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What is Paxton Pits? 

Paxton Pits is a complex of former and current gravel workings in the Ouse Valley, 

adjacent to the A1 trunk road in southwest Cambridgeshire.  The flooded pits are an 

important refuge for waterbirds in winter, and are the primary reason that the site has 

been designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) by English Nature.  The 

lakes are important for waterbirds during the breeding season too, most notably 

cormorants (it has one of the original and largest inland cormorant colonies in 

England) and waders such as lapwing and redshank, which are now rare outside 

nature reserves in Cambridgeshire.  The scrub that surrounds the pits, a rare habitat 

locally, is valuable for breeding songbirds, especially nightingales, which sing from 

mid April until mid June. 

 

The southern pits are owned/leased and managed by Huntingdonshire District Council 

and form a designated Local Nature Reserve, with a car park on the east side of Little 

Paxton village and a Visitor Centre run by volunteers, where information and 

refreshments are available most weekends.  The northern pits form Little Paxton 

Quarry, managed by Bardon Aggregates, and there is currently no public access as 

this is an active industrial area. 

 

For up to date information, visit www.paxton-pits.org.uk, supported by 

The Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve and St Neots Bird & Wildlife Club. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover illustration 

 

Smew, by Rob Banbury: 

The black-and-white male smew is one of the most attractive ducks to winter at 

Paxton Pits.  Small numbers winter here, usually staying in a single small group, 

dominated by ‘redheads’ – the collective name for females and birds of both sexes in 

their first-winter plumage.  Breeding in forested pools in the taiga zone of Finland and 

Russia, smew tend to favour traditional wintering sites; in Britain, these are frequently 

gravel pits. 
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Foreword 
 

Simon Smith, Little Paxton Quarry Manager, Bardon Aggregates 
 

Flicking through this year’s Birds of Paxton Pits, I feel lucky to have a hand in 

looking after a much-loved local amenity.  The Pits, of course, have been created by 

sand and gravel extraction over the last 65 years.  In the early days – for the first half-

century, in fact – little thought was given to how the area would be used after the 

diggers had finished.  More recently, the public expects more, so excavation during 

the last 15 years has been conditional on an ‘after use’ that caters for wildlife. 
 

But we do not create these places alone.  We have big machinery, skilled drivers and a 

master plan, but it is combining this with the experience of many volunteers that 

makes Paxton Pits such a fantastic place for birds.  For more than 20 years, volunteers 

have helped us to ‘fine tune’ the results.  Through the heat of the mid summer to the 

worst freezing rain of the winter, these enthusiasts bring knowledge and energy to 

making Paxton Pits special. 
 

In 2004, this partnership was rewarded with an exceptional treble in the BTO-Hanson 

Business Bird Challenge.  The national Challenge, held every two years, makes 

awards to businesses with the best bird conservation initiatives.  In the Large Quarry 

section, Little Paxton swept the board, winning the Community, Conservation and 

Bird Awards.  The Birds category was won with an amazing 158 different species, 

monitored through the year by a team of volunteers from St Neots Bird and Wildlife 

Club.  The Community and Conservation awards were won by another team of 

volunteers (from the RSPB and The Friends) and quarry staff, working to improve 

wildlife habitats at the quarry.  During the year, they built an otter holt and a barn owl 

nestbox, managed shorelines and specially-created islands for ground-nesting birds, 

set up a water level monitoring scheme, and wrote a detailed Habitat Management 

Plan to guide future conservation work in the quarry. 
 

By the time next year’s Report is published, the future of quarrying and of the Pits 

will be known, and the area for which current permissions exist will be exhausted of 

sand and gravel.  Whatever happens, the diversity of wildlife reported on the pages 

that follow illustrates what can be achieved by an industry working closely with the 

community in which it operates. 
 

I confess that I have probably only seen half of the species recorded in this Report, 

but to know that the other half are there is enough for me.  I came to Paxton as a 

quarry manager, now I find that I’m a homebuilder for wildlife too.  Please do keep 

on counting, recording, reporting and offering your help to The Friends to maintain it. 

 

2004/05 Bird 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. 

In addition, winter roosts of cormorants are undertaken regularly.  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.  Poor weather meant 

that there was no dedicated count of nightingale territories in mid May, so an estimate 

has been made from the PBBS and ad hoc reports. 
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The Year in View 
Autumn 2004 migration started with a Slavonian grebe on 4

th
 September, the earliest 

ever Cambridgeshire record by three weeks and finished with the latest common tern 

and whitethroat seen at Paxton, on 24
th
 and 30

th
 October respectively. 

 

The focus in the winter was on waterbirds: the January count was the second highest 

since recording began in 1960.  Mute swan and moorhen hit new records, while 

wigeon, teal and tufted duck were also unusually abundant.  By contrast, counts of 

shoveler and pochard were down, the latter continuing a longer-term trend here.  

Ruddy ducks were also far scarcer.  A pair of red-breasted mergansers and a scaup 

in November were the only scarce ducks, and there were no divers or scarce grebes. 
 

In the scrub and woodland, it was a poor winter for lesser redpolls and not a single 

siskin was recorded, but two firecrests overwintered and, in the grassland, several 

stonechats spent the winter at Paxton, the first for a decade.  A brief visit by 

waxwings were part of a national influx that largely by-passed Cambridgeshire.  The 

arable fields managed for wildlife in the nature reserve proved their value, with barn 

owl, tree sparrows and a regular flock that included 65 yellowhammers. 
 

The cormorant roost was low for much of the winter, but unusually it peaked in 

March, by which time breeding had been underway for two months.  180 cormorant 

nests were noted, a marked increase after several years of stability.  Six nesting pairs 

of grey herons also had a very productive year.  Little egrets were present 

throughout the period, with some indications of future breeding, and a record count of 

five, including three juveniles. 
 

Spring migration was held back by cold northerly winds in April and a cool wet May.  

Nevertheless, a yellow wagtail on 27
th
 March and cuckoo on 3rd April were the 

earliest ever Paxton records, the wheatear passage was stronger than for several 

years, and three redstarts, seven whinchats and a wood warbler were all colourful 

yet brief visitors.  A flock of 100 arctic terns in two hours was remarkable, and 

included a flock of 45.  Eight little terns were even more unusual, and a count of 16 

hobbies together is the highest yet at Paxton. 
 

The winter was one of the driest ever recorded, exposing lots of attractive shoreline 

for waders in spring, their passage continuing through June.  The tallies included 

seven sanderlings, two Temminck’s and three little stints, several flocks of black-

tailed godwits (including a flock of 77 Icelandic birds).  Dunlins occurred throughout 

the year: a flock of 53 was the highest for a decade.  Three pairs of common scoter, 

two kittiwakes, a nuthatch (rare at Paxton) and at least three sightings of raven 

added to the variety, as did wigeon and goldeneye, one of each staying the summer. 
 

The drought continued through the summer and it was a poor breeding season for 

most waterbirds and waders, though shoveler bred for the first time in a decade, and 

herring gull, lesser black-backed gull and red-crested pochard bred for the first 

time.  Surveys found most songbirds are stable or increasing, plus a Cetti’s warbler 

territory and 26 singing nightingales, a slight fall on last year’s record high.  Sedge 

and reed warbler numbers were also down.  Meadow pipit and kestrel breed 

sporadically at the Pits, but both were confirmed this year, as were two pairs of the 

rapidly-declining spotted flycatchers in the village.  Grey partridge and corn 

bunting just hang on at the Pits, whereas reed buntings are doing very well. 
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The systematic list 
This is presented in the order adopted by 

the British Ornithologists’ Union 

(www.bou.org.uk). 
 

Reports of species marked with an asterisk 

are subject to acceptance by the 

Cambridgeshire Records Committee. 

For ease of reference, birds are listed in 

the following order: 

 

 
 Page  Page 

Wildfowl 7 Waders 18 

Gamebirds 12 Gulls/terns 22 

Grebes 12 Pigeons 24 

Herons 15 Owls 25 

Raptors 15 Woodpeckers 26 

Rails 17 Passerines 27 

 

 

Mute swan 
Resident 

For the third winter in a row, the WeBS 

count hit a new high: 150 in December 

2004.  As the graph shows, the monthly 

count was typically 30% higher than the 

recent average. 
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Wintering mute swans during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

A pair was seen mating in late December 

(TGG) but the nesting season started for 

real in March on Rudd and Farm Pits, 

where nests were built.  Nine nests were 

found during the breeding season, but 

although at least 35 young hatched, only 14 

are known to have fledged, the lowest for 

some years.  Three nests (Heronry South, 

Pumphouse Pit and New Workings) all 

failed completely, predation by a fox 

suspected at the first two locations. 

Bewick’s swan 
Scarce winter visitor 

Recorded on three dates: 4 on 10
th
 October 

(RPr), 49 on 19
th
 December (JH/JW) and a 

single on 4
th
 March (MAW).  The count of 

49 is a Paxton record, comprising 3 on 

Pumphouse Pit, 6 on Heronry North and 40 

flying north over the village.  This was part 

of a wider movement of Bewick’s swans 

across eastern England that day. 

Whooper swan 
Scarce winter visitor 

Three on 27
th
 November (RPr) was the only 

record of the year. 

Pink-footed goose 
Rare winter visitor, but most records 
believed to be naturalised birds 

At least one bird was present from 5
th
 

December until 9
th
 May, though two were 

seen on several dates in late March. 

White-fronted goose 
Scarce winter visitor, but most records 
believed to be naturalised birds 

 
Two reported on 18

th
 December were the 

only record of the winter. 

Greylag goose 
Resident (re-established) 

The peak at 518 in November 2004 was the 

lowest winter maximum for several years, 

but counts in most months were above 

average.  Up to three Greylag x Canada 

goose hybrids were seen intermittently 

through the winter. 

 

Breeding occurred on islands in Sailing 

Lake, Island Pit, Pumphouse Pit and, for the 

first time, was suspected on Diddington Pit. 
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Wintering greylag geese during Wetland 

Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Most adults moved their young to 

Diddington Pit and by mid June, the flock 

peaked at 553 birds (JLFP), though by the 

start of July there were little more than 300 

birds.  Many young perish, even when they 

have grown quite large, and our best 

estimate is 146 fledging, about typical for 

the last decade. 
 

A family of two adults and four young in 

the tiny wildlife pond outside the Visitors’ 

Centre early on the morning of 1
st
 May 

(GAR) were presumably en route to one of 

the larger pits! 

Canada goose 
Resident (introduced) 

The WeBS counts showed a typical pattern, 

with very few Canada geese present in the 

middle of winter.  These surveys are 

undertaken in the morning, which may not 

be representative, as illustrated by separate 

counts on 17
th
 October that revealed 25 

Canada geese in the morning (WeBS) and 

171, the highest count of the year, in the 

late afternoon (JLFP). 
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Wintering Canada geese during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

The number of breeding pairs is estimated 

from the young broods seen on Cloudy, 

Pumphouse, Island and Sailing Pits.  We 

estimate that 24 nests fledged 54 young, the 

majority from Sailing Pit.  Family parties 

united by mid June, when 164 (53 goslings) 

flocked on the northern pits.  Birds disperse 

quickly, and by early July only a couple of 

dozen were present during the day. 

Barnacle goose 
Resident (naturalised) 

Up to six were present amid the greylag 

geese through the winter, but 14 on 19
th
 

March (MD) was exceptional, the highest 

count here since 1988.  These are presumed 

to have been from the Roxton population, 

less than 6 miles away in Bedfordshire and 

now numbering about 300 birds.  Only one 

barnacle goose remained through the 

summer, appearing to pair up with a Canada 

Goose, but no young were reported. 

Common shelduck 
Occasional breeder 

 
For the first time, shelducks were regular 

throughout the winter.  Up to three were 

present, but it was not until mid March that 

counts increased as migrants arrived.  The 

March peak was 9 on 20
th
 and in April there 

were 16 on 30
th
 (both JLFP), but a 

maximum of only four was seen in May and 

two in June.  There was no evidence of 

breeding, and a group of seven on 9
th
 July 

(JH) was the last of the summer. 

Mandarin 
Rare visitor (introduced) 

Still rare compared to nearby Grafham 

Water, two males were seen between 19
th
 

October (SM) and 24
th
 November (JH). 
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Wigeon 
Abundant winter visitor 

An excellent winter with above-average 

counts for much of the winter; the January 

WeBS count of 1954 birds was second only 

to 2194 in January 1997.  A1 North and 

Diddington Pits held the majority. 
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Wintering wigeons during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Most had departed by early April, but a few 

remained into May, with a male (injured?) 

over-summering on Diddington Pit for the 

second consecutive year.  Aside from that 

bird, a pair was seen on single dates in June 

and July, but it was 27
th
 August before 

autumn migration was underway, with 10 

on Heronry South (EMc). 

Gadwall 
Abundant in winter, occasional breeder 

Lower numbers than in recent years, the 

WeBS peak was 255 on 13
th
 February. 
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Wintering gadwalls during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Four broods of very small gadwalls were 

seen, all on the Heronry Lakes, between 

11
th
 May and 26

th
 August, but we are 

uncertain how many fledged – perhaps 

none, perhaps as many as three.  This is the 

highest number of broods recorded at 

Paxton for some years.  By late June, a 

moulting flock of up to 40 birds was 

present, most frequently using Heronry 

South, peaking at 130 in late July. 

Teal 
Abundant winter visitor 

Not usually abundant at Paxton Pits, teal 

numbers were low through the early winter, 

then soared to 380 on 28
th
 (JH) and 

remained high into January’s WeBS count, 

making it the highest since 1982. 
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Wintering teals during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

A pair on 26
th
 May (NP) and up to five on 

several dates in June and July were 

unseasonal, but even by late August counts 

had not reached double figures. 

Mallard 
Resident 

Mallard counts remain low, with fewer than 

100 birds present through the winter. 
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Wintering mallards during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Breeding numbers were lower than recent 

years.  Nine broods fledged a minimum of 

13 young, with Heronry and Diddington 

Pits the only lakes hosting more than one 

brood. 
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Pintail 
Annual winter visitor, in small numbers 

26 pintails were seen, mostly singles: the 

first on 6
th
 September, the last three on 21

st
 

March; the largest group was five on 10
th
 

March (JLFP). 

Garganey 
Scarce spring and autumn migrant 

After five years of multiple records, this 

year saw a return to the ‘norm’ of the 

1990s.  Just one in autumn, on 16
th
 

September (JLFP), and two in spring: males 

on 22
nd
 April (CH/PAEL) and 20

th
 May-4

th
 

June (JW).  Autumn 2005 got off to a better 

start, with a female on 13
th
 August (MD) 

and an eclipse male from 23
rd
 August into 

September (JLFP). 

Shoveler 
Abundant in winter; occasional breeder 

 
A poor year for shovelers, with no Wetland 

Bird Survey counts over 50.  The highest 

count of the winter was 87 on 11
th
 January 

(CS), while a flock of 70 – mostly males – 

frequented Diddington Pit in early April. 
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Wintering shovelers during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

A female with a brood of four small young 

on Diddington Pit on 27
th
 (PAEL) were the 

first since 1996.  They were not seen again, 

however, and are presumed to have 

perished.  This is only the sixth time that 

shovelers have bred at Paxton, but the last 

successful fledging was back in 1962! 

Red crested pochard 
Increasing visitor (introduced).  Probably 
bred for the first time in 2005 

Rapidly becoming a regular presence at 

Paxton, there were only three months of the 

last 12 without sightings.  The majority of 

records come from the Heronry Lakes. 
 

Up to 10 were seen in winter, the single 

largest group being four over the New Year.  

A single male was present from 1
st
 March 

to 29
th
 May.  After none in June, birds were 

present through July and August, with 

monthly peaks of three and six respectively. 
 

Three juveniles, present with an eclipse 

male from 28
th
 August (EMc/GR) were not 

capable of flight until mid September 

(DLB).  We don’t know that they hatched 

here, but it is quite likely given the 

midsummer sightings: a first for Paxton 

Pits, and for Cambridgeshire. 

Pochard 
Abundant winter visitor 

Counts were down on the previous winter, 

continuing a trend during the last decade.  

Unusually, the peak WeBS count – 223 – 

was at the end of the winter, in March, but 

they dispersed quickly in early April. 
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Wintering pochards during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Up to three were seen sporadically in May 

and June, but it was 9
th
 July before an 

autumn influx was evident.  Within a week 

over 70 were, unusually, on Heronry Lake. 
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A hybrid female, believed to be a pochard x 

ferruginous duck, was present from 3
rd
-14

th
 

March (JLFP), sharing its time between 

Paxton and Buckden gravel pits.  Another 

hybrid, this time a pochard x tufted duck, 

was seen on 20
th
 March (RES). 

Tufted duck 
Abundant in winter, small number breed 

Slightly more than average throughout the 

winter, the October count of 1137 tufties is 

the highest WeBS count since 1973! 
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Wintering tufted ducks during Wetland 

Bird Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Breeding numbers stabilised in 2005, with 

25 broods, of which 11 were on Pumphouse 

Pit.  Breeding success was low, however, 

with a minimum of 23 fledging.  Hitting the 

water as soon as they have hatched, young 

tufted ducks are especially vulnerable to 

predation by fish, gulls and mink. 
 

By mid July, as the first young broods were 

being led round the lakes, over 150 non-

breeders were flocking on the northern pits. 

Scaup 
Scarce winter visitor 

A female on A1 North on 20
th
 November 

(PLa) makes it the second consecutive year 

that Paxton has hosted this seaduck. 

Common scoter 
Scarce winter visitor/passage migrant 

Typically less than annual, 2005 was a good 

year for Paxton records of this seaduck.  

Two on Pumphouse Pit on 20
th
 March (NP) 

was the first since June 2003, and two pairs 

on 15
th
 April (MD) made this the best year 

since 1996. 

Goldeneye 
Abundant winter visitor 

The first two were on the relatively early 

date of 26
th
 September (JH/JW), but even 

by the end of October there were fewer than 

20 birds.  The highest WeBS count (123) in 

January was surpassed by a count of 149 on 

21
st
 March (JLFP), the peak of a pre-

migration increase.  A passage male on 14
th
 

May was unusually late (JH), but a female 

had been present since late April and stayed 

to the end of August, the first over-

summering goldeneye at Paxton. 
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Wintering goldeneyes during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 

Smew 
Annual winter visitor in small numbers 

Another excellent winter for this attractive 

duck.  The first redhead was seen on 1
st
 

November, the earliest ever record (JLFP).  

The maximum of 14 on 4
th
 March (MAW) 

included four males.  Numbers then fell 

quickly, from 10 on 11
th
 March to a single 

redhead on 14
th
 (JLFP). 
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Red-breasted merganser 
Rare winter visitor 

 
A pair on Pumphouse Pit on 7

th
 November 

(JW) stayed for just one day, but were 

enjoyed by many local birders.  Typically 

occurring just twice each decade, these 

were the first since 1997. 

Goosander 
Annual winter visitor in small numbers, 
though declining slowly 

The first of the winter, a male, was reported 

on 20
th
 November, numbers increasing 

rapidly in early December and peaking at 

14 on 16
th
 January (CGom).  Counts 

remained high until mid-March, before the 

last two, both redheads, were seen on 1
st
 

April (JW), almost the latest ever. 
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Goosanders at Paxton Pits, 

Peak counts each week, Nov 04-Mar 05 

Ruddy duck 
Year-round visitor in small numbers 
(introduced) 

Numbers were markedly down, with birds 

on just 20 dates involving as few as 11 

birds.  The peak was four birds on several 

dates in November and December, followed 

by singles in March, late May, mid July and 

late August.  No discernible pattern, but this 

reduction is hopefully good news for the 

globally-threatened white-headed duck 

which it threatens through interbreeding. 
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Ruddy ducks at Paxton Pits, 

October 2004 to August 2005 

Red-legged partridge 
Scarce resident (introduced/released) 

There is no evidence that red-legs are still 

released for shooting locally, so numbers 

are falling.  The highest count this year was 

just 16 (on 17
th
 December, GAR) and there 

were no large counts after mid January.  We 

received few reports of birds during the 

summer, and no evidence of breeding. 

Grey partridge 
Rare resident 

Two birds (a pair?) continue to hang on, 

seen most frequently in grassland around 

the northern pits.  With records in almost 

every month from November to July, yet 

another year passes without breeding. 

Pheasant 
Resident (introduced/released) 

Seriously under-recorded by birders, but 

present in small numbers around the Pits, 

the only records are 10 on the arable 

conservation area (7
th
 November, JH) and 

from the PBBS, which found 6 territories. 

Little grebe 
Resident in small numbers 

Following a very successful breeding 

season in 2004, the autumn peak was 43 

(WeBS count, 19
th
 September) only five 

short of the highest ever.  Numbers 

remained high into October and, unusually, 

increased again in early spring.  Although 

23-25 little grebes were on Diddington and 

Farm Pits from March to August, it was a  
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Little grebes during Wetland Bird Surveys 

at Paxton Pits 
 

very poor breeding season, perhaps the 

worst for a decade.  Always a late nester at 

Paxton, only four nests and three broods 

were seen.  We think that 3-5 young 

fledging, most in September.  A well-grown 

juvenile present from mid June had 

presumably hatched elsewhere, but even so 

was a very early immigrant. 

Great crested grebe 
Resident, numbers higher in winter 

As in most years, numbers peaked in the 

autumn, the 60 in September proving to be 

the third highest WeBS count ever. 
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Great crested grebes during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Display wasn’t reported this year until mid 

February, and by the end of the month a 

pair on the Heronry Lakes were going 

through the full ‘weed-dance’ regularly. 
 

At 18 nests, the Pits total fell back a little 

from last year’s peak, but nesting success 

was low, with just 12 young fledged, 

though the last two did not hatch until early 

September.  Several nests failed 

completely, while many on Diddington Pit 

were washed out in late May by high water 

and very strong winds and had to be rebuilt.  

One of those that got washed out was on a 

nesting platform shared with a coot nest!  

Adults of both species brooded eggs next to 

each other, but there were squabbles! 
 

From mid June, it became apparent that a 

large number of non-breeding birds were 

present, including a leucistic individual.  

Between 60 and 77 birds were present 

throughout the summer, a phenomenon we 

haven’t previously witnessed at Paxton. 

Slavonian grebe 
Scarce visitor, usually on passage 

One on Heronry North on 4
th
 September 

(NR) was the earliest autumn record in 

Cambridgeshire by almost three weeks.  

Remarkably, it was a juvenile, which can 

only have become independent on its 

northern breeding grounds a few days 

previously.  Photographs (by NP) show that 

its bill was unusually short and pointed, but 

that its identification was not in doubt. 
 

Surprisingly, given that this is not a species 

that occurs annually at Paxton, a second 

bird was seen on 15
th
 September (JS). 

Black-necked grebe 
Scarce visitor, usually on passage 

 
Two in summer-plumage on 16

th
-21

st
 April 

provided a welcome dose of colour on 

Diddington Pit and displayed briefly (JH).  

One of the pair stayed until 2
nd
 May.  The 

resident little grebes were probably glad to 

see them depart, having been on the 

receiving end of regular chases!  Another 

pair was present on 14
th
-15

th
 May (JH). 
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Cormorant 
Resident, higher numbers in winter 

The 2004 breeding season, that had started 

with nest-building in December 2003, 

extended to its ninth month with two gaping 

young still in a nest on 30
th
 September 

(TGG), though it is not known whether they 

fledged. 
 

The winter roost count did not conform to 

its usual pattern: numbers fell markedly in 

early December before increasing again 

during January.  This would normally be 

the annual peak, but after a slight fall at the 

end of the month, February counts 

increased in line with continuing cold 

weather and the peak was in March for the 

first time ever (428 on 6
th
, JH).  Overall, the 

roost counts were consistently higher than 

in recent years. 
 

Breeding plumage birds were noted from 9
th
 

December (JW) and within a month, 25 

nests were already occupied.  The pace 

slowed during February, with snow and 

cold northerly winds, but by early March it 

was clear that breeding numbers were going 

to be far higher than in recent years. 

 

The final tally of 180 nests, which may be a 

slight underestimate given the extent of the 

colony, is the highest since 1998.  Young 

were in the nest from 13
th
 March and at 

least 20 had fledged by 6
th
 April. 

 

Two sample counts of productivity in early 

April found 2.47 young per nest, though 

these estimates were made before leaves 

covered the colony so may not be typical 

for the whole season.  To illustrate this, a 

count on 20
th
 May found 1.79 young per 

nest, though many of the oldest chicks had 

already fledged.  At least 10 nests still 

contained small young in early July, with 

the last fledging in early August. 
 

One can’t help wonder whether the unusual 

pattern of roosting and the increase in 

breeding numbers are related to the increase 

cull (up to 3000 birds) permitted by the 

government last winter, responding to 

pressure from angling interests.  Did more 

birds move to Paxton to escape persecution 

elsewhere? 
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Bittern 
Scarce winter visitor 

We received just one report of a bittern 

during the winter, on Rudd Pit on 31
st
 

December (RAl). 

Little egret 
Scarce visitor, usually in late summer 

For the first time, little egrets were seen at 

Paxton throughout the year, with 

November being the only month without a 

sighting.  Indeed, one possibly 

overwintered. 
 

Up to three, including a juvenile that had 

been present from the end of June 2004, 

remained at the Pits through September 

and one stayed until mid October.  Up to 

two were seen regularly from 23
rd
 

December to 9
th
 January but there was just 

a single record in February. 
 

From late March, a little egret was seen 

most days around the quarry, and was 

joined by a second from mid June.  Other 

birds then arrived, with a peak of five (2 

adults, 3 juveniles) on 13
th
 August (MD).  

This equals the Paxton record, and may 

involve different birds from the site-record 

10 at nearby Grafham Water the same 

month. 
 

During July, one or both birds were 

regularly seen among the cormorant/heron 

colony, on one occasion moving sticks on 

a disused cormorant nest.  In August, 

some of the group were using scrub and 

trees on Island Pit as a daytime roost.  

Little egrets bred on the Ouse Washes for 

the second year.  Lay your bets on which 

year they’ll first breed here! 

Grey heron 
Resident, breeding in small numbers 

It was an unusually long breeding season, 

running from early January (the first nest 

was being built on 11
th
, MHi) until the end 

of July (the last young fledged between 

26
th
 and 29

th
, TGG). 

 

It is increasingly difficult to assess the 

total number of nests, since several pairs 

have moved deeper into the island 

cormorant colony.  Nevertheless, patient 

observation yielded six nests, of which the 

last was only built in late April in a new 

position, on the western peninsula that 

divides the two Heronry Lakes.  The 

young birds in this nest – and one at the 

south end of the colony – hatched in early 

June, at least two months after those in the 

other four.  Nine fledged from the four 

visible nests, including a large brood of 

three from one of the late nests. 

Red kite 
Scarce, but increasing, visitor 

This was the year that red kite records 

finally lifted off, undoubtedly aided by a 

pair holding territory elsewhere in the 

valley.  The last of four records in 2004 

was on 3
rd
 September (JS).  One reported 

on 20
th
 March was a precursor to birds on 

five dates during April to June, including 

two together on 10
th
 April. 

 

Five unidentified kites drifted slowly 

southeast over the pits on 29
th
 May (JW) 

were presumably red kites. 
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Red kites at Paxton Pits since 1950 

Marsh harrier 
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant 

A juvenile male on 1
st
 September (JW) 

brought the 2004 total to four, a typical 

year. 
 

2005 recorded more, however, with three 

in spring and four during August.  

Northbound birds on 20
th
 March 

(MD/CMa/NP/GAR/JW), 8
th
 April (MSm) 

and 12
th
 May (JLFP) were followed by 

four juveniles on Autumn passage: two 

over the reserve’s arable fields on 17
th
 

August (JS) and singles over the quarry on 

23
rd
 (JLFP) and 29

th
 (MSh). 
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Sparrowhawk 
Resident 

Most reported sparrowhawks are singles, 

occasionally displaying pairs in spring, but 

sometimes several are reported in the 

autumn, such as four on 19
th
 September 

(JH/NP/JW) – a sign of local migration? 
 

Observed across the Pits complex, only 

rarely do we receive reports of them 

taking prey away from local gardens.  In 

fact, only once was one seen attempting to 

take a bird from the Visitors’ Centre bird 

table.  Females can take larger prey, such 

as a ringed plover caught on Pumphouse 

Pit, and a kingfisher that got away on 

Heronry South.  One was seen taking a 

wader chick from Sailing Lake. 
 

We received three reports of 

sparrowhawks displaying: over the village, 

over the Visitors’ Centre and over 

Diddington Pit.  Judging by the location of 

sightings through the summer, two pairs 

probably bred at the Pits (young were 

heard from a nest at the top of Haul Road 

in late July) and one in the village. 

Buzzard 
Scarce but increasing resident 

Fewer in 2005, bucking the recent trend 

(see graph), with many fewer records 

during the winter than in previous years.  

It is, of course, quite possible that some 

visiting birders now fail to report 

buzzards, as they have become more 

common farther west.  Nevertheless, given 

the effort maintained by local watchers, 

we think this is a genuine reduction. 
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One was seen displaying over woodland 

adjacent to the Pits in mid April (JH/JW), 

where four flew together in late August 

(MD/JW), the only indication of possible 

breeding this year.  Mobbing behaviour by 

crows and rooks is often the way to spot a 

large raptor, but an interesting observation 

was a buzzard being mobbed down into 

the cormorant colony in May (TGG). 

Osprey 
Scarce passage migrant 

After a record spring 2004, there were no 

records that autumn and only two in 2005: 

one in spring, on 16
th
 April (JW), and one 

in autumn, on 21
st
 August (MD/AD/JW).  

The UK breeding population has now hit 

200 breeding pairs, with nesting in Wales 

and England as well as Scotland, but we 

have seen no parallel increase in sightings 

at Paxton Pits. 

Kestrel 
Resident 

A regular and welcome sight throughout 

the winter, usually hunting over farmland 

and grassland around the periphery of the 

Pits.  A pair was seen around Sailing Lake 

regularly during March, but there was no 

evidence of breeding here. 

 

Birds were seen hovering regularly over 

grassland around the northern pits, and a 

welcome sight was three recently-fledged 

young on the shoreline of Pumphouse Pit 

on 5
th
 August (JH).  This is the first 

confirmed breeding since 1996, though it 

has been suspected on several occasions. 
 

From mid July, a male and female were 

seen over the arable conservation fields, 

soon after ploughing, possibly different to 

the pair noted above. 
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Merlin 
Scarce winter visitor 

A typical winter, with four reports: on 19
th
 

October (CBu), 17
th
 and 25

th
 December 

(NP), 23
rd
 March (AD/TGG/GT).  

Unusually, there were also a couple of 

spring records, on 29
th
 April (SME/JTW) 

and a possible on 4
th
 May (NP). 

Hobby 
Common summer visitor, but breeding 
never proven 

The last hobby of 2004 was seen on 21
st
 

September (DHol), a typical date.  The 

first of 2005 was reported on 22
nd
 April.  

As usual, spring passage peaked in mid 

May, with 16 birds on 15
th
 (MLH/JL/JO/ 

DPo), the highest count ever made at 

Paxton and equalling the most ever in 

Cambridgeshire.  At their best in the air, 

six hobbies lined up on a branch during 

light rain on 14
th
 May were a welcome 

sight for a visiting group (TGG). 
 

Scarcer during the summer, with no more 

than two on any day in June and July, 

besides a group of eight feeding on 5
th
 

June (GF/JH/AP).  August kicked off with 

five over Little Paxton (MD), with one 

hunting house martins over the rooftops 

later in the month (JW).  These records 

suggest hobbies were breeding somewhere 

nearby, though proving their use of an old 

crow’s nest is notoriously difficult. 

Peregrine 
Scarce winter visitor 

Seven records is the highest ever for a 

twelve month period.  The first of the 

winter, a juvenile male, was seen on 19
th
 

September (JH/NP/JW) and the last was 

on 30
th
 January (NP). 

Water rail 
Winter visitor, occasionally breeds 

Always elusive, we received records from 

seven pits between 8
th
 October and 20

th
 

March, possibly relating to 10 individuals.  

How many are missed because visitors 

don’t realise what the pig-like squealing 

from a reed-fringed lake is? 

Moorhen 
Resident 

The 39 seen on the September 2004 

Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) count is the 

highest since records began, though 

November’s tally was not far behind. Ever 

versatile, one fed from the top of the 

Hayden Hide bird table on 30
th
 July 

(TGG)! 

0

10

20

30

40

50

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar

Current year Five year average

Wintering moorhens during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

In line with most waterbirds, the breeding 

season was less successful than in recent 

years, with observers noting 16 nests (20 

in 2004), which fledged a minimum of 18 

young, although 3 young did not hatch 

until early September. 

Coot 
Resident, numbers increase in winter 

A typical profile of winter counts, peaking 

at 1422 on 12
th
 December.  A bird with 

‘speckled’ plumage was present on Island 

Pit through the autumn and early winter. 
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Wintering coots during Wetland Bird 

Surveys at Paxton Pits 
 

Coots were unable to match the record 83 

nests and 111 young fledged in 2004, 

perhaps because of low water levels 

throughout the year.  60 nests or broods 

were located, but these fledged a 

minimum of just 36 young. 
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Oystercatcher 
Summer visitor, small number breed 

One on 11
th
 October (JLFP) was an 

unusual autumn record, the only one 

before the first breeding bird returned on 

4
th
 February (IL).  Numbers peaked at 

eight on 14
th
 and 15

th
 March (MD), before 

six settled down for the breeding season: a 

pair each on Sailing, Pumphouse and 

Diddington Pits. 
 

However, any nests that had been built on 

the first two pits were lost early on, human 

disturbance probably responsible for the 

first and fox predation suspected on 

Pumphouse Pit.  Better news, though, 

from Diddington Pit where a chick 

hatched in mid May and fledged in early 

July.  Up to four birds stayed into August, 

the last of the summer seen on 8
th
 (JLFP). 

Little ringed plover 
Summer visitor, increasingly scarce 

 
 

The last of 2004 was seen on 5
th
 

September (JH/JW) and the first two of 

2005 on 19
th
 March (MD), though passage 

was slow and it was uncertain for some 

time that any would attempt to breed. 
 

However, from mid May, three pairs were 

present and it is believed that two nested 

successfully (one on Diddington Pit and 

one in the quarry), fledging two and one 

young respectively.  A juvenile seen on 

several dates in late August could have 

been a passage bird raised elsewhere. 

Ringed plover 
Summer visitor, small numbers breed 

Spring passage began slightly earlier than 

the average, on 5
th
 February (JW).  

Numbers hit double figures in early March 

and peaked at 29 on 20
th
 (JLFP). 

 

Before the residents got down to breeding, 

13-15 smaller, greyer tundrae birds passed 

through en route to their Scandinavian 

breeding areas between 22
nd
 May and 6

th
 

June.  One of this race was also recorded 

heading south, on 23
rd
 August (JLFP). 

 

It was, for the second time in three years, a 

disastrous breeding season, although not a 

complete write-off.  As in 2003, predation 

is suspected of causing the failure on the 

Pumphouse Pit island (probably six 

clutches), presumably aided by the low 

water levels.  Thankfully, Diddington Pit 

islands, which are positioned farther from 

the shore, were more successful: four nests 

fledged eight young. 

Golden plover 
Winter visitor, numbers vary 

In contrast to the previous winter, this was 

a good one, with birds seen regularly from 

a single on 26
th
 September (JW) until a 

flock of 23 on 31
st
 March (MD). 

 

Several periods of southerly passage were 

evident: 31
st
 October-14

th
 November (peak 

90 on 31
st
), 25

th
 November-5

th
 December 

(peak 300+ on 5
th
) and 30

th
-31

st
 December.  

Northerly migration was less obvious, 

with 76 on 10
th
 March and 101 on 14

th
 the 

only significant counts. 

Grey plover 
Scarce visitor, usually on passage 

One on 13
th
 May (JLFP) was part of a 

scattering of grey plovers that landed at 

inland wetlands during unsettled weather. 

Lapwing 
Resident, numbers increase in winter 

A good winter for lapwings, with a flock 

of 800-1000 seen regularly over the A1 

Pits during the winter, though generally 

feeding on arable fields west of the trunk 

road. 
 

As for other waders, it was a poor 

breeding season, with evidence of only a 

single bird settling on Pumphouse Pit 

islands (it failed), none on Sailing Lake 

and three nests on Diddington Pit, 

hatching three young and fledging just one 

young at the most. 
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It is remarkable that flocks of non- or 

failed breeders are gathering at Paxton 

before some chicks have even hatched!  

The first flock, of 80, was seen on 9
th
 June 

(JLFP), building to a peak of 370 birds in 

late June before dispersing. 

Knot 
Scarce passage migrant 

After a blank year in 2004, two dropped in 

for just a few hours on 24
th
 April 

(MBran/MD/JH/NP/JW). 

Sanderling 
Annual passage migrant 

Not quite so impressive as the 16 in spring 

2004, but seven between 8
th
 and 19

th
 May 

is still quite good for Paxton, where two in 

May is more typical.  A single in June 

(14
th
, JLFP) was unusual, and two on 2

nd
 

August (MD/JLFP) were the only 

sanderlings of autumn migration. 

Little stint 
Scarce passage migrant 

After only a handful of records in the last 

three years, 2005 saw a return to form, 

though all three were in midsummer, a 

surprising period: 11
th
 June (JH), 28

th
 and 

31
st
 July (different birds, both NP). 

Temminck’s stint* 
Scarce passage migrant 

Remarkable!  After a 22-year wait, Paxton 

hosted two in 2003, four in 2004 and 

another two in 2005.  They’ve become 

annual.  One on 16
th
 May (MD) was 

joined by a second on 17
th
-18

th
 May (JW), 

though these could, of course, have been 

three birds. 
*County rarity requiring submission to 

Cambridgeshire Bird Club Records Committee  

Curlew sandpiper 
Scarce passage migrant 

A juvenile on 4
th
 October (MSm) was the 

first record in that month since 1962.  

Another was reported on 1
st
 May (JAl). 

Dunlin 
Regular passage migrant 

Scarce in the late autumn and winter, 

numbers picked up in early March and 

were seen almost daily through that 

month.  From mid April to late August, 

dunlins were seen regularly, with hardly a 

break for a northern breeding season: 

presumably some were heading south as 

the last birds finished their northern 

migration.  One has to wonder whether 

some birds never did make it to their 

breeding grounds! 
 

The minimum count of 53 dunlins on 9
th
 

May is the highest for a decade. 
 

Month Peak No of days 

Sep 04 7 1 

Oct 2 2 

Nov 6 1 

Dec 1 1 

Jan 05 0 0 

Feb 2 1 

Mar 16 18 

Apr 22 11 

May 53 25 

Jun 6 14 

Jul 12 13 

Aug 11 11 

Ruff 
Regular passage migrant 

An average period for ruffs, with two in 

early September 2004 bringing the year’s 

total to 12. 
 

Three during 20
th
-23

rd
 March (RPr) kicked 

off 2005, but unusually no more were seen 

until 29
th
 May, when 2 males arrived, 

staying until 2
nd
 June.  There then 

followed another five in June and one on 

28
th
 July. 

 

Seen on an impressive 12 dates in August, 

with a peak of six birds on 30
th
 (MD). 

Jack snipe 
Scarce winter visitor 

After a blank year in 2003/04, suitable 

albeit temporary habitat in the quarry 

provided a winter home for a small 

number of jack snipe.  The maximum was 

five on 14
th
 November (JH/NP/JW), with 

the remaining records all singles on a few 

dates during December and January.  The 

last of the winter was on 13
th
 March (MD/ 

JH/NP/JW). 
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Snipe 
Winter visitor in small numbers 

An average winter for this long-billed 

wader, with up to 10 on most days through 

the winter.  Peak counts were 39 on 24
th
 

October (JH/JW) and 40 on 3
rd
 January 

(RPr).  The last sightings of the winter 

were two on 21
st
 April (NP).  The first of 

the autumn was on 26
th
 July (JW), after 

which a small number were seen daily, 

with a peak count in August of 11 birds. 

Woodcock 
Scarce winter visitor 

A little better than the previous winter, but 

not a patch on the regular wintering in the 

1990s.  Recorded on just five dates, the 

first on 28
th
 November (probably freshly 

arrived from the continent, four were in a 

copse adjacent to Pumphouse Pit, NP).  

Up to three fed and roosted in grass and 

scrubland on the reserve during January, 

and the last of the winter was there on 5
th
 

February (JW). 

Black-tailed godwit 
Passage migrant, especially in spring 

Another good year for this large wing-

barred wader.  A minimum of 146 were 

seen (so imagine how many passed 

through unnoticed!).  A flock of 19 on 22
nd
 

January was the first ever Paxton record in 

that month (JH/NP/MSm/JW). 
 

After a single on 31
st
 March (JLFP), 

movement picked up in April.  A flock of 

at least 70 Icelandic race birds roamed 

around the Ouse Valley in early April, 

with 74 at Paxton on 5
th
 (JLFP) and 77 on 

10
th
 (JH/GAR).  When they left, one 

stayed behind and fed on the banks of 

Diddington Pit until 24
th
 April.  Another 

four on 9
th
 May (JW) and 16 on 14

th
 May 

(JH) concluded a good spring passage. 
 

Autumn passage may have started 

remarkably early, if indeed a winter 

plumage bird on 26
th
 May (JW) was 

southbound.  It was followed by a further 

12 birds: singles on 20
th
-21

st
 June (MD), 

16
th
 July (NP) and 28

th
-31

st
 August 

(JLFP/GAR), two on 30
th
 August and 

eight on 4
th
 August (JLFP). 

 

Four of the Icelandic godwits were colour-

ringed, of which two have been traced: 

• One ringed in Iceland. 

• One ringed in The Wash in July 2002, 

and seen in Kent in September 2003. 

Bar-tailed godwit 
Scarce passage migrant, usually spring 

Singles on 2
nd
 September (MD) and 7

th
 

November (MD/JH/JW) brought the 2004 

total to a possible 17 birds, but a minimum 

of six. 

 

2005 proved to be another good year, with 

a minimum of four during the spring, all 

singles: 15
th
 April (MD), 24-25

th
 April 

(MBran), 15-17
th
 May (MD/JW) and 27

th
 

May (JLFP). 

Whimbrel 
Scarce passage migrant 

A return to form following a strong 

passage in spring 2004.  Five flying south 

on 21
st
 April (MSh) were followed by 

singles on 23
rd
 and 24

th
 (Havering 

RSPB/PAEL) and 11
th
 May (JL). 

Curlew 
Scarce passage migrant 

Fewer than in recent years, with just three 

in spring: an early two on 23
rd
 and 28

th
 

March (MD/JLFP) and a single on 15
th
 

May (MLH/JL/DPo).  One on 21
st
 June 

(MD) was part of an unusual run of 

midsummer waders at Paxton this year, 

but was presumably the first of autumn, 

followed by two on 11
th
 and five on 18

th
 

(JW). 

Spotted redshank 
Rare passage migrant 

One over Washout Pit on 5
th
 January was 

extremely unusual (GHol/JS/RM), 

becoming the first midwinter record at 

Paxton.  One on 19
th
 June (JH/NP) was 

more typical of a species that remains rare 

at Paxton Pits. 

Redshank 
Year-round visitor, small numbers 
breed 

Birds were recorded in every month 

except September.  Up to 10 birds were 
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present from the turn of the year, though 

passage became more evident during late 

March and early April, with a peak of 26 

birds on 28
th
 March (JLFP).  From mid 

April, the only birds to remain were those 

intent on breeding… 
 

Although display was noted on Sailing 

Lake, the quarry and Diddington Pit, only 

at the last site were young seen: a brood of 

four in early July, though only one is 

thought to have fledged.  Agitated 

behaviour around Pumphouse Pit also 

suggested a brood, but none was 

confirmed. 

Greenshank 
Regular passage migrant in small 
numbers, mostly in autumn 

Singles continued to trickle through the 

Pits during September, the last on the 

fairly typical date of 19
th
 (JH/NP/JW). 

 

Spring 2005 was poor for passage 

greenshanks by recent standards.  Just two 

were spotted: on 24
th
 April (MD) and 30

th
 

(JW). 
 

Autumn passage began with a single on 

22
nd
 June (MD/MLH/JLFP) followed by 

intermittent records until 29
th
 August, 

involving a maximum of three birds on 

any date. 

Green sandpiper 
Winter visitor in small numbers 

A minimum of five green sandpipers were 

present during September, but then 

numbers fell and sightings became 

sporadic.  Indeed, during December and 

January, there was only a single sighting 

each month, whereas five to 10 birds has 

been more typical in recent winters. 

 

Spring passage was little better, with a 

peak of just three, on 3
rd
 April 

(MD/PAEL), and the last was seen on 24
th
 

April (JLFP). 
 

The first of the autumn was seen on 12
th
 

June (JLFP), with peaks of six birds in 

June, eight in July and five in August. 

Wood sandpiper 
Annual passage migrant 

Just one record: a smart summer-plumage 

bird on 30
th
-31

st
 May (JH). 

Common sandpiper 
Passage migrant, has overwintered 

Autumn passage tailed off quickly in 

2003, with the last migrant bird on 13
th
 

September (JW). 

 

A single bird was seen around the A1 Pits 

and Sailing Lake from 10
th
 October until 

9
th
 January, the fourth successive year that 

a common sandpiper has overwintered at 

Paxton.  Surely the same individual? 
 

Spring passage kicked off on 3
rd
 April 

(GAR), but with birds on just 15 days and 

all singles bar two on 8
th
 May, it was a 

poor spring. 
 

As usual, autumn migration was stronger, 

starting on 4
th
 July (CS), with birds seen 

daily thereafter: a peak of seven in July 

and 12 in August, with an obvious passage 

during the first ten days of that month. 

Turnstone 
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant 

After last year’s record spring showing, 

nine in spring 2005 and another four in 

autumn is not bad at all.  Five on 8th May 

(MD) and two on 30th May (JH/RPr) 

followed singles on 30th April (PAEL) 

and 6-7th May (MLH).  Two on 18
th
 July 

(JLFP) and singles on 8
th
 (JH/JLFP) and 

23
rd
 August (MD) were the autumn 

offering. 

Mediterranean gull 
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant 

Fewer in 2005, in sharp contrast to recent 

years.  Four were seen during this 

recording period: on 24
th
 October 
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(JH/JW), 9
th
 December (JW), 2

nd
 April 

(MD/JH/JW) and 3
rd
 August (JW).  One 

was also reported on 3
rd
 January, though 

this was not confirmed.  The two winter 

records buck the trend of recent years. 
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Little gull 
Passage migrant in small numbers 

Relatively scarce in 2005, a minimum of 

nine birds was recorded from 1
st
 April.  

The peak count was three first-summer 

birds on 4
th
 May (NP/JW).  Another first-

summer that arrived on 20
th
 May hung 

around Diddington Pit until 10
th
 June.  It, 

or another, was seen on 27
th
-28

th
 June 

(MLH). 

Black-headed gull 
Abundant throughout the year, and 
increasing once again as a breeder. 

Found in small numbers year-round, by 

late March it became apparent that last 

year’s colonisation of one of the islands on 

Pumphouse Pit was not just going to be 

repeated, but surpassed.  By late March, 

over 650 black-headed gulls were 

regularly seen there, though as the plants 

grew and the birds piled in, they became 

impossible to count.  A few more nested 

on the new Diddington Pit island. 
 

The first chicks were seen in late May and 

hatching was fairly synchronous, with 

over 400 young birds visible by mid June.  

By mid July, it is estimated that 586 young 

had fledged, almost three times the 2004 

total.  We would guess that around 250 

pairs nested here this year. 

Common gull 
Regular in small numbers in winter 

We received few specific records.  The 

last report of the winter was on 

Diddington Pit on 24
th
 April (JH/NP/JW), 

and it was 10 weeks before the first birds 

of the autumn were seen: 7 on 9
th
 July.  

We received no reports of big flocks in 

late summer, the highest count being just 

26 on 28
th
 August. 

Lesser black backed gull 
Year round visitor, and now breeding 

Small numbers were recorded throughout 

the year, but the trend, noted here last 

year, of birds staying into the spring was 

repeated in 2005. 
 

During May, numbers increased: not only 

immature non-breeding birds but several 

adults too, one of which was seen carrying 

sticks into the Pumphouse Pit colony (8
th
 

May, MD).  Nothing came of this attempt, 

but later in the month, two pairs were 

sitting on the new Diddington Pit island.  

One nest was abandoned after a fortnight, 

but the other hatched three young, first 

seen on 29
th
 June.  After four weeks of 

growing and hiding in the vegetation, all 

three fledged in late July, concluding the 

first breeding record at the Pits. 
 

Lesser black-backed gulls brought a new 

predator to the Pits during the breeding 

season, and the black-headed gulls appear 

to have taken the brunt of their interest.  

During May, shattered eggshells were 

found regularly along the surrounding 

grassland and several dozen adults died, 

some having puncture wounds consistent 

with large gulls. 

Herring gull 
Year round visitor, and now breeding 

As usual, small numbers pre-roosted on 

the larger northern pits through the winter, 

and several, including adults, were seen 

well into June. 
 

Only in early July did it become evident 

that, among the hundreds of black-headed 

gulls on Pumphouse Pit, a pair of herrings 

had bred.  The single chick grew well, fed 

by its parents, one of which appeared to be 

an immature (3
rd
 calendar year) bird, and it 

was flying by the end of the month. 
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This is the first breeding at Paxton and, 

along with a site in the north of the county 

this summer, the first in Cambridgeshire. 

Yellow-legged gull 
Scarce but increasing visitor 

Recorded on 39 dates (24 in 2004/05), 

most were of the western race michahellis.  

Besides singles in September, October, 

November and February, most records 

involve multiple birds: up to seven in 

March, four in April, four in May, 17 in 

June, 12 in July and 23 in August.  The 

peak count was five on 26
th
 June (JLFP). 

 

Eastern race cachinnans: a second-winter 

on 7
th
 November (MD/JW), a first-summer 

on 14
th
 June (JLFP) and a juvenile on 21

st
 

August (JLFP) takes the Paxton total of 

the ‘Caspian’ form to nine. 

Great black backed gull 
Non-breeding visitor in small numbers 

 
Small numbers were in the pre-roost west 

of Pumphouse Pit throughout the autumn 

and winter.  A first-summer bird was seen 

on several dates in May, an unusual record 

for Paxton (but see Herring and Lesser 

black-backed gull entries).  It was late 

August before the first three birds of 

autumn 2005 were reported. 

Kittiwake 
Rare passage visitor 

With just two records during the 1990s, 

these two records bring the total for this 

decade so far to four.  Both were adults in 

April, seen by the same four observers: on 

10
th
 and 24

th
 (MD/JH/NP/JW).  Contrary 

to expectations, both occurred during 

periods of calm weather rather than being 

storm-blown.  Indeed, 40 of the 45 Paxton 

kittiwake records are in March-May. 

Common tern 
Common passage migrant and colonial 
breeder 

A first-winter bird, on 23
rd
-24

th
 October 

(JW), is the latest ever at Paxton by more 

than a month (previous, 22
nd
 September 

2001).  One has to wonder if it would ever 

make it to southern Africa for the winter? 
 

The first group of 2005 were spotted on 

11
th
 April (MD/JLFP) and within a week, 

birds were starting to settle on their 

specially-managed nesting islands. 
 

True to last year’s prediction, the 

expansion of the Pumphouse Pit black-

headed gull colony and the creation of the 

island on Diddington Pit resulted in a 

switch.  Here, 42 nests fledged a minimum 

of 37 young, some of which may have 

been re-lays after most of the Sailing Lake 

colony was abandoned due to human 

disturbance.  Even regular observers were 

unable to determine how many of the 

original 20 nests on Sailing Lake survived, 

but we think just four young fledged from 

here.  The last sighting in August was on 

29
th
 (MSh). 

Arctic tern 
Annual on passage in small numbers 

An excellent spring for this scarce seabird 

inland.  After two and four birds on 19
th
 

and 22
nd
 April (MD/JLFP/JW), a flow of 

100 arctic terns in under two hours on 4
th
 

May smashed the previous Paxton record 

and included a single flock of 45 birds 

(NP/JW).  Another 20 the following day 

(MD) concluded an unusually strong 

passage across East Anglia. 
 

Another dozen birds dribbled through 

during the rest of May, while one on 1
st
 

August (JW) is one of only a handful of 

Paxton records outside the main mid-April 

to mid-May period. 

Little tern 
Scarce passage visitor 

Last year, we reported how remarkable it 

was that four birds in May 2004 had been 
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seen at Paxton.  This spring it got even 

better, with eight birds! 

 

One of two on 30
th
 April (MD/NP) stayed 

until the following day, followed by an 

incredible four together on 12
th
 May 

(AK/DOM), while two displaying on 21
st
 

June (MD) bring the Paxton total to 30 

birds since 1962. 

Black tern 
Annual on passage in small numbers 

Several were seen during September 2004, 

the last being a juvenile on 19
th
-20

th
 

September (JW) that brought the year’s 

total to 18 birds. 
 

That total was beaten in May 2005 alone, 

following the first two on 30
th
 April (MD) 

and including the peak count of seven on 

the 1
st
 May.  One on 10

th
-11

th
 May is 

thought to have been a first-summer bird, 

an unusual plumage in Britain (MLH/JL). 
 

Two on 26
th
 June (MD/JLFP) were 

presumably non-breeders, with one 

already in an advanced state of moult.  No 

others were seen before the end of August. 

Feral pigeon 
Year-round visitor in small numbers 

Seen regularly in 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 
Declining winter roost, also breeds. 

It is now several years since the stock 

dove roost in Heronry South numbered 

several hundred, but it did at least scrape 

into three figures in October 2004 (max 

120 birds, TGG).  Through the remainder 

of the winter, only a couple of dozen 

roosted here, though a flock of 40 flying 

north of Pumphouse Pit at dusk in late 

December suggests that they may simply 

have moved north. 
 

Calling and displaying birds were more 

evident than usual, and the PBBS suggests 

an increase to five pairs.  One flew from a 

tawny owl nestbox close to the Haul Road 

in June, though breeding was not 

confirmed here. 

Woodpigeon 
Abundant resident 

We received few records of this abundant 

bird, but with no oil seed rape grown 

adjacent to the Pits this year, numbers 

were down on 2003/04.  Flocks of over 

300 were seen on several dates in autumn 

around the quarry and an albino on 3
rd
 

November (MD) was unusual.  The PBBS 

counted 40 pairs during the breeding 

season, most in the scrub and woodland on 

the nature reserve, little change on 2004.  

In addition, Little Paxton village also 

holds a large breeding population, with 

mating and courtship taking place at 

virtually all times of year. 

Collared dove 
Abundant resident in village 

Once scarce on the reserve, collared doves 

from the village have now discovered the 

easy pickings on the bird table outside the 

Visitors’ Centre, where a dozen birds is 

not an uncommon sight. 
 

During recent autumns, the Diddington 

village collared dove population has 

moved into the quarry, presumably to feed 

on weed seeds.  A flock of 55 here on 20
th
 

October (JLFP) is probably the highest 

ever Pits count. 
 

Although there must be dozens of pairs in 

the village, few collared doves breed 

around the Pits.  The PBBS recorded three 

pairs, with one territory away from the 

village for the first time – on the edge of 

scrub adjacent to the arable conservation 

fields. 
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Turtle dove 
Summer visitor 

The last of 2004 was on 11
th
 September 

(JH/JW) and the first of 2005 on 28
th
 

April, later than in recent years (a report 

on 17
th
 April remains unconfirmed). 

 

Migration was slow and the final tally of 

13 singing males was slightly down on 

2004, but still healthy compared to the rest 

of the countryside where the soft purring 

of a summer’s day has been silenced by 

changes wrought by decades of the 

Common Agricultural Policy. 
 

Family groups were noted in late July and 

on several dates in August, and unusually 

one was seen feeding around the Visitors’ 

Centre bird table. 

Cuckoo 
Declining summer visitor 

The familiar sound of a calling male came 

to Paxton on 3
rd
 April this year (SM), 

almost a week before the previous earliest.  

The call became more regular in early 

April, and up to four males and a female 

were seen in early May.  After a dearth of 

records in 2004, this was a welcome 

increase, and was reflected in the Paxton 

Breeding Bird Survey.  The last singing 

male was heard on the late date of 3
rd
 July 

(JH/SH) and there were no further 

sightings before the end of the summer. 
 

A male being mobbed by a reed warbler in 

Hayling Pit on 30
th
 May (MBran) indicates 

the cuckoo’s likely favoured host species 

at Paxton, though no juvenile cuckoos 

were recorded this year. 

Barn owl 
Scarce visitor, occasionally breeds 

Singles were seen on several dates around 

the northern pits in November and 

December 2004, with a mass of pellets on 

the tray of a nestbox suggesting regular 

presence through the winter.  Two more 

nestboxes were put up by Huntingdonshire 

District Council after a series of sightings 

over the arable conservation fields in 

January, though there is no evidence they 

have been used yet. 
 

Sadly, yet 

another barn 

owl was found 

dead on the 

A1 near 

Southoe in 

March.  Road 

traffic remains 

a significant 

cause of death 

for barn owls, 

but better 

news comes 

from across 

England where barn owls appear to have 

had their most successful breeding season 

for years.  Let’s hope that some young 

birds find their way to Paxton Pits, though 

preferably not via the A1. 

Little owl 
Possibly extinct at Paxton 

For the second successive year, there was 

just a single sighting: around Boughton 

Lodge Farm on 13
th
 November 2004 (NP). 

Tawny owl 
Resident in small numbers 

Calling birds were heard throughout the 

winter from Sailing Lake/Haul Road and 

the Hayling Pit, as well as in the village.  

Our best estimate remains that we have a 

minimum of two pairs: a sedentary and 

stable population.  We received no 

information after April, so all records are 

welcome. 

Long-eared owl 
Rare winter visitor 

Recorded just a handful of times in the last 

decade, a ‘probable’ was seen briefly in a 

copse close to Pumphouse Pit on 2
nd
 May 

(JW).  Although not identified with 

complete certainty, a recent survey of 

LEOs in Cambridgeshire shows that they 

breed more widely than often realised, so 

perhaps this was a bird heading back to a 

breeding territory. 

Short-eared owl 
Occasional winter and passage visitor 

Annual in recent years, and favouring the 

grassland around the Pits, the usual sight 
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of a short-eared owl is its back end 

disappearing over a hedge.  Two found 

near the A1 Pits on 1
st
 March (MD/JW) 

gave the fortunate observers excellent 

views on the ground for over an hour, with 

one bird pulling worms from the soil!  The 

same observers recorded the only other 

sightings of the period: one in the quarry 

on 11
th
 August (JW) and one in fields next 

to the A1 on 22
nd
 August (MD). 

Swift 
Summer visitor, occasionally breeds 

Two on 14
th
 September 2004 (JLFP) is the 

latest Paxton record in recent years and 

concluded autumn passage.  Spring 

migration began on 24
th
 April (MD/SM) 

and by early May stronger passage was 

noted.  Wet weather during May brought 

large flocks of up to 500 low over the 

lakes.  By July, flocks were drifting south 

and by August only stragglers remained, 

with no more than four seen at a time 

before the end of the month. 
 

In Little Paxton, up to four birds regularly 

fed around a nest site used in 2003 and 

although though none was seen to enter, 

that this had increased to 12 birds by mid 

July might suggest that there was 

successful breeding. 

Kingfisher 
Resident, but numbers fluctuate 
Birds were very evident in the autumn, 

presumably with young birds still in the 

area, but less so after Christmas. 
 

By early April, kingfishers were starting to 

hold territory and were seen carrying fish 

to present to potential mates.  Aside from 

a very noisy pair in the northwest corner 

of Heronry North, which were frequently 

seen whizzing past the Kingfisher Hide, 

we received only a handful of other 

reports during the breeding season.  We 

suspect that there was a second nest on 

Heronry South, at the south end, one on 

Farm Pit, and one along the river, adjacent 

to Hayling Pit.  In addition to these four 

nests, another was confirmed on the 

Stirtloe Pits to the north of Paxton, but the 

parents regularly fished in Pumphouse Pit. 

Green woodpecker 
Increasing (and noisy!) resident 

‘Green woods’ are now seen and heard by 

almost every visitor to the Pits, and many 

owner of large gardens in the village.  It’s 

a species that has done very well here in 

recent years, and the PBBS estimated 10 

pairs this year, a big increase on the six in 

2004.  In mid June, the first of several 

family parties were reported. 

Great spotted woodpecker 
Common resident 

Now regular visitors to nut feeders in 

village gardens and on the nature reserve, 

we received records almost daily from 

around the Pits.  Drumming was heard 

from mid December to the end of April, 

and the PBBS estimated eight pairs, the 

fourth successive year of increase, with at 

least one nest in Little Paxton village.  

Two family parties were reported in mid 

June, one along Haul Road (MD), the 

other next to Cloudy Pit (DD/IKD). 

Lesser spotted woodpecker 
Declining, locally almost extinct 

As reported last year, this has been lost as 

a breeding species from the locality 

(though a pair raised two young across the 

river at St Neots Priory Park).  We 

received just five records in 12 months, all 

between October and March.  Most were 

around the Heronry/Sailing Lakes, 

although one was in a garden close to the 

river crossing and mill. 

Skylark 
Resident, numbers increase in winter 

No large flocks or cold-weather 

movements this year, although up to 30 

were present around the quarry during 

autumn 2004.  A bout of warm weather in 

February encouraged some early song-

flights, most over the grassland 

surrounding the northern pits but two near 

the A1 Pits and one over the arable fields 

within the reserve.  The PBBS estimate of 

16 singing males was slightly down on 

recent years.  This is probably because the 

A1 fields (which are not part of the 

reserve) were planted with winter wheat, 
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rather than oil seed rape, which has more 

open areas in which skylarks can nest. 

Sand martin 
Summer visitor 

The last of the 2004 autumn, on 26
th
 

September (JH/JW) was a relatively early 

date for the last sighting, while the first for 

2005 (16
th
 March, MD) was later than 

recent springs. 
 

Spring passage was very poor, with no 

large flocks reported, and it quickly 

became evident that there would be no 

breeding within the main Pits complex this 

year.  The presence of small numbers 

feeding over the northern lakes during the 

summer caused us to look just outside our 

recording area, where we found 151 nest 

holes in the Stirtloe extension of Little 

Paxton Quarry (MD). 
 

By contrast to spring, there was a very 

early southbound movement of sand 

martins, with thousands moving through 

on 5
th
 July (TGG).  Was there a major 

breeding failure farther north? 

Swallow 
Common on passage, now only an 
occasional breeder 

 
Visitors are sometimes surprised how 

many swallows remain in Britain well into 

the autumn; nevertheless, a passage of 

thousands of birds in late September 2004 

was notable.  The last of the year, on 19
th
 

October (SM), was typical for recent 

autumns. 
 

The first of 2005 was spotted among sand 

martins on 27
th
 March (JW), but it was the 

second week of April before swallows 

were seen in any number and the middle 

of May before three-figure flocks were 

noted, perhaps held back by poor weather.  

There was no evidence of breeding at the 

Pits or in the village, but swallows were 

seen regularly around the lock and two 

juveniles perched on wires across the mill 

bridge in early July suggests a successful 

nest.  Southbound passage in August was 

slow, with the only evidence being 125 on 

a wire in a village garden on 31
st
 (MBran). 

House martin 
Common on passage, small numbers 
breed 

Thousands of house martins were seen 

flying south, stopping over the Pits to feed 

on late emerging insects, during the last 

two weeks of September.  Eighty seen on 

3
rd
 October (JW) were the last reported, 

though were probably not really the last. 
 

8
th
 April was a typical date for the first 

record (TGG/IL), though as with swallows 

the main passage was not until mid May.  

In the village, a pair were nest-building as 

early as 2
nd
 May, but the final tally was a 

mere 6-8 nests (TGG) in early July.  The 

continued decline of house martins as a 

village breeding species sadly continues. 
 

Up to 80 house martins on wires around 

the quarry works in late July was too large 

to be local, so was perhaps a sign of early 

migration.  A flock of 100 on 31
st
 (JLFP) 

was the only other notable passage. 

Meadow pipit 
Abundant in winter, may have bred 

Flocks of up to 40 in October 2004 and 30 

in March 2005 indicated passage through 

the Pits, but few were reported here during 

the winter.  As in recent years, one 

displayed during April, but unusually, this 

one stayed and sang until early June.  

Clearly, there must have been a second 

bird, because breeding was confirmed with 

two adults and a fledged juvenile on 26
th
 

June (JLFP).  Nesting at Paxton is 

sporadic, though occurred as recently as 

2002.  The male then began to display 

once more, but wasn’t seen after 12
th
 July. 
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Rock pipit 
Scarce on passage from Scandinavia 

Two records during the period, four birds 

presumably all of the Scandinavian race 

(littoralis): one flying northeast over the 

village on 6
th
 February (JW) and three in 

the quarry on 20
th
 March (MD/NP/JW), of 

which one bore a silver leg ring. 

Yellow wagtail 
Passage migrant; now scarce breeder 

September passage was light, concluding 

with a single on 26
th
 September (JH/JW).  

The first of 2005 was on the earliest ever 

date of 27
th
 March (MD), continuing the 

trend of early arrivals.  For the second 

consecutive year, spring passage was poor, 

peaking at just 12 birds on 15
th
 April and 

the last on 12
th
 May (JW). 

 

There were no breeding-season records, 

and early autumn passage was similarly 

light with just a handful of records during 

August, most groups in single figures. 
 

For the second successive year, there were 

no birds of the ‘blue headed’ race. 

Grey wagtail 
Localised resident, usually along river 

Once rare at Paxton Pits, grey wagtails 

were seen regularly around the nature 

reserve, and occasionally heard over the 

village, throughout the winter.  Less 

obvious during the spring, there were 

several sightings around the mill bridge 

and lock (MBran), where grey wagtails 

have nested in previous years.  Although  

not confirmed here, a juvenile on the Haul 

Road on 2
nd
 July (TGG) must surely have 

fledged locally. 

 

 

 

Pied wagtail 
Abundant resident 

Seen daily in the village and around the 

Pits, the only notable count we received 

from autumn 2004 was 25 juveniles on the 

A1 fields in late September (TGG). 
 

Spring passage peaked at 80 on 20
th
 March 

(JLFP), after which only the resident birds 

remained.  The PBBS estimated six pairs, 

with juveniles from first broods in late 

May and second broods in mid July.  The 

breeding population has remained stable in 

the last few years. 
 

Birds of the nominate race (‘white’ 

wagtail) were seen on 8 dates, though with 

three distinct periods of passage, in mid 

March, mid April and early May.  The 

peak count was 10 birds on 10
th
 April 

(MD/JH/JW). 

Waxwing 
Rare winter visitor 

With a massive invasion of these 

decorative birds from Russia and 

Scandinavia, we hoped for a few at Paxton 

Pits.  Compared to surrounding counties, 

however, Cambridgeshire missed out this 

time, with relatively few reported. 
 

One on 27
th
 October, in the grounds of 

PPC on the edge of the village, came amid 

the initial arrival (JT).  There were, 

however, none during the main winter 

months, then a single fly-over on 18
th
 

February (IL) and a group of 12 along the 

edge of Cloudy Pit reported on 6
th
 March 

as waxwings began their northeastern 

journey home. 

Wren 
Abundant resident 

Reclaiming its place as Paxton’s most 

abundant songbird, the PBBS recorded 85 

territories.  Now at its highest density 

around the Pits since our surveys began, 

and with a large population in the village 

too, wrens have perhaps benefited from 

recent mild winters. 
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Dunnock 
Abundant resident 

Usually solitary or in pairs, a group of 20 

in scrub around Heronry South in October 

(CS) was an unusual sight.  Otherwise, we 

received no specific records of dunnocks 

from the village or the Pits, so rely on the 

PBBS estimate of 35 pairs around the Pits 

to measure a slight increase. 

Robin 
Abundant resident 

Common in gardens and at the Pits, the 

PBBS found 51 pairs, their population and 

distribution almost identical to 2004.  In 

fact, of all the species monitored by the 

PBBS, the robin is the most stable. 

Nightingale 
Common summer visitor 

Volunteers booked to lead guided walks in 

mid April worry whether the nightingales 

– the birds that everyone wants to hear, 

and perhaps see – will arrive.  They were 

worried more than usual this spring, with 

passage proving slow after the first on 9
th
 

April (NP).  It was late April before 

numbers hit double figures and cold, wet 

weather through much of May made 

counting difficult. 
 

The final estimate, of 26 territories, was 

three down on last year’s record, but still 

the fourth highest ever.  Their distribution 

changes annually, with once again none 

around the southern lakes but several 

around the northern pits, where scrub is 

developing well.  There were even two 

singing males in the hedge forming the 

northern boundary of our recording area. 
 

Singing continued well into June, even 

into early July, suggesting that some males 

may have failed to attract a mate, and we 

received only one record of a juvenile, 

though so secretive are these birds, that is 

not unusual.  A nightingale reported on 

30
th
 July was the last of the year. 

 

Data from an MSc project on the 

availability of food to nightingales at 

Paxton Pits is being analysed, and will be 

summarised in next year’s Report. 

Redstart 
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant 

 
Paxton Pits has averaged three a year this 

decade, compared to less than two each 

year in the 1990s.  All three came to us as 

second-hand reports, with no observer’s 

details: a male on 17
th
 April, one on 7

th
 

May and a female on 22
nd
 July.  A plea to 

visitors – if you report interesting birds in 

the Visitors’ Centre sightings book, please 

write your full name too! 

Whinchat 
Scarce, but annual, passage migrant 

Following two exceptional autumns for 

whinchats at Paxton, 2004 was a return to 

form: just two, on 25
th
 September (JLFP). 

 

There were three spring records, all in the 

same week: a male on 28
th
 April (GBa) 

and two females on 1
st
 May (SM).  The 

only autumn records before the end of 

August were on 21
st
 (MD/JLFP/JW) and 

31
st
 (JLFP). 

Stonechat 
Scarce autumn passage migrant and 
occasional winter visitor 

Fewer than in the previous two autumns, 

but stonechats resumed their status as 

winter visitor for the first time in more 

than a decade.  Some of the four birds seen 

during September may have been passage 

migrants, but from late October to 15
th
 

March, a pair was regular around 

Diddington Pit, and a female or first-

winter bird foraged around the A1 Pits. 
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Wheatear 
Declining passage migrant 

If we thought the three birds in autumn 

2003 was poor, southbound passage in 

2004 was worse: one in August and one on 

3
rd
 October (JW). 

 

Spring 2005 saw wheatears on 18 dates, 

part of a strong spring passage across the 

county.  The first was on the early date of 

20
th
 March (MD/NP/JW), followed by 

four more before the month’s end.  Waves 

in the second and fourth weeks built to a 

peak of 10 birds on 28
th
 April (JW), the 

best count for more than a decade. 
 

Eight birds in May were mostly of the 

larger Greenland race, the last three on 

17
th
 May (JH/IL) concluding a good 

migration. 
 

August 2005 was also better than in recent 

years, with three on 13
th
 and 18

th
 August 

(MD/JW) and one on 28
th
 (MD). 

Blackbird 
Abundant resident, with winter influx 

When gardeners talk of ‘my blackbird’, 

few realise that thousands more arrive 

from Scandinavia every autumn.  An 

influx was noted in mid November, with 

40 birds around the Pits, after which they 

presumably disperse across the country. 
 

New year newspapers often feature early-

nesting blackbirds, nearly all in town 

centres or gardens.  Rural nesting is later, 

but mild weather gives them a head start in 

March: a female carried food on 2
nd
 April 

(TGG).  The only measure of numbers 

comes from the PBBS: 54 territories is the 

highest since 1999, but such are the 

fluctuations between years that the overall 

trend is stable. 

Fieldfare 
Abundant winter visitor 

The first reported fieldfares, on 4
th
 

October, were earlier than average, though 

it was mid November before larger flocks 

arrived.  Few were seen in the middle of 

winter, once the local berry supply had 

been stripped, but sightings increased 

again in March, peaking at 140 on 27
th
 

March (MD), the final report of the winter. 

Song thrush 
Increasing resident 

We received only a handful of song thrush 

records during the year, most involving 

breeding in the village and the Pits.  The 

PBBS estimate, of 22 pairs, is the highest 

since recording began in 1998, of which 

the majority were in the nature reserve.  

Dependent on access to the soil and snails, 

indifferent summer weather in 2004 

probably aided nesting success, although 

the dry winter and summer of 2005 will 

not have done them any favours. 

Redwing 
Abundant winter visitor 

Less abundant or frequent than fieldfares, 

a small number stayed around the Pits 

through the winter following a moderate 

migration in late October/early November.  

The peak counts during each passage 

numbered only 30 birds, but for the second 

successive year, redwing was recorded 

later than ever (18
th
 April, TGG). 

Mistle thrush 
Localised resident 

More evident than usual on the reserve 

throughout the winter, a count of 10 on 

20
th
 March may indicate return migration. 

 

Two nests were confirmed: an early one in 

March next to Hayling Pit (outcome 

unknown), and a pair well-watched from 

the Haul Road that fledged two young in 

late April.  A family party seen in late July 

may have come from one of these nests. 

Cetti’s warbler* 
Scarce visitor 

A singing male found during the Paxton 

Breeding Bird Survey in May (DMi/NP) 

remained to mid June at least.  Occupying 

scrub at the northeastern most tip of A1 

North, which is rarely visited by 

birdwatchers, one has to wonder whether 

it had been there for months.  The re-

occupation of Cambridgeshire has been 

predicted for some time, and this record 

coincides with several others in the 

county: breeding was confirmed at two 

sites in the Fens this year.  Back on A1 

North, the half-hearted and sporadic nature 
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of its song during May led to speculation 

that perhaps it wasn’t alone… 
 

This constitutes only the fifth record at 

Paxton, the first since 1997. 
*County rarity requiring submission to 

Cambridgeshire Bird Club Records Committee  

Grasshopper warbler 
Declining passage migrant; former 
breeder 

As the fishing-reel song of the ‘gropper’ is 

reported in decline across the country, 

have we a renaissance at Paxton?  After 

several years with no territories 

established, last year’s two became three 

in 2005, with 2-3 in scrub along the 

northern pits in late April and May, and 

individuals in mid June and early July 

along the river.  All in suitable habitat, 

breeding cannot be ruled out. 

Sedge warbler 
Abundant summer visitor 

The last of 2004, on 16
th
 September (JW), 

was the latest autumn record since 1993. 

 
Although not as early as last year’s record 

earliest, one singing on 3
rd
 April (JH) 

continues the trend of early arrivals noted 

since 2000.  However, migration was slow 

and by mid month there were only a 

handful around the Pits, and many regulars 

commented on the paucity of sedge 

warblers in both reed and scrub habitat. 
 

The PBBS tally of 55 singing males is 

almost the lowest since our records began, 

and well below last year’s 86.  However, 

the figures show that this bird, more than 

almost any other, alternates between good 

years and bad, so let’s hope that 2006 sees 

their fortunes rise once more. 

Reed warbler 
Abundant summer visitor 

The last of 2004, on 5
th
 September (MD), 

was a return to the norm after very late 

records in the previous two years.  The 

first of 2005 was singing in Washout Pit, 

the part of the site that so often holds the 

first migrant reed warbler, on 16
th
 April 

(TGG/SM). 
 

The 59 singing males recorded by the 

PBBS made the reed more abundant than 

the sedge warbler for the first time since 

the Survey began in 1998.  Down on last 

year’s record high, the majority were 

again in reeds that fringe the A1 Pits. 

Lesser whitethroat 
Localised summer visitor 

The last of 2004 was seen on the relatively 

early date of 5
th
 September (JH), while the 

four ‘rattling’ on 24
th
 April signalled their 

arrival in 2005 (MD/JH/NP/JW). 
 

Many visitors commented how obvious 

lesser whitethroats were around the nature 

reserve this year, a perception supported 

by the PBBS, which found 10 territorial 

males, the highest since the survey began.  

Singing continued well into July, with 

many also reported in August that 

presumably included southbound birds 

from elsewhere. 

Whitethroat 
Abundant summer visitor 

 
Last year we reported that the last 

whitethroat of 2003, on 16
th
 September, 

was the latest ever Paxton record.  Well 

forget that, because the last of 2004, a 

female or first-winter bird alongside 

Weedy Pit on 30
th
 October (JW), will take 
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some beating.  And perhaps never will be.  

It is one of the latest dates ever recorded 

for whitethroat in Cambridgeshire, though 

a handful have overwintered. 
 

16
th
 April saw the first whitethroat of 2005 

(JW), after which birds piled in quickly, 

the males occupying territories with their 

scratchy song from the top of scrubby 

bushes.  The 41 singing males recorded by 

the PBBS is the highest since the start of 

the survey. 

Garden warbler 
Abundant summer visitor 

No garden warblers were reported after 5
th
 

September 2004 (MD) or before 10
th
 April 

2005 (GAR).  Good numbers arrived by 

late April and some clearly got down to 

breeding quickly with young being fed by 

early May.  The PBBS suggests that our 

population is stable, with 56 pairs in 2005. 

Blackcap 
Abundant summer visitor 

It remains difficult to differentiate 

between departing migrants and winter 

arrivals from the continent.  One on 4
th
 

October (JLFP) is presumed to be a 

southbound bird, while a female on 31st 

October was probably the first wintering 

bird.  At least two males and a female 

were present during November and 

December, but were not reported after 

Christmas, so perhaps headed for gardens 

once the natural food was exhausted. 
 

Blackcaps were again recorded from 23
rd
 

March (MD), though there was no obvious 

‘influx’ to spring migration. At 53 pairs, 

the breeding population is stable, though 

the proportion of these breeding within the 

nature reserve has fallen. 

Wood warbler 
Scarce spring passage migrant 

One of a suite of three classic breeding 

species of western oakwoods, numbers of 

this melodic warbler have fallen in Britain 

during the last decade, and it has almost 

been lost as a breeding species in the east.  

One singing in a small copse adjacent to 

Pumphouse Pit on 26
th
 April (JW) bore a 

silver ring, and was only the fourth Paxton 

record in the last decade. 

 

Chiffchaff 
Abundant summer visitor 

As with blackcap, the presence of birds 

through the winter usually makes it 

difficult to determine the end of migration 

– and in 2004 it was impossible.  We 

received records in every month of the 

year.  We believe that at least four birds 

overwintered at the Pits, and at least one in 

Little Paxton village, but suspect that this 

is an underestimate.  Sightings on two 

dates in late October may have involved 

birds of the Siberian race tristis, though 

this was not confirmed. 
 

The first potential spring migrant was 

singing on 12
th
 March, with numbers 

hitting double figures within the week.  As 

early as 2
nd
 April, one was carrying 

material into a nest site (SM).  The 36 

pairs recorded by the PBBS is a fall 

following several years of increase. 

Willow warbler 
Abundant summer visitor 

The last of 2004 on 5
th
 September (JH) 

and the first on 24
th
 March (TGG) were 

both typical last and first dates.  The 

PBBS recorded 62 pairs, a significant 

increase on previous years and in marked 

contrast to the closely-related, but shorter-

distant migrant, the chiffchaff. 

Goldcrest 
Winter visitor and localised breeder 

An influx, perhaps from continental 

Europe, was evident in the latter half of 

October, with over 30 on 19
th
 (SM).  Some 

stayed for the winter but there were few 

records from the Pits after mid March.  

There was no evidence of breeding this 

year, with the only summer records being 

two on 2
nd
 May (TGG), one reported on 

30
th
 July and one on 29

th
 August (MSh). 

 

By contrast, one bathing regularly in a St 

James’ Road garden may be just the tip of 

an iceberg of records from the village, 

although breeding was not confirmed. 
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Firecrest 
Scarce winter visitor 

Continuing this colourful species’ annual 

appearance in the Report, we received 

records from four areas around the Pits 

between 5
th
 December and 20

th
 March, 

which most probably involved two birds.  

A sighting in the village on 15
th
 January 

(NP) may have involved a third individual. 

Spotted flycatcher 
Scarce on passage; former breeder 

Several spotted flycatchers were seen into 

September, following a flurry of sightings 

around the Pits earlier in the autumn.  The 

last record was on 26
th
 September 

(JH/JW), the latest date for a decade. 
 

We received just a single spring record 

from the Pits complex, on 22
nd
 May, but it 

was a better year in the village where 

sightings in the churchyard and around 

Hayling Walk suggested two pairs, one of 

which was confirmed by two adults with 

two young in Bydand Lane on 19
th
 July 

(RM).  One was also seen at Paxton Hall 

and hints at a possible third pair. 
 

Unlike the previous two years, reports 

from the Pits were also sparse during 

August: just a single on 15
th
 August (SL). 

Long-tailed tit 
Abundant resident 

Surely more abundant than ever around 

the village and the Pits, the only record we 

received outside the breeding season was 

60 in several flocks on 20
th
 November 

(PLa).  Pairs are frequently seen building 

nests before the leaves are out and family 

parties were reported from mid May.  

Within the Pits during the breeding 

season, this is a bird found almost 

exclusively within the nature reserve.  The 

PBBS recorded 18 pairs, the highest yet. 

Marsh tit 
Localised resident 

The increase in records reported last year 

has continued, with much more frequent 

sightings in winter 2004/05 than the 

previous one.  The feeding stations at both 

the Visitors’ Centre and the Hayden Hide 

hosted marsh tits, with at least four birds 

present. 
 

Reports during spring and summer were 

more sporadic, however.  A singing male 

on the Haul Road in mid April was 

followed by several more sightings in 

June, while 1-2 marsh tits fed from the 

Visitors’ Centre feeder in May and again 

from late July.  So, at a minimum the Pits 

held one pair, though it is not known 

whether they bred. 

Coal tit 
Localised resident 

 
Never common, there were three sightings 

scattered around the Pits during the winter, 

including on the Visitors’ Centre feeder 

for the first time.  We received more 

records from the village than usual, most 

during the spring and summer.  Two adults 

feeding young in a St James’ Road garden 

on 5
th
 June (VG) is only the second 

confirmed breeding record, the last being 

in 2001. 

Blue tit 
Abundant resident 

One of our most familiar garden birds, but 

overlooked by anyone who counts birds!  

The PBBS estimate of 55 breeding pairs in 

summer 2005 indicates a stable population 

around the Pits and we can only presume 

no change in the large village population. 

Great tit 
Abundant resident 

As for blue tit, but with a smaller 

population.  PBBS volunteers counted 37 

pairs around the Pits; a stable breeding 

population. 
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Nuthatch 
Scarce visitor 

Only the seventh record of this woodland 

bird that seems to be common everywhere 

but Paxton Pits.  But this one didn’t just 

call and depart like the previous six – it 

actually stayed so others could see it!  

Found close to the Haul Road during the 

PBBS on 12
th
 June (AP), it remained to at 

least the 19
th
 (MD) though was very 

elusive.  Is it just a matter of time before a 

nuthatch takes up residence? 

Treecreeper 
Localised resident 

Almost silent during the winter, few were 

reported prior to March, but we then 

received a veritable flood of records.  The 

PBBS found three pairs, a stable situation, 

though with three family parties seen in 

June and July perhaps there were more. 

Jay 
Localised resident 

More numerous than the previous year, an 

increase in sightings during October and 

November may relate to continental 

migrants.  The PBBS estimated four 

breeding pairs, seemingly confirmed by ad 

hoc summer records around Island Pit, 

Heronry South and Pumphouse Pit. 

Magpie 
Abundant resident 

The arable conservation fields within the 

nature reserve must be full of juicy soil 

invertebrates because 15-20 magpies were 

seen there regularly during the late winter.  

Besides this, the only indication of 

numbers comes from the PBBS which 

recorded 17 breeding pairs, a further 

increase after several years of stability.  

Several family parties were reported 

around the Pits in June and July. 

Jackdaw 
Resident, more numerous in winter 

A regular component of the large corvid 

roost on Heronry South during the winter, 

hundreds, perhaps a thousand, birds were 

present at its peak in October.  An 

interesting development was the presence 

 
of a roost of at least 200 birds around 

Cloudy Pit during the summer. 
 

The PBBS recorded five pairs in the 

summer, with confirmed breeding in the 

Sailing Lake rookery, around Cloudy and 

Hayling Pits.  In the village, jackdaws 

nested in and around Paxton Hall, though 

three juveniles in a Gordon Road garden 

in early July (MBran) perhaps originated 

from the Hayling Pit nest. 

Rook 
Abundant resident 

Once again, rooks were the dominant 

species in the evening corvid roost that 

gathers in Heronry South through the 

winter.  The decline in the size of this 

roost continues, however, with a peak 

count of 3000 birds in November 2004, of 

which around two-thirds were rooks. 
 

Nest building got underway in late 

February, with two rookeries within the 

complex for the third successive year, 

holding 118 nests in total, marginally 

more than last year.  The long-standing 

Sailing Lake rookery held 87 nests, 10 

down on 2004, while the newer Boughton 

Lodge copse rookery held 31 nests, more 

than double last year’s total. 
 

Although sometimes perched on village 

rooftops, rooks are often diffident about 

coming into smaller gardens, so one 

feeding on chicken remains in a St James’ 

Road garden in April is noteworthy. 

 

 

 

 

 



Birds of Paxton Pits, 2004-05 
 

 35

Carrion crow 
Abundant resident 

Last year we noted that carrion crows 

were increasingly roosting in the willows 

around Cloudy Pit.  They continued to do 

so this year, as well as smaller numbers 

among the rooks and jackdaws in the main 

Heronry South roosts, though no counts 

were received. 
 

Indeed, the only counts received were 

from the PBBS which found 12 nesting 

pairs, the fifth successive year of increase.  

Juveniles were seen in nests from mid 

May and several family groups were noted 

during the summer, in the village as well 

as the Pits.  Young black-headed gulls in 

the Pumphouse Pit colony provided a 

ready food source, and carrion crows were 

seen killing young there on several 

occasions (but since 600 fledged, this 

predation was incidental). 

Raven* 
Rare visitor 

Last year we wondered, following 

sightings in two successive years, whether 

ravens were set to be a regular entry in the 

Paxton Bird Report.  With sightings over 

the Pits on 15
th
 (MD), 18

th
 (MDo/IL) and 

24
th
 (TGG) May, presumably all involving 

the same individual, we can perhaps 

answer that!  Sighted regularly in north 

Bedfordshire in the last three years, 

breeding in or near Paxton would seem 

unlikely and the sight of this powerful 

crow flying over the lakes still belongs 

only to the fortunate few. 
*County rarity requiring submission to 

Cambridgeshire Bird Club Records Committee 

Starling 
Abundant resident 

As in the previous autumn, October 2004 

saw an evening flock around the village, 

settling in the Hayling Lake reedbed at a 

peak of 5000 birds on 22
nd
 (JS).  Once 

again, however, it was a passing phase not 

to be repeated during the winter, although 

a pre-roost of up to 2000 birds around the 

Meadow in June 2005 (TGG) was unusual 

for the time of year. 
 

Although the PBBS registered one 

breeding pair, other observations found a 

total of three pairs around the Pits, a 

decline on 2004.  Mowing and cutting of 

crops encouraged flocks of up to 200 

juvenile starlings to gather in more open 

areas of the Pits complex in late August. 
 

The village population remains strong 

with many small groups of young birds 

being fed in late summer. 

House sparrow 
Abundant in village; scarce around Pits 

House sparrow remains a common 

breeding bird in the village, though we 

have no idea of the size of the population.  

At the Pits, house sparrow records have 

become more frequent in recent years, 

nearly all adjacent to Little Paxton and 

Diddington, where they feed on weed 

seeds in late summer.  All five pairs 

recorded by the PBBS were around 

Hayling, Rudd and Sailing Lakes. 

Tree sparrow 
Scarce winter visitor 

26 tree sparrows on the Heron Trail on 31
st
 

October (CM/GAR) was a superb find, but 

hopes that they may stay for the winter 

were dashed when the morning mist 

cleared and the birds moved on.  This is 

the largest flock here since 1987.  Just 

outside the recording area, in Diddington, 

one was seen on 23
rd
 April (MLH), the 

first local spring record for several years. 

Chaffinch 
Abundant resident 

Just losing out to the wren as the 

commonest bird at the Pits, the 82 pairs 

recorded by the PBBS is the highest yet.  

A small finch flock fed regularly around 

the arable conservation area through the 

winter, dominated by chaffinches. 

Brambling 
Sporadic winter visitor 

An average year for this northern finch, 

with birds on four dates: single females on 

2
nd
 November (MD), 12

th
 December 

(CM/GAR) and 20
th
 March (TGG/PAEL) 

and five reported on 27
th
 March. 
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Greenfinch 
Abundant resident 

 
No winter flocks were reported this year, 

so the only greenfinch figures we have 

come from the PBBS, which reported 24 

breeding pairs, almost all on the nature 

reserve.  This is on par with the previous 

year, after several years of increase at the 

Pits. Greenfinches are frequent visitors to 

garden bird feeders, with many juveniles, 

presumably reared in garden hedges. 

Goldfinch 
Localised resident 

Flocks of up to 30 were seen around the 

Pits early in the autumn and a smaller 

group fed in the reserve’s arable fields in 

March, but otherwise goldfinches were 

scarce.  The PBBS found two pairs, after 

none in 2004, and a juvenile on the 

Visitors’ Centre feeder in late May 

perhaps fledged on the reserve.  A flock of 

20 on thistle heads west of Diddington Pit 

in July also included several young birds, 

but these presumably originated from 

farther afield. 

Siskin 
Localised winter visitor 

The previous winter was poor for this 

yellow-green finch, but winter 2004/05 

was worse.  Not a single record at the Pits 

or in the village.  This absence was 

reflected across much of England.  It was 

an excellent winter for pine cones 

shedding seed, and the British Trust for 

Ornithology has suggested that many 

siskins may have stayed in woods rather 

than dispersed into gardens. 

Linnet 
Localised breeder; common in winter 

The arable fields on the nature reserve 

proved a magnet for the red-listed linnet 

with several dozen birds throughout the 

winter.  The peak count of 100 was in 

November (JS), though some remained 

there into May. 
 

Six breeding pairs were recorded by the 

PBBS, a stable trend.  The A1 lakes held 

four pairs, despite there being no oil seed 

rape that tends to favour linnets.  The 

other pairs were in the quarry and close to 

the start of the Heron Trail. 

Lesser redpoll 
Localised winter visitor 

A poor year for lesser redpolls, with birds 

on just five dates between 17
th
 October 

and 8
th
 March.  All were singles except for 

a flock of six on the first date (JH/JW).  

The alder carr on the west bank of Sailing 

Lake, so favoured by redpolls and siskins, 

was this year very quiet. 

Bullfinch 
Common, but overlooked, resident 

 
Often overlooked, most bullfinch sightings 

are a white rump or two disappearing into 

thick cover.  We received a few reports of 

small groups through the winter, but the 

decline in breeding numbers in 2003 was 

perhaps reflected in the reduced level of 

reports.  The PBBS found nine pairs, a 

slight increase on last year’s low, but 

judging by the number heard in late 

August, they had a good breeding season. 
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Yellowhammer 
Localised resident 

The arable fields in the nature reserve are 

now proving their value, with a large flock 

of yellowhammers, the like of which has 

not been seen here for many years.  From 

mid November to February, a mixed flock 

of finches and buntings included dozens of 

yellowhammers – a wonderful sight.  The 

peak count was 65 birds on 22
nd
 January 

(PAEL/JW).  Encouragingly, one pair 

stayed into the summer, though breeding 

was not confirmed. 
 

 
 

Sadly, though, the total for the Pits 

complex as a whole continues to fall, with 

just three other pairs: two next to Island 

Pit (set aside) and one on A1 North 

(winter wheat/grassland).  This is the 

lowest number since records began. 

Reed bunting 
Abundant resident 

By contrast to the yellowhammer, no 

flocks of reed buntings were noted during 

the winter, although up to a dozen fed 

regularly at the Visitor Centre feeding 

station, giving great views to visitors.  But 

the breeding population remains strong, 

with a small increase to 42 breeding pairs 

in 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corn bunting 
Former breeder; scarce in winter 

Records on just three dates suggest that 

corn bunting may be slipping into local 

extinction: two in the fields west of Haul 

Road on 3
rd
 October were in an unusual 

location; 2 on 2
nd
 May and 1 on 22

nd
 June 

in former breeding habitat give us some 

small hope, but there was no evidence of 

breeding. 

 

 

Other species 
Records believed not to be of wild origin: 

Black swan 
This Australasian swan is common in 

wildfowl collections and many live a feral 

existence on park lakes.  One on 

Pumphouse Pit on 25
th
 November (JLFP) 

and one on Diddington Pit from 22
nd
-26

th
 

March (MD) were the only records this 

year. 

Bar-headed goose 
One on 9

th
 January (TGG) was the only 

record of the year of an east Asian bird 

that is widely held in collections. 

Wood duck 
Reported on six dates: a male in the early 

autumn and spring, and a female on 13
th
 

July. 

 

 

Record unconfirmed and awaiting 

submission/approval by Cambridgeshire 

Bird Club Records Committee: 

Roseate tern* 
Rare passage migrant 

One was reported on 23
rd
 May flying north 

from the Sailing Lake.  A detailed 

description has been requested from the 

observers, since this is a phenomenally 

rare species in the county (five records). 
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First and last summer migrants 
 

Check your own ‘firsts’ and ‘lasts’ against those that were reported to us.  If you have a later 

record for 2004 or an earlier one for 2005, please let us know! 
 

 Paxton 2005 Paxton earliest Cambs earliest 

Sand martin 16 March 2 Mar 1997 27 February 1994 

Chiffchaff* 18 March 2 Mar 2003 overwinters 

Little ringed plover 19 March 12 Mar 2000 4 Mar 2003 

Wheatear 20 March 11 Mar 1996 7 March 1977/1989 

Blackcap* 23 March 17 Mar 2004 overwinters 

Willow warbler 24 March 9 Mar 1997 9 Mar 1997 

Swallow 27 March 14 Mar 2001 7 Mar 1983 

Yellow wagtail 27 March 27 March 2005 20 Mar 1999 

Sedge warbler 3 April 25 March 2002 25 March 2002 

Cuckoo 3 April 3 Apr 2005 8 Mar 1989 

House martin 8 April 4 Mar 2001 4 Mar 2001 

Nightingale 9 April 4 Apr 1999/2002 4 Apr 1999/2002 

Garden warbler 10 April 4 Apr 1997 28 March 1999 

Common tern 11 April 3 Apr 1999 20 Mar 1997 

Whitethroat 16 April 3 Apr 2002 29 Mar 1998 

Reed warbler 16 April 7 Apr 2001 7 Apr 2001 

Turtle dove 17 April 12 Apr 1998 4 Apr 1982 

Hobby 22 April 17 Apr 2004 31 March 1985 

Lesser whitethroat 24 April 15 Apr 2001 31 March 1987 

Swift 24 April 19 Apr 1996 3 April 2002 
 

* 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 2004 Paxton latest Cambs latest 

Nightingale 4 August 25 Aug 2001 6 Sep 1996 

Cuckoo 22 August 31 Aug 2003 4 Nov 1957 

Reed warbler 5 September 28 Sep 2002/2003 12 Dec 1987 

Lesser whitethroat 5 September 20 Sep 2001 25 Nov 2003 

Little ringed plover 5 September 23 Sep 2002 29 Oct 1973 

Willow warbler 5 September 23 Sep 2001 24 Oct 2000 

Garden warbler 5 September 28 Sep 2002 21 Nov 2003 

Turtle dove 11 September 25 Sep 1980 16 Nov 1957 

Swift 14 September 15 Oct 1961 8 Nov 2001 

Sedge warbler 16 September 19 Sep 1993 10 Dec 2003 

Hobby 21 September 28 October 2002 2 Nov 1992/2001/02 

Sand martin 26 September 20 Oct 2000 17 Nov 1968 

Yellow wagtail 26 September 13 Oct 1999 5 Dec 1982 

Wheatear 3 October 18 October 2003 24 Nov 1957 

Blackcap 4 October 20 Oct 2001 overwinters 

House martin 4 October 20 October 2002 17 Dec 1977 

Swallow 19 October 27 Oct 1961 3 Dec 1953 

Chiffchaff 24 October overwinters overwinters 

Common tern 24 October 24 Oct 2004 6 Dec 1953 

Whitethroat 30 October 30 Oct 2004 22 Nov 2002 
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Occurrence of birds at Paxton Pits in 2004/05 
 

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. 

 

During this recording period, 164 species were recorded (compared to 172 in 2003/04), with 

five subspecies recorded: Icelandic black-tailed godwit, yellow-legged and Caspian gull, 

white wagtail and Greenland wheatear. 
 

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

Great Crested Grebe             

Little Grebe             

Black-necked Grebe     

Slavonian grebe 
Cormorant         

Bittern             

Little Egret             

Grey Heron             

Mute Swan             

Bewick's Swan         

Whooper Swan             

Pink-footed Goose             

Greylag Goose             

Canada Goose             

Barnacle Goose             

Shelduck         

Mandarin     

Wigeon             

Gadwall             

Teal         

Mallard             

Pintail             

Garganey             

Shoveler             

Red-crested Pochard             

Pochard             

Tufted duck             

Commons scoter     

Goldeneye             

Smew             

R-breasted Merganser             

Goosander             

Ruddy duck     

Red Kite 
Marsh Harrier             

Sparrowhawk         

Common Buzzard         

Osprey     

Kestrel             

Merlin             

Hobby         

Peregrine Falcon             

Red-legged Partridge             

Grey Partridge             

Pheasant             

Water Rail             

Moorhen             

Coot             

Oystercatcher             

Little Ringed Plover             
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Species Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug 

Ringed Plover             

Golden Plover             

Lapwing 
Grey Plover             

Knot     

Sanderling             

Little Stint         

Temminck’s stint     

Curlew sandpiper             

Dunlin             

Ruff         

Jack Snipe             

Snipe             

Woodcock             

Black-tailed Godwit             

Bar-tailed Godwit             

Whimbrel             

Curlew             

Spotted Redshank     

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     

Lssr Black-backed Gull             

Gt Black-backed Gull             

Kittiwake 
Arctic Tern             

Common Tern         

Little tern 
Black Tern             

Stock Dove             

Woodpigeon             

Collared Dove             

Turtle Dove             

Cuckoo             

Barn Owl             

Little Owl             

Tawny Owl             

Long-eared owl     

Short-eared owl     

Kingfisher         

Green Woodpecker             

Gt Spotted Woodpecker             

Ls Spotted Woodpecker             

Skylark             

Swift             

Sand Martin             

Swallow             

House Martin             

Meadow Pipit             

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

Grey Wagtail             

Pied Wagtail             

White Wagtail             

Wren             

Dunnock             

Robin             

Nightingale             

Redstart     

Whinchat     

Stonechat     

Wheatear     

Fieldfare     

Blackbird 
Song thrush 
Redwing 
Mistle Thrush     

Cetti’s warbler     

Grasshopper warbler     

Sedge Warbler     

Reed Warbler 
Lesser whitethroat     

 

Whitethroat             

Garden Warbler             

Blackcap             

Wood warbler     

Chiffchaff             

Willow Warbler         

Spotted 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             

Yellowhammer             

Reed Bunting             

Corn Bunting             
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Wildlife at Paxton Pits 2005 
 

Jim Stevenson* 

 

We don’t get nearly as many records for wildlife as we do for birds, so thanks to over 40 

observers for submitting records.  If you can add more detail, please send your records to me 

at the Visitor Centre or email paxpits@paxton-pits.org.uk.  We received over 300 records, a 

measure of the high level of input from the public.  In addition, specialists like John Green 

(mammals) Barry Dickerson and Faith Darlow (moths), Julian Hughes and Steve May 

(butterflies) and Ian Dawson (spiders and crickets) collected systematic records.  For the first 

time, we hosted six MSc students from the University of Reading.  We hope to feature their 

findings in next year’s Report.  The year was a good one for grasshoppers and crickets; great 

for mammals, but poor for butterflies and moths. 

 

Mammals 
MSc student Ruth Hanniford worked closely with John Green, running over 90 small 

mammal traps during the summer.  The results have to be analysed, but it seems that we have 

great densities of small mammals including pygmy, common and water shrews, wood mice, 

bank and field voles.  Harvest mice tend to be found in September, and seem to avoid the 

traps, but nests were found in the arable fields late in the summer. Last year they were also in 

the meadow reedbed.  Where do they go the rest of the time? 
 

Brown hares were seen on 16 dates, all at the north end of the complex, whereas muntjac 

deer, rabbits and foxes are widespread.  There was a report of a fallow deer on the Haul 

Road (5
th
 June).  There are at least three badger setts in the complex, but the animals are 

rarely seen, so one foraging early on a May afternoon was a surprise (JLFP).  Similarly, we 

can find fresh otter droppings at almost any time, but most of the dozen sightings of the 

animals themselves were during the winter on Heronry North.  Two were seen together on 

24
th
 October, 24

th
 December and 17

th
 April.  Mink used to be seen regularly, but this year 

only three were reported, one with a distinctive white tip to its tail on Heronry South.  Ruth 

caught a weasel in a Longworth trap and there were five ad hoc records around the reserve, 

but no stoat records. 
 

Bats are not plentiful at Paxton, but we have a good range of species including common and 

soprano pipistrelles and brown long-eared bat.  A noctule bat over Farm Pit was on the 

late date of 30
th
 October (JW).  I’m sure we should be seeing Daubenton’s bats as well. 

 

Reptiles and Amphibians 
Grass snakes were seen all over the site, mostly swimming.  A few frogs were found at the 

Cloudy Pit pond-dipping platform.  Common newts were in several places, even in fishy 

lakes like Cloudy Pit, but the specially-protected great crested newts are confined to smaller 

ponds like the one in the wildlife garden.  

 

Butterflies and Moths 
A butterfly transect (a mile and a half route through the nature reserve, walked once a week) 

was undertaken this summer for the first time.  As well as feeding valuable information into a 

national survey organised by Butterfly Conservation, over the next few years it will provide 

us with an idea of trends in butterfly numbers between years. 
 

Although the numbers will be crunched over the winter, the consensus is that 2005 has been 

pretty poor for lepidoptera.  A handful of butterflies were spotted on sunny days over the 

winter, including peacock on 6
th
 December (SM) and brimstones on 3

rd
 November (JS) and 

23
rd
 December.  The first brimstones of spring flew from 17

th
 March, with small 

tortoiseshell, comma and small white all showing before the end of the month. 
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Our colony of marbled white butterflies is still hanging on, but with only five seen at once 

(between 23
rd
 June and 11

th
 July), is this recent colonist set to disappear?  Holly blues and 

brimstones did quite well and we saw many brown argus, but few small coppers or 

common blues.  Speckled woods did well and the common whites (green veined, large and 

small) are holding their own, especially in Peter’s Field where we have a lot of kale.  Other 

common species reported included orange-tip, gatekeeper, meadow brown, red admiral 

and ringlet.  In April we had a report of a wood white at the Sailing Lake.  This record is 

considered to be unlikely, but not impossible.  Encouragingly, the first wall brown was seen 

in over a decade: not at the Pits, but in a conservatory in Little Paxton on 7
th
 September. 

 

Despite good weather in August, migrant butterflies were scarce: just five painted ladies, one 

clouded yellow and two hummingbird hawkmoths, both of the latter in a garden adjacent to 

Rudd Pit (the first on the early date of 25
th
 June).  

 

The moths attracted to light traps is too long to report here though poor weather meant most 

sessions were disappointing.  A phoenix on 24
th
 June (FD) and least carpet moth on 13

th
 

July (FD/SM) were the only additions to the Paxton moth list, which now stands at 530 

species.  However, we have seen a few handsome caterpillars, including elephant hawk and 

cinnabar moths.  Silver Ys are migrant day-flying moths, but we had few sightings this year. 

 

Dragonflies and Damselflies 
In contrast to butterflies, this seems to have been quite a good year for odonata.  The list 

includes brown, southern and migrant hawkers, emperor, common and ruddy darters.  A 

red-veined darter on June 23
rd
 on the edge of the quarry (JLFP) was the first of this vagrant 

at Paxton.  As usual, hairy dragonflies were confined to Cloudy Pit and the nearby ‘beach’. 

 

Beetles 
The highly invasive harlequin ladybird has (thankfully) not reached us yet.  The MSc students 

found at least two noteworthy (rare) beetle species in the arable. 

 

Bugs, Grasshoppers and Crickets 
Our meadow was teaming with froghoppers, grasshoppers and crickets this year.  Long-

winged coneheads found last year were still present around Rudd Lake.  Ian Dawson also 

heard a short-winged conehead singing strongly from the waterside vegetation - new to the 

Pits.  He managed to track down a female to confirm the record visually.  Until about 1970, 

the long-winged conehead was restricted to the south coast from Dorset to Sussex but has 

since spread dramatically north and is now widespread in rough grassland, especially roadside 

verges in Huntingdonshire, whereas short-winged conehead is associated with wet meadows 

and fens.  Also several Roesel's bush-crickets were heard and both sexes seen in same area, 

dark and speckled bush-crickets were both abundant, plus lesser marsh grasshopper. 

 

Molluscs 
Two of our MSc students looked at freshwater invertebrates. They found exceptionally high 

numbers of freshwater mussels in the Washout Pit and Heronry North, including the invasive 

zebra mussel. These are eaten by wildfowl, especially tufted ducks. 

 

Plants 
Jocelyn Gale and Anne Doody have increased our plant list dramatically.  Prominent native 

species that seem to have increased are ragged robin (Sailing Lake), bee orchids (thousands 

of spikes), scabious and yellow-wort, while our list of invasive aliens keeps increasing.  

Attempts to remove Japanese knotweed, Himalayan balsam, New Zealand swamp 

stonecrop and crown vetch have so far failed. 
 

 

* Jim Stevenson is Senior Ranger with Huntingdonshire District Council Countryside Services 
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Whatever next? 
 

Trevor Gunton 
 

Huntingdonshire presented a huge contrast to suburban Yorkshire when we moved from one 

to the other in 1968.  The developing village of Little Paxton, Gordon Road only half 

complete, was surrounded by agricultural land, then holding good numbers of skylarks, 

yellowhammers, lapwings and both species of partridge.  Brown hares were regularly seen 

right up to the edge of the village.  Little owls bred regularly and we regularly recorded 

winter roosts of corn buntings and tree sparrows.  In the village, tawny owls bred, swifts in St 

James’ Church and spotted flycatchers in the churchyard and village gardens. 
 

For new residents, this may seem like never-never land, with swallows and house martins 

everywhere, swooping low over the playing fields, where the sound of bat on willow could be 

heard most weekends.  A flick through the pages of this Report shows how things have 

changed.  So, is this all lost forever?  Thanks to visionary thinking, clearly not.  Read Kirsty 

Abell’s excellent article on the following page and you will understand the impressive 

progress that has been made in bringing back some of this previously lost habitat. 
 

What of the Pits themselves?  From the small beginnings in the 1930s, the diggings had 

reached the top of Heronry North by the time we arrived from Yorkshire.*  I do not think that 

anyone could have foreseen just how important our Pits would prove to be, for bird 

conservation and for the local economy.  How future extraction at the Pits will go is not yet 

known, but as the existing permissions come to an end, it is interesting to gaze into a crystal 

ball and try to predict which species might become regular breeders within the Pits complex. 
 

The changing status of local breeding birds is quite remarkable: since 1968, we have gained 

nightingale, cormorant, redshank, gadwall, black-headed gull and common terns as regulars, 

with a supporting cast of occasionals, such as shelduck, teal, mandarin, shoveler and 

oystercatcher.  In 2005, as you will read elsewhere in this Report, we gained two new 

breeders – in herring and lesser black-backed gull – and a probable breeder in red-crested 

pochard.  So, what’s next? 
 

Will we regain our lost yellow wagtails, snipe, tree sparrows, corn buntings and grey 

partridges?  Could barn owls and little owls return to breed again?  Here is my own personal 

forecast of potential new breeders, or occasionals that might become regular in the next 20 

years.  Would it be that I will live to see some of this list turn into reality? 

 

Trevor’s Top Ten 

 

1. Little egret – now summering at Paxton, and breeding on the Ouse Washes.  Breeding 

might occur at any year.  The heronry is the obvious location, but perhaps we should be 

looking at Island Pit as trees develop there, it’s where little egrets are hanging out. 

 

Years of regular breeding species new to the Pits since 1968 

Cormorant 

Grey heron                 

Gadwall 

Lapwing 

Redshank 

Black-headed gull                       

Common tern                                

Nightingale                           

1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 
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2. Buzzard – already breeding elsewhere in the valley and now recorded over the Pits 

throughout the year.  We don’t have a great deal of woodland at the Pits, but it might take 

only one quiet copse. 

3. Gadwall – still a casual breeder, but now found around the Pits well into spring and 

summer.  What do they require to breed more regularly?  If they can find it, surely a more 

frequent entry on the list. 

4. Shoveler – regularly seen displaying, but it doesn’t have a great track record as a 

successful breeder at Paxton.  Could 2005 be the dawn of a new trend? 

5. Red-crested pochard – we don’t know for certain that they bred at Paxton this summer, 

but occurrence is increasing and springtime display is seen regularly.  Although not 

breeding elsewhere in the county, could Paxton host regular nesting? 

6. Avocet – an outside bet, but why not?  They are rapidly expanding their UK range, breed 

elsewhere in Cambridgeshire and seem no longer to require saline lagoons, being happy 

to breed on freshwater sites.  An expanded nature reserve, with more suitable islands for 

wading birds, and who knows? 

7. Cetti’s warbler – it has raised false hopes before, but continued mild winters may be just 

what this resident warbler needs.  We have plenty of suitable waterside scrub habitat, and 

the presence of one this summer renews speculation. 

8. Marsh harrier – if we get a vast new reedbed, where now intensive cropping abounds 

north of Sailing Lake, this must be a prime candidate, especially as numbers are rapidly 

expanding across eastern England. 

9. Bearded tit – an ‘invasion’ species that regularly seeks out new sheltered reedbeds.  

Breeding at Wicken Fen, mild winters and more habitat at Paxton could bring them here. 

10. Red kite – already breeding elsewhere in the county, and could breed in woodlands close 

to the reserve.  It’s a garden bird in the Chilterns, so why not here? 

 

Are these the ramblings of an elderly birdwatcher?  Well, yes, but remember that no-one 

could have predicted that Paxton Pits would become nationally known for its nightingales and 

cormorants.  Clearly, there will be other surprises – bee-eaters in a Durham sand quarry show 

that anything could turn up.  Personally, I would be happy if we could just get back some of 

our lost breeding birds.  After all, it’s the yellowhammer, skylark, lesser spotted woodpecker 

and lapwing which people hope to see in habitats like Paxton Pits. 
 

As Kirsty says, we have already started the process.  And it’s working, thanks to the efforts of 

Huntingdonshire District Council and scores of volunteers.  Birdwatching at Paxton changed 

my life, and volunteering here gives something back.  What will you do to make these dreams 

come true? 

 
*For a full review of the development of Paxton Pits and its birds, see ‘25 years of birdwatching in 

Little Paxton’ by Trevor Gunton, published in the Birds of Paxton Pits 2001/02. 
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Old fashioned farming for wildlife 
 

Kirsty Abell* 

 

In October 2001, a major purchase by Huntingdonshire District Council supported by The 

Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve, extended the Nature Reserve to 75 hectares.  The land 

is now being managed to benefit wildlife as part of a Countryside Stewardship Scheme 

funded by Defra (the government Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs). 

 
The Countryside Stewardship Scheme is bringing exciting new wildlife potential to an area of 

land right in the middle of the nature reserve.  Records of harvest mice, yellowhammers and 

barn owls already indicate the success of the scheme.  The two main areas of the reserve 

covered under the scheme are the Arable Fields, incorporating Peter’s Field in tribute to the 

Rev Peter Lewis, and Great Meadow. 

 

Arable Fields  

We are farming seven hectares of arable for the benefit of wildlife.  Cereal crops are being 

grown in a rotation system on five fields and as much of the work as possible uses traditional 

methods with shire horses and vintage tractors.  Each Spring, two fields are planted with 

barley and in the Autumn another field is planted with wheat.  After the barley has been 

harvested, the stubble that remains is then left over the winter.  Sheaves of corn are put into 

stacks at the edges of the fields for birds such as yellowhammers, corn buntings and finches to 

feed on.  We are hoping that over the next few years more of these birds will be seen on our 

arable fields.  Last winter the number of yellowhammers increased considerably, harvest mice 

were found in the barley stacks and a barn owl was seen hunting over the area on several 

days.  A kestrel is also seen regularly. 

 

At the top ends of two of the arable fields we have sown a mix of seeds that help wild birds.  

The area at the top of Peter’s Field is now full of oil-rich seeds, such as quinoa and kale, 

which we hope will attract flocks of linnets, chaffinches, greenfinches and sparrows over the 

winter.  A grey partridge was seen in one of the wild bird mix areas this year.  Beetle banks - 

tussocky grass strips running across the fields - provide lots of cracks and crevices for insects 

and are corridors for animals crossing the fields.  Grass margins are ideal for voles and 

harvest mice.  By avoiding intensive management on the arable fields, rare arable weeds are 

also being encouraged. 

 

Great Meadow 

Six hectares of wet meadowland are being created on Great Meadow alongside the River 

Great Ouse.  To make the meadow wetter, one main ditch and several finger ditches leading 

from it have been dug and sluices installed.  Although Great Meadow generally floods each 

year, we are hoping to keep the grassland wetter for longer by retaining some of the water 

there (though the driest winter for 30 years means that it did not flood this year). 

 

Once the soil from the ditches has been removed from the meadow, a rotary digger will be 

used to make much shallower ditches that will run parallel to the river.  We will re-profile 

some of the larger ditches to improve their wildlife value and create pools in low-lying areas.  

By creating an undulating surface with ditches on Great Meadow there will be a variety of 

conditions for a diverse range of plants and animals.  We want to encourage waders to the 

meadow and perhaps one day we will have water voles using the ditches.  

 

Your sightings for the arable fields and Great Meadow help us to make decisions about the 

right management for these areas, so please send in your wildlife records. 
 

 

* Kirsty Abell is a Ranger with Huntingdonshire District Council Countryside Services 



Birds of Paxton Pits, 2004-05 
 

 47

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

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 2004 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 2005 report should be available in early spring 2006. 

 

 

 

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 

Arthur & Min Stephens, 16 Water End, Cople, Bedford MK44 3TX. 

Or visit www.paxton-pits.org.uk/snbw 
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Please send all records of birds recorded between September 2005 and August 2006 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 


