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This year is certainly flying by, already we are at the 
end of May and we have just returned from a 
wonderful 12-day trip to Bulgaria with swallow 
Birding, 39 lifers for us as well as some great views of 
birds previously seen. But back to work now and this 
issue to get out! 

so what do we have in store for you this time? if 
you didn’t attend the conference this year then you 
missed a fantastic day, gerry has given us a write up 
and we will soon be announcing how much money 
has been given to the two beneficiaries.  we are 
already thinking ahead to the next one to be held in 
2018 and will give details in future issues once 
decided. one of the beneficiaries, north Thames 
gull group, has given us a further update on the 
work they are doing, and gerry was lucky enough to 
be invited to help out on a ringing day. 

There is also an article on the current Tawny owl 
survey which requires your sightings (and hootings) 
please, and i do hope you like the wonderful Tawny 
owl on the front cover by sam shippey, he has done 
us proud once again. There is also more from John 
smart on swifts, and an article about the J.a. Baker 
archives, all very interesting reads.

we have the first in a series of chronicles by Ken, 
beginning when he first started birdwatching many 
years ago. i am sure you will enjoy reading these as 
much as we have, and maybe they will bring back 
some memories that you would like to share in a 
future issue.  we also start a series of hints & Tips 
and again welcome any that you would like to share 
with us.

another regular feature is the write up on reserves 
that we are planning to visit on a field trip soon.  
wallasea has undergone quite a transformation 

editorial 
 Lesley Collinsn 

recently, so i am looking forward to our visit on 11th 
december to see how it has turned out. i hope you 
will join us on this non-coach trip.

now back onto birding tours.  we will ask steve g 
to write up the ‘grand tour of Bulgaria’ for another 
time (or maybe we’ll just ‘borrow’ the trip report!).  
in this issue another one of their tours is featured by 
liz huxley, who went with them to lake Kerkini in 
november, whereas gerry did Portugal on his own 
and sourced a local guide to help him find the birds. 
however you do your birding trips we would love to 
read about them and feature them in future issues.

it is great to get letters and emails from current 
and previous residents of Essex, and we enjoy being 
able to share these with you, such as the one in this 
issue from nick Picozzi. Keep them coming in please, 
it may take us a couple of issues before we can put 
them in but they will appear! 

Please see page 17 to find details of our first 
photography competition, and also our first EBws 
Birdathon race in october – we need more teams 
for this to run so please consider registering. full 
terms and conditions can be found on the back page 
and on the website.

we are really pleased that simon wood offered to 
provide recent sightings in the Maldon area, please 
let us know if you would like to provide a report of 
recent sightings in some of the areas of the county 
that we are missing particularly in the north west 
and central areas of the county. 

yesterday we were out on our last ‘organised’  
days birding for this season, i hope your days out 
have been as enjoyable as ours. Enjoy your ‘summer’ 
break and look forward to starting again in 
september.

Nightjar, Pied Wheatear and Bee-eater, all seen in Bulgaria (lEslEy collins)
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Following our annual general meeting held on 4th 
march 2016 there has been some changes in the 
‘management’ of the society! 
first joint general secretary Louise and John sykes did 
not nominate to stand again due to their impending 
move from chelmsford to ashbourne, derbyshire in 
March to be closer to their family. louise and John took 
up the secretary position when approached in 2011, 
along with much of the publicity to promote the 
indoor Meetings, field Trips and conferences, which 
have all flourished with increased attendance through 
their sterling efforts. louise and John will be missed and 
wish them well and, without a coastline, some quite 
different birding in derbyshire.  as well as positions 
already held Lesley Collins nominated for the 
additional positions of general secretary and assistant/
Minutes secretary and was duly elected at the agM. 

our ‘gift-aid’ secretary John thorogood also stood 
down after some 43 years superb service to the 
society! John started as a recorder in 1972–79. he 
then took on the position as covenants secretary in 
1981 (which evolved to ‘gift-aid’ secretary). John has 
managed to obtain thousands of pounds of members 
hard-earned income Tax back from the hMrc for the 
society over this 34-year period. John also represented 
the society on the abberton reservoir Management 
committee and was elected as a Vice President for his 
exceptional years of services to the society.  we will 
miss John with his wealth of experience and knowledge 
shared at the committee Meetings, for which we thank 
him and wish John well in his retirement from the 
Executive committee.

emma robinson, dominique and Paul Considine 
nominated as new ‘assistants to the Executive 
committee’, which was very much appreciated. Emma 
is already getting stuck into various tasks and helping 
with the refreshments at the indoor Meetings; while 
dominique and Paul are compiling and producing our 
new regular e-mail ‘newsletter’. steve grimwade 
volunteered to represent the society on the abberton 
reservoir Management committee, but i am 
disappointed that, from over 500 members, we are still 
looking for someone to take on the very important 
position of ‘gift-aid’ secretary, without which the 
society will unfortunately be considerably short of 
valuable funds. if you would like to help with any 
aspects of the society business and activities, please 
contact me (07775 663166) for further information.

following our agM the Essex Bird Report for 2013 
soon appeared on member’s door mats. 
congratulations to Editor graham smith, the team of 
sub-editors and recorders for all their valued input and 
an excellent report.  while a start has been made on 
the 2014 report we must find a new Editor, or a  
team of joint Editors, due to graham standing down! 

The report is the most important ornithological 
publication that the society produces each year.  as Editor 
you head up a fantastic team of members that each do 
their ‘bit’ to produce the top quality report. if you would 
like more information and to find out what is involved, 
please contact me (07775 663166).

our ‘migration – Out of africa’, conservation 
conference, sponsored by grOund COntrOL Ltd, held 
at writtle college in March, was a fantastic success and 
enjoyed by everyone that attended.  we thank all the 
speakers for their brilliant illustrated presentations, the 
students of southend high school for girls for the 
excellent migration display in the foyer, the Exhibitors, the 
committee and members that all contributed to make the 
day run so smoothly and raise funds for conservation of 
Black-tailed godwits and surveying of gulls by the north 
Thames gull group. The society is pleased to advise that 
£1,500 has been awarded to each of these projects to help 
them continue with their valuable conservation and 
surveying. feedback from the conference delegates has 
been very positive and a future conference is being 
considered for March 2018. 

These are very exciting times and the society is 
increasingly moving into new fields and expanding 
existing activities in an effort to attract more people to 
become involved and participate in different wildlife 
events this year, above and beyond the excellent 
programme of interesting Indoor Meetings and friendly 
Field Trips. These are a ‘Photographic Competition’ with a 
£100 ’cash’ prize; a ‘Birdathon day’ with a trophy, and a 
‘Christmas Count’ to get out-and-about over the festive 
season. The rules for these new activities are displayed in 
the previous issue of Essex Birding and are available on the 
website. These, coupled with more Migration Day Events 
and Winter Birding Days around the county, give members 
so many opportunities throughout the year to engage and 
meet new friends to enjoy our hobby to the full.

The limited copies of the fantastic The Birds of Essex 
publication by Editor simon wood, as provided by the 
publishers at the special discounted price, were all 
snapped up very quickly by members that wished to have 
a second copy, or those that were not fortunate to 
purchase a copy when first published back in 2007, or was 
it a christmas gift for some lucky recipients? it may be 
possible to obtain more copies, so if you are interested 
please contact me (07775 663166).

finally, congratulations to joint Editors Lesley and steve 
Collins on this issue 128 of Essex Birding. if you have 
something you would like to share with members be it an 
article or a piece of artwork, please forward them by mail 
to lesley and steve at the address shown in the enclosed 
2016-2017 Membership card/fixture list or by e-mail  
to (lesleydc21@gmail.com). Enjoy reading the articles  
and reports in our magazine and have a great second half 
of 2016.

Chairman’s Watchpoint
 gerry Johnsonn 
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The society organised their third conservation 
conference, again at the first class writtle college’s 
northumberland lecture theatre. This modern, 
comfortable facility with tiered seating and 
excellent sound system, housed over 100 members 
and public for the full day’s programme of six 
lectures covering many different aspects about bird 
migration by eminent speakers. 

The scene was set by Professor ian newton OBe, 
often described as Britain’s greatest living 
ornithologist, but you would never think so from his 
modest manner. in a talk about ‘migration’, ian 
asked ‘Why do birds migrate?’ and proceeded to give 
various reasons. These included better availability of 
food and to escape harsh conditions, basically it is to 
survive and breed. Most species travel from north to 
south, while a few move in the opposite direction in 
order to raise young. it is remarkable that some 
species, that travel vast distances, do not eat or sleep 
for days, and actually biologically change their body 
structure and organs before migrating. Building up 
body fat for the long migration and shrinking body 
organs that are not required on the journey, 
sometimes not stopping for days when travelling 
thousands of miles over vast oceans, searing deserts 
or high mountain ranges. it is known that birds use 
the sun and stars to navigate, but it has now been 
discovered that birds also measure the wave form of 
the Earth’s magnetic field to navigate, using small 
organs at the base of their bill and their eyes. it 
appears that as the latitude line increases so does 
the percentage of bird population that migrate. Even 
at 35deg latitude (i.e. Morocco) 30% of the bird 
population move south. until quite recently this 

‘migration – Out of africa’ Conference
19th march 2016

 gerry Johnsonx

information was based on ringing recoveries. But 
from over one million willow warblers ringed, only 
400 (0.04%) have been recovered.  also, in certain 
countries (i.e. parts of saudi arabia and russia), 
recovery has been low. however, with the 
introduction of studies using radar, initiated by 
david lack, considerably more information can now 
be gathered (i.e. birds can be detected at all ranges, 
in all weathers). radar concludes that birds wait for 
favourable conditions (i.e. wind direction and clear 
skies). further advances are now being used in the 
form of satellite tracking, which is possible on 
smaller species with solar panel technology and 
reduced weight.  without studies using gPs 
technology it would not be known that gyr falcons 
spend months at sea during winter months, 
assumed sitting on icebergs, hunting seabirds. This 
talk by Professor ian newton delivered so much 
information. 

The second speaker was ecologist graham ekins 
on the subject of ‘Western Palearctic african 
Wader migration’. graham demonstrated the East 
atlantic flyway for some species that travel through 
Mauritania and senegal ending up in ghana or even 
further south in gabon or angola and south africa. 
details of long distance migrants like dotterel, 
common sandpiper, spotted redshank, wood 
sandpiper, curlew sandpiper, greenshank and 
whimbrel were demonstrated. studies show that 
canadian and north american populations of 
whimbrel migrate west, over the atlantic with 
favourable tail winds to get to Brazil, and return over 
land using different winds. The whimbrels seen in 
the uK are from iceland on their way to senegal, 
travelling ca.6,700 Km non-stop in six days. 

A few delegates
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greenshanks move from the north to north africa, 
while birds from south go further south. 
overwintering greenshanks in the uK probably have 
scandinavian origins. curlew sandpipers arrive in 
western Europe from north-western siberia, with 
the waddensee being the main staging area on route 
to west africa for many species.  wood sandpipers 
winter in central southern africa and if conditions 
are right they will continue non-stop directly to 
winter breeding grounds. spotted redshanks are 
found across freshwater wetlands of africa to china, 
with 90% of the western Palearctic birds wintering 
in africa taking two different routes. There were 
more common sandpipers trapped at abberton 
reservoir during the 1960’s and 1970’s than 
anywhere else in the uK. British common 
sandpipers move from west rather than east and it is 
suspected that large numbers do not stop in the uK, 
with autumn birds being from scandinavia. dotterels 
only breed in high mountain tops after spending 
winter in the atlas Mountains of Morocco. Their 
absence during autumn indicates direct movement 
from the breeding sites to Morocco. it would appear 
that dotterels are susceptible to changes in 
agricultural practices. graham Ekins demonstrated 
that africa holds the key to many wader species and 
many threats to them during migration, like the 
possible loss of waddensee which would be 
catastrophic and would have serious consequences 
to many species survival.

our last speaker before lunch was dr Kate 
Plummer, a researcher from the British Trust for 

ornithology (BTo), working on ‘Winter migration 
of Blackcaps’. it was thought that Blackcaps were 
over wintering in the uK. however, following years 
of surveying it has been established that Blackcaps 
show quite a complex array of different migration 
patterns. Blackcaps from the uK and Europe 
historically all followed the same migration route, 
south west to iberia and north africa. however, from 
ring recoveries going back 60-years it is now evident 
that german Blackcaps are taking a different 
migratory route, north-westerly to the uK! not only 
have the german Blackcaps changed their migration 
direction, they have rapidly evolved physically in just 
30-years. They have browner plumage; rounder 
wings reflecting a shorter migration distance 
travelled and a more pointed beak to deal with a 
more general diet. it is though that some of these 
changes are possibly due to climate change and the 
human activity of winter feeding in gardens, which 
has increased considerably since the second world 
war. however, to date, the two factors have yet to 
be tested to establish any conclusions. from over 
4,000 garden studies across the uK since 1999 it has 
been established that there has been an increase in 
Blackcaps of 66% in the south west with a smaller 
increase in the east of England of 22%. Various 
supplementary food types have different degrees of 
success, with fat based products and sunflower 
hearts proving to be the most important. Kate 
Plummer had enlightened the delegates about 
Blackcaps and posed questions as to how they may 
evolve in future years?

EBwS Stand
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The lunch break provided the opportunity for 
members and guests to engage with the speakers, 
friends not seen for some time and view the various 
displays in the foyer. The society wishes to thank all 
the exhibitors that supported the conference, but 
especially the splendid migration displays by the 
students of southend high school for girls. 

we continued after lunch with another first class 
speaker from the BTo. dr Chris Hewson, senior 
research Ecologist in the international research 
Team, had been working on the ecology and 
conservation of afro-Palaearctic migratory birds for 
many years. chris’s talk had the title ‘tales of the 
unexpected – new insights from tracking our 
afro-Palearctic migrants’ and was packed with new 
information thanks to cutting edge 21st-century 
technology. specifically featured were nightingales, 
cuckoos, corncrakes, common swifts and nightjars. 
it would appear that rainfall, or the lack of water is 
probably the most important factor for many 
species survival that fly over the sehel. since 2009 
light weight geo-locators have been placed on 15 
nightingales, of which nine recoveries have been 
made, showing migration to western africa – 
senegal, gambia, guinea-Bissau and guinea. The 
return migration of ca.3,300 Km via spain in three 
days to ‘refuel’ then completing the additional 
ca.1,125 Km in a single day back to the uK has been 
recorded. it is also now known that cuckoos take 
two quite different directions to their southerly 
wintering areas in liberia and other areas in africa. 
although finishing in this same location 33 journeys 
took a south-easterly route with a 97% survival, 
while only 56% survived of the 23 that took a 
south-westerly route. Mortality o the south-
westerly route occurred mainly in southern Europe 
– france and spain. it was previously thought that 
birds only migrated over deserts at night, but they 
are now known to do both at altitudes of 4,000-
5,000 Metres where deserts are cool enough to cross 
with favourable winds. it further known that these 
routes are important to other species – common 

swifts, nightingales and nightjars. These species 
also appear to be able to home in on important 
drought breaking rains that subsequently triggers 
insect hatch after the dry season. There are still so 
many exciting things to discover regarding migration 
using modern technology, which chris hewson gave 
us a fascinating taste. 

our mid-afternoon speaker was samantha Lee 
from the rsPB, describing the very important 
conservation work being undertaken in partnership 
for ‘migrant Birds Benefiting from “team Peanut 
Work” in West africa’, where species like Turtle 
doves stop over.  with Turtle doves declining in the 
uK by 96% since 1970, it is critical to understand 
what measures can be taken across continents and 
flyways to assist their survival. Peanut farmers in the 
gambia leave areas fallow, where Turtle doves 
forage in the short vegetation, while many farmers 
in senegal clear land of all trees and scrub, using 
every part of their land to produce crops, leaving 
nothing for birds.  with the huge decline in the uK it 
was hard to appreciate that in 1 Km2. ca.32,000 
Turtle doves been recorded departing from a roost 
site to a watering hole, with a peak of ca.5,000 in 
five minutes, between 08:05 and 08:10.  actions are 
being taken in the uK by the rsPB in partnership 
with landowners and farmers who can obtain 
funding assistance for wildlife through different 
stewardship schemes. Members of the public can 
also help by purchasing food produced by 
conservation grade displaying the ‘fair to nature’ 
logo. samantha lee delivered a very robust talk full 
of enthusiasm and conviction.

finally we welcomed Professor Jennifer gill back, 
from school of Biological sciences at university of 

Above: Southend High School for Girls and, above right: North Thames Gull Group
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East anglia, norwich, talking about ‘advances in the 
timing of spring migration’. Jennifer and the 
dedicated group of ecologists and birdwatchers 
across north africa, western Europe and iceland 
(gunnarson and Tomasson) have been surveying the 
icelandic race of Black-tailed godwit for 
approaching 30-years, so the data collected is truly 
meaningful. from a European population of 
ca.50,000, between 1%-2% have been colour ringed 
at numerous locations, showing that godwits live 
for over 20-years, the oldest recorded at 25. This 
concentrated surveying has been made possible due 
to the migration range being exclusively between 
iceland and north-west Europe. The study shows 
that overall arrivals back at the breeding grounds are 
now on average ten-days earlier.  while individual 
arrival dates of adult birds do not appear to be 
earlier the younger birds are arriving earlier, possible 
due to weather and climate conditions which can be 
better in early spring. The feeding sites in eastern 
England are poor and in southern ireland the energy 
values in feeding sits are also poor compared to 
Portugal. Birds from Portugal arrive earlier and the 
East of England birds arrive last, only getting the 
left-over breeding sites, and have a higher mortality 
rate! Breeding is earlier in warmer years due to early 
growth of tussock-type grass which is needed to 
nest successfully. This in turn enables birds to leave 
earlier to obtain the best overwintering feeding sites. 
common snipe are the only other species that 
appear to have a significant advance in arrival times, 
while whimbrels, redshanks, oystercatchers and 
golden Plovers have hardly advanced at all. it was 
clear that this type of extended long term surveying 

can achieve excellent results, but there is still much 
to learn as data is received annually and processed. if 
you would like to find out more about Jennifer gill’s 
research, please refer to the fascinating series of 
blogs: wadertales.wordpress.com 

 The society wish to thank President mrs margaret 
mitchell and Vice President dr simon Cox for 
chairing the morning and afternoon sessions 
respectively, making sure that the very 
knowledgeable and passionate speakers did not 
stray over their allotted time, followed by quality 
question from the delegates.  we must also 
acknowledge Jo Hasnip, our host at writtle college 
and arranger of the fine lunch; tracy and adam as 
technical support ensuring that all the presentation 
ran smoothly, and our sponsor ground Control Ltd. 
from Billericay for their valued support. not 
forgetting the team members of the sub-group of 
the Executive committee for all their dedication and 
hard work to organise the conference, especially 
Lesley Collins for obtaining the selection of quality 
raffle prizes. i also thank steve swinney for the 
notes taken during the conference, as it was 
impossible to remember every detail presented by 
all the speakers.

The Executive committee had already agreed that 
the joint benefactors of this conference will be the 
ongoing Black-tailed godwit surveying and the 
continued work of the north thames gull group. 

This conference was another opportunity for the 
society to show members, and demonstrate to the 
public, just what the society is about and how active 
it is – a recording Body with interests in all aspects 
of bird watching and conservation. 

The Raffle table
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Thank you very much to all of the team involved in 
organising the conference today, another very 
successful event.  we thoroughly enjoyed every 
aspect of it and the usual friendliness of the society 
was very evident today, what a great atmosphere.  
we now have to digest all the interesting facts and 
information that we received from the terrific 
speakers! Marilyn and Mark

Just a note to thank you all for your hard work in 
organising today’s conference. i thought it was a 
great success and like all such events was also a 
good chance to catch up with people not seen for a 
while. The study of bird migration has come on a lot 
since i began bird-watching 50 years ago; or to be 
more precise, 62 years ago, if you date it from the 
first species i remember seeing –  a goldcrest, 
pointed out to me by my father as it flitted around 
in a gorse bush on the edge of Mill green common. i 
was wearing a brown duffel coat at the time and had 
my rudolf the reindeer bobble hat on my head…
don’t go there!  But i was really sad when the gorse 
bush died around 30 years later! if only i could 
remember last Thursday as clearly.  anyway, thanks 
again for all your efforts. Graham Smith

Just like to say that annette and i had a thoroughly 
enjoyable day at the conference with a real buzz 
around the place which was no doubt due to the 
perfect organisation of the whole thing. it was great 
to see so many members present and after the 
lectures everyone was enthused to get out and 
record Blackcaps and Black-tailed godwits etc.  well 
done to everyone involved, can’t wait for the next 
one!! Annette & Steve

Just a note to congratulate and thank you and your 
team on an excellent conference.  all the lectures 
were of the highest and most interesting standard.  
Together with an excellent lunch it was an 
informative and splendid day.  Roy Ledgerton

May i add my congratulations and thank you to 
everyone who helped and assisted both on the day 
and in its preparation. it was an excellent day all 
round, and the society should be rightly very proud 
of its achievements and growing reputation in 
organising such events.  well done Everyone. here’s 
to 2018, only 729 days to go.  Steve Collins

it really was a very enjoyable and great day, proud to 
be part of it. Emma Robinson

Thanks once again for an absolutely superb 
conference with excellent speakers, a great venue 
and lunch it really was an excellent day which i will 
remember for a long time, very glad i was able to 
attend. Kind regards. Paul Roper

Many thanks to everyone for making it a success. i 
have already forwarded a very complementary email 
i received from Paul roper yesterday.  Very pleased 
to have been a small part of “the team” delivering 
another successful conference.  our reputation 
continues to grow. Pete Dwyer

Many thanks to you for organising such an excellent 
conference! Prof Jennifer Gill

congratulations to the Exec and all those involved 
for organizing a super conference. The speakers were 
excellent, especially the professor, but all were 
interesting and had useful things to say. lunch was 
good too! Margaret Mitchell

it was a really good conference and it must be very 
satisfying to be associated with such a success.  
Chris Cox

Thank you so much for an outstanding conference 
on saturday. i could not stay for the whole day but 
what i saw was both entertaining and very 
informative.  if only i could get more students 
attending! Alan Roscoe

a very interesting conference and very 
professionally presented; well done. Tony Rouy 

Just a note to say thanks to everyone who was 
involved in organising and running today’s 
conference.  i was very impressed with the whole 
thing but particularly with the quality of speakers 
and talks.  There must have been a huge amount of 
background work in organising the programme 
arranging the speakers, arranging the sponsors, 
obtaining raffle prizes and the like, not to mention 
all the catering etc.  we are very lucky to have you 
and others willing to devote so much time and 
thought to it.  Colin Mackenzie-Grieve

Thank you and your team for organising the 
informative and entertaining conference.  The 
logistics of bringing it all together is no easy project 
i’m sure, but it appeared to be seamless on the day.  
John Smart

Conference feedback
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margaret’s musings
    margaret mitchell, eBws President n 

Why do we put words to birdsong?
‘Come-back-to-Pretoria! Come-back-to-Pretoria!’ 
This used to be the first sound i heard early in the 
mornings in the breeding season in durban. it was 
made by a Toppie, an african bulbul, and of course it 
didn’t actually say those words – but to generations 
of south africans the words fitted. Earlier in my 
birding career i would wake up to ‘Brain-fever! 
Brain-fever!’ repeated five or six times. Each phrase 
louder than the last, ending with a screech, only to 
start up again a moment later. This was in delhi, and 
my mother, who was a poor sleeper, begged me to 
shoot the wretched bird but somehow i could not to 
do it. The perpetrator in this case was the common 
hawk cuckoo or Brainfever Bird. The hindi words for 
its call are ‘Pee-kahan? Pee-kahan?’ (where is my 
love?) as it lasts throughout the breeding season, 
during the night as well as by day, is very appropriate. 

in the evenings, ‘Did-he-do-it? Did-he-do it?’ – 
The alarm call of the red wattled lapwing warned 
us if we were getting too close to his nest.

here in Brentwood the first bird in the morning 
is often the woodpigeon: ‘Tak two coos Taffy, tak 
two’, but the collared dove’s ‘Cuckoo-cook’ runs it 
close. only when i was doing the Breeding Birds 
survey at Beauchamp roding did i hear ‘Little-bit-
of-bread-and-NO-cheeeese’, sometimes with the 
last syllable left off. 

i suppose it is natural for us to fit words to bird 
songs and calls: the cuckoo shouts his own name, 
as do the Peewit and curlew, but some are beyond 
us: what words can possibly fit the song Thrush’s 
exuberant efforts and as for that superb songster, 
the nightingale – let’s just leave him to say for 
himself ‘jug-jug-jug, ter-ooo’.

Pioneers in 
Ornithology
samuel richard tickell
Tickell was a British army officer who served in 
india and Burma. he was an industrious field 
ornithologist, author and artist.

several species in the indian avifauna bear the 
name of Tickell including Tickell’s Babbler, Tickell’s 
flowerpecker, Tickell’s leaf warbler and Tickell’s 
Blue flycatcher and at one time the whole genus 
of flycatcher-warblers was known as ‘Tickellia’.

Tickell was born on 19 august 1811 at cuttack, 
some hundred miles south west of calcutta. he 
was educated in the British isles and returned to 
india when he was nineteen. Throughout his time 
in india Tickell had studied birds whenever possible. 
in January 1865, at the age of fifty four, Tickell 
retired from the army and settled in the channel 
islands. in 1870 his eyes suffered an inflammatory 
attack which cost him the sight of one eye and 
then the other. he died in april 1875.

Tickell’s Blue Flycatcher
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i was born in 1924 in a house in south woodford 
where the garden gate opened on to Epping forest. 
schoolboys in the 1930s played marbles and 
collected ‘cigarette cards’. i did both, but i was 
particularly interested in those collections of cards 
on natural history subjects. i remember taking a 
decision to study trees for a year and then birds, i 
made up a book and a collection of pressed leaves. 
and i had a set of cards on Trees in Britain. i had 
collected leaves of all the trees i could find and i was 
eager to move on to birds. i remember taking those 
decisions quite clearly and deliberately. i think it was 
some sort of personal compensation or rivalry with 
my younger sister, who was more successful than i 
was at school. Perhaps it was an attempt to succeed 
in my own way where i already had some knowledge 
– and to wander in the forest where i had my own 
world.

 i had been given a very old set of cards of wild 
birds by my grandfather and i already knew the 
most common garden birds such as starlings, house 
sparrows and robins and i was also familiar with 
Jays, chaffinches, wrens, Blackbirds, song Thrushes 
and others. They were all birds that were well known 
to ‘country-boys’ and if you lived in woodford in the 
1920s and 30s then you were a ’country-boy! so, in 
the spring of 1939 i started seriously ‘watching’ birds 
as distinct from ticking their names on a list. i 
started early in the spring of 1939, wandering on 
woodford common (the golf course). My 
equipment was a notebook, the observers Book of 
Birds and my father’s old pair of 2x opera glasses. 
Much later i was generously given an old pair of 
goerz 9x20 (1905) prismatic binoculars and i 
eventually became quite skilled in using them, even 
though they had a very small field of view.

 during that Easter school holiday it seems i was 
out almost every day, and my notebook and diary 
show that i knew the dunnock, then known as the 
hedge sparrow, the greenfinch, linnet, 
yellowhammer and Pied wagtail, all these birds i 
found in the relatively small area of woodford golf 
course. By watching i had also located the nest sites 
of most of them. i particularly remember being 
surprised by the startlingly bright blue of the 
dunnock’s eggs. 

during the following weeks my notebook shows 
that i intensively watched families of all these 
species being reared successfully. in fact, my notes of 
the next 4 years, until i joined the raf in May 1944, 
will show the almost unbelievable changes in bird 

Ken’s Chronicles 
no. 1: the Beginning, early days  
   Ken Hoyn

populations that has occurred since those days. 
(Many of my individual records are reported in the 
annual london Bird reports of the lnhs for those 
years).

some significant extracts from my early notes 
follow: 

12th April: 1939 Woodford Golf Course: Two small 
greenish birds with light brown legs were Willow 
Warblers, a pair? One of them, presumably the 
male, was singing vigorously from the top of a birch 
near the Dell. I quickly learned to recognise the 
song. 

14th April: The Rookery by the Woodford LNER 
Station contains 25 nests this year. 

i do not know when that rookery ceased to be used). 
i also noted on that day that “i heard and saw a 
cuckoo near the ching Brook”. it was the first time 
that year (and incidentally the earliest date i have 
ever heard the cuckoo since then.) 

16th April: Breeding on the Golf Course are a pair 
of Yellowhammers and, several pairs of 
Greenfinches. Also, in the gorse bushes six pairs of 
Linnets

Quite a colony! during the following weeks i was 
able to keep watch over most of those nests as they 
successfully reared families of young. however, “all 
the eggs of one linnet’s nest just suddenly 
disappeared – an egg collector?” i ended my notes 
that day with ‘a first’ – a note i will never forget: 

A Pied Wagtail alighted on the 1st green 
accompanied by two other wagtails. A brightly 
coloured male Yellow Wagtail, in full breeding 
plumage and a female that was so pale it was 
almost white except for wings, tail and a brown 
back, nape and crown.
17th April:“In the Theydon Woods I saw a male 
Blackcap. At close range it sang fearlessly and 
aggressively right at me. 

i was amazed but it obviously considered it was “in 
possession of territory”. i also remember that day 
well because it was the day i finally sorted out the 
Tit family…those with black caps. i had been 
confused as i had no picture showing the great Tit’s 
‘black collar-and-tie’. Thorburn’s lovely painting in 
the Observers Book of Birds does not show it! i had 
nothing else to help me…there were very few bird 
books in those days – although i had my sets of 
cigarette cards, the ‘detective work’ was good 
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i was angry and shocked as i had not seen this 
before. however, i examined the victims and noted 
the details of their feathers carefully. Magpies did 
not occur at all then in the Epping forest area! 
12th May “i have discovered that a pair of 
Kingfishers are nesting in Knighton woods in the 
sandy bank of the island in the lake”

23rd May: Visited Hainault Lake; Saw an adult 
Great Crested Grebe carrying several young on its 
back.
30th May: I am seeing ‘new’ birds every day. 
Along the Red Path (near Connaught Water)  
I watched a Spotted Flycatcher – the ‘vein’ 
markings on the throat were quite distinctive.

however, my notes fail to describe adequately the 
excitement i felt later as i rode towards the wake 
arms and saw a bird not shown in any of my 
cigarette card pictures, although it was in the 
observer’s book – i was amazed to see this bird i’d 
never seen or heard about in the forest before! it 
was quite unmistakeable, but in my notebook i 
simply wrote:  

Saw a cock Redstart in full view, sitting on top of a 
roadside gorse bush. It had an orange-red breast, 
black face and striking white forehead. 

8th June: Today I discovered another 
species I have not seen before – a pair of 

Tree Pipits that I found on Whitehall 
Plain. Once I had learned the song – it 
was quite distinctive with a unique 
song-flight performance, I soon 
found others singing in Fairmead 
Bottom and on Almshouse Plain”. 
“Also today I learned to recognise the 
song of the Redstart and then in the 
afternoon, I was able to find five more 

singing males north of High Beach. By 
watching the parents, I found the nest of 

one pair in a hole in the crown of an old pollard 
hornbeam. I climbed up and was able to see into 
the hole, where there were five nearly fledged 
young ones with little red tails! 
9th June: I found two more Tree Pipits today, also 
heard three Nuthatch’s calling (the ‘dear dear’ 
call, and then heard the unmistakeable song of 
two different Nightingales. I found the first one 
by tracking down and identifying the strange 
deep, croaking alarm or anxiety call that had 
been a mystery to me a few days ago. Also today I 
found a family party of Lesser Whitethroats – 
quite distinct from the ‘Common species.

‘Bird-watching’ was not a commonly used 
expression or ‘interest’ in those days, but to most 
people quite a strange occupation. i always felt 
embarrassed to be seen with binoculars watching 
birds. however, one day on woodford common  
i saw someone else using ‘real’ binoculars. it was a 

training however, and i was learning fast. Besides the 
Blackcap i had also identified another ‘first’ on the 
golf course - a common whitethroat.  apparently i 
could also recognise a sparrow hawk (they were 
quite common then), as i record on: 

18th April: Watched a Sparrow Hawk stoop at a 
party of tits – unsuccessfully. It then soared to a 
great height before drifting away southwards 
towards Woodford 
29rd April:  Near Lippitts Hill, saw another pair of 
Common Whitethroats – one was carrying nest 
material.
4th May:  Today I saw my first Swift this year over 
the small gravel pit on the Common. 

i had already noted that swallows and house 
Martins had been around since the first week of 
april.

i was 15 and my note taking was comparatively 
brief in those days, but that is how i began. Then, my 
new birthday bicycle enabled me to explore the 
countryside beyond the forest area.  as shown by a 
note in my diary: 

5th May:  In a coppiced wood NW of Ongar – I 
found hanging on a Game-Keeper’s gibbet, 5 Jays, 
2 Magpies and 2 Sparrow Hawks, also on the gibbet 
were many Weasels and 3 Stoats. 

Red-backed Shrike (gEorgE Brown)
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fellow school boy.  we spoke and became friends 
immediately (a friendship that was to last almost 
sixty years). he was excited because he and his 
brother had just found a ‘new’ bird. (they were alan 
and Keith Mitchell).  would i like to see it? My 
notebook says…

11th June 1939:  This evening I was shown and 
watched my first pair of Red-Backed Shrikes in 
Read’s Forest [a part of Epping forest, near 
Bancroft’s school]. I continued watching during 
the next few days, I located the nest and the next 
day the male’s ‘larder’ which contained several 
bumble bees, a large moth, a worm and the 
remains of a young Blackbird. I also watched the 
female feeding the young at the nest. Some days 
later, I watched both birds catching food and 
feeding the newly fledged youngsters. Eventually 
with care it was possible to watch whilst quite 
close – especially in the early morning. However, 
both Shrikes were very bold in ‘attacking’ you if 
you were too obvious near the nest site. 

My bike enabled me to explore the roding Valley, 
particularly the fields between Buckhhurst hill and 
chigwell where i would sometimes ride on to 
abridge and Passingford Bridge. here, for example 
are my notes of the next day:

12th June: Buckhurst Hill and Chigwell: I saw a 
small (family?) party of 6-8 Whitchats in ‘rough’ 
land on the east side of the river. At Abridge 
Gravel Pit a pair of Redshanks were flying around 
alarm calling. Presumably they had young 
nearby. Also ‘anxiety’ calling as they flew around 
were several Lapwing. I went on to visit the area of 
sedge and reedy scrub-land by Passingford 
Bridge. There I saw Reed Buntings and Sedge 
Warblers feeding young – the latter in a nest built 
among tall Hogweed.
14th June: Abridge Gravel Pit – Redshank and 
Lapwing present again. Flushed a total of 21 
Common Snipe from around the pit area. I twice 
heard Dabchick calling and also heard a Turtle 
Dove ‘turrring’. 
17th June: Wanstead Park: Saw several pairs of 
Dabchicks with young. Once heard, the call is 
easy to recognise.
During Summer 1939, by visiting likely localities 
in the Forest, I have discovered a total of five pairs 
of Red-Backed Shrikes. In the next few weeks  
I visited Abridge Gravel Pit several times. The 
Redshanks were not there after mid-June.  
I watched and heard Snipe ‘drumming’ and the 
large numbers of Lapwing present. In early August 
I saw a party of 12-15 Whinchats. 
2nd August: Also near Abridge I saw 2 Wheatears 
near the pit area and 2 Sand Martins flying over 
the water. I noted that increasing numbers of 
Lapwing were gathering there. 

17th August: Lapwing numbers have been 
increasing at the Gravel Pit - at least 500 ads and, 
juvs. present today,
Late October: Redwing calling from the night-sky 
on several nights – migrating
27th November: I saw a Hawfinch today in Cook’s 
Folly (Walthamstow Forest). For some weeks I 
have been puzzled by a number of strange birds 
(almost Starling size) in Cooks Folly. They would 
stay mostly up in the canopy and were extremely 
difficult to approach, but finally today, I find they 
are Hawfinches. One that I saw today had a horn 
coloured bill”. Flocks of Chaffinches and 
Greenfinches feeding on the ground in hornbeam 
woodland now. Also large mixed flocks of Tits 
feeding in the woodland canopy and 
undergrowth.

during that first year i had learned a lot and 
acquired some good i.d. skills – My note-taking 
would improve, become more selective and 
worthwhile.

editor note: to be continued…

Whincat (gEorgE Brown)
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we all met up at gatwick to begin our short early 
winter break to lake Kerkini in northern greece with 
swallow Birding.  after an uneventful flight to 
Thessaloniki, and a slightly more eventful meet-up 
with our guide dobry and collection of the 
minibuses, we were on our way. on route we 
stopped off at the wetland reserve at Kalochori. it 
was lovely and warm and sunny (unlike the uK we 
had recently left behind) and the bird list got off to a 
great start.

ranks of gulls were lined up at the water’s edge. 
Those at the front were Yellow-legged gulls, while 
those beyond were Black-headed gulls, and 
between them a lump on a short post turned into a 
Peregrine when viewed through the scopes. a marsh 
Harrier drifted over, and then another, and later 
another … until we’d seen about 30 by the time we 
left.  we drove the network of roads to get vantage 
points across the different wetland areas.  we noted 
our first of several Kingfisher sightings, two 
sandwich terns, Pygmy Cormorant, Little egret, 
grey Heron and great-crested grebe.  another 
shallow lagoon held greater Flamingo (some 
feeding, some snoozing), great White egret, avocet, 
ruff, grey Plover, Curlew, shelduck, shoveler, teal 
and at least 14 Black-necked grebes.  a ruined hut 
and surrounding vegetation held a Little Owl, male 
and female Black redstart, male stonechat, 
Crested Lark, White Wagtail, Corn Bunting and a 
most stunning male Hen Harrier giving excellent 
views.  a reed-fringed collection of pools gave us our 

first dalmatian Pelicans (including one already with 
the red bill pouch of breeding plumage even in 
november), spoonbill, Pintail, snipe, squealing 
Water rails and a couple of vocal but skulking 
moustached Warblers along a ditch. it had been a 
brilliant couple of hours’ birding and a great start, 
but with the sun setting it was time to head for our 
hotel (apparently) overlooking lake Kerkini.

Lake Kerkini                        
 Liz Huxleyn

Pygmy Cormorant (liz huxlEy)

What a view! (liz huxlEy)
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The next morning dawned disappointingly misty 
and cool, and there was no view of the lake or 
mountains from the hotel. undeterred we spent 
most of the day around the strimonas river and 
lake Kerkini; and our bird list kept growing, despite 
poor visibility throughout.  water levels in the lake 
always drop in winter, but were apparently extra low 
this year in order for maintenance work to be carried 
out on the Pelican nesting platforms.  a combination 
of the lack of water and poor visibility meant that 
we hardly saw the lake itself all day! however, we 
saw herds of water buffalo (for which the area is 
famous), Black redstart, syrian Woodpecker, 
green sandpiper, our first Lesser spotted eagles 
sat in a tree, more Kingfishers and Pygmy 
Cormorants, Water Pipit, a flight of seven bugling 
Common Cranes, amazing views of a dog otter, as 
well as a Musk rat and a clouded yellow butterfly. 
we then drove along the embankment and had a 
slightly surreal encounter with an eagle Owl sat 
motionless in a tree (it’s a long story!), a Lesser 
spotted Woodpecker, a Hawfinch and spanish and 
tree sparrows.  a visit to the Kerkini dam (where 
there was water!) provided views of hundreds of 
Cormorants as well as dalmatian Pelicans, Pygmy 
Cormorants, 5 Whiskered terns, and a ‘different’ 
gull was picked out and identified as a Caspian gull. 
Then it was back to the hotel for showers and 
another excellent dinner.

The following day dawned even foggier, so plans 
were changed and we headed for the mountains.  

The first stop produced several song thrushes, a 
male sardinian Warbler, at least one Firecrest and 
a Hawfinch. The next stop gave us raised views 
across a wooded slope, and here we saw serin, 
great spotted, middle spotted and syrian 
Woodpeckers, raven, male Cirl Bunting, rock 
Bunting, Woodlark and a golden eagle.  we heard a 
sombre tit calling by a roadside chapel, but failed to 
locate it.  after lunch we had a nice walk along a 
track through some mountain forest.  we saw a few 
Coal tits, nuthatch, a very brief probable White-
backed Woodpecker, heard Black Woodpecker and 
Crested tit, and found red deer and wildcat tracks at 
the edge of the path.

on day 4 we actually had a sunrise! with less misty 
conditions we spent all day around lake Kerkini – on 
a wild goose chase! we drove and walks the flats, 
scanning from different vantage points, but sadly 
failed to find any geese. it was a bit of an eagle day 
though, with at least 12 Lesser spotted eagles, 

Dalmatian Pelican (liz huxlEy)
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including one of the rare pale fulvescens form, and 
two distant ‘lumps’ that were probably White-tailed 
eagles on the shore.  we also added great grey 
shrike, a small herd of Bewick’s swans and Water 
rail to the bird list. Today was also our best 
opportunity for a boat trip on the lake, so we took it, 
though it had to be slightly curtailed when the wind 
suddenly got up and conditions became a bit 
‘difficult’. health and safety and all that! reminded 
me of the Bible story of the sudden storm on lake 
galilee (Mark 4:35-41). however, we had excellent 
close-up views of dalmatian Pelicans, as well as 
three more distant juvenile White Pelicans, and the 
spectacle of a feeding frenzy of thousands of 
Cormorants and Pelicans (i’m guessing the local 
fishermen don’t love them so much!). one of the 
specialities of lake Kerkini in winter is Lesser 
White-fronted geese, and the wardens reported 
that a flock of 100+ was present.  we hadn’t seen 
them on the flats, so we spent the afternoon driving 
around the network of surrounding fields where they 
sometimes hung out.  we found another great grey 
shrike, stonechat, 40+ Hooded Crows and a 
ringtail Hen Harrier, but again drew a blank on the 
geese. Then a last scan from the embankment – still 
no geese!

after overnight rain our final morning was quite 
clear and still.  we made one final attempt for the 
lesser white fronts at Mandraki harbour (waterless 
due to draining).  we noted Bewick’s swan, greylag 
geese, avocet, Black-tailed godwit, Water rail, 
Kingfisher, green sandpiper, spoonbill, c200 
Pochard, Wigeon and greater Flamingo, but sadly 
the pictures of lesser white fronts on the 
interpretation panel was as close as we got to those! 

our last birding stop was at Vironia old quarry 
where it was now sunny and warm! The first minibus 
nearly ran over a hermann’s Tortoise in the road just 

before we parked.  after a short but quite steep climb 
and search we had good views of two rock 
nuthatches and at least ten Black redstarts on the 
rock face, two golden eagles on a ridge and two 
sombre tits in a bushy area.  what a brilliant way to 
finish the trip! Then it was back to Thessaloniki 
airport to say our goodbyes to dobry and catch our 
flight home after a wonderful visit to a fascinating 
place and some excellent birdwatching too! where 
to next?!!

to see more pictures from this trip  
(and many more) please visit my website  
at www.lizhuxley.co.uk. 

Greater Flamingoes (liz huxlEy)

Rock Nuthatch (liz huxlEy)
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eBws Photography Competition

eBws Birdathon race 
Our first eBws Birdathon will take place from 00.01am on 
saturday 1st and end midnight Friday 7th October 2016. 
get together with a few friends (a group of 2–5) give your team a 
name, pick a day that suits you all and then go out and see how many 
species you can spot in those 24hours! 

sightings must be recorded on official forms and submitted for 
counting no later than midnight on 9th october 2016. Entry fee is 
£5.00 per adult, under 18s £2.50 and children under 8 free. There is a 
non-refundable deposit of £10.00 and all monies collected will go 
towards the society’s migration ‘Out of africa’ campaign.

for full terms and conditions please see the inside back cover  
or the ‘activities’ page on the website www.ebws.org.uk 

Please contact steve Collins at essexbirdwatchingsociety@gmail.com 
or 07733 003048 (after 7pm) for entry and recording forms.

Our first eBws photography competition will 
run from 1st January to 31st december 2016.
There are two age groups: 

• under 18s 

• adults

The 1st prize in each group is a cash award of £100 plus a 
year’s membership of the Essex Birdwatching society, 
2nd prize is £50 plus a year’s membership of the Essex 
Birdwatching society. 

all images must depict wild birds which are not in any 
way restrained, within the boundaries of the Essex 
county, and including Metropolitan Essex, as covered by 
the Essex Birdwatching society. 

for full terms and conditions please see the inside  
back cover or the ‘activities’ page on the website  
www.ebws.org.uk. 
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in the previous issue of Essex Birding (issue 127) the 
launch of this survey was announced with the 
promise of further details of how to take part in the 
next issue. Before i provide those details, i thought it 
pertinent to provide some background as to the 
reasons for the survey.

having had a serious interest in owls for over 40 
years, there are two species i have kept a close eye 
on over that period. The Barn owl Tyto alba and the 
Tawny owl Strix aluco. Together, they tell us a great 
deal about the landscape changes that have taken 
place since the Mesolithic period, some 6 –7,000 
years ago. Much more recently though, they provide 
information on the management and health of the 
countryside over the last 300 years or so. 

The Barn owl is predominantly a farmland bird, 
and as a consequence its fortunes track farmland 
management. it is a much studied species which is 
more common now than it was during the 
Mesolithic, when there were probably a little over 
1,000 breeding pairs (yalden & albarella, 2009).

contrary to that, the Tawny owl has declined since 
that period, and its population now numbers around 
20,000 breeding pairs, which is 12% of what it 
probably was once. however, like all ‘dull, and 
unattractive species’ it has lost out in popularity to 
that blonde bombshell, the ‘more attractive’ (though 
that is a matter of opinion) Barn owl.    

for many years the Tawny owl has been slowly 
declining in Britain and in the most recent ‘Birds of 
conservation concern’ report (Eaton et al., 2015) it 
was classified as an amber listed species of 
moderate conservation concern, when formerly it 
was a species of no concern. 

however, common species have a habit of going 
off the radar, and by that i mean they are thought to 
be common, but when it eventually comes down to 
it, they are not. The red-listed (in danger) house 
sparrow Passer domesticus was common when i was 
a boy in dagenham and later, when i moved to 
colchester, it remained so for a number of years. and 
then numbers started to decline, until in some years 

the essex tawny Owl survey
  Jeff martinn   

 PhoTo: ralPh hancocK
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it was hardly present at all. numbers are better now, 
but this little brown, seemingly unattractive, bird, is 
less common now than the colourful goldfinch 
Carduelis carduelis. sounds familiar?  

as the study of owls continues, it is gradually being 
realised that they are telling us more about our 
attitudes to, and the health of, the environment than 
many other bird groups. Most owls tend to breed in 
large trees, as a consequence of which, they help to 
inform us on the condition and quality of woodland. 
Together, large trees and vigorous plant life, which 
small mammals rely upon, provide most of the 
oxygen that we humans require to survive. 

The prompting of the Essex Tawny owl survey 
came a few years ago, when reading simon wood’s 
account of this owl in his excellent Birds of Essex 
(wood, 2007). one of the subjects he turned to was 
whether there was a sufficient amount of quality 
habitats to support birds that have either been 
displaced from their original habitats, or to 
encourage newly fledged birds to breed in new areas. 
he asked for further work on this subject and now 
that i have a little more time on my hands, the 
survey will attempt to answer that question.  

in Essex we are fortunate in having a yardstick to 
measure our results. Twenty years ago, a distribution 
map for Tawny owls in Essex (fig. 1) was published 
(dennis, 1996) and the object of this new survey is 
to see what changes may or may not have occurred 
since then.

The survey is being supported by the EBws and 
the Essex field club (Efc), but because EBws relies 
upon voluntary assistance to process records, 
information is being gathered by the Efc who can 
quickly process the records, so to provide up to date 

information. so if you would like to get involved, 
please visit www.essexfieldclub.org.uk where you 
will be able to make a contribution. 

it will be noted that only records of hooting birds 
are being requested, because hooting birds are the 
best indication of breeding, or potential breeding, 
birds.  as a consequence, first winter records of 
hooting birds from december to april, are especially 
valuable, though records in all months of the year 
are required to establish the distribution. 

hooting records are preferred because Jays 
Garrulus glandarius may impersonate the ‘kewick’ 
call.  as a consequence the survey is not seeking 
records of what may or may not be female birds. 
sometimes Jays may call at night also.

in addition to the information required on the 
survey form, i am also seeking information of 
daylight calling birds, or birds that are active in 
daylight. Essex has a history of daylight calling 
stretching back over 30 years, which i will  
describe later. 

good luck with your recording. There will be 
updates on the survey as we progress towards april 
30th 2018, when it will end. 

references
dennis, M.K. 1996. Breeding Birds of Essex. Essex Birdwatching 

society.
Eaton, M.a., lock, l., gregory, r.d., aebischer, n.J., Brown,  

a. f., hearn, r.d., Musgrove, a.J., noble, d.g. & stroud, 
d.a. 2015. Birds of conservation concern 4: the 
population status of birds in the uK, channel islands and 
isle of Man. British Birds 108: 708–746.

wood, s. 2007. The Birds of Essex. christopher helm, london.
yalden, d.w. & albarella, u. 2009. The History of British Birds. 

oxford university Press

Fig. 1 Distribution of the Tawny Owl in Essex (Dennis, 1996)
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newsletter
i hope you have been receiving  
a copy of the monthly 
e-newsletter that has been 
brought up to the 21st century 
by dominique, if not then  
maybe we don’t have your email 
address. if you would like to be 
added to the distribution list, 
then please email 
essexbirdwatchingsociety@
gmail.com with ‘newsletter’ in 
the subject. 
This email is being monitored by 
the members of the executive 
committee and can be used for 

news & information

Correspondence

Dear Mr & Mrs Collins

I received your excellent Essex 
Birding issue No 127 and was 
amazed at the numbers of 
sightings of Yellow-browed 
Warblers – all in Sept/Oct. 
Amazingly I have never seen 
one, but have head them calling 
in thick herbage, mostly in the 
Cley area. 

Bob Beech

Lesley and Steve – thank you for 
capturing the article in such a 
great way and the journal looks 
fabulous! Great! 
simon tonkin

any of your letters, comments or 
questions about society matters.

Conference
southend high school for girls’ 
nature club were asked to be 
involved in the 2016 conference, 
and they produced a wonderful 
display on Migration. The girls 
have also been busy producing  
Tit nest boxes to be put up at 
other schools in Essex, if you 
would like a school near you to 
have one of these, please email 
essexbirdwatchingsociety@
gmail.com with ‘nest Boxes’ in 

the subject. This club, run by sally 
Brierley, receives no funding and 
the executive committee have 
awarded them £250. 

events
we will be holding another joint 
event with swallow Birding at 
fingringhoe wick EwT reserve on 
sunday 23rd october and one at 
wat Tyler reserve on sunday 
30th october 2016. Please come 
and see us, bring friends and join 
in one of the guided walks taking 
place throughout the day. if you 
would like to offer your help on 
the day, please email essexbird 
watchingsociety@gmail.com 
with ‘Events’ in the subject.

merchandise
we are pleased to add EBws 
mugs to the merchandise list, 
which you will find enclosed with 
this issue. EBws will receive 
commission for each item 
purchased, and you will be 
helping to promote the society 
when you are seen out and about! 
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Hints & tips
   mark Bridgesn 

we all enjoy feeding our garden birds but not 
everyone has a garden large enough for a conventional 
bird table or feeder pole. one solution is this cheap 
and easy to make feeding station.

The photos should be self-explanatory, the feeding 
station consists of two main parts; a 12” hanging 
basket bracket and a plastic 10” plant pot saucer. Two 
short lengths of wire will also be required (green 
garden wire is ideal). i’ve used different colours to 
highlight the two parts but various colours of each are 
available from the ‘99p’ type shops, wilkinsons etc. 
These two items came from the factory shop and 
cost £1.50 for the bracket and £1.00 for two saucers.

To ensure good drainage make 4 small equally 
spaced holes in the base, around the perimeter of the 
saucer. The easiest way to attach the saucer to the 
bracket is to wire it on. Make two pairs of holes just 
slightly wider than the width of the bracket spaced 
each side of the saucer (see photos). To do this turn 
the saucer upside down supported on a block of wood, 

position the bracket 
centrally as it will be 
when finished and 
make the holes using 
an awl or other sharp 
point either side of 
the bar.

The saucer can then be attached to the bracket 
using two lengths of wire, twist the wire just tight 
enough to ensure that the saucer is secure and cut 
off the twisted ends for neatness.

all that remains is to attach the bracket in your 
desired location, hang an extra feeder and there  
you have a cheap, easy to make and compact  
feeding station.

a note of caution; before this attaching the saucer 
check where the screw holes are on the bracket as  
it might be easier to fit the bracket before securing 
the saucer.

a Bird Feeding station For small spaces

Back in 1957 i watched Eider ducks feeding in the 
lifeboat basin at the end of southend pier, they were 
diving for green crabs and shaking off the legs before 
swallowing the carapace. This apparently was a 
sufficiently undescribed observation for me to be 
encouraged to submit it for publication in British 
Birds (n. Picozzi, British Birds Volume li, 8, august 
1958. p308), even though Peter rudge, my great 
birdwatching friend at the time, wryly observed that 
a more deserving note might have been warranted 
had the crabs been shaking the legs off the ducks. 
now of course, you can view clips of this behaviour 
on youtube! 

i recently made a pilgrimage to view some 
boyhood Essex haunts with my daughter and her 
husband, of course we had to visit the pier. on 11 
august 2015 the basin was as remembered but with 
one difference; there were no Eider ducks but on the 
piers of the lifeboat slipway was a small group of 
Mediterranean gulls which, 58 years ago, would not 
only have merited a note but also a full species 
description.  we then went to old leigh for jellied 
eels and cockles to be washed down with a pint of 
real ale from the crooked Billet. how i had missed 
these over the years.  as i sat down to enjoy them, 
walking sedately up the muddy creek was a little 

Egret, again a sight that could scarcely have been 
anticipated other than as a very rare visitor those 
many years ago, now apparently so common in the 
area as barely to merit a second glance. little else 
had changed in this very small corner of Essex, where 
i had so often in the past watched the newly arrived 
Brent geese and had seen my first ringed Plover. i 
was left to wonder what other species might have 
become commonplace in another 50 years. 

The Essex marshes in particular meant so very 
much to me in my youth.  as they say, you can take 
the boy out of Essex but not Essex out of the boy, 
though i have to say that over the last 60 years, the 
scottish highlands have been a more than fair 
compensation (i live in deeside). 

i have many memories of Two Tree island then – 
my first Jack snipe and curlew sandpiper there i 
remember as if seen yesterday. But most weekends 
found me cycling out to foulness for which i had a 
permit. i used to sit out on the cockle bank off the 
point and be cut off by the tide; as it rose, the Brents 
were pushed in closer. snow Buntings and the 
scandinavian thrushes flew in off the sea in the 
autumn and some even landed. That wee note on 
the Eiders was actually my first publication, so what 
goes around comes around! 

Plus ça change
  nick Picozzin

(PhoTos By MarK BridgEs)
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wallasea is special. situated at the heart of the 
crouch roach sPa and at nearly 8km2 it is a 
hugely ambitious project, the largest of its kind in 
Europe, to transform what was previously an area 
of intensively farmed, sub-sea level arable land 
into a mosaic of mudflats, creeks, saltmarsh, 
lagoons and grazing marsh that will truly provide a 
home for nature. 

The rsPB are creating this landscape scale  
reserve in response to the challenges of habitat 
loss and sea level rise that has squeezed natural 
coastal mudflats and saltmarsh. These are 
vanishing at an alarming 100 hectares a year 
across England. Essex has lost over 90% of its 
saltmarsh in just a few hundred years. 

The new reserve is designed to partition the 
island into 5 discrete cells, divided by sea wall level 
embankments that will provide some 15km of 
new footpaths to explore. The design reflects the 
long term vision to recreate lost habitat, provide a 
buffer to improve sea defences and to future proof 
this coastal environment for generations to come.

Corn Bunting flock over Wild Bird Cover (JEff dElVE)  

rsBP Wallasea island Wild Coast
   rachel Fancy and Jeff delven
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Project History 
The wild coast Project received planning permission 
from Essex county council in 2009, after an 
in-depth consultation period.  with support from the 
Environment agency, in 2011, the rsPB partnered 
with crossrail, who constructed a temporary jetty in 
the river crouch and used this facility to deliver 
clean, recovered soils from their tunnelling 
operations deep under london. 

crossrail delivered its last shipment in March 2015, 
having provided over three million tonnes of soil to 
help shape the island. some of the material was used 
to create a new sea embankment over 1km west of 
the current east sea wall. The rest of the soil was 
used to raise the land to form different land heights 
to create habitats from mudflat to saltmarsh and 
also lagoons, islands and other wildlife-friendly 
features. once these habitats were shaped the old 
sea wall was breached in three places in July 2015. 
These breaks in the old sea wall have allowed sea 
water to flow in and out of the new area, now called 
Jubilee Marsh.

in addition to work on Jubilee Marsh, crossrail 
helped dig out two saline lagoons controlled by 
sluices, a creek network and a perimeter ditch 
around a new grazing marsh.

one of the areas of lagoons has been flooded with 
saline water since december 2015 and it is planned 

to flood the other this summer once the required 
sluice work is finished. The water will then also fill 
the creek network and the fenced perimeter ditch 
which acts to exclude predators. 

higher levels in the ditches will spread water 
within the grazing marsh where cattle have been 
introduced this spring to help establish a good grass 
sward for breeding waders.  a substantial wild bird 
cover area of some 20 hectares is being managed on 
a three cycle rotation in order to provide good, 
consistent seed sources for farmland birds 
throughout the year.

further work to construct two more tidal cells to 
the south of the island to complete the vision awaits 
new partnerships to provide the additional material 
necessary to create the landform or revisions to 
plans. until that time this part of the island will 
remain extensively arable, being cultivated in 
collaboration with a local farmer. 

Visiting
access to the island is from the west along creeksea 
ferry road from canewdon and leads past grapnells 
farm onto the reserve itself. The entry road runs 
alongside an area incorporating the wild bird cover, 
rough grassland and shallow saline lagoons. in 
summer, this area resounds to the song of skylark, 
harbours Yellow Wagtails and Corn Buntings and it 
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natural looking creeks, lagoons and islands formed 
from the imported crossrail material. having only 
been breached last July the site is developing well 
with natural accretion of sediment already evident 
and numbers of birds making use of the area.  with a 
range of lagoons and shingle capped islands it is 
hoped to attract breeding terns and an area has 
been especially sculpted to provide ideal conditions 
for spoonbills. it will be interesting to see how 
numbers of waders and wildfowl build up over the 
coming winter as the tidal mud is increasingly 
colonised by invertebrates but use by passage 
waders is encouraging and avocets have already 
colonised the islands. 

follow the Jubilee Marsh trail 2.5km to the 
welcome wind shelter at half Moon Viewpoint on 
the south of the island to scan across the river 
roach towards foulness or west to Paglesham where 
great flocks of Brent can fill the sky, creating their 
own soundscape and common seals are often 
hauled out on the mudflats. 

Back by the car park in late afternoon the raptors 
will be at their most active and the huge skies over 
this wide open space provide a canvas for 
spectacular sunsets.

more information
rsPB Wallasea island 
http://www.rspb.org.uk/discoverandenjoynature/seenature/

reserves/guide/w/wallaseaisland/
http://crouchharbour.uk/wild-coast/
tide tables
http://crouchharbour.uk/tides/2016-12/
Crouch roach sPa
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=2019
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/sPa/uK9009244.pdf

is here that breeding waders are being encouraged. 
in winter, this is a noted raptor hotspot with regular 
marsh and Hen Harriers, Kestrel and short-eared 
Owls quartering the open grassland with visiting 
Peregrine, merlin and Buzzard whilst the wild  
bird cover supports hundreds of Corn Buntings  
and Linnets. 

stopping at the car park, a short walk to the top of 
the sea wall provides extensive views across the 
island to the south and across the mudflats of the 
adjoining allfleets Marsh to the north. This 115-
hectare area of saltmarsh and intertidal mud was 
created by dEfra in 2006 and is now well developed 
and managed as a part of the wild coast by the 
rsPB. Beyond allfleets lies the river crouch and 
Burnham-on-crouch. 

This is a good place to scan the grasslands for 
raptors, look for wintering stonechat and to check 
through the flocks of waders feeding on the 
mudflats as the tide rises. 

further east along the sea wall the infrastructure 
used for delivery of earth from crossrail, comprising 
the unloading jetty, conveyor systems and material 
handling facility, is visible and there are good views 
across a series of wide shallow lagoons that are the 
heart of cell 3. To the east of these pools are the 
large sluice structures built into part of the sea wall 
that will eventually connect these lagoons to the 
tidal cells planned to the south and east. These 
lagoons already host breeding avocet and Little 
ringed Plover and large flocks of Lapwing and 
golden Plover often roost here in winter with a 
good assemblage of waterfowl including shoveler 
and a few Pintail.

crossing the footbridge over the conveyor the new 
Jubilee Marsh comes into view with the incredibly 

Sparring Hen harriers (JEff dElVE)
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indoor meetings

 8th January 2016n

a taste of Peru,  
ecuador and Brazil
By gerry Johnson

following derek howes presentation of Kenya twelve 
months ago, we changed continents this year to 
south america, firstly to the dense jungle of Peru. 
flying to lima and then onto cusco, at over 3,500m 
(11,480ft) altitude the party were fortunate not to 
suffer from altitude sickness. derek led a tour of 
business people 240km (150 miles) into the amazon, 
as far as you can go maintaining a reasonable level of 
civilisation, with a thatched hut on stilts for 
accommodation, still retaining conventional beds but 
no hot water, no electricity and only a candle for 
light! This lodge basically took three days to reach by 
road, well mud track, which was depicted in the 
images shown. you can appreciate why very few 
‘tourists’ go to these remote places unless they are 
really dedicated.

it was early starts to reach the wildlife sites with 
many orchids seen on route. The brightly coloured 
andean Cock of the rock was photographed at a ‘lek’ 
in the canopy where over thirty were seen, along with 
masked trogon, russet-backed Oropendo which 
build a nest not unlike weaver birds in africa, and 
tawny-bellied screech Owl that took an hour to 
locate. due to the difficult terrain it was challenging 
to find the wildlife and take good photographs in the 
canopy of the dark forest, but derek captured the 
colours so well.

Part of the tour was an eleven-hour boat trip, where 
rare Orinoco geese were seen plus sun Bittern 
catching large blue butterflies. Lemon-throated 
Barbet, Blue Headed Parrot, a fine male golden-
green Woodpecker and 70 very noisy red and green 
macaw all featured along with monkeys, lizards and 
butterflies. The birds just kept coming – Limpkin, 
Long-billed Woodcreeper, White-throated toucan, 
sun grebe, Hoatzin, the large King Vulture with a full 
crop and Purus Jacamar which resemble kingfisher, 
but that is where the similarity ends.

an excursion to ‘Machu Picchu’ is a must if you are 
in Peru, but be prepared to encounter swarms of sand 
flies that bite! Take repellent and wear protective 
clothing. it was then on to north Peru to find 
spectacled Bear and more birds. Croaking ground 
dove, gray-chinned Hermit Hummingbird, 
Long-tailed mockingbird, Burrowing Owl, Peruvian 
screech Owl, White-tailed Jay, Lineated 

Woodpecker and amazilla Hummingbird. one 
special image was of a gray-chinned Hermit 
Hummingbird actually bathing in a small waterfall. 
Then one of the rarest birds in the world (estimated 
at only between 300-500) the White-winged guan 
actually running around the grounds of the lodge! 

it was then onto Ecuador where a brief taste of 
their many hummingbirds were shown - Fawn-
breasted Brilliant, White-necked Jacobin, Booted 
racket tail and sword-billed.

The final part of the talk covered some of the birds 
and animals found in the ‘Pantanal national Park’ of 
Brazil, which were much easier to photograph than 
in Peru. This area is also probably the best place to 
see Jaguar. during the five days spent at the lodge by 
the river 16 sightings of nine different Jaguars were 
seen for up to three hours at a time. 

a dilapidated old farm building visited (as seen on 
television with gordon Buchannan), housed a colony 
of vampire bats with 50cm (18”) of dried blood on 
the floor! five 2m long giant river otters were very 
approachable in Brazil and relatively easy to 
photograph compared to Peru where derek could 
not get closer than 500 metres. 

The birds seen in Brazil included rufous-tailed 
Jacamar Hummingbird, juvenile great Horned 
Owl, the large green Kingfisher, Chestnut-eared 
aracari, southern Caracara, Common tody 
Flycatcher, rufescent tiger Heron, toco toucan 
(from the old guinness advert), Pied Lapwing, Blue 
& Yellow macaw, red & green macaw, snowy 
egret, roseate spoonbill, Wilson’s Phalarope and 
Hyacinth macaw with its sulphur yellow eye ring, to 
name a few of the many bird images shown. 

derek had delivered another splendid talk about 
the birds, wildlife and his experiences in these very 
remote parts of south america with stunning 
photographs to a packed hall.

Andean Cock of the Rock 
(dErEK howEs)
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Martin davies, co-founder and co-organiser of the 
splendid rutland ‘Bird fair’ for 27 years, firstly 
explained that ‘The rockies’ are technically the 
eastern side of the mountain range running up the 
western side of america and canada, and the result 
of the earth’s Pacific and north american tectonic 
plate movement over millions of years. This high 
mountain range creates a natural barrier along the 
alberta – British columbia boarder for wildlife and 
the earlier settlers to get from east to west and 
vice-versa.

although a former employee of the rsPB, Martin 
declared that he has a passion for Butterflies and 
really likes to study them, and initially showed 
images of different swallowtails from both sides of 
the rockies. 

calgary is the main gateway to the rockies and 
geographically is on the edge of the prairies, making 
the area quite dry where species like american 
robin, american Wigeon, Burrow’s goldeneye, 
Harlequin duck, Blue-winged teal, Black-billed 
magpie, and ‘real’ Canadian geese can be found. 
Photographs of some common mammals like 
columbian ground squirrel and red squirrel (unlike 
red squirrels found in the uK) were shown. 

Moving into the lower levels of the rockies where 
Yellow Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Chipping 
sparrow, dark-eyed Junco, Brown-headed 
Cowbird, mountain Chickadee and White-
crowned sparrow (really a bunting!) can be seen.  
a photograph of a tree was presented with rows of 
vertical and horizontal holes in the trunk, like 
someone had been taking pot shots at it, but it was 
the work of a red-breasted sapsucker, that drills 
holes to make the tree ‘bleed’ with sap which they 
then lap up. rufus and Calliope Hummingbirds also 
take advantage of this convenient liquid food source.

Martin visits the rockies annually, 
lecturing to students from around 
the world on ‘field solutions’, 
which is operated by the university 
of calgary. This permits the 
opportunity to explore all forms of 
wildlife of the area. The local plants 
included wild strawberries, 
common Bearberry, indian 
Paintbrush, Blue columbine and ten 
species of orchids. Venue slipper 
and ladies slipper were quite 
stunning. northern rough-winged 
swallow, Cliff swallow, Cedar 

  5th February 2016n

Wild Canadian rockies
 By gerry Johnson

Waxwing and red-winged Blackbird, which only 
shows the red part of it wing during displaying, are 
found in many parts of the forests.

as expected, butterflies featured highly as part of 
this ‘canadian rockies wildlife’ talk. green coma, 
Mourning cloak (our camberwell Beauty), anise 
swallowtail, Milbert Tortoiseshell, northern grizzled 
skipper, large Marble, common alpine, Macounn’s 
arctic, arctic or chequered skipper, Persius 
duskywing, northern crescent, clouded sulphur, 
silvery Blue and western Pine Elfin to name a 
few.  all with excellent commentary describing their 
finer points from Martin.

The mammal photographs of species you can 
encounter were also included. Mule deer or 
Black-tailed deer, white-tailed deer were obvious. 
Elk (what we know as red deer) are regular during 
the early morning or late evening. one of the 
species on everyone’s ‘wish list’ that visit the rockies 
is Bear. The grizzly Bears shown are generally 
chestnut brown in colour, are big and should be 
avoided at all costs! The Black Bear are smaller and 
can climb trees very well, as shown in the images of 
two cubs high in a conifer tree. coyote and grey 
wolf also featured as did Big horn sheep and Moose, 
one of the largest mammals found in north america.

some of the bird species that can be found at 
higher latitude are Bald eagle, Clarke’s nutcracker 
which are confiding and will take food if left 
unattended; beautiful stella’s Jay, grey Jay, raven, 
Wilson’s Warbler, Black & White Warbler, which 
act much like nuthatch, and Common Loon (great 
northern diver). The characteristic haunting call of 
the Common Loon is an eerie sound when heard 
echoing over remote lakes on still, misty mornings.

Martin delivered a very enthusiastic and 
interesting talk, giving an insight into some of the 

wonderful wildlife that can be seen anywhere 
in the rockies, especially along the 

icefields Parkway between Banff in 
the south and Jasper in the 

north. Many of the large 
audience had already 

visited the rockies at 
sometime in the past 
and appreciated the 
rekindling of fond 
memories, along with 
the aspirations of 
those wishing, or due 

to go, in the future. 
 

American Black Bear (MarTin daViEs)

26

EBS Journal no128 pp.indd   26 30/6/16   09:41:38



  4th march 2016n

swifts, why they need our help
 By gerry Johnson

Edward Mayer has been campaigning hard for swifts 
for many, many years and was the founder of ‘swift 
conservation’ over 14 years ago. swifts are an iconic, 
charismatic urban species which, with their successful 
design, have been flying over Europe for ca.49 million 
years! (humans have only been around for 
ca.150,000 years). 

however, Edward advised that swifts are declining 
at a rapid rate due to circumstances created by 
humans. swifts have always shared our dwellings 
when built from natural materials, and now depend 
on older buildings for nesting places. The medieval 
timber structures with mud or lime mortar infill, and 
open eves for ventilation, were excellent places for 
swifts to nest in. unfortunately many modern 
buildings, with poor planning, use materials and 
designs that exclude swifts. if only the uK could be 
like switzerland, who have strong laws to support 
their wildlife, the situation would be considerably 
better. Before buildings, when Britain was covered by 
forest, swifts nested in holes in trees as they still do 
today in Poland, sweden and parts of scotland. 

swifts bring many benefits helping to improve 
agriculture, and our health, by eating ca.1,000 aphids 
and mosquitoes every day. But today the countryside, 
with crops often sprayed up to 23 times a season, is 
becoming useless for wildlife, with no inspects for 
birds like swifts to live on. conversely, with no 
chemical insecticides, towns are better and Edward 
recommended that we should all encourage urban 
biodiversity to insure that swifts continue to animate 
our skies during the summer months with their fast 
acrobatic flying displays. 

swifts are slow breeders having only 1-2 chicks a 
year. unlike other species, climate change research 
shows that there is no change to the dates when 
swifts arrive and depart, and they need 95 days to 
breed. swifts have incredible lives; they spend May to 
July in Europe before departing, moving through 
france/spain and west africa to winter sub-sahara in 
the congo. They travel some 14,000 miles a year and 
can live well into their high teens. 

with their short legs so far back and long wings 
they are unable to land on the ground. swifts are 
skilful flyers; they eat, drink, mate and collect nesting 
material in flight, and are the fastest flyers in level 
flight.  what would summer be without family groups 
of swifts screaming up the high streets or around the 
church steeples?

Edward showed many new and refurbished building 
across the uK and Europe, where swift nest bricks 

have been fitted due to public pressure (london zoo 
was the first success at the bug house). county 
planners need to be made aware that at just £25.00 
each, nest bricks have been incorporated in the 
architects plans and are now supporting healthy 
colonies of swifts. Even swift towers in Poland and 
Belgium, with solar powered calling systems, are being 
copied in Exeter and Belfast.

The question was posed by Edward – ‘How can Swifts 
recover?’ and confidently answered – ‘Simply by 
designing new buildings with nest bricks and adding 
more nest places/boxes on building being renovated’.

The audience were encouraged to become actively 
involved to help swifts in two ways. firstly, report all 
your swift sightings to the society recorder and 
record them on Birdtrack. secondly, when you see a 
new development being built, contact the site 
manager to see if swift nest bricks or nest boxes can 
be erected as part of the Builders bio-diversity plan. 
Many are unaware about these benefits and are 
sympathetic when they understand what is involved 
for minimal cost, especially when these measures are 
a bonus towards their conservation policy. 

having spent many years studying swifts around 
the world Edward delivered a very knowledgeable and 
interesting talk with passion and enthusiasm well 
illustrated which was appreciated by the 60 plus 
members and guests attending.

Swift  
(roBErT frEEMan)

foot note: if members are able to provide details (i.e. 
developers’s name, site address, and contact details) of 
building sites in the early stages of construction, the society 
along with www.swift-conservation.org will pursue the 
possibility of swift nest bricks and/or swift nest boxes being 
included. Email essexbirdwatchingsociety@gmail.com with 
swift conservation in the subject.
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 1st april 2016n

garden Birds
By gerry Johnson

Kate risely, from the BTo 
Ecology Team, has responsibility 
for organising the annual BTo 
garden Bird watch survey, which 
is reported on a weekly basis. 
although 89% of people have a garden, not everyone 
gardens to benefit wildlife. however, with a little 
effort by the 48% of people that put up feeders, birds 
are attracted and will come into gardens. To obtain 
the best results of species variety different feeders 
with various types of feed are necessary. 

People feed birds for different reasons – for the 
pleasure of seeing birds or to assist birds through 
difficult times when natural food is scarce due to 
severe weather conditions. in former times birds were 
only fed with table scraps or half a coconut at best, 
but today bird food has grown into a thriving industry 
with peanuts, sunflower hearts, niger, mixed seed and 
fat products ready packed and available from 
conservation organisations, garden centres and 
supermarkets. But it can be costly, especially if you 
endeavour to encourage the widest selection of 
species.  with all this supplementary feeding, gardens 
and human habitats are now important areas of 
birds’ survival. But interestingly not everyone that 
feeds birds is a birdwatcher.

Kate proceeded to give some interesting 
information about some of the many species that 
now visit gardens on a regular basis with some data 
to indicate if species visit gardens due to feeders 
being available. 

Blackbirds are seen in 95% of gardens during 
winter, spring and summer, but this reduces to 70% 
in the autumn, which creates concerns by the public 
and telephone calls to the BTo and other 
organisations enquiring ‘where have all my birds 
gone?’. reassurance is given advising that birds have 
make a decision what is good for them and move into 
the countryside for natural food that is available in 
abundance in the autumn. so if this happens in your 
garden do not be alarmed, it is natural.

Coal tits are attracted to feeders during winter, 
when natural food might be in short supply. This 
shortage might be due to climate conditions having 
an effect on trees setting seeds.

reed Bunting also visit gardens in winter, but never 
in the breeding season between May and october.

over three Blue tits are present in gardens during 
winter, which drops off after april/May before 
increasing to four until september, falling away to 
two-three in october. it must be remembered that 

Blue tits have large clutches but 
80% of juveniles die before 
seeing their first winter. great 
tits are similar to Blue tits, but 
with less change in numbers 
which are static between 
two-three all year. Both species 
feed well on peanuts. 

greenfinches numbers  
are one-two across the year, 
reducing from the four-five 

30-years ago. The disease trichomonosis was 
responsible for the death of 500,000 birds alone in 
2006 and greenfinch numbers continue to fall. The 
disease is spread by saliva from infected individuals, 
but maintaining good hygiene and cleaning feeders 
regularly can help reduce the spread of infection.  
any dead birds found should be reported to the BTo 
or the zoological society of london. The BTo also 
collect data on birds with unusual features and would 
be pleased to be advised of any birds with different 
plumages (i.e. totally white birds or with a lot of white 
plumage). The BTo can be contacted at Thetford on 
01842 750050. 

on a brighter note, goldfinches are doing really well 
with three-four visiting in winter, reducing to two in 
May to august before increasing again. This success is 
partly due to feeding in gardens with sunflower hearts.

Long-tailed tits are another species coming  
into gardens with one-two in winter before 
disappearing between May and June and returning  
in July. Long-tailed tits are attracted by peanuts.

siskins arrive in gardens in March/april then fall 
away to nothing in december. numbers do not 
change if fed in gardens on seed, a little better  
results if fed on peanuts, but niger produce the best 
results. Typically, siskins have different tastes in 
different areas.

starling particularly like ‘fat’ products, which are 
important to them all year round.

Brambling are sometimes attracted by sunflower 
hearts during January to March, especially during  
hard winters and are often found with Chaffinch.

Kate also touched on the increase of Blackcaps in 
gardens over winter, but as Blackcaps were the 
subject of a detailed talk by Kate Plummer at the 
Migration conference in March, further interesting 
details about Blackcaps and their movement can  
be found in the conference report in this issue of  
Essex Birding. 

it was clear that our gardens and human feeding  
can be an important buffer, and often a life saver, for 
our garden birds in severe conditions of hard frosts 
and deep snow during winter. Kate had given a  
very interesting talk with many facts about our  
garden feeding of the common species so often  
taken for granted. 

Siskins (EdMund fEllows)
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Friday – 2nd september 2016
digisCOPing, WHat’s it aLL aBOut? 
Paul hackett has been digiscoping since 1998 and 
gives us an insight into how to get the best 
photographs by using your birding ‘scopes and 
binoculars. you are invited to come along and enjoy 
seeing just how easy it is to learn so much about 
this rewarding and growing hobby!

Friday – 7th October 2016
WHat dO We KnOW aBOut  
HOuse martins? – 
dawn Balmer from the BTo enlightens us about 
what we do and don’t know about house Martins. 
a species that nests on so many of our buildings 
and how the house Martin survey will help plug an 
important gap in our knowledge.

Friday – 2nd december 2016
Birds & WiLdLiFe of nOrtHern CYPrus 
steve cale, artist and tour leader has visited this 
area, including the Karpaz Peninsula, for many 
years to see the wealth of birds, reptiles, butterflies, 
insects and flowers which creates a superb 
Mediterranean island. Join us for a photographic 
journey to this amazing land.

Friday – 6th January 2017
HOng KOng & taiWan 
graham Ekins returns with Mai Po passage waders 
such as asian dowitcher & Black-faced spoonbill. 
chinese mainland species of collared crow & 
laughing Thrushes in long Valley & Tai Po Kau 
reserves. Taiwan endemics in the breath taking 
forest reserves of hehuanshan, alishan & 
dasyueshan. Plus the magical island of lanyu 
for........ to discover more, come along and find out!

Friday – 3rd February 2017 
WiLd sCOtLand 
duncan Macdonald, speyside holidays tour leader, 
brings us some splendid images of the delights of 
what can be found in the various parts of the 
highlands of scotland – Eagles, Ptarmigan, 
capercaillie, Black grouse, etc.

Friday – 3rd march 2017 (after agm at 19:30)
WiLdLiFe of the FaLKLands 
derek howes, tour leader and photographer, takes 
us on an epic journey down into the southern 
atlantic ocean to the falkland islands for the 
splendid wildlife found there including just a few 
Penguins!

Friday – 7th april 2017
nOrtHWest Year 
chris gavin shows us some of the delights of the 
northwest with tens of thousands of winter geese 
along with the best place in England to see leach’s 
Petrels. The area may not attract the number of 
migrants and rarities of East anglia, but this 
presentation documents with superb photographs 
just what is possible with a little effort in north 
west England and north wales!  

Programme of 2016 
indoor meetings

All talks start at 20:00 at the Quaker Meeting 
House, 82 Rainsford Road, Chelmsford, CM1 2QL. 
Members £3.00, Non-members £4.00 on the door. 
Refreshments served during the interval.   
All welcome. 

 
Friday – 4th november 2016

FigHting FOr Birds – From 
Passenger Pigeon to Hen Harrier 

dr Mark avery delivers a powerful talk 
about extinction! The Passenger Pigeon 
was the most numerous bird species on 
the planet just 50 years before it was 

driven to extinction! – how? why? The 
hen harrier, our most beautiful bird of 

prey, is now the most persecuted bird in 
Britain! – how? why? 

at TriniTy METhodisT church, 
rainsford road, chelmsford, cM1 2xB

An excellent talk not to be missed
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sunday – 21st august 2016 (07:00 start)
the Bird Fair 
The anglian water Birdwatching centre at Egleton 
reserve on rutland water is home of the annual 
‘Bird fair’, where you have the opportunity to do 
some Birdwatching from the 30 hides; book your 
next trip; purchase a field guide; take in a lecture or 
two; or just enjoy the many displays in 18 huge 
marquees and outside exhibits. internet pre-
booking is possible with reduced rate for rsPB/
EwT members. (Valid membership cards must be 
presented at the entrance). chelmsford only.

sunday – 18th september 2016
LaKenHeatH rsPB reserVe & LaCKFOrd 
LaKes sWt reserVe 
we start the day at lackford lakes swT reserve 
looking for Kingfisher, water rail plus wildfowl, 
waders and migrants from the many hides before 
spending the afternoon at the famous lakenheath 
rsPB reserve. Expect species such as Bittern, 
common crane, Bearded Tit, hobby, Marsh harrier, 
Barn owl, warblers plus lots more. chelmsford and 
colchester pick-up as required.       

sunday – 16th October 2016 (no Coach)
WaLtOn-on-the-naZe & HOLLand 
HaVen
 a trip to the north-east of the county around the 
John weston reserve for migrants such as fieldfare, 
redwing, wheatear, firecrest, Brent geese and a 
rarity like yellow-browed warbler, wryneck or ring 
ouzel might be found.

sunday – 13th november 2016 (07:00 start)
FramPtOn marsH rsPB reserVe 
a return to this excellent reserve on the north side 
of the wash. Twite, lapland Bunting, Tree sparrow 
together with raptors and masses of waders, geese 
plus possible rarities. chelmsford only.          

sunday – 11th december 2016 (no Coach) 
WaLLasea isLand rsPB reserVe 
a site with so much potential located between the 
crouch and roach rivers. short-eared owl, Merlin, 
Marsh harrier, Peregrine falcon, Barn owl, corn 
Bunting, red-breasted Merganser, grebes, divers 
and waders are amongst the species expected to 
be seen. no facilities on site.

sunday – 8th January 2017 (no Coach)  
OLd HaLL marsHes rsPB reserVe 
arguably one of the remotest and best coastal marsh 
sites in Essex. Brent geese, red-breasted Merganser, 
Bearded Tit, avocet, scoter, long-tailed duck are all 
possible with divers, raptors, owls, and winter 
wildfowl, plus much more. no facilities on site.

sunday – 19th February 2017
CLiFFe POOLs rsPB reserVe 
one of the jewels along the Thames Estuary in north 
Kent. This excellent reserve is great for Merlin, Marsh 
harrier, sparrowhawk plus winter waders and 
wildfowl. shenfield & grays pick-ups as required.

sunday – 12th march 2017
rYe meads rsPB reserVe & amWeLL 
QuarrY 
rye Meads forms part of the lee Valley, looking for 
Kingfisher, smew, Bittern, siskin and other winter 
visitors sheltering in this protected area. Then on to 
amwell for Bittern, Peregrine, water rail, plus 
redwing and fieldfare. chelmsford only.

sunday – 9th april 2017
the ‘BreCKLands’ 
lynford arboretum & santon downham, two very 
different sites to discover. hawfinch, firecrest, 
Brambling and crossbill at lynford. grey wagtail, 
lesser spotted woodpecker, Turtle dove, cuckoo and 
lesser redpoll at santon downham, along with early 
summer migrants. chelmsford and colchester 
pick-up as required.

sunday – 14th may 2017 (07:00 start)
CLeY marsHes nWt reserVe 
we return to this superb flagship reserve on the 
north norfolk coast.  an extremely popular site to 
visit at this prime time for summer migrants and 
that something ‘special’ that can turn up on any visit. 
chelmsford only.   

sunday – 18th June 2017
CHOBHam COmmOn 
The largest national nature reserve in the south-
east of England and a sPa. nationally important for 
nightjar, dartford warbler and woodlark plus hobby 
amongst the 116 species recorded on this site. 
shenfield & grays pick-ups as required.

Programme of 2016 
Field trip meetings
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Fingringhoe Wick & 
abberton reservoir 
eWt reserves 
10th January 2016 by gerry Johnson

due to the very mild but wet weather conditions 
so far this winter there were beds of daffodils in 
bloom since early december, clusters of Hazel 
and alder catkins were emerging, almond trees 
were in blossom and snowdrops were out prior 
to Christmas in Chelmsford! Even today the 
temperature was ca.7°c with clear skies as we 
assembled in the EwT fingringhoe wick centre at 
09:00 and welcomed Ken hudgell and david l. 
smith joining us for the first time.  a farmer’s bird 
scarier went off with a loud ‘bang’ in an adjacent 
field which put up a flock of 300 dark-bellied 
Brent geese and Lapwing. Two Peregrine Falcons 
perched on posts out on geedon saltings and a 
marsh Harrier flew over, scattering the various 
finches and tits at the feeding station in front of 
the large observation window. 

leader steve grimwade headed the group 
towards the elevated observation point 
overlooking the colne Estuary but not before 
seeing Kingfisher flyover, plus four Bullfinches 
amongst the bare trees. from the excellent 
vantage point we looked down on the many 
waders and wildfowl present, all feverishly feeding 
before the rising tide could cover the mud. These 
included 250 Bar-tailed godwit, 200 avocet, 
grey Plover, Knot, Curlew and Black-tailed 
godwit. shelduck, shoveler and teal were 
amongst the wildfowl noted, plus red-breasted 
mergansers.

Moving on we passed the remains of the old jetty 
stretching out into the estuary where once a hide 
stood before a storm battered it, sadly making it 

Field trips unsafe such that the remains had to be dismantled. 
on approach to the uncompleted new managed 

retreat area a siskin flew south over the reserve 
and nine yellowhammers were seen near the ‘arm’ 
leading to the new panoramic hide. Brief views of 
two Water Pipits were obtained by Ken hudgell, 
but they soon disappeared.  grey Plover and 18 
ringed Plover sheltered on an island as the water 
of the rising tide rushed through the two breaches, 
soon totally covering the mud! (By the time you 
read this report this excellent extension to the 
EwT fingringhoe wick reserve will be open to the 
public for everyone to experience and enjoy).    

we returned to the centre where some took 
advantage of the very good refreshment facilities 
while others rested in the rear room thanks to the 
centre Manager louise.

for the afternoon we moved the short distance 
inland to abberton reservoir, where we were 
joined by fred Merrin. first checking what could be 
seen on the water from the centre terrace/balcony 
where three Bewick’s swans were located way out 
in wigborough Bay, Black-necked grebe, 
slavonian grebe, two egyptian geese near centre 
hide, marsh Harrier, two Peregrine Falcons, reed 
Bunting, grey Heron, green Woodpecker, Little 
egret and two male and one female stonechats 
were all noted.

leaving the comfort of the centre we took a 
clockwise walked towards hide Bay. once reaching 
the hide we were presented with an array of birds 
on the calm water. These included gadwall, 
Wigeon, goldeneye, teal, two smew (red heads), 
27 goosander and a flock of gulls on the far 
embankment, mainly Lesser Black-backed. 
completing the circular walk we had close views of 
the colourful egyptian geese. 

To make the most of the light some of the group 
moved to the layer-de-la-haye causeway to 
obtain closer/better views of the slavonian grebe. 
david l smith also ventured to the layer Bretton 
causeway where he was rewarded with a Barn Owl 
as the sun set. 

The group had enjoyed an excellent day of 
typical winter birding at two of our prime Essex 
reserves.

The new tidal lagoons at Fingrinhoe Wick (unKnown PhoTograPhEr)
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it was our first coach trip of 2016 and after the 
shenfield and grays pick-ups we headed south with 
a comfort stop at the Maidstone services and then 
on to the sussex wildlife Trust reserve of rye 
harbour, but not before seeing Common Buzzard, 
ring-necked Parakeet and sparrowhawk on route, 
plus a Barn Owl perched on a fence post across 
romney Marshes.  although very windy we were 
fortunate to have arranged our visit on a sunny day 
during a short weather window between the two 
storms named henry and imogene rolling in from 
the atlantic.

from the car park where the coach dropped our 
group off we followed the rother river towards the 
sea collecting a map and current information from 
the line Kiln cottage information centre on route 
before heading to the first hide facing west! with 
the hide tide at 10:50 many birds were resting on 
the shingle islands stretched out across the lagoon 
of ‘flat Beech’. redshank, ringed Plover, Lapwing, 
dunlin, turnstone, Bar-tailed godwit, avocet, 
sanderling, grey Plover, Pintail, and shelduck took 
shelter or took advantage to feed.  But the large flock 
of golden Plover looked impressive on an island, 
most on one leg and heads tucked in their backs. 
Even skylarks moved around with apparent ease in 
the windy conditions in front of the hide.

Moving from the hide we reached the vast shingle 
beech and turned to walk parallel with the shoreline 
towards the hide again facing west overlooking 
‘Ternery Pool’, but most sensibility opted for the 
hide facing east overlooking the body of water 
named ‘Quarry’. More wildfowl were at this end of 
the lagoon including tufted duck, mallard, teal, 
Wigeon, gadwall and shoveler, along with Little 

rye Harbour sWt reserve 
7th February 2016 by gerry Johnson

grebe.  a snipe flew in and ‘melted’ into the shingle 
embankment, but leader steve grimwade quickly 
located it at the water edge. The waders and 
wildfowl on the islands appeared to be nervous and 
it soon became evident why as a Peregrine Falcon 
flew over putting the birds to flight, returning to the 
lagoon where, if necessary they could take shelter 
from the hunting Peregrine.

our next stop was the hide overlooking ‘Terney 
Pool’, but from the south.  a large flock of 
Oystercatcher were to the right side with golden 
Plover, one of which was already showing the black 
breast of summer plumage. on the far side near 
‘narrow Pit’ we could see Brian James, where we 
later discovered that Bittern had been seen by Brian. 
we could also see the ruins of camber castle built by 
henry Viii in the 16th century as a defence against 
the french, but it is now well inland, as is the town of 
rye, due to the coast line changing over 500 years. 

cutting across the reserve most of the group 
covered ca.25% of this extensive site amounting to 
465 ha. (1,150 acres) with good paths to the hides 
and various habitats, so there were sufficient parts 
left to be explored on a future visit. To experience all 
the main areas to its full potential, as indicated on 
the visitor map, an early start would be required to 
complete the 9 Km (5½ miles) of paths and to allow 
adequate time in the five hides.

amongst the 72 species seen by the group of 32 
on a wind affected day, we noted goldeneye, ruff, 
song and mistle thrush, marsh Harrier, Pochard, 
Curlew, Little egret, meadow Pipit, stonechat, 
reed Bunting, gold and greenfinch plus Black-
headed, Common, Herring and great Black-backed 
gulls to mention a few.

due to extensive ongoing management work 
being undertaken at the rsPB stodmarsh and 
grove Ferry complex during march to eradicate an 
evasive non-native weed, creating considerable 
disturbance, it was decided to change the venue for 
our april field Trip to the rsPB dungeness reserve. 
our previous trips to dungeness had been made 
during the quieter winter months but today, in 
spring; we were looking for the arriving migrants 
which spend summer in the uK.

it was a cold morning in chelmsford as we waited 
for the lodge’s luxury coach with the temperature 
at just 2° c, but it was fine and bright and were soon 
boarding and off to make the additional pick-ups at 
shenfield and grays, and crossed the QEii Bridge 
into Kent with our group numbering 31; with a 

dungeness rsPB reserve 
10th april 2016 by gerry Johnson

welcome to linda 
joining us for the 
first time. Three 
Common Buzzards 
were noted on route, 
which now appear to 
be seen much more 
frequently when 
travelling on our 
field Trips, or is it my imagination?  

from the comfort and warmth of the coach our 
illusions were soon shattered once we got off and 
headed to the shingle beach just behind the 
dungeness Magnox nuclear Power station. in the 
clear conditions we could see the cliffs of france and 
the sea appeared to be relatively calm where 

Andrena vaga (sTEVE griMwadE)
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Minsmere has developed considerably over the years 
into the flagship rsPB reserve in suffolk. it has 
always been an excellent site to see an extensive 
range of species and other wildlife in the many 
habitats, and it now has more excellent facilities to 
cater for a complete days visit.  we were fortunate 
to visit on a beautiful spring day with a light breeze 
and the temperature in the mid-twenties, so it was 
shorts weather for some. interestingly it was hotter 
in parts of East anglia than most places around the 
Mediterranean.

with frosty cold nights during april the leaf canopy 
was not as far forward as it might be in early May, 
which permitted opportunities to see the birds 
amongst the high branches in the wooded areas. 
some of our group headed for the north wall seeing 
stone Curlew on the heath. Brian James and 
Malcolm Knight took a rest on the bench at the far 
end of the north wall path and were fortunate to 

minsmere rsPB reserve 
8th may 2016 by gerry Johnson

obtain close views of a Bittern as it flew from one 
side of the path to the other and land in a close 
patch of reeds. chris Bell with others turned left 
once at the shore for dunwich heath and were 
rewarded with stonechats and dartford Warblers 
while some turned right along the beach to the 
various hides overlooking the large scrape, looking 
for waders, wildfowl, gulls and terns. redshank, 
avocet, ruff, Common sandpiper, Oystercatcher, 
ringed Plover, green sandpiper, dunlin, Lapwing, 
Curlew, sanderling, turnstone, Knot, Bar- and 
Black-tailed godwit and a fine grey Plover in 
smart summer plumage were present. tufted duck, 
gadwall, shoveler and shelduck were amongst the 
wildfowl with Barnacle geese. Many noisy 
Black-headed gulls jockeyed for nesting sites. 
Common, Little and the larger sandwich terns 
were all present with at least four mediterranean 
gulls and with Kittiwake. swallows were present 

mediterranean gulls, Common and sandwich 
terns were seen amongst the expected gulls. further 
out over the wave’s single adult gannets glided 
along, Kittiwake, Cormorant, great Crested grebe, 
plus groups of 25-30 Common scoters and small 
skeins of dark bellied Brent geese were all seen well.

we moved away from the shore, to the large area 
of low scrub and gorse bushes where calling 
Chiffchaff were heard and seen.  we walked the area 
around the terrace of dwellings which on one end 
includes the observatory office. This part of the 
terrace had a selection of nest boxes on the rear and 
under the soffit, some already being used by House 
sparrow while starling looked on. The brisk 
south-easterly breeze managed to keep many birds’ 
concealed in the dense cover, but the many eyes of 
our group saw meadow Pipit, Linnet, Whitethroat, 
Wren, robin, greenfinch and swallows. 

in the car park under the shadow of the lighthouse 
we boarded the coach for the short drive to the 
rsPB reserve. Before entering the gate we passed 
between the hanson arc Pit and the new diggings 
lagoons where we noted shelduck, shoveler, tufted 
duck, mallard, Little grebe and gadwall. The 
Boulderwall farm house at the reserve entrance had 
a number of nest boxes on the barn and house but 
on closer examination we were unfortunately 
unable to locate the usual tree sparrows. 

once at the Visitor centre, with Oystercatcher 
nesting on the roof, our group divided and went off 
in different directions. leader steve grimwade 
headed for dennis’s hide, not to see the birds on 
Burrowe’s Pit, but to see a colony of rare grey 
Mining Bees (Andrena vaga) digging in the sandy soil. 
These Bees can currently only be found at a few sites 
in Kent, sussex and hampshire. They had been 

absent from England for 70-years and were only 
identified in 2014.  we also saw the beautiful green 
Tiger Beetle (Cicindela campestris) with its metallic-
emerald green body and bronze legs, which is very 
fast and predates on the grey Mining Bees!

Moving on around the various hides Black-necked 
grebe, great Crested grebe, goldeneye, Pintail, 
Wigeon, teal, Little egret were seen together with a 
large colony of Cormorant resting in the bushes 
opposite firth hide. Many were drying their plumage 
with outstretched wings. recently arrived sedge 
Warblers called from a bramble bush being used as 
a perch and between scott hide and christmas hide 
a stunning male redstart showed well, moving 
between the bare branches of a tree and an adjacent 
fence. from denge Marsh hide many of the group 
watched Lapwing, redshank, Canada and greylag 
geese, along with marsh Harrier quartering over 
the reeds. on closer examination steve grimwade 
identified a smaller goose as a tundra Bean goose, 
while les Bird found two Yellow Wagtails.

standing on the raised observation bank marsh 
Harrier, Bearded reedling, grey Heron and reed 
Bunting were seen with Cetti’s Warbler and Water 
rail both heard.  a second Bean goose was also 
found amongst more greylag geese.

it was an excellent trip enjoyed by everyone that 
attended. during the return journey the ‘role call’ of 
species identified included Bittern, Kestrel, 
Kingfisher together with a number of expected 
common birds which were all added to the day’s 
growing list and amounted to 77 species seen and 
heard by the group on a fine, sunny but cool april 
day on and from the vast dungeness peninsular 
perched on the edge of romney Marshes extending 
out into the English channel.

Andrena vaga (sTEVE griMwadE)
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around the sluice, with opportunities of 
good perched views. 

others of the group decided to check 
the elevated Bittern hide and island Mere 
hide which often have marsh Harrier, 
Bittern and Bearded tit showing early in 
the day, which is the direction annette 
adams, Emma robinson, Peter dwyer, 
gerry Johnson, lesley and steve collins 
took. it was very comfortable walking 
along the track in the dappled shade of 
the trees where common tits and expected finches 
were heard and seen, plus the explosive call of 
three Cetti’s Warblers and a pair of treecreeper 
climbing the cracked bark of an oak tree.  having 
been made aware that Cetti’s Warblers were again 
nesting amongst the scrub around the front of 
Bittern hide we remained as quiet as possible when 
ascending the stairs.  a mute swan was seen 
chasing off a pair of greylag geese; sand martin 
flew around the hide and both male and female 
marsh Harrier were seen well. 

at the high point of the footpath, prior to 
reaching ‘whin hill’ (again home of the BBc 
Springwatch programme in 2016), we found a 
bramble thicket roped off with a reserve volunteer 
and a few visitors standing around. This turned out 
to be a location for adders and as if on cue a 1m 
long male adder appeared with stunning markings, 
eventually completely emerging from the thicket, 
slithered across the open patch of short grass just 
in front of us and disappear in the undergrowth 
next to the main path!

calling Blackbirds, Chiffchaffs, Whitethroats, 

Blackcaps and Wrens announced their 
presence everywhere we went and on 
either side of the ramp approaching 
island Mere hide Bearded tits were 
calling and flying around in the calm, 
warm conditions; the males looked 
stunning in their bright breeding 
plumage. from the hide excellent 
sightings of a reed Buntings, 
Cormorants and Bittern were had with 
great Crested grebe and bathing large 

gulls on the Mere. The reedbed appeared to be alive 
with reed and sedge Warblers with opportunist 
Cuckoo flying overhead, presumably looking for a 
suitable recipient nest to deposit its parasitic egg?

in the clear blue sky and hot conditions swifts and 
swallows quartered the sky; sand martins were 
very active at the centre sand Martin Bank; Hobby, 
Common Buzzard, great spotted Woodpecker, 
Kingfisher, grasshopper Warbler, Lesser 
Whitethroat and spotted Flycatcher were 
amongst the 98 species identified by the group 
during this visit.  andrew allen also noted harbour 
Porpoise off shore and butterflies featured well – 
including Peacock, common Blue, small copper, 
orange Tip and green hairstreak.  

when arriving on our previous visit to Minsmere, in 
June 2012, the beautiful song of a nightingale 
greeted us as we got off the coach from within a 
bush just behind where the coach was parked. This 
time a nightingale sang out loud near the discovery 
centre as we boarded the coach to depart at 17:00, 
all very happy with the days visit and the many 
different birds seen.

ashdown forest was a new site to be visited by the 
society and following a short comfort stop at 
clacket lane services on the M25 we headed for 
‘Pooh’ country. The ‘old lodge’ sussex wildlife 
reserve is located on the B2026, situated on a high 
ridge looking over vast areas of undulating lowland 
heath which has a mosaic of pine trees, various 
mature deciduous trees, gorse bushes, bracken, 
heather, coarse grasses and birch scrub.  we 
welcomed wendy swift on her first trip and Malcolm 
dunn who joined us after a long break on our last 
field Trip meeting of 2015-2016, to this special 
reserve. The day was not about seeing a large 
number of birds, but about seeing specific targeted 
species of the special lowland heath habitat.  

The small reserve car park is not suited for coaches 
so we parked at a larger parking area just 400 metres 
along the road and walked back on a track parallel to 
the road where we soon saw a pair of stonechats, a 
hovering Kestrel, female great spotted 
Woodpecker and skylarks singing from high in the 

clear blue sky.  on entering the reserve, leader steve 
grimwade took the main group along a track 
heading west where we soon noted a merlin! This 
grey mechanical ‘Merlin’ was a very loud royal navy 
helicopter which was ferrying supplies and personnel 
to and from the adjacent Mod site.  when steve 
googled the registration number he discovered that 
it first flew some 16 years ago. Even with the 
constant flying of the helicopter during the morning 
over parts of the reserve the birds did not give any 
indication that they were bothered by the noise or 
disturbed by its presence.

strolling down the track on a beautiful morning 
more stonechats were seen along with two tree 
Pipits demonstrating their ‘parachuting’ display 
flight before perching on the overhead power cables 
and a bright siskin perched on the top of a scott’s 
Pine tree for all to see. Chiffchaffs with beaks full of 
insects were obviously feeding young at a nearby 
nest, so we did not linger long to avoid disturbing 
them on this very warm June day.

Old Lodge reserve, ashdown Forest
5th June 2016 by gerry Johnson

Swallow (lEslEy collins)
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it was not long before members at the front of the 
group located our first pair of smart redstarts sitting 
on fence posts.  as the rest of the group caught up 
they had moved and were seen well amongst in the 
trees, often perching to allow excellent ‘scoped views. 
occasionally, when the ‘Merlin’ was away from the 
reserve we could hear the call of Cuckoos at various 
locations in the woods. Eventually, when walking 
down a shallow decline of the wide track, a male 
Cuckoo was seen resting on a fence post, eventually 
being put to flight by a second male Cuckoo arriving 
from the trees to our right. following a shot skirmish 
the interloper quickly returned to the wood leaving 
the original Cuckoo on power cables going away to 
our left. in spite of two photographers trying to 
taking pictures from a very close position this Cuckoo 
continued to circle the open area and repeatedly 
perched back on the cables permitting excellent 
views. it was at this point that the laughing ‘yaffle’ 
call of a green Woodpecker was heard. from where 
we stood Paul considine caught sight of its bright 
yellow rump as it flew away amongst the trees.  

reaching the far western end of the reserve we 
again were privileged to see another pair of redstarts 
moving about amongst the trees only occasionally 
out of view among the tall bracken and foxgloves. 
Prior to stopping for lunch goldcrest was heard 
amongst pine trees, Common Buzzards soared on 
thermals and two stock doves were perched on a 
tree across the valley. other reported species seen 
were spotted Flycatcher, mistle thrush, Willow 
Warbler and Crossbill. 

descending the steep side of a valley to the bridge 
crossing a small stream we could see the head and 
part of the body of a small lizard basking in the hot 
sunshine. The stream had been dammed to create 
interesting pools where various red and blue 
damselflies and Broad-body chaser dragonflies were 
seen laying eggs in the still water. in this very 
sheltered, warm area Brimstone and Painted lady 
butterflies were also recorded. The other man-made 
pool further up the path, again designed to attract 
insects, permitted an opportunity to take a break 
from the steep climb away from the stream out of 
the valley. it was here that we also came across four 
Exmoor ponies on the path being used to help with 

the natural management of the reserve (like the 
‘Konik Polski’ horses as used by the rsPB at reserves 
like Minsmere).  we also had very good views of 
more redstarts, stonechats, Linnets and tree 
Pipits. The group encountered more stunning views 
of redstarts, one pair busy feeding young at their 
nest location. reaching the top of the incline we 
again met up with nick green who had undertaken 
a reverse walk around the reserve and seen roe deer. 
we eventually turned south-east on a level path, 
along which we saw a perched Woodlark on the 
branches of a dead tree, a pair of stonechat with a 
juvenile and redstarts that appeared to be using a 
nest box. during our fabulous day our group were 
privileged to note at least nine pairs of redstart at 
territories around the reserve.

with time still to spare before the coach was due 
to depart some explored the heath across the road, 
where two more Woodlarks flew from the scrub 
adjacent to the path and James Taylor located a 
female Crossbill extracting seeds from pine cones 
while others returned to explore the area around the 
car park where Whitethroat, Linnet and a family of 
dartford Warbler were seen just 500m from the car 
park.  while resting on a bench in the shade from the 
23°c June temperature lesley collins saw a pair of 
Bullfinch amongst the bushes just a few metres 
from the seat.

other species seen during the visit included 
Canada geese, greylag geese, redpoll, 
Yellowhammer, Coal tit, Blackcap, swallows and 
swifts amongst the 57 species identified by the 
group. due to the unique very special heathland 
habitat the total of 57 species recorded was as 
expected not considerable. But we had achieved our 
aim by seen the majority of the target species and 
seen them exceptionally well, only dipping out on 
turtle dove which unfortunately is becoming a very 
rare summer visitor and is now included on the 
iucn red list of conservation concern.       

This was our final field Trip Meeting of the 
2015-2016 fixture card and hope that you have 
enjoyed being on some of the trips and/or reading 
about the many birds that we have seen as 
reported in each issue of essex Birding magazine. 
we would like to thank tour leader steve 
grimwade for being our excellent guide on some of 
our trips when time has permitted in steve’s busy 
tours schedule; giving us the benefit of his 
experience at finding species and vast knowledge 
about them.  we will have steve with us again on 
some trips during next seasons programme as and 
when he is available and look forward to seeing 
both members and guests if not on the rutland 
water ‘Bird fair’ coach trip on sunday 21st august 
2016, then on any of our other friendly field Trips 
in 2016-2017. Thank you for your support.

A few of the group (lEslEy collins)
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introduction
Previous papers by the north Thames gull group 
have looked at the initial results from colour ringing 
of various gull species at Pitsea landfill site in 
Essex. This short note looks in more detail at the 
herring gull complex and starts to unpick the 
different sub populations using the tip and their 
movements. 

changes in legislation in the uK mean that landfill 
sites will very soon disappear from the uK.  whilst 
this is an environmentally good thing to do there 
may very well be implications for the gull 
populations using these sites as winter feeding 
areas or migration staging points. herring gull as a 
uK species has declined over the past 25 years and 
is currently a species of concern. however, this is 
the uK breeding population and from the colour 
ringing we have undertaken it is very clear that 
there are a number of other populations of herring 
gull that use the tip at different times of the year 
many of which are increasing or not under threat. 
what should also be considered is the increase in 
urban breeding herring gulls in the uK particularly 
in the Thames Estuary although it is unlikely that 
this rise is in any way a match for the reduction in 
coastal populations. 

ringing
since 1984 canon netting activities at Pitsea have 
trapped just under 10,000 herring gulls of which 
just under 5,000 have been fitted with individual 
colour rings. up until 2008 only metal rings were 
used and in the early days of trapping at Pitsea 
large gulls were not caught in big numbers with 
Black-headed gull the most numerous species 
caught. from early 2001 there was a very clear shift 
in the numbers of large gulls using the tip. The early 
metal ringing of large gulls did not yield much data 
and most further encounters of birds tended to be 
when found dead. Many of the recoveries of early 
metal ringed birds did not give much of a life 
history of each individual. it could be supposed that 
this increase in large gulls on the tip is due to the 
increase in urban breeding populations in the 
Thames corridor and although this correlation in 
time is there we have no evidence to suggest this is 
the reason. it must also be noted that many of the 
colonies in the netherlands have also increased 
and there is a correlation with this increase.  we 
know that the dutch populations use the tips in the 
Thames and some of the increase can also be 
attributed to this population.

discussion
it is well known that young herring gulls in their 
first few years wander some distance from the natal 
area with a large proportion of them returning to 
the natal area to attempt to find a territory and 
breed when they have reached breeding age. This 
happens in all populations but the northern 
populations do seem to move further. 

current analysis has not yet looked at any 
differences in age class of bird but longer term 
analysis will be able to understand some of the 
movements of various ages of birds and where they 
end up breeding and if they make post breeding 
season movements. This paper will not deal with 
that in detail and the subject of this analysis covers 
all age classes of herring gull. This paper seeks to 
use maps of some individual birds to demonstrate 
what seems to be the normal patterns of movement 
for a number of sub population we have identified. 
This paper also discusses some timings of stay in the 
uK and movement of northern populations.

for the purpose of our study herring gulls using 
the tip can be split into two distinct forms the 
nominate argentatus and the British sub species 
argenteus.  as well as this we believe that the 
herring gulls using Pitsea can be split further into 
five populations that we are aware of. for our 
purposes we have labelled them as follows:
1. Thames Valley (argenteus)
2. uK population (argenteus)
3. north sea Triangle Population  

(argenteus and argentatus)
4. Baltic (argentatus and probably  

includes omissus)
5. northern (argentatus)

thames Valley Population
The first population that are clearly very dependent 
on the tip throughout the whole year are local 
breeding birds from the Thames Estuary and these 
birds appear to be extremely sedentary. There are 
multiple records of individuals that have not moved 
outside of london and are regularly resighted on the 
tip.  we have many examples now of birds, from first 
year through to adult, that follow this pattern and 
we suspect they are birds breeding on buildings 
along the Thames in Essex and into london. 

although there is some observer bias quite a few 
of these birds end up being seen at Beddington, the 
Barnes wetland centre or in the royal Parks so it 
would appear that there is some localised 
movement for perhaps foraging outside of the 

Colour ringed Herring gulls from Pitsea 
Landfill site – unravelling the mystery
   Paul roper: north thames gull groupn
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breeding season. some birds that are also clearly 
‘local’ birds to make short movements to Kent, sussex 
and the south coast, others drift up the east coast or 
venture a little further in land to Bedfordshire or 
Bucks – on the whole the largest movement is around 
60km.

Map 1 – S7MT shows the pattern of many local Herring Gulls 
and we have numerous examples of birds using the Thames 
corridor and London only.

uK Population
The second population is the uK population of 
herring gulls. it is becoming apparent that there are 
probably a number of uK birds, including a group from 
nE scotland that move around the uK only. These 
birds are clearly aware of the food availability on 
landfills but are also found breeding in coastal areas. 
Prior to about 2013 most of the uK birds were 
exchanged to Kent, the south coast of the uK and the 
suffolk coastal breeding colonies (although the 
suffolk birds can be included in the north sea Triangle 
population). however, colour ringing has shown that a 
small number of birds do come from nE scotland and 
various locations along the north East coast of the 
uK. it was previously thought these scottish 
populations of argenteus did not use Pitsea and did 
probably not come far south, but it seems either 
things are changing with more birds displaying this 
partial migratory habit or with just metal ringing 
previously it may have been difficult to detect.

Map 2 – N8BT which after ringing in 2012 was sighted in 
France in 2014 and then went back to NE Scotland in 2015. 
There appears to be an increasing trend in Herring Gulls from 
the NE of Scotland that make a southerly movement and 
back – it is currently unclear why this is happening.

north sea triangle Population
The third population are what we call the north sea 
triangle population that breed on the East coast of 
the uK, france, Belgium and holland. These birds are 
highly mobile even during the breeding season 
between their breeding colonies and landfill sites in 
the uK and Europe. This population breeds and 
winters in the same area but ranges regularly 
depending on their need. There are multiple 
examples now of individual birds moving between 
the uK, france, netherlands and Belgium. The 
following are three from our colour ringing studies.

Map 3 – A metal and colour ringed bird ringed as a chick at 
Orfordness, this bird has attempted to wander around the 
North Sea in its first four years of life. 

Map 4 – UA9T ringed as a third calendar year bird which, as 
an adult, now breeds in the Netherlands and ranges up and 
down the Dutch coast as well as visiting the UK.
Map 5  – UR8T is a breeding bird from the Netherlands. 
What is interesting about this bird is that it seems to favour 
landfill sites – all the sightings in France and the UK are 
landfills.

•	 06	Mar	2010	Pitsea	Landfill
•	 06	Aug	2010	St	Maartenszee	NETHERLANDS		
•	 21	Jan	2011	Rainham	Landfill			
•	 04	Mar	2011	IJmuiden	NETHERLANDS		
•	 11	Mar	2011	Nurlu	Landfill	FRANCE		
•	 05	Aug	2011	Amsterdam		NETHERLANDS		
•	 13	Oct	2011	Blaringhem	Landfill	FRANCE		
•	 02	Apr	2012	Bloemendaal	aan	Zee	

nEThErlands
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Baltic Population
The fourth population which may also be part of 
what we call the north sea triangle population are 
birds that have been found (again mainly on 
breeding territory) in germany, denmark and 
southern norway and sweden. There are few records 
currently from these areas and this may also be birds 
prospecting other areas, or wandering around in 
their first few years of life before securing a breeding 
territory.  we have also caught what some people 
call omissus, or Marsh gull, from southern sweden, 
and also have a few recoveries from this area of the 
Baltic. These are unusual and we suspect only very 
small numbers of this population reach the uK and 
are probably accidental at present.

Map 6 – YA6T follows this pattern of a bird that was trapped 
in the UK as a sub adult bird and has moved back to the 
Baltic area to breed. This bird was ringed as a third calendar 
year bird in 2009 and was found breeding in the south of the 
Baltic in 2011.  What is also interesting about this bird is 
that, now it is an adult, it appears to winter in the centre of 
Germany staying closer to the breeding grounds. The two 
southern most sightings on the map are both mid-winter 
observations.

northern Population
The last sub population are the birds which have 
been sighted in the far north of norway. These are 
true northern argentatus birds of which we know we 
catch a number each winter. They are very different 
to the argenteus birds which are local to the Thames 
Estuary.  adults are easily distinguishable on 
plumage and we believe now that some first winters 

are also quite distinctive in the hand. They are much 
larger birds and do not show as much variation as 
uK herring gulls.  what is also quite interesting 
about this population is that we have records of 
individuals now that show the timing of the arrival 
in the uK is around late november, and they very 
rarely stay much past the end of february. They may 
actually be constantly migrating in a loop migration 
mode for those short winter months. individual 
records also show that this is not just wandering sub 
adult birds with some birds returning to the uK on a 
regular basis in subsequent winters as adults. further 
analysis in the future of this sub population may 
reveal some interesting things about this sub 
population of gulls which appears to breed on  
the norwegian/russian boarder just within the 
arctic circle.

The following maps are three of the many 
examples of this population of herring gulls that are 
coming to the uK in the winter.

Map 7 – JG8T is a bird that is regularly seen in Russia in the 
breeding season.  We now have many examples of this type 
of movement, but very few with any indication of the actual 
route they take.  We suspect that when these birds are 
migrating, much like Lesser Black-backed Gull, they can 
move very quickly, and the small amount of evidence we 
have suggests they take a coastal route. 

Map 8 – FS4T also has sightings in northern Norway,  
but what is interesting about this bird is we have an 
indication that this bird takes a coastal route – which we 
suspect most birds do.  What is also interesting is that the 
sighting half way up Norway was on 22 February suggesting 
an early return.
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Map 9 – VG5T shows a bird which breeds in the far north. 
This bird was ringed as an adult in December 2008 and has 
been seen in the breeding season in 2010, 2011, 2012 and 
2014.  What is most interesting about this bird is that it 
shows a faithful affinity with the UK in the winter but for a 
short period of time. The earliest it has been in the UK is 26 
November and the latest 27th December. Other birds which 
have been sighted in this part of Norway only appear to 
stay until late February in the UK and make the journey 
back very quickly.  We suspect these far northern birds 
display a type of loop migration and are not in fact 
wintering in the UK or staying in one place for very long but 
continually travelling throughout the winter. 

27 dec 2008  Pitsea   
23 aug 2010  Kramvik norway  
26 nov 2010  Titchwell   
26 Jun 2011  indre Kiberg norway  
18 May 2012  ytre Kiberg, norway  
01 Jul 2012  ytre Kiberg norway  
13 dec 2012  albion landfill site leicestershire  
09 nov 2013  north shields, Tyne and wear  
01 Jul 2014  Vardo norway

Conclusions
The originating areas of herring gulls using landfill 
sites in winter in the Thames Estuary is starting to 
become clear through long term colour ringing of 
the wintering population.  we are able to divide the 
wintering population into five sub populations from 
various breeding areas around Europe. Timings of the 
movements of some of these populations can be 
worked out.  all of these populations show the 
known behaviour of wandering widely in sub adult 
stages with some birds finding a more regular 
wintering area on becoming adult. uK breeding birds 
fit in with the known sedentary nature of herring 
gull and northern uK birds appearing to move the 
furthest. in general, although there are some east 
west movements, the majority of movements are 
north south in the uK. European birds range widely 
as sub adults and can continue their movements 
through to adult life. some birds appear to specialise 
in landfill sites and clearly use these as a major food 
source during both the breeding season and winter 
period. small numbers of birds from the Baltic area 
reach the uK and have been caught on the tip finally 
ending up back in the Baltic area and finding a 
breeding colony (most likely their natal colony). 
More than expected numbers of the far northern 
population get as far south as the Thames Estuary, 
although interestingly none of the birds we have 
ringed that have been sighted in northern norway 
have been sighted in france, suggesting they may 
only make it to the uK before heading north after a 
brief stay in the uK. These northern birds can be half 
way back up norway as early as february after only 
arriving in the uK in late november.

detailed information 
on all sightings can be 
found on the nTgg 
web site at  
www.ntgg.org.uk 
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having never been involved with ringing of any kind 
previously i was thrilled to be invited by Paul roper to 
attend a session of gull ringing with the north Thames 
gull group (nTgg) at the Pitsea landfill site. The 
closest i had been to a gull was some time ago while 
holidaying in the west country, when eating a cornish 
pasty in the car and a Herring gull landed on the 
bonnet, walked up to the screen and menacingly 
looked in at what was being eaten.

Pitsea Tip is a fully operational landfill site and the 
nTgg operates and functions with the permission of 
the site owners, Veolia ltd., and the co-operation of 
the site personal, which is much appreciated. once on 
site it is mandatory that personal protective 
equipment (hard hat, boots, high visibility vest, etc.) is 
worn at all times to ensure the health and safety of 
everyone attending. 

it was a warm, clear, sunny april morning and having 
passed the queue of 12–14 large trucks waiting at the 
site entrance, then through the security barrier, i 
joined the small group of nine ringers for the 
morning’s briefing before moving up onto the Tip. Paul 
usually takes charge of the day’s proceedings but 
today delegated the role to dave dutton so that Paul 
could monitor other points of the ringing session.

we soon drove off and stopped just behind the 
working edge of the Tip and everyone set about tasks, 
which included unloading items from the trailer; 
collecting bricks and lumps of concrete to weigh down 
the long plastic sheet where the catching net was to 
be located and filling sacks with soil to hold down the 
cannons. once the catching net had been unrolled 
and ‘squared’ the group furled the net, which is to 
make sure that when the four cannons are fired the 
net covers the 7-8 metre catching area evenly and 
does not snag.

The tip initially appeared devoid of gulls but it was 
not long before the procession of waiting large trucks 
started to arrive and disgorge their contents of general 
‘rubbish’. gulls soon started to arrive, resting in 
anticipation on adjacent areas ‘looking’ for domestic 
dustcarts containing food waste. some of the group 
used this waiting time to scan the gulls and note the 
colour rings seen.  we did not have to wait too long 
before a dust cart arrived and tipped just in front of 
the catching area.  a huge compactor ‘mashed’ the 
rubbish and very quickly gulls came onto the waste to 
feed.  with a loud ‘bang’ the cannons fired 
simultaneously and the net shot over the catching 
area trapping what turned out to be over 100 gulls. 
The team immediately ran forward from the safety 
area to start extracting gulls, preventing them from 
getting too stressed or escaping from under the net. 
This sounds easy, but when gulls manage to get their 
head, wings and/or feet partly through the mesh of 

the net it is quite challenging. i was shown how this 
was undertaken by dave and under supervision was 
permitted to help and then put the gulls into sacks 
ready for processing. The catching net was gathered, 
extracting any entangled pieces of rubbish and made 
ready for a second firing.

Paul had already decided to take biometrics of the 
catch such that all the gulls were aged; had wing 
length and back of head to bill tip measurements 
taken, which was good practice for everyone involved 
and at handling the gulls.  a metal ring was put on the 
right leg, with its unique number to the foot, and 
squeezed tightly closed with special pliers, making 
sure the ring could slide up and down the leg.  a large 
bright colour ring with a combination of unique 
numbers and letters went on the left leg for 
identification at a distance.  all of the data was 
recorded for each of the 87 Black-headed gulls, 
17 Herring gulls and one Lesser Black-backed gull. 
dave showed me how to hold the feisty gulls, keeping 
them calm and how to put on the metal identification 
ring. i could appreciate some of the finer points of the 
various gulls. Things like plumage variation of 
different age birds; and the eye, bill and mouth details. 
all the time being very careful not to get within 
striking distance of their bills, which could easily take 
an eye out.  But i feel it will take some time to master 
the BTo’s numbering sequence as used to age gulls. 
after noting all the data the gulls were released by 
throwing them up into the air, into the wind. This 
made sure that they flew off and not remain on the 
ground and become prey for any of the three lurking 
foxes constantly patrolling close to our position.

Just as the processing of the first catch was 
completed the compactor returned to roll over the 
area again, which quickly drew more gulls back onto 
the food.  with a good number of Lesser Black-
backed gulls present a second catch was instigated, 
which was a good decision as 51 Black-headed gulls, 
41 Herring gulls and 18 Lesser Black-backed gulls 
were soon being processed. it was now that i 
appreciated the amount of power Lesser Black-
backed gulls have in their bill as one tried to take 
lumps out of my hand and hold tightly onto my 
fingers. 

The nTgg is one of the very worthy benefactors of 
the Migration conference which will assist greatly 
with the important surveying work being undertaken. 
ringing is the only way to get really close to any 
species and gather so much information; i can 
understand why some of the nTgg team have been 
ringing gulls for over 30 years. it was a very interesting 
morning made even more enjoyable by Paul, dave 
and the team of regular ringers that helped and 
encouraged me to join in the special experience of 
ringing. i will look at gulls somewhat differently in the 
future and watch out for and note any colour rings 
seen. it was exciting and i will savour the memory and 
look forward to returning again on a future date and 
having more ‘close encounters’ with other gull 
species.

gull ringing at Pitsea Landfill tip
2nd april 2016

By gerry Johnson
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when winifred and i started birdwatching some 10 
years ago, we bought various bird books. These 
included the encyclopaedic Birds Britannica by Mark 
cocker and richard Mabey. on glancing through, i 
came upon the entry for the Peregrine and was 
interested to read that The Peregrine by J a Baker was 
one of the most outstanding books on nature in the 
twentieth century and was about overwintering 
peregrines on the Essex estuaries. i soon got a copy 
from the library and then bought a copy for myself. i 
did not have to read far in this relatively short book 
before i realised what a wonderfully expressive book 
Baker had written. 

The Peregrine was first published in 1967, but it was 
not until the collins edition by Mark cocker and John 
fanshawe (first published in 2010 and reissued in 
2015) that Baker’s second name and the year of his 
death were published. This edition combines The 
Peregrine with his other book The Hill of Summer.  
it also includes extracts from Baker’s birdwatching 
diaries and an article entitled ‘on the Essex coast’ 
from the rsPB Birds magazine in 1971 on the threat 
to birds and nature from the proposal to build a 
london airport in the Thames estuary, at that time on 
foulness island. some arguments take a generation or 
two to be resolved! we now know that he was born in 
1926 and so this year is the 90th anniversary of his 
birth which was cut short in 1987 by cancer, resulting 
from the treatment of his arthritis. 

Baker was a member of The Essex Birdwatching 
society and went birding with some of the leading 
Essex birdwatchers of the day, such as such geoff 
Pyman and stan hudgell. his diaries contain details 
of his many birdwatching sessions around 
chelmsford.  after The Peregrine was published, 
however, doubts were expressed about the accuracy 
of his observations. These concerns included 
incredulity about the very high number of kills he 
claims to have witnessed and other aspects of his 
observations (do peregrines hover?). consequently, 
the editors of the Essex Bird Report (EBr) 
decided not to write a review of the book, but 
instead allowed Baker to write a short article 
on the book. it is clear from this that Baker 
had no doubts about what he had seen. 
responding to the large number of 
peregrines reported by Baker, the EBr’s 
editors suggested that some might be 

J a Baker – Fact or Fiction?
ndavid simmondsn

non-wild, falconers’, birds. 
after all these years, we will 
not know how accurate 
Baker was, but these 
uncertainties remain with 
an air of scepticism in the 
section on Peregrines in 
simon wood’s Birds of Essex. 
Perhaps the truth is captured by the naturalist and 
broadcaster Kenneth allsop in a very early review when 
he says ‘The Peregrine is both science and poetry’. The 
problem then and now is separating the two. 

The university of Essex at colchester has an archive 
dedicated to Baker’s effects. This includes his 
binoculars, some of his personal library and most 
important his diaries, drafts and corrections to his 
books. Through the hard work of dr James canon, a 
lecturer in the English department, this archive is 
being made more widely accessible from July this year. 
an event to launch the archive is taking place at the 
university on wednesday 6 July. Members of EBws  
are invited to the event and more details about this  
or the archive itself are available from James at 
jcanto@essex.ac.uk

i felt it appropriate to set up a website dedicated  
to J a Baker and the peregrine, particularly for those 
unfortunate people who do not live in Essex and are 
unable to see our wonderful countryside and the  
birds that he wrote about. This can be found at  
www.jabaker.co.uk. if you have comments or 
suggestions for improvements, then please let  
me know. 

while we may have doubts about the veracity of the 
book, the quality of his English makes 
Baker a very important literary figure 
who should be highly celebrated in his 
county. in particular, he recognises the 

glories of our local surroundings as can 
be seen in this introduction:

I have tried to recapture the extraordinary 
beauty of this bird and to convey the 

wonder of the land he lived in, a 
land to me as profuse and 

glorious as Africa. 
as Essex bird watchers, 

we know that is true. 
we must also 

remember that our 
patch produced a very 

great writer. 

The Peregrine, The Hill of Summer 
and Diaries published by William 
Collins 2015 isBn 
9780008138318
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Their scientific name apus comes from the greek, 
‘without feet’. in fact they have very strong feet and 
pin sharp claws but very short and weak legs. 
contrary to popular opinion, healthy grounded swifts 
are capable of getting back into the air. old, sick or 
recently fledged birds are unlikely to. 
adult common swifts are not as small as one would 
think. The wing length is about 6¼” long (16cm) and 
it has a wingtip to wingtip measurement of 1’-5½” 
(45cm) and they weigh some 1½ ounces (44grms). 
The collective noun for a flock is a ‘scream of swifts’. 
The maximum speed recorded is 137mph. swifts are 
non-passerine. 
The swift has evolved to undergo torpidity whilst in 
the egg, as a nestling and as an adult. The heartbeat 
is reduced to conserve the use of stored fats. it’s an 
adaptation seen to combat long periods of being 
chilled and unfed. This allows the parents to make 
long journeys to gather food. The egg slows in 
development and the nestling effectively goes into 
semi-hibernation. hummingbirds, a close relative of 
the swift, also have a similar ability.  
once a swift has fledged it is independent and is not 
fed by the parents nor does it return to the nest 
cavity. 
swifts do not normally become sexually mature until 
their 3rd or 4th year and it has been suggested that 
some will remain in africa during that time. 
The oxford university Museum of 
natural history (and the Pitt rivers 
Museum) is the site where david lack 
made his observations for his book 
Swifts in a Tower published by 
Methuen in 1956 and reprinted in 
1973. They still nest there and a now 
webcam can be viewed as to their 
progress in the museum’s tower. 
common swifts also breed north of 
the arctic circle in norway, finland 
and russia. They have also been 
recorded wandering over novaya 
zemlya, franz Joseph land and 
spitzbergen. They occasionally occur 
over iceland and the faeroes. They are reported to 
feed continuously throughout the twenty four hours 
of daylight.  with such mobility, it is considered that 
they are ‘climate change’ proof. 
The oldest known swift, proved by ringing, was at 
least 21 years of age. however, their average lifespan 
is probably in the order of 8 or 9 years. given that 
they sleep on the wing outside of their nesting duties, 
they will fly several million miles during their lifetime. 

Bird ringers report that whilst handling swifts, there 
plumage feels greasy due to their insectivorous diet. 
Throughout their daredevil twists and turns their line 
of vision always remains horizontal.  
The parents usually consume the waste products of 
the young as they contain undigested minerals and 
liquids. Thus swifts are clean birds compared to the 
guano streaking left on buildings by other nesting bird 
species (starlings, house sparrows and house 
Martins). 
The BTo have estimated that within the British isles 
(including all of ireland) there were 87,000 pairs of 
swifts in 2009. The rsPB has later placed them in the 
amber zone as having declined alarmingly in 
numbers. Part of the reason has been the loss of 
nesting sites (refurbishment of buildings) and less 
aerial insect abundance. The latter reason has been 
attributed to pollution from vehicle emissions and 
agricultural pesticides. 
The bulk of swifts are usually with us in Britain from 
late april to mid-august. some may arrive, breed and 
depart within 100 days.  
There is a thriving colony of some 90 pairs of swifts at 
the wailing wall in Jerusalem. They nest in the niches 
formed between the roughhewn stone blocks. 
There is a small population of hole nesting swifts in 
the trees of the caledonian forest in abernethy in 
scotland as there is in the Bialowieza Primeval forest 

in Poland. There are some cliff 
nesters in county fermanagh, 
county antrim in northern ireland, 
and Malham cove in yorkshire. rock 
faces and trees were there original 
nesting choices until Man 
constructed buildings. 
The insect ball, to feed the young, is 
collected in the extended throat of 
an adult, and is called a ‘bolus’.  
a bolus may contain as many as 
500 insects.
swifts and bats tolerate each 
other’s presence. researchers that 

view web cams of breeding swifts have occasionally 
observed a day roosting bat unconcernedly asleep in 
the corner.  a temporary lodger! 
flight Mimicry: swifts have been recorded following 
pipistrelle bats and copying their mode of flight. could 
this be a way to find a nesting place? (The Merlin is 
known to ‘shape shift’ in flight (masked hunting) 
mimicking their prey’s way of flight, when pursuing). 
in very hot weather, swifts have been noted to drop 

Common swift Apus apus (Linnaeus 1758)

Lifestyle  – a Potpourri, compiled by John smart

swifts – summer on Hold! 

Pray avoid being prey!
your absence is my angst

i focus on infinity
with nothing in-between

wishing the world to fully turn! 
in the spirit of my mind

screams echo in the silence!
you are there but not there!
Before all reason escapes me
swiftly return for my sanity! 

Swift (doug M. dodds)
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their legs in flight (personal observation) so as to 
reduce body heat.  a similar thermoregulation 
strategy has been recorded in bee-eaters. 
in Belgium walloon, the swift is known as ‘The Black 
archer’ and ‘The church Tower swallow’. The welsh 
call it ‘The Black swallow’. The chinese call it ‘The rain 
swallow’. The germans have the name ‘Mauessegler’ 
for it, ‘The wall glider’. 
worldwide, there are just c.95 different species  
of swift.  

the envy of military aircraft designers
By adjustment of their flight feathers, and their 
associated carpel wing coverts, the swift arranges its 
feathers in the optimum configuration for lift and 
manoeuvrability at any one point in time. This quality 
of ‘morphing’ is the envy of the military aircraft 
designers.  

sleeping on the Wing
common swifts sleep on the wing away from their 
nesting duties.  a lifestyle shared with house Martins 
and the tropical frigate Bird. it was reported by a 
french airman on the return from a night sortie in the 
1914–1918 war where, at 10,000ft, he flew through a 
flock of swifts. since then, dutch military radar has 
further confirmed that these ‘radar angels’ exist. it is 
thought that sleep is achieved by the alternate sides 
of their brain taking turns to rest. 

distribution
Common Swift. Summer and winter distribution.
From Wikipedia. 

migration (British population Apus apus)
in 2010, the BTo attached light-level geolocators to 
several swifts in the uK and one (known as a320) was 
retrapped the following year (BTO News May – June 
2012). The data downloaded from the logger revealed 
its migration route into africa and the wanderings 
within that continent. The journey out was due south 
across france and spain, over the hinterland of west 
africa and then eastwards to winter over the congo; 
later to move further east over Mozambique. The 
return journey was similar in principle but flying west 
across the gulf of guinea (the only major sea crossing 
undertaken) before heading north. The swedish have 
also conducted similar studies. 

migration (chinese population Apus apus pekinensis)
in 2014 a joint chinese-European team of swift 
experts fitted geolocators to 31 swifts in Beijing, 
china, hoping to plot their route into africa. in 2015 
several returning birds were retrapped and the data 
analysed. it revealed a two way journey of 26000km 
(16,250 miles) between Beijing and southern africa. 
The outward journey was from Beijing, across 
Mongolia, russia, iran, saudi arabia, then across to 
zaire, namibia and the western cape. swifts from 
this far East are sub-speciated as Apus apus 
pekinensis. initial results point to a similar return 
route. our cambridge swift guru, dick newell, was 
part of the team. 

an Ornithological Wonder
The two main reservoirs in Essex, abberton and 
hanningfield, can play host to enormous numbers of 
swifts as they take advantage of the weather related 
swarms of synchronized hatching of midges. This can 
occur at different times during the birds stay in the 
British isles.  at any given time, birds are hawking low 
over the water whilst others are at a great height 
almost out of sight with the naked eye. Thus, above 
the entire reservoir, it can be teeming with swifts. it is 
intriguing to surmise on the dynamics of such 
concentrations that surely at times include breeding 
birds, 1st year birds, failed breeders, sub-adults (those 
not yet sexually mature) and many amongst them to 
disperse west or north to breeding grounds 
elsewhere.  and later are likely to include other 
breeding birds from afar when their local feeding 
opportunities are scarce. There is no proof to date that 
these concentrations include birds from the European 
mainland. from the Birds of Essex by simon wood the 
maximum counts at abberton and hanningfield 
reservoirs have been 50,000 and 80,000 respectively 
and both occurring during the month of May. it is a 
wonder and a  
visual treat. 

Conservation
conservation efforts have been ongoing for some 
years in the British isles led by Edward Mayer  
based in london and his highly informative website: 
www.swift-conservation.org There is similar interest 
and conservation success across continental Europe, 
particularly in zurich, Berlin, frankfurt, amsterdam 
and Tel aviv. 

Publications & websites referred to in the collation of this list:
Birds of the western Palearctic.
The ‘swift conservation’ organization (london based) headed by 

Edward Mayer.
also, from data amassed by ulrich Trigge, a swift conservationist 

based in Berlin.
The Birds of Essex by simon wood – christopher helm 2007.
The Essex Bird Reports – The Essex Birdwatching society – ‘British 

Birds’ Journal.
Swifts in a Tower by david lack – 1973 reprint by chapman and 

hall limited.
BTo news. rsPB & BTo website data. 
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with budget airlines operating from airports in Essex 
it is now possible to obtain relatively cheap flights to 
Portugal. in January 2016 i paid under £40 return to 
lisbon, plus £16 for one piece of luggage. good 
value for the 2½ hour flight. 

arriving early in the afternoon, i picked-up my hire 
car and headed to my hotel. lisbon has a wide range 
of hotels to choose from depending on your taste 
and to suite your pocket. one of the first species 
seen was a flock of 25 rose-ringed Parakeets when 
passing sporting lisbon’s football stadium. 

during the late afternoon i explored lisbon on foot 
and found it to be an interesting city, parts of which 
are very old with some of the buildings showing 
signs of neglect where a little attention, some paint 
and Tlc would not go amiss. But the 35 very diverse 
restaurants in the new gourmet food court at 
Mercado da riberia, cais do sodre, was a great find. 
serving many regional specialities including plates 
of different cured meats, sheep’s cheeses, fresh fish, 
steak sandwiches, noodle dishes, tins of sardines, 
various deserts and award winning custard tarts; 
with selections from about 5 euros each which could 
be washed down with local sarges beer or a glass of 
fine Portuguese wine, all in a very friendly and 
vibrant atmosphere. 

The following morning, after a hearty breakfast in 
the hotel i headed north-eastwards out of lisbon 
passing a cement works and the sarges brewery 
forming part of the heavily industrialised area on the 
western side of the Tagus Estuary. i eventually 
crossed the river Tagus and turned off towards the 
‘Espco de Visitacao e observacao de aves’ (EVoa), 
the Tagus Estuary Birdwatching and conservation 
area. due to stopping numerous times along the 
track to scan the many wet rice fields and pastures 
to observe the species, it took some considerate 
time to reach the centre. it was rewarding and the 
species recorded included moorhen, skylark, 
Lapwing, White Wagtail, great White egret, grey 
Heron, four marsh Harriers, mallard, House 
sparrow, ca.500 Black-tailed godwit, Black-
winged stilt, Kestrel, shoveler, Common Buzzard, 
starling, Cattle egret, Chiffchaff, spotless starling, 
Little egret and goldfinch. i eventually arrived at 
the centre building to find very few cars parked.  
a Kestrel perched on a post and Corn Bunting 
called from knee high vegetation. 

having paid the 6 euros entrance fee i enjoyed a 
coffee and light lunch before starting the 5 km walk 
around part of the 70 ha. wetland site, comprising of 
three large lagoons, many wet meadow and drainage 
channels, much of which was constructed with 
assistance from the wwT london wetland centre. 

Portugal ‘tagus estuary’ short Break
   gerry Johnsonn

walking anti-clockwise from the centre i came to the 
‘Main lake’, but not before seeing Penduline tits by 
the path, which showed well due to site being so 
quiet and no disturbance. 

Moving on towards the hide on ‘shallow lake’ 
stonechat, Corn Bunting and sardinian Warbler 
were noted and heard Cetti’s Warbler – often. i 
settled down to enjoy the birds on the lake/scrape 
area. Cormorant, Little grebe, mallard, redshank, 
White Wagtail, six greater Flamingo, 10 snipe, 14 
spoonbill, over 80 Black-winged stilts, ca.300 
avocet and two large Purple gallinules showed well. 

The vegetation leading to ‘large lake’ hide was 
‘alive’ with many Chiffchaffs, stonechats and 
sardinian Warbler plus a number of small warblers. 
The ‘zitt...zitt...zitt’ call attracted me in the right 
direction to see the fan shaped tail of Zitting 
Cisticola. from the hide greylag geese, teal, and a 
pair of Osprey hovered over the ‘Mar de caes’ 
channel, more spoonbill and Black-winged stilt 
were seen.

completing the circuit around the lakes i added 
Blackbird, a female Hen Harrier, more marsh 
Harriers, more stonechat, more Zitting Cisticola, 
many more Chiffchaff, a flock of 50 greater 
Flamingo flying off the point, flashing bright pink in 
the sunshine as they passed, and two Blue throats in 
subdued winter plumage. 

when making the return drive along the track more 
egrets, marsh Harriers and Common Buzzards were 
seen in the air and on the ground along with an 
Osprey tearing at a fish while perched on a post less 
than 8 metres from the track. it was a superb 
experience to be savoured from the trip. 

Early next morning i was met at my hotel by 
Bernardo Barreto, my guide for the day from ‘Birds & 

Purple Gallinule (sTEVE griMwadE)
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Penduline Tit (sTEVE griMwadE) White Stork (sTEVE griMwadE)

nature Tours Portugal’, and we were soon heading 
over the Vasco da gama Bridge, towards the 
south-eastern side of the Tagus Estuary.  as we 
crossed at low tide the vast mud flats of the huge 
estuary, covering some 14,200 hectare (over 35,000 
acres or 55 sq miles), could be seen in the early 
morning misty conditions. 

The first stop was at a small private farm near 
‘atalaya’ with old salt pans and a peaceful ancient 
cork oak woodland area. on the track before 
reaching the farm we saw Corn Bunting, Chiffchaff, 
stonechat, skylark, Kestrel and the barn behind the 
white farm house had 22 Cattle egret resting on the 
roof. Exploring the old redundant salt pans first 
produced moorhen, Coot, sardinian Warbler, 
Black-winged stilt, green sandpiper, Cetti’s 
Warbler, Lapwing, Cormorant, redshank, spotted 
redshank and Zitting Cisticola. spotless starling 
along with three swallows returning from africa 
perched on a power cable.  with the mist clearing an 
Osprey could be seen in a distant tree, a Peregrine 
falcon on a pylon and two marsh Harriers 
quartering over the salt pans. scanning the distant 
cork oak wood a perched Black-winged Kite was 
found warming up in the sunshine. Before leaving 
the salt pans a Kingfisher flew to the far end of a 
body of water, perching long enough to obtain  
good views. 

driving back through the farm yard, with lemon 
and orange laden fruit trees in the garden, we 
stopped briefly to pass the time of day with an old 
lady and found an iberian grey shrike in a tree at 
the far end of an arable field. Moving on towards the 
cork oak trees in the hope of getting closer views of 
the Black-winged Kite a Common Buzzard was 
seen resting in a tree and a ring-tail Hen Harrier 
glided over.  approaching a lake a group of Common 
Waxbills with their bright red bill and face marking 
flew over and Cormorants perched in the dead trees 
around the edge of the body of water, one 
impressive first-year bird with its pure white throat, 
breast and belly. on other branches of the trees 
spotless starlings shared space with tree sparrows 
in the warm sunshine.

once amongst the cork oak trees we heard and 

saw Blue tit, great tit, short-toed treecreeper, 
Blackcap, Wren, four siskins and a Hoopoe perched 
on the very top limb of a dead tree. slowly walking 
towards the trees we were rewarded with excellent 
close views of two Black-winged Kites. one was 
calling while circling the tree, the other was perched 
and feeding, which permitted ‘scoped views to 
appreciate the sulphur yellow legs, blood red eyes 
and beautiful face markings. stunning birds!

Before leaving this tranquil, peaceful place the salt 
pans were scanned again, seeing greater Flamingos, 
Wigeon, shoveler and two raptors circling high on a 
thermal, a pair of Common Buzzards. The cork oak 
trees were very old and bore the scars of years of 
harvesting (about every 7-8 years) for the wine 
industry. Two short-toed treecreeper were seen 
working up the deep split bark of the trunks looking 
for insects.

departing the farm area, the colourful shape of an 
azure-winged magpie showed well on an adjacent 
fence post as we drove towards the estuary at the 
small hamlet of ‘hortas’, just along the coast from 
the town of ‘alcochete’. This was another quiet, 
peaceful location with an elevated observation 
platform in the shade under conifer trees with views 
of the extensive Tagus Estuary and the industrial 
western side in the distance. The tide was rising, 
‘pushing’ the waders along as the water depth 
increased. Thousands of avocet winter in all parts of 
the Tagus Estuary and featured in very large 
numbers, plus grey Plovers, ringed Plovers, Kentish 
Plovers with their pale fawn colour heads, 28 
turnstone preened on a boat, grey Heron, great 
White egret, White Wagtail, dunlin, teal, Little 
stint, greenshank and 15 spoonbill could be seen 
on an adjacent embankment. serin called and 
moved about in the conifer trees above us, robin 
flew on the waste land and three Ospreys perched 
close to the spoonbills. 

Moving away from ‘hortas’ we paused to watch a 
Hoopoe landed on the road, instinctively raising its 
crest on landing. it soon disappeared into the road 
side vegetation only to reappear with a juicy 
caterpillar. our next stop was ‘alcochete’ for a quick 
lunch of cheese & ham rolls and the local ‘speciality’ 
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– a form of custard pie in a light, crispy choux pastry 
case – in a fine patisserie, in a very comfortable 
January temperature of 23°c.

Travelling a little further west we arrived at the 
‘samouco’ old salt pans. Parking near the derricked 
buildings of the fish factory we saw a smart male 
Black redstart before getting out of the car.   walking 
to the beach, we had views to the Vasco da gama 
Bridge and the city of lisbon on the far side. waders 
occupying the narrow belt of sand were soon pushed 
off, relocating on the salt pans. ringed Plovers, 
Kentish Plovers, dunlin and sanderling could all be 
seen in the same ‘scope view for comparisons. on the 
sea wall a Crested Lark also showed well. Back at the 
salt pans the waders continued to arrive from the 
beach in increasing numbers, joining Common 
sandpiper, Black-winged stilt, Pied Wagtail, 25 
Flamingo, and a lone sandwich tern already there.

our next site visited was the small hamlet of 
‘Barroca d’alva’. This was the only site that other 
birdwatchers were encountered and it was not long 
before we found out why. skeins of glossy ibis in 
tight formation, not unlike Brent geese – but in 
silence, passed over numbering ca.850, and on the 
high voltage pylons White storks could be seen on 
their large nests.  while across the wet pasture there 
were various birds amongst the clumps of tussock 
grass, including greenshank, redshank, snipe, great 
White egret and Little egret. in the bare branches of 
a tree along the river embankment perched a 
squacco Heron.  while watching this bird a second 
squacco Heron flew across part of the wet pasture, 
looking very pale, almost barn owl like, joining the 
first heron but on the dense weeds below the tree. 
once at rest the pale flight colour quickly changed to 
buff-brown making it that much harder to locate 
amongst the mixed colours of the river embankment. 
retracing our route we stopped to survey the area 
where we enjoyed more glossy ibis. on one side of 
the road we noted mallard, moorhen and teal. 
Meanwhile, on the opposite side of the road more 
snipe, redshank, greenshank along with a rare 
visitor in the form of a Lesser Yellowlegs were all 
seen. 

from ‘Barroca d’alva’ we headed northwards, to 
‘Tonta da Erva’, by the river sorraia, part of the EVoa. 
The pylons running parallel with road were again 
decorated with White stork nests, some occupied 
while others had many White storks perched on 
other parts of the pylons. Moving into the northern 
part of the Tagus Estuary effectively meant that we 
had covered many of the best parts in the south, east 
and northern parts of this splendid wetland. Entering 
this area, again with many very wet rice fields on both 
sides of the road, the sky became ‘full’ with many 
thousands of Black-tailed godwits coming into 
roost in the safe wet fields, amongst the greylag 
geese, greater Flamingos and many Pintail. The 
wire fencing retaining the livestock in the fields had 
meadow Pipit perched at various places. 

continuing we could see the distant fields with 

more Black-tailed godwit and a closer single male 
ruff looked rather nervous as we pulled up. Moving 
to a stockade area with raised concrete water 
storage tanks for cover we again stopped. on 
getting out of the car a raptor suddenly appeared 
from around the concrete structure, flew across the 
track low to the ground and came to rest on a fence 
post enabling reasonable ‘scoped views of a juvenile 
Pallid Harrier with its pale buff-white neck-collar 
and dark brown neck. returning our gaze to the 
wooden fence rails of the stockade we located a 
short-eared Owl and then a second a little further 
along the fence. on closer examination of the 
corralled area another five were found resting on 
the ground and yet another above them on the 
fence, to make a family group of eight short-eared 
Owls in total. 

with a beautiful sun starting to set over lisbon we 
concluded our day with Kingfisher, merlin perched 
amongst the vegetation, a ghostly male Hen 
Harrier quartering the area, Little Owl amongst 
the rafters of an open barn, a further three 
short-eared Owls, plus greenshank, skylarks, 
Penduline tits which proved difficult to see when 
moving around in the dense reed-bed in the fading 
evening light and another rare visitor – mute swan.

it had been a splendid long weekend winter’s 
birding in the fabulous Tagus Estuary area just 
outside lisbon in comfortable very warm 
conditions. The Tagus Estuary is one of the most 
important Estuaries in western Europe, certainly 
the most important wetland in Portugal, well worth 
visiting during the winter and so rewarding to find 
so many birds yourself. But to realise the full 
potential i would suggest that you need the 
services of a good guide and can recommend 
Bernardo Barreto or Joao Jara from ‘Birds & nature 
Tours Portugal’ (www.birds.pt) with their friendly 
and excellent local knowledge, including private 
sites not accessible to the public, to achieve the 
very best results.

Squacco Heron 
(sTEVE griMwadE)
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loftus Mark wickins, better known to everyone as 
Mark, died in a care home in Barling on 15th 
January 2016, aged 89.

originally from Kent Mark moved to rayleigh in 
Essex with his wife and three young children, two 
boys and a girl, over 50 years ago.  although Mark 
always had an interest in birds and wildlife his early 
years in Essex saw him growing prize winning 
blooms and being heavily involved in the local 
flower shows. however, his interest in competitive 
flower growing waned and eventually stopped as he 
spent more and more time 
birding.  although forever after 
he always kept a flower rich 
garden and vegetable plot. he 
took early retirement from his 
london job at BT which gave 
then gave him the leisure time 
to spend doing what he loved 
to do – go out bird watching. 

i got to know Mark in the 
mid-80’s birding in the 
southend area.  Before long we 
were not only visiting Essex 
coastal marshes, hanningfield 
and abberton reservoirs, but 
also going on day trips to East 
anglia and his old county of 
Kent. Through Mark i got to 
know Ken Barrett who was one 
of Mark’s long time best friends 
who as many of you know died 
a few years ago much to Mark’s 
distress.

annual october holidays to 
the isles of scilly were soon on 
the agenda for Mark as his 
keenness to see new and rare 
birds gained momentum. it was 
on the scillies and on the many 
twitches around the country 
that most people got to know him outside of Essex. 
he was instantly recognisable amongst the crowds 
wearing his characteristic badge festooned ear 
flapped cap – which got him the affectionate 
nickname of deputy dawg. in fact his trade mark 
cap was on top of his coffin when he was cremated. 

he loved a good gossip and the many twitches we 
went on always found Mark chatting to what 
seemed like everyone in the crowd – he knew so 
many people and so many people knew him. Talking 

to birders was indeed Mark’s other passion!
Mark’s interest in birding didn’t just start and finish 

in the uK as he travelled to countries such as france, 
spain, israel, canada and the usa in pursuit of his 
hobby. however, his big love was foulness island and 
for many years he was a stalwart of the weBs counts 
as well as birding on there on non-count weekends 
when, back in the day if you had a pass, you were 
allowed on the island.

unfortunately Mark’s health began to suffer over 
the last few years and eventually he was forced to 

give up driving and physical 
mobility got difficult for him. 
on our last twitch together i 
pushed Mark in a wheelchair 
the final stretch to see the 
white-crowned sparrow in 
norfolk – the bonus was 
everyone knew him 
(naturally!) and we were 
ushered straight to the front 
of the queue and got super 
views – Mark was really 
chuffed.

 a bitter blow again hit Mark 
when his wife gwen, who had 
not been in the best of health, 
died unexpectedly. 

Mark spent the last few years 
of his life being cared for at his 
home and finally in a care 
home. he was frustrated that 
he couldn’t get out and about 
anymore but full of wonderful 
memories which we shared 
together over many hours of 
chatting. 

his final wish was for me to 
scatter his ashes from a boat 
off foulness island. so along 
with three other friends of 

Mark’s i did just that and as his ashes blew across the 
sea towards foulness a squadron of Brent geese flew 
low overhead looking splendid in the winter 
sunshine – a fitting end for sure. 

sometimes cantankerous, sometimes infuriating, 
often funny (sometimes unintentionally i might 
add!) he was a warm caring human being and a 
gentleman who you couldn’t help but like. he will be 
missed by all who knew him. goodbye Mark and 
thanks for the memory.

Obituary: mark Wickins 
  John Wrightn
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This report has been composed in 
specific order with comments 
where appropriate and the dates 
of passage migrants, less common 
and rarer birds as recorded, mainly 
on the society blog. Those species 
present but not meriting special 
mention are listed at the end. 
Please note that wildfowl numbers 
reflect only the observations of 
visitors and weBs count results 
may well contain far greater 
numbers: these will appear in the 
2015 and 2016 Essex Bird reports.
Bewick’s swan in november four 
were in wigborough Bay on the 
6th and eight off abberton church 
on the 8th. 21 flew over the visitor 
centre on the 22nd and four were 
in hide Bay on the 30th. only two 
young birds were reported in these 
groups. Eleven were present on 
december 1st and between two 
and ten were present until the 
year’s end with eight the last 
reported on the 28th. seven adults 
were reported from the 3rd to 
11th January.
White-fronted goose a skein of 
45 flew calling, westwards over the 
reserve centre on the morning of 
January 7th. one was seen in gale 

abberton reservoir  by david Wimpress 

force conditions on the 30th and 
another apparently photographed 
on april 3rd.
Canada goose a bird considered 
by the observer to be of the 
minima race was seen on 
november 20th and almost 
certainly the same bird was 
present on the west side of layer 
Breton causeway on april 12th. 
The atlantic race was common 
throughout.
egyptian goose a pair was 
present on most days but  
there was a party of 12 on 
december 9th.

Bird reports november 2015–april 2016

The society wishes to thank all the members that contribute to these reports and the members that collate them 
together to give a ‘feel’ for the species that are seen throughout the different areas and habitats around the 
county.

Most notes published in this section of Essex Birding are gathered by individuals or groups of other local birders. 
some records come from logs, kept at wildlife trust and other centres. casual birders, as well as experienced and 
proficient field observers and some professional naturalists, have access to these, so logs have been carefully 
checked and in some obvious cases ‘unlikely’ sightings will have been expunged at that stage. records of some 
commoner species added to logs by members of the public visiting a site may be happily accepted, but there is 
still potential for errors and mistakes. Therefore, as always, the advice is read, enjoy but recognise that while 
almost all news is accurate, authenticated records will appear only in the Essex Bird report.  For the Langdon Hills 
& Thameside and Wat Tyler reports, Andrew Cox has used a few records from the Southend RSPB website; Graham 
Mee has given permission for this. 

Many thanks are expressed to all those who make the effort and report their sightings, to the diligent log 
scrutinisers and not forgetting the dedicated reporters and to those birdwatchers who share their records with 
them. if not done so already can you please send all your relevant records for 2015 into the senior county 
recorder, Les steward (les.steward@btinternet.com) or the county recorders, terry Jeffreys (terry.jeffreys@
btinternet.com) or mick tracey (micktrac@aol.com), not forgetting to use the six-column ‘Excel’ format to make 
things easier to process the thousands of records received.  when submitting records, please look at the society 
website or the most recent Essex Bird Report to see whether any full descriptions are required in the case of 
species which are currently considered rare or vagrant in the county. Thank you.

shelduck Eight recorded on 
January 1st and two on the 8th 
were notable winter records.  
There were at least three pairs 
present by the end of april.
Wigeon good numbers were 
present through to late March 
with 200 on January 28th likely 
the winter peak.
gadwall The largest flock reported 
was 30 birds in early March though 
the species appeared to be present 
throughout at the western end of 
the site with pairs frequent along 
other, shallower fringes.
teal well over 500 were present in 

Bewick’s Swan (sTEwarT BElfiEld)
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late november and this duck was 
commonly seen throughout the 
period with 300 on January 1st, 
numbers reducing to single figures 
by mid-april.
Pintail 64 in wigborough Bay on 
december 1st was the highest 
reported total after around 50 -60 
were reported into mid-winter, 
numbers then declining so that by 
March only three were present, but 
one remained well into april.
shoveler The winter period 
maximum number was c250 on 
december 10th. species counts 
exceeded 100 on several occasions 
up to late february.
red-crested Pochard one was in 
wigborough Bay on november 
4th.  a drake was seen on 
february19th and a confiding 
drake appeared on March 29th  
and was present into early april.
Pochard 540 were counted on 
January 8th and as is usual drakes 
outnumbered ducks until numbers 
fell away in late March when  
the latter began to increase  
with movement back from 
southern Europe.
tufted duck Common: c200 were 
counted on november 27th.
scaup a female appeared in early 
January and was present through 
the month and she or another was 
seen again in the first week of 
March.  a female in hide Bay on 
april 18th was apparently paired 
with drake tufted duck.
Common scoter 14 were seen at 
the eastern end of the reservoir on 
november 27th and one was 
present on March 28th.  a pair 

were in Peldon Bay on april 10th
goldeneye Present throughout the 
period with 50 reported on 
december 8th and 54 on March 
27th. 45 remained by 13th april. 
smew Two ‘redheads’ appeared on 
november 23rd and were present 
to year’s end. January 1st saw the 
arrival of the first drake and after 
this date second drake appeared 
and up to five birds were present 
until the third week of March.
red-breasted merganser Two 
were seen on november 25th.  a 
drake was present from december 
4th to 24th and was joined by a 
duck on the 12th and 13th of that 
month. Two ducks were reported 
on february 1st and 3rd and 
another on March 20th.  a drake 
was present from the 26th to 28th.
goosander The first seen during 
the period was on november 5th 
and 23 were reported at the end of 
that month with 27 on december 
6th, 22 on the 13th with the 
highest total of 2015 being 29 on 
the 27th. in early January there 
were 16 on the 4th and 28 and 27 
on the 8th and 10th respectively. 
Thereafter numbers averaged 16 
up to Valentine’s day when 33 
probably represented early return 
passage. numbers then fell away to 
single figures and there were nine 
on february 19th; the last flock and 
only twos or threes into March 
with the last seen on april 2nd. 
red-legged Partridge Pairs 
reported on January 3rd and  
March 28th.
Black-throated diver an adult was 
off the dam on december 5th and 

remained for the next nine days.
great Crested grebe highest 
numbers reported were 712 on 
november 22nd and 420 on 
december 12th.
slavonian grebe Two remaining 
from late october were seen from 
november 4th were still present 
into december and one wintered 
through to february 5th.
Black-necked grebe There were 
single birds on november 8th and 
december 30th and this second 
individual remained until the end 
of January. one appeared on  
March 3rd and another was 
reported on april 2nd.
Cormorant Potential early 
breeding evidenced by the 
occupation of 45 nests by  
January 24th!
grey Heron regular around the 
site with five reported at the 
heronry on January 24th and15  
in the heronry area on the 28th, 
some possibly nest repairing. 
Little egret up to eight present 
with at least three nests in the 
heronry at the layer Breton end  
in april.
Bittern reports of single birds only, 
all from the western end, the first 
on november 20th and the last on 
february 18th. 
Osprey one flew over the dam  
on april 3rd.
red Kite single birds were recorded 
on december 16th, february 14th 
and March 26th.  a bird was seen 
on March 30th and next day it or 
another was seen sitting on a fence 
in the water treatment works.  
on april 5th one flew north-west 
over layer Breton causeway 
marsh Harrier single birds and 
twos, usually apparent pairs, were 
reported frequently and there were 
three present on november 7th, 
december 12th and January 28th 
with four seen on february 14th.

Red-crested Pochard (doMiniQuE considinE)

Slavonian Grebe (sEan nixon)
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sparrowhawk only reported on 
december 9th and 29th february 
so clearly under-recorded.
Common Buzzard single birds 
were regular, almost always to the 
north of the site; birds together 
included two on January 24th, 
three on february 16th, four on 
both January 28th and april 2nd, 
five on april 13th and six on  
30th March. one was soaring 
north of layer Breton causeway  
on april 30th.
Kestrel regular with up to three 
birds reported.
Peregrine Falcon single birds were 
regular until february 28th and 
there were two on January 10th,  
a pair together on the 28th and 
three on february 14th.  a late bird 
was on the pylon west of layer 
Breton causeway on april 25th.
Water rail single birds were 
reported on January 3rd, 24th  
and one calling on March 8th.
Oystercatcher one was in hide 
Bay on January 28th; four were 
near abberton church on March 
26th and a pair at layer de la haye 
causeway on april 2nd and two 
pairs were present in mid-april.
avocet There were six in 
wigborough Bay on January 5th.
Lapwing notable flocks were 
reported: c500 on november 6th. 
1,000 on november 27th; and 750 
on december 1st. 200 were seen 
on January 1st with 50 the next 
day and 900 on the 8th, and 100 
on the 25th. Thereafter few were 
recorded and as the breeding 
season commenced a single bird 
was seen on March 25th but next 
day 12 birds were present with 
several males displaying and at 
least six pairs remained by april 
11th. sitting birds were present 
 by the end of the period.
golden Plover flocks reported in 
the late autumn included 500 in 
wigborough Bay on november 
6th, 50 on the 27th and there were 
24 on december 1st. The largest 
number recorded during the rest of 
the period was 16 on January 8th 
and thereafter none were seen.
Little ringed Plover Two were on 
layer de la haye causeway on april 
5th. Two were present on the 10th 
and two days later at least nine 
were present and a male was seen 
displaying. no fewer than 14 were 

counted on the 24th with nine 
remaining on the 30th.
Common snipe single birds were 
recorded on november 23rd and 
March 28th and four on november 
27th, ten on January 26th with 
seven on March 8th and two on 
March 30th. four late birds were 
reported on april 17th.
Black-tailed godwit The largest 
flock was of 20 birds on november 
27th and the last were two on 
december 14th.
Whimbrel one flew through 
eastwards on the morning of  
april 11th. 15 were present in 
wigborough Bay on the 24th and 
two were off the wigborough blind 
on the 30th.
Curlew a scarce species this period 
with just one on January 28th, four 
on february 14th and a single bird 
in the wigborough Bay area on 
april 30th.
green sandpiper a single bird was 
present on november 4th, 22nd 
and 27th, december 1st and 6th 
and there were three on the 9th. 
after this the only sightings were 
of a single bird on february 5th 
and March 26th.  a single bird was 
seen for three days in mid-april.
Common sandpiper one was on 
the margin of the western side of 
layer Breton causeway in the late 
afternoon of april 18th and it or 
another watched on the 21st and 
22nd. Two were seen on the 28th.
spotted redshank a flock of 17 
was present on november 6th  
and three remained the next day.
greenshank The sole winter 
record was of a single bird on 
January 17th. one was in hide. Bay 
on april 13th and two more were 
seen on the 22nd. on the 24th 18 
were present, including a scattered 
flock of eight in wigborough Bay: 
one remained next day.
Common redshank Three were 
present on november 27th. one 
was reported on december 9th 
and four were seen on 13th, with 
one more recorded on the 23rd.  
 a pair was seen on the 25th and 
26th March and another was seen 
on april 11th.
dunlin seven were present on 
november 6th and 7th and  
seven bird seen on december 
1st.  a flock of 25 were in 
wigborough Bay on the 13th.  

The sole bird subsequently 
reported was seen on January 8th.
ruff field flocks with lapwings 
were reported on december 9th 
(18 birds) and January 21st (20 
birds) and there were two or more 
seen on november 23rd, 11 on 
december 4th and 15 on the 9th. 
single birds were recorded on 
november 8th, and 24th, 27th and 
december 1st. six were seen on 
January 3rd and one on the 1st 
and 8th. spring returnees were 
three seen on the 24th.
grey Phalarope one was reported 
from close to gwen’s hide on 
february 7th.
Black-headed gull one observer 
considered that c10, 000 were 
present over the main reservoir on 
april 12th, feeding on a prodigious 
fly hatching.
Little gull Two were present from 
the 28th to 30th March with three 
on april 2nd and single birds on  
the 10th, 24th and 25th.
Common gull 40, present on 
January 28th was the largest 
number recorded this period.
mediterranean gull one was 
west of layer Breton causeway  
on January 30th.  a first summer 
bird was near layer de la haye 
causeway on april 10th. four 
summer adults were present two 
days later and two on the last day 
of the month at layer Breton 
causeway.
Black tern Two flew over the tern 
raft on april 15th before 
disappearing soon afterwards.  
Two more were seen on the 24th.
Common tern a single bird arrived 
on april 10th, 40 were present by 
the 17th and 70 by the 24th.
arctic tern The first spring bird 
was present on april 10th and 
there was visual passage of a flock 
of 12 birds which appeared during 
the stormy afternoon of april 12th. 
a single bird was seen to leave 
next day as the weather cleared. 
Two were seen on the 24th and 
one next day.
stock dove The largest number 
reported in the winter was four on 
november 23rd and January 3rd. 
Eleven were around the Billetts 
farm area on april 12th.
Cuckoo Just single birds on april 
24th and 28th and a male calling 
on the 30th.
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Barn Owl single birds were 
recorded on december 13th and 
January 10th. one was seen in 
Peldon Bay on april 12th.
Little Owl one was near  
geedon’s farm on 29th december.
short-eared Owl one was in  
the reserve centre area on 
december 9th.
swift Three, hawking above lots  
of swallows, sand, and House 
martins east of layer-de-la-haye 
causeway on the afternoon of  
april 18th were the first of 2016  
at the site.
Kingfisher one was reported on 
March 13th, surely not the only 
one all winter.
great spotted Woodpecker 
Present on april 2nd, 5th and 12th.
green Woodpecker single birds 
recorded on January 1st and 10th, 
March 26th and april 2nd. 
skylark 40 were present on 
december 1st and by the end  
of March c25 singing males were 
around the site.
sand martin a party of 30 on 
March 26th was the first recorded 
for 2016 and c150 were present 
on april 12th.
swallow Two very late birds were 
seen on november 22nd. 
returning birds were present on 
March 26th (six), with two on the 
28th and ten on april 2nd. There 
were 20 present on the 12th.   
at least 250 moved through in 
cold conditions on the 22nd.
House martin The first of 2016 
appeared on March 28th. There 
were 20 present on april 23rd.
rock Pipit a scandinavian race 
bird was present from december 
4th–12th.
Yellow Wagtail The first bird 
reported for 2016 was at layer 
Breton causeway on april 2nd.  

35 were counted at Billetts farm 
on the 10th.
White Wagtail one was near 
Billetts farm on april 10th and two 
the next day. one was seen near 
Billetts farm on the 23rd, four 
were present next day and six 
taking flies from the eastern wall 
of layer de la haye causeway on 
the 29th. 
Pied Wagtail 30 on december 8th 
was a highest total for the site this 
period.  a pair were nesting in a 
barn at Billetts farm in mid-april.
grey Wagtail single birds were 
reported on november 27th, 
January 3rd, february 16th and 
March 11th.
mistle thrush Two on 14th 
december and a singing male on 
January 8th.  a male was singing 
near abberton church on april 
11th.
redwing Ten were recorded on 
January 3rd.  a late bird or birds 
was seen on april 10th and 12th.
Fieldfare Ten were reported on 
november 25th and four on 
december 14th; then two on the 
19th. 50 were present near 
abberton church on new year’s 
day but only a single bird on 
January 3rd. colder conditions saw 
the appearance of 20 on the 8th 
with five remaining on the 16th.   
a migrant party of c100 was 
present on March 8th.
nightingale on april 5th a male 
was singing for about ten minutes 
at lunchtime in the wood on the 
old road was the first for the year. 
There were six males in song 
around the woodland of the 
reserve centre area by mid-month.

Black redstart one at the 
pumping station on november 
10th and one was seen again on 
January 1st.  a female type was 
around Billetts farm on april 12th 
and 13th.
stonechat a pair was near the 
reserve centre from early 
november until 12th January at 
least with a second pair recorded 
on december 2nd.
Wheatear four males were around 
Billetts farm on april 10th and 
another was present on the 15th 
to 17th; a female was seen n the 
24th and a male on the 28th.
goldcrest one near the reserve 
centre on november 23rd.
Cetti’s Warbler Two were calling 
at layer Breton causeway on 
november 4th and a bird was 
singing there on the 5th, 8th and 
24th of January, 10th february  
and 23rd and 24th of March, 
suggesting presence all winter.   
a singing bird was also there on 
april 2nd and three were singing 
around the site on the 17th.
sedge Warbler one was seen  
on april 24th.
Chiffchaff The first for 2016 
appeared on March 25th and  
three were in song next day. Three 
singers were still present in early 
april and by the 10th eight were 
present.
Willow Warbler one was in song 
near layer Breton causeway on 
april 3rd. This or another was in 
song on the 17th and 23rd.
Blackcap The first summer arrival 
was on March 30th and two males 
were singing in the woods near the 
visitor centre on april 2nd. 

Yellow Wagtail (KEiTh oVErall)

Little Owl (PETEr TrisTon)
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Lesser Whitethroat a male was 
singing in brambles by road 
between causeways, during the 
afternoon of april 18th. By the end 
of the month at least two males 
were present.
Common Whitethroat a male 
was in song on the western side of 
the road at the north end of layer 
Breton causeway on the afternoon 
of april 18th. several were present 
a week later.
House sparrow four on January 
16th was a currently unusual 
record.
Linnet The only ones reported in 
the winter were ten on december 
1st and a single bird on March 
26th. six were present on april 
17th and four on the 30th.
Bullfinch a pair was near abberton 

church on april 12th.
reed Bunting Much under-
reported with just seven logged on 
January 3rd; and single birds on 
January 10th and March 25th! 
however, there were certainly ten 
territorial males present by april 
12th.
Yellowhammer five pairs were 
reported on april 11th and a male 
was seen by the flood opposite 
Billetts farm on the 21st.
Corn Bunting 16 were in the 
wigborough Bay area on 
november 4th and 19th and a 
dozen in the same area on the 7th. 
40 were reported on the 22nd and 
15 were with skylarks on 
december 1st.  a single bird was 
seen on March 21st. There were ten 
on flooded fields close to Billett’s 

farm on april 13th and at least  
two singing males elsewhere on 
site. Two were on the field west  
of the road at Billetts farm on the 
29th and 30th.
The following species were  
present but no relevant reports 
were submitted:
mute swan, greylag goose, 
mallard, Little grebe, Pheasant, 
moorhen, Coot, Herring gull
great Black-backed gull, Lesser 
Black-backed gull, Little tern, 
Feral rock dove, Wood Pigeon, 
turtle dove, Collared dove, 
meadow Pipit, Wren, dunnock, 
song thrush, Blackbird, robin, 
great tit, Blue tit, Long-tailed 
tit, Jay, magpie, Jackdaw, rook, 
Carrion Crow, starling, Chaffinch, 
greenfinch and goldfinch.

i must start with an apology for 
erroneously reporting two marsh 
Warblers at Bradwell last sept. 
17th! i don’t know if i miss-read 
“marsh Harrier” or saw a report of 
marsh Warblers elsewhere and 
transposed it to Bradwell, anyway, 
regrettably they were not at 
Bradwell, i hope my mistake didn’t 
lead to a major twitch blocking the 
roads of dengie!
november
in the unseasonably mild 
november weather some summer 
migrants were lingering, Blackcap 
at Bradwell, Chiffchaff singing at 
Mark farm Tillingham, but other 
incoming species reflected the 
changing season: just three 
Fieldfare at Bradwell but 
otherwise an interesting 
assortment of passerines: 30 
siskins at Mark farm and six at 
Bradwell obs., the latter site also 
logging Lesser redpoll, two 
stonechat, a party 25 Long-tailed 
tit, seven goldcrest, two Firecrest 
among others. raptors seen on the 
4th two merlin, five marsh 
Harrier, one male Hen Harrier, 
and one Buzzard.  also 8000 
golden Plover.

on the 22nd there were 60 
Fieldfare, a Little Owl in the 
othona thicket, a Kingfisher in 

dengie Peninsula by Judith ross

weymarks dyke and a female 
Brambling. By the end of the 
month wader and wildfowl 
numbers were building with 6000 
Knot, three sanderling, 12 Pintail, 
one Common scoter, one 
red-breasted merganser, two 
red throated divers in the river 
and 2200 Brent in the Estuary. 
also on the 22nd, a party of 15 
adult and two juvenile Whooper 
swans flying nE and four  
Pinkfoot geese.

at Mark farm flocks of 100+ 
Linnet were starting to feed on the 
hls winter seed plots, though 
finch flocks throughout the winter 
were generally on the low side 
presumably, as with winter 
thrushes, due to the mild weather.
december 
Brent goose counts at Bradwell 
were between 1100–1400; 
upstream at stansgate they 
averaged 200 -300 most of the 
winter. There were 23 Pintail at 
Bradwell on the 9th and 50 on the 
16th; also on the 9th 20 red-
throated diver, one great-
northern diver, and 250 
Cormorants. Little Owls were 
seen both in the othona thicket 
and the elms by the farm entrance, 
and passerines included 30 Corn 
Bunting, eight siskin, three 

Blackcap and six song thrush two 
of which were singing! about this 
time a song thrush started singing 
in a dawn chorus in my garden – 
and hasn’t stopped!

on the 23rd two Peacocks and a 
Painted lady were out in the obs. 
garden. (don’t know what goes on 
at their parties!)
January
in the cold damp afternoon of Jan. 
1st i walked up to stansgate to 
look for Purple sandpipers (didn’t 
see any) and before departing at 
dusk had a quick scan of the reed 
beds of ramsey Marsh. i was 
rewarded with a minor raptor 
spectacle, with five marsh 
Harriers, including one quite 
distinctive light plumaged male, 
going in to roost, one of them 
sparring with a Peregrine!
Bradwell obs. recorded over the 
6th and 12th, 65 Fieldfare,  
12 reed Bunting around the 
othona pond, two stock dove 
visiting the othona nest box,  
Little Owls at both sites, marsh 
and Hen Harriers, merlin, six 
Little egret, and on the 13th a 
red-breasted goose at deal hall. 
on the 23rd 203 red-throated 
diver were counted, flying south 
out of the sea mist.
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February
on feb. 2nd at Bradwell two 
short-eared Owls were over the 
salt marsh, and the red-Breasted 
goose at weymarks from the  
3rd to the 9th.

a farmland bird survey count 
which i carried out on one of  
our hls plots produce 19 species 
including six siskin, ten 
Yellowhammers, 15 stock doves 
and 15 Chaffinch.
march
March came in with traditional 
gales, in which the obs. recorders 
counted 150 Fieldfare on the 2nd, 
(down to 30 on the 6th) and seven 
stock doves. The feeders were 
busy, attracting 50 Chaffinch,  
50 greenfinch, 11 Blackbirds, 
Lesser redpoll, six goldfinch and 
11 Corn Bunting.

notable records on the on the  
6th were 8000 Knot and 30 reed 
Buntings flying in from the sea, 
plus a Peregrine pair. The latter was 
seen around the nest box on the 
power station on the 20th. on the 

same day, there were 800 Brent 
flying upriver, and ten sanderling. 
marsh and Hen Harriers were seen 
on the 27th, and the feeders were 
still proving popular with species 
including seven Corn Buntings.

avocets were returning to 
ramsey Marsh, 72 reported from 
one visit late in the month. on the 
27th i saw the 1st swallow, flying 
low along the beach at ramsey 
under the lee of the sea wall. on 
the 30th Chiffchaff was singing at 
Mark farm.
april
april saw migrants struggling in 
against often unfavourable winds, 
with a Cuckoo, two Chiffchaff and 
Yellow Wagtail on the 14th, a 
Whitethroat on the 18th, also a 
goldcrest singing and a Pied 
Wagtail nesting under the solar 
panels on the barn roof! Meanwhile 
at ramsey Marsh on the 1st there 
were 20 avocets, two Chiffchaff, 
two Buzzards and 300 Brent. on 
the 2nd there were Chiffchaffs at 
st lawrence and asheldham, and 

on the 5th at orplands swallow, 
Blackcap and a goldcrest singing,

at Bradwell obs on the 4th there 
were two Chiffchaff, Willow 
Warbler, two Blackcap, on the 5th 
Wheatear and three Brambling. 
Whitethroat and sedge Warbler 
were recorded on the 12th.  and at 
deal hall, a female ring Ouzel, 
goldcrest, redwing and two 
Firecrest.  and so they kept coming 
in, more sedge Warblers and 
Yellow Wagtails, on the 13th and 
also five mediterranean gulls and 
a Common tern. There was a 
grasshopper Warbler singing in 
the reed bed near the power station 
on the 20th, and on the same day a 
late afternoon fall of 20 Blackcaps. 
12 Whimbrel were seen on the 
27th, but Bradwell’s coup came at 
08.30on the 26th when a White 
stork was seen circling over the 
obs. marsh!

Meanwhile unfortunately the 
avocets nesting attempt came to 
nothing when their island was 
inundated after heavy rain 
mid-month. 

Foulness by Chris Lewis

Please note that WeBs counts are available on the FaBs group website: https://sites.google.com/site/
foulnessareabirdsurveygroup/

november
The following records are notable 
from the weBs count on 15th:  
138 mute swan, 3220 Wigeon,  
280 avocet, 2715 grey Plover,  
a rough-legged Buzzard on 
havengore, a mandarin duck and a 
slavonian grebe at wakering stairs 
and a grey Wagtail on Potton.
december
15 red-throated divers were on 
the sea off foulness Point on 12th 
and a gannet flew past. There is 
little to report from the weBs  
count the next day (13th) but the 

following are worth mentioning: 
6527 Bar-tailed godwit, a green 
sandpiper, a spotted redshank, 
two short-eared Owls and 400 
Fieldfare.  a harrier roost count  
on 19th produced one male and 
four ring-tail Hen Harriers – which 
proved to be the highest count  
for a single location in sE England 
this winter.
January
highlights of the weBs count on 
10th are: a shag on Potton, seven 
marsh Harriers, four Buzzards,  
two Peregrine, two Water rails, 
2547 golden Plover, 7491 
Lapwing, two green sandpipers  
a spotted redshank, two 
greenshank and three Kingfisher. 
The red-breasted goose that  
had been seen regularly on the 
dengie around this time put in an 
appearance on foulness, along with 
a flock of 3000 dark-bellied Brent 
geese on17th.

February
a great skua was reported  
past wakering stairs on 13th. 
goose records from the weBs 
count on 21st include: four 
White-fronted geese, three 
Barnacle geese, two Light-bellied 
Brent geese and a Black Brant. 
other notable records from the 
same day are: 1153 teal, 1677 
Curlew and eight stonechat.
march
Two White-fronted geese were 
still present on 6th, but were not 
seen again this year; a flock of 130 
Linnet was seen the same day. a 
first-winter Little gull was present 
on new England island on 13th.
april
The usual spring migrants were 
present in unexceptional numbers. 
The only slightly unusual sighting 
was a White Wagtail on Potton  
on 10th.Little Gull (chris lEwis)
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Hanningfield reservoir by david ackfield

 november
following the early Long-tailed 
duck in september another, this 
time a drake, was reported from 
the centre on the 1st. five 
Bullfinches were reported and 
there were some 50 Linnets and 
three Lesser redpolls feeding on 
the island during the first week 
whilst the starling population 
continued to increase with 
perhaps 1000 roosting on the 
north lagoon by the third week; 
then, inexplicably, numbers 
declined rapidly.  a sinensis 
Cormorant, ringed in denmark 
 in 2011 and recorded at the 
reservoir in november 2013 was 
seen again from Point hide on the 
7th. The juvenile Peregrine was a 
regular visitor and it was joined by 
a male early on the 30th.  with 
very mild weather, there were still 
14 red-crested Pochard present 
mid-month; these usually depart 
in september with just the 
occasional winter sighting.  a first 
winter mediterranean gull was 
reported from Point hide on the 
10th and at least four different 
Yellow-legged gulls were to be 
seen in fishing lodge Bay. other 
regular sightings included three 
different marsh Harriers, at least 
two Common Buzzards, a couple 
of Cetti’s Warblers and up to 
three Little egrets, 11 Black-
tailed godwits, three green 
sandpipers and six ruff. Two 
Barnacle geese were amongst the 
Canadas on the 15th, a ringed 
Plover was in fishing lodge Bay 
the next morning and on the 20th 
and a single dunlin was there on 
the 18th with up to six present 
late in the month.  a lone Bewick’s 
swan joined the mutes in fishing 
lodge Bay on the 18th after very 
strong winds and a Chiffchaff was 
seen on the west Bank on the 20th 
with other reports from the 
reserve on the 26th and 28th.   
a cold snap produced the first 
Woodcocks and the first 
goosander of the winter on the 
22nd and there were six of the 
latter in west hanningfield Bay  
on the 24th.  a redshank was off 
the causeway on the 25th, 22 

egyptian geese flew into there  
on the 28th and a Knot joined  
the godwits on the final day of 
the month.
december
a Common sandpiper was 
reported from rawl hide on the 
1st and it was to be seen fairly 
regularly until well into March.  
a couple of ruff lingered in  
fishing lodge Bay during the first 
few days and there were up to  
nine Black-tailed godwits in  
the south-west corner of the 
causeway or on the grazing 
Meadow and five green 
sandpipers on the west Bank.  
at least four marsh Harriers and 
three different Yellow-legged 
gulls were occasionally reported 
as were the Peregrine and the 
Cetti’s Warblers. Two first winter 
drake scaup were amongst the 
aythya flock off fremnalls on the 
5th and they stayed until the year 
end. egyptian geese numbers 
reached 31 on the 6th and 
nineteen were still off the 
causeway on 30th. on the 9th  
a Firecrest was by the south 
lagoon, two grey Wagtails were 
in front of rawl hide and 
goosander numbers had risen to 
15 in the late afternoon although 
the normal daytime count during 
the month was in single figures. 
one female red-crested Pochard 
was found by the weBs counters 
on the 13th and a slavonian 
grebe was by the west Bank Pier 
the next morning; it stayed for a 
couple of days, the only record of 
the year. seven Common snipe 
were on the north lagoon on the 
27th and the final evening of the 
year saw 50 redwing and 100 
Fieldfare coming in to roost on 
the lagoons.
January
The new year opened with a herd 
of six red deer near the south 
lagoon and sightings of up to 
eight continued throughout the 
period under review. Two drake 
red-crested Pochard were on the 
north lagoon, three Common 
Buzzard were over the west Bank 
and were regularly reported during 

the month and a Chiffchaff was 
on the reserve. 15 egyptian 
geese still lingered the following 
morning whilst a stray Brent 
goose arrived in front of Point 
hide on the 3rd and, unusually, 
stayed there for most of the 
month. The two scaup were still 
present off the causeway on the 
5th with one there on the 8th and 
one between the lagoons during 
the last week.  a Black-tailed 
godwit was recorded on the 6th 
and seen occasionally over the 
month; it was joined by another on 
the 31st.  a couple of Bearded tits 
were found to be still on the north 
lagoon where the male marsh 
Harrier was performing its 
territorial flight for the first time 
on the 8th; it was joined by two 
females on the 10th and these 
three were present regularly. Two 
Yellow-legged gulls were seen on 
the 9th and 11 Pintail and eight 
goosander, the highest number 
for the month, were near the hides 
on the 10th.  a pair of red-crested 
Pochard, two Water rail and the 
Cetti’s Warblers were on the 
north lagoon on the 11th whilst 
on the 13th an adult male 
Peregrine was perched on the 
west Bank tower. it was probably 
the bird seen near the hides on the 
17th but a juvenile was on the 
tower on the 23rd and 25th and 

Nuthatch (glyn EVans)
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flew past the hides on the 31st. 
The weBs count on the 17th 
found grey Wagtail, Little egret, 
the Common sandpiper and five 
green sandpipers whilst Pochard, 
scarce so far this winter, arrived in 
the third week after a cold snap on 
the continent with over a hundred 
between the lagoons on the 20th.
February
a second drake scaup was 
discovered between the lagoons 
on the 1st. Presumably they were 
the first winter birds first seen in 
early december but now moulted 
and both were regularly reported 
until at least mid april with one 
staying into May, seemingly 
attempting to pair up with a 
tufted duck. The marsh Harriers 
appeared to have paired up and 
were displaying and there was still 
an extra female on occasion early 
in the month whilst the north 
lagoon Cetti’s Warblers became 
more vocal. The Little egret, the 
Common and green sandpipers, 
the Black-tailed godwit and a 
few goosander were all still 
present during the month and into 
March.  Bearded tits continued to 
be heard if not seen on the north 
lagoon, there were occasional 
reports of a pair of grey Wagtails 
and Common Buzzards became 
more active with up to six soaring 
together mid-month. The partly 
drained lagoon on the causeway 
attracted a Kingfisher on the 5th, 
both Peregrines put in brief 
appearances on the 7th and two 
Black-necked grebes arrived on 
the 12th but did not linger. Two 
red-crested Pochard seen that 
day were the start of the spring 
influx and by the 26th there were 
25 on the north lagoon. one of 
the Peregrines visited early on the 
19th and late on the 25th, a 
second winter Yellow-legged gull 
was in fishing lodge Bay on the 
21st and a lone Barnacle goose 
was with the Canadas on the 
grazing Meadow and stayed into 
april.  a redshank was on the west 
Bank on the 26th and a german 
ringed Common gull was on the 
island on the 29th. The last day of 
the month produced an adult 
mediterranean gull and a 
norwegian ringed great 
Black–backed gull.

march
Three dunlin flew through on  
the 2nd and goosander were  
on the move during the first few 
days with 17 on the 3rd, one of  
the highest counts of the winter. 
on the 4th a red Kite soared  
high over the north lagoon and  
a juvenile male Peregrine landed 
on the island.  a pair of 
Oystercatchers returned to the 
island the next day and there were 
reports of a mediterranean gull 
and six siskin with two more 
reported on the13th.  a second 
norwegian ringed great 
Black-backed gull was on the 
island on the 6th as were a first 
winter Yellow-legged gull and a 
dunlin which was still there the 
next day when it was joined by 
two avocets whilst another red 
Kite flew along the west Bank. 
Three Black-tailed godwits in 
addition to the long stayer were 
on the island on the 10th, a 
redshank was there on the 12th 
and the weBs counters next day 
found four grey Wagtails, a 
dunlin, green and Common 
sandpiper and a Bittern on the 
north lagoon. marsh tit is an 
exceptionally rare bird at the 
reservoir which very few can lay 
claim to have seen so one on the 
west Bank on the 14th was an 
important record. 11 Common 
snipe were on the lagoons the 
same day.  Peregrines continued 

to be reported regularly over  
the month as were at least six 
Common Buzzards, a couple of 
Little egrets and possibly four 
singing Cetti’s Warblers. Three 
dunlin were on the island on  
the 16th and Woodcock were 
obviously moving through with 
two on the reserve on the 18th 
and three at crowsheath on the 
21st. The first singing Chiffchaff 
arrived on the 18th but cold 
northerlies in the third week 
meant there were no other spring 
migrants although there were very 
large numbers of Fieldfare and 
redwing on the grazing Meadow 
at this time. red-crested Pochard 
seemed to have disappeared after 
the early influx but four were near 
the island on the 19th and there 
were eight on the lagoons on the 
29th. Common scoter are annual 
visitors in early spring and six duly 
arrived on the 20th.  an extra male 
marsh Harrier was with the pair 
whilst a female marsh Harrier 
joined them on the 22nd when 
three redshank and an adult 
mediterranean gull were on the 
island. The third red Kite of the 
month flew south on the 24th, 
both sand and House martin 
arrived the following day and all 
three hirundines were present  
on the 26th when a female 
red-breasted merganser swam 
past Point hide. in wet and windy 
conditions, both Osprey and yet 

Treecreeper (glyn EVans)

Nuthatch (glyn EVans)
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Plover flew through on the 4th 
and the weBs counters on the 
9th found a Black redstart on 
the north dam as well as a 
juvenile Peregrine.  a Brent 
goose was on the island the next 
day and a reed Warbler was 
singing on the north lagoon on 
the 11th. four Common terns 
and three Little gulls on the 
12th were part of general 
movement through the region.   
a Willow Warbler was singing on 
the west Bank on the 13th when 
a tawny Owl was heard and two 
more Little gulls were present 
the following morning. Two 
arctic terns were with a dozen 
Common on the morning of the 
16th and 13 arctic’s paid a brief 
visit to west hanningfield Bay 
that evening. The continual 
decline in numbers of Yellow 
Wagtails in spring at the 
reservoir has been well 

another red Kite were reported 
that afternoon and fifty 
Brambling moved through the 
lagoons.  a little ringed Plover 
was on the island on the 27th 
and a Kingfisher was between 
the lagoons on the 31st. 
april
The first Blackcaps were singing 
on the west Bank on the 1st and 
a pair of garganey was on the 
island on the 2nd.  a ring-necked 
Parakeet perched briefly in the 
fishing lodge car park that 
evening and the following day 
two Oystercatchers briefly 
joined the now resident pair  
and a Peregrine was seen from 
oak hide. There were a few 
goldeneye and a couple of 
goosanders still present in the 
first week and possibly six pairs 
of Common Buzzards seemed to 
be establishing territories. Both 
Little gull and Little ringed 

documented so one on the 17th 
was, sadly, noteworthy. 50 
Common swift arrived the next 
day and a couple of Brambling 
were reported on the feeders by 
the centre. Two Common 
sandpipers were on the west 
bank on the 22nd and again on 
the 28th and at least 33 arctic 
terns and a similar number of 
Common on the 24th were part 
of a movement through the 
region, the cold weather causing 
them to drop in to a number of 
reservoirs. garden Warblers 
arrived in the last week as did a 
lone sedge Warbler and 
red-crested Pochards continued 
their courtship with 14 counted 
from the hides on the 29th when 
22 Common terns and two 
Whimbrel were reported. The 
last day of the month saw both 
Cuckoo and Hobby on the  
north lagoon. 

Langdon Hills and thameside nature Park 
by andrew Cox 

november
a Little grebe made a welcome 
appearance on the dunton lake  
on the 4th; two Coots and 15 
mallards had joined it.  a 
sparrowhawk was seen, keeping 
the smaller birds on their mettle – 
at least 12 redwings, seven 
goldcrests, 13 Long tailed tits, 
two siskins and a Lesser redpoll. 
Three green Woodpeckers and  
20 goldfinches were recorded on 
the 6th, while on the 7th there 
were 32 goldfinches, 16 House 
sparrows, 10 plus Long tailed tits 
and a Common Buzzard, these all 
from the dunton area.  a Kingfisher 
visited the lake.

staying in the dunton area, a 
tawny Owl, reported on the 11th, 
was in addition to some counts  
of passerines: 22 goldcrests, 24 
great tits, 38 Blue tits, 29 Long 
tailed tits, 98 House sparrows 
and five Bullfinches.

The Little grebe was still present 
on the 14th, with at least eight 
moorhens also on the lake; 

eight-plus goldfinches and  
three greenfinches had been 
joined by some welcome winter 
visitors – nine Fieldfares, six-plus 
redwings, at least 11 siskins and 
once again just a single Lesser 
redpoll. The few remaining elm 
trees from a hitherto impressive 
double row in great Berry hosted 
10-20 goldfinches and a few 
Chaffinches. at least two 
Bullfinches skulked in the small 
park behind my house; alas, they 
didn’t come into my garden but the 
feeders did attract five goldfinches 
and at least five greenfinches.

at dunton again next day and the 
area held two Common Buzzards, 
sparrowhawk and a ring-necked 
Parakeet. The last named is still not 
that frequent a visitor to langdon 
hills generally.  a flock of 20 
goldfinches were mobile around 
laindon west. tawny Owl, 
Firecrest and Bullfinch were 
reported on the 20th.

records on the 21st included 17 
Lapwings heading north past the 
dunton lake and five siskins.   

at least 20 Collared doves  
had gathered in the same tree  
in laindon west. Two, possibly  
three red Kites were reported  
on the 26th.

up on westley heights on the 
28th, birds included two Common 
Buzzards, Woodcock, six green 
Woodpeckers, four great-spotted 
Woodpeckers, four nuthatches 
and a treecreeper.  among other 
species noted were Wren, redwing, 
goldcrest and Long tailed tit.  
five goldfinches and seven  
siskins frequented the clump of 
alder trees next to the small pond 
at great Berry.  at least 20 
goldfinches remained mobile 
around laindon west.

Back at dunton next day, eight 
tufted ducks (four males and  
four females) graced the lake; the 
surrounding alders hosted at  
least 10 siskins and five Lesser 
redpolls along with a sprinkling  
of goldfinches and Blue tits. 
noted from my back garden  
on this date: eight Chaffinches,  
11 greenfinches, six goldfinches, 

56

EBS Journal no128 pp.indd   56 30/6/16   09:42:53



four Long tailed tits and a 
goldcrest; a Woodcock was 
reported on the 30th.

reports for Thameside nature 
Park included two Bar-tailed 
godwits, two green sandpipers, 
goldeneye and Pintail, Brent 
goose, sparrowhawk, Barn Owl 
and stonechat, all on the 10th.

a short-eared Owl turned up on 
the 15th and 16th, with two on the 
19th, joined by a Barn Owl and two 
Fieldfares.  a red-throated diver 
flew upriver on the 23rd when a 
few Brent geese were noted.
december
reports early in the month from 
langdon hills included tawny Owl 
on the 2nd; this was in addition to 
32 Blue tits, 17 Long tailed tits, 35 
redwings, five siskins, 21 Lesser 
redpolls and two Bullfinches.  
Two days later a shoveler and a 
Kingfisher appeared on dunton 
lake, with Common Buzzard, 
Kestrel and Woodcock also noted.

Many goldcrests featured 
around the westley heights area 
next day when among the other 
species were two nuthatch,  
two treecreeper, Coal tit and 
10-plus goldfinch. 

red-legged Partridge was 
reported on the 11th while the 
12th saw two shovelers, 
sparrowhawk, three green 
Woodpeckers, two great-spotted 
Woodpeckers, 25-plus Long tailed 
tits, four Fieldfares, 30-40 
redwings, 20-plus siskins, at  
least four Lesser redpolls, 10-plus 
goldfinch and three Bullfinch;  
all from the dunton Plotlands.

Thameside nature Park saw a 
male marsh Harrier and short-
eared Owl on the 3rd, with 108 
avocets and 230 Black-tailed 
godwits on the 4th.  reports on 
the 6th included a male merlin,  
40 Curlews, 80 Common 
redshanks, two stonechats and a 
Lesser redpoll.  a starling roost on 
the 8th numbered some 5000 birds; 
other records on this date 
comprised a mixed flock on 100 
Fieldfares and redwings, marsh 
Harrier, short-eared Owl and a 
red-throated diver on the river.

Little Owl and green 
Woodpecker were seen two days 
later; on the 12th a sparrowhawk 
and two Kestrels were in addition 

to 34 Wigeon, 130-plus teal, 50 
Curlews, 22 Black-tailed godwits, 
two green Woodpeckers and four 
stonechats. 10 Kittiwakes passed 
upriver on the 13th.

Back on langdon hills next  
day records included four green 
Woodpeckers, 40-plus redwings, 
at least two mistle thrush, 
seven-plus goldcrests, 12-plus 
Long tailed tits, nuthatch, 
treecreeper, 13-plus goldfinch, 
25-plus siskins, three Lesser 
redpolls and two Bullfinches.

The 20th brought Common 
Buzzard and sparrowhawk, with at 
least five each of siskin and Lesser 
redpoll. The two raptors reprised 
on the 22nd; also seen were three 
green Woodpeckers, 50-plus 
redwings, treecreeper, nuthatch 
and two Coal tits. These last two 
species had appeared in lincewood 
– an unusual location. next day 
four green Woodpeckers were  
in addition to 23-plus Long tailed 
tits, 17 goldfinches, four Lesser 
redpolls and at least three 
Bullfinches.

Boxing day brought Common 
Buzzard and sparrowhawk once 
again, three each of green and 
great-spotted Woodpeckers, a 
Lesser-spotted Woodpecker,  
14 goldcrests, at least two 
nuthatches and three 
treecreepers.  at least 30 
goldfinches were present  
on the 27th.

short-eared Owls featured at 
Thameside in the second half of the 
month- singles on the 15th and 
20th with two seen on the 19th. 
four stonechats were also seen on 
the 20th, while the 21st saw 35 
ringed Plover, 223 dunlin and 
nine grey Plover.  wildfowl toward 
the end of the month included 337 
teal, 41 shelduck and 51 Wigeon, 
all on the 27th.
January
The new year on langdon hills 
brought a Common Buzzard on the 
2nd, with two green Woodpeckers 
also recorded along with a variety 
of passerines – 35-plus redwings, 
at least six goldcrests, 21 Blue tits 
(these were all gathered together 
feeding in the topmost branches  
of a mature elm stand; many more 
were present around the area 
generally), 10 Long tailed tits,  

Coal tit, treecreeper, 10-plus 
siskins, four Lesser redpolls and  
at least six Bullfinches. These last 
included a pair engaged in 
courtship behaviour.

The 10th saw sparrowhawk, 
joined by at least two great-
spotted Woodpeckers, mistle 
thrush, four Fieldfares, 35-plus 
redwings, at least 12 goldfinches 
and minimums of 14 siskins,  
seven Lesser redpolls, five 
greenfinches and four Bullfinches.

Three green Woodpeckers  
and seven great-spotted 
Woodpeckers on the 16th were in 
addition to two nuthatches, three 
treecreepers; at least three Coal 
tits, 14 Long tailed tits, eight-plus 
goldcrests, mistle thrush, two 
Woodcocks and a Kestrel.

down at Thameside on new 
year’s day were 203 Teal and  
47 Wigeon, gannet, great skua 
and Kittiwake on the river, with  
a short-eared Owl on the rough 
grassland.  at least one was 
reported on many days during the 
month. stonechat, meadow Pipit 
and skylark were present. next day 
49 Kittiwakes and three great 
skuas were reported from the river; 
two Pintails were present.

staying at Thameside reports on 
the 7th included ten turnstones, 
eight Little gulls and four Corn 
Buntings; on the 8th 106 Wigeon 
were counted, with a gannet, 52 
ringed Plover and 28 grey Plover 
also noted. Two stonechats were 
here on the 10th while on the 17th 
waders included 500-plus avocets, 
300-plus Black-tailed godwits, 
30-plus dunlin and 50-plus 
Common redshank. Common 
Buzzard and Kestrel were seen 
while small birds included six 
siskins, at least six meadow Pipits, 
stonechat and reed Bunting.

wildfowl counts on the 23rd  
saw 112 Wigeon, 194 teal, six 
gadwall, 25 Pochard, 101 tufted 
duck and four goldeneye (a male 
and three females).

records from the month’s end  
on langdon hills included at least 
six great-spotted Woodpeckers 
on the 28th, with ten goldfinches, 
11-plus siskins and seven-plus 
Lesser redpolls, two Bullfinches, 
two mistle thrushes and a 
sparrowhawk. The 29th brought 
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three green Woodpeckers, three 
nuthatches, two treecreepers, 
Coal tit, 20-plus Long tailed tits 
and six-plus goldcrests. 
sparrowhawk and Peregrine were 
seen on the 30th; two mute swans 
and 12 tufted ducks were on the 
dunton lake; three Fieldfares and 
20-plus redwings were noted.
February
stanford warren hosted 45 
ring-necked Parakeets on the  
1st while Thameside held three 
goldeneye on the 3rd.  a Peregrine 
was here on the 6th.

next day wildfowl counts 
included 19 shelduck, 24 Wigeon, 
180 teal, 24 gadwall, 75 tufted 
duck, 15 Pochards, eight shovelers 
and five goldeneyes (a male  
and four females). Two great-
crested grebes, 65 Curlews  
and a mediterranean gull were 
also noted.

Two Peregrines and a short-
eared Owl featured on the 10th, 
with the short-eared Owl seen 
again the following day.

a tawny Owl was heard on 
langdon hills on the 5th, from 
lincewood. four song thrushes 
sang in the late winter dusk.

The 13th brought five green 
Woodpeckers, three great-
spotted Woodpeckers, two mistle 
thrushes, a treecreeper and 25 
goldfinches.  another 30-plus 
goldfinch bedecked the elm trees 
bordering great Berry open space.

five Bullfinches and two siskins, 
reported on the 17th, included  
one of the latter in song. on the 
21st there were at least 10 siskins 
and four Lesser redpolls in the 
alders growing beside dunton lake. 
Two mute swans graced the 
water’s surface.

Eight great-crested grebes 
appeared at Thameside on the 
13th, when out on the river there 
were two great skuas, two 
mediterranean gulls (both adults), 
26 Kittiwakes and two Fulmars. 
Peregrine and Common Buzzard 
were noted next day, when wader 
present included at least 300 
avocets, 300-plus Black-tailed 
godwits, 60 Curlews and 100-plus 
Common redshanks. Two 
stonechats and a Kingfisher 
added further interest.  avocets 
had increased to 1135 on the 15th; 

other counts on this date included 
88 dunlins and ten grey Plovers.

a merlin was seen on the 20th; 
other sighting included Peregrine, 
202 Wigeon, 32 gadwalls, 171 
teal, 46 shovelers, 26 Pochards, 
141 tufted duck, seven goldeneye 
(one male and six females), 46 
ringed Plover and 174 dunlins.

a merlin appeared again on the 
26th, when 26 meadow Pipits were 
noted and 1300 Black-tailed 
godwits counted. 

avocets numbered 700-plus on 
the 27th and 909 on the 28th; 
Black-tailed godwits on these 
dates weighed in at 800-plus and 
1530 respectively.
march
up on langdon hills the 4th, one of 
the first days of spring, brought 
Common Buzzard, sparrowhawk, 
at least seven stock doves, six 
green Woodpeckers, at least six 
great-spotted Woodpeckers, a 
rather elusive Lesser-spotted 
Woodpecker: i did catch a glimpse 
of him (or her) in flight.  among the 
smaller birds were three mistle 
thrushes, five-plus song thrush, at 
least six goldcrests, a pair of Coal 
tits (in lincewood- an interesting 
location for this species), 
treecreeper, four nuthatches, 
three-plus siskins and a Bullfinch. 
The last was a male engaged in his 
rather soft piping song. one of the 
siskins was also in fine voice. next 
day the weather decided to veer 
back to more wintery conditions- 
18-plus redwings seemed to 
underline this, with eight Long 
tailed tits and five Lesser redpolls 
also noted.

come the 12th, the dunton 
Plotlands lake held two greylag 
geese, two grey Herons, a 
Peregrine, four-plus great-spotted 
Woodpeckers, four-plus song 
thrush, with five siskins and three 
Lesser redpolls in the alder trees 
fringing the water (the final 
encounter here this season).   
at least two Bullfinches were 
present (pair).

next day, up on the hills proper, 
were two Common Buzzards, five 
green Woodpeckers, again, at least 
four great-spotted Woodpeckers, 
three nuthatch and three siskins.

a great-crested grebe dropped 
onto dunton lake on the 19th, 

when general records included a 
pair of mistle thrush, at least 20 
redwings, four-plus siskins, four 
Bullfinches and a treecreeper. The 
grebe was still present next day, 
joined by 17 tufted ducks (nine 
males and eight females), four grey 
Herons (three overhead), 15 Long 
tailed tits and a male Linnet.

a sparrowhawk was noted on 
the 25th, when there were five 
green Woodpeckers, six great-
spotted Woodpeckers, three 
treecreepers, nuthatch and at 
least two Bullfinches.  a male 
Brimstone at laindon west was my 
first butterfly of the year, while a 
pair of Wrens and a pair of stock 
doves appeared in my back garden.

a male marsh Harrier made a 
pleasant surprise on the 27th, 
moving west between lincewood 
and the dunton Plotlands.

down at Thameside on the 1st 
were 25 grey Plovers and ten 
ringed Plovers.  a Peregrine was 
noted on the 7th, with short-eared 
Owls on the 10th and 11th. The 
latter date also saw Black-tailed 
godwits number 1064 on the 
foreshore, joined by 440 avocets.  
a pair of Yellowhammers was 
reported next day.

wildfowl counts on the 19th 
included 105 greylag geese, 13 
Canada geese, 159 Wigeon, 110 
teal, 72 tufted ducks, 14 Pochard 
and six goldeneyes (one male). 
Black-tailed godwits had risen to 
2977; 174 Common redshanks 
and a marsh Harrier were here too.

a marsh Harrier was seen again, 
on the 25th, while on the 26th 
there were eight Pintails (four of 
each sex) and a Bar-tailed godwit; 
the 27th saw 160 Common 
redshanks, five Brent geese and 
five Yellowhammers.  a Peregrine 
on the 28th was in addition to 19 
Brent geese and a Wheatear.  
one of the latter was also reported 
on the 29th.
april
The month started with some 
counts of waders at Thameside- 
135 avocets, 1450 Black-tailed 
godwits, 114 Common redshanks 
and 33 Curlews. other species 
included 572 Black- headed gulls 
and three Pintails.  a Wheatear 
went through on the 3rd, with a 
male stonechat present next day; 
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skylark, meadow Pipit and Linnet 
were seen frequently.

Two Pintails and 70 teal were 
present on the 8th, with 275 
Common redshanks and 610 
Black-tailed godwits. Teal had 
increased to 112 the following day; 
other wildfowl included 42 tufted 
ducks and ten Pochards, while 34 
Curlews and 221 Common 
redshanks were counted, along 
with 54 sand martins. 

a Little Owl was seen on the 
12th and seven Whimbrels on  
the 15th.

langdon hills early in the month 
saw two mute swans on the lake  
at dunton; also in the area were 
four green Woodpeckers, four 
great-spotted Woodpeckers, a 
Willow Warbler, a sprinkling of 
Blackcaps, three Lesser redpolls 
and four Bullfinches.  a Willow 
Warbler was heard from  
laindon west next day, while  
up on langdon hills were two 
Common Buzzards, four green 
Woodpeckers, three nuthatches, a 
treecreeper and five Bullfinches.

finches featured from the dunton 
Plotlands area on the 9th- six-plus 

greenfinch, four goldfinch,  
ten Lesser redpolls and two 
Bullfinches. Two Willow Warblers 
could be heard singing on the 16th.

as april moved on, back down  
at Thameside there were six 
Whimbrels on the 20th, along with 
35 Common terns and two 
mediterranean gulls. four 
Whimbrels on the 22nd were 
followed next day by 48 teal,  
46 tufted duck, 16 Pochard, a 
marsh Harrier, a Common 
Buzzard, two dunlin, 53 Common 
redshank, 17 Common terns, 
three swifts, 120 sand martins,  
a Lesser Whitethroat and six 
Common Whitethroats.

on the 24th Black-tailed 
godwits numbered 450, Common 
terns 45. a marsh Harrier next day 
was followed by seven Bar-tailed 
godwits on the 28th and 66 
Common terns on the 29th. 

a Black Kite, reported on the last 
day of the month, was in addition 
to marsh Harrier, three Common 
Buzzards and two sparrowhawks. 
out on the mudflats were 43 
shelduck, 505 Black-tailed 
godwits and five Whimbrels.  

Two Common sandpipers were 
reported, with 56 Common terns 
joined by a single arctic tern. 
Passerines included 50 sand 
martins, four Lesser Whitethroats 
and a Wheatear.

Two sparrowhawks were 
displaying over langdon hills on 
the 24th, when a tawny Owl was 
heard in willow Park.  a Firecrest 
was singing in Marks hill, while 
seven green Woodpeckers 
included a pair showing courtship 
behaviour in coombe wood.   
at least two nuthatches (pair) 
were also here.

The 30th brought six green 
Woodpeckers, two nuthatch 
(including one in lincewood), 
many stock doves, three 
swallows hawking over the 
meadows opposite a traditional 
breeding site, two mistle thrushes, 
at least five song thrushes and 
four Bullfinches. The last included 
a pair in coombe wood: the first 
i’ve seen here for some years.

Brimstone and comma were 
among the few butterflies reported 
from langdon hills during a 
generally cold month.

maldon and district  by simon Wood

november
The great grey shrike continued 
its residence at heybridge Pit, 
proving obliging to most of the 
visiting birders, before seeming to 
disappear after 26th… a single 
short-eared Owl floated regularly 
around the Pit too, and may well 
have been the same bird seen on 
northey and over towards the old 
dump, next to Promenade Park. 
wintering stonechats appeared at 
heybridge Pit with one or two on 
and off all month.  a spotted 
redshank was off the Basin on 
14th and 15th and avocet 
numbers on the estuary built up to 
360 on 14th. up to six Bearded 
tits were seen on and off round 
heybridge Pit all month. four 
greenshank roosted on heybridge 
Pit on 14th, a south american 
rosybill on the 28th was the first 
patch record of this escapee. The 

same day there was a green 
sandpiper at lofts farm, which 
went on to winter in the area 
whilst two Chiffchaff were there 
the next day.
december
The river continued to be very 
quiet all month with just seven 
red-breasted merganser on 27th 
december off southey sluice and 
five off osea road on 29th the 
highest counts prior to the new 
year whilst there were two 
Common scoter off osea road on 
12th, as well as single Peregrine 
and merlin and not one but two 
Water Pipit along the sea wall 
with at least five rock Pipit. 10 
egyptian geese at chigborough 
lakes earlier the same day was 
only the second double-figure 
count locally. one short-eared 
Owl was still at heybridge Pit on 
13th. Mild weather meant 

wildfowl numbers were low – just 
11 goldeneye on the estuary/
heybridge Pit on 13th was the 
highest prior to the new year, but 
ten shoveler the same day on 
heybridge Pit was a high count for 
the site. no Pochard were 
recorded locally from mid-
september, when assumed local 
breeders left, until January. 10 
snipe on the estuary/heybridge 
Pit on 13th was by far the highest 
count this winter, a very poor year 
for the species. The wintering 
green sandpiper popped up again 
at chigborough on 29th december 
together with 4+ Chiffchaff, 10+ 
siskin and two treecreeper, the 
later seeming to have now 
colonised the site as, until the last 
few years, they were a rare visitor 
here. late december saw at least 
eight stonechat in the area spread 
along the river from southey creek 
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day there were still 70 Lesser 
redpoll plus one mealy and a 
Brambling.  also that day, a Water 
Pipit was still at osea plus seven 
red-breasted merganser and ten 
goldeneye. Early in the month, 
and as if by magic, the great grey 
shrike reappeared after a five 
week sabbatical, possibly over on 
northey island and continued to 
show throughout the month for 
birders, allowing them to add the 
species to their 2016 year list.  
on 13th January there were two 
Yellowhammer in the game cover 
and five Chiffchaff around 
chigborough, the highest winter 
total locally. up to four stonechat 
remained at heybridge Pit where a 
Water rail was calling on 15th.  a 
Barn Owl was near the causeway 
to northey island with perhaps a 
second bird at southey creek on 
16th, 70+ Corn Bunting were near 
limbourne creek the same day 
plus a juvenile marsh Harrier. 
Eight Corn Buntings on 18th at 
heybridge Pit had increased to 15 
by 19th; the Water Pipit was still 
there on 19th and two, possibly 
three, short-eared Owls were out 
and about. on 28th a Black Brant 
was off the Pit, with c2,000 Brent 
geese on the estuary as arrivals 
from further south boosted 
numbers.  a flock of 480 avocet 
set a new record local count the 

same day, and a merlin and 20 
red-breasted merganser were off 
osea Point.
February
The media celebrity great grey 
shrike showed well on and off all 
month being seen to take, 
amongst other prey, a robin  
and a goldcrest. There were 75 
Bar-tailed godwit off heybridge 
Pit on 2nd whilst 44 Pochard on 
heybridge Pit on 9th was the 
highest of the winter here.  also 
there the same day there were at 
least five rock Pipits (but possibly 
twice that number) and the Water 
Pipit was still present together 
with four greenshank, 130+ 
Bar-tailed godwit, c15 Corn 
Bunting and a Yellowhammer.  a 
green sandpiper at Maldon wick 
on 10th may have been a second 
wintering bird.  also there were 
300 Fieldfare and 50 redwing 
nearby. on 12th there was a Barn 
Owl near Mundon old church, a 
“tenebrosus” Pheasant and 15 
Corn Bunting singing. on 15th a 
remarkably pale Common Buzzard 
looking not unlike a rough-legged 
at first-glance flew over lofts 
farm. The Water Pipit showed 
again at heybridge Pit on 14th and 
15th, whilst a goosander on 
rickett’s Mere, langford the same 
day was one of very few local 
records this winter. on 18th Corn 

around to heybridge.  also on 
29th, a first-winter mediterranean 
gull was off osea road. Two Corn 
Bunting appeared at the Pit on 
30th december. The last day of the 
year revealed a flock of finches in 
game cover to the north of 
chigborough lakes that 
comprised, 15 Lesser redpoll, a 
similar number of Linnet, 40 
Chaffinch, 15 reed Bunting and 
20 goldfinch plus odd siskin and 
greenfinch. nearby were 30+ 
redwing and 100+ Fieldfare, the 
green sandpiper was still at 
chigborough as well as three 
Chiffchaff.
January
a new year’s day bash around 
Maldon produced a total of 98 
species for the day, highlights 
including a Woodcock at lofts 
farm, together with two calling 
Little Owl there, at least three 
calling Water rail at chigborough, 
at least two mealy redpoll in the 
game cover north of chigborough, 
and a couple of short-eared Owls 
around southey creek area. The 
finch flock north of chigborough 
increased to about 70 Lesser 
redpoll on 4th, with at least two 
mealy redpoll present together 
with 30 goldfinch, 25 Linnet,  
15 reed Bunting and a single 
Yellowhammer, the later alas  
now rare north of Maldon. There 
was a Water Pipit at heybridge Pit 
on 5th together with six Corn 
Bunting, another Yellowhammer, 
Peregrine and Chiffchaff. There 
were six snipe at heybridge gP  
on 5th and 2,000 golden Plover 
on the same day on the estuary 
plus five greenshank.  and the 
first Pochard locally since 
mid-september, four at heybridge 
Pit on 5th was the start of a slow 
build up over the month. The 
following day there were 12 
Bearded tit in the main reed-bed 
at heybridge Pit with the green 
sandpiper back again over lofts 
on 8th, a Woodcock and seven 
siskin at chigborough on the 
same day and still 70 Lesser 
redpoll in the game crop, three 
Chiffchaff at chigborough and 
100 redwing and 200 Fieldfare; a 
Brambling was in the game crop 
on 9th.  a grey Wagtail was at 
Beeleigh the same day. The next Brambling (Mo JacKson)
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Bunting at heybridge Pit peaked 
at 20 on which date 60 
goldfinches roosted in an 
evergreen bush in a small 
heybridge garden. The first  
red Kite of the year was over 
heybridge gP on 22nd and also 
present was the wintering Water 
Pipit. The green sandpiper 
showed once more at chigborough 
on 23rd together with 8+ 
Bullfinch whilst just up the road  
in the game cover there were 150 
Chaffinch, 50 Linnet, 20 reed 
Bunting and 3+ Brambling. 
heybridge Pit held 2+Water rail 
the same day as well as four 
stonechat; Black-tailed godwit 
numbers were much increased. 
There were two Water rail again 
at heybridge Pit on 26th.
march
Corn Bunting numbers were high 
at heybridge gP with 15 around 
on 1st.  a green sand at 
chigborough on 2nd was probably 
the local wintering individual on 
the same day there were c10 grey 
Heron and four Cormorant nests 
at chigborough.  a good count of 
140 Bar-tailed godwit were off 
heybridge Pit on 5th.  at least one 
short-eared Owl was still present 
at heybridge Pit together with the 
great grey shrike, which was also 
seen over at limbourne creek on 
12th. last seen on 19th, the 
extremely popular individual 
racked up 155 days on site.  a new 
local record was established on 4th 
with 530 avocet on the estuary, 
whilst there were 10+ Buzzard up 
over wickham Bishops with 14 
each of Corn Bunting heybridge 
Pit and great Crested grebe on 
the river. scarcer than of late, an 
adult Yellow-legged gull on the 
river on 8th was the only record  
of the winter.  an adult 
mediterranean gull was over 
heybridge Pit the same day, and 
there were ten Corn Bunting as 
well and 35 great Crested grebe 
on river. on 10th mediterranean 
gulls numbers over heybridge Pit 
had increased to three adults. To 
the southern side of the river, and 
there were 70 great Crested 
grebe off southey sluice on 12th, 
as well as 60+ Corn Bunting and 
small flock of Yellowhammer at 
limbourne creek. Both Barn Owl 

and short-eared Owl were at 
osea road on 13th and there were 
four goosander at ricketts Mere. 
By 15th there were six Cormorant 
nests at chigborough, still c75 
Chaffinch in the game cover plus  
a Brambling and a murder of 40 
Carrion Crows. on 17th, a small 
flock of five Chiffchaff at 
chigborough were the first real 
sign of spring migration. The next 
day there were still five Bearded 
tits at heybridge Pit.  By the 20th 
the game cover still held a 
Brambling, ten redwing, 75 
Chaffinch, with 50 still on 21st, 
whilst two Little Owl were nearby. 
The second red Kite of the year 
was over lofts farm on 21st. The 
last sighting of the assumed 
wintering green sandpiper was 
on heybridge Pit on 21st, although 
it is just possible it was an early 
migrant, two red-breasted 
merganser were still off the 
southern end of heybridge Pit as 
were a dozen Knot; there was also 
a small passage of Pied Wagtail 
and at least two pairs of 
mediterranean gulls were seen 
on and off for rest of month. The 
first spotted redshank was on the 
estuary off heybridge Pit on 24th 
as were 150 Knot and four 
greenshank. The first true 
summer migrants, two sand 
martin made it to lofts farm on 

24th, but more of a surprise was 
the female Common scoter there 
in the evening.  an early swallow 
was there the next day the next 
day when 35 redwing and six 
siskin flew north-west; 15-20 
Common Buzzard over wickham 
Bishops ridge the same day was 
by far the largest count locally to 
date. double-figure counts of 
Lesser redpoll were still possible 
at chigborough and/or lofts farm 
until the end of the month, 90 
turnstone roosted off heybridge 
Pit on 24th, a Barn Owl was at 
lofts farm on 25th whilst on 26th, 
an adult winter Little gull at lofts 
for the day vied with Common 
scoter for bird of the month.
april
a strange month full of chilly 
winds, with some migrants in very 
early in good numbers and others 
late and in reduced numbers. on 
3rd april there were Willow 
Warbler and House martin and 
two each of Yellow Wagtail and 
Black-necked grebes at lofts, 
with a single of the latter hanging 
around all month in the same 
general area much of the time, 
suggesting that the female may be 
sitting nearby.  at chigborough 
Little egrets were back nest 
building with at least 11 nests by 
the middle of the month, although 

Mealy and Lesser Redpoll (sEan nixon)
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a count of 50 birds coming in to 
roost on 19th suggests that there 
may be more. up to 15 Lesser 
redpoll were about early in the 
month, with still ten on 21st with 
a few in song and still several 
around at the end of the month.   
a Yellowhammer in the game 
cover north of chigborough on 5th 
was a now rare sighting north of 
the river at Maldon. one Common 
tern arrived over heybridge Pit on 
3rd with numbers building slowly 
to 32 on 27th.  The first sedge 
Warbler was trilling and whistling 
away at heybridge Pit early on 3rd 
with swallows and martins in 
early and in reasonable numbers.  
a couple of red-breasted 
merganser were off heybridge Pit 
on 3rd whilst a Canacle goose 
(Canada x Barnacle hybrid) at 
lofts farm the same day appeared 
to be the same bird as seen at 
abberton previously. heybridge Pit 
still held seven Corn Bunting on 
3rd with four on 5th and one 
singing on 6th.  a lone male 
Wheatear at lofts farm on 5th 
was one of only two seen locally in 
april whilst at least two red Kite 
floated over the same location 
were the third and fourth of the 
year on the patch.  also on 5th, a 
well-travelled colour-ringed  
Brent goose that was ringed in 
2006 on Bird island, siberia, was at 
heybridge Pit, being present until 
22nd at least.  another spotted 
redshank off heybridge Pit on 6th 

may have been the same bird that 
was around on 22nd.  a pair of 
Wigeon loitered at heybridge Pit 
all month, holding out hope 
perhaps for a breeding attempt.  
a Barn Owl was regular all month 
around lofts farm area and may 
be breeding in the farm buildings 
there. Two pairs of mediterranean 
gulls were prospecting the gull 
colony at heybridge Pit for much 
of the month, while off there, 
there were 120 turnstone at roost 
on the barge hulks on the estuary 
on 8th. The first Lesser 
Whitethroat arrived more or less 
on cue on 11th april at heybridge 
Pit where there was also the first 
reed Warbler.  also on 11th, there 
were still 800 Brent geese on the 
estuary. late flyover siskins were 
at lofts farm on 11th and 12th 
with the first double-figure counts 
of House martin there on the 
former date.  a singing male 
Firecrest at chigborough on 12th 
was a good local bird. Black-tailed 
godwits peaked at in excess of 
2,500 on the same day whilst very 
small single figure counts of Knot, 
dunlin, golden Plover and 
Bar-tailed godwit were still being 
noted for much of the month.  The 
first Cuckoo was in, bang on time, 
at heybridge Pit on 12th with 
three by 17th and a minimum of 
five by 22nd with at least two at 
chigborough lakes.  Whitethroats 
made it in on 13th with two at 
heybridge Pit but numbers were 

generally low until the end of the 
month, the same being true of 
sedge and reed Warblers. The 
first Whimbrel of 2016 was a 
fly-over bird at lofts farm on 19th 
(with up to three around by the 
end of the month), just after the 
first local swift had also shown 
there; four swifts were over 
chigborough on 21st with small 
numbers present generally by the 
month end.  a pair of grey Wagtail 
was hanging around the sluice at 
osea road on 20th. Two turtle 
dove made it past the guns in the 
Mediterranean with singles at 
chigborough on 20th and 
heybridge from 22nd and two at 
the former from 27th.  a female 
Black redstart which hung around 
the houses at the “northern” end 
of heybridge gP from 26th-28th 
may have been seen in gardens 
nearby previously. Two 
grasshopper Warblers singing 
together at langford on 28th was 
the first multiple occurrence that 
the writer is aware of.
april also produced a number of 
colour-ringed gull sightings from 
the north Thames gull group 
ringing scheme at Pitsea including 
two Black-headed gulls, two 
Lesser Black-backed gulls, one of 
which was not long back from 
wintering in Portugal and a couple 
of Herring gull.  additionally one 
several colour-ringed Black-tailed 
godwits proved to be at least  
19 years old. Short-eared Owl (daVid halE)

Sparrowhawk (BoB PEasE)
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november
The month started with eight 
siskins at cudmore grove country 
Park on the 1st.  The juv. rose-
coloured starling was seen for the 
last time on the 2nd near East 
Mersea church, four Lesser 
redpolls and a Pale-bellied Brent 
goose at the park the next day.   
on the 4th a female goosander, 
Peregrine, female Hen Harrier and 
greenshank along the Pye fleet.  
on the 5th seven red-legged 
Partridges in cosways caravan 
field (a very hard bird to see each 
year on the island).  a Black Brant 
first seen on st Peters marsh on 
the 8th and then regularly seen 
from the car park at the hammer 
head pier all month.  a male Hen 
Harrier was seen over on 
langenhoe hall marsh on the 
same day, also there three 
short-eared Owl seen till the 
month end, scoped from Mayday 
farm marsh across the Pye fleet.  a 
snow Bunting on the strood 
seawall on the 10th, two different 
Brambling seen on the 11th, a 
cracking male at cooper beach and 
a female near the golf house.  
sunday 15th at the Harrier roost 
seven Marsh and no Hen Harriers 
over on langenhoe.  a male 
stonechat and two green 
sandpipers along the strood 
channel seawall on the 20th.  a 
Little auk seen from a boat in the 
colne on the 23rd, a guillemot fly 
pass at stone Point on the 25th, 
two male Pintail on park fields the 
27th, a sandwich tern seen at the 
strood causeway on the 28th.
december
green sandpipers at the strood 
on the 1st and golf house on the 
2nd, the sandwich tern seen 
throughout the month between 
the strood causeway and stone 
Point East Mersea all month, only 
by luck as a fly-by or roosting with 
Black-headed gulls, off the point.  
red squirrel’s starting to be seen 
more regularly these days at shop 
lane on firs chase (dougal’s 
feeders) the Black Brant seen 
around the dabchicks sailing club 
west Mersea all month.  a grey 

Wagtail at cooper beach, a 
Pale-bellied Brent at the park, and 
on game cover at rewsalls farm  
50 Linnets, 25 reed Buntings, five 
Corn Buntings, Ten Chaffinch and 
five lesser redpolls on the 7th.   
a Kingfisher, 1500 Knot, 2000 
golden Plover and 40 siskins at 
the park on the 8th.  Two 
red-throated diver and two 
Common scoter off Victoria 
Esplanade on the 13th, two 
common and one grey seal off 
Maydays the 14th.  a great 
northern diver seen off Kingsland 
road on the 16th and 19th.  12 
siskin at the park and eight 
red-legged Partridges on 
Bromans lane the same day.   
a Herring gull, ringed K6KT, and  
a Black Brant at the hard on the 
21st, also that day two ruff at the 
park.  The 23rd two Water rail on 
park flooded fields and a 
Kingfisher at the pond.  on the 
27th two Lesser redpolls in  
with eight goldfinch at the  
youth camp.
January
The seven red-legged Partridges 
still seen daily on the fields along 
Bromans lane all month, also the 
Black Brant sill around coast road 
and the short-eared Owls still 

showing over on langenhoe,  
seen from Maydays seawall.  a 
Kingfisher, Water rail and Cetti’s 
Warblers seen regularly at the park 
pond.  Three red-throated divers 
off seaview avenue on the 4th, a 
female goosander on the Pye 
fleet on the 5th (still a Mersea tick 
for me) two green sandpipers, 25 
snipe and a Kingfisher along the 
strood channel, the Kingfisher 
spent most of its time in the reeds 
at caravan side of the strood 
channel.  a sick Little gull picked 
up on the beach seaview, dougal 
found a 1st winter glaucous gull 
on stone Point on the 8th, it was 
later seen over at seawick.  a male 
goldeneye flew past the Esplanade 
and a female Hen Harrier at 
Maydays on the 10th, a merlin 
along the strood on the 12th, 
another merlin and the sandwich 
tern seen again at Maydays the 
next day.  on the 17th a shag at 
the end of the boardwalk, coast 
road and at the harrier roost 
count: eight marsh, a ringtail Hen, 
three Barn Owls and a Peregrine 
seen.  a great northern diver off 
Kingsland road the same day.  off 
the park on the 23rd six slavonian 
grebes in with 320 great-crested 
grebes, a male eider and a  

mersea island  by steve entwistle

Rose-coloured Starling (liz huxlEy)
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great northern diver off 
Esplanade and a stonechat at 
cooper beach.  The month ended 
with a male Common scoter in 
the Pye fleet off shop lane from 
24th to month end.
February
The 1st a ringtail Hen Harrier over 
on geedons Marsh, seen from 
reeves hall seawall, two red-
throated divers off Esplanade on 
the 3rd, a leucistic Brent goose in 
with 2646 Brent geese at reeves 
hall on the 5th.  a great northern 
diver off the Esplanade on the 7th.  
also there, found by daryl rhymes, 
an arctic skua harassing a large 
flock of Black-headed gulls, it 
came back a couple of times over 
the next hour, giving us locals a 
chance of seeing it.  a guillemot, 
great northern and red-
throated diver and two slavonian 
grebes off the Esplanade on the 
10th.  on the 11th ten slavonian 
grebes off the park and nine on 
the 24th, also on the 10th 70 
Bar-tailed godwits and eight 
red-breasted mergansers off 
stone Point, East Mersea.  another 
good find were two White-
fronted geese on reeves hall 
marsh, they stayed there till the 
month end.  The 15th our 
Kingfisher still in the reeds along 
the borrow dyke strood channel, 
nearby two green sandpipers and 
the male stonechat from last 
month were still showing.  a 
spotted redshank on reeves hall 
pool on the 17th, a common bird 
elsewhere but not here, the food is 
obviously wrong here.  16 siskins 
at park pond on the 21st and 25 

seen on the 26th and 27th at 
youth camp.  The end of the 
month the guillemot and three 
great norther divers seen off  
the Esplanade.
march
The month started with a  
Black Brant still around the 
hammerhead Pier, west Mersea,  
a Water rail at park pond, 
Peregrine and 400+ Knot off 
stone Point on the 1st.  Three 
red-throated divers, great 
northern diver and five 
mediterranean gulls off 
Esplanade on the 2nd.  a full 
summer shag with crest showing 
and great northern diver there 
on the 5th.  Ten siskins and the 
odd Lesser redpoll still at youth 
camp on the 7th.  an adult 
Yellow-legged gull on the 
concrete pillar block on the strood 
causeway on the 12th.  The two 
White-fronted geese still at 
reeves hall on the 13th.  a Jack 
snipe flew from the marsh at 
Maydays on the 15th also a Hen 
Harrier seen as well.  The first 
Chiffchaff heard singing at the 
park pond on the 19th, and 
another at Meeting lane the next 
day.  a male Bullfinch seen at the 
park pond for one minute on the 
21st, we only get one each year if 
lucky.  a red Kite flew west over 
the park on the 25th, 200/300 
redwings down Meeting lane the 
next day.  The month ended with a 
Wheatear on rewsalls seawall on 
the 30th and a Firecrest down 
Meeting lane the next day. 

april
on the 2nd two Firecrests showed 
well for a short time at the park, 
also there two Chiffchaff and a 
male Blackcap, White Wagtail 
and a swallow.  Cetti’s Warblers 
now hold territories at: Maydays 
farm, oyster fisheries, rewsalls 
Marsh, cross lane and cudmore 
grove (no nightingales again so 
far this year).  a Yellow Wagtail 
flew over the park on the 5th, the 
first Willow Warbler singing at the 
park on the 7th, a Whimbrel seen 
at the strood on the 8th.  Two 
different Black redstart found on 
the 10th, one at the beach along 
the Esplanade and another in 
paddocks at East Mersea.  The 13th 
both Lesser and Common 
Whitethroat at East Mersea.  Two 
arctic terns, three Whimbrel and 
a sedge Warbler seen at Maydays 
farm, four House martins arrived 
back at the farmhouse at Maydays, 
lots more to follow on the 16th.  a 
Common tern off the park the 
next day and 35 mediterranean 
gulls on the floods at reeves hall.  
an adult male ring Ouzel found at 
4pm and briefly seen, it was 
disturbed by the farmer feeding 
cows, but was re-found last thing 
at night near the golf house for 15 
minutes.  Two ruff on the park 
flooded fields on the 19th and 
20th, a couple ore sedge Warblers 
along the strood, could have 3 or 4 
breeding this year, none last year.  
The report ended with a Common 
sandpiper on the park fields on 
the 25th, and the first swift there 
on the 29th.

Red-breasted Merganser 
(sTEVE griMwadE)

Black Brant (gEorgE Brown)
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november 
Firecrests were again prominent 
with eight sites holding at least  
13 birds between them while 
short-eared Owls were picked up 
at fairlop waters, KgV res and 
waterworks nr. Bitterns were 
seen in the usual lee Valley haunts 
with one out of place at 
sewardstone Marsh and a great 
White egret was seen heading up 
the Mardyke on the 16th. The lee 
Valley reservoirs did quite well 
with the KgV hosting Black-
necked grebe, 10 goosander,  
and two smew on the 15th and a 
great northern diver from the 
17th which moved to the wm 
girling from the 23rd. Two 
slavonian grebes joined the party 
from the 25th and a Brent goose 
was at walthamstow on the 14th.  
a second great northern was 
found at fairlop waters on the 
22nd and stayed into december.  
a female Ferruginous duck was 
seen intermittently at dagenham 
chase from the 22nd and courted 
controversy and a female scaup 
was also there on the first 
date.  well over 200 ring-necked 
Parakeets are now roosting there. 
goldeneye were seen on 
wanstead flats on the 3rd and 
21st and the nearby wanstead 
Park held a record 343 gadwall on 
the 5th and Woodcock on the 
22nd. Two Black redstarts were 
around the olympic Park on the 
8th and a Hawfinch was in 
woodford green on the 11th.  
Two adult Kittiwakes were at 
creekmouth on the 21st.
december 
Firecrests were only seen at 
wanstead Park, dagenham chase 
and sewardstone in december so 
perhaps some birds have moved 
on in the mild weather. The great 
northern diver remained all 
month on fairlop waters and the 
second bird was seen on the KgV 
and girling reservoirs also all 
month with slavonian grebe, nine 
Black-necked grebes, female 
smew and 27 goosanders for 
company.  a scaup and scoter 
were both seen there on the 27th. 
a male scaup was also present 

metropolitan essex (LnHs area) by Howard Vaughan

Bitterns and up to three smew 
were seen around the seventy acre 
lake area and a Jack snipe was on 
hall Marsh on the 9th.  a raven 
was seen over this area with 
another in the Mardyke on the 
15th.  at least two different 
Caspian gulls roamed between 
lee Mouth and Thames Barrier 
Park and mediterranean gulls 
were seen on the KgV, wanstead 
flats and in Valentines Park while a 
Black redstart was in the olympic 
Park on the 1st.  west Thurrock 
Marshes held 35 avocet on the 
23rd and Lesser spotted 
Woodpeckers were encouragingly 
noted in wanstead Park and 
woodford green. Both these sites 
held Firecrests along with 
wanstead and leyton flats, 
warren gorge and Bedfords Park. 
star passerine though went to 
david smith and the Yellow-
browed Warbler that graced his 
gidea Park garden on the 25th.
February 2016 
Firecrests were the dominant 
highlight for the month with at 
least six sites still holding one or 
two birds while a couple of 
siberian Chiffchaffs were located 
at dagenham chase from the 2nd 
where the female scaup lingered 
until at least the 27th. The male 
scaup remained on walthamstow 
reservoirs till the 6th and an 
immature male was on the KgV 
on the 23rd along with two female 
smew, great northern diver and 
13 goosander.  a scoter was also 
reported here on the 6th.  a female 
smew was still on seventy acres 
on the 19th and Bitterns were 
seen there on the 14th and 28th 
while down on walthamstow 
Marsh the Brambling lingered 
throughout and a Jack snipe was 
seen on the 12th. Three red Kites 
were seen in the mid-lee Valley on 
the 3rd and the Caspian gull 
reappeared on wanstead flats on 
the 2nd and leyton flats on the 
22nd. Lesser spotted 
Woodpeckers were seen in 
upminster and Belhus woods cP 
but seem to be becoming scarcer 
every year.

throughout on the walthamstow 
complex and 51 Little egrets 
roosted there on the 6th. Two 
Bitterns and two redhead smew 
were seen around seventy acres 
lake and a siberian Chiffchaff 
was reported at sewardstone. The 
female Ferruginous duck 
reappeared at dagenham chase 
on the 2nd and a Jack snipe was 
seen there on the 19th and 29th 
and there are now a whopping 255 
ring-necked Parakeets roosting 
on site. Caspian gulls were seen 
on wanstead flats (till 17th) and 
between north woolwich and 
canning Town. up to 700 
redwings were roosting in the 
roding Valley and a Hawfinch was 
seen in woodford green again 
while game crop cover at aimes 
green was providing food for 40 
Yellowhammers and eight 
Brambling amongst others on 
Boxing day.  a Long-eared Owl 
was seen hunting at cranham 
Marsh (22nd) and a Black 
redstart was seen at nearby 
Belhus woods cP on the 7th.
January 
The great northern diver did the 
decent thing and stayed into the 
new year and was last seen at 
fairlop waters on the 7th.  a great 
White egret there on the 2nd was 
the first site record while 
Whooper swan and merlin on the 
17th were both excellent records. 
The female scaup reappeared at 
dagenham chase on the 9th and 
stayed into february with regular 
Firecrests, two siberian 
Chiffchaffs (from 16th) and Jack 
snipe (8th) for company. nine 
Black-necked grebes were still on 
the wm girling reservoir on the 
2nd and the adjacent KgV held 
great northern diver till the 2nd, 
slavonian grebe till the 23rd, up 
to 129 goosander, a male scaup 
from the 17th, scoter (23rd), two 
smew, (6th) and Brent goose 
(2nd). further south in the lee 
Valley the male scaup remained 
on walthamstow throughout and 
hosted Little gull (6th), a 
Brambling (from the 3rd) and the 
reservoirs first Caspian gull on the 
10th and 14th.  a couple of 
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march 2016 
Firecrests continued to be seen at 
leyton, warley, Bedfords Park and 
dagenham chase and the siberian 
Chiffchaff reappeared at the 
waterworks nr on the 23rd in 
song as did one of the due that 
had wintered at The chase. The 
scaup continued its sojourn at this 
site until the 15th and this well 
watched spot also hosted Jack 
snipe (13th), two Black-tailed 
godwits (15th), Little ringed 
Plover (26th) and the first local 
Willow Warbler and White 
Wagtail (29th). other passage 
Jack snipe were seen at orsett 
fen (2nd) and fairlop waters 
(three on 13th).  Two early 
Whimbrel flew over the olympic 
Park (13th) and walthamstow 
reservoirs had a Little ringed 
Plover (20th) and two Ospreys go 
through on the 25th.  another 
Osprey was seen over collier row 
on the 19th and two goshawks 
were part of the notable raptor 
passage that took place over 
Easter.  among the many Buzzard 
records moving through there 
were also an unprecedented 
number of red Kite sighting with 
38 reported (not including the 
rainham six!). obviously there will 
be some duplication but there 
were several instances of two or 
three birds over one site and eight 
were over north weald airfield on 
the 24th. surely they are on the 
brink now of becoming a staple of 
a birders day in Essex?  Hobby 
were seen on the very early dates 
on 28th at seventy acres and 30th 
over gidea Park. Back into the lee 
Valley, the slavonian grebe 
stayed on the KgV until the 6th 
with smew till the 15th when the 
first sand martin went through 
along with a Wheatear on the 
25th. The female smew 
reappeared in woodford green on 
the 14th and another was still on 
friday lake on the 19th when a 
Bittern was seen on seventy acres 
lake. The only other Bittern 
sighting was from the ingrebourne 
on the 7th.  a mealy redpoll was 
with Lesser redpolls at cornmill 
Meadows (3rd) and short-eared 
Owls were seen at gunpowder 
Park and gallions reach (26th). 
The latter site in Beckton also 

hosted Kittiwake (26th), scoter 
(30th) and a sandwich tern 
(31st).  another Kittiwake was 
seen at Barking Bay (2nd) and a 
Little gull was at Thames Barrier 
Park (28th). Two more Caspian 
gulls and a Little stint were seen 
at west Thurrock Marshes (13th) 
but this site does not get the 
coverage like it used to. The only 
two White-fronts of the winter 
were seen at Belhus woods cP on 
the 1st and this was one of three 
sites to hold Lesser spotted 
Woodpeckers during the month. 
and saving the best for last... 
wanstead flats struck Patch gold 
with an on the deck Hooded Crow 
on the 23rd.
april 
red Kites were once again a key 
feature of the regions skies with 25 
sightings from various areas and 
things are even looking promising 
in one location. Migrant passage 
was fairly normal other than 
Common redstart which 
probably experienced the best ever 
spring influx into the area from the 
3rd with wanstead flats recording 
on nine days including eight on the 
9th and four on the 12th, Beckton 
with a single on the 3rd and 30th 
and three on the 9th, five days and 
six birds from dagenham chase, 
four days from sewardstone, two 
at waterworks nr and on the KgV 
reservoir and singles in the 
ingrebourne Valley, west Thurrock 
Marshes, fairlop waters cP, north 
weald giving a unprecedented 
total of at least 40. siberian 
Chiffchaffs were last seen in the 
lee Valley at waterworks nr (8th) 
and walthamstow Marsh (10th) 
and the Yellow-browed Warbler 
reappeared in gidea Park on the 
12th while a Brambling lingered 
around seventy acres on the 13th. 
a male Pied Flycatcher was a 

great find at low hall, 
walthamstow on the 19th and a 
Wood Warbler sang at the nearby 
reservoirs on the 27th. The latter 
site did quite well in april with 
arctic tern (15th) two Black terns 
and the first area swifts (16th) 
and Whinchats on the 18th and 
22nd. The drake scaup lingered till 
at least the 20th on the KgV and 
the site also held two sandwich 
terns (2nd), ring Ouzel (13th), 
Little gull (13th) and two scoter 
(14th) while just north of there, a 
Black Kite went through 
gunpowder Park on the 9th and 
the first spotted Flycatcher was 
at fishers green island on the 29th 
where six nightingales had set up 
territory. Back down the lee Valley 
there was a female Black redstart 
at waterworks nr (20th-23rd) 
and a male was fund in the 
olympic Park on the 30th. Little 
ringed Plovers and Cetti’s 
Warblers are breeding here now 
and a Whinchat was seen on the 
24th. other Whinchats were seen 
at fairlop waters cP (23rd and 
three on 29th) and a ring Ouzel 
was seen there on the 8th. 
Firecrests lingered on leyton flats 
and dagenham chase lnr and the 
latter also notched up three ring 
Ouzels (15th-16th), grasshopper 
Warbler (from 27th) and an 
Osprey (27th). Three more 
grasshopper Warbler were in  
the ingrebourne Valley with two 
red-crested Pochards also there 
on the 30th. ring Ouzels were 
also seen on wanstead flats on the 
11th and 26th with a Whinchat 
on the 30th and an early Osprey 
on the 3rd. Back down on the 
Thames other Ospreys were seen 
over gallions reach (11th and 
30th) with a great White egret 
there the day before, goshawk 
(13th) and a roseate tern with 50 
arctic terns on the 24th.

Scaup (richard nixon)
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north & north-east essex  bysimon Cox

november
The juvenile rough-legged 
Buzzard at holland haven 
continued to attract observers 
from afar and it remained all 
winter and into april at least. 
other sightings at the same site in 
the opening week included 1-2 
Black redstarts – another was 
seen at layer-de-la-haye on the 
3rd – a Coal tit, unusual here, at 
least five stonechats, two Cetti’s 
Warblers, two ruffs, 22 snipe and 
a Water rail.  a Firecrest at The 
naze and both Long-eared and 
short-eared Owl at frinton were 
recorded on the 1st, two 
slavonian grebes and a shag 
were seen at wrabness on the 4th 
and an impressive 109 Pied 
Wagtails were counted at 
wivenhoe on the 6th.

a late reed Warbler was ringed 
at holland haven on the 8th and 
there were two short-eared Owls, 
a merlin, another Firecrest, two 
Blackcaps and two Chiffchaffs at 
The naze the same day. on the 
9th, ten grey Partridges were a 
welcome sight at sunnymead 
farm, wivenhoe, and over 1,000 
Wood Pigeons passed frinton. 
siskin passage was a feature at 
this time with several hundred 
noted passing frinton over the 
next few days and later in the 
month small flocks were present 
at several inland locations. Lesser 
redpolls and Bramblings, in 
contrast, were only noted in small 
numbers. There were a few reports 
of single Hen Harriers and 
Peregrines along the coast and  
at least ten marsh Harriers at 
fingringhoe wick and the 
geedons.  a Bittern was seen at 
cattawade and a rough-legged 
Buzzard appeared briefly at 
wrabness on the 12th and the  
first of two 1st winter Caspian 
gulls was identified at holland 
haven on the 13th, the second a 
week later. 

a goosander was unusual at 
holland haven on the 15th and 
other sightings the same day 
included a Black redstart in 
colchester, a great northern 
diver along the r. colne and 100+ 

Fieldfares at alresford. similar 
sized arrivals of redwings and 
Blackbirds were recorded at 
frinton a few days later, a Bonxie 
passed Brightlingsea on the 17th 
and another great northern 
diver plus a shag were seen on 
the r. stour on the 20th. 
seawatchers at frinton and 
holland haven were well rewarded 
on the 21st with reports including 
at least 60 Whooper and seven 
Bewick’s swans, 193 Common 
scoters, one arctic and two 
Pomarine skuas, a shag, two grey 
Phalaropes and two Woodcock, 
43 Kittiwakes, 31 Little gulls, 
over 500 Common gulls and over 
1,700 Herring gulls, seven Little 
auks, four guillemots and three 
razorbills. up to three Purple 
sandpipers were also present 
there late in the month with 
another at Jaywick.

seabird activity continued on the 
22nd with 30 gannets, five Little 
auks and single slavonian grebe, 
Long-tailed duck, Bonxie and 
razorbill all noted at frinton 
whilst at The naze at least one 
Little auk, four Chiffchaffs and a 
Firecrest were sighted, the 
lagoons at stone Point held 65 
shoveler and 41 gadwall, and a 
House martin flew over at Point 
clear. The last swallow reported 
was at layer-de-la-haye on the 
25th, and on the 29th a Bittern 
was seen in flight at holland 
haven and four snow Buntings 
took up residence at Jaywick.
december
on the 1st, 2,000 golden Plover 
and two short-eared Owls were 
present in hamford water, both 
great northern diver and green 
sandpiper were recorded at 
fingringhoe wick and a twite was 
seen at Brightlingsea. flocks of 
70-80 Fieldfares were noted at 
stones green and wivenhoe with 
smaller numbers of redwings. 
Three slavonian grebes off 
wrabness and a Water rail at 
holland haven were of interest on 
the 2nd and over the next few 
days both great northern diver 
and shag frequented the r. stour, 

two spotted redshanks were 
along the r. colne, a Water rail 
was unusual in colchester castle 
Park, three short-eared Owls, 16 
goldcrests and a Chiffchaff were 
still present at The naze, and a 
sandwich tern was seen at 
Brightlingsea.  at frinton on the 
7th, two shags, two Pomarine 
skuas, 32 Kittiwakes, a sandwich 
tern and an impressive 2,642 
great Black-backed gulls were all 
seen looking out at sea, whilst 65 
siskins moved downcoast. 

The snow Bunting flock at 
Jaywick peaked at a modest eight, 
a Purple sandpiper was again 
present there and a swallow 
moved through on the 8th. counts 
of 50 red-breasted mergansers 
and later 53 goldeneyes were 
received from the r. stour, a 
goosander appeared on the castle 
Park lake, and, on the 14th, there 
was a red Kite at holland haven 
and a Pale-bellied Brent and 1,000 
Knot at Brightlingsea. 

feeding conditions offshore were 
clearly good with a remarkable 
sequence of reports of Bonxies 
from frinton and holland haven. 
five at the latter location on the 
10th were followed by regular 
sightings from the 16th onwards 
with day totals of up to 30!  
other species featuring off this 
stretch of coast in the second  
half of the month included 
red-throated diver with counts  
of up to 163, Black-throated diver 
(up to three), great northern 
diver, gannet (maximum 27), 
Pintail (maximum 124), sooty 
shearwater (one on the 24th), 
guillemot (several) and Pomarine 
skua (1-2). Perhaps the same 
sandwich tern was seen at Point 
clear on the 17th and frinton on 
the 28th.

Miscellaneous records elsewhere 
included 57 gadwall at stone Pt, 
walton; 378 Bar-tailed godwits. 
Peregrine and merlin at The naze; 
Hen Harrier at ramsey; Black 
Brant at holland haven; Water 
Pipit at The hythe; 13 Lesser 
redpolls at howlands Marsh; three 
Chiffchaffs in colchester, and a 
green sandpiper at langham.
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January
‘year listers’ were drawn to 
holland haven on new year’s day 
and the long-staying juvenile 
rough-legged Buzzard did not 
disappoint.  also available were an 
adult Yellow-legged gull and a 
Purple sandpiper with up to three 
of the latter present later in the 
month; also two at Jaywick where 
the small snow Bunting flock had 
reduced to seven. The unusual 
seabird activity, noted first in late 
december, continued with regular 
sightings of up to 21 Bonxies and 
some 250 red-throated divers 
off frinton and holland haven and 
Little gulls were also prominent 
with day counts of up to 86. small 
numbers of gannets and up to  
24 guillemots were also regular 
offshore and, from frinton, there 
were reports of single great 
northern diver (2nd), sooty 
shearwater (1st and 7th), manx 
shearwater (12th) and shag 
(16th). holland haven observers 
noted Bearded tit on the 19th and 
a Black-throated diver and seven 
stonechats on the 30th and in the 
last few days of the month there 
was an impressive movement of 
Common gulls and Kittiwakes off 
frinton with maxima of 1,190 and 
463 respectively, both on the 27th. 

The stour Estuary held a great 
northern diver for much of the 
month and a drake smew at 
Mistley was popular. five 
slavonian grebes were notable 
off wrabness on the 6th and up to 
three greenshanks favoured the 
Manningtree area. sightings from 
The naze and hamford water 
included single great northern 
diver and shag, 79 gadwall, up to 
four Black Brants, a Pale-bellied 
Brent, three short-eared Owls, at 
least seven Chiffchaffs and two 
Firecrests. harwich chipped in 

with a Lesser spotted 
Woodpecker on the 8th.

an unseasonal ring Ouzel was 
found at wigboro wick farm,  
st osyth, on the 2nd and a juvenile 
glaucous gull appeared at 
seawick, st osyth, on the 8th 
having been seen briefly off 
Mersea is. shortly beforehand. it 
remained until the 17th and a 
Black redstart was present nearby 
whilst a dartford Warbler was 
discovered to the east at Jaywick 
on the 12th, remaining until the 
25th. Both shag and Bonxie were 
also recorded at seawick early in 
the month. other reports included 
Jack snipe and three pairs of grey 
Partridges at sladbury’s farm, 
little clacton; a Black Brant at 
Brightlingsea; two spotted 
redshanks and a Common 
sandpiper further up the river 
colne; a Bittern at fingringhoe 
wick plus two Water Pipits on the 
managed retreat there; also one of 
the latter at The hythe where 
there were three ruffs.  a ring-tail 
Hen Harrier roamed around the 
colne Estuary and in the wivenhoe 
area, there were three pairs of 
grey Partridges at sunnymead 
farm-also there a few Bramblings 
and up to 50 reed Buntings-and 
two Firecrests frequented nearby 
cockaynes wood.  a game strip at 
great horkesley held ten 
Bramblings, 25 Lesser redpolls,  
50 Linnets, 50 Yellowhammers 
and 30 reed Buntings and there 
were 35 siskins at nayland.
February
The Bittern at fingringhoe wick 
remained for most of the month 
and a red-crested Pochard was 
seen there on the 1st, also a 
ring-tail Hen Harrier and 1,000 
golden Plover. impressive 
numbers of seabirds continued to 
be reported from frinton with 

peak counts of 1,086 red-
throated divers, ten gannets,  
22 Kittiwakes, 111 guillemots, 
three razorbills, and single 
red-necked grebe and Bonxie  
all in the opening three days.   
a red-necked grebe was also 
seen off The naze on the 6th.  
winter thrushes were in evidence 
with 370 Fieldfares and 150 
redwings at wormingford and 
120 Fieldfares, also two marsh 
tits, at Pebmarsh and up to seven 
rock Pipits were present at 
wivenhoe with three ruffs nearby 
at The hythe.  at Brightlingsea, two 
Pale-bellied Brents were mixed in 
with a large flock of dark-bellied 
Brents, and flocks of 25-30 siskins 
and Lesser redpolls were also 
present there with smaller groups 
at sunnymead farm. one or more 
Firecrests continued to be seen at 
cockaynes wood and at least two 
spotted redshanks moved up and 
down the river colne; likewise two 
greenshanks remained on the 
stour at Manningtree. goosanders 
were seen passing holland haven 
and on alresford gP and up to 
eight frequented the colchester 
castle Park lake. 

Three Purple sandpipers were 
regular at holland haven, at least 
two Jack snipe were on howlands 
Marsh and three, plus 20 Common 
snipe, were at sladbury’s farm, 
little clacton. single green and 
Common sandpiper were noted 
at The hythe where a glossy ibis 
appeared on the 27th, remaining 
for over three weeks. The colne 
avocet flock was estimated at 
500; a few wintering Blackcaps 
and Chiffchaffs were reported; a 
dartford Warbler was seen at The 
naze (26th), and encouraging 
numbers of Yellowhammers and 
reed Buntings were observed on 
several farms in the region as well 
as a few Bramblings. seabird 
activity was still evident late in the 
month with one Black-throated 
and over 400 red-throated 
divers, 16 gannets, four Fulmars 
and a shag all seen off frinton.
march
siskins featured in many reports 
with up to 36 visiting garden 
feeders at stanway and some 
coastal passage was also evident, 
for example 340 plus over 600 

Datford Warbler 
(chris PoolE)
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Chaffinches passed frinton on the 
16th. Lesser redpolls and 
Bramblings were also recorded 
but numbers were smaller.  as 
usual, there were a few reports of 
Peregrine, merlin, Hen Harrier 
and short-eared Owl; also several 
Water rails including two found 
dead. Probably the same ring 
Ouzel first noticed in January at 
wigboro wick farm was relocated 
and remained all month, as did the 
rough-legged Buzzard at holland 
haven/frinton. Two were reported 
there on the 23rd and there were 
single sightings from gt holland 
Pits and wigboro wick during the 
month. red Kites regularly appear 
in March these days and single(s) 
were seen at holland haven, 
Brightlingsea, wivenhoe and  
layer Treatment works, all in the 
final fortnight.

Yellow-legged gull, spoonbill 
(for three days), and Kittiwake 
were recorded at holland haven 
early in the month and up to three 
Purple sandpipers continued to 
appear on and off. There were 
plenty of reports of redwings with 
a strong passage on the 24th/25th 
involving over 1,000 in the region 
but Fieldfare numbers were 
modest in comparison. mandarin 
ducks were seen at two sites in  
gt holland and a red-crested 
Pochard flew by at wivenhoe.   
a few goosanders again favoured 
inland gravel-pits and lakes and 
there was a pair of egyptian 
geese with goslings at cattawade, 
also evidence of successful 
breeding at langham.  a single 
White-fronted goose joined 
greylags at walton and at  
least one Black Brant and two 
Pale-bellied Brents continued to 
associate with the dark-bellied 
Brent flocks. several Woodcock 
were reported, also a few 

mediterranean gulls particularly 
around the colne Estuary.

The first Wheatear was at frinton 
on the 16th and the first of several 
Black redstarts was noted at 
Brightlingsea on the 21st, a day 
when two sandwich terns, two 
great northern and 117 red-
throated divers plus over 850 
Herring and 210 great Black-
backed gulls passed frinton, a 
nuthatch was unusual at langham 
and grey Wagtails were preparing 
to nest at Birch lake.  a Coal tit  
on the 23rd was followed by both 
swallow and tree sparrow at 
holland haven on the 25th and a 
sand martin was present at 
fingringhoe on the 27th. 
Chiffchaffs arrived in force and  
2-3 Willow Warblers and White 
Wagtails came through in the  
final few days as well as a dozen or 
more Firecrests. 
april
at holland haven, a Yellow 
Wagtail on the 1st was followed  
by a smart Water Pipit on the 5th 
and at Brightlingsea there were 
impressive counts of ten Cetti’s 
Warblers and 23 mediterranean 
gulls, the latter including some 
identified from distance on rat 
island. Two mandarin ducks  
were reported from the roman 
river Valley and on the 5th, a 
nightingale was singing in 
cockaynes wood and a sedge 
Warbler at Brightlingsea. on the 
9th, a spoonbill dropped in at The 
naze and a raven flew over at 
Markshall whilst on the following 
day another Water Pipit was seen, 
this time on walton hall Marsh, and 
little ringed Plover and Jack 
snipe were notable at colne Point.

several short-eared Owls 
lingered in the area all month,  
as did the much watched and 

photographed rough-legged 
Buzzard at holland haven and the 
over-wintering ring Ouzel at 
wigboro wick stayed until at least 
the 12th. small numbers of siskins 
and Lesser redpolls continued to 
be attracted to various feeders; 
one of the latter at sunnymead 
farm had been ringed in west 
lothian in 2014.  arriving summer 
visitors included Cuckoo at 
wivenhoe (13th), Whitethroat 
(14th), and swift (15th) both at 
holland haven and other sightings 
in mid-month included red Kite, 
arctic tern and Bearded tit  
at Brightlingsea with another  
of the last-mentioned species  
seen to fly into Essex from suffolk 
at langham. 

a count of nearly 900 Black-
tailed godwits in the colne 
Estuary was notable (though 
numbers on the stour, as usual, 
were higher) and Whimbrel 
passage was pronounced late in 
the month with up to 45 at 
holland haven and frinton 
golf-course. odd greenshanks, 
spotted redshanks, ruffs and 
Common sandpipers were also 
reported. sea watching produced 
little of note this month apart 
from a few passing Fulmars.

a rough-legged Buzzard was 
picked out amongst several 
Common Buzzards at wigboro 
wick on the 17th and there were a 
few reports of departing merlins 
and, late in the month, more red 
Kites and at least two hobbies. up 
to four White Wagtails passed 
through colne Point, a few 
Firecrests were reported, and a 
redstart was present briefly on 
the 23rd at Brightlingsea where a 
Black redstart was seen on the 
27th.  a Whinchat was present at 
The naze as well as an 
encouraging count of 24 
Whitethroats on the 30th and at 
least 60 sand martins were active 
at a gravel-pit at ardleigh. 
Wheatears passed through in 
small numbers only but 
nightingales at fingringhoe wick 
had built up to at least 25 by the 
month’s end and they were 
present as usual at several sites in 
the alresford/wivenhoe area; also 
at least five were singing at  
gt henny.

Glossy Ibis (sEan nixon) Mandarin Ducks (daVid l. sMiTh)
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rsPB rainham marshes by Howard Vaughan

november 
The short-eared Owls stole the 
show all month with at least seven 
and probably more being seen on 
nicer days. marsh Harrier built to 
an impressive six and Peregrine 
sightings predictably increased as 
the waders did likewise.  amongst 
them there was nothing 
spectacular although the spotted 
redshank and at least two 
greenshank seem to be wintering. 
Four Knot and a Bar-tailed 
godwit on the 4th were notable 
and there were six grey Plovers on 
the 24th.  Three Jack snipe were 
seen on the 7th with a single on 
the 12th. The first Caspian gulls 
of the winter were seen on the 
14th with two on the 27th and 
there were still at least a dozen 
Yellow-legged gulls still on the 
foreshore. mediterranean gulls 
were seen on the 14th and 22nd 
with two Kittiwakes and a Little 
gull on the 21st when a 
goosander was also seen. four 
scoter were seen on the 8th with 
a single Brent on the 20th.  a 
Bittern was seen on the 1st and at 
least nine Water Pipits were on 
the scrapes while passerine flocks 
started to build and so a Lapland 
Bunting on the 23rd was not that 
unexpected.  a Black redstart 
dropped in on the 23rd and the 
two dartford Warblers were still 
by the Ken Barrett hide throughout 
with another new bird near the 
serin Mound on the 5th. The odd 
Brambling, redpoll and siskin 
were reported and a pair of 
Bullfinches were back in the 
woodland. Bearded tits have been 
sporadic and a Firecrest was seen 
again on the 10th-11th. The 
ravens have once again become a 
daily feature and a tawny Owl 
seen on the 25th was only the 
second sight record.
december 2015 
The short-eared Owls were once 
again the star attraction during 
december with at least six still 
floating around on good days with 
similar numbers of marsh Harriers 
now using the reserve too. Both 
male and female merlin were seen 

occasionally and a Buzzard was to 
be seen on the owl Box.  at least 
three dartford Warblers continue 
to be seen and the mild weather 
has produced much bird song 
although two Yellowhammers on 
the 15th were a surprise. Two 
mergansers (15th) and three 
goosanders (26th) were the first 
river movement for some time and 
eight Brent geese on the 28th 
were the first of the month. The 
usual waders were all present and 
correct and the spotted redshank 
was seen occasionally although a 
Little stint on the 13th was 
unseasonal.  at least there was 
some gulling to be had with two 
Little gulls (13th), over ten 
Yellow-legged gulls, three 
Caspians (29th), juv iceland 
(7th-8th) and a 2nd year 
glaucous gull on the 30th.
January 
January 1st saw the reserve get off 
to a good start with 92 species on 
the board. These included two of 
the dartford Warblers, egyptian 
goose, two Caspian gulls and a 
cracking siberian Chiffchaff.  all 
these species were seen again 
during the month and the serin 
Mound dartford Warbler made it 
three for the site.  an easterly on 
the 2nd produced 11 Little gulls 
and a couple of Kittiwakes and 
the former were seen on several 
subsequent dates. mediterranean 
gulls, three more Caspian and an 
iceland gull (28th) made for a 
good gull month.  waders included 
unseasonal Knot and Bar-tailed 
godwit along with a couple of 
avocet and odd sightings of 
spotted redshank, grey Plover, 
Woodcock and Jack snipe. The 
river was quiet with a goosander 
(8th) and up to six Brent geese 
being the highlights while a 
Bittern was seen sporadically out 
on wennington from the 23rd.  at 
least six each of marsh Harrier 
and short-eared Owl were still 
around and both male and female 
merlin were seen occasionally 
along with the usual Buzzards, 
Peregrines and tame Kestrels  
and two sightings of red Kite.  

The ravens were daily visitors.   
Water Pipits continued to show 
on the scrapes and a Yellow-
hammer was a good find but 
difficult to pin down while Corn 
Bunting, siskin and Lesser 
redpoll all made early showings 
for the year list.  a female Lesser 
spotted Woodpecker was seen  
on the 21st and was probably  
the most sought after passerine  
of the month.
February 
february is often good for gulls 
and the month did not disappoint 
with several sightings of Caspian 
gull involving at least five 
different individuals, Yellow-
legged gulls, the reappearance of 
the first winter iceland gull on the 
27th, Kittiwake (28th) and several 
sightings of smart adult 
mediterranean gulls. grey 
Plover, Knot and spotted 
redshank were scant wader 
highlights and two ruff were seen 
on the 27th while the local 
Oystercatchers were back from 
the 8th.  a single Brent goose was 
seen on the 6th with 14 more 
upriver on the 22nd. The Bittern 
was last seen on the 4th and a 
scoter was on the Thames on the 
13th. This was a good day on the 

Kestrel (alan shEarMan)
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reserve with our first Brambling of 
the year and only the third record 
of a Fulmar which bobbed past the 
centre much to everyone’s delight.

at least five each of marsh 
Harrier and short-eared Owl were 
present throughout the month and 
both tawny (16th) and Long-eared 
Owls (25th) were seen as well as 
our resident Barn Owls. Buzzards 
and Peregrines were regular and at 
least one merlin was seen 
sporadically out on wennington 
while a male goshawk drifted 
south on the 23rd.  The ravens 
became more irregular as they 
settled back into their own breeding 
routine but we shall see them again 
when the young need feeding.

stonechats are still out on the 
circuit and the pair of dartford 
Warblers are still in situ and the 
male bird has even been heard 
singing from his favourite clump on 
sunny days. This species would 
breed in this habitat on the 
continent and it is only here that 
they are tied to heathland and 
although i suspect that they will 
depart soon wouldn’t it be great  
if they contemplated breaking  
the mould?

Chiffchaffs and Blackcaps  
have been seen in the woodland 
and a siberian Chiffchaff was  
again seen on the 19th. Two 
Yellowhammers were occasionally 
reported and two Corn Buntings 
were similarly elusive.

march 
March is a funny month as winter 
wanes and spring attempts a 
frontal assault but this year things 
took their time getting going. our 
winter residents stayed put with 
the short-eared Owls (at least 
five) entertaining into april while 
the pair of dartford Warblers were 
last seen on the 21st by which 
stage the male was in song. Most of 
our stonechats departed at about 
the same time which was not really 
surprising. There was still some gull 
action to be had with icelands on 
the 1st and 26th, Caspian (5th), 
several mediterranean gulls, a 
Little gull that nearly succumbed 
to the ‘interesting falcon’ (26th) 
and three Kittiwakes (30th).  Brent 
geese were seen on the 28th and 
30th and a female goldeneye on 
the 18th was a good find. The same 
day saw the first scoter and our 
traditional late March run saw 
another 24 birds through before 
month end. several other species 
are regular in late March as they 
move through and merlin sightings 
increased and up to three Jack 
snipe showed very well from the 
13th along with three ruff (16th). 
Firecrests on the 16th and 19th 
were not that surprising and even 
the elusive great White egret on 
the 23rd and 24th was almost 
expected.  after one or two sand 
martins a few other migrants 
fought their way in before april 
including swallow, House martin, 
Wheatear (29th), White Wagtail 
and Black redstart (both 30th), 
Little ringed Plover (26th) and 
even Common tern with four on 
the 30th. The spotted redshank 
was seen more often and 
Oystercatchers were back on 
patch while at least six marsh 
Harriers continued to dominate 
the skies along with an impressive 
six sightings of red Kites.
april 
april is probably the busiest month 
of the year with comings and 
goings and this year was no 
exception with wildfowl lingering 
late and species like Jack snipe 
(16th), Brent geese (13th), merlin 
(12th), siskin (23rd), rock Pipit 
(22nd) and Water Pipit (9th) being 
recorded further into the month 
that normal.  a full summer 

plumaged razorbill that was 
found on the path on the 9th was 
the biggest draw being the first 
twitchable one in the london 
recording area since the fairlop 
bird of 1988. it eluded capture and 
unfortunately died on the 11th. 
Most of the regular migrants put in 
an appearance with tree Pipits 
(4th and 22nd), redstarts (20th, 
23rd & 30th), Black redstart 
(3rd), at least five grasshopper 
Warblers (from 12th), Firecrest 
and Hobby (from 13th), a good 
smattering of Whinchats (from 
14th) and Wheatears, ring 
Ouzels on five dates from 11th,  
a Channel Wagtail with Yellows 
and Whites (26th) and swifts and 
Cuckoo (from 16th).  a Crossbill 
on the 7th was a good spring 
record while a Coal tit on the 13th 
was only about the 5th record.   
a female serin was heard on the 
7th before being seen again a 
couple of times on the 9th while  
a Wryneck on the 30th was a 
superb find out on rainham west. 
There was a good passage of 
Common terns and over 40 arctic 
terns, eight sandwich terns and a 
several Little and mediterranean 
gulls were seen on the river while 
a Caspian gull was seen on the 
23rd. Common scoters were seen 
on several dates and red-breasted 
merganser were noted on the 
23rd and 24th which tied in with 
the traditional late april wader 
passage with a record 23 Knot, 
sanderling, turnstone and 
Bar-tailed godwits on the latter 
date. spotted redshanks, 
greenshank, ringed Plover and 
green sandpipers were also noted 
but the wader highlight was 
undoubtedly the stone Curlew 
found on the 12th and seen again 
the next day. The ravens made 
occasional visits and four were 
noted on the 26th suggesting that 
they already had two young in 
tow.  a great White egret headed 
through on the 20th and eyes to 
the skies reaped rewards with a 
male montagu’s Harrier and 
Osprey (17th), three red Kites, 
female Hen Harrier (29th) and 
regular Hobby’s, Buzzards and 
marsh Harrier action.  at least 
three short-eared Owls made it 
to may so who knows...Kestrel (alan shEarMan)

sedge Warbler (doMiniQuE considinE)
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shearwaters, 180 Common 
scoter, a goldeneye, three 
Pomarine skuas, two great 
skuas, 16 guillemots, and a Little 
auk into the Thames. in the 
relative calm of the 22nd a great 
northern diver, three eider, a 
Velvet scoter, a late sandwich 
tern, a razorbill, and two Little 
auks were all added to the 
impressive tally. The harsh 
conditions were also responsible 
for bringing in a pair of 
goosanders to Vange Marsh on 
the 21st. sightings quietened 
down during the last week of the 
month with the highlights being 
three green sandpipers on 
Bowers Marsh on the 25th, six 
stonechats (three pairs) along 
Benfleet creek on the 26th, and 
the long staying escaped snow 
goose on Vange wick on the 27th. 
The month closed with two 
Woodcock and a feeding flock of 
19 Lesser redpolls on canvey 
wick on the 29th.
december
Bowers Marsh hosted six 
stonechats on the 1st and 120 
Fieldfares on the 2nd and 3rd.  a 
Long-eared Owl was seen hunting 
daily at dusk at a traditional site in 
the south-west from the 3rd 
onwards. dodgy wildfowl was well 
represented on the 5th with a 
drake mandarin and the two 
egyptian geese in friars Park, a 
Barnacle goose on wallasea, the 
Black swan still in gunners Park 
and the snow goose still on Vange 
wick.  a Firecrest was a welcome 
visitor to a front garden near 
coombe wood on the 5th. The 
Lesser redpoll flock on canvey 
wick had increased to 27 on the 
6th with one Woodcock also still 
present there. The glossy ibis put 
in just a single showing this month 
when it flew over wat Tyler c.P. at 
dusk on the 6th. The first of just 
two Chiffchaffs this month was 
seen in a leigh garden on the 11th; 
but interestingly there were no 
reports of Blackcaps during 
november or december.  a female 
Hawfinch which visited a local 
birder’s back garden near coombe 

november
last month’s glossy ibis was still 
playing hide and seek and seek in 
the creek at wat Tyler c.P. from the 
1st to the 4th before disappearing 
once again for the rest of the 
month.  a great grey shrike was 
an excellent find around the car 
park at Bowers Marsh on the 
afternoon of the 3rd where it 
remained until dusk. The 8th 
produced a mixed bag of sightings, 
the best of which was an incredibly 
late Common redstart on Two 
Tree island which remained 
through to the 13th. other 
sightings of note on the 8th were  
a nuthatch and a Chiffchaff in 
Pound wood; two ring-necked 
Parakeets, a Chiffchaff and a 
goshawk with jesses at star lane 
Pits; the long staying Black swan 
in gunners Park, and the pair of 
egyptian geese which were still 
residing in friars Park. The 
following day, there were two 
Chiffchaffs in friars Park, a 
ring-necked Parakeet over an 
ashingdon garden, and the last 
two swallows of the year flew 
across Tewke’s creek. Between the 
11th and the 15th there were a 
dozen sightings of red admirals 
including several at wakering 
stairs, and the last Peacock 
butterfly was also noted. 
Bramblings were scarce this month 
with just a fly-over at canvey wick 
on the 14th and a male at gunners 
Park on the 22nd.  wakering stairs 
produced an unusual report of a 
drake mandarin on the sea(!) on 
the 15th and a slavonian grebe 
flying upriver, whilst later that day 
short-eared Owls continued their 
strong showing this autumn with 
two on west canvey Marshes and 
singles at five other sites. on the 
16th wintering greenshank on 
Two Tree island reached a 
respectable high of four. strong 
northerly winds and freezing 
temperatures over the weekend of 
21st and 22nd produced some 
excellent seawatching for a few 
hardy souls. The worst of the 
weather was on the 21st when the 
fierce winds pushed two sooty 

wood on the 13th was a  
superb find, with hornbeams 
unsurprisingly being the attraction. 
The estuary was fairly quiet 
although a great northern diver 
flew past gunners Park on the 
13th and up to 45 Kittiwakes 
lingered in the Thames for a few 
days mid-month.  wintering 
waders were evident on 15th 
when there were five 
greenshanks on Two Tree island, 
four green sandpipers on Bowers 
Marsh, and a spotted redshank at 
wat Tyler c.P.  a strong movement 
of Fieldfares on the 15th and 16th 
saw 130 at Bowers Marsh and an 
impressive 200 on canvey wick.   
a grey Parrot sitting in a tree in 
the car park at hockley woods on 
the 17th was only slightly less 
expected than the nuthatch that 
was found there the next day. 
following a slow and steady 
decline locally the nuthatch 
became extinct in hockley woods 
in March 2013 so hopefully this is 
the beginning of recolonisation.   
a hybrid duck which superficially 
resembles a Chiloe Wigeon was 
present again on Paglesham 
lagoon on the 18th where it has 
been seen intermittently since 
January 2013. The next day the 
egyptian goose pair had 
relocated a short distance to 
shoebury Park where they 
remained into 2016. hockley 
woods revealed many of its 
specialities on the 20th with  
30 goldcrests, a Firecrest, two 
Coal tits, the nuthatch, and 
 two treecreepers all recorded.   
a goosander flew over wat Tyler 
c.P. late on the 20th and was 
thought to have landed on Vange 
Marsh but could not be relocated 
the following day.  a ‘scaup’ 
arrived on west canvey Marsh on 
the 24th and stayed through to 
early January. for the purists there 
was some debate as to whether or 
not it had any hybrid influence 
however for those doing a yearlist 
it was certainly good enough! a 
thorough search of suitable 
habitat on Benfleet downs on the 
24th revealed three Woodcock. 
The pair of egyptian geese took a 

southend area by Paul Baker
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brief sojourn to southchurch Park 
East on the 25th before returning 
to shoebury Park later the same 
day. Three Hen Harriers had 
returned to their wintering haunt 
on wallasea on the 26th when 
three Peregrines were also 
present. The unseasonably mild 
conditions were responsible for 
several Pipistrelles flying around 
Paglesham at dusk on the 27th. 
The 29th produced a flurry of good 
records from all corners with three 
Firecrests, the nuthatch, and a 
Coal tit in hockley woods; a Hen 
Harrier, a merlin, and two 
short-eared Owls on wallasea; 15 
red-throated divers, seven 
guillemots, and a distant Puffin 
past gunners Park; and a Water 
Pipit at Vange Marsh which 
remained into 2016.  a slavonian 
grebe which drifted past gunners 
Park on the 30th was only the third 
record of the year. By the 31st, the 
Lesser redpoll flock on canvey 
wick had increased further to 35 
and a Chiffchaff was also noted 
there. green sandpiper numbers 
remained high with 12-14 birds 
wintering locally including three 
on Vange Marsh on the 31st. The 
year ended with a great grey Owl 
apparently photographed on the 
31st in cherry orchard c.P. before 
being retrospectively identified; 
although considered an escape  
it did raise a few eyebrows.  

There was however no doubt 
surrounding the Hornbill which 
was photographed on canvey the 
same day!

in summary, a mediocre 211 
species was reliably recorded in 
2015, matching the previous year. 
highlights included the popular 
serins, a dartford Warbler, a 
showy rough-legged Buzzard, the 
pair of Black-winged stilts, three 
dotterel, two montagu’s Harriers, 
two Pectoral sandpipers, a 
twitchable red-rumped swallow, 
red-backed shrike and great 
grey shrike, the first twitchable 
Common Crane for over twenty 
years, and of course the bird of the 
year, the Wilson’s Phalarope – a 
first for the area.
January
The drake mandarin in friars Park 
was joined by an apparent albino 
from the 1st to the 7th before 
they both typically disappeared 
once again.  as expected, 
Woodcock were seen early in the 
month with two on hadleigh 
downs and two at wat Tyler c.P. 
on the 1st. hockley woods 
continued to host two Firecrests, 
two Coal tits, a nuthatch, and up 
to four treecreepers during the 
first half of the month. The Thames 
produced some interesting records 
with a light passage of up to five 
Little gulls each day from the 2nd 

to the 11th along with at least one 
lingering great skua from the 3rd 
to the 9th, and six guillemots.   
a slavonian grebe on the scrape 
at wat Tyler c.P. on the 3rd was a 
good find and proved popular but 
was gone the next day.  a dead 
Minke whale washed up against 
shoebury Boom on the 3rd 
sparked quite a lot of interest from 
both the local media and the 
general public until it eventually 
drifted away towards foulness on 
the 7th. The 6th saw another visit 
to a coombe wood garden by last 
month’s female Hawfinch. it was 
typically erratic and only appeared 
once a week through to mid-
february. far less exciting, 
although much more dependable, 
were the pair of egyptian geese 
which were now residing at 
shoebury Park and were noted 
from the 6th to the 14th. The 
Thames again held some interest 
on the 8th and 9th with 14 
red-throated divers, a Black-
throated diver, and a great 
northern diver along with 20 
gannets and 20 Kittiwakes. Eight 
Lesser redpolls visited a niger 
feeder in a hockley garden on the 
11th whilst a flock of six similarly 
visited a leigh garden throughout 
the month.  an area of set-aside 
near great stambridge held a 
mixed finch and bunting flock 
from the 12th with up to 40 Corn 
Buntings, 30 reed Buntings, 75 
goldfinch, 40 Chaffinch, two 
Lesser redpolls, and a Brambling 
through to the end of february. on 
the 13th a great northern diver 
flying over wallasea was unusual; 
also present daily on the island 
were up to four short-eared Owls, 
two Hen Harriers, two merlin, a 
Peregrine and a Buzzard. The 
other owl species were well 
represented this month across the 
region and included 1-2 Long-
eared Owls at two traditional sites 
in the south.  a total of five 
Chiffchaffs and six Blackcaps 
were reported this month with 
multiple sightings mid-month. 
Caspian gulls numbered a modest 
six on Pitsea Tip on the 16th whilst 
nearby at wat Tyler c.P. the elusive 
and erratic glossy ibis was seen 
coming to roost from the 17th to 
the 21st. Two short-eared Owls 

greenshank (sTEVE griMwadE)
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were on Two Tree island on the 
17th and 18th only. one or two 
spotted redshanks were seen 
most days in the creek at wat Tyler 
c.P.  with three present there on 
the 21st. other wintering waders 
included seven green sandpipers 
and five greenshank across the 
area. one lucky observer was 
fortunate to see a dartford 
Warbler briefly on wallasea on the 
23rd which was typically 
associating with some of the six 
stonechats on the island, a further 
five stonechats could be found at 
Bowers Marsh and another ten 
were at several widely scattered 
coastal sites. The often elusive 
Water Pipit at Vange Marsh 
present since the end of december 
showed most days through to the 
24th when red admiral, Peacock, 
and Brimstone were all seen in 
hockley.  a great White egret was 
seen distantly over foulness from 
Paglesham on the 28th. The month 
drew to a close with the now 
expected wintering Bittern seen 
for the first time at wat Tyler c.P. 
on the 30th where it remained 
typically elusive through to March.
February
The Hawfinch in combe wood 
visited its favoured garden on the 
10th and 11th of the month whilst 
up to six siskins and four Lesser 
redpolls continued to frequent 
the feeders in a leigh garden all 
month.  a single short-eared Owl 
was seen on Two Tree island on the 
11th only and a Long-eared Owl 
was reported on the 21st. hockley 
woods continued to host two 
Firecrests, three Coal tits, a 
nuthatch and two treecreepers 
from the 11th through to the end 
of the month. other sightings of 
treecreepers came mid-month 
from Belfairs golf course, coombe 
wood, and Thundersley glen. The 
glossy ibis at wat Tyler c.P. was 
only noted on the 12th this 
month, whilst the Bittern 
continued to be seen most days 
with luck and patience. The great 
White egret presumably wintering 
on foulness was seen around 
wakering on the 12th. 
seawatching from canvey on the 
13th yielded a few notable records 
with a red-throated diver, a 
great skua, two Little gulls, 15 

Kittiwakes, and a guillemot all 
seen.  a pair of Blackcaps visited a 
Benfleet garden on the 13th with 
singles at two other sites this 
month. Chiffchaff numbered just 
two singles but did include a 
singing bird at the end of the 
month in leigh. The first adder of 
the year was found on Benfleet 
downs on the 14th.  an obliging 
male Firecrest was a surprise find 
in Priory Park on the 15th; it 
remained until the 20th and was 
joined by a Coal tit from the 17th 
and a Blackcap on the 20th. The 
mixed finch and bunting flock near 
great stambridge still held ten 
reed Buntings, eight Corn 
Buntings, three Yellowhammers, 
two Lesser redpolls, and a 
Brambling on the 20th. Three 
Bewick’s swans arrived on 
wallasea on the 24th and proved 
popular during their stay until 
mid-March as they offered the 
opportunity to also catch up with 
the four short-eared Owls, two 
Hen Harriers, merlin, Peregrine, 
and Buzzard which continued to 
be seen most days.  a female eider 
was off shoebury East Beach on 
the 25th and 26th and was the 
only record in the first-winter 
period. The great White egret 
took a sortie from foulness on the 
28th when it flew along the 
southern seawall of wallasea at 
dusk towards lion creek.
march
The month started slowly with the 
only birds of note being the first 
Jack snipe of the year on Vange 
Marsh on the 4th and a slavonian 
grebe seen from a boat on the 
roach on the 7th.  a pair of 
red-breasted mergansers 
frequented the crouch at 
fambridge from the 11th to the 
22nd. The first of three red Kites 
this month flew east along 
Benfleet downs on the 12th. The 
family party of three Bewick’s 
swans on wallasea were seen for 
the last time on the 13th.  after 
dark on the 13th the local rsPB 
group received a description from 
a lady with a passing interest in 
birdwatching of a small bird with  
a bandit mask feeding daily for  
the last week on reedmace in  
an insignificant reedbed in 
ashingdon! alarm bells rang as 

thoughts immediately turned to 
Penduline tit. The area was staked 
out from dawn the next day and 
sure enough, soon after midday a 
Penduline tit flew in from the 
west and proceeded to rip apart 
the reedmace heads much to the 
delight and astonishment of the 
gathered crowd. The bird attracted 
twitchers from afar and remained 
until at least the 16th and was a 
first for the area. other birds of 
interest noted at the time were a 
siberian Chiffchaff present each 
day in the reedbed until the 25th, 
a singing siskin on the 14th, and a 
Woodcock on the 15th and 17th. 
The Bittern at wat Tyler c.P. was 
recorded on the 15th, 20th, and 
23rd this month and the pair of 
egyptian geese in shoebury Park 
were still present on the 16th and 
25th.  a presumed migrant 
Long-eared Owl was an excellent 
find in the scrub at gunners Park 
on the 17th.  an adult male Hen 
Harrier was seen for the last time 
on wallasea on the 18th whilst the 
ringtail remained there until the 
25th; two short-eared Owls were 
also still present on the 18th with 
one remaining until mid-april.  a 
‘black’ adder was an unusual and 
rare find on Belton hills on the 
19th.  a single Firecrest persisted 
in hockley woods through to the 
20th. Three red-crested Pochards 
dropped in to the wat Tyler c.P. 
scrape on the 21st but had gone 
the next day. The second red Kite 
of the month passed over 
southchurch on the 21st when 
there was a small passage of 
Bramblings with a single at 
canewdon followed by a pair at 
daws heath on the 24th and a pair 
in shoebury on the 27th. similarly 
there was an uptick in Woodcock 
sightings with singles on Benfleet 
downs, Bowers downs, and 
hadleigh downs all between the 
21st and 24th. up to six siskins 
and four Lesser redpolls 
continued to visit a leigh garden 
mid-month with five siskins also 
visiting an ashingdon garden on 
the 23rd. summer migrants began 
to trickle through with swallow 
on the 23rd, and House martins 
and Yellow Wagtail two days later. 
The 25th produced the third and 
final red Kite of the month with a 
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bird over rayleigh.  also on the 
25th there was an interesting 
record of two adult Whooper 
swans on the mud off shoebury 
East Beach and a continental Coal 
tit in gunners Park. The short-
eared Owls on wallasea had 
potentially relocated to nearby 
lower raypits where there were 
two birds on the 29th and a single 
through to early May.  a pair of 
red-breasted mergansers were 
loafing off leigh seafront on the 
30th, the same day that a 
ring-necked Parakeet flew over 
westcliff. The first Common terns 
of the year flew upriver past 
canvey on the 31st.
april
somewhat surprisingly, 29 
redwings were still lingering at 
Eastwood s.w. on the 1st; by 
contrast the first sandwich tern 
was off Two Tree island on the 2nd 
when gunners Park hosted the 
first wheatear of the spring.  a 
Firecrest in gunners Park the 
following day was further evidence 
of the spring passage slowly 
gaining momentum as were two 
little ringed Plovers reported 
from Vange Marsh on the 4th. 
spring exploded on the scene on 
the 6th when a cracking adult 
Purple Heron arrived at wat Tyler 
c.P. it was the first of the year in 
the uK and the first ever 

twitchable one locally. it was 
typically elusive but remained 
loyal to the reedbed in front of the 
hide through to the 9th where it 
occasionally showed very well, 
especially in flight. on the 7th 
birders waiting for the Purple 
Heron to show were treated to a 
fly-past from the glossy ibis. one 
visiting birder had the good 
fortune to photograph a raven in 
gunners Park on the 7th, the first 
ever confirmed sighting in the 
recording area.  a manx 
shearwater past gunners Park on 
the 8th was totally unexpected 
and an excellent spring record, 
whereas six White Wagtails on 
wallasea the same day were more 
typical.  a female Muntjac with a 
fawn was seen on hadleigh downs 
on the 8th. seawatching from 
gunners Park on the 10th was 
predictably slow but did produce 
the first razorbill of the year; male 
redstarts were found at canvey 
wick and at wakering the same 
day. The 11th produced good 
views of three Porpoise off 
southend Pier and the last 
red-throated diver of the 
season.  an adult spoonbill 
dropped in to lower raypits on the 
evening of the 11th when the first 
Cuckoo arrived back on Two Tree 
island. short-eared Owl numbers 
increased this month and included 
three on west canvey Marsh from 

the 13th to the 24th, singles on 
Two Tree island and wallasea on 
the 13th plus 1-2 on Bowers 
Marsh, canvey wick, and lower 
raypits. in total up to ten 
individuals were present mid-
month. grasshopper Warblers 
arrived at three locations in quick 
succession with singles on Two 
Tree island on the 13th, canvey 
wick on the 17th, and Bowers 
Marsh on the 19th. hot on their 
heels were nightingales with 
singles at wakering stairs and 
canvey wick on the 17th. little 
ringed Plovers remained 
unusually scarce this month with a 
single on wallasea on the 18th the 
only record other than the two on 
Vange Marsh on the 4th. single 
Common sandpipers were on 
Vange Marsh on the 21st and 
lower raypits on the 24th.  a 
female redstart in wakering on 
the 22nd was the third individual 
of the spring. four arctic terns 
lingered in the Thames off canvey 
on the 28th and 29th and the first 
swifts were noted at several sites 
on the 28th when a hedgehog was 
seen in a canewdon garden.   
a smart drake garganey on  
lower raypits on the 30th was 
surprisingly the only record this 
spring.  a turtle dove was at 
stambridge on the 30th and a 
Muntjac visited a coombe wood 
garden that evening.

Wat tyler and Vange marsh by andrew Cox

november
five Fieldfares, 12 goldfinches 
and a Corn Bunting appeared at 
Vange on the 7th. next day the 
glossy ibis was reported again at 
wat Tyler; also here were Marsh 
Harrier, Kestrel, Oystercatcher, 
49 Lapwing, four snipe, 15 
Black-tailed godwits, five 
Curlew, 20 Common redshanks 
and two spotted redshanks. 
starlings gathered for some late 
afternoon displays before 
roosting – 1000plus being 
present; other small birds 
included 13 plus Long-tailed tits, 
three goldcrests and 12 siskins.

Two marsh Harriers (male and 
female) were here on the 10th 
and again next day, with two 
Water rails noted on the 12th.
wildfowl present mid-month at 
Vange included 100 plus teal, 55 
Wigeon, 10 gadwalls and a 
Pintail, on the 15th.  waders 
noted here then comprised 200 
plus Black-tailed godwits, 150 
plus Lapwings, 10 Curlews, two 
avocets and two ruff; a pair of 
stonechats were also present.
a merlin was reported from wat 
Tyler on the 20th. Back at Vange 
next day there were two marsh 
Harriers (adult male and 

immature) and a Kestrel.  a pair 
of goosanders were of interest 
out on the main flood and five 
Pintails (three males and two 
females) mingled with the larger 
numbers of teal, Wigeon and 
shoveler. Three Black-tailed 
godwits, two avocets, a ruff, 60 
plus Lapwings, at least 18 snipe 
and a green sandpiper could 
also be seen and passerines 
present included skylark, 
meadow Pipit, with two Bearded 
tits and two reed Buntings. 
wat Tyler on the 21st held a 
female marsh Harrier, males of 
sparrowhawk and Kestrel, two 
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gadwall and a grey Wagtail could 
be seen from the hide, with six 
Fieldfares in the park. other 
reports from wat Tyler around  
this time included sightings of 
short-eared Owl, Barn Owl  
and Woodcock.

gadwall had increased to 50 on 
the 22nd with 13 shoveler and 60 
Lapwings, while other reports 
included Kingfisher and 
Woodcock. next day saw a 
Peregrine and two Kestrels, with a 
Barn Owl emerging to hunt at dusk. 

a Long-eared Owl (possibly two) 
appeared at dusk on the 28th, with 
the Barn Owl showing again a little 
earlier. records for the afternoon 
included Peregrine, 15 Black-tailed 
godwits, 33 Pochards and two 
Water rails. Earlier still, at Vange, 
were 200-plus Wigeon, 75 
shoveler, nine Pintail (five males 
and four females), 200-plus 
Lapwings, six snipe, 80 Black-
tailed godwits, 30 Common 
redshank, green sandpiper, 
sparrowhawk, Kestrel and a  
male marsh Harrier. Passerines 
included Bearded tit, reed 
Bunting, meadow Pipit, Fieldfare 
and redwing.
January
records from Vange Marsh on the 
1st comprised two marsh Harriers, 
sparrowhawk, 130-plus teal, six 
Pintail, two Water rails, 20 
Black-tailed godwits, 35 Curlews, 
four snipe, a green sandpiper, 
Kingfisher, 26 redwings, three 
Fieldfares, seven reed Buntings 
and at least two each of grey 
Wagtail, Cetti’s warbler and 
Bearded tit.

Two Water rails were present at 
wat Tyler next day, when a 
slavonian grebe was found on the 
scrape. This was still present next 
day along with five Little grebes 
and 49 Pochard.

wildfowl at Vange on the 5th 
included 150-plus Wigeon, 
100-plus teal, 25 shoveler, seven 
Pintail and 22 Pochard; waders 
noted were 25 Black-tailed 
godwits, two avocets and  
three green sandpipers. other 
records included five Fieldfares  
and a stonechat.

additional records for the first 
week of the year included Jack 
snipe at Vange and Barn Owl at 

wat Tyler. Three of the latter  
were present all month, with  
two birds squashed side by side  
in a nest box across Timbermans 
creek; generally emerging in  
late afternoon.

six Long-tailed tits were at 
Vange on the 9th; waders counted 
on this date comprised 60-plus 
Lapwings, 42 snipe and 32 
Black-tailed godwits. singles of 
greenshank and spotted 
redshank could be seen on the 
creek close to wat Tyler’s marina.

a Water rail was at wat Tyler  
on the 12th, with two on the 15th. 
a visit to Vange on the 16th 
produced three marsh Harriers 
(an adult male and two immature), 
200-plus Wigeon, two male 
Pintails and a stonechat. The 
glossy ibis appeared next day at 
wat Tyler where, on the 19th, 
there were two marsh Harriers, 
two Peregrines and 50 rooks.

marsh Harriers continued  
to frequent both wat Tyler and 
Vange for the rest of January –  
a maximum of three were 
reported (on the 30th); but up to 
five birds seemed to in the area 
– an adult male and female and 
three immature.

waders noted from Vange on the 
20th included 24 snipe and a 
green sandpiper; 116 Canada 
geese were counted at wat Tyler. 
Three days later Vange held at 
least 500 Wigeon, 30 Black-tailed 
godwits, 21 snipe, two 
stonechats (pair), at least four 
reed Buntings and two Bearded 
tits. greenshank and spotted 
redshank were seen from wat 
Tyler’s marina again. other birds 
seen included 20 goldfinch, Barn 
Owl and Long-eared Owl.

Two Water rails and 80 greylag 
geese were at wat Tyler on the 
24th; Vange held rock Pipit, Water 
Pipit and Corn Bunting. Two days 
later 60 Coots and at least 80 
Fieldfares were here.

heading towards the month’s 
end at wat Tyler, the 29th saw 
Peregrine, Kestrel, sparrowhawk, 
55 Black-tailed godwits, eight 
Curlews, 22-plus Common 
redshanks, two Oystercatchers, 
avocet, Kingfisher, two Water 
rails, two great-crested grebes, 
two Little grebes, 100-plus 

Water rails and 55 Black-tailed 
godwits. These last had spread 
out along the creek adjacent to 
the marina.  a Kingfisher perched 
obligingly in front of the hide on 
the 26th while reports from 
Vange next day included 55 
Wigeon, four Pintail, 150 plus 
Lapwing, 100 plus Black-tailed 
godwits and six avocets.

december
a male marsh Harrier was at 

wat Tyler on the 5th, with a 
female next day at Vange Marsh. 
also at Vange were at least 80 
each of Wigeon and teal, six 
Pintail and 11 Pochards. 
Lapwings numbered 150-plus; 
other notable waders included four 
avocets, a ruff and two green 
sandpipers. grey Wagtail and a 
female stonechat were noted and 
other passerines included reed 
Bunting and Linnet. five snipe 
and a Water rail could be seen 
from wat Tyler’s hide on this date, 
when the long staying glossy ibis 
flew over late in the afternoon.  a 
hunting Long-eared Owl flew past 
the rsPB centre as darkness fell.

on the 9th wat Tyler held 20 
gadwall, 10 shoveler, six snipe 
and a grey Wagtail; male and 
female marsh Harrier were 
reported on the 12th and a 
Kingfisher on the 15th. counts of 
wildfowl and waders from Vange 
on the 16th comprised 150 
Wigeon, 50-plus teal, 30 
shoveler, five Pintail, six Pochard 
and three shelduck, with 100-plus 
Lapwing, 20 Black-tailed godwit, 
six Common redshank and 
singles of greenshank and avocet. 
a grey Wagtail at wat Tyler  
on the 17th was in addition  
to sparrowhawk and two  
marsh Harriers.

a male marsh Harrier graced 
Vange Marsh on the 19th, joined 
by a sparrowhawk, 11 Black-
tailed godwits, two green 
sandpipers and five Pintails 
(three males and two females).   
a female stonechat still haunted 
the scrubby area; Kingfisher and 
Bearded tit were both heard, 
without revealing themselves. 
Black-tailed godwits numbered 
at least 22 from wat Tyler’s marina 
on this date; five snipe, 44 
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Wigeon, 200-plus Lapwings and 
140 great Black-backed gulls.

a Bittern appeared on the 30th, 
when 35 gadwalls were counted. 
on the last day on the month 
there were six Little egrets, a 
green Woodpecker, three singing 
Cetti’s Warblers, four reed 
Buntings and two Bearded tits.
February
Two Barn Owls at wat Tyler on the 
1st continued to feature 
throughout the month.  a Bittern 
sighting had been anticipated all 
winter: one duly obliged, appearing 
on the 2nd, when a Kingfisher was 
also seen.

The Bittern showed well again 
next day, joined by two marsh 
Harriers, 150 greylag geese,  
11 shoveler, nine gadwall,  
27 Pochard, eight tufted duck 
and a Peregrine. The next few  
days brought Kingfisher on the 
4th and six each of Little grebe 
and moorhen on the 5th. on the 
6th three immature marsh 
Harriers were in addition to two 
Water rails, 70 Lapwings, two 
great-crested grebes and two 
Bearded tits.

Three marsh Harriers showed 
again on the 7th, with a Common 
Buzzard, 30-plus Curlews, 20-plus 
Black-tailed godwits, Kestrel, 
Water rail and grey Wagtail.   
a Pintail and three marsh Harriers 
were seen at Vange Marsh on  
the date.

marsh Harriers continued to 
feature from both sites throughout 
the month, including an adult 
male on the 22nd.

The Bittern reappeared at wat 
Tyler on the 10th and was seen 
again next day, as were Peregrine, 
Buzzard and sparrowhawk.   
a short-eared Owl was reported 
flying across the scrape in the  
late afternoon.

The long staying glossy ibis put 
in an appearance on the 12th; next 
day 20 Black-tailed godwits and 
27 Common redshanks could be 
seen on the creek, with three 
Oystercatchers and singles of 
spotted redshank and avocet. 
Three goldcrest and a Chiffchaff 
haunted the hedge running parallel 
to the entrance road. round at 
Vange there were 40 Black-tailed 
godwits, a stonechat and at least 

three reed Buntings.
Bittern sightings continued at 

wat Tyler, being seen frequently 
between the 15th-19th; at Vange 
on the 16th were 17 snipe, five 
Pintails (three males and two 
females), eight reed Buntings and 
a Bearded tit.

Kingfisher and grey Wagtail 
added some colour to wat Tyler  
on the 20th, with a Peregrine, two 
Water rails and at least three 
Cetti’s Warblers as well.  a 
Kingfisher was seen again on the 
22nd, as were greenshank, six 
snipe, 20 Black-tailed godwits, 
sparrowhawk and Kestrel.  
next day at Vange were 200 
Wigeon, 16 avocets, a green 
sandpiper and five Pintails.

reports from wat Tyler 
towards the month’s end 
included the Bittern on the 
25th and 27th; on the latter 
date there were 40-plus 
Black-tailed godwits, three 
spotted redshanks and two 
Water rails. Two Jack snipe 
were a surprise flush from 
the far side of the scrape 
on the 28th.
march
Male and female marsh 
Harriers at wat Tyler 
on the 2nd were 
followed by a male 
merlin on the 3rd. 
The two Harriers 
appeared again next 
day; also here were a 
Common Buzzard, 
Peregrine, Kestrel, 
sparrowhawk, two 
Barn Owls, two 
Oystercatchers, ten Curlews, 
70-plus Black-tailed godwits and 
two Water rails.  at least 50 
Fieldfares flew across the creek 
from the old tip.

Two Water rails were also 
recorded from Vange Marsh on the 
4th, with two green sandpipers, a 
Bearded tit and three grey 
Wagtails.  a Barn Owl was also 
seen from the saline lagoon 
viewpoint, hunting across the 
creek; this, presumably, was one of 
the wat Tyler birds. Two marsh 
Harriers here comprised an adult 
male and an immature.

Typically, marsh Harriers were 
recorded from both sites 

throughout the month, with a 
maximum at any time of four, at 
wat Tyler on the 6th and 19th. 
These were an adult male, adult 
female and two immature on the 
former date and two adult females 
and two immature on the latter: at 
least five frequented the area. 
rather less typical for this time of 
year was a Hobby, reported on the 
very early date of the 5th. other 
records on the 6th included 
Peregrine, sparrow hawk, 23 
Curlews, four snipe, 11 Black-
tailed godwits, a spotted 
redshank, seven Little grebes, 

two Water rails (at least 
two of these being 
reported all month) and 
53 goldfinch. These last 
had settled in the trees 
bordering the entrance 
road. The Bittern 
reappeared on the 8th, 
joined by Common 
Buzzard, sparrowhawk 

and Kestrel.
four 

spotted 
redshanks 
showed on 
the creek at 

wat Tyler on 
the 10th; meanwhile, round 
at Vange were 200 Wigeon, 

50 shoveler, 36 teal, ten 
Pochard, 17 avocet, four green 

sandpipers, two Oystercatchers 
and a greenshank.

wat Tyler’s Bittern revealed 
itself again on the 12th and 13th, 
with a Kingfisher also seen on the 
former.  a Common Buzzard was 
here on the 14th.  at Vange on the 
15th were five snipe, a green 
sandpiper, two Water rails and 
two Bearded tits.

a Kingfisher at wat Tyler on the 
17th was repeated from Vange 
next day, where 80 shoveler, ten 
shelduck, a pair of Pintail and a 
grey Wagtail were also seen. Two 
Kingfishers had been reported 
earlier in the day.

The Bittern continued to be 
reported sporadically during the 
latter part of the month, being last 
recorded on the 23rd.

The 19th brought four great-
crested grebes and ten Little 
grebes to wat Tyler, where 18 
Curlews and at least eight snipe 
were also present. The Curlews 

red Kite (daVE 
cornwEll)
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used the hedge-bound field to  
the left of the green centre 
hide.  a male sparrow hawk sat for 
some ten minutes in one of the 
sallow trees across the fleet; other 
raptors comprised Peregrine, 
Kestrel and the aforementioned 
quartet of marsh Harriers.  
The creek held 16 Black-tailed 
godwits and a greenshank. The 
regular Barn Owls still occupied 
their nest boxes; as they had done 
all month. six greenfinches were 
recorded from Vange.

records from Vange on the 21st 
included 250 Wigeon, a Pintail,  
12 avocet, two Kestrels and a 
sparrowhawk. next day there 
were at least 18 snipe, three 
Water rails and three each of 
Bearded tits and reed Buntings. 
Four Bearded tits frequented  
wat Tyler.

The following day at wat Tyler 
saw Peregrine and Common 
Buzzard while on the 25th there 
were 24 Black-tailed godwits  
and 16 Pochards; five Little 
egrets, 64 shoveler and at least 
three Bearded tits favoured  
Vange Marsh.

The first hirundines, three 
swallows and a sand martin, 
dropped into wat Tyler on the 
26th; numbers of both increased 
over the next couple of days, with 
a House martin also seen on the 
28th. The glossy ibis was reported 
again from wat Tyler on this date, 
when a couple of Curlews and two 
avocets settled on the scrape. 

seven snipe and at least 60 
Black-tailed godwits were 
present at Vange. The latter kept to 
the shelter of Vange creek; until 
most of them flew, en-masse, over 
the top of the old tip to wat Tyler. 
Two Common Buzzards were seen 
here on the 31st.
april
The first saw no fools reported 
from wat Tyler...however, two 
Common Buzzards and two Marsh 
harriers did appear, as did four 
Oystercatchers, two green 
Woodpeckers, two Bearded tits 
and ten greenfinches.  a sedge 
Warbler was singing here next day.

Two marsh Harriers, a male and 
female, featured again on the 4th. 
This species continued to be seen 
all month from both wat Tyler and 
Vange Marsh, with at least four 
individuals involved.  also at wat 
Tyler on the 4th were two 
Peregrines, sparrowhawk, 28 
Black-tailed godwits, singles of 
greenshank and spotted 
redshank, 100-plus Wigeon and 
two Bearded tits.

round at Vange were 16 
Black-tailed godwits, 20 snipe, 
two Little ringed Plovers, two 
green sandpipers and a mixed 
gathering of at least 50 swallows 
and sand martins; counts from 
here on the 5th included 30-plus 
Wigeon, 55 shoveler, eight 
Curlews and six avocets.

next day a Purple Heron turned 
up at wat Tyler, delighting a 
packed green centre hide with 
sporadic appearances over the 
next few days. it was last reported 
early in the morning of the 10th. 
not to be outdone, the long 
staying glossy ibis showed itself 
again on the 7th, also being 
reported several times.

less exotic sightings on the 7th 
included Yellow-legged gull, 
Water rail, 44 swallows and two 
Bearded tits. like marsh Harriers, 
these last continued to feature at 
wat Tyler all month, with a 
maximum of six on the 23rd.

further records on the 9th 
included Peregrine, sparrowhawk, 
merlin, four grey Herons, Water 
rail and three green 
Woodpeckers; two adult 
mediterranean gulls were seen 
on the 10th. Vange Marsh on this 

date held 80 shoveler, 12 avocets, 
five Little egrets, two snipe, a 
green sandpiper, 30 swallows 
and ten House martins.

The 11th at wat Tyler brought 
Kingfisher, Water rail and ten 
goldfinches; the Kingfisher 
appeared again next day, joined by 
singing sedge Warbler and 
Willow Warbler; and three reed 
Buntings (a pair plus a second 
male).

The first Cuckoo was reported 
on the 14th, being seen and heard 
sporadically until the month’s end.

on the 16th there were two 
Peregrines, five Oystercatchers, 
reed Warbler, two Lesser 
Whitethroats and four Linnets. 
The two Barn Owls continued to 
occupy their usual nest box and 
did so for the rest of april.

reports from Vange mid-month 
included two Common Buzzards, 
28 Black-tailed godwits, two 
green sandpipers and 40-plus 
shoveler on the 13th; six-plus 
Little grebes, Kestrel, five –plus 
snipe, Lesser Whitethroat and 
200-plus sand martins on the 
16th; three spotted redshanks, 
four greenshanks and five 
avocets on the 19th and a single 
Common sandpiper on the 21st.

Back at wat Tyler there were 
20-30 swallows and three male 
reed Buntings on the 22nd. 
swallows continued to appear in 
more inclement weather, with 
20-plus during the day on the 
26th, increasing to 50-plus by 
early evening.  a swift and three 
Common terns were also recorded 
on this date.

four Common terns on the 28th 
were joined by a Kestrel, three 
swifts, greenshank, 15 House 
martins and seven Common 
Whitethroats. next day there 
were two greenshanks (on the 
scrape), three Common terns and 
ten goldfinches.

wildfowl numbers at Vange had 
dropped by the 23rd- seven 
shoveler, eight teal and 11 
Pochard.  also here were 50-plus 
sand martins, ten-plus swallows, 
seven sedge Warblers, four reed 
Warblers (these last two all 
singing males), five reed Buntings 
(four males) and three singing 
Lesser Whitethroats.Purple Heron (daVE cornwEll)
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1 all images must have been taken between 1st January 
and 31st december 2016 and depict wild birds which are 
not in any way restrained, within the boundaries of the 
Essex county, and including Metropolitan Essex, covered 
by the Essex Birdwatching society

2 These may be digital images or scans of colour 
transparencies. colour transparencies and prints are noT 
permitted. Entries will be judged not only on technical 
excellence, but also on originality, scientific interest, 
aesthetic appeal and artistic composition.

3 a maximum of 3 entries allowed per person. 
4 Two age ranges. 1 – adults and  2 – under 18s 
5 Photographs must not have been submitted for 

publication elsewhere, although images previously 
posted on websites are acceptable.

6 The photographs in the final shortlist may be used at the 
discretion of the judges and editor for publication in 
Essex Birding and/or Essex Bird report, including the 
Essex Birdwatching society calendar and future 
competitions. By entering images for this competition, 
entrants agree to these terms. copyright of images 
remains with the photographer and use subsequent to 
publication in the above publications is unrestricted.

7 a brief account must accompany each photograph, 
giving the circumstances in which it was obtained, the 
method used, technical details (exposure and shutter 
speed, iso rating, make and model of lens and camera 
body etc.), locality, date and photographer’s name, 
address and email.

8 images with minor adjustments are acceptable. 
Manipulation of images shall be restricted as follows:
–  use of levels and curves and other tools to adjust 

contrast, brightness, exposure and colour saturation, 
and for minor cleaning work to remove dust spots.

–  images can be sharpened and noise removed. cloning 
is forbidden.

The rules of the 2016 Birdathon are as follows:

1 The Birdathon will officially run between 1–7 october 2016.
2 Entries are open to teams of two to five people 
3 a bird species cannot be claimed as seen or heard if it was not verified by at least two members of the team.
4 only birds on the Bou British list can be counted.
4 non-indigenous species cannot be claimed.
5 no domestic or exotic pet bird may be counted.
6 The use of playback and lamping of birds is prohibited.
7 Teams will only be able to claim birds which are seen or heard within the defined boundaries (see map of Essex p175 EBr 2012)
8  Please adhere to local bylaws when accessing farmland & footpaths.
9  Permission must be obtained from landowner to enter any private property.
10   all county or national rarities will be verified by the organisers and recorded on appropriate forms.
11 The organisers express the right to review any sightings.
12 all sightings must be recorded on official forms and submitted for counting no later than Midnight on 9 october 2016
13  Entry fee - £5.00 per adult, under 18 £2.50, and children under 8 are free
14 There is a non-refundable deposit of £10.00; this should be sent to s collins, 37 springham drive, colchester, co4 5fn cheques 

payable to Essex Birdwatching society.
16  winners will hold the new EBws trophy for a year and have their team name and species count added.

Please contact steve Collins on essexbirdwatchingsociety@gmail.com or 07733 003048 (after 7pm)  
for entry and recording form.

–  images may be cropped to enhance their aesthetic 
appeal and artistic composition.  adding content is 
expressly forbidden.

–  Entries shall be in JPEg format, at 300 dpi and at least 
2600 pixels along the longest side, and saved once at 
level 12. images that are over-cropped to the extent 
that the quality is compromised, making them 
unsuitable for publication, will not be accepted.

–  details of all image manipulation, together with a 
note of the software used, shall also be submitted, 
together with the original raw or JPEg file from the 
camera.

–  Manipulation that in any way changes the ‘science’ of 
the picture (for example, even minor changes to 
feather detail) is expressly forbidden.

–  all entries are accepted only on the above 
conditions.

9 The 1st prize in each age range is a cash award of £100 
plus a year’s membership of the Essex Birdwatching 
society, 2nd prize is £50 plus a year’s membership of the 
Essex Birdwatching society. 

10 The closing date for entries to the 2016 competition is 
15th January 2017.

11 Entries should be submitted by email to essexbirdwatch-
ingsociety@gmail.com or on cd to steve collins at 37 
springham drive, colchester, co4 5fn

12 Please ensure that you include both a postal address and 
an e-mail address with your entry.

13 The competition is free to enter.
14 The judges’ decision is final.
15 results will be announced at the 2017 agM.

The winning entries will be featured in the 2017 
summer issue of Essex Birding (issue 130) and exhibited 
on our stands throughout the year.

eBws Photography Competition (see page 17)
The rules of the 2016 competition are as follows:

eBws Birdathon (see page 17)
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gerry Johnson handing over a cheque to Paul roper of the north 
Thames gull group following the 2016 conference.
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