
GUEST EDITORIAL
Adam Gretton, retiring chairman

Welcome to Harrier 156. I am writing this two days after the AGM at which I

passed (with some relief!) the chairmanship of SOG into Richard Rafe’s very

capable hands. As Steve Piotrowski noted, it is the first time that a past SOG

Chairman has come back for a second term, so Richard knows the job well. I am

sure all members are grateful to Richard for agreeing to continue as Editor of The

Harrier as well as chairing SOG. The minutes of the AGM and my last Chairman’s

report will be in the June Harrier; all members present were delighted to see the

Denis Ockelton trophy presented to Jean and Ken Garrod for their huge contribution

to SOG over so many years. I am personally very grateful to Jean for her wise advice

and support over the last four years.

I have been proud to chair such an active and friendly group, which is at the heart

of Suffolk birding (even though there are still too many Suffolk birders who haven’t

yet joined). As a result of the efforts of many, our core activities are in good shape:

producing the Suffolk Bird Report and The Harrier, maintaining the website, carrying

out fieldwork and holding indoor and outdoor meetings. I am sure that Richard,

supported by Council, will ensure that these all go from strength to strength, but

know that he would also welcome suggestions from members on possible new

activities (bearing in mind the resource limitations, both in time and funds). Richard

asked me if I wanted to include any wider reflections on SOG and its possible future

direction.

One area I would be keen to explore, and get members’ views on, is whether

there is scope for SOG to make more international connections? Whilst The Harrier

includes regular accounts of birding trips abroad, it is much rarer for expeditions or

research projects overseas to be included – with the notable recent exception of

David Walsh’s account of his work for BirdLife International in Vietnam. Having

previously worked for BirdLife, I must declare a personal interest, but could SOG

help facilitate more involvement in such projects? As we know the great majority of

the world’s threatened species are outside the UK and Europe, mostly in the tropics,

and there is much still to be learned of their distribution and ecology. Some twenty

years ago, the Danish BirdLife partner (DOF) had an established system for suggest -

ing valuable overseas projects to birders who were keen to travel and to spend

some time helping with fieldwork, usually on a voluntary basis. Such a system has

not really been established in the UK, outside those working for the likes of RSPB

and BirdLife.
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I realise many of us (myself included) are not able to drop everything and spend

months abroad, but there may still be projects where help could be needed for a

shorter period. One example closer to home is the aim of having a ‘final push’ next

winter to survey as much of North Africa and the Middle East as possible for the

Slender-billed Curlew (see: http://www.birdlife.org/news/news/2008/12/sbc_

launch.html and http://www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/projects/details.asp?id=tcm:9-

198450). I hope to be involved in some part of this survey, perhaps in Morocco, and

would be glad to hear from any members who may also be interested in helping in

the quest for the rarest bird in Europe. For anyone looking for other ideas, I would

strongly recommend Richard Grimmett’s October talk on BirdLife’s work saving the

world’s threatened birds. Richard ran BirdLife’s Asian Programme for many years,

and is now Head of Conservation at BirdLife.

Returning to home, a comment I have heard several times recently is that we

must remember to keep birding and SOG fun! Inevitably there will be times when

issues can get complicated, and folk perhaps don’t see eye to eye, but I would plead

that every effort is made to keep such cases to a minimum – life’s too short! A group

like SOG has limited resources, both of time and energy, and we surely all want to

focus this on developing our core activities, and making sure we enjoy our hobby.

There have only been one or two such cases during my time as Chairman, and most

of the time things run smoothly, but there is always room for improvement.

I will close by warmly thanking my fellow Council members and all members of

SOG for their support and commitment to SOG over the last four years, and to wish

Richard and SOG the very best for the next four years. 

The highlight of a recent family holiday, with my wife and another [non-birding]

couple, was the opportunity of a pelagic trip off the north east coast of New

Zealand’s South Island seeking albatrosses and petrels from the sub-Antarctic. The

“Albatross Encounters” are run from the town of Kaikoura from which whale and

dolphin watching trips are also undertaken. 

We only had one day in Kaikoura so I hoped the weather would be kind to us, we

arrived in the evening to be met with 60mph winds and the news that all trips had

been cancelled for the day and there was little hope for the following day. Ever the

optimist, I was up early the next morning only to be informed that all the whale

watching trips were off and the first albatross trip was cancelled and the second trip

was subject to a “pitch inspection”. The boat’s captain, Gary, had driven down the

coast and returned with the news that the 40 knot wind was OK to go. Ginger tablets

for seasickness were purchased and quickly swallowed and off we went. Although
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the trip started off “bumpy” the nine on board all seemed to settle down well and

we waited expectantly as we sailed to a point two miles off the coast over a deep

water trench called Kaikoura Canyon. A small bag of “chum” [livers of something]

was dispatched behind the boat and a few minutes later we were joined by our

companions for the next couple of hours – I have read the books and seen the

videos but until you are sitting there going up and down and not knowing where to

look next did I realise what an experience this would be. 

By the time our skipper, Gary, had returned us to dry land we had seen six species

of albatross [Northern Royal, Gibson’s Wandering, Black-browed, NZ White-capped,

Salvin’s and Southern Buller’s] together with five species of petrel [Giant Northern,

Westland, White-chinned, Grey-faced and Cape Pigeon]. In addition, prions, shear -

waters, terns, gulls, gannets and shags were also seen. Dusky dolphins and NZ fur

seals were also spotted. The birds were often so close that photography was nearly

out of the question and my Life List seemed to grow by the minute!

This is clearly a trip that birding visitors to New Zealand should not miss – I

understand that a smaller number of the above species are also seen on the whale

watching trips but weather and time precluded us from establishing this. After this it

was back to the Blackbirds, Song Thrushes, Redpolls, Goldfinches, Greenfinches,

Dunnocks and the many other songbirds taken to New Zealand by the European

settlers in the 1850s. 

The website www.encounterkaikoura.co.nz is worth viewing to get a flavour of

the pelagic trip.

Birds behind the boat, Kaikoura – Keith Markwell
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In The Harrier No 153 (March 2008) I described what Kittiwake chicks in the

Lowestoft colonies had been fed on in 2007. Fishy matter regurgitated by the

birds while being ringed was analysed and remains of 1+ group sandeels (1 year-

old or older = large), probably lesser sandeels (Ammodytes marinus), were found

in 15 out of 16 samples, with clupeids (sprats/herrings) in two. This compared with

14 of 19 samples from the Isle of May colony which contained 0-group (spawned

that year = small) sandeels, and 7 with pipefish.

In 2008, regurgitated samples were collected from 12 Lowestoft chicks and 2

adults. As in 2007 these samples were first examined by Derek Eaton of the Centre

for Environment, Aquaculture and Fisheries Science

and then in greater detail by Mark Newell of the

Centre for Ecology and Hydrology in Edinburgh.

Considering that these samples consist of a smelly

grey paste, the identification and age -

ing of fish species in the samples is a

science not for the faint-hearted.

But essentially the main clues are

the presence and size of otoliths (ear-bones) of

bony fish which are only slowly digested in the

stomach of either the parent bird which caught

the fish or the chick which was fed them by

regurgitation. This year two adults’ and one chick’s

samples contained only clupeids. Of the remaining

11 chicks, 8 had some clupeids, 5 had 1+ group

sandeels and 4 had both 1+ and 0-group sandeels.

One had 0-group only. There was again evidence of

pink shrimps (Pandalus montaguii) in two

samples.

A similar exercise was undertaken on samples

from the Isle of May where 76% contained

sandeels, none of them 1+-group, 56% clupeids

and 40% rockling (some all three). 39% of their

samples contained remains of snake pipefish

(Entelurus aequoreus), which first appeared

in the local seas in 2003 (Harris et al. 2007).

Fortunately none of our Lowestoft birds had

been fed pipefish, which are of little nutritional

value, although they are known to be in the area, and have been seen being fed to

gulls at Minsmere on occa sions (Derek Eaton pers. comm.) 

So sprats and/or herrings played a much larger part in the local Kittiwake diet this

year. It is probable that it is more efficient for the birds to feed on the larger

sandeels (Mark Newell, pers. comm.), but the presence of 0-group fish in the

samples this year is not necessarily significant. Sandeels mainly spawn in the

Lowestoft Kittiwakes 2008 – more fishy tales
Colin Carter

Kittiwake – Su Gough
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winter and, depend ing on environmental conditions, the schools of juveniles

appear in May and June in different areas from year to year, affecting the mix of

ages (Gauld & Hutcheson 1990). Although sandeels are benthic (living in or on the

sea-bed), they are plankton-eating, rising up in the water column during the day,

when they become prey for the Kittiwakes. Feeding on 0-group sandeels can be

just as efficient providing the birds do not have to travel far to find them – quantity

over quality.

In 2008 the Lowestoft Kittiwakes had another excellent breeding season. Produc -

tivity in the nests visited was 1.62 chicks per nest, at the ringing stage. 10 nests

contained 3 chicks (no nests did in 2007). Productivity at the Isle of May colony

was 0.32 and on Tyneside/Coquet Island it was described as “good” (one chick per

nest has historically been “good” there – John Coulson pers. comm.). Elsewhere

Kittiwakes at the colonies on the RSPB’s far north reserves had “a terrible season”

rearing virtually no chicks and the outlook was reported as “dire” (RSPB press

release 12 July 2008, & Birdguides October 2008).

Although the commercial sandeel fisheries may have had a major impact in the

northern North Sea, that ceased in Eastern Scotland in 2000 (Daunt et al. 2008).

According to latest research the recorded rise in the winter sea surface tempera -

ture (SST) has had an adverse effect on sandeels’ spawning (Frederiksen et al.

2007). Since the rise has been less in the southern North Sea than in any other part

of British waters, it may be that our sandeels have not suffered the same effects and

are still sufficiently abundant to provide adequate food for our birds. Clearly

sandeels are a nourishing, perhaps preferred food for Kittiwakes (particularly 1+

group) but the presence of sprats/herrings in several samples shows the birds will

take whatever is available and these are quite nutritious anyway. As mature herring

may feed on young sandeels, and it has been shown that a rise in the herring

population may cause a decline in the Kittiwake population (Barrett 2007), there

are evidently many environmental factors interacting. Fortunately our two colonies

at Lowestoft and the larger one at Sizewell are benefiting from these factors at a

time when almost all other colonies are rapidly declining. So it is essential that we

should protect and encour age our colonies, and to continue to study the effects of

any such factors upon the population.

This study has brought an additional benefit – the introduction of many new

words so that we birders now have an advantage at Scrabble. There is one final

word which has entered our lexicon this year, one which is perhaps more familiar

in school-boy slang than in scientific journals, and that is “puke”. Puke is so much

crisper than “regurgitates” or “samples of fishy matter” – and what is more it fits

more neatly above an Excel column!
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unfortunate bird was seen “flying high over Aldringham, out of control in a high

wind and carried out to sea”. During the same period Carrion Crows were so rare

for records to be noteworthy: “Before the war [the First World War] the only Carrion

Crows I had seen in Suffolk were a pair or two, yearly, on Sutton Heath” notes Claud

Ticehurst. It is his book, The Birds of Suffolk, which chronicles the state of our

county’s birds during the 19th century and the early part of the 20th. As county

avifaunas go, I suspect that Ticehurst’s work was one of the best of its era, and it

still makes a great read today.

While Carrion Crows may have been rarities, the same was not the case for its

cousin the Hooded Crow. It was, so Ticehurst tells us, an abundant winter visitor, the

first migrants arriving at the end of the first week of October, “but from the second

week of October onwards throughout the month, up to the third week of November,

great numbers come in from across the North Sea”. Apparently it was quite usual for

the odd pair to remain behind in the spring and nest, too.

“Hoodies” were far from the only birds to arrive in great numbers on the Suffolk

coast each autumn. Every year “immense hordes” of Skylarks “arrive on or pass

down the Suffolk coast”. We go on to read that “this immigration from across the

North Sea on to the east coast is one of the most conspicuous migrations to be seen

in Suffolk and has been known for over a hundred years”. When, I wonder, did it

stop?

There is, of course, not a mention anywhere in the book of such recent colonists

as Collared Doves and Cetti’s Warblers, while it’s interesting to read of just two

records of Little Egrets, “a very rare vagrant to Britain from Southern Europe”. This

made the Little Egret even rarer than the Eskimo Curlew, for which Ticehurst notes

three records. As for the Avocet, “this is another bird which has been lost to us as a

breeding species for so long now – about a hundred years – that there seems little

chance of it ever returning”. Fortunately Ticehurst was wrong in this prediction, as

otherwise the RSPB would have to have looked elsewhere for its logo. 

Where I live in West Suffolk (on the Euston estate) the gull I see most frequently,

and throughout the entire year, is the Lesser Black-backed. This would have

astonished Ticehurst, who noted that this species “is not a resident with us, still less

is it a summer visitor”. It wasn’t a breeding bird then, either. 

I’ve no doubt that Ticehurst would lament the huge decline in our farmland birds

which must have been so abundant a century ago. “The Turtle-Dove is a very

common summer visitor which has probably much increased during the last fifty

years” he writes. However, it’s interesting to note that the “Corn Bunting is a rather

local bird in Suffolk” though “the Yellow Bunting is very common and widely

distributed” while the Partridge (no prefix given) “flourishes exceedingly”. On

Elveden on 23rd September 1885, Maharajah Duleep Singh and his two sons killed

846 Partridges, and this was only “a short day”. 

As for the Red-backed Shrike, well, it was “tolerably common” but becoming

rather sparsely distributed and less common “owing to the grubbing or close-

trimming of hedges”, not something I’d ever regarded as a problem a century ago.

The Wryneck was described as “generally distributed and, though not abundant, it

cannot be said to be uncommon”. However, two observers, Messrs Rope and Caton,

thought the Wryneck was getting “scarcer and scarcer” in their respective districts.
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I suspect they wouldn’t have been surprised at the eventual loss of this attractive

bird from the Suffolk breeding list.

Birds of prey were having a rough time a century ago, and Ticehurst laments their

destruction, recounting the story of two pairs of Montagu’s Harriers he found nesting

on an East Suffolk heath in 1912.He tried to enlist the help of three local landowners.

“Two of them were enthusiastic and requisite orders were given for the birds’ safety,

but the third replied that he did not blame his keepers if they killed every hawk and

he certainly should not give them instructions to the contrary.” All four harriers were

shot, with Ticehurst remarking that “such greed is deplorable”. 

Meanwhile, the Buzzard had been exterminated as a Suffolk breeding bird in the

Victorian era, for “every gamekeeper’s hand was against it; no one seems to have

given it any sanctuary. It has followed the Kite and the Raven, exterminated by

man’s stupidity, the latter two never to return, though I see no reason why the

Buzzard should not do so if afforded adequate protection.” Ticehurst’s prediction

has proved correct, though it took a very long time for it to do so. I wonder how

much longer it will be before Ravens attempt to breed in Suffolk again? Ticehurst

reckons that scattered pairs bred until about 1870.

It would be fascinating to know what Ticehurst would have made of the current

planned reintroduction of White-tailed Eagles to East Anglia. He notes that this spec -

tacular bird was of almost annual occurrence in Suffolk in the 19th century, but “has

of recent years become scarcer”. However, he notes that “the damage this Eagle

does must be very slight and surely fully compensated for by the sight of one of these

lordly birds quartering the open country or marsh”. 

A History of the Birds of Suffolk was published by Gurney and Jackson in 1932.

Intriguingly, the manuscript was ready for publication in December 1930, but the

economic crisis intervened leading to the text being revised, redrafted and the

accounts of the rarer species shortened. 

Claud Buchanan Ticehurst (1881-1941), MA, BCh, MRCS, LRCP, FRGS, MBOU, was

born at St. Leonards-on-Sea in Sussex, and educated at Tonbridge School and St

John’s College, Cambridge. After obtaining medical degrees at Guy’s Hospital in

London he was in medical practice at Lowestoft, Suffolk. He moved to Appledore

in Kent before the publication of Birds of Suffolk. He made many birding trips to

Europe, often with J. J. L. Bonhote or Hugh Whistler. From 1917 to 1920 Ticehurst

served as a surgeon with the Army in India and visited Basra and Quetta. He edited

Ibis from 1931 until his death in 1941. At the time of his death he had been working

with Hugh Whistler on a systematic account of the birds of India, Burma and

Ceylon.

His brother, Dr Norman F. Ticehurst, was also a distinguished ornithologist, and

author of A History of the Birds of Kent, published in 1909. 

Though rare and long out of print, copes of A History of the Birds of Suffolk can be

found for sale at around £40 to £50, a modest price for such a book. However, don’t

be deceived by the description of the book as “illustrated”. There are a number of

black and white photographs of Suffolk landscapes, but none that are very exciting,

though the picture of Minsmere Level, looking south, shows a very different land -

scape to the one we see today.
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Quebec Province covers 656,000 square miles and thus is about three times the

size of France! It is mostly uninhabited, being covered largely with boreal

forests and lakes; the six million Quebecois (French speakers) are concentrated in

the southern farmlands along the mighty St. Lawrence River. This 450 mile long

seaway runs NE, widens gradually to 80 miles at its mouth, and forms a barrier to

raptors and other southbound migrants in autumn (the ‘fall’); a ‘must see’ place for

enthusiasts like me. An opportunity arose when our geologist daughter began

working in that region, NE of Quebec City, at the University in Chicoutimi. This town

on the Saguenay River estuary adjoins the head of Saguenay Fjord (the most

southerly true fjord in the northern hemisphere), a mere 100 miles from the St.

Lawrence River. So, with wife Gillian, we flew out on October 3rd, via Montreal,

finally arriving around 11.00h local time (04.00 BST) – after a very long day!

The first two days were spent in and around Chicoutimi under grey showery

skies with a chilly NW airflow. Awoke to a noisy ‘dawn chorus’ from the resident

urban American Crows, the first bird of the trip. Ring-billed Gulls were flying over

the town and river where a pair of American Black Duck flew down stream. Several

fearless Black-capped Chickadees fed daily at our feeders on the balcony and a few

European Starlings (but no House Sparrows) frequented gardens. The balcony

looked north over the town and river to the start of the boreal spruce forest on the

higher ground just beyond the riverside dwellings. This coniferous forest zone with

its numerous lakes then extends north, uninhabited, for some 600 miles before

merging into tundra nearer the entrance to Hudson Bay. The balcony was ideally

placed for me to ‘scope migrating geese and raptors coming south from the far

north. An Osprey and four Red-tailed Hawks (Buzzards) were moving south but

geese dominated the scene. Skeins of Snow and (‘real’) Canada Geese were

arriving each morning, some of them continuing south over the apartment while

others settled to rest in the upper estuary a few miles east of town. There, we found

1,250 Canada Geese on tidal flats in a bay and some 5,500 mixed Canada and Snow

Geese at another place. Also at the first site were six Hooded Mergansers, six

American Black Duck, a few Mallard and Goldeneye, 67 Ring-billed Gulls, three

Double-crested Cormorants and 10 Grey Plover (the only wader – the ‘peeps’ and

other tundra waders having gone through). Across the estuary, we found a

rest  ing flock of 10 Common Loons (Great Northern Divers) and, on a nearby

marshy pool were several Pied-billed Grebes, American Wigeon and American

Coot. The conifer forests seemed to hold very few birds; short walks produced just

a Blue Jay, a few Black-capped Chickadees, Golden-crowned Kinglet, Dark-eyed

Juncos, a Red-breasted Nuthatch with its typical ‘toy trumpet’ notes, and a Ruffed

Grouse. 

On 6th, and in superb weather, we drove south to the Cap Tourmente national

wildfowl refuge beside the narrow upper reaches of the St. Lawrence and fairly

near Quebec. Open farmland and small woods soon gave way to hills clad with
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Eastern Canada in the Fall: Quebec Province, October 2008
(A Wild Goose Chase along the St. Lawrence River)
Peter Dare
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dense spruce and yellow birch forests, several large lakes and occasional small

settlements. A fine Great Northern Diver on a roadside lake, two Red-tailed Hawks

and two Turkey Vultures were the only birds seen; small birds appeared to be very

scarce. Four shot bull Moose were noted on pickup trucks at a roadside filling

station; and elsewhere a moose head strapped on to the front of a gas-guzzler

(reminding me of the old Tom Lehrer satirical hunting song).

In the famous Cap Tourmente reserve, in late afternoon, a huge but rather distant

roost of Snow Geese out on a sand bank in the river – 31,000 birds estimated

officially – was a spectacular sight, especially when they suddenly rose noisily en

masse in response to shooting nearby. These tundra nesters stage here for several

weeks, feeding on rhizomes of marsh cat-tails before heading on south to winter in

Delaware Bay. With them were large flocks of 500-1,000 American Black Duck

(looking in flight more like Scoter) and 1,000+ Green-winged Teal. Several Swamp

Sparrows were seen and heard. From the motel room nearby, we could see a further

350 Snow Geese and 125 Ring-billed Gulls resting on the far bank of the now much

narrower river. The colours were superb in this farming region with the maples and

birches glowing with red, orange and yellow fall colours.

Next morning, few geese were on show but a large lagoon held many flocks of

duck though the drakes were still in eclipse:- Green-winged Teal (1,000+), Mallard

(many), Lesser Scaup (c.30), Ring-necked Duck (four) and three Hooded

Mergansers (including a stunning drake). Also present were an American Bittern

(flushed from fringing cat-tails), two Great Blue Herons and a Northern Harrier

(ringtail) hunting nearby. Best of all were two noisy and restless parties of Greater

Yellowlegs (4 and 5) that called in briefly and gave fine views before heading away

south. An American Avocet (very rare so far east) was a bonus bird and was

attracting local birders. Small birds were scarce, as elsewhere, and it was clear that

warblers, thrushes and other summer migrants had already departed south; as had

virtually all waders. Residents noted were American Goldfinches, Dark-eyed Juncos,

a juvenile male Baltimore Oriole, Black-capped Chickadees, Swamp Sparrows,

Common Grackle, American Crows and a Raven. For me, the passerines were

outclassed by a superb Camberwell Beauty butterfly basking in warm sunshine; it

was rather torpid and even allowed me to touch it! Two others flew around slowly

nearby. In the early afternoon, six Turkey Vultures, 11 Red-tailed Hawks and seven

probables moved SW along and often high above the escarpment behind the

reserve. We then headed off NE along the St. Lawrence and ferried across the

Saguenay Fjord at dusk to Tadoussac, our next destination. 

The next four days were spent at this picturesque small ‘seaside’ resort set

below low wooded hills and around a small bay which faces SE out on to the deep

marine waters of the St. Lawrence, which here has widened to 15 miles. This

settlement was founded by the early French explorers. This area, although still

300 miles from the open sea, is noted for whale-watching and for the fall migrations

of raptors (24,000 in 1999) and of boreal owls and song-birds. These are deflected

south-west and follow the waterway barrier until its narrow upper reaches.

Migrants are counted each fall at the Tadoussac bird observatory (data at

www.explos-nature.qc.ca/oot). The work is funded by the national parks as part of

a wider project into boreal ecosystems. The watch-point is set among bushes and
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small spruce and birch trees atop 150 ft high glacially deposited dunes that afford

spectacular vistas eastwards across the St. Lawrence. 

We joined the official migration recorders on three mornings for visible migration

watches and to see ringing activities. Only a light passage of raptors was in progress

in the fine weather and light winds; more than 1,000 ‘hawks’ had been logged three

days previously! Although the peak period had passed, I was happy with seeing only

135 raptors of eight species, some low overhead, in my few hours there. In addition

to Red-tailed Hawks there were five Rough-legged Hawks (including a dark phase

bird lacking any white), five Northern Goshawks, seven Sharp-shinned Hawks, three

Ospreys and single Golden Eagle, Northern Harrier and Peregrine. The parulid

(wood) warblers, thrushes and other long-distance summer migrants had already

departed. Common short-distance migrants were Dark-eyed Juncos, Pine Siskins,

White-crowned Sparrows, Ruby-crowned Kinglet and Boreal Chickadees (moving

through rapidly in small parties). Three Horned Larks were on the shore. A flock of

30 White-winged (Two-barred) Crossbills and a Black-backed Woodpecker

overhead were identified for me by the resident expert. Later in the fall, this crossbill

and the two waxwing species may pass over in thousands.

One fine evening we watched small boreal forest owls being mist-netted and

ringed. Tape lures were used and nets near spruce trees were encircled by an

electric fence – to ward off Black Bears! During a 1.5 hr visit we saw two Boreal

(Tengmalm’s) Owls and a Northern Saw-Whet Owl being netted and processed in

the ringing caravan. Minute feather samples were taken for isotopic analyses to

determine origins and food habits during the previous breeding season. Next

Tadoussac dunes, and St. Lawrence River – Peter Dare
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morn ing, we learned that 13 owls (9 Boreal and 4 Northern Saw-Whet) had been

caught up to the 02.00h finish. Both species have 4-year cycles of abundance but,

surpris ingly, they are not synchronised with each other.

Along the shores Ring-billed Gulls, American Herring Gulls and Bonaparte’s Gulls

were numerous. A noisy flock of 425 Bonaparte’s Gulls fed below the observatory

and three Ringed-bills ate rowan berries while balancing on a tree top with wings

flapping! Offshore were Kittiwakes, Double-crested Cormorants, Eiders, a Velvet

Scoter – and whales. I saw a Minke and six snow-white Belugas from the dune tops

while watching Long-tailed Ducks and Red-breasted Mergansers. However, most

winter visitors, especially Iceland and Glaucous Gulls, and King Eider, had not yet

arrived.

On the only really wet and murky day we took a whale cruise out to about two

miles where we saw two Fin Whales, two Minke, a Humpback and a pod of Belugas

– a relict population isolated from the Arctic after the last glaciation epoch. Foraging

Kittiwakes attracted an adult Pomarine Skua while a Great Northern Diver and 11

Double-crested Cormorants were fishing. Leaving Tadoussac, on 11th, we returned

inland along the forested banks of the Saguenay Fjord to Chicoutimi.

On our last full and fine day, we headed inland along the shallow Saguenay Valley

to Lac Saint-Jean, a 20-mile diameter ‘inland sea’ set in a broad sedimentary basin

which supports rich arable farmland, though the growing season is only from May to

early September. Large flocks of Snow Geese and a few hundred Canada Geese had

stopped off here to graze the stubbles and often very close to habitations. We then

Tadoussac watch point, and St. Lawrence River – Peter Dare
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chanced upon a vast and cacophonous gathering of Snow Geese resting on a nearby

small lake. I ‘guesstimated’ 10,000-20,000 birds, from a quick scan along the flock.

We had splendid views of this spectacular horde among which were a good scatter -

ing of blue phase adults. Many broods of two and three greyish goslings indicated a

very successful breeding season on the tundra this summer. Also present were a

hundred or so each of Canada Geese, Teal sp. (in eclipse) and Ring-billed Gulls plus

a juvenile American Herring Gull and a Great Blue Heron. Two ringtail Northern

Harriers and a Red-tailed Hawk patrolled the fringes of the lake. At a reedy pond

were six Hooded Mergansers, 12 Lesser Scaup and a Great Blue Heron. Fringing

trees held a Hairy Woodpecker, Blue Jay and Black-capped Chickadee; a Red-tailed

Hawk, mobbed by American Crows, skimmed low overhead and landed on a

nearby tree-top. American Crows and European Starlings were locally common on

farmland.

The last morning (13th) was spent sky-watching from the apartment balcony.

Geese and raptors were on the move again in crystal clear and sunny conditions. A

dozen redhead Goosanders were on the river and a Raven soared above the distant

forests. Snow Geese showed brilliantly against the blue sky – c.300 arriving from the

distant NW and 500-600 others passed high overhead in superb white V-skeins.

Then, around 10.50h, the first raptors appeared above the forest opposite. They

presaged a surprisingly good passage of 54 hawks during the next three hours before

our departure for the airport. The raptors rose from the forest and soon soared to a

good height before gliding away SW across the Saguenay valley. In all, there were

two juvenile Bald Eagles, 13 Northern Goshawks (including a spiral of eight together

and two with a Bald Eagle!), 35 Red-tailed Hawks, a Rough-legged Buzzard and a

Turkey Vulture. What a fitting finale! The last bird of the trip was an American Crow

near the small local airport from which we departed in late afternoon to begin the

long haul home. Our last views were of a seemingly endless forested landscape

dotted with small lakes.

P.S.: We learned subsequently that winter arrived in mid-November, since when

temperatures have remained below zero and snowfalls should accumulate to a

depth of 4-5 ft by April. As I write this, at the winter solstice, temperatures are

reaching –30°C. Soon, the upper fjord will be frozen so thick that ice-fishing festivals

will be held from huts set on the ice around drilled holes. A very good Snowy Owl

winter is expected following high lemming numbers in the Arctic last summer.

Definitely an area to revisit – when out of the deep freezer!

When I recounted my exploits to see the Citrine Wagtail at Landguard last year

a fellow SOG member said it would be a good Harrier article, so here it is,

along with more recollections.

BIGBY stands for Big Green Big Year and was started last year by Canadian birders

with the idea of birding/listing without a car within three categories: walking,

self-propelled or public transport. The third option can incorporate the other two.

BIGBY Twitching
Gi Grieco
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As I don’t drive I decided to keep a list of how I got on during the year using the

third option.

The earliest BIGBY twitch I can remember was back in the mid eighties, when

during the summer holidays when I lived in Stowmarket, I would cycle out to

Minsmere – a sixty-five mile round trip! On one occasion in 1986 a Semi-palmated

Sandpiper was present, so this goes down as the furthest one and not being as fit

these days, is likely to remain so!

Living in Ipswich, the use of public transport makes it easier to get to some good

Suffolk birding sites. I take the train to Darsham and cycle to Minsmere now, and the

Felixstowe train allows visiting Landguard and Trimley Marshes. I have seen a few

good birds at Trimley – Tawny Pipit, White-winged Black Tern, Pectoral Sandpiper –

taking the bike on the train makes it quicker to get to the reserve.

When the Trumpeter Finch turned up at Landguard in May 2005, I cycled down to

nearby Derby Road train station to find that a strike was on and no trains were

running, this resulted in slight panic, but then I just kept cycling to see this second

for Suffolk. Some have been within easier cycling distance like the Pacific Golden

Plover at Levington and the Lesser Scaup at Bramford.

I use the bus to get to work and now have a bike there to access my patch at

lunch time. This came in handy for the Lesser Grey Shrike at Shingle Street where I

took the bus to Melton, got my bike and cycled the rest of the way for this cracking

bird. I also took the bus for the Red-flanked Bluetail at Thorpeness later in the year.

I got off the Aldeburgh bus at Aldringham and walked the couple of miles down to

the caravan park. 

I cycled down to Loompit Lake for the Ring-necked Duck in January 2007, only to

re-find it three weeks later on my patch at work, again by BIGBY.

The twitch for the Long-billed Dowitcher at Mistley was a bit of a stretch. I cycled

down to the main Ipswich station and in my rush got on the first London train; what

I did not realise until we had started going was that it didn’t stop at Manningtree. I

had to explain to the conductor the situation, who said I could get off at Colchester

and catch the next train back. Fortunately the conductor on the train back was also

understanding and I got to see the dowitcher well in the end. 

Finally the Citrine Wagtail, news of which came up in the morning and as I had

not seen one before I was keen to go. I had previously looked at options to get

to Landguard from Melton, a bus into Ipswich then one out again to Felixstowe. I

had also noted a small bus company did a route from Woodbridge via Kirton to

Felixstowe. I decided to take this option, so when the wagtail was reported again in

the afternoon, I took one bus into Woodbridge, a brief wait then connected with the

cross country bus to Felixstowe. I started to walk to Landguard when luckily I

spotted the bus that goes down to the docks and it duly dropped me off at View

Point Road, in all it took three buses and an hour and a half!

I occasionally go to SOG field trips by bike/public transport though there are

occasions when it is not possible; similarly BIGBY is not always possible going to see

a rare bird so I am grateful to friends and fellow SOG members for giving me a lift in

their car. It does take a bit of planning when using public transport and is not very

good on a Sunday. Of note, I compared my BIGBY list with my Suffolk year list last

year and managed to see 81% of the year list by BIGBY. 
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Arather poor turnout of just five members attended the meeting. It was always

going to be a difficult day in the field with a blustery westerly and the

prospect of heavy rain forecast later but I was optimistic with reports from

North Norfolk of a good sea passage during storms the previous day.

We started sea watching but it soon became evident nothing was

going past offshore and therefore we proceeded north to

Minsmere Levels. A small party of Linnets flew over

before we located a calling Chiffchaff in

some gorse bushes. The Sizewell Belts

started to provide more species

with two Redwings flying over, a

single Crossbill and several Crests. Two

Great Spotted Woodpeckers and a

small party of Long-tailed Tits were

added to the list. Back to the levels

and a charm of Goldfinches passed

over with 40 birds in the flock. A

family unit of three Stonechats was

present with a calling Cettis Warbler

and a female Reed Bunting. The Bunting caused a stir with identification whilst

keeping low moving from bush to bush. Checking across the levels a flock of feral

geese were noted. Back over to the sea and at least three Gannets headed north

with the last one a second year juvenile. Meadow Pipits passed overhead in small

parties as we continued our return.

After the disappointment of Ashley’s last trip to Bawdsey and Shingle Street where

the fog hampered birding all day, this popular trip was looked forward to

expectantly. Would it be like last year where we had some good birds including Little

Auks whilst eating lunch on the beach at Benacre Broad or the year before that,

where the rain was relentless? Dawn was cool but bright in Ipswich as we headed

to the rendezvous, though as we got further north up the A12 the skies got greyer and

at the car park the wind had picked up with some sleet. Nine members assembled

for the walk, where we all sang happy birthday to Val. 

Down to Kessingland Beach, where we decided to go north first. A few small birds

were about including Skylarks, and a small flock of finches and buntings with

Greenfinch, three Yellowhammers and a couple of Reed Buntings. Visibility was

becoming poorer and the snow was thickening as we headed back south. A lone

Brent Goose was seen flying south, low close inshore. We managed to pick up 35

Recent Field Meetings

Sizewell – 4th October 2008
Steve Fryett

Kessingland to Benacre – 23rd November 2008
Gi Grieco [Leader: Ashley Gooding]

Meadow Pipit – Su Gough
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Snow Buntings toward the sluice and five swans flying in off the sea, though due to

the weather we could not specifically identify them. Some decided to call it a day as

the weather worsened and in the end we all followed suit. We paid a brief visit to

the sewage works without much success either. Our thanks to Ashley and to those

that braved the weather and hopefully better birding next year!

The last meeting of the year is usually well attended but alas not 2008. A cold, wet

and windy day greeted the other three members who turned out for this meeting

to explore the Fynn Valley around Playford. It has to be said that those who did not

attend did not miss much in such awful weather; however we the leaders on behalf

of SOG never shirk our responsibility to lead forth. The strong wind had most birds

searching for low cover to find food although a single Redwing at the top of a tree

provided somewhat poor views. Heading towards Tuddenham on the north side of

the Flynn the usual sweeping vistas across the valley were drab but did hold a flock

of 50 Chaffinch and later 100 Linnets with at least 15 Yellowhammer in the same

area mixed in with a few Skylark. The River Fynn held two Little Egrets and a lone

Grey Heron as we made our way back to the car park. It is such a pity the weather

conditions put paid to what could have been a worthwhile field meeting because

although an under-watched area it does provide some good habitat with opportunity

to find some interesting species.

Ten members met at Dunwich car park on a bright but particularly cold morning.

After the last two disastrous meetings, that I had led at the end of last year, I was

The Fynn Valley, Playford – 15th December 2008
Steve Fryett

Dunwich area for East coast wintering birds – 8th February 2009
Ashley Gooding

The intrepid nine – Chris Courtney
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really looking forward to this meeting at one of my favourite parts of the Suffolk

coast.

The earlier start this year gave us a couple of hours start over the dog walkers,

which payed off as we had the beach to ourselves, and the birds present were feed -

ing in the lagoons undisturbed.

Walking along the shingle bank, which was frozen, that’s how cold it was, made

for easier walking. A hint of spring was in the air as the Skylarks were singing well

and chasing one another in a frisky fashion. A female Marsh Harrier quartering the

reeds was a great sight and one I never tire of. At the lagoons there were several

species of wader although only in ones and twos. A few Dunlin were busy along the

margins with a single Knot and a few Ringed Plover. Snipe and Grey Plover were

also added to the list. The larger pools were partly frozen but still held several duck

species including Gadwall, Teal, Shoveler and Wigeon. As one would expect we

encounted several Little Egrets one of which was in full breeding plumage and fed

undisturbed very close to the path.

At the second set of pools 50+ Lapwing dropped in looking particularly resplen -

dent in the winter sunshine. We also found four Avocet and a Spotted Redshank

together with two Rock Pipits and a Stonechat. There were also plenty of gulls to

pick through and surprisingly for this time of the year the sea was flat calm and not

a duck or diver to be seen. The feeding station further along the beach was fortu -

nately undisturbed and we could see several birds present. The largest flock

contained 40+ Twite and 20+ Linnets. Around the seeded area there were at least

10 Reed Bunting, a few Skylark and a single Snow Bunting.

Heading inland, the wooded part of the walk was very quiet bird-wise except for

a couple of Redwing flying over unseen. As we made our way out of the wood on

the right hand side the vista opens out to a magnificent view over Walberswick

nature reserve. A Marsh Harrier was quickly picked up circling distantly towards

Westwood Lodge but it was the larger, longer winged bird soaring on flat wings

above it, that I drew people’s attention to. This was the Red Kite that we had been

tracking north via the excellant ‘BINS’ message service and we watched it for

several minutes before it drifted N.W., a magnificent bird and hopefuly a sight that

will become more frequent in the future. Further along the path we came to the

reason why the woodland was so birdless; a huge feeder was covered with

Greenfinches and on the ground beneath was a large flock of Chaffinches feeding

on the pieces dropping from above. On the track back to the car park we also noted

most of the tit species and Val found us a nice group of 14 Crossbill, with some

cracking males on full view at the top of the tree.

Lunch was taken, by the brave, on the beach where a count of 79 Great Crested

Grebe was note-worthy and 2 Red-throated Divers.

We finished off the day at Minsmere. The most notable birds being Green-winged

Teal, 2 red-headed Smew, Water Pipit and on the sea off the sluice we added about

100 Common Scoter, 200+ Wigeon and 2 Velvet Scoter.

Many thanks to all for such a great day on this beautiful stretch of the Suffolk

coast.
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Income
Bank Building Society

Opening Balance 1188.44 1833.16

Interest 38.40

SOG subs 5525.00

SNS subs 912.00

Meetings 309.00

NYD Twitch 90.88

8025.32 1871.56

Expenditure
SNS subs 854.00

Meetings 900.00

Liability Insurance 110.00

Programme Cards 373.00

Admin 279.18

The Harrier 4204.72

Cash in hand 1304.42

8025.32

These accounts do not include £633.97 paid to SOG on behalf of Suffolk Barn Owl

Project which was then passed on to SWT.

These accounts have been independently certified as a true and accurate

account.

At its latest Council meeting SOG agreed that, together with SNS, we would

financially support the provision of Mapmate training for Recorders and people

who submit substantial numbers of records. Mapmate is the preferred system for

keeping and submitting records to the Recorders. The costs to SOG will be about

£150.

SOG also agreed to give a bursary towards the cost of metal and colour rings in

support of ringing and monitoring work for Tree Sparrows in Suffolk. The work is in

line with the Suffolk Tree Sparrow Project Action Plan and will be carried out over

the next two years. The results of this work will be written up for Suffolk Birds or The

Harrier. The costs to SOG are about £240.

SOG funds Mapmate training and Tree Sparrow ringing project
Richard Rafe

SOG News

SOG Accounts for the year ending 31st December 2008
Andrew Gregory (Treasurer)
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“During the 1937 breeding season Tree Sparrows built in all my nine nest boxes. For

the sake of the tits I repeatedly threw out their nests. Eight pairs refused to be

dislodged: but at least a pair of Great Tits occupied one box and reared a brood. This

box has since been taken over by Tree Sparrows like the other eight, most of which

now contain second broods.” Bland, H. M. 1937. Trans. Suffolk Nat. Soc., 3:305.

In partnership with Suffolk Naturalists’ Society, Suffolk Ornithologists Group will be

funding the research side of the Suffolk Tree Sparrow project.

Thirty years ago, the Tree Sparrow was a very familiar sight in the Suffolk country -

side. By the turn of this Millennium it was on the verge of extinction, both as a breed -

ing and wintering species. Nationally, Tree Sparrow populations crashed between

the 1970s and the early 1990s with the current population now being about 3% of

that of the 1970s. The plummet in population has occurred at the same time as

decreases in the numbers and/or range of other farmland birds which share the Tree

Sparrow’s diet of grass, wildflower seeds and some cereal grains.  Com ponents of

agricultural intensification, such as reductions in winter stubble availability, are likely

to have contributed to the decline.

Tree Sparrows are fairly sedentary, so the magnitude of wintering flocks can be

used as an indicator for the breeding population. Flocks of 100-150 were regularly

recorded up to the mid-1980s and, occasionally, there were four-figure gatherings.

Between 1985 and 2005 flocks of 30 or more were very rare indeed, but three-figure

flocks have been noted during consecutive winters of 2006-2007 and 2007-2008,

perhaps indicating a partial recovery. The current breeding population is likely to be

in the region of 30-50 pairs.

Breeding performance has improved substantially as population sizes have

decreased, suggesting that decreases in productivity were not responsible for the

decline. Tree Sparrows nest in holes in trees, thatched buildings and old orchards,

but readily take to nest boxes. They form loose local colonies and where these are

supported with nest boxes and ample seed supplies local populations can be stable

and increasing.

Suffolk’s remaining Tree Sparrow colonies are generally in mixed farming areas

with access to small wetland patches and artificial nest sites or old/pollard trees.

However, there are others which thrive in isolated gardens surviving solely on

supple mentary feeding.

The project is being administered by the Suffolk Wildlife Trust and, in this first

year, will be working with landowners to identify flocks. Since the critical limiting

factors for Tree Sparrows are all year-round food supply and nest sites, SWT will be

working with local people to provide Tree Sparrows with B&B. Nest boxes will be

erected at suitable sites where breeding colonies are known to exist and seed mix

provided as a reliable food source. I will head the project and am urging people to

keep a look out for the birds around their homes. Their favoured environment is

farmland, but cottage gardens are also relatively popular. Smaller than a House

Sparrow and more active with its tail almost permanently cocked, Tree Sparrows

Tree Sparrow Project update
Steve Piotrowski
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have a chestnut brown crown and nape (rather than grey), and white cheeks and

collar with a distinctive black cheek-spot. They are shyer than House Sparrows and

both sexes are identical.

The research part of the project will involve monitoring winter flocks and deter -

mining local movements and to determine interchange between the coast and

west. This work, which is already underway, will involve the capture of wintering

birds and the ringing of pulli in nest boxes. Birds will be indentified by colour rings,

so observers are urged to keep a close eye on the flocks in their area.

Acknowledgement
SWT’s Tree Sparrow work has been funded by Natural England’s Countdown 2010

with work in Dedham Vale being supported by the Dedham Vale Sustainable

Development Fund. The Suffolk Ornithologists’ Group and Suffolk Naturalists’

Society have funded the research side of the project.

Please report all tree sparrow sightings to your relevant County Recorder.

Philip Wilfred Thompson, former SOG member, died 21 June 2008 aged 89 years.

I t is now a couple of years since I published an updated list of the top Suffolk listers

(the Suffolk birders with the biggest Suffolk life lists) in The Harrier. The full set of

everyone’s lists in their entirety is now on the SOG website, but many need

updating. Please can all existing listers examine their lists and let me know of any

updates up to the end of March 2009. You cannot update the spreadsheet of lists

directly (or you would all be deleting other people’s ticks!). I will update the spread -

sheet with all your additions and produce an updated version for uploading on to the

spreadsheet, and I will produce a summary list of the top Suffolk listers and their

totals for the June Harrier and the website.

The spreadsheet of lists is stored on www.sogonline.org.uk under ‘Suffolk Birds’ –

‘Suffolk Listers’ (scroll down from the summary list of totals). It may take a little

while to load. If you are interested you can now see who’s seen what in Suffolk, and

which are the real ‘blockers’ (species seen by one or very few people). 

If anyone cannot access their lists on the internet, then please let me know and I

will provide you with a printed copy of at least your list.

There are lists on the website for:–
Steve Piotrowski Matthew Deans Rex & Muriel Beecroft

Mike Marsh Ken Garrod Justin Zantboer

John Grant Andrew Gregory Tim Humpage

Gerald Jobson Eddie Marsh Mike James

Will Brame David Walsh Paul Bryant

Jean Garrod Derek Moore Geoff Price

Obituaries

Suffolk Listers
Richard Rafe
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Derek Marsh Lee Woods Helen Price

Fred Elliston Ian Sillett Richard Rafe

Steve Goddard Nick Marsh Chris Gregory

Jeremy Walsh Peter Dodds Jan Cawston

Steve Fryett

Anyone who is not already included in the listings and would like to be so – send

me your Suffolk list and I’ll add you and your list into the spreadsheet. If you do not

want your list included please let me know and I will remove it.

And finally but importantly I am looking for someone to take over keeping all this

up to date – it’s not a big job, just seeking updates once a year or so, and then

updating the spreadsheet to be reloaded on to the website and tabulating totals for

the website and The Harrier: anyone interested please get in touch.

H en Harriers in England continue to be persecuted and their recovery as a

species hangs in the balance as a result, said Natural England (22 December

2008) as it published the results from the first phase of its national Hen Harrier

Recovery Project. 

The report – A Future for the Hen Harrier in England? – outlines the results of Hen

Harrier monitoring since 2002 which provides compelling evidence of illegal Hen

Harrier persecution in England.

Detailed monitoring work since 2002 has shown that the critically low breeding

numbers and patchy distribution of the Hen Harrier in England is a result of

persecution – both in the breeding season, and at communal roosts in the winter –

especially on areas managed for Red Grouse or with game rearing interests.

The statistics make stark reading:

• Between 2002-2008, the comparatively tiny area of Bowland in Lancashire

accounted for over two thirds of all the 127 Hen Harrier breeding attempts

recorded by Natural England as part of its intensive monitoring programme.

Throughout the rest of England, only 19 breeding attempts were recorded on

grouse moors, in spite of the suitability of the habitat.

• Natural England’s report shows that, outside of Bowland, persecution is the

reason for the systematic disruption of Hen Harrier breeding attempts in areas

that provide extensive and very suitable habitat and would otherwise support

healthy Hen Harrier populations.

• Of the 72 successful nests where Hen Harriers produced fledglings during the last

seven years, 50 were in Bowland.

• Nesting attempts on grouse moors elsewhere were more than twice as likely to

fail, compared to those on the Bowland Fells’ grouse moors. In areas managed

for Red Grouse, only 26% of nests produced fledged chicks, compared with land -

holdings in the Bowland Fells where 65% of nests were successful.

• The persecution continues for the small number of birds that do actually fledge

Persecution is prime cause of Hen Harrier disappearance
Natural England Press Release of 22nd December 2008

Birds and Conservation
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from successful nests. There is further compelling evidence that this persecution

continues during the winter at communal roosts. 

• Using tracking technology, Natural England has been collecting evidence that

shows many birds are simply disappearing off the map. Over a 12 month period,

six birds fitted with satellite transmitters have been tracked from the Bowland

Fells into parts of the North Pennines managed principally as driven grouse

moors, and have not been recorded subsequently. In another incident in one

confined geographical area, three signals “went dead” between 2007-2008. 

Sir Martin Doughty, Chair of Natural England said: “The Hen Harrier has unfortu -

nately become the emblem of man’s callous disregard for the spectacular and

majestic wildlife that we have in England.

“Following seven years of intensive monitoring and detailed research, the picture

is unequivocal – Hen Harriers are being persecuted while they attempt to nest and

birds are simply not returning to their breeding areas the following spring.”

Sir Martin continued:

“The Hen Harrier should have a much wider range than it does which begs the

question why its breeding success is now restricted to one regular site. The simple

answer is that this magnificent bird is being persecuted to the brink of extinction as

a breeding species in England.

“Natural England is now looking to improve the fortunes of this species by

examining the feasibility of reintroducing Hen Harriers to the lowland part of its

former range. We will be working with stakeholders to take this work forward in the

New Year.”

Natural England’s Hen Harrier Recovery Project monitors the remaining breeding

birds in England. One of the best places to catch a glimpse of the Hen Harrier is in

Lancashire, on the Bowland Fells, a Site of Special Scientific Interest. This is the only

area in England where the Hen Harrier has increased as a breeding bird since the

start of the Project in 2002.

Bowland’s Hen Harriers have consolidated largely due to sympathetic game -

keepers and landowners including grouse moor owners and United Utilities plc.

Management and monitoring is carried out by staff from Natural England, the Royal

Society for the Protection of Birds and volunteer raptor workers.

Our recent staffing issues have now been resolved. As per our newly updated and

approved constitution, we now have six voting members along with the five

voting officers (Chairperson, Secretary and three Recorders) so SORC is revitalised

for action! Several staff changes came about at the end of 2008. Firstly we bid

farewell to Will Brame whose four year term came to an end. As well as being well

known for some incredible finds, Will has been a solid and reliable member of

SORC and I’m sure he will make a return soon but in the meantime, big thanks for

all of his efforts. As most of you are probably aware, Dave Fairhurst also left SORC as

he has now sadly left the county. Again Dave was a solid member of SORC and, as

well as probably being the county’s most exciting and prolific rarity finder of recent

The Suffolk Ornithological Records Committee
Justin Zantboer
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times, the survey work he completed for the RSPB and the county was also of the

highest order, so his departure is a massive loss to SORC and Suffolk birding alike.

We wished him well for the future. 

The future is bright though – trust me! We have now enlisted some excellent

birders with immense experience to fill the vacancies. First up is an old hand,

namely Richard Drew. Richard should be well known to most of you as it’s not so

long back that he chaired SORC. Second up is Steve Abbott who again should be

well known to most of you as he is an active SOG council member. Between them,

Richard and Steve have a wealth of experience and are both regulars out in the field

so I’m sure SORC will benefit from their presence. Finally we have also signed up

Roger Walsh as a sixth voting member. Again Roger has a fine pedigree and is also

currently serving on SOG Council so as well as normal SORC duties, he will be

providing a link between SORC and SOG in a role that will hopefully keep both

parties better updated on the other’s activities. Finally, good ole Eddie Marsh will

remain on SORC as a co-opted, non-voting member until such a time that the

inputting of 2008 records is complete. Updated details of SORC members are inside

the front cover of this Harrier.

With all these recent changes of staff, you might be wondering how we select

new recruits? How do we choose from the wealth of experience currently in

Suffolk? Why as an individual, are you never asked? What’s the procedure then?

The absolute truth of the matter is that there hasn’t been a formal system. However,

we agreed at our most recent meeting that we do need a new system which gives

everybody who wants to serve on SORC a fairer chance to do so. So here’s our

plan. Within this article, I will advertise up and coming vacancies on SORC. What

we then want you to do if you fancy a crack at a term on SORC is to simply apply

for it by sending your ‘curriculum vitae of birding’ to me or the Chairperson. These

will then be discussed by the committee of the time before our recommendations

will be put forward to both SOG and SNS for approval. Now funnily enough, as

we imple mented a new rotational system of terms from the beginning of 2009,

there will be two (and possibly three) vacancies from the beginning of 2010 so if

you fancy becoming part of SORC, please refer to the ‘advert’ on page 44 of this

Harrier.

And now on to the real business of SORC – bird records. Many of you will be

pleased to know that we finally sorted out the 2008 spring Black Kite records. On the

evidence that we received, we found the following records to be acceptable:

I’m sure that there may be some of you out there now shaking your heads, sighing

deeply and all the rest of it. Please be reassured though that our decisions were

certainly not made quickly. We discussed the records at length, particularly some of

08/04/08-10/04/08 Boyton/Butley area. D Pearson, K Freeman et al.

(photos by J Kennerley).

09/04/08-28/04/08 Boyton/Butley area. E Marsh, PJ Hobbs et al.

(photos by S Nixon).

26/04/08 Oulton Marshes/Castle Marshes/ AC Easton, JA Brown,

Herringfleet Hills/Ashby Dell. RC Smith + R Wilton

(photos by AC Easton).
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the excellent photos in the public domain while we also received a little bit of advice

from Mr Dick Forsman himself and between all of us, those in attendance, agreed

on the conclusion. The London Zoo breakout was also taken into account but as no

obvious signs of captivity were evident on the Suffolk birds and certainly one of the

birds showed distinct markings that were not present on any of the ‘jailbirds’, we

decided that one of the oldest statements in the land ‘innocent until proven guilty’

was the best policy. I will say though that if any of you have any further comments

or misgivings regarding our decisions on these records, I would be grateful if you

would pass them on to me personally.

I will close as I always do by encouraging each and every one of you to study the

attached lists of 2008 outstanding descriptions and then if you were one of those

fortunate enough to see one of the listed birds, send either me or the relevant

County Recorder some notes ASAP. Check the SOG website for decisions on

recently assessed records. At the same time, if you are reading this article but are

still yet to submit your general 2008 notes, then they are late! Please, get them

submitted to the Recorders ASAP.

02/01/06 Baillon’s Crake Boyton Marshes

09/01/06 +

11/01/06-12/01/06 Bonaparte’s Gull Felixstowe A Paine + P Oldfield

27/04/06 Black Stork Minsmere/Westleton

16/07/06 Cattle Egret Lakenheath

07/10/06 Pallid Harrier Blythburgh

28/02/07 + 09/03/07 Penduline Tit Minsmere JM Gibbs

02/05/07 Gull-billed Tern Minsmere J Higgott

13/01/08-14/01/08 Ross’s Goose Ashby / Somerleyton

08/04/08 Penduline Tit – x2 Carlton Marshes M Gooch

06/05/08-13/05/08 Lesser Yellowlegs Dingle R Harvey, D Fairhurst et al.

11/05/08 Great Reed Warbler Lakenheath Fen

17/05/08-18/05/08 Great Reed Warbler Minsmere

18/05/08 White-tailed Eagle Cattawade

29/05/08-30/05/08 Great Reed Warbler Minsmere D Fairhurst

05/06/08-08/06/08 Thrush Nightingale Dunwich / Minsmere

08/06/08 Black Stork North Warren

15/06/08 +

27/06/08-28/06/08 Lesser Yellowlegs Minsmere

12/07/08-13/07/08 Lesser Yellowlegs Southwold

27/07/08 Whiskered Tern Sizewell D Thurlow

02/11/08 Red-flanked Bluetail Hollesley RA Duncan + P Catchpole.

05/12/08-22/12/08 Lesser Yellowlegs Southwold BJ Small et al.

07/01/08 Ring-billed Gull – Adult Lackford T Stopher

12/01/08 Richard’s Pipit Orfordness MC Marsh

16/01/08 Goshawk Euston

Outstanding BBRC rarities descriptions for 2006–8

Outstanding County rarities descriptions for 2008
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20/01/08 Balearic Shearwater Aldringham D Thurlow

20/01/08 Kentish Plover Landguard N Odin

28/01/08-29/01/08 Chiffchaff tristis North Warren

30/01/08 Ring-billed Gull – Adult Lakenheath Fen

03/02/08 Balearic Shearwater Landguard N Odin

17/02/08 Dipper Flatford

17/02/08 Rough-legged Buzzard Icklingham M Miles

19/02/08 Great White Egret Minsmere JM Gibbs

25/02/08 Goshawk – a pair Dunwich Forest M Thompson

01/03/08 Goshawk – Female Middleton

03/03/08 Lesser Whitethroat Martlesham Creek C Holden

07/03/08-15/03/08 Chiffchaff tristis West Stow

15/03/08 Goshawk – Female Woodbridge

22/03/08 Chiffchaff tristis Thorpeness

23/03/08 Goshawk Southwold

26/03/08 Great White Egret Minsmere

26/03/08 Bluethroat Lowestoft D Eaton

05/04/08-15/04/08 Great White Egret North Warren

07/04/08 Red-rumped Swallow Thorpeness at 1400hrs

07/04/08 Red-rumped Swallow North Warren at 1445hrs

09/04/08 Raven Wherstead

10/04/08-12/04/08 Black Kite Barrow / Higham

12/04/08 Black Kite Elveden

14/04/08 Goshawk – Female Shottisham T Stopher

16/04/08 Goshawk Oulton Broad RC Smith

20/04/08 Black Kite Dunwich Cliffs

22/04/08 Black Kite Benacre

22/04/08 Serin Felixstowe CPS Ruffles

25/04/08 Hoopoe East Lane

26/04/08 Black Kite Minsmere at 1420hrs

27/04/08 Black Kite Trimley St Mary at 1530hrs

28/04/08 Serin Lowestoft

28/04/08 Black Kite Lowestoft at 0955hrs

28/04/08 Black Kite Castle Marsh A Miller

03/05/08 Rough-legged Buzzard Oulton

06/05/08 Serin – Male Dingle D Fairhurst

11/05/08 Great White Egret Westleton Heath

13/05/08 Honey Buzzard – X2 Bawdsey Manor CPS Ruffles

14/05/08 Red-footed Falcon –

Female Flixton J Cracknell

15/05/08 Montagu’s Harrier Sizewell JM Gibbs

15/05/08 Red-footed Falcon –

Female Minsmere T Sykes + T Collett

16/05/08 Great White Egret Carlton Marshes

16/05/08 Roseate Tern Southwold T Stopher

17/05/08 Great White Egret Minsmere at 1000hrs

Outstanding County rarities descriptions for 2008 (continued)
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17/05/08 Great White Egret Brampton at 1500hrs

19/05/08 Red-footed Falcon – Male Minsmere JM Gibbs

28/05/08 Icterine Warbler Corton JA Brown

29/05/08 Honey Buzzard Wickham Market

29/05/08 Common Rosefinch Landguard N Odin

31/05/08 Red-footed Falcon – Male Minsmere

31/05/08 Raven Minsmere JM Gibbs

07/06/08-08/06/08 Montagu’s Harrier –

Ringtail Orfordness MC Marsh et al.

07/06/08 Blue Fulmar Lowestoft AC Easton

07/06/08 Roseate Tern Lowestoft AC Easton

08/06/08 Common Rosefinch –

Male Southwold

09/06/08 Honey Buzzard Wickham Market

12/06/08 Black Kite Redgrave Fen N Minns

14/06/08 White Stork Kessingland

14/06/08 Spotted Crake Trimley Marshes CPS Ruffles

16/06/08 Montagu’s Harrier –

Ringtail Minsmere

19/06/08 Red-footed Falcon –

Immature Lakenheath Fen

22/06/08 Night Heron Kenton Hills JM Gibbs

22/06/08 Bee-eater Belton Common C Jacobs

25/06/08 Bluethroat Landguard JM Gibbs

26/06/08 Montagu’s Harrier Shingle Street P Lennard

04/07/08 Great White Egret Cattawade

08/07/08 Bee-eater Boyton S Abbott

11/07/08 Bee-eater Minsmere

27/07/08 Quail Hollesley Bay R Duncan + O Slessor

08/08/08 Balearic Shearwater – x3 Southwold R Drew

08/08/08 Montagu’s Harrier –

Adult Male Trimley Marshes P Oldfield

09/08/08 Balearic Shearwater Southwold T Stopher

10/08/08 Balearic Shearwater East Lane D Craven

13/08/08 Storm Petrel Orfordness C Fulcher + N Vispond

17/08/08 Balearic Shearwater Orfordness MC Marsh

18/08/08 Storm Petrel East Lane D Craven

19/08/08 Balearic Shearwater Southwold R Drew

23/08/08 Barred Warbler East Lane D Craven

27/08/08 Honey Buzzard Theberton M Radford

29/08/08 Purple Heron Minsmere I Levett

30/08/08 Cory’s Shearwater Kessingland P Read

30/08/08 Cory’s Shearwater Lowestoft AC Easton

03/09/08 Buff-breasted Sandpiper Orfordness D Crawshaw

05/09/08 Cory’s Shearwater Minsmere JM Gibbs

05/09/08 Balearic Shearwater East Lane Rupert Tay

Outstanding County rarities descriptions for 2008 (continued)
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05/09/08 Long-tailed Skua East Lane Rupert Tay

06/09/08 Storm Petrel Minsmere JM Gibbs

06/09/08 Icterine Warbler Thorpeness D Thurlow

10/09/08 Montagu’s Harrier – Male Bawdsey D Craven

11/09/08 Balearic Shearwater Lowestoft

13/09/08 Honey Buzzard – x3 Trimley St Mary

14/09/08 Honey Buzzard Minsmere

14/09/08 Honey Buzzard Stutton Mill

17/09/08 Yellow-browed Warbler Burgh Castle

20/09/08 Honey Buzzard Shottisham

20/09/08 Iceland Gull Kessingland

21/09/08 Great White Egret North Warren S Abbott

21/09/08 Honey Buzzard – x2 Henham Park

21/09/08 Icterine Warbler Hopton

27/09/08 Honey Buzzard Capel St Mary

30/09/08 Honey Buzzard Lowestoft

03/10/08 Balearic Shearwater Kessingland P Read

06/10/08 Honey Buzzard Loompit Lake,

Trimley St Martin

14/10/08-15/10/08 Yellow-browed Warbler Lakenheath Fen

31/10/08 Pallas’s Warbler Gunton

01/11/08 Cory’s Shearwater Kessingland C Darby

02/11/08 Storm Petrel Thorpeness D Thurlow

02/11/08 Subalpine Warbler Bawdsey Cliff

03/11/08 Pallas’s Warbler Bawdsey Cliff T Stopher

04/11/08 Dusky Warbler Bawdsey Cliff

08/11/08 Great White Egret Bungay

09/11/08 Sand Martin Trimley Marshes

09/11/08-16/11/08 Chiffchaff tristis Lowestoft R Wincup, AC Easton +

RC Smith et al.

20/12/08-30/12/08 Chiffchaff tristis East Lane D Craven

27/12/08 Lesser Spotted Minsmere C Jacobs

Woodpecker *

Ersatz owls
Peter Hobbs

Short Notes & Letters

Outstanding County rarities descriptions for 2008 (continued)

* This is the first and only record of this species at Minsmere in the last four years so

consequently the RSPB feel that a submission of some notes should be provided.

Back in the autumn while watching for migrants at Shingle Street, I was lamenting

the fact, to Lee Woods, of my deteriorating eyesight which because of the

inevitable ageing process has been getting steadily worse recently. I first noticed it

on the printed pages of books, stupidly thinking that the publishers were getting a bit

stingy with their ink, the words fading into ‘greydom’. I jokingly said to Lee, that
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before his arrival I had possibly overlooked a veritable parade of Siberian rarities as

they ‘had’ proceeded through the still fairly verdant foliage of the allotments.

On the way back to East Lane some time later, I suddenly recalled that this

decrease in my powers of observation wasn’t as recent as I had earlier supposed ...

A few years ago, I was driving through the back lanes between Lavenham and

Felsham, taking my son and his compadres to an all night jolly. As we approached

Thorpe Morieux, I exclaimed that there was a barn owl perched in a small tree just

up ahead. Now, I’ve heard of carrier pigeons but never carrier owls and the lads

were quick to point out, switching to ‘max. sarcasm mode’ that this particular ‘barn

owl’ was unusual because apart from being made of plastic, it had TESCO clearly

emblazoned across its breast.

So, as you’ll no doubt appreciate (although I don’t when it occurs) . . . on every

occasion since and when similar cicumstances prevail, I am reminded by my

son . . .’ There’s another barn owl coming up dad’.

FOOTNOTE: The Kings Forest Long-eared Owl reports that I filed with Colin Jakes

were witnessed by Peter Evans. He can confirm that these were not Sainsburys

bags!

P lease may I thank John Grant for his recent article in the last copy of The Harrier.

I regard this as the most intelligent and mature piece I’ve read in The Harrier for

a long time. It is, in my opinion, full of wisdom and perspective. It speaks eloquently

to me of what really matters most: the conservation of birds.

What follows is a bit more ‘nonsense’ but it IS ‘completely’ true.

I had a very confusing I.D. crisis at East Lane in January, concerning divers that 

were arriving in Hollesley Bay from early afternoon onwards, creating the usual

frustrations of distant observation in what were, I concede, only slightly choppy

conditions.

Suddenly, a Hercules (military transport aircraft) appeared, bursting out from over

the Deben estuary, flying low and directly out to sea. When it had reached about a

mile offshore, a string of five divers (or frogmen for the amphibian enthusiast)

dropped from the ramp at the rear of the plane, whereupon they parachuted into the

water below. Having dealt with their soggy chutes, they were then picked up by a

couple of waiting patrol boats and the Hercules returned for a further run and

dropped another three.

Apart from the consternation caused amongst the bobbing bird life and to the

poor skipper of a charming antique sailing vessel that had been gently making its

way across the bay, a flurry of questions began to bombard my brain. Were these

Ref “More comment on the Suffolk List”
David Riley

The diverse diver dilemma!
Peter Hobbs
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further eight additional divers . . .

(a) Pacific loons? After all, the aircraft was a U.S. one, and as you will all no doubt

agree, you would have to be a bit loony to go parachuting into the North Sea

in early January!?

(b) Auditioning candidates for the main role in a new chocolate commercial . . .

‘The lady loves Milk Tray’ and all that . . .?

(c) Desperate but ingenious would-be illegal immigrants?

(d) (and I think the more likely) . . . a new and extreme breed of birdwatcher? i.e.

keen to get up close to these sometimes difficult birds no matter what the

cost.

Andrew Easton’s note about painted sparrows in The Harrier no.155, December

2008, reminded me of a similar, more recent, story. In January 2006 Steve

Piotrowski and I were ringing Yellowhammers in a field in north-east Suffolk when

we noticed that an elderly lady was watching us from her nearby bungalow. I went

across to explain to her what we were doing and what mist-nets and ringing were

all about and she seemed happy. We thought nothing more of this encounter until

about six weeks later a much younger woman approached me and asked if I was

the man who had been ringing birds in the field. “Well” she said “did you know my

mother saw you and phoned the police? She said you were catching birds to dye

them and sell them as budgies. The police said she should contact the RSPB, which

she did.” Luckily the RSPB told her everything was above board and she had been

satisfied.

Members should be aware that Orford Council have increased the car parking

charges for the main car park serving Orford Quay. Initially the proposed

charges were to be exorbitant but after I (and presumably lots of others) contacted

the Council, the final charges are more reasonable – but will still add cost to

members attending our Havergate Island and Orfordness field trips. The Council

propose to paint double yellow lines on the approach road to prevent parking

outside the car park. 

The proposed car park charges are as follows:–

½ hr £1.00

1 hr £1.50

3 hr £2.00

8 hr £3.00

12 hr £5.00

24 hr £8.00

Orford car park charges
Jean Garrod

Announcements and Requests

More Sparrows (or not) – Yellowhammers in this case
Colin Carter
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Let’s be honest, the snow isn’t something to be terribly grateful for, although my 

daughter’s face walking to school in her ‘well used wellies’ was a picture. This

morning, however, has proved to be something even more special for me. Whilst

preparing my son’s mashed fruit for the next couple of weeks I looked out of our

kitchen window into our garden and saw

the most beautiful sight.

At last count we have eight Fieldfares

battling their way through the snow to get

to the apples Justin put out last night. We

have some conifer bushes which last year

were trimmed down, and taking an idea

from Eddie Marsh, Justin stabbed some

apples on the tips of the bare branches for

the birds. This morning before work Justin

cleared an area on the lawn sprinkling

suet, currents, nuts and bread which is

now, unfortunately, becoming covered in

snow although the birds are managing to

peck their way through.

Along with the Fieldfares we now have

a Mistle Thrush and a Brambling, four

Gold finches and at least four Green -

finches tucking into Niger seeds, two

Chaffinches hopping around the garden,

Blackbirds and Starlings at the fat balls, and also a couple of Great Tits.

What a shame Justin is at work! Tee hee!

I have been birding on my Local Patch since the early 1980s and have been a

regular Local Patch Year Lister since 2002. My designated area, the Felixstowe

Peninsula, is an arm of land running from the outskirts of Ipswich (the A12 and A14

form a man-made boundary) to Felixstowe between the River Deben and River

Orwell. Although it sounds quite a large area, the main birding hotspots are Land -

guard Bird Observatory and Trimley Marshes. As I work in Felixstowe, most of my

‘birding time’ (which is generally before work and during my lunch breaks) is spent

at one of these two venues. That said it is nice to have some different areas to cover

outside of the migration seasons.

Anyway, 2008 started well with January as you would expect providing plenty of

year ticks. The best of these were Bewick’s Swan at Kingsfleet and a Black-throated
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Local Patch and Garden Birds

A snowy garden
Paula Zantboer

2008 local patch year-listing
Justin Zantboer

Fieldfare – Su Gough
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Diver off Woolverstone on 1st; Great Scaup on Loompit Lake on 5th whilst leading a

Suffolk Ornithologist’s Group trip; Tundra Bean Goose at Trimley Marshes, Razorbill

off Nacton (extremely unusual away from the coast in Suffolk) and Lesser Spotted

Woodpecker on one of my BTO survey tetrads on 6th; Little Stint from Nacton on 9th;

Great Northern Diver off Wherstead Strand on 10th; Pomarine Skua off Landguard

on 18th and to finish the month off nicely, a Red-necked Grebe and an Iceland Gull

off Landguard on 23rd. 

Predictably, February provided little with the best being nine White-fronted Geese

at Trimley Marshes from 18th. Apart from the odd summer migrant, March proved to

be just as poor, although a Bittern at Trimley Marshes on 15th was a pleasant

surprise. April began nicely with a Caspian Gull at Landguard on 2nd and then a

Shorelark there on 4th with the latter then being seen almost daily up to 26th. Much

early morning slogging provided very little other than the expected summer

migrants before a Wryneck turned up just north of Landguard on 21st. The flood -

gates then opened as firstly an early morning sortie down to Trimley Marshes on 24th

provided a Purple Heron which for once in Suffolk was showing exceptionally well.

This was my first of six 2008 Peninsula ticks. The second followed hot on its heels in

the shape of a Stone Curlew at Levington Creek on 30th which was taken in on the

way home from work. 

Spring really got going for me in May with two unseasonable Goosanders on

Trimley Marshes on 6th before I found one of my absolute highlights there on 13th –

an immature Night Heron! Although my sighting of it was quite brief as it flew past

the viewing platform, it was still enough to be memorable as well as a County and

Peninsula tick. Trimley Marshes again came up trumps with a Temminck’s Stint on

15th before Landguard then turned it on. The first of many goodies seen there was

a Roseate Tern on 17th before a Dotterel on 25th began a superb week. The

highlights were Hawfinch on 29th; Marsh Warblers on 30th and 31st and an Icterine

Warbler in Langer Park (just off the reserve) on 31st but the cream of the crop was

a stunning male Western Subalpine Warbler which was caught in the Obs rather

conveniently just as I was about to start my perambulation on 29th. Right place –

right time – right result! 

June started well with Landguard providing my fourth Peninsula tick of the year,

this being a long overdue Golden Oriole on 3rd when yet another Marsh Warbler was

also seen before a fine male Red-backed Shrike was added on 4th. This proved to

be a fitting end to a cracking spring though so I was able to recuperate until July

when, despite some appalling weather, Landguard yielded a fantastic Bee-eater

on 9th. July then provided a few potentially tricky species such as Garganey and

Spoonbill at Trimley Marshes on 22nd; a Pectoral Sandpiper at Levington Creek on

23rd and a Wood Sandpiper at Trimley Marshes on 29th. 

August was relatively quiet although two dashes to Landguard from work on 4th

and 7th provided a Wood Warbler and another Icterine Warbler respectively. I

connected with my second Wryneck of the year at Landguard on 22nd before the

star bird of the year turned up at Landguard on 29th – an absolutely superb adult

(probably male) Citrine Wagtail which I saw after a hastily arranged ‘early lunch

break’! This was a first for the Peninsula and my fifth Peninsula tick of the year.

September provided yet more goodies with a Grey Phalarope off Landguard on 6th;
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two Honey Buzzards over Landguard on 13th with another there on 14th; a flyover

Ortolan Bunting on 19th and a very nice juvenile Long-tailed Skua past Felixstowe on

24th. These were all eclipsed though by my personal highlight of the year which was

again provided by Landguard. A rather excited voice on the end of a phone on 24th

stated “you had better get down here pronto as I have just taken a Rustic Bunting out

of a net!” I didn’t need telling twice so after making hurried arrange ments with the

boss, I was at Landguard within ten minutes positively drooling over the sight of my

first ever Rustic Bunting. The benefits of working close to a Bird Observatory again

being proven as this bird completed my six Peninsula ticks for the year. 

Having had such a good spring and then a decent September, I had high hopes for

October but unfortunately this was the month the bubble burst. Yellow-browed

Warblers were the month’s highlight with birds at Landguard on 13th and 18th and

another at Adastral Close, Felixstowe on 31st. I did catch up with a few more year-

ticks such as Curlew Sandpiper in Levington Creek on 3rd; Velvet Scoter off

Landguard on 15th; Bearded Tit at Trimley Marshes on 25th; Sooty Shearwater and

Long-eared Owl at Landguard on 30th and a Waxwing also at Landguard on 31st.

The hoped for rush of rarities never happened though, despite the East Coast further

north seemingly dripping in birds!

November started off well with a sea-watch at Landguard on 1st producing a

Sabine’s Gull along with another Red-necked Grebe before on the 2nd, a Pallas’s

Warbler provided that special feeling that only this species can. The rest of

November was fairly quiet although a few more year ticks were obtained including

Pink-footed Goose at Trimley Marshes on 22nd, five Whooper Swans over Levington

on 25th and Jack Snipe, Lapland and Snow Bunting at Trimley Marshes on 29th. This

final flurry was to prove to be it though, as despite much huffing and puffing during

December, I didn’t add a single year tick so my total remained fixed on 218 species

for the year. 

This was however my second best total ever and only two short of my record of

220 which I set in 2003. Unbelievably I didn’t manage to see Ruddy Duck, Osprey,

Little Auk, Marsh Tit or Nuthatch while I also missed a few other species which were

available so my record was there for the taking – maybe 2009 could be the year! I

would like to offer my thanks to all of the following for their updates during the year:

Will Brame, Nathaniel Cant, Paul Holmes, Eddie Marsh, Nigel Odin, Paul Oldfield,

Roger Skeen and Lee Woods.

Christchurch Park in Ipswich is attracting people of all ages who come to see a

very obliging and entertaining Tawny Owl. As shown in the photographs this

bird fits neatly into its chosen hole, 50 feet up, in a topless oak tree where it is

protected from the wind and rain.

Richard Stewart’s first of many sightings was at 8.00 am on 22 September 2008

when it was pointed out to him by dog walkers who first spotted it the day before.

The leaves were still on the tree and it was not as obvious then as it later became.

The bird appears to be unaware that its cover has been blown!!
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Owl in the park
Jean Garrod
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Originally it was thought to be a young male bird and acquired the name of Hoot.

However, Reg Snook, who is an owl expert after years of handling this species, is of

the opinion that the bird is female. Reg, who lives nearby and has watched this bird

mature, bases his conclusion on its large size. Also four weeks ago he was leaving

the park at closing time when a calling female Tawny Owl flew from the direction of

the tree, towards the bowling green. On reaching the said tree Reg found the hole

empty, so there is a strong possibility that she had just left. Sam Pollard, the manager

of Christchurch Park recently organised a competition to find a suitable name for the

Owl. A little girl of three was the winner and chose the name of Mabel!

Nothing seems to faze this bird as she appears to contemplate her army of

admirers, who come from near and far. Richard Stewart has seen her mobbed on

two occasions by Mistle Thrushes. On 1st November 2008 there was a large firework

display in the park but she was still in place the next morning! On 14th December

2008 there was a Round the Park SANTA RUN in aid of E.A.C.H. and all the

participants, dressed in Father Christmas attire, ran past Mabel as she spectated

from her vantage point. I am told that she looked at them in amazement, as much

as to say “What the heck do they think they are doing!”

Even the national press became involved and on 1st November a photograph and

an account of the Owl’s presence was published in the Daily Mail and also locally in

the East Anglian Daily Times and Evening Star. Very good publicity for Ipswich, and

for birds.

It has been proved that when Mabel doesn’t appear to be in residence she often

actually is. Robert Garrod (no relation) has photographed her gradually lowering

herself into the hole until only the tip of her head is visible. 

Our son Simon, Ken and I saw her on 24th January 2009 when she performed for

us by standing up in the hole, puffing out her feathers to look an enormous size and

then settling back down again into position with a seemingly satisfied smile.

Won’t it be wonderful if she conclusively proves that she is a female by nesting in

the hole and rearing a family! The children can then have great fun naming the

father and offspring. At the time of writing this piece she is still in residence! Fingers

crossed.
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Mabel in her tree hole – Bill Baston
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