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DECEMBER MEETING
Please note that our meeting on 15th December will happen as a ‘normal’ meeting rather than as a special
Christmas meeting. Until Christmas 2019 it had been our practice to have Christmas Nibbles and a Quiz
at this meeting. The December 2020 meeting was, of course, cancelled. For this year we feel that, as
the threat of Covid has not disappeared, it would be irresponsible of us to suggest that it would be
acceptable to gather around for refreshments and to join up in teams for the quiz. Apologies to members
who have been planning their contributions to the nibbles table for months and have been assiduously
revising their wildlife knowledge for the quiz!
But do come along to hear what promises to be a fascinating talk about Northumberland’s Dark Skies
Astronomy given by Kevin Wharf whose farm at Burradon Windyside we visited in the summer to look
at his regenerated hay meadows.

Please send sightings reports for January, no later than 6th December 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

AUTUMN – THE SEASON OF MISTS AND MELLOW FRUITFULNESS – AND FUNGI
Keats’s Ode to Autumn came from a time when the seasons were perhaps rather more reliable than they are
now. For me, by Bonfire Night, one could reliably expect to have frosty nights and to find that the winter
thrushes had already taken much of the ‘mellow fruitfulness’ bounty from the hedgerows. This year, not only
have we yet, in mid-November as I write this, had any frosts, but it seems to me that the Redwings and Fieldfares
have been very slow to arrive. Lots of the Hawthorns and Roses and even many Rowans have still held on to
their berries.
Now, I’m not very good at mycology, as some of our members may remember from past articles where I’ve
incorrectly identified fungi and had to give apologies and corrections in the next issue. But I’m going to risk
some mycological comments. Because, despite the earlier dryness of the weather, fungi seem to have been
having quite a good year. Near us, at Shepherds Law, the Waxcap fields have had many specimens, although it
is a pity that there have been quite a few sheep being grazed because they have a tendency to kick the
mushrooms about. As a result Jane and I haven’t spent much time searching for less usual waxcaps.
Nevertheless, I’ve had one or two fungal sightings recently that I think are worth sharing. Even the less usual
species ought to have been correctly identified because someone who knows more than I do has done the i.d.
job (but even then I’d not stake my life on the accuracy of the identifications). Please let me know if you have
any alternative opinions on any of them.
At Low Hedgeley in mid-October there was a very big patch of Shaggy Inkcaps Coprinus comatus. These are
supposed to be good to eat if you catch them young, before the caps start to go inky, but given the numbers of
sheep about I’d be less than happy collecting any from this location. I’ve seen plenty of this mushroom before,
but never, I think, in such a dense mass.

In rough grasslands as well as in waxcap turfs, there are often species that grow singly or in small clumps and
they tend to lack caps like the more familiar groups of mushrooms. The small gallery shown below and on the
next page shows just of a few species that I’ve come across this autumn at Titlington Mount where we live. The
upper two yellow ones need checking reasonably carefully because there is a range of fungi that superficially
look similar, but differ in the extent and nature of any branching. They will also differ in microscopical features,
but those are way beyond my competence.
The black one is a fungus I’ve written about before, but this is the first time I’ve noticed it on my home patch.
It’s an Earthtongue (not Dead Man’s Fingers which can look similar but which always grows on dead wood).
There are several very similar British earthtongues, and I don’t know which one this is. Next to it is a Club fungus

I’ve never seen before called a Pipe Club. I’d walked right past it because it was well camouflaged among the
old grass clumps.

Yellow Club (Clavulinopsis helvola)

Yellow Stagshorn (Calocera viscosa)

An Earthtongue (Geoglossum sp.)
Pipe Club (Macrotyphula fistulosa)

Then there was this yellow bolete fungus in Beanley Plantation. You know it’s a bolete because it has pores
underneath rather than gills. The greenish staining on part of the broken stipe is quite typical of a number of
boletes and the chap I consulted thought it was a species in the genus Suillus, but I’m still unsure of its correct
identification. Any suggestions will be gratefully received.

The last two were also new to me. Certainly the left-hand one, Antrodia xantha which seems to lack a common
name, is a type of bracket fungus growing on a dead stump in Beanley Plantation. The book says it is widespread
but uncommon, and I was struck by the unusual (I thought) clustering of the downward-facing white brackets.
Next to it is one of the wide variety of coprophilous fungi (ones that grow on dung). Normally I pass them by
because they all look so similar to me and lack any key features that I think might help me to identify them. But
this one was pointed out to me and seems to be rather more easy to deal with because its whole fruiting body
is so slimy. The photo doesn’t really show that feature, but compared with many of the dung fungi, which are
often dry to the feel, this one is rather horribly slimy. It is called the Dung Roundhead and is quite common.

Dung Roundhead (Stropharia semiglobata)

Antrodia xantha
Richard

INVERTEBRATE CORNER
CORAL REEFS IN THE NORTH SEA?
When most people think about coral reefs they conjure up images of crystal-clear water in shallow tropical seas
with large, colourful structures on the seabed. Structures built up over many years by tiny coral polyps that are
continually reaching for the light and plankton, their food, and in so doing creating a mosaic of habitats for
other marine plants and animals. Fishes, in particular, are highly diverse.

When most people think about the North Sea, they conjure up images of a cold, though highly productive, sea
with highly turbid brown water. The more informed may be aware of it also having a complex food web
dependant on plankton, but with cod and herring at its apex.

So … are there corals in the North Sea? The answer is ‘Yes’.

In fact, the majority (65%) of coral species inhabit cold, deep (more than 50 metres) waters across a range of
marine environments, from inland fjords to the continental shelf, even to the depths of the abyssal plain. It is
only relatively recently that research has focussed on cold-water corals, spurred on by the realisation that
human activities are now damaging both reefs and species; trawl nets are especially destructive.
Among the first written records of cold-water corals were those penned by the Bishop of Bergen, the Right
Reverend Erich Pontoppidan in his book The Natural History of Norway, published in 1755. In Chapter 6: ‘Seavegetables of Norway’, he describes one particularly well preserved specimen that was white and about the
‘size of a shilling’. Three years later it was named by Linnaeus as Madrepora pertusa in his Systema Naturae,
the book that laid the foundation of modern taxonomy (classification) for all plants and animals. At

The Bishop and the Coral.

that time a market for this cold-water coral arose in Bergen. Fishermen began to sell dried polyps which were
purported to cure everything from apoplexy to the plague. Collection of specimens continued to be a rather ‘hit
or miss’ affair and study of these corals proceeded slowly until the science of Oceanography became
established. This resulted following the success of the global expedition of H.M.S. Challenger (1872-1876). One
of the aims of this expedition was to establish whether life in the seas could exist below 300 fathoms (600
metres). In fact, the Challenger retrieved corals from depths of up to 5,500 metres. Subsequently, the British
Government assigned two additional research vessels, H.M.S. Lightning and H.M.S. Porcupine to carry out deepwater dredging between Scotland and the Faroe Islands. Both ships recovered corals.

A reef of Madrepora pertusa at depth.

H.M.S. Challenger.

Jumping forwards in time, study of cold-water corals has been greatly enhanced by the many technological
advances in deep-sea research, such as sonar, GPS and, of course, manned submersibles. Madrepora pertusa is
now the dominant reef-framework forming coral species in the northeast Atlantic, and significantly it is well
established on the pillars of oil and gas platforms. A recent survey has recorded 947 colonies occurring between
59 and 132 metres depth, and its rate of growth to be around 2.7 cm per year - compare this with up to 10 cm
per year for a branching coral in the tropics. In the photos, note the relatively low diversity of coral species in
the cold, deep water. However, the latter is accompanied by very extensive species ranges, for example M.
pertusa extends from Norway to the Gulf of Mexico and into the South Atlantic and east Pacific.

The newly renamed Lophelia pertusa

A taxonomic ‘upgrade’ has now changed its scientific name to: Lophelia pertusa.
Benthic Landers (see photos below) stationed on the seabed are now providing continuous recordings of reef
health and growth.

Lander being lowered from a ship

Lander in position on the seabed
Dudley Williams
Newton on the Moor

MEETING OF WEDNESDAY 27TH OCTOBER 2021
There were 27 present, including two visitors, one of whom, Dave Bradford, joined the Group at the end. We
also welcomed two recently-joined members – Steve Elliott and Marlene Gray.
AGM
The meeting started with our traditionally whistle-stop AGM. Richard reported briefly on the 2020 accounts
that had been published in the October newsletter. At the end of 2020 the balance in the bank was £2762.
The membership at the end of 2020 was 132 and since then, although we have lost a few members we have
also gained some, so at present we have exactly the same total, despite the pandemic. There were no
questions about the accounts.
George Dodds was voted in again as Chair and the rest of the committee will continue unchanged, although
expressions of interest from members about joining the committee would be welcomed.
The main meeting then began with George’s ‘show-and-tell’ items:
•

•
•
•

First was a first-year female Sparrowhawk window-casualty from Titlington Mount. George drew attention to the
particularly long legs which enable the bird to pluck prey from bushes in flight. Stewart described a situation where
a sparrowhawk in flight had thrust its leg through the half-inch mesh of a garden aviary and caught a budgerigar,
but then could not get its leg back out while holding the prey. Eventually it had to let go, but the budgie did not
survive the piercing by the talons.
Next was a primary wing feather from a Goshawk and the comparison with the primaries of its smaller sparrowhawk
cousin emphasised the size of the goshawk.
Then came another window-casualty in the form of a male Bullfinch with its definitively coloured plumage and its
startling white rump. This species seems to have had a good year in 2021.
Finally, George’s star exhibit was a Badger skull. Its
identification as a badger rested on the combination of the
prominent longitudinal ridge on top of the skull where the very
powerful jaw muscles are attached, plus the fact that, uniquely
in mammals of this size, the lower jaw remains articulated with
the rest of the skull even when all the musculature has gone.
This specimen was most unusual in having all its teeth intact
(except for one) and George had glued them back into their
sockets once he’d cleaned the skull.

MADAGASCAR – PARADISE LOST?
Mike Drage gave a presentation based on a Naturetrek “Madagascar’s Lemurs” trip he and June had taken to
Madagascar in 2019.
Madagascar lies 250 miles off the east coast of Africa and is the fourth biggest island in the world, with an area
three times the size of the UK, and with a population of about 27 million. It was formed 88 million years ago as
the Gondwana supercontinent broke up. Its distance from other land masses and its early separation has meant
that its flora and fauna have developed in relative isolation so the vast majority of its animals and plants are
endemic and occur nowhere else. There are no big predators or large herbivores and humans only arrived
about 3,000 years ago.
The population consists of 18 tribal groups, some of whom arrived from the African side and some from other
areas of the Indian Ocean. The French exerted a colonial influence, but the island never became a formal French
colony, and it has been officially independent since 1960, first as the Malagasy Republic and latterly as the
Republic of Madagascar. The capital is Antananarivo with a population of 1.2 million, largely resident in low
rise developments.

Broadly, one can view the island as three areas: the wet rainforest habitats of the east side; the high granite
spine; the various types of increasingly dry forests on the west side and at the southern end which then slope
down to coastal mangrove swamp forests. Travel around the island is not always straightforward and there are
major advantages to having knowledgeable guides, both provided by the travel company and by local people.
Madagascar is sometimes known as the ‘red island’ because of the predominant soil colour. Aerial views show
this particularly well, although sometimes that’s because of the erosion caused by forest clearance. Almost all
the agriculture is small-scale farming. As with so many areas of the world the whole island has been affected,
badly in some places, by forest clearance for timber; for charcoal, which is the main cooking fuel; and for rice
cultivation. On the positive side there are many nature reserves, with quite a number being community-owned
and managed. On the west coast there are significant coral reefs and these coasts have a wide range of wading
birds, a few of which are endemic.
Mike and June’s trip started in a lake reserve in the capital which had a wide range of egrets, herons and
waterfowl as well as an introduction to the insects and flora. Before leaving the capital they came across an
‘exhumation procession’. It is the tradition that seven years after burial a body is exhumed, the bones
recovered, paraded around the deceased’s neighbourhood and then respectfully reinterred.
Travelling south they had their first sightings of Zebu ( left).
These are all-purpose cattle used for meat and milk as well as
for draft tasks like ploughing. A stop at a community reserve
produced their first lemurs. There are about 108 species of
lemur, which are primates unique to the island. Often the key
to identifying the different species is to note their facial
markings and eye colour. Eighteen lemur species were seen
on the trip, ranging from the iconic large and very vocal Indri
(illustrated with June’s sound recordings) down to the tiny
mouse lemurs.
There are estimated to be twelve thousand plant species, including many tree
ferns and the amazing Baobab trees. These are not unique to Madagascar, but
they survive well here in the drier parts of the island because their timber is
no use either for building or for charcoal. The one pictured is an extreme
example of an old tree with the trunk looking like a water tank. Among a large
range of interesting endemic plants that were pointed out by their guides were
the Madagascan Elephant’s-foot plant (which they were lucky to see at its
flowering stage) and the Madagascan Periwinkle – both shown below.

Among the images shown were a range of lemurs, including several of the species called Sifakas, one of which
are sometimes called ‘Dancing’ Lemurs. These animals have very short front legs and so they move across open

ground in a bouncy, sideways hopping mode, which to humans looks quite humorous. There were also the
well-known Ring-tailed Lemurs. Both of these are shown on the next page.

Amongst other groups of vertebrates are Geckos and Chameleons. One of each is shown below.

Amongst birds there are several endemic groups. The Vangas have shown considerable speciation in different
parts of the island with significant differences in beak shape and plumage. Two extreme examples are shown
below. Interestingly the right-hand bird looks as though it is perched on a cactus, but Madagascar has only a
single cactus species, found in the western rain-forest, and the perch here is the top of one of the trees in the
well-named Spiny Forest habitat. There are other cactus-like species but they are all forms of succulent
Euphorbias.

Two other endemic bird groups are the Couas and the Ground-Rollers. Two species are pictured below. The
Crested Coua on the left is perched in a spine tree, while the Long-tailed Ground-Roller on the right shows its
fantastic tail.

It would have been nice to say that Mike and June had seen an enormous flightless Elephant Bird, standing
three metres high, but sadly they have been extinct for about a thousand years, although some museums have
examples of their eggs which have often been glued back together from pieces found in the wild.
In conclusion Mike pointed to the presence of extensive National Parks plus the Community Nature Reserves
as real signs of hope for the wildlife of the island, and stressed the importance of Eco-tourism for the prosperity
of Madagascar.
He also emphasised the important work that WaterAid does in the drier west and south sides of the island to
enable people to live a better life with access to more reliable sources of water.
Below is a small gallery of some of Mike’s photos of lemurs seen on the trip.

N.B. Most of the photos in this account are Mike’s own. A few are borrowed from the Web.

PLANT CORNER
One day in September I parked outside the Anglers Arms at Weldon Bridge and walked east along the footpath
which runs towards Felton on the north bank of the River Coquet. This was in the week following the day of
very heavy rain which meant that the river was in high spate. The walk was not very inspiring and was not
helped by the fact that on one particularly muddy downhill slope I lost my footing and ended up with a mudcaked backside. However, there was a place where a substantial farm bridge went across the river and although
it was not directly on my route I went to explore.
Because of the high river levels there was a lot of plant debris on the bridge, but more interesting was a mediumsized tree which was wedged against the up-stream side of the bridge with a few branches sticking up above
the parapet. It was clearly a conifer, but equally clearly not a pine or a spruce. I detached a sprig of foliage and
photographed it against the stone of the parapet. The resulting image is below.

Coast (or Coastal) Redwood

The leaflets were lying flat, with one line of them each side of the midrib. They were not hard and spiky, but
quite soft and flexible. At the base of each leaf stalk was a group of mid-brown structures that, on closer
inspection, seemed to be the remains of this year’s male pollen cones. At the outer ends of many of the leaf
stalks, were bobbly things that had to be young female cones from the current year’s growth. A quick check of
the book when back at home confirmed my on-the-spot diagnosis that this was a Coast Redwood Sequoia
sempervirens. In their native Pacific Northwest of the USA these grow to be the tallest trees in the world. Luckily
for this bridge over the Coquet, this specimen was only an infant. But where can this tree have come from?
There are several of them in Hulne Park, but upstream of Weldon Bridge the origin was less certain. Where
could there be, between here and Rothbury, that would have grounds big enough, by the river, for one of these
redwoods to have been washed away by the flood water? Cragside may well have some but those grounds are
well above and away from the river. I assumed in the end that the most likely place was Brinkburn Priory,
although that is only a guess.
While on the topic of Redwoods, there are two other species that we often find in our area. Most common is
Sequoiadendron giganteum Giant Redwood in places like Hulne Park, Lilburn, Hedgeley Hall and Kyloe Woods.
Most of our specimens were brought across from the USA in the mid to late 1800s and are now very large trees.
The twigs are very unlike those of the Coast Redwood species above, as you can see from the photo on the next
page and you are unlikely to get them mixed up.
The third one is Metasequoia glyptostroboides Dawn Redwood. This is an endangered tree in the wild, in a
smallish area of China, only ‘discovered’ and named in 1947. The best specimens in our area are the avenue of
them along the main drive into Hulne Park. If you are looking at conifers in the winter, you won’t be confused

by the Dawn Redwoods because they shed their leaves. In the summer their foliage is somewhat similar to the
Coast Redwoods, but the cones are very different as you can also see below. I don’t know how well, if at all,
the Dawn Redwoods produce cones in Northumberland.

Giant Redwood

Dawn Redwood foliage

Dawn Redwood cones

Thus, while thinking about a topic for this month’s Plant Corner, and with it
being almost the start of winter, I decided I’d concentrate on how to tell which
common conifer species is which just from the twigs. For this article I’m going
to stick to conifers with needles, or at least distinct leaflets sticking out from
the twigs, rather than the various forms of Cypress whose leaves are small and
which mostly adhere closely to the twig. In other words, NOT like the Leyland
Cypress on the right.
We can start with the two common Pines – Pinus sylvestris Scots Pine and P. contorta Lodgepole Pine. Since we
are concentrating on the twigs, I shan’t talk about the other distinguishing features like the growth pattern or
the cones.

Scots Pine

Lodgepole Pine

Both these trees have quite long, springy needles in pairs. The two photos of twigs from quite young trees show
fairly clearly the key colour difference of the needles on typical specimens. This is often even more pronounced
if you see the two species beside each other. Less obvious, although often quoted in text books, is the fact that
the Lodgepole needles are often a bit longer than those of Scots and they are somewhat twisted, which is one
of the reasons for the specific name contorta. Unfortunately, when you look at the detailed botanical
descriptions, the range of needle length for Scots is quoted as 2 – 8cm, while for Lodgepole it is 3 – 8.5cm, and
both species are quoted as having twisted needles, so these characters are hardly definitive.

Then there are the two common Spruces – Picea sitchensis Sitka Spruce and P. abies Norway Spruce.

Sitka Spruce

Norway Spruce

Spruce needles grow singly on short brownish ‘pegs’ on the twigs. Again, particularly in the young foliage of
the current year’s growth, the Sitka has a distinct blue-green colour while the Norway is quite a dark green. But
most diagnostic is the feel of the needles and if you grip a Sitka shoot you soon let go because the needles are
so stiff and sharp-spined, while the Norway feels quite soft in the hand.
Another two common species, often found on the edges of conifer plantations in our area, are Pseudotsuga
menziesii Douglas Fir and Tsuga heterophylla Western Hemlock.

Douglas Fir

Western Hemlock

I usually think of Douglas Fir foliage as being a bit untidy, but the needles on the upper side of each shoot tend
to spread sideways as though someone has decided they are all too untidy and has used a comb to give them a
central parting. Otherwise these needles are of medium length and they feel not too stiff. Altogether rather
undistinguished, and to be fair, if I find a tree that I think is a Douglas Fir I invariably look for some cones and/or
at the bark to confirm my identification. These are big trees when they reach a good age and, at about 65
metres, include the tallest trees in Britain.
Their cousins, Western Hemlock, (you can tell the close relationship from the ‘tsuga’ part of the name in both
cases) have much neater and softer leaflets held in two flat ranks either side of the midrib. There are usually
some shorter leaflets that stick up above the main plane of the leaf and the specific name ‘heterophylla’ tells
you that the leaflets vary in size. Of course, the main diagnostic feature of Western Hemlock is the fantastically
graceful way the branches grow, sweeping downwards to create soft, swishing skirt effects along the edges of
some plantations.

My final comments concern the Firs of the genus Abies. These aren’t
nearly as common as the last six species, but you do find them
reasonably frequently in large gardens and collections and it’s useful
at least to have in your head the general characteristics of the genus.
The way to tell a true Fir tree (which books often tend to call Silver
Firs) is to look at the bases of the needles. Each one looks as though
it has been stuck to the twig with a small blob of plasticine as you can
see in the photo on the left.
As a general rule, telling one Silver Fir from another is not always easy
and my failure to give a name to the one in the picture above is because I couldn’t decide at the time, or since,
what species it is. But one of the commoner species, Abies procera Noble Fir, is not too hard to distinguish if
you look closely at the shape of the needles and remember the little mnemonic “Hockey is a Noble sport.” Each
needle has a very clear bend just before it attaches to the twig, giving it the shape, supposedly, of a miniature
hockey stick, as shown on the left below. The right-hand image is of another reasonably common species in
bigger collections – Abies grandis Grand Fir – and you can still just about see the “plasticine blob” points of
attachment of each needle, as well as the obvious absence of the hockey-stick bend.

Noble Fir

Grand Fir

So perhaps, armed with these hints, you may find that you can give a name to some of the passing conifers on
your winter walks this year.
RICHARD

STEWCHAT.
In last month’s piece I mentioned how the weather locally had been mainly from the south or west that was
not conducive to bird migration along the coast, and this continued for the rest of the period. Still, the month
was not without interest…

Figure 1: Pearly Underwing moth.

To add to the paragraph last month about the good migrant moths we have been catching, there was a final bit
of excitement on 20th October but not in the moth trap.
The night seemed cool so I didn’t bother trapping, but when I took the dog for her final walk before bed, we
pass a hedge of flowering ivy. It is host to a myriad of hoverflies, wasps, bees and butterflies on sunny autumn
days so I panned the torch over it to see if there might be any moths. I could see straight away there were
several Angle Shades which was nice, but another darker moth caught my eye. At first it looked like a Dark
Swordgrass, a nice scarce migrant too but once I had donned my glasses and got a better look I could see this
was an ever scarcer species - a Pearly Underwing, only my third in 12 years.
No sooner had November arrived on the 1st then so did a mixture of rare and scarce birds, all in North
Northumberland.
A small flooded field at Newstead, near Lucker, just off the A1 played host to an American wader, a lovely
Wilson’s Phalarope. It is over 10 years since the last one in Northumberland but with limited time available I
had to make do with a quick ‘hit and run’ dash up to see it after work. Phalaropes are great little birds. This is
the largest of the three that have occurred in the UK, but it is still very slim and graceful as it swims and
pirouettes around the water surface snatching at tiny aquatic insects and windblown invertebrates. It remained
on site for almost a week before continuing its migration elsewhere though certainly not to South America
where it should be by now.
Only about 6 miles away at Stag Rocks were a Bonaparte’s Gull, another American, a Great Shearwater that
uncharacteristically spent time sitting around and feeding with gulls just offshore, Black Guillemot and 4 Grey
Phalaropes. An amazing congregation of scarce birds at one site at the same time. Unfortunately I didn’t have
time to get there.

Figure 2: Wilson's Phalarope, Newstead

It was on the 14th that local Naturalists and the wider public alike were treated to one of the biggest, literally,
surprises of the year as my blog post below recounts –
With the final throws of Autumn upon us it was with some eager anticipation this morning dawned damp and
overcast with a light SE breeze.
As I stepped out of the house in the gloaming at 07.10, the sky was full of calling thrushes. Fieldfares, Redwings
and Blackbirds were arriving in good numbers for the first time this season. This made me keen to get to
Boulmer to see what might have pitched in.
Boulmer car park was ominously quiet with little arriving. A party of 10 Fieldfares that flew over, west, was
about as good as it got. At Seaton Point, another 2 Fieldfares, a Redwing, 20+ Dunnocks were as near as got to
migrants, but 2 Great Northern Divers flew North over our heads and a third flew North out to sea.
Not to be thwarted in our search for something, we retired to the car for a Greggs Cheese Pasty, a Chocolate
Eclair and a mug of tea. That got us going a bit so we planned to head North now searching the rocky shore on
the way with thoughts of a rare wheatear. Unfortunately, this plan was rapidly changed as we passed the Village
front and a very unusual What'sApp message came through - Walrus at Seahouses.
Could this be the return of professional dinghy sinker 'Wally' who wreaked havoc all down the west coast from
Wales to Scilly to Spain and Ireland in the summer? Whatever, this is a very rare occurrence indeed so we were
soon in the car and off to Seahouses to see for ourselves.
Quite a crowd was already watching the Walrus, hauled out on a breakwater in the harbour. It looked like a
huge, ginger sofa or maybe a fly-tipped carpet and didn't seem to be in a hurry to get off. We could watch it
down to about 30 yards without it being in the least bit concerned.
The Marine Mammal Medics were on site to monitor the animal’s welfare. It seems to be a female called Freya
who was last seen sleeping on a Dutch Submarine in late October. Comparison of the marks on its flippers seem
to agree with this theory. There are several online articles about her.
Occasionally Freya would wake up and stretch, have a look around at its new admirers before going back to
sleep. Never has an animal looked so comfortable on such an uncomfortable bed. After the Humpback in
January, now Walrus is another arctic marine mammal to be added to the list. If she lingers it is well worth a
visit. What a beast...

Figure 3: Walrus on breakwater, Seahouses Harbour.

Post script – Unfortunately Freya was only on a one day visit and was not seen subsequently. She is only the 4th
Walrus in the UK in the last 21 years with 2 sightings on Orkney and last years male on the west coast. She is
the first Walrus to visit the North East.How could December possibly match that!
Stewart Sexton, Howick.

A RINGERS YEAR
OCT 2021: One return from the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) this month was of a Turnstone that I ringed
near Craster in January 2015. I don’t ring many waders so I do remember I only caught this bird because it came
very close to me by one of the public seats in Craster on a bitterly-cold day. Its sad it was found dead on the
22/8/21 at Seahouses but it has lived for at least eight years. Ringing was possible at Howick on the 8 th when
we captured 63 birds (50 new & 13 retraps). The retraps included a male Great Spotted Woodpecker first ringed
in 2017 at Howick. The new birds included several Goldcrests, Blackbirds and a single Redwing (see photo) (all
probably in-coming migrants) and several Goldfinch. One of these was a particularly interesting Male; being
well marked with longer wings and a heavier weight than usual. My book tells me that this likely to be of the
Continental (carduelis) race rather than out usual more sedentary britannicus (see photo). Initially the 9/10/21
looked like it was going to be a quieter morning but it actually got busier; and we eventually processed 69 birds
(58 new & 11 retraps). There were more Goldcrests and Blackbirds and the delight of our regular little rarity a
Yellow-Browed Warbler (see photo). These are always special not only are they interesting in that they seem
to be pioneering a new migration route from Siberia & Asia down through Europe to Africa but they always look
perky and healthy despite their travelling 100’s (if not 1,000’s) of miles and weighing only 5 grams (similar to
Goldcrests). About to depart to Scotland for a late holiday I will say no more about Howick Ringing Station at
this point but instead report on this year’s
BARN OWL BREEDING SEASON 2021:
This study (of around 100 sites) in North Northumberland (outside the National Park) indicates that this was the
worst breeding season since 2006 (even worse that 2018). At only 15% occupancy this was half the long-term
average of 30%; with 15 pairs trying to nest and only 10 (10%) succeeding. The late winter and spring weather
was poor right into June (a complete contrast to the previous year). I have attached a picture of one of this
year’s few successful young owls (pict.).
The average number of eggs laid per clutch was 3.6 although one ‘6’ was recorded. The average number of
owlets fledged was 1.4 although one pair did raise 4. Only 21 owlets were ringed/fledged. A search for late
broods from July onwards proved unproductive.
When I have related these facts to members of the public most are surprised because many saw a larger number
of adult Barn Owls flying in daylight in the spring and assumed this indicated a healthy population. In truth
many of these owls were hunting desperately for food which was scarce – and very difficult to find/catch because
of the bad weather. A further confusion was caused by many pairs continuing to frequent their traditional nest
sites for much of the year even though no eggs were laid. Several people reported that ‘they had nesting owls’
when in fact they were not nesting.
Twenty-five new adult Barn Owls were ringed and 29 re-trapped; including a pair that usually nests in a little
building near Boulmer. The pair were in fact evicted from their usual site by a pair of noisy kestrels but simply
moved to some farmstead buildings less than a km away (fledging 3 young). The female (GR20048) was ringed
as an owlet near Lesbury on the 15/6/11 and has tried to nest every year since near Boulmer. She failed in 2013
and 2018 but almost made up for this by having a second brood in 2017. She has raised at least 27 owlets and
is on her second (or possibly third) male. Her current mate, (GV55857) since 2018, was only hatched himself in
2017 close by. One of the other successful pairs, retrapped nesting as usual near Netherwitton, only raised one
young. The male (FH11993) is at least 5 yrs. old having been ringed as an adult in the upper Breamish Valley;
while the female (FH11931) is 7 yrs. old having been ringed as an owlet west of Heighley Gate, Morpeth in 2014.
Jackdaws were still a problem occupying owl nest sites; and the disturbing development of two owl nests being
destroyed by jackdaws burying owl eggs under ‘jackdaw sticks’ was observed. Kestrels were again thin on the
ground but did better in the southern end of the coastal strip; two pairs using barn owl boxes while another
found a hole in a farmstead wall. Tawny Owls did not take over any ‘barn owl type boxes’ and had a dreadful
year; not even competing with our rare breeding Goldeneye ducks for nest sites.
Thanks are due to all those who have helped with this project; and those that have donated money for the
making of boxes etc. It’s been a second difficult year but this time more because of the weather than the
pandemic.

Best Regards
Phil Hanmer S Ringer/Trainer; Natural History Society of Northumbria Ringing Group (Hancock Museum). Email: tytoalbas@btinternet.com
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NATURE NEWS – OCTOBER
October was generally mild with very few frosts. The last week of the month saw the first hint of winter with
the higher Cheviots being covered in snow. This lasted a couple of days before a return to milder conditions.
Winds were generally out of the west or north west. There were very few periods of easterly or north easterly
winds resulting in few falls of migrant birds on the coast.
The last half of October was damp rather than being wet apart from one Tuesday when between two and three
inches of rain fell within 24 hours in the Till valley. This combined with relatively mild conditions meant that
fungi flourished late into the month and early November. Some species of Waxcaps were prominent in suitable
acid grassland towards the end of the month. Flowers were still apparent on a number of species in the Cheviots.
These included Cross-leaved heath, Heath milkwort, Tormentil and Mouse-ear hawkweed.
Good numbers of butterflies persisted until mid-October. Species such as Red admiral, Peacock and Speckled
wood could still be found on the wing in sun traps on the south sides of buildings or woodland or where Ivy was
in flower. This late source of nectar attracted a wide range of insects including Bumblebees, Hoverflies and
other species of fly e.g. Noon fly.

Figure 1: Noon fly

Figure 2: Brambling

On wet nights, Frogs, Toads and Newts could be seen migrating over roads on their way to hibernation sites.
Brown hares and Roe deer were relatively common in fields across north Northumberland.
Bird migration was in fits and starts. In Glanton, there has still been relatively few Redwings and Fieldfares. The
commonest winter migrant passerine in the village has been Brambling. This white rumped relative of the
Chaffinch has been almost daily. Large flocks have started to gather in wild bird seed mixes and under the
canopy of Beech trees – the mast is one of their favourite winter foods.
The species list for the Office now stands at 452. New additions in October have included Brambling, Oak
spangle gall, Common sexton beetle, the Rove beetle Quedius levicollis and ten species of fungi that include
Penny bun, Soapy knight fungus and Rusty-gall polypore.
One of the most intriguing ‘species’ was the Oak spangle gall. This was found by accident on the underside of
an Oak leaf that I picked up. The circular discs are caused by the cynipid wasp Neuroterus quercusbaccarumre.
Make the most of the short winter days when looking for wildlife.

Figure 3: Oak spangle gall

Figure 4: Soapy knight fungus
Jack Daw.

AWG SPEAKER PROGRAMME FOR 2021/22

2021
24 Nov

Speaker
Dr Gordon Port

15 Dec

Kevin Wharf

Topic
Everything you wanted to know about Slugs &
Snails, but were afraid to ask
Northumberland’s dark skies astronomy.

2022
26 Jan

Tom Cadwallender (AWG)

Paddington gets the Bird – Birding darkest Peru

23 Feb

Graham Sorrie

Morpeth Swift Conservation

30 Mar

To be confirmed

27 Apr

Philip Hanmer (AWG)

25 May

Dr Vivien Kent (The Otter
Network)

The butterflies and natural history of the Cirque
du Gavarnie, French Pyrenees
Making Otters Count – the use of citizen science
to monitor otter populations

2021/22 WINTER WALKS
We have organised some walks for the period November 2021 to March 2022. We’ve tried to have some
on Saturdays and some on Sundays. When you get this newsletter we shall already have had the
November walk at Warkworth, but too late to get a report into this issue.
All details are included in each walk description. 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. If you have an idea for something extra
we could add do get in touch on the number above or by email to rjpoppleton@outlook.com.
SUNDAY 5th December

Branton Ponds

Ian & Keith Davison

Meet at Branton Ponds Car Park at 10.00 am (n.b. half an hour earlier than the other walks) for a walk of up to 2
hours looking at winter wildlife. The path is flat but can be quite muddy in places, so strong footwear advisable.
Often lots of wildfowl on the ponds, so binoculars will be useful.
Car Park is at Grid Ref NU 049 165 OS Landranger 81 or Explorer 332
SUNDAY 2nd January

New Year Plant Hunt in & around Alnwick

Richard Poppleton

Meet by the entrance to the car park behind Alnwick Playhouse on Greenwell Road at 10.30 am. We shall
meander for 2 - 2½ hours along to The Peth and the Lion Bridge; back into the town via Walkergate and then
wherever the likeliest possibilities are for plants in flower along the cobbles and up around Green Batt and
Prudhoe Street areas and the various lanes that link them. The speed of our meandering is likely to depend on
how cold and wet it is.
Meeting point at Grid Ref NU 1891 1327 OS Landranger 81 or Explorer 332

Sunday February 13th

Around Alnmouth

Mick McMahon

Meet at the car park adjacent to Hipsburn Primary School and sports fields at 10.30 am. Walk length
approximately 3 miles: an anti-clockwise tour of the estuary and seashore returning via the river bank: up
to 3 hours duration. Some metalled road but principally public footpaths and sandy beach.
Walking shoes/boots should suffice and binoculars highly recommended
Car Park is at Grid Ref NU 238 110 OS Landranger 81 or Explorer 332
Saturday 26th March Berwick walls and Little Beach

George Dodds

Meet at 10:30 am by the entrance to the Castlegate car park, Berwick upon Tweed (under the arch on the
right hand side as you go NW out of the town – next to the BMS store). The Long-Stay section is free all
day – the Short Stay part is free for 2 hours.
The walk will be 1 ½ to 2 hours long. It will mainly be on hard surfaces with a short section on grass
along the cliffs. There are several short sharp inclines. If the weather is suitable we will walk along the
pier looking for seabirds, divers and possibly grebes.
Car Park is at Grid Ref NT 9968 5309 OS Landranger 75 or Explorer 346

SIGHTINGS OCTOBER 2021
BIRDS
Great-northern Diver
Red-throated Diver
Little Grebe
Great-crested Grebe
Red-necked Grebe
Black-necked Grebe
Slavonian Grebe
Great Shearwater
Manx Shearwater
Little Egret
Great-white Egret
Whooper Swan

Pink-footed Goose
Barnacle Goose
Wigeon
Shoveler
Pintail
Garganey
Shelduck
Ruddy Shelduck
Goosander
Long-tailed Duck
Velvet Scoter
Marsh Harrier
Common Buzzard
Sparrowhawk
Peregrine
Water Rail
Woodcock
Golden Plover
Grey Plover
Ruff
Purple Sandpiper
Curlew
Black-tailed Godwit
Bar-tailed Godwit
Arctic Skua
Great Skua
Little Gull
Lesser Black-backed Gull
Sandwich Tern
Arctic Tern
Little Owl
Tawny Owl
Swallow
Grey Wagtail

1 past Cullernose on 12th 2 past Dunstanburgh on 25th
7 past Boulmer on 17th 5 past Cullernose on 23rd
1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 24th
2 at Branton Ponds on 8th and 1 on 17th 1 at Cresswell Pond on 24th
1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 24th
1 at Maiden Hall Lake on 24th
1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 24th
1 at Craster on 12th
1 past Cullernose on 12th
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 17th 4 at Budle Bay on 19th
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 17th 1 over Branton on 20th
5 over Cullernose on 16th 9 at Branton Ponds on 20th 26 over Boulmer on 17th
45 over Howick on 20th 5 at Newton Scrape on 7th 50 at Low Newton on 15th
12 at Craster on 18th
900+ over Widdrington Moor Lake on 24th 600+ over Cullernose on 23rd 5000
at Low Newton on 25th 200 at Budle Bay on 19th
2500 at Elwick on 18th 9 past Cullernose on 12th and 20 on 23rd 20 at Low
Newton on 25th
2139 past Boulmer on 6th
3 at Branton Ponds on 4th and 2 on 29th 2 past Boulmer on 6th 48 at Budle Bay
on 19th
5 past Boulmer 6th
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 3rd
470 at Budle Bay on 19th
1 at Newton Scrape on 7th and 14th
5 at Branton Ponds on 8th and 2 on 19th
1 at Dunstanburgh on 26th
3 past Cullernose on 12th
1 at Widdrington Moor Lake on 24th
2 at Yearle all month.
1 at Yearle on 8th
1 at Boulmer on 17th
1 at Hedgeley Lakes on 17th 1 at Branton Ponds on 19th
1 at Beanley Woods on 30th
200 at Newton Scrape on 7th
17 at Seaton Point on 23rd
1 at Low Newton on 25th
4 at Seaton Point on 23rd 2 at Howick Burn Mouth on 6th
74 at Seaton Point on 23rd
1 at Monks House Pool on 19th
35 at Seaton Point on 23rd
2 past Boulmer on 17th 1 past Cullernose on 23rd
1 past Cullernose on 12th 1 past Boulmer on 17th
1 at Boulmer on 17th 5 at Craster on 21st
216 at Branton Ponds on 4th
5 at Newton Haven on 7th
3 at Cullernose on 12th
1 at Glanton on 23rd
1 at Little Mill on 23rd
1 at Seaton Point on 23rd
1 at Yearle on 31st

Dipper
Wheatear
Ring Ouzel
Redwing
Blackcap
Lesser Whitethroat
Yellow-browed Warbler
Goldcrest
Treecreeper
Jay
Raven
Red-eyed Vireo
Brambling
Twite
Common Crossbill
Lapland Bunting
Snow Bunting
INVERTEBRATES
Rhigognostis incarnatella
Convolvulus Hawk-moth
Rush Veneer
Angle Shades
Delicate
Figure of Eight
Gem
Dark Sword Grass
Dark Chestnut
Radford’s Flame Shoulder
Pearly Underwing
Speckled Wood
Common Darter
Mayfly
REPTILES
Adder
MAMMALS
Otter
Stoat
Bottle-nosed Dolphin
OBSERVERS

1 at Felton Bridge on 5th and 30th
6 at Dunstanburgh on 4th 1 at Howick Haven on 6th
1 in College Valley on 14th
3+ in College Valley on 8th 12 at Branton Ponds on 17th and several flocks of
100+ on 18th 150 at Howick on 18th
1 at North Bellshill on 20th
1 at Low Newton on 7th
1 at Howick on 9th and 1 on 15th
200 at Howick Hall on 6th
1 at Branton Ponds on 8th 1 at Yearle on 12th
1 at Yearle on 3rd and 3 on 12th
2 at Craster on 14th
1 at Holy Island on 9th
2 at North Bellshill on 22nd 3+ at Glanton on 23rd 1 at Howick on 18th
2 at Cullernose on 23rd
8 over Glanton on 23rd
1 at Elwick on 18th
2 at Cullernose on 23rd
1 at Howick on 7th
1 at Chatton on 6th
1 at Howick on 7th
6 at Howick on 20th
1 at Howick on 7th
1 at Branton on 7th
1 at Howick on 7th
1 at Howick on 7th
1 at Branton on 7th
1 at Howick on 7th
1 at Howick on 20th
8 at Branton Ponds on 8th
Several at Branton Ponds on 17th
1 at Branton on 17th
1 at Branton Ponds on 8th
2 at Cresswell Pond on 24th
1 at Yearle on 5th
6 at Craster on 4th,9 on 14th and 20 on 25th.
G,R& J Bell, I&K Davison, G Dodds, M&J Drage, P&A Hanmer,
A Keeble, J Rutter, S Sexton, P Watson.

