the base of a tree. They were smooth and  
firm with concentric rings showing inside when collected.  At home, on the windowsill, they developed sooty 
black spores on the outside which fell around them (see photos). 

And:-  St. George's Mushroom Calocybe gambosa/Tricholoma gambosum.  These mushrooms are named after 
the saint whose day, April 23, is traditionally when this fungus reputedly emerges. We found them on 22 May 
on the edge of a path in Swarland Wood.  They have a strong “mealy” smell and are white/creamy-white 
throughout with closely packed gills (see photos). Both these fungi are reasonably common and can be found 
at this time of the year. 

It is often of extra interest to see the spore prints left by various fungi.  Just cut off the stipe/stem and lay it face 
down on a piece of glass or black or white paper.  If the fungi is fresh and mature you will find its spore pattern 
on the glass/paper the next morning.  This pattern is colourful and often beautiful and delicate as well as helping 
to identify the fungi. 

On our gentle walks through the countryside, there is always something new to discover.  I am not an expert in 
anything but with the aid of Field Guides and the Internet, there is usually enough to provide basic identification 
and sometimes fascinating information. 

I. D -  “Mushrooms” by Roger Phillips, Macmillan and “Collins Complete Guide to British Mushrooms and 
Toadstools” by Sterry and Hughes 

PS: Do not ever eat wild fungi unless you are 100% certain that they are edible. 

PICTURES OVERLEAF >> 

Meg Keeble 
 
 
  



   

  
 

  
 

 

PICTURES ABOVE, LEFT AND RIGHT GO 

WITH BOTANICAL RAMBLINGS 

 



BOTANICAL RAMBLINGS 

 

With lockdown being eased we took our caravan to the Yorkshire Dales for a few nights and during some lovely 
walks we discovered some new plants. A small patch of Field Madder Sherardia arvensis (photo) was literally 
under foot at the Caravan Site near Leyburn where we were staying.  This is a member of the bedstraw family 
and has tiny mauve-lilac flowers 3mm across in dense clusters. By chance we also happened upon Ballowfields 
Local Nature Reserve and SSSI near Leyburn which had unusual metallophytes (plants that can tolerate high 
levels of heavy metals) growing on the old lead mining spoil. We noted Thrift Armeria maritima and some 
Scurvygrass Cochlearis sp. both of which we would normally associate with a cliff-top walk in Northumberland!  
Spring Sandwort  Minuartia verna (photo) is a cushion forming perennial, largely confined to Carboniferous 
Limestone in Northern England and being local was a good find. There was supposed to be a special fern, 
Moonwort Botrychium lunaris but we couldn't find any.  Up on the moors above Swaledale, in an old lead 
mining area, we found 'carpets' of Mountain Pansy Viola lutea (photo) which were mostly yellow and very 
attractive. 

  

On our return, during a walk through the beech woods east of Quarry House Farm, Denwick, we noticed a rather 
insignificant small white flower which we assumed was some type of Chickweed – which indeed it was! A closer 
look and search in the flower book identified it as Three-nerved (or Three-veined) Sandwort Moerhringia 
trinervia (internet photo). The leaves are conspicuously three-veined below. Since then, we have found it on 
Felton Church Bank and in Park Woods, Felton so it is very easily overlooked.  More recently, on a walk near 
Greenleighton Quarry on the Wallington Estate, we found a little pink flower in a coniferous wood which we 
had never seen before – Pink Purslane Claytonia sibirica (photo) a native of West North America and Siberia, 
which was introduced to Britain in 1768! It is now well established throughout the British Isles preferring damp 
woodland and shaded stream banks. 

 

It's good that while Andrew looks up for the birds, Meg looks down for the plants – four new species to enjoy! 

Andrew and Meg Keeble 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



CHATTON PARK – 16TH MAY 2021 

 
On Sunday morning in cool temperatures and a fairly steady wetting drizzle a group of eight members joined 
Richard  at Chatton Park to walk to see the rock art examples on this hill.  We were a day ahead of Boris 
Johnson’s road map when permitted groups out-of-doors could increase from six to 30, but with just nine of 
us we thought we could risk the slightly larger number operating as a single group. 
 
David Thomson had kindly said he would go ahead with a dustpan and brush because the site was full of 
sheep and lambs, which meant the rock slabs would be liberally covered with droppings.  We represented a 
wide area; Janet had come down from the northerly edge of Northumberland, while Pamela and Julie had 
come up from Newcastle.  Newish members Peter and Dianne now live in Chatton, while Phil and Alison and 
Richard are from the Alnwick area and David is from the coast at Beadnell.  All photographs are courtesy of 
Janet - our thanks are due to her. 
 

We walked up the hill to the big flat rock slab where we were 
able to see a variety of cup and ring carvings.  The photo (          

left) shows one of the good set of concentric rings and, to its 
right, a well-defined cup.  Plus some of the group getting wet.  
One part of this slab also has a piece of, probably Victorian, 
graffiti, where some visitor or quarryman has carved out his 
name with some care.  We were agreed that little is certain 
about the dating or purpose of these cup and ring carvings, but 
that they are quite common in Northumberland and also occur, 
in one form or another, in a range of locations world-wide. 
 
From there we continued the short distance uphill to the Trig 
Point.  These structures are no longer used by the Ordnance 
Survey, but their continued presence is somehow a reassuring 
sign both that one has reached the top of the hill and that not 
everything in our current world is just digital. 
 
Close by is a jumble of large rocks which had reasonably 

obviously been quarried close by but whose purpose isn’t really 

clear.  If at one stage they had formed some sort of built structure on top of the hill, they no longer do so.  

There is some evidence that some of the rocks had parts of carvings on them, so had been hacked out of the 

hill at a time when people had no particular interest in preserving the prehistoric evidence of past human 

occupation of the area. 

From the top of the hill we began descending the other side and soon found ourselves in a largish hill fort 

enclosure with a reasonably well-defined boundary wall and, at one point, signs of an outer wall with an 

intervening ditch.  By this stage some of the worst of the heavy drizzle had passed and we were a bit more 

comfortable edging our way down the quite steep slope to the Kettley Stone.  This prominent, large carving 

which is much more modern than the rock art, is at the bottom of a natural bowl in the hillside.  Some people 

think that this was the site of gatherings led by dissenting priests, relatively out of sight of prying eyes.  Janet’s 

photo is at the end of the article. 

From the Kettley Stone we were able to walk along the bottom of the hill, following the field fence and then 

scramble a short way back up the hillside to find the Kettley Crag rock shelter.  At this time of year before the 

bracken is growing, it is comparatively easy to find the shelter, but you do need to know it’s there because it 

cannot easily be spotted either from below or above.  David was there with his trusty dustpan and brush and 

an invaluable bottle of water.  The floor of the shelter was quite dry because the wind had not been in the 

right direction to drive the rain in, and when dry, the startling carvings do not show up particularly well.  But 



once wetted, it is clear that this is an amazing rock art slab with the clarity of the carvings undoubtedly 

benefitting over the millennia from the protection provided by the overhanging rock roof. 

        
Kettley Crag Rock Shelter, with (and without) David Thomson 

Then it was just a case of wending our way back over the hill 
and down through the sheep field to the cars.  At various 
points on the walk we noted a few species of plants in flower.  
We found Daisy, Wood Sorrel, some rather stunted Bluebells, 
a few Lesser Celandine at the end of their flowering period, 
Common Dog Violet, Field Woodrush and, probably best of all, 
some Climbing Corydalis (          right) with some flowers.  Janet 
took this excellent close-up among the dead bracken debris. 
 
The following day Peter asked Richard about the legality of 
our route because the OS map doesn’t show that any of this 
land is open access.  Richard had to admit that he’d made an 
incorrect assumption about the moorland being open access 
and that probably we’d all been wandering where we weren’t entitled to.  But the reality is that people go to 
see these rock carvings regularly and it seems highly unlikely that any visitors get formal permission from the 
farm. 

 

 
The Kettley Stone 

Richard 



PLANT CORNER 

 
It’s Rhododendron season!  Each year Jane and I try to get to The Hirsel in Coldstream at Rhodo time.  Dundock 
Wood, which is part of the Douglas-Home estate, was badly destroyed by a major storm in 1881 and in the 
aftermath the estate planted large parts of the wood with a wide variety of rhododendrons and azaleas and 
made the wood open to the public.  There’s no guarantee that many of the current specimens are the same 
plants from 140 years ago, although some of the very tall stately oaks and beeches almost certainly date from 
that time. 
 
If you haven’t been then it’s certainly worth a visit next year from about mid-May to mid-June.  The photo below 
was taken on 27th May this year. 
 

 
 

This visit made me wonder about the current state of our wild-growing rhododendrons in Britain and I retreated 
to my reference books and the internet where I stumbled across one of those fascinating areas of botanical 
confusion, which might almost have made the selling and growing of rhododendrons illegal.  But first, the 
background.   
 
There’s a not-very-spectacular plant called Rhododendron groenlandicum Labrador-tea which is naturalised in 
bogs in some parts of the UK, but has not been recorded in Northumberland.  Then there is the delightfully-
scented R. luteum Yellow Azalea, which is grown in some gardens, but suffers the disadvantage that it is 
deciduous and so in the winter is a rather skeletal bush without much charm.  It has been recorded from Crag 
Wood at Belsay and in Jesmond Dene in Newcastle, but neither of those locations can easily be thought of as 
wild.  Photos of both these plants are on the next page. 
 
Most significant, though, is the standard, invasive, red-purple-coloured R. ponticum Rhododendron.  Despite 
its attractive displays at flowering time, rhododendron is considered by many people to be a weed species.  It 
readily self-seeds and spreads by suckers on sandy and peaty soils, and once you’ve got it, it tends to take over 
and is difficult and expensive to control or eradicate.  One only has to look at the situation in Cragside to see 



how problematic it can become.  Foresters usually try to catch it early and grub it out before it becomes too 
much of a problem. 
 
 

          
                                     Yellow Azalea 

The botanical dilemma is that the sub-species from which our plants have come, ssp. baeticum, grows wild in 
Portugal and south west Spain where its invasive nature is a matter of some disagreement.  Our plants have 
leaves that are glabrous (non-hairy), ovaries that are also glabrous, or almost so, and petals with spots that are 
either obscure or yellowish.  But if you spend a lot of time examining the plants in extensive stands of 
rhododendron, you start to realise that there are some which have hairy lower-leaf surfaces and/or the ovaries 
are hairy, and often the petal spots are dark red.  Plants of this type can be more vigorous than the rest of their 
neighbours and are often thought to make up between 10% and 25% of all the plants in a population (but see 
my Cragside comment below). 
 
These plants are thought to be hybrids of ponticum with one or more of three American species.  In 2011 (so 
we’re talking about comparatively recent ideas here) a botanist called Dr James Cullen came to the conclusion 
that these hybrid plants deserved to be recognised as significantly different to standard ponticum and he gave 
them the taxonomic status of the rather grandly-named Rhododendron x superponticum.  The ‘x’ in the name 
indicates that this is a hybrid species.  In fact, it seems most likely that it is what is called a ‘hybrid swarm’ where 
the physical characters of individual plants vary depending on how many and which of the potential parent 
partners have been involved in the ancestry. 
 
Next time you are in Cragside or any other place where there is a lot of ‘standard’ rhododendron, it might be 
worth having a bit of a look for plants that seem to be part of the x. superponticum hybrid swarm.  I have now 
started to look at the few examples of rhododendron in my immediate neighbourhood.  The search has not 
been made easier by the fact that the Hedgeley Estate, which owns the Beanley plantation just up the hill from 
us, has fairly recently and quite correctly, ‘dealt with’ the rhododendrons in the forestry, so I have only a few 
specimens to look at.  Despite my suggestion above about checking the Cragside plants, I spent some time there 
on 9th June and every bush I looked at was standard ponticum and I couldn’t find any of the hybrid species.  The 
two photos below show the glabrous underside of a leaf of Rhododendron ponticum on the left and R. x 
superponticum on the right with its dense mat of brown hairs.   

Labrador-tea 



          
 
 
 

      
R. ponticum with yellow spots on petals                 R. x superponticum with red spots (?) 

I have to admit that I’m not totally convinced by the right-hand of the two flower photos above.  The one on 
the left was taken in Cragside, but the one on the right is borrowed from Google images and is of rather 
uncertain provenance.  Whether it is of a truly wild-growing specimen or of a fully or semi-cultivated plant, I’m 
not sure.  But if you are looking at rhododendrons then perhaps the photos may help with that distinguishing 
feature about the colours of the petal spots.  It would help if one could also see the underside of the leaves. 

Because R. ponticum is widely recognised as invasive, the Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 made it an 
offence to cause it to grow in the wild, and also an offence to offer it for sale, either as plants or as seeds or, 
more importantly, as rootstocks.  That ruling would have been OK had the Act not extended the provision to 
include ponticum hybrids.  And unfortunately many of the garden varieties on sale in garden centres and 
nurseries are ponticum hybrids.  But then DNA analysis rode to the rescue!  The subspecies of R. ponticum from 
which most of the garden varieties are bred is not the invasive Iberian ssp. baeticum, but rather the much less 
problematic ssp. ponticum which is native to Turkey and the Caucasus area, and the legislation was modified to 
enable most of the commercial varieties to be reprieved, providing the rootstocks were also of the less invasive 
subspecies. 
 
Of course, you may well think that much of the above is not of any real relevance for you, providing you are still 
able to grow attractive rhododendron varieties on your family estate.  Or, more likely, that you can go to visit 
other people’s estates to enjoy their fantastic late spring / early summer displays. 
 
Richard 
  



A STRANGE ‘ELEPHANT’S TRUNK’ BEECH 

 
Wherever you go in woodland in Britain there is always a chance, if you keep your eyes peeled, of spotting 
examples of odd phenomena.  In March this year a keen plantswoman and botanist, Heather Forshaw, from the 
Tyne Valley, was visiting Wallington Hall gardens near Cambo.  She spotted a very strange-looking beech tree 
on the riverside walk near the circular seating area.  The bark had an unusual raised pattern with ridges and 
hollows and it seemed to be the only one of a group of beeches to be affected in this way.  She has kindly 
allowed us to use her photo. 
 
Mike Cruse, another Tyne Valley botanist and mycologist, did a bit of research on-line and found the following 
comments from The Woodland Trust website: 
 

Trees that show these unusual growth patterns are known as rippled beeches. The cause isn’t really 
understood, but theories include internal damage when the tree is young, water stress or hormone issues. 
Rippled beeches remain stable as they grow, so there is no safety issue. The true cause of rippled beech 
bark is unknown. 

 
He also found a Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) website that referred to these rippled beeches as 
Elephant’s Trunk Beeches.  Mike’s conclusion was that: 
 
The consensus among both Facebook sleuths and more seasoned tree experts seems to be that "rippled 
beeches," while documented and possibly more common in the United Kingdom, aren't well understood ... 
 

 
 

If you go to Wallington this year and follow Heather Forshaw’s description of the location of this tree, it would 
be an interesting specimen to find.  You could also be on the watch more generally to see if any of our 130+ 
AWG members can find any other examples.  If so, do please let us know. 
 

Richard 



SUNDAY 23RD MAY 2021  
BOULMER / SEATON POINT GUIDED WALK.  

 
During what has been the coldest spring on record, 13 hardy souls of the Alnwick Wildlife Group turned out for 
the mornings walk around the great square headland of Boulmer. The weather was cold and dull ( what else?) 
with a light southerly breeze and a heavy shower just as we finished. 
 
This walk was primarily to look for birds along the shore with the possibility of a few spring migrants arriving. 
 
This spring, birds seem to have given the Northumberland coast a wide berth due to the constant northerly 
breezes and cold temperatures but gradually they do filter in under our noses. 
 
We met up at the layby at Seaton Point at 8am and after a short group chat we headed down the steps onto 
the north end of Foxton beach that leads along to Seaton Point. Before we barely got moving John Rutter called 
out a Redpoll flying north overhead. A tiny speck in the sky calling its distinctive ‘chutt  chutt’ buzzing sound as 
it went.  This is not breeding habitat for these small finches and this one will have been on its way to moorland 
and birch areas further north. 
 
Down on the rocky shore a few waders were picked out in the telescope to guide members where to look and 
what to look for. A Grey Plover, Oystercatchers and Turnstone were soon picked out from their camouflage on 
the seaweed, while on the eroded sandy cliff, Linnets, Reed Buntings, Meadow Pipits and Skylarks were all on 
territory. Sand Martins skimmed the weed for the few insects on the wing in the cold wind. 
 
Around onto the East facing beach after a stumble over rotting weed that seethed with Sandhoppers and 
slippery boulders. The flatter sand made walking much easier. More waders were running around picking at 
morsels from the wetter areas. Some nice breeding plumaged Sanderling, Dunlin, Ringed Plover and Turnstone 
gave quite close views, while off at the edge of the rocks by the breakers were Eider, Cormorant, Grey Heron 
and Great black backed Gulls. 
 
We stood around here for a while waiting for something to turn up, and a smart male Greenland Wheatear 
duly obliged by fence post hopping until it was right alongside us. This bird had a lot farther to fly yet before his 
spring was finished, heading up to Iceland, Greenland and even arctic Canada. More local breeders were the 
family party of adult and juvenile Stonechats hunting for insects along the same fence line.  
 
As the tide revealed large rock pools probably the highlight of the walk appeared. 5 Little Terns flickered and 
hovered back and forward across the rocks, fishing the pools for small fry. Little Terns are scarce here so it was 
pleasing to get five all at once. As the tiny Little Terns squeaked their call, the larger Sandwich Terns shrieked 
away a little bit further out. 
 
We walked as far as the Navigation Poles in the dunes and decided that time was pressing so we better make a 
return route via the higher vantage point of the dune path by the Seaton Point caravan site. 
 
Another stop on the highest point here looking both east and west we saw 20+ Common Scoter fly south as did 
a distant single Red throated Diver while Gannets, Auks and Kittiwakes were ever present over the sea. Behind 
us a male Whitethroat, newly arrived from its sub Saharan wintering ground didn’t let the cold trouble him as 
he did his high dancing song flight from the hawthorns. More Meadow Pipits and Reed Buntings were here, 
while a Brown Hare wiggled his ears from cover in the middle of the field. 
 
The walk back by Seaton Point house was very quiet with only more Reed Buntings and Meadow Pipits and a 
few Pheasants in the fields. 
 



We arrived back at the cars at 11.45am just as a heavy dark rain squall passed over. The morning’s birding ended 
on a less than average 31 species, though before the last of us left, 2 Swifts scudded low over head and two 
pairs of Lapwings were in fields either side of the road.  
 
Hopefully the next time the weather would improve and increase the final total of migrant species.  
 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 
 

 

 
Walkers top and a Little Tern below. 

 
  



THE BEADNELL SCENE 

 
As Richard mentioned in the June 2020 Newsletter, in May 2020 Beadnell was awash with rabbits, 
brown hares and roe deer. 
 
Usually there are a few brown hares with forms on the edges of the village but spring 2020, with most houses 
in the village unoccupied, hares appeared to have taken the village over (or should that be back?). They were 
setting up forms in gardens throughout the village, even in the 'Beadnell in Bloom' flowerbed by the phone box 
- one of those increasingly rare boxes actually with a phone it.  Cycling past the flowerbed one dark night I 
noticed a strange looking pile in the middle of the adjacent footpath. Closer inspection revealed a tight mass of 
4 or 5 motionless leverets. As I took in the sight they slowly melted away into the flowerbed. The next two 
nights at about the same time, they were near the same spot but I was now aware that each time an adult had 
run off across the road as I approached. 
 

 
 

This photo of some very young leverets is borrowed from the website of Wheatland Farm in Devon. 

 
Within a couple of weeks the hares had gone back to the fields.  About the same time the roe deer stopped 
making their frequent visits to the village. 
 
However the rabbits remained, but increasing considerably in number with consequent devastation of gardens, 
until myxomatosis returned after an absence of two to three years.  The myxomatosis seemed to travel 
north through the dunes on Beadnell Bay, reaching the Harbour area by the new year.  It then travelled slowly 
but relentlessly north along Harbour Road until it was at the edge of the village.  It seemed to hesitate for a few 
weeks, raising hopes that the village might escape as It had during the last outbreak.  However, after a delay it 
then quickly spread through the village.  A few young rabbits are now starting to appear but they soon die or 
get killed by the increasing number of cars. 
 
So, one year on, no roe deer seen, very few brown hares or rabbits but with warm, dry weather expected for 
the forthcoming Spring Bank Holiday I suspect Beadnell will be awash with human visitors. 
 

David Thomson 
 
 
  



STEWCHAT.  

WEDNESDAY 26TH MAY 2021. 
After a day working from the back bedroom, I met up with John on a fine, bright evening at Boulmer. 

The car par was three quarters full and many visitors were still on the shore. The tide was high, leaving little 
room for waders so we sat on the bench and pointed our scopes seaward just to see what was passing. 

First of all a nice close fly by from 8 Common Scoter heading North followed by an Arctic Tern. The local breeders 
were out in force with many Auks, Terns and Kittiwakes feeding further out. The tide was just about to turn... 

As we chatted and drank tea, I glanced north towards the village and saw that all the gulls were up over the 
beach as a couple walked along the strand line. Just over their head was a large dark bird hanging in the breeze. 
At first I thought is that an Arctic Skua, then it banked around to reveal that it was much bigger, a huge Bonxie 
or Great Skua, right over the beach! As if that wasn’t unusual enough, as soon as the people passed by, it 
dropped out of the sky to land in the washed up kelp right up against the marram grass. 

We had great scope views, but had I forgotten to bring my camera. Typical. So I watched the gear at the seat 
while John stalked down the beach, like a ninja Navajo, melting into the shadows until he was close enough for 
a shot. Unfortunately another couple and their dachshund had other ideas and marched right up to the bird. 
They were almost standing on it before it flew, off and away around the corner never to be seen again.  

After the skua had cleared off so did most of the public and the tide was on its way out. Waders were flighting 
in to feed with 70+ Ringed Plover, 70+ Sanderling, 20+ Dunlin, 20+ Turnstone, ( no Redshanks always seems 
odd) and a single summer plumaged Knot. While 8 Shelducks rested on newly exposed rocks, the village pair 

were out with 11 ducklings, just Bonxie fun sized snacks. 

Further along, a pair of Stonechats with 2 juvs and the male Greenland Wheatear was still on the beach. 

On the late Bank Holiday weekend as most of the UK basked in some well deserved sunshine and warmth, there 
was no such luck for residents on the northeast coast.  

Friday 28th May was nice and clear with blue skies and sun, but the rest of the weekend was down to 100 yard 
visibility with thick fog, mist and haa all day east of the A1. Combine that with a nippy south easterly wind and 
temperatures struggling into double figures its been a few days for watching Netflix rather than hunting for 
wildlife. 

 
Figure 1: Bonxie on Boulmer Beach. 

 



SATURDAY 29TH MAY 2021 

Cool sea fret all day. 

The cold mist meant wildlife was staying mostly hidden. In the Greenhouse were Walnut Orb Weaver and Tetrix 
denticulate a nice spider that I’ve only seen once before. An Orange Tip, male, was in the garden briefly. 

 
SUNDAY 30TH MAY 2021 
 
Thick fog on the coast, but sunny west of Alnwick. 
 
So that’s where we went. On Alnwick Moor, a Cuckoo showed well on wires and as it flew over the road when 
we arrived while 2 Barn Owls hunted the verges. 
 
The morning finally warmed a bit at 11am bringing 6+ Green Hairstreaks, 50+ Common Heath moths, 10+ Large 
Red Damselflies and 1 Small Heath on the wing.  

 

 
Figure 2: Tetrix denticulata Spider in its web. 

 

 
Figure 3: Green Hairstreak now looking a little worn. 

 



BANK HOLIDAY MONDAY 31ST MAY 2021 . 
 
Once again, at home visibility was only 100 yards in fog and mist. Windy and cool so we headed inland again 
where it was 19 degrees and sunny to avoid the autumnal weather with 11 degrees at home. 
 
We spent a pleasant few hours around Hedgley and Branton with a picnic, but we still noted a few things of 
interest. 
 
Three Little Ringed Plover, several pairs of  Gadwall were around the ponds. 
 
Insects along paths and car park included 2 Four spotted Chaser dragonflies,  a queen Saxon Wasp gathering 
wood pulp from a gate for its nest, several Blue tailed Damselfly and Common Blue Damselfly, 2 Small Copper 
and an Orange Tip .  
 

 
The weather took a turn for the better in the first week of June with much warmer, fine days.  
 
This seemed to turn on a ‘rare birds tap’ into Northumberland. In a few days the county was graced by 2 Rose-
coloured Starlings one at Newbiggin, one at Budle, 2 Woodchat Shrikes, Hadston and Goswick, a Bee-eater flew 
along the coast at Howick (not seen by me I must add) and a Great Reed Warbler was singing at East Chevington. 
All birds from a SE Europe or Mediterranean location. 

However great these birds are both in looks and to find, the grand finale was down to Alan Curry on the less 
than salubrious River Blyth Estuary.  

On Saturday 5th June 2021 around 8.30pm just as most birders are cracking open a bottle of wine, Alan was 
studying the handful of Ringed Plovers on the mud when, alongside a Little Stint for field guide comparison he 
found the UK's 8th recorded, 7th alive, Red-necked Stint! A tiny wader that breeds in the Siberian Arctic and 
winters in Australia migrating via China. 

Some of us who were lucky enough to see the only other county record, the Wansbeck bird of 95,  we never 
thought there would be a second chance to see one here. We are now the only UK county to have more than 
one record of this cracking little wader with both sightings only 3 miles apart. 

 
Figure 4: Saxon Wasp at Hedgely car park. 

 



Like the Aug 95 bird, this one was in full summer plumage and as there have been no British records for a decade 
it was going to attract some attention. One birder on Twitter, tweeted by 9pm, 'I'm on my way, from Somerset!' 
Being cool after the one sighting 26 years ago and seeing hundreds in China, I kept my powder dry until Sunday 
morning before following the masses. 

I met up with John at Boulmer at 6am, sifted through 70 or so Starlings on the shore looking for a pink one, 
without luck, then we headed down the A189 to Blyth. A moderate number of travellers were on site from dawn 
and the bird was showing out on the flats albeit quite distantly, but giving decent scope views. 

We left the site happy with our views, totally unaware of how things would pan out later as the tide rose... 

Our next stop was up at East Chevington where the Great Reed Warbler was still present. Several people had 
difficulty seeing this bird, waiting hours for only a song, but we were there 10 minutes and out he popped, right 
on top of the phragmites, chugging, croaking and swaying at the same time, bending reeds double with his song 
thrush sized mega warbler bulk. Like the stint, this is only my second in Northumberland, though there have 
been a few other occurrences I didn’t bother going for.. 

Then it was back up to civilisation at Boulmer, motivated by the success of others we cast around hoping for 
our own rarity but it was not to be. You can't have everything so it was time to call it a day and head home for 
lunch. A good day. 

Back home I caught up with some sketches from memory and some dodgy phone scoped reference material 
when the Twittersphere started showing more stint images as the twitch increased apace. There are photos 
and there are photos but eventually some of the shots were practically unbelievable. The tide had pushed the 
bird onto a spit on the opposite shore. Birders, seeing an opportunity made the half hour jaunt across to the far 
side and were treated to spectacular views down to 20 feet! 

Of the best images, Tom Tams, Alan Curry, Josh Jones all stand out but there were others too that made me 
feel quite jealous that I didn’t linger. We all knew better views would be possible as the tide came in. 

 
Figure 5; Superb image of the Blyth Red necked Stint courtesy of Tom Tams. 

 



The stint remained until Tuesday when, by first thing, it was obvious it had moved on. As I write, the Great Reed Warbler 
is still present. 

Stewart Sexton, Howick. 
  

 
Figure 7; Great Reed Warbler, East Chevington. 

 

 
Figure 6: Red necked Stint Notes. Blyth 

 



A RINGERS YEAR 

MAY 2021:  This May has been a dreadful one for most nesting birds (as was April); its been cold and wet; and 
suppressed the natural food supplies as well as making it difficult for many birds to locate their food.   I am not 
going to say anything much about Barn Owls because I have been leaving them undisturbed until June, in the 
hope that they would start nesting.   
An unusual catch in the Mist Net in my garden at the beginning of the month was a large male Rook; attracted 
by bird food (like the much more troublesome Jackdaws) this bird had blundered into the net and seemed more 
puzzled by its predicament that alarmed.  A more usual catch of the same morning were four Siskins; just 
showing signs of starting to breed.  The signs of nesting (starting of brood patches on the females) were 
particularly pleasing to see as I have had nesting siskins near home for many years, although last year seemed 
to be almost a blank in this respect.  I also captured two male Blackcaps who were singing loudly from opposite 
sides of the garden – and finally decided they really did want to ‘get at each other’ and were both caught at 
almost the same time!  More specific monitoring took the form of checking 20 odd sights for Tawny Owls and 
only finding a single nesting female.  I never have more than 50% occupancy but to only find one was 
disappointing.  One lucky trainee got to ring the one owlet and re-process the female who has nested in the 
same location since at least 2017 (when incidentally she had three young). 
My Tawny Owls usually nest alongside our unusual (and rare for England) nesting Goldeneye Ducks; with several 
locations typically having two Goldeneye and one Tawny Owl in three adjacent boxes.  However, the goldeneye 
have done well this year (perhaps not surprisingly for a bird which regularly nests in the Taiga or Boreal sub 
arctic forest regions of the northern hemisphere) and at least 15 females seem to have tried to nest.  
Unfortunately, we do have to discount 3 of these who were found dead and cached in a single box; having been 
predated by a tree climbing Stoat.  Yes, we did see the stoat as it made a leap reminiscent of a tropical flying 
squirrel out of its lair over my head – hitting the ground running and then carrying on going!  Next time someone 
suggests we purposefully re-introduce Pine Martins to Northumberland do ponder on this.  They do predate on 
goldeneye ducks in Scotland.  Three of this year’s breeding females have all carried Geo-Loggers in the past (one 
was a victim of the stoat, but the others are very much alive) and so we do know were they spend there 
travelling time when away from the nesting grounds; this is a story which I will be pleased to tell you once the 
more usual evening meetings of the local natural history societies/clubs resume. 
This month’s big job has been Nest Recording the small passerine birds that habitually use nest boxes to breed 
in (as well as a few who prefer to find natural holes or make more open nests).  My trainees have been counting 
the eggs (see pict.) of Blue, Great and Coal Tits; and looking in vain for Redstarts and Pied Flycatchers (both of 
which we found last year).  We have then returned to count hatched small pulli (see pict.) and ring these when 
they have been large enough and survived the weather (see pict.).  One project at a local Caravan Site has done 
well with approaching 50% occupancy, while another near Ingram has only 10% occupancy.  At a wood near 
Doxford occupancy is also approaching 50% and at a farm near Longhorsley is around 30%.  These rough figures 
(which cannot be confirmed until the nesting season finishes) belie the facts that many birds have had smaller 
than usual clutches (and pulli raised to fledging).  Some have failed completely quite close to fledging (in heavy 
rain); and Blue Tits are doing better than Great Tits.  Tree Sparrows have also done poorly to date, but this is 
not a great worry because they will go on to have second and third broods, unlike the Tits for which its usually 
a one opportunity per season exercise. 
We did find a nest of Chiffchaff eggs close to the ground (as they always are) at Ingram but it seems to have 
perished in the rain; and then much more successfully found a pair of very noisy Marsh Tits frantically feeding 
their 5 young in a tree hole near Longhorsley.  The Marsh Tit parents seem to decide that Alison was not a threat 
and let her take the attached pictures. 

In June we move onto the serious monitoring of Barn Owls and possibly a few Kestrels.  If you think you have a 
Barn Owl nesting near you; please let me know. 

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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AWG SPEAKER PROGRAMME FOR 2021/22 

 
We know that the Covid situation still has some uncertainties associated with it, but we’ve decided to take the 
risk of putting together a programme of talks starting in September.  Many of the talks are ones that we had to 
cancel for the 2020/21 programme, and we are grateful for so many of our speakers being willing to be re-
booked. 

 

All talks are held in the upstairs room at St James’s Church Centre at the top of Pottergate in Alnwick, just below 
the Pottergate Tower.  Parking is usually quite easy on the streets near the Tower or in the Morrisons car park.  
All meetings start at 7.30 pm, and no pre-booking is required.  Quite what the refreshments situation will be 
will depend on Covid restrictions and we shall have to make decisions on this closer to the time. 

 
  

2021 Speaker Topic 

29 Sept Louise Hislop An Introduction to Bees 

27 Oct Michael Drage (AWG) Madagascar – Paradise Lost 

24 Nov Dr Gordon Port Everything you wanted to know about Slugs & 
Snails, but were afraid to ask 

15 Dec Keith & Oliver Wharf Northumberland’s dark skies astronomy.  (Plus 
Christmas quiz and nibbles) 

2022   

26 Jan Tom Cadwallender (AWG) Paddington gets the Bird – Birding darkest Peru 

23 Feb Graham Sorrie Morpeth Swift Conservation 

30 Mar Liz Clark Small, spiky and seriously endangered – the world 
of the Northumbrian Hedgehog Rescue Trust 

27 Apr Philip Hanmer (AWG) The butterflies and natural history of the Cirque 
du Gavarnie, French Pyrenees 

25 May Dr Vivien Kent (The Otter 
Network) 

Making Otters Count – the use of citizen science 
to monitor otter populations 



 

2021 WALKS  
By the time you see this newsletter, we’ll have had our first three excursions.  The Chatton walk went well if a bit 
dampening and the shore walk at Boulmer was also a success (see reports in this N/L).  The Burradon hay meadow 
excursion is still to come as this latest list of walks is published.  We hope to see you on some of these remaining 
walks and if you have an idea for something extra we could add, do get in touch (rjpoppleton@outlook.com).  If the 
weather looks bad and you want to check if a walk is going ahead, please work on the assumption that things have 
to be pretty awful for us to cancel, but if necessary ring Richard on 01665 578346 before 8.30 on the day. 
 
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 birds 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  
 
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 

mailto:rjpoppleton@outlook.com


SIGHTINGS  MAY  2021 

BIRDS  
Red-throated Diver 2 at Boulmer on 12th and 3 on 19th 
Manx Shearwater 2 at Boulmer on 12th 
Common Crane 1 near Doxford on 15th 
Barnacle Goose 250+ over Branton Ponds on 2nd 6 at Bamburgh on 15th 
Bar-headed Goose 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 23rd 
Eider 20+ at Boulmer on 19th 20 off Howick Burn Mouth on 9th 
Tufted Duck 28 at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Garganey 2 at Holy Island on 9th 
Common Scoter 100+ at Stag Rock on 27th 
Marsh Harrier 1 at Holy Island on 9th 1 at Seaton Point on 16th 
Corncrake 1 at Newham Bog on 8th 
Water Rail 1 at Branton Ponds on 7th and 2 on 22nd 
Woodcock 2 at Beanley Woods on 15th 
Kentish Plover 1 at Holy Island on 12th and on 13th 
Ringed Plover 31 at Boulmer on 19th 
Turnstone 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 13 at Boulmer on 19th 4 at Stag Rock on 27th 
Sanderling 16 at Boulmer on 19th 
Dunlin 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 10 at Boulmer on 19th 
Knot 20+ at Holy Island on 12th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 25th 
Ruff 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 
Spotted Redshank 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 
Common Sandpiper 3 at Branton Ponds on 9th 1 at Felton on 2nd   
Spotted Sandpiper 1 at Budle Bay on 9th 
Purple Sandpiper  1 at Seaton Point on 16th 
Wood Sandpiper 1 at Low Newton on 18th 
Black-tailed Godwit 5 at Druridge Pools on 19th 
Whimbrel 1 on Holy Island on 2nd and 3 on 9th 7 at Boulmer on 12th 
Little Gull 1 at Druridge Pools on 19th 
Sandwich Tern 5 off Howick Burn Mouth on 9th 20 at Long Nanny on 11th 
Arctic Tern 30 at Long Nanny on 11th 
Little Tern 2 at Holy Island on 12th 5 off Seaton Point on 23rd 
Cuckoo 3 at Beanley Moor on 3rd 3 at Black Lough on 2nd 1 at Newham Bog on 9th 1 at 

Branton on 17th 
Tawny Owl 2 at Beanley Woods on 15th 
Barn Owl 2 near Hedgeley Hall on 15th 1 at Kimmer Lough on 16th 1 at Felton on 26th 
Swallow 2 at Long Nanny on 11th 
Sand Martin 15 at Long Nanny on 11th 
Swift 1 at Branton Ponds on 1st and 8 on 11th 1 at Long Nanny on 11th 
Tree Pipit 2 in Beanley Woods on 3rd 1 at Holystone Woods on 15th 
Grey Wagtail 2 at Howick Hall on 2nd 
Yellow Wagtail 1 at Bothal Pond on 7th assigned to the race thunbergi ( Grey Headed) by 

sound recordings. 1 at Druridge Pools on 19th 
Dipper 1 fledged bird at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 1 at Felton on 2nd 
Common Redstart 3 at Holystone Woods on 15th 1 at Beacon Hill on 22nd 
Wheatear 8 on Holy Island on 9th 
Whinchat 2 at Black Lough on 2nd 
Sedge Warbler 6 at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Grasshopper Warbler 2 at Black Lough on 2nd 1 at Newham Bog on 9th 1 at Holy Island on 12th 
Reed Warbler 1 on Holy Island on 2nd 1 at Branton Ponds on 18th 1 at Druridge Pools on 19th 
Common Whitethroat 1 on Beanley Moor on 3rd 1 at Branton Ponds on 7th 1 at Bamburgh on 2nd 2 at 

Seaton Point on 16th 



Lesser Whitethroat 1 at Seaton Point on 23rd 1 near Branton on 30th 1 at Cresswell Pond on 5th 
Blackcap 6 at Branton Ponds on 9th 5 at Howick Hall on 1st 
Garden Warbler 2 at Branton Ponds on 9th 
Chiffchaff 8 at Howick Hall on 1st 
Willow Warbler 1 at Alnwick Moor on 1st 
Spotted Flycatcher 1 at Beacon Hill on 26th 
Pied Flycatcher 1 at Holystone Woods on 15th 
Marsh Tit 1 at Beacon Hill on 26th a pair near Longhorsley on 29th 
Northern Mockingbird 1 at Newbiggin on 7th is a third for Britain and a county first. 
INVERTEBRATES  
Foxglove Pug 3 at Branton on 30th 
Spectacle 1 at Branton on 30th 
White Ermine 1 at Branton on 30th 
Small Heath Good numbers at Holy Island on 30th 
Large White 3 at Howick Hall on 9th   
Small White 3 at Howick Hall on 9th 
Green-veined White 2 at Howick Hall on 27th 
Wall Several on Holy Island on 30th 
Orange Tip 3 at Branton Ponds on 9th 6 at Howick Hall on 9th 
Speckled Wood 3 at Howick Hall on 1st 
Peacock Butterfly 6 at Howick Hall on 27th 
Fork-tailed Flower Bee 1 at Howick Hall on 9th 
Hairy-footed Flower Bee 2 at Howick Hall on 1st 
Tawny-mining Bee 2 at Howick Hall on 1st 
MAMMALS  
Noctule Bat 30+ over Branton Ponds on 12th 
Bottle-nosed Dolphin  12 at Boulmer on 19th 
Kidney Vetch At Holy Island on 29th 
OBSERVERS J Carr-Ellison, I&K Davison, S Dawson, G Dodds, A Hall, 
 P&A Hanmer, A Keeble, J Rutter, S Sexton, T Shell. 

 

 
 
Please send sightings reports for August, no later than 6th July 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 
 


