Marylebone Birdwatching Society 2009 – 2010                     Summary edited by Marion Hill
Over the 2009/2010 season the Marylebone Birdwatching Society travelled to sites in Berkshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex, Hampshire, Hertfordshire, Kent, Norfolk, Suffolk, Sussex and the London Borough of Redbridge. Plus two weekends in Wales (see separate report) and, from the comfort of our seats in Gospel Oak Methodist Church, we travelled to Indonesia, Mallorca and Poland as well as learning about birds and butterflies, habitat and conservation in the UK.

Indoor Meetings

The new season got off to a good start in September 2009 with an excellent talk by Dr Edward Eastwood who managed to convey a wealth of information about "Clever Bird Business" (energy saving devices!) using simple drawings on an overhead projector, a few slides and lots of action! We were also made to reflect on human behaviour as he regaled us with amusing asides and anecdotes.

A good number of MBS members attended the 14th Springett Memorial Lecture on Thursday 29 October at Burgh House. Kate Springett was founding president of the MBS and inspired many of its early members with her teaching at local adult education classes and guided bird walks on Hampstead Heath. For the 2009 lecture, "Consider the Birds - How they live and why they matter", the speaker was Colin Tudge, biologist, broadcaster and author of a recently-published and well-reviewed book of the same title. The talk was very informative and entertaining and we heard some amazing stories about birds and other animals showing intelligence and emotions that cannot be explained purely in terms of mechanisms and instincts.  

In October Dr Algirdas Knystautas took us on an erudite tour of Indonesia describing the amazing number of indigenous species on individual islands. 

And in the November Indoor Meeting we travelled to Poland with Marek Borkowski who comes to the UK for a month each year to raise awareness of the global importance of the Biebrza marshes where he lives. We had a fascinating lesson in geography, history and politics as well as farming and wildlife. He showed us many amazing “garden birds” and we heard a litany of birds and animals once common in Europe that are now only to be found in that area of Poland. Marek is particularly interested in the Great Snipe which he has studied for over 3 decades having bought the site of a lek to protect it from disturbance. He also breeds Tarpan horses which are used to graze reserves in Britain as well as Poland.  

In January, given the weather conditions, we were pleased that a stand-in London-based speaker was able to show us a power point presentation on behalf of the Campaign for National Parks. 

David Cottridge, well known to us as a brilliant speaker and photographer, returned in February to talk about “Strangers in our Land” - birds rare to Britain, vagrants from all points of the compass. This was an interesting combination of twitch anecdotes and charts of the weather conditions that bring these birds to our shores.

In March we were on our travels again visiting Mallorca with Brian Gallop. He set the spring birds, flowers and wildlife against the island’s geographical and historical background.  

Adrian Walls, from the zoo, was unfortunately whipped into hospital two days before our talk in April but Carolyn Bennett and Evelyn Guyett, the latter just back from a ZSL Antarctic expedition studying the effects of global warming on penguins, were able to step in. We are pleased that Adrian will be coming to talk to us in January.

Our final talk of the season in May was about "Butterflies of Bird Reserves". Nick Bowles, a butterfly conservationist and “species champion”, tested our knowledge of butterflies and suggested what we should look out for on the reserves we visited. Accompanying the promised list sent by email he wrote: “Hello and thanks very much for such a warm welcome last night. Please let everyone know how delightful your group are to speak to.”

During the 2010-11 season our Indoor Meetings will take us to a garden in Kent, to Fair Isle and Cyprus. We’ll also learn how to identify Raptors, discover the secret life of the Nightjar, view some prize winning photos of wildlife and find out about one of the world’s most exotic birds – the Bower Bird.

Local Outings

14 people circumvented transport obstacles to meet at Rainham Marshes RSPB Reserve for the first local outing of the season in September. Andrew reported: Excellent prolonged views of Hobby hawking in front of us (less than 30 yards), sitting on a gate and on the ground. Wheatear sitting on a post, 14 Grey Herons standing together in a field. Everyone enjoyed good views of Grass Snake and Marsh Frogs and several people saw Clouded Yellow butterfly and Weasel; a number of unidentified dragonfly species were also seen.

The October Outing was to Oare Marshes in Kent. The warm dry weather provided good visibility from the hide overlooking the lagoon where most of the waders were seen. Highlights included watching a large flock of Golden Plover wheeling in the sunshine. 


The trip to Stockers Lake in November was hampered by a poor weather forecast but four brave people turned up and enjoyed the walk. Highlights were Wigeon and Gadwall and at the lunch stop we saw a Kingfisher. Excellent views of Great Spotted Woodpecker working for some time on a rotting tree flinging small pieces of wood over its shoulder. Later on a Ruddy Duck was added to the tally of 31 birds seen plus two heard.

The December outing was the Pre-Christmas bird walk in Regents Park. It was a fine day and we had hoped to see Water Rail but it evaded us. However there were lots of Herons and it was interesting to see the huge variety of Oriental Ducks in the park’s collection. We also had a pleasant walk around The Secret Garden.

On a beautiful sunny day in January we met at Cheshunt for a visit to the Lee Valley Regional Park. The whole place was covered with snow and some of the ponds had iced over. Highlights were Water Rail, Goosander, Redwing, Little Grebe, Song Thrush and a good variety of ducks. We also saw Muntjac deer and a fox on the ice.

In February ten members were on the outing to Two Tree Island, Essex. On the walk down we saw Teal, Redshank, Lapwing, Curlew and Little Grebe. The morning was relatively quiet though we heard or saw finches, pipits, tits and a Green Woodpecker. The highlight was the excellent view of a Kingfisher fishing from a hide. Later, from the hide overlooking the scrape, we viewed Grey Plover, Ringed Plover, Oystercatcher, Dunlin, Avocet and Black-Tailed Godwit. One of the islands was completely covered in Knot. We were then treated to a spectacular flypast of Knot and Dunlin flying in formation wheeling to and fro in the sky, turning into and away from the sun, forming shapes, as roosting starlings do. 
In March twenty MBS birders had a wonderful day at Amwell Gravel Pits in Hertfordshire. Highlights were “redhead” Smew, Bittern, Snipe, Little Egret, male and female Goldeneye and splendid views of a Sparrowhawk as it circled overhead.

In April we went to Fairlop Waters for the first time as a group. We had a lovely sunny amble around the wilder parts of the Country Park and our birdsong skills were certainly tested. For many of the party it was the first Swallow, Whitethroat, Blackcap, Willow Warbler and Chiffchaff of the season. Another highlight was hearing and eventually seeing a very vocal pair of Little Grebes.

Our annual visit to Paxton Pits in May was a bit different this year as they had organised two walk leaders who accompanied us all day despite our saying we were used to going round on our own and would just like a brief chat about what was where. It was however interesting to hear about the birds and the development of the reserve from people with such in depth knowledge of the site. We heard fewer Nightingales than usual but had a good sight of one and identified a good range of warblers.

The final local trip in June was to Wraysbury Gravel Pits, Berkshire, and the group was very impressed with this place being so near to London and a haven for wildlife.  There was continuous birdsong in all directions, especially warblers. We saw Blackcap, Garden Warbler and Whitethroat. We also noticed lots of Dog Roses and Damselflies. It was a hot sunny day and we saw 32 bird species.

During the coming season we will be visiting annual favourites Oare Marshes, Stockers Lake, Two Tree Island, Cheshunt, Paxton Pits and Amwell. We will also be visiting Dagenham Chase, College Lake and, for the first time as a group, Cliffe Pools.

Coach Outings

Our first coach outing of the season in September was to Titchfield Haven in Hampshire. A few lucky people saw Bearded Tits though we missed the group that had been active earlier in the morning. Highlights included a perched Buzzard, a lone Avocet and the intriguing sight of a Carp spawning. Excellent views of Black and Bar-Tailed Godwits and lots of ducks including Eider, Gadwall, Shelduck, Teal and Shoveler.

Our November Coach Outing was to Pulborough Brooks RSPB reserve which has been a winter regular for several years. Last season we visited in the spring and this season we were seeing what the site is like in the autumn – so we actually visited twice in 2009. 


The preceding wet and windy weather (and forecast) put a number of people off, but we were lucky as the worst of the rain waited for us to be in the coach homeward. The afternoon shower gave us a good excuse to return to the excellent visitor centre to indulge in their famous cakes before setting off again for a wander round the heathland or simply to get a good look at the birds on the feeders.


The group enjoyed seeing large flocks (c 200) of Fieldfare and Redwing, good views of Pintail, Wigeon, Teal, hundreds of Lapwing, 80 Black tailed Godwit, Stonechat, Nuthatch, Peregrine, Buzzard and Sparrowhawk. Despite an outcry on the coach home, the Bullfinch didn’t get a mention in the highlights on the official trip list that can be downloaded from the website. The main group went clockwise and it seems it was only those who went anti-clockwise who were delighted to see that a “red leaf” was indeed the Bullfinch we’d all been hoping for.

Our first trip in 2010 was to Pagham Harbour, Sussex, in January. Despite the bad winter 22 people turned up and enjoyed dry, mild weather and a total 66 birds. It’s a good area for wintering wildfowl and waders and we were not disappointed. 80 Brent Geese, hundreds of Teal, Wigeon and Lapwing. We enjoyed Golden Plover, Turnstone, Grey Plover and Ringed Plover and there were close views of Buzzard and Skylark.

We had a good day in Rye Harbour at the end of February. We were extremely lucky with the weather and between the 36 of us we saw 69 species. Highlights included Marsh Harrier, Rock Pipit, Skylark and flocks of Lapwing. There were Black-Headed and Great Black-Backed Gull and some of us enjoyed identifying the Mediterranean Gull. Another treat was Knot and Common Snipe which we saw from the hide.
As this coach trip fell on the Saturday in the middle of Fairtrade Fortnight, we staged a group photo in front of the coach at the coffee stop - holding Geobars, fruit snacks and London Fairtrade Guides. Although the photo was indeed staged, many people do buy the Fairtrade snacks that are passed round the coach and sold at the Indoor Meetings. 
Our annual trip to Dungeness came a bit later than usual in the second week of April. We saw a Black Redstart and excellent views of Wheatear, Linnet and Stonechat near the power station. Among the highlights on the RSPB reserve were two Slavonian grebes that popped up just yards away from us in a gap in the trees bordering the pool so that we were all able to have a good long look at them. The five hides on the reserve afford good views of the pits and their islands and we enjoyed Marsh Harrier, Oystercatcher, Garganey, Redshank and Yellow-Legged Gull to name but a few of the 69 total. To add to the variety there was Brown Hare, Rabbit, Grass Snake and Marsh Frog.
We had a full coach for our annual trip to Minsmere, Suffolk, on a hot sunny day in May. The Cuckoo was calling and led us a merry dance though some of us did manage to see it in flight. The Bittern too was heard booming all around but only a few lucky people saw it. There was a Greylag Goose with her goslings and an Oystercatcher with two chicks seen from the hide. We had great views of Garden Warbler and sightings of Common and Sandwich Tern, Kittiwake and Green Sandpiper as well as Green Hairstreak Butterfly and Common Lizard. Our total of 94 bird species was the highest of the season. Sadly one of the more memorable sightings was to witness a stoat running back and forth to seize sand martins from their nests by the visitor centre.

The season ended mid June with another sunny day for our coach outing to Weeting Heath and Lakenheath. Most of us saw Stone Curlew at our morning stop and a lucky few saw Spotted Flycatcher. At Lakenheath we had a good “hearing” if not sighting of Golden Oriole, watched a pair of Cranes in synchronised flight and were surprised by a Bittern taking off from the reedbed in front of us. We also had great views of Hobby and heard and saw an amazing number of Cuckoo.

In the coming season we will be visiting the ever popular Dungeness and Minsmere and  returning to Hook with Warsash, Fingringhoe Wick, Rutland Water, Stodmarsh and Thursley Common.

Hampstead Heath
The weekly Tuesday walks on Hampstead continue throughout the year. The cold winter brought forth large numbers of Fieldfare and Redwings and they became regulars during January and February. In Spring we had great views of Blackcap and Whitethroat and both common species of Woodpecker as well as nesting Great Crested Grebes. One of the favourite viewpoints is the Sanctuary pond where we have had plenty of sightings of the Kingfisher including a mating. The Terns returned to the men’s pond but were not impressed with the raft that had been provided for them. One of the highlights of the year was a fall of Wheatear. 

We had our annual evening stroll on the 11th June. It was a warm summer evening with Swifts swooping across the meadow catching insects. A Kestrel and Great Spotted Woodpecker were seen and there were numerous young Coots vocalising. On the journey home we listened to a Song Thrush singing its heart out at the top of a tree. 
