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Berwick Wildlife Group   
www.berwickwildlifegroup.org.uk 
 
  

Monthly Review: May  2019   
 
WILDLIFE REPORTS     
 
 Weather This month has been notable for being relatively dry and cool and dominated by persistent 
cold winds from a northerly quarter throughout. 
      
Rainfall for the period was low until two opposite-moving weather fronts from both the west and the 
east met over the central spine of the country.  It brought a spell of heavy rain from central Scotland, 
down the Pennine Chain into the Midlands, and with it a fall of 12 mm. (0.55 inches), overnight on the 
11th.   High pressure then took charge for a few days mid-month, with strong sunshine and light cool 
breezes.  The temperature rose to a peak of 70F on the 14th, but was tempered by a cold night with a 
low of 36F overnight. 
      
Another spell of heavy rain came overnight on the 26th with another change of the weather pattern back 
to westerly winds with sunshine and showers. 
     
The total rainfall for the month was 50.8mm ( 2.0 inches), the average for May over the past decade 
being 62.3 mm  (2.45  inches).  
 
Birds Migration remained steady throughout the month.  Even with the northerly winds making  
movement difficult, the number of new arrivals were steady, if a little later than the norm. 
    
May Day (1st) saw a group of 14 Common Scoter, 15 Guillemots and a single Goldeneye gathered on the 
high tide in Spittal Bay, and a pair of Wigeon and a Red throated Diver were at Calot Shad (3rd) 
“Early risers” met at the Lily pond(4th) for the Dawn Chorus and noted two Chiff-chaffs and single 
Garden Warbler to start their walk. 
   
A rare spring migrant turned up at Middle Ord(5th) in the shape of a female Black Redstart, which was in 
company with a small party of 6 Linnets flying along the hedgerow.   The cold, damp conditions, held up 
around 100 ‘hirundines’ over the Tweed at West Ord:  mostly Swallows but 2 Swifts were with them.  
     
A group of 4 Whimbrel flew over Saltpan rocks, Cocklawburn(6th) along with a Red throated Diver and a 
steady flow of Gannets, all flying north. 
    
Breeding records started to come in, with a group of 8 Greylag Geese at Middle Ord pond including a 
pair with 5 goslings. A party of 18 Goosanders were at West Ord along with another pair of Greylag and 
4 Canada Geese.  The following day (16th), a group of 3 Little Gulls were noted flying south over a ‘calm’ 
Spittal Bay. Mid May is the time when birders expect to see the odd Little Gull or Black Tern 
overshooting the U.K. shores en route north up the European coast. 
     
A gathering of 62 non-breeding male Eiders were at Cocklawburn (16th), with 36 Common Scoters.  A 
Whitethroat was in song in the dunes and a male Tufted Duck was on the pond there.  Two more 
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Whitethroats were in song the same day at Allerdean. Yarrow Slake (17th) held a pair of Gadwall, 3 
Shelducks, 12 Grey Herons and 8 Curlews.  The Heronry held 7 occupied nests here.   A Little Grebe was 
seen on Middle Ord pond(19th) with 42, mainly drake Mallard at West Ord with 2 pairs of Shelduck. A 
small group of 6 Tree Sparrows was also here.  A drake Shoveler was at New Water Heugh along with 14 
Goosanders.  At Meadow Haven were 68 Common Scoter with 22 Sandwich Terns in a low tide roost 
there.  A flock of 32 Oystercatchers were in the Coastwatch roost(20th), with 3 Little Egrets seen at 
Yarrow Slake.  At Saltpan rocks(21st) 23 Common Scoters, 5 Guillemots and two Puffins were seen 
offshore. 
 
A fine female Yellow Wagtail was at West Ord (23rd), with a count of 124 Mute Swans downstream at 
New Water Heugh. The first noted Mallard family was seen at the Berwick Rowing Club(24th) a duck 
with 3 ducklings. 
        
A sea watch (26th) recorded 130 Gannets an hour passing the Pier, flying south, with 56 Kittiwakes 
roosting in the gull roost on Calot Shad. A late migrant Greenshank was at Cocklawburn (30th). 
 
Mammals The only record this month was of a Brown Hare running across the A1 at South Ord 
Farm(5th). 
 
Insects Two Cinnabar moths were noted on the wing (29th), at Needles Eye. 
              
Butterflies: This has been the month to see Orange tip butterflies, as there have been good numbers in 
favoured sites.  Of the other ‘whites’ there’s been a drop in Small White sightings but regular records of  
Green veined White and a rise in numbers of Large White during the last week of the month. Of the 
more colourful species, there have been several records of Small Copper, Peacock and Speckled Wood 
along with Small Heath in the dune systems. More notable have been the numbers of Wall Brown, 
giving our region a healthy population. This species is becoming quite scarce in Southern Counties of 
late.   
 
Flora  During the period of May/June I am on the lookout for our native orchids. So it was a bit of a 
surprise to find a group of Early Marsh Orchids Dactyorchis incarnata growing in the wild part of the 
garden at Chateau Pedro, by the upper estuary. I had not seen them here before and the owner had 
cleared an area of coarse grass to let them thrive.    The Marsh Orchid group are confusing and this 
species has a sub-species D.incarnata var. coccinea which we all know from our coastal dune slacks, with 
its rich colour, which appears in a few weeks’ time. 
     
Our native ferns also come into their own this month, with their fine green croziers unfurling to bring a 
fresh green base to summer.  The Male Fern  Dryopteris filix-mas is our commonest species and looks 
well when its near neighbour the Golden Male Fern Dryopteris borreri brings a pleasant contrast with its 
golden fresh fronds.  
 
Other records   A pod of 10 Bottle nosed Dolphins passed Needles Eye (29th) southwards on the falling 
tide.             
 
Can members wishing to add their records to the newsletter, send them directly to me by the 30th of 
each month at m.hutcheson08@btinternet.com                                                             
 
Many thanks to Malcolm Hutcheson for his report. 
A Brief History of Berwick Wildlife Group  
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A historical note 
 
In the present debate about the future of Berwick Wildlife Group, it might be helpful to consider how 
and where and why the Group was first set up back in 2004.  
  
In November 2003 a great number of pied wagtails were grounded by sudden and violent evening 
winds. In their dozens they were brought down willy-nilly onto parked cars and walls, into back gardens 
and onto the flat roofs of garages all around. My family counted in disbelief: there were at least two 
hundred visible from our kitchen window alone. As soon as wind abated the birds rose in 
groups ‘chiswicking’ and winged to the nearby cover of the reed bed that covers the site of Tapee Pond. 
This was the start of my monitoring of the fen (a more apt description nowadays than pond) and the 
realisation that the reeds provide wagtails with an overnight roost on both spring and autumn 
migration.   
That first November sighting coincided with publication of a letter in The Berwick Advertiser asking for 
anybody with wildlife information specific to Berwick upon Tweed to contact Dr Peter Maule. We did. 
And we learned that the information was needed (but unavailable because unrecorded) for a natural 
history survey being conducted by Berwick Borough Council. Dr Maule was at the time President 
of Berwickshire Naturalists’ Club, but Berwick is outwith Berwickshire. So, despite its own extensive 
records dating back to 1830s, the Club had very little information specific to the wildlife of the town 
itself. One way and another the required inventory was completed by the deadline, April 2004, and a 
celebration was called for, preferably in a room with a view. What better place than a 
window looking across Tapee Pond to the coast with its iconic islands, that very window from which we 
had first seen those wind-thrown wagtails.   
Ross Waddell acting on behalf of the borough council gave a speech of thanks to all contributors 
and pointed out that the hectic work of compilation had flagged up the need for a wildlife organisation 
with a specific brief for the town of Berwick upon Tweed. There 
ensued some animated discussion and those present agreed to set up such an organisation. Dr Fiona 
Aungier, a long-time resident of the town and an experienced professional botanist, agreed to steer the 
founding process and a grant of £50 for ‘citizen initiative’ was made available to defray immediate 
expenses. In the following months several meetings were held at which a committee was formed and 
a constitution hammered out. On November 25th 2004, Berwick Wildlife Group was launched with a 
public meeting in Mitchell Memorial Hall, Tweedmouth. Malcolm Hutcheson, recently retired to Berwick 
after 30 years as Head Gardener with the National Trust at Sizebergh Castle gave an illustrated talk on 
Gardening for Wildlife.  
Berwick Wildlife Group was up and running.   
A one-off cash grant from Berwick Borough Council was used to purchase a laptop computer to facilitate 
communication and recording of findings. Over the following months and years a newsletter was 
printed, sub-groups organised to monitor particular species such as warblers and waders, mammals and 
moths, weather and wildflowers, bats and butterflies. A screen was purchased and evening meetings, 
publicly advertised, were held in wintertime. Guest speakers brought enthusiasm and expert knowledge 
to the amateurs of the group. Newly-retired folks who’d relocated to Berwick for its many attractive 
features, joined the group bringing their own specific interests and experience. The group flourished and 
though membership was never large, it benefitted in commitment what it lacked in numbers. The 
continued presence of several of the founding members kept the group to its close focus and goals.  
Native Berwick residents proved more difficult to draw. They take the delights of the town largely for 
granted, especially when exercising their dogs, playing golf, or taking the grandchildren down to the 
beach in summer. The current lack of volunteers able and/or willing to keep the group together 
and functioning, is one being felt through all organisations that depend on goodwill. Every group I know 
of from bird-watchers to philatelists is ‘feeling its age’. Individuals of the next generation are not joining 
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in sufficient numbers to off-set losses due to age and infirmity. We of the boom generation are heading 
for bust.   
There are various possible causes like grand-parents having to do exhausting duty as child-minders. 
There is the rising retirement age. There is the knock-on effect of the withdrawal of certain subjects like 
botany and biology from the school curriculum. There are thousands of cheap exotic 
holidays encouraging people to be more familiar with ‘abroad’ than with the un-named and untamed 
aspects of their own neighbourhood. There is a fashionable and widespread emphasis on what is easy 
and public but very little attention to the more personal and healthful rewards of taking a riverside walk 
in the rain, or scrambling across a rocky shore on a winter’s afternoon.   
Scottish Ornithologists’ Club continues its sterling work as does the Natural History Society of 
Northumberland based in Newcastle upon Tyne. Both are professionally staffed organisations. However, 
when you live and work in Tyne & Wear, Berwick upon Tweed is a world away. While 
for Scottish Ornithologists’ Club the nearest base is at Aberlady in East Lothian. To them Berwick is 
literally in another country.  
We need Berwick Wildlife Group to exist so that uniqueness of Berwick’s habitats and the plants 
and creatures that depend on them is not lost in the anonimity of corporate thinking. Here on the 
Tweed we need first and foremost to think and act locally. Life depends upon it.  
  
16th May 2019.  
Philomena Johnston (formerly of North Road, Berwick upon Tweed, now at 41 Forest Avenue, NE12 
9AH).  
  
 

Next  walk 

 

Needles Eye Saturday 29
th

 June 

Meet at Jingling Bridge (NT995543), 10:00 am 

Parking is restricted around the bridge itself, so Aldi offers a parking option, with a number of roads 

leading down to the bridge, including Magdalene Drive, Crispin Road and Westfield Road. 

Alternatively use the Berwick Hoppa bus. 

 

Wear suitable footwear and bring waterproofs -  the Berwickshire coastal path is quite rough. 

Duration: about two hours. 

Leader: Malcolm Hutcheson 

 

Tweed and Coast Nature Trail 
Here’s what we heard of this exciting initiative, at the AGM  last month. 

 

Whilst Raine Bryant is litter picking on Spittal beach, visitors often ask her questions such as: Why is the 

Tweed brown at the moment? Who put the wood on the beach?  How far away is the horizon? Is that bird 

drowning (cormorant) and realised that there was a hunger for the public, visitors and locals alike, to be 

better informed. 

This, she told us at our AGM last month, was what led her to suggest a Nature Trail to the Environmental 

Group within the Berwick University of the Third Age (U3A), and as a result of a team effort (with sub-

groups covering amongst other things design, web, sponsorship and photos) the Trail was born. 

It is called the Tweed and Coast Nature Trail since Tweedmouth and Spittal are included, along with 

Berwick.  It starts at the top of Coronation Park, Berwick, runs down Tommy the Miller’s field, along the 

New Road to the Old Bridge, thence via the Tweedmouth Docks and Dock Road to Sandstell point, along 

Spittal promenade and terminates at the gate on the cliff track, before Cocklawburn.  It will consist of 14 

strikingly blue noticeboards, which are butterfly shaped, and which will contain beautifully displayed 

information.   
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There are two large, introductory boards at the start and finish, and the smaller interim ones will contain 

information relating to their location and will be changed on a seasonal basis, i.e. four times a year.  Here 

is an example (provisional) of the content of one such board: 

 
In addition to the content you would expect: wildlife highlights and geology, for example, there will also 

be some “surprise” items, common questions answered, and as you can see, details of whom to contact in 

the event of a wildlife emergency.   

In terms of accessibility, the Spittal sections have wheelchair access, and there will be a downloadable 

children's quiz, use of QR code for phone use, and some audio.  All this of course costs money, and whilst 

some sponsorship has been obtained, there is some way to go to meet the £14,000 estimated cost. 

The actual launch date for the trail has yet to be fixed, but in the meantime BWG members might like to 

think how they might get involved.  Possibilities are leading/helping lead guided walks along the path, 

which will be organised every quarter, when the seasonal displays change, liaising with visitors and 

providing specialist knowledge on wildlife and geology. Needed immediately are photos anyone might 

have of: 

 Red-tailed bumble bee 

 Winter Heliotrope in flower 

 Sea-rocket in flower 

 Yorkshire Fog grass 

We shall endeavour to keep you informed about this much-needed initiative. 

Members’ photos 

Thanks to David and Trish Lloyd-Blake for these pictures of a hare in their garden recently, plus an 
exhausted wheatear, which arrived on 9th May, and sat motionless for an hour. 
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Malcolm Hutcheson has sent in the photo of the seabird colony at Needles Eye, and of Northern Marsh 
orchid, and Golden Male fern. 
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