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SUBSCRIPTIONS 

 

 

It has been so long since we asked members to pay subscriptions that I bet this reminder will now 

come as a surprise!  We said that we would not ask for subs on 1st January 2021 because of the Covid 

situation and that we would change our subscription year from calendar years to years starting on 1st 

September, the month when our new talks programmes begin. 

 

That means we should now like to receive your subscriptions for the 2021/22 year.  We are not 

intending to change the subscription rates.  Our normal rates, which apply to new members, are £10 

single, £17.50 for two or more at the same address.  BUT for all existing members we shall continue 

to apply reduced rates - £6 single, £10 for two or more at the same address.   

(If you are one of the new members who have joined us during 2021, please don’t pay!!  Your sub that 

you paid when you joined will take you through to September 2022) 

 

Cheques to Alnwick Wildlife Group, please.  You can either bring cheques or cash to the meeting in 

September or post to: 

 Richard Poppleton, Greystone Cottage, Titlington Mount, Alnwick NE66 2EA 

 

If you would prefer to pay by BACS, our bank details are: 

Alnwick Wildlife Group  BARCLAYS  Acc No 40553131  Sort Code  20-58-17 

 

Please, if you choose to pay electronically, use your name as the reference and drop me an email 

(rjpoppleton@outlook.com) to say you’ve paid, or I shan’t know until our next statement arrives. 

 

mailto:rjpoppleton@outlook.com


AWG SPEAKER PROGRAMME FOR 2021/22 

 
We can’t put the decisions off any longer!  We’ve spoken to Liz Spence who organises the use of St James’s 
Church Centre and her committee is happy to begin to welcome groups back to the upstairs room that we 
use.  Members who attend will be asked to spread themselves out in the meeting room to maintain as much 
social distancing as is practicable, and ideally to wear masks as they come in and leave.  Once settled in the 
seats it will be your decision whether to remove your mask during the talk.  Members should, please, accept 
that the September meeting will act as a ‘trial’, and how it goes may determine the conduct or even the 
occurrence of future meetings. 
 
Certainly for the September meeting we shall not provide refreshments – apart from anything else St James’s 
is not opening their kitchen, so we should not have access to the water boilers.  What will happen with 
refreshments at subsequent meetings will depend on circumstances. 
 
As we are sure you will understand, any plans we make now are hostages to Covid fortune and if the autumn 
brings a further wave of infection and the reintroduction of some of the societal rules that are currently being 
relaxed, then we may not be able to avoid further disruption to our plans.   
 

 
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.  If you are trying to find the venue for 
the first time, the post code for the hall is NE66 1JW. 
 
  

2021 Speaker Topic 

29 Sept Louise Hislop An Introduction to Wild 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 Kevin & 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 Pauline Braviner 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 



USING PLANT FIELD GUIDES WITHOUT FRUSTRATION 

 
A number of our members have said to me on occasion that the annoying thing with decent quality botanical 
field guides is that you don’t know where to start.  If you have, for example, the Collins Wildflower Guide, short 
of flicking through the 650+ pages to try to spot an illustration that looks like the plant you’ve seen, you may 
have no better idea of how to achieve a successful identification without getting bogged down in rather detailed 
technical keys and losing the will to live. 

 

I had half intended to try to put together a crib sheet to let people at least try to get quickly to the right family, 
but then I recently discovered that a member of the BSBI, Faith Anstey, has already done that and has 
undoubtedly produced something that is much better and more professional than anything I could have done.  
It is published as a ring-bound pocket-notebook-sized ‘book’ (about 4x6 inches) and has plasticised pages so it 
is fully usable in the field.  But, importantly, despite it being made as accessible as possible, it is still botanically 
sound.  So, you need not fear being ‘dumbed down’ by using it.  This is NOT a Ladybird Book of Wild Flowers!  
It illustrates typical members of each of the families covered with clear, small, photos and it also gives cross-
references to relevant page numbers in the Collins Guide.   

 

I should stress that you will still need to do a bit of brain work so you become fully familiar with the terminology, 
even though it has been simplified as much as possible.  You will also need to practise using a simple key, or a 
Flowchart, as Faith calls it.  But at the massive price of £6.99 (or possibly even cheaper if you insist on using 
Amazon), I think it is a worthwhile purchase. 

 

This guide covers 50 of the commonest plant families – so not absolutely all of them, but plenty to get you 
thoroughly familiar with many of the plants you are likely to find on everyday walks and to help you navigate 
the larger field guides.  It could also be a small stocking-filler gift for Christmas for children of, perhaps, 10+, 
who have shown the slightest willingness to move away from their electronics and want to know what they are 
looking at in the countryside. 

 

 
 

Revised edition 2017.  Published by Wildflower Study  www.wildflowerstudy.co.uk  
ISBN  978-0-9934933-1-7 

 
Richard 

  

http://www.wildflowerstudy.co.uk/


A LARCH PHENOMENON 

 
In late July near our house Jane and I noticed some strange white things on the needles of a young larch. 
 

 
 

Our first thought was that these might be small batches of spider eggs protected by mini-web-like-cocoons.  
Later, however, a bit of on-line research showed that these were caused by the insect colloquially called Larch 
Woolly Aphid.  In fact, the insect involved is closely related to the aphids, but is actually an adelgid called Adelges 
laricis or the Larch Adelgid.   
 
These plant pests have a complex life cycle involving two hosts, Sitka spruce and larch.  They don’t seem to be 
particular about which species of larch they infest.  The generation of the insect we found on the larch needles 
consists of a mix of (mostly) flightless forms, but with some winged ones, all protected by the woolly mass they 
secrete.  The flightless ones reproduce by parthenogenesis, without the need for sex, as aphids do, getting their 
energy from the larch sap.  Then the winged adults fly off to their primary spruce host where they mate and 
give birth to the next generation.  When we separated some of the woolly material and looked with a lens we 
could clearly see the brownish flightless individuals. 
 
These adelgids, of which there are several species specialising in conifer hosts, mainly cause harm not by their 
sap-sucking feeding, but by creating holes in the host leaves through which far more damaging fungi can enter.  
 

 
 

Richard & Jane 
  



AN ALNWICK WALK – 18TH JULY 

 
On a pleasant Sunday morning nine of us met by the main Hulne Park gates for a walk led by David Turnbull.  
Fortunately we weren’t going in to Hulne Park because it was only 10.30 and for some reason they won’t 
normally let you in until 11.00.  Instead we walked up past the allotments, pausing at intervals to look at 
common wayside plants and the occasional butterfly.  David supplied comments about the plants with bits of 
folklore and explanations for some of the English names. 
 
We found ourselves passing a number of cottages that most of us never knew were there because they cannot 
easily be seen from the main road.  At one point, near a cottage, there were clumps of a shrubby perennial that 
Richard didn’t know at all.  But Michael Hall identified it as Leycesteria formosa Himalayan Honeysuckle.  I should 
say that the photo below is not one of the specimens we saw.  The flower detail is shown in the inset. 

 
The clumps of this plant, which actually looked rather more 
attractive than the one in the photo, were well outside the 
boundaries of the garden, so botanically they were “recordable”.  
Later, a quick check with the BSBI database showed that this is 
only the ninth record for this species in North Northumberland.  
So this will be added to the database with Michael’s name as the 
recorder, since he was the one who knew what it was. 
 
When we reached the main Alnwick 
Moor road we walked a short 
distance towards the town, past the 
old woodyard (where the road used 
to flood quite regularly) and then up 

the track by Aydon View which leads up to the higher ground.  The path was quite 
steep and by now it was warmer, so we were glad to reach the Rugley road that 
runs along beside the upper part of the golf course.  We turned down into the golf 
course and spotted some strange growth on raspberry canes beside the path (poor 
         right).  Alan Fairclough said he was pretty sure they were the result of weed 
killer damage. 
 
We emerged on the lane that runs past the top edge of the Thomas Percy 
woodland and then becomes Hope House Lane after the main entrance to the golf 
course.  Some of the old stone walls in this area have a good fern flora, with Wall Rue, Maidenhair Spleenwort 
and Hart’s-tongue Fern, shown in that order below. 
 

       
 
We then made our way past Morrisons and back to Ratten Row to the cars.  We were agreed that from a wildlife 
point of view it had not been spectacular, although there was a range of decent plants and butterflies and we 
had all discovered parts of Alnwick and its environs that we had not seen before.  All in all it had been a pleasant 
morning.  Our thanks are due to David for sorting out the route and for leading us. 
 



BOTANY AT FORD – 31ST JULY 

 
This Saturday morning trip was designed to be a combination of a plant recording exercise for James Joicey at 
Ford & Etal and an attempt to practise our plant identification skills.   
 
Six of us gathered at the fisherman’s car park by the River Till just upstream of Ford Bridge.  When Richard had 
done a pre-visit to this site it was spring-time and so perhaps it was not surprising that by the end of July the 
vegetation was somewhat taller and more forbidding.  Fortunately the fishermen (that sounds sexist, but if I’d 
written a word like fisherfolk it would have sounded as though I was talking about a coastal community in the 
Outer Hebrides), had mown an access path to enable them to get to their fishing marks without getting stung 
to death by nettles, so we were able to use that. 
 
We started, as do so many botanical exercises, in the car park and 
identified a range of small, weedy species including a couple of 
Willowherbs and Thale Cress.  We tacitly agreed not to spend time on 
grasses because not all present would have had their enthusiasm 
whetted by that branch of botany.  As we wandered down the path 
towards the river bank we continued to record and to pause to make 
identifications using the Collins Wildflower Guide when necessary.  
Particularly impressive were the tall spikes of Yellow Loosestrife (         
right) which was in full flower.  We didn’t ignore trees, although a 
smallish specimen just inside the road gate caused some uncertainty 
before we generally agreed that it had to be a small Sweet Chestnut, and 
we chickened out of tackling the riverside Willows for which we would 
have needed a more specialist reference book. 
 
The plant list at the end of this account shows 68 species, and includes 
a couple of spring species that were present in quantity a couple of months earlier, plus some of the more 
obvious grasses. 
 

We then moved the cars about half a mile to enable us to walk down past a 
wheat field to a wet meadow area, which had flooded fully back in February this 
year and which James Joicey had decided to leave to its own devices to see what 
might appear.  Faced with a big area which seemed largely to be dominated by 
lush grasses and rushes, and faced with a limited time availability, we decided 
not to make a formal list, but to move through, pausing at points of botanical 
interest.  In fact, potentially more interesting for a rather casual botanical 
wander, were the field edges of the wheat crop.  These included a wide range 
of crop weeds and other species that tend to flourish in the wide ‘game crop’ 
margins of modern fields.  Of particular interest were clumps of Common 
Fiddleneck (         left), which actually isn’t very common at all.  The flower clusters 

unfold in the same way as those of forget-me-nots to which it is related. 
 
One species we did find in the wet meadow was what we thought at a distance might be Purple Loosestrife to 
go with the Yellow species we’d had by the river, but it turned out to be Marsh Woundwort whose leaves smell 
less unpleasant than its close cousin, Hedge Woundwort which we’d seen at the other site. 
 
Altogether I think it was a worthwhile morning and the hope is that those present will have seen some things 
that they didn’t know about before. 
 

Richard 
  



SPECIES LIST FROM THE RIVERSIDE SITE 

 

Of this list, probably the most notable species 

are Wood Millet, Whorled Mint, Yellow 

Loosestrife and Heath Groundsel.  The last of 

these was rather unexpected in a habitat like 

this and there was only a single specimen.  The 

photo (right) just about shows the small, 

narrow, ray florets that are strongly reflexed 

(bent downwards and curled under). 

The Whorled Mint (         left) is a hybrid species, 

as the x verticillata indicates, and this is only the 12th record for North Northumberland 

on the BSBI database (only the third this century!). 

  

Acer platanoides Norway Maple Mentha x verticillata Whorled Mint

Acer pseudoplatanus Sycamore Mercurialis perennis Dog's Mercury

Achillea millefolium Yarrow Milium effusum Wood Millet

Allium paradoxum Few-flowered Garlic Myosotis arvensis Field Forget-me-not

Alnus glutinosa Alder Myosotis laxa Tufted Forget-me-not

Arabidopsis thaliana Thale Cress Oenanthe crocata Hemlock Water-dropwort

Arctium minus Lesser Burdock Phragmites australis Common Reed

Betula pendula Silver Birch Plantago lanceolata Ribwort Plantain

Calendula officinalis Pot Marigold Plantago major Greater Plantain

Calystegia sepium Hedge Bindweed Poa annua Annual Meadow-grass

Castanea sativa Sweet Chestnut Poa pratensis Smooth Meadow-grass

Chamaenerion angustifolium Rosebay Willowherb Polygonum aviculare Knotgrass

Circaea lutetiana Enchanter's-nightshade Potentilla anserina Silverweed

Cirsium arvense Creeping Thistle Prunella vulgaris Selfheal

Crataegus monogyna Hawthorn Pseudotsuga menziesii Douglas Fir

Cruciata laevipes Crosswort Ranunculus repens Creeping Buttercup

Cytisus scoparius Broom Rubus fruticosus Bramble

Dactylis glomerata Cock's-foot Rubus idaeus Raspberry

Deschampsia cespitosa Tufted Hair-grass Rumex obtusifolius Broad-leaved Dock

Epilobium ciliatum American Willowherb Rumex sanguineus Wood Dock

Epilobium montanum Broad-leaved Willowherb Senecio jacobaea Common Ragwort

Fagus sylvatica Beech Senecio sylvatica Heath Groundsel

Filipendula ulmaria Meadowsweet Senecio vulgaris Groundsel

Fraxinus excelsior Ash Silene dioica Red Campion

Galium aparine Cleavers Solanum dulcamara Bittersweet

Geranium robertianum Herb Robert Sonchus asper Prickly Sow-thistle

Geum urbanum Wood Avens Stachys sylvatica Hedge Woundwort

Glechoma hederacea Ground-ivy Taraxacum agg. Dandelion

Heracleum sphondylium Hogweed Torilis japonica Upright Hedge-parsley

Hyacinthoides non-scripta Bluebell Trifolium repens White Clover

Impatiens glandulifera Indian (Himalayan) Balsam Ulex europaeus Gorse

Lapsana communis Nipplewort Ulmus glabra Wych Elm

Luzula, sylvatica Great Wood-rush Urtica dioica Common Nettle

Lysimachia vulgaris Yellow Loosestrife Valeriana officinalis Common Valerian



PLANT CORNER 

 
High summer, as we used to call it before the weather went haywire, is peak time 
for our most familiar Willowherb.  Rosebay Chamaenerion angustifolium (note 
that the generic name was Chamerion, but a couple of years ago it added that 
extra syllable!) will mostly have already gone to seed by the time this newsletter 
appears.  I know that’s an essential part of its life cycle, but to my eyes it makes 
the late summer plant rather scruffy and unattractive compared with the elegant 
stands of tall red-pink-flowered spikes earlier in July (         right). 
 
This article, however, is about some of the other twelve species of common 
willowherb that we get in Britain, all in the genus Epilobium.  I say some of them 
because I’m going to ignore the two rare species that only occur in the higher 
upland Northumbrian hills (Alpine and Chickweed Willowherbs); the tiny 
introduced New Zealand Willowherb which I’ve written about before and which 
grows in wet areas by streams; and the Spear-leaved Willowherb E. lanceolatum, 
which has been recorded three times by Chris Metherell since 2006 in North Northumberland and was seen for 
the first time in central Newcastle in 2019 as a first record for South Northumberland.  I’m also ignoring all the 
hybrids that occur naturally because you’ll have your hands full with the main species. 
 
So, my focus is on ‘weedy’ species that you might find in your garden or in local woodland or, for two of the 
bigger species, in wet ditches and marshy areas. 
 
When you find a willowherb, the first thing you should do is to find an open flower and look at the central 
creamy stigma.  It will be either four-lobed in the shape of a cross or a simple club-shape (clavate).  You can 
usually see this without the need for a lens.  If the flower is very young and fresh you might need to prod the 
apparently club-shaped stigma gently to make sure it hasn’t got four lobes that are yet to fully separate, but 
that’s usually only an issue with the Hoary species described below. 
 
There are only four species with four-lobed stigmas and two are large, hairy ones that grow in wet places like 
ditches.  Great Willowherb E. hirsutum is tall and robust and can reach 1.8 metres high.  The quite large flowers 
(for a willowherb) are a deep purplish-pink with a creamy white centre and the leaves tend to clasp the stems.  
Really you shouldn’t have too much problem both spotting and identifying it.  Its close relative is similarly hairy 
and grows in similar habitats, but Hoary Willowherb E. parviflorum has pale pink flowers that are only half the 
size; the whole plant only reaches a maximum of about 60cm; and the leaf bases don’t clasp the stem. 
 

       
      Great Willowherb           Hoary Willowherb, stem & leaf bases and flower close-up 

 



If the plant you are looking at has a four-lobed stigma and, without a lens, looks comparatively hairless, it is 
either the very common Broad-leaved Willowherb E. montanum or the one I said above that I wasn’t going to 
bother with because it has so rarely been recorded in Northumberland – Spear-leaved Willowherb.  Of course, 
if you wish to go on a personal crusade to find more specimens of this plant then you’ll probably need to spend 
time with a decent field guide to make sure you know what you are looking for. 
 

       
       Broad-leaved Willowherb             Flower with four-lobed stigma         Spear-shaped lvs of E. lanceolatum 

 
That brings us to the ones with the club-shaped stigma, and these will require a bit more of a close look to be 
sure you know what you’ve got on your driveway or in your flower beds.  A word of warning – if you identify a 
willowherb in the garden, don’t assume that all the ones on your patch will be the same.  For example, I’ve 
identified five different species in our garden this summer, and they all need a fairly close check if you are to 
get them right. 
 

The very first thing to check, with a lens, is whether 
the upper part of the stem has spreading glandular 
hairs.  A glandular hair, which is often very small, 
will look as though it has a tiny globule of moisture 
at its tip (         right).  Which it does, because this is 
the glandular secretion that gives the hair that 
name.  If you can see these hairs, and you may need 
to look at several parts of the upper stem with at 
least a x10 lens to be sure, then you’ve got either 
American Willowherb E. ciliatum (         left) or Pale 
Willowherb E. roseum.  These upper stems will often have flattened, non-
glandular hairs as well.  To know which species is which, next check to see if the 
leaves have distinct stalks, between 4 and 15mm long.  If they do, and the petals 
are really pale pink, then it’s the Pale species.  If the leaves are stalkless or with a 

stalk less than 4mm long and the flowers are more of a reddish-pink it’s the American one.  The American 
willowherb has been in Britain since the 1890s, so it’s now thoroughly naturalised here and in fact is far more 
common than the native pale willowherb. 
 

              
Pale Willowherb flower and stalked leaf bases 



 
If what you are holding lacks those glandular hair characteristics, you should then check to see if the stems have 
ridges or raised lines.  It’s usually best to do this by cutting across one with 
a sharp knife and looking at the cut surface because sometimes the stems 
may have lines of hairs which, looked at just from the surface, can seem 
to be raised lines.  If there are no ridges or lines and the leaves are 
characteristically narrow with the plant growing in a wetter part of the 
land, then you’ve got Marsh Willowherb E. palustre.  The flowers are 
often rather drooping as is shown in the photo on the right.  But again, a 
warning:  it is tempting to see any smallish willowherb with narrow leaves 
in a wetter patch and assume it is the marsh species (I know – been there, 
done that!), but leaf width is not at all a good diagnostic feature, so check 
the stems first for the lack of glandular hairs and the absence of lines and 
ridges. 
 
Lastly, then, we’ve got the plants with the ridged or lined stems.  If these 
are small plants with stems tending to be sprawling on the ground you’ve got one of those two rare mountain 
species mentioned earlier on.  If the stems are all erect and the flower buds are also held upright, there are only 
two species it can be.  Square-stalked Willowherb E. tetragonum does have a distinctly square stem in cross-
section and if you can find and measure a mature fruit – that’s the elongated capsule below a flower – then it 
will be between 7 and 10 cm long.  Don’t choose a very young immature capsule, try to find one that is close to 
opening.  If the fruit is significantly shorter than this – between 4 and 6 cm – the plant is the appropriately-
named Short-fruited Willowherb E. obscurum.  Do please note that this last species also has some rather sparse 
glandular hairs on the tube of the sepals just below the petals and also sometimes on the fruit capsule as well, 
but importantly not on the stems. 
 
I fear the two photos below are not the best, but I hope you can just about make out the square stem on the 
left hand one and, for the short-fruited one you’ll have to take my word for the fact that those fruits are no 
more than 6cm long. 
 

         
                 Square stem of E. tetragonum                     Short fruit of E. obscurum 

 

I hope that some of our members, faced with the dog-days of August and the need to find something 
constructive to do before the sun sinks over the yard-arm and it’s time to break open the Scotch or the G&Ts, 
may like to spend a little time getting to know their willowherbs. 
 

Richard 
  



STEWCHAT. 

 

 
July began with some nerve wracking excitement. On 1st news was received that a Fea’s type Petrel, a very 
rare seabird, was seen flying north from Flamborough Head, Yorkshire at around 9am. Using some imaginative 
timetabling we could see if it continued on course it may be in Northumberland around 5pm. 

Having only ever seen one back in 2014,  I fancied having a go for a local patch bird and was out at Cullernose 
Point at 5.30pm. Shortly after sitting down reports came through that it had gone past Newbiggin, 24 miles to 
the south and was on its way. 

By now, a crowd of 7 of us had gathered expectantly on the cliff. The atmosphere was tense as we all screwed 
eyes into scopes and waited. A distant oil tanker was to be our spotting sight should one of us pick it up, to get 
others a bearing. 

At 6.15pm Mark Eaton gave the 'Thar she blows' ( not literally) and there was the typical panicking until we 
got on it. Distant and way to the SE at first, I saw it then lost it just as quickly. The sea was flat calm so I just 
kept breathing and scanning and in a minute it was back on show. It came to a very reasonable 800mtrs - 1km 
off and we all had it in sight until around 6.23pm, a duration of 7 or 8 minutes before it was lost to view. 

Celebrations were made as Northumberland's 15th ‘Gadfly’ Petrel was added to the record and more to the 
point, added to my patch list. 

A short while later, back home, a scan of social media found a Tweet by Paul French of British Birds Rarities 
Committee who had seen some photos taken at Newbiggin of our bird. Did it really show a breast band?  

Yes it really did? When we watched it, Mark Eaton I think, commented on it. I also commented on the fully 
dark underwings that my last Fea’s did not have, it had white axilliary spikes up to the leading edge. Still, we 
never suspected a thing. 

 

https://boulmerbirder.blogspot.com/2014/09/it-might-just-be-feas-ible.html


Then experts began saying this bird was actually a Soft Plumaged Petrel Pterodroma mollis and not Fea's at 
all. This was a different prospect. Soft plumaged Petrel would be a first for Britain and only the 3rd for the 
Western Palearctic.  

So now there has been much discussion, the bird looks fine for Soft plumaged and even world experts agree 
on it, all from images taken by a few birders at Newbiggin. What a bird for the patch after July 2019's Giant 
Petrel and July 2020's Sooty Tern. It seems Northumberland is the place to be for a summer southern oceans 
seabird... 

On 5th July with the coast fog bound we were at Boulmer with little prospect of seeing anything. Even seeing 
the sea was a challenge. We needed a change in focus, so headed off for a walk down to Alnmouth South 
Dunes to look at flowers, a subject we could get close enough to see. 

Luckily, on arrival a small window of sunshine appeared making it very warm in sheltered spots. 

 
Sedge Warblers and Reed Buntings seemed to be all over carrying food for young while a single singing Reed 
Warbler hid in the depths of his reed bed. A Whimbrel was roosting on the salt marsh and a nice juvenile 
Cuckoo gave us a close fly by while being beaten up by Meadow Pipits. Its ironic really as it probably thinks 
they're its parents. 
 
We wandered around some nice dune slacks that were emblazoned with colourful flowers and their 
attendees, the bees, moths and butterflies. 

 
Figure 1: A Cuckoo did a close fly past in the dunes. 

 



Narrow bordered 5 spot Burnets were just emerging and gave shocks of crimson as they buzzed around 
everywhere. Butterflies were counted for John's spreadsheet to send in at the year end to Butterfly 
Conservation. We had 5 Small Tortoiseshell, 10 Ringlet, 9 Common Blue, 2 Large Skipper, 10 Small Heath, 5 
Meadow Brown but no whites at all. 

 

By 20th July we were having a spell of warm weather meaning much activity around the moth trap. On one 
particularly busy night 700 moths of 119 species were recorded. That’s enough to keep anyone busy for a 
morning.  

Things slowed up a little by the month end but on 24th an unexpected surprise appeared on our Howick  rive -  
a Water Shrew – scuffing around in broad daylight. Black as a mole but with clean white flashes of undersides 
made this one of the highlights of my month. I have seen them here before but not for such a prolonged view 
in the open. It eventually made its way along the wall and vanished under the door of a neighbours lean-to. 

 

 
Figure 2: Colour was everywhere with Biting Stonecrop, Thyme, Storks Bill and Sea Purslane. 

 



Stewart Sexton 
  

 
Figure 4: Water Shrew observations. 

 

 
Figure 3: Moths, Coronet, Sallow Kitten, Straw Underwing and Blackneck. 

 



NATURE NEWS – JULY 

July has generally been warm with short periods of rain.  The wind has predominately out of the east or south.  
The resultant weather has generally been good for our wildlife but the continued dry spell may be having an 
impact on some species (see below). 

There has been an increase invertebrate activity in July at 5 Front Street.  The most notable have been the 
increases in numbers of Hoverflies.  This has not just been seen in Glanton but widely in Northumberland.  
Commonest species has been the Marmalade hoverfly.  Other common species have included Eristalis 
pertinax, Platycheirus ambigaus and the occasional Scaeva pyrastri.  In the latter half of July, the activity of 
one of the Common wasp nests declined significantly.  It is difficult to say whether this is a result of predation 
or environmental factors.  The second nest appears to be holding the same numbers of adults. 

A second brood of House martins have been produced.  At the time of writing, the chicks are visible at the nest 
and there is a growing pile of faeces on the window sill.  A notable observation was that during very hot days, 
feathers lining the nest were thrown out of the nest.  Most of the feathers appear to be those from the adult 
House martins with the odd small feather from other species.  Presumably, this is an indication that the nest 
was getting too warm or there is an infestation of mites. 

The moth trap has been run a number of times during the month.  Numbers were still low but species of interest 
include Elephant hawkmoth and good numbers of Common footman.  Wasps were another common feature 
of the trapping.  This would suggest that individual Wasps were either out in the dusk or early morning or 
realised that the trap was a source of food in the morning.   

At North Bellshill Farm, the species list has now passed 400; Mammals 13, Birds 73, Amphibians 1, Invertebrates 
82, Plants 203, Bryophytes 28 and Fungi 11.  Plants have increased markedly once I found a new walk that took 
in a small roadside verge on limestone geology.  These include a significant population of Good King Henry, 
Bladder campion, Burnet rose and Wild strawberry.  Elsewhere, Fushia sp and Tutsan were found on a corner 
in the road – their establishment, a probable result of garden rubbish being dumped. 

  

Figure 1:  Good King Henry. Figure 2:  Syrphus torvus 

The invertebrate list is increasing slowly.  As already mentioned there have been good numbers of Hoverflies 
including Heliophilus pendulus and Syrphus torvus.  A couple of unusual dragonflies have been found including 
Southern hawker and most unexpectedly Ruddy darter – these were found after a period of warm south / south 
easterly winds. 

The only new bird species was a Sedge warbler singing in an area of scrub adjacent to a small pond. 

Summer observations 

It continues to be a dry period of weather despite some heavy down pours.  This will effect species in different 
ways.  One notable observation has been the number of Bumblebee nests that have been opened up by 
Badgers.  Along one small north Northumbrian lane (c.400m), I counted 5 nests that had been opened up by 



Badgers. Some of these nests were still being visited by the Bumblers.  In several cases, the Badger diggings 
went down at least 40cm and in one case the digging was straight down – as if a JCB mini-digger had been in 
operation! 

The second observation is something that I have noticed for a number of years and usually starts in July.  
Gatherings of Lapwing seem to attract Starlings.  Starlings are rarely attracted to other species (possible 
exception Golden plover).  Why do they do this – is it protection or something to do with the feeding strategy 
of Lapwings?  I suspect, it is a bit of everything – safety, good feeding and the right habitat. 

Hopefully, the good weather will continue.  Stay safe. 

Jack Daw. 
 
 
 
  

The Alnwick Wildlife Group Website 
 
Recently one or two members have said that they don’t remember having received a Newsletter.  The 
easiest way to check is to look at the Archive page of our Website (www.alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk) .   
If, having checked the website, you find you have definitely missed one or more copies of the 
newsletters, do please email Barbara at redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk to let her know and 
she will put things right. 
 
On that archive page you will find all the past copies of the newsletters (for all years from 2011 
onwards which is when we started to retain digital versions of them).  You will also find all of Jim 
Clark’s reports on our bird survey work for Northumberland Estates – the main NEBS Reports, plus the 
Townfoot & Fieldhouse Reports and, more recently, the Ratcheugh & Snableazes Reports.  You can 
also access other reports we have produced over recent years – for example on Ford Moss and on 
Slainsfield Moor – as well as one or two of Phil Hanmer’s Barn Owl Reports. 
[N.B. for some reason we don’t understand, the 2017 NEBS Report has disappeared!  If you happen to have retained a 

digital copy independently of our website, Barbara would love to receive a copy redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk] 
 

Just for reference, if you are one of the bird survey ‘team’ you will recently have been sent emailed 
versions of the 2021 reports for Townfoot & Fieldhouse and for Ratcheugh & Snableazes, but these 
should also by now be on that archive page of the website. 
 

http://www.alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk/
mailto:redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk
mailto:redsquirrel@alnwickwildlifegroup.co.uk


A RINGERS YEAR 

JULY 2021:  Having rather less to do monitoring Barn Owls this year (fuller update next-month) and most small 
‘nest-box using’ birds having finished we took an opportunity to have a short holiday away visiting my son in 
East Anglia.  This inevitably involved some ringing with Hugh and BTO colleagues.  One evening we were taken 
to some mostly coniferous woodland near Thetford and told about a research project being organised at this 
site and others to ring, nest record and take mouth swobs from Nightjar (nothing to do with Coronavirus)!  The 
swobs provide DNA and permit University collaborators to analyse the parentage of the Nightjars.  It seems that 
there are often complex relationships between these birds.  To enable all this to happen first you have to find 
your nightjar nest by regular walking up and down the open clearings in the wood (we were shown how to do 
this, and we did find a new nest).  At another nest site the young had been ringed already; see the photo of the 
juvenile cryptically camouflaged on the ground.  Just before dusk we erected an ‘L shape’ of mist nets close to 
the nest.  Very quickly, not just the expected female bird appeared and was captured, but also two more 
nightjars (one a male with distinctive white tips to the outer tail feathers).  These birds quickly showed their 
characteristic behaviour of opening their mouths wide in a threat display; which facilitates the quick collection 
of some DNA!   
I also had the privilege of ringing some young Reed Warblers at the Cranwich Private Nature Reserve and while 
waiting to do this Alison spotted an unusual butterfly in some long grass.  This proved to be a beautiful male 
Purple Hairstreak Butterfly (photo attached) nearly emergent from its pupa.  We were very lucky to see this 
beautiful insect because the pupa develops on the ground but on emergence the adults quickly move up to 
spend their short lives in the canopy of Oak trees.  We also did some touristy things and visited some local 
Nature Reserves; seeing a flying Crane at RSPB Lakenheath and nesting Black-winged Stilt at NWT Hickling 
Broad.  Also, at Hickling Broad we encountered another flying marvel of nature – the rare Swallowtail Butterfly 
(subspecies britannicus) which is endemic to the Norfolk Broads (see photo). 

Opening up the Howick Ringing Station on the 16/7/21 we ringed 19 new birds and also captured 3 retraps.  The 
retraps were a Dunnock first ringed in 2020; a Chaffinch from 2019 and a Goldcrest from 2018.  Included in the 
new birds were both some local ‘residents’ and some migrants.  The residents were Chaffinch, Bullfinch, Tree 
Sparrow, Robin, Great Tit, Coal Tit, Blue Tit and a juvenile Great Spotted Woodpecker (always a distinctive bird 
with its red tonsure).  There were also two noisy and troublesome young Magpies; not everyone’s favourite 
bird I know but seen close-up their plumage is quite beautiful.  The migrants were Chiffchaff (warblers); one 
adult and a juvenile together with several Blackcaps (also warblers).  The Blackcaps were an obvious pair that 
had been breeding recently and three juveniles.  None of these warblers were showing signs of migrating yet 
(they were not storing fat or putting on weight) but will of course do so towards the end of August.  Ringing 
again the next day produced only 8 new birds and 5 retraps including a very unremarkable looking female 
Chaffinch.  However, on checking my BTO database I discovered (from its ringing record) that this bird was 8 
years old!  Although the age record is actually 13 years its still a very good age for a chaffinch. 

Ringing again on the 23rd Howick produced 15 new birds and 3 retraps.  Nearly all the new birds were juveniles 
showing distinct juvenile plumage including Chiffchaff and several Blackcaps.  The surprise bird was a very young 
Redstart; which begged the question were had it been hatched?  I am certainly not aware of any Redstarts 
breeding around Howick but would be interested to know if anyone could suggest a possible origin.  This bird 
will fatten up before starting to migrate south to the scrub-savanna belt lying immediately south of the Sahara, 
possibly to The Gambia, Senegal or even the eastern Congo or Uganda.  On the 24th we captured 11 new birds 
and 4 retraps; and again we had some Blackcaps and Chiffchaffs along with the resident tits and finches.  Finally 
we also ringed on the 30th and caught 15 new birds and 3 retraps.  There were the usual resident Chaffinch, 
Bluetit, Dunnock, two very young Bullfinch, and an adult male Woodpigeon.  Ringers generally hope not to catch 
woodpigeons in their mist nets because they are incredible strong and tend to damage the nets!  Personally, I 
always think they are the wrong shape and weight to fly; this one was the usual ‘round ball’ weighing 515grams.  
The migrants included two adult and two juvenile Blackcaps.  It was still possible to age one of the adults to 
having been hatched only last year because growth-bars were still evident on its wings and tail.  These are 
formed when a very young bird suffers a temporary shortage of food but survives the experience; when this 
adult completes its Main Moult (just starting) in a few weeks time it will replace its wings and tail and these 
bars will no longer be present.  The best bird we caught was a Garden Warbler; that despite having the 



unfortunate scientific name of ‘Sylvia borin’ is actually a very attractive bird with a wonderful song.  They also 
migrate great distances to West Africa including Kenya.  On the other hand, their close cousin, the Blackcap 
rarely cross the Sahara preferring to winter around the Mediterranean. 

Finally, I have to mention the Mute Swans at Howick again that can generally be recognised by their coloured 
darvick rings.  The formerly resident male (Ring: XJP) has evicted his old mate (female ZJX) and taken up with 
yet another new female.  This new bird does carry a BTO metal ring that can probably be read if one can get 
close enough (if she is on the bank) but she does not unfortunately have an easy to read plastic ring (yet); there 
is a challenge to local birders…  The whereabouts of the original female is unknown but if you see a Swan with 
a ZJX colour mark please let me know; she was last seen moving down the Howick Burn towards the sea. 

If you would like to see the ringing at Howick Hall Arboretum just come along to the Car Park picnic benches on 
a Friday or Saturday morning but we wont be there if its particularly windy or raining.   

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

mail: tytoalbas@btinternet.com 
 

  
Juvenile Nightjar Young Redstart 

  
Purple Hairstreak Butterfly Swallowtail Butterfly 
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SIGHTINGS JULY  2021 

BIRDS  
Great-crested Grebe 2 at Branton Ponds on 8th   

Soft-plumaged Petrel 1 off Cullernose on 1st this bird was tracked up the coast from Flamborough 
and if accepted will be a first for Britain. 

Manx Shearwater 2 off Cullernose on 1st and 2 on 25th 
Little Egret 1 near Chatton on 12th 
Common Scoter 65 past Cullernose on 25th 
Red Kite 1 near Yeavering on 23rd 
Peregrine 1 at Cullernose on 17th   
Water Rail 1 calling at Branton Ponds on 8th 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 10th 
Whimbrel 3 at Longhoughton Steel on 12th 
Common Sandpiper 9 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 
Green Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 23rd 
Wood Sandpiper 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 7th and again on 23rd 
Great Skua 3 at Cullernose on 25th 

Mediterranean Gull 3 at Long Nanny on 22nd 1 over Howick on 16th 
Herring Gull 1 leucistic bird at Longhoughton Steel on 12th 
Little Gull 1 at Beadnell on 29th 
Roseate Tern 2 at Longhoughton Steel on 12th 1 at Long Nanny on 22nd 10 past Cullernose 

on 25th 
Cuckoo 1 juvenile at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 
Barn Owl 1 at Boulmer on 4th 1 at Branton on 13th 
Little Owl 1 near Branton on 14th 
Nightjar 4 near Holystone on 4th 2 at Beanley Woods on 8th at least 4 at Beanley Woods 

on 14th with 2 birds giving juvenile begging calls. 
Grey Wagtail A family of 5 at Branton all month. 2 at Felton Bridge all month. 
Dipper 1 at Felton Bridge all month. 
Black Redstart 1 in College Valley on 27th 
Whinchat 1 at Eglingham Moor on 24th 

Marsh Tit 1 at Felton on 31st 
INVERTEBRATES  
Banded Demoiselle 1 near Hedgeley Lakes on 4th with 3 on the 26th and 5 on 28th 
Common Darter Dozens at Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Four-spotted Chaser Several at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 3 at Branton Ponds on 10th 
Common Hawker 1 at Beanley Woods on 11th 1 near Hedgeley Lakes on 26th 
Southern Hawker 1 at Branton Ponds on 27th 
Golden-ringed Dragonfly 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 4th 1 near Branton on 17th 
Black-tailed Skimmer 1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 23rd 
Small Heath 10 at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 
Large Skipper 2 at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 
Common Blue 9 at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 
Small Tortoiseshell 5 at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 

Speckled Wood Many at Branton Ponds all month. 
Ringlet Many at Branton Ponds all month. 10 at Alnmouth South Dunes on 4th 
Meadow Brown Many at Branton Ponds all month. 
Celypha rufana 1 at Howick on 17th a second for the County. 
Drinker Moth 1 at Branton on 9th 
Gold Spangle 2 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Burnished Brass 11 at  Lemmington Hall on 22nd   
Brimstone Moth 6 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Mottled Beauty 1 at Brandon Ford on 13th 



Annulet 2 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Barred Straw 3 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Sallow Kitten 1 at Howick on 17th 
Buff Tip 1 at Branton on 8th 
Common Lutestring 1 at Branton on 16th 

Heart & Club 3 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Heart & Dart 2 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Poplar Hawk-moth 1 at Branton on 7th and 3 on 13th 
Elephant Hawk-moth 3 at Branton on 2nd 
Lesser Swallow Prominent 1 at Branton on 13th 
Dusky Brocade 2 at Lemmington Hall on 22nd 
Southern Wainscot 1 at Howick on 16th 
Lyme Grass 1 at Howick on 17th 
Coronet 1 at Howick on 17th 
Straw Underwing 1 at Howick on 17th 
Blackneck 1 at Howick on 17th 
Horntail 1 in Branton on 4th 
PLANTS  

Dyer’s Greenweed At Branton Ponds on 4th 
Wormwood At Boulmer on 4th 
Bog Asphodel A large flush on Eglingham Moor on 24th 
REPTILES  
Adder 1 at Branton on 10th 
Slow Worm 1 at Hepburn Woods on 8th 
MAMMALS  
Hedgehog 2 in Branton during month. 
Water Shrew 1 at Howick on 24th 
Brown Hare Large numbers in the area all month. 
Bottle-nosed Dolphin 3 off Cullernose on 17th 
OBSERVERS T Cadwallender, I&K Davison, G Dodds, M Eaton, A Hall, 
 A&P Hanmer, A Keeble, J Rutter, S Sexton, P Watson, M Winter. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please send sightings reports for August, no later than 6th September 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  
 
Since the last newsletter we’ve been to a riverside site at Ford, concentrating on the botany. There is 
only one walk left of the ones we scheduled, but note the moth trapping and bat detecting event shown 
at the bottom of the list below.  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. 
 
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 
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
Stewart Sexton has arranged a moth trapping and bat recording evening at Embleton Quarry on 
Saturday 28th August starting around 8pm for an 8.30pm start and ending late, maybe midnight-ish. It is 
not specifically an AWG event but is for the general public to show awareness of the wildlife of the 
quarry reserve that is not often seen.  However, some of our members may well want to be there. 
 
The quarry Grid Reference is NU230229, and it is on the east side of the village.  Parking is scattered but 
there is a large layby with bottle banks off the main B1339 at the north end of the village.  Access to the 
trapping area is about 100m south of the layby in the first road opening on the east side of the road. 
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