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Letter from the Editor. 
 

Congratulations to Dr. Andy Gosler (RAFOS Scientific Adviser) on his award of the BOU’s 
Union Medal in recognition of his contribution to the BOU and ornithology. A full citation is 
published in the July 2012 issue of Ibis. 
 
This is my third Newsletter and I begin to wonder if anyone actually reads them. There has been 
little or no reaction from members to the content, layout or value of this publication. This may 
reflect total satisfaction or, perhaps, total lethargy. I have a cunning plan to check reader 
participation in what goes into the Newsletter and to get an indication that it is actually read by 
RAFOS members. The inner and outer back covers of this issue feature a selection from my 
pictures of waders and water birds. I challenge members to enter a recognition competition with 
entries by e-mail (or snail mail) to the editor. Entries should indicate the common name and 
scientific name for each bird featured in the pictures. Helpful hint: There may be more than one 
species in a picture and there may be more than one picture of each species. Each bird recognised 
correctly will gain one point for the common name, one point for the scientific name and one extra 
point for the plumage ( “juvenile,” “male,” “female,” “breeding,” “non-breeding,” or whatever.) There 
will also be an extra point for a correct guess as to where (which country) each picture was taken. 
Entries close on Christmas Day 2012. The editor’s decision is, of course, final. I planned to offer a 
scintillating prize for a maximum score but this was vetoed. The overwhelming glory must be 
reward enough. 
 
Observant readers (who managed to find their reading glasses) may have noticed a change in the 
RAFOS logo on the front cover. This is to comply with a diktat from the Department-in-charge-of-
RAF-logos. Yes, honestly, such a department actually exists! Don’t ask questions. Just remember 
my RFC/RAF father’s advice, “There is no reason, it’s just policy.” We seek a resolution. 
 
Next, a moan and a plea: The RAFOS Constitution requires the Leaders of Expeds and Field Trips 
that get financial support from RAFOS to submit a Report for publication in this Newsletter. Some 
leaders do, some don’t. My thanks to those who do, but please don’t wait for six months after the 
event to begin to think about producing your Report. Don’t wait for several begging messages 
before thinking about doing something. I repeat, once again, that the reports should be e-mailed in 
Word to me and should not include embedded pictures. The font used and the format of your 
Report does not matter. I can soon convert the words to suit the rest of the Newsletter. Please, 
please do NOT send pictures by e-mail but send them, with captions, and without editing, on a 
DVD. I can then fit the pictures into the Report without spending hours trying to recover the 
pictures, while knowing that their final quality will be degraded because they were not submitted full 
size on DVD as requested. When I was editing a commercial publication I had the authority to 
consign to the Trash Bin any submission that did not exactly follow the specified criteria. I do not 
have that freedom with the RAFOS Newsletter, and certainly should not have that option. I must 
admit that the temptation is sometimes still there. 
 
We apparently have about 125 ‘active’ members in RAFOS. A few of you contribute regularly to the 
Newsletter. Most have never done so. Why? I’m confident that the majority of you can still read and 
write. Why not share your latest birding outing with the rest of us?  Or tell us a tale from long ago? 
These could enthuse others to follow in your footsteps, knowing where to go and what to see there. 
I’m not asking for a PhD thesis, just a few pages on something you enjoyed or found interesting – 
with pictures (on a DVD) if possible. My aim is to provide an INTERESTING Newsletter for 
members. Are you interested? What do members want to read in the Newsletter? Is it completely 
off course or just dithering around in ever-decreasing circles until the inevitable puff of blue smoke? 
I really have no idea and can only guess if you, the members, don’t tell me. 
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SHIPSHAPE AND BRISTOL WATER FASHION – CHEW VALLEY IN SPRING 
 

Dick Knight 
 

 
We are just getting used to the joys of being newly retired: no need to be at work by 0800. So it 
was a bit of a shock to have to leave the house at 0700 to collect Val Kersley and the food, to be at 
the Chew Valley Ringing Station (CVRS) by 0900. We had a good run and got there early to join 
the ringers, with Scott Drinkel, on his first outing with RAFOS, and Dave and Anne Bodley with the 
other half of the rations arriving shortly afterwards. Blackcap, Chiffchaff and Goldcrest flitted 
around the car park to welcome us. 
 
With the hut getting crowded with people arriving for tea/coffee and chocolate biscuits Jan and I 
were volunteered to show Scott around the lake, starting at the Herriot’s Pool causeway. The 
Bristol Water Company has the reservoir at a high water level: is that why there were fewer birds 
on the water than usual?   We ticked off the usual suspects, Tufted Duck, Pochard, Shelduck and 
Great Crested Grebe among them, and a Reed Bunting posed in a willow. A small flock of gulls 
swirled around the entrance to the reservoir, except one was larger. Just in front of us the Osprey 
dived into the water to emerge with a large fish, getting harried by the gulls all the time. After 
several defensive moves it departed south-east with its catch. With the hooligans thus engaged the 
Common Buzzard was able to circle to the east unopposed. This was Scott’s first sight of an 
Osprey and he got a great photograph of it: hopefully that photo graces this article. 
 
Herriot’s Pool had few gulls at the back, some Black-headed and Lesser Black-backed Gulls, but 
there was the usual large throng of swans, gulls and ducks waiting to be fed at the front. A couple 
of Barnacle Geese tried to look inconspicuous among the Canadas. A Spotted Sandpiper had 
been reported at the lake for the previous month so seeing 3 people with telescopes precariously 
balanced on the low wall edging the causeway alerted my interest. Yes, they were reasonably sure 
they had it at the south-west end of the causeway. When they climbed down I climbed up to get a 
view – as a shout went up that it was flying. I climbed (fell?) down in time to see it land on the end 
of one of the islands opposite our position, allowing good views of the leg colour and the spots 
starting to appear on the breast, until it flew back to its previous position and out of sight. Two lifers 
for Scott, one for us: follow that! (Postscript: apparently the Spotted Sandpiper disappeared north 
on 21 April having completed its moult into summer plumage.) 
 
We were thinking of moving on when a couple of motorbikes with signs warning of a cycling event 
came down the road, followed by a couple of cars with similar signs, followed by about 100 cyclists 
all over the road. Then came the support teams, with cars for the Great Britain, Scottish and 
Granite City Cycling Teams among others. Then came the 50-plus cars trapped behind this melee. 
Once the road cleared we went the other way, anticlockwise round the lake. We drove past the 2 
official car parks (no longer pay and display, I’m told) to the north-west causeway. With fishermen 
in waders in the lake and several in boats, there weren’t many birds apart from the mongrel ducks 
waiting to be fed. On the pool over the road was a small flotilla of Tufties and Pochard and a Blue 
Tit claimed ownership of the aerial on the pump building. We missed the Green Sandpiper and the 
Long-tailed Duck that Ken and Sally Earnshaw found hiding at the end of the causeway. 
 
Onwards down the lane by the Blue Bowl pub to the hide at the end. Again, fishermen in boats 
close to the hide meant there were few birds to be seen except for some Teal and a male 
Garganey in the grassy margin. The cold wind was coming straight through the viewing slots so we 
strolled back to the car. The feeding station at the start of the path looked as though it hadn’t been 
restocked for ages but a couple of Wrens chased each other round a tree and a Cetti’s Warbler 
called nearby but refused to show itself. We got to the car as a large passage of Swallows and a 
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single House Martin flew through. Back at the CVRS we were asked to be careful in the car park 
as there was a Mistle Thrush nesting in one of the trees. 
 
Twenty three members plus Cyril the ringer squeezed into the hut for lunch – is this a record? 
Afterwards, 5 of us went back to the end of the Blue Bowl lane to walk part of the track northwards 
around the lake. The conifer wood had lots of busy Chaffinches and some Long-tailed Tits, the 
Elephant Grass in the field opposite had a Robin trying to masquerade as a Whitethroat and a pair 
of Ravens flew over. As we walked around a corner we got a quick glimpse of a mystery bird flying 
away into the light making a lilting call. The 5 of us and 3 other birders failed to identify it: the best 
guess was Cuckoo-like but it wasn’t a Cuckoo call that I’m aware of. One optimist suggested 
Senegal Coucal because of the Elephant Grass! Walking back a Goldcrest let us get close as it 
strutted on an Oak branch at eye level. Back at the CVRS the others were just finishing slide 
shows provided by Ken Earnshaw, John Stewart-Smith and Dick Yates as we arrived for tea and 
stickies. 
 
Jan and I saw 46 (identified) species (a list is available from the Secretary in the unlikely event 
anyone is interested) but at least 2 additional species were seen by others. Thank you to Val and 
Anne for the catering, Dave and Anne for the organization and to the several volunteers who 
helped to make the day so successful.   Scott might even come back again. 
 
Note: Thanks for the report, Dick. Reports from RAFOS-supported field trips are getting rarer than ever. I 
believe the “mystery bird” was, in fact, a cuckoo. A cuckoo flew low past the ringing hut, heading towards the 
lake, just as I parked my car after a delayed arrival. I’ve noticed that cuckoos do not develop their 
characteristic “cuckoo” call until a little later in the season and they then revert to a truncated call towards the 
end of the season. Ed. 

 

 
 
 

          Osprey                                                                                                          Scott Drinkel 
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O Raptors Day!  Curlew?  Hooray! 
 

An individual view of Islay Mist 2012 by Dick Knight, with apologies to Lewis Carroll 1 

 

 

 

 

You can’t say we weren’t warned.   Every matrix sign on the A74M said “Heavy rain forecast Sunday” as we 
drove from Carlisle to the ferry port at Kennacraig on Saturday 11 May 12.   The crossing to Islay was 
smooth, to the great relief of some of us, but we were disappointed in the bird watching facilities on the new 
boat as there were far fewer places on the upper deck with a good view of the water than on its predecessor.   
We still managed to see several Great Northern and Red-throated Divers, Guillemots and Tysties (Black 
Guillemots), Gannets, Eiders and various gulls.   The restaurant was an improvement from the old boat, 
though.   We sailed into Port Askaig as the pier and harbour facilities at Port Ellen are still undergoing major 
reconstruction, which meant a slightly shorter drive to Kilchoman where we arrived before 9pm.   We divvied 
up the food supplies into boxes for the 4 cottages we had booked then the 3 of us in our cottage collapsed 
into chairs and attacked a bottle of wine – till the male Hen Harrier floated over the trees behind the cottages.   
Good start! 
Sunday dawned cold and breezy.   We could see Fulmars were again nesting on the crag behind Kilchoman 
House.   After breakfast Jan, Long John (Le Gassick) and I drove to Port Charlotte to book dinner in the hotel 
for our last night.   At the harbour we found a Great Northern and a Red-throated Diver, a Guillemot and 2 
Common Terns which were actually uncommon for the week.   The drizzle got heavier and the wind stronger 
as we moved back to Bruichladdich (Brew kladdy to the English) where we saw a dozen Dunlin, 3 Ringed 
Plovers and a Rock Pipit on the shore, 3 Shags on some rocks and several Eiders on the water.   At the top 
of Loch Indaal were a dozen  
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1.   O frabjous day!  Callooh!  Callay!      From Through the looking glass 
Brent Geese, 10 Whimbrel and 2 Common Sandpipers displaying to each other.   The Bowmore harbour 
area was empty except for 5 Eiders, a Herring Gull and 2 House Sparrows but in a bay 1 mile out of 
Bowmore we found a group of 10 Bar-tailed Godwits.   By this time the wind was approaching gale force and 
the rain bucketing down so we gave up and returned to the cottages at midday – just in time to settle down 
and watch the Spanish Grand Prix on the TV, the horizontal rain outside and the Starling going into and out 
of its nest in the wall just outside the window.   Despite the weather, Dr Rob (King) flew into Islay Airport at 
4pm without problems, to be collected by Pete (Evans aka Beatrice – see his article of 18 months ago for an 
explanation) and JonO (Orme).   To make up for lost time, Dr Rob checked out Kilchoman and found a 
Golden Eagle which, needless to say, had gone by the time he got back to tell us.   Call over before the 
communal supper was a lively affair with banter and interruptions and we learnt that, in one family, “Happy 
holidays” is a coded way of saying “Be quiet!” 
 

 
 
                                                         Dr. Rob operating 
A slow convoy set off to the visitor centre at the Loch Gruinart reserve on Monday morning with frequent 
stops en route to check out the usual suspects that included Greylag Geese, Lapwings, Whimbrels, gulls and 
Wheatears.   There we met the site manager for the Oa reserve, David Wood, to discuss how and when we 
would undertake a survey of breeding Twite for the RSPB after Karen Sims had made all the contacts and 
done the research and organization to set this up.   Following the meeting we went down to the hide, 
collecting Dunnock, Song Thrush, House Martin and Raven on the way.   Moorhen, Redshank, Mallard, 
Wigeon, Teal and Shoveler were on the pools.   There were 3 Whooper Swans in the distance and we had 
the interesting sight of one of the Grey Herons trying to swallow a gosling.   A happier sight was the Lapwing 
chick running around just in front of the hide.   We also got close up views of a Snipe, a Reed Bunting and a 
Willow Warbler.   Dr Rob found the Wood Sandpiper at the back of one pool.   From Gruinart we drove north 
to Ardnave.   Along with 3 species of gulls and some Tufted Ducks there was a small flock of Canada Geese 
on the small lake at the end of the road, not common on the island in Spring.   Along the path towards the 
point we found Linnets, a dozen Choughs and about 10 Gannets which were working the sand bar at the end 
of the loch.   Back in the car we headed for the Rhinns, the peninsular at the south-west of the island which 
is mostly forestry, moorland and grazing land.   We stopped for a coffee at Bruichladdich, sitting outside the 
village shop which gave us the chance to compare Common and Arctic Terns.   There were more Arctic 
Terns at Port Charlotte and at Portnahaven.   The harbour at Portnahaven also had Turnstones and Dunlin, 
and Grey Seals “bottling” (imagine a bottle with some water in it so that it floats with just the neck showing 
above the surface), something I’d not seen before.   The wind was still strong, about 20 gusting 30 knots so 
there was quite a choppy swell and I presume it is an efficient way of keeping their noses above water.   We 
were on the last part of our circular tour of the Rhinns, heading back towards Port Charlotte, when we 
passed JonO, Beatrice and Dr Rob standing at the bottom of a valley looking for Golden Eagle.   After 
exchanging the customary insults greetings we agreed that the distant bird seen earlier had indeed been an 
eagle, not a Buzzard.   Half a mile further on we stopped at the top of the hill.   On the edge of a forestry 
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plantation a Buzzard started wheeling over a spot from which a Cuckoo then took flight.  It flew down the hill 
chased by the Buzzard and crossed the road about 100 yards from the other group – who were all looking in 
the other direction!   We recounted this tale to them at the communal supper, to be trumped by Dr Rob who’d 
seen a Peregrine Falcon while walking over to supper from his cottage.   Not to be outdone we went for a 
short walk at 10pm to be called by a Corncrake from just below the cottages.   Unlike one bird blog I read, 
you can’t call it singing. 
 

 
 

Oh the Oa! 
 
Seven people left the cottages early to get to the RSPB office on the Oa by 8am.   After confirming the brief 
with David Wood, 4 of them set off to walk the coastal path and 3 to walk the in bye fields of one of the farms 
on the reserve.   I don’t do early starts so my group of 4 got our brief at 10am and we walked the fields of the 
other farm.   The primary aim was to count Twite and supply evidence of breeding if seen, the secondary aim 
being to count passerines, again with evidence of breeding if seen.   Most of the fields my group walked 
were grazed by sheep or cattle and had only a few Meadow Pipits and Wheatears, the odd Skylark and Pied 
Wagtail, and a single Curlew!   Hooray!   At last, after all the flocks of Whimbrels we’d seen at other places.   
Only one field was not grazed, the grass had seed heads and therefore had a slightly higher number of pipits 
and Linnets.   The only group to see Twite was Fran, Catherine and Peter M (Merredy) who saw a pair twice, 
but with no evidence of breeding.   They hoped the small bird caught in flight by a Hooded Crow and then 
plucked and eaten was not a Twite!   The coastal path group reported back to David Wood at 4pm, a long 
day for them.   We were disappointed with the little data we could give him but he was delighted as it has 
given him a base line for further surveys which are planned for next year and will help him to allocate the 
level of effort in various areas.   My group took a detour on the way home to spend an hour surveying the 
airport from a deeply potholed track that runs around the northern boundary.   The results were sent to the 
airport management later to assist in their birdstrike prevention measures.   We found a few Meadow Pipits, 
Skylarks, Wheatears, Linnets and a single Lapwing.   Back at the cottages we watched a flock of about 20 
Choughs, a Buzzard and a Golden Eagle being mobbed by a Raven. 
 
Wednesday – O raptors day!   Iain MacKenzie reported a Corncrake in some vegetation next to a wall 
behind the graveyard and we spent some time listening to it call and occasionally show itself.   Having 
rushed out without a jacket, after about half an hour I was getting cold so I wandered back towards the 
cottage – as the Golden Eagle appeared over the crag behind Kilchoman House.   We pointed it out to a 
family from one of the cottages and in the process we realised that some of us were looking at a different 
eagle, and as we discussed the ages of the birds we found there were actually 3 of them by then, an adult 
and 2 sub-adults.   Add in the Buzzard and the Raven and that was quite a start before breakfast.   Later, 
half the party went to Jura for the day, my group went to Claggain Bay.   At Kildalton we saw another 2 
Golden Eagles which later drifted towards us at the bay.   On the water we counted 6 Red-breasted 
Mergansers, 1 Red-throated Diver, a Tystie and 2 Common Sandpipers.   By peeping over the shingle bar of 
the beach we could see 5 Arctic Terns displaying quite close.   Driving home, on the back road between Port 
Ellen and Bowmore we spotted 2 Buzzards and a male Hen Harrier, by the abattoir a pair of Goldcrests and 



 11 

by Loch Gorm a Whinchat.   During the day we stopped at a spot I’ve been asked not to mention to see what 
was about.   Long John and I were checking the area with telescopes so we missed the bird seen off by the 
Herring Gull.   Jan went to the car to check the book and came back with a rueful grin – it was a White-tailed 
Eagle!   I congratulated her on a life-time tick through gritted teeth.   But 5 minutes later it came back, with a 
second one and both of them settled on a grassy area about 400 yards from us where we watched them for 
about 20 minutes before they left.   Of 7 Islay Mist expeditions I think this was the first time anyone had seen 
more than one Golden Eagle during the week.   We’d seen 5 and 2 White-tailed Eagles in a day!   To show it 
wasn’t a fluke another group had seen a pair of White-tailed Eagles at another spot the previous day but at a 
distance, I think the first for Islay Mist.   As an aside, I was pleased to hear several of the Springwatch team 
on TV frequently refer to the birds as White-tailed Sea Eagles – I’m not the only one to use that name. 
 
Thursday’s weather started fine.   We drove to Bunnahabhain (Bunner harven to the English) where we 
found a single Great Northern Diver on the water, but as we were leaving we saw 2 Cuckoos.   At Port 
Askaig we watched both the Jura ferry and the mainland ferry being loaded then we found a path round a 
corner to a small bay where there were 7 Tysties on the water and 3 on the cliff face, their red legs helping to 
make them conspicuous.   Two Mergansers flew past up the channel.   The woollen mill near Bridgend is a 
favourite site of ours.   The rain had arrived when we got there and the bird feeders at the mill had a 
continuous procession of tits, finches and Siskins.   I used to say you could almost guarantee to see Dipper 
and Grey Wagtail on the River Sorn there but it took 3 visits to find the latter in this week.   The woods at 
Bridgend were wet but we added Treecreeper and a male Blackcap to our list.   Bowmore and Port Charlotte 
were very quiet.   Jan’s ear for the local accent was improving.   At the café in Port Charlotte, talking to the 
waitress she discovered you could sometimes see otters from the car park, not orcas as she’d heard on a 
visit a couple of days before.   We were relaxing at the cottage at about 6pm when Ian Brooke told us that a 
flock of Dotterel had been seen in a field 2 miles away at Saligo.   Scramble!    We were the lead car in a 
convoy of 3 driving down the single track road when a brown bird erupted from a scrubby area beside the 
road and flew 2 feet in front of the bonnet at windscreen height for what seem like ages but was only a 
couple of seconds before it veered off left, thank goodness.   How would you explain a birdstrike with a 
Corncrake?   100 yards further on a female Pheasant leapt out of the right hand verge and tried to run under 
the front wheel!   After all that excitement we got to the ploughed field where we eventually got the Dotterel 
count up to 11, among the Wheatears.   Margaret Brooke was trying to find out which side of the fence a 
Corncrake was calling from – was it in her count area or her neighbour’s?   Supper was late that night as the 
cooks had insisted on leaving the kitchen to see the birds.   What kind of priority is that? 
 
We got up on Friday to find the note from Dr Rob outside our patio door.  Timed at 0605 it told us of the 
Spotted Flycatcher in the grounds.   After a cursory search we didn’t find it, so it came and sat outside our 
window as we had breakfast.   A 4 car convoy drove back to the field at Saligo where the count was down to 
9 Dotterell and 4 Wheatears.   The convoy scattered: we went on to the woods at Ballygrant.   Apart from 
some common woodland birds the highlight was a Treecreeper and the only things on the water were 2 
fishermen in a boat.   I don’t know where the 2 Little Grebes that were seen shortly before and shortly after 
were hiding.   At the woollen mill, other than the birds on the feeders, all we saw were a Wren and a 
Chiffchaff.   The Bruichladdich area gave us a Red-throated Diver, a Tystie and the usual flock of 20ish 
Whimbrel.   Machir Bay, below Kilchoman, was windswept but the feeding was obviously good for all the 
Swallows and Sand Martins.   A Corncrake called from a patch of vegetation near the parking area.   In the 
afternoon we took Dr Rob back to the airport.   He commented that Islay was like being on safari: you don’t 
go from reserve to reserve, the wildlife is everywhere and in most places you can stop at will to watch it.   
Having seen him check in we went back to the car and waited while students from 2 university minibuses 
blocked the exit as they tried to pour a kilted young man through the terminal door.   After much shouting and 
pointing by the group they formed a guard of honour to allow us to drive out as we waved graciously.   We 
went to the boundary track to do another hour’s survey of the airfield.   Of 9 species seen, the most 
interesting was the Ringed Plover standing on the edge of the runway.   From there to the Port Charlotte 
Hotel for 7pm.   It is a tradition for the party to have dinner there on the last night but because we were 
beaten to booking the dining room by another large group we were in the conservatory this time and we had 
the pleasure of being joined by Malcolm and Carol Ogilvie.   One of our group nearly escaped without 
paying, but the staff eventually realised the mix-up they’d made. 
 
Most of us left the island on the 0945 ferry on Saturday 19 May 12.   Sitting in another line of the queue at 
Port Askaig was a large lorry loaded with wrecked cars in layers 4 deep: nothing to do with driving while 
looking out of the side windows at all the wildlife.   I won’t say we found an answer to the problem of the 
shortage of deck space for bird watching on the ferry but, having breakfast at a table by a window in the 
restaurant, we decided it was almost as good as on deck and considerably more comfortable. 
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This was the 7th Islay Mist, 5 of which were organized by Bill Francis and this was the first one he’s 
missed.   We missed his company, and I’ll bet he’s spitting feathers as he reads our bird list.   Lack 
of the Editor’s valuable space precludes tales of the 3 nights at Caerlaverock that 7 of us spent on 
the journey home, most of the organizing of which had been done by Bill before he had to withdraw 
and for which we are very grateful.   The final tally for Islay was 113 bird species seen by the 
group, better than we expected given the weather forecast but not the highest number seen in 
Spring.   If anyone would like one I have a copy of John Le Gassick’s master list.   Beatrice won 
the sweepstake on the number but paid the price by buying a round of drinks (note the origin of the 
term “White elephant”).   As another aside, shortly after we got home the temperature on Islay was 
reported as 20ºC warmer than it had been a week earlier.   These ornitholidays are tough! 
 
All pictures by Jan Knight (“Secretary Bird”) unless she appears in the picture, in which case the 
pictures are by David Wood RSPB 
 

 
 

“It’s a cornflake”                                 Islay                                                JSS 
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THE GAMBIA IN WINTER 
22 to 29 November 2011 

 
Robin Springett. 

 
 
 
I remarked in my last trip report on The Gambia (Gambia Revisited 2010), The Gambia is easy 
Africa; they use GMT, and it’s only a 6 hour flight from Europe; they speak English, there is no 
crime, the food is recognisable, and prices are low.   Well, it keeps drawing me back, and I visited 
again for the last week in November 2011.   It is such a delight getting some seriously hot weather 
during the northern winter.   As per normal, I had taken a late booking flights and B&B at a 2 star 
hotel, this time the Badala Park, which is a bit basic, but friendly enough and very well positioned in 
Kotu for the bridge, rice fields and pools.  As this was to be a relaxed trip, I had decided to get out 
every morning early, bird till lunch, have lunch out and get back to the hotel mid-afternoon for a 
swim and some sun.   I also wanted to add migrant warblers to my Gambian list; something it 
lacked.   I flew Monarch from London Gatwick, and as usual, it was a pleasant flight with good 
food, on time and the transfer from airport to hotel painless.   Once checked in and changed, I 
wandered to the little café and bird garden now run by my old friend and past Chairman of the Bird 
Guides Association of The Gambia, Lamin Sidibeh.   Of course, I had warned him in advance of 
my visit, and after a chat and a walk round his garden, I enjoyed a simple meal of ladyfish, rice and 
sweet potato chips, prepared by his excellent cook, Ramatoulie Jatta.   Luckily, I had brought a 
head torch, as walking back to the hotel in the dark could have been a problem! 
 
 
 
Wednesday 23rd     Off to the bridge at Kotu by 07.30, where I met up with a couple of bird guides 
for a pleasant walk around the mangroves, through the rice fields and gardens, with tall palm trees, 
and then on to the famous Kotu Pools (sewage farm).   On the way, I stopped off at Lamin’s cafe 
for a cold drink and to order lunch (a wise precaution, as it gives time to buy the ingredients).   This 
was very deliberately a gentle morning, as it gave me time to acclimatise and get my eyes familiar 
with the light and the sort out the local birds.  By the time I returned to the hotel for a swim, I had 
notched up 72 species; many of course very common, but others not so.   No new birds for me 
though.   The following day was the presidential election day, a good day to be out of the populated 
area, so I had booked Lamin and a car and driver for the morrow. 
 
 
Thursday 24th     Going from my room to breakfast I saw a family of White-crowned Robin Chats, 
which I was to see every day, and a group of Green Wood Hoopoes making a tremendous 
commotion in the trees around the hotel.  Lamin plus car and a driver called Lennox picked me up 
soon after 07.00 and we were off to Turejreng Woods, birding as we went along the road.   Lennox 
has an old, but well maintained Nissan 4x4, which I had used on my last trip; he is a careful driver, 
and I would recommend him to anyone.   Turejereng Woods comprises open country, with several 
large trees, crossed by a number of sandy tracks.   The area is slowly being settled, but is still 
good for birds.  We spent the whole morning in the area, until it got too hot for birding.  My highlight 
was probably an Osprey flying over clutching a huge fish in its talons!   The total was 35 species; 
not exceptional, but included Whinchat and Nightingale, new birds for my Gambian list.   In the 
evening, I had a gentle walk along the cycle track at the rear of the hotel.  Nice enough stroll, but 
with fewer birds than I remember. 
 
 
Friday 25th    Not really a birding trip, as I was intent on visiting the Bird Observatory at Kartong, 
which is sponsored by the British Trust for Ornithology and provides ringing (banding) courses.   I 
also wanted to visit Farakunku Lodge, but had been unable to get them on the ‘phone.   Both visits 
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were associated with a possible expedition I am considering in the future.  Kartong is about as far 
south and west as it is possible to get in The Gambia.   It is owned and run by a nice guy from UK, 
Colin Cross, who is married to a Gambian and when I arrived they were giving out medicines to 
local villagers.   In fact it transpired that any surplus he makes goes towards the provision of 
medicines.   The Observatory is a bungalow overlooking a marsh, and obviously a great place to 
catch migrants.   After a cup of tea and a chat, Colin took me for a very pleasant bird walk (stout 
footwear and long trousers recommended).   Although the species list was not long, I did see a 
Reed Warbler, which was one of my target species and a new one for my list.  Colin looks for a 
small donation to his medicines fund from visitors.  If you attend a ringing course at the Kartong 
Observatory, you will be accommodated and fed at the nearby Lemon Fish Art Gallery and Guest 
House, owned and run by a charming lady called Honey from The Netherlands.   The 
accommodation is clean and simple, and I am told the food is international.   It is also possible to 
stay at the guest house at anytime when ringing courses are not held; details on their website – 
www.lemonfish.gm .   On the way back, and still without ‘phone contact, we followed the signs from 
the main road to Farakunku Lodge, which is about a mile from the road and an oasis of 
sophisticated calm in the deep bush.   Run by Heather and Moses, it comprises 4 large octagonal 
lodges, really suited to couples, but very luxurious; details on their website – www.farakunku-
lodges.com. 
 
 
Saturday 26th    Today off to Pirang, with Lamin and Lennox and the 4x4.   Pirang is the name of 
the village, and is an interesting area of mango plantations, woodland, rice fields, gardens, and 
down to the creek, a large area covered by a shrimp farm.   In the village itself, is a huge fig tree; 
reputed locally to be the biggest remaining in West Africa.   Certainly it is the biggest fig tree I have 
seen in The Gambia, and is the starting point for a walk through the plantations, rice fields and 
gardens.  The villagers are friendly enough and happy for you to walk there, as long as you respect 
their property and keep to paths, or where crops have been harvested.   Lots of birds around, and 
my quest for warblers yielded Chiffchaff and Western Bonelli’s, neither new for my local list, but 
nice anyway.   Later we moved to the shrimp farm, which after a decade of decay seems to be 
being revived.   Note that some local bird guides were available at the entrance to the shrimp farm 
that have current knowledge of where specific birds are to be found.   At one time, Black-crowned 
Crane was a given here, but no more it seems; however, I did find a White Stork which was a new 
one for me in The Gambia, and I recognised it a long way off, having seen thousands over the 
years, whereas Lamin who had seen few took longer to agree with me!   We ended our day with 69 
species.   
  
 
Sunday 27th     I had booked Lennox’s 4x4 and local Birdingpal – www.birdingpal.org guide Fatou 
Colley for an early morning visit to Tangi Reserve followed by Brufut Woods.  Tangi Reserve is a 
narrow strip of scrub, mainly ginger plum, between the road and beach.   We were not alone, as 
the guide used by The Gambia Experience, Malick Suso was there with a rather large party, many 
of whom seemed to be photographers, and all a bit chatty.   We chose to keep away from them!   
The weather was perfect, overcast and calm, and we were not disappointed, as we saw 50 species 
in total, including Francolin and Four-banded Sand Grouse.   My warbler count included Chiffchaff, 
Melodious in significant numbers and Olivacious and Garden Warbler.   The beach yielded Dunlin, 
Audouin’s, Yellow Leg and Little Gull.   We were quite late leaving and going to Brufut.  Really, 
both locations need a morning each, and we were only able to add 13 new species for the day at 
Brufut.  There are wardens at Brufut, but they were not around to pay the modest charge.  The 
wood is again under pressure and there was some evidence of branches being taken from trees, 
but in general the trees are not suffering the same fate as those outside the protected area. 
 
 
Monday 28th     For my last full day, I took a taxi to Abuko Nature Reserve, where I spent a very 
pleasant morning.   Never likely to yield large numbers of species, but always capable of turning up 
surprises, I had really good views of a Lanner Falcon; for a while so close that binoculars were not 
needed.   Of warbles, there was Chiffchaff of course, a Willow Warbler seen first by a group ahead 
of me, and to my delight, a Wood Warbler, which was seen also by a guide.  One real surprise was 

http://www.lemonfish.gm/
http://www.farakunku-lodges.com/
http://www.farakunku-lodges.com/
http://www.birdingpal.org/
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Woodland Kingfisher, which had eluded me so far on this and all my other trips to The Gambia.  I 
had 28 species on my last morning, but some really good ones.  
 
 
Notes on the Bird Guides Association of The Gambia   
 
When I first went birding in The Gambia nearly 20 years ago, the bird guides were a rag-tag group 
with few skills and even fewer binoculars between them.  They tended to hang out around Kotu 
Bridge   In his book, A Birdwatchers’ Guide to The Gambia, Dr Rod Ward mentions two reliable 
guides who were working in 1992.   These were Lamin Sidibeh and Yusufa.   As mentioned above, 
Lamin is still working as a guide and also running his café between Kotu Pools and the Creek.  
Some of those early guides got together to raise standards and formed The Bird Guides 
Association.  Now those who aspire to be guides have to become members, and pass the training, 
which is rather like an apprenticeship, as most of the skills are acquired by learning from others.  
Personally, I will only use a guide who is a member of the Association and has a guides licence.  
Many of the older guides have moved on, but several still operate, whereas one or two have 
carved out careers for themselves working for tour companies.  Lamin Sidibeh is a past President 
of the Association, and I have always found him to be an excellent and trustworthy guide.   There 
are now 3 women who have bird guide licences; Fatou Colley I picked from Birdingpal last time I 
was here and used again this time to go to Tangi and Brufut.   She had just got back from working 
up river with Birdfinders.    
 
 
Transport  
 
My advice is always to use the green “tourist” taxis.   Yellow taxis may appear cheaper, but they 
are largely unregulated.   For tourist taxis there is a published price.  I tend to book a taxi at Kotu 
Bridge when I book a guide.  It is also now possible to rent a reliable vehicle, including 4x4, at 
reasonable price.  All have websites.  Generally, for up river trips, the cross over point in price 
between taxi and rental car is 3 or 4 days (taxi cheaper 3 days or less, hire car cheaper 4 or more 
days).   Driving is a little arbitrary, but not too bad, and roads are anywhere from good to poor.   
 
 
Contacts    
 
Kartong Bird Observatory – Colin Cross +220 7332225 website: www.kartongbirdobservatory.org  
 
Farakunku Lodge – Heather and Moses +220 7587155 website:  www.farakunku-lodges.com  
 
Lemon Fish Art Gallery and Guest House – Honey +220 7643948 website: www.lemonfish.gm  
 
Lamin Sidibeh - Bird Guide +220 9909365; email:  laminkulanjangtours@yahoo.co.uk 
 
Fatou Colley – Bird Guide +220 7790535 website:  www.gambiabirding.com  
Email:  fcolley2008@yahoo.com 
 
4x4 Vehicle and Driver Lennox +220 7391080   
 
Self Drive Car Hire:  http://www.accessgambia.com/information/getting-around-travel.html  
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.kartongbirdobservatory.org/
http://www.farakunku-lodges.com/
http://www.lemonfish.gm/
http://www.gambiabirding.com/
mailto:fcolley2008@yahoo.com
http://www.accessgambia.com/information/getting-around-travel.html
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 Wing Commander Clifford Barrington (Barry) Elford 

11 October 1919 – 9 October 2011 

Group Captain John Woodard 

Barry Elford was Chairman of RAFOS from 1969 to 1974. Barry was born in Salisbury in 1919 and was 
named Clifford Barrington Elford - to be known as Barry ever since. He was educated at Bishop 
Wordsworth’s School, Salisbury and was always very proud that he attended that school which obviously did 
a good job, given his ability to quote chunks of Shakespeare and poetry all his life.   
 
Barry chose the Royal Air Force as a career and he joined at Cranwell in 1936 and trained as a Wireless 
Operator. He converted to an Air Gunner on his first squadron and went on to fly 118 operational sorties with 
that unit before joining No 13 Squadron to fly in Blenheims. With No 13 Squadron he took part in the famed 
1000 bomber raids on Cologne and Emden and he survived.  Barry was commissioned in 1942 and was 
posted to the Far East as an Air Gunnery Instructor, and later became Director of the Officers Advanced 
Training School.  Eventually he moved to Ceylon in 1946 and this is where he met his wife, Sue. They were 
married in Colchester in Dec 1947.  
 
In 1948 Barry transferred to the Secretarial Branch of the RAF and continued in that role until he retired. 
Highlights of those years included a tour in Germany, President of the Selection Board, Biggin Hill and Chief 
of Staff Administration with the Ghana Air Force. He retired from the RAF as a Wing Commander in late 
1974 after 38 years dedicated service. Barry then joined the Hospital Saving Association as the Office 
Manager and Director of Personnel retiring fully in 1985.   
 
Stemming from a life long love of birds, Barry was Chairman of the RAF Ornithological Society for five years 
and conned me into succeeding him in that role in 1974. During his time as Chairman, he oversaw the 
preparations for several major overseas expeditions and worked hard to promote the status of the Society 
both nationally and in the international arena. He laid many stepping stones to the Society as it is today.  It is 
a testimony to him that there are many members still in the Society who remember him with much affection. 
Barry’s interests extended well beyond ornithology. He qualified as a glider pilot and was a Yacht Master 
with the RAF Sailing Association.  He was an astronomer, an amateur actor, a skier and an active and much 
respected Freemason. 
 
From 1978 to 1999, Barry and Sue lived in Longparish, Hampshire. He took a full part in community activities 
including service on the Council of the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust where Barry could exploit 
his knowledge of flora and fauna.  He was also on the International Council for Bird Preservation. In the 
1980s and 90s, Barry took the lead in organising weekends for previous Chairmen of RAFOS and their 
wives, and this group visited many sites in the UK and offshore islands. It used to be said that the number of 
wine bottles emptied on these weekends exceeded the number of bird species identified! In 1999, Sue and 
Barry surprised his family and friends when they moved to Razac de Saussignac in the Dordogne, France. 
They enjoyed 12 happy years there, and RAFOS members who visited them will remember being served 
generous gin and tonics on their veranda with the fluting whistle of the golden oriole ringing our from the 
trees at the rear of their sloping garden.   
 
Barry died on 14 October 2012 whilst attending the funeral of Sue’s brother-in-law in Norwich. His own 
funeral was held, appropriately, at Hawkinge, the Battle of Britain airfield near Folkestone in Kent. In tribute 
to his work for the Royal Air Force Association when he lived in France, his coffin was draped in the RAFA 
ensign, and the Association provided a Guard of Honour and a Standard Bearer. RAFOS was well 
represented at the ceremony. 
 
Barry Elford was a man for all seasons.  We remember his life with gratitude. 
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A WEEK IN ARAGON – Northern Spain  
 

7-15 June 2011 
 

 Karen Sims and John Towers 
 
The two hour flight from a cold Bristol to Barcelona went very quickly and we touched down to a much 
warmer Spain - even though it was cloudy! 
 
We collected our bags and the hire car and made our way out of the airport onto the motorway system 
heading for our rented cottage in the village of Usana just south of the Odessa National Park. The drive was 
a long one but on good roads and we arrived some 3 ½ hours after landing to be met by the letting agent. 
 
The property was owned by a French lady who lived in the village but managed by an English woman who 
lived further up the valley near the French border. Our home for the next week was a stone barn with a lovely 
stone tiled roof like a majority of the buildings in the village. The barn had been converted into a very 
comfortable one bed-roomed house with a large patio and even larger garden backing onto the countryside. 
 
 

 
 
 
The views from the property took in the village down to the Rio Cinca and the Embalse de Mediano to the 
south and north to the Pyrenees. We had both Black and Red Kites over the cottage most days and often 
joined for breakfast on the patio by Short-toed Eagles looking to see what was on the menu! 
 
We had an early night as we had another long drive ahead of us in the morning and a very early start. We 
were to be up at 6.30 for a 2 hour drive to the Hecho valley to meet up with a bird guide Richard Cash who 
had been recommended to us by Jose Saiz of the Boletas Birdwatching Centre in Laporanza. Richard lives 
in the Hecho valley with his wife and family having been in Spain for over 17 years. He leads trips for birders, 
photographers and walkers. 
 
The drive was long and hard, along small twisting roads. Despite it taking us longer than the 2 hours we had 
estimated it was well worth it when the beautiful Hecho valley opened in front of us. We had brought our 
lunch as instructed and met Richard and his minibus in the town square in Hecho. The Hecho is known as 
one of the most beautiful valleys in the Spanish Pyrenees and it was full of flowers at this time of year. As the 
day warmed up the butterflies appeared in the alpine meadows with Pearl Bordered Fritillary amongst the 
Common Walls. There were lots of orchids including the lovely Fragrant and Lesser Butterfly. There were a 
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few mammals around too, Marmot in the rocks, Red Squirrel and Chamois. A young snake found by the side 
of the road near the waterfalls was a possible bastard Viper but Richard was still researching his photos on 
that one! 
 
But what about the birds you ask? 
Highlights of the day were a sub adult Lammergeyer with an Egyptian and several Griffon Vultures on a 
carcass. But this was only after we had spent several hours at the base of some cliffs watching for the 
nesting Wallcreepers. One adult appeared feeding high up on the sheer rock face but despite the distance it 
was instantly identifiable in the way it moved and the bright flashes of red as it moved around the crevices. 
An amazing bird and I now know what all the fuss is about! 
 
Birds were everywhere up the valley with Vultures and Red Kites being joined by both Short-toed and 
Booted Eagles. The wooded valley gives way to alpine meadows and then scree before the high peaks 
begin. At the top the valley opens out again into a grassy valley with marsh and stream running down from 
the high mountains. Wandering back down to the minibus after many hours walking we were joined by Dirk 
Hilders of The Crossbill Guides who was researching for a new guide on the Spanish Pyrenees. We gave 
him a lift back to his car which was further down the valley and he later emailed us a superb photo he had 
taken of an adult Lammergeyer that flew over as we walked back down. We said our goodbyes to Richard 
and arranged to meet him the next morning in the town nearest our cottage. 
 

 
 
 
Lammergeyer                                                                                         Dick Hilders of Crossbill Guides 
 
Our second day with Richard was spent near to our base at Canon de Aniscola, Tella in the Ordessa Y 
Monte Perdito National Park. This was very different to the Hecho valley but again full of birds, butterflies 
and plants. The valley has lots of very old stone villages, many having been deserted in the Civil War, but 
which were starting to have life again with many restoration projects going on. Many people were living in the 
village’s full time and not just for holidays which gives the whole area a lovely feel.  
 
We had close views of Lammergeyer today and watched for some time 2 adult and 1 juvenile Egyptian 
Vultures near a field of cows with their newly-born calves. Apparently one of the Egyptian Vulture’s favourite 
foods is the afterbirth and so they are commonly seen in this setting. The juveniles stay with the parent birds 
for many years and this one was as big as the adults. It was noticeable that there were more 
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Yellowhammers in the higher parts of the valley and these were more common than Cirl Bunting at altitude. 
The roadside cliff faces held nesting Rock Sparrow, Crag Martin and House Martin which still use the 
mountains as they would have done before people built in the valley. 
 
 

 
 
 
Griffon 
 
The small cultivated fields with no vast mechanised farm machinery meant the flower meadows attracted 
insect life which in turn brings in the birds. The valley held lots of hermitages all in a very good state of repair 
and which are used for services at special points in the year. 
 
After a good night’s sleep, and despite the thunderstorm in the mountains, we decided to explore on foot 
from the village. We were on a hill and surrounded by countryside although the nearby town of Ainsa was 
only 10 minutes away in the car and less than an hour on foot using the GR footpath that runs through the 
village. It was easy walking down hill to the main road which we crossed to walk through fields toward the 
embalse (reservoir) and the river.  
 
We disturbed a Purple Heron from the edge of the marsh and watched it fly lazily down the river out across 
the reservoir.  We first heard, then saw, a European Bee Eater flying around a field which held 4 mares and 
their foals and then John saw a flash of yellow.  Golden Oriole, but I did not catch up with it before it 
vanished into the trees. There were plenty of Stonechats around with young and singing Nightingales in 
every clump of trees. One Nightingale very obligingly sat up in a dead tree asking to be photographed. This 
tree had a small pool of water underneath it which was attracting birds in to bathe and then perch up and 
preen. This gave us good views of Corn Bunting, Cirl Bunting, Serin and Woodchat Shrike. 
 
On the way back towards the village I saw and heard the Golden Oriole. Later that day we walked from the 
village into Ainsa on the GR19. Crossing the road bridge into town over the gravel bedded Rio Cinca we saw 
and heard a wader fly in. I managed to follow it in to land amongst the pebbles; it was a Little Ringed Plover 
which appeared to be nesting in the gravel. 
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Nightingale 
 
On Saturday we drove up the main A138 road towards the French border turning at Bielsa into the Valle de 
Pineta. This leads to a huge Circe and the Balcon de Pineta and you can cross the mountains on foot into 
France. We walked up to the walls of the Circe but we had no stamina left to carry on up to the French 
border. It had been a long hot and steep climb from the valley bottom. It was rough ground and so you were 
watching your feet and not able to watch for birds. It was a popular place with many people hiking up from 
the river and the large car park area. The river that runs through the Circe from the mountains created high 
waterfalls all the way back to the bottom of the valley. The meadows were filled with flowers, including Yellow 
Turk Cap Lily, Asphodel, St Bernards Lily and lots of Ramonda. A Crested Tit was feeding high up in the 
conifers. 
 
We took a different route back to the car following the river down the waterfalls and cascades, equally tiring 
as the route back was several miles of steps. Sunday saw another warm sunny day. We walked from the 
village over the hill to the next one called Baneston. Again full of lovely old buildings many beautifully 
restored and lived in. The old bell tower of the church was home to common swifts which screamed around 
the village. We heard and saw Common Quail in the cereal fields and lots of singing Corn Buntings on the 
wires and in trees. The butterflies were good with Painted Lady, Southern White Admiral, Southern Marbled 
White and Queen of Spain Fritillary to name a few. We heard Cuckoo, Bee Eater and Hoopoe. A large raptor 
appeared which we worked out was a juvenile Honey Buzzard. It had that strange cuckoo-like head. 
 
Our landlady had her family over from France for the day and we had our lunch on our patio in the sun 
listening to their laughter. We were then invited for coffee which became a glass of Champagne, Brandy, 
Herb Liquor, coffee and dessert. They were great fun and a really nice family, speaking French, Spanish and 
English. We eventually went back to our cottage across the yard feeling very dozy. 
 
We had booked a table at a recommended restaurant up the valley in Labuerda. The bar/restaurant Fonda 
Carrera was really fun, Spanish speaking only with a few English words form our waitress. We could not eat 
until 9 pm and most people did not arrive until after 10. Good food, drink and company all for 38 euros for a 4 
course menu with wine. The starter did make us laugh though. One of the options was soup. When asked 
‘what kind’, she said ‘fish soup or not fish soup’. John went with the ‘not fish’ soup which turned out to be 
vegetable and very nice too! 
 
Monday, we set off up the same valley turning into Valle de Christau, Salines de Sin, Sin Plan, San Juan de 
Plan and Gistain. This big deep valley had high cliffs for nesting Vultures and Eagles with high perched 
villages. Again the villages were well populated and full of restored properties and work in progress. We had 
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wonderful views of a pair of Short-toed Eagles that gilded down the valley below us and then perched in a 
tree at eye level. This gave us good views of the upper side for a change and we watched them for a long 
time before they flew away across to the cliffs. There was also a hidden raptor feeding station in the valley 
that was not publicised and which we came across by accident. It was full of sheep and goat skulls and well 
fenced. We saw an Egyptian Vulture feeding with Ravens. 
 
The old villages held nesting Swifts, Crag Martins, Barn Swallows, Sand Martins and Black Redstarts. The 
flower meadows were again full of colour but our walk was cut short by a thunderstorm with lightning all 
around. We beat a hasty retreat to the safety of the car back in the village. We made our way back down to 
lower ground where the weather improved and the sun came out again. We had not explored the town of 
Ainsa so parked up and went into the original walled centre and to find a restaurant for dinner later that 
evening. Again the places do not get going till late but a fete was taking place in the square and the whole 
place was buzzing. Richard had recommended a restaurant called The Fez in one of the cobbled streets off 
the square which we found and booked ourselves in. Once again we had great food, 3 courses wine and 
coffee for 30 euros. Spain is so much cheaper than France. 
 
Our last full day and we decided to revisit the valley we had been to with Richard on our second day here. 
We stopped to pick up lunch at a lovely Deli in Escalono; this was full of locally produced meat, bread, 
cheeses, wines and fresh vegetables.  Loaded up with tomatoes, bread, ham, cheese and water we carried 
on up to the Escuain road. We stopped at the junction at Besture and walked up the road to Escuain. We 
lunched on the grass watching butterflies amongst the pine trees. Walking back down the road to the car we 
then carried on up to the village of Escuain. This little ruined hamlet was gradually being restored and 
several homes were used at the weekends and had many productive vegetable plots. There was a very 
informative centre on the Lammergeyer but all in Spanish, great photos though. 
 
The view of the Escuain Gorge made you realise why people were choosing to move back up to this remote 
hill village. The flowers were alive with bees, butterflies and other insect life. We had good views of warblers 
on the way up with Orphean, Dartford and Bonellis the easiest to identify. We also had the one and only Tree 
Creeper for the trip. 
 
This was a great holiday, so much so that we went again in October but stayed in Hecho flying to Toulouse. 
More of that in a future report. 
 
Richard Cash - altoaragon@arrakis.es 
Josele J Saiz – www.boletas.org 
 

 
 
 

Pictures by Karen and John unless otherwise credited. 

mailto:altoaragon@arrakis.es
http://www.boletas.org/
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Surely it’s not Twitching if ...... 
 

Martin Routledge 

 
You were going there anyway; the bird is on your normal patch; or a mate told you about it in 
strictest confidence and swore blind that he’d only told one other person despite the fact that half of 
the county’s birders seemed to be there when you arrived and you never even got a glimpse!!!! 
 
OK so I’m not a Twitcher, I don’t subscribe to BirdGuides and I certainly wouldn’t be seen dead 
joining a throng of irate and rather obviously worked up individuals with bins, scopes and cameras 
with lenses so long they struggle to get them in the car.  Nor would I think it perfectly normal to 
rush up to the far north of Scotland one minute to see some exotic Siberian beauty only to then 
dash hell for leather to the Scillies for a glimpse of a bedraggled windswept vagrant from the 
Azores.  But I do sometimes wonder what the fuss is all about. 
 
I’ve dabbled with the dark side .... once I popped 9 miles down the road to the reservoirs at Tring – 
a patch I patrol maybe 6-10 times a year and count as a ‘casual’ site on my BirdTrack account – 
just because a Red Footed Falcon had been there for a few days.  Nice bird; not appreciated by 
the local Jackdaws and nowhere near as impressive as the Marsh Harrier I once chanced upon 
hawking over the reed beds at the same site.  But still a life first for this humble amateur.  Recently 
a Sabine’s Gull was reported at the same site and it also hung around for a week or so.  Fantastic 
photos were posted on the county bird club web pages and there was much blather on the Tring 
Reservoir Bird Blog (a site run by that Master Twitcher Lee GR Evans) but having checked my 
thought processes with my gull mentor, Gerry (next time I’ll test you without warning) Bilbao, I 
declined the chance to join what I suspected would be an odious hoard.  A couple of years ago I’d 
had a go at looking for a Wryneck that was reported on the Chilterns right by my route to work 
(surely that couldn’t be Twitching) but didn’t find it – perhaps the attentions of the Home Counties 
Chapter of Hell’s Twitchers over the weekend had scared it off.  Or perhaps I’m just inept, but the 
truth is on the rare occasions I’ve gone looking for a bird someone else has found I’ve invariably 
missed it.  The one time I found my quarry (the Red Foot) it was nice to see but, out of context, 
away from its natural habitat, it just seemed a tad out of place and was more like looking at 
something in a bird collection. To my mind this was not birding at all. 
 
 So if we’re all agreed that dashing off to all ends of the land is Twitching (and not my thing) how 
far down the scale can one safely go and still share a respectable pint with respectable birding 
friends without being told to sit on the naughty step?  For me, clearly 10 miles or so to a place I 
know is tempting but still not acceptable – would it matter if the bird were double mega or whatever 
the Twitchers call them?  Probably not; I might stretch a point for a rare native such as a Lesser 
Spotted Woodpecker, and clearly a Wryneck (which I’ve never seen either) might still tempt me but 
a vagrant that has clearly just been blown off course?  I really can’t see the point and I love foreign 
birding trips looking at all sorts of exotic birds - but in their natural habitat. 
 
And yet .... there’s something about one’s list – annual, life, national, county, site, trip you name it; 
we’re prone to keeping lists aren’t we.  And if it’s on my list well then I’m a better birder than the 
man whose list it isn’t on, aren’t I?  Hmm not sure about that, but as one RAFOS member 
commented ‘there’s a bit of the Twitcher in all of us’ could he be right? 
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Winter Duck 11 (2012) 
 
 

By Veronica Wootton, John Wells & Martin Routledge 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The RAFOS ‘Winter Duck 11’ Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) took place in the far north of 
Scotland between 11th and 19th February 2012 and was undertaken by The Royal Air 
Force Ornithological Society (RAFOS) on behalf of the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). 
In addition, the team collected records of species observed in each 10km square visited in 
support of the BTO Bird Track.   

The Wetland Bird Survey monitors non-breeding water birds in the UK, and aims to 
provide the principal data for the conservation of their populations and wetland habitats. 
The data collected are used to assess the size of water bird populations, determine trends 
in numbers and distribution, and assess the importance of individual sites for water birds, 
in line with the requirements of international conservation Conventions and Directives.  

The Survey is a partnership between the British Trust for Ornithology, the Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (the latter on behalf 
of Natural England, Scottish Natural Heritage, the Countryside Council for Wales and the 
Environment and Heritage Service for Northern Ireland) and in association with the 
Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust. 

The Winter Duck 11 team consisted of 10 RAFOS members, who were divided into 3 
teams. 

Steve Heather planned, purchased and prepared all main meals, which were divided into 
individual team packs and frozen prior to deployment.  A team marches on its stomach 
and his culinary skills, once again, ensured that morale remained high, before, during and 
after a long day in wet and windy winter conditions.  This element was particularly 
noteworthy as Steve had only recently returned from Christmas with family in Canada the 
week previous to the expedition. 
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 Winter Tales of another Winter Duck  
11th February 2012 saw the start of another adventure in North West Scotland for the 
‘winter duckers’.  There were some new faces this year, George Adam (Bird Control RAF 
Leuchars), and Air Cdre (Ret’d) Alan Monkman. Did they know what they were letting 
themselves in for? I don’t think so. 
Team 1: Martin Routledge, John Wells, Al Monkman, and Veronica Wootton (known 
commonly as Vron). 
Team 2: Jim Bryden, Steve Heathers, Al Brimmell. 
Team 3: Tom Dewick, Maggie Sheddan, George Adam. 
Slight change of plan this year and George and I met Jim and Co at Vane Farm but then 
we transferred to Martin Routledge’s van at Tesco’s in Perth, no not because of all my kit 
but because Martin and John were lonely. 
It was not long before the old banter began; John Wells had mistakenly parked illegally in 
a disabled slot. Jim Bryden pointed out “Wellsy since you are illegally parked I will have to 
disable you!” Winter Duck was now well and truly started. 
John then proceeded to delight us all with his plastic purple balls. Well it was very cold, but 
don’t get too excited, his purple balls were full of little mints. You needed a degree in 
rocket science though to get into them, and it was not recommended to swallow them. 
As usual Winter Duck and luxury do not go together. Pine Cottage, Newtonmore, had a 
slight sanitary problem (no running water) so we now have 11 people in a house and we’re 
not allowed to flush the loos, mmmm not nice!  The next disaster was that there was only 1 
fish pie available at the Newtonmore Inn.  The fish pie in the Newtonmore Inn is absolutely 
delicious. Note to self; book my fish pie earlier next year. 
Sadly due to local traditions on Sundays in Newtonmore, we had to forgo our annual 
Capercaillie hunt and motor on up to rendezvous with the rest of the team at Tesco’s in 
Inverness. Maybe RAFOS should look at securing sponsorship from Tesco’s? 
Martin Wightman was unable to take part in this years Winter Duck as he was off on a tiger 
hunt in India. He did send us regular updates of his tiger sightings however. 
“Tiger” texted Martin. 
“Tiger!...  RLF” texted Jim Bryden… 
Being a self confessed naive natural blonde I of course did not understand RLF. Answers 
on a postcard please. [Run-like-F***!]  
Tom Dewick once again blamed someone else, this time Maggie, for forgetting to fill up 
with cheap fuel at Tesco’s.  Team Leaders Jim & John (Bill & Ben springs to mind) were 
not amused. 
Taking my role as Team 1 photographer seriously, Santa kindly obliged, and bought me a 
Canon 60D DSLR camera and a BIG 100mm to 400mm zoom lens. For those of you who 
don’t know me, I get very excited when we see Sea Eagles. So picture the scene; it’s cold, 
and suddenly, John alerts Team 1 that we have a Sea Eagle sitting in a tree and he says 
to me “Vron get your big camera out.” I was so excited I got the BIG lens of the new 
camera out and then couldn’t set the camera tripod up.  As I fiddled with the tripod, I 
handed John the super douper camera and John started firing away shots of the Sea 
Eagle before it flew away.   
We saw 7 otters this year, Sea Eagles, Golden Eagles and divers. In fact you name it we 
probably saw it. See Martin Routledges Birdtrack information at the end of this article.  
Many other little events kept us all amused. Martin Routledge “Don’t worry we will 
recognise the turn off.” Oh no we didn’t Martin”  
Al Brimmell found it exciting and exotic to be eating slices of mango watching Iceland Gulls 
in the winter in North West Scotland. You need to get out more Al. 
Deer factoids came thick and fast in Teams 1’s van thanks to Al Monkman 
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Did you know that Reindeer are the only deer where the female also had antlers? 
 
We did have to go on a wild goose chase for an American Black Duck that wasn’t an 
American Black Duck. It was just a duck! 
 
Sadly half of team 1… the young, good looking ones… came down with the dreaded lurgy 
and had runny noses, bad coughs, and were generally not very well, but true to winter 
duck form they remained happy bunnies.  I discovered the joys of chronic coughing and 
muscle tone. Thank goodness Laide post office had Lady Tena in stock. Remember the 
problems we have had in the past buying more than one packet of anything there like 
nurofen Thankfully that rule does not apply to Lady Tenas. (Feminine undergarments, you 
lads-you see, for the uninitiated.) 
 
On the Wednesday morning in the JSMTC Dundonnell basher, the young ones, (myself 
and Al) were up first at 0600hrs preparing breakfast when we heard an alarm. We looked 
at each other bemused. Al tried the landline phone. Al then checked behind the door (I 
never did find out what he thought he might find there) and then after what seemed an 
eternity he tried his pocket and lo and behold it was his mobile phone alarm. His excuse it 
was a new phone with a ring tone he had not heard before. I think the combination of 
whisky and Lemsips had been detrimental to his health. Mind you it was very good quality 
whisky we added to our hot Lemsip’s each night to aid sleep of course. Anyway I suppose 
you had to be there to appreciate the full hilarity of this event but I laughed so much I was 
very thankful for Lady Tena. 
 
Mr Monkman, although not mobile phone savvy, was an obvious expert on all things deer, 
but was not as good as some of us at Bird I.D. He was often heard to shout out very 
enthusiastically “2 o’clock small ducky things!”  A bit like Maggie and her quote: “big flappy 
things.” 
 
Deer factoid – Cows horns are made of nail… Deer’s antlers are made of solid bone. 
Deer factoid – Al & Vron now doing Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer 
impersonations with bright red noses. 
 
John nearly lost his scope when he drove off with minibus open. The effect of not wearing 
his thermal Tasmanian Devil long-johns, me thinks. 
Other notable eureka moments: 
“There’s a bird on the water over there”. 
 “Where?”  
“Over there!”… Doooh! 
Al Monkman, the uninitiated, asked why we had cat litter in the minibus?  John, quick as a 
flash, or was it Martin Routledge, Dundonnell hot toddy blurred my memory, replied “In 
case Vron needs a wee!” Thank god for Lady Tena! 
“Oh look there’s a Sea Eagle!” - Stevie Heather. 
“You’re having a laugh!” – Al Brimmell. 
“I don’t laugh about Sea Eagles” – Stevie Heather. 
“It is just a brown shag” – Al Brimmell. 
“Well it stands like a Sea Eagle” – Stevie Heather. 
Were you having special hot toddies in Elphin, Stevie?  
Jim informed us that he is donating his body to science: Edinburgh Medical School to be 
exact, so that he can finally be useful!  Thank you for that piece of useful information Jim. 
So what did we learn this year? 

 Add Lady Tena to kit list. 
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 John learn how to use self timer on your camera. 

 We all know why we need cat litter. 

 Al Monkman swot up on your small ducky things for next year please. 

 Maggie swot up on your big flappy things. 

Winter Duck is a fabulous, usually freezing, character building, muscle wasting, 
experience. I would thoroughly recommend it to you all. But are you up to the extremes of 
birding that is Winter Duck? Only time and Johns purple balls will tell! 

Vron Wootten 
 

 
 
 

RAFOS ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
Mr Steve Heather deserves high praise for this his stated last WD expedition due to 
persistent health management and finding the conditions very tough with his ill health. It is 
well known and documented, but deserving of a further report to you all The Committee. 
He not only provides sterling survey counts and is a terrific ‘pair of experienced eyes’ on 
survey. His food preparation is of the highest order and has brought continued praise from 
all who support WD work and tasted his culinary efforts for the Team. Steve’s 
management of logistical support with storage and carriage of equipment, collection and 
return of (cleaned) vehicles and financial sound management, advice and support to both 
leaders is of the highest order. He will be sadly missed in mounting future UK expeditions 
of this magnitude. In the 11 years of WD expeditions Steve has only ever missed 1, the 
inaugural trip. 
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Likewise, the Co-Leader Jim Boyden has written to the Committee separately on his 
continued support of our Society. Let it be known, through this Report. We owe him a great 
debt and the Committee are fully aware of this. Furthermore, Jim has not missed one 
expedition in its 11 years work. Jim has led and planned 10 of these surveys, assisting 
Sqn Ldr Godfrey from the surveys inception and myself since on how best to run such a 
large undertaking. The Survey is primarily down to Jim being the main ‘driver’ and 
organiser in ensuring these surveys have run smoothly, no in fact superbly. He has 
meticulously planned strategy of the survey with its many ornithological sites and varied 
accommodation locations. I will pause at this point and let matters take their future course. 

John Wells. 
 

 
BTO BIRDTRACK – DATA (SOME STATISTICS FROM RAFOS WINTER DUCK 11 
(2012). 
 
We recorded complete lists of birds in 47 different 10 Km squares. Returning a species 
list of 102 species1.  The BirdTrack system doesn't seem to want to release just how many 
birds we recorded, which is a bit of a blow. It does say we submitted over 1000 records2 
and each record may of course be several birds. 
 
What it does show is that the most commonly recorded birds were: 
Herring Gull in 89% [of locations/squares]. 
Oystercatcher in 82%. 
Great Black-backed Gull in 80%. 
Shags in 76%. 
 
Of the Diver (sp) distribution:  (WeBS core species): 
The most widespread was the GND in 67% of squares. 
Followed by Red-breasted Merganser in 49% of squares. 
 
By manual addition we also saw (of note): 
83 Iceland Gulls in 17 different locations (39 of them in one place!). 
 1 Kumleins Gull,  24 Glaucous Gulls, 1 Yellow-legged Gull. 
 
Participants, Committee and other RAFOS members will be able to view these records 
using the RAFOS Login as follows: 
User name: RATLASWORK 
Password: billfrancis. 

Martin Routledge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1
 Not all teams had sufficient time for all non-WeBS species.  

2
 Not all Passerines were recorded (not a survey priority). 
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I was involved with the Ramsar Convention a long time ago and am still included on their mailing list. This 
provides many interesting items on wetlands conservation, in the broadest sense. 
 
Max Finlayson, Professor for Ecology and Biodiversity at Charles Sturt University, Australia drew my 
attention to the following article on Australia’s Great Barrier Reef while he was attending the recent Ramsar 
COP11 meeting in Bucharest. I think it may be of interest to RAFOS members. Ed. 
 

“Will slimy green bacteria rule the Great Barrier Reef? 
 
By ABC’s Conor Duffy  
Updated July 11, 2012 15:43:47 
 
Like any gathering of very smart people there’s a bit of information overload involved in the 
International Reef Symposium in Cairns. 
 
More than 2,600 scientists from 80 different countries are meeting for what could be called the Olympics of 
marine science. Instead of javelins and goggles their equipment is pie charts, photos, graphs, PhDs, peer 
reviewed journal articles and data. The walls outside the conference are lined with an absolutely mind 
crushing array of data and graphs that represents thousands of people’s life work and just about everything 
you could ever want to know about any of the world’s  reefs. But for all the hundreds of sessions and the 
drilling down into fine data, it all distils down to a very clear message.  
 
It can be difficult to get even two scientists to agree on something, but 2,600 of them have signed a 
consensus that if climate change continues coral reefs won’t exist as the vibrant underwater worlds they are 
today. Ove Hoegh-Guldberg, from the University of Queensland, a leading researcher on climate change 
and IPCC author, says a reef in warmer, acidic waters will not be a place many of us will want to visit. “It’s 
likely that organisms like Cyanobacteria which is a slimy green thing that goes over rocks may be the 
ultimate winner”. Other scientists have spoken of a future reef where rubble and ruin rule on the sea floor. 
Timeframes on when all this will happen are very hazy and for one scientist there was a degree of frustration 
when asked about it. James Pandolfi, from the University of Queensland, used the analogy of a patient 
bleeding at the scene of the car accident. In his words do you stand around and calculate that the injured 
person is losing blood at the rate of a half a litre a minute so will be dead in 8 minutes? Or do you act now? 
 
Scientists say that this will have an impact on what we’re able to harvest from the reef for the seafood so 
many people love eating as well as the obvious aesthetic value of the dive. Laurence McCook, a senior 
manager at the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, says it will also have major economic impacts, 
particularly for regional Queensland. “It’s estimated to bring in five billion dollars to the Australian economy 
each year. That’s something we have to treasure.” Scientists say some of these changes are already under 
way. Ove Hoegh-Guldberg says coral is forming at ever higher latitudes, including places where it has never 
been seen before. He doesn’t take comfort from this though, and having seen some of the new sites says 
they lack the ecosystem of a proper reef. And he says that if the Great Barrier Reef is to keep pace with a 
warming ocean it’d have to begin moving south. “If it’s to keep up with climate change that number, which is 
essentially moving from north to south, is between 15 and 20 kilometres per year.” 
 
It is worth noting that some scientists here are more optimistic about the future of reefs, but still have signed 
the consensus position. In the words of Robert Richmond from the International Reef Protection Society in 
Hawaii, “I think everyone that’s come here is extremely concerned about the future of reefs that’s why 
they’ve come from 80 different nations to attend.” 
 
The endless graphs and data in the foyer of the International Coral Reef Symposium show why so many of 
the world’s marine scientists believe some of our most important oceanic assets are in clear and present 
danger. 
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A ‘Non-Ringers’ Perspective on things like Ringing and wider 
Conservation in the RAF. 

 
 

By Flight Sergeant John N Wells. 

 
The beginning 
 
My first ever discussion on bird ringing was with FS Al Brimmel on the Expedition to SW 
Scotland, where the Society visited Dumfries and Galloway in 1985.The team was based 
at the reserve at WWT Caerlaverock in the HQ accommodation. Anyway, the trip was: 
Expedition ‘Grey Goose 1995.’ It was also a forerunner for much greater WeBS survey 
coverage in Scotland by our team. 
This long-term friendship has led eventually to Alan fitting me in to his busy schedule of 
ringing at his Constant Effort Site (CES). I have never integrated into the ringing fraternity, 
(well not yet anyway). I love birds as we all do! Why else would you join a Bird watching 
and Ringing Society?  But that is where the two start to diverge.  I have formed a strange 
sort of ‘Is it really necessary’? feeling towards ringing. Such that I ask myself do the birds 
actually mind being put in a dark sack, or head down in an empty plastic film reel holder (to 
be weighed), or have ones wing stretched open, feathers stretched or extended to be: 
counted, measured from top to bottom, side to side, have ones belly feathers blown at to 
see a brood patch, and even bills stretched opened and tongues checked? Now that was a 
first! But hey hold that thought, hold on there! My past experience has formed an opinion 
for myself that you: 

  Definitely need time. 

  You must not be a lazy ‘so-and-so’ and like a lie-in. 

  And you need funds. [Net costs alone I am reliably informed are approx. £60 a 

meter or thereabouts] 

 And wait for it; You need a carer! A minder to show you the ropes. 

 And that’s before you start to consider holding a Licence and paying for it. Then, and 

only if you are suitably capable, work for 3 years under your ‘carer’ and proficient you are 

on the first rung of a very long ladder. 

Volunteering 
 
Now I, like many, have a few interests in life and when the Stn Cdr and Stn Environmental 
Protection Officer (SEEPO) at RAF Odiham (when serving there some time back now; 
between 1993-2003), asked me about filling in a volunteer role on the base as The Unit 
Conservation Officer.  Little did I know how many different forms of ‘actual; Nature 
Conservation’ there are? Not being a specialist in anything conservation wise is also a 
daunting thought.  Surely we all as kids, knew about the countryside and wildlife and 
fishing and egg collecting [God forbid] didn’t we?  It can’t be that hard I naively thought. 
Conservation is really just watching stuff isn’t it! But hey, what the heck! We all needed 
secondary duties back then; just to stand a chance of getting through the Ranks, certainly 
being a Chf Tech at the time. One had very few prospects of getting up the ladder to Flight 
Sergeant, or you could look at other avenues. Take Chf Tech Mike Hayes as an example. 
He saw an opportunity to escape the ‘rat-race’ and jump across the ‘divide’ to become an 
Engineering Officer. Lest I digress, he successfully achieved his aims and went on to a 
very successful career in the Eng Officer cadre. 
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Environmental Protection 
 
Back in 1997 Conservation was just hitting the streets, CESO (RAF) and a number of 
HQ/Wings in the RAF were given actions, directions to form up an environmental policy 
with Environmental Protection Wing HQ specialists within each Group or Command.  An 
example being Logistics Cmd [at RAF Brampton]. Where I had contact with the Team and 
met a certain Sqn Ldr Joe Joseph who had been posted in and headed up their 
organisation as their EP Champion. Joe being a Logistician got promoted to a post to head 
up EP Policy as; HQ Logistics Command Environmental Protection & Energy 
Management….remember that anyone….sounding familiar?  They even had their own EP 
Booklet, a small A5 Newsletter to inform Units and folk with a passing interest in 
Conservation, Ecology, Biodiversity and Waste control.  The magazine / booklet were 
called ECOLOGY. Back then, as now Environmental Protection (EP) and Supply / RAF 
Logistics Policy was going hand in hand, with Unit management of oil spills, land and 
water protection measures of spillages from aircraft and equipment, aircraft washing [down 
water drains], bodily fluid spills [post-Ops], de-icing of runways and surface water run-off, 
and lots of other activity’s that were impacting on the environment…not withstanding fuel 
dumping from aircraft in the Bristol Channel and sonar beacons from Nimrod and Merlin 
HC possibly affecting Sea creatures incl; Cetaceans and their communication and 
navigational capability.  So the MOD was affecting the Environment, we were learning. 
Newly formed EP teams were trying to build an infrastructure of trained personnel.  The 
Command had also introduced training at the Department of Specialist training RAF Halton 
and these courses were extremely good and informative.  The 9 modules make up a very 
extensive suite and build ones knowledge of Law, Land and Water Management and 
Waste and pollution control measures within the MOD. The courses still run to this day.  
So are we playing our part in managing the Environment within the MOD?  Hold that 
thought 
The EP teams across the RAF/MOD supported Unit infrastructure the magazine provided 
articles and guidance on Unit matters mostly, EP at the leading edge of Unit infrastructure 
and Stn Services, in support of The Head of Establishment, his Senior Officers the 
Committees and the ‘worker bees’ below the committees on Sqns, and Support Units all 
maintaining a Units Environmental Controls. At one of these training courses I actually got 
to meet CESO (RAF); Wg Cdr Austin Jones, a very knowledgeable chap, an Air Traffic 
Controller by trade.  A scientist in a way, because he had developed  himself  and had 
done a Master’s Degree in Environmental Sciences to head up as The Command 
Environmental Safety Officer (CESO).  Conservation was big business back then, Units in 
Germany in particular needed support to meet their understandings and obligation to the 
German Authorities.  Bases might close in the future and what would happen then. 
 
Measures of Control 
 
As Conservation Officers; we were informed on: Energy Warden-ship; turning lights off in 
hangars and shutting hangar doors to keep energy levels down and save funds.  Waste 
management controls and fuel or oil spillages and practical pollution control etc.  
‘Sanctuary’ Magazine was and still is; hard to locate but out there to support and inform 
Conservation Groups across the wider MOD Estate, great work was being done. 
So being the Conservation Officer was ok, it was going to be a new experience, and 
informative, but I had a few friends in RAFOS and they would help out? Setting up a 
Conservation Group will be easy…wouldn’t it? There were quite a few interested 
Servicemen, Civilian staff and even a wife who had done botany at Uni’ we had a fighting 
chance. Sanctuary Magazine proved Army, Navy and Civil Servant volunteers were 
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supporting nature and setting up reserves and managing habitat on the Defence Estate at 
numerous Units. Lots of folk were caring for the Turtles breeding on the beaches in Cyprus 
and loads of folk were putting bat boxes and bird boxes up at RAF Cosford. Follow their 
lead and take it fwd. So I phoned my mate Flt Lt (back then), Mike (Choo-choo), Hayes 
and asked how he had set up the conservation group at the Ladies Wood site at RAF 
Coltishall. They had a super little Conservation Group, a team who had laid footpaths, 
cleared undergrowth and set Guides, Brownies, Scouts & Cubs on tasks to do all things all 
ecological.  Lovely. 
 
Link to Ringing 
 
Where does ringing come in? Mmmm, well once you start a Group you need activities. A 
lesson learnt when I was up North at RAF Lossiemouth as the (then) Secretary of the Unit; 
Photography Club. Yep; Secretary with a programme to run, to fill our cold winter’s 
evenings in Morayshire on the base.  The Wednesday night sessions without external aid, 
could we heck as like.  Being in a Society or Group needs effort [don’t we all know it]. 
Anyway I digress, we needed an interest back with the RAF Odiham Conservation Group, 
in particular at the Unit Environmental Action Group meeting chaired by the Stn Cdr with 
SEEPO, matters were becoming important, spillage kits were required around base, fuel 
spills do occur, aircraft do come back from Ops from sandy places like Seirra Leone, with 
spiders and dead snakes inside them.  Environmental Health was raising its bar.   
Captured prisoners were also transported by Chinook back to safe areas away from the 
battle and their corpses were not proving easy to manage.  I will move away from that 
topic. 
 
Sensitivities 
 
Less sensitive but also important local matters were being raised at the meetings; Bats 
were being found on the floor early in the morning as the hangars were being opened up.  
Were these creatures possibly being harmed in the hangars, [we thought-or rather-we 
suspected]?, ‘cos they were being found ‘poorly’ on the hangar floors away from parents or 
roosts, perhaps. Could they be being harmed by running Ground Support Equipment 
/power sets or by diesel fumes from Hyd Rigs were spewing out their benzene, and nitrous 
oxide fumes in the hangars when the doors were shut. Seeing the linkages here are we?? 
So maybe this Conservation thing was NOT going to be easy. Hey John? Came a phone 
call what do you know about CROW? Well I said it’s an all-black Corvid, nests singularly 
not colonially like its cousin the Rook, but mixes socially with its smaller cousin the 
Jackdaw.  It predates small birds Yep got that straight then STOP!! No says the SEEPO, 
The Countryside & Rights of Way Act (CROW), Environmental Regulation (2000).  Mmm I 
thought what do I know? Well, NOT-A-LOT really!  SEEPO states: “The Stn Cdr wants to 
see you to inform him and to talk to you about access across the station on the marked 
‘rights-of-way’ that we had in that part of northern Hampshire.  One of which was 
completely unguarded. And open access for the Public on the Station MQs.  He was 
concerned that likeminded ‘green-types’; i.e. walkers, hikers, trespassers etc ,etc,  and all 
things Public and Private trespass was going to get in the way of training and operations at 
the base.  Trespass, well [at the time], there’s a subject I didn’t know much on, I said to 
myself.   Anyway from there on it snowballed as these things do. Newts in water 
separators, Oil in bunded areas of Fuel Storage facilities, Grey Partridges being found 
drowned in the water tanks that were being left open to the elements and no contractual 
obligations set in place for some tankers to come on site and pump out the bunded oil 
tanks and water tanks. Boy what had I taken on.  All this on top of the day job! Doesn’t this 
all sound familiar. I wonder how the RAF is performing in 2012/13 on our Energy Wastage, 



 32 

our fuel spills and our EP Policy and Conservation planning? Leave that for current folk, or 
another piece. One easy side to it was Bird Ringing, yes folks in the Group asked about 
ringing Blue Tit chicks or even Swallows or perhaps even rarer species.  I knew Mike could 
help and I also knew Colin Wearn from the Committee could help.  So I contacted Colin 
and we set up a Ringing weekend and jolly good fun it was to. A small band of us went 
emptying the contents of nest boxes ready for the Spring all eager to get things kicked off.  
I come up with the idea it needs some specific recording methodology, we need numbers! 
Engineers just love em!  We got some tool tags out from stores [a spare set of course] and 
identified all the existing boxes and those new ones that GEF workshops were knocking 
up for the Group.  We were going into all this whole heartedly-as you do! 
 
Swallows and Mites 
 
Anyway Swallows nest were found, Colin came along and we were all treated to birds at 
close quarters, even the Pied Wagtails and the thousands of small biting red mites that 
they were infested with….mmm not sure on that bit! Then we went off to the Flannans, not 
the Group-RAFOS that is.  Here in 2004 I saw at first-hand experience how birds have a 
‘nasty’ side!! Yep they do! Don’t even think about Razorbills and Fulmars and Herring 
Gulls and THE Common Rosefinch who escaped the net …yep, through the rip in the top 
left corner of an old net. Don’t go their ‘that airman; (Cpl) Slater’ will hate me for that!! On 
that trip, there was also a Quail called in the net surely not? in the net we pondered, or in 
the grass in front of the team?. Or was that Chris calling the sighting of a Whale in the 
ocean,  Mr Sparks will know the answer to that, along with a good few folk who witnessed 
at first hand the blind panic that ensued when Quail was called on a lonely Isle stuck out in 
the far northern reaches of these green and pleasant Isles. Oh the joy of that trip. In the 
nets there definitely was Petrels; two species in particular Leaches and ‘Stormies’ at close 
quarters and they were unique too.  We were fortunate that Alan and David could handle 
both species in front of us for comparison and we, mere mortal observers looked on in 
awe. On the Flannan Islands trips, there were also Puffins lacerating David and Alan’s 
fingers during the measuring and sexing process, or were they just rung and released for 
expediency. The lads’ hands were being cut to ribbons.  The possibilities of infections in 
the cuts were not far away, cuts were stinging the boys and the Puffins were remorseless!  
Alan didn’t show the pain or was he just plain sensible and left the Puffin handling and 
ringing to Dave for his log. A wise move but ‘Airman Slater’ got all the numbers and 
records. Ringing was not all it was cracked up to be, I was forming an honest opinion, ‘Has 
anyone got any more Anti-septic wipes” came the call as supplies ran short [bit like the 
food – really!]. Another story, for another day. 
 
The Damn Basher 
 
David and Alan as the Ringers, also had first call on the canvas camp shelter (our only 
respite from the weather on the Islands).  They would sit in the shelter built against the wall 
of the Stone Chapel, and process the ringing of birds in ‘the basher’– that damn basher!!.... 
That Robin built [as it was to become known]. 
The basher was to be took down and ….rebuilt and rebuilt again, or moved again to 
accommodate a new whim of Robins’ or tweaked on a daily routine.  “Come and help re-
organise the basher; Jim”! a terrific quote, that had the rest of us rolling around but also 
dreaded!” The food is getting wet! Or The Ringers need more space! Or I’m not happy with 
the structural layout of The Basher!  Blow the Ringers get them to help you Robin, joking, 
surely well sort of.  All of us took turns to appease Robin and his basher!  To say the 
birding and Ringing had quiet periods also meant that we all took turns to appease Robin 
and his basher building (for the ringers one asks)?  Maybe this is when Robin took to 
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ringing and secretly he wanted to become one, we shall never really know.  The basher 
was a feat of excellence one which the Royal Engineers would be proud of from our 
‘Loggie’ – Chairman at the time too. Even the team Leader Tony Marter let Robin off his 
leash to run The Basher and the Radios (to call passing ships and back to land and our 
support vessels), to communicate , mind you he was very proficient and took the lead as a 
boat handler himself I guess. He was also to become the Ringers Net Catcher’ using 
David’s’ landing net for Razorbills. He was THE ‘catcher’ for the Ringers. David and Al’ 
were pre-positioned to sit in the basher,  in the pouring rain holding up a bedraggled 
specimen …as the rest of the team managed to divert away from the attention of Robin 
who needed a safety man with him as he wanted to extricate a Razorbill off the cliffs with 
his landing net.  Ringing I have decided does scramble ones brains? 
 
Cambs Netting 
 
So back to Cambridgeshire in2012, a chance offering of a mornings ringing with Alan at 
his local Constant Effort Site [CES].  I feel I know this area fairly well now, I have been 
here since 2003 and survey a BBS square close to home at the old WWII airbase at a now 
disused RAF Upwood site. 
I visit lots of cricket grounds, and have travelled past Alans CES site without knowing it 
whilst on the train from Huntingdon to Peterborough.  The route goes through some 
splendid, nay stunning open fields with thatched pink and pastel hued cottages, and open 
fenland, marshland running in close proximity to The Great Fen Project and the existing 
Woodwalton Fen NNR. Where the exciting ‘Great Fen’ Project is now well underway.   The 
area has ‘some gems’.  Little did I know about Alan’s little gem!  Four Arches Pits LNR. 
 
Alans – Four Arches Pits NR 
 
The phone rings one Saturday in June: “Hi John”!  “You up for a spot of ringing, What you 
got on, what are you doing Sunday morning 03:00”? 
“Probably sleeping Alan!” came a quick retort. 
“No what… dare I say is 03:00 Alan”? 
“Well ok 03:00 for me 06:30 for you”, says Alan. 
“Oh not much mate” (lying blindly through my back-teeth), Gardening, Cricket plans, 
Homework on my resettlement course, Car washing, House tidying…..”I can make it” Drop 
everything for a chance of Ringing!  That I had teed up some time back and which now 
was available at a weekend. Because as I was to learn not all of Alans’ ringing takes place 
on the site at weekends. And Alan being a star had remembered me. I had been looking 
fwd to doing some ringing with Alan at, lets just say I’m on a resettlement course in 
Environmental Studies and you got it…the Exam was on the 14 June, two weeks hence.  
Alan had asked me once before and I had to decline ‘cos of Cricket. Alan had explained 
that his pits, his CES ‘patch’ was close to the East-Coast rail line, not far from Sawtry and 
sort of out from Woodwalton village.   So with a few simple directions and a good local 
1:25,000 Scale OS Map I had his LNR location pinned. 
 
The RV 
 
The Rendezvous was just north of Woodwalton village about 2 mile into farmland and 
open countryside.  I was to meet up at 0630-7:00 and walk into the site, Alan was to be 
busy setting up and the timing was about perfect. Alan had been there since 05:00am, and 
had set up his x7 x60 meter nets in the ex-gravel, and stone extraction site for the building 
of the railways track bed.  The pits and railway bed with woodland edge looked perfect for 
Whitethroats, Reed and Sedge Warblers, Robins, Blackbird and Dunnock and so it was to 



 34 

prove.  The wardens were in the course of reducing the height of some of the natural tree 
line to form a barrier and a thicket of elder and hawthorn to try to entice Nightingales back 
to the site. Alan informed me they had not been seen for approx.; 3-4 years. 
I called up Alan [from the style],and said I was at the site but because it was so deep and 
the reeds and willow scrub and tall grass I couldn’t see him.  He called me back on the 
mobile to say he was on route to me whilst checking the nets for birds and to stay put 
where I was, at the end of the reserve as he came that way to the last net and we could 
return together rather than disturbing any birds likely to be caught.  I had located one of 
Alan’s nets, so after a short while Alan came along his man made clearing which passed 
as a footpath around the site, he had cleared a route through the vegetation with other the 
volunteers at the site. 
 
He had completed about 3 circular routes and had already rung about 9 birds.  This time 
as we walked back together he had collected a Sedge Warbler, juv Dunnock and a nice 
adult Whitethroat.  So when back at his chair, table and processing area, we got chance to 
settle-in and watch some ringing at close quarters. Very informative it was too. Although I 
couldn’t process the birds due to licensing rules, Alan did let me take a few photo’s and 
release a couple of birds.  This was really great as it allowed close views of all the species, 
but the reed and sedgies were terrific. I could feel their really fast heat-beats as I released 
the birds at the clearing at the woodland edge over open cornfield and oil-seed rape.  
Mostly the birds were cooperative, but one vocal Whitethroat in particular was kicking up a 
fuss. 
Alan explained that what we were catching was a true reflection of what Alan had caught 
here in his previous (9) I think he said nine years of being at this CES site.  We toured the 
nets at regular intervals, some of which were out into the wetland areas, and Alan’s 
waders came in very handy as he walked out into the pits some 20-30 meters into the 
water and extracting birds.  The site has been very productive and regularly Alan gets re-
traps for birds he has rung at the site some individuals were 6 or so years old.  There have 
been reports of re-traps of birds from this site of the south coast, in Hampshire. 
 
Alan had also had a few notable records; Tawny Owl, Kingfisher, and Great-spotted 
Woodpecker.  I made a run back to the car for my belongings and located a Turtle Dove, 
some juv Wrens on the cleared path in front of me. Also baby Blue Tits were buzzing 
around. Sadly a juv’ GSW had been the dinner of a Sparrowhawk, as all that was left on 
the track was a pile of feathers. Some bearing the red from the vent and under tail.  I kept 
some as a memento to this sad find. 
For 3 hours we regulalrly circuited the nets and juv’ Dunnocks and Robins made up the 
compliments to many Reed Warblers and Sedgies. All in all a great morning in lovely 
May/June sun. 
So from early RAFOS friendships to Ringing and meeting Conservation specialist in the 
MOD/CESO role things have come full circle: Joe Joseph is now my specialist 
Environmental consultant working on the Project Team.  He even marked my homework 
on a course at Shrivenham, a small Military we operate isn’t it? 
Mike Hayes has gone into Top level Management and now runs trains out of Swansea , 
but still finds time for Conservation and RAFOS trips to the Windmill. Alan is in semi-
retirement with a local neighbourly garden maintenance scheme for the elderly folk in 
Peterborough and loving his Ringing work at a stunning spot. 
Me I’m on Resettlement and being mentored by Joe Joseph and Austin Jones in Military 
as well as Civilian NEBOSH Environmental studies. I wonder if that Basher is still on 
Flannans, folk memories ? 
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BRAZIL 2012 
 

By Dick Yates 

 
I think it was the 2010 RAFOS AGM when Al Jordan sidled up and asked me if I would be 
interested in a trip to Brazil.  It took me about a nanosecond to think about it and said “Too 
right!  When are you thinking of going?”  “It won’t be until 2012” he replied, and that suited 
me fine.  “I’ll let you know more as I work on it” he said.  And so the plan came together. 
   
Here I have to say that Al did all the organising.   I just turned up on the day, and paid the 
money of course. 
 
We went over the first 3 weeks of July this year and the trip took in the Atlantic Rainforest 
and the Pantanal with a side trip to see the impressive falls at Iguazu and a couple of days 
R and R in Rio to round it off. 
 
I don’t have the time to write a proper trip report before the Editor’s deadline for this edition 
of the Newsletter so this is just a pre-note for Spring 13.  Most of the lodges we stayed in 
had feeders for the ‘Hummers’, here are a couple of photos to whet the appetite. 
 
Thanks Dick. The pictures look superb in colour and I hope to include some with your full 
article in the next Newsletter. Ed. 
 
 

 
 
Swallow-tailed Hummingbird                                                                      Dick Yates 
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Mostly, Glittering-throated Emerald                                                            Dick Yates 
 

 
 
 
             Rufous-breasted Hermit                                                      Dick Yates 
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The Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust – an Introduction. 
 

By Bill Francis (WWT Slimbridge Volunteer) 

History 

 
The Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust was founded by Sir Peter Scott at Slimbridge in 
Gloucestershire in late 1946 as the Severn Wildfowl Trust.  He had visited the area at the 
end of 1945 at the invitation of bird-watchers based in Bristol, who thought that there may 
be some rarities amongst the geese wintering in the Slimbridge area.  On this first visit, 
using WW2 pillboxes at hides, Peter Scott identified two Lesser White-fronted Geese; this 
was at a time when there was only one previous sighting of this species in the UK. 
 
Peter Scott’s main motivation was to get ordinary people interested in nature to gain 
support for conservation, particularly of wildfowl.  My own earliest memory of him is the 
radio programme ‘Nature Parliament’ on Children’s’ Hour, where naturalists answered 
children’s questions on air.  He then introduced the series ‘Look’ on television, often 
narrating programmes from his studio overlooking the Rushy Pen at Slimbridge.  This aim 
continues to today, most of the WWT’s 9 centres having a collection of exotic birds and 
other attractions, as well as being in great locations for birding.   
 
Recent developments at Slimbridge include the following: 

 Welly Boot Land – a children’s play area with running water. 

 Back from the Brink, with animals and birds that used to live in our wetlands. 

 The Wader Shore, with wading birds free-flying in an aviary. 

 The Flamingo Lagoon, with a lowered viewing area to see the flock of 250 Greater 

Flamingos at water level. 

Slimbridge has also been the location this year for the successful breeding of 2 pairs of 
Avocet for the first time in Gloucestershire.  A recent visiting rarity has been a long-staying 
Long-billed Dowitcher. 
 
All WWT centres are located on prime wintering sites for wildfowl across the UK with 6 
reserves in England, and one each in Scotland, Wales and Northern Island. For more 
information, see the Trust’s web site at www.wwt.org.uk . 

 

Migration Studies 

 
 
Another strand of the Trust’s work from earliest days has been research, including 
migration studies and species conservation.  An expedition to Iceland in the 1950s led by 
Peter Scott discovered the breeding grounds of the Iceland race of Barnacle Geese.  The 

http://www.wwt.org.uk/
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geese were found whilst in moult and flightless, enabling them to be herded into pens for 
ringing.  
 
One of the factors in deciding to establish the Severn Wildfowl Trust at Slimbridge was the 
existence on the site of a duck decoy.  This traditional method of catching ducks alive is 
still used to capture ducks to be ringed.  It involves using ducks’ mobbing instinct when 
they see a fox to have them lured into one of the ‘pipes’ of a decoy by a foxy-looking dog, 
usually a Nova Scotia Duck Tolling Retriever, bred for the purpose. 
   
In the early years, the presence on the Rushy Pen of Bewick Swans in the Slimbridge 
collection led to wild Bewicks visiting the reserve, eventually in large numbers.  Peter Scott 
was first to notice that the birds’ beak patterns were unique and could be used to identify 
individuals.  This has enabled this species to be studied in great detail over the years, 
including the production of accurate family trees.  Some of these long-lived birds have 
been visiting Slimbridge in winter for over 20 years.  The arrival of micro-technology and 
satellite tracking has enabled larger birds like swans and geese to be fitted with tracking 
devices to determine migration routes and stopping places that should be protected. 

Species Conservation 

 
 Also in the 1950s, the WWT became involved with conservation of the Hawaiian Goose or 
Ne-ne.  Hawaii has no native ground predators, and the geese thrived until the arrival of 
human beings, whose boats also brought rats.  These two species predated the geese, the 
rats multiplying to such an extent that it was decided to introduce Mongooses to control 
them.  As mongooses hunt by day and rats are active by day, this was not a great 
success, but the disadvantage for the Ne-ne was the liking of the mongoose for eggs and 
chicks.  The result was that by the end of the Second World War, the wild population had 
crashed to less than 30 birds. Peter Scott brought 3 birds to Slimbridge in the early 1950s, 
since when over 800 Ne-ne have been raised there.  Some have been returned to Hawaii 
to boost the native population, which is now over 1,000 birds. 
 
One more recent conservation project has involved the Scaly-sided Merganser.  This saw-
bill breeds in Siberia and winters in China.  The loss of forest habitat in the breeding 
grounds has led to a drop in the population, and the WWT has been involved in the 
provision of nest-boxes to encourage breeding. Occupation of artificial nests was found to 
be significantly higher on logged than on un-logged rivers. The results of this experimental 
management suggest that nest-site availability may be limiting the population and that the 
erection of more nest boxes could lead to further population increases.  The birds’ use of 
nest boxes has enabled females to be caught and fitted with geo-locators.  This has led to 
the identification of wintering and staging sites in central and southern China, and in North 
and South Korea, respectively.  Increased public awareness in the region has already had 
a positive influence. Drowning in gill nets during the brood-rearing period is a major cause 
of mortality, but local people changed their fishing practices following an education 
campaign. School children have also been enlisted to help erect nest boxes. 
 
Across the Pacific, in South America, the Trust has been involved in researching the 
population reduction of the Brazilian Merganser, now down to a few hundred individuals.  
This species is threatened by the pollution of rivers through industry and farming, and birds 
being drowned in fishing nets. 
 
Ten years ago, the Madagascar Pochard was thought to be extinct, but in 2006 a small 
population of about 20 adults with young was found on a single lake on the island.  On a 
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later visit, it was noted that all the ducklings had been predated.  This led to a project 
involving the avicultural staff from Slimbridge visiting the island to collect eggs and set up a 
captive breeding facility there. Despite numerous logistical difficulties, at the end of 2009 
three clutches had been successfully hatched with over 20 ducklings reared and held in 
temporary accommodation in advance of the construction of a conservation breeding 
centre in 2010.  The project continues, with the aim of providing in the longer term a 
reconstructed wetland site where the captive-bred birds can safely be reintroduced to the 
wild. 
 
In the UK, the WWT is involved together with the RSPB and the Pensthorpe Trust in the 
Great Crane Project – a scheme to reintroduce the Common (Eurasian) Crane as a 
breeding bird in some of its previous haunts.  Over the last few years, eggs have been 
obtained from nests in Germany, where the crane is still common, incubated, hatched, and 
then raised by human foster-parents at Slimbridge before release at a prepared RSPB site 
in the Somerset Levels.  It is hoped to end up with a population of about 100 birds in 
Somerset. 

The spoon-billed sandpiper is one of the world’s rarest and most unusual birds. It is a 

wading bird, barely larger than a sparrow, born with a spoon-shaped bill. No other bird 

hatches with such an adaptation. Breeding on coastal tundra in Russia’s Far East, and 

wintering 5,000 miles away in the tropics of South and South-East Asia, the spoon-billed 

sandpiper faces a multitude of threats.  Chief among them is hunting in Myanmar, Thailand 

and Bangladesh which is devastating the population of young birds, and the reclamation of 

migration-route stopover sites for farming and development. Spoon-billed sandpipers and 

millions of other water-birds depend on large tidal areas like the Saemangeum in South 

Korea to rest and refuel on migration. Their loss has contributed to a 90% decline in the 

species in just 10 years. Spoon-billed sandpipers now number around 100 pairs 

worldwide. WWT and other groups are attempting to produce a viable captive breeding 

programme for the spoon-billed sandpiper. With none ever kept in captivity before, there 

was no safety net in case of extinction in the wild. But now WWT experts as part of an 

international team have managed to secure eggs from the few remaining nests at the 

spoon-billed sandpiper's remote breeding grounds and have taken the first step to creating 

a conservation breeding programme for the bird. In 2011 the team brought back 13 young 

birds, which are now fully grown and thriving in specially designed quarters at WWT 

Slimbridge. In 2012, the team returned to the Russia tundra to boost numbers for the 

breeding programme.  This should buy time to tackle hunting and the loss of wetlands. 

Once conditions allow the release of birds into the wild, the Slimbridge flock should be 

breeding successfully.  

Conclusion 

 
The WWT also has a Consultancy Department involved with advising clients on the 
development, preservation and restoration of wetlands across the world.   
So if and when you visit one of the Trust’s centres, be aware that what you see is just the 
tip of the iceberg.  If you wish to learn more about the Trust’s work, visit their web site at 
www.wwt.org.uk . 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.wwt.org.uk/


 40 

 
 

FETLAR, ZETLAND. 
 

By John Stewart-Smith 
 
 
 
The early summer of 1970 was particularly beautiful in the Shetland Islands. 
 
I knew the Highlands of Scotland and the Western Isles well, but had never visited Shetland. I was 
in the UK on long leave from the Royal Saudi Arabian Air Force College so I jumped at the 
opportunity to become a temporary RSPB warden on the island of Fetlar. A visit to the 
headquarters of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, at Sandy in Bedfordshire, provided 
me with the details of the work I would be doing with Bobby Tulloch on Fetlar. The Ford Motor 
Company at Halewood delivered my new, specially built, 2 litre GTXLR Capri, which were all the 
rage in 1970, and I set off northwards towards Aberdeen. 
 
The red Capri was swung aboard the ship at Aberdeen and we sailed for Shetland. Next day I 
watched the car being lowered carefully in nets onto the quayside at Lerwick. I wandered around 
the busy streets of the Shetland capital, enjoying the May sunshine. The sun appeared high for the 
hour of day. I was closer to the Arctic Circle than I was to London, and closer to Bergen in Norway 
than to Aberdeen in Scotland. Shetland is further north than Cape Farewell in Greenland and at 
just about the same latitude as Anchorage, Alaska. The warmth of the early morning sunshine 
belied the high latitude. 
 
The hunt for oil had not yet marred the beauty of the Shetland Isles. I was able to enjoy the 
scenery on the thirty miles or so north along Mainland from Lerwick to Toft. I parked the car by a 
derelict house beside a slipway and soon spotted Bobby Tulloch on the small inter-island ferry 
approaching from the adjacent island of Yell. We had a few minutes chat as I moved my rucksack, 
sleeping bag, binoculars and cameras from the car onto "Tystie". I showed Bobby the switches in 
the car and gave him the keys so that he could use it whenever he needed to visit Mainland. The 
ferry waited patiently. Shetlanders apparently don’t do ‘rushing.’ Bobby and his wife lived at Mid 
Yell. Their telephone number was Mid Yell 2. I don’t know who had Mid Yell 1. 
 
The short crossing of the calm, sunlit Yell Sound provided plenty to look at. I focussed my 
binoculars on Gannets, Great Skua, Arctic Skua, Black Guillemot and Fulmar as well as a good 
selection of various gulls and auks. We piled aboard Bobby's van and set off towards his home at 
Mid Yell, with a suitably casual pause en route while he showed me a Red-throated Diver nesting 
on a tussock in the centre of a tiny roadside lochan. 
 
I collected a few groceries and a case of beer from the shop at Mid Yell and then loaded all aboard 
Bobby Tulloch's chunky and seaworthy boat that he had converted himself. We set sail from Mid 
Yell, past the little island of Hascosay, and soon approached the landing place just below Brough 
Lodge on Fetlar. A solitary figure stood there, apparently waiting for our arrival. I soon forgot about 
mooring the boat as I spotted three tiny waders bobbing like corks on the surface of the sea. My 
first sight of the Red-necked Phalaropes of Fetlar! These tiny birds have a very special place in my 
memories, and must be the most attractive and appealing of all waders. Bobby held the boat 
motionless as I gazed at the phalaropes spinning and bobbing on the surface of the sea, 
apparently totally unconcerned at the close proximity of the boat and its thudding engine.  
 
The figure waiting for us to land was beginning to show signs of impatience. Bobby assured me 
that I would have plenty of opportunity to study the breeding colony of Red-necked Phalaropes on 
Fetlar. We came alongside and tied up as I met Wendy Dickson, who was to be housekeeper 
during my stay on Fetlar. The three of us walked east along the tarmac road, classified as B.9088, 
up a gentle rise, and I had my first good look at Fetlar. Brough Lodge was the main house on 
Fetlar, standing to the left of the road as we walked towards Baelans Cottage. Bobby told me that 
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Brough is not pronounced "Bruff", as in Yorkshire, but is pronounced "Brock", as in ancient 
fortification. 
 
Although I lived at Baelans Cottage for only a little over two months, it was one of the most relaxing 
and pleasant interludes of my life. Several of my first impressions remain with me. I had expected 
the Shetlands, and the Shetlanders, to be an extension of the Hebrides. The truth is that the 
Shetlanders seem to have very few ties of race, myth, tradition or language with the Western Isles 
or any other part of Scotland. Their roots are firmly Norse, and proud of it. The main island of 
Shetland is named, simply, Mainland. The mainland of Scotland is referred to as Down South, 
which may explain why one of the most northerly areas of Scotland is called Sutherland. 
 
My early tasks as Assistant Warden to Bobby Tulloch included weaving my way up to Staccaberg 
hill from Baelans Cottage under a series of loads that would have dismayed a fit Shire horse. First 
we built a quite substantial shed to gather the expected droves of Snowy Owl watchers. Then we 
erected a smaller building as a permanent wooden hide for the team of wardens. This overlooked 
the Snowy Owl nesting site and housed us as we maintained our 24-hour watch on the breeding 
efforts of the only pair of Snowy Owls known to raise young in Britain in that year. All this semi-
skilled labour was led and supervised by Bobby Tulloch who had first discovered the Snowy Owls 
breeding on Fetlar. He kept his secret as long as possible and then enlisted the help of the RSPB 
to protect the owls from disturbance, or worse.  
 
Bobby seemed to work twice as hard as everyone else in assembling the buildings, but he still 
found time to correct my suggestion that we should claim these as one of the most northerly 
erections in the British Isles. He told a hilarious tale of how the lighthouse near Herma Ness had a 
prior claim to that title. 
 
Regular trips upwards, with a full calor gas bottle pushing my head halfway across the opposite 
shoulder, soon produced a well-defined track for visitors to follow from the house to the first hut. It 
struck me as one of Sodde's many Laws of Ornithology that the heavy, full gas bottles had to be 
carried uphill but the empty bottles could be trotted easily downhill. 
 
Just one evening sitting in the amazing quiet beauty of Fetlar, watching the sun dip temporarily 
below the northern rim of the world to reappear only a few hours later, more than compensated for 
any amount of physical effort expended. I have read of scenes of "breath-taking beauty" but I have 
really experienced it on Fetlar. 
 
I sat alone in the heather, below the skyline, looking north to a sky of constantly changing colour. 
The islands and rocks lay silent and black in a motionless sea that reflected every hue and flicker 
of the sky. The male Snowy Owl, a black silhouette against the northern sky, stood on a rocky 
outcrop half a mile away. Only the occasional rotation of his head distinguished him from the 
surrounding rocks. Midnight came and the oystercatchers still piped loudly as they dashed along 
the shoreline, ignoring the passing of a night without darkness.  
 
A seal's head broke the mirror of the sea and moved vertically to an unheard rhythm, up and down 
a few inches at a sleepy and relaxed pace. Perhaps he slept, fish-filled and unaware of the beauty 
of his world. Unseen Eiders waddled across the lime-green young grass slopes between the quiet 
sea and their warm, soft eiderdown nests. They exchanged idle titbits of gossip in passing and 
expressed dismay and disapproval with their quiet, shocked "oo-ooo-aah" Presbyterian voices.  A 
constant stream of dark gannet shapes flew low over the multicoloured sea. A whimbrel stirred in 
the heather nearby, bubbling, and then settled again. A curlew called loud and ringing, descending 
into trilling and silence.  
 
Silence.  
 
A ripple on the sea close to the rocks traced black lines across the water. Could it be an otter? 
They were common in the sea around Fetlar. Memory dashed to Hamnaway at the western border 
of Lewis and Harris as I recalled otters there, playing in the sea, unaware of my frozen fascination 
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only a few yards from them. My thoughts flashed to Camusfearna and Gavin Maxwell's otters. 
Then came sadness at the memory of Gavin Maxwell and a close friend, Iain Davidson of 
Stornoway, both recently dead, both before their time, both of the same sad illness. 
 
The smaller, stocky, male Snowy Owl lifted silently from his rocky stand. I was back on Fetlar in 
mind as well as in body. The oystercatchers' piping stopped suddenly as the owl dipped below the 
skyline towards the shore. Silence, breath-holding silence, spread outwards ahead of the white 
owl. His big head and hawk-like wings moved soundlessly over heather, rock and shore. An 
unseen and silent kill, and the male reappeared carrying a dead bird towards the nest site where 
the big, scruffy female crouched on her eggs. The duty warden's log recorded a tern fed to the 
sitting female.  
 
Only a crowded memory can record the sunrise that heralded another beautiful morning on Fetlar. 
The sun came up in a silent explosion of flickering colours that lit the horizon far to the northeast. 
The exact moment of sunrise was recorded on my watch that lay, an unnecessary link to the 
outside world, somewhere below in Baelans Cottage.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
          The female Snowy Owl, in threat posture, by the Fetlar nest with her first egg. 
 
She lost her pristine whiteness while sitting, as she absorbed brown peat stain from the often 
muddy base of her nest. By the time the eggs were ready to hatch she was reddish brown on most 
of her body. 
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Female Snowy Owl 
 
An evening was spent at Tronnamires watching the small breeding colony of Red-necked 
Phalaropes among the marshy pools there. These lovely little waders seemed to be in a great 
hurry to complete their breeding cycle. I sat, soggy bottomed, with my wellington-clad feet in the 
dark marsh water, trying to photograph the brilliant females chasing the coy males among the 
flowers and grasses. The tiny birds seemed to be unaware of me at first but then I realised that 
they were totally unafraid of me. They bobbed on the water surface, spinning insects up from the 
depths with their lobed feet and looking at me with their eyes shining brightly in the lowering 
sunlight. They had accepted my towering bulk and clicking camera as I focussed closer and closer 
in the fading light. I stopped trying to take pictures and, absorbed in their beauty, was no longer 
aware of my cold and wet behind sinking slowly into the peaty mud. Then a strange thing 
happened; so strange that I did not tell the others when I finally returned to Baelans. A female Red-
necked Phalarope swam close to my foot and suddenly flicked off the water to land on the toe of 
my boot that was sticking out of the pool. The tiny wader looked at me closely for a moment, 
standing motionless on my toe. I looked back, holding my breath. Tension ebbed away. We 
relaxed, and the phalarope ruffled her feathers noisily and settled. She was so tiny that she was 
weightless on my foot. I sat, my camera and binoculars across my chest, and my hands braced in 
the wet grass to keep me motionless. Time passed and the light continued to fade behind rain 
clouds. Without warning, the bird flickered into the air and was gone. I moved stiffly, stretched 
cramped muscles, and stood to walk quietly back to Baelans. The night sky was alive with the 
goat-like drumming of displaying snipe. 
 
The hours on Fetlar were too precious to be spent asleep. I took my turn with the others watching 
the Snowy Owls labouring to produce their brood. I even spent a while feeding the nesting female 
with rabbits when the injured male was unable to meet her demands. I always wore the same 
clothes and approached the nest area very slowly to place my rabbit offering within her sight. She 
quickly accepted these visits but I was careful not to cross her ‘comfort boundary.’ Recording every 
move made by the owls during every hour of every day was our "work". Did anyone ever have a 
more enjoyable job? I spent each off-duty hour wandering about, soaking up the joys of this small 
island. The weather was not always perfect, but the wind and rain did not last and certainly did 



 44 

nothing to hinder bird watching. Strong winds carried migrants and wanderers to Fetlar. The 
excitement of a flight of Cranes; awareness of a sudden influx of Little Brown Jobs; a Red-footed 
Falcon seen around the area; the plaintive peep of a Golden Plover in the short dark hours; the 
sudden feathery clash as the irate male Snowy Owl struck a much larger gull which had 
trespassed into his breeding territory; the ferocious attacks on my head by Great Skuas; all these 
flash into my memory like superb colour slides, with the added sound and scent of Fetlar. Bobby 
taught me to be still and watch the birds instead of chasing them around the island. 
 
I spent an afternoon perched on the soft and slippery ledges of the southern coastline of Fetlar 
where Fulmars sat, silent and pensive, on their large single white egg. I was taking pictures of one 
of these graceful birds that adopt an apparently aloof attitude and seem to withdraw to some inner 
dream while sitting on the egg. I got closer and closer as the birds gradually accepted my 
precarious presence on their breeding ledges. The image grew larger and larger in the camera 
viewfinder. Eventually the strange tubenose and hooked bill filled the frame as I took picture after 
picture of the calm black eyes. Some individuals had their eyes delineated by surrounding black 
feathers so fine as to look like fur.  
 
 

 
 
 
        Fulmar nesting on Fetlar  
 
Even these placid birds eventually lost patience as I poked the lens closer and closer to the privacy 
of their nests. The first warning was a quiet, throaty grunt followed by a slightly agitated negative 
shaking of the head. Not realising that this first warning meant that I was too close for her comfort, I 
held my position. Without further preamble the over-pressed Fulmar pointed her bill at me and, at a 
range of a few feet, ejected a large quantity of stomach contents with great accuracy and force. 
This oily mixture of squid and God-knows-what had a really awful smell, and tasted even worse. 
That smell must be as close to permanent as any smell can be. Washing, scrubbing, hanging out 
and even dousing my parka with potent aftershave lotion did not seem to reduce the stench by one 
decibel. After a few days I thought that the smell was fading, but it was pointed out to me by the 
others that the only thing fading was my sense of smell. Anyone who finds a nearly new parka 
buried under a pile of stones on Fetlar, be warned --- don't unwrap it! 
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I decided to get some pictures of young Curlew as soon as they hatched. I lay in the heather, 
watching the parent Curlew, knowing exactly where the nest was, but still unable to penetrate the 
camouflage of the just-hatched chicks. I moved my position because I didn't want to distress the 
parents by staying too close to the nest for too long. As I sat down in the heather I managed to sit 
right on top of three Curlew chicks. They were unhurt in the springy heather, crouching motionless, 
obeying the parents' command to freeze. I picked up one chick and it still froze in my palm, but as 
soon as I put it on the ground the tiny bird dashed off, all elbows, into cover. I moved away, 
berated by the parents. 
 

 
 
         Curlew 
 
It seemed that I had just arrived on Fetlar when July began and it was time to think of leaving the 
island, and the people who had given me so much. I learned many things on Fetlar. I learned that 
one lady resident of Fetlar sometimes discarded her clothes and walked the island shoreline in her 
summer nudity, accompanied by her cat. When I mentioned this sighting to Bobby he admonished 
me gently with, “Oh, we all know about that, but we don’t talk about it.”  
 
I learned the satisfaction to be gained from watching a stone gradually assume the shape of an 
animal with careful carving as the hours slip by, unnoticed. Thank you, neighbour Lolly Brown for 
setting me thinking about how to carve stone and for all the tea and homemade cakes provided by 
your wife. I learned to appreciate the joy of a big biscuit tin seemingly always full of freshly baked 
cheese scones. Thank you, Wendy Dickson for keeping my parka pockets full. I spent swiftly-
passing hours with the Mainwoods who lived and taught at Fetlar's tiny school. Tony Mainwood 
was an ardent ornithologist with a deep knowledge of the local birds. He taught me much without 
apparent effort. Thank you, Tony for quietly setting me back onto the right track as I meandered off 
in all directions.   
 
The gradual quiet exhilaration of unwinding after a very tense period of my life in Arabia; the joy of 
a time when each hour was so packed with interest and pleasure than one could not afford time to 
sleep. For that, and much more, thank you Bobby Tulloch and the Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds.   
 
Pictures by the author 
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“THE WRITE STUFF” 
 
 The Editor, Mathry Hill House, Mathry, Pembrokeshire SA62 5HB 
or johnstewartsmith@btinternet.com 
 
 

 
 

Editor about to get airborne in an aircraft almost as old as himself 

                                
NOTICES. 
 
Congratulations to Dickie Duckett on another award in the 2012 Bird Photograph of the 
Year. This seems to be becoming an annual event. ‘BZ’ as they say in the Royal Navy. 
 

Morocco 2013 
There are still 2 vacancies on the AOS trip to Morocco 2-12 April 2013. This is an excellent 
opportunity to see the North African birds of the Western Palaearctic. The guide is one of the best 
in the business for Morocco and we are likely to see every key bird on the list as well as lots of 
others. The tour is taken at a sedate pace using comfortable hotels and transport. The cost is 
approx £1,230 plus flights from Gatwick or Manchester. Contact Andrew Bray on 07720 172814 
or albray1@sky.com. 
 
 

THE ‘IN’ TRAY. 
 
From: Pete Evans: 
 
BIRD SENSE   –  'What its like to be a bird'   by Tim Birkhead 
 
This is the latest book by Tim in which he describes how bird's senses have evolved in comparison to those 
of humans.  He has relied both on his own observations and also information taken from scientific papers 
which he has put into layman's terms. 
 
It is a fascinating insight into the diverse ways that birds have evolved.  There is a species, seen in the UK, 
that has its ears forward of its eyes, and yet another that can fly with its chicks in pouches under its wings.  
Most birds have developed senses that are far more advanced than our own but this is not always the case.  
Take the Kiwi for example, it would probably survive quite happily if it lost its extremely poor eyesight 
completely as it relies on highly developed senses of touch and smell to 'sniff out' its prey. 
 
I haven't finished this book yet (John's deadline fast approaching) but have found it to be an easy read which 
is both informative, entertaining and sometimes astonishing.  I'm sure even the 'geeks' amongst us will find 
something new and surprising. 
 
The book is published by BLOOMSBURY          ISBN 978 1 4088 2013 1 

mailto:johnstewartsmith@btinternet.com
mailto:albray1@sky.com
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See “Letter from the Editor” for recognition competition details. 


