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Programme of Events     May 2012 to April 2013 

 

Summer Programme – Tuesday Evening Nature Walks 2012 
  1 May 2012 Barden and Strid Wood    Peter Riley 
  8 May  Timble Ings with Geoff Lomas   Peter Riley 
15 May   Ilkley Moor Geology Trail   David Leather 
22 May  Washburn Walk Upstream from Blubberhouses   Nicky Vernon and Heather Burrow 
29 May  Otley Wetlands Nature Reserve   Nevil Bowland 
12 June  Timble Ings – Owls, Nightjars and Midges Ken and Pat Limb 
26 June  Otley Chevin – Ferns et al   Bruce Brown 
 

Winter Programme 2012-2013   Tuesdays starting 7.30pm. Christchurch, The Grove, Ilkley 

11 Sept 2012 Red Kites in Yorkshire    Doug Simpson 

   A Trek in Himachal Pradesh   Julia Kay 

25 Sept   An Illustrated History and Flora of Ox Close Wood 

        Margaret Moseley and Melanie Smith 

  9 Oct  Bird Migration – The Great Eastern Flyway Mike McKavett 

23 Oct   Lune Valley Ramble    Kevin Briggs 

13 Nov   The Flora and Fauna of the Isle of Wight Paul Sheehan 

   Recorders’ Presentations:   Nevil Bowland and Nicky Vernon 

27 Nov  Trees and Woodlands in the YDNP  Geoff Garrett 

   RSPB Haweswater – A Volunteer’s Diary Shaun Radcliffe 

11 Dec  The Art of Bird Misidentification  Tim Melling 

 

  8 Jan 2013  Dukes and Pearls on the North Yorkshire Moors     Dave Wainwright 

22 Jan   Bumbles and Other Bees   Anne Riley 

12 Feb  The Work of the Yorkshire Dales Rivers Trust  

   Scintillating Sphagna    Gordon Haycock 

26 Feb  The Wood – Sylvan Delights   Paul Hobson 

13 March  Recorders’ Evening – Highlights from 2012  

19 March  AGM 

   Darwin in Ilkley – Nine Weeks in Wet Sheets Mike Dixon 
    

Botany Section Outings 2012 (Thursdays) 
26 April  Otley Riverside and OWNR Survey 
17 May  March Ghyll Reservoir Area (NV) 
31 May  Bolton Abbey Estate Survey (RL) 
14 June  Park Rash (Heather Burrow) 
28 June  Dob park Woods (Olwen Middleton) 
  5 July  Terrington and Spaunton (J&SG, CW) 
19 July  Buckden Gill and Riverside (PA) 
  8 Sept  Beamsley/Ling Chapel Area (BB) 

 
Birding Days 2012 (Ernie Scarfe) 
21 April (Sat) Strid Wood Bolton Abbey (ES) 

26 April (Thurs) Leighton Moss & Wharton Crag (KL) 

10 May (Thurs) Yockenthwaite to Cray Beck (B&DP) 

17 May (Thurs) Fairburn RSPB (RF) 

20 Sept (Thurs) Saltholme RSPB Reserve (RF) 

29 Sept (Sat) Old Moor RSPB Reserve (ES) 

13 Oct (Sat) Nosterfield (P&KL) 

 

Microscope Evenings Clarke Foley Centre  

First Tuesday of each month from October to March, 

excluding January.   7.30pm. 

 

Summer Visits 2012 
  7 June (Thurs) Rodley Nature Reserve (P&BM) 

30 June (Sat) Leighton Moss (coach outing) 

  8 July (Sun) Nethergill Farm, Oughtershaw 

14 July (Sat) Otley Wetland Nature Reserve 

24 July (Tues) Butterflies at Duck Street Quarry 

 

Fungus Foray at Norwood Edge 
  7 Oct 2012 (Sat)  with Tom Hering 

 

Coffee/Social Morning 2012 

Saturday 3rd Nov 2012 

10am to 12 noon, Clarke Foley Centre, Ilkley.  

 

Winter Coach Outing 2012 
24 Nov (Sat) Martin Mere Wildfowl and Wetland 

   Trust, and NW Birdwatchers’ Festival 

 

Winter Walk round Swinsty Reservoir 
5 Jan (Sat) 2013 with Peter and Anne Riley 

 

Annual Dinner 
14 Mar 2013 (Thurs) at Otley Golf Club



3 

Contents 
 

The year’s Programme of Events       Page  2 

Foreword       The President    4 

General Articles 
Dangers to our Native Trees    Denis O’Connor   5 
My Year       Dorothy Marjoram   6 
Luck, the Louvre and Libya    Mike Atkinson   7 
Last Wolf (poem)      Jenny Dixon    8 
A Moth Trapper      Peter Riley    9 
Lions versus Buffaloes     David Adam   10 
A Red Mega-tick      Brenda Parkin   11 
Till Next Year (poem)     Linda Lee   12 
Life on Earth?      Mike Atkinson  13 
Introduction of Great Crested Newts to Nell Bank Gordon Haycock  14 

Society Activities in 2011 
Microscope Group      Heather Burrow  14 
Grass Wood Nature Reserve: a Work in Progress  Audrey Gramshaw  15 
Ben Rhydding Gravel Pits Nature Reserve  Steve Parkes   16 
Rodley Nature Reserve     Nyree Fearnley  17 
Leighton Moss      Lynn Loader   17 
Nethergill Farm     John D Anderson & Ros Lilley 18 
Butterflies at Duck Street     Barbara Akam   19 
Martin Mere      Lynn Loader   19 
Washburn Winter Walk     Peter Riley   20 

Obituary           
Joan Elizabeth Duncan(1916-2012)       20 
Memories of Joan Duncan        21 

Records for 2012 
 The Weather      Peter and Sheila Bancroft 23 

 Botany       Nicky Vernon   24 
 Bryophytes      Gordon Haycock  41 
 Ferns       Bruce Brown   43 
 Amphibians and Reptiles    Nevil Bowland  45 
 Mammals      Nevil Bowland  46 
 Butterflies      David Howson  47 
 Moths       Mike and Joyce Clerk  53 
 Micro moths      Peter Murphy   56 
 Dragonflies and Damselflies    David Alred   57 
 Ladybirds      Nevil Bowland  59 
 Birds       John Flood   59 

Map of WNS Recording Area        118 
Colour Pages      inserted between pages 52 and 53 
 

Black and white illustrations: Line drawings: Bruce Brown, Heather Burrow, John Busby, English Nature, 

Charles Simpson, Nicky Vernon. Photographs: Bradford Ornithological Group, Harry Jevons, David 

Leather, Anne Riley, Ernie Scarfe, Colin Williams. 

Cover design and photographs: Anne Riley. Back Cover photographs: See p117 for species and dates. 

Colour pages: Nyree Fearnley (NF); John Hobson (JRH); Harry Jevons (HJ); David Leather (DL); Paul 

Millward (PW); Ernie Scarfe (ES); Pauline Sweet (PS); Colin Williams (CW). 



4 

Foreword 

Inevitably I feel I have to start this Foreword with reference to the appalling summer. Whilst the 

consequences for Homo sapiens were bad, with many fewer opportunities for meaningful wildlife watching 

and recording, the impact on our wildlife has probably been dreadful in many cases – the main exception of 

course being slugs and snails! This is especially disconcerting given all the problems being experienced in 

the world of natural history for a number of reasons most of which are linked to pressure from humanity on 

the planet’s resources, including of course the impact of climate change. We can but hope that speculation 

about wetter summers into the future do not come to fruition. 

  On a more positive note the health of our Society has not suffered any significant downturn nor, in my 

experience, has there been any diminution in enthusiasm or commitment by our members. This is perhaps as 

well for never has the natural world been more in need of enthusiasts like us, championing the wildlife cause, 

and doing our level best to enhance people’s awareness of its wonders. We are very fortunate to have this 

unparalleled opportunity to view and learn about wildlife and thereby appreciate the value of biodiversity 

and the wonders of natural selection. However I do believe that this brings with it a responsibility to do all 

we reasonably can to study it and take whatever practical steps we can to help preserve it both at the personal 

level and through our endeavours as a Society.      

  As ever the early and late 2012 Winter Programme events had their share of ups and downs but the overall 

reaction from members does seem to have been reasonably positive. Whilst reluctant to single out any 

individual contribution, I do think Tim Melling’s two (completely different) talks, at the beginning and end 

of the year, were particularly excellent whilst our own Members and Recorders certainly did us proud as 

always! Given the weather, the Summer Programme was not disrupted as much as might have been expected 

with most events falling on half decent days. In fact all the Tuesday evening walks went ahead successfully, 

and all the special visits, for which much thanks in particular to Rodley Nature Reserve, Nethergill Farm and 

Mike Barnham of Duck Street Quarry. The weather was not so kind to several of the Botany and Birding 

events but, again, most managed to proceed to good effect. Whilst the Coach Outings were both well-

organised and successful, attendances were down which is a source of some concern. The Coffee/Social 

Morning and Annual Dinner were again very successful and the Microscope Evenings continue to provide a 

different and fascinating experience. The Website has been maintained to the customary high standard.   

  Our efforts to support local conservation causes, either through our own physical input or through the 

provision of Grants to like-minded organisations, continued unabated. For the above-mentioned reasons this 

really is now a crucial part of our work and I remain very grateful to all those of our members who have 

assisted and supported us, in some cases over many years as hands-on volunteers. For example the work at 

Grass Wood has been ongoing for decades whilst, at the other end of the spectrum, the small team of 

volunteers at Ben Rhydding have only a few years under their belt but have made great strides in restoring 

what used to be an iconic site. With our large membership we do generate surplus funds and I do hope you 

will agree that, having ensured we satisfy the Society’s own financial needs, it is only right that we do 

everything we can in Wharfedale to help our wildlife. 

  We were very sorry to lose one of the Society’s stalwarts in 2012 – Joan Duncan made a unique 

contribution to the Society over many years as will be clear from reading the Obituary in this Review.  

  We had some difficulty filling the position of Subscription Secretary at the start of the year and I was 

immensely grateful to Denis O’Connor for stepping into the breach at the eleventh hour. Our Society is only 

as good as its volunteers and we have to date been fortunate to have dedicated teams of members since our 

inception who have produced the strong organisation we are blessed with today – whether or not we keep it 

this way will depend on a steady stream of volunteers coming forward to help run the Society, and I do hope 

we will be as fortunate in this regard into the future as we have been in the past.  

  Financially, as mentioned above, we remain in robust good health, easily accommodating the necessary in-

house expenditure on the running of the Society whilst ensuring we make a worthwhile contribution to local 

conservation causes.  

  Finally I would as always like to take this opportunity to thank all our Officers, Committee Members, 

organisers, helpers, contributors and members for their wonderful support through the year and, not least of 

course, David Leather and Anne Riley for all their hard work in producing this appetising and attractive 

Annual Review.  

Peter Riley, President 
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Dangers to our Native Trees 
 

At present our trees seem to be under threat as never before, not by deforestation but by unseen plant killers, 

in most cases introduced by our own carelessness or lack of foresight. Our native ash trees are menaced by 

the potential devastation of ash dieback disease caused by the killer fungus Chalara fraxinea, which in the 

long term could wipe out many of Britain’s 80 million ash trees, comprising 11% of our forests. That would 

include much of Grass Wood near Grassington, the archetypal Dales ash wood. 

  Theories to account for the arrival of this fungus include the possibility that it was blown across the 

Channel but it is far more likely, given that of the 300 cases detected so far half are in nurseries, that it has 

been brought in with imported trees. The march of the disease across Europe has been well documented for a 

number of years; its appearance here was foreseeable and was ignored until too late. 

  For the third time in a century our oak trees are facing the more 

insidious threat of  ‘oak decline’ or ‘oak dieback’ which 

weakens and sometimes results in the premature deaths of 

English or pedunculate oaks (left) and hybrids of this species 

with our second native species, the sessile oak. The causes, while 

not fully understood and still the subject of research, are thought 

to involve attack by oak leaf roller moths, drought, oak mildew 

and honey fungus and attack by wood-boring beetles. More 

recent research points to the possibility of involvement of root 

infecting plant pathogens called Phytophthoras. These agents 

have an ominous history as one of the family is the potato blight 

organism that caused the 19
th
 century Irish famine. Oak decline 

does not seem to affect pure sessile oaks and most cases so far 

have been reported from central, southern and eastern England. 

  Oak decline symptoms do have similarities to those caused by 

another of the same family, the extremely virulent plant killer 

Phytophthora ramorum, which has devastated oak populations in the western USA where it has been 

christened ‘Sudden Oak Death’. It is thought to derive originally from the Himalayas in southern China from 

where it was accidentally introduced to the USA. It has now been found in parts of Europe and, since 2009, 

in southwest England, Wales, Ireland and western Scotland. It has jumped species to infect Japanese larch 

trees and has the potential to do the same to hundreds of other tree and plant varieties including ash, beech, 

horse and sweet chestnuts, several non-native oak species, rhododendrons and other shrubs, although 

ironically given its name, our two native oaks seem to have resistance to it. The Forestry Commission, 

DEFRA and Natural England are taking measures to record and deal with the disease including, so far, 

felling 10,000 acres of larch forest in southwest England and offering grants to clear rhododendrons, thought 

to be one of the main carriers. There is no known remedy.  

  Given the threat of ash dieback and oak decline to two of our most iconic natives and the much wider 

danger posed by sudden oak death to a host of species, perhaps more than ever we should appreciate that it is 

our native trees, of which there are only 35 in total, which are most intricately linked to thousands of other 

plant and animal species. Our native trees are far more important to our delicately balanced ecosystem than 

the scores of aliens introduced for commercial or decorative reasons, including some so long established that 

they are almost regarded as native such as the horse chestnut and the sycamore, introduced in the 17
th
 and 

15
th
 centuries respectively. 

  Taking the oak as an example, our two native species, the pedunculate and the sessile, have links to 

hundreds of different organisms from lichens, mosses and fungi in the bark and branches to insects of all 

kinds to the mammals and birds which devour the acorns. Over 100 species of moth have caterpillars which 

feed on oak buds and leaves although there is only one butterfly, the purple hairstreak, with caterpillars 

totally reliant on the tree. 

  Inspection of an oak usually reveals more kinds of ‘fruit’ than just acorns for oaks are used by at least 30 

kinds of tiny gall wasps which, while laying their eggs, deposit at the same time a substance similar to the 

tree’s growth hormone which causes the tree to develop galls which then shelter and feed the growing larvae 

until they are ready to emerge. The galls come in a variety of shapes and sizes from spangle and cherry galls 

on the leaves, currant galls on the catkins and the familiar oak apple galls. 

Pedunculate oak 
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  In addition to caterpillars and gall wasps oaks may harbour spiders, centipedes and a multitude of insects, 

among them aphid-eating ladybirds, lacewings, weevils, leafhoppers and bush-crickets.  

  The acorns are eaten by squirrels, mice, badgers, deer, woodpigeons and jays but it is the jays with which 

the oak enjoys a special relationship for they are responsible for much of the spread and propagation of 

future trees due to their habit of burying acorns during the autumn bonanza but then not relocating them all. 

Other jay species across the globe enjoy the same mutually beneficial relations with other oaks.  

  Looking at the local picture and again taking oak as the example, Wharfedale is not over-endowed with oak 

woods, certainly when compared to the enormous acreage of introduced conifer plantations. The largest are 

Strid Wood above Bolton Abbey, where the northeast slope holds a large area of oak woodland, and 

Middleton Woods which have ancient populations of both oak species. Further up Wharfedale near Buckden, 

Kirk Gill Moor Wood is one of the few oak-birch woods in the Dales. Around Otley, the small Bailey’s 

Whins, north of the Harrogate road beyond Pool, is almost completely oak while in the Washburn Valley, 

Folly Hall Wood is mainly oak and birch. Of course, many more oaks are found in mixed woods and along 

hedgerows. 

  Of all Wharfedale’s trees, those we can least afford to lose are the ash and the oak, both in peril because of 

organisms introduced from abroad. Is it not time that both gardeners and commercial growers stopped the 

wholesale and indiscriminate importation of non-native trees and plants, to say nothing of the unnecessary 

import of native species propagated elsewhere, which all too often bring with them invisible killer fungi and 

pathogens, in favour of concentrating on the native species of local origin on which our ecosystem mainly 

depends? 

Denis O’Connor 

 

 

My Year 

I attended my last meeting of the Wharfedale Naturalists in December 2011. I am now in Llangollen but I can still 

continue my interest in natural history, sometimes in the countryside with limestone crags and slate quarries, but all the 

time through my large windows with views over the Dee Valley to the north and a wooded hill to the east. There is an 

oak tree right outside and it has many visitors. The texture of the bark and its many bent branches, like arms and 

elbows, show up in the sunshine. They were bare for a few months. Grey squirrels leapt speedily up and down, then 

disappeared into the ivy growing from below. 

  I have a bird feeder on the window and am not pleased when squirrels raid it instead of bird visitors. These have 

included robin, chaffinch, blue tit, great tit and coal tit. A tree creeper I have seen occasionally. Pheasants like to 

perch on the upper branches of the tree in the sunshine. There are many jackdaws, magpie and pigeons. 

Herring gulls fly over the valley in the distance. I watched the buds swell and change lighter in colour and the 

catkins appeared after the leaves. 

  The first few weeks were very mild and dry and I was wheeled up the lane and saw the first hazel catkins, 

coltsfoot, celandine and dandelion in the sun, and dogs’ mercury on the shady side. We only had two brief 

overnight snowfalls at the time when the snowdrops were out in the garden. 

  My son takes me for short rides so I have not missed the flowers. The bluebells were slow to appear until the rains 

came but greater stitchwort was there in great profusion. There were plenty of primroses and wood anemones and 

ransoms. Later the foxgloves with very long inflorescences were growing in the 

deep valleys. On the moor top bell heather and ling. Early in the year gorse but later 

western gorse which I had not seen before. Many bilberries and blackberries. 

There were hedges of bridewort (right) near some of the villages. This is a 

naturalized plant common in Wales but I had seen it on the edge of Riffa Wood. 

This plant has pink flowers – in Wales they were white. I chose a run to see the 

harebells on the roadside and they were there. It was a lovely spot with the 

mountains of Snowdonia in the misty distance. 

  The Rowan trees were laden with berries but they soon disappeared. The 

hawthorns were festooned with old man’s beard – white with feathery fruits. 

There was a wonderful show of colour on the oaks, birches and beeches. Frost 

was turning the bracken brown. My oak tree would soon be bare again and through 

its branches one morning was the most colourful sunrise I have ever seen. 

Dorothy Marjoram 

Bridewort 
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Luck, the Louvre and Libya – my first meeting with plants overseas 

On and off in our lives we have travelled widely in search of plants, mostly since we retired.  This is how I 

started.  I came from a family and a school that knew nothing about the world, or how to make it work for 

you.  But when I was 17 I made my first foreign trip.  It was to France, for a month on an exchange, to 

improve my French.  I had never before been further south than the River Trent.  I and my French oppo, 

Robert, who had had a month with me in Derbyshire, caught the boat train from Victoria to Dover, and set 

off for his home town – Paris.  There we did a few of the sights – the Louvre and so on.  That’s the Louvre 

bit. 

  I imagined that Paris was our final destination, but after only a few days the family saddled up, and caught 

the ‘Blue Train’, an overnight sleeper, for Toulon.  I awoke to see palm trees in the station, and a blazing, 

non-English, sun.  We took a taxi east along the coast, boarded a small ferry, and sailed five miles out into 

the Med, to a little island nature reserve with a small hotel.  This was Port Cros, 2½ miles long and 700 feet 

in altitude, and thickly covered in forest.  I’d never heard of it.  In the winter it would have had no more than 

thirty inhabitants though that swelled during the summer.  I met there an elderly French botanist (more luck!) 

and he took me under his wing.  He introduced me to the Mediterranean flora, loads of ‘firsts’, like lentiscos 

(Pistacia lentiscus and P. terebinthus).  Dawn to dusk the cigales deafened us with their chirruping.  In the 

hotel garden there was Oleander (‘Rose Laurel’, Nerium oleander).  A couple of years later all that stood me 

in good stead after I had been called up for National Service, and had trained as an infantry officer.  When I 

had suddenly to choose an outfit in which to serve I picked my county regiment, the Sherwood Foresters. 

  Little did I know how lucky that would turn out to be.  The regiment was being doubled in size and was 

short of officers, so I fitted their plans.  This also luckily saved me from serving in Korea, for instead the 

regiment was being posted to Egypt, en route (after five months plugging a manpower gap) to our real 

destination, Libya.  We kept up the British strength of 120,000 in Egypt, so vital as the lifeline to Korea, 

where a friend was killed, one of 2,000 Brits in three years (about 30 times the rate in Afghanistan now).  It 

was a jittery time for us, as King Farouk had been overthrown in Egypt in July 1952 just as we were 

preparing to set sail.  We were not given a clue about that.  

  I had at home a re-issue of Hooker’s 1878 Students’ Flora of the British Isles but I hadn’t seen any point in 

taking it with me.  I was expecting to be otherwise engaged, and there would be few plants in Egypt in a 

British flora, indeed few plants at all in all that sand, and they would be mostly grasses.  It was autumn 

anyway.  But that first autumn while on manoeuvres inland from Suez I came upon what I assume was an 

autumn daffodil (Pancratium sp.), sticking up out of a bank of sand.  Whether it was or not I still do not 

know.  It was 30 miles from the sea where I have since learned to expect it.  There are about twenty species 

worldwide, so mine could just be some other one more at home inland. 

  We sailed from Port Said in January 1953 for Libya, and dropped anchor in Tobruk, a name familiar from 

radio broadcasts during WWII.  Ten years earlier my platoon sergeant (who had joined the army before I was 

born) had been captured there when it was overrun by Rommel’s forces so I wondered what he felt about his 

return.  We then drove west for 100 miles along the coast to the port of Derna, which we could not use 

because of a large wreck, and, for all we knew, mines.  In Derna we settled in for a long stay, to practise 

desert warfare in support of a ‘neighbouring’ tank regiment at El Merj (Barce, still another 125 miles further 

west).  Our two regiments were the whole British army in Libya. 

  We soon discovered that Libya was not like Egypt.  For a start ‘the natives were friendly’.  Then, 

Cyrenaica, where we were, was not desert like the rest of Libya.  It’s a big escarpment, the Jebel Akhda - 

Green Mountain      a couple of hundred miles long, rising steeply out of the sea to 1500ft at its highest point 

and dipping gently southward to the desert.  It lies 150 miles southwest of Crete and gets 24ins. rain a year, 

about the same as East Anglia.  Barley grows well there, which meant it was extensively settled by the 

Italians from 1912 to WWII during their colonial occupation.  One new farm, created by a Brit (‘Galloper’ 

Evans) ran cattle, sheep and goats, and grew richly just about every type of Mediterranean fruit.  His partner, 

Miss Britton, was Beekeeper to the saintly King Idris.  I brought a carton of her honey back to UK when I 

was demobbed.  Most of the other farms had been abandoned, though they are now back in extensive 

cultivation. 

  We got there in January, and at the eastern edge of our barracks the scrub began instantly (Greek 

‘phrygana’).  A whole flora was just springing into flower.  I made a checklist of what I could identify, but 

alas, I have lost that long ago.  Many of the plants were shared with Britain, though brighter and fatter.  The 

only one I can now really remember was the blue pimpernel (Anagallis arvensis), a variant of its scarlet 
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namesake.  But the whole effect was marvellous.  Of course, a month later, all 

had faded but while they lasted I was bowled over by the richness of them all.  A 

notable find one day on a mission to Benghazi by four of us, beyond El Merj as 

we knocked up breakfast, was a vast display of turban (or Persian) buttercups 

(Ranunculus asiaticus).  They covered the whole hillside and faded away into 

the mist.  Who would ever forget that?  There were also, in Derna, as the season 

advanced, star of Bethlehem (Ornithogalum sp.), and eventually, in every wadi 

there was oleander and in every cornfield wild gladiolus, which the locals 

gathered by the armful.  My last memory of Libya was of Pancratium again, this 

time on a proper seashore.  Then came demob, and university.  Now I was still 

only 20. 

  I returned five years ago in October, with Dorothy.  Our boat berthed in 

Benghazi and we were driven the 150 miles to Cyrene, the extensive ruined 

Greek city on the edge of the djebel.  A lot had changed, but much remained the 

same.  We found Colchicum ?troodii in the agora and Narcissus elegans in the 

theatre.  The wonder of Libya remained after all that time.  We have made many marvellous trips overseas 

and seen exquisite and astonishing plants.  Haven’t we been lucky? 

Mike Atkinson 

 

Last Wolf 

(Many historians believe the last wolf-killing in Britain happened near Findhorn in 1743) 

 

 

They couldn’t know he was the last: 

The Terror in the night, the Enemy, 

A Bugaboo to frighten children with. 

They couldn’t know he was the last – 

This bloodied bag of bones, 

Their triumph and their prize. 

 

He knows, of course. 

Has flickering memories: the joy of the chase 

Where many moved as one, fierce couplings 

Under a hunter’s moon, and blissful slumber when 

Lapped in warm kin, bathed in their scent 

Breathing their breath, he lies. 

 

Haunted by absences, he roams, 

Searching the wilderness, 

And packless hunts alone; 

Alone sleeps chill within the empty den and, 

Mocked by echoes, nightly howls his song. 

No brother’s voice replies.  

 

After the kill, after the celebration, 

The village sleeps at last. 

Beyond its secure street, the wilderness 

Stretches away,  

Silent and tame 

Beneath indifferent skies. 

Jenny Dixon 

 

 

Persian buttercup 
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A Moth Trapper 

Moth trapping has always been a minority interest but the publication of several excellent identification 

guides in recent years has resulted in more people becoming involved in the last decade than ever before. I 

am one of them, taking up the study of moths in 2003 and going from strength to strength since then. Getting 

into a new field of natural history is invariably made easier if you have a mentor and I was lucky in having 

two, namely Jeannette Clapham and Freda Draper, both long-standing Society members and very 

experienced at catching and identifying moths. I am indebted to both of them. 

  Moth trapping involves the use of a tailor-made device (which can be home-made or purchased from 

several commercial outlets) which usually has the common feature of a mercury vapour or actinic light bulb, 

operating at different wavelengths to domestic bulbs, and designed to attract moths. Once attracted, the 

moths are likely to end up in a trap beneath the bulb which is filled with egg boxes for the insects to dive into 

and escape the light. The trap can then be emptied the next morning and the moths released unharmed once 

identified. I have often thought that opening a trap is like diving into a Christmas stocking as a child – great 

fun of course, but with the added bonus of producing site records year on year for local and national 

monitoring purposes. 

  Most people start with the larger moths – called macros – not least because these are easier to identify and 

admire in the hand. Some progress to the micro-moths (I am beginning to move in that direction) but these 

are more difficult notwithstanding the recent publication of an outstanding guide by that renowned wildlife 

artist Richard Lewington whose first macro moth guide had such a significant impact. There are 

approximately 2500 moth species recorded in the UK of which about 900 are macros – the distinction 

basically relates to size but is really down to families and a few micros are larger that macros! 

  That’s enough by way of introduction. What sort of a year have I experienced for moths at home in 2012? 

Well, bearing in mind moths are Lepidoptera, and therefore related to butterflies, it has been relatively poor. 

It began well in March/early April as the first moths began to appear but as the weather deteriorated so did 

the moth trapping. Many early species were missed altogether and this trend continued with expected species 

failing to appear and those that did were usually in reduced numbers. In a good year I will catch just in 

excess of 200 macro species in the garden but the best I could manage this year was 173. Nonetheless I 

caught several new ones to take my garden total to over 300 macro species in nine years – if, when I first got 

interested you would have said I would have caught this many I would have been extremely sceptical! Do 

bear in mind that many of these species are exceptionally 

beautiful with wonderful colouring and names and you 

may perhaps imagine why I am hooked. With regard to 

names most of the macro names were devised in the 18
th
 

century in an effort to describe the species for early 

lepidopterists. Examples include Green-brindled 

Crescent, Clouded Drab, Smoky Wainscot, Feathered 

Gothic, Dog’s Tooth, Square-spot Rustic, Merveille du 

Jour (right), and Bright-line Brown-eye – no prizes for 

guessing what the last one looks like – incidentally 

there’s also a Brown-line Bright-eye! You can perhaps 

imagine the pleasure Anne takes in photographing all 

these species before their release such that we now have a 

collection of superb moth photos. 

  Inevitably, having started at home, my thoughts soon turned to possibilities elsewhere and Sun Lane 

trapping began in 2004. This was not so easy though as this required a generator to power the bulb and this 

could hardly be left overnight. It was therefore necessary to sit with the trap and take everything home at the 

end of the session which in summer calls for some very late nights indeed made very much more bearable by 

being with friends and like-minded enthusiasts. Latterly my main companion has been David Smith (Anne is 

not fond of late nights!) who is brilliant at catching the moths if they dare to land on the ground on arrival. 

However the catches at Sun Lane have seen a significant uplift this year thanks to the installation of a plug 

point in the small building inside the secure compound which allows for all night trapping without my 

needing to be present. There is great excitement turning up soon after dawn the next day (I prefer the early 

morning to the late night!) to find the trap and the wall of the building draped with moths and we now have a 

Merveille du Jour 
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good number of new species for the site as a result of this very positive development. On 25
th
 July this year I 

caught a total of 65 species which is way ahead of my best ever total at home, namely 50 on the same night! 

  Some time ago, long-standing Society member and activist David Leather, mentioned the possibility of 

trapping at his house, the obvious advantage being that Ilkley Moor is the other side of his garden wall. We 

first did this in 2011 but moved up a gear this year with a decent number of traps mainly thanks to David 

Smith who did most of the spade work of setting up the trap. This culminated in a catch of 62 species on 24
th
 

July including countless hundreds of True Lover’s Knot – how’s that for another eye-catching name! As 

expected this location has significantly increased the range of species caught in the area and I am indebted to 

David, Midge and their son, Gordon, for their help and encouragement. 

  As mentioned above, the trapping is not just done for the pleasure of it. The value of the activity is 

significantly enhanced by sending the information to our own Macro Moth Recorders (many thanks to Mike 

and Joyce Clerk) and the VC64 Recorder, a wonderfully enthusiastic and helpful doctor called Charles 

Fletcher, for inclusion in the national database run by the charity Butterfly Conservation, from where it can 

be used in all sorts of ways not least to influence Government conservation policies. This also applies to the 

Micro Moths where we have a very enthusiastic and committed Recorder (Peter Murphy) who is very keen 

to attract more records in this sphere.    

  We have a good sample of members now actively trapping within our recording area but we would 

welcome any others who may be interested. You will not want for advice and help so why not dip you toe in 

the water – I can virtually guarantee that you will not regret it.   

Peter Riley 

 

 

Lions versus Buffaloes 

This is my most vivid recollection from our recent Naturetrek safari holiday in Tanzania, which focussed on 

mammals and birdlife with aspects of the geography a secondary feature.  It seeks to set out the unfolding 

conflict, tension and drama in a life and death battle between lions and buffaloes. 

  I had missed the early morning game drive because of an upset stomach.  Voided out and bound up by 

medication, I ventured out for the mid-morning game drive in Serengeti which had as its prompt the need for 

the Naturetrek group to collect from the local visitor centre two members who had gone for an early morning 

balloon flight.  The centre was obviously a major rendezvous point at this time with other parties who were 

similarly collecting group members. 

  Given that Seronera is the central hub of Serengeti and is the most visited part, it was no surprise to read 

that there is something of a focus for the guides to congregate their vehicles given reported big cat sightings.  

Our guide book said that the guides generally kept in contact by radio as it was understood that the tourists 

wanted to see the cats.  This was borne out in spades.  Also we had been told that lions are the only cats 

which attack prey in groups, which is perhaps understandable when the quarry is bigger and stronger than 

they are. 

  Quite early on when we were looking at a flock of cattle egrets resting in tall trees we saw a couple of other 

vehicles parked on the dirt road looking at what turned out to be three lionesses basking under a tree some 

fifteen metres from the road.  Our driver was in radio contact with one of the other drivers there.  One of the 

lionesses had a collar on.  On the other side of the road was a huge herd of buffaloes but one of them had 

strayed away quite close to the road, oblivious to the lions.  Partly this 

could be attributed to the growing line of vehicles which ultimately 

numbered over twenty.  The grass was also long and buffaloes reputedly 

do not have good eyesight.  Of course they are very large and strong 

animals with fearsome horns. 

  The collared lioness picked up on the buffalo and without an apparent 

sign or sound all three lionesses, plus another two which we had not seen 

before, slowly but with incredible focus crossed the road, going through 

the line of vehicles.  Slowly and stealthily they crawled through the grass 

to be close to the buffalo. Suddenly one attacked it, biting its face between 

mouth and nose, presumably seeking to suffocate it.  The other four 

lionesses joined in with one biting the beast’s throat again presumably 

seeking to suffocate it. Another lioness jumped on the buffalo’s back 
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seeking to bite into its neck behind the head.  The buffalo fought and from time to time threw off its 

assailants.  Meanwhile other buffaloes joined in by charging the lionesses, and of them one also got seized 

by the face.  In this life and death struggle the assailed buffalo got pulled into the line of vehicles and at one 

stage was pinned onto the bonnet of a Land Rover.  The hemmed in vehicles behind us, which had 

previously jostled for position, could not or would not be reversed by their drivers/guides at least until the 

potential seriousness of the situation became clear to them.  Meanwhile what had become an unequal 

struggle ended with a dead or dying buffalo being eaten on one side of the road, whilst on the other side a 

number of other buffaloes milled about.  The egrets which had flown up into the air resumed their perches on 

the trees. 

  There were a number of striking features to this sequence:- 

- The almost invisible lionesses. 

- The comparative short distance between the straying buffalo and the lionesses, on either side of a track. 

- The combination of focus and stealth of the lions. 

- Their collective attack on a large animal. 

- The group defence by the buffaloes. 

- Whether man (i.e. tourists in safari vehicles) helped determine the outcome by effectively preventing the 

buffaloes from crossing the road to defend their compatriot? 

- The voyeuristic if not hyena-like behaviour of the tourists/guides who watched the event unfold and 

gathered there in large numbers. 

  All this with me having a severely upset stomach and mightily relieved not to have to leave the vehicle for a 

bush toilet. 

David Adam 

 

 

A Red Mega-tick 

I thought I had run out of red-named birds to write about, but another bird turned up in Norfolk, in autumn 

2012, during our annual visit. We have been faithful to two areas for bird-watching; February or March to 

Dumfries and Galloway and North Norfolk in October. Both areas have migrating wintering flocks of geese, 

swans and wildfowl and when we add these to our Yorkshire bird list we have a good year list. If you 

haven’t visited these areas yourselves I can highly recommend them. 

  The Solway coast has a good mixture of habitats – sandy beaches, river estuaries, salt marshes, mud-flats 

and three excellent Reserves – RSPB Mersehead, Loch Ken and the Wildfowl and Wetland Trust Reserve at 

Caerlaverock. There are ancient castles and old attractive towns inland among gently rolling farmland if you 

need a change of scenery. Five species of geese, whooper swans and other wildfowl migrants congregate 

here every year. Large numbers build up from October onwards, leaving in late-April the following year. The 

Reserves provide safe wintering areas where the birds can build up strength to return to their breeding areas. 

It is a relatively easy journey from Wharfedale – up the M6, turn left at Gretna Green and you are two-thirds 

there. 

  Our annual visit to North Norfolk in October 2012 started with good, dry, sunny weather. We stay near 

Titchwell RSPB Reserve which is excellent. It has fresh and brackish lagoons, reed beds, woods and 

excellent viewing areas from hides and from the raised bank that leads down to the beach. New trails lead 

out to new areas. There is good information in the shop, with a diary of daily sightings kept up to date by 

birdwatchers, and the staff will gladly help. Ideally you need very high daytime tides and NE winds but, 

whether or not this is the case, even in good, calm, conditions you will record good numbers of waders, 

wildfowl and geese besides passerine birds. 

  Our first couple of days were spent mostly on the Reserve where it was cloudy and bright. A few of our 

highlights were 14 avocet, 20 Brent geese, 3-4 thousand golden plover, 250 pink-footed geese, Cetti’s 

warbler heard, bearded tits seen and, to finish off each day, a barn owl. 

  Day 3 – Fog. Low cloud and mist cleared only slightly. There were huge numbers of redwing and fieldfare 

and five ring ousels were seen. Bad weather out at sea had caused a fall of migrants which also included 

many very tired robins and goldcrest. In these conditions we could expect something rare. We scanned the 

sea recording common scoter and eider and 20 sanderling and a few knot ran along the sand. 

  Day 4 – If anything even lower cloud. There is a good information network and RSPB staff told us a red-

flanked bluetail had been seen at Stiffkey further down the coast; a bird Derek has always wanted for his 
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British list. We had friends with us and were unsure about taking them on a ‘twitch’ so we set off inland to 

Burnham Market and Holt. But after lunch the temptation was too great and we set off for Stiffkey. On our 

arrival we were told there was a yellow-browed warbler, a black redstart and the red mega-tick was showing 

well. 

  A red-flanked bluetail has a similar shape to our robin and is slightly bigger. 

A full adult has an all-blue head, back and tail, a white throat, a white eye-ring 

and red to orange flanks. It breeds in the very far north of Asia in taiga forests 

and is a rare breeder in Eastern Finland. It is a long distance migrant and 

winters in SE Asia (we saw one in Nepal) and is a rare vagrant to Western 

Europe. In recent times one or two have usually been recorded in England each 

year. 

  A few hundred yards through a wood and there was our mega-tick. We had 

excellent views, low down and at eye level, accompanied by about a dozen 

other bird watchers equally thrilled as we were. This bird was probably an immature, but it had a beautiful 

blue tail, red flanks, white throat and eye-ring. So good weather isn’t always best as we know from our 

Yorkshire birding. This was a truly memorable experience enjoyed by all who visited Stiffkey. 

Brenda Parkin 

 

 

Till Next Year 

I scan the empty sky, 

but know in my heart -  

they’ve gone. 

 

It’s strangely silent now, 

and still – 

only the Magritte clouds 

floating in a clear blue sky. 

 

No swifts careering round the house corner, 

hurtling, helter-skelter, 

squealing like over-excited children  

in a game of tag. 

 

I meant to savour their brief sojourn 

more this year, 

to watch their crazy speedway chase 

till I had had my fill – 

 

but when I heard them screeching over, 

I was too busy – 

and when I found time to go out and watch – 

they weren’t there. 

 

I meant to notice their last day, 

was it earlier this week? 

They were particularly frenetic, 

indefatigable… 

 

their final training session 

before the long haul flight, 

back to Africa? 

Linda Lee 
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Life on Earth? 

‘O why do you walk through the fields in gloves, 

Missing so much and so much?’ 

 

This is what a poet wondered in 1910, looking out of a train window and spotting a walker.  A hundred years 

on, we might ask ourselves, ‘O why do we drive past the fields in cars,’ never mind whizz over them on 

holiday flights.  We are just one of the races on Earth, and we are growing further and further away from the 

soil from which we came and to which, sooner or later, we all return.  In the meantime, we ‘miss so much’.  

Wouldn’t it be a nice idea to spend a bit of time looking around at our fellow creatures?  When we go 

shopping, or visit the bird-hide, why not take our gloves off and ‘feel the width’?  Isn’t that why we belong 

to the Nats? 

  The poet was a grandchild of Charles Darwin, and there has never been a naturalist more ‘hands-on’ than 

Darwin was – no gloves for him!  Nobody dealt more intensely with the natural world.  And we have come a 

long way since his time.  My latest botanical journal astounds me with its queries about plant genetics and its 

statistical tables.  These were all unknown to Darwin (and are a mystery to me, a hundred and fifty years 

later). 

  I grew up during WWII.  Travel was not possible, so among the few available recreations were football in 

the street, train spotting and country walks.  You’d soon seen all the steam locos on your line (amazing feats 

of engineering) and the variety of plants seemed more attractive and uncountable, especially all the ‘casuals’ 

that blew into the industrial wasteland that was my ‘home’, all clay and gravel.  Once a year however we 

went on holiday to relatives who lived on oolitic limestone.  The land there had a different tone.  I noticed, 

though not all that shrewdly, the differences that soil and climate made to the plants there.  Near to home, 

farming was changing under the pressure to ‘Dig for Victory’, but not before I had had time to become 

fascinated by the old hay meadows.  Now, nationally, 98% of those have been ploughed up or built on! 

  Looking around us, Nature isn’t just ‘nice’: it is essential for our survival.  We are slowly waking up to the 

fact that we total eight billion humans (yes, that’s billion) and are fast using up the resources we receive from 

Mother Nature – earth, minerals, coal and oil, not to mention the clean air and clean water that cost us so 

much energy and taxes to preserve and protect.  We’ve known that for at least 40 years, but have done little 

about it.  Out of all this, what are we going to leave to our grandchildren and great-grandchildren?  Perhaps 

we all need to be amateur ecologists.  If the future of our world lies anywhere I think it will be with them, 

(assisted by the odd politician and banker!)  Given my time again I might well have tried to become an 

ecologist, like our Secretary. 

  If we are going to keep our world, and hand it on to the next generation, we need to value it: it is all we 

have.  Plants and fungi are the sole foundation we and all the other animals have for the food in our food-

chains, shopping baskets and supermarkets.  It’s not just that the world is a fantastic place, and incredibly 

complex, but also that it’s unbelievably precious: when it’s gone, it’s gone, and we’re gone too. 

  Two-and-a half thousand years before Darwin’s grand-daughter (Frances Cornford, with whom I started 

this piece) was writing, another poet had written: ‘All flesh is grass’.  I nicked the title for this piece from 

David Attenborough who had the same thing in his nutshell: ‘No plants: no animals, no life on Earth.’ 

  I wouldn’t like to think I was responsible for hastening the end of it all, just a 

few years on from today.  So why don’t we at all times remember our 

Society’s Aims, and stick close to them: let’s look harder at our world, work 

at all times to conserve it, and tell everybody else about it.  Otherwise, like the 

lady in the poem, we shall come to ‘missing so much and so much’.  Gloves 

off everybody.  Time for action! 

  After I had written this, the news broke about ‘ash dieback’.  You know 

about that by now, but can you tell if a tree really is an Ash Tree?  Most 

Britishers can’t!  So if you can, pass your skill on to somebody else who 

doesn’t know already!  If you can’t, please just ask one of our botanists to tell 

you, or show you.  If you still have last year’s Annual Review, you will find a 

very good drawing of Ash in winter, from Bruce Brown. It is on page 29. See 

how the buds are spaced, and note the scars under each bud. 

 

       Mike Atkinson     
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The Introduction of Great Crested Newts to Nell Bank 

Great crested newts Triturus cristatus are protected by European legislation, with England having an 

internationally important population of this species. An element of the conservation plan for this species is 

the re-introduction of great crested newts to areas within its home range where there is no extant population. 

As there are no records of great crested newts in Lower Wharfedale (but many in Leeds and Harrogate 

Borough) a re-introduction of great crested newts has been undertaken at Nell Bank Centre, Ilkley to support 

nature conservation efforts for this species nationally. 

  Gordon Haycock was granted a Conservation 

Licence by Natural England which allowed the 

transfer of up to 600 great crested newt eggs per year 

for three years (2009 – 2011). The eggs were taken 

from a location near Knaresborough where a large 

great crested newt population is known to exists, and 

survey data indicated that the removal would not 

adversely affect the population. The donor population 

was tested for Chytrid fungus prior to commencement 

and found to be free of this disease. The eggs were 

introduced to the large pond at Nell Bank (the creation 

of which was partly funded by WNS) each spring for three years. 

  A quirk of great crested newt genetics means that only 50% of eggs laid are viable, consequently a 

maximum of 300 individuals could be expected to develop each year. In each year great crested newt efts 

(‘newt tadpoles’) were recorded in the pond at Nell Bank indicating that eggs had hatched successfully. 

Great crested newts are long-lived (typically 15 years), and are predominantly terrestrial, only returning to 

water to breed. Once the immature newt emerges from the pond, it will then take three years before it is 

mature and ready to mate. With these parameters in mind, we began monitoring the ponds for returning great 

crested newts in spring 2012 (three years after the first eggs were introduced). Intensive survey was 

undertaken on two nights in the breeding season (26
th
 April and 10

th
 May). We recorded an abundance of 

palmate newts and common toad, and a few alpine newts each time, but no records of great crested newts. 

Each year further individuals should be maturing and returning to breed, and there have been unconfirmed 

reports from Centre staff, so we live in hope that enough of these charismatic creatures have survived to 

create a viable population at Nell Bank. 

Gordon Haycock 

 

 

SOCIETY ACTIVITIES 
 

 

Microscope Group 

In such a wet year as 2012 it has been useful to pursue a natural history interest in 

warm and dry surroundings! 

  The January meeting was a DIY evening with members bringing a record variety of 

specimens: rock sections, fish scales, whalebone, berries, cones and even a box of 

grass – all transformed when magnified x20 and some like the whalebone showing 

blue and red colours when viewed under polarised light. 

  By popular demand another session of owl pellet dissection was given by Nevil 

Bowland. Barn owl pellets produced the greatest variety of contents – bones, insect 

wing cases, fur and grit; long-eared owls the largest number of skulls whilst the 

stronger digestive juices of the tawny owl result in less variety of contents. Skulls or 

jawbones with teeth intact are crucial to identification of what the owls had had for supper. The common and 

water shrews both have red or orange enamel on the crowns of their teeth whereas the white-toothed shrews 

as the name suggests have white enamel. Common shrews are found over the mainland and many of the 

nearer islands but not in the Outer Hebrides, Shetland or Ireland. A white toothed species occurs on the 

Scilly Isles, and on Islay some shrews have a tendency for one of the pre-molars to be absent on one or both 

sides of the jaw. 
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  Other topics covered plant life under the 

microscope led by some of the Botany group, 

moths and other insects with Mike and Joyce 

Clerk, and a fungi workshop with Joan Powell. 

With guidance, mushroom gills were sliced and 

placed under x125 magnification to reveal 

intertwined strands, or hyphae, which carry the 

developing spores. The number of spores and 

form of attachment varies between species and is 

one of the aids to identification. 

  The year ended with a look at mosses and 

liverworts. Gordon Haycock had collected a 

selection from different habitats and explained 

some of the complexities of bryophytes. Moss 

leaves usually have nerves but liverworts do not 

– they have deeply lobed leaves usually in three 

ranks if they are of the leafy liverworts group. 

If any of these activities appeal to you, why not come along to a meeting – spare microscopes and help is 

available. 

  Thanks to John Hobson for organising a varied programme, providing equipment and expertise, and to all 

who have led sessions and shared their knowledge. 

Heather Burrow 

 

 

Grass Wood Nature Reserve: a Work in Progress 

When it was handed over to the YWT in 1983, Grass Wood was described as ‘the jewel in the crown’ of the 

Trust’s reserves. They had a vision of it, restored to how it had been before the Forestry Commission’s 

conifer plantings of the 1960s – a classic ash wood on limestone. Almost thirty years later, with the aid of 

several grant schemes and uncountable hours of work by Yorkshire Wildlife Trust staff and, especially, by 

all our volunteers, the wood is at last returning to the envisioned state. 

  There is always a lot to do. The chief tasks at the regular winter working parties are coppicing, clearing and 

burning conifer brash resulting from the contractor’s felling, thinning, planting and protecting regeneration. 

Volunteers have also recently been maintaining paths, doing a really professional job in renewing the steps to 

Fort Gregory and constructing essential drains in the main track. The latter task, done in ghastly conditions, 

will not soon be forgotten by those involved! 

  The Otley Dry Stone Walling Association continues to work regularly in the wood, helping to maintain our 

wall boundaries, a never ending task. They were also responsible for the new stile, high up in the wood, 

leading to Bastow Wood. 

  We’ve had good use out of the brush-cutter, a generous gift 

from WNS, in working to control the rapid vegetation growth 

in opened up areas. With the changing weather patterns, there 

are now rapidly growing birch and ash thickets in these places, 

which, in past colder winters, would have been reduced by 

rabbits and deer. 

  The benefits of all this work to the Wood’s special flora can 

be enjoyed, particularly in the spring. Birds-nest orchids occur 

sporadically and herb Paris has increased. Scarlet elf-cup, 

Sarcoscypha austriaca, the red cup fungus, appeared at the 

same site for six years.  Butterfly recording, bird surveys and 

moth trapping are done by volunteers and wardens. Dark green 

fritillaries and ringlets (see colour pages) are a delight in the 

central ‘meadow’ area and the enthusiastic moth group, led by 

Paul Millard, have recorded the larvae of our Red Data book 

species, barred tooth-striped, in 2011 and 2012.  Barred carpet Scarlet elf-cap 
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was a special find, also in 2011, and tissue (See colour pages.) in 2012. Management is being tailored to 

improve the moths’ habitat. 

  The pattern of work through the year still continues along the lines first laid down by Joan Duncan: most 

work done in winter and regular wardening in summer. She wrote the first leaflet for visitors and YWT has 

just produced the latest one. It has been especially heartening that more WNS members have become regular 

volunteers lately and are among our most loyal wardens. 

  As I write, the media’s full of the threat of ‘ash dieback’. It is impossible to predict the future of this tree of 

the Dales, and the possible effects on this important wood are unimaginable. All we can say with certainty is 

that Grass Wood has already been through centuries of change, and for the present, offers an improving 

environment, both for the wildlife and the people who share it. All who work and visit continue to enjoy the 

wood in its varied seasons. 

Audrey Gramshaw 

 

 

Ben Rhydding Gravel Pits Nature Reserve – 2012 

We would like to share some of the highlights for this our 6
th
 year. Rain and water dominated the year in 

many ways. 

  Too dry and then wet, wet, wet... In March our attempts at creating more glades were disappointing with 

the wildflower mixes we had sown struggling due to a lack of rain (yes there were a few weeks!). 

  In June 2010 we had a meagre ten southern marsh orchid spikes, with the wet 2011 this more than doubled 

to 40, so we shouldn’t have been too surprised that with this sodden year we recorded 110. Nicky Vernon 

even counted one plant with 16 spikes. So if we continue with these wet seasons we could soon be over-run! 

  On the river bank high water levels seemed to coincide with most site visits so we struggled to record signs 

of otter activity. 

  At the end of the year we carried out some remedial work on the riverside path near the ditch so hopefully it 

will now be usable even after heavy rains. This year it was impassable on 11 out of 12 months. 

  Waste Water   The Angler’s lagoon remains a cause of concern. At the start of the year we spent many 

hours – and the Angler’s many more – trying to stop the illegal discharges from the car wash. The E Agency 

were very supportive – we accompanied four of their managers (reps from waste, water, fisheries and 

ecology!) on a site visit in February, but it took until October for a drainage pipe to be removed. This was a 

condition of our ‘support’ of the car wash owner’s application to establish a waste water recycling facility on 

the site which should (in theory) be the best solution.  Whilst the E Agency found there was no direct 

evidence linking the contamination of the site with the deterioration of the lagoon we remain unconvinced. 

Regular reports of dead fish and frogs, poor water quality and the death of the reed-beds lead us to think 

otherwise. Going forward we will work with anglers on re-instating the reed beds and identifying other 

opportunities to bring the lagoon back to better health. 

  Himalayan Balsam now on Facebook   Himalayan Balsam control 

remains a focus and we were delighted that our enthusiasm has rubbed 

off on Ilkley Anglers who organised working parties on their site. They 

then went further and partnered up with the Girl Guides to clear balsam 

on Beanland Island in Ilkley. They have even set up a Facebook page – 

‘Ilkley Balsam Bashers’ aimed at co-ordinating friends and volunteer 

efforts on the Wharfe and beyond.  Connecting young people with nature 

is vital and their desire to link up with the other groups and use of new 

tools such as Facebook is highly commendable. 

  New Tools   Not to be outdone we embraced two new tools as well, a 

mattock – great for grubbing out tree roots – and some software to help 

us look after our bird boxes. Tim Howson has now GPS mapped all our 

boxes using some free software from Google earth so we have no risk of 

overlooking them for cleaning out in future. 

  On a birding front it was rather a lean year. The highlight was a spotted 

flycatcher in the willows in early September – we assume on its southerly 

migration. No rarity, but a first for us on the site and a species we had 

always hoped to get.  
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  And finally   Thanks as ever to all the work group volunteers – Katie Pinder, Tim Howson, Roger Holmes, 

Karen Shackleton and Lucy Fox. We would always welcome more volunteers to join us on the 2
nd

 Saturdays 

of the month. Or if you would just like to pop down and learn a bit more about the reserve, just give me a 

call on 01535 647220 or email to: parkes.steve@hotmail.co.uk 

     Steve Parkes 

 

 

Rodley Nature Reserve – 7 June 2012 

Despite a forecast for rain pretty much all day, about 15 people turned up at Rodley Nature Reserve to be 

shown around by Peter and Barbara Murphy. As it was already raining we took shelter in the first hide and 

Peter explained a bit about the reserve. As we looked out of the hide we could see common terns swooping 

around in their graceful flight, and Peter told us that they do have at least one chick on one of the nesting 

platforms that have been placed in the lake. 

  At the next hide a male gadwall was spotted, and it was also lovely to 

watch the swallows and some swift flying past. There were also mute swans 

with cygnets on the lake. As the last of us left this hide David Alred caught 

up from behind, and informed us that he had just been watching an otter 

from the first hide. He had been alerted to its presence by the common terns 

mobbing it. He had seen it dive and stay underwater for a while, but then 

clearly saw the distinctive tail flick up to confirm it as an otter, rather than the other possibility of a mink. 

  Between hides Barbara took us into a beautiful wild flower meadow with a mosaic of colour, the main 

flower for us to see was a pretty southern marsh orchid. As everyone was looking very closely at this flower 

Anne Riley noticed a tiny damselfly clinging to a grass stem in the rain soaked grass, which she identified as 

blue-tailed damselfly, and it wasn’t long before someone spotted a gorgeous cinnabar moth resting in the 

grass too. 

  The rain eased off as we continued through the reserve, and we had a wander around the dragonfly ponds. 

Unfortunately no dragonflies, but there were lots of wonderful flowers, including white and yellow water-

lilies, water violet, ragged robin, and dame’s-violet. 

  By now it was time for lunch and Peter and Barbara took us to the Visitor Centre, where there is a lovely 

seating area with huge windows overlooking the reserve. Tea, coffee, biscuits and buns were also available 

for a donation to the reserve. It is a wonderful Visitor Centre with loads of interesting information about the 

reserve, displays of skulls, etc., wildlife magazines, and a selection of cards and gifts for sale too. 

  David Alred came in just after everyone else and had just seen and photographed a stunning female orange-

tip butterfly resting on the dame’s-violet, so it goes to show that even on a wet day they can still be found. 

And even better is that when at rest they usually remain very still and obliging for photos. As we ate it was 

good to catch up with things that people had seen elsewhere as well. It was a very enjoyable visit altogether. 

A big thank you to Peter and Barbara for hosting us. 

Nyree Fearnley 

 

 

Leighton Moss – 30 June 2012 

After several weeks of appallingly wet weather, we were delighted to find that it was not raining when we 

arrived at Leighton Moss. The forecast had been for scattered showers, so we had come well-armed against 

that possibility, but in the event we managed an entire day with no rain at all, a feat unequalled since about 

May. 

  The sightings board by the entrance reported various birds and other goodies for us to look for, so everyone 

set off to see what the day would bring. It was arranged that the bus would pick up those who so wished and 

take them over to the outlying Eric Morecambe and Allen hides, bringing them back in time to pick up 

everyone else at 4pm, so with that plan in mind, we made our way first to the new Tim Jackson hide, from 

which a breeding pair of kingfishers had apparently been visible that morning. Inevitably they were long 

gone by the time we arrived, but there were plenty of quarrelsome coots, noisy black-headed gulls and 

shovelers to be enjoyed, as well as a tantalising glimpse of a young red deer. Some of us were also fortunate 

enough to see a marvellous food pass between a pair of marsh harriers, which was a real treat. An osprey was 

also sighted by a couple of lucky Nats. 
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  Over at the Eric Morecambe and Allen hides, a whole different suite of birds were in evidence: avocets, 

godwits and various other waders, as well as little egrets. The stunning long-distance views provided a 

splendid backdrop for these birds. 

The wild flowers were also very appealing, with various orchids, and the insect life proved equally 

rewarding, with many different types in evidence. The latter were also providing food for the large numbers 

of swifts and swallows which criss-crossed the skies. 

  With little time left before our departure, we decided to spend our final few minutes watching the feeders. 

Along with the nuthatches, tits and finches we were delighted to see a great spotted woodpecker come down 

and have a good feed. But this magical moment was promptly eclipsed when a sparrowhawk plummeted 

down out of a clear blue sky and carried off a great tit. Every single bird fled and an eerie silence descended 

while they regrouped. 

  When we finally gathered at the entrance, the people waiting by the bus were enjoying watching a large 

group of bullfinches on the feeders outside the visitor centre, providing a vibrant splash of colour: a dazzling 

image to carry home with us after a wonderful day out. Our thanks are due to Michael Brear for organising 

the trip so efficiently. 

Lynn Loader 

 

 

Nethergill Farm – 8th July 2012 

Near the source of the Wharfe is Nethergill Farm run by Chris and Fiona Clark. They 

have long-standing cordial relations with WNS. These were further strengthened by a 

visit of twenty of us on Sunday 8
th
 July.  

  Chris and Fiona talked with us at length on the ecological and financial bases of their 

farm. They are upgrading the accommodation with two self-catering apartments to 

add to the bed, breakfast and evening meal service they already give. Rearing low-

yield but hardy grass-fed cows shows the sorts of challenges they are more than 

willing to take on. One interesting problem for their sheep is that, when it is so wet 

that silage has to be made, if any of their plentiful mole hills find their way into the 

mix, lambs will be aborted. Chris took us for an informative walk round his lower 

meadows, showing, among much else, how serious erosion could be slowed down by 

willow-faced strengthening to the Wharfe banks. WNS had helped fund this 

successful work. In a wildflower-rich meadow his successful introduction of abundant 

parasitic yellow rattle meant that there was now less grass for his cows. 

  After we had eaten our sandwich lunch, we split into three self-guided groups while 

the rain still held off. One, African explorer fashion, searched for the source of the 

Wharfe; they were never seen again. One group walked up onto the moss through a 

plantation of wind-scorched Scots pines; the hoped-for bird-watching was limited but 

rewarding: circling buzzards were one highlight. The ferocious winds had reduced part 

of the plantation to what looked in parts like a Paul Nash painting of Vimy Ridge after 

a bombardment. The President’s party went for a saunter and returned with umbrellas unfurled and hoisted.  

  To understand a little more the realities of ecological commitment while making a living as farmers made 

for a very worthwhile day. Let us hope for further, perhaps more summery, summer visits to Nethergill.  

John D Anderson  
 

I have been looking forward to going to Nethergill for years but never been able to attend the visit. I was not 

disappointed. Chris and Fiona were such welcoming hosts and so forthcoming with information about their 

work. I learnt a lot about the care of land on an upland farm. It was particularly interesting to hear about the 

dilemmas posed by the need to have enough food for livestock (which bring in an income) balanced against 

the desire to recreate meadows with poorer grass, cut late in the season, to encourage meadow flowers and 

greater biodiversity. 

  It was wonderful to see the banks of northern marsh and common spotted orchids and to wander amongst 

pignut, yellow rattle and eyebright.  It was also interesting to see in reality the attempts (partially funded by 

WNS) to minimise water erosion of the river banks by ‘willow spiling’ – live willow rods are woven 

between willow stakes at the water’s edge. These should establish a dense root mass and top growth and 

stabilise the river bank. 

Yellow rattle 
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  Thanks also to Derek Parkin for organising a short walk into the moss-floored tree plantation where a small 

group of us recorded lesser redpoll, buzzard, willow warbler, goldfinch, tree pipit and spotted flycatcher. We 

also saw successful growth of a majority of the newly planted trees on the Moss. 

  It was a great day out – and we didn’t even get too wet! 

Ros Lilley 
 

 

Butterflies at Duck Street – 24th July 2012 

A group of about 27 Nats members were welcomed by Mark Barnham, one of the owners of Duck Street 

Quarry, who told us something of its history and, with our butterfly recorder David Howson, what we might 

find.  It was with eager anticipation we filed through the gate and almost immediately found fragrant pink 

orchids amongst a carpet of lady’s bedstraw and twayblades and many other wild flowers and grasses. It was 

lovely to see common blue butterflies fluttering round us and settling, pleased to be photographed even if the 

wind made it a little difficult! Also ringlets (see colour pages) and small heath and lots of tiny black chimney 

sweeper moths were there. Further up the path was purple and yellow and white with self-heal, bird’s-foot 

trefoil, eyebright and even a little knotted pearlwort.  There 

was excited chatter as discoveries were made, and notebooks, 

lenses, cameras were brought out. As a lover of nature, but no 

expert in any field, I was amazed at the depth of knowledge so 

many of the group shared about each and every find. Mark led 

us up a steep path where helping hands were gratefully 

accepted. At the top we were rewarded with the sighting of a 

beautiful dark green fritillary (right) and another climb to a 

frog orchid with splendid views all around us. On up and over 

two stiles we descended to the floor of the quarry, where we 

enjoyed our picnic lunches as we watched common blues 

mating leisurely all around us.  It was amazing to be shown a 

minute white egg laid by the butterfly on the leaf of the bird’s-

foot trefoil.  It was altogether a lovely, interesting and friendly 

outing leaving us much to enjoy in retrospect. Oh yes, we saw a wheatear too! So a big thank you to Mark 

for sharing his hidden treasure and to David Howson for organising the trip. 

Barbara Akam 

 

 

Martin Mere – 24 November 2012, 

The day dawned clear and, uncharacteristically for this particular outing, not raining, although the first frost 

of the year glistened on the grass as we made our way to the bus. Michael Brear had done a fine job of 

organising the trip, and had plenty of leaflets to hand round as we made our way across the hills to Martin 

Mere.  

  We were lucky enough for once to have fair weather for this trip and the temptation to skulk indoors and 

focus on the informative and entertaining talks and presentations was not so great as in previous years Most 

people headed straight off to the hides to see what they could spot. A guided tour was setting off shortly after 

we arrived, offering a good introduction for first-time visitors. 

  In addition to the classic Martin Mere roll-call of whooper swans and waders from around the world, many 

of us enjoyed good sightings of raptors, with up to three peregrine falcons seen lined up on one stretch of 

fencing from the United Utilities hide. These were tentatively identified as male, female and juvenile. A 

buzzard and a marsh harrier provided a spectacular finale to the afternoon for some lucky Nats. 

  Other high spots included close-up views of gorgeous pintails, three colour variants of ruff, and black swan. 

But the water birds did not have it all their own way, and the feeders delivered their usual reliable list of 

smaller species, with greenfinches, goldfinches and bramblings offering a riot of colour. Long-tailed tits 

added further to the pleasure of the visit. 

  As well as the birds, there were, of course, the famous Martin Mere otters: the female being followed 

constantly by her delightfully boisterous young family lifted everyone’s spirits.  

Dark green fritillary 
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  The swan feeding sessions were fascinating and most informative, and as ever it was a shame to have to 

drag ourselves away in order to get back to the bus. We returned home tired but very happy after another 

excellent day out. 

Lynn Loader 

 

 

Washburn Winter Walk – 5 January 2013 

After a week of seriously miserable weather – murky and damp – it was a real pleasure to turn up at Swinsty 

Moor Car Park on a dry and reasonably bright, albeit cloudy, day. There were 20 members for this annual 

event which gives us all an opportunity to blow away a few cobwebs, enjoy a chat with like-minded people 

and look for wildlife. 

  We set off at 9-15am in an anti-clockwise direction around Swinsty heading in the direction of Swinsty 

Hall. Until we reached the Hall the amount of wildlife seen, mainly birds of course at this time of year, was 

decidedly few and far between. In the Hall gardens however there was a welcome group of long-tailed tits, 

alongside blue tits whilst the Reservoir produced the usual mallard, a goose or two and gulls. The water was 

calm which enabled us to clearly see the odd ripple created by rising trout which is unusual at this time of 

year but is probably explained by the exceptionally mild weather. The presence of gulls was indicative of the 

fact that the reservoir is a prime site for a winter roost, involving thousands of both black-headed gulls and 

common gulls. The sight of gulls flying in from all points of the compass as dusk approaches is a great 

wildlife spectacle on our doorstep! Like all the other Washburn reservoirs Swinsty was overflowing which 

meant that the overflow channel was devoid of birds such as wagtails which often take advantage of the 

insect food available in the channel at times of low water.  

  On the east side of the dam wall there were a few more birds in evidence including coal tit, treecreeper and 

mistle thrush. We took a break at Stack Point Car Park for refreshments and watched the inevitable feeding 

of the wildfowl and gulls thereafter continuing on our way. Good views were obtained at the upstream end of 

the reservoir of several cormorant which have been a feature here for many years. 

  We crossed Fewston dam wall to arrive back at the car park after some two hours of walking. The wildlife 

had clearly not been spectacular but, as always, it was good to get back to normality and get the New Year 

going with fellow members and enthusiasts. 

Peter Riley 

 

Obituary 
 

Joan Duncan MBE (1916 – 2012) 
For new members of the WNS Joan Duncan (Hon. Vice President) may just be a name on the membership 

card, but for generations of Wharfedale naturalists she was the backbone of the Society and a key figure in a 

much wider community of environmental scientists and conservationists. 

  She joined WNS in 1946, soon after its inception. In 1947 she became 

assistant secretary and continued to hold a variety of offices including 

President and Botany Recorder, a role she shared first with Dorothy 

Marjoram and, more recently, with Joyce Hartley. For many years she was 

Hon. Secretary carrying such a work load that the job is now covered by 

four separate posts. She was secretary in what might be seen as the 

Society’s golden age during the 1950s and 60s when membership topped 

400 and we had a flourishing junior membership – many of these juniors 

going on to distinguished careers in environmental work. This was the 

time when the Society produced a number of surveys, the most famous 

being of Ilkley Moor. It arose from a question posed by Mary Dalby – 

‘why had crowberry increased and heather decreased on Ilkley Moor?’ 

The investigation took several years and involved the membership in 

detailed fieldwork including species counting and core sampling. It has been much referred to over the years 

and provided a baseline for research by Bradford University in the 1990s. Everyone engaged in the work 

remembered it fondly and with justifiable pride. 
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  It was through the Society that Joan met her husband, fellow-member Colin Duncan. Colin was for many 

years our Weather Recorder as well as accompanying and supporting Joan in her work. They travelled 

widely, their observations and beautiful photographs forming the basis of many of Joan’s talks to us and to 

other natural history groups.  

  In fact, Joan was a leading light of more than the WNS. She was a member – and served as President – of 

both the Yorkshire Naturalists Union (YNU) and the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust (YWT). She was always keen 

that we should see our Society as a part of this wider network – all working together to the same ends.  

  Her role in the YWT led to her being appointed to the inaugural Management Committee for Grass Wood 

Nature Reserve in 1961. Gradually more land was added till the site grew to its present 196 acres. In 1969 

she became Chairman of the Management Committee, a position she held until handing over to Audrey 

Gramshaw in 1993. She set the pattern for the active involvement of volunteers in the work of returning the 

wood to its original state. It is a very special place, a classic ash wood on limestone with a rich and rare flora. 

This was work close to Joan’s heart, combining as it does ecology and specialist botany. The day before she 

died she enjoyed a visit from Audrey and a discussion of the latest Grass Wood leaflet: her comment’ ‘We 

got it right, didn’t we?’  

  In the words of an old friend and colleague, ‘Joan Duncan was Wharfedale Naturalists!’ But she was so 

much more too: a warm-hearted approachable woman, a scrupulous scholar, an indefatigable worker, 

completely without self-regard. She was quietly proud when, in 2001, she was appointed MBE for services 

to Yorkshire wildlife. As members of the WNS we can certainly be very proud of all her achievements.   

J D and A G 
 

Memories of Joan Duncan: 

Jenny Dixon: I have lots of memories of Joan from the days when I first joined the WNS in the early 1970s, 

a time when she was very much at the centre of our activities, whether it was addressing the AGM, giving 

wonderful illustrated talks about flowering plants in faraway places, or leading Botany expeditions. 

However, one memory stands out in particular, and it is from her later years when it was difficult for her to 

get out and about much at all. It shows how a good naturalist never stops looking and noticing. One day in 

late spring, she spotted something unusual on her modest-sized lawn – just inches under the shade of a large 

fir tree. It was a very small, very new, broad-leaved helleborine, a rarish member of the orchid family, 

specimens of which have for many years kept popping up in and around Ilkley. She recognized it, saved it 

from the lawn-mower, and monitored its progress over the succeeding weeks. It grew into a spectacular 

plant, over two feet high, with several flower spikes bearing those attractive green and pink flowers. It was 

much visited, admired and photographed, and I wrote it up for the Gazette’s Nature Notes. A clever seed – to 

choose to germinate in the garden of Ilkley’s leading botanist! 

Olwen Middleton: It was one of my first outings with the Thursday Botany Group and most of the other 

members were much older than me. We were looking at the drawdown zones of Swinsty Reservoir, when 

something really interesting was spotted, growing very close to the ground. 

  Although I had little knowledge of the finer points of botany, I volunteered to get down for a closer look: I 

was the only one with the necessary agility! I stretched out on the shore with my hand lens. The plant in 

question was thought to be Shoreweed – Littorella uniflora, – that grows half an inch high, and has male and 

female plants. 

  Joan was delighted and asked me vast numbers of questions, most of which I couldn't understand, let alone 

answer. Lots of other older and well informed ladies were there, and I lay there on the ground feeling an 

absolute mutt. 

Audrey Gramshaw: One of my long lasting memories of Joan is the day she led a Royal Forestry Society 

group round Grass Wood. Speaking through a megaphone, provided by them I believe, to explain YWT aims 

of management at certain stopping points, the response was not entirely sympathetic. The visitors, used to 

looking professionally at woodlands for timber, asked challenging questions, all fielded well by Joan. 

  Conservation thinking, although already acknowledged more, was not the first consideration in their world. 

Joan was admirable and was given a green silk scarf with the RFS logo in appreciation. 

  At the end, Rosemary Payne and I heard the comment from one forester ‘Call this an ash woodland. I 

haven’t seen a decent ash all day!’ 
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Records for 2012 
 

Weather 2012 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weather Data Summary  

 
Average Daily Total 

 
Temperature Rain Temperature Rain 

 
Max Min mm High Low Daily Max 

Monthly 
Total 

January 6.10 2.19 3.91 11.00 -4.00 22.00 121.10 

February 5.93 1.90 0.49 13.00 -6.00 5.00 14.30 

March 12.44 3.79 0.61 22.00 -2.00 5.00 19.00 

April 9.85 3.25 4.68 15.00 -1.50 26.00 140.50 

May 17.76 7.78 2.00 30.00 0.00 22.00 58.00 

June 16.85 9.58 5.66 24.50 5.00 33.00 169.70 

July 20.44 10.82 3.43 28.00 5.00 19.00 106.25 

August 21.68 10.74 3.82 26.00 7.00 23.00 118.50 

September 17.03 7.67 5.51 26.00 0.00 55.00 165.25 

October 11.87 3.27 3.12 16.00 -1.00 21.00 96.75 

November 8.40 2.77 3.77 13.00 -5.00 26.00 113.10 

December 4.77 1.87 3.73 10.00 -5.00 23.00 115.60 

        Average 12.76 5.47 3.39 
    Total Rain 

      
1238.05 
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Some interesting points to note: 

 There were only the 3 months of June, July and August when there was not frost in the month (not 

good for gardeners). 

 There was a huge amount of rain – 1238mm (compare the very dry year last year with 668mm); we 

had more than the average for Yorkshire but that is understandable, being to the west of the region. 

 The ‘drought period’ which seemed to capture the media was not really experienced here. Despite 

there being reduced amounts of rainfall in February and March there was snow on the ground in 

February. 

 The highest temperature was in May (30°C) but we also had frost in the same month. 

 Even in the main summer months there were some very low temperatures. 

Peter and Sheila Bancroft, Weather Recorders 
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Botany 
New Taxon Records: 

 i)  Established British Taxa: 

Sea Clubrush (Bolboschoenus maritimus) – has been known at Ben Rhydding Gravel Pits (BRGP) since 

1986.  Recently, this original species has been split by the taxonomists.  Our BRGP specimen has been 

examined by Mike Wilcox (MW), who has identified it as B. latycarpus, using a method based on cross-

sections of stems and leaves. 

  The Water-starworts (Callitriche spp.) take a little care and patience to separate into species.  Some large 

clumps found in a spring on the side of Beamsley Beacon by BNB were identified by him as Various-leaved 

Water-starwort (C. platycarpa), by examining the tiny flowers and fruits.  This was later confirmed by MW. 

Eyebrights (Euphrasia spp.) are another difficult group.  The classification and names of the British species 

have been changed several times.  CH and NV had the chance to be trained by John O’Reilly to identify the 

species likely to be found in upland hay meadows in the Yorkshire Dales and North Pennines.  After our 

day’s workshop, we tackled the Deepdale hay meadows, and found the commoner Arctic Eyebright (E. 

arctica arctica), but not the much rarer Montane Eyebright (E. officinalis montana).  However, the previous 

week John had found Arctic Eyebright in 10 of the 11 Deepdale meadows he had visited, and Montane 

Eyebright in 2 of them (one meadow containing both species).  WNS members usually record any eyebright 

as plain “Eyebright”, unless someone is able to tell us better.  So now we have two new species to add to our 

records! 

  When visiting a new orchid site to the east of Addingham, HMB 

found Spotted Medick (Medicago arabica) in the road verge at the 

foot of a road sign. This is our first record for this little annual, which 

has a dark spot on each of the 3 leaflets of its trefoil leaves.  It has 

lovely coiled and spiny seed pods, too.  In her Plant Atlas for Mid-

west Yorkshire, Phyl Abbott (PPA) notes that it is ‘said to be 

introduced, but may be spreading north naturally.’ 

  Our most exciting new find for the 

year has to be a hybrid forget-me-not, 

Myosotis x bollandica, although it 

does not really qualify as an 

established British taxon, since it was 

only recognised officially in 2004, 

but it is native, rather than 

introduced.  The water forget-me-nots are not known to hybridise much, and 

this is the first such hybrid to be recorded in Britain.  The plant was first 

noticed by P Jepson in 1997, in the Bowland Fells.  It was not until 2004 that 

it was described formally as a hybrid between Creeping Forget-me-not (M. 

secunda) and Pale Forget-me-not (M. stolonifera).  (For the details of this, 

please refer to the Botany Section Outing to the Beamsley, Ling Chapel 

area.)  Creeping Forget-me-not is not so uncommon in our area, whereas Pale 

Forget-me-not is a much rarer plant of the northern uplands.  We do have 

other sites for it (ie Pale Forget-me-not) on Ilkley Moor, so our challenge for 

2013 is to see if there are more hybrid-sites to be found! 

  A tour of the verges of Bolton Abbey roundabout produced a surprise for NV.  This was about 6 plants of a 

strange scrambling vetch with large white flowers among the grasses.  Luckily, HMB and AT turned up (by 

chance), complete with a flower book, and the vetch was soon named, confusingly, as Yellow Vetch (Vicia 

lutea).  This is a new species for WNS, and is not mentioned in PPA’s Plant Atlas.  Stace describes it as ‘a 

rare native maritime species, but a frequent casual inland’. 

 

 ii) Recent Introductions: 

Garden Arabis (Arabis caucasica) – was found growing on top of a drystone wall near the road bridge at 

Park Rash, on a WNS meeting.  Harpur-Crewe’s Leopard’s-bane (Doronicum x excelsum) – was found 

growing in a roadside ditch at Weeton by BNB.  Although NF found this species a couple of years earlier at 

Bramhope, that site is just outside our recording area, so this is our first official record. 
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Pencilled Crane’s-bill (Geranium versicolor) – was found in an open area near the grounds of Wells House, 

Ilkley. (BNB)  It is a species of Mediterranean origin, often planted in gardens.  Its petals are white with 

bluish-purple veins, hence ‘pencilled’. 

  A probable garden throw-out by the lane-side at Knotford Nook has settled in, to make a small shrub of 

Kerria (Kerria japonica flore pleno).(BNB)  The honeysuckles provide a source of several new 

introductions.  Our latest one is Box-leaved Honeysuckle (Lonicera pileata), found by BNB at the edge of 

the river in Castley Lane.  It is a native of China, often planted as a shrub, and it has violet-coloured berries. 

  DAB found a large clump of Red Lungwort (Pulmonaria rubra) by a footpath at Ben Rhydding, probably 

of garden origin.  It is a plant from SE Europe.  It was found not far from a second incomer, Spotted 

Deadnettle (Lamium maculatum), also a European species, which has pinky-purple flowers.  The naturalised 

or garden form usually has leaves blotched with white. 

  A large clump of goldenrod was found on the river bank at Otley in 2011, near the overflow from the 

Conservation Lake, not in flower. NV thought it was likely to be Canadian Goldenrod (Solidago 

canadensis), for which we do have records.  BNB visited it in September 2012, and it checked out as Early 

Goldenrod (S. gigantea), another similar N. American species which differs in being less hairy, and in the 

composition of its flower heads. 

 

New Site Records: 

 i) Special: 

  Our TPP survey work took us to some wonderful sites – where there was a good chance of finding less 

common species, as well as our target species.  In a calcareous flush north of Kilnsey, not only was there 

Flat-sedge (Blysmus compressus) – our target species, but also Black Bog-rush (Schoenus nigricans) and Sea 

Plantain (Plantago maritima).  (See Surveys – BSBI / YDNP Threatened Plants Project for more detail about 

Flat-sedge.)  Hybrid Tawny-sedge (Carex x fulva) – was found on a WNS meeting at Beamsley, also both its 

parents.  The Beamsley meeting produced new sites for some interesting species.  These included Few-

flowered Spike-rush (Eleocharis quinqueflora), Spiked Sedge (Carex spicata), Marsh Arrowgrass 

(Triglochin palustris) and Marsh Speedwell (Veronica scutellata). 

  A survey of part of Timble Gill produced two new sites for Smooth-stalked Sedge (Carex laevigata).  This 

is an Ancient Woodland indicator, with a strong affinity for ancient woodland, and rare elsewhere.  The site 

produced nine other similar indicators, including Early-purple Orchid (Orchis mascula) and Wood Melick 

(Melica uniflora). 

  Walking over Lea Green, to have a look at two of the limestone pavements surveyed by the YDNP in 2003, 

produced a new site for Frog Orchid (Coeloglossum viride) for BNB.  He found 2 plants on a small bank in 

limestone pasture, and also recorded a new site for Northern Bedstraw (Galium boreale), in one of the 

pavements.  (See Surveys – BSBI / YDNP Threatened Plants Project for more info. about Frog Orchid sites.) 

  A few plants of Northern Marsh-orchid (Dactylorhiza purpurella) had been 

spotted in the wide verge of the A59 near Draughton by JP in 2011.  This year 

NV counted 38 flower spikes at the back of the verge, although some had been 

lost through over-zealous mowing of a strip several metres wide next to the 

road, rather than the required 1m.  This also caused the loss of 3 Bee Orchids 

(Ophrys apifera) in this same area, which had found the wrong place to grow. 

A further Northern Marsh-orchid turned up by the Bolton Abbey roundabout, 

along with a dozen Common Spotted-orchids (Dactylorhiza fuchsii). 

  The TPP survey group found a hybrid orchid, Dactylorhiza x venusta, when 

walking to a survey site in Deepdale, also Few-flowered Spike-rush.  A sturdy 

plant of Broad-leaved Helleborine (Epipactis helleborine) – was found by 

AMG, JP and AT in the grounds of Farnley Hall. 

  A new patch of Yellow Star-of-Bethlehem (Gagea lutea) – was found by 

NV, not far from a known patch, on the river bank between Ilkley and 

Addingham.  BNB also found one plant on the river bank at Otley.  Clumps of 

Giant Hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) – were found on the north bank 

of the river Wharfe near OWNR by CH and NV.  JH and NV visited an open garden on Ilkley Moorside and 

found a colony of Toothwort (Lathraea squamaria) about 5 – 6 sq. m. underneath shrubs in the garden.  Two 

plants of Martagon Lily (Lilium martagon) – were spotted flowering in the road verge near Cracoe by HMB 

and RJB. 
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  March Ghyll Reservoir produced a new site for Shoreweed (Littorella uniflora), seen on a WNS visit.  Two 

patches of Wood Millet grass (Milium effusum) – were found by BNB by a path in woodland below Fewston 

Embankment.  This is our first clear record for the species since 1952 (at Threshfield). 

  In March NV had found 24 little orchid plants on the Addingham by-pass, but which type?  In June DH had 

a look, and found they had grown into Bee Orchids.  Almost all the plants flowered well. DH & TH also 

found one plant near the dam end of Lindley Wood Reservoir, another new site. 

  KB found new sites for Goldilocks (Ranunculus auricomus), one in Conistone Dib and 3 along the path 

from Loup Scar to the suspension bridge, where she also found a large patch of Moschatel (Adoxa 

moschatellina) recorded from here by JH in 1989. 

  NV found about 8–10 plants of Sherard’s Downy-rose (Rosa sherardii) in the hedges north of Askwith, 

including Moorside Lane. This rose has attractive deep pink flowers and fat round hips, with stalked glands. 

  A lovely find was a new site for Meadow Saxifrage (Saxifraga granulata) by the Washburn north of Folly 

Hall Wood – a colony about 11m long, which flowered well. (BNB) OM has recorded it south of the wood. 

  In October NV found one plant of Hybrid Woundwort (Stachys x ambigua) in Low Mill Lane, Addingham.  

One parent, Hedge Woundwort (S. sylvatica) grows nearby, but NV cannot think where the other parent, 

Marsh Woundwort (S. palustris) could be, although it has occurred at the top end of the village. 

  CH made a surprising find in the middle of a grass track at Farnley.  There were plants of Field Madder 

(Sherardia arvensis) for a distance of about 14 m.  Not only was this a rather strange habitat for it, but this 

little plant is in decline nationally, and this is our first record for it in this 10x10km square! 

  March Ghyll Reservoir also provided a new site for Western Gorse (Ulex gallii).  A few plants were 

growing near the water’s edge, at the north-west end of the reservoir. (WNS)  BNB checked out the grasses 

round Fewston churchyard before he ran a course there on identifying grasses.  In doing so, he found Rat’s-

tail Fescue (Vulpia myuros) in the car park – possibly from a seed mix used after the building of the Heritage 

Centre.  This is only our second record for it, the first being made by MW in 1999 at Ilkley Railway Station. 

 

 ii) Others: 

Early Hair-grass (Aira praecox) – was found in the cobbled walling at the edge of March Ghyll Reservoir on 

a WNS visit.  Sneezewort (Achillea ptarmica) – was found by CH at Low Dam.  Large Bittercress 

(Cardamine amara) and Water Figwort (Scrophularia auriculata) – were new additions to our list for the 

north bank of the Wharfe at Otley, next to OWNR.  (WNS) 

  We had a second record for Snow-in-summer (Cerastium tomentosum), found in a strip of rubble by the 

Washburn. (BNB) Presumably it arrived with the rubble. Our other record for it was made by JH in 1988.  

The species is native to Italy, including Sicily, and there it was on a rocky ledge by the track to Providence 

Pot!  Blue Sowthistle (Cicerbita macrophylla) – a new site found by PS between Denton Road and the river, 

Ilkley, with several clumps in gardens and at the riverside. 

  Hairy Woodrush (Luzula pilosa) – in Panorama Woods, and also in Heber’s Ghyll Wood. 

(Both BNB)  Bitter-vetch (Lathyrus linifolius) – was found by PM and BNB in species-rich 

limestone grassland at High Ox Pasture, above Kilnsey, while undertaking a TPP survey.  

Mountain Melick grass (Melica nutans) and Giant Bellflower (Campanula latifolia) – were 

found in the Dow Cave area on a WNS walk. 

  Large mats of greenery in the stream at Sun Lane NR – were identified by HA as Blinks 

(Montia fontana) – not previously listed for this site.  Water-cress (Nasturtium officinale) – 

was found in a ditch at the back of Sainsbury’s, Otley by BNB. Unwanted produce?  It is a 

first for its tetrad. 

  Smaller Cat’s-tail (Phleum bertolonii) – is a smaller version of Timothy grass (P. 

pratense).  I’m sure we do not always recognise it as the separate species.  It is typically 

found in old hay meadows and pastures.  BNB found it on Lea Green, where it is a new 

tetrad record.  Now we are looking for it more carefully, we have more sites for the 

attractive woodland grass, Wood Meadow-grass (Poa nemoralis).  BNB recorded it in 

Panorama Woods. 

  In a marshy area by the Washburn, the oval leaves of Bog Pondweed (Potamogeton 

polygonifolius) were found on our daffodil walk, not far from Lindley trout farm. 

  False Oxlips (Primula x polyantha) – turned up here and there.  Two were in new Washburn sites, one (with 

deep yellow flowers) near Folly Hall, among Primroses (Primula vulgaris).  The other was found below 

Swinsty Dam among many primroses, with the other parent and more hybrids by the dam side, some distance 

Bitter-vetch 
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away.  (BNB)  The list of sites for Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass (Puccinellia distans) continues to grow.  This is 

a salt-marsh plant spreading along the spray zones of many of our roads.  This year it has been seen in the 

extreme verge of Snowden Carr Road (WNS), by the A658 near Riffa Bridge (BNB) and on the Beamsley 

Beacon roadside, just below a salt and grit bin (WNS)! 

  A large colony of Round-leaved Crowfoot (Ranunculus omiophyllus) – was found in a wet field corner, at 

Dob Park, where the path rejoins the road. (WNS)  KB also found a new site for it on Langbar Moor in mid-

April, along with 9 Green Hairstreak butterflies – a successful walk!  AG found several clumps of Yellow 

Rattle (Rhinanthus minor) in Burns Hill Field, Addingham, not known to her from this field before.  It is also 

a new tetrad record.  A distinctive Bramble, Dewberry (Rubus caesius), with stems that have a  ‘bloom’ to 

them, was seen on a WNS walk, at the riverside near Barden Bridge.  Marsh Valerian (Valeriana dioica) – a 

small patch at the river end of the stockyard, OWNR.  (WNS)  BNB found a colony of Early Dog-violet 

(Viola reichenbachiana) on the north bank of the Wharfe, near OWNR. 

 

Other Miscellaneous Records: 

One plant of Keeled Garlic (Allium carinatum) – was spotted by JP & AT in the verge outside Grass Wood, 

and later identified by NV.  This species and the closely related Rosy Garlic (A. roseum) have been found in 

this verge occasionally.  A simple difference between them is that the stamens of Rosy Garlic are shorter 

than the petals, whereas in Keeled Garlic they are longer, and so show outside the flower. 

  We can now declare the Ragweed (Ambrosia artemisiifolia), which has grown in AMG’s garden since 

2000, to be a Neophyte, rather than a Casual.  It is an annual, and has kept going unaided for 12 years.  This 

year there were 8 plants, including one of the tallest ever, still standing in November. 

  Common Fiddleneck (Amsinckia micrantha) – 5 plants near Huby at the roadside, also 1 plant by the 

Otley–Leeds road.  (Both BNB)  Italian Lords-&-ladies (Arum italicum italicum) – with its attractively 

white-veined leaves, was found in the hedge bottom at Leathley on a WNS walk. 

  A line of Welted Thistle plants (Carduus crispus) – seen stretching over 100m along a field edge, by the 

Otley–Burley road by BNB.  He says it was kept as a hay meadow in 2012, and contained the most Goat’s-

beard plants (Tragopogon pratensis) he had ever seen. 

  Despite its nearness to Ilkley town centre, and its popularity with walkers, Heber’s Ghyll Wood retains 15 

Ancient Woodland Indicator species, of which 5 show a strong affinity for Ancient Woodland.  One of these  

is Smooth-stalked Sedge.  This wood also reflects its nearness to the moor, with species such as Heather, 

(Calluna vulgaris), Bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) and Marsh Violet (Viola palustris).  There are also 

several introduced species such as Shallon (Gaultheria shallon), Cherry Laurel (Prunus laurocerasus), 

Garden Privet (Ligustrum ovalifolium) and Oregon-grape (Mahonia aquifolium). 

  Smooth-stalked Sedge was also seen on our Dob Park walk.  It was recorded here by Joan Duncan in 1972.  

NF reported Alternate-leaved Golden-saxifrage (Chrysosplenium alternifolium) growing by a stream 

between Middleton and Denton.  This could be a site originally recorded by Joan Duncan in 1964.  

  We have only one site-record for the hybrid thistle, Marsh Thistle (Cirsium palustre) x Creeping Thistle (C. 

arvense), or C. x celakovskianum.  This was found at BRGP in 1999 by Jesse Tregale, who found a good 

number of plants of it at the time.  A visit in 2012 by BNB and MW re-found this hybrid, near the 

Fisherman’s Lagoon. 

  The fate of the Northern Spike-rush (Eleocharis mamillata) at OWNR does not look hopeful.  It was last 

checked in 2005/6, when nine colonies were found round the moat.  Checking in 2012, BNB found only two 

colonies (determined by F. Rumsey).  This rare species needs a site that is wet, but it must also be bare and 

open, preferably gravelly.  It does not fare well when faced by competition from other species, such as its 

relative, Common Spike-rush (E. palustris) which is so common at OWNR.  Dredging the moat has not 

helped it either.  Water Horsetail (Equisetum fluviatile) – found in the margin of the lake, next to the river, at 

Knotford Nook, Otley.  (BNB)  Portland Spurge (Euphorbia portlandica) – re-appeared in the stony gully at 

Sun Lane NR, after an absence of two years.  (AR) 

  In 2011, a WNS group found a small patch of Northern Bedstraw  in Bastow Wood.  Re-visiting the site in 

2012, KB could only find one shoot, 7–8 cm high.  This is presumably the same site recorded by H. Lefevre 

as ‘Bastow Beacon’ in 1965, and in 1968, ‘with plenty of plants near the path’. 

  A large colony of Shining Crane’s-bill (Geranium lucidum) – growing in an old drystone field wall, 

Draughton, and nearby, a small colony of Fairy Foxglove (Erinus alpinus) in an old wall, now a garden 

wall.(NV)  A grass found in the verge of Bolton Abbey roundabout, Meadow Barley (Hordeum secalinum), 

is only mentioned in PPA’s Plant Atlas from one site ie this roundabout.  It was found there pre-2005 by 
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MW, and was thought to have come in with a seed mix.  The 2012 plants were presumably descendants of 

the same stock.  (BNB, NV)  Common Toadflax (Linaria vulgaris) – is only occasional in our area, so NV 

was sad that a long-established clump on Askwith Moor Road seemed to have disappeared.  However, this 

year it was seen again, not very good, but still alive. 

  Several Changing Forget-me-nots (Myosotis discolor) – were found at the edge of a field in Low Mill Lane, 

Addingham, also a clump of Green Alkanet (Pentaglottis sempervirens) was found in the verge at the west 

end of Addingham Old Road.  (NV)  A large colony of Common Bistort (Persicaria bistorta), not previously 

recorded, was seen between the head of Fewston Reservoir and the A59.  The plants were growing in +/- 

horizontal bands, maybe because of the underlying soil.  (NV) 

  Lots of Cowslips (Primula veris) – were seen flowering in a field bordering on Redlish Road.(HMB)  Pink 

flowers at Swinsty – CH found 2 Primrose plants near each other, both of which had red flowers – a cross-

pollinating bee at work?  She also found nine patches of Wood Sorrel (Oxalis acetosella) in a small area, all 

with pink flowers, rather than the usual white.  Joan Duncan first recorded this form (‘var. Rosea’) at 

Swinsty in 1959.  Oddly, both records were made on April 22
nd

, but 53 years apart! 

  Exploring Step Gill, near Buckden, BNB found Kidney Saxifrage (Saxifraga hirsuta) in the spray zone at 

the base of a waterfall.  The plant was previously recorded here in 1990 by PPA.  Our easternmost site for 

Water Figwort (Scrophularia auriculata) – is now by Weeton Beck, along with Branched Bur-reed 

(Sparganium erectum) and Lesser Water-parsnip (Berula erecta). (BNB)  Some of the wide verges around 

Weeton had large colonies of Goldilocks, recorded from here by JH in 1987. 

  DAB found Hidcote Comfrey (Symphytum x hidcotense” Hidcote Blue”) – a frequent garden escapee – at 

the bottom of a hedge at Middleton, also in Ilkley Cemetery.  Fringe-cups (Tellima grandiflora) – is a good 

coloniser.  It has cropped up in various places this year, and must have very efficient seed dispersal!  Single 

plants were found on the river bank, Otley (CH), at Rougemont Carr and also in Panorama Woods (both 

BNB).  In a track of rubble near the Washburn, below Swinsty Dam, BNB found both sub-species of Ivy-

leaved Speedwell (Veronica hederifolia). One subspecies, V. h. lucorum, is much more common in our area 

than the other, V. h. hederifolia.  V. h. lucorum has paler, more lilac flowers, whereas V. h. hederifolia has 

brighter blue ones. 

 

Flourishing Plants This Year: 

Timble seems to be about our best spot for Harebells (Campanula rotundifolia).  BNB reported on a 

‘magnificent colony in flower on a bank next to a track’ here.  The colony around the old quarry by the road 

junction to the west of Timble also flowered well (NV). 

  Ben Rhydding Gravel Pits produced a welcome ‘return’ of 60+ flower spikes of Southern Marsh-orchid 

(Dactylorhiza praetermissa) in mid-June, counted by DH & RH.  Two weeks later, NV counted 110 spikes 

there, all among patches of Hard Rush (Juncus inflexus), along with Ragged Robin (Silene flos-cuculi).  One 

splendid plant had 16 flower spikes.  DH also saw over 100 spikes of Southern Marsh-orchid at Sun Lane 

NR, with a couple of interesting possible hybrids, and he recorded over 200 Common Spotted-orchids  at the 

Middleton Hospital site. 

  HMB had a colourful visit to Cray, seeing 40 to 50 rosy-pink Fragrant Orchids (Gymnadenia conopsea), 

hundreds of rich purple Northern Marsh-orchids (Dactylorhiza 

purpurella) and pink Ragged Robin in their excellent wet flush site.  

She also reported a similar number of Fragrant Orchids seen from the 

path to Hag Dyke.  Common Rockroses (Helianthemum 

nummularium) had a really successful year for flowering.  HMB & 

RJB reported that they had never seen so many at the lower end of 

Littondale, and not far from there, on top of Kilnsey Crag, HMB & 

NV saw so many flowers, that it looked yellow all over.  AMG 

reported that they made a great display in Bastow, and that the land 

above Conistone had yellow ‘stripes’ along the grassy limestone 

scars, which she had never seen before. 

  In late March, SW reported that the Wild Daffodils (Narcissus 

pseudo-narcissus) in Stainburn Gill appeared to be spreading, and 

were also very plentiful in Stainburn churchyard.  The group on the 

Leathley Daffodil walk were not disappointed either, with many 

clumps of flowers on the banks of the Washburn. 

Common Rockrose 
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  In May, many hundreds of Adder’s Tongue (Ophioglossum vulgatum) were seen by KB at Grimwith 

Reservoir, where she first recorded them in 2008.  Bee Orchids appeared at several new sites (see ‘New 

Sites’) – but of course, these perennial plants would have taken a few years to grow to flowering from seed, 

so which was their ‘good year’, germination year or flowering year?  Over 50 Early-purple Orchids – were 

seen by HMB on a slope of limestone scree, between Conistone and Grass Wood.  

  In September, AMG reported that Fewston Reservoir had large rafts of pink-flowered Amphibious Bistort 

(Persicaria amphibia) looking very good on the water.  The Giant Butterbur (Petasites japonicus) was found 

to have a record 112 potential flowerheads showing in late January, at its Washburn site. (KB, NF)  (2010 – 

34 spikes, 2011 – 78, 2013 – ??) 

  When surveying a Flat-sedge site in Langstrothdale, by the roadside, the many Common Butterwort plants 

(Pinguicula vulgaris) growing nearby in a sloping wet flush among the limestone rocks, reminded someone 

of a quote from Hamish Brown’s book ‘Hamish’s Mountain Walks’.  He describes their pale green rosettes 

as being like ‘starfish on the move’ – and they were exactly like that! 

  In May, four WNS members returning from a meeting in Wensleydale were delighted by the sheets of 

Primroses visible from the road beyond Park Rash, particularly under the trees.  KB said that they were 

superb in Troller’s Gill in late April, near the old mill dam.  SW reported that Goldilocks was spreading 

down a verge in Menston, under trees.  Sadly, it has not been found lately at one or two of its old sites in 

Addingham and Ilkley. 

 

Flowering Dates: 

9 Jan – Lesser Celandine (Ficaria verna) in flower in Middleton Road, Ilkley (DH & RH) 

10 Jan – One Periwinkle flower full out (Vinca sp.) in Rupert Rd., Ilkley (DH & RH).  On the same day, 

NV’s neighbour said that his bees were flying from all his hives. 

21 Jan – JH & NV saw their first Lesser Celandine in Coppy Wood Drive, Ilkley.  They also noticed Hazel 

catkins (Corylus avellana) well in flower near Middleton Grange.  In January AMG noticed Red Campion 

(Silene dioica) in flower by Swinsty Reservoir. 

3 Feb –Upstream from the trout farm, in Lindley Wood, Marsh Marigold (Caltha palustris) in flower.  (KB) 

21 Feb –Primrose in flower in Darwin Gardens, Ilkley.  (JP) 

25 Feb – HMB found Dog’s Mercury (Mercurialis perennis) in flower in Grass Wood. 

3 Mar – NF had the first Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta) flower of the year! In Middleton Woods, of 

course. 

5 Mar – 1 Bulbous Buttercup (Ranunculus bulbosus) was in flower the Old Road, Addingham (NV). 

14 Mar – Wild Daffodils, Bluebells and Opposite-leaved Golden-saxifrage (Chrysosplenium  oppositifolium) 

were all flowering in Lindley Wood.  (KB) 

17 Mar – DH & RH saw Bluebells in flower along the southern edge of Middleton Woods. 

19 Mar – On Lea Green KB found the first Blue Moor-grass flowers (Sesleria caerulea), with their lovely 

steely blue colour.  She also reported Barren Strawberry (Potentilla sterilis), Primrose and Lesser Celandine 

starting into flower.  Things are always that bit later, further up the dale. 

28 Mar – A good number of Meadow Foxtail (Alopecurus pratensis) plants were flowering in a field at 

Leathley (NV). 

29 Mar – At Leathley Hall, Greater Stitchwort (Stellaria holostea) was seen in flower by KB, and on 17 Apr 

– at the same site, she saw Cuckooflowers (Cardamine pratensis) out. 

  Spring has now begun! 

 

Notable Trees: 

Our Dob Park walk produced records of two fine trees.  In the wood, a well-grown Beech (Fagus sylvatica) 

caught our notice.  It was very tall and had a girth of 4 metres.  In the field boundary between the upper and 

lower parts of the wood, a very knobbly-trunked Pedunculate Oak (Quercus robur) was measured, and found 

to be 4m 20cm in girth. 

  At March Ghyll Reservoir a mature Pedunculate Oak at the top of the bank above Bow Beck was measured 

at 4m girth on a WNS visit. 

  On our Bolton Abbey Estate visit, in woodland at Barden, we found Beech trees that had become loose-

rooted, and fallen over across the beck.  They had then managed an amazing re-growth of lower branches, 

which were taking over from the crown, by growing vertically into new trunks.  See the sketch on page 40. 
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Walking on the Dalesway footpath between Addingham and Bolton Abbey, BNB stopped to investigate a 

veteran oak by the river’s edge.  It is completely hollow, and you can watch the river through it.  On 

checking, it was a hybrid of a Pedunculate Oak and a Sessile Oak (Q. petraea), namely Q. x rosacea.  Its 

girth was a respectable 4m 20cm. 

BNB also recorded the following trees from around our recording area, several of which have probably been 

planted: 

A Sweet Chestnut (Castanea sativa) in Heber’s Ghyll Woods. 

Two Midland Hawthorn trees (Crataegus laevigata) in lanes at Weeton.  One of these had double red 

flowers (possibly hybrid), the other had single white ones.  BNB also noticed a Bay-leaved Willow (Salix 

pentandra) in one lane – not a very common species to plant, but it has attractive glossy stems. 

Crab Apple trees (Malus sylvestris) were found in both Heber’s Ghyll 

Woods and Weeton Lanes. 

A number of hybrid Black-poplars (Populus x canadensis) – male trees at 

Rougement Carr, on the river bank and the edge of the wood. 

A Red Oak (Quercus rubra) – in Panorama Woods. (Also the fine Red Oak 

near Leathley Village Hall had been admired on our wild daffodil walk.) 

A Willow hybrid in Scoska NNR, Littondale, possibly Salix x tetrapla.  

This is a hybrid between Dark-leaved Willow (Salix myrsinifolia) and Tea-

leaved Willow (S. phylicifolia). 

A mature Wych Elm tree (Ulmus glabra) by Timble Gill Beck, with a girth 

of 90 cm. 

  The Lawson Cypress (Chamaecyparis lawsoniana) trees at Blubberhouses 

– are sadly notable, because of their death and obliteration.  These trees were planted here in the 1970s, when 

the land was used as a nursery area by Leeds City Council.  The land now belongs to Yorkshire Water.  The 

dead and dying trees were noticed from the air late in 2011 by Forestry Commission researchers, when en 

route from Lancashire to the N. Yorkshire Moors, and were subsequently found to be infected with a 

destructive plant pathogen, Phytophthora lateralis.  This fungus has entered the UK as a result of the 

international trade in live plants.  Now we are waiting to see what effects Ash Die-back disease, similarly 

introduced, may have in our region with its many Ash trees (Fraxinus excelsior), and Ash woods in the 

upper dales. 

 
Botany Section Outings 

 

Leathley – Wild Daffodils Walk, 29
th

 March     Leader: Carmen Horner 

Welcome signs of spring encouraged us to fit in an extra walk, to look at the Wild Daffodils by the 

Washburn.  The day was fine and sunny, and a group of 16 people met.  We walked up the road to the start 

of the river path, and enjoyed finding several clumps of white-flowered Sweet Violets (Viola odorata) in the 

verges.  Their petals are white, but the spurs are dark violet, and they are strongly scented on a warm day.  

Carmen remembered them from here as a child.  We also noticed some Italian Lords-&-ladies, with white-

veined leaves, and probably of garden origin. 

  From the busy road, a snicket runs between the top house and a small wood.  Here we could see Stinking 

Iris clumps (Iris foetidissima), tall Caper Spurge plants (Euphorbia lathyris) and Greater Periwinkle (Vinca 

major), in flower, and edging onto the path.  Turning upstream by the Washburn, concern was expressed 

about the state of the first ‘field’.  This no longer seems to have any management regime or grazing.  

Consequently, the bramble patches are spreading upwards and outwards, making the path harder to follow, 

and obscuring the fine Scaly Male-fern plants that used to grow just below the old disused goit.  This area is 

good for Wild Angelica (Angelica sylvestris), and some of last year’s stems were still standing. 

  The river bank proper was in better state, probably because of the scouring effects of heavy flows of water.  

Even so, thousands of seedlings of Indian Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) were germinating, and the old 

dead stems of last year’s plants added to the general suffocating blanket of plant debris.  However, we were 

still able to find good patches of Moschatel, Wood Anemone (Anemone nemorosa) and Opposite-leaved 

Golden-saxifrage.  It is to be hoped that they can manage to survive the long and heavy shade period 

enforced on them by the Indian Balsam.  Among the rounded leaves of the Opposite-leaved Golden-

Crab Apple 
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saxifrage, we sorted out the rather similar ones of the less common Alternate-leaved Golden-saxifrage.  This 

has larger and brighter heads of lime-yellow flowers.   

  Then we had some discussion about yet another patch of similar leaves – clearly a saxifrage, with a rounded 

shape, notched edge and glands (hydathodes) round the edge.  These turned out to be the attractive and not-

so-common Meadow Saxifrage, which can also be found further along the walk.  So we had a new site for it. 

The wild daffodils were all along the banks in lovely flowering clumps, on both sides of the river, and also 

on a grassy ‘island’ in the river, looking beautiful under the trees.  Occasional richer golden-yellow came 

from flowering clumps of Marsh Marigold. 

  Someone spotted a short furry white growth on some of the bigger 

boulders at the edge of the water.  Getting down for a closer look, we found 

the rocks were covered with a thallose liverwort (right).  The white ‘fur’ 

consisted of hundreds of little stalks (or setae), each bearing a spore capsule.  

Moving upstream, we found several plants of Sanicle (Sanicula europea) in 

flower near the path edge.  The flower heads are small and white and look 

fluffy.  Wood Stitchwort (Stellaria nemorum) also grew here, with its broad 

leaves in pairs along the stem.  Two more woodlanders growing here were 

Yellow Pimpernel (Lysimachia nemorum) and Red Campion.  Gorse (Ulex 

europaeus) was well in flower on the valley side above our path, and 

various ‘pussy willows’. 

  Further along, on a drier bank, it was good to see Daisies (Bellis perennis) 

in flower, and the neatly-edged leaves of Betony (Betonica officinalis), as 

well as the reliably early flowers of Barren Strawberry.  For insect interest, 

we saw a Bee-fly and a female Orange-tip Butterfly.  Below the path here, 

there is a persistently wet area, good for more Marsh Marigolds, and Bog 

Pondweed (Potamogeton polygonifolius).  It was sticky moving around, but the braver ones found Ivy-leaved 

Crowfoot (Ranunculus hederaceus) and Bog Stitchwort (Stellaria alsine).  The less brave kept clean!  Near 

the trout farm, the goit side added a Soft Shield-fern to our list. 

  This was a really pleasant day to start our season – many thanks, Carmen. 

 

March Ghyll Reservoir area, 17
th

 May      Leader: Nicky Vernon 

March Ghyll Reservoir collects water from a number of becks running down from Middleton and Langbar 

Moors, just above its ring of fields.  The dam faces across Bow Beck Gill.  On our visit, the view over 

towards Menston was superb, all the trees looking lovely.  To the north, the gills were outlined with Gorse in 

full golden flower. For most of us, it was the first time in 2012 we had heard the cuckoo.  The bird was 

moving around, so we heard it a few times during the day. 

  This site offers a range of habitats – grassland, steep wooded gill and beck, reservoir edges, marsh and bog.  

In the morning we looked at the grassland below the dam, in a cupped, sheltered area, with swallows and 

martins skimming around us, feeding on the many tiny flies.  In the flat grassy area we spotted Field 

Woodrush (Luzula campestris), Yarrow (Achillea millefolium) and Mouse-ear Hawkweed (Pilosella 

officinarum).  A lone female Osier (Salix viminalis) stood in the middle. 

  The dam banks had rather longer grass with Tufted Vetch (Vicia cracca) and Barren Strawberry.  Heath 

Speedwell (Veronica officinalis), with its prostrate stems, and Heath Bedstraw (Galium saxatile), which 

makes neat mats, were making good work of covering a patch of rubble.  A plant of Black Spleenwort 

(Asplenium adiantum-nigrum) was a good find in the stone wall of the dam end. 

  Below the dam, a belt of trees had been planted, and we checked out Norway Maple (Acer platanoides), 

Lawson Cypress (Chamaecyparis lawsoniana), Small-leaved Lime (Tilia cordata), Horse Chestnut 

(Aesculus hippocastanum) and Laburnum (Laburnum anagyroides) among others.  Around the overflow 

from the dam into the beck were clumps of Yellow Flag (Iris pseudacorus), and what we thought could be 

the young leaves of Branched Bur-reed (Sparganium erectum), though it was really too early to say. 

  Next we looked at the sides of Bow Beck Gill, and some ventured down the steep bank to look around the 

beck area.  The top of the gill was edged with Pedunculate Oaks, but lower down, there were Alder (Alnus 

glutinosa), Hazel and Ash.  There were various ferns on the gill sides, notable among these were Borrer’s 

Male-fern (Dryopteris borreri) and Soft Shield-fern (Polystichum setiferum).  Down near the beck, Red 

Campion and Greater Stitchwort were in flower, also Wood Melick grass. 
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  In the afternoon we walked along the north side of the reservoir towards one of the inlets.  JP spotted a big 

St George’s Mushroom, some of which went home for her tea!  The reservoir stonework was home to lots of 

Foxglove seedlings (Digitalis purpurea), doomed to fail, I guess.  More likely to succeed were Early Hair-

grass, with its silvery spikelets, Sheep’s Sorrel (Rumex acetosella) and Procumbent Pearlwort (Sagina 

procumbens), which will make smaller demands on this difficult habitat.  A chance to poke around at the 

water’s edge produced Shoreweed, a plant whose life cycle has to fit in with changing water levels. 

  At the northern end of the reservoir, where Middle Gill beck comes in, Common Sedge (Carex nigra), Bog 

Stitchwort and Marsh Pennywort (Hydrocotyle vulgaris) were growing in the wet ground.  Some pink-

flowered Cuckooflowers were growing among the rushes.  There were a few bushes of Western Gorse on a 

bank near the water’s edge.  They were not in flower like the much commoner Gorse nearby, but they still 

had the remains of old flowers, showing the small bracteoles which distinguish Western Gorse from Gorse 

(with large bracteoles). 

  My thanks go to William Vaughan, Yorkshire Water, for arranging permission for our visit.  We had a good 

day, even if the morning was rather wet. 

 

Kettlewell, Park Rash, 14
th

 June    Leader: Heather Burrow 

Luckily, we had a fine day for exploring this lovely area.  It took us quite a while just to look at the road 

verges.  These had a rich limestone grassland flora, with Wild Thyme (Thymus polytrichus), Burnet-

saxifrage (Pimpinella saxifraga), Salad Burnet (Poterium sanguisorba) and the fat rosettes of Hoary Plantain 

(Plantago media), among many others.  Growing in a drystone wall near an Ash tree, a large clump of a 

white-flowered plant gave us cause to ponder.  In the end, it checked out as Garden Arabis – though there 

were no gardens up this quiet road! 

  Over the wall, we could see the beck below us, with a good colony of Common Butterbur (Petasites 

hybridus) in it.  Brittle Bladder-fern (Cystopteris fragilis) and a Hawkweed (Hieracium agg) were ensconced 

in the opposite wall above the beck, with Meadow Crane’s-bill (Geranium pratense) at the foot of it.  

Eventually we moved through the stile into the first sloping field, with lots to see.  Here were the starry white 

little flowers of Fairy Flax (Linum catharticum), along with the blue flowers of Common Milkwort 

(Polygala vulgaris).  We always enjoy finding last year’s Carline Thistles (Carlina 

vulgaris), which have persistent or ‘everlasting’ flower heads – and here they were.  

Autumn Gentians (Gentianella amarella) were growing around the path, also 

Eyebright (Euphrasia agg.), Kidney Vetch (Anthyllis vulneraria) and 3 species of 

Lady’s-mantle (Alchemilla filicaulis vestita, A. glabra & A. xanthochlora).  A 

Brimstone butterfly flew past us, and we also saw a pair of Cistus Forester Moths, 

with lovely metallic wings (See colour pages). 

  Where water seeped down the slope, there were Bird’s-eye Primroses (Primula 

farinosa), a few still in flower.  We had a look at the grasses typical of limestone 

grassland, including Crested Hair-grass (Koeleria macrantha), Blue Moor-grass 

and the two attractive Oat-grasses, with their large spikelets, Downy (Avenula 

pubescens) and Meadow (A. pratensis). 

  After a lunch stop, we went through the next stile into open access land.  Here we 

saw Long-stalked Yellow-sedge (Carex lepidocarpa) – the small yellow-sedge 

more likely to be found in limestone areas.  There were also 3 species of St.John’s-wort – Square-stalked 

(Hypericum tetrapterum), Hairy (H. hirsutum) and Slender (H. pulchrum).  This last is well-named 

‘pulchrum’, or ‘beautiful’ with its slender reddish graceful stems.  Across Park Gill Beck, on the far bank, 

we could see lots of bright Early-purple Orchids in flower.  A little further on, there was a wet flush, with 

Common Butterwort and female Marsh Valerian. 

  A bridge took us over the beck, and we could get to a steep wet flush area, rich in mosses and sedges, with 

more Bird’s-eye Primroses, Marsh Arrowgrass and the little Lesser Clubmoss (Selaginella selaginoides).  

Near the beckside were Pyrenean Scurvygrass (Cochlearia pyrenaica), Grass-of-Parnassus (Parnassia 

palustris) leaves and Common Cottongrass (Eriophorum angustifolium) catching our eye with its silky white 

plumes.  Someone found 2 froghoppers that were patterned like ladybirds!  Beyond the bridge was a rocky 

bluff with Bloody Crane’s-bill (Geranium sanguineum) growing. 

  NF and BNB went on towards the entrance to Dow Cave, and found a whole lot more plants, all with a bit 

of a woodland theme, including Giant Bellflower, Woodruff (Galium odoratum), Ramsons (Allium ursinum), 

a Bird Cherry (Prunus padus), Mountain Melick and Hairy Brome (Bromopsis ramosa).  Reluctantly, it was 

Carline Thistle 
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time to go home!  We had made 96 records in grid-square SD9774, and a further 144 in SD9874 – 240 in all!  

We had earned our tea! 

  Thank you, Heather, for such a rich and lovely walk. 

 

Dob Park Woods, 28
th

 June      Leader: Olwen Middleton 

The party met at the Otley end of Snowden Carr Road, and walked down to the Midge Hall track.  The 

verges had colour from Meadow Crane’s-bill, Greater Bird’s-foot Trefoil (Lotus pedunculatus), plus a clump 

of Shasta Daisies (Leucanthemum x superbum) and a few Northern Marsh Orchids.  At the very edge of the 

road we spotted the (by now) familiar Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass.  Near Midge Hall buildings, a drainage 

ditch had been enlarged into a small pond, and we found Lesser Spearwort (Ranunculus flammula), Bog 

Stitchwort, Brooklime (Veronica beccabunga) and Creeping Forget-me-not. 

  We then picked up the path that runs downhill on the north side of Dob Park Wood, past what is thought to 

be an ice house.  This path was quite wet in places, and we found Marsh Foxtail grass (Alopecurus 

geniculatus), its name reminding us that there is normally a ‘knee’ at the bottom of each flowering stem.  

There were also Toad Rush (Juncus bufonius) and Lesser Stitchwort (Stellaria graminea), which flowers 

later than its bigger relative, and one or two patches of the tall delicate Wood Horsetail (Equisetum 

sylvaticum).  Three more plants on the woodland edge were Climbing Corydalis (Ceratocapnos claviculata), 

and the taller stems of Barren Brome (Anisantha sterilis) and Common Figwort (Scrophularia nodosa) 

leaning over the verges towards us. 

  Gordon Haycock had said that the north-western part of the wood was excellent bryologically, with mosses 

and liverworts typical of ancient woodland in plenty.  The wood is on a north-east facing slope, and the 

upper part is mainly oak trees, whereas the lower, more level part is wetter, and supports alder carr land.  The 

owner reckons that this end of the wood has been disturbed very little.  Certainly, when you enter the wood, 

it gives you a real ‘wild wood’ feel.  What was amazing was the way the Holly trees (Ilex aquifolium) were 

growing – with long spindly stems, sometimes intertwining nearly like Honeysuckle (Lonicera 

periclymenum), also growing there. 

  Soon we found Wood Sorrel and Goldenrod, Enchanter’s Nightshade (Circaea lutetiana), Wood Speedwell 

(Veronica montana) and Woodruff.  Our noses were assailed by the occasional whiff of Stinkhorns!  Patches 

in the upper wood were wet, and these had Marsh Marigold, Meadowsweet and Marsh Hawk’s-beard (Crepis 

paludosa).  There were occasional tufts of Giant Fescue (Schedonorus giganteus) and one huge patch of 

Lesser Pond-sedge (Carex acutiformis) in a wet depression. 

  Our lunch stop was brought on hurriedly by thunder and a heavy shower – at least the trees were handy!  

We were at the edge of a more open area, made colourful by lots of Bluebells, and the flowers of Greater 

Stitchwort and Yellow Pimpernel.  Someone noticed a yellow slime mould on the moss of a fallen tree trunk.  

Our path turned and took us up two fields to re-enter the wood higher up, at a very muddy corner, difficult to 

cross with any kind of style!  The path now wound back uphill. We soon discovered an uncommon sedge at 

the side of the path – Smooth-stalked Sedge.  This occurs very little in our recording area, but seems to do 

quite well around Timble area and Dob Park. 

  We found Marsh Violet (Viola palustris) and Lemon-scented Fern (Oreopteris limbosperma), and some 

good Hard Fern plants (Blechnum spicant), with their upright fertile fronds and lower broader ones.  As we 

climbed, and where the soil was drier, there was Bilberry and patches of Hairy Woodrush.  All these last-

named plants are typical moorland species, tolerating some shade.  We then emerged from the woods into 

fields, and crossed these to regain the road.  Just before tackling the last stile – one more wet flush, with a 

fine colony of Round-leaved Crowfoot flowering there. 

  Thank you very much, Olwen, for planning and leading such an interesting walk.  Overall, we saw over 160 

species.  In the wood we found 10 species with a strong affinity for Ancient Woodland, and rare elsewhere, 

and 9 species with a mild affinity, and sparing elsewhere. 

 

Terrington and Potter Brompton – for Arable Weeds, 5
th

 July – The Cornfield Wildflower Project 

Leaders: Joce & Stephen Gibson, Terrington, & Chris Wilson & Tom Normandale, Potter Brompton 

‘And now for something completely different .....’  HMB had suggested in 2011 that her friends, Stephen and 

Joce Gibson, would be willing to tell us about the Cornfield Wildflower Project (CWP) and their part in it, 

and to show us what they had been doing on their farm.  This was an offer too good to refuse.  The Gibsons 

also called in their friends Chris Wilson and Tom Normandale.  These two are Project Officers for the CWP.  

We had a horrendously wet journey across to Terrington, wondering whether there was any point in going 
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on.  However, nearing our destination, suddenly the roads were dry, and the sun trying to shine.  From there 

on, the day was fine! 

  Stephen and Joce’s farm is in the Howardian Hills, and their soil is of a marl-type.  They made us very 

welcome with a hot drink to start us off.  We then went out to look at Stephen’s enclosure, where some of the 

cornfield ‘specials’ were seeded in, so they could grow in a protected area and then, in turn, have their seeds 

harvested, also the potting-on area.  Here we saw the rare Red Hemp-nettle (Galeobdolon angustifolium), 

which has glossy leaves and needs a light chalky soil.  A great treat here was to see Mousetail (Myosurus 

minimus), a first for me, and once seen easily remembered.  It is a very demanding specialist, which is why it 

is now rare.  It grows where water stands on the ground in winter, and can be found in field gateways and 

muddy tracks.  The plant has a rosette of linear leaves.  The flower stems end in pale yellowy-green petals 

that soon fall off.  The central receptacle, bearing the one-seeded fruits, elongates after flowering into a long 

narrow cone or ‘mouse-tail’.  It can look a bit like a plantain, but is actually of the Buttercup family. 

  We then walked along to the fields, where Stephen explained that they have three bands of headlands, 6m 

wide.  The outside one has not been ploughed since 1998, its growth was then cut off and laid on the inner 

strip.  The middle strip is ploughed every other year.  The inner strip is grown for wild bird seed.  Plugs of 

the less common cornfield plants are grown elsewhere and then introduced, in the hope that they can then 

establish themselves.   

  On the farm we saw 70 species of cornfield plants, over 40 of which we are not likely to see in West 

Yorkshire.  There was therefore a lot to take in, and Stephen, Chris and Tom helped us to identify the plants 

that we were not familiar with, and told us some of the reasons why they had become rare.  Cornfield weeds 

are an extremely colourful and attractive bunch.  For blue we had Cornflower (Centaurea cyanus), Larkspur 

(Consolida ajacis) and the blue form of Scarlet Pimpernel, Anagallis arvensis ssp foemina, with its bright 

eye.  For yellow, there were Corn Marigolds (Chrysanthemum segetum) and Treacle Mustard (Erysimum 

cheiranthoides).  And of course, red was provided not only by Scarlet Pimpernels, but by the eye-catching 

poppies.  We saw 5 poppy species – Common Poppy (Papaver rhoeas) and four specials.  First of these is 

Prickly Poppy (P. argemone), which has club-shaped prickly seed capsules.  Its petals are slim and orange-

red, and its pollen is blue.  Next is Rough Poppy (P. hybridum).  Its petals are crimson-red, each with a 

distinctive black blotch at the base.  The seed capsule is round and covered with rough prickles.  It also has 

blue pollen – deep blue.  Third is Long-headed Poppy (P. dubium).  This has pale pinkish-red petals, and a 

long smooth seed capsule.  It has latex that stays white when the stem is broken, and it is exposed to the air. 

Lastly, we have Babington’s Poppy (P. lecoqii).  Its petals are wide, but have little gaps at their bases.  The 

capsules are long, but not prickly and, unlike Long-headed Poppy, the latex turns orange on exposure to air. 

  In 2011 we were lucky to see one plant of Pheasant’s-eye (Adonis annua), in 2012 it had failed.  It is 

Nationally Rare, is highly sensitive to herbicides, and cannot cope with competition from more vigorous 

plants.  Its flowers are deep red, with a black centre, and the leaves very finely dissected and feathery.  In 

Britain it is a plant of the south and west, where there is chalk or limestone.  I’ve always had a soft spot for 

snapdragon-like flowers, so it was good to find three such types in the field.  Weasel’s Snout (Misopates 

orontium) has an erect habit, and deep pink flowers.  The two Fluellens – Round-leaved (Kickxia spuria) and 

Sharp-leaved (K. elatine) are sprawling plants that have delightful little flowers, with upper parts purple, and 

lower parts yellow.  All three are very susceptible to broad-spectrum weed killers, and mainly found in SW 

Britain. 

  In quieter colours there were Corncockle (Agrostemma githago) and Phacelia 

(Phacelia tanacetifolia).  Corncockle is thought to be extinct in Britain in the 

wild, although often included in meadow seed-mixes.  It declined badly in the 

nineteenth century, when better ways were developed for cleaning cereal seeds.  

Phacelia is not a native species.  It is often planted to be ploughed in as green 

manure.  If left to flower, it is an excellent provider of nectar for many insects.  

Two more Species of Conservation Concern are Shepherd’s Needle (Scandix 

pecten-veneris), a member of the carrot family, and Night-flowering Catchfly 

(Silene noctiflora).  Shepherd’s Needle has few umbels, with unmistakeable 

fruits (left).  Each fruit contains two seeds, and as it ripens, a long ‘needle’ with 

scabrid sides develops.  It will eventually split into two with a flicking action, 

and launch the seeds out up to a metre or so from the parent.  Night-flowering 

Catchfly is an interesting plant.  It is covered with sticky hairs that can trap 

insects.  Its flowers have 5 white petals, each forked into two.  Its name tells you that it flowers at night, and 
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by late morning, the petals are all tightly rolled up.  In the early evening, they unroll again, setting out to be 

pollinated by nocturnal flying insects.  Lastly, 2 buttercups – Corn Buttercup (Ranunculus arvensis), is 

Nationally Scarce.  It has neat pale lemon-yellow flowers and prickly fruits.  

Hairy Buttercup (R. sardous) – has (surprise, surprise!) very hairy flower stems 

and leaf stalks.  Its fruits are round and not spiny, but may have a few warts.  

Both species were doing well in the headlands, giving us a good chance to sort 

them out. 

  Lunch was eaten on the terrace (as good as it sounds, with a lovely garden to 

hand, fine scenery beyond, and so peaceful).  Even the terrace had cornfield 

interest, as somehow the rare Annual Knawel (Scleranthus annuus) had arrived 

there, and was happily colonising the gaps in the paving. 

  Next we moved on to Potter Brompton, to visit a field which would, long ago, have been on the shore-line 

of the ancient Lake Pickering.  The soil here is very different from that at Terrington, being light and sandy, 

and home to a quite distinctive suite of plants.  The field has been ‘geophyzzed’ all over, because it is a very 

large site of archaeological interest, from the time when the ‘ladder people’ lived on stilted houses at the 

edge of the lake.  There is a barrow at one end of the field.  The sandy soil has buried the archaeology, but 

the land has to be left uncultivated, to avoid disturbance.  It is, however, a wonderful place for a botanist to 

wander. 

  We were greeted by rosy pink Sainfoin flowers (Onobrychis viciifolia) and bright blue Viper’s Bugloss 

(Echium vulgare) (also by a line of deadly Hemlock (Conium maculatum) plants!).  There were tall Musk 

Thistles (Carduus nutans) ,their flower heads nodding over the other vegetation.  Looking across towards the 

barrow, a fine stand of Cotton Thistle (Onopordum acanthium) caught one’s eye.  Campions grew here, but 

oddly to me, there were more plants of White Campion (Silene latifolia) than of Red (S. dioica).  This is the 

reverse of what we see in Wharfedale.  There were also lots of good plants of their hybrid, S. x hampeana. 

Bird’s-foot (Ornithopus perpusillus) had its little rosettes spreading over the ground.  There were Field 

Pansy (Viola arvensis) and Heart’s-ease (V. tricolor), and a swarm of their hybrids too.  Special trefoils that 

we saw were the attractive furry Hare’s-foot Trefoil (Trifolium arvense) and Knotted Clover (T. striatum), 

which has small pink egg-shaped flower heads.  Both are plants of sandy places.  A less common forget-me-

not was Early Forget-me-not (Myosotis ramosissima). 

  Chris was proud of the fact that the field holds a good population of Smooth Cat’s-ear (Hypochaeris 

glabra) – yet another Nationally Scarce Species, of Conservation Concern.  It has a scattered distribution in 

Britain, and tends to be concentrated in small areas with sandy soils.  Its leaves form a rosette and its flowers 

are yellow and dandelion-like.  They are only open in the morning, and only if the sunshine is strong.  (Not 

much hope here, then!)  This cat’s-ear cannot tolerate competition, and does best on soils very poor in 

nutrients.  Any use of fertiliser sees the end of it.  A plant of waste land that we are not likely to see in 

Northern England was growing here – Flixweed (Descurainia sophia). 

  The grasses in the field included Squirrel-tail Fescue (Vulpia bromoides) and Dense Silky-bent (Apera 

interrupta).  Dense Silky-bent is Nationally Scarce.  It is a winter annual of arable field margins, and mostly 

occurs in East Anglia.  It has an upright habit, and the inflorescence is long and loose, but held against the 

stem, not drooping.  Its spikelets of flowers have long straight awns.  Squirrel-tail Fescue is a plant of well-

drained soils, and also a winter annual, flowering from May onwards.  The flowers in each spikelet have 

quite long awns, so the flower spike has a bushy look to it.  After a good ‘explore’, we returned reluctantly 

across the road to the well-placed farm shop and café, and our cars.  Even there, we had a new plant to see – 

Bur Chervil (Anthriscus cacaulis), a parsley-type plant, whose fruits are oval, and covered with tiny hooks. 

  With the loss of a set-aside requirement on arable land, and rising prices for cereal crops, the future for 

arable weeds in the UK is not good.  Attempts to keep these lovely and interesting plants alive for us to enjoy 

and to learn from are well worthy of our support.  It is easy to forget what we have very nearly lost, as agri-

business pushes farming to increased efficiency of production, with less room for these plants. They have 

become adapted to fit in with human farming habits, but as they used to be.  The flowers attract bees and 

other beneficial insects, helping to keep pests down, and to pollinate some crops.  In turn, the insects provide 

food for farmland birds, such as corn bunting and tree sparrow, also in decline. 

  The Cornfield Wildflower Project was set up in 1999 by the North Yorkshire Moors National Park 

Authority, Ryedale Folk Museum, Carstairs Countryside Trust and a group of volunteers.  It was run by this 

group for five years, then since 2005 money has been provided from the Heritage Lottery Fund, LEADER, 

and the National Park Sustainable Development Fund.  This has made it possible to take on two Project 
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Officers, Chris and Tom, who work now under the management of a new partner, the North Yorkshire 

Moors Association.  Over the first ten years, about 10 species have been re-discovered on farms, a variety of 

sites has become involved, such as the Gibsons’ farm and several species are now fairly secure on certain 

sites, and producing their own replacements.  Seed production has enabled 2000 seeds of Corn Buttercup, 

and 2000 of Red Hemp-nettle to be sent to the Millenium Seed Bank. 

  Our thanks go to Stephen and Joce for their hospitality, and to Chris and Tom.  They all gave their time and 

help to give us a day of refreshingly different plants, many new to us, and helped us to understand why they 

consider all their hard work to maintain these increasingly rare communities is so important.  We wish them 

every success. 

 

Buckden, Gill and Riverside, 19
th

 July      Leader: Phyl Abbott 

The group met at Buckden car-park and we were blessed with fine weather after the heavy rain the previous 

day. We headed south along the roadside to get to the entrance gate to the riverside farmland that was our 

main morning destination. Keeping well into the verge, avoiding traffic we found some interesting plants. In 

the wall just outside the village a nice find was Rustyback (Asplenium ceterach), also Maidenhair 

Spleenwort (Asplenium trichomanes ssp quadrivalens), Shining Crane’s-bill (Geranium lucidum), Rue-

leaved Saxifrage (Saxifraga tridactylites) and White Stonecrop (Sedum album) creating a natural rock-

garden. The roadside was a colourful array of the flowers and grasses that make our Dales so special, 

including Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata), Ox-eye Daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare), and some lovely 

stands of Giant Bellflower (Campanula latifolia). It was also nice to see Good-King-Henry (Chenopodium 

bonus-henricus).  

  Eventually we reached the gate into marshy farmland bordering the infant 

River Wharfe. We walked over rough, wet ground to reach the river but it was 

worth it. The aim of our visit to this area is to see Northern Spike-rush 

(Eleocharis mamillata), first discovered here in 1947 and the first sighting in 

Great Britain. It is a classic site for the plant and the habitat suits it perfectly. 

It is a plant that likes upland rivers with shallow water and gravel and silt 

deposition. The area at Buckden is by an oxbow in the river which is to some 

extent protected from spates. 

  Northern Spike-rush often grows with Common Spike-rush (Eleocharis 

palustris) and Phyl explained to us the difference between the two. Northern 

Spike-rush has a shorter, more compact conical spike and stems that crack 

easily and are ridged when dry. Common Spike-rush has a longer, lance 

shaped spike and is not prone to cracking and does not have ridges on the 

stem.  

  The riverside area was more open and we found various marsh loving plants 

amongst the rushes and riverside including Lady’s-smock (Cardamine pratensis), Lesser Pond-sedge (Carex 

acutiformis), Water Forget-me-not (Myosotis scorpioides), Creeping Yellow-cress (Rorippa sylvestris) and a 

cheerful array of Marsh-Marigold (Caltha palustris). The sun came out and we were lucky to see a beautiful 

Dark-green Fritillary (Argynnis aglaja).  By now everyone was feeling hungry so we headed back to the 

village and found a lovely picnic spot at the side of Buckden Beck – the place was idyllic – the midges were 

not! We all covered up and resorted to insect repellent! We didn’t linger too long and as soon as we started 

moving we were O.K. 

  Our aim for the afternoon was the exploration of Buckden Gill. Very quickly Parsley-piert (Aphanes 

arvensis) was spotted, and on looking closely it was in flower – they are green and very tiny and often 

overlooked. A little further up the path the land to the west of the beck sloped fairly steeply up the hillside. 

This area was a joy to behold! – a riot of colourful, calcareous plants! We botanists enjoy finding rare plants 

but we were all very happy to see well loved ones in profusion. To name a few: Carline Thistle (Carlina 

vulgaris), Hoary Plantain (Plantago media), Small Scabious (Scabiosa columbaria), Lesser Meadow-rue 

(Thalictrum minus), Common Rockrose (Helianthemum nummularium) and two species of Bedstraw. Lady’s 

(Galium verum) and the scarcer Limestone Bedstraw (G. sterneri). In the wet flushes Long-stalked Yellow-

sedge (Carex lepidocarpa) was frequent and Bird’s-eye Primrose (Primula farinosa) was found, although 

well past its best. It was nice to see the limestone grasses, Quaking-grass (Briza media), Yellow Oat-grass 

(Trisetum flavescens), Crested Hair-grass, (Koeleria macrantha) and the lovely Blue Moor-grass (Sesleria 

caerulea), so abundant in our Northern Dales but scarce Nationwide.  
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  Dropping down to the path we continued up the gill to find Fragrant Orchid (Gymnadenia conopsea) and it 

was also on the other side of the beck but the water was too deep to cross. The new leaves of Autumn 

Gentian (Gentianella amarella) were spotted but it was a bit early for the flowers.  Near the beck a 

Scurvygrass was looked at and was identified as Pyrenean (Cochlearia pyrenaica ssp pyrenaica) which is the 

common one in our Dales.  As we approached higher up the path the rocky outcrops started to appear and 

Wild Privet (Ligustrum vulgare) was seen poking out of the crevices. On the ledges Marjoram (Origanum 

vulgare) and Wild Thyme (Thymus polytrichus) made a lovely show of colour and scent.  We continued to 

the top of the Gill to see superb views of the waterfall and then meandered back down the path admiring the 

scenery along the way. 

  Our thanks go to Phyl Abbott for giving us a really interesting and productive day’s outing. 

Carmen Horner 

 

Beamsley / Ling Chapel area, 9
th

 August     Leader: Bruce Brown 

Things didn’t look too promising when BNB first agreed to organise a botany meeting on Beamsley Beacon, 

seemingly just a large expanse of acidic rush and heather moorland. But Nicky passed on a list of plants 

recorded by Joan Duncan whilst on a WNS walk over the Beacon and Kex Gill in 1973. This contained some 

intriguing species such as Bog Pimpernel, Sundew, Monkeyflower, Flat- sedge, and Pale Forget-me-not 

amongst others. No grid references were given, just the 4km x 4km tetrad SE05W squares on the map, nor 

were any other clues of where they walked available. 

  But the interesting plants were water-loving species, so the first recce homed in on Green Gate Spring 

marked on the map – and we struck lucky! The issuing stream follows the road-side partly, and here was 

Monkeyflower (Mimulus x robertsii) and lower down the hill we later discovered Flat-sedge. There was an 

interesting variant of Hard Fern with forked and crested pinnae, and on the day of our meeting members 

spotted Brooklime, Spiked Sedge and Trailing St John’s-wort (Hypericum humifusum) with its transient 

yellow petals. 

  Exploring upstream onto the moor we came across a nice ‘sedgy’ wet flush with Bog Asphodel 

(Narthecium ossifragum), Lousewort (Pedicularis sylvatica), Common Sundew (Drosera rotundifolia) and 

Common Yellow-sedge (Carex demissa). Other sedges, Oval (C. leporina), Flea (C. pulicaris), Tawny (C. 

hostiana) and hybrid C. x fulva were seen close by. In the small gurgling stream were frequent Lesser 

Spearwort (Ranunculus flammula), Greater Bird’s-foot-trefoil, Bog Stitchwort and masses of Forget-me-

nots. 

  Creeping Forget-me-not (Myosotis secunda) appeared to be very common along the stream and earlier BNB 

had spotted a likely plant of Pale Forget-me-not (M. stolonifera), and just one or two Tufted Forget-me-not 

(M. laxa). But they can be rather similar looking, so Mike Wilcox was asked to come along to confirm them 

prior to the WNS meeting. He agreed on M. secunda lower down the stream, then started seeing plants with 

brown fruit heads and no seeds inside, a sure sign of a hybrid – but which one? It just happened that the latest 

New Journal of Botany contained a paper describing a ‘new’ hybrid forget-me-not between secunda and 

stolonifera, named M. x bollandica, appropriately found in the Forest of Bowland, which Mike reckoned was 

the identity of our Beamsley plant, very exciting! An exchange of emails and photos with the referee 

confirmed this. Mike was also able to confirm the parent M. stolonifera (two plants) and M. laxa, both much 

less common than x bollandica and secunda here. The latter two have many stolons with patent hairs, 

whereas the others have adpressed hairs throughout, and laxa is not stoloniferous. Stolonifera has more 

rounded leaves than the others and small, paler blue flowers. Secunda flowers are brighter blue and larger; 

the hybrid is intermediate (as well as infertile). 

  Near to the spring-heads where the various runnels come together is a small flat area, a wet, marshy ‘lawn’. 

The pale pink starry flowers of Bog Pimpernel (Anagallis tenella) covered this lawn, along with other 

interesting wet-loving plants – Marsh Pennywort (Hydrocotyle vulgaris), Marsh Arrowgrass, Few-flowered 

Spike-rush, Bristle Club-rush (Isolepis setacea) and Marsh Speedwell (Veronica scutellata). In the stream 

itself there were large clumps of Blinks and Various-leaved Water-starwort. 

  The afternoon of the meeting turned warm and sunny as we explored higher up the footpath below 

Beamsley Beacon, finding Early Hair-grass amongst the stones at the path-side. It was pleasant to sit and rest 

awhile enjoying the view of Wharfedale and Bolton Abbey below. Around 130 species had been recorded in 

this grid square SE0952, and we’d managed to re-find nearly all on Joan Duncan’s 1973 list. Thanks go to 

Mike Wilcox for his work on the Forget-me-nots. 

Bruce Brown 
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Surveys 
BSBI – YDNP Threatened Plants Project (TPP) 

This is the second year we have helped with this project.  Its overall aim is to clarify the position in Britain of 

some species known to have undergone rapid decline.  Our target species for 2012 were Frog Orchid and 

Flat-sedge.  We were allocated a suite of seven fields in Langstrothdale, to survey for uncommon calcareous 

grassland species, in particular Frog Orchid.  Some of these fields have been kept as traditional hay 

meadows, and are really magnificent, with a high biodiversity.  BNB made an overall species list for the 

meadows, which ran to a splendid 170 species.  (In a similar number of meadows in Nidderdale, the total 

was 46!)  Frog orchids are small, with greenish flower spikes, and easily missed.  You have to keep your 

concentration as you go.  Eventually, we had made seven detailed surveys, and found a total of 50 plants, the 

richest site having 29 of these.  Later on, BNB added a new Frog Orchid site at Lea Green, where he found 2 

plants in the limestone grassland. 

  At each survey site, we listed all the species within a 1m radius of our target plant.  One advantage of this is 

that it requires you to have a really close look at the ground, and you see much that you might otherwise 

miss.  Also, after a number of surveys has been done, the regular ‘companions’ of the target species begin to 

emerge, giving an idea of the structure of the particular community of which the rare species can be a part: 

Table 1.  7 Flat-sedge sites, 2011 & 2012.  Table 2.  8 Frog Orchid sites, 2012. 

Frequency of other species    Frequency of other species 

Species        No. of Sites  Species         No. of  Sites  

Flat-sedge (Blysmus)   7  Frog Orchid   8 

Jointed Rush    6  Ribwort Plantain   8 

White Clover    6  Autumnal Hawkbit  7 

Crested Dog’s-tail   5  Crested Dog’s-tail  7 

Glaucous Sedge    5  Meadow Buttercup  7 

Quaking-grass    5  Quaking-grass   7 

Red Fescue    5  Yorkshire Fog   7 

Autumnal Hawkbit   4  Common Knapweed  6 

Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil  4  Red Clover   6 

Cuckooflower    4  Glaucous Sedge   5 

Ribwort Plantain    4  Meadow Oat-grass  5 

Yorkshire Fog    4  Pignut    5 

Also another 36 species, at 3 sites or fewer   Selfheal    5 

 .      Yellow Rattle   5 

         Also another 59 species which occurred at 4 sites or fewer. 

  We were then asked to check two old Flat-sedge sites at the lower end of Littondale.  At one of these we 

drew a blank, but the other one was in an interesting little gill, with a good wetland flora – and Flat-sedge 

still.  Another day, CH was walking along the Langstrothdale road, and realised that she was walking past a 

seriously large colony of Flat-sedge, in the verge.  So she rallied the troops, and the usual survey was done, 

with the wind and rain at our backs.  Our total ‘count’, or maybe ‘guesstimate’, was a staggering 9000+ 

flower spikes!  Lastly, a recce for the last botany walk of the year at Beamsley produced one more site.  This 

could well be the place recorded by Joan Duncan in 1973, on a WNS Tuesday evening walk. 

  A left-over from 2011 was to check out a Field Gentian (Gentianella campestris) site found by PM at High 

Ox Pasture, Kilnsey.  PM had seen what he felt sure were Field Gentians, while undertaking a butterfly 

transect there.  He and BNB went to look in July, and found a wide scatter of these uncommon plants in a 

very large field of limestone pasture, grazed by cattle in winter.  In all, they counted 211 plants. 

  Fran Graham organised 2 training sessions for us during the season.  A group of WNS members joined a 

big group of other volunteers from the Dales area in Wensleydale, 

for a training session, carried out at Leyburn Old Glebe Field, 

where we were privileged to enjoy the rare Green-winged Orchids 

(Orchis morio), and the very rare Burnt Orchids (O. ustulata) that 

grow there. 

  CH and NV were lucky to be able to join a further training day, 

led by John O’Reilly, partly at Hawes Countryside Museum, and 

partly at Colt Park.  We were told how to identify the Eyebrights 

of upland hay meadows, including the rare Montane Eyebright, 

and then at Colt Park, we got the chance to get our eye in. 
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  We have again thoroughly enjoyed helping with the TPP, and have learned a lot through it.  Our thanks go 

to Fran Graham, YDNP, for organising us so well. 

 

Nidderdale Hay Meadows Survey 

A group of members offered to help again this year with surveying selected fields, to see whether they were 

suitable as donors of seed, or as recipients, in the programme of hay meadow enrichment.  This has taken 

off well in Nidderdale, with more farmers coming forward to take part.  Dr. Kelly Harmar re-jigged our 

recording form, which made it easier to use.  She allocated us a group of neighbouring fields at Norwood, 

and we recorded there in early July. 

  The overall number of species for these fields was 46.  Of these, 15 species were grasses and 31 were other 

flowering herbs.  Of the 15 grasses, 5 were negative species, also 5 of the 31 flowering herb species.  In 

general, the fields were very ‘clean’.  We only found one thistle plant, and no docks or rushes (despite the 

fact that a neighbouring field was full of Creeping Thistle.  On the other hand, biodiversity was low.  

However, there were some extensive patches of Red Clover (Trifolium pratense), White Clover (T. repens), 

Lesser Trefoil (T. dubium) and Meadow Vetchling (Lathyrus pratensis) – all nitrogen-fixers.  There were 

also good patches of Yellow Rattle, the valuable hemi-parasite on grasses, which helps to reduce the vigour 

of the grasses, and give the smaller flowery herbs a better chance.  These meadows could be suitable as seed-

recipients for enhancement or possibly some areas of yellow rattle, clovers and vetches could be harvested as 

donors to enrich species-poor meadows.  We found four species not recorded for the tetrad (2km x 2 km 

area) concerned, namely Rough Hawkbit (Leontodon hispidus), Common Spotted-orchid, Lesser Trefoil and 

Changing Forget-me-not. 

 

Bolton Abbey Estate Survey – Roundabout Wood & Stoney Bank Wood, 31
st
 May 

        Leader: Roy Lingard, Head Forester 

This year Roy took us to two woods at Barden.  In the morning, we tackled Roundabout Wood – a triangle of 

land on the west-facing side of the valley, and on a steep bank with roads above and below it.  Roy described 

it as a wood with continuous canopy, where few trees are felled, and natural regeneration seems to be 

adequate.  A friend who grew up locally told me that the wood was given its name by the local school 

children who, to get down to school, could either take a short cut through the steep wood, or stay on the road 

and go ‘roundabout’ it – not the easiest of short cuts – unless you were really late! 

  At the lower (north & west) sides of the wood, the trees are largely Silver Birch (Betula pendula), while in 

the upper parts Sycamore (Acer pseudoplatanus) predominates.  We entered the wood at the top, passing 2 

fine plants of Hybrid Avens (Geum x intermedium) in the verge.  It is the cross between Wood Avens (G. 

urbanum) and Water Avens (G. rivale), both frequent locally.  In the upper part of the wood, there were 

patches of Honeysuckle  twining along the ground, and quite big patches of Hairy Woodrush, Wood Sorrel 

and Creeping Soft-grass (Holcus mollis), with a scatter of Bluebells and of Wood Anemones.  The ground 

was soft and wet, with a thick leaf litter.  It was the last day of May, and a cuckoo was calling persistently. 

  There was more to see in the lower parts of the wood, where Common Figwort, Hard Fern, Common Dog-

violet (Viola riviniana) and Wood Speedwell were found.  The wetness of the lower wood was borne out by 

the presence of Common Alder trees, Wild Angelica, Meadowsweet and Cuckooflower. 

  Of the 70 species we found here, 5 were strong Ancient Woodland Indicators (AWI 1) and a further 9 

considered to have a mild affinity for ancient woodlands, occurring sparingly elsewhere (AWI 2).  16 species 

were of the group considered to be fast colonisers which may be present in ancient woodland, and also in 

recent secondary woods (AWI 3). 

  We retreated to our cars for lunch, as it was raining steadily, but did check out the Downy Currant (Ribes 

spicatum) and Dewberry which grow near Barden Bridge, between the parking area and the river.  

Afterwards, we agreed that, as we were already wet, we might as well go on to the second wood, and were 

glad we did.  For a start, the weather soon started to improve and the wood was well worth a visit. 

  Stoney Bank Wood is on the east-facing side of the valley.  It showed signs of recent wind-swirl, which can 

topple and flatten trees.  Roy explained that it is categorised as a PAWS – ie a Plantation on an Ancient 

Woodland Site.  In 1946 a planting was made, mostly of larches, beech and sycamore – these 2 last being 

more at the edges of the wood.  Our cuckoo of the morning was plainly calling from close by us, and, at one 

point, flew past us, as did a Tawny Owl later on.  Our entry to the wood was in the area of planted larches.  

We found European Larch (Larix decidua), Japanese Larch (L. kaempferi) and their hybrid, L x marschlinsii, 
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also Lawson Cypress.  There was a leaf litter of conifer needles, and an understorey of Bracken (Pteridium 

aquilinum), Sheep’s Sorrel and Climbing Corydalis, which cope well on somewhat acidic soils,. 

  Further along, the conifers gave way to broad-leaved trees.  There were Sessile Oak, Rowan (Sorbus 

aucuparia) and Bird Cherry to see.  Grasses became more abundant, such as Rough Meadow-grass (Poa 

trivialis), Wavy Hair-grass (Deschampsia flexuosa) and Giant Fescue. 

  As we neared Gill Beck, the plants became more varied.  A long colony of Moschatel was found in the 

shade of abundant Dog’s Mercury, as was a large brown toad.  From the path we could see the bright yellow-

green of Opposite-leaved Golden-saxifrage, and the large clumps of Greater Woodrush (Luzula sylvatica) by 

the beck, also Lemon-scented Fern and a few plants of Borrer’s Male-fern (Dryopteris borreri).  Someone 

spotted some Sanicle plants near the path, and while we were admiring these, someone found the start of a 

very extensive colony of Beech 

Fern (Phegopteris connectilis).  

Going down to get a better look 

at it, BNB was delighted to find a 

small colony of Oak Fern 

(Gymnocarpium dryopteris) as 

well.  These were both excellent 

finds, neither being at all 

common in our area, although 

both do occur not far away in 

Strid Woods.  The little gill got 

more attractive as we moved on.  

At the point where we stopped to 

re-trace our steps, there were 

some amazing fallen beech trees 

growing across the beck (see 

Notable Trees on page 29). 

  Our species list for Stoney Bank Wood numbered 84.  Of these, 8 species were AWI 1, 9 were AWI 2, with 

a further 14 being AWI 3. 

  I wish to thank Roy for giving us yet another different, enjoyable and interesting day on the estate. 

 

Otley Riverside and OWNR Survey, 26
th

 April    Leader: Nicky Vernon 

Almost all areas of OWNR have had a plant survey since 2000, as a base-line record; so the aim is to re-

survey after 10 years or so, and note any changes.  The river bank had been surveyed by JH and PPA in 

2001, and then again by a larger group in 2003.  The other area chosen (the bird-feeding area) had not been 

looked at properly by the botanists.  Our group walked across the stockyard to reach the river bank, and we 

saw the marked effect of a late cut of grass the previous autumn.  There were lots of Common Spotted-

orchids in evidence, also Wood Forget-me-nots (Myosotis sylvatica).  Near the riverbank trees we found a 

nice little patch of Marsh Valerian, a new record for this site. 

  On the river bank level with the reserve, we found a splendid list of about 100 species.  Some of them had 

survived from earlier times, whereas some were new.  It is a feature of the river Wharfe that in periods of 

high water flow, plants are uprooted and moved along, so any one part of the river bank is likely to be losing 

some and gaining others.  Survivors included Garden Solomon’s-seal (Polygonatum x hybridum), recorded 

here in 2002, and 2 plants of Oregon-grape (Mahonia aquifolium), recorded in 2001.  Few-flowered Leek 

(Allium paradoxum), which is excellent at exploiting the loose sandy soil of the river bank, is still here in 

quantity, as well as its relative Ramsons, making its presence smelt today, as we trampled its leaves.  Wood 

Anemones and Snowdrops (Galanthus nivalis) have persisted, as have both native Bluebells and hybrid ones 

(H. x massartiana).  All these plants were recorded by JH in 2002.  Surprisingly, we did not re-find a colony 

of Common Butterbur, which JH had listed, but did find the large colony of Wood Stitchwort reported by 

CH in 2008. 

  Among the more interesting arrivals since 2002, were Redcurrant (Ribes rubrum), Giant Hogweed, Large 

Bittercress and one plant of Yellow Star-of-Bethlehem, found by BNB in March 2012, but not seen on our 

visit.  (Maybe it had gone again!)  Other new species were Hairy St.John’s-wort – one good plant, Fringe-

cups, a big patch of Comfrey ‘Hidcote Blue’, Water Figwort and Tufted Vetch (Vicia cracca).  Higher up the 

river bank, it is easier for smaller plants to survive.  CH had found two plants of Sweet Violets near each 
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other on the top of the bank in 2011.  One was white-flowered and one purple.  On our visit, we only re-

found the white one, but a new patch of this was also spotted.  BNB showed us some dog-violet plants which 

had puzzled him on earlier visits.  They had been in flower in mid-March (ie early), but the flowers were not 

typical of Early Dog-violets.  He consulted with an expert, Mike Porter, who examined plant material and 

photos.  In the end, it was decided that they were within the range of Early Dog-violets and not hybrids. 

  If the smell of the morning was the wild garlic-smell of Ramsons, then the afternoon had the lovely 

fragrance of Western Balsam-poplars (Populus trichocarpa) growing on the reserve among the other trees in 

the bird-feeding area.  They were in full flower/catkin at the time of our visit.  A full list was made for this 

area, including the trees.  Amongst these were a Bird Cherry – a first for OWNR, and a Grey Alder (Alnus 

incana) – found elsewhere on the reserve.  Underfoot were carpets of mosses, and a lot of Creeping 

Cinquefoil (Potentilla reptans), with the occasional bright flowers of Common Vetch (Vicia sativa).  

Looking under Nevil’s pieces of corrugated sheeting, we found 2 newts and 2 toads.  Lastly, on the bank of 

the Conservation Lake, we saw one plant of Hart’s-tongue Fern (Asplenium scolopendrium) – another first 

for the site. 
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Make 2013 your Year of the Bryophyte! 
 

It’s been a great year for growth of mosses and liverworts and they continue to grow exuberantly (and often 

produce spores) through the winter months. With so many bryophytes in great condition why not take a 

closer look? 

  Over the last few years the database of bryophyte records in our recording area has grown enormously, 

particularly augmented through the British Bryological Society Spring Meeting in 2011 and Yorkshire 

Naturalists Union outings led by Tom Blockeel. We now have over 5000 records with 395 species 

represented. We are a relatively small recording area of approximately 651km² amounting to 184 tetrads or 

partial tetrads (a tetrad being 2x2km ie 4km²), and there seems to be the opportunity to fill in the gaps and 

produce an Atlas for our area. This would represent the distribution of each species at a tetrad scale. 

  An Atlas of distribution for each species reveals a fascinating picture for the naturalist; some species are 

restricted to certain types of rock, some are pollution intolerant, some need high humidity, or veteran trees, 

or silt laden trees by rivers, or any other of a myriad of specific combinations of conditions. Of particular 

note are species which are colonising our area, usually due to cleaner air both in towns and cities, but also 

the decrease in acid pollution in the Dales. Some species appear unaccountably localised – for example lower 

Washburn Valley is the only place where Greater Whipwort Bazzania trilobata (usually a western species of 

Atlantic oakwoods) has been recorded. 
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  In the last three years in our recording area have been discovered Ephemerella readerii new to Europe, 

Lead-moss Ditrichum plumbicola new to Yorkshire, and Fingered Cowlwort Colura calyptrifolia new to 

VC64. Additionally a wonderful suite of species including the base-loving and relatively rare Sphagnum 

teres and S tenellum at Grassington Mire has been recorded. The diversity of habitats available to bryophytes 

and the wide variety of micro-climate allows a wealth of species to flourish in our area. The following table 

shows bryophytes of conservation concern recorded in Wharfedale since 2000, and their current UK status; 

 
Species  Common name and notes Conservation 

status 

Records in Wharfedale 

Ephemerella readerii None – native to Australasia 

where it is an endangered 

species. 

Only known 

population in 

Europe 

1 – Lindley Wood Reservoir 

Mnium thomsonii Short-beaked thyme-moss Nationally 

Rare 

2 – Nethergill Farm and The Strid, 

Bolton Abbey 

Myurella julacea Small mouse-tail moss - 

occurs on boulders below 

crags 

Nationally 

Rare 

2 – Penyghent 

Orthothecium 

rufescens 

Red leskea – a glacial relict Nationally 

Rare 

3 – Cowside Beck and Darnbrook 

Farm 

Zygodon gracilis Slender yoke-moss – only 

location in Britain. Also 

recorded from Carpathian 

Mountains and Himalayas. 

Nationally 

Rare, UK 

BAP priority 

species 

5 – flanks of Penyghent; usually 

on dry stone walls. 

Ditrichum plumbicola Lead-moss – thrives on spoil 

from ancient lead mines.  

Nationally 

Scarce, UK 

BAP priority 

species 

1 – Hebden lead mines 

Amphidium 

lapponicum 

Lapland yoke-moss – rare on 

base-rich rocks in 

mountainous regions. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

2 – gills in Upper Wharfedale 

Calypogeia 

integristipula 

Meylan’s pouchwort – 

common on Wealdan 

sandstone, Kent – rare 

elsewhere in UK. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

1 – The Strid, Bolton Abbey 

Distichium inclinatum Inclined distichium – 

restricted to dune slacks, and 

flushes in upland limestone 

regions. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

1 – Penyghent 

Encalypta rhaptocarpa Ribbed extinguisher-moss – 

recorded in dune slacks of 

northern Scotland and base-

rich rocks in mountains. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

1 – Penyghent 

Plagiopus oederianus Oeder’s apple-moss – grows 

with purple saxifrage on 

flanks of Penyghent 

Nationally 

Scarce 

6 – Gills of Upper Wharfedale 

Pseudoleskeella 

catenulata 

Chained leskea – rare on 

exposed limestone where 

competition is low. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

2 – Penyghent 

Rhytidium rugosum Wrinkle-leaved feather-moss 

– calcareous flushes in 

mountainous areas. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

1 – Buckden Beck, Upper 

Wharfedale 

Schistidium trichodon Stook grimmia – rare, usually 

on limestone crags and 

Daldradian rocks in 

Highlands of Scotland. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

2 – Penyghent 

Seligeria acutifolia Sharp rock-bristle – grows in 

wet, spongy tufa on vertical 

limestone rock faces. 

Nationally 

Scarce 

1 – Cowside Beck 
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  Wharfedale is a very special place for bryophytes nationally, and 

there is plenty more to be discovered! Bryophytes represent a whole 

new world of excitement and wonder for the botanist – with modest 

equipment (a x20 hand lens) the vast majority of species can be 

identified using the British Bryological Society Field Guide 

(Atherton, Bosanquet and Lawley 2010). Using a WNS microscope at 

Microscope Club, the rest can be named. 

  At present there are 74 under-recorded and un-recorded tetrads. 

Why not visit one for a day out and pick up some bryophytes while 

you’re there? It would be great to fill in the gaps – I’ve set the 

ambitious target of collecting enough records for a viable Atlas by 

end of 2015. If you would like a map of these tetrads, please contact 

me.  

  A big thank you to all members who have submitted records in 2012 – a species list is good, but a handful 

of moss in an envelope with a grid reference on it is equally welcome! Please do raid your garden, garage 

roof and trees for specimens and send them to me or bring to an evening meeting. 

  Every moss, liverwort and hornwort record counts! 

Gordon Haycock 

Bryophyte Recorder 

 

 

Ferns 
 

Otley Chevin Walk 

  It was a wet Tuesday on 26
th
 June so not many ventured out for the evening walk on the Chevin, but of 

course the ferns were resplendent, taking full advantage of our wet summer. It did relent somewhat as we 

retraced our 2008 route following the southern boundary wall to reach the stream of Holbeck, then zig-

zagging along paths down its ravine to the lower track, finally taking this westwards to East Chevin Road at 

the ‘millstone’ gate. 

  The clump of Common Polypody (Polypodium vulgare) was still growing epiphytically on the elder by 

Holbeck, but its host was looking rather old and ‘creaky’ now, so may not last too much longer. The 

contouring descent to lower Holbeck had some healthy looking clumps of Lemon-scented Fern (Oreopteris 

limbosperma), and the widespread Lady Fern (Athyrium filix-femina), Buckler and various Male Ferns 

(Dryopteris spp.) were in fine fettle. The torch had been remembered for a look at the ‘green fuzz’ of 

Killarney Fern (Trichomanes speciosum) gametophytes under the boulder by the lower track. 

Washburn 

  A few areas in the Washburn valley were looked at botanically over the year, and yielded some interesting 

fern records. One Hard Shield-fern (Polystichum aculeatum) growing where Timble Gill Beck reaches the 

Washburn was a previously known site, but this year BNB found a large cluster of at least 17 plants, both 

mature and young specimens, growing on the wooded bank a half-mile further up Timble Gill Beck, on land 

belonging to Plum Tree Farm, which is being managed sympathetically to improve the habitat. 

  Soft Shield-fern (Polystichum setiferum) is also generally uncommon throughout Wharfedale, but a mature 

plant was spotted just below Lindley Bridge by the leat, then a young plant cropped up on the bank of the 

Washburn below Swinsty Dam. When small the two shield-ferns can look similar, so it was necessary to wait 

for spores to grow, then confirmation could be made microscopically. 

  The best find of the year though was a small colony of Beech Fern (Phegopteris connectilis) hidden away 

on a small bank in the alder carr of Dob Park Wood, the first BNB has ever come across in the Washburn 

valley. It’s close to a large stand of Lesser Pond-sedge, where there are some straggly plants of Shore 

Horsetail (Equisetum x litorale), and the much prettier Wood Horsetail (Equisetum sylvaticum) is here too. 

Towards the eastern side of Dob Park Wood, CH recorded Hard Fern (Blechnum spicant) and Broad 

Buckler-fern (Dryopteris dilatata). 
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  Later in the year, following the WNS Norwood Edge fungus foray some of us strayed eastwards into 

Lindley Moor Plantation, ending up by the boundary wall near Little Almscliff. A good colony of Common 

Polypody lined the wall-top, not common at all this far east. 

Lower Wharfedale 

  The outpost of our recording area is Rougemont Carr, just up-river from Harewood Bridge. One or two 

visits were made by BNB this year to this pleasant mixed woodland site, good for spring flowers. There’s a 

stand of Scaly Male-fern (Dryopteris affinis) which looks great when its golden brown croziers unfurl in late 

spring. The other find after ferreting around in the ditch undergrowth was a single plant of Soft Shield-fern, 

quite rare this far east. The quiet lanes around Rougemont and Weeton are also pleasant to explore. A road-

side ditch yielded Hart’s-tongue (Asplenium scolopendrium) and one Hard Shield-fern, another rarity of this 

area. 

  A little further down Wharfedale is Oxclose Wood. BNB joined Melanie Smith and members of the East 

Keswick Trust for a fern survey in November. We found 9 species, Male-fern (Dryopteris filix-mas), Broad 

Buckler-fern and Bracken (Pteridium aquilinum) being most common, although there were some good 

clumps of Soft Shield-fern. Lady Fern was dying back so difficult to spot, but Hart’s-tongue grew in a couple 

of localities, and we also saw Hard Fern, Scaly Male-fern (D. borreri) and Hard Shield-fern. The mixture of 

acid loving and more base loving species indicated the variation in soil conditions in the woodland, which 

apart from the ferns is delightful to explore, and contains lots of other interesting plants. The Trust also looks 

after some other sites round East Keswick which it is intended to survey later. 

Mid Wharfedale 

  A few Hard Shield-fern are also known along the river bank not far downstream of Otley Bridge, but this 

year a Soft Shield-fern cropped up, one plant further west on an old wall bank adjacent to the Otley-Burley 

road. 

  Eagle-eyed WNS members spotted a Black Spleenwort (Asplenium adiantum-nigrum) at March Ghyll 

Reservoir in May which BNB had missed on past survey work. On our WNS Beamsley meeting we recorded 

Marsh Horsetail (Equisetum palustre) and Shore Horsetail, also Lemon-scented Fern in the area. On the 

WNS Bolton Abbey Estate meeting, Roy Lingard took us into Stoney Bank Wood where we were excited to 

find both Beech Fern and Oak Fern (Gymnocarpium dryopteris), new records. 

  NV supplied records for Addingham, Moor Lane – several Broad Buckler-fern, Male Fern and Hard Fern; 

and nearby in Parsons Lane and Marchup Beck BNB found Dryopteris borreri and D. affinis species of 

Scaly Male-fern. 

Upper Wharfedale 

  CH climbed up the Monk’s Road out of Arncliffe and listed Wall-rue (Asplenium ruta-muraria), Hart’s-

tongue, Maidenhair (A. trichomanes) and Green Spleenworts (A. viride), Brittle Bladder-fern (Cystopteris 

fragilis), Limestone Oak-fern (Gymnocarpium robertianum), Hard 

Shield-fern and got high enough up to find the Holly Fern (Polystichum 

lonchitis). Hard Shield-fern and Maidenhair Spleenwort were also 

noted in Crook Gill and Strans Gill near Hubberholme. 

  Seen on the WNS Buckden meeting was Rustyback (Asplenium 

ceterach), still flourishing on the road-side wall in Buckden village. In 

2011 we had a botany meeting in Redmire Wood near Buckden where 

we lunched above the waterfalls of Step Gill. BNB got National Trust 

permission to re-visit here in February to check out the polypodies. 

Mostly Common Polypody (right) was found, but the craggy gorge 

with its impressive waterfalls yielded some rarer hybrids, including 

several colonies of Manton’s Polypody (Polypodium x mantoniae) and 

one record for Font-quer’s Polypody (P. x font-queri), confirmed by the 

BSBI referee. In April BNB also found a few groups of Manton’s 

Polypody hybrid on the crags of Scoska Wood above Arncliffe. 

 

Thanks to Nicky Vernon (NV) and Carmen Horner (CH) for sending records, and to WNS members spotting 

interesting ferns and other plants on our botany meetings. 

Bruce Brown, Fern recorder   
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Amphibians and Reptiles 
 

Caudata    (Tailed Amphibians) 

Great crested newt Triturus cristatus 

See article by Gordon Haycock, page 14. 

Palmate newt Triturus helveticus 

First report from Otley (Birdcage Walk) on 28
th
 February of three males and two females, and also one 

female at Chevin Side (GH). One female was seen at Gallows Hill on 21
st
 April (GH). 

The greatest numbers were from Nell Bank, with 79 males and 43 females on 26
th
 April (GH). 

Efts were seen under ice on Lindley Pond on 2
nd

 December (NF). 

Smooth newt Triturus vulgaris 

Three males seen at Otley Wetland on 25th April (NB). 

Seen regularly in good numbers in two garden ponds in Burley (AR). 

Alpine newt Triturus alpestris 

Two males on 26
th
 April and five on 10

th
 May at Nell Bank (GH). 

Anura    (Tail-less Amphibians) 

Common toad Bufo bufo 

The earliest record of a single toad was 11
th
 March in the Washburn (GH). 103 males and four pairs in 

amplexus were seen at Nell Bank on 26
th
 April. On 10

th
 May there were already many tadpoles, 27 males 

and two pairs (GH). Three were found under boxes in an Otley garden on 17
th
 June (PP). There were seven 

records between June and October from Otley Wetland of small number of toads mostly under boards on 

the grazing lawn and stockyard. 

Common frog Rana temporaria  

The first report came from Silsden on 18
th
 February of a 

single frog in a pond, and on 21
st
 February there were 

eight, with spawn appearing on the 28
th
 (NM). There were 

200 frogs and 19 clumps of spawn at Timble Ings on 24
th
 

February (GH). In a Burley garden there was a lot of 

spawn on 3
rd

 of March and many tens of frogs were seen in 

the pond over a two week period. By 11
th
 March there were 

large clumps of spawn in the stream at Otley Wetland and 

at least 20 frogs with spawn in the moat (PP). Also on 11
th
 

March, 19 clumps of spawn were seen in the Washburn 

(GH). On 12
th
 March spawn was recorded from Otley 

Chevin (NB) and an Addingham garden (LR). Spawn was 

seen at Grimwith reservoir on 14
th
 March (AG). From early 

April frogs were found under boards on the grazing lawn 

at Otley Wetland (PP). Tadpoles were seen from 26
th
 April 

at Nell Bank (GH). A very green frog was reported from an Otley garden on 1
st
 September, and there were 

still tadpoles in the Addingham pond on 30
th
 September (LR). 

  The last record was of one frog on the island at Otley Wetland on 29
th
 October (PP). 

Squamata    (Scaly Reptiles) 

Adder Vipera berus 

No reports of adders this year. 

Slow worm Anguis fragilis 

Six reports from Bastow Wood (IC), Blubberhouses (HA), Lindley Wood (NF), Thruscross (AG) and the 

Washburn (NM). 

Common lizard Lacerta vivipara 

No reports this year. 

CONTRIBUTORS: H Allenby (HA), N&A  Bowland (NB), I Court (IC), N&D Fearnley (NF), A Gramshaw 

(AG), G Haycock (GH), N&M Moore (NM), P Purvis (PP), P&A Riley (AR), DL Robinson (LR)  

Nevil Bowland, Amphibian and Reptile Recorder 

Common frog on Dales Way above Conistone 
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Mammals 
 

Insectivora    (Insectivores) 

Hedgehog Erinaceus europaeus 

19 reports of live hedgehogs including a first for many years in an Ilkley garden (JF). 20 road kills reported 

from a large area. 

Mole Talpa europaea 

None reported! 

Common Shrew Sorex araneus 

One seen in Grass Wood on 16
th
 May (AG). 

Pygmy Shrew Sorex minutus 

One found dead near Barden Reservoir. 

Water Shrew Neomys fodiens 

One in a garden stream in Addingham (LR). 

 

Chiroptera    (Bats) 

Daubenton’s Bat Myotis daubentoni 

No reports. 

Noctule Bat Nyctalus noctula 

Seen on Barden Moor on 19
th
 October (KM), and at Fewston on 10

th
 November (SR). 

Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pipistrellus 

Seen regularly from an Otley garden from March to September (PP). 

Common Long-eared Bat Plecotus austriacus 

No reports. 

 

Lagomorpha    (Rabbits and Hares) 

Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 

Just two records including a garden visitor in Menston (KL). 

Rabbits are of course present in large numbers in Wharfedale, and at both Sun Lane and Ben Rhydding 

they are present in plague proportions! 

Hare Lepus capensis 

Widespread but thin on the ground. Seen in the Washburn, at Leathley, Low Dam, Beaverdyke, at 

Grimwith and at Chelker (NF, PR, AG, GH, JF, LR) 

 

Rodentia    (Rodents) 

Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris 

No reports. 

Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis 

Very many in our area. Of interest was a white squirrel in an Addingham garden (HJ). See colour pages. 

Bank Vole Clethrionomys glariolus 

One record at Sun Lane (PR), and two from an Addingham garden (LR). 

Field Vole Microtis agrestis 

One swam the moat at Otley Wetland watched by PP on 29
th
 

September. 

Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus 

Seen in gardens in Addingham (LR), Menston (KL) and Otley 

(PP) where one was found drowned in a watering can. In 

Burley on 12
th
 March, one was found in a closed container of 

fat balls in a garage, alive and well, but rather bloated! It was 

released bewildered but unharmed (PR). 

Common Rat Rattus norvegicus 

One in an Ilkley garden on 7
th
 December (JD). 

Numerous well fed rats at Sun Lane under the bird feeders. 

Wood Mouse 
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Carnivora   (Carnivores) 

Fox Vulpes vulpes 

One found dead at Farnley Lake in January (NB), one half grown animal found dead in Leathley Lane on 

22
nd

 August and another at Farnley on 7
th
 September (NF). Seen at Pool Bank and Lindley (NF).  

Stoat Mustela erminea 

Four reports – Otley Wetland in the reedbed (PP), Grimwith Reservoir (with a mouse) (AG), in the 

Washburn (PR) and one attacked a cat in an Ilkley alley but was seen off with the help of another cat (LD). 

Weasel Mustela nivalis 

One reported near Linton in February and near Timble crossroads in April (PR). Also seen in an 

Addingham garden on 15
th
 March (LR). 

Polecat Ferret Mustela furo 

A very large animal was seen in Leathley Lane on 6
th
 March (NF). 

Mink Mustela vison 

No reports! 

Badger Meles meles 

Five reports of dead animals. Live animals seen at Timble Ings (AJ) and in Jenny Dixon’s garden – first 

visit 27
th
 May, last visit 7

th
 December. 

 Otter Lutra lutra 

Spraint found in every month except June and October at Otley Wetland. Four 

lucky people had sightings – M Overend watched an otter fishing for twenty 

minutes from Ilkley Golf Club on 20
th
 April, M Brear saw one swimming near 

Ilkley New Bridge on 21
st
 April, P Roe saw one at Otley Wetland at the end of 

the pipe on 22
nd

 July, and A Jowett saw one in the river at Castley on 3
rd

 

November. 

Red Deer Cervus elaphus 

No records. 

Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus 

29 sightings from the Washburn through Wharfedale. 

Muntjac Muntiacus reevesi 

A skull was found at Warren Hill plantation by A Bickley and J Powell on 28
th
 March. 

 

CONTRIBUTORS:  S. Barton (SH), H. Burrow (HB), J Clapham (JC), L Dewdney (LD), J Dixon (JD), 

D&N Fearnley (NF), J Flood (JF), A Gramshaw (AG), G Haycock (GH), A Jowett (AJ), P Lambert (PL), 

K&P Limb (KL) K. Moir (KM), N&M Moore (NM), P Purvis (PP), S Radcliffe (SR) P&A Riley (PR), S 

Ward (SW).   Apologies for any omissions or errors. 

Nevil Bowland, Mammal Recorder.  

 

 

Butterflies  
 

Martin Warren, CEO of Butterfly Conservation called 2012 ‘one of the oddest 

butterfly seasons on record’, and who are we to disagree? The weather was so poor 

that many of our recorders simply gave up and submitted no records. We generated 

about 70% of the records of the four previous years, but several species hardly 

showed at all. Even so a few butterfly species did well in spite of everything, 

  Martin Warren remarked that in his local Dorset reserve the spring butterflies did 

well, but the double-brooded butterflies were devastated. Certainly in our area Green 

Hairstreak and Orange Tip did well, and many of the double-brooded butterflies suffered. Of 

the migrants the Painted Lady was rarely seen and the Red Admiral suffered its worst year this millennium. 

However the cyclic Holly Blue had an excellent year in spite of being double-brooded. 

  The Scotch Argus was seen for a second year in Park Gill near Kettlewell by three observers, with a peak 

number of eight.  It is far too early to say whether it will become established, we can but hope. There is no 

indication yet of the source of the insects. 
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  An excellent March began the season, with the most butterflies recorded this millennium! These were 

mostly Peacocks and Small Tortoiseshells, and also a good number of Commas and Brimstones.  What 

followed however was the wettest April-to-June period on record, and the weather did not relent until well 

into Autumn. There were far fewer butterflies and no reports of notable migrants.  

  Butterflies were seen from March to November, and there were 27 species this year, one less than 2011 

since the Brown Argus failed to appear. There was once again no sign of Clouded Yellow or Camberwell 

Beauty. Most observers saw at least some Peacocks, Small Tortoiseshells and Browns, but only a lucky few 

saw a Painted Lady. 

  2012 was an unusually bad year for butterflies, as can be seen by comparison with the preceding four years, 

all of which also had poor summers.  

40 observers contributed over 2700 records, this figure being 30% less than the four-year average and the 

lowest since 2002.  

  The total number of butterflies seen in 2012 was under 10500, being 35% less than the four-year average  

(in good summers over 20000 butterflies have been seen). 

  In 2012 there were 7 records of 100+ butterflies, which is only half the four-year average. Ringlet (4), 

Common Blue, Small Skipper and Meadow Brown shared the 100+ records this year.  In contrast Painted 

Lady had less than 10 records (all singletons) for only the third time this millennium. 

  One indicator used to examine the relative fortunes of our species is Rank Order. The 2012 Rank Order of a 

species is based on the number of sightings compared with those of other species. Rank Order is a useful 

measure as it is independent of the number of records in any year. Over the years, changes in the Order can 

highlight trends. 

  Comparing the 2012 Rank Order with that of the previous year the most significant improver was Holly 

Blue recovering from its cyclic dip and reaching its highest rank this millennium, as did Orange Tip and 

Ringlet. 

  Red Admiral was the most significant loser, followed by Small Copper, then Common Blue. All other 

species changed their Rank Order relatively little.  

  The most significant trends in Rank Order over the last five years have been the repeated (3 times) rise of 

the Ringlet and Small Tortoiseshell and the fall (last 2 times) of the Speckled Wood and Common Blue. 

In 2012 the 4 species most seen were, in decreasing order 

Small Tortoiseshell, Peacock, Ringlet and Green-veined White. 

In the previous year the 4 species most seen were, in decreasing order, 

Peacock, Small Tortoiseshell, Red Admiral and Speckled Wood. 

  Considering the best butterfly sites, this year 21 species were seen at Burley Sun Lane and 18 at Ben 

Rhydding gravel pits (BRGP), 17 at Otley Wetlands, and 15 at Lea Green/Bastow Wood (LG/BW). 

  The transects that are walked weekly had mixed fortunes. LG/BW had a good year but with only half the 

butterflies of the exceptional 2011.  Burley Sun Lane 2012 also proved disappointing, 19% fewer butterflies 

being seen than the average number for the previous 4 years. The Long Ashes transect was not walked in 

2012. 

  Details of individual species follow. The initials in square brackets denote individual observers whose 

names are at the end of the report. ‘New sites’ denote new 1km. squares on the WNS map. This year only 

significant new sites are reported. 

  For most species the record numbers for 2012 are less than the average for the four previous years, 

and the percentage decrease is shown as x% DOWN. The exceptions where the numbers increased are 

marked y% UP. 

 

Hesperiidae 

1526 Small Skipper Thymelicus sylvestris  

25% DOWN. There were fewer sightings and sites than last year. This is its sixth consecutive year of 

decline. Once again most records came from the areas of Ilkley, Burley and Otley.  Seen in the Washburn 

up to Thruscross [GL, CG], at Timble Ings [ES, CW] and Norwood Bottom/Stainburn Moor [DH, ES]. 

There were 3 sightings in the upper dale [PB, EC, PM] 
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 Recorded first on 5th July at BRGP [DH]. The last sighting was on 7th October in Ilkley [CW]. The overall 

peak count was 128 at Timble Ings on 8th August [CW], and on 14th August at different points in the same 

area there were three counts in the 30s [CG]. 

 In 2006, 1258 Small Skippers were seen, but by 2012 the numbers seen had declined to 453. Poor summers 

may be the reason. 

1531 Large Skipper Ochlodes venata 

10% DOWN. There were fewer sightings and sites than last year. Over half the sightings came from the 

area around Ilkley and Otley. There were six sightings in the upper dale, and eleven in the Washburn area.  

First seen (2) on 17
th
 June at Lindley Wood dam [DA]. The last were in two places on 20

th
 August at Burley 

Sun Lane [PR] and at Park Gill near Kettlewell [PM].  The peak count was 13 at Timble Ings on 8
th
 August 

[CW]. There were no other counts in double figures. See colour pages. 

 

Pieridae 

1546 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni 

20% DOWN, 2 new sites. Most records came from Burley and Ilkley. The first Brimstones were seen in 

three different locations on 25
th
 March, Burley [PR], Middleton Woods [DH] and Stainburn Moor [KL]. 

The last reports were on three consecutive days in Ben Rhydding, 1-3 October [DH].There were new sites 

at Huby [PB] and near Kettlewell at Park Gill [KB]. Other records came from Ling Park [PB], Menston 

[JC] and Otley [ES, PB]. There were two sightings in the Washburn valley [KB, DL].  The peak count of 5 

was seen on the Burley Sun Lane transect on 28
th
 August [PR].  

1549 Large White Pieris brassicae 

60% DOWN. This was a very poor season with the smallest number of records for eleven years. The most 

seen at one time was four on 16th August in Otley [PP].  The butterfly was still seen widely over the two 

dales, but the majority of sightings were in the Ilkley to Otley area. First seen on 13th April on Otley 

Chevin [NB], and the last on 9th September in the same place by the same observers. 

  There were over 160 records of unidentified Whites, probably a mixture of Small / Green-veined 

Whites and a few female Orange Tips. The large number suggests that the reports on Small and 

Green-Veined Whites are likely to be over-pessimistic. 

1550 Small White Pieris rapae  

50% DOWN. Like the Large White, a poor season with the lowest number of records for eleven years.  

Seen widely in Wharfedale up to Park Gill [ES].  Few records from the Washburn, but seen up to 

Hoodstorth [DA] and at Greenhow [MB].  The first sighting was on 26
th
 March in Burley [JK], and the last 

was on 19
th
 October at Asquith [RL]. The largest count was a poor four on several occasions [PR, CW]. 

1551 Green-veined White Pieris napi 

20% DOWN. One of the commonest butterflies this year, found all over our area. First seen on 17
tht

 April 

on Burley Moor [DH], last seen on 15
th
 September at Cocking End Ilkley [PB]. The largest count was 50 on 

21
st
 August on the New Road near Appletreewick [CG] There were only four other counts of 20 or above, 

one less than last year. 

1553 Orange Tip Anthocharis cardamines 

10% DOWN. Fared better than many other butterflies this year. There were sightings in Wharfedale from 

Otley to just beyond Grassington.  In the Washburn insects were seen as far as Thruscross. First seen on 

23
rd

 March on Otley Chevin [NB] and the last sighting was at Blubberhouses on 19
th
 June [DA]. The 

highest counts were 13 near Dob Park 23
rd

 May [KB], followed by 11 in the same area two days later [KL]. 

 

Lycaenidae 

1555 Green Hairstreak Callophrys rubi 

10% UP.  Many records, although less than in 2011. Thirteen recorders reported a total of 78 sightings. The 

first report was on 12
th
 April at Langbar Moor [DH]. The last was on 13

th
 June at Burley Moor [DH]. The 

largest count was 12 on Ilkley Moor on 22
nd

 May [SG]. They were seen in Wharfedale up to Scargill House 

[PM] with several sightings in the Bastow Wood area [recorders include GL JG, KB, CG], and in the 

Washburn up to Thruscross near Stone House Inn [DH]. 

   For Green Hairstreak, WNS provided the only April records in Yorkshire to Butterfly Conservation. 
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1557 Purple Hairstreak Neozephyrus quercus 

4 sightings. The most interesting sighting was on 28
th
 August at Burley Sun Lane, near the entrance to the 

reserve, where a Purple Hairstreak came down from the high oak and perched on a willow [PR]. The other 

sightings were on the oaks at the Middleton Hospital site, the first on 20
th
 August, and the last on 31

st
 

August [DH]. 

1558 White-letter Hairstreak Satyrium w-album 

40% DOWN. Rather a disappointing year. The first sighting was on 15
th
 July at Ben Rhydding Coutances 

Way [DH]. This was followed by others at Coutances Way to 19th July and sightings at the south end of 

nearby BRGP from 18
th
 July [DA] to 4

th
 August [DH], which was the last of all.  The maximum count of 2 

was achieved on the latter site on 18
th
 July [DA]. The only other sighting was Howgill Lane 30

th
 July [PM]. 

1561 Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas  

50% DOWN. After the excellent 2011 this was a very poor year.  Not seen in Wharfedale beyond Ilkley 

although many records from there, Burley and Otley [DH, PB, PR].  Seen in the Washburn up to Thruscross 

[DA, CG], and there were records from Timble Ings [SG, PRE]. Seen first on 21
st
 May at Burley Moor 

[DH]. The last record was on 18
th
 September at Burley Sun Lane [DH]. The peak number of 7 was seen on 

9
th
 September at Bow Shaw [PB]. 

1573 Northern Brown Argus Plebeius (Aricia) artaxerxes  

30% DOWN. A poor year. On 26th June the most insects, 42, were seen on the Lea Green/Bastow Wood 

transect [IC].The first sighting was on 23rd May at Bastow Wood [DL]. The last was seen at Bastow Wood 

on 30th July [GL]. The butterfly was seen on a number of other sites, at Long Ashes [DL], Haw Hill Quarry 

[DH], Kilnsey [PM, DH], Scargill House [HF], and Park Gill [NF, KB, PM]. 

1574 Common Blue Polyommatus icarus 

40% DOWN The worst year since 2002.  Seen once again at Burley Sun Lane [PR], and this was the last 

sighting on the 9th September. There was no other evidence of 

second generations. 

  There was one new site at Springs Wood in Littondale [GL]. The 

insect was seen widely over Wharfedale with 18 records in upper 

Wharfedale as far as Buckden Ghyll [NF, DL]. There were 3 

Washburn records all near Lindley Wood dam [DA]. The first 

sighting was on 27
th
 March at Conistone Dib [GL], At DSQ 

Greenhow there was the largest count of 317 butterflies on 4
th
 July 

[MB], a little less than last year. Next largest was 32 at Bolton 

Abbey station on 22
nd

 July [DH]. 

1580 Holly Blue Celastrina argiolus 

70% UP. Numbers continuing to fluctuate, presently improving each year from a low in 2009.  The 

majority of the records come from Burley [PR, DA , BS], and Menston [DM, AG, JC, RF, JHY], with 

others from Otley [ES, NB, NF, PP] and Ilkley [CW, DH, TH, PB, KS]. There was one in the Washburn, 

between Dob Park and Lindley Wood [KL]. The first sighting was on 27
th
 March at Burley [PR], and the 

last was on 30
th
 September in the same area [BS]. The peak count was 3, seen once in the spring [DA], and 

twice in the Summer [PR, ES]. 

 

Nymphalidae 

1590 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta 

70% DOWN. The worst year this millennium with only three records before July. 

Seen in Wharfedale up to Scargill House[PB], including Parcevall Hall [MC].  Seen in the Washburn up to 

Blubberhouses [CG], and at DSQ Greenhow [MB]. The first sighting was on 4
th
 June at Otley Wetlands 

[DA], and the last was seen on 27
th
 October in Ben Rhydding [BT]. The peak count was eight at Linton 

[MB] on 27
th
 September. 

1591 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 

8 sightings. Almost as bad a year as 2011. All the sightings were of single insects.  The first  was on 7
th
 

July at the Middleton Hospital site [DH], followed by one on 3
rd

 August at Burley Sun Lane [PR]. There 

were two other August sightings in Otley [ES] and Menston [DM]. There were two September sightings, at 

Bastow Wood [IP] and Menston [JC], and the last sightings were on 10-11
th
 October at Askwith [RL]. 

Common Blue 
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1593 Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urtica 

15% UP. Continuing to improve and now our commonest butterfly. Wide ranging, recorded on another 

new spot on Grassington Moor [GL]. It was seen throughout Wharfedale up to Buckden [ES] and in 

Littondale to Arncliffe [EC]. Also seen at Grimwith [GL, KB, SG]. in many places in the Washburn up to 

Thruscross [CG], and at DSQ Greenhow [MB]. 

  First seen on 1
st
 March on Otley [ES], last seen on 5

th
 November at Menston [JHY]. The peak count was 

39 at DSQ Greenhow on 1
st
 September [MB], and there were two other counts in double figures.  

1597 Peacock Inachis io 

15% DOWN. Fewer sightings but still common.. First seen on 10
th
 March in Burley [PR],  

and last seen on 20
th 

October at Ben Rhydding [DH]. The peak number was 25 seen on 4
th
 September at the 

Sun Lane [PR]. The largest Spring count was 12 seen on 25
th
 March at Stainburn Moor [KL].There were 12 

(15 in 2011} counts in double figures, 2 in March, 1 in May,2 in August and 7 in September. 

1598 Comma Polygonia c-album 

50% DOWN. The worst year since 2001. The first butterfly was seen on 9
th
 March in Burley [BS], and the 

last was seen on 26
th
 October at the head of Thruscross reservoir [PR].  In the Spring, the best sightings 

were 2 insects in Burley [PR] and Leathley [NF], both these in March. The peak number was 6 seen on 20
th
 

August on the Sun Lane transect [PR]   

1607 Dark Green Fritillary Argynnis aglaja 

20% DOWN. 2012 was a little disappointing after the excellent 2011. The majority of sightings were in the 

Grassington area on both sides of the river, although there were several at Park Gill, Kettlewell [PM, ES, 

TH]. one from Arnecliffe, Littondale [EC], and one from the Buckden area [DL]. 

  Outside Upper Wharfedale there were records from DSQ Greenhow [MB], Trollers Gill [CG], and one in 

a new area, at Lindley [NF].  

  The peak number of 19 was seen on 21
ST

 July on the LG/BW transect [IP], and outside this area the most 

seen was 15 on the 11
th
 August at DSQ Greenhow [MB]. The earliest record was on 7

th
 July at LG/BW 

[IC]. The last were seen on 1
st
 September at DSQ [MB] and at Bastow Wood [PM] respectively. 

 

Satyridae 

1614 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria 

55% DOWN. Fewer seen for the third successive year and numbers have now declined below the 2005 

level. The majority of the sightings were from Ilkley to Pool, although there were some in the upper dale 

mostly at Bastow and Grass Woods but as far as Raikes Wood near Buckden [ES]. There were a number at 

Timble Ings and up the Washburn as far as Thruscross [GL, CG]. 

  The earliest sighting was on 30
th
 April at Grass Wood [GL], and the latest was on 14

th 
October in Burley 

Sun Lane [PR].  The largest number seen in the first half of the year was 8 on 18
th
 June at Otley Wetlands 

[PP]. The peak number of 25 was seen on 11
th
 September at Timble Ings [MC].  

1615 Wall Lasiommata megera 

60% DOWN. Just 13 sightings. The Wall population has crashed, and the most seen anywhere was two 

at Burley Sun Lane [PR]. Another one was seen in Burley Station Road [PR]. Overall four were seen at 

different places and times in the Ilkley area [DH, CW], three at Askwith [RL], one in Menston [JHY], one 

at Timble Ings [ES], one at Stainburn Forest [ES], and one in upper Wharfedale on the LG/BW transect 

[IP]. The first was seen on 27
th
 May in Askwith, and the last on 14

th
 October in Ben Rhydding. 

1618 Scotch Argus Erebia aethiops 

3 sightings. In 2011 Karen Bullimore saw four Scotch Argus in Park Gill near Kettlewell, Previously they 

had not been seen in Wharfedale since 1983. In 2012 three observers saw some in the same area of Park 

Gill. On 20 August Paul Millard saw eight, on the 23
rd

 Tim Howson saw three, and on the 26
th
 Ernie Scarfe 

saw two. Hopefully Scotch Argus will be with us for some years to come.  

1625 Gatekeeper Pyronia tithonus 

30% DOWN. Last year our Gatekeepers had a very poor year, and later Butterfly Conservation 

Yorkshire reported a startling crash in VC64, which includes our area. Now the situation is even 

worse.  This year there were no sightings beyond Ilkley in Wharfedale, and only two in the 

Washburn, at Thruscross. There were no sightings at the erstwhile prime site Stainburn Forest. 
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  Almost all sightings were from Ilkley to Otley, with a new site near Weeton; see colour pages [NF].  The 

others were at Timble Ings, [MC, PR, CW] and Thruscross [CG]. First seen 9
th
 July at Otley Wetlands[PP], 

and the last 5 were on 1
st
 September at Timble Ings [DA]. Good numbers only at Otley Wetlands where 43 

were seen on 30
th
 July[PP], and at Burley Sun Lane where 13 were seen on 15

th
 July [PR]. 

1626 Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina 

15% DOWN. Over 200 records this year, as it has been every year from 2003.  

One new site at Ilkley Moor Buckstones [PB]. Seen widely in the Wharfe valley with a number in upper 

Wharfedale, five at Dowber Ghyll near Kettlewell[EC] and many near Grassington. Few sightings in the 

valley down to Addingham. but then common in the area from Ilkley to Pool, with nine seen further East at 

Weeton.[NF, RF]. There were also records at Trollers Gill[CG] and DSQ Greenhow[MB]. In the Washburn 

valley there were records from Thruscross reservoir[CG], Fewston reservoir [CW], and further South 

around Lindley. There were many records from Timble Ings[CW, RL and others]. The first sightings were 

on 25
th
 June in Ilkley[DH], and the last at Burley on 4

th
 September [PR]. The peak sighting was 100 on 11

th
 

August at DSQ Greenhow[MB], and 35 were seen on 2
nd

 August at Otley Wetlands [PR]. 

1627 Small Heath Coenonympha pamphilus 

10% DOWN. Good numbers but below the exceptional year of 2011.  Once again, over half the sightings 

were in Upper Wharfedale, and these included the six most numerous, which were all on the LG/BW 

transect [IC, IP]. Down the valley there were records from Hebden Gill [ES], Trollers Ghyll [CG, 

PM],Beamsley Beacon [NF], Langbar Moor [PP],  Ilkley Moor [PB, DJ, CW], Foldshaw Ridge Middleton 

Moor [PB]. Otley [PM, PP], and Hawksworth Moor [RF]. In the Washburn there were sightings at Timble 

Ings [4 recorders], Stainburn Forest [ES, DH], and at DSQ Greenhow [MB]. There were three ‘first’ 

records on 14
th
 June at Bastow Wood [PM], and at Park Rash near Kettlewell [KB].  The last sightings were 

at LG/BW [IP] and on Malham Moor [GL] on the 9
th
  September.  The peak number was 78 on 7

th
 July at 

LG/BW [IP].  There were 16 sightings in double figures. 

1629 Ringlet Aphantopus hyperantus 

15% UP. This butterfly goes from strength to strength, having the most records ever in 2012. Over 

one hundred insects were seen on four occasions, on the LG/BW 

transect [IC], at Timble Ings [CW], and twice at DSQ Greenhow [MB].  

There were 35 records in Upper Wharfedale including many sightings 

in the Bastow/Grass Wood area [various recorders], three at Park Gill 

[PM, ES] and one at Buckden [NF]. There were records from Barden 

Bridge [RL], Bolton Abbey station [DH, RL], and Beamsley Beacon 

[NF], through to Knotford Nook [ES], Pool [NF], and Weeton [RF, 

NF]. In the Ilkley, Burley and Otley-areas there were a large number of 

records from many recorders.  There were also records from 

Hawksworth Moor [RF]. Seen in the Washburn near Lindley [NF, DH], 

and Norwood Bottom [ES], Several sightings at Timble Ings [CG], 

others at Stainburn Forest [AG, DH] and DSQ Greenhow [MB]. 

  The earliest record was 28
th
 June at BRGP [DH], and the last were 5 on 1

st
 Sept at DSQ Greenhow [MB]. 

 

In compiling this report I am very grateful for the help of many WNS members, the Upper Wharfedale Field 

Society, Butterfly Conservation, and friends. Most of the records have come directly, but others have come 

via Gerald Light of the UWFS, and Jean Murray, who is transect coordinator of BC Yorkshire branch.  

I apologise for any errors or omissions. 
 

Records were received from the following: Alred, David & Joan (DA); Barnham, Mike (MB),  Bowland, Audrey & 

Nevil (NB); Brear, David (DB); Bullimore, Karen (KB); Burns, Peter & Janet (PB); Clapham & Gramshaw (CG); 

Clapham, Jeanette (JC); Clements, Wyn (EC); Clerk, M & J (MC); Court, Ian (IC); Dixon; John & Jenny; Fearnley, 

Nyree (NF); Firman, Hugh (HF); Fuller, Richard (RF); Gavaghan, John (JG); Goodwin; Simon & Sarah (SG); 

Gramshaw Audrey (AG); Haycock, Gordon; Healey J & Cavanagh, R (JHY); Horner, Carmen & Fred (CFH); Howson; 

D & R (DH); Howson, Tim (TH); Jakeways, Diane (DJ); Kyriakides; Janet & Kyriacos (JK);  Leather; Midge & David 

(DL); Light, Gerald (GL); Lilley, Ros (RL);  Limb, Pat and Ken (KL); Millard; Paul (PM); Morris, Diane (DM); 

Powell, Ian (IP); Purvis, Paul (PP);  Riley; Peter & Anne (PR); Roe, Peter (PRE); Scarfe, Ernie (ES); Shackleton, Karen 

(KS); Speed, B & P (BS); Thompson; A & B (BT); Williams ,Colin (CW). 

David Howson, Butterfly Recorder 
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Moths 
 

Macro-moths have been regularly recorded from January through to November 2012 in the Wharfedale area. 

The first moth was the aptly named Early Moth (1960 Theria primaria – 2 January) and the last Winter Moth 

(1799 Operophtera brumata – 18 November). The busiest months for moths were June (394 records), July 

(954 records) and August (759 records).  A total of 2,972 records were received from 18 sets of recorders for 

280 species at 95 sites.  Menston, Burley-in-Wharfedale, Skyreholme, Ilkley, Otley and Pool-in-Wharfedale 

had regularly monitored sites using light trapping and wine roping. Paul Millard and a small moth team 

continued with species monitoring work in Grass Wood for Yorkshire Wildlife Trust (YWT). 

  March was drier and warmer than usual, up to 20 degrees Centigrade during the day and staying at least 

7°C or more overnight. Low moth activity was reported from gardens despite the mild evenings (including 

zero moths in some traps), however, trapping closer to or within mixed woodland or moorland gave good 

records for both traps and day sightings. Overall 784 individuals of 22 species were viewed; including 201 

Small Quaker (2182 Orthosia cruda), 174 Common Quaker (2187 Orthosia cerasi) and125 Hebrew 

Character (2190 Orthosia gothica). Later months, like April, May, June and July, were cooler and more 

showery than usual so regular moth trapping was challenging but rewarding.  

  An exciting development in 2012 was the Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union (YNU) Yorkshire Moths website at 

www.yorkshiremoths.info  This offers moth photographs, species distribution maps and general information 

which illustrates the range of moths flying and assists with their identification. 

 

The five most abundant moths over the 2012 season were:  

Large Yellow Underwing (2107 - Noctua pronuba) 136 records for 2514 individuals (13 June to 18 Sept) 

Dark Arches (2321 - Apamea monoglypha) 106 records for 760 individuals (13 June to 7 September) 

Heart and Dart (2089 - Agrotis exclamationis) 74 records for 436 individuals (28 May to 19 August) 

Lesser Yellow Underwing (2109 - Noctua comes) 62 records for 400 individuals (22 July to 20 Sept) 

Lesser Broad-bordered Yellow Underwing (2111 - Noctua janthe) 56 records for 393 individuals (22 Jul 

to 7 Sept). 

Highlights from 2012 were: 

0161  Leopard Moth  Zeuzera pyrina 

  1 individual on the 25th July from Burley-in-Wharfedale for this Common 

moth scarce in Wharfedale. 

0164  Cistus Forester  Adscita geryon 

  3 records for 13 individuals on the 11th and 14th June at Park Rash for this 

Nationally Scarce B (Nb) day flying species. Wild Thyme and Common Bird’s-

foot trefoil flowers are in abundance at this limestone site attracting nectaring 

adults. See colour pages. 

0373 Currant Clearwing  Synanthedon tipuliformis 

  1 individual on the 8th July in a garden in Otley for this Nationally Scarce B 

(Nb) day flying species. 

1643  Emperor Moth  Saturnia pavonia 

1 individual on the 1st June at Skyreholme. This Common moorland moth has been found in small numbers 

in most years as larval or adult since 1948. 

1651  Chinese Character Cilix glaucata  

1 individual on the 14th August. Locally scarce Common moth so a good record for Otley. 

1661  Orange Underwing  Archiearis parthenias 

17 individuals between the 22nd and 28th March; day sightings from Timble Ings (including 12 flying on 

22nd) and Grass Wood for this Local moth. 

1753  Striped Twin-spot Carpet Nebula salicata 

10 individuals on the 7th June a good record for Scargill Wood for this Common upland moth scarce in 

Wharfedale. 

1761  Autumn Green Carpet Chloroclysta miata 

3 records for 3 individuals between 20th October and 7th November. Records from Menston, Ilkley and 

Grass Wood for a Local species associated with moorland habitat. 

http://www.yorkshiremoths.info/
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1767  Pine Carpet Thera firmata 

1 individual on the 14th September.  A good record at Grass Wood for a Common moth thinly distributed. 

1775  Mottled Grey  Colostygia multistrigaria 

6 records for 11 individuals between 18th and 30th March. A Common early Spring upland moth thinly 

distributed in this region so good records  for Skyreholme, Nell Bank and particularly Grass Wood with 7 

individuals on 30th March. First for Grass Wood since BRC ‘1945 to 65’.  

1778  May Highflyer  Hydriomena impluviata 

2 individuals on the 29th May and 20 th June at Menston and Sun Lane for this Common moth which is 

never far from alders. 

1790  Tissue Triphosa dubitata   

2 individuals on the 14th Sept and 8th October. A Local moth thinly distributed so good records for Upper 

Wharfedale. See colour pages. 

1798  Small Autumnal Moth  Epirrita filigrammaria 

2 individuals on the 7th Sept. Good record from Ilkley for this Common moth scarce in Wharfedale.   

1801  Barred Carpet  Perizoma taeniata 

3 records for 7 individuals between the 16th July and 21st August in Grass Wood. These are excellent 

records for a Nationally Scarce A (Na) species with only previous records in 1983 and 2011 in Wharfedale.  

1848  Ash Pug  Eupithecia innotata f. fraxinata 

2 records for 2 individuals on 13th June and 14th August at Grass Wood and Ilkley for this Common moth. 

1854  Juniper Pug  Eupithecia pusillata 

2 records for 3 individuals on the 14th and 20th August at Ilkley and Sun Lane. Good records for a 

declining Common moth species. There were none in VC64 in 2011. 

1856  Larch Pug  Eupithecia lariciata 

1 individual on the 16th July. This  Common moth is thinly distributed so a good record for Grass Wood. 

1873  Welsh Wave Venusia cambrica 

5 individuals from the 30th June and 20th July. Good records in Grass Wood for this Local upland moth.  

1879  Seraphim  Lobophora halterata 

1 individual on the 29th May.  Good record from Burley-in-Wharfedale for this Local moth, associated with 

poplars, which is scarce in Wharfedale. 

1880 Barred Tooth-striped Trichopteryx polycommata  

4 larval records on 27th May in 30 minute search at Grass Wood for this Nationally Scarce A (Na) moth. 

Conservation work has been specifically targeted at the site to improve the known larval habitat.  

1881 Early Tooth-striped Trichopteryx carpinata 

5 individuals on the 30th March. Excellent record at Grass Wood for this Common moth scarce in 

Wharfedale and with only two earlier 2004 records at Duck Street Quarry and Grass Wood. 

1885 Clouded Magpie Abraxas sylvata 

2 individuals on the 12th June.  Exciting record from Bolton Abbey for this Local day flying moth last seen 

in 1993. This is only the sixth record for Wharfedale and five of these were at Bolton Abbey so worth 

looking for at this site. 

1893 Tawny-barred Angle Macaria liturata 

1 individual on the 24th July. This Common moth is thinly distributed so a good record for Ilkley. 

1894 Latticed Heath  Chiasmia clathrata 

1 individual on the 25th July at Sun Lane for this thinly distributed Common moth. 

1904  Scorched Wing Plagodis dolabraria 

1 individual on the 27th June. This Local moth is thinly distributed so a good record for Sun Lane. 

1909  Speckled Yellow Pseudopanthera macularia 

5 records for 12 individuals from 27th May to 28th May Bastow Wood for this common limestone species. 

1918 Lunar Thorn Selenia lunularia 

2 individuals on 24th May. Good record from Grass Wood for local moth last recorded in Otley in 1995. 

1933  Scarce Umber Agriopis aurantiaria 

2 records for 5 individuals on the 24th October and 7th November.  Local moth poorly distributed in 

Yorkshire so good records for Ilkley and Grass Wood. 

1936  Waved Umber  Menophra abruptaria 

1 individual on the 29th May. This Common moth is thinly distributed so a good record for Otley. 
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1940  Satin Beauty Deileptenia ribeata 

1 individual on the 24th July.  Common moth poorly distributed in Yorkshire so good record for Ilkley. 

1951 Grey Birch  Aethalura punctulata 

1 individual on the 28th May from Menston for this Common moth recorded singularly most years. 

1980  Eyed Hawk-moth  Smerinthus ocellata 

1 individual on the 27th June at Sun Lane. Excellent record for Common moth which has become scarce. 

1984  Humming-bird Hawk-moth  Macroglossum stellatarum 

2 records for 2 individuals on the 3rd July and 12th July. Day flying Migrant so good records for Askwith 

and Otley. 

1992  Small Elephant Hawk-moth  Deilephila porcellus 

3 records of 3 individuals from the 29th May to 5th July.   Local moth less common in the WNS area was 

seen at Ilkley and Burley-in-Wharfedale. 

2031 White Satin  Leucoma salicis 

1 individual on the 25th July.  Good record from Sun Lane for this Local moth. 

2056  Wood Tiger  Parasemia plantaginis 

2 records for 2 individuals on the 10th June and 24th July at Park Rash and Duck Street.  A Local moth of 

moorland and scrubby places. 

2078 Least Black Arches Nola confusalis 

3 individuals between the 25th to 28th May in Burley-in Wharfedale and Menston for this Local moth. 

2118 True Lover’s Knot  Lycophotia porphyrea 

36 records for 91 individuals for this Common moth between the 25th June and the 14th August: including 

14 individuals on the 25th July at Sun Lane 18 individuals on the 14th August at Ilkley. In addition one 

catch of many hundreds (too numerous to count!) on the edge of Ilkley Moor on 24th July. 

2147 Shears Hada nana 

1 individual on the 8th July at Menston for this Common moth scarce in Wharfedale.   

2150 Grey Arches Polia nebulosa 

1 individual on the 14th July in Otley for this Common woodland moth scarce in Wharfedale. 

2162 Glaucous Shears Papestra biren 

4 records for 5 individuals between the 23rd May and 25th June at Ilkley and Menston were excellent 

records for this Local moorland species. 

2204  Obscure Wainscot Mythimna obsoleta 

2 individuals on 20th June at Sun Lane is an exciting record for this Local moth associated with reed beds. 

2227  Sprawler Asteroscopus sphinx 

2 records for 2 individuals on 20th and 23rd October at Otley for this Common moth scarce in Wharfedale. 

2233  Golden-rod Brindle Lithomoia solidaginis 

1 individual on 14th August is a good record at Ilkley for this Local upland moth only found occasionally. 

2265 Flounced Chestnut Agrochola helvola 

2 good records for 7 individuals on the 7th and 14th September at Ilkley and Grass Wood this Local moth. 

Another first record for 2 moths at Grass Wood since BRC ‘1945 to 65’. 

2271 Orange Sallow Xanthia citrago 

1individual on the 3rd Sept in Burley-in-Wharfedale for this Common moth associated with lime woodland. 

2281 Alder Moth Acronicta alni 

1 individual on the 20th June at Sun Lane for this Local moth associated with broad-leaved woodland. 

2301 Bird’s Wing  Dypterygia scabriuscula 

1 individual on the 8th July – only the third record in Wharfedale, with two earlier sightings on the 8th June 

1992 and the 29th May 2011 in Burley-in-Wharfedale. This 2012 record for Otley confirms the progress 

North and West across England for this Local moth.  

2302 Brown Rustic Rusina ferruginea 

10 individuals on 7th June – Scargill and one 30th June at Grass Wood for this Common moth of 

woodlands. 

2313  Angle-striped Sallow  Enargia paleacea 

1 individual on the 7th September in Ilkley.  This is an excellent record for this Nationally Scarce B (Nb) 

moth associated with birch woodland.  Sightings are particularly unusual this far north-west in Yorkshire. 
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2341 Cloaked Minor Mesoligia furuncula 

1 individual on the 3rd August at Menston for this extremely variable Common moth. 

2368 Crescent Celaena leucostigma 

1 individual on the 4th September at Nell Bank is a good record for this Local moth of wet habitats. 

2375 Large Wainscot Rhizedra lutosa 

6 individuals on 22nd October and 3 on 14th November at Sun Lane. 

2437  Golden Plusia  Polychrysia moneta 

1 individual on 9th August at Burley-in-Wharfedale. A Common moth in gardens on delphiniums.   

2441  Silver Y  Autographa gamma 

83 records for 190 individuals between the 13th June and the 23th October 

including 11individuals on the 22nd August at Menston and 14 individuals on the 

15th Sept at Burley-in-Wharfedale. Migrant from Southern Europe with a good 

spread of sites and frequently seen during the day in September and October. 

2484 Pinion-streaked Snout  Schrankia costaestrigalis 

2 individuals on 20th July at Grass Wood and 20th August at Burley-in-

Wharfedale for this Local moth scarce in Wharfedale. 

 

Conservation status of species categories: 

Nationally Scarce A (Na): Recorded from 16-30   10 km squares in Great Britain. 

Nationally Scarce B (Nb): Recorded from 31-100   10 km squares in Great Britain. 

Local: Recorded from 101-300   10 km squares in Great Britain. 

Common: Recorded from over 300   10 km squares in Great Britain. 

Migrant: Moths travelling to the UK. 

BRC ‘1945 to 65’: Biological Records Centre scheme (run by John Heath)-with inclusive dates for sightings. 

 

  We forward all Wharfedale Naturalist Society moth records to the VC64 Co-ordinator for inclusion in the 

National Moth Recording Scheme for larger (macro-) moth species the UK organised by Butterfly 

Conservation. Thanks again to Dr. Charles Fletcher (VC 64 Co-ordinator) for his support to fellow moth 

observers. 

We are grateful for all the records received from:  
Avril Benson, Karen Bullimore, Heather Burrow, Jeanette Clapham,  David & Nyree Fearnley,  Audrey Gramshaw, 

Fred & Carmen Horner, David Howson, David & Midge Leather, Ros Lilley, Ken & Pat Limb, Paul Millard, Dennis 

O’Connor, Peter & Anne Riley, Pete Roe, David Smith, Pauline Speed and John Stringer. 

  If anyone is interested in taking up moth recording and would like further advice we will be happy to help. 

Our e-mail address is: naturefind@clerk54.plus.com 

Mike and Joyce Clerk, Recorders for Macro-moths 
 

 

Micro-moths 
 

More than 1,600 species of micro-moth have been recorded in Great Britain and Ireland and prior to 2012 

there was no comprehensive identification guide in book form. As a result, and also probably because of 

their generally small size, micro-moths were vastly under-recorded. The publication this year of the Field 

Guide to the Micro moths of Great Britain and Ireland by Phil Sterling and Mark Parsons with illustrations 

by Richard Lewington has gone some way to remedying this and locally we have seen more interest in 

micro-moths as a direct result of the book. However, the identification of many species is still difficult and 

should not be underestimated.  

  Unfortunately, it was not the best of years for studying moths, thanks to the wettest year since records 

began in Yorkshire. Most moth trappers reported catches to be well down. However, there were still some 

interesting micro-moths recorded in Wharfedale. 

  Grass Wood produces some nice records and Diurnea lipsiella, one of the few micros that flies later in the 

year, was recorded there on 27
th
 October 2010. At the time this specimen and two caught at Hatfield Moors 

in the same month were the only ones recorded in the county since 1999. This year one was again found at 

Grass Wood on 10
th
 October during a work party (PM). 

Silver Y 
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  Among other interesting moths recorded, Eana incanana  is classed as a rare and local resident. This was 

first recorded in VC64 in 2005 and there were only 29 records for the whole county as at the end of 2011 and 

only five in VC64. The larval food plants are Bluebell and Ox-eye Daisy. Two specimens were caught at 

Grass Wood on 20
th
 July 2012 (PM). 

  Pyrausta ostrinalis is classed as a rare and very local resident, the larval food plants being Wild Thyme and 

Corn Mint. According to Sutton and Beaumont 1989 (Butterflies and Moths of Yorkshire) the species is 

‘under-recorded due to confusion with Pyrausta purpuralis, there are occasional scattered records from all 

five vice-counties’. However, there are few recent records with only nine in VC64 as at the end of 2011. This 

year specimens were found at High Ox Pasture on 12
th
 July and Bastow Wood on 22

nd
 July (PM).  

  Another rare and very local resident, the rather striking Incurvaria praelatella, was photographed near 

Bolton Abbey upstream from Cavendish Pavilion on 14
th
 June this year (PR/AR). The larval food plant is 

Wild Strawberry. First recorded in VC64 in 2005, there were only eight records for the vice-county as at the 

end of 2011and only 10 for the whole county. Unless there are any very old records this looks like being a 

new species for Wharfedale. 

  Back in 1989 Sutton and Beaumont described Amblyptilia acanthadactyla as ‘Thinly distributed across the 

county but there is no record from VC64, seldom reported to be common’. Now known as the Beautiful 

Plume, this species has been recorded more frequently in recent years, the first Wharfedale record coming 

from Freda Draper's garden in Burley-in-Wharfedale on 25
th
 August 2007. This year it was reported in July 

and September in the President's garden in Burley-in-Wharfedale (PR/AR). Unlike some of the afore 

mentioned moths it will use a wide range of larval food plants and locally Cranesbills and cultivated 

Geranium species appear to be the most popular.  

  While it is always nice to find scarce micro-moths some of the ‘common’ micros tend not to be reported 

very often. Green Oak Tortrix (Tortrix viridana) is a stunning green moth and is described on the Yorkshire 

Moths website as  a ‘Common and fairly widespread resident’ with 107 records from VC64 as at the end of 

2011. However, it is seldom reported to us so it was nice to see that one was recorded at Sun Lane on 27
th
  

 June this year (PR/AR).  

 

  I am grateful to the following contributors: 

Mike and Joyce Clerk (MC/JC), Nyree Fearnley (NF), Paul Millard (PM) and P and A Riley (PR/AR). 

 

Peter Murphy, Recorder for Micro-moths 

 

 

 

Dragonflies and Damselflies  
 

Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula 

Recorded between 5
th
 May and 10th August at Otley Wetlands (OWNR), Timble Ings (TI), Low Dam, 

Burley, Sun Lane (SL) and Ben Rhydding Gravel Pits (BRGP). See colour pages. 

Largest count 12
th
 May OWNR 50+. 

Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans 

  Recorded between 28
th
 May and 28th August at TI, OWNR, 

BRGP, SL. Largest counts 3
rd

 July OWNR many, and 14
th
 July 

OWNR 15.  

Azure Damselfly Coenagrion puella 

  Recorded between 26th May and 18th September at TI, Low 

Dam, OWNR, Sun Lane.and BRGP and Otley. 

Largest counts 27
th
 May 40 exuviae Otley garden pond, 4

th
 June 

OWNR many, and 13
th
 June BRGP 50. 

Common Blue Damselfly Enallagma cyathigerum 

  Recorded between 22
nd

 May and 18th September at TI, OWNR, 

SL and BRGP.  Largest count 4th June OWNR many. 

 

Blue-tailed Damselfly 
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Emerald Damselfly Lestes sponsa 

Recorded between 7
th
 July and 6

th
 October at TI, OWNR, Low Dam and BRGP. 

Largest counts 8
th
 August TI numerous, and 31

st
 August OWNR 40. 

Banded Demoiselle Calopterix splendens 

Recorded between 14th June and 15
th
 August at Rougemont, Castley, Pool, Knotford, Gallows Hill, 

OWNR, BRGP and Low Dam. 

Largest counts 20th June Pool 20+, 22
nd

 July Rougemont 10 and noteworthy 15
th
 August Low Dam 1 male. 

Brown Hawker Aeshna grandis 

Recorded between 7
th
 July and 29

th
 September at TI, OWNR, Otley, Lindley, SL, Middleton, BRGP and 

Ben Rhydding.  

Largest count 27th July OWNR 19. 

Common Hawker Aeshna juncea 

Recorded between 18
th
 June and 18

th
 September at TI, Low Dam and OWNR. 

Largest count 8
th
 September TI 30+ including 6 pairs. 

Southern Hawker Aeshna cyanea 

Recorded between 27
th
June and 13

th
 October at TI, OWNR, Low Dam, SL, BRGP, Middleton, Norwood, 

Stainburn, and Otley. 

Largest counts 28
th
 August SL 6, and emergence of 54 between 27

th
 June and 1

st
 August at an Otley garden 

pond. 

Migrant Hawker Aeshna mixta 

Recorded between 20
th
 August and 6

th
 October at OWNR, SL and Burley. 

Largest count 18
th
 September OWNR 10+.  

Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum 

Recorded between 30
th
 June and 13

th
 October at OWNR, TI, Farnley, Low Dam, BRGP, Ben Rhydding and 

Otley. 

Largest counts 31
st
 August OWNR 100, and 18

th
 September OWNR 50+. 

Black Darter Sympetrum danae 

Recorded between 5th August and 22
nd

 September at OWNR, TI and Low Dam. 

Largest count 18
th
 August TI 50+. 

Ruddy Darter Sympetrum sanguineum 

Not recorded. 

Black-tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum 

Recorded only 27
th
 July OWNR 1. 

Golden-ringed Dragonfly Cordulegaster boltonii 

Recorded between 18
th
 June and 18th August at TI only.  

Largest count 27
th
 July TI 3. 

Emperor Dragonfly Anax imperator 

Not recorded. 

Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata 

Recorded between 27
th
 May and 21

st
 July at TI, OWNR, Low Dam and Burley.  

Largest counts 28
th
 May OWNR 6 and 30

th
 May TI  5 plus 12 exuviae. 

Broad-bodied Chaser Libellula depressa 

Recorded between 28
th
 May and 30

th
 July at TI, SL and Otley. 

Largest count 4
th
 June SL 2. 

 

Of particular interest in 2012 

No records for Emperor and Ruddy Darter, and only 1 for Black Tailed Skimmer. 

Four Spotted Chaser had a satisfactory year. There were good numbers of most Damselflies in the early part 

of their flying season.  Only a few Broad Bodied Chaser recorded, numbers much reduced at Timble Ings as 

continued growth of vegetation around ponds makes them less satisfactory for this species. 

Overall not a good year for Dragonflies in our recording area and numbers of recorders has also fallen.  

Those supplying records upon which this report is based were: 

D & J Alred, A Gramshaw, D & R Howson, D O’Connor, P Purvis, A & P Riley, E Scarfe 

David Alred, Recorder for Dragonflies 
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Ladybirds 

7-spot Ladybird Coccinella 7-punctata 

25 individuals were seen on a fence near Farnley Lake on 13
th
 January (NB), and one covered in frost at 

Otley Wetland on 16
th
 January (AR) – it revived in the sunshine! Seen fairly regularly but in small 

numbers (maximum reported 8) from March until mid-September in Otley (PP), Burley (AR) and OWNR. 

Eyed Ladybird Anatis ocellata 

One in an Otley garden on 13th May (PP). 

Cream-spot Ladybird Calvia 14- guttata 

Just one at Sun Lane on 12th June (AR). 

2-spot Ladybird Adalia 2-punctata 

Only five records this year of single insects – from Burley (AR), Otley (PP) and Farnley Lake (NB). There 

seems to have been a marked decline in numbers of this species in the last few years. 

Adonis Ladybird Adonia variegata 

No reports 

10-spot Ladybird Adalia 10-punctata 

Two reports from an Otley garden (PP), none from Burley (AR), and one at the Microscope evening on 4
th
 

November (NB) 

14-spot ladybird Propylea 14-punctata 

A mating pair and three other individuals in a Burley garden on 9
th
 June, 

and one on 17
th
 June (AR). 

One at Otley Wetland on 2
nd

 August (AR). 

22-spot Ladybird Psyllobora 22-punctata 

No reports. 

Orange Ladybird Halyzia 16-guttata 

Occasional in the moth trap at Burley (AR). 

Larch Ladybird Aphidecta obliterata 

No reports. 

Pine ladybird Exochomus 4-pustulatus 

One on a fence near Farnley Lake on 13
th
 January (NB) 

Harlequin Ladybird Harmonia axyridis  

Records from Otley (lots in the garden; adults and pupae) (PP), Burley (just one in the garden this year) 

(AR) and Otley Wetland, particularly on alders (AR, PP, NB) from 10
th
 January right through the year. 

 

Contributors: N&A Bowland (NB), P Purvis (PP), P&A Riley (AR)  

Nevil Bowland, Recorder for Ladybirds 

 

 

Birds 

MIGRATION: why do birds do it?  What on earth started this process that involves small birds flying many 

thousands of miles each autumn and spring – does it, perhaps, have anything to do with the ice ages?  Much 

work has been done trying to understand the process of migration and the sensors birds have to find their 

way.  All very interesting, but there is now a growing urgency to finding answers to the many unanswered 

questions.  Since the early 1990s the changing climate has seen a catastrophic decline in the populations of 

some of our most iconic long-distance migrants.  Between 1995 and 2011 cuckoo numbers fell by 49%, 

spotted and pied flycatcher and yellow wagtail numbers by 50%, whinchat by 57%, wood warbler by 65% 

and turtle dove by 80%.  In 2002 BTO published their Migration Atlas which summarised seasonal 

movements by a wide range of British species based on many years of recovery of ringed birds – a 

fascinating publication which highlighted just how many of our common species are also involved in large-

scale but shorter range movements around the continent.  However, nothing in the past has left us able to 

answer a new range of questions which have arisen on the causes of these massive declines.  Is it because of 

changes in Africa, in particular, the increased likelihood of drought?  Has the more variable and extreme 
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climate made the journeys more hazardous
1
?  Or could there be changes in our own climate which may be 

affecting migrants’ ability to make the long and exhausting journey?  Finally, and more esoterically, do 

advancing seasons mean that food sources have passed their peak abundance before the returning migrants 

are ready to feed their young?  We are ill-prepared to answer these questions.  If suspicion falls on changes 

in Africa, our knowledge of what happens there is minimal.  For example, in all the years of ringing cuckoos, 

only one has ever been recorded in Africa – and that was 82 years ago in 1930!  And can changes in Africa 

start to explain why cuckoos should be doing so much better in Scotland than England? 

  However, science is now offering (expensive) tools which may illuminate some of these issues, albeit not 

immediately.  In 2008, two young Scottish ospreys were fitted with 30gm transmitters, which allowed 

French ARGOS satellites to track their position as they migrated
2
.  Such experiments are closely controlled 

as there must be no chance of the birds being disadvantaged by the load they carry.  Now continuing 

miniaturisation has allowed transmitters to be fitted to smaller species.  In 2012 many of us were captivated 

following a BTO programme where five male cuckoos were captured in East Anglia and fitted with 5gm 

transmitters and tracked on their travels to Africa with two of them making it back to the UK (survival 

statistics had suggested three should have returned).  Much has been learnt about migration routes down 

through Europe and their different strategies for crossing the Sahara, along with where they spent their 

winter in central Africa. Perhaps for me the most surprising feature of the whole experiment was that one of 

the returning cuckoos, Chris, which had spent two months on his journey back from Africa, was to spend 

only six weeks in England before he was off again.  This time the two survivors have been joined by thirteen 

other cuckoos, three more from England, five from Scotland and five from Wales.  This is not the end.  An 

alternative and very simple sensor weighing only 1gm has been fitted to nightingales (2009) and swifts 

(2011).  This measures time and light intensity and requires that the bird is recovered so that information can 

be down-loaded.  Fifteen swifts were fitted with sensors in 2011 and nine recovered this year.  Surprises 

included the very wide-ranging flight over the whole of the wintering grounds in southern Africa and the 

rapid return when one of the birds flew 3,100 miles from a rest stop in Liberia in 5 days (at an average speed 

of 25mph).  We await more fascinating disclosures: let us hope they illuminate the issues and help us 

understand what is going on – not to mention, whether we can do anything about it! 

THE BIRDING YEAR (FROM NOVEMBER 2011): After three cold winters we returned to a mild one, 

more compatible with the several we’ve enjoyed since 2000.  The winter season got off to a particularly 

warm start with the warmest November since 1994 (and the second warmest ever).  This caused confusion 

for many plants with magnolia and apple trees producing blossom and the growing season extended – the 

downside was that lawns required cutting for rather longer than usual.  The continuing presence of warm 

conditions resulted in the prolonged availability of food, both berries and insects, and encouraged birds to 

continue breeding: there was a general feeling that our gardens had emptied of birds, but although numbers 

in December were 15% down on the year before, they were still comparable with numbers in 2008 and 2009.  

The most exciting local event was that an oystercatcher was seen at Otley several times throughout the last 

quarter of the year, the first time a bird appears to have remained in the area after the breeding season. It was 

joined in December by early returning birds at Lindley Wood and Chelker.  Another species, which is 

starting to change its habits, not always migrating for the winter, is the marsh harrier, usually the larger 

female, with Blacktoft recording a record 37 birds at the end of the year.  However, there is also a downside 

to a warm winter when temperatures also remain high on the continent resulting in a drop off in numbers of 

some of the species arriving here for the winter.  Easterly winds during November brought the usual crop of 

rarities along the east coast but numbers of more usual species such as Bewick swans, woodcock, waxwing 

and brambling were all down.  The noble exception to this were short-eared owls, who poured into the 

country, with record day-counts of 11 at Spurn and an amazing 46 at Titchwell in the second half of October 

and with more continuing to arrive in the first half of November, an event from which we were to benefit in 

due course.  The moments of excitement weren’t restricted to the east coast as the tail end of Hurricane Katia 

swept a good crop of North American birds, blown off course, into Cornwall during November.  Locally, in 

                                                      
1  I could also include the massive slaughter of migrants as they pass through Mediterranean regions.  The shooting of raptors 
passing through Malta is well known.  Last year it was estimated that 1.4 million small birds were illegally trapped in Cyprus using mist 
nests and lime sticks in order to supply restaurants! 
2  Sadly, both birds perished.  The young male missed landfall and flew out 2,600 miles into the Atlantic but failed to find land 
and was lost at sea.  The young female made it to West Africa but perished the following April.  
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the last quarter, there were large wintering flocks of lapwing with a peak count of 

2,100 at Chelker in a mixed flock of lapwings and golden plover.  By comparison, 

curlew numbers were disappointing with a peak count of only 260 at Denton.   

There were some good wildfowl counts with a record number of 142 wigeon at 

Knotford in mid-November (and a good count of 80 at Otley), and unusual numbers 

of gadwall peaking at 9 at Knotford and 5 at Otley. 

  The warm weather continued into the New Year when temperatures were higher 

than in Morocco and Madrid. Around the country flowering daffodils had been 

reported during December with several bird species singing on Christmas Day.  

During January there were reports from across the UK of six species of birds on eggs, whilst herons, corvids 

and dippers were seen tidying up their nests. Locally, the second week of the month brought several large 

flocks (of ~200 birds) of pink-footed geese generally heading in a westerly direction.  During January 

experts were already speculating on the possibility of a poor fruit harvest because of the lack of a cold spell 

to promote spring growth.  The cold spell arrived during the first fortnight in February and there was 10cm 

of snow locally on the 4
th
.  We had our first bad news about the breeding season after eggs and nestlings of 

early-breeding birds perished in the cold weather.  Meanwhile, members enjoyed a big increase in garden 

sightings of redwing and brambling, but people reported that numbers of the latter were small: also, although 

there were a number of good-sized flocks of fieldfare in the area, there were no garden sightings.  The only 

local waxwing sightings were from the moors around the Washburn in mid-month.  The cold brought record 

numbers of wigeon (140+) and goldeneye (100+) to Otley.  However, none of these attractions were enough 

to keep keen birdwatchers in Wharfedale after a rough-legged buzzard turned up on the southern slopes of 

Rombalds Moor at Bradup on the 3
rd

 February where it was seen regularly feeding on dead carcasses until 

the 18
th
: it was one of at least 18 recorded in the country and one of the few that made it inland. 

March is the start of the change-over with several large flocks of whooper swans passing overhead in the 

second half of the month.  The first passage osprey was reported over Gloucestershire on the last day of 

February with our first record a fortnight later.   The first breeding birds to arrive locally were the wheatears 

around in singletons from the 18
th
.  Sand martins were distinctly late this year with our first sighting not until 

the 28
th
, a good two weeks later than usual.  However, the main feature we will remember about the month 

was the glorious weather – it was exceptionally dry (37% of average rainfall) and sunny (172% above 

average)
3
.  It was also a time of increasing national warnings about the growing likelihood of drought 

restrictions with conditions almost as bad as the memorable 1976: the condition was particularly bad in the 

east (and especially East Anglia with the driest five months ever recorded), with warnings for those regions 

that fish, kingfishers and otters were all under threat.  In Yorkshire, the Lower Derwent Valley Reserve 

failed to flood for the first time in decades and many over-wintering ducks did not come this year. However, 

for us, winter rainfall had been closer to average and our reservoirs were reasonably well stocked – in fact a 

picture of water pouring over the Thruscross dam overflow made the national press early in April.  As we 

moved into April, everything was to change in a most dramatic and depressing way. 

We were to accumulate unwanted statistics from April through the summer as the weather plunged not just 

us but the kingdom of birds into the depth of misery.  It was the coldest April since 1989, the first time since 

1998 that April had been colder than the previous month.  These on top of record rain statistics (241% above 

average).  The month had got off to a grim start as parts of the country were plunged back into winter with 

deep snow on the night of the 3
rd4

.  Although Ilkley escaped with only a dusting of snow, much of the North 

York Moors and parts of the Dales and areas across West Yorkshire were blanketed by up to 8 inches of 

snow and hundreds of lambs were trapped in fields across Yorkshire and perished.  ‘Wet’ snow brought 

down power lines and 80,000 people in the north of England and Scotland were without electricity.  If the 

migrants had had any inkling of what lay ahead of them, they might have turned tail and headed back into 

Africa but they had other things on their mind as they struggled northwards against horrendous conditions in 

the Mediterranean.  Two personal accounts from the area captured the struggle that was going on.  One of the 

                                                      
3  The Meteorological Office divides England into seven standard areas (or districts): we come into the ‘Midland’ district which 
covers the Midlands but extends up into the Pennines.  Averages are based on the period 1961 – 1991. 
4  This was the heaviest April snowfall since 1981. 
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most horrendous comments of the season came in mid-March from someone carrying out a seabird survey on 

a boat off the coast of Tripoli. 

‘…… I have seen a smattering of migrants over the past couple of weeks but all in very small numbers.  However, the central 

and western Mediterranean has just had a significant storm over the last 4 days or so with storm force winds and huge quantities 

of airborne sand and dust from the Sahara.  This morning I observed gulls feeding on the sea surface – I initially thought they 

were taking squid or small fish then realised with some horror that the sea was littered with the corpses of passerines – all pretty 

unidentifiable.  I counted at least 11 corpses that were not actually eaten by the gulls.  I could only observe the very small bodies 

out to about 20 metres from my vessel but the gulls were busy scavenging over a much wider area.  It was impossible for me to 

quantify the number of dead migrants but there must certainly have been scores if not hundreds! I have never actually witnessed 

this before or heard of similar accounts.’ 

Southern Spain and Portugal were still reporting hailstorms, heavy rain and cool northerly winds during the 

second week in April when the second comment was made:   

‘I was… just south of the Pyrenees on the 16th in a howling westerly gale with temperatures down to 5ºC. Migrants were 

completely pinned down with large flocks of hirundines looking very tired.  There were large numbers of swallows sheltering in 

several hides where leeward windows had been left open. The birds were so tired it was possible to share the hide with them.’ 

The UK was reporting only a trickle of birds making it through these conditions, although these did include a 

number of overshoots.  The following week it was reported that there was still only a trickle of cuckoos.  

This came as no surprise after our own experiences with this species.  In the last three years the first cuckoos 

have been recorded on 20
th
, 19

th
 and 17

th
 April.  This year there were reports from two members of the 

Society of birds calling on Ilkley moor on the 22
nd

 and 23
rd

 – and then nothing, so presumably the bird was 

passing through!  There were no more records until 2
nd

 May after which there were regular sightings.  In fact 

the start of May had seen winds weaken and turn south-easterly and this had brought birds flocking in, in 

their thousands.  10,000 swallows were estimated to have flown past Portland Bill in Dorset on the 3
rd

 May 

with numbers too difficult to count in previous days.  On the Isles of Scilly, there were flocks of warblers 

seemingly everywhere – largely blackcaps and willow warblers, but also containing garden warblers and 

common whitethroats.  Amongst the arriving swallows there were estimated to be at least fourteen red-

rumped swallows in the country which presented keen birdwatchers with something of a challenge. The 

favourable conditions transformed the situation locally: swifts were recorded from the 28
th
 April, whilst 

house martins and garden warblers were both first recorded on the 2
nd5

.  Several members experienced the 

excitement of a big arrival. A group of us were near the aqueduct at Strid Wood on the 3
rd

 where there were 

large numbers of hirundines frantically feeding over the river and adjacent fields, but with good numbers 

resting on the fence wire: we had good views of a whinchat and there may have been an early spotted 

flycatcher present.  The following day, David and Joan Armitage were walking from Strid Wood up to 

Grassington and saw large numbers of common sandpipers.  They were not sure about the total number but 

reported seeing at least 17 en-route to Burnsall, 6 whilst they were having lunch there and 9 between there 

and Linton Falls. 

BREEDING IN A SUMMER WASH-OUT. The summer of 2012 will go down as one that is best forgotten – by 

everyone, including birds struggling to compete with catastrophic breeding conditions.  The adjacent 

diagram shows the monthly rainfall for England and Wales (solid line compared with the mean monthly 

figures over the period 2007–2011 (dotted line).  After the utter misery of April, June and July were 

horrendous with regional rainfall 236% and 191% respectively above the long-term average and with mean 

temperatures 0.3ºC below average – whilst, if the statistics for 

August and September were less dramatic, local train services 

were disrupted by flash flooding and a landslide at Baildon in 

August, as well as there being some local flooding along the river 

at the end of September.  Bad news followed bad news in an 

unbroken chain throughout the summer.  Few parts of the country 

were spared floods with a wide variety of towns and villages 

affected throughout the summer.  In Yorkshire, York was badly 

affected at the end of April, there was some flooding around 

Ilkley early in May, the M1 closed near Leeds in June, whilst 

                                                      
5  To be more accurate there was a single report of a single house martin over Otley on 21st April. 
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Hebden Bridge made the national headlines when it was flooded twice in a fortnight in July: it was the turn 

of north Yorkshire in September with drivers trapped in their flooded cars near Richmond and a 30 mile 

stretch of the A1 closed.  It wasn’t just incessant rain: early June brought gale force, 70mph winds and 40 

foot waves as well as cancelled ferries.  There were regular reports of cancelled events throughout the period 

with losses running into millions:  locally, the Bradford Mela Festival was cancelled in June and the 

Harewood Festival in July, but the main local casualty of the summer was the Great Yorkshire Show which 

struggled to cope with a sea of mud on its first day and was subsequently cancelled – the first time in its 154 

year history (apart from war-time and foot-and-mouth).  In these extreme conditions, the balance of nature 

was disturbed.  Gardens already badly affected by the conditions were threatened by a 50% increase in the 

numbers of slugs and snails
6
 as well as big increases in midges and mosquitoes and a large rise in house 

infestation by rats and ants.  The bee population was badly affected by the wet conditions so that it was 

predicted that the honey harvest would be 60% down and the worst for 30 years, while fruit growers were 

predicting enormous losses in apple crops because trees were not being pollinated.  In this summer of 

weather headlines the predicament of some birds made the front-line news.  The RSPB reported serious 

flooding at some of their reserves in early May with the Ouse Washes under 2 metres of water and our local 

Lower Derwent Valley Reserve also badly affected.  The rising waters on the Ouse Washes drowned the 

nests of an estimated 600 wading birds including 37% of the lowland snipe population of England and 

Wales.  Others affected include large numbers of redshank, lapwing and, most importantly, internationally 

important black-tailed godwits.  Other flooded reserves included Minsmere where avocet and black-headed 

gull nests were washed away, while wader nests such as lapwings were destroyed at Fairburn Ings
7
 and 

Pulborough Brooks.  The effect of the rain and high winds on the puffins nesting on the Farne Isles was 

disastrous with 2,000 nests on Brownsman Island flooded out and destroyed
8
. 

  Perhaps the best national indicators of the breeding season are results from the BTO Constant Energy Sites 

(CES) and Nest Record Scheme (NRS).  In the former, ringers struggled to fit in ringing sessions between 

rain storms and make sense of what appears to have been a much disrupted and extended season: in the latter 

volunteers were forced to cancel field sessions and missed nest visits but still managed to submit 25,000 nest 

records, albeit somewhat down on their usual 35 – 40,000 nests. As I write this at the end of the year 

preliminary results are indicating the magnitude of the disaster
9
.  The NRS highlighted how early-nesting 

species laid eggs earlier than usual because of the exceptional March: prime examples were song thrush (7.4 

days earlier that usual) and tawny owls (13.3 days early).  Against this all the migrants were late (except for 

blackcap and chiffchaff, which are short-range migrants) with egg-laying delayed by between 4.3 days 

(willow warbler) and 15.4 days (whitethroat).  The NRS identified a number of species which had done 

particularly badly in terms of productivity, i.e. fledglings produced.  Two particularly badly affected species 

were the chaffinch (-58%) and great tit (-18%), the latter because of the problems in finding enough 

caterpillars.  The two diagrams show the variation in productivity over the years and that the chaffinch 

productivity was the lowest ever recorded, whilst the great tit’s was the third worst.  

                                                      
6  This led to one local Hampshire garden show to cut its losses and introduce two new competitions – for the longest slug and 
the heaviest snail! 
7  The nest belonging to a pair of coots at Fairburn Ings enjoyed a miraculous escape, when the nest with eggs was washed away 
but grounded 300 yards away with the determined adults going on to hatch the eggs and successfully raise their young. 
8  As though weather wasn’t enough for the Farne Isles breeding birds there were problems with low-flying aircraft which resulted 
in mass panic amongst the seabird colonies with thousands of birds taking off in alarm – this caused a significant number of kittiwake 
chicks to fall into the sea where they drowned.  Fortunately, the RAF subsequently created a no-fly zone over the islands until the end of 
the breeding season. 
9  In the following summary of CES and NRS results I only quote those which are statistically significant. 

 

Chaffinch 2012 

 

Great tit 2012 

http://www.birdguides.com/species/species.asp?sp=053010
http://www.birdguides.com/species/species.asp?sp=061039
http://www.birdguides.com/species/species.asp?sp=061039
http://www.birdguides.com/species/species.asp?sp=042123
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  Two other significantly affected species were the reed warbler (-36%) because of 

high water levels in ponds and lakes and the kestrel (-6.5%) because of the 

problems in finding voles.  The productivity figures for the CES are broadly 

compatible with NRS figures but slightly different since they also take account of 

the problems newly fledged birds have in surviving after they leave the nest.  The 

CES figures give productivity compared with the five year average and are 

particularly bad for migrants including willow warbler (-26%), sedge warbler (-

28%), reed warbler (-35%), chiffchaff (-41%), garden warbler (-54%), whitethroat (-57%) and blackcap (-

62%).  Other casualties included great tit (-34%) and blue tit (-31%).  Tits are species which do not enjoy the 

luxury of a second attempt as their breeding is matched to the peak availability of defoliating caterpillars.  A 

recent study of great tits has shown that if the adult experiences too much stress in trying to raise young the 

levels of corticosterone build up until the bird will abandon the task in the expectation that this increases the 

chance of their being able to mount a successful second attempt. 

  So to what extent do the results of our own ringing experts mirror these nation-wide results?  Locally, great 

tits fared even worse than blue tits and the adjacent chart shows the 

productivity from Pete Roe’s nests as being the lowest recorded 

since records were first received, i.e. 4.84 young/nest and only 

69% of the long term average of 6.45.  It wasn’t just tits. The first 

brood of tree sparrows at Sun Lane totally failed with three boxes 

full of 6 dead young and another four boxes with 17 deserted eggs.  

Subsequently, and with a lot of variability from site to site, the 

species went on to raise 166 young from 66 nesting attempts (c.f. 

159 young last year from 53 nests)
10

.  The case of swallows is 

interesting as it illustrates both the variability of breeding success 

from site to site but also the extended breeding season. The season 

started badly for them with many arriving late because of delays in the Mediterranean.  Locally, Pete Roe’s 

nests at Knotford Nook had a disastrous season with 11 nests producing 45 eggs but only 7 fledged young 

but results from elsewhere were better so that the overall figure 3.2 young/nest was 91% of the long term 

average.   However, the young took significantly longer before they were ready to fledge, 20 days c.f. 15–16 

days illustrating the problems adults were having in finding food in such wet conditions.  The nesting season 

is usually beginning to run down as we move into August giving adults and young time to replace feathers 

and accumulate fat reserves.  This year, although there was some evidence of house martins abandoning the 

season and their un-hatched eggs and heading off early on migration by the end of July, swallows were made 

of sterner stuff and pressed on.  There were some amazing national records of 7 nests still with young in 

October with one brood fledging as late as 11
th
 October.  This was very unusual as of the 45,000 swallows’ 

nests monitored since 1939 there had previously only been 16 records of October young.  Turning now to the 

breeding season for our larger local birds, both the two local heronries had poor seasons with 2.0 and 1.7 

young/nest, only between 75–80% of the five-year average.  There were several buzzard nests which 

produced only a single juvenile with none producing the 3 which can occur in a good breeding year (overall 

1.3 young/nest was 70% of the five-year average): kestrels, which often nest in boxes, did a little better with 

productivity 80% of the five-year average.  The big casualties were the tawny and long-eared owls.  At 

tawny nests there were several cases of predation and deserted eggs, as well as two decapitated youngsters in 

one nest so that 13 nests produced only 7 young, i.e. only 30% of the long-term average of 1.5.  The situation 

was rather worse for long-eared owls which, with open nests, are particularly vulnerable to wet weather and 

6 nests produced only 3 young, i.e. only ~27% of the long-term average of 1.8.  On the only brighter side 

were the increasing numbers of barn owls nesting in our area, and the local red kites which, rather 

surprisingly, produced reasonable numbers of young/ nest despite the local weather.   Riverside-nesting birds 

suffered.  At Otley the first broods of sand martins along Mickle Ing Brook were drowned and a kingfisher 

nest washed away; 30 pairs of the former did subsequently go on to raise a second brood.  High water levels 

are also a problem for nesting dippers and, for the first time ever since I started my BTO survey between 

Barden and Burnsall (in 2006), I failed to record one on my end of April walk.  The water was raging but I 

                                                      
10  There was a similar experience at Blacktoft Sands where the first brood of bearded tits was almost a complete failure, the first 
time this had happened for many years, but with late broods doing well and producing good numbers. 
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was particularly struck on that walk by how empty the river was.  The absence of families of young mallards 

was particularly noticeable as can be seen from the following table: 

MALLARDS 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

BROODS 15 6 8 2 8 1 
YOUNG 27 37 36 13 14 2 

 

Struggling to finish this tale of disaster on a positive note, the flooded River Aire to the south of our area did 

at least produce some interesting sightings for local birders at Cononley and Silsden Ings including 11 black-

tailed godwits, a pair of shelduck and a whimbrel in May, a ruddy shelduck in June, a Mediterranean gull in 

July, and 54 snipe, a ruff and 2 pintail in August. 

  A Quiet Autumn: as I write this everyone is commenting how quite it has been for birds and that that has 

been quite a disincentive to go out birding.  The weather has continued to play its part with the worst gales 

and heavy rain at the end of September since 1891.  At the end of October there was an event for arriving 

winter visitors that matched the disaster for spring migrants discussed earlier. Staff at Bempton Cliffs 

reported the place was: 

‘dripping with birds’ and that ‘there are birds in their thousands, on the cliffs, in the surrounding fields, hedgerows and along the 

length of the Yorkshire Coast’.   

  However, these were the lucky ones.  Birds had left Scandinavia in glorious sunshine but as they crossed 

the North Sea, they flew into fog and rain.  RSPB said it had received several reports from along the south 

coast of thousands of disorientated and exhausted birds drowning in the sea. One respondent, a professional 

boat skipper, reported a scene reminiscent of that reported in the spring from a ship off the coast of Tripoli: 

‘While fishing about 10 miles south of Portsmouth, we witnessed thousands of garden birds disorientated, land on the sea and 

most drowning. Species included goldcrests, robins, thrushes and blackbirds. The sky was thick with garden birds. I estimate I 

saw 500 birds die and that was just in our 300-yard sphere. On the way home we just saw dead songbirds in the water: it was a 

harrowing sight.’   

  The RSPB’s conservation director commented that: ‘The scale of these reports is truly shocking, and it has 

the potential to adversely affect the status of species which may be declining for other reasons.’  We shall 

have to wait to see to what extent these weather events, the apparently poor autumn harvest of natural foods 

(possibly across much of Europe), or the disastrous breeding season may have affected the birding scene.  

Meanwhile what we did see in the autumn in our area was the quietest passage of whooper swans and pink-

footed geese for some time, very few teal, pochard and goldeneye sightings and then generally only in small 

numbers, and no gadwall; there were also poor numbers of brambling and a reduced number of sightings 

submitted of winter thrushes.  The only species that bucked the trends were wigeon which had a magnificent 

year and waxwings, which returned in numbers in the autumn, but then didn’t stay around so that 50% of 

sightings were in the first week. 

CHANGING TIMES: if climate change is causing concerns about our long-range migrants, it is also 

changing the spectrum of breeding birds in this country.  In the past fifty years five species have established 

themselves as breeding birds – firecrest, Cetti’s warbler, little egret, Mediterranean gull and, most recently, 

spoonbill.  Recent nesters have included bee-eater and white stork whilst in 2011 we had the first breeding 

records of purple heron and pink-footed goose.  2012 brought the first nesting great egret which raised two 

broods in Somerset
11

 and, most surprisingly, the discovery of a breeding colony of peafowls.  Forty wild 

birds have established a breeding population for the first time in private woods near Northampton; they had 

gone un-noticed because there are no paths through the wood.  These changes are not without their 

challenges.  The Dartford warbler is sedentary and has been badly affected by recent cold winters.  There 

were more than 1,000 pairs in the Thames Basin in 2004 but this had collapsed to only 50 pairs in 2010.  By 

comparison, the 1,000 pairs of firecrest have spread northwards since they first bred in Hampshire in 1962, 

but have been less affected by bad winters because they move to the south coast or over to the continent in 

winter.  The numbers of nesting pairs of Mediterranean gull has also reached 1,000 pairs, although this has 

sagged to around 800 pairs after two poor breeding seasons.  Many of the above figures come from the Rare 

Breeding Birds Panel Report for 2010 where the only negative note was that golden orioles failed to breed in 

                                                      
11  The female of the pair was ringed as a chick on Besne, France in 2009.  It travelled to Lancashire, Wales and Gloucestershire 
before taking up residence at Shapwick: she had survived two harsh British winters and found a mate this spring. 



 

66 

2010 for the first time since 1973.  These changes have had only a small impact on our local bird-watching.  

Sightings of little egret remain low at only one or two a year.  Firecrest and Mediterranean gulls remain very 

rare visitors.  We have had one accepted record of a great white egret with one further possible sighting not 

accepted: there has also been an unaccepted record of a purple heron. The situation of white storks has been 

confused by the presence of free-flying birds from the aviary at Harewood. 

As dramatic as the changes in the variety of birds breeding in our country are the changes in our garden birds 

and the amount we feed them.    It is reputed that it all started on a Liverpool dockside in the 1930s when a 

sack of peanuts split as it was being unloaded and birds swooped down to feed – and peanuts still remain the 

most popular bird food.  Now, it is estimated that half of us with gardens put out food and that between 50 

and 60,000 tons of bird food is consumed every year, making it a multi-million pound industry.  From scraps 

in the 1970s we have moved on to ever-more expensive products.  Nyger seeds proved popular with 

goldfinches and redpoll.  In the 1980s, black sunflower seeds with a high oil content were introduced to be 

augmented a decade later by sunflower hearts. It has been found that the higher the proportion of oilseeds, 

the more attractive the feeders proved to visiting birds – both in terms of numbers and 

species.  In the 1970s the average feeding station might attract 16 species during the 

autumn and winter; this has risen to 21 in the last decade.  How does your garden 

compare?  Examples of species which are now much more likely to be encountered in 

gardens compared with the 1970s are goldfinches (up from 1% to 61% of gardens), 

long-tailed tit (3% to 29%), wood pigeon (5% to 29%), great spotted wood pecker (7% 

to 39%) and nuthatch (9 to 22%), although visits by song thrushes, starlings and house 

sparrows have declined. 

2012 FACTS AND FIGURES: for those who like statistics, the 9,695 sighting records were 6% down on 

2011.  There are a number of possible reasons for this – the disastrously wet summer, the quiet autumn, or 

the end of the BTO Atlas work in 2011.  The species for which the largest number of records was received 

was the common buzzard (211) whilst the curlew was the species recorded at the greatest number of sites 

(77) for the fourth year running. The numbers of species and sightings are summarised below with 2011 

figures in brackets.  For each region, north and south, figures are also given for three or four areas within 

those regions: 

 Species recorded Sightings 

South of Barden Bridge 148 (153) 7,549 (7,961) 

Washburn (including Haverah Park) 127 (129) 2,291 (2,511) 

Otley Wetland 100 (98) 997 (1,356) 

Bolton Abbey Estate 102 (105) 972 (715) 

North of Barden Bridge 118 (124) 2,146 (2,392) 

Grimwith Reservoir 77 (73) 271 (283) 

Grassington area 109 (94) 895 (799) 

Littondale 67 (75) 234 (359) 

Upper Wharfedale (Starbotton - Oughtershaw) 58 (86) 199 (411) 

TOTAL 155 (162) 9,695 (10,353) 
 

The Society has been exchanging records with the Upper Wharfedale Field Society since 2005, whilst this 

has been the second year that we have exchanged records with the Bradford Ornithological Society, who 

have also made available the deliberations of their Rarities Committee.  The Society would like to thank both 

organisations for their contributions. 

  One rarity reported in the area during the year, which is mentioned but not included in the annual list is a 

spoonbill seen at Barden on 17
th
 October, but for which no written description has yet been submitted. 

Interesting sightings and events included: 

 Rarities during the year included bittern (for the third year running), red-throated diver, smew and 

quail. 

 A small flock of (escapee) bar-headed geese seen around area several times during the year. 

 A great year for wigeon with record spring counts from Otley and Knotford and a very high count in 

the Washburn, a rare breeding record, and another Otley record in the autumn. 
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 An unusual sighting of a ruddy duck at Grimwith in mid-October could well be the last record we 

receive in our area as the massive cull of this species continues. 

 It seems likely that an osprey was present in the Barden area during the first half of August whilst 

two marsh harriers spent a considerable time there from mid June. 

 Despite the poor summer the grey partridge continues to show a recovery from the appalling 

situation in 2010; this is most marked in the south although the highest count was from the north. 

 There was a remarkably late sighting of an adult cuckoo on 10
th
 August. 

 Although barn owls had a poor breeding season, their remarkable expansion in our area continues 

with sightings from 20 sites, double the number from last year. 

 It was a bumper year for short-eared owls with the highest number of sightings since 2003 

 The signs are that the recovery of two species, little owl and stonechat, badly affected by the recent 

very cold winters, is likely to be long. 

 Two species which locally appear to holding their own despite the serious national decline in 

populations are the tree pipit and the spotted flycatcher. 

 There was a spectacular starling roost at the start of the year just outside our region on the hillside 

above Silsden: there were estimates of up to 40,000 birds 

 There was a big increase nationally in the number of gardens visited by siskin this summer, which 

was mirrored in our area. 
 

CONCLUSIONS: let me repeat the points I made last year about sighting records: 

 I continue to welcome regular birders’ views about local species populations and trends. Also 

records of interesting events, examples of breeding and juveniles. 

 I continue to feel that the inclusion of maximum flock sizes recorded for each is quite a powerful 

indicator of bird populations (for appropriate species).  It would also help if you can include 

examples of breeding and unusual behaviour, which can help me to make the report a more 

interesting read. 

Finally, many thanks to all contributors to this report and especially those who submitted their sightings in 

the order given in the report – it really is a very great help.  You can also greatly assist me by submitting 

your reports in batches throughout the year – quarterly or half-yearly if you generate a lot.  In particular, 

please try to avoid submitting large amounts all at the end of the year.  If you keep your records on computer 

why not have a chat with me?  An increasing number of people are now e-mailing their records to me (in a 

spread-sheet), which reduces my task enormously.  The schedule for the production of the Annual Report is 

very tight – it has to reach the Editors by the end of January.  I will not be able to guarantee including any 

records received after Friday, 3
rd

 January 2014. 

 

 

 

CLASSIFIED LIST
12

 

Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata      001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare passage migrant. 

A bird was seen in the early afternoon in the middle of Lindley Wood Reservoir on 13
th
 February (PBR): 

the record has been accepted by the BOG Rarities Committee.  The species is a rare one for our area but 

has become slightly more frequently recorded over the past 20 years: there were only three sightings up 

until the early 1990s (in 1947, 1964 and 1978), but this was the fourth since then (in 1996, 2004 and 

2009
13

). 

                                                      
12  In the Classified List I have used the usual abbreviation of GP for Gravel Pit.  ‘Burley’ is Burley in Wharfedale, and when 

referring to Beaverdyke, Chelker, Fewston, Grimwith, John O’Gaunts, Lindley, Swinsty, Scargill and Thruscross, I mean the reservoirs 
or their vicinity at these locations.  Similarly, Otley refers to Otley Wetland Nature Reserve (formerly Otley Gravel Pits) unless otherwise 
specified.  Mid Wharfedale is taken as the area downstream from Barden Bridge and above Pool Bridge.  Upper Wharfedale starts above 
Barden Bridge, whilst Lower Wharfedale is below Pool Bridge.  In the Washburn Valley the dam at the southern end of Fewston is 
taken as the boundary between upper and lower Washburn.  I have also extensively used the ‘north’ and ‘south’ to identify the regions 
above and below Barden Bridge. 

13  There was also a sighting in 2008 at Embsay, just outside the WNS region. 
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Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis      045 Sightings/13 Sites 

Uncommon breeding/local migrant: population stable. 

The year was very similar to 2011, and a re-run of 2009, when annual 

sightings were well down; the number of sites where the species was 

recorded was the lowest since 2004.  The only northerly records were from 

the traditional spot at Grassington Bridge.  There was a low count of birds 

on the river i.e. 4 birds at 4 sites at the start of the year, one up on last year 

but comparing poorly with 12 (at 8 sites) in 2010, 6 (at 4 sites) in 2009 and 

a record of 20 birds (at 10 sites) in 2006.  Birds have traditionally tended 

to winter at Otley and Knotford Nook with subsequent records from Otley right through the year.  At 

Otley, there was a good count of 6 during January with numbers dropping off subsequently; as happened 

last year there was no continuous presence throughout the year and the last sighting in the first half of the 

year was of a single bird in mid-June.  At the end of the year birds re-appeared on 3
rd

 September but 

sightings were irregular until December when there were up to 5 on three out of four visits.  The 

disappearance of the species from Knotford Nook is, sadly, beginning to look as though it could be 

permanent.  For the second year running there were no records from there: in 2010 only 1 was recorded, a 

big collapse compared with the peak count of 10 at Knotford in January 2005.  Half of all sightings were 

from the Washburn with a regular presence at Farnley Lake and Low Dam: there was a peak of 4 birds at 

the first site in late April where there was also a record of breeding.  Low Dam is also a traditional 

breeding site; there were several reports of a pair there although no records of breeding this year.  The 

species is also seen on the Washburn reservoirs on passage in late summer: there were several reports from 

John O’Gaunts and Scargill (where a juvenile was also reported), and an unusual 5 at Kex Gill in late July.  

Elsewhere, there was a pair on the pond in front of Denton Hall in mid-March and 2 at Ben Rhydding 

gravel pits in early October, as well as occasional sightings from Chelker. 

Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus     079 Sightings/11 Sites 

Common breeding resident/local migrant: population stable. 

The species is usually reported every month of the year from various sites in mid-Wharfedale and the 

Washburn: the species is not usually reported from upper-Wharfedale but there was a rare report of a bird 

on Grimwith on 10
th
 August (JP).  Its strongholds are traditionally Otley and Knotford Nook with peak 

counts of 7 and 5 birds respectively, very similar to counts in previous years.  Birds bred at both sites with 

two young seen at Otley from 9
th
 June with a peak count of three young on the 18

th
.  However, a nest 

occupied on the 9
th
 had disappeared by the 18

th
 following three days of heavy rain and high water levels.  

There was also a family with two young at Knotford.  There were significantly more records from the 

Washburn this year with regular records from Lindley Wood, but also records from Farnley Lake, Swinsty, 

John O’Gaunts and Scargill, several of either 2 or 3 birds.  A nest was being built at Lindley Wood in late 

May, but there was no record of breeding, a familiar story from this site.  Finally, there were regular 

records of a pair at Chelker with them engaging in their spectacular courtship on 7
th
 March. 

Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo      086 Sightings/23 Sites 

Common passage/long-staying visitor: numbers have markedly increased in recent years. 

It is now a common bird in mid-Wharfedale and the Washburn with sightings in every month.  By 

comparison, sightings from the north were only ~10% of the total and from 3 sites (typically records are 

received from between 3 and 7 sites annually).  In the north almost half the records were from Grimwith, 

mainly of single birds but with one record of 2; otherwise there were infrequent sightings of single birds 

along the river as far up as Kilnsey.  In the south the two main centres in previous years have been Otley 

and Lindley Wood
14

, but this year counts in the Washburn were low, gatherings at Lindley Wood were 

notable by their almost complete absence and sightings were usually only of single birds; peak counts were 

                                                      
14  For perhaps obvious reasons, neither Knotford nor Chelker are popular with this species and there were only very infrequent 
records from there during the year.  In recent months there have been fresh calls from fishermen to curb numbers of seabirds invading 
rivers and lakes.  They claim there are so many cormorants in the Lakes now that the fish population is being wiped out and commercial 
fishing interests are being ruined.  The Angling Trust is starting a Cormorant Watch website allowing anglers to record sightings of the 
birds (and including numbers of goosanders and mergansers).  The aim is to collect data to take to defra to show there is a problem.  
Meanwhile RSPB is suggesting that fisheries could find ways to deter birds rather than killing them such as putting up nets or scaring 
them away. 
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only 7 from John O’Gaunts in July and 5 from Lindley Wood in August
15

: a regular Washburn birder 

(PBR) noted that numbers in the Washburn continued at a low level compared with, say, 10 years ago.  At 

Otley birds were recorded in every month; there was an early peak count of 22 during January, followed by 

counts in single figures until September when numbers jumped to 20 and then rose slowly to 30 in 

December.  As in the north of the region, river sightings are scarce, although one of the highest counts of 

the year was of a flock of 20 between Pool and Castley (heading in the Lindley direction) on 5
th
 February 

(AJ).  

Bittern Botaurus stellaris        002 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare winter visitor 

There was a rumour that there was a bird at Otley at the end of 2011 but no records were received.  

However, the rumour was given some substance when there was a single sighting of a bird flushed from 

the Conservation Lake on 16
th
 January (AJ). 

Little Egret Egretta garzetta       001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare visitor but likely to become more common in future years. 

Surveys continue to highlight the remarkable changes in the distribution of this species: in the BTO Winter 

Atlas there was only a single record in three winters between 1981 and 1984, whilst the BTO WeBS survey 

counted 5,000 individuals in the autumn of 2009.  Breeding surveys in 2006 showed there was confirmed 

breeding by over 500 pairs in 60 different colonies as far north as north Wales (whilst the number of 

breeding pairs had increased to 800 three years later).  UK nestlings have been recorded as far afield as 

Spain and the Canary Islands.  If the spread up the cooler eastern side of the country has not been as 

dramatic as in the west, there were nevertheless 17 at Swillington Ings this year during post breeding 

dispersion in late July.  This makes the continuing low level of activity in our own area doubly frustrating.  

Once again there was only a single record of a bird on the far side of Chelker on 26
th
 June (D&AB).  The 

majority of sightings are during the summer dispersion with 63% between July and September. 

Grey Heron Ardea cinerea       095 Sightings/34 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable/increasing. 

Records were down this year for the second year running, primarily because there 

were significantly fewer records from the north this year.  In the south there were 

sightings from across the region, which followed the usual pattern in that the 

species is widely reported in every month, usually of single birds or small groups 

at reservoirs or stretches of water or along the river.  In the north there were 

several sightings from the Grassington area but only two records from Littondale 

and one from the top of the Dale of 2 birds at Buckden.  There are two heronries 

in our area where the number of nests has been declining over the past decade – in 

one from 42 (and 95 juveniles) in 2004 to 31 (and 57 juveniles) this year; the 

decline has been more significant for the other with 19 (and 60 juveniles) in 2003 to 6 (only 10 juveniles) 

this year.  This reduction in juveniles is perhaps over-emphasised by the poor productivity this year, i.e. 

2.04 at the larger heronry (81% of the 5-year average) and 1.67 (73% of the 5-year average) at the other. 

Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia 

Rare passage migrant. 

There was a report of a very distant bird seen from the Barden View Point on 17
th
 October (TG) flying 

north from Hare Head Hills over Barden Moor at 1330/40.  The sighting has not been included in this 

year’s species count as full details have not yet been made available and submitted to the BOG Rarities 

Committee.  This species remains an extreme rarity in our area: it was first reported in 1991 and then only 

seen once more in 2007.  However, the species is slowly become a regular UK breeder.  There were 

several failed attempts in the 1990s before the first successful breeding on the Ribble Estuary in 1999 when 

2 young were raised.   However, since the last local sighting there has been an exciting development with 

the establishment of a small breeding colony at Holkham NR in Norfolk in 2010 with at least 4 pairs 

nesting amongst cormorants, herons and little egrets to raise 10 young.  Family groups were subsequently 

seen along the Norfolk, Suffolk and Lincolnshire coasts.  The following year 8 pairs raised 14 young and 

joined a group of around 40 adult and immature ringed birds from Holland, Germany and Spain which 

summered along the north Norfolk coast: this year the Holkham colony bred for a third successive year. 

                                                      
15

  This compares with 54 recorded in 2006, 10 in 2007, 25 in 2008, 17 in 2009 and 35 last year. 
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Mute Swan Cygnus olor       064 Sightings/07 Sites 

Common local breeding resident: population stable. 

This species remains very localised and, as usual, most reports were from the core region eastwards from 

Otley and from the lower Washburn: Otley (both at the Wetlands and the town bridge) remains their 

stronghold in the area although, for the second year running, numbers were well down at both sites.  The 

peak numbers on the river were in March (29) and April (27), c.f. 41 at the end of 2010.  The peak at Otley 

Wetland was only 15 (March), c.f. 35 in August 2010.  The other traditional sites are Farnley Lake, which 

had 5 birds including three first year birds in February, and Knotford which, after an unusually high count 

of 30 in late January/early February
16

, had its usual 2 pairs thereafter.  There was a pair at Denton for some 

of the spring and at Ben Rhydding gravel pits on 9
th
 June but no reports from Chelker until a pair was seen 

there at the end of the year between 5
th
 and 10

th
 December.  Breeding records were a little limited this year.  

The most successful breeding, by far, was from Farnley where there were 10 cygnets on 4
th
 June and the 

same number a few weeks later.  By comparison, there were only 4 cygnets at Otley and that number had 

reduced to 3 by the end of the year.  At Knotford there was a single record of a single cygnet. 

Whooper Swan Cygnus Cygnus      021 Sightings/09 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant. 

It was a year of two halves with a rather busy spring for records and a near total 

absence of sightings in the autumn: this will not be the first time that comment 

will be made about this recent autumn since it has been a remarkably quiet one 

for many species - which has brought many complaints from birders about the 

depressing absence of birds!  The first records of the year, as usual, came in 

January with a peak count of 3 birds on Swinsty in mid-month.  February, too, 

was quiet and it wasn’t until 15
th
 March that sightings and numbers built up with 

17 at Swinsty on the 15
th
 and 13 at Knotford Nook on the same day.  The two 

peak counts of the spring were both on the 22
nd

 with impressive counts of 66 on 

Thruscross and ~75 flying low over Grassington Moor and heading in a westerly 

direction: there were also 21 on Lindley Wood on the same date.   The last high 

count of the season was 21 on Chelker on the 26
th
.  Two birds spent a remarkably 

long time in the fields in front of Denton Hall: an immature bird was present from 2
nd

 February with 2 

birds reported on 12
th
 March and several times thereafter until a late 24

th
 April.  As an interlude during the 

summer it was reported that some birds remain in Shetland throughout the summer and that a pair bred on 

Loch of Spiggie and successfully raised 5 cygnets, the first time this has happened for 9 years – an attempt 

by the pair last year was unsuccessful.  The autumn was to prove the quietest for some years with the only 

record received for the area being 4 birds on Chelker on 30
th
 October. 

Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus     019 Sightings/12 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant/visitor. 

The spring and autumn passages for this species were similar to those for whopper swans, at least in our 

area, i.e. good numbers in the spring and a very poor autumn.  In fact the species, which has shown a 

steady increase since the 1950s from 30,000 then to 250,000 today, saw a drop of 100,000 between 2009 

and 2011.  One reason for this has been a fall in the proportion of young in returning flocks – only 8.5%, 

which is half the recent average.  It was reported that there had been a lot of late snow in Iceland in 2011 

resulting in a really bad breeding season.  There was also speculation that the bad winter might have 

caused more adult losses than usual.  At the start of the year all the large movements occurred in the first 

two weeks with ~200 over Burley from the SE and heading west on the 9
th
 (and 100 on the 12

th
 heading in 

the same direction).  There were 260 over Otley and 250 past the Barden View Point on the 14
th
 and with 

the last big sighting of the season 150–200 over Fewston the following day.  The last sighting was of a 

single bird in a flock of greylag at Thruscross on 19
th
 February.  In the autumn, BOG watchers at 

Oxenhope managed to hog all the action with large numbers of passage birds reported on 2
nd

 October, and 

12 skeins on the 14
th
 followed perhaps 2,000 birds on the 20

th
.  All this action passed Wharfedale by and 

we had to make do with only four sightings between early September and early December.  There were 

                                                      
16  There was an interesting count of the local total on 15th February (albeit excluding Farnley) with 2 at Otley, 18 on the river at 
the Otley bridge and 27 at Knotford, i.e. 41. 
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small flocks over Pool, Addingham and Barden and with a possible sighting over Otley: the highest count 

was only 38 seen at Barden on 18
th
 October. 

Greylag Goose Anser anser       106 Sightings/36 Sites 

Common resident breeder/visitor: recent significant population increase. 

Amongst all the gloom and despondency of plummeting populations of some of our favourite species, one 

or two species are bucking the trend and doing very well.  This is one of those species and, unfortunately, it 

continues to prosper in our area.  Our friends in the north are spared the worst excesses since, apart from 

Grimwith, sightings are few and numbers tend to be small.  Fortunately the peak this year at Grimwith was 

only 67 in late May (albeit with 6 families of 24 young), i.e. there was no repeat of last year’s ghastly 

count of 190 from there in early June. There was a pair at Mossy Moor in late May, but no sign of 

breeding.  In fact the only other evidence of breeding in the north was of 3 adults with three juveniles 

between Barden Bridge and Howgill in late May.  The other records from the north were of a single bird by 

the river near Linton in early April and a pair over Threshfield Moor in late May.  In the south there were 

many counts of flocks of a few tens of birds and with a few of larger numbers, usually in the first quarter.  

For a second year there were large numbers at Denton (400+) in early February, fortunately down on last 

year’s record number of 900.  Also, 212 at John O’Gaunts and 200+ flying over fields to north of Otley: by 

comparison, the peak count at Otley Wetlands was only 64.  As usual there were numerous reports of 

breeding from the moors and the valley bottom right across the south.  The first record was of numerous 

pairs with young on the moors around Lippersley Pike on 14
th
 April, five days earlier than last year. 

Bar-headed Goose Anser indicus Escapee 

This species is not on the British list but it is worth recording an unusual number of sightings in our or 

close to our area starting with a flock of 7 at Farfield Hall on 20
th
 January. Subsequently there were 2 

birds at Kilnsey trout farm and at Skipton Quarry in March, 2 at Ilkley Moor in late April and early May, 

and single birds at Silsden and Yeadon Tarn in May and June respectively.  Finally, there were 6 birds 

back at Farfield Hall again at the end of September. 

Canada Goose Branta canadensis      090 Sightings/21 Sites 

Common breeding resident/visitor: significant population increase in recent decades and recent 

suggestions that numbers were levelling off probably premature. 

We can thank Charles II for this plague species after he introduced it into his gardens (i.e. St James Park) 

in 1665.  Population increases since 1994 have been less dramatic than for the previous species and, in our 

area, it is slightly less widespread than the greylag being recorded at only 20+ sites on average c.f. 30+
17

.  

Their presence in the north is restricted to the Grimwith and Grassington area and, as usual, the highest 

count was from Grimwith with 71 in August, but for once it was run close by Mossy Moor which recorded 

an unusually high 54 in the same month, although the former site remains the only one where large counts 

can be seen regularly in the north.  The only other northern record was of a single bird, possibly of 

doubtful parentage, at Grassington Bridge: it was first recorded in August 2011 and has been there ever 

since apart from a brief absence in May.  In the south, the Washburn and Otley remain the strongholds for 

this species with the majority of records from there (around 75%).  There were a number of records of 

large flocks in the Washburn in the first quarter with 160 at Fewston, 120 at John O’Gaunts, 100+ at 

Thruscross and 66 at Swinsty, although these numbers were significantly down on the 340 at Lindley 

Wood during the same period last year. The only other site which regularly produces large counts is Otley 

where the peak count of 161 (March) was very comparable to last year’s peak: there was one other large 

count outside the Washburn during this period with 200+ at Knotford Nook.  Sightings and numbers 

elsewhere in the south tend to be quite restricted with peak counts of 12 on Round Hill (May) during a 

survey and 27 at Arthington (August) – most other counts were in single figures. Most of the records of 

breeding were from Otley, the only other ones reported being from John O’Gaunts and Farnley Lake.  

Counts in the last quarter are always much smaller and the peak counts were only 60 from Swinsty and 

Otley.   

                                                      
17  Once again there were the usual reports of national conflicts during the year when people sought to limit the spread of this 
species.  In March, tourists were being urged to boycott Windermere over plans by the Windermere Geese Management Group to shoot 
Canada geese despite 3,000 protestors signing a petition against it.  A dispute nearer home became more personal after geese set up home 
beside a lake in Meadow Close, a 38 bungalow estate in a cul-de-sac in Lincoln where they have been upsetting people with their 
droppings.  Some householders have been insisting they be culled (by firing squad); others are appalled at the idea.  Finally, people were 
given an ultimatum – you have 7 days to remove the birds before they are shot. 
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Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis       002 Sightings/02 Sites 

Rare passage migrant/probable escape. 

There was a single bird at Otley on the 29
th
 March (SG) and a second sighting above Barden Bridge calling 

loudly in the rain on 8
th
 June (DLR).  The species was not recorded in our area until 1975 but for much of 

the subsequent period was recorded every year, although in the last decade sightings have dropped to one 

every other year. 

Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiacus          001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce visitor/possible escapee 

A single bird was recorded by the Fishing Lake at Otley on 2
nd

 February (JF)
18

.  The species was 

introduced in the late seventeenth century but escapees have bred producing a feral population and it was 

accepted onto the British List in 1971.  The species was first recorded in our area in 1984 and this was only 

the seventh year since then with four of the records in the last seven years.  Although the species is very 

territorial during the breeding season, it is quite gregarious during the rest of the year, a characteristic that 

discourages it from spreading.  The majority (90%) of birds are found in Norfolk, although there is a 

sizeable colony at Rutland Water.  Consequently, the chances are that the bird will have been an escapee. 

Shelduck Tadorna tadorna       011 Sightings/06 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant/visitor: may breed some years. 

The long-term annual number of sites where this species is recorded is only around three so this must be 

counted a good year. There were two sightings from Otley and one of a pair at Denton in front of the Hall, 

as well as a rare northern sighting from Mossy Moor
19

, all in March.  Records 

of local breeding are rare.  Last year there was a record of two young at 

Denton in early June, although it was not clear if they had bred locally.  This 

year a pair was regularly seen in a small pond at Askwith between early 

March and late April (and then again in late May) followed by a second pair 

which settled down at Kex Gill between the end of March and early June but, 

sadly, without either pair showing any evidence at breeding.  Finally, in early 

September there was a group of 2 adults and 4 juveniles at Grimwith on 2
nd

 

September (GL*). 

Mandarin Duck Aix galericulata      049 Sightings/18 Sites 

Scarce visitor/escaped species but local breeding population now established. 

The majority of sightings (over 80%) are from between Ilkley old bridge and Burnsall and concentrated 

around Strid Woods; there are also a number of records from the east.  In the north the number of sites 

where the species has been recorded has been a remarkably consistent five but edged up to 6 this year for 

the first time.  Sightings tend to be clustered between Barden Bridge and Burnsall with the occasional 

sighting further north – this year from above Hebden.  There is always a good concentration of birds 

between Barden Bridge and Howgill and this also remains a good stretch to see females with young (with 

one there with five juveniles on 30
th
 July).  Troller’s Gill and Water’s Laithe are also reliable spots to find 

the species and there also were 3 males and a female near Burnsall Bridge on 3
rd

 February.  The bird 

recorded upstream from Hebden was seen to fly out of a tree suggesting it might have had a nest there.  In 

the south, the number of sites where the species is recorded has been far more variable, i.e. between four 

and fifteen - this year it was a rather average nine.  At the start of the year a female spent some time at 

Ilkley’s Riverside Hotel, there was a pair on the river near the tennis club for a time in April and a male 

near the old bridge in May.  There continue to be occasional sightings from the Washburn with a male at 

Farnley Lake in April and a bird at the trout farm in the same month; there was also a pair to the south at 

Knotford Nook in May.  There were two records of nesting females in the east.  A female successfully 

hatched 9 eggs in an ash tree at Clifton, well away from any expanses of water, whilst there was another 

one in a nest box at Arthington but not, strangely, the one that had occupied the box for the past four years.  

Apart from the young seen north of Barden Bridge, the only other report of young on the river was of 6 

near Bolton Abbey in mid July.  There was also an unusual sighting of 9 birds feeding in a stubble field at 

Weeton in August (AJ).  There are usually reports of autumn gatherings between the Cavendish and the 

                                                      
18  I rather seemed to have collared the market with this species since I also recorded the last sighting in 2010! 
19  The last sighting from the north was also from Mossy Moor – in May 2010. 
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Strid.  This year there was only one record of a small and surprisingly southerly group of between 10 and 

15 on the river 300 yards south of the bridge near the Abbey. 

Wigeon Anas penelope        063 Sightings/09 Sites 

Possible scarce breeding  resident/passage migrant: population stable/increasing. 

This was a good year for this species with record spring totals from Otley and a sighting in the area of a 

female with 5 small young on 12
th
 June.  Numbers at Otley started the year with 64 but then built up to a 

peak of 147 on 4
th
 February (PP), far exceeding the record first-quarter peak of 78 last year, staying above 

100 until late March, but then dropping off very rapidly with a last spring sighting on 8
th
 April.  Knotford 

Nook, which had recorded a remarkable 142 in November of last year, also had a record 118 on 2
nd

 

February.  There weren’t many sightings from the Washburn but they included an impressive 115 on 

Lindley Wood on 28
th
 February (KM**), and up to 5 at Farnley Lake during late February and March.  

There was a small group of at least 6 birds at Denton on 18
th
 March and an unusual record of a single bird 

on the river at Low Mill, Addingham on 5
th
 January (a repeat of the sighting there in March last year): later 

in the year there was a rare sighting of 8 birds flying along the river at Addingham on 14
th
 November.  

Records tumbled again in the autumn with a record count of 142 at Otley at the end of the year, although 

Knotford could not match its record of last year with a peak count of only 20.  In the north and in addition 

to regular sightings from Grimwith, there were 2 pairs at Mossy Moor on 4
th
 May.  The peak count from 

Grimwith was 45 on 19
th
 February, well down on the usual figure of 70 – 80, but in excess of the ~35 in 

the first quarter of the two previous years. 

Gadwall Anas strepera        010 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant/winter visitor 

In our area there has been a slow deterioration in the position of this species over recent years with the 

number of sites where it is recorded falling from four in 2004 (when there were 36 records) to only two 

from 2009, one of which has always been Otley Wetlands.  There were regular sightings from Otley in the 

first quarter. It started with a single male on 14
th
 January rising to a pair (together on the ice) on 11

th
 

February, which was seen several times up until 22
nd

 March; there was a single sighting of a further male 

on 13
th
 February.  There was a single female on the less well-watched Knotford Nook on 14

th
 January and a 

pair on the 17
th
.  This was another casualty of the ‘quiet’ autumn with, unusually, no records from either 

Otley or Knotford. 

Teal Anas crecca        042 Sightings/13 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: probably in shallow decline 

Half of all records of this species are from the Washburn where the species is recorded on many of the 

stretches of water there, 20% are from the well-watched Otley
20

 whilst, in the north, sightings were, as 

usual, restricted to Grimwith and Mossy Moor.  If the number of sites where the species was recorded was 

close to the long-term average and the number of records was slightly down, the season was notable for 

some very high counts in the first half of the year (a continuation of the high counts at the end of 2011).  

These included 46 on Swinsty (7
th
 February), 52 on John O’Gaunts (18

th
 March) and ~20 at Otley (26

th
 

March): the 36 on Mossy Moor on 7
th
 April was the highest Brendan Threlfall had recorded there.  The 

species is a secretive one which much prefers secluded spots on small patches of water and there were also 

records of 4 at Kex Gill, 7 at Intake Farm (Menston) and 8 on the pond in front of Denton Hall: Farnley 

Lake is another favourite spot, although the highest count this year was only 2 (compared with 50 there in 

December 2011).  By comparison, the second half of the year was particularly quiet with very few records: 

there were only two sightings at Otley (of 2 birds), a peak local count of only 6 at John O’Gaunts on 21
st
 

August with the only other sighting being 2 at Intake Farm (Menston) on 11
th
 December.  Breeding 

certainly occurs in the area but the species is very secretive and evidence is always limited and there was 

no repeat of last year’s welcome record from the Washburn. 

Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population stable 

The winter months see good numbers of birds on the Wharfe especially around centres of population.  Tens 

of birds can often be counted by anyone who walks a mile or so along the river or around many of the 

stretches of water in the region, although counts tend to dwindle along the upper reaches of the Wharfe 

(above Starbotton) and on the Skirfare. In January, there were over 100 in Strid Woods and up as far as 

                                                      
20  There were no records from Knotford Nook – records form there are very rare. 
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Barden Bridge, 138 on Swinsty and 92 on Fewston. Otley, never known as a favoured site for this species, 

has seen numbers boosted by the release of some tens of birds and these produced the first young of the 

year on 16
th
 April, although their life had got off to a bad start as there was no sign of their parents and 

their attempts to offer themselves to other adults for adoption was proving fruitless!  In the north and after 

a slow start at the beginning of the year, Grimwith produced the peak regional count of 237 in mid 

October. However, there were also good concentrations of birds in the north on the river north of Barden 

Bridge and on either side of Grassington Bridge between Hebden and Grass Wood.  In the latter stretch 

there were 76 between Linton and Grass Wood at the end of May.  The species is recorded along the length 

of Littondale with 20 to 30 at the lower end between Hawkswick and Arncliffe, although with only a single 

breeding pair at the top end at Halton Gill. Numbers from the top end of the Dale are usually in single 

figures. For me, perhaps the most significant sighting of the year was when I did my WBBS walk between 

Barden Bridge and Burnsall at the end of April.  The river was fast and high (over the top of Drebley 

stepping stones) and I saw only a single brood of two young: this compares with the more usual 6–8 (with 

2 after the very bad winter of 2009/10): there was some recovery by the time of my next walk at the end of 

May with 8 broods, but this still compared very badly with the record 32 broods last year (and five-year 

average of 16), leaving me worrying at how river-side breeding birds might have been affected by the very 

wet April and high river water levels
21

. 

Northern Pintail Anas acuta       04 Sightings/03 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant/winter visitor 

The species occurs throughout the northern hemisphere and may indeed be the World’s commonest duck.  

Large numbers gather in the autumn in the Dee, Ribble and Mersey Estuaries and in Morecambe Bay, 

whilst others are found on inland waters.  An important long-term wintering site has been the Lower 

Derwent Valley with ~200 at the end of the year building up to a peak of 300 – 400 in February and March 

just before they return to their breeding grounds
22

.  Locally, Hellifield Flashes has become recognised as 

another important wintering site.  In Wharfedale it is unusual for a year to go by without a sighting, but we 

only have records from only two or three sites.  This year we had to make do without last year’s long-term 

male resident at Otley which was present from the start of the year until early April: there were records 

from Otley, John O’Gaunts and Scargill between 7
th
 February and 11

th
 March, all the sightings were of a 

single bird apart from a pair on John O’Gaunts on 28
th
 February. 

Shoveler Anas clypeata        001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant 

Years without a sighting of this species are rare (with only three years missed in the last 50), although it is 

usually only recorded at one or two sites, of which one is usually Otley.  This was a poor year with the 

only sighting being of a pair in a flooded field by Hunter's Inn in Pool on 22
nd

 January (AJ). 

Pochard Aythya ferina        016 Sightings/05 Sites 

Uncommon passage/winter visitor 

The slow deterioration of the situation for this species in our area continues and is 

in danger of becoming a rush: just 5 years ago in 2007 there were 48 sightings from 

7 sites.  Now we seem to have settled down to the species’ presence at five sites 

(last year it was only three).  This rather hides the fact that the species is close to 

being a single site one in our area with ~70% of sightings from Otley.  Numbers 

there were poor, with a peak of 14 in the first quarter, the same as last year and not 

untypical of recent years, but well down on the peaks of 38 in 2005 and 30 in 2010: the last sighting was 

on 7
th
 March.  Otherwise there was a single, mid-January record from Knotford Nook, an unusual record of 

a pair at Denton in mid-March, and Washburn records in the first half of March with 5 on Swinsty on the 

2
nd

 and a single male on John O’Gaunts on 16
th
 and 18

th
.  Yet again, this was a species where autumn 

numbers disappointed with all the records from Otley.  There, there was a minimal presence with only 

three records of up to 3 birds between the end of October and mid – December (where autumn counts were 

always in double figures up until 2009 when there was a count of 28). 

                                                      
21  My fears were enhanced on my April walk when I failed to see a single dipper, the first time that had happened on my six years 
of walks, compared with a more usual 3 or 4: I was to see a single bird on my later walk. 
22  Birds wintering in the UK breed in Iceland, northern Europe and western Siberia, although a few pairs (~300) breed in Britain 
and Ireland. 
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Greater Scaup Aythya marila       001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce passage/winter visitor. 

Although sightings of this species are uncommon it is nevertheless recorded in two years out of three.  

However, the number of sites where the species is recorded has tended to fall in the past decade from 3 in 

2003 and 2004 to only 1 since 2007 and with no sightings in 2009 and 2011.  There were two males on 

Thruscross on 29
th
 July (KM**). 

Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula       109 Sightings/19 Sites 

Common passage/winter visitor/local breeder: population probably stable 

This species is resident in the area throughout the year and is fairly widespread on reservoirs and open 

stretches of water in mid-Wharfedale and the Washburn, but not on the river: in this area it was a typical 

year. It was a good year in the north, where it is less common.   The only regular site there is at Kilnsey, 

where there were 4 pairs at the end of March.  As usual, there were occasional records from Grimwith in 

May, June and September, with a peak count there of 9 on 13
th
 September.  However, there was an 

interesting presence at Mossy Moor, with a pair there on 9
th
 April, which was described as an unusual 

record for the site (BT).  There were also later records from there with up to 5 there at the start of June and 

3 in late August (although there was no sign of breeding).  There was also a single bird on a small pond on 

Conistone Moor on 5
th
 July.  In the south the main presence is at Otley, with rather fewer numbers at 

Knotford.  The peak first-quarter count at Otley was 62, couldn’t match last year’s record 88, but was fairly 

typical.  The equivalent peak at Knotford of 26 was the best since 2008 (although numbers subsequently 

rose to an impressive 46 in the first half of April and 49 in early May).  In the Washburn, the species 

seemed to prefer the smaller stretches of water: the peak Washburn counts were 21 at John O’Gaunts (late 

February), 11 on Low Dam (late March) and 18 on Farnley Lake (mid-April).  There were also pairs at 

Kex Gill and one of the ponds at Timble Ings.  Elsewhere, there was a good count of 18 on the pond in 

front of Denton Hall in mid March and several sightings at Ben Rhydding gravel pits, with a peak of 3 

pairs in late April (but no sign of breeding).  There was also a rare river record with a male and female 

amongst the mallards near the Otley bridge on 11
th
 February.  There were breeding records from across the 

region including Kex Gill (2 families of 5), John O’Gaunts (2 families of 6 and 2), Farnley (1 family of 3), 

Denton (1 family of 5) and Otley.  Otley should be the main breeding site but can be prone to the predation 

of this species.   

Common (or Black) Scoter Melanitta nigra     003 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant 

Although sightings of this species are uncommon it is recorded in most years, in recent years usually from 

only one site.  The sightings this year were of single birds at two Washburn sites.  There was a record from 

Fewston on 27
th
 April (PBR) and from Lindley Wood on 4

th
 September (KM** – a regular reporter of this 

species).  There was a further possible sighting on 12
th
 February reported on BirdGuides,   

Goldeneye Bucephala clangula       055 Sightings/09 Sites 

Regular passage/winter visitor 

This was a remarkably quiet year with fewer than average sightings from fewer than usual sites and no 

records from the north.  The undoubted highlight of the year were the remarkable counts at Otley at the end 

of February with 109 on the 28
th
 (SR **) and 100+ on the 1

st
 March (SG), far exceeding the previous peak 

of recent years of 35 (in 2010).  The majority of records are from Otley (almost 50%) and Knotford Nook 

(15%) where, excluding this very high count, peak counts in the first quarter were close to average (29 and 

23 respectively): elsewhere, there were occasional sightings in the first quarter from John O’Gaunts (peak 

2), Scargill (1), Fewston (2), Farnley (7), Ben Rhydding (3) and Chelker (10).  The end of the year was 

quiet.  The first bird was seen at Otley on a rather late 29
th
 October but subsequently numbers struggled up 

to a very respectable 23 during December.  Elsewhere, sightings and numbers were in short supply with a 

late first sighting on Chelker of 2 on 18
th
 November, a peak count of only 5 at Knotford and the only other 

records single birds on Farnley and Fewston. 

Smew Mergellus albellus       006 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce winter visitor 

A red-head was recorded at Knotford Nook on a number of occasions (sometimes on BirdGuides) between 

14th January and 10
th
 March.  This site remains the most popular one for this species with 38% of records 

from there (followed by 21% on Lindley).  Elsewhere, there was a single sighting of a female at Otley on 
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21
st
 January.  A single female is the usual sighting, i.e. 90% of records are of females and 70% of records 

are of single birds. 

Goosander Mergus merganser       132 Sightings/38 Sites 

Breeding resident and common winter visitor.  Population significantly increased in recent decades. 

This species is widespread throughout our area: it was recorded on the 

Washburn reservoirs and all along the river, regularly up as far as Kilnsey.   

In the south, counts are typically of between one and three adults but 

usually with larger counts at the start and end of the year when there are 

gatherings on the reservoirs and along the quieter stretches of the river 

(although there was only one such record this year of only 8 near Barden 

Bridge in mid December).  There were 4 pairs at Scargill and Otley and an 

interesting count of 21 (13 males and 8 females) on a riverside walk 

between Ilkley Old Bridge and Strid Woods, all in early March.  In the north there was a group of 4 

displaying males and 4 females at Lower Grass Wood in the same month. In the north, too, there were 

single sightings from the top end of the Dale whilst in Littondale there was a pair and a female at Buckden 

in late May, 2 flying upstream at Hawkswick in mid-October and a female on the river opposite Blue Scar 

on the 23
rd

.  As usual there was the occasional sighting at Grimwith in January and October, and a more 

unusual record from Mossy Moor of a female in early June.  The first record of breeding was of two family 

groups with 10 and 1 juvenile in Strid Woods on 8
th
 May.  Elsewhere there were records from Ben 

Rhydding gravel pits, Farfield Hall, Appletreewick and Linton. 

Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis       001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant/local breeder suffering from a (controversial) national culling policy. 

This species was introduced by Peter Scott when he brought over 7 birds from America in the 1940s.  

Some of them subsequently escaped and first bred in the West Midlands gravel pits around 1960.  The first 

record in our area was in 1979, a sighting that was submitted to the YNU.  Now, I thought that the 2010 

Otley sighting might well be the last time we should see this species in our area. In fact, Grimwith lived up 

to its reputation that anything can turn up there when a male was seen on 16
th
 October at the western end of 

dam amongst a group of mallards: it was 50m away, just beyond the reeds, and showing well (AP).  

Despite this unexpected sighting the species is rather living on borrowed time in this country as Britain 

began the culling programme in 1999 at the request of the Spanish Government and by the spring of this 

year had culled more than 6,000 birds at a cost of £3M
23

: there are now only ~100 birds left.  In Spain the 

white-headed duck has started to bounce back and the population is on the rise but ruddy ducks are still 

found in other parts of the continent – in parts of France and the Netherlands! 

Osprey Pandion haliaetus       019 Sightings/07 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant. 

It has been reported that more birds are being seen over Yorkshire, most of them on their way back to 

Scotland to breed, although ringing recoveries suggest some Scandinavian birds also pass through 

Yorkshire.  After first breeding in Scotland 50 years ago the RSPB estimate there are now 250 – 300 

breeding pairs in the UK.  Meanwhile, in England they are back at Bassenthwaite where they first bred in 

2001 and at Kielder Water for the fourth successive year.  They are also doing well at Rutland Water.  

They are helped by provision of artificial nest platforms and there is at least one of these in Yorkshire. It 

has been suggested that it might well be beneficial to install them around the River Ure where birds have 

previously lingered throughout the summer.  As usual the majority of records (~65%) come from around 

the well-watched Barden View Point and the surrounding moorland – other sightings can occur anywhere 

across the region.  One of the Barden sightings was from Gill Beck Head on Barden Moor where a heavily 

moulting bird was watched perched only 20 yards away on 30
th
 July (KM**).  Subsequently there were 

several distant sightings of a bird from the viewpoint through until at least the 14
th
 August whose similar 

behaviour suggested it may have been the same bird lingering in the area (TG**).  Elsewhere, there were 

two sightings in the Washburn, from Swinsty (April) and Scargill (August).   Also, two from the north: one 

was of a bird heading south over Long Ashes being harassed by two lesser black-backed gulls (June); the 

other was a BirdGuides report of a bird over Grimwith (April).  There was something of a mystery in April 

and May when there were several reports of a bird in the Ben Rhydding area along with the suggestion that 

                                                      
23  The species is expert at hiding so Defra has been employing specialist marksmen to kill them at a cost of £900/bird. 
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it might be breeding in the area.  The problem appears to have been solved when Pete Roe reported a very 

white buzzard over Denton at the start of the year, which he described as looking very like an osprey! 

Red Kite Milvus milvus        169 Sightings/42 Sites 

Re-introduced species (Harewood 1999 – 2003) now established and breeding. 

The species is now a common sight over significant parts of our region.  However, the number of sightings 

has dropped from a peak of 270 in 2008 to 170 in the last two years, suggesting people may no longer 

consider it as worthy of mention.  However, possibly of greater significance has been a fall in the number 

of sites where the species is recorded: this also peaked in 2008 and has been 52, 54 and 56 in subsequent 

years dropping to 42 this year.  There was an interesting talk to the Society in the autumn when Doug 

Simpson, the project manager for the Harewood Release Programme commented that the species appears 

to have receded from the west of the Yorkshire region.   Have we any evidence that this might be 

happening from our own records?  There is some.  Firstly, the species has always been rare in upper 

Wharfedale so every sighting tends to be reported.  Sites in the north where the species was seen peaked at 

9 in 2007 and has steadily fallen away since then to 4 in 2011 and 2012: this year all the sightings were in 

September and October from Threshfield, Long Ashes, Grass Wood and Kilnsey.  At Barden, where good 

numbers have been seen in the past, there were reported to be either a few or only singles this year and 

certainly not as many as in previous years.  Ilkley remains virtually a kite-free zone and there has yet to be 

a record submitted of a bird over-flying a member’s garden, although there are occasional records of birds 

over Rombalds Moor.  Further east there were garden records from Otley (3 gardens), Menston (1 garden), 

Askwith (1 garden) and Burley (3 gardens). By the time we get to the Washburn they are described as 

common with up to 5 seen regularly on walks (PBR).  At least one is seen most days over a Pool farm, but 

usually there are 3 and sometimes 6 (D&NF).  The breeding season in Yorkshire was better than expected 

with 78 pairs successfully breeding and producing 145 juveniles (1.85/successful nest): this compares with 

58 successful nests and 119 juveniles in 2011 (2.05/successful nest), i.e. productivity of successful nests 

was 10% down on last year but was much better than expected. Several nests failed at the young chick 

stage, presumably because of torrential rain and cold nights
24

.  Locally, the results were surprisingly 

encouraging with reports seeming to suggest 14 juveniles were produced from 6 nests without any nest 

failures, i.e. 2.3 young/nest. 

Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus      034 Sightings/09 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant. 

It was a very good year with the numbers of sightings and sites 

well up on the long-term average of 6.8 and 3.8 respectively.  As 

for the osprey, the Barden View Point provided by far the 

highest proportion of sightings with 70% of records from there 

and with a very high count of 3 birds on 13
th
 August.   To some 

extent the large increase reflects the fact that 2 birds, a first 

summer male and a female (possibly also a first summer bird), 

summered on Barden Moor staying from mid June perhaps as 

late as the second half of August, albeit with the female 

departing early
25

 (TG**).  Notwithstanding the large number of sightings from Barden in the summer it 

was a good year overall in the area with significantly more sightings in the autumn than the spring.  There 

were two sightings from Barden
26

 and one from Grimwith in April. Apart from the Barden birds, there 

were several August sightings – in the south from Thruscross, John O’Gaunts, Hawksworth Moor (on two 

dates), and from Grimwith, Mossy Moor and Grassington Moor in the north.  Later there were two 

September sightings from Barden and one from Kex Gill in October. 

Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus       012 Sightings/06 Sites 

Uncommon passage/winter visitor. 

We may be close to the end of an era!  Whilst the species is flourishing in Orkney with 100 breeding 

females producing 100 chicks in 2011, the situation in its main centre in England, the Bowland Fells, is 

                                                      
24  In the south, 17 fledgling young kites were taken to Tiggywinkles Wildlife Hospital in Buckinghamshire after being rescued 
from the bad weather - rain meant that birds were weighed down by their plumage and could not fly properly. 
25  Birds have stayed on the moor from mid June previously but have never stayed as long before. 
26  There was a sighting of a harrier species at Appletreewick on the same day as a bird was seen at Barden, suggesting the 
Appletreewick bird could well have been a marsh harrier. 
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dire.  Birds re-colonised that area in the 1960’s but last year it was reported there were only 4 nesting pairs, 

which was believed to be the smallest population since re-colonisation.    This year it looks as though no 

birds attempted to nest in Bowland Fells
27

.  Although there has not been a successful Dales nesting since 

2007, the area is a popular one for wintering visitors, usually ringtails, arriving in late September and 

leaving for their breeding grounds by mid-March.  Perhaps after the gloomy English news one shouldn’t be 

surprised that sightings were well down on the long term average of 18, but harrier watching was one of 

the casualties of the bad weather and a couple of regular watchers hardly made it at all up to their usual 

area this year.  There were sightings this year from three well-spaced areas between January and mid June, 

and from mid October. 

Buzzard Buteo buteo        211 Sightings/72 Sites 

Scarce breeder/passage migrant/visitor: population has increased recently. 

This species has become such a regular feature of any birding walk that it is easy 

to forget that in the not too distant past it was decidedly unusual.  The species 

was badly hit in 50’s when Myxomatosis killed millions of rabbits, one of their 

principle food sources.  As rabbits and they were starting to recover, farmers 

started using a poisonous sheep dip and many birds died from eating toxic sheep 

carcasses.  Now rabbit numbers are booming and poisons are banned, so that 

buzzard numbers are booming.  At one time when buzzards were a rarity in 

Yorkshire the only good chance of seeing one was on a trip to the raptor view-

point at Gouthwaite in the spring. As recently as 1994 there were only four 

territories in the Dales National Park, all in the Cumbrian sector but now the 

species is widespread.  This rapid increase has not been welcomed by everyone 

and there was surprise news in May that Defra had been lobbied by the pheasant-

shooting industry, who release 40 million non-native birds every year, and had 

agreed to a £0.4M scheme which would allow Buzzard nests to be destroyed and for adults to be taken into 

captivity to remove them from shooting estates: fortunately, the level of outrage was such that the scheme 

was dropped less than a week later!  This species was well reported in virtually all parts of the region, 

usually in ones and twos.  Records are slightly less common in the north, perhaps reflecting the lower 

density of observers in some of those parts – there were numerous records from around Grassington, and 

good numbers from Littondale and the top of the Dale but only a single record from Grimwith, where they 

remain uncommon. The peak counts were 5 over Borrows Pasture (Grassington Moor) in August and 4 

over Hawkswick Moor in October.  Records in the south were widespread and the species was reported to 

be very common now in the Washburn (PBR), seen daily over a farm on Pool Bank (D&NF) as well as 

being reported over a quarter of member’s gardens.  Peak counts were 10+ at Barden (March) with 5 or 6 

from several sites in the Washburn and from Askwith and Denton.  There were numerous records of 

breeding this year all from the south.  The ringing records from Pete Roe show it was a poor year - perhaps 

not as disastrous as for some smaller species but comparing badly with the good season last year and 

significantly down on the long-term (five-year) average.  In 2011 33 young were raised from 15 nests 

(2.2/nest): this year there were only 13 young from 10 nests with no records of a pair successfully raising 3 

young (so that the 1.3/nest was well down on the 1.8 average). 

Rough-legged Buzzard Buteo lagopus 

Rare passage visitor. 

For the record, a bird attracted good numbers of local birders to Bradup on the road up from Riddlesden to 

Whetstone Gate (and about ½ mile south of the southern edge of the WNS area).  The bird was positively 

identified on 3
rd

 February, having first been seen a couple of days earlier, and was then recorded regularly 

until the 18
th
.  It was often seen coming up from its roost at Sunny Dale attracted by a carcass left out by a 

local farmer. 

Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus       115 Sightings/36 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage visitor: population stable. 

The number and range of sightings reflect the widespread distribution of this species; reports were received 

from a good selection of sites in mid-Wharfedale and the Washburn.  Only 10% of sightings came from the 

north where the species is less common and where all but two of the sightings were from the Grassington 

                                                      
27  Currently, it looks as though only one pair bred in England - in the north. 
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area - the other sightings were from Dowber Gill and Hawkswick.  In the south there were no obvious 

centres of population, although there were a good number of reports from the Washburn. The majority of 

sightings were of single birds, a few of pairs and an exceptional count of 5 at Barden View Point on 2
nd

 

September.  However, as usual, a significant proportion of records (around 40%) were from gardens – Pool 

(1 garden), Otley (4), Menston (2), Askwith (1), Burley (2), Ilkley (5), Addingham (2), Grassington (1) and 

Threshfield (1).  Three juveniles were ringed on 9
th
 July at a nest at a traditional site in Middleton Woods.  

Goshawk Accipiter gentilis       006 Sightings/04 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant: may breed in the area. 

In our area the species struggles to maintain a foothold.  There were few sightings this year but the species 

is probably under-reported for security reasons.  They were reported from two general areas between mid-

February and late April (AJ, J&FTo and TG**).   

Kestrel Falco tinnunculus       119 Sightings/49 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage visitor: national population decline not apparent locally. 

The species is common and well recorded throughout the region, although sightings from the north are 

significantly less common (only 12% of total).  Even accepting that poor weather reduced the number of 

records submitted this year, they were significantly down for the second year running.  Both sightings and 

the number of sites where the species was recorded were only 70% of the peak year of 2008 when there 

were 170 sightings from 63 sites!  In the north the few records were received from all parts except the top 

end of the Dale.  Records from the south were widespread with no obvious centres of population.  Unlike 

the sparrowhawk which regards our gardens with their concentrations of small birds as obvious locations 

to find food, the kestrel is rarely reported over gardens, being seen over only three, all in Otley.  

Preliminary records from the BTO Nest Record Scheme suggest it has been a poor year for the species 

with a statistically significant reduction of 6.5% in the numbers of young fledged.  It was also suggested 

this may have been due to it being a poor vole year, although admitting it wasn’t clear whether this had 

been because vole numbers had been affected by the adverse weather conditions or because heavy rain had 

affected birds ability to find voles.  Locally, both the number of nests and productivity were down, 

although the ringers felt it could have been worse.  Pete Roe ringed 12 juveniles from 5 nests and Colin 

Harrison ringed 14 juveniles from the same number of nests, i.e. productivities of 2.1 and 2.4 young/nest 

compared with a five-year average of 3.1young/nest or a reduction to 70 and 80% of the average. 

Merlin Falco columbarius       019 Sightings/12 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population probably stable. 

The species is not a common bird on our moors and sightings were thinly spread across the moors in the 

south with rather more records from the north than usual.  In the south, there were records from the moors 

at the top end of the Washburn, from various locations around Rombalds Moor, and from the Bolton 

Abbey Estate. In the north, there were several records from the moors around Grassington, and also from 

Grimwith and from near Arncliffe and Buckden.  Records were received between early April and early 

October.  Finding merlin nests on our extensive moors is always a challenging proposition and this year’s 

searches were significantly hampered by the appalling weather; the only nest located, on Rombalds Moor, 

produced 4 juvenile females who were ringed on 14
th
 June.  The weather didn’t seem to have limited the 

parent birds’ hunting activities since remains of kills at the nest included skylark, meadow pipits, chaffinch 

and a curlew chick.  There was strong circumstantial evidence from local keepers that birds may also have 

nested at another site on Rombalds Moor and at two sites at the top end of the Washburn.  

Hobby Falco subbuteo        024 Sightings/08 Sites 

Scarce summer visitor/probable breeder: population increasing. 

This is another species whose migration habits are being explored using satellite trackers.  A female was 

fitted with one near Berlin in August 2008 and tracked throughout 2008 and 2009.  She spent 18% of each 

year on migration, 65% in Africa and 35% in Europe; whilst in Africa she went as far south as Zimbabwe, 

travelling 10,000km between October and March, presumably chasing migrating swallows and swifts.  At 

one time the species was regarded as a bird of the southern heathlands with the only reliable place in 

Yorkshire where they bred being Thorne Moors near Doncaster.  However over the past 30 years numbers 

have expanded 13-fold to at least 2,000 breeding pairs from Cornwall to as far north as Scottish Highlands 

where the first breeding record was reported in 2001.  In our area this was quite a good year in terms of 

sightings, although it could not compare on number of sites with 2008 when the species was reported from 

14 sites.  As usual, all the records were from the south and, also quite commonly, 2/3 of the records were 
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from the Barden View Point where there were several sightings of 2 birds.  There were rare sightings of 

birds over Otley on 16
th
 May (PRo) and Knotford Nook on 14

th
 July and 4

th
 August (AJ); otherwise 

records were restricted to the east of the region and to the Bolton Abbey Estate and were seen between 

16
th
 May and 17

th
 September.  For once, there was evidence of the species breeding in the east of the 

region with adults seen carrying food on 16
th
 July and 13

th
 August, whilst a possible juvenile was seen 

attacking linnets in a stubble field on the former date (all AJ). 

Peregrine Falco peregrinus       038 Sightings/16 Sites 

Scarce resident/passage/probable breeder: local population possibly increasing. 

Records were thinly spread across the whole area with, as is often the case for a number of raptor species, 

half the records coming from the Barden View Point.  In the north all but one of the records were from the 

Grassington area, from Littondale and from Grimwith.  In the south, 60% of the sightings were from the 

Bolton Abbey Estate and most of the rest from the Washburn.  There was an encouraging breeding record, 

given the weather this summer, of a pair raising four juveniles at a traditional site, although two other 

traditional sites were unoccupied.  A female was present at another site but it was not monitored and it is 

not known whether she bred here. 

Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus (C) 

Common breeding resident: population generally stable but subject to setbacks. 

In our area the species is locally common on the moors around mid and upper Wharfedale, although not 

well reported (see colour pages).  A poor breeding season might have been expected given the appalling 

weather but there were a couple of reports of it being a good one on the Bolton Abbey Estate and on 

Denton Moor.  Peak counts were a little down compared with last year with several counts of between 40 

and 60 from around the Bolton Abbey Estate, 32 on Round Hill and at least 20 on Beamsley Beacon.  In 

the north the highest counts were 26 round Mossy Moor Reservoir and between 15 and 20 on the moors 

around Grassington.  There were several records of breeding with the first record on 16
th
 May. 

Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix       002 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare breeding resident: Northern Pennine Black Grouse Recovery Group seeking to increase population. 

The species was recorded in Wharfedale in 2009 for the first time since 1990.  Since then it has been seen 

in the same general area every year.  This year there was only two records, both of a single male in the 

spring (IC) and on 16
th
 May (N&PH), although coverage in that the area is poor. 

Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa  (C) 

Uncommon breeding resident, all from released birds: population stable except where releases occur. 

The species is perhaps not as common as one might expect and is probably under-recorded anyway. It can 

appear anywhere across the region: sightings are usually of up to 4 birds except in areas where birds are 

released. In fact the only count in double figures this year was of 104 at Grimwith in mid August, where 

birds are released in large numbers in late July: the most regular sightings were from the Reva Hill area on 

Hawksworth Moor (usually of 8 or 9). 

Grey Partridge Perdix perdix       036 Sightings/18 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident: population thought to be declining. 

The outlook for this species this year could not have been worse.  It was reported that the wet spring made 

this the worst breeding season since records began (in 1933) and shooting estates were asked not to shoot 

the species.  The species needs 1 in 3 chicks to survive in order to 

maintain its population; this year the figure was as low as 1 in 7 with 

fewer flying insects for chicks, and nests damaged by the storms.  

Despite all this, the local species continued to show some improvement 

after the disastrous figures in 2010 as can be seen in the adjacent 

diagram which shows the number of sites where the species was 

recorded in the south (dark) and north (light).  In the south the species 

appears to be recovering particularly well perhaps towards the levels in 

the middle of the last decade, although the number of sightings is still 

slightly down (19 sightings c.f. 24 in 2006) and most sightings were of 1 

or 2 with a peak of 6 c.f. a peak of 16 in 2006.  About 1/3 of southern records were from the well-watched 

Otley which included a breeding record of adults with ~10 chicks in late June.  This has traditionally been a 

good spot for this species, although there were only two sightings between 2008 and 2010 inclusive.  

Elsewhere, there were an encouraging number of widely dispersed sightings from the Washburn – 
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Leathley, Lindley Wood, Dob Park, Haverah Park, Thruscross and Hoodstorth.  Another group of sightings 

were from around Rombalds Moor – Addingham Moorside, Burley Moor and Hawksworth Moor.  The 

only other records in the south were from Askwith and of a family group of 8 at Arthington.  In the north 

the recovery has been slower (4 sightings c.f.14 sightings in 2006), all from the Grassington to Conistone 

region and the moors around.  Notwithstanding that, the most encouraging record from across our region 

this year was from the north with two groups totalling 23 on Grassington Moor on  30
th
 January (GL*)

28
. 

Common Quail Coturnix coturnix      001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Very rare: normally a passage migrant. 

This is one of the rarest species recorded in our area with records from only 

seven years: it has been seen alive only once (when two may have bred on the 

edge of Farnley Moor in 1999) but with dead birds found in 1985 and 1992.  It 

was therefore remarkable that it should have been recorded for the second year 

running.  It was heard calling several times and from quite close in Bastow 

Wood on 23
rd

 May (D&ML), the recorders having heard it on a number of 

occasions in Spain.  As far as the Society is concerned, it’s the first record 

from upper Wharfedale since a deserted nest was found at Grassington in 

1947!  Across Yorkshire there were a couple of records during the week 

ending 26
th
 May, and then from a number of sites across the region the 

following week. 

Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus (C) 

Common breeding resident subject to extensive rearing/releases: population stable overall. 

This is a common bird which many people don’t bother to record.  It is subject to significant releases 

throughout the area ensuring they are numerous in most areas, especially on the valley sides and moorland 

fringes: in the north there were good numbers around Grimwith and the southern end of Littondale (around 

Hawkswick), and in the south around Haverah Park.  The species was a not entirely welcome visitor to 

members’ gardens being recorded in a surprising twelve reporting gardens (over 40%) with 5 or 6 visiting 

an Ilkley garden daily during the first quarter (NH).  

Water Rail Rallus aquaticus       004 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce passage/winter visitor. 

After two years of plenty, 2012 returned to more normal fare with only four records.  A bird was heard 

calling from the reed-beds at Otley on 28
th
 January, 6

th
 March and, later in the year, on 29

th
 October.  There 

was a single record from Sun Lane on 5
th
 January (JN). 

Moorhen Gallinula chloropus       079 Sightings/30 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage visitor: population probably stable. 

There appears to be a healthy and stable population of this species across the entire region although they 

appear significantly less common above Barden Bridge.  In the north most records were from the regions 

round Kilnsey, Conistone and the bottom end of Littondale, and from around Grassington.  The exception 

was of a bird at Halton Gill.  Most sightings were of single birds, although there was one record of an adult 

with a juvenile at Conistone on 1
st
 July.  In the south the species generally appears to be restricted to the 

lowland reservoirs and watercourses and was widely reported from such sites across mid Wharfedale and 

the Washburn. The greatest concentration was at Otley where numbers peaked at 12 in March: there were 

also 13 foraging by a hedge at High Royds in cold weather on 17
th
 January.  In the Washburn there were 

sightings from Leathley, Farnley Lake, Lindley Wood, Swinsty, John O’Gaunts, Scargill, Fewston, Kex 

Gill and Low Dam: along the river from Knotford Nook, Gallows Hill, Ben Rhydding gravel pits, the 

suspension bridge near Middleton Woods and with a very large count of 6 from the island on the golf 

course (in late January).  Other unusual sightings were from a small pond at Askwith, of 1 walking along 

the road in front of Denton Hall, a bird foraging in Darwin Gardens on the edge of Ilkley Moor (both in late 

March) and a rare sighting of a bird on Chelker on 18
th
 November.  Juveniles were reported from Ben 

Rhydding gravel pits (the earliest record on 9
th
 June), Askwith, Otley, Knotford Nook and John O’Gaunts.  

This is not usually a garden bird but one was recorded during the RSPB Big Garden Watch (PP) by 

someone who is lucky enough to live by the river in Otley and who also recorded cormorant, heron, 

goosander, oystercatcher, curlew, common tern and kingfisher either in or from his garden this year! 

                                                      
28  The local keeper confirmed that there had been no releases locally! 
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Coot Fulica atra        85 Sightings/12 Sites 

Locally common breeding migrant: population stable. 

The distribution of this species is far more restricted than the previous one (the long term average number 

of sites where it is seen being 29 and 13 respectively).  It is essentially a bird of the south, with the 

exception being the small population at Kilnsey trout farm (where there were 4 in January).  It is regularly 

recorded at Otley, Knotford, Chelker and the Washburn Reservoirs (and possibly Askwith) and breeds at a 

number of smaller sites in mid-Wharfedale and the Washburn.  As usual there were large winter counts 

from Knotford and Otley, and good counts from Chelker.  Peak counts at the start of the year were 162 at 

Knotford, 111 at Otley and 37 at Chelker (the first two sites well down on the peaks of recent years of 345 

at Knotford in 2004 and 194 at Otley in 2009).  Numbers, again, held up much better at Otley through the 

summer with 36 in July but with numbers in single figures at Knotford.  Breeding was recorded at Otley 

and Chelker, although at the latter site there was reported to be a lot of predation by crows (J&FTo)
29

.  In 

the Washburn, birds bred at Farnley Lake, Lindley Wood, Fewston and John O’Gaunts; birds also bred at 

Ben Rhydding gravel pits. 

Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus      159 Sightings/56 Sites 

Locally common breeding migrant: population probably increasing. 

This is a bird that has established itself as a widespread breeder throughout the whole area in recent 

decades (being typically recorded at around 60 sites, roughly equally split between north and south).  

Unusually, the first record of the year was from the north, and of a good count as well, with 13 along the 

river at Kilnsey on 9
th
 January; the first record in the south was of a single bird at Ben Rhydding gravel pits 

on the 14
th
.  January sightings were scarce and the first record from Otley was not until 7

th
 February.  At 

the other end of the season, most birds had gone by 27
th
 July, although records trickled on into the first half 

of August with 7 at Grimwith on 10
th
; later, there was a late night-time flight over Pool on 8

th
 September.  

There was an unusual sighting of a single bird along the beck at Threshfield on 8
th
 October, although we 

may never know whether this was a late 2012 bird or an early 2013 arrival.  The peak counts in the area are 

always amongst the pre-breeding flocks in mid-March with an impressive 93 at Grimwith on the 16
th
; other 

good counts were 40 at Bolton Abbey (6
th
), 45 at Otley (11

th
), 30 in Strid Woods (14

th
) and 40 at Linton 

(19
th
).  Pre-breeding groups soon disperse and pairs start popping up anywhere in the valley.  The first 

record of breeding was of a bird on a nest at Otley on 16
th
 May and, in the north, at Heber Side (near 

Halton Gill) on the 23
rd

.  The first juveniles were seen at Otley on 26
th
 May and, in the north, at Thorogill 

Barn on Darnbrook Fell on 1
st
 June; juveniles were subsequently recorded up until 21

st
 July.  At the end of 

the year, the first sighting of the new season appeared at Otley on the banks of the Fishing Lake on 23
rd

 

December. 

Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius     013 Sightings/05 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant: stable population. 

After a splendid year in 2011 (27 sightings from 9 sites), 2012 was a very average year.  There were no 

records from the north and, indeed, all but one of the sightings were from three sites in the Washburn, at 

one of which breeding was recorded and a juvenile ringed on 29
th
 June.  The only other sighting was of a 

pair on Hawksworth Moor on 4
th
 May. 

Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     013 Sightings/03 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant: population stable. 

This is the larger relative of the previous species and is usually found along estuaries or the coast and only 

occasionally breeds inland: we are extremely lucky that one of these spots is at Grimwith. The peak count 

of 4 pairs was on 11
th
 April (JF) with 2 pairs on their usual site by the CP, but also with pairs at the western 

end of the dam wall and, unusually, on the shore by the ruins of Grimwith House.  Sadly, the usual rather 

challenging search of the rough ground by the car park revealed only 1 young (compared with 3 last year) 

– the single chick was having a hard time being harassed by lapwings until it fled, its inattentive parents 

seemingly unaware of the unfolding drama (PD&JBP).  It was not a good year for finding passage waders 

because of the high water levels.  The only other records were of a single bird at Scargill on 11
th
 March 

                                                      
29  The loss of large numbers of nests due to flooding in some of the country’s major wetlands such as the Ouse Washes and 
Lower Derwent Valley are reported elsewhere.  However, a pair of coots had an exciting adventure at Fairburn Ings when their nest full 
of eggs was washed away in floods.  It floated  30 yards with the eggs inside and they subsequently went on to successfully hatch! 
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(AJ) and a pair at Mossy Moor on 6
th
 April (BT): hopes that they might breed at Mossy Moor were dashed 

when there was no sign of them a month later (possibly because of the very high water levels?). 

Dotterel Charadrius morinellus       001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare passage migrant 

A fine picture was taken of a female at traditional site at the top of Great Whernside mid-afternoon on 20
th
 

May (BT).  This was the third year running when there was a record from this site (with the previous 

sighting from there in 2000).  May remains by far and away the most reliable month for seeing this species 

with 81% of sightings from that month. 

Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria      058 Sightings/24 Sites 

Uncommon moorland breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably in decline. 

The species is typically recorded at around 26 sites, with rather more sites 

(typically 16) and records from the south; the large counts are always in 

the south.  There is a wide distribution of the species across the southern 

moors.  The very high pre-breeding flock counts occur on the eastern 

edge of the recording area or just outside – at Scargill or along Norwood 

Lane.  There was an interesting record from the fields along the lane with 

~2,000 there on 20
th
 April.   They were leaving to the north in small 

groups around dusk and by the following night there were only 15 left 

(AJ)!  The highest counts elsewhere were 400 at Barden View Point 

(early March), 250 at Whetstone Gate (late March) and Draughton 

Heights (mid April).  Numbers during the breeding season were usually 

in single figures, although there were 20+ in fields near Westy Bank Wood (Bolton Abbey) in mid May.  

Most of the northern sightings are on the moors around Hebden, Grassington, Threshfield and Conistone 

with a peak count of ~15 on Boss Moor (part of Threshfield Moor) on 11
th
 March and then, after 

dispersion, 14 were counted on a walk from Providence Pot up onto the Great Whernside summit on 8
th
 

May.  Other moorland areas in the north are less well watched but single birds were recorded on Foxup 

Moor and on a walk up Buckden Pike.  There were two records of breeding - of a pair with 1 juvenile at 

Grimwith and 2 pairs with young on Rombalds Moor, both on 25
th
 May.  In the autumn, the first record of 

large flocks was in fields by the river at Ilkley with 120+ on 14
th
 September.  Subsequently, there were 

several counts of low hundreds (all from the south) with a peak of 500 at Scargill on 18
th
 October and the 

last of 170+ at Chelker on 18
th
 November. 

Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus      165 Sightings/56 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population may be declining. 

The species is recorded throughout our area although with a minimal presence at the top of the Dale (where 

there was a single record of a single bird at Buckden in late May): there are fewer records of large flock 

sizes in the north.  In fact the differences between north and south are rather more significant than that.  

Pre-breeding flocks are seen in both the north and south, but post-breeding flocks tend to be restricted to 

the south.  Further, breeding birds usually migrate west and/or south out of the recording area in winter: 

large winter sightings of large flocks in the south only are thought likely to be of birds from the continent.  

First records of the year were from Threaplands (Linton Bottoms) in the north with 40 on 4
th
 January, and 

150 at Weeton in the south on the 6
th
.  High counts were recorded through until the middle of March, 

although only one, of 220 in fields around March Ghyll Reservoir on 18
th
 March, exceeded the early 

January figures. Birds disperse during March
30

 and there were reports of birds displaying followed by the 

first record of birds on eggs at Denton on 17
th
 April.  I did a ring ouzel survey on Langcliffe (Conistone 

Moor) in early May and was impressed by the numbers of birds up there on territories – counting a very 

conservative 60 to 70.  However, there were also reports from the well-surveyed Reva Hill area of reduced 

numbers of lapwing and snipe, suggesting they had probably been affected by the cold and wet conditions 

there (SR**).  The season always seems remarkably short and there was the first of many reports of 

breeding with 2 juveniles ringed at High Royds on 3
rd

 May and, in the north, 2 juveniles at Kilnsey on 16
th
 

May.  Towards the end of July we start getting records of large post-breeding flocks with several records 

from Otley of up to 170 (on the 29
th
) and, later, 160 at Barden View Point on 11

th
 August.  In fact it is 

                                                      
30  There was a flock at Intake Farm, Menston during the first quarter but was reported to have completely dispersed after 8th 
April. 
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difficult to say when post-breeding flocks transform into those of wintering birds, but one indication may 

be the last record of birds in the north, which was as early as the 10
th
 August from Grimwith.  Certainly, 

Chelker appears a popular spot for wintering birds and the first records of large flocks there were 30 on the 

14
th
 August building quite quickly to 240 on the 18

th
 with a similar count from there in early October.  

Elsewhere there were reports of 170 – 180 on Stainburn Moor in late October. 

Dunlin Calidris alpina        003 Sightings/03 Sites 

Scarce passage visitor: probably still breeds in the area but numbers much reduced. 

There was the usual but uncommon sighting of 2 birds on Great Whernside on 10
th
 May (AP), otherwise 

we had to ‘make do’ with passage birds.  With water levels high and muddy edges submerged in all the 

usual migration spots it was to be an abysmal year with only 2 sightings from 2 sites compared with the 

recent ‘good’ year of 2010 when there were 11 sightings from 6 sites.  There were single birds at the dam 

wall at Swinsty on 2nd May (PBR) and at Mossy Moor on 4
th
 and 5

th
 June (BT).  We were reminded by Ian 

Court during a talk on Birds of the Yorkshire Dales at the Yorkshire BTO Conference in the late summer 

that this species breeds in the area - that there were probably 150 pairs in the Dales in the early 1990’s, but 

that numbers had probably declined since then.  This led me to look back in past Reviews and I was 

surprised to find in the first issue in 1946 that a pair bred on Ilkley Moor that year and that a pair nested on 

the moor as recently as 1989.  However, the most surprising figures came from a stunning survey in 1974 

by Michael Bell, who made such a major contribution to the Review around that period, who carried out 

surveys between 22
nd

 May and 15
th
 June and produced some astounding figures for breeding pairs on some 

of the moors in upper Wharfedale: 
 

 Nests found Other pairs Total 

Old Cote Moor, Moss Top to Cosh Inside 11 5 16 

Fountains Fell and Darnbrook Fell 3 2 5 

Cray Moss, Yockenthwaite Moor to Fleet Moss 10 5 15 

   36 
 

In view of Ian Court’s comments I had assumed that the species may well still breed in our area but that we 

walk the tops less than we did and/or are less diligent in reporting sightings nowadays.  However, the 

recent BTO Atlas work gives a rather more pessimistic impression: the Old Cote Moor and Cosh Inside 

ridge was comprehensively surveyed without a single record of this species.  

 

Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago      040 Sightings/19 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population stable or in shallow decline. 

For the second year running records were down, compared with the good number of records in 2010 (and, 

to a lesser extent, 2009).  Records were thinly spread throughout the region although no records were 

received from the top of the Dale this year.  In the north most of the records were of single birds – apart 

from 3 on Foxup Moor during a BTO BBS survey on 23
rd

 May.  In the south there were several high 

counts but also comments from a regular Washburn watcher (PBR) that sightings were scarce for a second 

year running and also that numbers were down in the Reva Hill area (SR**).  The hot spot at Castley, 

discovered last year, produced a count of 16 in mid - March, whilst Reva Hill still managed a count of 8 in 

late February.  In late March there were reports of 4 drumming on Denton Moor with 6 drumming at 

Whetstone Gate in mid April.  In the second half of the year there was a high count of 16 from Lippersley 

Marsh (Addingham Moorside). 

Woodcock Scolopax rusticola       019 Sightings/11 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident/passage migrant/winter visitor: probably in decline. 

Numbers in winter are supplemented by continental migrants from Scandinavia, Russia and the Baltic 

States: the continental cold spell in early February brought a late influx of birds.  However, although Spurn 

had a record influx of 40 (for the time of year), there was little to indicate that any reached us and, like the 

snipe, it proved to be another poor year with low counts of sightings and sites, particularly compared to 

2010 (which was significantly above average).  The species remains a very secretive one about which we 

know little and there were some surprises when the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust fixed satellite 

trackers to 12 birds.  It had previously been thought that birds went no further than the Baltic region or 

western Russia.  However, several flew more than 1,000km in a single hop before settling in their breeding 

grounds in central Russia whilst one travelled 6,200km from Cornwall.  As usual most records in our area 
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came from the south.  In the north, after only one record in the first half of the year - a road casualty at 

Threshfield on 11
th
 February, there were two reports of single birds flushed at Hawkswick and Foxup in 

the second half of November. In the south the majority of records were again from the Washburn (65% of 

southern records) and from the top end with records from Norwood Edge, Sandwith Moor, Timble Ings 

and Low Dam.  The highest counts occur when the birds are roding and there were counts of 4 at Timble 

and Norwood Edge and 2 at Sandwith Moor, all in April.  Elsewhere there were two records of single birds 

at Otley in February, 2+ on Barden Moor in June and a single flushed in the grounds of the Devonshire 

Arms in early November.  

Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa      001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare passage migrant. 

Birds which had wintered in the British and Irish estuaries were passing 

through Yorkshire at the end of April, heading for their breeding grounds 

in Iceland.  There were 196 in the Lower Derwent Valley and 90 at 

Swillington Ings.  Locally, a group was heard passing over Pool after dark 

on 29
th
 April by someone who was out walking his dog (AJ).  The species 

was once a common breeder in the UK but lost much of its habitat with the 

wetland drainage in the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries.  Wetland restoration in the 

Ouse Marshes and Lower Derwent valley has resulted in a few pairs 

breeding here again, but a number of species (black-tailed godwits along 

with snipe, redshank and lapwings) were badly affected by this year’s rains which meant all their nests 

there were flooded out.  Iceland-breeding birds return south from mid-July, some stopping in the UK but 

others continuing on to the Netherlands, France and Iberia.  There were no Wharfedale records during the 

late-summer passage. However, in the Aire Valley, to the south of our region, fields flooded, creating 

attractive spots for passage birds at Silsden and Cononley Ings, and one BOG member (KM) enjoyed a 

very successful summer picking up a number of interesting sightings including 8 godwits on Silsden Ings 

on 24
th
 June.  Locally, April continues to be the most likely month for sightings (32%) followed by March 

and July (each 18%), i.e. 2/3 of sightings occur during spring passage. 

Whimbrel Numenius phacopus       003 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant. 

Both records this year were of over-flying birds during the late-summer passage in August: there was one 

heard at the Barden View Point on the 11
th
 (TG**, BV**), whilst two were heard passing over Pool at 

2300 on the 14
th
 (AJ). 

Curlew Numenius arquata       208 Sightings/77 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population stable. 

The curlew is a widespread and well–reported breeding bird throughout the area at suitable sites: in fact, on 

the basis of the number of sites where the species is recorded, it is rather more widespread than the other 

major wader species, i.e. it is typically recorded at ~ 74 sites c.f. 66 for lapwings and 59 for oystercatchers.  

It is also important to remember that between 5 and 8% of the British breeding population breed in the 

Dales NP
31

.  The early situation in the south is somewhat confusing.  The first record was of 1 over Sun 

Lane on 8
th
 January with counts reaching double figures towards the end of January with 20 at Askwith on 

the 27
th
 and 80 there on the 30

th
, and with 200 reported in front of Denton Hall the following day.  Denton 

Hall is a traditional site for wintering flocks but the situation around Askwith is less clear.  There were 

very interesting and comprehensive records from there throughout the year (RL&TF) which showed a 

continuous high level of activity suggesting the area is popular both with breeding and wintering flocks.  

The numbers of obviously-returning birds builds up during February with records of a few ten’s of birds at 

a number of sites from mid-month and the last big counts tailing off by the end of the following month.  

There are no wintering birds in the north and the first northern record was of 3 at Grimwith on 19
th
 

February with only a couple of counts in double figures from the Lea Green area in March (with a peak of 

~35 on the 19
th
).  By the end of the month birds have dispersed to their breeding grounds and the main 

evidence of them is of their haunting calls from the moors and with the odd displaying bird seen. There are 

fewer records of young than for lapwings with the first records from Rombalds Moor on 26
th
 May (just 

outside our area) and from Mossy Moor in the north on 4
th
 June.  The species starts disappearing during 

                                                      
31  The figure was given by Ian Court in a talk to BTO Yorkshire conference in September. 
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July and is distinctly rare in August and seen only in small numbers (the peak count was only 8 in fields 

near John O’Gaunts).  Subsequently, sightings of wintering birds start building up in September with 200+ 

on the fields beside the main road in Ben Rhydding on the 9
th
, 70 at Askwith on 21

st
 October and 400 in 

front of Denton Hall on 1
st
 December.  In the north after a sighting of an adult with chick at Kilnsey on 12

th
 

July the last sighting was of a single bird on Threshfield Moor on 9
th
 September. 

Common Redshank Tringa totanus      055 Sightings/22 Sites 

Uncommon breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably stable. 

This is a species which is usually more frequently reported from the south than the north, but with much 

greater variability in the number of sites in the south where it is seen at between 8 and 21 (with a five-year 

average of 17); in the north the number of sites where it is recorded is typically at 7 or 8.  It was a very 

average year: the first sightings were at Otley on 21
st
 February in the south and on the river opposite 

Kilnsey crag on 8
th
 March. In the north there were good numbers of sightings from Grimwith and Mossy 

Moor (~ half of all northern sightings) with a peak count of 4 at Grimwith on 16
th
 April.  Other sightings 

included a bird at Linton downstream of the stepping stones (March) and single birds on Conistone Moor 

and by the river there at the month’s end; there were agitated birds at Hebden Beck and Yarnbury in mid 

June. In the south, ~60% of sightings were from the Washburn and the well-watched Otley.  In the 

Washburn there were good numbers around Kex Gill with 2 pairs around the pit on 18
th
 March and 7 on 

the surrounding moors on 7
th
 April.  There were also regular sightings from John O’Gaunts with 2 pairs in 

early May and 3 at the end of June.  The southern edge of Rombalds Moor is another area with regular 

sightings, especially in the Reva Hill area where there were three pairs in mid-May.  In the valley there 

were 5 at Otley and a pair at Ben Rhydding gravel pits at the end of March but only very irregular records 

thereafter from Otley.  There were 5 at the High Royds pond on 23
rd

 March.  There were three records of 

breeding with juveniles seen on Hawksworth Moor on 26
th
 May, at Mossy Moor on 6

th
 June and at Kex 

Gill on the 29
th
.  The latter date was the last sighting of the year in both the north and south. 

Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus      003 Sightings/02 Sites 

 Scarce passage visitor.  

There are sightings of this species in most years but, now, only of the odd bird – it is difficult to avoid the 

conclusion that this was a rather more common visitor in the 

past and may even have occasionally over-wintered in the 

area.  This was a relatively good year (in recent terms) with 

three sightings of single birds - at John O’Gaunts on 29th 

February (AJ), near the aqueduct in Strid Woods on 16th May 

(N&MM) with another sighting in the Beaverdyke over – flow 

on 21st August (SR**).   

  The adjacent chart shows that the majority of sightings (79%) 

are of autumn passage birds between June and October with 

relatively few on spring passage (12%).    

Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos      073 Sightings/28 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: national population decline not apparent locally. 

One of the pleasures of a spring walk along the river is to catch sight of this bobbing bird and then watch 

its characteristically flicking wings as it flies low over the water to its next perching stone.  Fortunately, it 

is a relatively common sight along rivers and bodies of water throughout the area with a higher density of 

sites in the north (from right across that region, albeit with fewer sightings from the top of the Dale and 

Littondale this year). The first sightings were on the river at the Ilkley tennis club on 7
th
 April and from 

Appletreewick on the 9
th
.  Grimwith remains a site where they can be seen in good numbers with 21 

counted on a late April circuit (up from 5 a fortnight before by the same observers), although a month later 

a sighting of ‘only’ 8 pairs led to the speculation that numbers appeared to be down this year and that it 

might be because of the high water levels (the same observers counted ~20 pairs in 2010).  However, the 

most interesting sighting was of 30+ between Strid Woods and Linton on 4
th
 May (D&JA), which left one 

wondering if, with this rather disrupted migration season this year, there might have been a late, mass 

arrival - there were certainly nothing comparable subsequently along that stretch of the river.  In the south 

80% of records were from along the river in Strid Woods and from around the Washburn reservoirs, with 

the occasional sighting from Otley.  A Washburn birder (PBR) reported good numbers there in May and 

June with a good count of 14 on a 12-mile walk through Fewston, Thruscross and Kex Gill on 9
th
 May.  
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The species has a short breeding season, starting not later than early May and with most birds on their way 

by mid-July (e.g. 17 were recorded at Fairburn Ings in the second week of the month).  As usual, there was 

a local ‘tail’ in the sightings, presumably of passage birds with 3 separate sightings in the second half of 

August and with the last record of a bird at Beaverdyke on the 26
th
. 

Mediterranean Gull Larus melanocephalus     005 Sightings/03 Sites 

Rare visitor. 

This species, like the little egret, is a fairly recent coloniser of the UK.  Its stronghold is on the Black Sea, 

where 90% of birds nest, but numbers increased markedly in the twentieth century and its range has 

extended westwards.  As late as 1940 there had been records of only 4 or 5 birds from counties on the 

eastern coast (including Yorkshire), but by the late 1940s and through the 1950s they were becoming more 

numerous and by the early 1980s it was estimated that between 100 and 150 birds were wintering in the 

UK, being most common to the south of the Thames.  Now, it is established as a breeding species after the 

first record in a large breeding colony of black-headed gulls in Hampshire in 1968 and with 1,000 breeding 

pairs reached for the first time in 2010 (albeit with some subsequent reduction because of two poor 

breeding seasons).  Locally, the first WNS record was in 1987 and it has now been reported in 15 of the 

past 26 years, although most people are happy to leave it to the experts to identify, and it is probably 

under-recorded.  This year there was a juvenile at Barden View Point on 26
th
 March (K&PL), an adult 

male displaying to black headed gulls at the Upper Barden colony the following day (KM**) and 2 adults 

between Barden Bridge and Howgill on the 31
st
 GP**); also, 2 at the view point again on the 12

th
 April 

(TG**, GHo**).  A BOG gull enthusiast also recorded a second-summer bird at Silsden Ings in early July 

(KM**)
32

.  Other reports of a bird seen at Rylstone in April and of 2 adults and a juvenile at Barden View 

point late last summer have led the UWFS recorder (GL*) to speculate on whether they might have bred in 

the upper Barden gull colony – a challenge for someone next year? 

Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus (C) 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population may be declining after big increase in 

recent decades. 

This species winters throughout the area in stunningly large numbers although, 

in the north, a higher proportion of the small gulls are common gulls.  Numbers 

are particularly evident on late winter’s afternoons as birds come into roost.  In 

the north there is a large roost at Grimwith: this year at least 2,500 small gulls, 

i.e. comprising ~10% BH and 90% CM had been counted by 1545 on 16
th
 

January (GL*) – and they were still streaming in!  The favourite southern site 

for these roosts is Swinsty although there were no roost records from there this 

year.  In the south, winter counts of a few tens are commonplace, whilst 100 or 

more can often be recorded by anyone tempted to count them, whilst numbers 

at Otley can reach 400, although there were several monthly peaks of 200+.  In 

the north it is also frequently recorded feeding around Grassington; counts 

rarely reach double figures, although there was a count of 53 from the bottom end of Littondale in late 

February.  The species is uncommon at the top end of the Dale with only one record of 1 bird over Cray in 

late May. 

Common Gull Larus canus       093 Sightings/38 Sites 

Common passage/winter visitor: small number of breeding records. 

This is a species which usually only winters in the area, although a few immatures are occasionally 

observed during the summer and a small number are thought to breed in the Upper Barden black-headed 

gull colony.  A winter roost was seen at Grimwith (see black-headed gull entry) but there were no roost 

records from Swinsty this year.  However, there was a report of 2,000 in fields near Norwood Edge as well 

as more than 1,000 over Askwith Moor heading for Thruscross both in mid-March.  Outside the roost 

counts, many records are of counts in single figures but a number of medium-sized counts were found in 

both the north and south. The highest northern counts were 320 in fields around Hawkswick on 20
th
 

October and ~250 on the edges of Threshfield Moor on the 8
th
, whilst there were several counts of around 

50 from Grimwith, Grassington, Threshfield and Kilnsey in the spring and late summer.  In the south, and 

                                                      
32  These flooded fields also turn up other less common gull species.  The same observer also recorded a yellow-legged gull at the 
same site in late June. 
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apart from the two records above, the largest count at the start of the year was of up to 200 at Otley: at the 

end of the year there were 500 at Swinsty in late October and counts of 200 at Barden Fell, also in October, 

and at Otley in December.  Otherwise, most other medium-size counts were from the Washburn with the 

occasional record of a few tens from the Chevin and the Bolton Abbey Estate. The species largely 

disappears in the early summer between late April and late July but immatures were recorded at Grimwith 

and Otley. 

Herring Gull Larus argentatus       006 Sightings/04 Sites 

Uncommon visitor. 

This is now a distinctly uncommon bird in our area with only a few records each year from both the north 

and south, mostly in the spring and autumn, and usually of a single bird: Grimwith remains the most 

reliable site to record this species.  In the south there were records from Otley (March and July) and 

Knotford Nook (September): in the north, from Threshfield Moor (March and October) and Grimwith 

(October).  I had one of the most frustrating episodes of my birding year when I saw a large pale-backed 

gull with yellow legs near Barden Bridge on 21
st
 October.  The likelihood was that it was a yellow-legged 

gull, since there were a number of sightings of this species in our area this year, the closest from the 

Silsden floods on 25
th
 June (KM**), but my inadequate description couldn’t rule out it being a herring gull 

from the Baltic, some of which have yellow legs.   The messages from this episode are that people should 

keep their eyes open for this yellow-legged species, now split from the herring gull, but also to make sure 

they know their gulls before they start looking – I shall be studying my gull bible with renewed endeavour 

once this report is finished! 

Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus      061 Sightings/36 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident/passage visitor: probably declining due to control at breeding sites. 

This species winters in the area and breeds on local moors, when not disturbed by gamekeepers concerned 

by their propensity to eat anything that moves
33

.  As usual, there were more sightings from the north, with 

records from all parts, but with a significant number from Grimwith.  Most records in our area are of birds 

passing over singly or in small groups (of up to 4 and, occasionally, 6).  There were two records of good 

numbers: there were two very large flocks totalling 150 heading north over Sandwith Moor at 1700 on 18
th
 

March (AJ) and ~35 on the edge of Threshfield Moor on 8
th
 October.  This is yet another species whose 

movements have been followed with GPS-tagged birds.  Some birds wintered in the UK, but many headed 

south especially after temperatures dropped.  In the first year all the tagged birds wintered overseas and 

flew across the Bay of Biscay and along the coast of Spain to North Africa: the outward journey took 

between 15 and 155 days, whilst they returned in between 11 and 17 days!  Last year some stayed in the 

UK whilst others wintered in Morocco, Spain and Portugal:  there was one tagged pair where the male 

wintered in the south of England, whilst its mate went to Lisbon. 

Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus     006 Sightings/04 Sites 

Uncommon passage/winter visitor. 

This is a species that appears to be becoming quite rare in our area: it is amazing to remember that as 

recently as 2005 there was a record 20 sightings at 7 sites.  It was another poorish year with all but one of 

the sightings from the north.  The most regular sightings are usually from Grimwith in the north and 

Barden View Point and Otley in the south (although there were records from neither of these sites this 

year).  Half of the reports were from the northern end of Grassington Moor and Conistone Moor.  There 

was a bird on Conistone Moor on 6
th
 August and an adult with 2 second-winter birds at Kelber on 10

th
 

October (both KM**): later there were 6 adults on the Dales Way west of Bare House on 26
th
 October 

(again KM**).  At Grimwith there was a single adult on 19
th
 October and 3 on 11

th
 November (GL*).  The 

only southern sighting was of a bird over Stainburn Moor on 2
nd

 January (JP) 

Common Tern Sterna hirundo       027 Sightings/03 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant: occasionally breeds. 

A bird was first observed at the Fishing Lake at Otley on 21
st
 April and birds were observed there until the 

end of July.  Most sightings were of 2 birds but 4 or 5 were recorded several times between late May and 

early July (PRo, PP, E&PS).  There was a report on 24
th
 June that a pair had nested on the small island and 

                                                      
33  I was reminded of this description of this species, created by the previous bird recorder and used regularly ever since, when I 
was carrying out a survey on Langliffe (Conistone Moor) and a group of 4 birds hunting over the moor caused great consternation 
amongst the large numbers of nesting lapwings. 



 

89 

had failed at the egg or early young stage (PRo), although birds were subsequently seen carrying a fish on 

14
th
 and 21

st
 July.  There was an interesting record of 2 birds chasing off gulls and kestrel at ponds along 

East Busk Lane on 21
st
 July (AJ), although the observer reckoned the ponds too small for the birds to have 

bred there.  There was one record of a bird over-flying a WNS member’s garden (PP). 

Feral Pigeon Columba livia (C) 

Common resident breeder: population probably stable. 

This species is vastly under-recorded so it is difficult to draw too many firm conclusions about its 

distribution.  The conventional wisdom (i.e. the unchanged comment used in the last few Reviews) is that 

it is seen mainly in the urban areas of Ilkley and Otley with a few small groups also in rural areas, although 

my walks through northern villages this year showed several had small groups (of up to 14 in Kettlewell).  

Urban flock sizes can be quite large; whilst rural groups tend to be in single figures, although no sightings 

of large flocks were submitted this year.  They are regarded as a pest in members’ gardens with two in 

Ilkley recording daily visits by significant numbers who hover up large amounts of seed from bird tables - 

in my own case, leading to matrimonial arguments when numbers reach double figures!   

Stock Dove Columba oenas       038 Sightings/21 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

This is very much a rural bird in the area and is certainly much under-recorded since many people remain 

nervous about identifying the species with confidence. Many of the sightings are of just 1 or 2 birds: 

although none of the records could quite match last year’s exceptional 30+ at Weeton, there were 20 at 

Leathley and Hawksworth Moor and 12 at Barden View Point.  Sightings are well distributed throughout 

the region.  In the south, extensive observations in the Washburn valley over the years suggest that this 

area is a stronghold – and it is still easy to see there (although not many sightings were submitted from 

there for a second year). 

Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

This is an under-recorded species, which is usually 

present in reasonable numbers all year throughout the 

area but with a tendency to move to the lower parts of 

the valleys in winter.  Counts in the north were 

usually in single figures with the highest figures 31 at 

Scargill House in May and 43 at Grimwith in August.  

There were several larger counts in the south in the 

first part of the year with the largest a January count 

of 250+ from Denton,  with 60 to 70 from Otley and 

Farnley Lake in late February and March: there was a 

single high count of 100 to the east of Otley at the end 

of November.  It was recorded in almost 50 % of 

members’ gardens but usually in ones and twos compared with feral pigeons which have an irritating 

tendency of turning up in large numbers.  Their changing garden habits are one of the most interesting 

features about this species.  The adjacent curve from the BTO shows the proportion of gardens in which 

they are recorded.  It shows how they have become one of the commonest birds in people’s gardens – and 

this over a remarkably short period of ~15 years.  From a garden also-ran, they are now competing with 

blackbirds and blue tits for most regular garden visitor.  In some parts of the country – in London and parts 

of the south and midlands – they are already there!  There may be a couple of reasons for this.  Their 

population has increased by 37% since 1994 and in the countryside, the increased production of oil seed 

rape has provided them with fresh ‘greens’ to eat throughout the winter: the increased numbers appear to 

have spilt over into gardens.  They are also the champion of British breeders having been recorded nesting 

in every month of the year. 

Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

It tends to be concentrated in urban, suburban and village environments and is surprisingly rare in rural 

habitats: In the north there were a number of village sightings across the region: in the south 80% of 

records were again from gardens.  The majority of records were of between 1 and 3 birds but there were 

two records of higher counts: a Menston garden reported daily visits by up to 8 or 9 birds over the last 4 
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months of the year, whilst 18 were reported in the ash tree of an Addingham garden on 29
th
 October. I had 

a strange episode in my garden.  We’d just had a very welcome return of the pair to our garden after an 

absence of 6 months but I then had to watch one of the birds being chased off by a magpie – moments later 

the magpie turned and flew, very aggressively, at the other of the pair and that too flew off.  Could this 

strange behaviour by the magpie be a reason for their being missing? 

Cuckoo Cuculus canorus           084 Sightings/38 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant: population declining. 

The highlight of the cuckoo year has been the BTO cuckoo tracking experiment which is vastly expanding 

our understanding of what cuckoos get up to in Africa, if not yet illuminating what is causing the 

catastrophic decline in numbers, which has resulted in the loss of  75% of our cuckoos since 1967, most 

between 1995 and 2009
34

.  The experiment, though, is highlighting the hazardous nature of their journey, 

not to mention the very small proportion of their year that they spend in the UK, i.e. only six weeks for one 

bird!  Last year only two of the five English-ringed birds made it back to the UK.  This year additional 

birds were ringed in England, Scotland and Wales with 15 birds setting of on their travels: a female was 

injured before she left the UK, nursed back to health but released in Italy after her tag had been removed.  

Of the remaining fourteen, seven have already perished, three of the English-ringed birds whilst taking the 

western route through Spain, which has been badly affected by drought conditions (amongst these three 

was one of the birds that was making its second journey).  However, UK research is highlighting how the 

choice of parasitized species has changed over the years.  Fifty years ago the dunnock was the most 

frequently parasitized species comprising half of all nests, but now increasing numbers of cuckoos are 

choosing  the reed warbler’s nest – the researchers speculated about whether the decline in England’s 

cuckoos represented a decline in those cuckoos which specialise in finding dunnock’s nests?  Returning to 

more local matters and despite the fall in the number of cuckoos in England, the number of sightings in our 

area seems to be holding up from year to year, hovering around 70 records from 32 sites.  This remains a 

mystery since a few years back people living on the edge of Ilkley Moor would complain about the 

continual racket from calling birds, with the odd one turning up in the garden; now, they tell me, even 

hearing one is almost a rare event.  I wondered whether people are more likely to record hearing a bird as 

one’s chance of seeing one decreases but the proportion of birds seen remains steady at least 30%.  

Records from the north were in short supply this year with, surprisingly, four of the seven records coming 

from Grimwith between 23
rd

 and 26
th
 May; these records included one of a bird being pursued across the 

water pursued by 3 meadow pipits, and one of 2 birds.  In the south, the main centres appear to be 

Rombalds Moor and the Bolton Abbey Estate, with fewer records from the Washburn.  There were several 

multiple sightings with 3 seen in the air at the same time from the Barden View Point on 20
th
 May (and 

many recordings of 2 birds); there may also have been 3 birds at Timble Ings on the 29
th
.  The highest 

count on Rombalds Moor was 2 birds chasing each other at High Moor Plantation (just outside our area) on 

the 22
nd

.  There was one record of a juvenile at the northern end of Lea Green on 15
th
 July.  However, the 

most interesting records of the year were at the start and end of the season.  At the start there were reports 

from members of a bird heard calling from Rombalds Moor on 22
nd

 and 23
rd

 April – and then nothing.  It 

wasn’t until 2
nd

 May that records started flooding in from birders from Burley Moor and Barden.  This was 

a surprisingly late date compared with arrivals before the 20
th
 April in most recent years – presumably 

birds had been held up by bad weather around the Mediterranean as were many other migrants this year.  

The most remarkable record of the year, though, was at the end of the season when there was a confident 

report of an adult on Addingham Moorside on 10
th
 August (SR**).  If we ignore the juvenile sighting, this 

was almost 2 months after the last sighting on 13
th
 June – what to make of it?  This led me to look at 

historic WNS and BOG records, as well as studying statistics on the BTO BirdTrack web-site, all of which 

showed me that there appears to be a remarkably long tail of adult sightings past the usual departure by 

mid-June.  BOG records date back to 1989 and show that there were 21 sightings in July of which at least 

39% were of juveniles, 26 in August of which at least 67% were of juveniles and 9 in September, all of 

juveniles.  The 2012 BirdTrack records do not differentiate between adult and juveniles but showed that 

97% of records were before the end of June and 99.6% before the end of July, with the last record during 

the week of 7
th
 October. 

                                                      
34  In the recent period the Welsh numbers have only dropped by half as much as in England whilst there has been hardly any 
change in Scotland.   
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EURASIAN EAGLE OWL (Bubo bubo) 
Local escapee or rare feral breeder. 

There was a second-hand report of a bird being seen in the area during the year. 

Barn Owl Tyto alba        037 Sightings/20 Sites 

Increasing breeding resident 

The spectacular expansion of this species in our area continues.  The adjacent diagram shows how the 

number of sightings (dark) and the sites where barn owls are seen 

(pale) has increased since 2005.    There were sightings in most 

months of the year.  Most of the records were from the east and 

west as far as Burley and Menston, although there were two 

records from around Ilkley during the summer. There was an 

interesting summary of the breeding year produced by the Barn 

Owl Conservation Network (BOCN).  They concluded that 

although it had been a good vole year this had been more than 

offset by the problems the males had in hunting in the very wet 

conditions; sometimes the females had also been forced to leave 

the nests looking for food resulting in chicks succumbing to cold.  The net effect of the atrocious weather 

was therefore that 30% of the first broods and 70% of the second broods failed resulting in a productivity 

of between 1.7 and 2.5.   Locally, Pete Roe and Colin Harrison monitored an impressive six nests, all but 

one of which is in our area; in addition, a bird was seen carrying food at another location.  Pete’s 5 nests 

produced 11 juveniles, whilst the 3 juveniles in Colin’s nest came to an unfortunate end when two were 

found dead underneath the nest and a third one drowned.  The overall productivity was down around 1.7, 

comparable to the national figures quoted above; this compares with a good year which might typically be 

~3.  In addition, Andy Jowett’s nests, some outside our region, also produced 11 juveniles. 

Tawny Owl Strix aluco        074 Sightings/31 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

Records are received from across the region but are far more numerous from the south than the north: 

typically there are records from ~ 27 sites in the south and ~ 10 sites 

in the north (although it was a poor year for northern records).  A 

significant proportion of the records are of birds heard – including all 

those from the north.  Most records were of single birds, although 

there were several of two birds responding to each other.  In the north 

almost all the records were from the Grassington area with single 

records from Kilnsey and Birks Wood.  In the south birds are widely 

distributed throughout the area, although there was a high proportion 

of records from the Washburn (25%) and from members’ gardens 

(30%), where 4 of the 18 sightings were of birds seen.  It was a grim 

year for owls breeding locally.  Firstly, not all the traditional sites were occupied and productivity of those 

that were was disastrous – the lowest since records began as can be seen by the adjacent diagram.  To 

expand on the reasons for the low figure: 

 Only 4 of 13 nests produced (7) surviving young. 

 2 broods of young were found dead, possibly through starvation, and 1 brood had had their heads 

pulled off (an adult reaction to not being able to provide enough food) 

 2 broods were predated. 

 2 clutches of eggs were predated, one possibly by a magpie, and 2 clutches were deserted. 

As for barn owls it has been suggested that the heavy rainfall hampered tawny owls finding voles. 

Long-eared Owl Asio otus       018 Sightings/06 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant. 

Recoveries show that birds regularly arrive in Britain for the winter from Scandinavia, Finland and other 

parts of northern Europe when conditions get too severe.  They are weak flyers and one turned up on-board 

a ship in the northern Atlantic 90 miles NW of Lewis, probably blown off course by strong northerly 

winds.  They take refuge in woodland and scrub in roosts, often of a dozen birds (as do our resident birds), 

and start to return to their breeding grounds from February.  Those that headed back home to Europe were 
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the lucky ones.  If the news on tawny owls was grim, the situation was even worse for this species with 

Andy Jowett reporting that, as a result of the poor season and the atrocious weather, he hadn’t ringed a 

long-eared owl this season for the first time since getting his ringing licence
35

.  Results this year are 

therefore based only on Pete Roe’s records.  As for tawny owls, the breeding cycle of owls is affected by 

the availability of small mammals and the shortage of voles this year has already been discussed for the 

previous owl species.  However, this species has a further problem in that it uses open nests; it is therefore 

more vulnerable than other species to adverse weather during critical times of the breeding cycle as can be 

seen in the productivity records in recent years. The diagram shows the equivalent productivity figures for 

the long-eared owl, which is far more variable than for the tawny owl (up until this year).  The chart 

reinforces the earlier comment that the species is far more affected by adverse weather during the breeding 

season than the tawny owl.  In 2006 egg-laying was delayed until April because of the shortage of small 

mammals and this was followed by torrential rain in mid-May which led to the abandonment of some 

nests.  There was the same combination in 2009 in the worst of recent breeding years, when chicks were hit 

by torrential rain just after they had hatched.  In 2011 it appears that birds at some sites were adversely 

affected by high winds at a critical time.  Returning to Pete 

Roe’s breeding records for the year:  he rings this species on the 

moors around Ilkley (with one area just outside our region).  To 

expand on the reasons for the low figure: 

 Only 2 of 6 nests produced (3) surviving young. 

 2 nests had 1 dead young and 1 infertile egg. 

 1 brood of eggs was infertile and 1 was predated. 

We were reminded again that this species is particularly 

difficult to locate.  A bird was seen at a site in the west in 2009 

and pellets collected a few days later, and seen again in 2010.  

Pellets were collected again this year, but the nest site has yet to 

be discovered. 

Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus      048 Sightings/23 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/resident: population either stable or in shallow decline. 

Arrivals in the autumn of 2011 promised that it would be a good winter for owls.  In mid-October large 

numbers of short-eared owls were reported arriving along the east coast with record day - counts of 11 at 

Spurn and an amazing 46 at Titchwell.  In the first part of November northerly winds saw further large 

numbers of birds arriving along the east coast including some more short-eared owls.  This was the prelude 

to a great local season with the highest number of sightings since 2003 when there were 49 sightings from 

22 sites.  In the north the majority of sightings were from moors around Grassington, Threshfield and 

Hebden with a peak count of 3 near Mossy Moor on the 7
th
 April; there were also records from 

Skyreholme, Grimwith, Conistone Moor, Arncliffe and Hunters Sleets.  In the south most of the records 

came from the moors around the Washburn and the Bolton Abbey Estate, with the occasional record from 

Rombalds Moor.   There were peak counts of at least 3 at Barden in mid February and early March, and 

there may have been a similar number in the Kex Gill area in late April.  There were two breeding records 

from these southern locations and a further one from just outside our area. 

Little Owl Athene noctua  035 Sightings/17 Sites 

Locally common breeding resident: population stable. 

The BTO population figures show that the species has declined 

by 40% since 1994 including a statistically significant decline 

of 33% between 2010 and 2011.  All the indications are that it 

continues to be in serious trouble in our area.  The adjacent 

chart shows the number of sites where the species was recorded 

in the north (pale) and south (dark) in recent years.  The species 

was badly hit by the recent cold winters, suffering particularly 

badly in the north as can be seen and, as yet, shows little sign of 

                                                      
35  However, he did report that people carrying out a bird survey for a wind farm application had recorded a nest with 3 juveniles 
in the area they were working in.  Also that a colleague had heard 3 juveniles calling in another part of the Washburn: neither of these 
records have been included in the following figures for productivity. 
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any recovery. Records from the north (5) were from Kilnsey (April), Conistone Dib, Arncliffe and one of 

the barns in Hebden Beck, all in June, and Conistone Dib again in October.  A skilled northern bird 

watcher (BT) reported no sightings this year during his wanderings.  Records from the south were also thin 

this year.  There were occasional sightings (which comprised ~30% of the total southern sightings) from 

Otley Wetlands, Pool and John O’Gaunts. Elsewhere, there were records from Thruscross, Timble Ings, 

Stainburn, Askwith, northern Otley, Burley, Menston, Denton, Addingham Moorside and Barden Fell.  

The only encouraging feature was that three of these involved breeding – there were two birds mating at 

Askwith and Burley (second half of March), an adult and juvenile at Thruscross (early June), and juveniles 

on Barden Fell (mid-September): on the other hand 3 eggs in a Timble Ings nest were predated. 

European Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus     007 Sightings/04 Sites 

Scarce passage migrant – bred in area for several years running. 

There was a variety of interesting reports on tracking and ringing of nightjars during the year.  The species 

is known to winter in Africa but the only ring recoveries outside the UK have mainly been in France (10) 

with one each in the Netherlands and Spain and three in North Africa
36

, so in 2011 19 adult birds were 

caught in the Thetford forest and fitted with geo-locators.  The first was recovered in May 2012 by a very 

lucky chance.  The bird had moved slowly down through Europe, reaching Libya in October.  It moved 

rapidly to Sudan and eventually wintered in Democratic Republic of Congo, which it reached in late 

December.  It left there on 9
th
 February and returned through West Africa pausing for a week in northern 

France.  Now the weakness of this cheapish technique is that to discover where the bird has been it has to 

be recovered.   Shortly after the bird reached England it fell victim to a bird of prey but, fortunately, its 

body was found and handed in!  By most standards it was a distinctly better than average year in our area – 

it failed only in comparison to last year’s exceptional season when we had 12 sightings from 5 sites.  This 

year, after a bird was seen on Denton Moor on 21
st
 May (PRo), all the other sightings were from two sites 

in mid-Washburn with a peak count of 3 birds at one site and 2 at the other.  Records were received from 

these two sites between 4
th
 June and 11

th
 July. 

Swift Apus apus (C) 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population in decline. 

This is another species whose migration movements have been tracked in recent years: 9 birds were fitted 

with geo-locators in 2010.  Previously there had been winter recovery records from across southern Africa 

but no indication of whether individuals moved around or if birds used different areas.  Now, records have 

been released for one and its movements are showing three surprising features: firstly, autumn migration 

took place through the Atlantic sea-board of northern Africa; secondly, it spent time across the whole 

wintering area and, thirdly, it had a re-fuelling spring stop in Liberia (between 17–28th May) before 

getting back to the UK from there in less than a week (whereas previously it had been thought that swifts 

made their way back slowly but without extended stop-overs).  We shall see later how young swallows in 

our area took significantly longer to fledge than usual because of the wet conditions.  Swifts are also 

affected by wet weather when insects fly lower and are harder to find.  In these circumstances adults may 

fly 100s of miles to where it is dry.  Youngsters go into torpor with reduced heart-beat and slower 

breathing – a state they can endure for several days.  In a normal year birds can fledge in ~35 days but in a 

bad year can take as long as 56 days; we have no figures yet for what happened this year.  The species is 

recorded throughout Wharfedale although whilst it was uniformly recorded from the south, the majority of 

records in the north were from the Grassington area.  There was a lone and very early sighting at the 

Barden View Point on 15
th
 April (TG**), but the start of regular sightings in both the north and the south, 

was not until 28
th
 April, a little later than most previous years, and with no high counts until the first few 

days of May including ‘dozens’ over the Burley bypass on the 3
rd

 and 50+ over Otley on the 12
th
; in the 

north, the first big flock (16) was reported over Grassington on the 8
th
.  BTO surveys show a very definite 

drop in numbers (by 38%)  over the past 15 years but forming a subjective view on what is happening 

locally is always difficult with one member reporting numbers down in the skies over Burley and another 

reporting a peak count in June of 20 c.f. 10 averaged over the past 5 years.  The swift’s season is a short 

one.  There were reports of young being fed around 7
th
 July and not long after that, flock numbers start 

                                                      
36  The South Cleveland Ringing Group made an unusual discovery when they trapped a male wearing a foreign ring!  This was 
only the second time that a foreign-ringed bird has been recovered: in both cases the bird was originally ringed in Spain. 
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building up prior to their departure, with 30 over Otley and 42 over Burley on the 28th
37

.  Sightings drag 

on into August, although there were no sightings of double figures after 14 over Haverah Park on the 7
th
 

August.  The last sightings were of single birds over Grassington on the 20
th
 and past Barden View Point 

on 28
th
. 

Kingfisher Alcedo atthis       052 Sightings/19 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident along suitable rivers and lagoons: population probably stable 

The number of sightings was significantly down this year primarily because 

of a dearth of records from the north.  Here there were only five sightings – 

from just above Barden Bridge (of a pair which nested just south of the 

bridge), two from Grassington and one from Lower Grass Wood (at a place 

which looked like a possible nest site although there was no sign of a nest 

after the very heavy rains in early July), and at Yockenthwaite.  It was a more 

normal year in the south where there were regular sightings all the way along 

the river from Castley up to Barden with concentrations around Castley, 

Otley, Ben Rhydding, Ilkley tennis club and Strid Woods.  There were 

several records from the Washburn – from Leathley, where a bird was ringed, and between Lindley Wood 

and Dob Park Bridge.  At least 2 juveniles were recorded at Castley and 5 were ringed at Ben Rhydding.  

The swollen river levels undoubtedly took their toll.  Apart from the experience at Lower Grass Wood, a 

nest bank was washed out at Otley; the bird went on to build another nest but it couldn’t be located.  

Green Woodpecker Picus viridis       066 Sightings/39 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

The species is well recorded throughout the area (usually at between 40 and 45 sites each year and with 

sites fairly evenly divided between north and south), being heard significantly more times than it is seen. 

There was a shortage of records of this species this year.  In the north many of the records (~40%) were 

from the well-watched Grassington area and with occasional sightings from Littondale and the top of the 

Dale: records from Grimwith are extremely unusual.  Other records were from Skyreholme, Burnsall, 

Conistone and Kettlewell.  Most northern records were of single birds but there were records of 3 birds 

heard between Hawkswick and Arncliffe on 22
nd

 April, and 2 birds heard along the river to the north of the 

Hebden suspension bridge (a reliable spot for the species) on the 5
th
.  In the south the most reliable areas to 

record the species are in the Washburn (~40% southern records) and around Strid Wood (and especially the 

back road) (~20%).  There was a southern record of a group of 4 birds near Barden View Point on 14
th
 

September and up to 3 in the Washburn, where they were reported to be easy to see and hear until early 

May (PBR).  There were other southern records from Stainburn (2 birds), along the disused railway line at 

Otley, Menston, Sun Lane, Burley Moor, Low Dam, Addingham, Addingham Moorside and Draughton 

Heights.  There was only one record of a juvenile at Haverah Park in early August and none from gardens 

this year
38

 

Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopus major    148 Sightings/56 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

This is a species that is doing well in England with a 141% population increase between 1994 and 2010.  

Locally, the species is well recorded throughout the area (typically at ~ 60 sites, c.f. ~45 for the previous 

species).  It is fairly common to common throughout the more wooded parts of the area but more abundant 

in the south (with, as usual, 80% of sightings from there): it is usually seen in ones and twos.  In the north 

there were regular reports from Grass Wood and around Grassington (almost 50% of northern records), 

several records from Langstrothdale, a single record from Littondale and a surprising record of 2 birds at 

Grimwith (where there usually aren’t any) on 14
th
 October.  In the south a significant number of records 

are from the Washburn, where they were reported to be very common this year (~30% of southern 

sightings), Strid Woods (12%) and members’ gardens (20 %).  Peak counts of 4 birds, all during March, 

were recorded in both the western and eastern sections of Middleton Woods and around Farnley Lake. 

                                                      
37  The young are fully independent as soon as they leave their nest when they are capable of finding their own way back to Africa 
– they set off almost at once whilst adults wait around to build up their strength but are still gone by early August.  One young bird was 
found dead in Madrid only 4 days after it left its nest! 
38  It seems a long time ago since I used to come home from my work in Hampshire and quite often see a bird on the lawn and, 
just occasionally, feeding a juvenile.  The species is less common in the north than the south.  It first bred in Scotland in 1951 and has 
colonised some of the eastern region but not yet the west, and is also absent from Ireland. 
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Counts of 5 from Barden Fell and Sun Lane in June were of family parties.  There were numerous reports 

of juveniles, with the first record of an adult feeding young in Strid Woods on 18
th
 May.  The species is a 

regular visitor to members’ gardens, seen in around 50% of reporting gardens, and with several records of 

juveniles coming into feeders during June (in Otley, Menston, Askwith, Burley, Ilkley, Addingham and 

Kilnsey; see colour pages). 

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopus minor    006 Sightings/04 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident: population possibly in decline. 

The species is struggling in the UK:  60% of birds were lost between 1968 and 1999 and more have been 

lost since.  The BTO Breeding Bird Survey recorded the species in only 33 of the 3239 squares surveyed in 

2010, which means that it is no longer statistically relevant to calculate population trends.  There has been 

a dramatic collapse in the breeding area and with few records now of birds breeding in the north of 

England.  The species hangs on in our area but for once the inexorable decline was halted with records 

from 4 sites, a number not equalled since 2008 (although to put this into perspective, there were records 

from 9 sites as recently as 2005).  Perhaps the year emphasises the point that luck and persistence figure 

large in finding this rare and elusive species – and this year luck certainly played a larger role than usual. 

There was a rare sighting from the Dob Park Bridge area on 27
th
 March (JP).  The Strid Woods area 

remains one that turns up a sighting in many years from various locations but this year was unusual in 

producing two sightings from widely separated and unusual sites: a bird was recorded in Lower Fell 

Plantation below Simon’s Seat on 20
th
 March and then along the back road from Storiths near the junction 

with the Appletreewick road on 8
th
 November (both J&FTo). Later, a number of people (NT**, SR** and 

E&PS) saw a bird near Farnley Lake on 14
th
 April and it was seen again on the 22

nd
 (E&PS). 

Skylark Alauda arvensis       066 Sightings/32 Sites 

Common breeding resident: national population decline but probably holding own in area. 

The species occurs throughout the region but is more widespread, and generally recorded in larger 

numbers, in the north than the south.  The first records were from the Chevin on 23
rd

 February and from 

Lea Green, in the north, on 5
th
 March.  In the north the majority of records (60% of those from the north) 

are from the Grassington area.  The only high counts from there this year were 15 on a walk up Whernside 

in early May and 23 on Langcliffe (Conistone Moor) during a long survey at the end of the month.  In the 

south most records were on the moors around Ilkley, and especially from Hawksworth Moor with a peak of 

15 in mid-June; the only other high counts were 8 at Whetstone Gate and 7 at High Royds (Menston).  

Numbers from the Washburn are holding steady along the moorland edges but records were rather sparse. 

The only breeding record was of a bird carrying food on Boss Moor (Threshfield Moor) on 4
th
 June. The 

species disappears quite earlier with the last record from Hawksworth Moor on 3
rd

 August. 

Sand Martin Riparia riparia       075 Sightings/31 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population fluctuates. 

This year the species was badly hit by the bad weather and high river levels with the first brood at a 

monitored site at Mickle Ing Beck (Otley) washed out (although 30 second broods were later successful).  

It was also reported that there was no activity at the Ben Rhydding site early in June – presumably a 

number of other sites in the area must have suffered a similar fate.  This is rather ironic since the species is 

also affected by drought on its wintering grounds in the Sahel.  The British population, estimated at 

between 250,000 and 500,000 pairs in the mid-1960s, was reduced by 80% after a Sahel drought in 1968/9 

followed by another drought in 1983/4.  Since then numbers have increased but have not reached the mid-

1960’s numbers.  Even before the awful breeding season, birds had had a grim journey from Africa with 

storms over the Mediterranean (as discussed in the Introduction): the first record was of 2 birds at Hebden 

on 27
th
 March, a full thirteen days later than the average date over the past five years!  Indeed, several of us 

were walking by the river downstream of Barden Bridge on 3
rd

 May and saw large numbers of hirundines 

who had clearly just arrived and were perched wearily on wires or flying low and frantically as they fed 

over the fields.  Nesting colonies of this species can be found throughout much of the region with small 

numbers of birds feeding anywhere along the river (with 2 birds seen as far up as Buckden).  The most 

northerly record of a colony this year on the main river was from Kilnsey, but in Littondale there was the 

usual largish colony upstream of Hawkswick.  There were the occasional records from the Washburn but 

with water levels very high there was no prospect of them breeding there this year.  Most birds depart 
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during July but there was the usual odd straggler through August into September
39

 with the last sighting 

from Otley on the 22
nd

. 

Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica (C) 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population possibly in decline. 

This was another species whose arrival was delayed by bad weather.  Although 

the odd bird struggled through on time with sightings on 31
st
 March and 2

nd
 

April, the bulk didn’t start arriving until 14
th
 April, a fortnight later than usual.  

This species appears to be well distributed throughout the area, mainly in rural 

areas wherever suitable nesting sites exist.  Most counts during the season are of 

small numbers but larger figures are recorded at the end of the season during 

September with the largest 100+ over Low Snowden on the 9
th
.  Swallows nests 

are sheltered so that the productivity of 3.2/nest was quite average, although 

there were a significant proportion of failures at some sites. However, the adults 

were clearly hampered in finding insects in the inclement weather and Pete Roe reported that the young 

took significantly longer to fledge than usual – they are usually ready to fly in 15–16 days, but this year 

weren’t ready until day 20.  There was a remarkable and interesting end to the season in some parts of the 

country.  Locally, sightings staggered on into October with the last record from Swinsty on the 6
th
, which 

was not untypical.  However, nationally, there were at least 7 nests still containing young in October, with 

one brood fledging as late as 11 October.  This was remarkable: of the 45,000 Swallow nest records 

collected by the BTO Nest Record Scheme since 1939, only 16 Swallow nests have ever been recorded 

with chicks in October! 

House Martin Delichon urbica       058 Sightings/34 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population possibly in decline. 

This species is recorded throughout the area.  In the north there were sightings from a number of the 

villages, although numbers were always in single figures; there were two rare records from Grimwith, both 

of passage birds - on 25
th
 May, 3 struggling birds flew low over the moorland into a stiff breeze whilst, 

later, one of the last records of the season, was of 4 birds there on 13
th
 September.  Counts tend to be a 

little higher in the south, but rarely large.  There was a remarkably count of 100 on the edge of Burley 

Moor on 25
th
 July.  Otherwise, the next highest counts were 20 over Timble village in mid-May, where 

they were nesting in their usual spot in the chapel, and a similar peak count at High Royds in the middle of 

the following month.  The other high counts were in September at the end of the season with another very 

high count of 150+ on telephone wires at Low Snowden on the 9
th
, 30+ at Intake Farm, Menston on the 

12
th
, and 18 over Norwood Bottom on the 17

th
.  The last record of the season was from Otley on the 22

nd
. 

Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis       093 Sightings/41 Sites 
Common breeding resident/migrant/passage visitor: population in decline nationally but probably holding up locally. 

The species is well represented on moors throughout the region but is rather more widespread in the north.  

Most birds move off the high ground in the winter; many remain in the lowland regions of the UK, 

although large numbers winter in southern Europe in Iberia.  The odd bird may remain on our moors 

throughout the winter although the first record of the year was not until 12
th
 February (on Barden Fell); this 

was still a full month before the bulk of the birds started to appear from 16
th
 March with the first northern 

record on that date (at Lea Green).  High counts in the north during the season included 58 on a BTO BBS 

survey on Foxup Moor, 35 on a walk up Buckden Pike and 30 on a walk up Great Whernside and on 

Penyghent Fell: in the south walks on Rombalds Moor produced 52 with 45 on a mid Washburn walk, and 

43 on Round Hill and 40 at Whetstone Gate.  The first record of a bird carrying food was at Mossy Moor 

on 20
th
 May with the first record of young being on the Chevin on 1

st
 June.  By September most birds are 

starting to move on and ~300 were counted heading south over a 2-hour VisMig session at Norwood Edge 

communications tower on the 9
th
 and 83 were counted heading west between Lippersley Pike and Eller 

Carr Pike in 1 hour on 14
th
 October.  The last records were of 2 birds in Haverah Park on 26

th
 October and 

1 on a frozen Threshfield Moor on 13
th
 December.  

Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis       044 Sightings/20 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably increasing. 

                                                      
39  In fact there was a very large mixed flock of hirundines reported in Weston Lane, Otley feeding in the fields and perched on 
telephone lines on the late date of 9th September.  

http://bto-enews.org/IG4-ZADK-39HAVT-E24YX-1/c.aspx
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Unlike its close relative, the meadow pipit, this species is a long-range migrant (to Africa) and has suffered 

some decline in the past 20 years.  This is a species that is more common and widespread in the north than 

the south.  For the third year running there were records from an above-average number of sites – 12 sites 

in the north and 8 in the south (both ~1/3 above the five-year average).  In the north, the strongholds are at 

the top end of the Dale along Langstrothdale from Buckden and around the Grass Wood area with records 

from Littondale rare.  There were 5 birds in the north circular ‘Postman’s walk’ from Buckden to 

Yockenthwaite in late May
40

 (J&MC) and 2 birds in Bastow Wood in late April.  In the south virtually all 

the records (70%) were from the Washburn with a peak count of 4 in Sandwith Moor on 17
th
 April (AJ).  

Other popular sites to see this species are Timble Ings (2 birds), Stainburn and Norwood Edge (2 birds with 

3 on passage there on 17
th
 September): there was also a bird in the Snowden Crags area in mid-June, where 

the species had not been seen for a number of years.  The only other records were from the moor near 

Hebers Ghyll, which in times past had been a reliable site for this species, and the aqueduct in Strid 

Woods, which was almost certainly a passage bird (it was seen there on 3
rd

 May at the same time as a 

considerable number of newly arrived hirundines – see sand martin entry for details) 

Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava       011 Sightings/08 Sites 
Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: just about holding on despite significant decline over recent decades. 

It is difficult to feel optimistic about the future of this species in our area despite the valiant work of Ian 

Court at the Yorkshire Dales NPA in persuading farmers to delay cutting their fields for silage
41

. This year 

followed the pattern of the last two years with only passage birds seen in the south.  In the spring there was 

a male over Otley on 14
th
 April: in the autumn there was a bird over Castley on 24

th
 August and another 

having a tough time on 2
nd

 October amongst 49 pied wagtails on a field at High Royds, who kept chasing it 

into the trees.  It is disappointing that there were records from only five sites in the north (all but one in 

Littondale) compared with the seven sites in Littondale last year.  If there are any crumbs of comfort for 

this species it is that there were 3+ at one site with birds seen nest building and 3 males at another singing 

at 400m intervals.  Elsewhere there were several sightings of a male at one site over a four-week period 

and single sightings at the two other sites of a male at one and a female at the other.   

Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea      088 Sightings/39 Sites 

Common breeding resident/partial migrant: population probably increasing. 

The species is showing a small recovery from the losses sustained during the recent cold winters: the 

adjacent chart shows the number of sites where it is recorded in the north (pale) and south (dark) in recent 

years. It is widespread throughout the region with proportionately more sightings from the north, and with 

virtually all the records of 1 or 2 birds, although there was a record count of 10+ including juveniles along 

the river at Yockenthwaite on 6
th
 September.  There were records from all parts of the north with good 

numbers of records from the Grassington area.  In the south most of the sightings are in the vicinity of the 

Wharfe and from the Washburn, with a peak count of 7 between 

Blubberhouses and Thruscross on 27
th
 March: there were no 

sightings at Otley this year.  Sightings are generally rare in the first 

two months but the first sighting this year was from Scargill on 25
th
 

January followed by birds at Strid Woods and Hebden on 1
st
 

February.  However, the main return appears to have been around 

12
th
 March (when there were reported to be numbers of birds along 

the river between Strid Woods and Burnsall – but only 2 on the same 

walk a week later).  The first sighting of juveniles was from Burnsall 

on 28
th
 April with a good number of records thereafter until the last one on 6

th
 September.  The species is 

not a particularly common visitor to members’ gardens but was reported in about 20% of gardens.  Two 

members, in Burley and Ilkley, reported a first sighting for their garden; one of these was mine and the 

sighting, on 27
th
 November, proved to be the last sighting of the year. 

                                                      
40  The walk up to Cray, along the escarpment to Yockenthwaite and back along the river is one of the classic birding walks in 
Wharfedale for late May or early June and a good way of seeing some of the star northern birds – tree pipit, redstart and spotted flycatcher 
(and, in the past, pied flycatcher).  There have been 2 or 3 tree pipits along the route in recent years, with 2006 being a ‘special’ year when 
10 were recorded (CJC). 
41  In the old days birds generally had time to fledge their young before the hay meadows were cut.  Now with many fields given 
over to silage (producing the round bales) they are cut early.  The young fledge in the last week of June so Ian Court has been encouraging 
farmers to cut their fields late, i.e. after 15th July. 
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Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba       109 Sightings/50 Sites 

Common breeding resident/partial migrant: population possibly increasing. 

It is usually present throughout the year with some local movements in winter, although almost certainly 

not to the same extent as for the previous species.  As usual, when we don’t have a cold winter, there were 

occasional sightings in January and February, and with sightings building up during March.  The general 

feeling is that the population of this species is in a healthy state: it is found throughout the region with, 

proportionately, rather more records from the north.  The species is seen in good numbers throughout the 

north.  I am always struck, when I go looking for yellow wagtails in Littondale in the early summer, how 

there are pied wagtails about everywhere.  There were 6 between Kettlewell and Providence Pot in early 

May and between Linton Church and Grass Wood at the end of the month; later there were 6 at Grimwith 

in August although that fell far short of last year’s high counts of 25 in early June.  The species is also 

widespread throughout the south around the stretches of water in the Washburn and along the river.  There 

were reported to be good numbers in the Washburn with up to 15 counted on a March walk through the 

valley (PBR) and 6 in Haverah Park in the same month; otherwise most records were of 1 or 2 birds.  One 

statistic that was well down on last year was breeding records where there were only 7, c.f. an amazing 22 

reports last year.  The passage in the late summer often produces the biggest counts of the year and there 

were 40 on Addingham golf course on 29
th
 September and 49 on the sports field at High Royds on 2

nd
 

October.  

Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus       27 Sightings/15 Sites 

Scarce winter visitor with reports in most years. 

The winter of 2011/12 can be easily dismissed!  In early November 2011 and as temperatures fell rapidly 

in Russia and northern Europe, northerly winds brought in vast numbers of birds.  There were large 

numbers of winter thrushes, blackbirds and robins, more great grey shrikes with short eared owls and some 

long-eared owls arriving from Scandinavia, some large movements of pink-feet and the first significant 

influx of woodcock.  Amongst, all these were the first parties of waxwings, recorded in coastal gardens and 

certainly not in large numbers.  However, two months later at the end of the year, it was being reported that 

there was still no sign of any large-scale arrival of waxwings with only limited numbers of flocks being 

seen, mainly in the north and east and with weekly reporting rates on Bird News Extra of only 25 sightings 

during December. The largest group was only 60 in Edinburgh (Lothian) in mid-month, whilst there were 

well-watched flocks of up to 30 in Suffolk and 24 in Norwich at the same time.  Locally, there was only an 

unsubstantiated report of birds at Skipton on the 12
th
 November.  In the New Year there were two local 

records of birds coming into roost in the Washburn with ~20 at Timble on 11
th
 February and 10 coming 

into the Sandwith Moor Plantation at dusk (AJ).  All this changed in autumn 2012 with good numbers 

flooding into the country with 2,000 in the country by 7
th
 November which had grown to 3,000 by mid-

month: a good number although still well below the last big influx of 12,000 in 2004/5.  By mid-November 

birds were reported as far south as the English Midlands, East Anglia and North Wales, whilst small 

numbers had also begun to penetrate the northern half of Ireland: the largest count of the week was 1,000 

at the Kyle of Lochalsh on the 12
th
.  In the second half of the month they spread south and west.  To some 

extent this frantic explosion across the country reflects the shortage of natural foods and this was mirrored 

in our own experiences which saw 50% of our sightings in the first week: 
 

Week commencing 04/11 11/11 18/11 25/11 02/12 09/12 16/12 23/12 

Sightings 13 3 2 3 1 2 0 1 

Peak count 30+ 6 12 40 - 50 27 2 0 1 
 

The first sighting was of a single bird at Weeton on the 5
th
 with most sightings in the following week from 

Ilkley, the action in the following week moved to Menston and Burley, then Addingham and Ben 

Rhydding.  The first record from the north was on the 26
th
 when a dead bird was found at Litton, three 

days before the peak count of the winter with 50 at Timble Ings on the 29
th
.   In December, sightings 

dribbled in with a second sighting from the north of a single bird at Grassington on the 11
th
, followed by a 

birdless fortnight before the last sighting of 44 birds in Menston on the 27
th
.  This year this species only 

made it to one member’s garden well down on the 4 sightings in 2008; a group of 7 were watched in an 

ash tree for 15 minutes on 22
nd

 November (DLR). 
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Dipper Cinclus cinclus        089 Sightings/34 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident: population stable/possibly increasing. 

Last year’s BTO BBS population figures show this species has declined across the UK by 39% since 1994 

but that birds had not been affected by the severe 2009/10 winter.  The adjacent chart shows the number of 

sites where the species was recorded in recent years in the south (dark) and north (pale) of our area.  This 

suggests the species is more severely affected by the wet summers and high river water levels in 2007 and 

2008 than by cold winters – and that 2012 looks like it was another 

bad year for the species.  The chart also suggests that, at such times, 

the south is often more seriously affected than the north.  This issue 

was highlighted for me when I did my BTO WBBS walk between 

Barden Bridge and Water’s Laithe in late April and recorded no 

dippers – for the first time in seven years.  Ian Court from the 

YDNPA rather supported this vulnerability in a talk he gave at the 

BTO Yorkshire Conference in September when he stated that he 

was getting a little concerned about this species after recent wet 

years.  The species nests quite low down and is therefore vulnerable 

to flash floods in the early spring.  The Authority is now trying to 

design bridges to include a high ledge to encourage birds to nest out 

of reach of the rising waters.  As in the last wet summer, there were several sightings of birds along the 

small becks off the main river: from the top end of the Washburn close to Hoodstorth Lane (early March), 

half-way along Dowber Gill (late March), in the beck near Parceval Hall (April), above Bolton Gill in 

Hebden Beck (August) and by the paddling pool on the edge of Ilkley moor (mid-September).  In the 

north, the species occurs throughout most of the region, although there were fewer records from Littondale 

and sightings from Grimwith are extremely rare: all the sightings were of 1 or 2 birds.  In the south Strid 

Woods is a popular place to see the species (with over 50% of southern records from there); the peak count 

from there was 3 pairs early in February.  Otherwise the species was recorded at fairly widespread sites 

along the Wharfe.  Sightings from the Washburn were disappointingly limited this year – apart from the 

bird above Thruscross, there was a record of a bird carrying food at Thruscross in early May, but the only 

other sightings were from Leathley where 3 birds were ringed in February.   

Wren Troglodytes troglodytes (C) 

Common breeding resident: population increasing. 

BTO garden statistics demonstrated how the species has been hit by the recent severe winters with the 

proportion of gardens visited by the species dropping from 44% to only 25%.  However, I had more 

grounds for optimism after my late April BTO WBBS survey between Barden Bridge and Water’s Laithe. 

When I started the survey in 2006, I counted 18, 18 and 27 over the 5km stretch in the first three years.  

Then the bad winters arrived and the counts dropped to 13, 7 and 8, but this year the count at last started to 

recover a little with a count of 13.  Overall, the species continues to be widespread throughout the region 

(typically recorded at over 60 sites).  There were some encouragingly large counts in the spring.  These 

included 14 along Norwood Bottom up as far as Swinsty (mid-March): in May there were 16 along the 

river between Linton and Lower Grass Wood, 14 on the ‘Postman’s Walk’ in Langstrothdale and 12 on a 

circuit of Strid Woods: the following month there were 20 on a circuit of Grass Wood.  Even Grimwith 

managed 9 on a circuit in late May.  It was recorded in ~60% of reporting members’ gardens, although 

sightings were generally uncommon. 

Dunnock Prunella modularis (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

This is a widespread and successful resident throughout the area.  It is rather more common in the south 

than the north and is a common garden species recorded in 2/3 of reporting gardens with 5 breeding 

records. 

Robin Erithacus rubecula (C) 

Common breeding resident/winter visitor: population stable/increasing. 

A familiar and much-loved resident present in good numbers throughout the area, which is particularly 

noticeable in the late summer when it continues its song when most other birds are almost silent: at that 

time 14 were recorded on a circuit of Strid Woods.  It was reported from 2/3 of reporting gardens with 

many of them also reporting juveniles. 
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Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros 

Scarce passage visitor. 

For the record there was an unusual sighting in upper Wharfedale just outside the Society’s recording area 

when a female was seen feeding on a wall on the descent from Great Whernside towards Little Whernside 

on 26
th
 March by a walker, Andrew Walker, from Burnley. Andrew submitted a detailed description which 

was accepted by Gerald Light and Ian Court.  

Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus     080 Sightings/38 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably increasing. 

It is a welcome change to be able to report on one of our ‘special’ birds that appears to be doing reasonably 

well in our area, with proportionately more records from the north.  In that region, the main concentrations 

are in the Grass Wood area and at the top of the Dale.  There were 6 singing in Grass Wood, 4 in Bastow 

Wood and 7 at Wood Nook (Threshfield) in late April/early May, with 9 on the circular ‘Postman’s Walk’ 

between Buckden and Yockenthwaite at the end of May. There was only one record from Littondale with 2 

birds singing at Foxup.  The north even managed one garden breeding record with 2 birds seen in a Kilnsey 

garden including 1 on a nest in early June.   In the south, 85% of sightings come from the Washburn or the 

Strid Woods areas.  In the first area there were reported to be good numbers again (PBR) and several in 

Folly Hall Wood (AJ), whilst in the latter area 5 were counted on a circular walk from Barden Bridge, 

through Strid Woods and back along the back road.  There were June reports of adults feeding young in 

Grass Wood and on the back road at Barden Fell, as well as a female carrying food in Long Ashes.  At Dob 

Park 2 nest boxes produced 11 juveniles, i.e. 7 and 4. 

Whinchat Saxicola rubetra       006 Sightings/04Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: population in decline. 

This is one of those special species which is hanging on by no more than a hair’s breadth.  Ian Court from 

the YDNPA rather supported this in a talk he gave at the BTO Yorkshire Conference when he reported that 

the species had disappeared from the moorland edges of large parts of the Yorkshire Dales.  Of the six 

records this year, four were before the middle of May (Barden Bridge, Barden Moor (2) and Threshfield 

Moor) and 1 was in mid-September (Scargill), so there is a high likelihood that they were all of passage 

birds.  The only mid-season record was of a male near Upper Barden Reservoir on 24
th
 June (GR **).  The 

one bright bit of news was of two records of a male singing at Whetstone Allotments in late May and mid-

June, only a couple of hundred yards south of our southern boundary. 

Common Stonechat Saxicola torquata      026 Sightings/09 Sites 

Part resident/scarce breeder/passage/winter visitor: population increasing (until last 2 years!). 

The adjacent chart shows the number of sites where 

the species was recorded in recent years in the south 

(dark) and north (pale) of our area
42

.  In the north there 

was a single record from Lea Green: in the south 

records were received from Bland Hill, Lippersley 

Pike and Ellarcarr, Low Snowden, Askwith Moor and 

Barden Moor (where there were three records 

including one of a juvenile male on 21
st
 July).  The 

slight recovery in the south last year has not been 

maintained, whilst the north shows no sign of recovery 

yet.  We should not be surprised by this!  In fact what 

is surprising is how quickly one comes to take a 

species for granted.  Again, it is useful to turn to the talk given by Ian Court from the YDNPA who stated 

that the species has been rare in the park for much of the last 100 years, had moved in during the last 10 – 

15 years, but has been badly hit by recent cold winters.  If we turn back to old WNS Reviews we see that 

his population collapse after a bad winter is by no means a new phenomenon.  The following table 

summarises the ups and downs of the species during the lifetime of the Society: 

                                                      
42  It is possible that one or two of these sightings at the beginning and end of the season may have been of birds moving through. 
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1947 Severe weather in early part of year Single sighting in 1947 but then only single 

annual sightings in three of the years up until 

and including 1962.   

1963 Coldest winter since 1740 with snow 

falling on 16 days over Dec - Feb period 

(up to 12") and a snow covering lasting for 

10 weeks 

No sightings until 1969 and then only single 

sightings in three of the next five until there was 

a population ‘explosion’ in 1975 (with a 

number of breeding records) which lasted into 

the next year but with a distinct decline from 

1977.  

1979 5th coldest winter of the Century No records in 6 of the subsequent 9 years.  

After another cold start to the year in 1987 

records continued to be minimal until the 

middle of the 1990’s with no records as recently 

as 1994 

1995 - 9 1995 was the 3
rd

 warmest year, followed by 

1997 which became the third warmest year 

ever.  1998 was another warm year, 

although rather cooler in Ilkley.  1999 was 

also a very warm year. 

The local population did not respond 

immediately to these changes and after a brief 

recovery in 1995, there were a succession of 

poor years between 1996 and 1998 with only 

single sightings each year.  It was not until 1999 

that activity built up in the area with the number 

of sightings increasing each year at least until 

2003. 

 

As with the previous species, there was good news from Whetstone Allotments just outside our southern 

boundary where there were a number of records of a pair, who were later recorded with 2 young from the 

end of June.  

Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe       119 Sightings/43 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably stable. 

It was a typical year with sightings received from right across the moors of Wharfedale with rather more 

from the north (i.e. 55% of the total).  In the north half of the records are from the moors around 

Grassington and with a lot fewer records from Grimwith, Littondale and the top of the Dale.  Significant 

counts can be made on these moors with 18 along Hebden Beck, 12 – 15 on Lea Green, 15 along Dowber 

Gill, 14 at Wood Nook and 10 on Penyghent Fell.  40% of the records in the south were from the moors 

around the Bolton Abbey Estate and from Rombalds Moor, with very few records from the Washburn.  

Numbers were smaller than in the north, i.e. most were of ones and twos with a peak count of 9 on 

Draughton Heights and 6 on Denton Moor, Reva Hill and Addingham Moorside. The species is one of the 

earlier arrivals in the spring, so was less affected by the bad weather which was to hold up so many 

migrants a couple weeks later.  The first bird, a male as usual, was seen on 18
th
 March on Conistone Moor 

at Kelber with the first record in the south from Denton Moor three days later; there were early sightings of 

single birds along Hebden Beck with the first record in double figures from there on the 26
th
. There were 

records of birds carrying food on Threshfield Moor on 4
th
 June and the first juveniles seen at Conistone 

Dib and on the moor there on the 14
th
.  Subsequently, there were good numbers of records of juveniles, 

almost all from the northern moors.  The last records of the year were of single birds at Timble Ings and 

Barden Fell on 6
th
 October. 

Ring Ouzel Turdus torquatus       030 Sightings/12 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: population declining.  

This is a species which is very much on the slide.  The last national survey in 1999 found there were fewer 

than 7,500 breeding pairs: since then, numbers have continued to fall and the species is disappearing from 

many Yorkshire sites.  However, Ian Court from the YDNPA put a slightly different slant on the situation 

in a talk he gave at the BTO Yorkshire Conference when he said that whilst the species has disappeared 

from the southern moors on the National Park, it was still doing alright on northern moors.  This summary 

is very similar to the situation in our area between the north and south of our region.   
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The adjacent diagram shows the number of sites where the 

species was recorded in recent years in the south (dark) and north 

(pale) of our area.  The chart shows that the number of sites 

where the species is recorded has stayed fairly constant over the 

past three years. However, the situation is quite different in the 

north from the south.  In the south there has been no evidence of 

breeding for around 10 years.  There were a number of sightings 

of passage birds in the second half of March and early April 

from Ilkley Moor, Addingham Moorside and Barden Moor (and 

from Bradup and Embsay moor, both just outside our area). 

However, there was also a sighting from Barden Moor in late June and also two possible sightings from 

below White Wells on Ilkley Moor (one by the paddling pool). These sightings in late May and mid-June, 

were made by members of the public, one of whom wasn’t sure what they’d seen until shown a picture, 

when they were quite convinced that that was what it was.  We often tend to stop looking at an area once a 

scarce bird has disappeared, so maybe next year it might be worth keeping an eye on this part of Ilkley 

Moor, just in case!  The season finished with a bang in the south with 5 birds seen near the Swastika Stone 

on 19
th
 September (AP) and a similar number over-flying Windgate Nick on 17

th
 October (GLe).  In the 

north, after a rather gloomy outlook last year, the situation this year looked distinctly brighter.   Half the 

northern sightings were from a location where the species has traditionally bred in the past and where birds 

were seen between early May and mid-August: further, there was a very rare record of a nest found there 

with three eggs on 14
th
 June (E&PS).  Elsewhere, there were up to 3 birds at another site recorded between 

late March and early June, whilst 2 birds were seen at another location on 20
th
 and 30

th
 April but could not 

be found in the middle of May.  The RSPB carried out a ring ouzel survey this year and several of us 

volunteered.   I picked a lonely patch of moor above Scargill House which, on my first walk in misty 

conditions I can only describe as ‘god-forsaken’
43

.  Things looked up however, on my second walk on a 

nice day although the survey requirements taxed my enthusiasm to the full.  I was required to play an alarm 

call of the bird every 1/2km, which proved very good at chasing off very hungry-looking sheep and putting 

up droves of nesting lapwings but seemed less effective at attracting what I was looking for.  My tasks 

included estimating % of nibbled shoots of grass and counting piles of ‘poo’ (both of which were present 

in abundance because of the numbers of grazing sheep), not to mention recording the presence of a number 

of different sorts of berry.  I am very pleased, and heartily relieved, to report that for once my jaunt had a 

happy ending.  Peering over a wall at the most remote and highest part of my patch I saw a female ring 

ouzel, very close.  I jumped into action with my trusty MP3 player and blasted the air with alarm calls to be 

rewarded by a pair of birds flying past just beneath me! 

Blackbird Turdus merula (C) 

Common breeding resident/winter visitor: population stable/possibly increasing. 

The blackbird is a common and widespread breeding bird across the whole area, albeit much under-

reported; it is present throughout the year, with winter numbers being enhanced by the influx of continental 

migrants.  After all the alarm and despondency about the breeding season this year, it is good to report 

some species that could have done better than most.  The British Horticultural Society noted that the mild 

winter and wet summer had produced ideal breeding conditions for slugs and snails and that numbers were 

up by 50%.  Whilst this was grim news for struggling gardeners, it was good news for blackbirds and other 

thrushes and a bonanza breeding season was predicted with many chicks surviving to adulthood.  The 

species is regularly reported in most members’ gardens, with the frequency of sightings only dropping 

when the birds go to ground at the end of the summer for their annual moult.  A walk round Otley Wetland 

early in the year produced 17 birds, whilst a similar number were reported from an Otley garden around the 

same time.  Birds in the same garden provided an early alarm call at 0400 one morning in mid-July which 

revealed, on investigation, a tawny owl sitting on the bathroom chimney, ducking and dodging to avoid the 

violent dive-bombing by a number of angry blackbirds.  There were numerous records of breeding starting 

with 2 juveniles ringed in Menston on 2
nd

 April and regularly thereafter until 21
st
 August.  We know that 

                                                      
43  I suppose I should have considered myself lucky.  We were advised that the survey of our tetrad, i.e. 2km-sided square, should 
take between 4 and 5 hours.  My survey ‘just’ involved a climb of 300 – 400 ft to the start and a lot more climbing thereafter.  One poor 
unfortunate finished up with what must have been the most remote tetrad in the universe, since he had a 3 hour walk to the start! 
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our population is enhanced in the winter by visitors from the continent and there were certainly some 

impressive counts in the last three months of the year, especially around Otley.  There were 21 on a walk to 

the east of the town on 26
th
 October and 19 along the old railway line on the walk back (but only 4 and 3 

on the same walk a month later); also 23 on a walk round Otley on 10
th
 November.  After a quiet autumn in 

members’ gardens numbers blossomed in the last couple of months with a peak of 8 in Ilkley and 6 in 

Menston: the 7 in my garden on 13
th
 December was a garden record! 

Fieldfare Turdus pilaris       66 Sightings/36 Sites 

Common winter/passage visitor. 

The species is well reported throughout the region, although there tend to be rather fewer records from the 

north (no doubt reflecting the lower density of watchers there as much as anything).  Most of the birds 

arriving here come from Iceland and Scandinavia with the former slightly larger and darker than the 

Scandinavian: the former winter in Scotland and western Britain; the latter further south.  In fact they are 

also becoming a breeding bird in this country with up to 1200 pairs breeding in northern Scotland.  It was a 

poor year for sightings in our area, partly because of significantly fewer than usual records in the autumn.  

At the start of the year there were a number of records of large flocks of 100+ birds from Askwith, 

Swinsty, Barden and Oughtershaw, with a peak count of ~500 at Thruscross on 6
th
 April.  The last record 

was of a single bird on Addingham Moorside on 5
th
 May.  In the autumn there were a couple of early 

records on 5
th
 October (Timble Ings) and the 7

th
 (Cam Gill Beck) but the bulk of birds did not arrive for 

another two weeks with 135 around Haverah Park on the 26
th44

.   Subsequently, the number of sightings in 

the autumn was only 60% of the number in 2011, which may have been because the supply of natural food 

was reportedly reduced after the awful summer encouraging birds to move on: the peak count of ~200 was 

also well down on last year’s autumn peak of 500. 

Song Thrush Turdus philomelos      109 Sightings/50 Sites 

Common breeding visitor: population still apparently increasing. 

There were extensive sightings throughout the region: most sightings of 1 or 2 birds, although there were 8 

singing vigorously on a circular walk between Hawkswick and Arncliffe in late February and 3 in a 

Threshfield garden in late April.  The species was recorded in just over half of reporting members’ 

gardens.   

Redwing Turdus iliacus        055 Sightings/20 Sites 

Common winter/passage visitor. 

There are some differences compared with the fieldfare – the results from 

ringing recoveries show that most redwings come from Norway with only 

20% returning in subsequent winters (others will go instead to France, 

Spain and Portugal).  The number breeding in this country is also far 

fewer - no more than 5 pairs breeding in Scotland and the Pennines.  

Sightings of this species in our region are less extensive than for the 

fieldfare as it is recorded at an average of only 36 sites c.f. 52 for the 

fieldfare.  To some extent this is because of a distinct shortage of records 

from the north of the region.  In 2012 there was only one sighting at the 

beginning of the year, c.f. none in 2010 and only four in 2011: the 2012 

sighting was of ~10 birds in a larger flock of fieldfare at Oughtershaw on 18
th
 March.  This species is more 

likely than fieldfares to break up into smaller groups or singletons so high counts are rarer than for 

fieldfare.  At the start of the year the only high counts in the south were 100+ at Weeton on 6
th
 January and 

at Denton on 2
nd

 February.  The last sighting was a small flock at Addingham on 3
rd

 April: final sightings 

vary widely from year to year and this date was a rather average one compared with the very late date of 

25
th
 last year (and the latest date ever of 27

th
 in 2003).  The first record in the autumn was 9 at Addingham 

on 10
th
 October, which was, unusually, 5 days later than for the first fieldfare sighting.  The difference, 

though, was that birds began to appear in numbers from that date:  the Oxenhope VisMig site reported that 

birds began to appear around 10
th
 October when over 1,000 passed overhead (i.e. the usual 2 weeks ahead 

of the bulk arrival of fieldfare).  Thereafter the peak count was only 60 c.f. 100+ last year and, like the 

fieldfare, the numbers of sightings and sites was well below the five-year average. 

                                                      
44  The Oxenhope VisMig station reported peak arrivals of 6,000+ passing over on the 25th and 4,300 on the 26th. 
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Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus      090 Sightings/46 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable/possibly increasing. 

The species is widespread throughout the region (with even Grimwith managing a single record again in 

late-May).  It is usually recorded in ones and twos and easily observed virtually throughout the year, 

although does become rather more elusive when moulting in summer.  The species is recorded in only half 

as many gardens as song thrushes. 

Grasshopper Warbler Locuctella naevia     002 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare visitor.   There were two records, both from Otley.  There was one on 9
th
 May (RP**) and, later, one 

was heard on 7
th
 July in tall grassland in the stockyard area singing in shortish bursts and was then seen 

perched half-way up the stem of tall vegetation before flying off towards riverside vegetation (PP).  A 

description of the first sighting was accepted by the BOG Rarities Committee but not the second, but it has 

been included because it was made by a very reliable contributor.   May remains the peak month for 

‘sightings’ with 52% of all records (followed by 20% in July). 

Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus     014 Sightings/06 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant: population stable. 

Since 2005, it has been reported from between four and seven sites, although evidence of breeding is much 

reduced compared with a few years ago.  Its stronghold has moved in recent years from Otley to Chelker 

where 1 was singing on 21
st
 May, a number which had risen to 6 by the following day (J&FTo); nearby 

there was one singing on Draughton Heights on the same day.  The presence at Otley appeared rather 

greater than last year with records on seven occasions between 21
std

 May and 3
rd

 July (P&MG**, PP, 

N&AB and RP**): counts varied between 1 and 4 with the peak on 30
th
 May and with records from both 

the eastern end of the conservation lake and from the reed beds.  There were two records from the 

Washburn, not from Fewston where the species has bred in the past, but from a pond near Washburn Farm 

(opposite Folly Hall Wood) (early May) and from Haverah Park (late May).  The encouraging news is that 

there was a breeding record from Knotford Nook of adults feeding young on 5
th
 August (AJ). 

Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus     021 Sightings/01 Sites 

Passage visitor/Scarce breeding migrant. 

This is essentially a single-site species with a small colony now well established at Otley for some years.  

There were regular sightings between 21
st
 April and 29

th
 July of up to 7 birds recorded in the reed beds 

around the Conservation Lake and in the large and small reed beds near the Sailing Lake.  There were no 

records of breeding this year. 

Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca      001 Sightings/01Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: population fluctuates but currently in decline. 

There was no repeat of last year’s abundance of records (5 sightings from 4 sites) but rather a return to this 

being a ‘one-site’ species.  However, it also looks as though it may be the end of an era for this species 

with no records this year from the previously reliable site on Quarry Hill above Lindley Wood.  The only 

record was of a bird singing in Weeton Lane, Weeton on 12
th
 May (AJ). 

Common Whitethroat Sylvia communis     013 Sightings/11 Sites 

Scarce breeding migrant/passage visitor: population probably stable. 

This is a species which is not common in our area: there are no strongholds and several of the records were 

probably of passage birds.  It is essentially a bird of the south of our region with the occasional records 

from the north – this year there was a bird in Bastow Wood on 18
th
 June (SG), which it has been suggested 

fitted well with the pattern of BTO Atlas records in upper Wharfedale of returning and probably failed 

breeders.  A later bird showing well at Grimwith on 14
th
 September was obviously a passage bird. A few 

years ago Gallows Hill was a good spot to see this species but there were no records from there for the 

second year running.  Instead, as in 2011, the only breeding record was from Knotford Nook when adults 

were watched feeding young on 2
nd

 July (DLR).  As an indication of the fragility of the hold this species 

enjoys in the area, there were no records from the Washburn, c.f. last year when half the sightings were 

from there.  There were May records from Sun Lane, Beamsley and Draughton, from Otley and the Chevin 

in June and with three sightings on Rombalds Moor in July and August. 

Garden Warbler Sylvia borin       035 Sightings/17 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population stable. 

This species, more than most, highlights some of the limitations of our annual exercise of collecting 

sightings, especially in the north where the density of observers is rather lower than in the south.  During 
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the BTO Atlas work this species was recorded at 14 sites in the north; this year, the number of sites was a 

more typical four. It was encouraging that there were 3 singing males and an alarming pair in Grass Wood, 

3 singing males in Lower Grass Wood and one singing in Bastow Wood: this was the highest concentration 

of this species in our area.  The species is fairly widespread in the south, although over 50% of sightings 

are from Otley and the Bolton Abbey Estate. The Ben Rhydding gravel pits is one of the most reliable 

spots to see this species and 3 birds were recorded there in May.  The number of birds at Otley also showed 

some increase with 3 singing and showing well in early May.  There were records from several sites on the 

Bolton Abbey Estate, usually of single birds but with 2 birds recorded on the Storiths road.  Elsewhere, 

there were records from Fewston and Norwood Bottom, Knotford Nook, Gallows Hill, Sun Lane and 

Addingham.  There were no records of breeding this year.   

Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla       098 Sightings/45 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor/winter visitor: population increasing. 

It is nice to report an attractive species that appears to be doing well.  It is 

found throughout the region, although most of the records received from the 

north were from the Grassington area with the occasional record from the top 

of the Dale.  This was unlike last year when there were also records from 

Littondale and, even, Grimwith.  The greatest concentrations were in Grass 

Wood where two visits there in early June produced 5 singing birds (and 6 

territories) and 8 birds.  There were also good numbers (5) between Barden 

Bridge and Water’s Laithe, whilst there were 2 at the top of the Dale.  The 

species were rather more widespread in the south and counts were higher.  

There are always good numbers in the Washburn with 13 counted on a walk 

from Lindley, Leathley and Farnley in mid-April.  On the Bolton Abbey Estate 

11 were counted on a walk from Barden Bridge to the Cavendish and back 

along the Storiths road in mid-May. Otley never used to be seen as a good site to see this species but 6 

were counted there in early May.  The species is a welcome winter visitor to gardens and birds were 

recorded in four members’ gardens in Otley (2) and Menston (2) in the first two months of the year; one of 

the birds was to visit the Menston garden daily for a month from early February. At the end of the year the 

only record was of a bird found dead in an Ilkley garden in November.  

Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix      020 Sightings/04 Sites 

Uncommon breeding migrant: population declining at an accelerating rate in recent years. 

BTO reported this year on a study on wood warblers, which has been going for several years in the New 

Forest.  During the 2011 season, 51 nests had been found (wow!) and the results compared with the 

National data base of nesting records.  The mean clutch size of the New Forest nests was almost 5.5, 

comparable with the national average.  However, there was a very high failure rate at the chick stage due to 

predation, which meant that only 30% of eggs produced fledglings, i.e. only 1.3 young/nest. It had been 

estimated that a close ecological relative, the willow warbler, would need to produce 5.3–6.5 

fledglings/year to ensure a steady population
45

.  The fragility of the species in our area was highlighted by 

Ian Court from the YDNPA in a talk he gave at the BTO Yorkshire Conference when he said there were 

only two known sites for this species in the National Park.  Although the number of records from Strid 

Woods was down this year, there appear to have been up to 3 birds there, down on last year’s possible 5 

but a reasonable count based on recent years.  After a gap in records from the Washburn last year there was 

a single male singing in Hanging Wood below Thruscross on 19
th
 May and 9

th
 June (AJ), but it was another 

blank year in Hebers Ghyll.  One of the most unexpected records of the year was a brief burst of song from 

a passage bird in a Burley garden on 8
th
 May (SB), which produced six bursts of song before fading into 

the distance.  In the north, the situation in Grass Wood ebbs and flows and after 3 birds last year, this year 

birds were heard singing at three sites around the wood between 7
th
 May and 24

th
 June, but investigations 

suggested that there was only a single male. Perhaps to end on a high note, a pair bred in the Aire Valley in 

Shipley Woods where two young were raised; the female was watched on 13
th
 June feeding two juveniles 

who sat on a high branch whilst the male was occasionally singing. 

 

                                                      
45   More work is being done in the New Forest in 2012 to find what is predating the nests - although the season has been 3 weeks 

late getting under way because of the late arrival of the birds (after mid May). 
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Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita      133 Sightings/45 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage/winter visitor: population increasing. 

The increase in records from the north over the past two years (to 7 or 8 sites), which had been put down to 

increased birding activities due to BTO Atlas surveys, was virtually maintained this year with records from 

6 sites.  Nevertheless, the perceived wisdom is that this is primarily a bird of the south of the region and 

that the majority of sightings in the north have generally been of passage birds and this was broadly true 

this year with perhaps 8 of the 11 sightings being of passage birds recorded before mid-May.  There was an 

interesting record of a bird heard singing in Grass Wood several times during June.  The other two records 

were from further south in the northern region with 2 birds from Barden Bridge, along the river and up to 

Simon’s Seat on 12
th
 June, and also a bird at the bottom of Hebden Beck on the 25

th
.  In the south the 

species is widely distributed but with a very definite bias towards the east, being very common in the 

Washburn (which accounts for 40% of records) and well recorded from Otley (10% of records) but quite 

uncommon in the west - sightings from Ilkley and Addingham and up through the Bolton Abbey Estate are 

less common with most at the start of the season (or on autumn passage).  However, there was an unusual 

record of a nest found on Addingham golf course, not very well hidden so the 4 eggs were predated; there 

was also a record of a juvenile in an Addingham garden on 2
nd

 July (both DLR).  The highest counts are 

always from the Washburn Valley, where there were reported to be ‘lots’ at the start of the season.   In 

mid-April there were counts of 24 in Norwood Bottom, 19 on a walk from Lindley Wood through Leathley 

to Farnley, 10 in Timble Ings and 8 round Farnley Lake.  High April counts from other locations were 10 

from Gallows Hill and 7 from Otley and the Chevin.  Breeding records are always scarce for this species; 

apart from the Addingham records the only other record was from Norwood Bottom on 3
rd

 August.  There 

were records on 1
st
 and 6

th
 October from the Washburn and 2 near Barden View Point on the 7

th
, but these 

were almost certainly tail-end passage birds.  The species requires a steady supply of insects for food, i.e. it 

is less adaptable for over-wintering than the blackcap which comes into garden feeders, is therefore less 

common as a wintering bird and, in winter, is usually found near water.  It is reported that most wintering 

birds are recorded south of the line between the Mersey and the Humber with the greatest concentration in 

the SW – and most of these are British and Irish breeding birds with only a few from elsewhere.   

Wintering birds in our area have always been very rare
46

 since they were first recorded in 1974, but have 

only been recorded 16 times since then: the peak period was in the decade from 2000 when there were 7 

sightings.  Birds were close to water in all but one of the sightings, i.e. Washburn (6), Otley (5), Ben 

Rhydding sewage works (3) and, possibly, Grimwith (1); the only other sighting was in a Menston garden. 

Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus      117 Sightings/62 Sites 

Common breeding migrant/passage visitor: population stable/possibly increasing. 

Records were received from right across the region and, unlike other warblers, it seems quite happy to 

spread up onto the moors.  High counts can occur anywhere in the region.  In the north there were counts 

of 19 on a circular walk from Hawkswick to Arncliffe (April), 24 between Linton and Grass Wood, 41 at 

Grimwith and 23 on the ‘Postman’s Walk’ at the top of the Dale (May).  In the south there were 43 on 

Rombalds Moor (April), 37 on a circular walk from Barden Bridge and around Strid Woods (May) and 27 

around Thruscross (June). As for the previous species, breeding records tend to be scarce.  The first record 

of an adult carrying nesting material was at Lower Grass Wood on 9
th
 May and there was an occupied nest 

at Troller’s Gill on the 16
th
: there was a record of young being fed at Fewston on 24

th
 May.  The last record 

was of 2 birds at Askwith on 10
th
 October. 

Goldcrest Regulus regulus       056 Sightings/27 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population increasing. 

As usual there were few records from the north (~10%) – most were from the 

Grassington area although the peak count in Grass Wood was only 2 c.f. 6 last year.  

In the south the majority of records are from the Washburn (over 40%): Timble 

remains the most reliable site to see this species and 56 were ringed there on 8
th
 

September and 35 on 20
th
 October (both AJ).  The species was recorded in ~30% of 

members’ gardens, although sightings are usually fleeting and rare. 

 

                                                      
46  The BTO definition is that only records between November and February inclusive can confidently be regarded as wintering 
birds. 
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Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata        

 063 Sightings/37 Sites 

Uncommon breeding migrant/passage visitor: population decreasing at accelerating rate but with a good 

presence in the north of the region. 

This is one of our popular migrants where there has been a catastrophic fall in numbers with a 50% 

reduction since 1994.  However, local sightings seem to be holding up quite well after a poor year in 2009.  

This is a species that in recent years one was rather more likely to come across on a walk in the north than 

the south. However, the adjacent chart shows the number of sites where the species is recorded in the south 

(dark) and north (pale) and shows some southern increases in 

recent years which has tended to even up the chances of seeing 

the species in the two parts of the region.  It is one of the latest 

of the migrants to arrive and the first record was in the trees at 

the western end of Grimwith on 30
th
 April, an unusual site to 

see this species (and the only record from there this year), but 

presumably it was on passage.  In the north over 40% of the 

records are from the Grassington area with 15% from the top 

end of the Dale and the occasional sighting from Littondale.  

Most of the sightings were of single birds but there were 2 

males singing in Grass Wood in late May and early June, 5 

birds on the Postman’s Walk in Langstrothdale, as well as several records of pairs including 2 pairs seen at 

Oughtershaw on 16
th
 May.  A UWFS member was delighted to record one in his Grassington garden in late 

May, the first for a very long time.  In the south the vast majority of records were from the Washburn and 

the Bolton Abbey Estate (each over 40% of southern sightings).  Peak counts were 4 at Lower Barden 

Reservoir (mid-August) and 3 on a walk from Barden into Strid Woods (mid-May) and between Dob Park 

Bridge and Folly Hall Wood (late-May).  There were several breeding records starting on a rather negative 

note with 4 deserted eggs in a nest in Norwood Bottom on 16
th
 May; the next was of a bird incubating eggs 

in a box at Kilnsey on 29
th
 May with young fledging on 25

th
 of the following month.  The last record was 

of adults with 3 flying young in Strid Woods on 8
th
 August.  Four members of the UWFS and WNS were 

lucky enough to see the species in their gardens – in Beamsley, Grassington and Threshfield, and in 

Kilnsey where a pair nested and successfully raised young (for at least the fourth year running)! 

Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca      044 Sightings/15 Sites 

Uncommon breeding migrant/passage visitor: population possibly declining. 

Both species of flycatcher have suffered the same catastrophic drop in numbers (50%) since 1994 but, like 

the previous species, sightings appear to be holding up quite well in our area.   This species is rarer in the 

north with 24% of sightings from there. In the north the number of sites where the species is recorded has 

varied between 3 and 5 since 2008.  The stronghold remains Grass Wood (and Lower Grass Wood): there 

were 3 singing males in the former and, it was believed, 5 territories (with adults seen carrying food into a 

box on 9
th
 June), and 2 males singing in the latter.  Elsewhere, a bird was heard singing at eastern edge of 

Birk Bank Wood and an adult seen feeding a juvenile at a copse south of Throstle’s Nest (Conistone) on 

11
th
 July.  In the south all the records are from its two strongholds of Strid Woods and mid-Washburn, with 

most of the Washburn records from around Low Snowden, Folly Hall Wood and the woods around 

Swinsty, and up as far as the woods below Thruscross.  In these two regions populations appear to be 

significant and steady.  Peak counts by bird-watchers always come from Strid Woods: this year the peak 

count was of 6 singing males (rather less than last year’s 10 males).  In the Washburn, the high level of 

activity is better captured by the ringers than by bird watchers.  The three local ringers ringed 118 young in 

22 nest boxes
47

 (compared with 18 boxes in 2010 and 26 last year), i.e. a quite encouraging productivity of 

5.4/nest, which was 90% of the five-year average.  The species has similar habitat preferences and diets to 

tits, but breeds slightly later, so the productivity figure was reasonably encouraging given the weather 

during the breeding season and compared with the abysmal figures for tits in our area.  Ringing recoveries 

highlighted the fact that there are exchanges between the two main centres in the south; two adults 

captured by Andy Jowett below Thruscross this year had been ringed in Strid Woods in 2010 and 2011. 

 

                                                      
47  It is now likely there are more pied flycatchers nesting in boxes than in natural tree crevices.   
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Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus      120 Sightings/41 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population increasing. 

The species is seen throughout the south but the species is generally significantly less common in the north 

(with only 10% of the sightings from there).  In the north, a third of the sightings were in the Grassington 

area with single sightings from Skyreholme, Burnsall, Kilnsey, Conistone and Buckden and were of small 

numbers – except for three of family parties.  It is widespread in the south, with sightings following a 

similar pattern to last year, i.e. with a high proportion of records from members’ gardens and the Washburn 

(each ~30% of southern sightings) and Otley (15%). There were few records of large flock sizes at the start 

of the year, most being in single figures with an exceptional record from Otley of 28 in the early February. 

The situation improved in the last quarter of the year with 25 on Barden Fell and several counts of 20 in the 

Otley area   There was an early record of a bird carrying nesting material on 11
th
 March and with young 

recorded between 12
th
 May and August.  The species is a popular garden visitor and well recorded from at 

least 2/3 of members’ gardens with a peak count of 20 in an Otley garden in October.    

Marsh Tit Parus palustris       002 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce passage visitor/possible breeder (?): significant decline in recent. 

It was a poor year with a continuing deterioration in the sightings record (from the highpoint of recent 

years of 11 sightings from 6 sites in 2010 and a quite good year in 2011 of 8 sightings from 3 sites) to only 

two records from a single site.   Birds were seen and heard in a traditional site in the woodland below 

Scargill on 14
th
 February (J&FTo) and 7

th
 August (JP). 

Willow Tit Parus montanus       016 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce passage visitor/possible breeder (?): dramatic national decline in recent decades mirrored here. 

Last year a lot of people relied on getting their annual ‘tick’ at the Otley feeders. The year followed the 

same pattern as 2011, i.e. it started off with regular sightings of a single bird on the sunflower feeder up 

until mid-March followed by no sightings between the end of March and late July, after which it was seen 

regularly until the end of the year. A bird was trapped on 24
th
 October and re-trapped on 10

th
 December 

(AJ).  It would be nice to know for certain if there is more than one bird on site so I would be grateful if 

members would let me know if they see an un-ringed bird.  There was an unusual sighting from Timble 

Ings on 29
th
 November (J&FTo) when 2 birds were seen at the western end of the plantation and were seen 

to fly off towards Sug Marsh: a detailed description has been submitted to the BOG Rarities Committee.  

Sadly, and for the second year running no records were received from the woods below Scargill this year. 

Coal Tit Parus ater        103 Sightings/35 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population increasing. 

It was a typical year for this species with frequent reports from members’ gardens 

throughout Wharfedale, usually in ones and twos: this year there was even a record of 

a single bird at Grimwith.  Peak counts were 10 from a Swinsty circuit (February) and 

8 on a linear walk through Strid Woods (both in February), and 11 on a walk around 

Timble Ings (October).  Most of the records of breeding were of young birds in 

people’s gardens. 

Great Tit Parus major (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

Clearly very common, widespread and successful throughout the region
48

; it continues to be well reported 

in members’ gardens.  Nevertheless the summer was punctuated with warnings by nest recorders and 

ringers reporting low breeding success among the populations of great and blue tits that they have been 

monitoring during the ‘summer’ of 2012, with bad weather and a related lack of invertebrate food taking 

their toll at a number of sites.  This was reflected locally where the species ‘enjoyed’ an even worse season 

than the blue tit: the productivity (juveniles/nest) of 4.04 was only 69% of the long-term average and the 

lowest since I started getting Pete Roe’s ringing records in 2003, with boxes revealing a number of dead 

young and deserted eggs: the disastrous national productivity figures are illustrated in the Birding Year in 

the Introduction.  There were a number of walks with large counts with 19 at Swinsty in February, and 26 

around Farnley Lake and on the Chevin (March).  Despite the disastrous breeding season there was the 

usual rash of records of juveniles: birds were first recorded carrying nesting material on 31
st
 March with 

juveniles seen between mid-May and mid-July. 

                                                      
48  There was even a single bird at Grimwith in mid-October, where birds are not necessarily recorded every year.. 



 

109 

Blue Tit Parus caeruleus (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

One of the commonest small birds both in the wild and in gardens, with young birds widely reported in 

gardens in the summer.  Small birds are not long-living – they breed after one year and 3 years is given as 

the typical lifespan – but Andy Jowett caught a bird at Otley in late October, which he had been ringed in 

2006 and was at least 7 ½ years old.  Nevertheless, this was still almost a youngster compared with BTO’s 

oldest-ever ringed blue tit which lived to 9 years and 9 months!  Like the great tit, the species had a ghastly 

breeding season, although it did marginally better with 4.84 juveniles/nest or 75% of the long-term 

average.  This is not usually a species that one associates with large seasonal movements but blue tits have 

been on the move in unprecedented numbers with 87,400 counted migrating from Nabben, Falsterbo, 

Sweden on 1 October – will we ever find out why?  

Nuthatch Sitta europaea       115 Sightings/44 Sites 

Locally common breeding resident: population probably stable. 

This species appears to be doing well throughout most of Wharfedale and the Washburn although the 

species is less widespread in the north with most of the records from the Grassington area (~60%), very 

few from Littondale and the top end of the Dale and none from Grimwith.  There were several records of 2 

birds and one of 3 birds between Hebden and Burnsall on 6
th
 March.  On the whole there are more largish 

counts in the south than the north: there were 15 on a circular walk from Barden Bridge and around Strid 

Woods and 7 on the Chevin (February), 5 around Farnley Lake (March) and 6 along Norwood Bottom 

(April). In the Washburn, generally, they were described as extremely common (and ‘heaving’) (PBR).  

The history of this species in the valley is quite interesting.  The bird first did not appear there until 1970 

but by the middle of that decade was spreading up the valley.  However, there was an unexplained setback 

for the species in the early 1990’s and records were to be few and far between (e.g. only one sighting in 

1999) until 2005 when records jumped by a factor of four and numbers have blossomed ever since. There 

was an early record of a bird carrying nesting material on 11
th
 March with the first juvenile recorded in 

Strid Woods on 16
th
 May.  The bird is a popular garden visitor seen in ~70% of reporting gardens.  Two 

Burley gardens were delighted to report (a) two pairs coming into the front and back gardens and (b) a bird 

which had been very rare in the first half year, suddenly becoming a daily visitor from July. 

Treecreeper Certhia familiaris       065 Sightings/31 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable/possibly increasing. 

The species is rather less obvious than the nuthatch.  Nevertheless, it is present throughout much of the 

south albeit with a very high proportion of sightings from the Washburn (~60% of southern records) and 

also regular sightings from Strid woods (14%): unusually, there was a record from Otley this year of a 

single bird in mid September. Records are scarcer from the north with most sightings from the Grass Wood 

area (3) but with pairs seen at Burnsall and Arncliffe.  The species is rarely reported in large numbers, 

usually only in ones and twos: the highest counts were 5 at Farnley (March) and 3 in Grass Wood, 

Middleton Woods and along Norwood Bottom.  The species is one of the rarer garden visitors and was 

recorded in only four gardens - three in Burley gardens and one in Ilkley.  The only record of breeding was 

a juvenile in Bastow Wood on 17
th
 June. 

Jay Garrulus glandarius       089 Sightings/36 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

They are widespread and successful throughout the south of the region albeit with no strongholds, but 

extremely rare in upper Wharfedale, possibly linked to the generally sparser woodland cover: this year 

there were no records from the north.  The enhanced level of birding during the BTO Atlas work between 

2007 and 2011 suggests one must be a little careful about any conclusions one draws but, on the face of it, 

the presence of this species has progressively fallen from a peak of being seen at 6 sites in 2009 to 3, 1 and 

0 in subsequent years.  In mid Wharfedale and at the start of the year most of the records were of 1 and 

sometimes 2 birds, but there were a group of 4 at Otley in April.  However, later, there was an unusual 

level of autumn activity especially in the south.  High-flying birds and large numbers were noted in many 

unusual locations, primarily in south and southeast England. In Kent, for example, several flocks—

including one of 34 birds—were seen coming in off the sea, and at least 668 passed over Hunstanton, 

Norfolk on 6
th
 October: it was suggested that this was because there was a poor acorn crop on the 

continent.  Numbers in the north were less dramatic although a daily total of 10 at Spurn in mid October 

was the highest there since 1984, and there were reports of smaller numbers at other coastal sites. Locally, 
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the effects were not dramatic but there was an exceptionally high count of 20 past Barden View Point on 

4
th
 October.  Other October counts were of 6 in an Ilkley garden and a similar number in Haverah Park.  

The species was reported in over half of members’ gardens, usually infrequently, but occasionally daily 

over short periods when collecting food. 

Magpie Pica pica (C) 

Common breeding resident: population stable but increasing in urban environment. 

It is a species which is seen far more than it is reported; for example, there were records submitted from a 

very similar number of gardens this year c.f. the significantly rarer jay i.e. ~50%!  

This species is widespread throughout the region with, unlike the jay, a presence in 

the north, although northern sightings tend to be thinly spread and less than 10% of 

this year’s records were from there.  Northern records came from along the valley 

up as far as Scargill House, and there were none from Littondale or Grimwith.  

There was what was described as an unusual record of 4 birds in a Grassington 

garden in January and a similar number in a family party in June.   It is a common 

and much unreported species in the south, although as usual records from the 

Bolton Abbey Estate are very limited, suggesting they are not welcome there: this 

year there was one record c.f. none last year.  There were a lot of records of groups 

of birds from the area between Otley and Ilkley, albeit not matching the roost of 25 

reported last year.   There was a noisy group of 13 in a large and squabbling group 

with jackdaws and crows near a member’s garden which kept up a commotion for 2 

½ hours, and several members had occasional garden visits of up to 4 birds. 

Jackdaw Corvus monedula (C) 

Common breeding resident/winter visitor: population stable/possibly increasing. 

I am reminded how common this species is in our area almost every time I submit my counts from a 

birding walk in Wharfedale to the BTO BirdTrack web-site and invariably my jackdaw record is 

highlighted in red with a comment along the lines ‘Are you quite sure about his figure?’  Indeed it is 

difficult to avoid the impression that it is probably the most obvious bird throughout Wharfedale with large 

flocks in winter (although few people bother to count flock sizes): large flocks were also reported 

everywhere in the Washburn.  The species is less obvious on the moors where the crow is the commonest 

bird.  Most of the counts are of tens of birds but there are also fairly regular counts of large flocks (some > 

100).  The BTO is showing a big increase in numbers of this species coming into gardens with average 

weekly counts increased by around 40% since 2003 and with rural gardens more favoured than suburban or 

city gardens (as the species is a bird of the countryside).  In our area the species is recorded in 50% of 

recording gardens but with big variations in numbers.  In West Ilkley one garden reported the species was 

irregular and in small numbers, whereas in my garden my fat ball bill in the summer was colossal as 

numbers peaked at 40 at one time in late July; thankfully, the weekly peak has now fallen to a more 

affordable daily peak of ~15. 

Rook Corvus frugilegus        063 Sightings/35 Sites 

Common breeding resident/winter visitor: population probably increasing. 

Rookeries are common at suitable wooded sites throughout much of Wharfedale and were well recorded 

along the length of the Washburn and Littondale.  They certainly seem common in Littondale where there 

are a number of rookeries, scarce around Grimwith and reported to be a little harder to see in the Washburn 

in recent times (PBR).  Sightings are usually of a few tens of birds: in the north there were 37 in Lower 

Littondale, 35 in Hebden Beck and 23 in Kettlewell; in the south the highest counts were around Haverah 

Park with a peak count of ~70, and 50 on Rocking Hall Moor.  Rookeries were reported from across the 

region, with a number in Littondale, but nest numbers were generally modest: 20 in Heber Side (near 

Halton Gill) and in eastern section of the Middleton Woods, 17 in Stonelands, 15 in Arncliffe and 10 in 

Buckden.  The first record of breeding was of a bird carrying nesting material on 25
th
 February at Arncliffe.  

As usual the rook is the least frequent corvid garden visitor (with the exception of the raven), being seen in 

only ~20% of the gardens reporting jackdaw and crow. 

Carrion Crow Corvus corone (C) 

Common breeding resident: population increasing. 

It remains numerous throughout the area, including the high dales and moors, notwithstanding the 

inevitable competition with game rearing interests –as usual there were very few records from the Bolton 
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Abbey Estate (although in some years there are none).  Sightings are usually of pairs, although counts of 

10 or more were frequently reported on walks in both north and south and with the peak count 37 around 

Stainburn including 14 on a fence near the south edge of the wood in mid-June; the largest group size was 

of 23 in a single, compact group in the fields above Hawkswick at the end of February.  There was a good 

illustration of their intrinsic intelligence when, after the pond-ice had melted in a Burley garden  in 

February, a couple were watched carefully picking leaves out of the water, laying them on the grass and 

turning them over to get at small invertebrates (B&PS). 

Raven Corvus corax        056 Sightings/28 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident: population increasing. 

This is a species which is steadily expanding its range eastwards and is now being reported from a much 

larger area than just mountains and moors: there are now a dozen pairs breeding on the limestone crags of 

the Yorkshire Dales.  In the north they were most commonly reported from around Grassington with only 

limited records from around Grimwith and from the top end of the Dale.  Sightings in the south were 

dominated by those from the Barden View Point (70% of the southern total), whilst records from the 

Washburn were rare.  Peak counts were 7 in both the north and south – from Scargill House in September 

and from Barden View Point in November.  There were two reports of successful breeding from the north 

and a bird on eggs at another site, although the outcome of that is not known.  There was an unusual record 

of a pair over-flying a Burley garden as they headed for the moors. 

Starling Sturnus vulgaris (C) 

Common breeding resident/winter visitor: serious national decline but probably stable in area. 

Anyone who saw the great starling evening gathering just outside our area on the hillside above Silsden 

would have difficulty believing this species has declined significantly in numbers.  The birds swirled up 

and down the valley gathering numbers every time they did so until perhaps up to 40,000 came into roost 

around White Crag Plantation.  The spectacle was watched by members throughout January and at least to 

the end of February, the spectacle made even more dramatic on the odd evening when a sparrowhawk 

appeared causing dark, dynamically-swirling globules of birds twisting in the sky: it was certainly one of 

the highlights of our birding year (although cleaning the car afterwards was a bit of a drag).  After that the 

rest of the year had to be a bit of an anticlimax.  Nevertheless, the south saw sightings right across the 

region with some good counts in the first two months including over 300 from John O’Gaunts (with a peak 

of well over 400), Denton, Draughton, Addingham and Barden View Point.  The end of the year saw the 

highest (in-area) count of the year with 800 over Briscoe Ridge (Stainburn Moor).  In the north the species 

was well recorded around Grassington, regular in Littondale and less common elsewhere.  There were none 

of the large counts in this region, although a flock of 40 coming into a Grassington garden in early 

February was described as the biggest flock for a long time.  The largest flock in the north (70) was along 

the entrance road to Grimwith in mid-October.  Birds were reported nest building from late March (Otley), 

carrying food on 5
th
 May (John O’Gaunts) with the first young seen in a Burley garden the 15

th
.  It was 

recorded in ~50% of members’ gardens although it appears to be one of those species that is either rather 

rare, or appears in excessive numbers.  The Grassington count of 40 was the highest garden count of the 

year but there were counts in excess of 20 from Otley, Askwith, Menston and Burley.  Juveniles were 

recorded in Askwith, Menston and Threshfield gardens. 

House sparrow Passer domesticus      053 Sightings/22 Sites 

Locally common breeding resident: population has decreased but probably currently stable. 

There were reasonable numbers of records from across the region although it is a species which is not well 

reported: in the south ~50% of records came from members’ gardens!  Records were received from urban 

areas and with quite a few records from the villages and farm complexes in upper Wharfedale, many of 

which appear to have healthy populations.  In the north there were no records from Grimwith, whilst in the 

south there were no records from the Bolton Abbey Estate.  The species was also reported to be hanging on 

in the Washburn at Brown Bank Farm (where numbers were reported to be down)
49

, and they remain rare 

at Otley Wetlands. There were few records from anywhere of counts in double figures, the highest being 

~30 in a Weeton field and in the Waitrose car park in Otley, both in November.  Nest building was 

reported on the 7
th
 April with juveniles present on 20

th
 May (both in the same Menston garden) and with 

                                                      
49  However, there was also an active flock at Long Liberty Farm on the fringes of Haverah Park – a rare spot where both species 
of sparrow can sometimes be seen at the same time. 
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young reported through until 10
th
 August.  BTO reported that more house sparrows are being seen in 

gardens with a six-year high after a big drop in the middle of the last decade, especially in 2006 and 2007.  

This corresponds to the outbreak of trichomonosis, a disease usually associated with greenfinches, leading 

to speculation that this species may have been more affected than at first realised. 

Tree Sparrow Passer montanus      092 Sightings/19 Sites 

Rare breeding resident: local population recovering in line with national trends 

This is a species which has experienced mixed fortunes since the war.  Numbers rose in the late 50’s to be 

followed by a sharp fall with a 97% reduction between 1967 and 2008.  In recent years they have expanded 

their range in Ireland, NW Scotland and parts of northern England but widespread losses have continued in 

SE England, East Anglia and parts of western England.  In our area 

this delightful species continues its onward march, and it is 

interesting to compare the number of sites in Wharfedale where the 

house (pale) and tree (dark) have been recorded in recent years
50

.  

The recent glittering progress of this species was interrupted this 

year with a serious set-back because of the disastrous breeding 

season.  The complete loss of first broods at Sun Lane was perhaps 

the single most shocking event of the season.  On the 1
st
 May Pete 

Roe found a dismal scene with 3 boxes full of dead juveniles (with 

3, 2 and 1 juveniles) and 4 boxes with abandoned eggs (4, 4, 4 and 

1 deserted eggs): determined adults subsequently moved on and took over some bat boxes and went on to 

fledge 27 juveniles, although one box was taken over by tree bees.  The main nest sites were in Clifton and 

Timble where 103 juveniles were raised from 37 nests.  Pete Roe recorded the odd nest at four other sites 

in the Otley/Washburn area, although at one of these sites eggs in the 2 nests there were abandoned.  

Despite the setbacks, 166 juveniles were fledged from 66 broods, i.e. 2.5 juvenile/nest: the number of 

juveniles was slightly up on last year but productivity was well down – last year 159 juveniles were 

produced from 59 broods (i.e. 3.5 juveniles/nest)
51

. Away from Washburn most of the records were from 

the Otley/Burley area, although with some interesting developments elsewhere.  There appears to be a 

small colony in Addingham with 4 adults seen going into boxes at an Addingham Moorside farm.  There 

were records of birds in 8 members’ gardens (~25% of reporting gardens) and the same total as the last 

three years – from Otley, Askwith, Menston (3), Burley, Addingham and Beamsley: the sightings of 

juveniles seen in Otley, Menston and Burley gardens was the highest total so far.   

Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs (C) 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population stable/possibly increasing. 

The species is common and widespread in all parts of the region and is a 

common garden visitor.  Large counts on walks across the region abound, 

although numbers tend to drop in the late summer when the species stops 

its familiar song. In the south the highest count was again from Haverah 

Park with 80 in January; there were also counts of 30 between Lindley 

Wood and Swinsty and at least 20 from as far afield as John O’Gaunts, 

Swinsty, Middleton and Strid Woods.  The north also produces some high 

counts, often the highest for the region, but could not match the Haverah 

Park figure.  The highest count from the north is often on the Grimwith circuit but this year’s count of 35 

in April, was topped by 37 between Barden Bridge and Water’s Laithe; there were also 28 between 

Grassington Bridge and Hebden and 29 on the Postman’s Walk at the top end of the Dale.  There were high 

garden counts from Otley and Burley (12), Addingham (14) and Threshfield (8). 

 

                                                      
50  Although, in truth, this is probably a slightly false comparison since the house sparrow is far less reliably reported than its more 
charismatic cousin, the tree sparrow. 
51  During the year BTO reported on an experiment in Cumbria which has had a similar success to Pete Roe’s experiences over 
recent years.  There were a small number of birds in the district when two ringers started putting up boxes.  In the first year of the 
experiment 5 boxes were put up but no juveniles were ringed.  Subsequently box occupancy was typically around 60% and in the last 
reported year (2011) 638 juveniles were ringed from 134 boxes!    There is one mystery about all this and that is where do all the birds 
come from?  Only a small proportion of tree sparrows visiting are ringed and during the breeding season none of the occasionally 
recovered incubating females has yet been found to be ringed! 
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Brambling Fringilla montifringilla      041 Sightings/18 Sites 

Scarce passage/winter visitor. 

The species is one of most migratory of finches with the entire breeding population moving southwards for 

winter from the conifer forests of NE Scandinavia.  They gather wherever there is food and can turn up 

anywhere - a bird ringed in Britain one year was recovered in Italy the following year. They were first 

recorded as breeding in this country in 1920 but there was a gap of 60 years before the next pair was found: 

since then there have been a number of records of singing males in Scotland.  The most memorable years 

in our area were in 2004/5 when there were several counts of 100 and an exceptional count of 840, and 

2010/11, as far as members’ gardens are concerned, when they were reported in 18 gardens (9 at the end 

2010 and 16 at the start of 2011
52

) compared with a typical 10-12.  The start of 2012 was a very average 

year with a peak count of 80-100 at Swinsty on 12
th
 January but not many other records in double figures: 

the last record in double figures was on 28
th
 February at the same site.  There were generally only 1’s and 

2’s thereafter with an earlyish last date of 20
th
 April c.f. a record late date of 31

st
 May.  There were records 

from 11 members’ gardens over the 2011/12 winter with record counts at the start of 2012 of an 

exceptional 10 in a Burley garden (January) and 4 at Menston (April), but most records were only of single 

birds.  The indication at the time of writing is that the beech seed crop has failed in northern Europe this 

autumn and that it could be a ‘brambling winter’ with records of birds arriving along the east coast in early 

November.  Locally, these expectations have yet to be realised.  Our first records were of single birds at 

Grimwith and in an Ilkley garden on 14
th
 October but since then records have been rare and the peak count 

is only 3.  There have been a remarkably high proportion of records from gardens (60%) with records from 

gardens in Menston, Burley, Ilkley, Addingham and Threshfield. 

Greenfinch Carduelis chloris        069 Sightings/29 Sites 

Common breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population increasing. 

A picture of the Trichomonosis epidemic is emerging following research 

at BTO.  The first case in this species occurred in 2005 with the outbreak 

following a year later.  In 2005 – 6 there was a high incidence of the 

disease in West Midlands.  In 2006 it moved to the NW and the year later 

into East Anglia.  About 1/3 of greenfinches and 1/5 of chaffinches were 

lost – this corresponded to a loss of ~ 1 ½ million greenfinch. In 2008 it 

appeared in Scotland but also in Fenno-Scandia and it was assumed that 

these were introduced by chaffinches wintering in the UK.  This is very 

much a garden species with almost 70% of records from members’ 

gardens; these sightings also provide the highest counts.  In the 

countryside (and outside villages) the species can be scarce and counts 

on countryside walks are usually of only ones and twos.  In the south only 20% of southern sightings came 

from the Washburn, Otley and the Bolton Abbey Estate.  In the north there were single sightings of a single 

bird from Grimwith and the top of the Dale and there were a number of records from the Grassington area 

but those from Littondale were very infrequent, where there was a peak count of 6 around Arncliffe. In 

gardens in Threshfield and Grassington there were reports of 6 and 5 in the first quarter, the latter 

commenting that this was the most recorded for a long time: later in the year the Threshfield garden was 

reporting that a December sighting was the first since June.  Peak counts in southern gardens were 16 

(Burley) in February, 12 in Askwith which was described as a summer peak, whilst the 10+ in Addingham 

was described as the highest for a long time.   

Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis       127 Sightings/50 Sites 

Common breeding resident/migrant/passage visitor: population probably increasing. 

This is a popular species which is present in rather larger numbers in rural environments and is also 

significantly more widespread than the previous species; it is typically reported from ~55 sites cf. ~33 for 

the greenfinch.  It is a particularly welcome garden visitor throughout the region being recorded in 70% of 

people’s gardens and with a significant percentage (~30%) of all records coming from there (i.e. not as 

great as for the previous species).  Countryside sightings tend to be split fairly evenly between small flocks 

and ones and twos.  Peak counts in the south were ~70 (Ilkley) and 50+ (Swinsty) at the start of the year 

and ~30 at the summer’s end from High Royds, the Reva Hill area and Stainburn.  In the north peak counts 

                                                      
52  The species starts appearing on garden feeders in October reaching a peak in late winter and early spring. 
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were 11 in a Kilnsey garden and ~10 in Arncliffe and Hawkswick, all in April.  There were good counts 

from members’ gardens especially in January with 30 in Otley, 15 in Otley and Addingham, and 9 in 

another Otley garden.  A May count of 10 in a Grassington garden was described as an unusually high 

number, whilst an April count of 2 in a Burley garden was reported as a garden first. 

Siskin Carduelis spinus         104 Sightings/33 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: breeding population increasing. 

It is one of the few species where records are dominated by those from gardens (~45% of total) in both the 

north and south of the region.  The most interesting event of the year was the numbers of siskin flooding 

into gardens this summer.  The adjacent chart shows the percentage of gardens reporting garden birds to 

the BTO each month, where it can be seen that, unusually, 

the percentage of birds coming into gardens this summer 

has increased compared with recent years where it has 

usually fallen.  The species is an early breeder and may 

have benefited from the good weather at the start of the 

year which coupled with the poor weather in the summer 

which had the birds turning to garden feeding stations 

because of the difficulty in finding food elsewhere.  The 

species is usually found in 1 in 20 gardens but this summer 

the ratio has been 1 in 7 gardens (in Scotland and Wales it 

has been even higher with 1 in 2 gardens reporting the 

species present).  In our area the usual proportion of 

members’ gardens reporting the species has been between 1 

in 6 and 1 in 7 gardens for the past three years: this year it 

jumped to 1 in 3 gardens between June and September.  In the north most (60%) of the records were from 

the Grassington area – not surprising since so many of the records were from gardens.  There was also the 

occasional sighting from Littondale and Grimwith.  Numbers in the north are never very high: the largest 

counts were 8 at Howgill and 4 in a Threshfield garden in the second half of March.  There were some 

interesting records from Grass Wood where there were records of singing males in late May and early June 

and a female carrying nesting material in the second half of May.  Records in the south were quite 

widespread with the highest percentage (20%) from the Washburn.  There were several records of good 

flock sizes during the year including 30 at Otley (January), 120 at Barden (February) and Sandwith Moor 

(March), 60+ at Barden (May), 20 at Timble Ings (August) and 30 at Otley at the end of the year.  In 

gardens the peak counts were 14 in Addingham (February) and 8 in Otley (March): there were juveniles in 

Ilkley and Addingham gardens in June and in Ilkley and Menston gardens in September. 

Linnet Carduelis cannabina       025 Sightings/16 Sites 

Uncommon breeding migrant: population stable. 

This is a summer visitor that mostly migrates south for winter and 

which is no longer common in our area, especially in the north: the first 

sighting of the year was on 2
nd

 April (Stainburn).  The highest counts of 

the year are usually at the start and end of the season: there were high 

counts of 50+ at High Royds and 20+ in a Sandwith Plantation in mid-

April.  A third of all records were from the Washburn although 

numbers there were reported to be small with a peak count of 18 on 18
th
 

June on a long valley walk (PBR) and 15 around Haverah Park.  There 

was also the occasional record from around Rombalds Moor.  There 

were only two sightings from the north – from Grimwith (3 birds), which remains the most reliable place in 

the north to see this species, and from Hebden Beck (4 birds).  Breeding was reported from Hawksworth 

Moor where adults were reported feeding young on bush tops near Reva Hill, and from a farm at Low 

Snowden where one nest was predated and another produced 4 juveniles.  The last record of the year was a 

late one from Intake Farm, Menston on 12
th
 September. 

Twite Carduelis flavirostris       001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident/passage migrant: population declining. 

Ian Court reported at the BTO Yorkshire Conference in September that the South Pennines is the key area 

for this species but that small pockets still exist elsewhere of 1 or 2 pairs.  He has been encouraging a 

 



 

115 

farmer in the west of our region to put out food during the winter and, although the wet summer prevented 

regular visits to the site, three birds were recorded there during the year. 

Lesser Redpoll Carduelis cabaret      063 Sightings/30 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population may be in shallow decline. 

Records are received from across the region with the species rather more common in the south.  However, 

half of all sightings are received from only three sites – the Washburn in the south (with one-third of 

southern records), and Grimwith and Grass Wood (with 50% and 30% of northern records respectively).  

The other major source of sightings is from members’ gardens; the species was seen in ~40% of reporting 

gardens with 25% of all sightings from these.  Most high counts were in the spring and almost all in the 

south with ~100 in the main Swinsty CP and ‘lots’ on Norwood Edge at the end of March and 60 in the 

Sandwith Moor Plantation in early May. There was one large count from the north of 31 adults and 

juveniles on a Grimwith circuit on 10
th
 august (JP).  Otherwise, counts in the north were all in single 

figures with 4 pairs at Grimwith in late May. Apart from the Grimwith sighting evidence of breeding was 

limited with a nesting bird recorded in a Denton wood and birds seen song-flighting in Grass Wood and 

Grimwith.  Garden counts were highest at the start of the year with daily visits by 5 to two Ilkley gardens 

during January and regular visits by 6 to a Pool garden. 

Common Crossbill Loxia curvirostra      067 Sightings/14 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident/passage/winter visitor: population erratic due to irruptive behaviour. 

The species starts nesting in August and rears young throughout the winter when spruce fir seeds are ripe.  

Young can be raised under extreme conditions: a female has been recording incubating eggs near Moscow 

with the outside temperature at -19ºC (the temperature below the bird was 38ºC). There were sizeable 

summer influxes into the UK in 2008 and 2009 when the cone crop failed but there seemed some 

uncertainty about whether or not there had been an influx last year.  However, at the start of the year there 

were reported to be plenty of conifer seeds with attendant large flocks in the North Yorkshire Moors whilst 

there were good numbers of local records, with ~75% of records from the first half of the year; the annual 

sightings were also ~75% up on the five-year average.  An influx tends to affect the number of sightings 

rather than the number of sites where the species is recorded, but this year’s site total was also somewhat 

above average.  By far the majority of all sightings (65%) are from the Washburn and elsewhere in the 

south sightings are rare.  In the Washburn, numbers were often not recorded but when they were they were 

often in single figures.  However, there were flocks of 24 in Sandwith Moor Plantation in January and 32 

along Norwood Edge in early April.  Elsewhere, there was the occasional but usual sighting from the 

Barden View Point and some unusual sightings from the top end of the Hebers Ghyll wood between late 

February and mid August, usually of only 1 or 2 birds but with 6 on the 10
th
 August.  In the north and in 

recent years, the top end of Langstrothdale has been established as a regular site for this species, both in 

Oughtershaw and also Greenfield, although records from those areas tend to be limited and spasmodic.  

There was a report from Greenfield of reasonable numbers at various locations including 20+ at one spot 

on 18
th
 January suggesting there could be a sizeable breeding population there (IC).  Otherwise, there was 

one record of 5 birds from Nethergill in April and two records from Grimwith including an unusual record 

of 9+ in the car park in early June.  The extensive records from across the Washburn led to some 

speculation that they may have bred in the area.  The situation quietened down in the second half of the 

year with all of the counts in single figures. 

Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   085 Sightings/29 Sites 

Common breeding resident: population stable. 

This is one of the most popular of visitors to members’ gardens 

seen in three-quarters of reporting gardens (including northern 

gardens in Grassington and Threshfield where the species is less 

common): garden sightings also account for 40% of all sightings 

of this species.  In fact there has been a dramatic increase in the 

species use of gardens in the past 20 years as is shown in the 

adjacent BTO curve which shows the mean weekly percentage 

of gardens visited by the species.  Several members reported 

regular daily visits by 2 pairs during the winter months; the peak 

count was up to 4 males and 2 females in an Addingham garden 

daily during October and November.  There were also reports of 
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juveniles visiting gardens in Menston, Burley, Ben Rhydding, Ilkley and Addingham.  Elsewhere, 

sightings in the south are not particularly common but can occur anywhere, whilst northern sightings are 

distinctly rare (with the only non-garden sightings from Howgill, Grass Wood, Kilnsey and Hebden).  Peak 

counts were a party of 8 in Timble and 5 at Otley, both in January; later 5 in Haverah Park in October and 

in Timble in November.  The Otley Wetland feeders remain a good spot for seeing numbers of this species 

with 6 trapped there on 24
th
 October (AJ).   

Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis      001 Sightings/01 Sites 

Rare passage migrant/winter visitor. 

The only sighting of the year in our area was by Tony Wayte, a visitor to the Dales, who had close views 

of a single bird near Yarnbury on 18
th
 November.  However, there was also a sighting of a single bird at 

Howgate in Sleddale on 8
th
 January (ET*): the site is on the road down towards Hawes and a mile outside 

the Society’s region. 

Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella   006 Sightings/02 Sites 

Scarce breeding resident whose population is declining and is probably close to 

disappearing from area. 

There were several sightings from the Weeton area including 4+ birds on 3
rd

 July and a 

very encouraging 8 on the 7
th
 November; also a report that birds were still breeding in the 

area (RF).  There was also a record of a bird in Castley Lane (Arthington) on 25
th
 May 

(AP), and one just outside the area at Harewood on 4
th
 December (PP). 

 

 

 

Rock Bunting Emberiza cia 

Extremely rare vagrant     

Last year’s sighting at Bolton Abbey is still being considered by the British Birds Rarities Committee 

(BBRC).  Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised at the time reviews take as the only other rock bunting record 

still under consideration was seen on Foula (Shetland) – on 1
st
 September, 1968! 

Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus      078 Sightings/29 Sites 

Uncommon breeding resident/passage visitor: population probably stable. 

There was a good example of the difference good conservation practices can make to bird populations.   

Farmers near the Fowlmere Nature Reserve in Cambridgeshire have been planting plots of seed-rich plants 

to help bird populations with one making the welcome comment that ‘We are the custodians of the 

countryside and we have a duty to ensure there is always space for nature’.  This has resulted in more than 

500 reed buntings coming into roost each day on the reserve!  In our area there were records from right 

across the area.  In the north over 50% of northern records were from Grimwith with a peak count of 7 

males on 17
th
 April.  Other records from the north were thinly spread, mainly in the Grassington area but 

with one record from Buckden: there were no records from Littondale.  Otley in the south is the equivalent 

of Grimwith, again with almost half of all southern sightings from there and with a peak count of ~10 on 

1
st
 March.  Elsewhere birds can crop up anywhere along the valley but there were not many records from 

the Washburn and those from Bolton Abbey estate were rare.  Away from Otley there was a high count of 

4 from Knotford Nook in mid-June.  The species is subject to local winter movements out of our area 

and/or to lowland sites and high counts of 4 from Draughton Heights in mid-April and 5 at Timble Ings at 

the end of November were almost certainly of birds passing through.  There were a surprising number of 7 

gardens reporting visits by the species including Otley, Menston, Ben Rhydding (2), Ilkley (3) and 

Grassington.  Garden sightings outside March and April were rare, although there was a late record from 

an Otley garden at the end of May. 
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