Marylebone Birdwatching Society 2008 - 2009

COACH TRIPS 

The first coach trip of the year was a visit to Sandwich Bay Observatory on a glorious day in September 2008. Pete Findlay, the Secretary of the Observatory, was waiting for us and spent the rest of the day with us pointing out birds like immature Pied Flycatchers and later the Mediterranean Gull and Common Gull in the midst of all the Black-Headed Gulls. We were privileged to take it in turns to watch the bird-ringing at the Observatory with Pete showing each bird to those waiting outside before releasing them. After lunch by the visitor centre, we transferred to Pegwell Bay where the tide was almost in and we enjoyed the sight of huge flocks of Oystercatchers, Lapwing and Curlew wheeling round to find land remaining above water level. As the tide came right in we turned our attention inland. Whinchat, Stonechat and a Wheatear all put in an appearance, showing well in the sunshine. Flocks of Goldfinches accompanied us on the walk back to the entrance and a Yellow Wagtail was feeding, with a group of Pied Wagtails, on the short grass near the car park. 

Langstone Harbour at the end of November was cold and wet so the pace was brisk and a stop off at The Ship Inn for lunch was very welcome. The first bird we saw was a Kingfisher on the canal and although visibility was not good on the first beach we saw Red Breasted Mergansers and a Black-necked Grebe. Waders on the second beach included Spotted Redshank, Grey and Ringed Plover, Bar-tailed Godwit, Common Sandpiper and Dunlin.

Elmley Marshes in January was cold but sunny and just before the big snow. We had great views of Marsh Harriers (3 at one time) and there were waders and ducks in large numbers including Teal, Pintail, Turnstone and Curlew. Some of the group also saw Merlin, Peregrine, Barn Owl and Hen Harrier.

At the end of March we went to Dungeness Observatory and the RSPB reserve in Kent. Some of us saw the hoped for Redstarts and Wheatear and most people were pleased to see their first Swallow of the year. There were also close sightings of a male and female Stonechat. At the reserve the numerous hides were a welcome break from the wind and showers and we had a superb flypast of a Merlin as we ate our lunch. We also saw Ruff, Goldeneye and Slavonian Grebe on the reserve and good views of Marsh Harriers.

In April we enjoyed a spring visit to Pulborough Brooks which we've been visiting in winter for a number of years. Most of us were able to see as well as hear a Nightingale singing, much to our surprise, from the top of a tree. Another highlight for some was to see a female adder. The local press had indeed come to see the large numbers of adder which had been seen at Pulborough in recent sunny days but it was still cool and overcast late morning and the photographer had to content herself with a picture of the MBS party!

The end of May saw our annual trip to Minsmere RSPB reserve in Suffolk. Highlights included sightings of the elusive Cetti’s Warbler as well as Avocets, a Swallow posing on a sluice, a family of Treecreepers and close views of Marsh Harriers and a booming Bittern.

Our final coach outing of the season was a return, after a 10 year gap, to Thursley Common, Surrey, which is recovering well after a devastating fire in 2006. Birds were few and far between but highlights included tree pipit and good views of hobby. At least 17 species of dragonfly and damselfly were identified by the experts and we were all delighted to see the silver-studded blue butterfly. A very hot sunny day in a quite spectacular landscape came to a dramatic end as we drove back to London with lightning and brilliant white gulls against thunder black skies, hailstones battering the roof and rain rushing down the streets but we all got home safely if rather wet. 
LOCAL OUTINGS

The first local outing in September was a walk along the riverbank from Ware to St. Margarets via Amwell. We walked down the new Dragonfly and Damselfly trail where we saw several colourful species. We also saw Reed Warbler and Bunting, two Hobbies and a Buzzard as well as the more common Pochard, Gadwall and Jay. At the large new White Hide we saw Snipe and Green Sandpiper and from the long-established viewpoint we eventually saw the Water Rail we knew was foraging in the reeds. Meanwhile a Kingfisher gave several of us short views as it flew to and fro across the lake. And there’s a new viewing platform where we saw Common Sandpiper and Wigeon before heading down the towpath to St Margaret's station.
In October we went to Oare Marshes on a lovely sunny day. Highlights were a Spotted Redshank frantically feeding after its long journey, a Red-necked Grebe and a Hobby. There were large numbers of birds and amongst the waders on the lagoon were Ruff, Black-tailed Godwit and Golden Plover. It was also a good day for small birds including Stonechat, Rock Pipit and Skylark. 

The November outing to Rainham Marshes followed an excellent talk on the Friday evening by David Darrell-Lambert who knows East London very well. We split into groups, one walking along the traditional route and the other along the sea wall. David had told us about Twite and Serin which had been seen recently but sadly not by the MBS party. Some saw an Arctic Skua. And, nearer the Visitors Centre, there were sightings of Wren, Great spotted Woodpecker and Redwing. Among the highlights for everybody was the sun shining on huge flocks of lapwing, greylag geese and gulls, all looking wonderful as they wheeled about in the sky.   

The Regent’s Park pre Christmas walk which was led by Sylvia was probably the wettest Saturday of the year. After strolling along the boating lake in pouring rain we took cover in the Café and watched birds until the windows steamed up! Next we walked across the 2 bridges to see the exotic collection.

In January we visited Stockers Lake, a winter favourite, and there was news that a stork had been flying around. The 15 MBS members who had braved temperatures of minus 5 spied a Little Egret so we suspect that was the ‘stork’. The frozen lakes forced the birds onto the clear patches of water and highlights were a single drake Smew, 6 Red-crested Pochard, Goosander and several Goldeneye. Later on we saw Siskins.

We visited Two Tree Island in February on a beautiful day which was very clear so there was a lot of time spent in the hide watching flocks of Dunlin and Knot doing their fantastic formation flying. There were lots of Redshank and Avocets feeding. As in the previous year a good show of Ringed Plover and Grey Plover. There were twitchers in the hide who spoke of a Short-eared Owl and on our return it flew up in front of us and circled and we could see its fierce expression and blunt head.

In March the outing was to Banstead Common, Surrey, and a large group of 20 set out from Kingswood Station on a walk through chalk grasslands and woodlands. There was a good variety of birds – Finches, Thrushes, Nuthatch, Tits, Starlings and Woodpeckers. The masses of Fieldfare and Redwing were spectacular but for most people a “first in many years” if not a “lifer” were the 3 or more Bramblings among the Chaffinches. A group of 5 Yellowhammers flying into the bushes made a lovely end to our country walk.

The April Local Outing was unusually the last Saturday of the month when MBS paid its first visit to Fowlmere in Cambridgeshire.

In May we went to Paxton Pits on a cool and cloudy day but we did hear Nightingale and some were fortunate enough to see one.

One of the highlights of the June visit to Tring reservoirs was a flypast of the Red Arrows and Battle of Britain planes. Also on our list was Red-crested Pochard, Red Kite and a giant catfish!

The day before we’d had our final “indoor meeting” which was our summer evening stroll across Hampstead Heath. A lovely warm evening and 20 people turned up to see 9 Cygnets, Common Tern, Mandarin Duck, Treecreeper, Kingfisher, 5 fluffy Kestrel chicks sitting in the nest and much more.

INDOOR MEETINGS

We got off to an excellent start in September when Ann and Bob Scott described their experiences in Rwanda and Burundi encouraging wildlife guides to spot birds as well as larger beasts. We were very sad to hear of Bob’s death only a few months later.

In October Dominic Couzens talked of ‘Birds behaving Badly’ taking us through a year of survival techniques for keeping warm, feeding, nesting and fighting off rivals.

For our November meeting David Darrell-Lambert who is a lecturer, photographer and bird recorder from Essex gave us an incredible amount of information in his talk ‘Birds of the Tidal Thames’.  Knowing that the MBS would be going on a local outing to Rainham the next day, he described very specifically what we should look for where. Having taken us down the Thames looking at a number of birdwatching sites in addition to Rainham, David then picked out birds we were likely to see and offered some very useful identification tips. 
Technical hitches meant that the January meeting started with our AGM. It was after the refreshments that Tony Wileman outlined the London Wildlife Trust's work to encourage green initiatives. We were limited to viewing pictures on his little laptop supplemented by a printed map of all the LWT reserves but were fascinated by his talk and encouraged to do what we could to support the wildlife of our parks and gardens as well as the LWT reserves.

In February in a talk called ‘Wilderness Europe’Trevor Gunton talked about migration from Africa to Northern Europe looking at some of the dangers faced by birds on route. He also updated us on developments at Paxton Pits and the birds they hope to see with the expansion of the reserve.

In March we enjoyed fantastic views of “The Brilliant Kingfisher”. Barrie Mason, a keen photographer, has recorded Kingfishers nesting over four seasons. We saw some wonderful shots including young fledging and enjoyed a fascinating commentary of observations in a friend’s garden.

In April Nigel Philips had us “Thinking Bigger for Wildlife”. Nigel is head of acquisitions and landscape projects for the Berks, Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust. His talk outlined the Trust’s pioneering work to develop wildlife habitat beyond the boundaries of its reserves in partnership with the RSPB, National Trust and individual farmers.

In May Robin Wynde talked of “Stone Curlews & the UK Biodiversity Plan”. We learned much about these birds that most of us had only glimpsed at Weeting Heath as Robin described the RSPB work to conserve the small UK population.
