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Foreword 
 

Jim Stevenson, Senior Ranger, Huntingdonshire District Council 

 

Ron Elloway retired as senior ranger at the end of March but was around for quite a 

while afterwards to give advice.  We all miss him: he ran a tight ship and I have found 

him a hard act to follow.  I came to Paxton Pits from the RSPB in April.  It was a 

great honeymoon period, for me at least.  I spent almost the whole month outdoors 

getting to know the place, acquiring a tan and taking great delight in the arrival of 

each spring migrant.  Then we hit the ‘nightingale season’ and we were all run off our 

feet.  I think there were fewer than six days in May when we didn’t have at least one 

group booked to visit.  As ever, the St Neots Bird and Wildlife Club’s nightingale 

evening was a high point of the year.  I would like to say a big thanks to all those 

involved in that event. 

  

The RSPB quite often sends us international visitors and the degree of voluntary 

involvement in Paxton Pits always amazes them.  It amazes me too.  Volunteers do all 

the bird monitoring, run the visitor centre and undertake practical management on the 

site. The Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve now has over a thousand members, 

thanks largely to ace recruiters Trevor Gunton and Ray Matthews. 

 

This report has been compiled by a dedicated team of birdwatchers who seem to 

spend all their waking hours on the reserve or close by. I would particularly like to 

thank all of you who sent in records, and to beg all of you who have bought, borrowed 

or stolen this report to make a new year’s resolution to send in more records next 

year. I’m sure we miss a few sightings, such as the Montagu’s harrier reported in 

September.  I foolishly let the reporting birder leave without getting her details. 

 

Don’t forget that the website, www.paxton-pits.org.uk is updated almost daily so it’s 

worth checking in regularly, and it’s a gateway for you to contact us.  

  

And by the way, don’t see anything that I don’t! 

 

 

2002/03 Surveys 
Two surveys form the backbone of bird monitoring at Paxton Pits.  Waterfowl counts 

are conducted every month of the winter as part of the Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), 

organised by the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust and the British Trust for Ornithology.  

Estimates of breeding numbers come from the Paxton Breeding Bird Survey (PBBS), 

a co-ordinated count of the whole pits complex during May and June.  In addition, 

winter roosts of cormorants are undertaken regularly, in January 2003 as part of a 

Europe-wide project.  Nightingale territories were counted in May, though later than 

usual because of poor weather conditions mid-month when it is usually completed. 

A bittern was seen during the winter – the sixth of 

the last seven years that we have hosted one (Rob 

Banbury) 
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The Year in View 
September 2002 was an ‘Indian summer’, with warm, sunny days and no rain for 30 

days after the 9
th
.  The month saw an unusually large passage of whinchats and the 

start of a passage of stonechats.  October was a mix of fine autumn days, gale force 

winds and heavy rain, which helped low water levels to recover.  Insects remained 

abundant until the first frosts in mid October.  One of the strongest storms since the 

infamous 1987 event blasted through the Pits on 27
th
, bringing gusts in excess of 70 

mph, resulting in several fallen trees and misplaced hopes of displaced seabirds.  

November saw the arrival of a red-necked grebe: little did we know that it would 

remain almost continuously until the end of July 2003!  There was also a record count 

of ruddy ducks. 
 

A mild winter (a brimstone butterfly was seen on Christmas Day!) was interrupted by 

severe weather in January, causing almost all surface water to freeze for a week.  This 

brought a temporary increase in cormorants, a Caspian gull, good numbers of pintail 

and a record count of smew, but many ducks moved away in search of open feeding 

areas.  Mild weather returned, but early nest-building was interrupted by another ten 

days of sub-zero temperatures in mid February.  The bright sunshine accompanying 

these conditions encouraged resident songbirds to take up territories and as 

temperatures warmed, the first leaf burst and blossoms appeared ahead of schedule. 
 

The most notable feature of the early spring and mid summer was the lack of rain.  

Between 3
rd
 February and 28

th
 April, there were only five days with anything more 

than an occasional shower.  This dry weather may have been responsible for poor 

breeding success among our waders and, across Britain as a whole, among early 

breeders such as blue tits.  To counter the falling water levels, which threatened to 

leave the islands vulnerable to land predators, Aggregate Industries pumped water 

into Pumphouse Pit.  The good weather encouraged an early arrival of some migrants, 

but unsettled weather in May brought a halt to this movement, with the bulk of some 

species arriving slightly later than usual.  The weather in mid May was particularly 

poor, with consecutive weeks of wet, cool weather that may have affected the first 

broods of some species.  Spring wader passage was good, with two Temminck’s stints 

the highlights, and there were good numbers of little gulls (including 43 in one day).  

By contrast, the passage of black and arctic terns was poor.  The month also brought 

fulmar and roseate tern, both ‘firsts’ for the Pits.  Local birders Martin Davis and 

Jamie Wells set a new record of 91 species seen in a day within our recording area. 
 

After this, however, the weather improved into the warmest summer for more than a 

decade.  June to August were dry and sunny, with temperatures exceeding 30 degrees 

Centigrade in each month, and hitting 36 degrees in the first half of August.  Rain was 

a rarity, with only one day of rain in August, amounting to less than 2% of the 

average.  This was a mixed blessing for breeding birds: it is believed that few chicks 

were lost to chilling and juveniles needing aerial insects found abundant supplies of 

dragonflies and butterflies, but birds dependent on soil invertebrates had difficulty 

finding food for chicks as the ground baked hard.  By the end of the summer, water 

levels on the Pits were more than a metre below their average level. 
 

Lapwings, redshanks, ringed plovers and oystercatchers had a poor year for breeding.  

By contrast, common terns and black-headed gulls had a bumper season.  

Midsummer, often quiet for birds, was remarkable: raven, long-tailed duck and 

another Caspian gull in July, and a pectoral sandpiper and kittiwake in August. 
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The systematic list 
For the first time, we have presented the 

list in the order recently adopted by the 

British Ornithologists’ Union 

(www.bou.org.uk). 

 

Reports of species marked with an asterisk 

are subject to acceptance by the 

Cambridgeshire Rarities Committee. 

 

For ease of reference: 

 

Wildfowl 6 Waders 21 

Gamebirds 15 Gulls/terns 26 

Grebes 16 Pigeons 28 

Herons 18 Owls 29 

Raptors 18 Woodpeckers 30 

Rails 20 Passerines 31 

Mute swan 
Birds moulting after the 2002 breeding season gathered on Island Pit, with 38 adults and 4 

juveniles on 1
st
 September.  This preceded another exceptional winter at Paxton, with above 

average numbers throughout, peaking on 8
th
 December with 131 birds, the highest number 

ever recorded here.  Mild weather in late December encouraged one pair to start displaying, 

but a cold snap soon put a stop to that. 

 

Aggression is often reported, usually once chicks have hatched, but as early as April a cob 

(male) was seen chasing a Canada goose from a nesting territory.  The breeding season was 

similar to 2002, with nine nests producing eight broods, from which 26 young fledged.  By 

the end of August, over 30 adults assembled on Heronry South to moult, and a week later this 

flock peaked at 63 birds, providing a popular attraction for many visitors. 
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Wintering mute swans during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Bewick’s swan 
A welcome return for both ‘winter’ swans: 

seven Bewick’s (including two juveniles) 

on 4
th
 November (JLFP) and six on 1

st
 

January (MD) were the first reports for 

several years.  In both cases, however, the 

birds moved on quickly. 

Whooper swan 
Nine in total, all in December: two flew 

southeast over Sailing Lake on 9
th
 (RH) 

and seven were on Pumphouse Pit on 18
th
 

(JLFP).  In addition, two swans were seen 

distantly on 2
nd
 February (GR), which 

were either Bewick’s or whooper swan. 
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Pink-footed geese (John Busby) 

Pink-footed goose 
Up to three, presumably of feral origin, 

were present during the year, usually 

associating with greylag geese.  At least 

one was seen regularly from 17
th
 

November to 9
th
 February, and two on 

various dates from 14
th
 February to 9

th
 

May.  Three were seen on 25
th
 May, but 

there was only one report during the 

summer: a single on 17
th
 August. 

White-fronted goose 
One, presumably also of feral origin, 

associated with greylag geese on Island Pit 

on 28
th
 March (JLFP). 

Greylag goose 
Numbers of these feral geese fluctuated 

during the winter, with notably more in the 

first half than the second.  The peak count, 

of 746 on 8
th
 December, is the highest 

WeBS count at Paxton since 1989. 
 

By mid February, pairs were active on the 

Sailing Lake islands, with others soon 

preparing nests on Island and Pumphouse 

Pits, the other main sites.  An estimated 22 

nests fledged at least 67 young, well below 

the 130 young in 2002.  Was a mammalian 

predator responsible for the lower 

breeding success? 

Canada goose 
Numbers followed the usual pattern, being 

abundant in early autumn and spring but 

scarce through the winter.  Overall, the 

general trend has been downward for the 

last ten years, but might this reflect an 

increased availability of food on 

surrounding farmland? 
 

The breeding season got underway in late 

January, with numbers building by early 

March.  During the summer, 24+ nests 

produced a minimum of 76 young, 

compared with 57 young in 2002. 

 

Barnacle goose 
Up to three feral birds spent the year 

around the Pits, with at least two 

remaining into the spring.  However, after 

17
th
 May, none was reported until August, 

with a single on three dates.  In previous 

summers, barnacles have bred with 

Canada geese, so where did they go this 

year? 

Egyptian goose 
This naturalised species is an occasional 

visitor to Paxton, though was much more 

regular this year.  Between one and three 

birds were seen on various dates between 

6
th
 December (DDe/DHo/JM) and 28

th
 

August (CM/GR), in various parts of the 

Pits complex but usually favouring Island 

Pit or the Heronry Lakes.  The peak count 

was four birds, on 22
nd
 June (JH) and 17

th
 

July (JS). 

Common shelduck 
One of the best ever years for numbers of 

shelduck at Paxton, but with no breeding.  

For the second consecutive year, some 

birds were seen during the winter, with 

singles in October and November and up 

to three in December (28
th
, JH).  Birds 

were seen regularly from 10
th
 January 

(MD), peaking at 18 on 16
th
 and 20

th
 

March (NP, MD).  Double figures 

remained until the end of the month, after 

which they dwindled.  The monthly peaks 

were 9 on 6
th
 April (JH/GR), 6 on 12

th
 

May (MD) and 15 on 22
nd
 June (JH).  

Although birds were present throughout 

the summer, there was no evidence of 

breeding this year.  There was a small 

number of records in July and August, 

with the last, a juvenile, on 18
th
 August 

(JH/JW), later than in 2002. 
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Wintering greylag geese during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Wintering Canada geese during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Wintering wigeons during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Mandarin 
This colourful duck, introduced from 

China, is much rarer at Paxton than at 

neighbouring Grafham Water.  There were 

two records in 2002/03, both on Sailing 

Lake: a female on 1
st
 November (DM/JM) 

and one on 14
th
 May (JC). 

Wigeon 
Although two arrived as early as 19

th
 July 

2002 (TGG), it was early September 

before they arrived in any number.  In 

sharp contrast to the poor winter of 

2001/02, numbers were above average – 

the November total was the highest winter 

count since 1999.  Freezing conditions in 

January caused birds to move elsewhere, 

though they soon returned. 
 

The last pair departed on 22
nd
 April (JH), 

although an injured male (with half its left 

wing missing, suggesting it had been shot) 

was seen from mid May throughout the 

summer.  A second male, presumably a 

returning migrant, was present from 12
th
 

August, and by the month’s end, eight 

were present (JH/JW). 

Gadwall 
This is one of Paxton’s most interesting 

birds, having previously been rare, it often 

dominates counts of waterfowl on the 

Heronry Lakes.  The moulting flock 

resident on Heronry South during the 

summer developed into the wintering 

population, which proved to be above 

average.  The peak WeBS count was 275 

on 16
th
 February, though the highest count 

of the winter was 294 on 17
th
 October 

(RES).  Cold weather in January and 

February caused some local dispersal, with 

some seen on the smaller lakes, such as 28 

on Rudd Lake on 21
st
 February (IKD/DD), 

the highest for at least five years. 
 

High numbers of non-breeding birds 

remained throughout the breeding season, 

with 100 in July and a peak of 175 in late 

August.  Just two nests, fledging six 

young, was the breeding total.  What 

conditions do we need to provide to attract 

more gadwalls to breed at Paxton? 

Teal 
A typical winter, besides the remarkable 

peak in the WeBS count towards the end 

of 2002: the previous highest December 

total was in 1977, so the 148 on 8
th
 was 

quite impressive.  The January freeze 

brought the highest counts of the winter, 

with 250 on Heronry Lake (DM/JM) and 

200 on Pumphouse Pit on 12
th
 (JH/SH).  

Numbers never really recovered from the 

extended ice-up, and by mid April, fewer 

than 10 remained.  One female remained 

through the summer, though 25 in the 

quarry on 6
th
 June (JW) was an 

unseasonally large count, that was not 

matched again until the end of August. 
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Wintering gadwalls during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Wintering mallards during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 

 

Mallard 
This familiar duck, so typical of the local 

park we remember as a child, remains less 

numerous than many other species at 

Paxton.  There was a slight improvement 

on last year’s poor performance, with a 

winter peak of 112 birds in November, 

though it hardly reverses the long-term 

decline. 
 

Sexually active throughout the year, a 

group of 50 birds were displaying on 29
th
 

September, with smaller numbers 

continuing to ‘head-bob’ until Christmas.  

On 16
th
 February, a pair was observed 

mating on the water, though the first 

young were not seen until April.  It turned  

 

out to be a better breeding season than in 

2002, with 17 nests resulting in 43 fledged 

young (cf. 24 young from 14 nests).  

Again, predation of ducklings appeared 

lower than in previous years. 

 

 
Male mallard (Mike Langman) 
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Pintail 
At least 59 birds this year, perhaps the 

highest ever total, with several small 

groups that stayed for several days each.  

The first record of the autumn was of eight 

on 27
th
 September (JLFP), followed by a 

single male in October (31
st
, DM/JM/CS) 

and a peak of 8 in November (17
th
, 

WeBS).  December’s peak was also eight, 

on 11
th
 (JLFP), while January’s was seven 

(on 12
th
, JW), with at least one present 

throughout the month. 
 

A maximum of four birds was seen in 

February (5
th
, DM/JM) and 13

th
 (JLFP), 

while March’s peak was three on 2
nd
 

(MD/SM/JW).  The last of the winter, a 

male, was seen on 24
th
-27

th
 March (per 

RBA), while the first of the autumn was a 

female on 31
st
 August (JW), possibly the 

first ever Paxton record for that month. 

Garganey 
2002 proved to be a remarkable year for 

this little migrant duck at Paxton, with a 

minimum of 13.  The last of the summer 

were two that remained from August until 

17
th
 September (MD), and one until 29

th
 

(MSh). 

 

After that, 2003 was never going to be as 

good, but a minimum of 4-5 birds was 

respectable.   

 
Male garganey (Mike Langman) 

 

First of the spring was a male from 20
th
-

27
th
 March (MD), and may have been one 

of a pair from 29
th
 March (SM/RP) until 

1
st
 April (with a third on 31

st
, JLFP).  It 

was seven weeks before another pair 

arrived, on 20
th
 May (JW).  These 

remained in the quarry for more than a 

week, raising hopes of possible breeding, 

but were not seen after 1
st
 June (MSh). 

Shoveler 
A poor winter, with the lowest peak winter 

WeBS count since 1996/97.  However, 

numbers were higher at other times, with 

55 on Heronry South alone on 28
th
 

December (JH) as birds moved west ahead 

of a cold front, again on 12
th
 January 

during the freeze, and on Pumphouse Pit 

on 14
th
 April (JH), as they moved 

northeast for the summer.  The last of the 

spring were five on 1
st
 May (JH) and the 

first of the autumn, a moulting male, on 

25
th
 June (MD/JH).  Small numbers, fewer 

than 10, were seen through late July and 

August. 
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Red crested pochard 
A male on 28

th
 December (RP) and a 

female from 12
th
 August (CS) into 

September, both on Heronry South, were 

the only records of this introduced duck, 

bucking the increasing trend of recent 

years. 

Pochard 
Wintering numbers were the lowest since 

1991/92 and the hoped-for recovery in the 

eight-year boom-bust cycle at Paxton did 

not materialise.  The 213 recorded during 

the November WeBS count was the 

highest of the winter. 

However, in sharp contrast, summer 2003 

saw a greater number than usual.  Up to 

three birds were seen throughout May, and 

up to two on several dates in June.  

Numbers increased rapidly during July, 

with 100 on Island Pit by 12
th
 (JW) and 

257 around the Pits complex on 27
th
 (JH). 

A tufted duck X pochard hybrid was seen 

on Pumphouse Pit on 17
th
 March (JLFP). 

Male tufted duck (John Busby) 

Tufted duck 
While counts of wintering pochards have 

declined during the last decade, those of 

tufted duck have been remarkably stable.  

This was another typical year with, as 

usual, the peak in November; the count of 

678 was the highest monthly WeBS count 

since 1996. 
 

This is a late breeder, with the first young 

seen on 29
th
 June.  It proved to be an 

excellent season, especially on Pumphouse 

Pit where 10 broods were seen 

simultaneously.  About 20 pairs nested, 

producing at least 39 young, double the 

2002 count. 
 

As with pochard, the number of post-

breeding birds in midsummer was higher 

than usual, with 320 on Island Pit alone by 

13
th
 July (JH/JW) and 566 on the Pits 

complex by 27
th
 (JH), perhaps early 

arrivals from central Europe? 

Long-tailed duck* 
This was the surprise of the summer: a 

female found on Pumphouse Pit on 6
th
 

July (JW), and present until the following 

morning (MD).  Only the second ever 

recorded at the Pits (the first was in the 

early 1980s), it is also the first July record 

for Cambridgeshire.  The nearest breeding 

area is in southern Norway, so perhaps this 

bird had failed to breed, flown across the 

North Sea and up the Ouse Valley.  Quite 

a surprise for the finder, and seen by most 

regular Paxton birdwatchers. 

Common scoter 
Although with more records than long-

tailed duck, this species is still a scarce 

bird at Paxton.  Two were seen during the 

year: an immature male on Island Pit on 

28
th
 November (RES) and a female on 

Pumphouse Pit on 3
rd
 June (JLFP). 

Goldeneye 
Many people’s favourite mid-winter duck, 

the first sighting of the autumn was a 

female on 28
th
 September (JW), but 

numbers increased only slowly as mild 

weather held winter at bay across northern 

Europe – the peak count in October was 

just 12 on 24
th
 (MD). 

Numbers during WeBS counts peaked at 

103 on 23
rd
 March, but were exceeded by 

a count of 121 on 6
th
 March (RES) and 

153 on 13
th
 February (JLFP).  The last 

significant count of the winter was 34 on 

21
st
 April (DG/PP), after which 1-4 were 

seen on several dates until the last female 

was recorded, on 29
th
 April (JH), a typical 

date. 
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Wintering pochards during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Wintering tufted ducks during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Wintering goldeneyes during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Smew 
A record year for the ‘white nun’ at Paxton 

Pits, with the first arrival – a redhead – on 

24
th
 November (MD), one of the earliest 

ever.  After the first male on 8
th
 December 

(SM), numbers increased, peaking at 13 

between 10
th
 and 25

th
 January (JH/DM/JM).  

Numbers fluctuated throughout the month, 

perhaps because the birds spent more time 

on A1 North Pit than usual, though most 

birdwatchers only visit the Heronry Lakes, 

their usual hangout.  As usual, redheads 

were dominant, with the highest count of 

males being five on 5
th
 February (MB). 

 

Numbers increased again in mid February, 

with 16 on 13
th
 (JLFP) a Paxton record.  

Numbers fell as spring arrived, though the 

March peak was still a respectable eight, 

including two males, on 6
th
 (RES).  The last 

two reported – a redhead and a male – were 

seen on 19
th
 March (TGG). 

Goosander 
In recent years, good smew winters at 

Paxton appear to be poor for goosanders, 

and vice versa.  The peak count was eight, 

of which six were male, on Washout Pit on 

9
th
 December (DM/JM), but 2-3 was more 

typical through the winter.  The first report, 

a male, was on 9
th
 November (NP) and the 

last three on 24
th
 March (JH).
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Smew at Paxton Pits, November 2002 to March 2003 
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Goosanders at Paxton Pits, November 2002 to March 2003 
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Ruddy duck 
This non-native species is a regular wintering bird at Paxton Pits, but after fewer last winter, 

2002/03 saw an increase in the number of records, with birds reported on 41 dates between 

the first three on 8
th
 October (JH/SM) and the last two on 4

th
 April (JW).  Ruddy ducks were 

reported on just 19 dates in 2001/02.  While most counts were below five, peak counts of 24 

birds were made on 7
th
 (RES) and 17

th
 (WeBS) November.  This smashes the Paxton record, 

of 14 ruddy ducks, seen on 25
th
 February 2001. 

 

Ruddy ducks are rarely seen at Paxton Pits during the breeding season, though August records 

are not unknown.  Thus, a female on 1
st
 June (GR), a pair on 19

th
 July (PNK) and a male on 

23
rd
 July (MD) were a break in form.  The latter record was particularly notable, as it was of 

the dark-headed form that has only been recorded on a handful of occasions.  Another male 

was seen on 22
nd
 August (MD), and by the month’s end, a male and female were present 

(JH/JW). 
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Ruddy ducks at Paxton Pits, September 2002 to April 2003 

 

Red-legged partridge 
This species is mostly restricted to the quarry 

and farmland adjacent to the Pits system, 

though during the year birds were seen close 

to Washout and Island Pits too.  The final 

tally for the 2002 breeding season appears to 

have been two successful breeding pairs, 

assuming that groups of 7 and 6 on 22
nd
 

September (SM/RP) were family coveys.  

However, a total of 38 seen on 19
th
 

November (MD) must surely have included 

birds put down for shooting?  Besides these, 

counts of 9-12 were regular throughout the 

winter. 
 

Coveys of seven and eight birds were seen 

during August 2003, of which at least one 

was a family party.  These were all in the 

quarry, perhaps it has more food than the 

surrounding arable farmland? 

Grey partridge 
Although we have no proven breeding 

records, it is encouraging that a pair was seen 

on several occasions in the same area 

between 24
th
 April and 30

th
 August.  No 

young were seen, but their presence is their 

most consistent at Paxton Pits for years. 

Quail 
One called three times in ten minutes in long 

grass adjacent to Pumphouse Pit on 17
th
 May 

(MM/OM).  Although 2003 was not an 

influx year nationally, this is the first record 

since 1995. 

Pheasant 
Present throughout the year, but certainly 

under-recorded, the only notable count was a 

group of over 60 close to Boughton Lodge 

Farm, which had presumably been released 
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for shooting (9
th
 March, JH).  A female was 

seen on one of the Pumphouse Pit islands 

designed for nesting waders!  The Paxton 

Breeding Bird Survey suggests about five 

pairs breed in the wild, though many more 

are introduced for shooting. 

Little grebe 
Small numbers remained on the Pits 

throughout the winter, peaking at 13 in early 

October, the highest WeBS count since 

September 1997.  Records usually come 

from the open, northern lakes, but several 

spent the winter on the Heronry Lakes, with 

eight there on 24
th
 November (GR). Freezing 

weather causes birds to disperse, and was the 

reason behind unusual sightings on Hayling 

Pit (5
th
 January, MSh) and the River Great 

Ouse (14
th
 February, MD). 

 

Farm Pit, the only breeding site in the Pits 

complex, hosted birds from March, but 

numbers increased slowly and, although a 

nest was occupied in May, it was not until 

mid August that five young (from three 

broods) were seen, among 29 birds on the 

lake.  So few young from so many adults 

makes us again wonder whether the terrapin 

played a part in low breeding success. 
 

Just why the little grebe, or dabchick, has 

such a restricted breeding range at Paxton is 

unclear, as most of the Pits to the south 

appear to have suitable breeding habitat.  As 

Farm Pit remains outside the nature reserve, 

we are anxious about the long-term future of 

a vitally important Pit for the species. 

Great crested grebe 
One of our most watched and greatly 

admired waterbirds, its relatively poor 

breeding season in 2002 may be the reason 

that its usual post-breeding peak failed to 

occur in September, though a brood of three 

small chicks was seen on Rudd Lake on 12
th
 

September (RES). 
 

The graph illustrates that numbers were 

unusually stable throughout the winter.  The 

highest count (not WeBS) was 41 on 11
th
 

December (RES). 
 

Weak display by winter-plumage birds was 

seen during November, and by March 

several pairs were active, with the 

spectacular ‘weed dance’ seen on at least 

three occasions (including two pairs 

displaying together on 6
th
 April, TGG).  

Weed-dancing continued well into July, 

when an unusual part-leucistic bird was 

noted on Island Pit. 
 

The final estimate of breeding numbers 

exceeded that for 2002, with 18 nests 

producing 17 broods, from which 23 young 

fledged.  Predation seemed much lower this 

year and, despite a wet start to the season, 

the grebes clearly found the long hot summer 

to their liking.  The Paxton Pits breeding 

population is now about half of the entire UK 

population in 1900, when the fashion trade 

reduced the number to around 40 pairs.  It’s 

good to reflect the positive occasionally! 
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Great crested grebes during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
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Red-necked grebe 
Our star-turn, found on Sailing Lake on 4

th
 

November (CS), it remained there until 10
th
 

January but became more itinerant after the 

lakes froze.  It was last seen on Island Pit 

on 16
th
 February (GR/JH).  On 8

th
 April, 

two were seen on Sailing Lake (CS) and 

from 14
th
 April to 2

nd
 June, one was seen 

regularly there, its rich summer plumage 

admired by many.  It visited other lakes 

before the last sighting on 27
th
 July (JH). 

 

This is the eighth record at Paxton, and the 

first to summer here, a season that they are 

rare anywhere in Britain (though 

Cambridgeshire is the only county where 

breeding has been attempted, in 1988).  

Remarkably, another bird spent the summer 

at nearby Grafham Water. 

Black-necked grebe 
Summer-plumage birds on A1 North (19

th
 

April, finder unknown) and Pumphouse Pit 

(4
th
 May, JH) stayed for just a day each.  In 

August, a juvenile was on Pumphouse Pit 

from 5
th
 to 13

th
 August (MD), an adult and 

juvenile from 21
st
-25

th
 (JW), though only 

the adult was seen between 26
th
-30

th
 (MD).  

There were 31 records between 1990 and 

2000, but these were the first since. 

Fulmar* 
A bit of a cheat, as it was actually seen 

from the dam at Grafham, flying south over 

A1 North, on 24
th
 May (MH).  The first 

record for Paxton Pits. 

Cormorant 
The number of cormorants roosting at 

Paxton increased slowly through the 

autumn and early winter, to 150 birds by 

the year end.  The onset of cold weather in 

early January increased the number of birds 

seeking open water at Grafham and thus the 

number roosting at Paxton.  The roost 

peaked at 362 on 12
th
 January, lower than 

last year’s high of 427.  This coincided with 

a Europe-wide co-ordinated roost count, 

which indicates that Paxton held more than 

half of the county total that weekend, and 

43% of the combined count for 

Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire. 
 

Numbers fell quickly as mild weather 

returned, and a further freeze in February 

did little to slow the rate of departure.  The 

breeding season began early, with eight 

nests active on 16
th
 January, scattered 

among a roost of 297 birds.  The breeding 

colony developed steadily to reach 85 

occupied nests in mid March, when the first 

juvenile was seen. 
 

The final tally of nests was 127, up on the 

97 in 2002 but well below the peak in the 

late 1990s.  The last Paxton young 

remained in the nest until the end of July.  

Of interest, Peter Almond reports that the 

colony of 29 nests at Harrold-Odell Country 

Park in north Bedfordshire holds several 

birds ringed at Paxton. 
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Cormorants roosting at Paxton Pits, September 2002 to February 2003 
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Bittern 
As major conservation efforts have helped 

to increase the number of breeding bitterns 

in the UK, so records at Paxton have 

increased.  We have had a wintering bird 

for five of the last six winters.  As usual, it 

roosted in the small Hayling reedbed, 

where it was first seen on 19
th
 January (per 

AH).  It was seen flying across the 

Meadow at dusk on several subsequent 

dates, with the last record on 1
st
 February 

(MB).  We have absolutely no idea where 

it feeds during the day! 

Little egret 
Another flurry of records for a bird that is 

becoming more common.  Two on 30
th
 

January (DM/JM) were joined in the 

heronry by another two during a blizzard 

on 31
st
 (MD).  There was a series of 

records during 10
th
-25

th
 May, initially of 

two birds (MD/JW), but only one was seen 

at a time on subsequent dates 

(MD/JH/JW).  The most intriguing record 

was of one flight-displaying over the 

heronry on 14
th
 May (DJ/PN) – a sign of 

things to come? 
 

As seems to be regular now, a post-

breeding influx occurred during high 

summer, with a juvenile bird present on 

and off from 13
th
 July (MD) to 3

rd
 August, 

joined by two, perhaps three, other birds 

between 5
th
 and 15

th
 (MD).  Up to two 

birds were present until 21
st
, after which a 

single remained, until the last sighting of 

the summer on 26
th
 August (MH/JH). 

Grey heron 
Herons now seem to be present around the 

breeding trees throughout the year, with 

up to a dozen during the winter.  An 

interesting observation from Washout Pit 

on 12
th
 October was a grey heron eating a 

grass snake (a late date for a reptile). 
 

While the cormorant colony has 

diminished in size, it has expanded into 

the core of the ‘heronry’ on the large 

willow opposite the Hayden Hide.  At 

least three pairs of herons nested within 

the cormorant colony, but perhaps there 

are others that remained unseen.  The first 

nests were active from mid January, and 

by 7
th
 April, birds were occupying eight 

nests.  The first young bird was seen in 

late April, and there were still two large 

young on nests in June.  After fledging, 

birds used the nest site to roost for much 

of the summer. 
 

In the mid 1980s, up to 20 pairs of herons 

nested; the long-term relationship between 

nesting herons and cormorants is not 

understood.  It will be interesting to see if 

heron numbers continue to recover as the 

cormorant colony stabilises. 

Honey buzzard* 
Two birds that got away: a ‘possible’ seen 

in the distance over The Meadow on 9
th
 

May (TGG/JM) and a ‘probable’ over the 

quarry on 28
th
 August (MH). 

Red kite (Charlie Eeles) 

Red kite 
Although becoming more common, thanks 

to reintroduction schemes in 

Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire, 

red kites remain scarce at Paxton Pits.  

Two were seen during the year, both in 

May: one over Pumphouse Pit on 8
th
 (MH, 

seen from Grafham Water dam) and one 

over Island Pit on 21
st
 (MD/RP). 

Marsh harrier 
Three sightings in September 2002, on 1

st
, 

10
th
 and 25

th
 (RES/JW) brought last year’s 

total to eight, making it the best year ever 

for this reedbed raptor at Paxton.  There 

were five records, involving six birds, in 

summer 2003, though a female flying high 

east on 8
th
 May (MD) was the only spring 

sighting.  During August, a female-type 

flew southeast on 5
th
 (JW), two females 

were seen on 10
th
 (JH/JW), a juvenile male 

flew north on 26
th
 (MD/JH/JW) and one 

was seen on 28
th
 (MH). 
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Goshawk* 
A possible immature male goshawk was 

seen independently by different observers 

over Pumphouse Pit on 7
th
 October. 

Sparrowhawk 
Now a regular garden visitor, reported as 

killing a range of garden bird species, 

including starlings, thrush species and 

collared doves.  Only 20 years ago, we had 

no sparrowhawks breeding in 

Huntingdonshire because of DDT sprays, 

now some people think that they actually 

control the numbers of breeding collared 

doves! 
 

Single males and females were reported 

from around the Pits through the winter, 

with four being the peak day count, on 31
st
 

January (JW).  An interesting observation 

on 28
th
 February (TGG) involved one 

chasing a green woodpecker. 
 

All records during the breeding season 

appear to originate from three pairs in the 

area, as we have not received any records 

of young or family groups. 

Buzzard 
The inexorable recovery of local buzzards 

continues, with sightings from Paxton Pits 

on 31 dates, though this may be an 

underestimate – some birders visiting from 

neighbouring counties are now so used to 

seeing buzzards that they don’t always 

think to report them! 
 

They’re still scarce at Paxton, but more 

were reported in 2002/03 than ever before.  

Most of the records were outside the 

breeding season, but with several multiple 

sightings, including four on 1
st
 September 

(JW) and three on 10
th
 September (JW), 

23
rd
 March (MD/JH/NP/JW), 30

th
 March 

(per GR) and 28
th
 August (MH). 

 

Sightings during the spring were fewer, 

but a pair was seen displaying on several 

dates in April and May from the Pits, and 

it is possible that they bred within two 

miles of the complex.  However, the only 

subsequent report was a single on 6
th
 July 

(PNK) prior to several multiple sightings 

in late August. 

 
Osprey (John Busby) 

Osprey 
Although Paxton Pits is only 40 miles 

from the reintroduction scheme at Rutland 

Water, where at least two pairs nested 

successfully in 2003, sightings of this 

summer raptor at Paxton are becoming 

less frequent.  In fact, there were no 

sightings in autumn (making 2002 the first 

blank for several years) or confirmed in 

spring 2003, although one was possibly 

seen over Little Paxton village on 27
th
 

May.  In fact, very few ospreys were 

reported anywhere in Cambridgeshire 

during spring or summer. 
 

Autumn 2003 was better, however, with 

one south on 10
th
 August (JG) and two 

reported on 28
th
 (per JS), preceding a bird 

in September that flew north over Sandy, 

was tracked through Little Paxton (MD) 

and then spent a weekend at Grafham 

Water. 

Kestrel 
Up to five birds were seen during autumn 

and winter, though two was more typical.  

One bird took up residence around the 

arable extension to the nature reserve, 

presumably taking advantage of the thick 

vegetation and subsequent ploughing, 

which exposed a steady supply of voles.  

There were no reports of birds from the 

village or the nearby A1. 
 

Following several poor years, this bird so 

typical of motorway verges, was proved to 
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breed on the reserve, with young heard in 

the scrub east of Haul Road on 27
th
 July 

(JW).  In addition, an adult with a single 

young was reported in the fields adjacent 

to the river on 1
st
 June, though this would 

be remarkably early fledging. 

Merlin 
This winter migrant is a rare visitor to 

Paxton, though sightings have increased in 

recent years.  There were three during 

winter 2002/03: a male on 28
th
 December 

(JH), a female on 12
th
 January (JH) and a 

female on 26
th
 January (MSh), which was 

carrying prey and was chased into the 

scrub east of Heronry North by a magpie. 

Hobby 
The last of 2002 flew south over Hayden 

Hide, Heronry South, on 28
th
 October 

(TGG), the latest departure from Paxton 

by more than three weeks.  The previous 

latest record was 5
th
 October 1997. 

 

The first of spring 2003 was over The 

Meadow on 24
th
 April (JPr/SPr), and small 

numbers were seen regularly during the 

following couple of weeks.  The peak 

spring count was nine over Pumphouse Pit 

on 23
rd
 May (JW), but overall the number 

of sightings during the summer was lower 

than usual.  The only other notable counts 

during the summer were six on 8
th
 June 

(CK) and five on 27
th
 July (JW), one 

mobbing a female sparrowhawk.  One or 

two were seen throughout August and well 

into September. 

Peregrine 
This remains a rare bird at Paxton, with 

only nine records prior to this recording 

period, so a third successive year with 

records suggests an increasing trend.  

During the winter, an immature female 

spent 22
nd
-27

th
 September (SM) in the 

quarry, and one flew west over Hayling 

Avenue on 9
th
 November (DD/IKD).  

Aside from a report on 4
th
 May, the other 

sightings are from late August, with birds 

on 25
th
 (MD/CM/JW), 27

th
 (JH) and a 

probable over Heronry South on 31
st
 

(TGG). 
 

An increase in records outside the 

breeding season is in line with the results 

of the 2002 UK breeding survey 

conducted by the British Trust for 

Ornithology, which showed a recovery of 

peregrines into south and east England.  

How long before a pair sets up home on a 

building or pylon in Cambridgeshire? 

Water rail 
We received a greater number of records 

than ever, with birds heard from 17
th
 

October throughout the winter.  Records 

came from a wide area, including Sailing 

Lake, Haul Road, Heronry South, Cloudy 

Pit, Hayling Lake, The Meadow, the River 

Moorings and Washout Pit. 
 

This last area was responsible for all the 

reports after February, with birds regularly 

heard until mid April (and two seen on the 

path on 13
th
, JD).  Water rails were heard 

among the reeds adjacent to Haul Road on 

10
th
 May (DM/JM) and Washout Pit on 

25
th
 May and 1

st
 June (GR), but not 

subsequently.  Could they have bred in 

there?  Although there is no proof, strange 

sounds heard from the west side of 

Heronry North on 21
st
 July (MH/JH) could 

have been young water rails. 

 
Moorhen (Rob Hume) 

Moorhen 
Seen regularly around the lake margins, 

last year’s very successful breeding season 

probably accounted for more than 20 seen 

around the Pits during WeBS counts in 

September and October 2002.  Numbers 

fell during the winter, to an average of 11 

each month. 
 

Breeding was reported from many Pits, 

and we estimate that 20 nests fledged at 

least 29 young, similar to that of 2002.  A 

record of 19 birds, including 10 juveniles, 
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on Farm Pit in August was exceptional, 

though some may have moved in from 

other Pits.  It was a long breeding season, 

with the first young seen in late May and 

the last, just a day old, on Sailing Lake on 

the late date of 7
th
 September. 

Coot 
Our most numerous waterbird, with the 

average number of wintering coot rising 

slowly during the last 20 years.  The 1,831 

on 17
th
 November, the peak of the winter, 

was the seventh highest WeBS count ever.  

They probably come from the near 

continent, moving west to avoid the ice of 

winter. 
 

The breeding season started early, with a 

pair nest building on 9
th
 February.  All of 

the mature, southern pits were productive, 

and the total – 66 nests fledging at least 62 

young – was well up on last year’s record 

of 49 nests.  A very aggressive species, 

coots often become involved in disputes 

with great crested grebes over nest sites.  

The coot usually wins!
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Wintering coots during Wetland Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 

 

Oystercatcher 
As usual, there were no sightings during 

the autumn, and - besides a single on 

Washout Pit on 31
st
 January (JW) - it was 

February before one was seen regularly, 

usually on Sailing Lake.  Other birds 

arrived, and by 25
th
 March (MD), there 

was a pair each on Sailing Lake and 

Pumphouse Pit. 
 

We confidently looked forward to a 

successful breeding season and received 

over 120 records, including birds 

displaying, mating and sitting on scrapes, 

well into July.  But little came from all this 

activity – just one brood of one young was 

seen, and even this failed to fledge. 

Little ringed plover 
The last two of 2002, both juveniles, were 

seen on 23
rd
 September (MD), the latest 

ever recorded here. 
 

In 2003, the first was in the quarry on 13
th
 

March (JW), just a day later than the 

earliest ever at Paxton, in 2000.  Spring 

passage involved up to six birds during 

April and May, all on the northern pits.  

On 9
th
 July, nine birds – including four 

immatures – constituted the peak count 

(MD), but only one nest was proven at 

Paxton Pits this year.  In 1968, over 10 

breeding pairs of this African migrant bred 

at Paxton.  Quite a change. 
 

The last of the summer was on 26
th
 August 

(JH), earlier than in most recent years. 
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Ringed plover (John Busby) 

Ringed plover 
Some late migration was noted, with up to 

seven at a time during September (2
nd
, 

MD) and the last of the season on 16
th
 

(MD).  One on Pumphouse Pit on 11
th
 

December was unseasonal (JLFP) and 

meant that January was the only month in 

this recording period that birds were not 

seen. 
 

Spring passage began slightly later than 

last year, with the first on Pumphouse Pit 

on 8
th
 February (GR).  Small numbers 

(max.8 on 25
th
, JW) were seen throughout 

the month, but March brought larger 

numbers, with double figures on 10 dates 

and a peak of 25 on 22
nd
 (JW). 

 

Unknown as a breeding bird in 1968, 

ringed plovers eventually dominated most 

suitable areas and last year an estimated 

10 pairs nested successfully.  This year, by 

contrast, the breeding season was a total 

failure.  During April, at least five pairs 

appeared to have settled on nests but, 

although birds were present throughout 

most of the summer, there were no 

successful pairs.  Predation, perhaps by a 

mammal, is suspected, since no waders 

nested at all on the larger island. 

Golden plover 
Most golden plovers reported from Paxton 

Pits are flying over, but heavy rain in mid 

winter flooded many of the ploughed 

fields surrounding the Pits, encouraging 

flocks of birds to stay.  Birds were seen 

from 27
th
 September (MD) to 1

st
 April 

(NP/JW), with flocks of more than 100 

birds recorded from 17
th
 November to 3

rd
 

February, the highest being over 300 on 1
st
 

January (MD).  The only other records 

were returning winter migrants: a single 

on Pumphouse Pit on 6
th
 August (JH) and 

two on 17
th
 (MD). 

Lapwing 
Heavy rain in late October flooded some 

of the ploughed fields between the Pits 

and the river, attracting large numbers of 

golden plovers and lapwings.  Numbers of 

lapwings increased during November to 

peak at around 2000 on 17
th
 (MD/JH/NP/ 

JW).  These remained in the area until 

Christmas, and the count was repeated on 

28
th
 December (JH).  These were the 

largest counts at Paxton Pits since 1992.  

Indeed, it was only into February that the 

counts fell below 500 birds, and groups of 

more than 300 were seen into March. 
 

Formerly a common breeding species on 

surrounding farmland, islands managed 

for breeding waders at Paxton Pits are now 

among the few nesting sites in 

Huntingdonshire.  Early signs of breeding 

came from Pumphouse Pit, Sailing Lake 

and the quarry, but as with other waders, it 

proved to be a largely unsuccessful 

season, with six pairs producing three 

broods, from which perhaps five young 

fledged.  August saw strong autumn 

passage, with flocks of up to 800 birds. 

Knot 
A good year for knot records, after few 

sightings in recent years.  The first of the 

winter was on 17
th
 December (JLFP), with 

two on 19
th
 (SM).  These are the first 

December records since 1977. 
 

One was seen on four dates between 7
th
 

and 17
th
 February (MD/JLFP/GR/JW), 

which presumably all relate to the same 

bird, while the only sighting of the autumn 

were two birds flying south on 25
th
 August 

(JH/JW). 

Sanderling 
Three birds in total, on 17

th
-18

th
 December 

(JLFP), 6
th
 May (MH) and 23

rd
 May (JW).  

The December records is particularly 

unusual, and the first winter record at 

Paxton. 
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Little stint 
It’s boom or bust with this species.  We 

returned to just a single record in late 

autumn 2002, on 13
th
 October (MSh), after 

two on 29
th
 July.  2003 was even less 

productive: a single on 25
th
 August (CM). 

Temminck’s stint* 
This was a long-awaited ‘tick’ for regular 

Paxton birders, as the last record was in 

1981.  So, it was even more remarkable 

that the Pits produced two in a fortnight! 
 

After a short-stayer on 4
th
 May (JLFP), the 

second - on 15
th
-16

th
 May (MD) - provided 

good views to all who came. 

Pectoral sandpiper* 
One on 26

th
 August (JH) stayed for just ten 

minutes before flying east with a 

turnstone, part of a huge movement that 

saw birds at several inland wetland sites.  

This is only the second record for Paxton, 

the previous one being in 2001. 

Curlew sandpiper 
Just two in autumn 2002, on 15

th
 

September (JW), and none in 2003. 

Dunlin 
In the last couple of years, we’ve come to 

expect dunlins in every month of the year, 

and this was no exception.  In fact, dunlins 

were recorded on even more days than in 

2001/02, with peaks evident in November 

and December, when at least 20 fed on a 

flooded field, and the second half of May, 

when passage birds were seen daily. 
 

Month Peak No of days 

Sep 02 5 (8-10
th
) 9 

Oct 2 (4-7
th
) 3 

Nov 23 (13
th
) 10 

Dec 32 (1
st
) 6 

Jan 03 7 (31
st
) 5 

Feb 10 (13
th
) 5 

Mar 12 (22
nd
) 10 

Apr 6 (28-29
th
) 15 

May 24 (12
th
) 19 

Jun 11 (6
th
) 5 

Jul 7 (23
rd
) 15 

Aug 9 (3
rd
) 8 

 

Two birds present on 21
st
 and 22

nd
 

September 2002 (SM/RP) and a juvenile 

on 16
th
 August (JH/JW) were of the 

northern alpina race. 

 
Ruff (John Busby) 

Ruff 
The flooded fields that attracted lapwings 

and dunlins also extended the autumn 

migration of ruffs, with a record number 

of sightings.  Five in September (max 3 on 

8
th
, MD/JH) was typical, but regular 

sightings from 7
th
 November to 28

th
 

December were not.  There were several 

birds on most dates through November, 

peaking at 7 on 30
th
 (MD/JH/JW). 

 

The first of spring 2003 was on 28
th
 

February and 1
st
 March (TGG), after 

which they didn’t stop coming!  Several 

remained for several days, even weeks, at 

a time.  In spring, perhaps only five birds 

were involved over seven weeks: 

� Male, 16
th
-28

th
 March 

� Male, 13
th
 April 

� Female, 14
th
-23

rd
 April, and a second 

on 21
st
 

� One on 22
nd 
April 

 

In autumn, at least 17 birds were involved: 

� Female, 5
th
-7
th
 July 

� Male and female, 8
th
-20

th
 July 

� Female, 23
rd
-27

th
 July 

� One, 9
th
 August 

� One, 16
th
 August 

� One, 18
th
 August 

� Four, 26
th
 August 

� Male and female juveniles, 28
th
 

August 

� One, 30
th
 August 

� Four, 31
st
 August 

 

All were on the northern pits, except for 

one on 22
nd
 April (JS) on Sailing Lake, an 

unusual location for a ruff. 
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Jack snipe 
The northern pits again held a wintering 

group of these stripy little waders, though 

it was interesting that one or two were 

viewable on the Sailing Lake islands.  The 

first of the winter was on 20
th
 October 

(MD), with numbers building during 

November to peak at 12 on 30
th
 (MD/JH/ 

JW), the highest ever count at Paxton. 
 

Singles on Sailing Lake on 10
th
 and 11

th
 

January (MD) and two there on 21
st
 

February (MD/MHi) were unusual, and 

followed freezing weather that presumably 

forced them out of their usual hiding 

places.  Indeed, following the January cold 

snap, only a single was seen in the private 

quarry, though it stayed until 24
th
 March 

(per RBA). 

Snipe 
Numbers increased slowly in early 

autumn, though 18 on 24
th
 September 

(JW) was a good count for that month.  

The private quarry held several large 

counts over the winter, most impressive 

being 84 on 17
th
 November (MD/JH/NP/ 

JW), possibly a Paxton record.  However, 

counts of over 60 were also made on 19
th
 

November (MD), 1
st
 January (MD) and 5

th
 

January (MD/JH/NP/GR).  High counts, of 

over 30 birds on four dates, continued 

through March, and the last four of the 

spring were recorded on 26
th
 April (JH). 

 

Most records came from the northern pits, 

but Washout Pit also held good numbers, 

and a few were also seen on The Meadow 

(11 on 22
nd
 February, SM) and Sailing 

Lake (max 31 on 1
st
 December, GR) until 

mid April. 
 

The first of the autumn was on 26
th
 July 

(MD/JW) and small numbers (max 7 on 

19
th
, MD/JH/JW) were seen throughout 

August. 

Woodcock 
A poor year for these secretive winter 

visitors, with records on just nine dates 

between 4
th
 November (JLFP) and 30

th
 

March (GR).  All were singles except for 

two on 1
st
 January (MD). 

Black-tailed godwit 
Records on nine dates is fairly typical – 

we tend to have fewer birds when there is 

no spring flooding on the Ouse and Nene 

Washes, which is good news as it means 

they’ll be breeding there.  A flock of 75 on 

6
th
 February (DM/JM) was earlier than 

usual, but then one on 10
th
 April (JLFP) 

was the only other spring record. 
 

An Icelandic bird on 25
th
 June (JW) kicked 

off the autumn and we fared well in July, 

with five on 6
th
 July (MD/JH/MH/JO/NP/ 

JW), four on 8
th
 (JL), 11 on 13

th
 (MD), 

seven on 24
th
 (MD/MH) and one on 28

th
 

(MH/JW).  Two in August (6
th
, MSh) were 

the last of the recording period. 

 

Dad’s gone to Iceland… 
One of the flock of seven seen by Martin 
Davis and Mark Hawkes on 24th July was 
colour ringed (left: 2 orange; right: red over 
white marked 'X').  Tómas Grétar 
Gunnarsson from Iceland soon provided 
the answers: 
 

“The bird was ringed on 27th April 2003 in 
Álftafjörður, southeast Iceland, 64° 32’N 
14° 35’W, as an adult male on spring 
passage.  It remained at Álftafjörður until 
5th May and on 7th was seen at 
Egilstaðanes, Egilsstaðir, in eastern 
Iceland.  This is farther up the east coast, 
and it was among a flock of godwits on 
migration feeding in a ploughed field.  I 
would guess that this one breeds 
somewhere in northern Iceland. Your 
sighting in England is the first one from 
outside Iceland.” 

Bar-tailed godwit 
Four on 13

th
 October (MSh) and a single 

on 9
th
 December (JLFP) are the only 

records for the period. 

Whimbrel 
Another remarkable year for records of 

both of the curve-billed waders, following 

good numbers of both in 2000 and 2001.  

There were five in spring: singles on 16
th
 

April (PL), 28
th
 April (MD/JW) and 1

st
 

May (JH) and two on 22
nd
 April (JH).  A 

flock of six over The Meadow (25
th
 July, 

JH) was the only record of the autumn. 
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Curlew (John Busby) 

 

Curlew 
Recorded on eight dates during 2003, 

though these may relate to only four birds: 

24-25
th
 March (JH/MSh), 19

th
 and 21

st
 

April (MD/JW), 3
rd
-4
th
 May (MD/JH/JW) 

and 5-6
th
 July (MD/JL). 

Redshank 
For the second successive year, redshanks 

were recorded in every month of the 

period, with several dozen taking 

advantage of the flooded fields near Island 

Pit during November 2002.  The peak 

count was an impressive 115 birds, 

perhaps the most ever seen at the Pits, on 

30
th
 November (MD/JH/ JW).  Numbers 

increased there again in late December, to 

a peak of 68 on 1
st
 January (MD).  Smaller 

numbers were seen around the Pits 

complex throughout the rest of the winter, 

including on the flooded part of The 

Meadow. 
 

Spring passage was strong in March as 

birds moved north to their breeding 

grounds, with up to 47 in the quarry on 

21
st
 (MD).  Pairs were seen in courtship 

activity in the quarry, on Sailing Lake and, 

particularly, on Pumphouse Pit, but as 

with other breeding waders, it was 

probably a blank year.  A well grown 

juvenile seen on Pumphouse Pit during 

13
th
-17

th
 July may have fledged locally, 

but this is not proven. 

Greenshank 
Autumn passage was evident throughout 

September 2002, and only tailed off in 

early October.  One on 28
th
 November 

(RES) was very late, though not 

unprecedented. 
 

By contrast, Spring passage was light, 

with singles on seven dates in the second 

half of April and on 30
th
 and 31

st
 May. 

 

Passage migration in autumn 2003 started 

with singles on 6
th
 and 18

th
 July (MD/ 

TGG/JH/NP/JW).  Birds were seen on 

most dates during August, peaking with 

nine on 18
th
 (JH/JW). 

Green sandpiper 
Green sandpipers seem to be going the 

way of dunlins and redshanks in their 

year-round occurrence.  June was the only 

month of the recording period when at 

least one was not seen. 
 

Up to five birds were seen on almost every 

visit to the northern Pits during the 

autumn, peaking at 13 on 24
th
 October 

(JLFP).  Following cold weather in 

January, numbers were lower, not 

exceeding seven (26
th
-27

th
 January and 

11
th
 Feb, JH/JW). 

 

The last of the spring was seen on 24
th
 

April (JW) and, for the second successive 

year, the first of the autumn during the 

Breeding Bird Survey, on 15
th
 June (GR).  

By 8
th
 July (MD), there were up to seven 

green sandpipers regularly around the 

private quarry, after which passage 

fluctuated, peaking at 13 birds on 15
th
 

August (MD).  The counts of 13 in 

October and August are the highest at 

Paxton for several years. 

Wood sandpiper 
A typical year for this spangly wader, with 

three or four individuals: on 10
th
 May 

(MD/JW), 2
nd
-3
rd
 July (JH), 5

th
 July (MD) 

and 20
th
 July (JH/JW). 
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Common sandpiper 
Small numbers passed through the Pits 

during September (max 3 on 8
th
, MD/JW).  

For the second year, there were sporadic 

sightings of a common sandpiper during 

the winter around Sailing Lake (and 

occasionally A1 South Lake), between 29
th
 

October (NP) and 2
nd
 April (JH/JW).  As a 

result, it’s difficult to determine when 

spring migration got underway, but 

common sandpipers were recorded on two 

dates in late April and eight dates in May.  

But with a maxima of two birds on 5
th
 (JL) 

and 6
th
 (JW), it was a poor showing. 

 

As usual, autumn migration was stronger, 

with birds on 19 dates in July and 23 dates 

in August, peaking with 10 on 5
th
 and 9

th
 

August (MD/JW).  Most of the sightings 

were on the northern Pits, though a few 

also came from Heronry Lake, Sailing 

Lake, A1 North and the river, downstream 

from Paxton Mill. 

Turnstone 
With no records since May 2001, views of 

this orange and black wader were long 

awaited.  So it was welcome that the first 

for almost two years stayed for four days, 

4
th
-7
th
 May (JW).  There were a further 

two later that month (20
th
 and 23

rd
 May, 

RH/JW), while singles on 23
rd
 July (MD) 

and 26
th
 August (JH) constitute the only 

two autumn records. 

Mediterranean gull 
Although this remains a rare bird at 

Paxton, the national increase in records 

has been reflected here, especially in late 

summer, when post-breeding birds are 

found among the large roost of black-

headed gulls near Diddington. 
 

After one in spring, a summer-plumage 

adult flying north on 18
th
 April (JH/JW), 

Summer 2003 brought three, possibly 

four, individuals in a week: a moulting 

second-summer on 29
th
 July (MH/JW), a 

juvenile on 1
st
-3
rd
 August (MD/JH/JW), a 

first-summer on 2
nd
 August (MD/JW) and 

a possible juvenile/first-winter on 2
nd
 

August (JW). 

Little gull 
One flying south on 5

th
 September was the 

last of 2002, concluding a relatively poor 

year for the species at Paxton. 
 

May is often the best month for little gulls, 

but all of 2003’s records were in April, 

kicking off with a remarkable 43 on 16
th
 

(JW).  All except six of these were adult 

birds, and 38 were in a single group, by far 

the biggest flock ever seen at Paxton. 
 

The remainder of the month brought 

another 12 birds: five on 20
th
 (SM/GR), 

six on 21
st
 (MD) and a single on 25

th
 (JH).  

And that was it. 

Black-headed gull 
Small numbers fed and loafed around the 

Pits throughout the year.  Summer-

plumage birds were first seen on Sailing 

Lake on 20
th
 February (DM/JM), where 

150 assembled on 29
th
 March (JH/JW).  

Mating was seen on Pumphouse Pit from 

early May as a breeding colony started to 

develop.  It is estimated that around 30 

young fledged on Pumphouse Pit 

(although up to 40 juveniles were present 

during July), while a single pair raised one 

young amid the common tern colony on 

Sailing Lake.  A welcome return for a long 

lost colonial nesting species. 
 

Once again, a substantial post-breeding 

flock of gulls developed near Diddington 

during late summer.  By early July, this 

included several hundred black-headed 

gulls, which were seen well into August. 

Common gull 
Few specific records were received, but 

small numbers were among pre-roosts of 

the larger gulls on the northern pits during 

the winter.  850 in a flock of over 2000 

gulls on 5
th
 February (MD) was notable. 

 

The last of the winter was later than usual, 

a first-summer bird over Pumphouse Pit 

on 12
th
 May (JW) and the first of the 

autumn on 2
nd
 July (JH).  This species is 

fast becoming an all-year species at 

Paxton. 
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Lesser black backed gull 
Small numbers were recorded throughout 

the year, including up to half a dozen on 

several dates during the breeding season.  

About 400 were among a pre-roost of 

3000 gulls near Diddington in early 

August.  We are still trying to determine 

the origins of a colour-ringed bird seen on 

22
nd
 February (SM). 

Herring gull 
Small numbers pre-roosted on the larger 

northern pits through the winter, and a few 

were seen during the breeding season. 

Yellow-legged gull 
More records than ever before, though this 

may reflect greater effort to search for 

them.  The western race michahellis, 

which breeds in the Mediterranean, was 

recorded on 27 dates during the period: 

two in September and the last of 2002 on 

20
th
 October (JLFP).  Further records came 

in February (1), March (1), April (1), May 

(at least two birds), June (at least two 

birds), July and August (at least four birds, 

but probably more). 
 

The eastern race, cachinnans*, is much 

rarer at Paxton, having been recorded on 

only one previous occasion, in 2001.  So, 

two in a year also suggests an increase in 

their occurrence: an adult on the ice on 

Heronry South that performed for many 

birders on 12
th
 January (MH) and a 

second-summer on 24
th
 and 26

th
 July 

(MD/MH/JW). 

 

See Caspian gull feature, on page 47. 

Great black backed gull 
Small numbers were in the gull pre-roost 

to the west of Pumphouse Pit throughout 

the year, though most counts were of 

fewer than 10 birds.  The only other record 

of note was one on Hayling Lake on 20
th
 

April (MSh). 

Kittiwake 
One was reported harassing common terns 

around Sailing Lake on 8
th
 June, but the 

only confirmed record was a juvenile on 

Pumphouse Pit for half an hour on 26
th
 

August (JW).  This is the first Paxton 

record since February 1997. 

Sandwich tern 
A rare bird at Paxton, with just a handful 

of records, so birds in both spring and 

autumn was a surprise: a single on 21
st
 

April (DG/PP), and four flying east on 5
th
 

August (NP).  In addition, there was a 

report of two probable birds on 17
th
 July. 

Roseate tern* 
A new bird for Paxton Pits, and only the 

sixth in Cambridgeshire if accepted by 

Cambridgeshire Rarities Committee.  It 

was seen over Heronry Lake on 26
th
 May 

(AC/MF).  This is one of Britain’s rarest 

seabirds, with fewer than 80 breeding 

pairs in the country.  Inland records are 

very unusual. 

Common tern 
Very few were seen on passage at Paxton 

during August, and the last of 2002 was a 

group of 10 over Sailing Lake on 12
th
 

September (DM/JM). 
 

The first birds back from Africa were 

noted over Washout Pit on 13
th
 April (JD).  

On 16
th
, a flock of c.40 birds headed east 

very high – clearly not ‘our’ birds (JW).  

By the end of the month, over 50 birds had 

assembled on the Pumphouse Pit islands, 

while 25-30 birds were around the 

traditional nesting island on Sailing Lake. 
 

Numbers remained high at both sites 

throughout May, and it became obvious 

that we were about to have not one but 

two tern colonies – excellent news!  It 

proved to be an excellent breeding season, 

with approximately 40 young fledging 

from Pumphouse Pit and a minimum of 30 

from nests on the Sailing Lake.  This is 

ample reward for the careful management 

work carried out by Club, Friends and 

RSPB volunteers at both sites.  By early 

July, over 100 birds were on Pumphouse, 

including many young being fed by 

parents.  Birds stayed around for a little 

longer this year, though there were few 

records after four on 26
th
 August.  One on 

Heronry North on 6
th
 September (JW) was 

the last of the year. 
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Arctic tern 
Never abundant at Paxton, 2003 was 

particularly poor, with just two singles, on 

28
th
 April (MD/JW) and 20

th
 May (JW). 

Black tern 
A poor year for this passage migrant, 

surprising given the good numbers of little 

gulls with which this marsh tern often 

associates.  Just four birds, all in late 

April: singles on 21
st
 (DG/JH/PP) and 25

th
 

(JW) and two on 24
th
 (MD). 

Feral pigeon 
Small numbers were seen regularly around 

the village and over the Pits, presumably 

commuting from St Neots.  Small flocks, 

including some racing pigeons, feed on 

exposed soil around the northern lakes. 

Stock dove 
The winter roost on Heronry Lake, once so 

much part of a winter afternoon at Paxton, 

seems to be history, with only a handful 

now among the woodpigeons and corvids.  

The maximum roost count was just 60 

birds on 18
th
 January (TGG), while the 

only record of note is a flock of 250 flying 

north on 16
th
 April (JW). 

 

This is an interesting species, but little 

recorded by most birdwatchers, so little is 

known about its true status.  The only 

measure of breeding numbers comes from 

the PBBS, which suggests two pairs. 

Woodpigeon 
A large and noisy resident population 

exists in the village, feeding in gardens 

and on bird tables, while producing young 

at almost any time of the year!  However, 

the size of this population is unknown.  
 

Considered to be fewer in the Heronry 

Lake roost than usual, though no specific 

counts were made.  A count of 90 on 6
th
 

March (RES) is the only one that we 

received for this under-reported species 
 

There were an estimated 40 breeding pairs 

at the Pits in spring (PBBS), though only 

one of these was confirmed, and others 

may have bred during other months.   

 
Collared dove (John Busby) 

Collared dove 
Now the dominant village bird in both 

Little Paxton and Diddington, they are 

loved by few but noted by many who are 

woken early by their persistent calling.  

Some residents take the view that cats in 

gardens can be justified by the number of 

collared doves that they catch! 

 

38 lined up along a telephone wire on the 

edge of the quarry (2
nd
 October, JH) is 

notable, while flocks of up to 15 are 

regularly seen in Little Paxton.  The size 

of the village population is not known, and 

there is no evidence that they breed around 

the Pits. 

Turtle dove 
This is always a ‘target bird’ for visitors 

from northern England, with a strong 

Paxton population holding up in the face 

of a national and county decline.  Once 

again, this year we enjoyed a good season 

for this attractive African pigeon. 
 

Small numbers passed through the Pits 

complex in early September 2002, heading 

for warmer climes: the last, near Boughton 

Lodge Farm, on 22
nd
 September (MD/JH). 

 

The first ‘purring’ turtle dove of 2003 was 

heard along Haul Road on 22
nd
 April 

(JW).  Only single birds were recorded up 

to 17
th
 May, when four were calling.  This 

is a late nester and, although none was 

seen with young, the PBBS estimated that 

15 pairs held territory (10 in 2002).  Even 

by the end of July, five birds were calling, 

and a few continued to be seen through 

August and into September, the last seen 

on 23
rd
 (JW).  This is one of the latest ever 

seen at Paxton Pits. 
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Ring-necked parakeet 
Most of the records at Paxton probably 

relate to escaped caged birds, but they are 

worth noting as the population west of 

London expands.  The only sighting we 

received was over Heronry Lake on 12
th
 

September (RES). 

Cuckoo 
In these days of instant news and the 

internet, the first calling cuckoo no longer 

merits a letter to The Times, but as 

cuckoos have become scarcer in recent 

years, it is always good to hear them back.  

This year’s first, a male as usual, was on 

12
th
 April near Washout Pit (TGG/JM). 

 

From this first date, cuckoos were widely 

reported across the Pits complex, but 

being very mobile, accurate estimates of 

actual numbers always prove difficult.  

Our best estimate is three males and one 

female.  Among the reports were a ‘pair’ 

flying over Gordon Road on 31
st
 May 

(MB), a male displaying to a female on an 

overhead cable on 1
st
 June (MD/JW) and a 

juvenile seen on several dates during July, 

which was, sadly, found dead beneath 

electricity cables on 24
th
.  Very often, no 

cuckoos are seen after late June, so that 

July juvenile was an unusual record, as 

was one on 31
st
 August (MSh), the latest 

ever at Paxton by three days (28 August 

1963/1995). 

 

Barn owl 
Last year, we expressed hope that a 

sighting near the Offords, across the river 

from Paxton Pits, might be a good sign for 

the future.  A fresh pellet found in 

September (MD) provided further hope, 

and a series of sightings between 27
th
 

December (JLFP) and 27
th
 January (per 

RBA) confirmed the presence of at least 

one bird. 
 

Things got even better in March, when 

two birds were seen leaving a potential 

nesting site (31
st
, JW), and these were seen 

on several dates up to 16
th
 April (RH).  

However, this tale may not have a happy 

ending.  Although one barn owl was seen 

hunting over the Pits complex on various 

dates throughout May and into June (last 

sighting 6
th
 June, JW), there were no 

further records of both birds, and during 

May, a barn owl was found dead on the 

A1, close to the Little Paxton junction.  

Another victim of road traffic, which 

accounts for thousands of barn owls every 

year.  Let’s hope that doesn’t end the 

recovery. 

Little owl 
Seen at dusk on 10

th
 and 12

th
 January 

(MD/JH/SH), at a former nest site, just 

outside our recording area.  Once again, 

several pairs of nesting jackdaws occupied 

the site, as did a pair of barn owls in early 

spring.  However, the little owls were 

probably not far away, with a single seen 

on 26
th
 and two birds on 31

st
 August 

(MD/JW). 

Tawny owl 
Just a handful of records, scattered 

throughout the recording period.  Several 

of the records were from Little Paxton 

village, near Hayling Lake, Gordon Road 

and Paxton Park.  On the reserve, there 

were records from Rudd Pit (26
th
 April, 

heard, MD) and Heronry Lake (19
th
 April, 

seen, NP), though the majority of records 

were from Sailing Lake: heard on 5
th
 and 

7
th
 April and, more surprisingly, flying 

during daylight hours on 24
th
 and 25

th
 May 

(JW).  It would seem that we have a 

minimum of two pairs within our 

recording area, but no young were 

reported.  Any records from the village 

would be welcomed, to establish the status 

of what used to be a common local 

species. 

Barn owl (John Busby) 
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Long-eared owl 
One over Pumphouse Pit on 17

th
 February 

(JLFP) is the first record since two spent 

part of the winter here in 1995. 

Short-eared owl (John Busby) 

Short-eared owl 
Although not as rare at Paxton as its long-

eared cousin, these occur only 

infrequently.  Autumn 2002 was a boom 

year for voles on the Nene Washes, and up 

to 60 hunted there for several weeks.  

Singles on 20
th
 October (NP) and 13

th
 

November (JLFP) were perhaps refugees 

from the Nene, the food supply there 

having been exhausted. 
 

One was flushed from grass around 

Pumphouse Pit on 22
nd
 April (JH), hunting 

over the fields for several hours before 

departing, presumably to northern moors. 

Swift 
A handful of singles were seen during 

early September, the last over the village 

on 14
th
 (MD).  The first of 2003 were also 

over the village, on 23
rd
 April (MB/GB).  

However, the principal movements came 

in mid May, when groups of up to 300 

moved north, usually in the evenings. 
 

The area around the Church attracted 

groups of up to 20 swifts in late June and 

July, when birds were seen entering a 

former nest site at the end of Gordon 

Road.  Four were present on 1
st
 June and 

up to nine together on 5
th
 July (TGG), so it 

is presumed that breeding took place here.  

Birds started drifting slowly south in 

groups of up to 50 by the end of July, with 

small numbers during August, and the last 

three of the year over the village on 5
th
 

September (MD). 

Kingfisher 
One of the ‘must-see’ birds for visitors to 

Paxton, though many leave disappointed.  

The trick is to get to know its whistling 

call – then you’ll know it’s coming! 
 

The autumn and winter saw regular 

records from most lakes, with good counts 

during September in the aftermath of the 

successful 2002 breeding season, when 

four or five pairs nested.  Records were 

fewer in midwinter, but they don’t seem to 

have been knocked back by the short cold 

spells.  Sightings around Hayling and 

Heronry Lakes were particularly frequent. 
 

During the breeding season, we have 

received confirmation of two family 

groups, both from the Heronry Lakes (5
th
 

June, TGG, and 27
th
 July, JH).  However, 

from the widespread records, we believe 

that four or five pairs nested in total, the 

others coming from Island Pit, Pumphouse 

Pit and the river. 
 

The strangest report was a kingfisher that 

was flushed from inside the Kingfisher 

Hide on 26
th
 May (RG/MG)!  We also 

receive occasional reports of kingfishers 

from ponds in gardens that fringe the pits 

system, including one unconfirmed 

sighting opposite the village pub. 

Green woodpecker 
Who would have thought, even ten years 

ago, that this brightly coloured resident 

would become regular in and around 

village gardens.  There were regular 

records around Paxton Hall on early 

mornings in August. 
 

Around the Pits, we received reports of 

family groups of adults and up to three 

young.  A wide range of habitats are used, 

including grassland for feeding, but most 

records are from the Heronry and Sailing 

Lakes.  From an estimated five pairs last 

year, we believe that there may have been 

as many as eight pairs in 2003 (PBBS). 
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Great spotted woodpecker 
Now a familiar garden bird, often to be 

seen on peanut feeders, we have 

unconfirmed reports of a pair nesting in or 

near a garden in the village.  Interestingly, 

we received fewer records than of green 

woodpecker this year.  Is this a true 

reflection of the population size? 
 

Drumming was heard from Christmas 

Day, and an interesting observation was a 

pair harassing a lesser spotted woodpecker 

on 18
th
 March (MD).  Young were being 

fed in a nest along Haul Road on 24
th
 May 

(RR) and this fledged family may be 

responsible for a report of young being fed 

near the Hayden Hide on 12
th
 June.  Our 

best estimate, based on individual 

observers and the PBBS, is six pairs, but 

only one confirmed.  This is identical to 

2002, but double the 2001 estimate. 

Lesser spotted woodpecker 
In recent years, this red-listed woodland 

bird has become ever more scarce locally, 

so a series of records in late winter spurred 

hope of a recovery.  Between 23
rd
 

February and 30
th
 March, one was seen on 

many dates in the first hour after daybreak, 

usually near the Kingfisher Hide, between 

Heronry South and the river (MD/JH/NP/ 

GR/DW/JW).  On some mornings, 

drumming was heard, and on 23
rd
 March, 

two birds were reported (per GR). 

 

And then, besides reports on 14
th
 April 

(per RBA) and 31
st
 May (CB), there was 

no further sign until late summer.  Then 

there were three, all east of Heronry 

South: on 13
th
 July (PNK), 21

st
 August 

(chased off by a great spotted woodpecker, 

MHi) and 22
nd
 August (MD).  As in 2002, 

no family groups were seen, so we must 

presume that just one pair was resident, 

though perhaps not on the reserve.  There 

were no records from the village this year, 

but in other parts of England, this 

attractive species is regular at garden 

feeders, so watch out: one day it may 

appear on your peanuts! 

 

Skylark 
Little was observed in the way of cold-

weather movements during the winter, 

with counts of 25 and 22 on 17
th
 October 

and 7
th
 November (RES) being the only 

ones of note.  It might have been expected 

that January’s cold weather would have 

brought greater numbers, but it proved not 

to be the case. 
 

By early March, birds were singing around 

the A1, Pumphouse and Island Pits as well 

as the quarry.  From the PBBS, we 

conclude that 18 pairs were present (14 in 

2002), though only two were confirmed, 

with food being carried to a late brood on 

10
th
 August (JH/JW). 

Sand martin 
Several hundred south-bound sand martins 

on 14
th
 September (DM/JM) was the only 

autumn passage of note prior to the last of 

2002, on 8
th
 October (SM). 

 

The first of 2003, on 9
th
 March (NP), 

should have heralded a mass influx, but it 

did not.  Numbers were lower than for 

years during March (max 24 on 26
th
 

March, MSh). 
 

By mid April, it was clear that a nesting 

colony was forming in a pile of sand near 

the quarry offices.  Aggregate Industries 

were quick to cordon off the area and 

ensure that no sand was removed until the 

sand martins had completed their nesting. 
 

From 60 nest holes on 20
th
 April (MD), 

the colony grew to 109 on 25
th
 (JH) and 

reached its maximum of 175 on 4
th
 May 

(JH), though not all of these were active.  

The colony was viewable from the Haul 

Road footpath, with adults regularly 

feeding over the A1 Pits, but by the end of 

June, the colony was deserted.  Two 

smaller colonies, of 16 and 32 were found 

in the quarry during July, but nesting here 

was also completed (MD/JH).  Some large 

post-breeding flocks were noted, including 

2000 on 17
th
 July (MD) and 500 on 25

th
 

August (JH/JW), presumably southbound 

migrants rather than locally nesting birds.  

In summary, a good year, with around 200 

nests, but no knowledge of breeding 

success. 
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Swallow 
Small numbers headed south during 

September (max 40 on 22
nd
, MD/JH), and 

even fewer dribbled through in October, 

with the last on 20
th
 (JH/SM/JW): quite a 

late date for Paxton. 
 

Spring 2003 brought a remarkably early 

swallow, on 16
th
 March (JH), though not 

the earliest ever.  However, only very 

small numbers were recorded up to the 

end of April (max 30 on 29
th
, JH).  Few 

swallows were seen during May and June, 

more or less confirming that this species is 

now lost locally as a breeding species.  

Small numbers trickled south from July to 

September, but most flocks had fewer than 

20 birds. 

House martin 
This was the commonest hirundine on 

passage during autumn 2002, with several 

loose groups of hundreds of birds feeding 

over the lakes during September.  

Numbers slowed abruptly in October, with 

the last over Diddington on 20
th
 (MD/JH/ 

SM/JW) equalling the latest ever record. 
 

A single over Heronry Lake on 8
th
 April 

(MD) was the first to arrive, but only 

single figures were seen up to 4
th
 May, 

when birds were taking mud from 

Washout Pit (JH).  Passage was generally 

light, with flocks of no more than 30 seen. 
 

Besides an individual on 13
th
 April that 

flew straight in from the south and under 

the eaves of a house in Dial Close 

(JH/JW), there was little activity in the 

village until early June.  No nests were 

reported in the main village, but c.10 nests 

were in use by early July in houses around 

Paxton Hall, and a further six nests were 

on Mill House near Paxton Lock.  Overall, 

it seemed to be a poor season locally for 

this once common species.  Small 

numbers fed over the Pits during the 

summer, with light southbound passage in 

late August and throughout September. 

Meadow pipit (Rob Hume) 

Meadow pipit 
Numbers of this passage and winter visitor 

tend to peak in late September, so the 

count of 150 on 27
th
 (JW) was typical, 

though such numbers were brief as there 

were only 50 birds the previous and 

following days.  Around a dozen were 

seen through the winter, with occasional 

peaks in October (40 on 17
th
, MD) and 

January (30 on 5
th
, MD/JH/NP/GR). 

 

Spring passage was evident between 16
th
 

March and 6
th
 April, the peak count being 

50+ on 30
th
 March (NP).  A displaying 

male during April brought hope of the first 

breeding since 1993, but it was not seen 

after 21
st
 (MD/JH/JW).  The first of 

autumn 2003 was a single on 31
st
 August. 

Rock pipit 
The only record of the year occurred 

during the spring passage of meadow 

pipits, on 8
th
 April (MD). 

Water pipit 
Never common at Paxton Pits, these seem 

to have become more difficult to find in 

recent years, so one feeding in the flooded 

field near Island Pit on 7
th
 November 

(RES) was a welcome surprise. 

Yellow wagtail 
Autumn 2002 passage ended on 17

th
 

September (MD) and spring 2003 began 

with one on 31
st
 March (GR), becoming 

the earliest ever Paxton record by one day.  

However, spring passage was virtually 

non-existent, with birds reported on only 

21 dates during April and May, and a 
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maximum of just eight together on 17
th
 

May (JH/MM/OM). 
 

This once common species is now just 

hanging on as a breeding species at 

Paxton, with one pair seen during the 

PBBS; perhaps an adult with three 

juveniles on 20
th
 July (JH/NP) were the 

result, but juveniles seen during August 

(max 11 on 24
th
, RP/GR) were certainly 

migrants.  There was moderate passage 

during August (max 23 birds on 28
th
, 

CM/GR) and throughout September. 
 

There was only one record of the nominate 

‘blue headed’ race, on 28
th
 April 

(MD/JW), though this may have been a 

‘Channel wagtail’, the hybrid offspring of 

a British yellow wagtail and a continental 

blue-headed. 

Grey wagtail 
Winter records came from several lakes in 

the Pits complex, as well as over Little 

Paxton village, though none from the 

river. 
 

Traditionally thought of as a bird of fast-

flowing rivers, pairs have bred in previous 

years near Offord Intake Works and Little 

Paxton Lock. Nesting was confirmed at 

the latter (JW), and was probably the 

source of a family group feeding around 

Sailing Lake in June (SE/JWi).  Breeding 

is also strongly suspected at the intake 

works, with juveniles seen around 

Pumphouse Pit in late August: a maximum 

of four young on 13
th
 (MD). 

Pied wagtail 
A well-known species around the village, 

though no breeding records were received. 
 

Groups of up to 20 were seen around the 

Pits over the winter, including birds 

leaving a roost in the quarry.  The most 

impressive count is 207 on the fields east 

of the river (opposite Cloudy Pit) on 9
th
 

March (MSh), presumably taking 

advantage of the insects left behind as 

floodwaters receded. 
 

Spring movement was noted from the 

quarry in March, with over 50 on 16
th
 

(JH).  The PBBS suggests that seven pairs 

nested around the Pits, with family groups 

feeding by Sailing Lake (TGG/JH/JW) in 

June and Pumphouse Pit in July (MD).  A 

group of 30 juveniles on 20
th
 July (JH/NP) 

were presumably birds gathering from 

elsewhere in the valley. 
 

Birds of the nominate race (‘white’ 

wagtail) were seen on 10 dates between 

24
th
 March and 18

th
 April (various 

observers), involving a minimum of nine 

birds.  Most were on the northern pits, so 

one in ‘the Basin’ east of Heronry South 

(6
th
 April, TGG) was unusual. 

Wren 
A familiar resident, breeding in large, but 

uncounted, numbers in mature village 

gardens.  Around the Pits, the PBBS 

suggests numbers returned to 74 pairs (as 

in 2001), having slipped back to 51 in 

2002.  Of the songbirds, only the chaffinch 

was more abundant.  One pair attempted to 

nest in Kingfisher Hide, but abandoned its 

five eggs, though almost certainly re-laid 

close by. 

Dunnock 
A common, but overlooked, resident and 

the cause of considerable identification 

confusion around the village!  Winter 

counts on 28
th
 November and 6

th
 March 

found 25 and 45 (singing) around the Pits 

(RES).  The latter count was much higher 

than the 24 pairs estimated by the PBBS: 

do we have some local passage in March 

or had birds nested early, so stopped 

singing by early May?  Overall, the Pits 

population appears to be stable. 

Robin 
The robin is not only a common resident, 

but also a winter visitor from continental 

Europe, with 60 counted on 16
th
 January 

(RES). 
 

The PBBS estimates 49 breeding pairs, 

very similar to the 51 in 2001 and 56 in 

2002.  There are probably a greater 

number around the village, where a good 

breeding season resulted in plenty of 

young birds being seen from April 

onwards. 
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Nightingale 
Although one was claimed on the 

incredibly early date of 27
th
 March (which 

would make it one of the earliest ever in 

Britain), the first confirmed record was on 

8
th
 April (MD).  As in 2002, the build up 

was slow, with double figures not reached 

until 20
th
 (GR).  The distribution of 

singing males was again extended, with 

birds recorded alongside Farm Pit, Island 

Pit and two south of the Visitor Centre. 
 

With 28 singing males, identical to 2002, 

it is good to report a stable population 

against a backdrop of steady UK decline.  

Management work along Haul Road and 

the Heronry Lakes hopefully contributes 

to this. 
 

The nightingale is virtually silent after the 

middle of June: a singing male on 22
nd
 

June was the last report of the summer, the 

same date that one was seen carrying food 

to a nest site (JH), the only proof of 

breeding that we received.  There were 

three late summer records: near Hayling 

Lake (27
th
 July, DB) and Heronry South 

(27
th
 July and 3

rd
 August, JW). 

 

Much of the Cambridgeshire nightingale 

population breeds in scrub around man-

made wetlands, underlining the 

importance of our reserve and its 

management.  For a full history of 

nightingales at Paxton Pits, see page 49. 

Black redstart 
Once again, Little Paxton village proved 

more alluring than the nature reserve to 

this scarce passage migrant.  A female on 

Hayling Avenue on 24
th
 April (MD) is the 

sole record.  It is nine years since there 

was last one at the Pits, though there have 

been two others in the village since. 

Redstart 
The second successive year with a redstart 

sighting, yet this remains one of Paxton’s 

‘Most Wanted’ to many local 

birdwatchers.  A spring male seen in scrub 

between the two hides east of Heronry 

South (25
th
 April, JS) would have been 

popular if it had stayed for more than two 

minutes! 

Whinchat 
Autumn 2002 at Paxton (and elsewhere in 

Cambridgeshire) will be remembered for 

the remarkable number of this dusky 

summer migrant.  This involved a 

minimum of 18 birds – quite remarkable 

since this doubles the number seen at 

Paxton since the mid 1970s! 
 

� 3 on 25
th
 August (MD/SM/RP) 

� 5 on 8
th
 September (MD/JH) 

� 1 on 12
th
 September (RES) 

� 4-5 on 15
th
 September (SM/RP) 

� 1 on 17
th
 September (MD) 

� 3 on 21
st
 September (SM/RP) 

� 1 on 22
nd
 September (MD/JH/JW) 

 

Many of these birds were around the 

northern pits, though Boughton Lodge 

Farm and A1 South Pit each held one. 
 

Spring 2003 brought the first record for 

the nature reserve for many years, with a 

smart male in The Meadow on 27
th
 April 

(DDe/DHo). 
 

Remarkably, autumn 2003 went for a 

repeat performance, with a minimum of 

eight in August (and another three in the 

first week of September): 

� 2 on 15
th
 August (MD) 

� 3 on 24
th
 August (JH) 

� 1 on 25
th
 August (MD/MSh/JW) 

� 2 on 28
th
 August (MH) 

� 1 on 31
st
 August (MSh) 

Stonechat 
Stonechats have not regularly wintered 

here since the early 1990s, but autumn 

2002 brought a flurry of sightings, though 

fewer than the whinchats noted above: 

 

� 2 on 21
st
 September (SM/RP) 

� 3 on 27
th
 September (MD) 

� 1-2 on 28
th
 September (JW) 

� 2 on 29
th
 September (SM/RP/MSh) 

� 1 on 20
th
 October (MD) 

� 1 on 24
th
 October (MD) 

� 1 on 10
th
 November (NP) 

 

Most of these were males and, assuming 

that some individuals stayed for more than 

a day, a minimum of eight birds was seen. 
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Wheatear 
Seven were seen during September 2002, 

the last of the autumn on 27
th
 September 

(MD). 
 

Spring 2003 was a little better than the 

previous two (two on three dates in 2001 

and eight on six dates in 2002), with a 

minimum of eight individuals on 10 dates, 

but this is still poor compared to the 

1990s.  The first was on 25
th
 March 

(MD/DM/JM) and the last of the spring on 

14
th
 May (MSh), with the peak count 

being four on 4
th
 May (NP). 

 

Early autumn passage brought just two in 

August: on 18
th
 and 22

nd
 (MD/JH/JW). 

Blackbird 
Blackbirds are not only residents but also 

winter visitors, illustrated by counts 

around the Pits of 152 on 7
th
 November 

and 146 on 16
th
 January (RES).  Breeding 

season numbers were estimated by the 

PBBS as 53 pairs, comparable with the 

previous year.  This dominant bird seems 

to have done well in village gardens, with 

large numbers of young raised, although 

some nests were lost to cats and magpies. 

Fieldfare 
A better winter for fieldfares around 

Paxton than recent years.  The first of the 

winter was a flock of 15 over the quarry 

on 17
th
 October (MD) and there were good 

numbers throughout November (peak 

count 230 on 11
th
, JLFP), presumably as 

birds moved west.  Counts were light 

during December, but picked up again in 

January, with loose flocks of 50-100 on 

several dates.  Smaller groups (<30) were 

present during February and March, many 

passing east towards the month’s end.  The 

last three of the winter flew over Haul 

Road on 15
th
 April (MD). 

Song thrush 
Small flocks were seen feeding around the 

edge of the quarry on several dates 

through the winter, the peak count being 

25 on 2
nd
 February (JW).  Interesting 

observations over the winter included 

several ‘olive-coloured’ birds, probably 

from continental Europe, among 21 song 

thrushes seen on 17
th
 October (RES) and 

an individual with a white crown, seen on 

1
st
 November (DM/JM). 

 

By 12
th
 February, birds were in good song, 

with an apparent increase in territories 

around the village, suggesting continued 

local recovery.  An interesting observation 

was three juveniles being fed by both 

adults on 15
th
 August: the smallest 

juvenile had a tick below the gape and one 

parent hosted a tick above one eye, though 

both had dropped off by the following day 

(RM). 
 

The population around the Pits was similar 

to 2001, with 16 pairs estimated by the 

PBBS. 

 

 
Redwing (Rob Banbury) 

Redwing 
As usual, the first redwings arrived before 

the larger fieldfares, with one heard over 

the village after dark on 5
th
 October (MD).  

It was evidently part of a larger passage: a 

flock of 48 flew west over Island Pit the 

following day (JH/NP/JW).  Groups of 50-

60 birds were seen regularly around the 

Pits complex throughout the winter, with 

larger numbers during autumn passage in 

November and spring passage in March.  

A count of 104 birds on 6
th
 March (RES) 

included some singing in the early spring 

sunshine.  Counts during April were 

mostly fewer than 10, with the last of the 

winter on 15
th
 April (MD). 

Mistle thrush 
A post-breeding flock of 19 birds on 16

th
 

September (JLFP) is the only winter 

record of note, but a small number were 

present throughout, with a pair regularly 

around Sailing Lake from early January. 
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In the village, many birds seemed to be in 

song by early March (one sang almost 

daily for three months!).  An estimated 

three pairs bred around the Pits, identical 

to 2002, though the village population is 

probably higher.  The only family group 

reported included two juveniles on 1
st
 June 

(MSh).  A flock of 15 feeding along the 

river bank in the village on 29
th
 and 30

th
 

July (MB) was a typical post-breeding 

flock, and the last report we received for 

the summer.  In August, they just 

vanished! 

Grasshopper warbler 
Not even a passage bird this year, one of 

the few totally blank seasons.  Territorial 

birds on the reserve have become rare in 

recent years, having previously been 

annual.  Sadly, this is another species that 

has recently been ‘promoted’ to the UK 

Red List as a result of its sharp decline. 

Sedge warbler 
One on the edge of the quarry on 15

th
 

September (SM) was the last of 2002. 
 

Interestingly, the first of 2003 was on 1
st
 

April (RA), the same date as the previous 

two years – perhaps the same individual?  

As with most warblers, numbers of 

singing males fluctuate, with 64 this 

summer, compared to 85 in 2002, 53 in 

2001 and 68 in 2000.  With more habitat 

becoming available around the Pits, 

presumably factors on migration cause this 

fluctuation?  The last few of the summer 

were seen on 13
th
 September (JW). 

Reed warbler 
Unusually, there was a strong passage of 

reed warblers well into September, with 

the last on 28
th
 (JW), the latest ever 

recorded at Paxton Pits.  Remarkably, this 

last date was repeated in autumn 2003. 
 

The first back from Africa was heard on 

16
th
 April, a week earlier than in 2002 

(MD).  True to its name, this species 

thrives in the increasing habitat available 

thanks to willow management at Paxton 

Pits.  The PBBS recorded 50 singing 

males, including good numbers around 

Washout Pit and A1 South, a slight 

increase on 2002, making it the ninth 

commonest breeding songbird at Paxton. 

Lesser whitethroat 
A small number passed through the Pits 

complex in September 2002, with four on 

19
th
 (RES) being the last of the year. 

 

Birds returned on 22
nd
 April, with multiple 

sightings (PL/JM/JW).  Numbers peaked 

on 30
th
 with seven singing birds around 

Sailing and Washout Pits (TGG/NP).  The 

breeding estimate is eight pairs (PBBS), 

an increase of one pair on 2002. The only 

proof of breeding was an adult feeding 3-4 

recently fledged young near Washout Pit 

on 6
th
 June (NP).  As usual, little was seen 

or heard of this secretive species in late 

summer, but a small passage was noted in 

September, up to 13
th
 (MD). 

Whitethroat 
Small numbers were seen through the first 

half of September 2002, the last being near 

Boughton Lodge Farm on 15
th
 (MD/JH). 

 

The first to return from its long tropical 

journey was seen on 16
th
 April (JW).  

Most observers felt that there were fewer 

whitethroats this season, but the PBBS 

noted only a small decline: 22 pairs, 

compared to 24 in 2002.  Several were 

seen carrying food in July, and a small 

number of juveniles were reported late in 

the month.  Passage was noted in August 

and September, the last few on 13
th
 (JW). 

Garden warbler 
The last of 2002 was an individual singing 

quietly on 28
th
 September (JW), the latest 

ever record. 
 

On 7
th
 April, we welcomed the first bird 

back to what was to become the ‘Year of 

the Garden Warbler’ (JS).  The PBBS 

confirmed the view that this was the best 

year ever, with an estimated 57 pairs (just 

24 in 2001).  This makes it the fifth most 

abundant breeding songbird.  Birds were 

elusive in late summer, with the last seen 

on 6
th
 September (JW). 
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Blackcap 
Light passage continued into October 

2002, the last male and female seen on 12
th
 

(JW).  We received no records from either 

the Pits during midwinter, and only one – 

of two males on 15
th
 February (JW) – from 

the village. 
 

For the second successive year, we 

recorded fewer territories than garden 

warbler; nevertheless, 50 singing males 

was a welcome increase on last year’s 35.  

A family party on 26
th
 July (NP) was the 

only confirmed breeding, while a singing 

male in St James’ churchyard on 21
st
 April 

(MD) was interesting. 

Chiffchaff 
Good numbers remained through 

September (peak count of 22 on 12
th
, 

RES), with many singing.  After 6
th
 

October, singles or twos were the day 

maxima, but at least one (and probably 

two) remained around Sailing Lake 

throughout the winter.  The full song, 

typical of early spring days, was heard on 

several dates during October, November 

and January.  The absence of records 

between 26
th
 January and 3

rd
 March 

suggests that these were overwintering 

birds that moved elsewhere to breed. 
 

The main spring passage got underway in 

mid March and by the month’s end 27 

were singing (JH/JW).  The product of this 

activity was 42 breeding pairs (PBBS), 

almost identical to 2002 and representing a 

40% increase over the last five years. 

Willow warbler 
Just two were reported in September 2002, 

the last on 22
nd
 (MD/JH), not to appear 

again until 29
th
 March (JH/JW), 11 days 

later than the previous year.  A pair 

feeding young between the two hides on 

1
st
 June (GR) and a family group on 31

st
 

July (DM/JM) were the only significant 

records outside the PBBS, which 

estimated 49 pairs (45 pairs in 2002).  

During August, juvenile willow 

warblers/chiffchaffs appeared in local 

village gardens, feeding with flocks of tits.  

None was seen after 16
th
 September 

(SM/PS). 

Goldcrest 
Recorded in every month except May 

around the Pits and in the village outside 

the breeding season.  An autumn influx 

was apparent, with small numbers across  

 
Goldcrest (Rob Hume) 

 

the Pits complex during late September, 

and a few remained throughout the winter. 
 

The only breeding season records were a 

bird singing in St James churchyard on 

21
st
 April (MD), at least one along the 

Moorings on 16
th
 June (PBBS) and three 

juveniles near Wray House Garden on 24
th
 

July (MD).  August saw another surge in 

records.  We suspect that one pair bred on 

the reserve but remain unsure as to its 

status as a breeding species in the village.  

More information is requested. 

Firecrest 
A possible, heard by one observer and 

seen fleetingly by another, near Boughton 

Lodge Farm on 30
th
 November (MD/JW). 

Spotted flycatcher 
One on 2

nd
 September (TGG) was the last 

of 2002, ending a small flurry of late 

summer sightings.  Summer 2003 

followed the pattern of recent years, with 

just a single passage bird in May (5
th
, 

SM/NP) and no more sightings until July. 
 

Spotted flycatchers were seen on ten dates 

between 24
th
 July and 30

th
 August.  Most 

were seen between the entrance gate and 

the Kingfisher Hide.  A family of two 

adults and four juveniles on 24
th
 July 

(MD) was the largest group.  Birds seen 

on 3
rd
-4
th
 August (1, JW/MH), 22

nd
 (1, 

JW), 27
th
 (4, JW) and 29-30

th
 (3, MSh) 

were probably different birds.  There is no 

indication that breeding occurred around 

the Pits, but a pair seen in Orchard Close 

on 3
rd
 August had reportedly been present 

for two months (PL) and may have bred. 
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Long-tailed tit 
Fast-moving flocks were seen throughout 

the winter, though a count of 48 on 7
th
 

November (RES) was the only attempt to 

quantify the population.  On 20
th
 March, a 

pair was building a nest near Hayden 

Hide, but the only indication of the 

number of breeding pairs is the PBBS, 

which estimates 16 pairs, well up on 2002. 
 

An increasingly familiar garden bird in the 

village, using peanut feeders extensively.  

A probable breeding record came from 

Bydand Lane, where birds used a garden 

pond for bathing in April and an adult and 

four juveniles were seen on 2
nd
 June (RM). 

Marsh tit 
Singles were seen intermittently through 

the winter in village gardens and around 

the southern pits (usually those closest to 

the Visitor Centre, where birds will 

sometimes take peanuts from the feeder).  

There is probably a winter population of 

about half a dozen birds, but none was 

seen after 11
th
 March (DM/JM). 

Coal tit 
Very scarce around the reserve during the 

winter, with just two reports: one singing 

along Haul Road on 15
th
 September 

(MD/JH) and one in The Meadow on 25
th
 

November (MD).  However, we have no 

evidence that coal tits breed around the 

Pits.  They are also found in village 

gardens during the winter, returning to 

feeders as early as July (TGG) 

Blue tit 
Blue tits are common in village gardens 

and the Pits throughout the year, though 

no-one seems ever to have undertaken a 

count outside the breeding season until 

Bob Scott estimated 150 birds on 12
th
 

September 2002, suggesting good 

breeding success. 
 

The Pits breeding estimate of 54 pairs 

(PBBS) must be dwarfed by the village 

population, shared by almost every Little 

Paxton garden, with nestboxes used 

frequently and young often using garden 

feeders after fledging.  The blue tit must 

be responsible for introducing many 

people to birdwatching. 

Great tit 
Surprisingly, great tits proved commoner 

than blue tits during an early autumn 

count, with 180 birds on 12
th
 September 

(RES). 
 

This well-known species is dominant at 

garden feeders in the village, but the size 

of the breeding population is unknown.  

Again, it is probably much larger than the 

39 pairs around the Pits (PBBS), itself an 

increase on the 29 pairs in 2002. 

Treecreeper 
There were no records from the village 

this year, but singles, and occasionally two 

together, were reported occasionally 

during the winter around Washout Pit, the 

Moorings and Hayling Pit. 
 

In March, birds were singing along Haul 

Road, Washout Pit and the Moorings, 

where a nest was built close to the 

footpath.  A juvenile seen in Wray House 

Garden on 27
th
 July (JW) may have come 

from here.  The PBBS suggests two pairs 

around the Pits, but this may be an 

underestimate. 

Jay 
An increasingly numerous resident around 

the Pits and occasional visitor to village 

gardens, sometimes heard squawking early 

in the morning from the more mature 

trees.  Jays were heard around the Heronry 

Lakes (where a pair held territory close to 

the Kingfisher Hide) and Haul Road 

throughout the year, and more frequently 

than previously around the quarry and A1 

Pits. 
 

On 9
th
 July, a pair and three juveniles were 

around the Sailing Lake (MD), but this 

represents the only proof of breeding.  The 

PBBS suggests that there were three pairs, 

one up on 2002. 
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Magpie 
In the late 1960s, the sight of a magpie in 

Little Paxton constituted an outstanding 

local record.  A relaxation in persecution, 

an increase in mature wooded habitat and 

an abundance of dead carrion at the 

roadsides has changed that a little. 
 

No winter roost counts were received this 

year, but birds were seen on garden bird 

tables and flying towards the Meadow at 

dusk.  During the breeding season, family 

groups were noted on three occasions, but 

overall the PBBS estimates 14 pairs, 

compared to nine pairs in 2002. 

Jackdaw 
The jackdaw has become one of the most 

regular visitors to garden bird tables in the 

village over recent years, breeding in and 

around Paxton Hall. 
 

At the Pits, there were fewer in the 

Heronry Lake roost than usual during the 

winter (see Rook), but jackdaws still make 

up a good percentage of the flock.  This 

year, for the first time, jackdaws were 

proven to breed in the rookery next to 

Sailing Lake, where at least eight pairs 

successfully raised young (PBBS). 

Rook 
A mixed roost of jackdaws, rooks and 

carrion crows are a regular and noisy 

spectacle at dusk around the trees on the 

west side of Heronry Lake.  It was, 

however, much smaller than usual, with 

the peak probably under 2,500 birds (of all 

species) during November and December.  

The majority of these were rooks, with 

only a few hundred each of the other 

corvids. 
 

With the rookery near the Sailing Lake 

static in size for some years, we can now 

report an increase to 93 nests.  In addition, 

a new ‘satellite’ colony developed this 

year in the copse south of the quarry, with 

11 nests (JH).  By late summer, several 

hundred birds followed the plough in 

nearby fields, suggesting a successful 

breeding season. 
 

Scarce in the village, it seems that rooks 

may be visiting gardens more frequently, 

with one on a bird table in St James Road 

an unusual occurrence. 

Carrion crow 
Carrion crows are in the area throughout 

the year, regularly roosting with rooks, 

jackdaws, woodpigeons and stock doves 

on Heronry South (see Rook, above, for 

details). 
 

The number of crows breeding in our 

recording area may be low, but many use 

the village and Pits to feed, mostly on soil 

invertebrates, but also on the eggs of 

ground-nesting birds during the spring.  

It’s a bird on the increase, with seven 

pairs, compared to four in 2002, around 

the Pits (PBBS), but none breeding in the 

village. 

Raven 
A midsummer surprise, representing the 

first ever record for Paxton Pits (and only 

the fourth, possibly third, modern record 

in Cambridgeshire).  It flew slowly west 

over Heronry North, mobbed by carrion 

crows, on 21
st
 July (JH/JS).  A suspected 

raven had been heard from Priory Hill a 

few days previously (per RES). 
 

Although very rare in the county since 

they were persecuted to English extinction 

in the mid 19
th
 century, ravens have been 

spreading eastwards again in recent years, 

and two pairs are now breeding in west 

Bedfordshire. 

 
Raven (Rob Hume) 

Starling 
A post-breeding flock peaked at 350 birds 

around Boughton Lodge Farm in 

September (22
nd
, MD/JH), but only around 

50 remained in the area through the 

winter. 
 

Starlings remain a common nesting 

species around the village, but in reduced 
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numbers.  Certainly, the large pre-roost 

flocks in late summer no longer occur.  It 

would seem that a pair raised two broods 

in the Sailing clubhouse, one of an 

estimated 11 pairs around the Pits.  

Presumably some of these nests 

contributed to the flock of 60 juveniles in 

the quarry during June (MD/JH). 

House sparrow 
Rare – though perhaps increasing - within 

the Pits complex, we received just a 

handful of records during the year, all 

around the pits closest to the villages of 

Little Paxton and Diddington.  Breeding is 

suspected around the quarry offices and 

Sailing Lake – perhaps as many as four 

pairs. 
 

Much commoner in the village, feeding 

flocks of 20-30 birds remain a familiar 

sight in Gordon Road, where young birds 

continued to fledge into late August.  A 

roost of 30-40 birds in Bydand Lane in 

late summer is notable. 

Tree sparrow 
One was reported around the northwest 

corner of Sailing Lake on 21
st
 May (MHi), 

a surprise especially given the time of the 

year.  Tree sparrows were once abundant 

at Paxton Pits, as elsewhere across the 

English countryside.  Flocks of up to 350 

at Paxton in the late 1970s are now a 

distant memory, and this is only the 

second record since the mid 1990s. 

Chaffinch 
No large winter flocks were reported, 

though a flock of 70 on 6
th
 March (RES) 

suggested that a good breeding season 

might be imminent.  This proved to be the 

case, with no fewer than 76 pairs 

estimated (PBBS), compared to 53 in 2002 

and 42 in 2001. 
 

Chaffinches are regular in most village 

gardens, and there is a large but uncounted 

population – perhaps its’ success accounts 

for the increase around the Pits?  As with 

the increase in greenfinch (see below), 

providing food for birds during both 

summer and winter could be at least partly 

responsible. 

 
Brambling (Mike Langman) 

Brambling 
With milder winters in Europe, we now 

have fewer bramblings than previously, 

and they rarely stay for long.  So, a single 

male in a flock of chaffinches around 

Boughton Lodge Farm during late 

November was welcome.  This may have 

been the bird seen near Diddington on 20
th
 

October (MD).  Another male, moulting 

into breeding plumage, showed well in 

‘the triangle’ along Haul Road between 8
th
 

(PL) and 15
th
 April (MD). 

Greenfinch 
Several dozen birds wintered around the 

Pits, though there were even more on an 

adjacent field of sunflowers, grown as a 

cover crop for gamebirds: 400 

greenfinches were present on 20
th
 October 

(MD/JW). 
 

Late in August, flocks of over 50 birds 

(including many juveniles) were seen 

regularly in trees around the quarry plant 

(JH/JW), while a flock of the same size 

was on a sunflower seed feeder in a village 

garden.  This suggests a successful 

breeding season in both the village and the 

Pits, with a significant increase at the 

latter, from 10 pairs in 2002 to 25 pairs 

this year. 

Goldfinch 
Small groups were seen around the Pits 

complex during the winter, the peak count 

being 40 on Redland Meadow on 5
th
 

October (SM).  Small numbers were also 

seen in the village during December and 

January, with a particular fondness for 

nyjer seed. 
 

However, during the breeding season, this 

is a scarce bird, with only two pairs 
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estimated around the Pits.  Flocks 

increased late in the summer, with over 50 

on several dates from 9
th
 August 

(MD/JW), suggesting successful breeding 

somewhere! 

 
Male siskin (Mike Langman) 

Siskin 
The alders along the western edge of 

Sailing Lake remain a favoured feeding 

ground for siskins.  The first eight were 

seen there on 30
th
 October (NP) and there 

were regularly 30 present by early 

December.  The flock peaked at 87 on 22
nd
 

(NP), but halved by early January and 

numbers were low during February, with 

the last two on 8
th
 March (NP). 

 

An interesting development was the 

discovery of another feeding site, in a 

copse north of Boughton Lodge Farm.  

Numbers were similar to the Sailing Lake 

site, though it is not known if these were 

the same birds.  The peak count here was 

89 on 3
rd
 January (MD), perhaps the 

largest ever flock at Paxton Pits. 
 

Siskins are occasionally seen on feeders in 

village gardens, including a remarkable 

record of seven on the late date of 22
nd
 

March (Mr & Mrs Knight). 

Linnet 
Large flocks were seen around the quarry 

and Boughton Lodge Farm during 

September (peak: 120 on 15
th
, MD/JH) 

and March (peak: 100+ on 29
th
 and 31

st
, 

TGG), with smaller numbers, typically 30, 

during the winter.  We received no records 

from the village; it used to occur in some 

gardens bordering the Pits. 
 

During the breeding season, five pairs 

were estimated around the Pits – a figure 

remarkably consistent between years 

(PBBS).  By late summer, a flock of 70 

suggested post-breeding dispersal from 

other breeding areas into the quarry. 

Lesser redpoll 
Very scarce during the winter, with just 

two among the siskins adjacent to Sailing 

Lake, on 11
th
 January (JW) and 16

th
 March 

(MB).  The only other sightings came 

from over the village, one on 8
th
 March 

and two on 13
th
 July (both JW), the latter 

being the first modern summer record of 

this increasingly rare bird in southern 

Britain. 

Crossbill 
An unusual entry in the Paxton records, 

with a ‘probable’ over Sailing Lake on 2
nd
 

September (MD) and one heard over the 

village on 20
th
 November (DHo).  These 

appear to be the first records since 1988. 

Bullfinch 
The healthy breeding success reported last 

year around the Pits helped to ensure that 

there were regular sightings of bullfinches 

over the winter, with up to 25 being seen 

on a single walk.  A flock of eight in Wray 

House Garden (22
nd
 February, TGG) was 

an unusual sighting. 
 

Pairs with young started to appear in July, 

principally from Haul Road, Farm Pit and 

the Heronry Lakes.  Local birdwatchers 

suggest that numbers are increasing, an 

observation borne out by the PBBS, which 

estimates 14 pairs (10 pairs in 2002).  This 

is encouraging, given its nationwide 

decline. 
 

An irregular visitor to village gardens, 

typically in fruit trees, during late spring, 

but not reported on bird tables or feeders. 

Yellowhammer 
A flock of 40-50 birds fed in a ploughed 

field adjacent to the quarry during 

September 2002, but after it dispersed we 

received few records for the remainder of 

the autumn.  A roost was found close to 
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Island Pit, containing over 30 birds in late 

December and early January (MD/JW), 

and still holding six birds in late March 

(24
th
, MSh). 

 

From five territories in 2002, we edged up 

to seven pairs this year.  During July, 

juveniles were recorded in several areas, 

with birds carrying food as late as 25
th
 

August.  A modest increase, but certainly 

a move in the right direction. 

Reed bunting 
Once again, there was a noticeable influx 

in September, though at 30 birds (8
th
, 

MD/JH), it was smaller than in 2001.  

Otherwise, small numbers were seen 

around the Pits through the winter, and 

feeding regularly in some village gardens.  

A remarkable 12 reed buntings fed on seed 

in a Hayling Avenue garden following a 

snowfall, with the species regular there 

between 17
th
 October and 31

st
 January 

(DD/IKD). 
 

The increase in breeding population 

around the Pits is maintained, with an 

estimated 33 pairs (PBBS). 

Corn bunting 
The sad extinction of corn buntings from 

Paxton Pits has been predicted in these 

reports for several years, and last year we 

wondered whether there would be any in 

2003.  The signs were good during the 

winter, with a flock inhabiting the fields 

on the edge of the quarry during January 

and February, peaking at nine birds on 2
nd
 

February (JW).  However, after they had 

departed, we were left with just two 

records: a single on 18
th
 April (per GR) 

and a singing male on 14
th
 May (JH).  The 

only hopeful sign is that a juvenile was 

seen on two dates in August (MD/MSh).  

Shall we be fortunate to retain this 

vulnerable species for much longer? 

 

Other species 
 
The following records do not relate to 

birds of wild origin, but are included here 

for the sake of completeness. 

Black swan 
This Australasian swan is common is 

wildfowl collections and many live a feral 

existence on park lakes.  One appeared on 

Heronry Lake on 31
st
 August 2002 (TGG) 

and remained until 24
th
 March (JH), 

moving to Sailing Lake and A1 North 

during the freezing weather in January and 

February. 

Bar-headed goose 
Two were seen on Island Pit on 16

th
 March 

(MSh), and a single was seen among the 

flock of greylag geese between 15
th
 June 

and 24
th
 August. 

Harris’ hawk 
One was seen soaring over Great Paxton 

Hill on 16
th
 March (DD/IKD) and 2

nd
 

April (JH/JW).  This is presumed to be the 

falconer’s bird that escaped from 

Wyboston during 2001, and spent much of 

January-March 2002 around Paxton Pits. 

 

Grey-headed or Hartlaub’s 
gull? 
A medium-sized gull, slightly larger than a 

black-headed gull, was seen on Island Pit 

on 5
th
 June and in the quarry on 20

th
 July 

(both JW).  It is believed that it was a 

grey-headed gull, a resident of south 

America and sub-Saharan Africa, or 

perhaps Hartlaub’s gull, also from 

southern Africa.  The description 

prompted much discussion among the 

county’s birders, and it may be the same 

bird that was seen at Prior’s Fen near 

Peterborough in spring 2002
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First and last summer migrants 
 

Julian Hughes 
 

The table below, which is updated annually, enables readers to check their own ‘firsts’ during 

2003 – if you have, please let us know!  For the first time, we have also provided the last 

dates that summer migrants were recorded too. 

 
 Paxton 2003 Paxton earliest Cambs earliest 

Chiffchaff* 2 March 2 Mar 2003 overwinters 

Sand martin 9 March 2 Mar 1997 27 February 1994 

Little ringed plover 13 March 12 Mar 2000 7 Mar 1991 

Swallow 16 March 14 Mar 2001 7 Mar 1983 

Blackcap* 24 March 19 Mar 2001 overwinters 

Wheatear 25 March 11 Mar 1996 7 March 1977/1989 

Willow warbler 29 March 9 Mar 1997 9 Mar 1997 

Yellow wagtail 31 March 31 March 2003 16 Mar 1992 

Sedge warbler 1 April 1 April 2001/02/03 27 March 1989 

Garden warbler 7 April 4 Apr 1997 28 March 1999 

House martin 8 April 4 Mar 2001 4 Mar 2001 

Nightingale 8 April 4 Apr 1999/2002 4 Apr 1999/2002 

Cuckoo 12 April 9 Apr 2002 8 Mar 1989 

Common tern 13 April 8 Apr 2001 20 Mar 1997 

Reed warbler 16 April 7 Apr 2001 7 Apr 2001 

Whitethroat 16 April 3 Apr 2002 29 Mar 1998/2003 

Turtle dove 22 April 12 Apr 1998 4 Apr 1982/1985 

Lesser whitethroat 22 April 15 Apr 2001 31 March 1987 

Swift 23 April 19 Apr 1996 14 Apr 1980 

Hobby 24 April 19 Apr 1996 14 Apr 1980 
 

* The first dates for Paxton Pits relate to the first singing birds; these may be migrants, but could be 

overwintering individuals.  No date is given for the county since so many now overwinter here. 

 
 Paxton 2002 Paxton latest Cambs latest 

Cuckoo 23 June 28 Aug 1963/1995 4 Nov 1974 

Nightingale 6 August 25 Aug 2001 2 Sep 1991 

Common tern 12 September 22 Sep 2001 31 Oct 1990 

Swift 14 September 15 Oct 1961 27 Oct 1960 

Whitethroat 15 September 16 Sep 2001 28 Oct 1947 

Sedge warbler 15 September 19 Sep 1993 28 Oct 1979 

Yellow wagtail 17 September 13 Oct 1999 4 Dec 1994 

Lesser whitethroat 19 September 20 Sep 2001 8 Nov 1956 

Willow warbler 22 September 23 Sep 2001 19 Oct 1976 

Turtle dove 22 September 25 Sep 1980 16 Nov 1957 

Little ringed plover 23 September 23 Sep 2002 29 Oct 1973 

Wheatear 27 September 3 Oct 1999 24 Nov 1957 

Garden warbler 28 September 28 Sep 2002 18 Oct 1970 

Reed warbler 28 September 28 Sep 2002 8 Nov 1986 

Sand martin 8 October 20 Oct 2000 17 Nov 1968 

Blackcap 12 October 20 Oct 2001 overwinters 

Chiffchaff 17 October 17 Oct 2002 overwinters 

House martin 20 October 20 October 2002 17 Dec 1977 

Swallow 20 October 27 Oct 1961 3 Dec 1953 

Hobby 28 October 5 Oct 1997 2 Nov 1992 
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Occurrence of birds at Paxton Pits in 2002/03 
 
These tables show when the birds in the systematic list occurred.  It’s not a guarantee they 

will occur in these months in the future, but it provides a rough guide of when to expect them. 

 
Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug 

Red-necked Grebe             

Great Crested Grebe             

Little Grebe             

Black-necked Grebe     

Cormorant             

Bittern             

Little Egret             

Grey Heron             

Mute Swan             

Bewick's Swan             

Whooper Swan             

Pink-footed Goose             

White-fronted Goose             

Greylag Goose             

Canada Goose             

Bar-headed Goose     

Barnacle Goose         

Egyptian Goose             

Shelduck             

Mandarin             

Wigeon             

Gadwall             

Teal             

Mallard             

Pintail             

Garganey             

Shoveler             

Red-crested Pochard             

Pochard             

Tufted Duck             

Long-tailed Duck     

Common Scoter     

Goldeneye             

Smew             

Goosander             

Ruddy Duck             

Honey-buzzard     

Red Kite     

Marsh Harrier             

Goshawk             

Sparrowhawk             

Common Buzzard             

Osprey     

Kestrel             

Merlin             

Hobby             

Peregrine Falcon             

Red-legged Partridge             

Grey Partridge             

Quail     

Pheasant             

Water Rail         

Moorhen             

Coot             
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Oystercatcher S O N D J F M A M J J A 
Little Ringed Plover             

Ringed Plover             

Golden Plover             

Lapwing     

Sanderling             

Curlew Sandpiper             

Little Stint             

Temminck’s Stint     

Pectoral Sandpiper     

Knot             

Dunlin             

Ruff             

Jack Snipe             

Snipe             

Woodcock             

Black-tailed Godwit             

Bar-tailed Godwit             

Whimbrel             

Curlew             

Redshank             

Greenshank             

Green Sandpiper             

Wood Sandpiper             

Common Sandpiper             

Turnstone     

Mediterranean Gull             

Little Gull             

Black-headed Gull             

Common Gull             

Herring Gull             

Yellow-legged Gull             

Caspian gull     

L Black-backed Gull             

Glaucous Gull             

Gt Black-backed Gull             

Kittiwake     

Sandwich Tern     

Arctic Tern             

Common Tern         

Black Tern             

Stock Dove             

Woodpigeon             

Collared Dove             

Turtle Dove             

Cuckoo             

R necked Parakeet             

Barn Owl             

Little Owl             

Tawny Owl             

Short-eared Owl     

Long-eared Owl 

Kingfisher             

Green Woodpecker             

Gt Sp Woodpecker             

Lssr Sp Woodpecker             

Skylark             

Swift             

Sand Martin             

Swallow             

House Martin             
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Meadow Pipit S O N D J F M A M J J A 
Rock Pipit             

Water Pipit     

Yellow Wagtail             

Blue-headed Wagtail             

Grey Wagtail             

Pied Wagtail             

White Wagtail             

Wren             

Dunnock             

Robin             

Nightingale             

Redstart             

Whinchat 

Stonechat 

Wheatear 

Fieldfare 

Blackbird 

Song thrush 

Redwing 

Mistle Thrush 

Sedge Warbler 

Reed Warbler 

Lesser Whitethroat 

Whitethroat             

Garden Warbler             

Blackcap             

Chiffchaff             

Willow Warbler             

Spotted Flycatcher             

Pied Flycatcher             

Goldcrest             

Firecrest             

Long-tailed Tit             

Marsh Tit             

Coal Tit             

Blue Tit             

Great Tit             

Nuthatch             

Treecreeper             

Jay             

Magpie             

Jackdaw             

Rook             

Carrion Crow             

Raven 

Starling             

House Sparrow             

Tree Sparrow 

Chaffinch             

Brambling             

Bullfinch             

Greenfinch             

Goldfinch             

Siskin             

Linnet             

Lesser Redpoll             

Crossbill             

Yellowhammer             

Reed Bunting             

Corn Bunting             
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Caspian gull: identification and status in Cambridgeshire 

 

Stuart Elsom 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
Two Caspian gulls were seen at Paxton Pits during 2003, including a well-watched bird on 

Heronry South in January.  This paper gives an overview of the complicated history and 

taxonomic position of this elegant gull, to deal with identification criteria and the species’ 

current status.  As it is a complex subject, I have focused only on the identification of adults. 

Introduction 

For many years in Britain, adult herring gulls Larus argentatus exhibiting yellow legs, were 

treated as exactly that – yellow-legged herring gulls.  In 1978, a paper in British Birds by Rob 

Hume dealt with identification of herring gulls in a Midlands roost.  He made specific 

mention of ‘yellow-legged type’ birds, consistently different from herring gulls in showing a 

darker mantle, a chunky yellow bill and no head streaking in winter.  In the 1980s, birders 

travelling further afield noted the regular presence of yellow-legged herring gulls in the 

Mediterranean.  By the mid 1980s, these birds were mostly referred to as Mediterranean 

herring gulls and were regarded as a subspecies of herring gull L. argentatus. 
 

By the early 1990s, the Mediterranean herring gulls were recategorised as yellow-legged gulls 

Larus cachinnans of the subspecies michahellis (though this change has not yet been adopted 

by the British Ornithologists’ Union).  However some regular gull-watchers were finding 

individuals that looked quite different to michahellis.  These birds were obviously not bog-

standard herring gulls L. argentatus either, showing longer legs, longer and more parallel-

sided bills, dark irises, long primary projection and paler upperparts.  In 1997, a landmark 

article, Identification of Yellow-legged Gulls in British Birds discussed the identification 

criteria of birds from Eastern Europe and the Caspian Sea. These were the nominate form of 

yellow-legged gull Larus cachinnans cachinnans.  The authors recommended treating 

michahellis as one species (yellow-legged gull) and nominate cachinnans as another (Pontic 

or Caspian gull).  The name Pontic gull was not widely accepted and the birds soon became 

known as Caspian gulls.  This treatment and terminology is still used widely today. 
 

Adult Caspian and yellow-legged gull (Mark Hawkes).

Note the more attenuated appearance of Caspian, the longer legs, wings and 

bill and the different ‘flatter’ head shape. 
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Identification 

Size and shape: As herring gull (HG), with proportionately longer neck, legs and wings. The 

head is less domed than in yellow-legged gull (YLG). The bill is less chunky and more 

parallel sided than YLG.  Underparts: Wholly white.  Upperparts: Mantle darker than HG 

but paler than YLG.  The primary pattern is diagnostic, with P10 (the tenth primary feather) 

showing a broad white tip and a long white tongue along the inner web.  Caspian shows less 

black than YLG with a similar pattern to HG, exhibiting extensive white areas in the outer 

primaries. This pattern is compared here with the primary patterns of both herring gull and 

yellow-legged gull.  It is important to note the extent of black in the wingtips shown. 

Primary patterns of adult herring, yellow-legged and Caspian Gulls (Stuart Elsom) 

 

Bare Parts: Bill in adult plumages is less brightly coloured than YLG with a tendency to 

show a variable amount of black towards the tip.  However, the structure is important, with 

longer parallel mandibles that lack the obvious bulge of the gonydeal angle on YLG. Legs are 

often dull straw yellow but can vary from pinkish-yellow to fleshy-pink. 
 

All these features, in combination, give the bird a slimmer, more elegant appearance than HG 

or YLG and a distinctive jizz.  Identifying yellow-legged or Caspian gulls requires a thorough 

understanding of feather moult, wear, abrasion and the effects of bleaching, as well as the 

range of plumage traits shown by herring gull. 

 

Status in Cambridgeshire 

By the end of 2002, there had been over 100 reports of Caspian gull in the county. It was first 

identified here in 1997 and in most years there are 15-20 accepted records.  These have been 

concentrated around rubbish tips, with Godmanchester, Milton and Grunty Fen all recording 

double figures.  Grafham Water also features, as many thousands of gulls roost daily. Three 

individuals have also been noted pre-roost at Paxton Pits in the last couple of years. 
 

The increase in numbers since 1998 was the result of regular observations by, among others, 

Dick Newell and Richard Patient at Milton Rubbish Tip, Cambridge, a site that sadly is no 

longer accessible.  Godmanchester Tip is also responsible for many records but landfill 

operations there will be coming to an end in the near future.  
 

Most of the county’s gulls roost at Grafham Water and many are claimed there in the evening 

roost.  The problem with birds seen at roost is that many of the features needed to clinch the 

identification are often not visible at long range.  Even though a bird may look structurally 

OK and ‘feels’ right, the detail is often inadequate to ensure the record is acceptable by the 

county records panel.  In my experience of watching gulls, birds seen at rubbish tips can show 

very well and allow the observer to take a full description.  Equally, they can vanish among 

thousands of other gulls competing for scraps on the tip face, never to be seen again! 
 

Gull watching sends some people to sleep. In fact even the mention of the word ‘gull’ in my 

house results in many exaggerated yawns! However, if you are interested in finding out more 

please feel free to contact me. 
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Thirty years of nightingales at Paxton Pits 
 

Trevor Gunton 

 

 
(John Clarke) 

 

The coming year will mark the 30
th
 anniversary of nightingale as a breeding species at Paxton 

Pits.  It has become the species for which the Pits, and the nature reserve in particular, has 

become famous, and every spring thousands of visitors come to listen – and hope to see – 

these little songsters.  Tebbutt, in The Birds of Huntingdonshire (1967) described nightingale 

as “a fairly common breeding summer visitor in suitable habitat; many former habitats have 

been destroyed”.  In 1958, birds held territory at both Marsh Lane and Hartford gravel pits, 

near St Ives, but Little Paxton, a regular haunt of Tebbutt, was not mentioned. 

 

In 1976, a survey by the British Trust for Ornithology suggested that there were 105 singing 

males in Huntingdonshire.  Many were in traditional woodland habitats, such as Brampton 

Wood near Huntingdon, which held 11 males as recently as 1980.  Few typical woodland sites 

suitable for nightingale remain in the county, and during the last two decades, gravel pits and 

other man-made wetlands such as Grafham Water have come to dominate as breeding areas. 

 

However, let me take you back to Yorkshire in the 1960s.  Back in my native county, our 

nearest nightingales were in Clumber Park (Nottinghamshire) and Thorne Moors, an old peat 

digging near Goole.  Both had small populations, as we were on the northern edge of their 

range.  As a committee member of Leeds Birdwatchers’ Club, giving talks and media 

interviews, I would receive calls from local residents claiming that they had heard a 

nightingale singing under street lights.  Needless to say, they always proved to be robins! 

 

When we moved to Little Paxton in 1968 for me to take up a job with the RSPB, I was totally 

unaware of the gravel pits at the end of the High Street.  It took me only a few days to 

discover them, and it changed my birdwatching world for ever!  The Pits system, which 

started life in the 1930s, had by 1968 extended to Washout Pit.  The habitat was much more 

open than today - you could take a car into the Sanctuary, east of Heronry North, where today 

it’s impossible to walk through!  The blackberries were excellent here, the scrub was sparse 

and I have no records of any nightingales in the Pits complex. 

 

Visiting the Low Countries, particularly the Netherlands, during the 1960s and ‘70s, I came to 

know the nightingale well.  Here it was always to be found in wet woodlands, around the edge 

of the polders and in big hedges surrounding wet meadows.  At this time, the only areas of 
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significant mixed woodland/scrub suitable for breeding nightingales was along the parish 

boundary and Wray House Garden – already an excellent place for blackcaps and other 

migrant warblers.  In the last 20 years, the southern pits have ‘scrubbed up’, principally with 

hawthorn and blackthorn. 

 

I have carefully searched my notebooks during those early years of birdwatching around the 

Pits, but can find nothing until 17
th
 May 1974 when I found three singing males performing in 

‘nightingale alley’, along the parish boundary to the east of the Haul Road.  This area quickly 

became unsuitable, but vigorous management in recent years gives me hope that nightingales 

will again nest here.  However, I find it hard to believe that prior to 1974, there were no 

nightingales at Paxton when they had been at other gravel pits in the county for 15 years.  I’d 

love to hear from anyone who remembers hearing nightingales at Paxton during the 1960s. 
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From 1974, the number of nightingales at Paxton remained almost unchanged for a decade, 

and it was not until 1985 that I actually proved successful breeding, when I saw a young bird 

on 16
th
 June.  Even as recently as 1992, there were only six singing males, but numbers have 

risen rapidly since, as shown in the graph.  This species can be very difficult to count and 

individual estimates have varied over the years.  However, thanks to more structured coverage 

organised by Julian Hughes, we can be more confident about the population in recent years.  

This year’s estimate of 28 singing males is as accurate as it can be. 

 

Not surprisingly, there is still a great deal to learn about many aspects of the life of Paxton’s 

greatest singer.  What proportion of song territories result in nesting attempts?  What levels of 

predation do they suffer?  Are mink or weasels a serious problem?  How many young fledge?  

When do they leave us?  This last question is a mystery.  In most years, singing males go 

quiet in the third week of June and, very often, there are only a handful of subsequent sight 

records in July and August.  The latest ever record at Paxton was on 1
st
 September 1997. 

 

Clearly, the ability of the staff and volunteers at the Pits to manage the scrub to suit the 

requirements of nightingales is critical to the future of the local population.  Recent national 

surveys have shown a continuing decline and a contraction in its range away from northern 

and western England, so that Paxton now lies ever closer to the northern limit.  Mature gravel 

workings now form the key habitat in Huntingdonshire, with Paxton Pits holding 25% of the 

county’s population.  Next April and May, enjoy the wonderful sound that symbolises Paxton 

Pits, and remember how fortunate we are to have this famous bird on our ‘patch’. 

 

For more information, photographs and distribution maps of nightingales at Paxton 

Pits, visit www.paxton-pits.org.uk/nightingale 
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Wildlife at Paxton Pits 2003 
 

David Hoccom 

 

This paper describes some of the more significant records received during 2003 – thank you 

to everyone who contributed.  We do not pretend that this is the complete picture, so if you 

can add more detail, please send your records to Jim Stevenson at the Visitor Centre or email 

paxpits@paxton-pits.org.uk. 

 

Mammals 
Brown hares were a common sight around the private quarry throughout the period; singles 

or two together were the usual record, besides three seen on 3
rd
 July.  Fox sightings were 

concentrated in the January to April period, with cubs around from May.  No badger 

sightings were reported this year, although evidence of their presence was, in the form of 

tracks.  Otters remain an elusive visitor to the reserve, with just two sightings from the 

Heronry Lakes in May, one attempting to eat an eel, and one near the river. 

 

Of the smaller predators, both stoat and weasel were in evidence during the winter months, 

although no more than one was seen at a time.  Bank vole, common and pygmy shrews, and 

wood mouse were all reported, while the introduced muntjac deer and grey squirrel were 

regular sighted around the Heronry Lakes.  American mink sightings were, fortunately for 

breeding waterbirds, rare.  Noctule and pipistrelle bats hunted over the water and trees on 

summer evenings, a roost of 120 pipistrelles being discovered in a house in the village. 

 

Reptiles and amphibians 
Grass snakes are thought to be common on the Paxton Pits complex - three together on 4

th
 

April being the highest count.  One was eaten by a grey heron on Washout Pit in October, 

while at least three were run over in the car park – please be careful when visiting!  Great 

crested newts were again recorded, although common (or smooth) newt remains the more 

numerous species, being present in many of the ponds and smaller lakes.  Common frogs and 

toads were both notably scarce this year.  An introduced terrapin, suspected to be red-eared 

terrapin, was seen in Farm Pit again late in the summer. 

 

Grass snakes:  more common than you think? 
We gave up on the goldfish years ago – Little Paxton’s grey herons saw to that – so we made 

our garden pond as comfortable as possible for common frogs instead.  And very successful 

we’ve been too!  The secret appears to be to leave plenty of herbaceous and long grass cover 

in the vicinity of the pond, so that the tiny froglets can find the food and shelter they need. 

 

Success has, however, come at a price.  The specialised predator of frogs is the grass snake.  

At least two have homed in on the Bydand Lane frog population in recent months and, 

judging by their size and condition, they have been doing very well!  This presents a bit of a 

problem for the Head Gardener, who is a (little) nervous of these amazing creatures.  Let’s be 

honest, snakes have the capacity to make all of us jump (and some of us run)! 

 

The question is how did the grass snakes discover that there is a frog behind every other bush 

in the gardens of Bydand Lane?  Snake experts suggest that they are wanderers, covering 

substantial distances in their search for food.  They usually accomplish this unseen, which is 

why we are surprised to find them in our gardens.  So maybe grass snakes are more common 

visitors than we think.  We had eight sightings in our garden in as many weeks from July to 

September: the hot summer weather and abundance of food has maybe helped make them so 

obvious.  Given the consequences for the garden’s frog population, perhaps we should start 

managing the pond for dragonflies instead!? 

Ray Matthews 
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Moths 
Two moth trapping evenings were held, with light traps positioned in Wray House Garden 

and outside the Hayden Hide.  Both were well-attended by members of the public.  Sixty-

eight species were recorded on 19th July, including the large poplar hawk moth and a 

national rarity, the cream-bordered green-pea.  Twenty-nine species were identified on 16
th
 

August, including the uncommon millar and the vine’s rustic, which has increased 

considerably in number in recent years.  Larvae of the buttoned snout, a UK Biodiversity 

Action Plan priority species, were found on its food plant, hop in late July (see plants, below).  

This is the first record for the reserve of a species which is difficult to attract to light traps. 

 

August saw a spate of records of hummingbird hawk moths across the country, sparking 

much media interest as people struggled to explain the tiny ‘birds’ arriving in their gardens. 

Several were seen on the reserve and in the village, as were many day-flying silver y moths. 

 

Butterflies 
Brimstones, peacocks, small tortoiseshells and 

commas were on the wing from 16
th
 March, the 

latter a regular feature until the end of August.  

Speckled woods made an appearance from the 31
st 

March and had a long season, still being seen into 

the second week of October.  Orange tip, small 

white and red admiral were seen from 4
th
 April, 

green-veined white from the 21
st
, and the first 

reported common blue was on 26
th
 May. 

 

A painted lady on 1
st
 June heralded a bumper season for this migrant species: sightings were 

regular until September (last two on 21
st
), with over ten individuals being recorded on several 

occasions.  By contrast, another Mediterranean migrant, clouded yellow was scarce, with just 

a single record, on 31
st
 May.  Eleven marbled whites were recorded near Heronry South on 

24
th
 June, a surprisingly large number of an otherwise rare species on the reserve.  All three 

skippers (large, Essex and small) were seen during July and August.  Purple hairstreaks 

and small coppers were scarce, with only a handful of records of each.  Brown argus was 

recorded in good numbers near Island Pit in late August and early September, while there 

were also good numbers of red admirals, commas and small tortoiseshells in late summer. 

 

Dragonflies 
The first record of the year was of a scarce chaser on 18

th
 May.  Banded demoiselle, blue-

tailed damselfly and an early common darter appeared in the last week of May; red-eyed 

damselfly on 1
st
 June. Emperor dragonflies and black-tailed skimmers were on the wing 

from mid June.  Broad-bodied chaser was not reported until 6
th
 July, although should have 

been on the wing from mid-May.  Huge numbers of common blue damselflies emerged in 

the first week of July, with shimmering clouds forming over the long grasslands adjacent to 

Island Pit (off the reserve).  Ruddy darter and southern hawker were seen from 13
th
 July, 

and brown hawker from the 27
th
.  The first migrant hawkers arrived on 30

th
 August. 

 

Plants 
Snowdrops were in flower from 19

th
 January, slightly earlier than last year.  Primroses were 

flowering from 1
st
 February, and pussy willow was in bud on the 16

th
.  Blackthorn and 

coltsfoot were in flower from 20
th
 February.  Lesser celandine was flowering in Stirtloe 

copse from 15
th
 March, with common dog violet in flower on the reserve on the 16

th
.  The 

hot, dry summer resulted in an early abundance of berries, with bramble (blackberries) 

providing a ready crop for hungry (human) visitors!  It was also an excellent year for great 

dodder, the parasitic plant that is found near the Moorings Viewpoint.  Climbing hops 

(possibly escapes) were evident in woodland areas around the Heronry Lakes in September. 

Painted lady – part of the invasion (Rob Banbury) 
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Taking up the Challenge 
 

Andy Deas, Julian Hughes and Ray Matthews 

 
During 2002, birdwatchers from St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club, volunteers organised through 

the RSPB and staff from Aggregate Industries teamed up to enter Paxton Quarry for the BTO-

Hanson Business Bird Challenge.  The Challenge is run every other year to encourage 

companies to manage their premises for wildlife and to monitor the birds throughout the year.  

In 2003, the British Trust for Ornithology announced that Paxton Quarry - one of more than 

100 sites to enter - won the Community Award for large quarries.  During the summer, we 

attended an awards ceremony in Buckinghamshire, discovering that we had missed the bird 

monitoring award by just a handful of species! 
 

Bird monitoring 

Monitoring was carried out by seven volunteers who, between them, visited the Aggregate 

Industries site at least twice each week throughout the year, following safety training and 

agreement on access procedures.  Contributions from a further 90 people were made from 

footpaths which surround the site.  This involvement was promoted through the website 

(which also acted as the means of collecting records and maintaining interest through regular 

updates). In total, 149 species of bird were recorded within the quarry boundary during 2002. 

 

Breeding bird information was gathered by 25 volunteers, organised by St Neots Bird & 

Wildlife Club, using a Common Bird Census-style survey across the quarry (and the 

neighbouring nature reserve) in May and June.  In addition, three BTO ringers maintained a 

Constant Effort Site along the southeast edge of the quarry, in an area of dry scrub.  They 

ringed 252 birds of 24 species, including nightingale, sparrowhawk and turtle dove.  It 

appears that blue tits had a very successful breeding season, but other species (notably 

dunnock, garden warbler and blackcap) did less well, with very few juveniles caught.  In 

addition, the ringers caught and ringed 114 sand martins around the breeding colony in the 

quarry, of which 64 were juveniles. 

 

Conservation work 

A series of conservation projects were undertaken as part of a collaborative effort between 

Aggregate Industries staff and volunteers organised through the RSPB. 

 

Island habitat management for breeding lapwing and redshank (Pumphouse Pit) 

Constructed in 1992, with advice from the RSPB Local Representative, the Pumphouse Pit 

islands have since been maintained annually by joint working parties of Aggregate Industries 

staff and RSPB volunteers.  The grassland areas have become regionally important for 

breeding redshanks and lapwings, whilst oystercatchers, ringed plovers and common terns 

breed on the raised sand/gravel areas.  Management involves cutting the grass and rotavating 

the sand/gravel areas each winter.  The design and management of these islands has been used 

as a case study in the RSPB’s Minerals Restoration Handbook, published in 2003. 

 

The tasks in 2002 were extended to include coppicing willows along approximately 600 

metres of the shoreline of Pumphouse Pit, to remove predator perches adjacent to the islands 

and, ultimately, to maintain the open, treeless aspect and so keep it attractive to a range of 

wetland species. 

 

Design and construction of a new island 

Our experience at Pumphouse Pit over ten years has informed the design of a similar-sized 

island to be constructed on an adjacent pit where extraction has recently finished.  To attract 

wet grassland waders, the island has been designed as low level wet grassland, contoured to 

provide suitable conditions for feeding wader chicks, providing plenty of shallow bays and 
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pools, incorporated into a ‘handprint’ shape.  Construction of the island was scheduled for 

October 2002, but was delayed by wet weather, and undertaken in August 2003. 

 

As part of the bird monitoring programme, breeding, passage and wintering birds have been 

monitored on the pit during excavation, and will be monitored after the restoration is 

complete.  The project has received significant press attention, helping to raise the profile of 

the Paxton Pits complex and its importance for wetland birds. 

 

Creation of viewpoints 

Viewpoints on the shores of Washout and Heronry North were cut into tall waterside 

vegetation and scrub to provide viewing of the lakes, enhancing the enjoyment of visitors to 

the adjacent Nature Reserve and walkers on the Ouse Valley Way long distance footpath.  

The work was carried out by RSPB volunteers, who will maintain the viewpoints. 

 

Establishing reeds 

Phragmites rhizomes were salvaged by Aggregate Industries staff from an area of the quarry 

about to undergo earthworks and moved to a lake shoreline devoid of reeds, to reduce a silt 

plume from the gravel washing process and to increase reed habitat.  Essential coppicing on 

the shore to provide access for the transplanting was carried out by RSPB volunteers as part 

of the ‘viewpoint creation’ project. 

 

Scrub maintenance 

Volunteers began the long process of removing Turkey oaks (up to 20 years old) that are 

invading an area where we want scrub to develop on back-filled silt ponds.  Organised by The 

Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve and the RSPB under their collaborative Habitat 

Management Programme, the project aims to extend habitat suitable for nightingales by 

preventing the shading of native scrub by this vigorous and dominant species.  The area 

tackled by volunteers is immediately adjacent to traditional nightingale territories on the 

nature reserve. 

 

Artificial sand martin nest sites 

A project involving Aggregate Industries staff and RSPB volunteers has been initiated.  The 

aim is to construct a series of modular ‘nest boxes’ to form a colonial nest site.  The modular 

construction should enable each nest box to be cleaned, while they will be portable (using 

quarry lifting vehicles) so they can be kept close to the current working face.  Once quarrying 

at Little Paxton is completed, we hope that this modular nest ‘wall’ will enable us to maintain 

sand martins as a breeding species at the Pits. 

 

We would like to thank all the volunteers, including the staff at Aggregate Industries and 

Huntingdonshire District Council, who give their free time to help manage the habitats around 

the Pits, both in the quarry and on the nature reserve.  The rewards are to see and hear the 

nesting terns, waders and nightingales, but we’re delighted that the collective effort has been 

recognised by this Award. 

 

 

If you could help with the regular work parties undertaking the Habitat Management 

Programme, please contact Ray Matthews on 01480 215277 (weekend activities) or Jim 

Stevenson on 01480 406795 (weekday activities). 

 

More information at www.paxton-pits.org.uk/challenge, including the full list of 149 species. 
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Bird ringing at Paxton Pits 
 

Graham Elliott 

 
No bird ringing was undertaken at Paxton Pits this year.  However, during the previous three 

years, we have ringed several hundred birds, some of which are ‘re-traps’ from elsewhere and 

a few of which have been found elsewhere subsequently.  The schematic map below contains 

the most recent information from birds that were ringed at Paxton Pits during 2000-02. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

House martin 
Ringed Nottinghamshire 

in summer 2001. 

Trapped at Little Paxton 

Quarry in June 2002 

Blue tit 
Ringed Paxton 

Pits, June 2001. 

Trapped in 

October and 

November 2001 

Sand martin 
Ringed Little Paxton Quarry in 

June 2002. 

Trapped in Zaragoza, Spain in 

September 2002. 

Chiffchaff 
Ringed July 1999.  

Trapped at Paxton 

Pits, July 2000 

and again June 

2001 

Blackcap 
Ringed June 

2000.  Trapped 

at Paxton Pits, 

May 2001 

1196 km 

Garden 

warbler 
Ringed July 1999.  

Trapped at Paxton 

Pits, May 2001. 

Garden warbler 
Ringed July 1999.  

Trapped at Paxton 

Pits, May 2001. 

Paxton Pits 

Godmanchester 

10 km 
Fen Drayton GPs 

16 km 

Retford 

Wick 

Blackcap 
Ringed Caithness, 

September 2000.  

Trapped at Paxton 

Pits, April 2001 

713 km 

108 km 

Dotted lines between 
sites indicate migrant 
species whose journey 
included at least one 
visit to southern Europe 
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St Neots Bird Report 
St Neots Bird and Wildlife Club also produces an annual Bird Report, covering St Neots, 

Eaton Ford, Eaton Socon and Eynesbury.  If you have some sightings - whether birds in your 

garden, breeding records or the unusual – please send them to Alison Pearson, 4 Kipling 

Place, Eaton Ford, St Neots PE19 7RG.  Please contact Alison for guidance of recording birds 

in gardens.  E-mail: alison.pearson@dpconsultant.co.uk. 

 

Copies of the 2002 report are available from meetings of the Bird & Wildlife Club or from 

Alison Pearson, price £1 (please make cheques payable to St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club).  

The 2003 report should be available in early spring 2004. 

 

 

 

St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club 
The Club was formed in 1993 in response to increasing local interest in wildlife in southwest 

Cambridgeshire.  We have grown steadily and have around 150 members and local 

supporters.  As well as indoor meetings each month throughout the winter and outdoor walks 

and surveys, we run a Conservation Fund that supports local projects.  Membership, from as 

little as £5 for the year, gets you: 

 
For you and your family… 

• Eight informal, relaxed indoor meetings in St Neots annually. 

• Outdoor events, visiting local nature reserves, including a special Evening with 

Nightingales every May. 

• The Bugle – our quarterly members’ newsletter. 

• Free car sticker (while stocks last). 

 

For wildlife… 

• Our wildlife conservation fund assists wildlife groups, such as Cambridgeshire Wildlife Trust 

and the Friends of Paxton Pits, community organisations, local schools, sheltered 

accommodation and local nature reserves. 

• We organise and support wildlife surveys, featuring species such as Herons, Cormorants, 

winter wildfowl and Nightingales. 

• We produce annual reports about the Birds of Paxton Pits and the Birds of St Neots. 

• We co-sponsor the Paxton Pits website, www.paxton-pits.org.uk 

• With Landscape 2000, we have produced a guide to wildlife in Riverside Park, St Neots 

 

Join the Club - for you, your family and to make St Neots a better place for wildlife. 

 

For more information about St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club, please contact 

Sandra Hughes, 23 Edward Road, Eynesbury, St Neots, Cambridgeshire 

PE19 2QF.  Tel: 01480 391775.  E-mail: sandra.hughes@ntlworld.com 
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Please send all records of birds recorded between September 2003 and August 2004 to 

Trevor Gunton, 15 St James Road, Little Paxton, St Neots, Cambridgeshire PE19 6QW. 

Tel: (01480) 473562.  Or e-mail: paxpits@paxton-pits.org.uk 
 

Or record them, with your full name, in the sightings book at the Visitor Centre. 

 

 

Find out more about the wildlife of Paxton Pits, including details of the latest 

sightings and of St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club, by visiting our website: 

www.paxton-pits.org.uk 


