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NEWSLETTER   MARCH 2024 
 
 
TONIGHT’S MEETING (7th March) 
 
Our speaker tonight is Dermot Smith who will give a talk entitled “Mersey Estuary Birds”. 
 
Dermot began birding in the land-locked county of Buckinghamshire when he was ten 
years old before moving to Cheshire after leaving University. He enjoys birding around 
the world, having been to Australia, Kenya, Ecuador, India and the US and Canada, but 
particularly enjoys his local patch, the Mersey Estuary.  He started doing the Wetland 
Bird Survey (WeBS) in 1995 and took over coordinating the counts in 2012. 
 
Please join me in welcoming Dermot for what I am sure will be an entertaining and 
educational evening. 
 
 
COACH TRIPS 
 
Our next coach trip is on Sunday 24th March To Middleton Lakes, departing from the 
Guild at 7:30am. 
 
The RSPB’s Middleton Lakes reserve near Tamworth, Staffordshire is a mosaic of 
wetlands, meadows and woodland in the heart of the River Tame Valley. Several 
kilometres of trails lead visitors through rich habitats, alive with a variety of birds 
including Grey Herons, Avocets, Kingfishers and Lapwings. But it's not just birds – the 
reserve is also home to Otters, butterflies, dragonflies and rare wetland plants. 

 Middleton's wetlands are an idyllic setting for wintering birds such as Teal, Wigeon and 
Goldeneye as well as breeding birds including Redshank and Little Ringed Plover. The 
winter cold brings more species to the feeders, including lesser spotted woodpeckers. 
Frozen lakes force shy water rails into the open and even wintering bitterns can be seen 
on the reedbed fringes. Wildfowl and waders reach peak numbers with goldeneyes 
often found in the quieter pools and on the river. There are also impressive starling 
roosts. 



 
 
 

Toilets are available at the nearby Middleton Hall and snacks at the Visitor Hub. We last 
visited in 2018. There is no entry fee. 

The following coach trip is on Sunday 28th April to Rutland Water departing from the 
Guild at 7:30 am. 

Book your seat at the desk. 

 

COACH TRIP TO FAR INGS RESERVE & NORTH CAVE WETLANDS  28.01.24 
 
Driving to the pickup point there was a beautiful sunrise and Mustapha was waiting with 
a warm coach. After a prompt 8am start we had a good journey to the Far Ings Reserve. 
We were given an introduction to the site by an enthusiastic warden who told us of 
many delights we might encounter, including kingfisher, marsh harriers, otters and 
bitterns. Reed buntings were among the wildlife on the Visitor Centre feeders along with 
the usual tits and squirrels. 
 
Setting off on the walkway by the Humber it 
was warm and windless. Around the old 
derelict hotel area buzzards were spotted 
high overhead and some of the group 
watched a circling red kite, but little wild life 
was seen on the adjacent pools except 
mallards and cormorants. 
 
Coming down to the lower paths we were 
enchanted by several very tame birds on the 
gate and surrounding hedges, robins and 
chaffinches posing alongside dunnocks and 
great tits. Along past the screen were 
blackbirds and a lone moorhen searching in the hedgerow and swans and greylags 
were on the pool. Sparrows were noisy in the farm hedge but we couldn't spot them. 

 
Reaching Ness Hide we were informed that 
two water rails had rushed between two reed 
beds. Sadly they were in no hurry to rush 
back but the usual mallards, cormorants and 
swans were around and further out gadwall, 
little grebe and golden eye were seen. 
 
The breeze picked up on our route as 
goldfinches were foraging in the bushes on 
the way to Target Hide. This had more to 
offer including teal, shoveler, little grebe and 
wigeon as well as several more cormorants. 

 
Little was noted as we walked along the river bank except for six wigeon nestling 
together in the large stones and a song thrush was in the hedge. However, others had 
seen a pair of bullfinches in the vicinity. 

Cormorant 

Gadwall 



 
 
 

 
At the last hide overlooking Ness Pit and The Scrapes, goldeneye were seen again, one 
male with his harem of six. Looking into the distance over the lake from the muddy path 
a lot of lapwings were seen, a lone oystercatcher and a single goosander and more 
greylags. Others had also seen siskins here too. 
 
Having seen very few of the special birds 
we boarded the coach and travelled the 
short distance to North Cave Wetlands 
Centre just off the M62. Here the cheerful 
person manning "The Little Butty Bus" 
informed us that they were just closing so 
this meant that there was no reason to 
hurry round the Reserve to get back for a 
cuppa later. Calling at East Hide, the usual 
swans, gadwall, wigeon, teal and 
cormorants were seen. 
 
On a very cheerful note, bramblings had 
been seen so we set off for the Maize Field. 
A goalpost type structure held about ten 
well filled feeders and plenty of seed was 
on the surrounding ground. We watched for 
a good time as flocks of birds flew in from 
the surrounding trees and hedgerows to 
feed. Blue and great tits, greenfinches and 
flocks of goldfinches were on the feeders. 
On the ground were a mixture of tree 
sparrows and beautiful bramblings (up to 
forty at a time) and a lone reed bunting. 
They seemed fairly oblivious of the passing 
road traffic and quickly returned if they had been startled. This was an absolute treat for 
many of us watching. 
 
A detour to Turret Hide gave more water 
birds including shelduck and black-
headed gulls. Then a muddy walk was 
interrupted by a song thrush singing 
elusively in the hedge. We reached and 
looked over the Reedbed and Far Lakes 
with a most beautiful sunset as a 
backdrop. With flocks of lapwings flying 
around us we viewed a group of distant 
redshanks and more lapwings through 
the scopes in front of the reedbed. 
 
As we came up to Carp Lake, the lapwings gave a good imitation of a murmuration but 
a fairly distant peregrine was then spotted on a tree watching them, this was obviously 
disturbing them as was also a nearby kestrel. 
 

Reed Bunting 

Bramblings 
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After that treat came the climax of the day. 
While in Crossland Hide a barn owl emerged 
flying low over the reeds, it was quartering 
and came very close to the hide. Dropping 
down for a short time it then appeared with a 
small dark creature in its talons and flew on, it 
reappeared near South Hide so a good 
number of our group were able to enjoy this 
amazing spectacle so close to us. 
 
This had been really special end to an 
interesting day. We then had a comfortable 
journey back. In total, 61different birds were 

seen. 
 

 
Bramblings & Tree Sparrows at North Cave 

 
Photos by Dave S & Steve McG 
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WEEKEND AWAY TO MINSMERE – 23-25 FEBRUARY 2024 
 
Day 1, Frampton Marshes  
Our first stop off point for our 2024 
weekend away was RSPB Frampton 
Marshes which is situated on the edge of 
the Wash and consists of vast salt 
marshes and mudflats, providing 
excellent bird watching opportunities and 
views. 
 
On arrival we were told that over the 
winter months there had been a North 
American lesser yellow leg in the area and that it was still here. Most conveniently this 
was feeding in the marsh area immediately in front of where our coach had parked and 
could be seen busily feeding on the bank 
. 
There was also an array of lapwings, 
redshanks, teal, shoveller and at the far side 
of the field a great egret and a little egret.  
From the visitor centre there were reports of 
sightings of a water rail and a kingfisher. 
 
Our next stop was lunch in the 360 degrees 
hide which lives up to its name of being able to 
see from every angle.  Who could ask for a 
better lunch spot with brent geese, a whooper 
swan, large numbers of avocets with a row of 
black tailed godwit in front of them. A pintail 
conveniently swam into the view of a scope. 

Lunch over and on leaving 
the hide I experienced the 
highlight of my day as 
walking down the path large 
flocks of golden plover flew 
overhead it was a beautiful 
spectacle and the sound of 
the flight with their rapid 
twinkling wing beats using so 
much energy was 
unforgettable. Throughout the 
afternoon along with the 
lapwings they put on an 

endless breathtaking performance filling the impressive skies their colours showing as 
dark and silver enhanced by the light. 

Shoveler 

Pied Avocets 



 
 
 

 
Golden Plovers & Lapwings 

 
As we continued to walk round the marshes shelduck and wigeon could be seen and a 
skylark’s recognisable call and subsequent flight. A stonechat was seen and greenfinch. 
The RSPB volunteer reported he had seen a water vole but unfortunately not for us. 
On ascending to the bank there were spectacular views over the vast expanse of the 
Wash a male and female hen harrier could be seen gliding in the distance. 
On return to the visitor centre a peregrine had been sighted this was almost exactly at 
the same point as to where there was one was the last time we visited the marshes. 
The peregrine was eating its’ catch when suddenly it took off having been disturbed by 
a marsh harrier together, they had a battle in the sky with all the other birds on the 
ground having been disturbed and flocking around them eventually the harrier flew off 
and the peregrine returned to lunch. A bit of drama to conclude an unforgettable 
afternoon. 

ANNETTE R 
 
Day 2, Westleton Heath & Minsmere. 
Westleton Heath Nature Reserve is one of Suffolk’s “hidden gems”. After a very 
sustaining breakfast we set off to have a short visit to this heath in search for the 
Dartford Warbler. 
 
Wandering up the road, having being dropped off from the coach, we spotted a large 
flock of Fieldfare and Goldfinch in a field, pecking busily for nourishment.  Starlings 
joined in as well as Crows. In the distance, a Rookery was in progress of building or 
repair. 
 
 A gentle walk through flowering gorse and scrub we arrived at an open area, binoculars 
at the ready. Sadly no Dartford Warbler, but a Skylark was pouring out his lovely song 
of warbles and trills. A couple of birders informed Steve that a Crane and White tailed 
eagle had been spotted yesterday in the area. Re-tracing our route along the path we 
returned to the coach having seen, Robin, Long tailed tit, Chaffinch, a Magpie high in 
the trees and heard a Greenfinch wheezing away in the bushes. A Buzzard soared 
overhead. 
 



 
 
 

 RSPB Minsmere reserve was our final 
stop for the day - a coastal reserve with 
woods, hides, nature trails, reed beds and 
shallow lagoons, heathland and of course 
a café. Eager birdwatchers set off in small 
groups. 
  
En route to East Hide we stopped to look 
at an Adder on a grassy bank, curled up in 
the bracken. 
 
East hide – Handsome Shovelers were 
feeding in great numbers along with a huge 

flock of Lapwing. Twelve Whooper Swans, Teal, Coot, Great Crested Grebe busy 
feeding or asleep, a Curlew in flight, also Sparrow Hawk. Scanning across the lagoons 
into the distance, Sizewell C stood out boldly. Along the causeway, lagoons on either 
side, Goldfinch were feeding. Back onto the lagoons Greylag Geese and Tufted ducks 
were noted. 
 
Leaving the hide we spotted Long-tailed Tit. Stopping off at a view point, Rabbit and 
Muntjac deer were grazing nearby,  we saw many other Muntjac during the day.  
Pheasant and Blackbird were in the vicinity. The view over the marsh was beautiful in 
the morning sun. 
 

Now a walk through the woods, Chaffinch 
calling and seen. Trees not yet in leaf 
yielded very little visible bird life. 
 
Bittern hide - Immediately on arrival a Marsh 
Harrier flew past, and during our time in the 
hide we counted 4. Cetti’s Warbler was 
heard, calling the loud abrupt song, but as 
usual not seen. Stonechat obligingly sat on 
top of a nearby bush. A Little Egret flew over 
the reed beds. 
 
Walking along a very muddy pathway, we 

heard a Wren.  Deep puddles negotiated we arrived at our penultimate hide. 
 
Island Mere hide – Coot, Cormorant, Great 
Crested Grebe, Little Grebe, Moorhen, 
Marsh harrier, all added to our increasing 
field trip list. We watched a Little Egret close 
to the hide, wading, standing still, then 
paddling for small fish, out of the water the 
black legs and huge yellow feet were clear 
to see. Cetti’s warbler was heard again. A 
flock of Lapwing were tumbling with an 
awesome aerial display. 
 

Adder 

Marsh harrier 

Great Crested Grebes 



 
 
 

Next destination was the café, we sat outside in the sun, enjoying our refreshments. 
Male and female Chaffinch, Robin, Blue Tit, Wood pigeons and Magpie hoovered up 
crumbs fallen from the tables 
. 

Here we parted company, some back to the North 
hide, whilst I returned to the viewpoint. In the 
distance, across the marshes I could see the 
Whooper swans. A huge flock of Lapwings took off 
into the sky, with a Marsh harrier in hot pursuit, 
passing so close to where I was standing made a 
magnificent sight. The early evening glowing sun 
gave a warm golden colour to the whole scene. 
What a finale to a wonderful day, clear skies, 
welcome sunshine, such a rewarding birdwatching 
day for us all. 

JENNY I 
 

Little Egret 



 
 
 

Day 3, Sea Palling, Horsey, & Strumpshaw Fen 
 

 
Group outside the Furzedown Hotel, Great Yarmouth 

 
Dawn broke on Sunday morning to give another bright and sunny day; weren’t we 
lucky? A second heavy overnight frost made a pre-breakfast walk along the beach an 
unusual experience, as the sand was crunchy underfoot and the seaweed frosted white. 
After a group photograph outside the Furzedown Hotel, we left on time at 9.15 and 
headed north along the coast to Sea Palling via Horsey. Mustafa drove slowly along the 
stretch of road either side of Horsey Windmill enabling us to scan the fields on both 
sides of the road for Cranes. One distant bird was seen by a few, but the views weren’t 
great as it kept moving back into some trees and the reeds. 
 
At Sea Palling we spent about an hour sea-watching with little to record other than a 
group of about 15 Oystercatchers, Herring Gulls, Cormorant and one lone Gannet. In 
the water we saw a seal and a group of wild water swimmers – Blue-legged Homo 
sapiens – even sporting bobble hats!! We shivered just watching them!! 
 
Once on the coach we retraced our journey back via Horsey and its surrounds and 
wasn’t it just worth the time and effort! We all had great views of two Common Cranes in 
a field with a Little Egret and Grey Heron and enjoyed watching their graceful flight as 
they slowly took off and merged into the horizon. 
 



 
 
 

Strumpshaw Fen was our next and final 
stop. Again the birdwatching was 
compromised somewhat by the flood water, 
but we were able to access the main 
(Reception) hide and the Woodland trail. 
The Reception hide overlooked Old Broad 
and there were plenty of Greylags, Coots 
and a Great-crested Grebe on the water. A 
couple of Marsh Harriers and a Buzzard 
flew over whilst we were there.  However 
one of the attractions near the entrance 
was the well stocked feeders which were 
visited by a large number of titmice 

including the Marsh Tit. It was so pleasant just to sit in the sunshine with a hot chocolate 
and enjoy the spectacle. Those who walked the Woodland trail added Treecreeper and 
Siskin to the day list. 
 
At 2.15 pm we all climbed aboard for the journey home. We had only been going for a 
few minutes when a pair of Red-legged Partridge was spotted feeding at the grassy 
verge. This was a welcome addition to our final list for the weekend of 92 seen and 5 
heard. 
 
Mustafa drove us safely and smoothly home, arriving at Wilmslow just after 7.30 pm 
ending yet another thoroughly enjoyable birding weekend. 
I’m certain that with Janet and Michael now in charge, our future weekends away are in 
safe hands. 

BARBARA P 
 

Photos by Jules R and Steve McG 
 

 
NEXT MONTH’S MEETING 
 
The next indoor meeting will take place on Thursday 25th April starting at 7:15pm. The 
meeting will start with our Annual General Meeting, after which our speaker will be 
Group member Peter Booth with a talk entitled “Ecuador”. 
 
Hope to see you all then. 
 
 
NEWSLETTER CONTRIBUTIONS 
 
Still required – your articles for the newsletter. Tell us all about that birding holiday of a 
lifetime or that unusual visitor to your garden bird table. Send any interesting photos you 
have taken on our coach trips. 
 
Deadline is the Friday before the meeting. 
  

Wigeon (at Frampton) 


