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Location Map
Covers Little Paxton, Nature Reserve, Recreational Lakes and Northern Pits
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About 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 wildfowl in
winter. The scrub surrounding the lakes, a rare habitat locally, is valuable for breeding songbirds. The
Reserve is a designated Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) for its invertebrate and wildfowl
assemblages. 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 eastern side of Little Paxton Village. The
northern pits are part of a working quarry managed by Aggregate Industries and there is currently no
public access to this land.
Paxton Pits Nature Reserve has a Visitor Centre for information, refreshments and a friendly welcome.
There are 6 miles of nature trails leading to a much larger network of footpaths and the Ouse Valley Way.
Our Meadow and Heron Trails have all ability access surfaces. There is a rich mosaic of wildlife habitats
including lakes, riverside meadows, reed beds, scrub and woodland. We support over 100 species of
birds each year and remain a top site for nightingales, albeit they have moved to the north scrub where
they sing from mid-April to mid-June. Our traditionally managed flower-rich meadows include Yellow
Rattle, Common Spotted and Bee orchids.
The management of the Nature Reserve is supported by the Friends of Paxton Pits (FPPNR).
The Friends are a membership-based charity and your support would be much appreciated.
Please pick up a membership form at the Visitor Centre or email us at
friendsofpaxtonpits@hotmail.com
If you would like to help on the Reserve please contact us.
To help in the Visitor Centre or with practical work on Tuesday and Wednesday
please contact the Rangers 01480 406795 or
Paxton.Pits@huntingdonshire.gov.uk.
To help with events, practical conservation work on Thursday and Sunday or wildlife surveys
please contact
friendsofpaxtonpits@hotmail.com
If you have a skill that you think would help the Reserve please contact
friendsofpaxtonpits@hotmail.com
For more information on the Friends and Paxton Pits Nature Reserve visit
our website

www.paxton-pits.org.uk
or check us out on Facebook at

Paxton Pits Nature Reserve

Friends of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve is a charity registered in England and Wales, No. 1125221
and is funded entirely by its membership and fundraising activities
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The Birding Year
What a year! It all started as normal until the
Coronavirus (Covid-19) entered our shores and
everyone was told to lockdown from mid-March.
We finally came out of lockdown towards the end
of April, then social distancing became the norm.
It all seemed to be improving before winter
struck and again we were in another lockdown
followed by stricter movements. Apart from the
social consequences, it also had a significant
impact on wildlife surveys and volunteering work.
Even the birds were getting the message,

arranged by Martin Runchman for January to
March then September to December. The
February survey was cancelled due to bad
weather although both November and December
counts were also miserable and wet days. A thank
you to all the volunteers who helped with these
counts.
Apart from the surveys, most of the sightings for
2020 were reported through a WhatsApp group
set-up by Martin Davis for local birders who
regularly visit Paxton Pits. Other sources were
Cambirds Web site, direct from individuals and
for the first 2½ months the visitors’ logbook held
at the Visitor Centre. Since the first lockdown the
logbook was withdrawn due to restricted access
to the Visitor Centre.
Like many years there was a rarity seen nearby
and possibly viewable from the Reserve. This year
the mega of all birds possibly seen at Paxton must
have flown close to or even over the Reserve. A
first summer lammergeyer / bearded vulture (the
bird which had spent a few months in Derbyshire)
was reported on 11th October flying south over
Sawtry at c11.45 am. Unfortunately the Rare Bird
Alert sighting was not released until 12:39. MB
then reported on WhatsApp at 14:05 that he had
just been told by a fairly reliable couple at The
Lodge, Sandy that they were certain the
lammergeyer passed over the wind turbine area
going south about an hour before being mobbed
by at least two red kites. The likelihood is the bird
flew along the A1 corridor and was possibly
visible sometime between 12:00 and 12:30 at
Paxton. It was a shame that the Sawtry sighting
was delayed as an earlier report would have
meant people looking towards the sky.

However, people continued to report their
sightings and it was also possible to undertake
breeding bird surveys albeit with fewer
volunteers. These and other records gathered
cover the area between the A1 Road and River
Great Ouse, from Little Paxton village in the south
to the Anglian Water Road in the north leading
from Stirtloe. This area is referred to as the
Reserve or Paxton Pits in this report, and is split
into three distinct areas:
a. Nature Reserve covering the southern pits
with the Heronry lakes being the largest.
b. Recreational lakes covering A1 lakes and
Sailing Lake.
c. Northern pits including Island, Diddington,
Farm, Lodge and the two Pumphouse pits.

Disappointingly, the lammergeyer was not added
to Paxton’s bird list which started the year at 254
species. As mentioned in previous reports the
three birds which were regularly reported nearby
but up until 2019 were missing from Paxton Pits,
were the American wigeon, green-winged teal
and cattle egret. Last year an American wigeon
spent eight days on Pumphouse Pit East from 28th
April.

The first surveys of the year were the Wetland
Birds Surveys (WeBS) with wildfowl counts
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This year MD found on 2nd August a cattle egret
resting on Pumphouse Pit East. Unfortunately, it
didn’t stay long and while MD was texting it
quietly disappeared not to be seen again. The
cattle egret is gradually spreading and now
breeds in East Anglia so the expectation is there
will soon be another one. This takes the number
of avian species, excluding subspecies, recorded
at Paxton Pits to 255.

The Paxton Breeding Bird Surveys (PBBS)
recorded a probable 71 breeding species, the
same number as last year. This again included
two owl species: little owls at Boughton Lodge
and possibly two pairs of barn owls. However,
there was no evidence that the barn owls were
successful unlike last year.
Although the water levels were much higher than
last year, two pairs of avocets nested on the
island on Diddington Pit. Apart from avocets,
other birds also nested on the same island
including common tern, black-backed gull, lesser
black-backed gull, oystercatcher, Egyptian goose
and possibly a pair of ringed plover which haven’t
bred in Cambridgeshire for many years. Many of
the birds had small hatchlings before disaster
struck. All the chicks disappeared over a few days
with the likely culprit being mink as a mother was
seen (JW) nearby with five kits.

The number of reported species seen at Paxton in
2020 was probably the lowest recorded with only
161 species seen. The reason for the low number
was the lack of wader species. The water levels
had risen on the northern pits making them less
attractive to waders. Over the previous three
years there were between 25 and 28 wader
species seen whereas in 2020 only 20 species
were recorded. Interestingly, the number of nonwader species seen in 2020 was the highest of the
last four years!

It was a similar story with the black-headed gulls
on Sailing Lake. There was an estimated breeding
population of 80 pairs but none of them reared
any young. The reason is less clear and may even
be due to human disturbance although unlikely.

The highest species count is usually April as there
are some lingering winter birds plus the arrival of
summer migrants. The highest daily count is
usually early May with other species passing
through, especially waders. This year the number
of species seen in May was only 109 compared
with the day record of 107 species.

Passerine species seemed to have fared much
better. The nightingale colony in the north scrub
along Anglian Water Road grew in size. The PBBS
indicated a probable 11 singing birds compared
to 5 in 2019. However, David Bale spent a number
of weeks surveying this habitat and amazingly
estimated the number at Paxton Pits to be nearer
20 birds – more detail can be found in David’s
report. The habitat has probably reached
maximum numbers as a few individuals were
heard in areas close by.
Also included in the report are articles written
during the year by Trevor Gunton with the
heading, “Finding out more about Paxton Birds.”
A very interesting read.

The outstanding bird find of the year must be a
fulmar. The bird flew over MD’s head on the bund
before flying around the north end of Pumphouse
Pit West then flying off. This was the fourth
record for Paxton but they never stay very long.
Other Paxton rarities seen were two shags, hen
harrier, crane, kittiwake, bearded tit and
crossbill. Most of these were short stayers with
only the bearded tit staying a few days although
it was very elusive.

Finally, I would like to thank everyone who has
helped in the surveys and provided sighting
records. These records have provided useful
information on the seasonal and annual trends of
species seen on the Reserve and their breeding
success.
By Neal Parkin
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Bird Species Recorded In 2020
seen, as Bewick’s swans are now much scarcer in
England with no records at Paxton Pits for over
four years.

Wildfowl
Mute swan
Cygnus olor
Resident
There were ten nesting attempts all on different
lakes / pits with seven successful pairs. The largest
family group had seven cygnets. A pair was seen
(TG) on 18th August on Heronry Lakes with 5
cygnets, then a pair (probably another pair from
another pit) was seen on 27th August with 7
cygnets. Then oddly on 22nd September, three
adults were seen with 12 cygnets. Did one pair
adopt the other cygnets and an adult?
The mute swan numbers usually peak over the
winter months with up to 150 seen throughout the
Reserve. The WeBS counts for November and
December were well down on previous years. The
likely reason was the wet finish to the year
enabling the swans to feed in the waterlogged
fields. Defra also reported in November on a highly
pathogenic strain of bird flu affecting mainly
swans and geese. It was noticed that there were a
few dead swans seen late in the year although not
enough to account for the fall in numbers.

GR photo
J

F M A M J

J

A

S O N D

Pink-footed goose
Anser brachyrhynchus
Scarce visitor
A single bird was seen at the north end from 10 th
to 17th April. The only other sighting was a skein of
20 birds (SM) seen on 9th November from St Neots
flying south which came from the direction of
Paxton Pits.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

White-fronted goose
Anser albifrons
Rare visitor
There was an influx of the Russian subspecies into
England during December although none settled
at Paxton Pits. There was one sighting (Cambirds)
on 22nd December of a skein of 30 birds heading
north high over the Reserve at 11.30, just east of
the A1.
J
J F M A M J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

J A S O N D

Greylag goose
Whooper Swan

Anser anser
Resident
A good year with 30 broods recorded during the
PBBS, being much higher than the previous year.
Certainly, there were good numbers of greylag
geese around the Reserve although the large
flocks seem to go missing during the WeBS counts
as none were reported in October and December.

Cygnus cygnus
Scarce winter visitor
Whooper swans were seen on three occasions, all
late in the year. Two of the sightings were flyovers.
The other record was 10 birds seen (GR) on 11th
October. These birds settled for a short while on
Pumphouse Pit West before flying off. Nowadays
whooper swans are the most likely winter swan
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Many of the birds in December were seen on or
near the Reserve in the flooded fields.

Barnacle goose
Branta leucopsis
Uncommon visitor
The ten birds seen at the end of December 2019
remained in the field north of Diddington car park
until 5th January. It was presumed these birds were
part of the feral population found near Bedford.
There were no other records of barnacle geese
during the year.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Egyptian goose

J F M A M J

Alopochen aegyptiacus
Occasional breeder (naturalised)
A pair bred on the island on Diddington Pit with
two goslings seen (NP) on the 14th April. Only one
gosling was seen on 19th and after 21st none were
reported. The pair remained until 17th May.
There were no more sightings of Egyptian geese
until October.
The largest number seen (GR) was seven birds
flying over the A1 lakes on 5th January.

J A S O N D

J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Canada goose
Shelduck

Branta canadensis
Resident (introduced)
Canada geese breed on many of the larger islands
at Paxton Pits with adult numbers increasing in
early spring. This year there were 11 breeding
pairs recorded during the PBBS. During the rest of
the year the geese seem to mainly feed outside
the Reserve.

Tadorna tadorna
Regular visitor, mainly in the spring
Shelduck is a regular visitor in the spring and
autumn with the highest count of nine birds seen
during the September WeBS on Pumphouse Pit
East. A pair was seen (MD) investigating a hole on
14th April in the quarry area south of Diddington
but didn’t remain to nest.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Mandarin Duck
Aix galericulata
Rare visitor
A drake was found (JW) on Diddington Pit on 31st
May. This was the only record for the year.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Wigeon
Anas penelope
Abundant winter visitor
Wigeon is the most common wintering wildfowl
usually leaving late March and early April with
stragglers remaining until May. This year a pair
remained until mid-June. The highest count was

Numbers during the WeBS counts were lower.
Uncertainty whether there has been a real
reduction in numbers or the wet weather
dispersed the local population.
J F M A M J

J A S O N D
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842 seen on the January WeBS count with most
birds preferring the northern pits.

J

F M A M J

J

the time of the count. There was a later count on
23rd December with over 300 birds seen (NP) on
the northern pits. The highest count (MD) again on
the northern pits, was 421 birds on 30th October.

A S O N D

Gadwall
Anas strepera
Abundant winter visitor, occasional breeder
Wintering numbers for 19/20 were similar to past
years but the numbers at the end of the year were
well down, probably due to the very high water
levels resulting in birds moving elsewhere.
There were no records this year of breeding
gadwall.

GR photo

J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Mallard

J F M A M J

Anas platyrhynchos
Resident
The Mallard breeding records for this year were
the highest for over 10 years with 14 broods
reported throughout the Reserve. Mallards have a
long breeding season with the first records of
broods seen in early April and the last records
reported in August. The highest brood was 10
ducklings seen (MA-B) on the river.
The wintering numbers of mallard were higher
than past years with the highest WeBS count of 94
seen in September. There were two even higher
counts by individuals with 106 birds seen (TB) on
the Southern pits on 4th December and amazing

J A S O N D

Teal
Anas crecca
Abundant winter visitor
Almost all the birds departed by the end of March
with a few stragglers seen in April. This year, like
last year, there were the odd sightings throughout
all the summer months.
There were good numbers of teal reported during
the WeBS counts apart from the wet December
count where many of the birds had dispersed at
9

151 birds counted (MD) on Lodge Pit on 19th
August.

J
J F M A M J

A S O N D

Netta rufina
Annual visitor
A less frequent sighting this year with most birds
being short stayers, usually just the day. The
highest count was eight birds including seven
drakes seen (GR) on 22th March.

Anas acuta
Annual winter visitor, in small numbers
Pintail were regularly seen in small numbers until
early April and then from mid-September. All the
sightings were from the northern pits, particularly
Pumphouse Pit East, with the highest count
(JW/MD) in January of 23 birds.
F M A M J

J

J

A S O N D

J

J

A S O N D

Aythya ferina
Common winter visitor
There seems to be two peaks in pochard numbers
with high counts reported in January and then an
influx of birds in late September peaking at c150
birds. A number of individual counts in January
were of over 200 birds with one count (MD) of
245, all on Pumphouse Pit West which is
undoubtedly their preferred pit.

Anas querquedula
Scarce spring and autumn migrant
There were only five sightings of single birds. The
four spring sightings were all on Pumphouse Pit
East over 16 days and were all males, possibly the
same bird. There was only one autumn record
seen (MD) on 19th September.
F M A M J

F M A M J

Pochard

Garganey

J

J

Red-crested pochard

Pintail

J

F M A M J

J A S O N D

A S O N D

Shoveler
Anas clypeata
All seasons, common in winter
The shoveler was more abundant than the
November and December WeBS counts imply as
similar to many of the dabbling duck species the
wet finish to the year dispersed the birds to the
flooded fields.
There were three higher individual counts (NP),
two on Pumphouse Pit East in January and
February of 66 and 78 respectively, and 85 birds
on Diddington Pit on 14th November.
A few birds often remain over the summer months
with only July being absent.

J
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F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Tufted duck
Aythya fuligula
Abundant winter visitor, small number breed
A common duck found on all lakes and pits with
good wintering numbers. Their numbers seem to
be peaking later from early December onwards.
There was one large count (TB) of 440 birds on the
southern lakes in early January.
Tufted duck breed late with the first ducklings
reported 15th July and the last record 30th August.
They fared marginally better than last year with
five broods seen and at least one brood fledging
on Lodge Pit.
A bird seen (MD) on 6th January on A1N Lake had
a blue nasal tag referenced LJC

J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Smew
Mergus albellus
Annual winter visitor in small numbers

J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Scaup
Aythya marila
Scarce annual visitor
There were a few single records and one sighting
(NP) of a male and female seen from 17th to 22nd
March on Pumphouse Pit East. There was one
autumn sighting (MD) of a juvenile bird.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Goldeneye
Bucephala clangula
Winter visitor
The WeBS counts seem to indicate lower numbers
of goldeneye. However, individual counts show
higher numbers albeit still marginally down on
past years. The highest count (NP) was 60 birds on
Pumphouse Pit East and Island Pit on 1st January.
The last sighting was seven females on 12th April
with the first returning bird seen (MD) on 16 th
October.

Gill Butt sketch
Smew has, over the past two winters, become
more frequent with birds returning from late
December preferring the Pumphouse Pits. The
highest count (JW) was nine birds including two
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drakes seen on 21st March. The last spring sighting
was five birds on 1st April.
Similar to last year the first returning bird, a drake,
was seen late December on 28th. The sketch by Gill
Butt is a view of Pumphouse Pit West with one of
the two ‘Redhead’ smews seen on 30th.
J

F M A M J

J

There was one sighting (MA-B) on 22nd April in the
field east of Pumphouse Pit East. This field is the
nearest point to a breeding population over the
river near Offord.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

A S O N D

Pheasant
Phasianus colchicus
Resident (introduced / released)
It is difficult to assess the breeding numbers as
large numbers are released annually by Thornhill
Estate. There were no reports of any young birds
on the Reserve.

Goosander
Mergus merganser
Annual winter visitor in small numbers
A less frequent visitor in smaller numbers which
prefers the southern lakes. There were only six
reported sightings of either a single bird or pair,
mainly on Heronry North.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Grebes, Cormorants & Herons
Little grebe

Gamebirds
Red-legged partridge

Tachybaptus ruficollis
Resident in small numbers
Little grebes disappeared as a breeding bird from
2016 onwards, returning to Lodge Pit in 2019 with
one successful brood. This year, three pairs nested
on Lodge Pit raising seven young birds between
them. The birds remained on the pit until
September before moving on for the winter.
Over the winter months little grebes are an
uncommon sighting at Paxton Pits

Alectoris rufa
Resident (introduced / released)
Red-legged partridges seem to group together in
wintering coveys, sometimes outside the reserve
and start pairing from March.
The PBBS estimated six possible breeding pairs, all
outside the Nature Reserve. A pair nested near
MASS in Little Paxton with a family group of six
seen (NP) on 28th June. There was one other
notable covey at Diddington of nine birds.

MA-B photo
J
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Great crested grebe
Podiceps cristatus
Resident
The wintering numbers of 20/21 to December
seem to be well down on previous years, albeit on
small numbers. There is uncertainty to the cause
but it is known that huge numbers winter at

Grey partridge
Perdix perdix
Previously resident, now a rare sight
Grey partridges disappeared from the Reserve
some five years ago but still breed locally.
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Grafham Water – possibly Paxton Pit birds have
joined these birds?

Black-necked grebe
Podiceps nigricollis
Scarce visitor on migration
There was one sighting of a juvenile bird seen (NP)
on 4th August on Pumphouse Pit East.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Fulmar
Fulmarus glacialis
Rare inland visitor
An adult fulmar was an unusual sighting (MD),
when a bird flying north flew 10 metres over the
observer’s head while he stood on the bund
between the Pumphouse Pits. The bird then flew
around the north end of Pumphouse Pit West
before flying north. This sighting coincided with
thick mist around the coast and inland.
This was not the first sighting of fulmar at Paxton
Pits as amazingly there have been three other
records.

Tina Parkin photo
The above picture taken on
April is of a bird
which flew between the trees of Weedy Pit and
Sailing Lake and somehow collided with them
falling to the ground stunned. It soon recovered
and waddled off to the lake.
The PBBS estimated 17 pairs with only one pair on
the Nature Reserve. This pair bred on Heronry
South and probably raised two broods as four
young were seen (TG) being fed on 2nd June. Then
on 13th June a nest was
seen with 3-4 eggs. Soon
afterwards on 21st June,
small young were seen
on the back of the female
plus two large juveniles
in close attendance.
Apart from this pair, there were only two other
confirmed breeding successes with juvenile birds
seen on Diddington Pit and Pumphouse Pit East.
27th

J F M A M J

J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Cormorant
Phalacrocorax carbo
Common Resident
The breeding numbers at Paxton Pits have
remained fairly constant over recent years with an
estimated (TG) 55 nests on Heronry South.
The number of cormorants counted during the
WeBS was slightly higher than previous years with
September count being the highest. This then falls
away as the juveniles disperse.

There were regular cormorant roost counts by TG
from mid-September onwards. It was noted that
the average size was 150 birds with the largest
count of 210. Interestingly, about a third arrive
from the south not Grafham Water. The WeBS

J A S O N D
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counts at Grafham Water were significantly higher
than Paxton Pits roost so many birds must be
roosting elsewhere.
Cormorants do take some very large fish and eels
which they struggle to swallow but a duck must be
at their limits. A
cormorant
on
4th
August was seen (NP)
drowning a male tufted
duck then attempting
to swallow it. The
observer didn’t see the outcome as the cormorant
swam away with the duck to a quieter area.
J F M A M J

Little egret
Egretta garzetta
Regular visitor
Little egrets were regularly seen throughout the
year with February the only month with no
reports. Highest numbers were mid to late
summer with a maximum count (NP) on 2nd August
of 13 birds on Pumphouse Pit East.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Great egret
Ardea alba
Regular visitor in small numbers
Now a regular sighting at Paxton Pits with a single
bird being present for most of the year on the
northern pits. The highest count was two birds.
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Shag
Phalacrocorax aristotelis
Rare visitor
Two birds were found (JW) on 31st August on
Diddington Pit. They only remained for the day.
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Grey heron
Ardea cinerea
Resident, breeding in small numbers
The PBBS estimated three breeding pairs. It is
difficult to confirm as nests were deep in the
willows on Heronry South. TG did see one active
nest. The highest count was 12 birds seen (DG) on
21st July on the Heronry Lakes.
J F M A M J
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Raptors
Red kite
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Milvus milvus
Common visitor, local breeder
Red kite were often seen along the A1 boundary.
It is assumed they bred nearby but still no record
from Paxton Pits. The highest count (MD) was
seven birds on 15th June.
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Bittern
Botaurus stellaris
Scarce winter visitor
There were no reported sightings in 2020, the
second consecutive year.
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Circus aeruginosus
Uncommon visitor
Marsh harriers are becoming a more regular
sighting especially outside the breeding season.
Most birds were brief visitors although a female is
thought to have roosted on Washout Pit on 19th
April. Two birds believed to be juveniles were
occasionally seen in August and September.

Bubulcus ibis
New record
A bird was seen (MD) on the 2nd August resting
with little egrets on Pumphouse Pit East. The bird
didn’t stay and quietly disappeared while the
observer was texting!
This was a first for Paxton Pits. Its appearance was
always likely as a pair bred at Stanwick Lakes and
birds have been seen fairly locally.
F M A M J
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Marsh harrier

Cattle Egret
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Hen harrier

Rails & Waders

Circus cyaneus
Resident
A ring-tailed harrier was seen (MD) flying over
Pumphouse Pit East on 13th April. Although unable
to discount a Montagu the time of year was
probably too early.
David MacArthur reported a day later on 14th,
seeing a male Hen Harrier hedge hopping in the
field behind the top of the Sailing Lake.

Water rail
Rallus aquaticus
Occasional breeder and winter visitor
There were many more sightings and records of
water rails in 2020 compared to past years. Also,
birds were regularly heard in the same location
during spring and early summer and it was
assumed they stayed to breed. From these
records, the PBBS estimated three pairs: Hayling
Lake, Lodge Pit and Pumphouse Pit East.
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Sparrowhawk
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Gallinula chloropus
Resident
The PBBS estimated 17 pairs, down on previous
years. There were only three records of young
birds on Hayling, Heronry South and Diddington.
The highest number seen during the WeBS count
was 20 in September, being the end of their
breeding season. Numbers then fell away
although the WeBS counts were probably an
underestimation as moorhens often hide in the
vegetation around the bank.
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Buzzard
Buteo buteo
Resident
Buzzards are now the commonest raptor at Paxton
Pits. The PBBS
estimated two
pairs although
no
breeding
success
was
reported. The
highest counts
were of eight
birds. A bird flying over Cloudy Lake was
photographed (NP) carrying a bird, probably a
moorhen.
J F M A M J
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Moorhen

Accipiter nisus
Resident
The PBBS estimated two breeding pairs of
sparrowhawks. A male and female were
occasionally seen around Little Paxton village and
a family group was seen (NP) near Lodge Pit,
where a male was feeding three fully grown
juveniles.
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Coot
Fulica atra
Resident, numbers increase in winter
Coot wintering and breeding numbers over recent
years have fallen sharply. In December 2013, there
were 1258 birds counted compared to only 11 in
2020. The numbers that winter at Grafham Water
are huge but why have they deserted Paxton Pits?
Although not as dramatic, the number of breeding
pairs have fallen sharply to 21 being the lowest on

Osprey
Pandion haliaetus
Scarce passage migrant
Usually ospreys are seen on migration or even
hunting on the pits. This year none was reported.
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record. The likely cause is an increase in
predation!
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Avocet
Recurvirostra avosetta
Annual spring visitor, occasional breeder
The breeding success of 2019 resulted in a few
avocets returning in early April with five birds seen
on 7th. A pair eventually nested at the end of May
on the island on Diddington Pit with three chicks
seen on 21st June. Unbeknown there must have
been another nest as on 23rd there were five chicks
and two pairs seen. Disaster then struck with all
chicks disappearing by the end of June. The likely
culprit was mink as a family party was seen nearby
at the time of their disappearance. Although
disappointing, action has now been taken to
reduce the impact of predation on ground nesting
birds.
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Common Crane

J

Grus grus
Rare sighting
There was a reliable report on 29th July of two
cranes circling over Sailing Lake looking to land.
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Little ringed plover
Charadrius dubius
Summer visitor, increasingly scarce breeder
The first bird arrived 25th March. A pair was seen
(MD) displaying on 12th April over the new
excavation site south of Diddington. The highest
spring count was four birds seen (SE) in the same
area on 18th April.
One pair nested on the
new workings with three
juveniles seen (AT) from
18th June. The highest
count was seven birds
including juveniles on 5th
July. The last sighting of a
single bird was 27th July.
MD photo of juvenile
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Oystercatcher
Haematopus ostralegus
Spring and summer visitor in small numbers
The first birds usually arrive mid-February (first
arrival 13th) and leave by August. This year, three
birds were seen during the September WeBS
count, presumably just passing through.
A few pairs breed on the islands at Paxton Pits.
However, numbers have fallen over the past two
years with only three pairs attempting to nest.
There was only one report of young birds on
Diddington Pit with one fledging.
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Ringed plover
Charadrius hiaticula
Annual passage migrant, lost breeder
Ringed plovers have become a scarcer passage
migrant with fewer sightings in 2020. However, a
pair was regularly seen on the island of Diddington
Pit between 17th May and 6th June. They may have
attempted to nest but as all species with young
from late May lost their chicks due to predation
then they may have suffered the same fate.
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Golden plover

Ruff

Pluvialis apricaria
Uncommon winter visitor
There were only three sightings of flyovers or
distant flocks

Philomachus pugnax
Annual passage migrant
There were only five reported sightings all during
the returning autumn migration.
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Lapwing

Jack snipe

Vanellus vanellus
Resident, numbers increase in winter
Similar to last year, there were a number of sitting
lapwings around the Reserve but there was no
evidence of any breeding success.
Good numbers were still seen over the winter
months with a few counts of over 400 birds and
the highest of c600 seen (MD) on the northern pits
on 22nd November.

Lymnocryptes minumus
Scarce winter visitor
There were no spring and only three autumn
sightings. One bird seen (MB) on 18th October was
found on Hayling Lake. The other two were seen
on the northern pits.
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Snipe
Gallinago gallinago
Winter visitor in small numbers
A regular sighting in small numbers outside their
breeding season and usually reported from the
northern pits. The highest count of 11 birds was
seen (MD) on 9th November.
A bird seen (GR) on 26th January on Pumphouse Pit
East was ringed: dark green & light green on right
leg, yellow and white on left leg with number 8 on
white ring.
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Limosa limosa
Annual passage migrant
Black-tailed godwits were regularly reported on
passage with the largest flocks seen early in the
year. The highest count was c500 seen (JW) on 23rd
February.
One bird found (MD) on 28th January was ringed:
orange over yellow above right, white above left

Calidris alpina
Regular passage migrant
A few birds were seen in most months with the
highest count (NP) of nine birds seen 29th April.
Three birds seen (AT) on 1st May were of the
subspecies schnzii.
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Black-tailed godwit

Dunlin
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Scolopax rusticola
Scarce winter visitor
Woodcock were probably present throughout the
winter months but were only seen when disturbed
during their day roost. The highest count (MT) was
four birds disturbed on 8th March near a pond in
West Scrub during PBBS preparation work.

Calidris minuta
Scarce passage migrant
A poor year for waders with little stint being the
best of the rarer Paxton Pits’ species seen. A bird
was found (MD) on a scrape on Diddington pit,
staying from 12th to 16th October.
F M A M J

J

Woodcock
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Little stint
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Bar-tailed godwit

Greenshank

Limosa lapponica
Scarce passage migrant, usually seen in spring
There were three sightings: a summer plumage
bird on Pumphouse Pit East seen (MD) on 21st
April, two birds over A1 South Lake on 3rd May and
a short stay bird found (TG) on Sailing Lake seen
from 25th April to 3rd May.

Tringa nebularia
Less regular passage migrant
The greenshank numbers illustrate the concern
that something is not quite right on the northern
pits? In previous years greenshank was regularly
seen on passage with some staying a few days. In
2020, they were only reported on four days: two
in spring and two in autumn. All the sightings were
of single birds apart from three seen (JW) on 8th
May.
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Curlew

J

Numenius arquata
Scarce passage migrant
Curlew was again a rare sighting with only five
records and most being flyovers. All were single
birds apart from two birds seen (AT) in the silage
field next to Diddington car park on 17th June. They
then flew north.
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Green sandpiper
Tringa ochropus
Regular all year apart from breeding month
Apart from the lapwing, the green sandpiper was
the most frequently seen wader throughout the
year especially over the winter months. They seem
to prefer the dykes and channels but also liked
Lodge Pit which had been partially drained. The
two largest counts were from Lodge Pit with 12
birds seen on 18th August (MD) and 11 on 25th
October (GR).
The green sandpiper leaves early April with the
last sighting on 11th. The first returning bird was
seen on 10th June with one or two birds regularly
seen throughout the remainder of the month.

A S O N D

Redshank
Tringa totanus
Summer breeder, in decreasing numbers
Redshanks are becoming scarcer at Paxton Pits.
The first arrival (GR) was 2nd February with single
birds seen up until mid-March. A pair was seen
regularly between 14th and 20th May but there was
no evidence of nesting. In the past there were
often five pairs breeding at Paxton Pits raising
young birds. However, over recent years their
attempts have all failed. Unless there is an upturn
in their fortunes then redshank may be the next
wader lost from Paxton Pits.
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Common sandpiper
Actitis hypoleucos
Passage migrant
A frequently seen bird throughout the Reserve
during spring and autumn migration, usually
absent in June. There was one sighting (AT) on 30th
June of nine birds. This was likely a returning
family group(s).
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Turnstone
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Arenaria interpres
Annual passage migrant
There were only three sightings. Two birds were
seen (JW) on 16th August and the other two
sightings were of single birds.
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Gulls & Terns
Mediterranean gull

Common gull
Larus canus
Regular winter visitor
A winter visitor usually leaving in April. The last
sighting (JW) was 12 birds on 24th April. The first
returning bird was seen in July, earlier than usual.
The peak count was 63 birds seen (NP) on 17th
March, likely to be birds passing through
northwards.

Larus melanocephalus
Scarce passage migrant
A first summer bird was seen (JW) on 12th April
remaining until 16th. There were no other sightings
of mediterrnean gulls.
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Little gull
Larus minutus
Spring passage migrant in small numbers
There were three records of little gulls passing
through the Reserve between 18th and 24th April.
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Lesser black-backed gull
Larus fuscus
Resident
A few pairs showed interest in nesting on the
island on Diddington Pit. However, it seems that
none settled down to nest. It was a similar story
elsewhere on the Reserve with no reported
breeding successes. A vast change since 2017
when 50+ pairs were almost all successful!
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Black-headed gull
Larus ridibundus
Abundant throughout the year
A very common gull seen throughout the year. The
number of adults start increasing from the New
Year and usually peak around March. This year the
largest count was the January WeBS with 647 birds
counted.
This was the second consecutive year where blackheaded gulls failed to rear any chicks at Paxton
Pits. The largest breeding colony was on Sailing
Lake with an estimated 80 pairs, down on previous
years. Unfortunately this colony deserted by early
May. It seems that some birds relocated to the
island on Diddington Pit and were sitting on eggs
by late May. However, all species nesting on this
island lost their eggs and chicks from late May and
early June and deserted the island.
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Herring gull
Larus argentatus
Year round visitor increasing in winter
A less regular visitor with no large counts reported
during the year. More regularly seen as a flyover.
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Yellow-legged gull
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Larus michaellis
Annual visitor especially late summer
The higher water levels have resulted in fewer
scrapes idea for passage waders and resting gulls.
The usual late summer gathering of many gulls has
almost disappeared resulting in fewer sightings of
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yellow-legged gulls. There were only two sightings
(MD/JW) in 2020 of single birds.
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19 outbreak with social distancing meant the rafts
were not anchored and the estimated 23 pairs
which nested on Diddington Pit all failed due to
predation.
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Caspian gull
Larus cachinnans
Uncommon winter visitor
There were two sightings both on Pumphouse Pit
East seen on 5th January (NP) and 7th September
(MD).
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Great black-backed gull
Larus marinus
Uncommon all-year visitor in small numbers
Single birds were occasionally seen throughout
the year with four being the highest count.
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Kittiwake

Arctic tern

Rissa tridactyla
Rare inland visitor
Kittiwakes are rare sightings inland but this was
the second consecutive year with two separate
sightings, both on Pumphouse Pit East. A bird was
found (JW) on 23rd February and another was seen
(MD) on 9th November flying south on one of the
flattest and calmest days of the year. It
presumably got lost in the morning fog!

Sterna paradisaea
Spring passage migrant in small numbers
A small number every year seem to migrate
through Paxton Pits from mid-April to early May.
The largest concentration of birds flew through on
28th April with 20 seen (AT) in the morning on
Pumphouse Pit East and in the evening there were
10 birds on Heronry South.
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Little tern
Sternula albifrons
Scarce passage migrant, almost annual
A single bird was seen (JW) on 18th April on
Pumphouse Pit West.

Sterna sandvicensis
Uncommon visitor
Sandwich terns from being rarely seen are now
almost annual. Two returning birds were seen
(MD) on 16th August at the north end of the
Reserve.
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Sandwich tern
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Black tern
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Chlidonias niger
Annual passage migrant in small numbers
The only spring sightings were over two days
between the 23rd and 24th of April with the largest
group seen (MD) of 11 birds.
The returning birds must fly a different route as
large groups are never seen in late summer.
However, a few early returning birds are
occasionally seen at Paxton Pits. A single bird was
seen on 14th June.

Common tern
Sterna hirundo
Common passage migrant and summer resident
The first common terns arrived second week of
April, similar to past years. The last birds usually
depart late August with occasional sightings in
September.
It was a very poor year for breeding common terns
at Paxton Pits with no chicks fledging. The Covid-
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Pigeons, Cuckoo & Owls
Rock/Feral Pigeon

Woodpigeon
Columba palumbus
Abundant resident
A very common bird with good numbers breeding
on the Reserve. The PBBS estimated a possible 36
pairs which was down on past years, especially
outside the Nature Reserve. This was possible due
to the April survey not extended to these areas
due to Covid-19.

Columba livia
Resident around farm buildings and villages
A few birds were often present around Boughton
Lodge farm and Little Paxton village.
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Collared dove
Streptopelia decaocto
Abundant resident in village
A common breeding bird in Little Paxton and
Diddington villages but there were no breeding
records from the Reserve.
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Turtle dove
Streptopelia turtur
Scarce summer visitor, previously breed
This once common bird was only seen four times
at Paxton. The first bird was seen (TG) on 4th May
and the last sighting (GR) on 27th August
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Stock dove

Cuckoo

Columba oenas
Resident
A small number of stock doves roost at Heronry
South with average numbers counted (TG) ranging
from 40 to 70 birds. This is a fraction of the
number that roosted in the late 90's with circa
1,000 regularly seen. The PBBS indicated 13
breeding pairs. The highest number outside the
roost was 50 birds seen (MD) around Boughton
Lodge.

Cuculus canorus
Summer visitor in low numbers
The first cuckoo heard
(AT&MT) was an early
record on 9th April.
The
numbers
at
Paxton seem stable
with circa 10 birds. It is
difficult to gauge the
exact number as they
are very mobile during
the
PBBS.
The
cuckoo’s
preferred
host at Paxton is the
reed warbler which is a common species breeding
in most of the small reed beds. Pairs were
occasionally seen with the female making the
‘Bubbling’ call. By June, the cuckoo starts
preparing to leave. Two males were seen (NP) on
7th June feeding on hairy caterpillars near
Diddington Pit in preparation for their migration.
Disappointingly, no juveniles were seen.
J

J F M A M J

J A S O N D

J A S O N D

21

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Barn owl
Tyto alba
Resident in small numbers
It is difficult to assess how many birds were on the
Reserve as there were few sightings. There were
records from the most likely areas near nest boxes
or old buildings. One bird was seen (MA-B) sitting
on an owl box and calling on 16th April but there
was no evidence of breeding success.
J

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

Little owl
Athene noctua
Scarce resident
A pair was often seen around Boughton Lodge and
it seems they again bred as three birds, possibly
four, were seen (SE) on 26th August.
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Picus viridis
Common resident
The last three PBBS have indicated between 16
and 19 pairs at Paxton Pits with an even split
between the Nature Reserve and other areas. It is
a bird regularly seen, usually flying away. A pair
was seen with two juveniles on 19th July near the
A1N pit. Other juveniles were seen elsewhere.
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Strix aluco
Scarce visitor, previously breed
There were no records of resident tawny owls
although they were occasionally heard on or near
the Reserve, especially around Hayling Pit.
F M A M J
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Green woodpecker

Tawny owl
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Swift, Kingfisher & Woodpeckers
Swift
Apus apus
Common summer visitor, breeds in village
The first swift was seen (JW) on 18th April flying
over Pumphouse Pit West. This was a day earlier
than the previous earliest record for Paxton Pits.
Small numbers breed in Little Paxton village with
their screaming call being heard between May and
June before they settle on their nests.
Three birds were seen (MD) on 7th September,
being the last sightings.
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Great spotted woodpecker

Kingfisher

Dendrocopus major
Common resident
The PBBS indicated 12 breeding pairs with most
surveyed routes having one pair, maximum two.
There were three confirmed sightings with birds
seen visiting nest holes or juveniles reported.

Alcedo atthis
Resident, scarcer in winter months
Kingfishers were seen throughout the year. A pair
did attempt to nest on the river as they were seen
excavating a hole but they must have moved on as
it was not used as a nesting hole. There was no
other evidence of them breeding on the Reserve.
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Hobby
Falco subbuteo
Common summer visitor, local breeder
The first sighting (MD) was 19th April. The
following day a hobby was seen harassing a kestrel
over Little Paxton. The largest count (MB) was nine
birds flying over Diddington Pit on 14th May.
Again there was no evidence of hobbies breeding
on the Reserve although they were regularly seen
during the summer months, implying they were
breeding locally.
The last bird was seen (MB) flying over Little
Paxton on 7th October.
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Peregrine

Falcons
Kestrel

Falco peregrinus
Uncommon autumn and winter visitor
A single bird was occasionally seen hunting over
the northern pits from July onwards.

Falco tinnunculus
Resident
A regular sighting at Paxton Pits with the PBBS
reporting a probable two pairs on the Reserve.
There was one confirmed nest site on Heronry
South with birds visiting the nest to feed the
chicks. Another pair was regularly seen over the
northern pits, possible nesting near the old
pumphouse building.
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Larks & Swallows
Skylark
Alauda arvensis
Resident but declining numbers
Skylarks are decreasing both as a breeding bird
and a winter visitor mainly due to the lack of good
farmland habitat.

MA-B photo
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Merlin
The largest flock seen (TB) was 15 birds on 5th
October. The PBBS estimated only 5 pairs with
many being disturbed and no evidence of breeding
success.

Falco columbarius
Scarce autumn and winter visitor
There was only one sighting (SE) on 12th November
of a bird flying over the fields near the A1 Lakes.
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Sand martin

Pipits, Wagtails, Wren & Dunnock
Meadow pipit

Riparia riparia
Summer visitor
There were no early sightings with the first birds
seen (NP) on 19th March over Pumphouse pits.
Sand martins were regularly seen and bred on the
workings south of Diddington. Only 20 nest holes
were counted but birds possibly bred somewhere
else on the workings out of view from the paths.
The last sighting (GR) was three birds on 28th
September.

Anthus pratensis
Common winter visitor
Birds were regularly seen during the winter
months throughout the Reserve with the highest
count of 40 (MD) at the north end and 31 (TB)
south end. The last bird was seen (GR) on 11th April
and first returning on 31st August.
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Rock pipit
Anthus petrosus
Scarce visitor on migration
Two birds were seen (MD) over three days
between 14th and 16th October.
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Water pipit
Anthus petrosus
Scarce visitor
A single bird was seen (Stuart Cossey) on 1st
March.
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Yellow wagtail
Motacilla flava flavissima
Uncommon passage migrant
Regular migrant seen in the spring and autumn.
The first bird was seen (AT) on 10th April with the
last sighting (GR) on 28th September. There was
one notable count of 50 birds seen (MD) in the
fields around Boughton Lodge on 27th August
during the autumn migration.

Swallow
Hirundo rustica
Common on passage, breeds locally
The earliest sighting (MD) was a single bird on 4th
April with the last birds seen (NP) on 4th October.
It was noticeable that swallow numbers were
down on previous years with many places
reporting lower numbers. Birds were regularly
seen around Diddington where they bred but not
so common around Boughton Lodge.
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Grey wagtail
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Motacilla cinerea
Localised resident, usually along river
Grey wagtails were again seen around Little
Paxton weir where they possibly bred. Often
reported around the Reserve but always in small
numbers.

House martin
Delichon urbica
Common on passage, breeds in village
The first birds returned to Little Paxton on 6th April
with the last birds seen (NP) in the village on 8th
September. The last sighting was 4th October.
House martins again bred in good numbers in
Little Paxton.
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Pied wagtail

Wren

Motacilla alba yarrellii
Common resident

Troglodytes troglodytes
Abundant resident
The wren remains the commonest breeding bird
on the Reserve and numbers keep rising, possibly
helped by the milder winters. The PBBS recorded
159 singing birds, being over double the numbers
counted 10 years ago.

NP photo
Pied wagtails were regularly seen but there were
few records. The PBBS estimated only one pair on
the Reserve. They seem to prefer the villages to
breed with two broods seen around Diddington.
Good winter numbers were present at Stirtloe
sewage works.
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Dunnock
Prunella modularis
Abundant resident
Dunnock is a common bird at Paxton Pits but is
often overlooked and underreported. The PBBS
estimated 61 pairs which was near the average for
the past four years.

J F M A M J

J A S O N D

White wagtail
Motacilla alba alba
Uncommon passage migrant
Most years white wagtails (subspecies of pied) are
reported during their spring migration towards
Scandinavia. This year there were no reports.
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Chats & Thrushes
Robin
Erithacus rubecula
Abundant resident
Robin is probably the most familiar bird and
certainly the most conspicuous bird around
Paxton Pits throughout the year. The PBBS
estimated 116 singing birds, the second highest
year.

J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Redstart

J F M A M J

Phoenicurus phoenicurus
Scarce passage migrant
Good year for Redstart
sightings with four birds
seen on autumn passage.
Two birds found on 23th
August near Boughton
Lodge stayed for four
days. A further two males
were seen in September
with the last sighting
(MD) on 29th.

J A S O N D

Nightingale
Luscinia megarhynchos
Summer visitor in small numbers
The nightingale was lost as a breeding bird from
the Nature Reserve in 2019. It is believed the
habitat had become too mature so much of the
scrub in 2019/20 was felled for rejuvenation.
However, this will take many years before
returning to a suitable habitat. Fortunately, it
seems the birds have found another favourable
location with good numbers taking up territory at
the north end of Pumphouse Pit East along the
Anglian Water Road. The first bird was heard on
6th April with three birds, possible five, by 9th.
The PBBS records for nightingales were from two
counts in early May and June. Since 2014 their
numbers have been gradually falling. However,
2020 showed the first reversal with 11 singing
birds counted. The even better news was a survey
by David Bale estimated up to 21 birds, almost
double the number of the PBBS. There is a
separate section which gives a fuller account of his
survey.
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Wheatear
Oenanthe oenanthe
Uncommon passage migrant
There were eight separate spring sightings
reported over 11 days with the first two birds seen
(MD) on 16th April. There was one autumn bird
seen (MB) near Boughton Lodge on 1st September.
J
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Whinchat
Saxicola rubetra
Scarce passage migrant
One of the best years for seeing Whinchat on
passage with two spring sightings and at least
eight short stay autumn birds. The autumn birds
favoured the fence / hedge along the central track
out of Diddington. The last bird stayed four days,
last seen on 29th September.
J
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Stonechat

Fieldfare

Saxicola torquata
Scarce passage migrant and winter visitor
Stonechats were occasionally seen during passage
and throughout the winter months but they were
always short stayers.

Turdus pilaris
Common winter visitor
Fieldfare were regularly seen throughout the
winter months with the last birds leaving early
April. This year 2-3 birds which favoured the
paddocks at Diddington remained until 26th April.
The largest spring flock was 70 birds seen (SE) in
the A1 arable fields on the 24th March.
The first returning birds were seen (GR) on 11th
October. Generally, they seem scarcer at Paxton
Pits compared to the local vicinity. There was a
count (TB) at the south end on 18th October of 120
birds passing through the Reserve.
J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Song thrush
Turdus philomelos
Common resident
A common bird which is more obvious in spring
when it is singing. The PBBS estimated 43 pairs
which was similar to past years.

JW photo
J
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Ring Ouzel
Turdus torquatus
Annual scarce spring visitor
Ring ouzel over recent years has become a regular
but scarce spring sighting. This year there were 23 birds seen at the north end over 10 days with the
first found (JW) on the 10th April.
J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Blackbird
Turdus merula
Abundant resident with winter influx
The blackbird is a very common bird seen
throughout the year. The PBBS estimated 99 pairs
which was higher than recent years.
J F M A M J

J A S O N D

Redwing

J F M A M J

Turdus iliacus
Common winter visitor
Most of the redwings departed by late March with
the last birds leaving by 4th April. There was one
very late record (Joe Roe) of a single bird seen
along Anglian Road on 3rd May.
The first returning birds were seen on 11th
October. Usually first sightings are single birds or
small flocks but this year there was a very large
movement with numbers reported of 300 (GR),
150 (JW) and 255 (TB). The numbers at Paxton Pits

J A S O N D
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also seem higher this winter with 100 plus birds
regularly reported.
J

F M A M J

J

they spend most of their time in the undergrowth.
The PBBS estimated 20 breeding pairs. Over
recent years the numbers have plateaued with an
average of 17 singing birds.

A S O N D
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Grasshopper warbler
Locustella naevia
Scarce passage migrant and occasional breeder
There were up to 4 birds reeling (singing) around
the Reserve, all at the north end. The most
frequent bird heard was south of Diddington Pit
which was present for at least two weeks. This was
also the first bird heard on 11th April. A pair was
seen (GR) on 2nd May in the paddocks at
Diddington with the male reeling and displaying
with wing flicks and tail fanned. There were no
more records of birds singing but when they pair
the males usually go quiet.

Redwing photographed by Janet Dobson

Mistle thrush
Turdus viscivorus
Uncommon localised resident
Mistle thrush is an uncommon bird on the Reserve
with almost all the sightings from Boughton Lodge,
Diddington and Thornhill Estate. The largest
number seen (JW) was 6 birds at Boughton Lodge
on 24th October.
J
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Sedge warbler
Acrocephalus schoenobaenus
Common summer visitor
The first bird was seen (NP) on 7th April, similar to
past years. The last sighting (TB) on 14th
September was only five days earlier than the
latest sighting at Paxton Pits.
The PBBS for 2020 reported a significant decline in
the number of sedge warblers at Paxton Pits with
only 28 singing birds, almost 50% down on
previous years. This fall was not noted in any of the
other warbler species.
The BTO preliminary report on the 2020 breeding
season reported no significant reduction in any of

A S O N D

Warblers
Cetti's warbler
Cettia cetti
Localised but increasing resident
Cetti’s warbler is one of the few non migrating
warblers which stay throughout the winter. They
sing a short loud burst during most months. In
winter the songs are limited to the warmer days.
This is usually the only clue that they are about as
28

the migrant species. It seems the fall in breeding
numbers at Paxton was not countrywide.
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The PBBS estimated 20 breeding pairs. A bird that
prefers to social distance is commonly heard but
seldom close together.

A S O N D
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Reed warbler
Whitethroat

Acrocephalus scirpaceus
Abundant summer visitor
The earliest bird was seen (MB) on 10th April being
earlier than recent years. The last sighting of a
possible reed warbler was seen (MB) on 20th
November. This would have been the latest record
for Paxton Pits but was too brief to be absolutely
sure.
The PBBS estimated 75 singing birds which was up
on recent years.

Sylvia communis
Common summer visitor
The first birds were seen on
12th April. The PBBS
estimated 39 pairs with
young
birds
noted
throughout the Reserve.
They prefer the more open
spaces of the Reserve often
singing from the top of
bushes or wires. The last
sighting (MB) was 10th
September.
MA-B photo
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Lesser whitethroat
Sylvia curruca
Localised summer visitor
The first birds were heard on 16th April with most
birds leaving by end of August. There were two
September sightings with the latest (JW) on 26th.

J F M A M J
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Some blackcaps now overwinter in the UK with
birds occasionally reported feeding in Little Paxton
gardens. The first singing male was heard (MB) on
17th March. This was the earliest record matching
2004. The last bird seen (MB) on the Reserve was
1st December. This was the latest record for the
Reserve although now difficult to establish
whether this was a migrating or overwintering
bird.

Garden warbler
Sylvia borin
Abundant summer visitor
The garden warbler is one of the commonest
warblers seen at Paxton. The first birds heard were
reported on 16th April, a date similar to past years.
The PBBS estimated 84 pairs being marginally
higher than the past few years. There were few
reports of garden warblers after July with the
latest (NP) 10th September.
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Chiffchaff

J F M A M J

Phylloscopus collybita
Abundant summer visitor
Nowadays the second commonest warbler at
Paxton Pits overtaken by blackcaps. A bird that
now overwinters in small numbers.
The first singings birds were heard (SE) on 20 th
March. The PBBS reported another milestone with
singing males exceeding 100 birds. The past four
years has seen a notable change in the breeding
numbers at Paxton Pits.
Most birds still migrate with small groups seen up
until the end of November.

J A S O N D

Blackcap
Sylvia atricapilla
Abundant summer visitor
There was a very notable increase in blackcap
numbers in 2019 with BTO registering the highest
totals since monitoring began in 1983. This
comment matched Paxton Pits with 37% more
singing males recorded during the PBBS than
2018. It seems 2019 has been repeated in 2020
with PBBS estimating 140 singing males. Now the
commonest warbler at Paxton Pits.
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Siberian chiffchaff
Phylloscopus collybita tristis
Rare winter visitor
A bird overwintered in 2019/20 at Stirtloe sewage
works. This site is just north of the Reserve at the
start of Anglian Water Road.
J
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Willow warbler

Flycatchers, Tits & Treecreeper
Spotted flycatcher

Phylloscopus trochilus
Common summer visitor
The first birds were heard singing on 7th April, the
day of the April PBBS. The PBBS reported 34
singing males being slightly up on past years.
Numbers seemed to have stabilised around 30
after a fall in 2016.
Willow warblers were heard throughout the
Reserve but prefer the less mature habitat with
younger saplings.
Most birds leave by the end of August. The last
bird was reported (MB) on 10th September.

J F M A M J

Muscicapa striata
Occasional breeder, scarce on passage

Janet Dobson photo
The first bird was seen 7th May and the last
sighting was photographed on 9th September.
There were no records of breeding pairs within the
surveyed areas with only single sightings reported
during the spring and autumn migrations. The
longest stay was a bird found (MB) on 23rd August
which stayed for at least five days at Boughton
Lodge.
The nearest known breeding pair was at Buckden
Marina.

J A S O N D

Goldcrest
Regulus regulus
Localised breeder, small numbers rest of year
Goldcrest over recent years have started breeding
in small numbers around the Reserve. In August,
juveniles were seen (MD) along Anglia Water Road
and an adult was seen feeding (SM) young in Wray
House garden.
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Bearded tit
Panurus biarmicus
Rare visitor
A rare visitor to Paxton Pits during late autumn at
the time birds erupt from their breeding grounds.
A bird was briefly heard (GR) but not seen on Rudd
Pit on 22nd November. Next day it was briefly seen
(MB) flying over the reeds on Hayling Lake. The
bird was very elusive and was last reported on
27th.
J
J F M A M J

J A S O N D

31

F M A M J

J

A S O N D

all the records came from the village with the
maximum count of three singing birds heard (NP)
on 23rd March.

Long-tailed tit
Aegithalos caudatus
Abundant resident
A bird regularly seen in large flocks during the
winter months until February / March when they
start pairing up. The
PBBS showed a slight
fall to 45 pairs.
However, the earlier
PBBS in April (which
gives a better count
of resident birds)
only covered the
Nature Reserve. The
other areas were
surveyed in May
when the long-tailed
tits have already
nested and are not
calling.
Carol Leather photo
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Blue tit
Parus caeruleus
Abundant resident
Blue tits continue to do well possibly benefiting
from the high concentration of nest boxes on the
Nature Reserve. There has been a notable
increase in breeding numbers since 2017 with this
year’s PBBS estimating 134 pairs.

MA-B photo

J F M A M J
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Marsh tit
Parus palustris
Scarce visitor
A previous breeder and regularly seen, to a bird
which is now very scarce locally. There was only
one record with a bird seen during the June PBBS.
J
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Great tit
Parus major
Abundant resident
The PBBS indicated a decline in numbers to an
estimated 81 pairs, down from over 100 last year.
This was still the third best year. The cancellation
of the April survey outside the Nature Reserve due

Coal tit
Parus ater
Localised resident
Coal tits are an uncommon bird at Paxton Pits
preferring Little Paxton village where they can be
heard singing from late March into April. Almost
32

to Covid-19 may
underestimation.

have

resulted

in

an

and April. Most sightings were either a single bird
or a pair with two sightings in the autumn of four
birds.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

Magpie
Pica pica
Common resident
It is difficult to assess the breeding pairs of corvids,
including magpies, due to their larger range and
non-breeding birds. The PBBS estimated only
seven pairs being well down on previous years.
The missed April survey outside the Nature
Reserve may partly explain the lower count.
J F M A M J J A S O N D
J F M A M J
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Jackdaw
Corvus monedula
Resident, more numerous in winter
The PBBS estimated 17 breeding pairs on the
Reserve with another 15+ pairs (TG estimate) in
Little Paxton village.
Jackdaws roost around Heronry South in large
numbers during the winter months. The best
estimate (TG) was at least 3,000 birds.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

Treecreeper
Certhia familiaris
Localised resident
The PBBS recorded a
possible eight breeding
pairs, similar to previous
years. An adult bird was
seen (MA-B) feeding
young on 17th June near
the moorings.

Rook
Corvus frugilegus
Resident, more numerous in winter
There are two rookeries on the Reserve, one north
of Sailing Lake and another near Boughton Lodge
farm. There were an estimated 65 nests being
slightly higher than last year.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

Carrion crow
Corvus corone corone
Resident
Always difficult to assess the number of carrion
crow territories but probably around ten pairs on
the Reserve. There were some family parties seen
during the month of June.

J F M A M J J A S O N D

Crows
Jay

J

Garrulus glandarius
Uncommon resident
Jay sightings seemed more frequent than 2019.
There was no evidence that they bred on the
Reserve although birds were often seen in March

F M A M J
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Raven
Corvus corax
Scarce but increasing visitor
Ravens have spread further east over recent years
and have become an occasional sighting at Paxton
33

Pits. All the sightings were flyovers of a single bird
or a pair.
J

F M A M J

J

Reserve, an area which will become more
important in future years.

A S O N D

Starling
Sturnus vulgaris
Abundant resident
The year started with some large murmurations
seen late January of between 2,000 and 3,000
birds seen around Pumphouse Pit East and Offord.
Starling are a common bird on the Reserve but
only nest in small numbers. Generally they prefer
to breed in the villages with numerous family
groups seen in gardens between May and June.
There were some large counts during June with
480 seen (AT) feeding in the paddocks at
Diddington. There was also an unusual sight for
mid-summer of murmurations of 1,000 seen (MB)
around Hayling Lake.
J F M A M J J A S O N D
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Brambling
Fringilla montifringilla
Scarce winter visitor, usually seen on passage
There was only one record of a male visiting a
garden in Little Paxton over two days from 5th
April.

House sparrow
Passer domesticus
Abundant in the villages
House sparrows remain a common bird in Little
Paxton and Diddington villages, and were often
seen around the fringes of the Reserve.
J F M A M J J A S O N D

Finches & Buntings
Chaffinch
Fringilla coelebs
Common resident but declining
The decline in chaffinch numbers continued into
2020 with the PBBS estimating only 14 pairs, less
than 20% of the numbers seen 10 years ago! The
impact of trichomonosis, a parasite, which affects
the back of the throat and the gullet, and fringilla
papillomavirus a warty growth which develops on
their legs has had a significant impact on numbers
at Paxton Pits. This is one of the reasons why bird
baths and food stations should be cleaned
regularly to stop these transmissions.
Today, largest numbers are seen in the winter
months. There was one sighting (MD) on 24th
October of over 100 birds in the field east of A1
Pits. This field will from next year be excavated
and then later turned into a reed bed. Chaffinch
also favour the arable fields on the Nature

NP photo
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Greenfinch
Carduelis chloris
Common resident
Greenfinch numbers have over recent years seen
a slight increase. The PBBS estimated 19 pairs.
The highest numbers seen were birds going to
roost. The largest was a flock of c80 birds seen
(MD) near the barns at Diddington on 23rd August.
A smaller flock of 30 birds seen near the Ouse
Valley Way on 8th November was closely watched
by a sparrowhawk.
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Linnet
Carduelis cannabina
Common resident increasing in winter
The PBBS estimated 21 pairs. This was the third
year of decline from the
peak of 2017. Most of the
decline was on the Nature
Reserve.
Large wintering numbers
were occasionally reported
usually from the fields east
of the A1 Pits. The largest
winter count was 120 birds
seen (TB) on 26th October.
MA-B photo

J F M A M J J A S O N D

Goldfinch
Carduelis carduelis
Resident
The PBBS estimated 30 pairs being slightly down
on previous two years. However there was a
notable increase with numbers now double pre
2018. The largest number seen (TB) was 46 birds
around the Nature Reserve on 29th November.

J F M A M J J A S O N D

Lesser redpoll
Carduelis cabaret
Localised winter visitor, often scarce
Similar to siskin, lesser redpoll seem more
common this winter with regular reports. Most of
the reports were birds heard as they flew over.

J F M A M J J A S O N D

J

Siskin
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Bullfinch

Carduelis spinus
Winter visitor in small numbers
Siskin numbers vary from year to year with few
sightings in 2019/20 winter. However, this winter
there has been a regular passage of siskins with
some birds feeding around the Reserve. The
highest count (TB) was 40 birds seen on 5th
October.
J

F M A M J

Pyrrhula pyrrhula
Resident
The PBBS estimated 9 pairs, the lowest for many
years. Part of the explanation may be the missed
April survey covering areas outside the Nature
Reserve. The bullfinch remains a common bird
favouring certain parts of the reserve. The largest
count of 14 birds was seen (MD) along the east
side of Island Pit on 3rd January.

A S O N D
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stay to breed in the summer. The highest winter
count was over 50 birds in January.

J F M A M J
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Hawfinch
Coccothraustes coccothraustes
Rare visitor
An unidentified heavy and undulating bird,
possibly a hawfinch, was seen (MD) on 14th
October flying over Anglian Water Road but was
only seen for seconds with no wing bar being
noticed. There were no other reports.

J A S O N D

Reed bunting
Emberiza schoeniclus
Abundant resident
A bird that seems more common in the summer
months with only small flocks seen in the winter.
The largest flock was 20 birds seen (Jim Stevenson)
on 20th January. The PBBS showed a small decline
with an estimated 42 pairs.

Yellowhammer
Emberiza citrinella
Localised resident increasing in winter
There is limited habitat on the Reserve favouring
breeding yellowhammer so numbers are never
expected to be high. This year the PBBS indicated
a small decline to 9 pairs.

J F M A M J
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Corn bunting
Miliaria calandra
Rare winter visitor
Now a rare bird at Paxton Pits with no reports in
2020.

MA-B photo
This is one of the targeted species where FPPNR
conservation work is trying to encourage
wintering birds. Hopefully some of these birds will

By Neal Parkin
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Paxton Pits Bird Species List
Status
V
R
O
R
O
V
O
R
V
O
A
A
V
O
A
V
R
R
W
V
R
A
W
A
W
V
V
R
A
V
V
V
W
W
W
V
V
R
O
V
R
V
V

Species name
Brent goose
Canada goose
Barnacle goose
Greylag goose
Pink-footed goose
Tundra bean goose
White-fronted goose
Mute swan
Bewick's swan
Whooper swan
Egyptian goose
Shelduck
Ruddy shelduck
Mandarin duck
Garganey
Blue-winged teal
Shoveler
Gadwall
Wigeon
American wigeon
Mallard
Pintail
Teal
Red-crested pochard
Pochard
Ferruginous duck
Ring-necked duck
Tufted duck
Scaup
Eider
Common scoter
Long-tailed duck
Goldeneye
Smew
Goosander
Red-breasted
merganser
Ruddy duck
Red-legged partridge
Grey partridge
Quail
Pheasant
Red-throated diver
Black-throated diver

Status
V
V
V
R
V
R
V
O
V
V
V
V
O
R
V
A
R
V
V
R
A
V
R
V
A
V
V
R
R
R
X
V
R
R
V
V
S
V
S
R
W
V
O
P

Species name
Great northern diver
Fulmar
Cattle Egret
Little grebe
Red-necked grebe
Great crested grebe
Slavonian grebe
Black-necked grebe
Black stork
White stork
Glossy Ibis
Spoonbill
Bittern
Grey heron
Purple heron
Great white egret
Little egret
Gannet
Shag
Cormorant
Osprey
Honey-buzzard
Sparrowhawk
Goshawk
Marsh harrier
Hen harrier
Montagu's harrier
Red kite
Buzzard
Water rail
Corncrake
Spotted crake
Moorhen
Coot
Crane
Stone-curlew
Oystercatcher
Black-winged Stilt
Avocet
Lapwing
Golden plover
American golden plover
Grey plover
Ringed plover
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Status
S
X
O
P
A
P
A
O
P
O
O
O
P
V
O
V
V
W
A
W
V
V
P
W
R
O
V
P
V
V
R
P
O
W
R
V
V
R
O
A
R
V
A

Species name
Little ringed plover
Killdeer
Whimbrel
Curlew
Bar-tailed godwit
Black-tailed godwit
Turnstone
Knot
Ruff
Curlew sandpiper
Temminck's stint
Sanderling
Dunlin
Baird's Sandpiper
Little stint
Buff-breasted
Sandpiper
Pectoral sandpiper
Woodcock
Jack snipe
Snipe
Red-necked phalarope
Grey phalarope
Common sandpiper
Green sandpiper
Redshank
Wood sandpiper
Spotted redshank
Greenshank
Kittiwake
Sabine's gull
Black-headed gull
Little gull
Mediterranean gull
Common gull
Great black-backed gull
Glaucous gull
Iceland gull
Herring gull
Caspian gull
Yellow-legged gull
Lesser black-backed gull
Caspian tern
Sandwich tern

Status
O
V
S
P
V
V
P
V
V
V
V
V
R
R
R
A
R
S
R
A
R
O
O
V
V
S
R
V
V
V
R
R
R
V
A
S
A
V
V
V
V
R
R
X
R

Species name
Little tern
Roseate tern
Common tern
Arctic tern
Whiskered tern
White-winged black tern
Black tern
Pomarine skua
Arctic skua
Long-tailed skua
Little auk
Common guillemot
Rock / Feral dove
Stock dove
Wood pigeon
Turtle dove
Collared dove
Cuckoo
Barn owl
Tawny owl
Little owl
Long-eared owl
Short-eared owl
Nightjar
Alpine swift
Swift
Kingfisher
Hoopoe
Wryneck
Lesser spotted w/pecker
Great spotted w/pecker
Green woodpecker
Kestrel
Red-footed falcon
Merlin
Hobby
Peregrine
Ring-necked parakeet
Red-backed Shrike
Great grey shrike
Golden oriole
Jay
Magpie
Nutcracker
Jackdaw

Status
R
R
A
V
R
A
V
R
R
V
V
V
R
S
S
S
R
R
V
V
S
R
V
S
S
V
A
S
S
S
S
V
R
R
O
R
V
R
A
R
W
W
R
R
S

Species name
Rook
Carrion crow
Raven
Waxwing
Coal tit
Marsh tit
Willow tit
Blue tit
Great tit
Penduline tit
Bearded tit
Woodlark
Skylark
Sand martin
Swallow
House martin
Cetti's warbler
Long-tailed tit
Wood warbler
Yellow-browed warbler
Willow warbler
Chiffchaff
Great reed warbler
Sedge warbler
Reed warbler
Marsh warbler
Grasshopper warbler
Blackcap
Garden warbler
Lesser whitethroat
Whitethroat
Firecrest
Goldcrest
Wren
Nuthatch
Treecreeper
Rose-coloured starling
Starling
Ring ouzel
Blackbird
Fieldfare
Redwing
Song thrush
Mistle thrush
Spotted flycatcher
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Status
R
S
V
V
A
A
W
P
R
V
R
S
R
R
V
W
V
V
A
R
W
V
R
R
V
R
V
W
V
R
W
V
O
R
R
Index
R
S
W
P
A
O
V
X

Species name
Robin
Nightingale
Pied flycatcher
Black redstart
Redstart
Whinchat
Stonechat
Wheatear
House sparrow
Tree sparrow
Dunnock
Yellow wagtail
Grey wagtail
Pied wagtail
Richard's pipit
Meadow pipit
Tree pipit
Water pipit
Rock pipit
Chaffinch
Brambling
Hawfinch
Bullfinch
Greenfinch
Twite
Linnet
Common redpoll
Lesser redpoll
Crossbill
Goldfinch
Siskin
Snow bunting
Corn bunting
Yellowhammer
Reed bunting
Resident
Summer Visitor
Winter/Non-breeding
Passage migration
Occasional (annual)
Occasional (< annual)
Vagrant (<=3 over 10 yrs)
Not in the last 50 years

First and Last Summer Migrants
overwintering. The blackcap singing on the 17th
March 2020 was the earliest singing bird at Paxton
Pits. Another bird that returned earlier than
previous years was the swift, first seen on 18th
April being a day earlier than the past record.

Spring sightings
Most of the summer migrants arrive from late
March until late April apart from the turtle dove
and spotted flycatcher which arrive early May,
although both species are now rare visitors rather
than breeders to Paxton Pits. The earliest species
returning tend to have the longest variation in
arrival dates, e.g. sand martins have been seen in
early March when the weather has been warm but
generally they arrive from mid-month onwards.

Latest sightings
Most migrants have left our shores by September
with a few species leaving early October. The adult
cuckoo is the first to depart with the last sightings
towards the end of June. Any sightings after this
date are usually juvenile birds.

Over the past four years two species have arrived
within a day of previous years; sedge warbler 7th
or 8th April and lesser whitethroat 15th or 16th
April. Most small passerines seem to arrive during
the same week every year with a max of 10 days
variation. This excludes the chiffchaff which can be
heard singing early in spring depending on the
weather as some birds overwinter and blackcap
which have been arriving earlier over the past
decades, again possibly due to a few birds

The mild autumn resulted in some late
movements of chiffchaff and blackcap. There were
small numbers of chiffchaff and the odd blackcap
seen towards the end of November and early
December. The sighting of a blackcap on the 1st
December was the latest for Paxton Pits, excluding
birds seen overwintering in the village.

Earliest Reported Spring Sightings

* first singing birds
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Spotted flycatcher

Willow warbler

* ChiffChaff

* Blackcap

Garden warbler

Whitethroat

Lesser whitethroat

Reed warbler

2020

Sedge warbler

Wheatear

Nightingale

2019

Yellow wagtail

2018

House martin

Sand martin

Swift

Cuckoo

Turtle dove

Common tern

Little ringed plover

Hobby

2017

Swallow

31 May
24 May
17 May
10 May
03 May
26 Apr
19 Apr
12 Apr
05 Apr
29 Mar
22 Mar
15 Mar
08 Mar
01 Mar
23 Feb

Earliest sightings
2017
2018
2019
2020
Paxton earliest Days variation
Hobby
29 Apr
26 Apr
22 Apr
19 Apr
17 Apr 04/06
10
Little ringed plover 27 Mar
02 Apr
26 Mar
25 Mar
12 Mar 2000
8
Common tern
30 Mar
08 Apr
09 Apr
07 Apr
30 Mar 2017
10
Turtle dove
N/a
05 May
05 May
04 May
12 Apr 1998
2
Cuckoo
14 Apr
15 Apr
19 Apr
09 Apr
03 Apr 2002
10
Swift
19 Apr
24 Apr
03 May
18 Apr
18 Apr 2020
15
Sand martin
16 Mar
02 Apr
03 Mar
19 Mar
02 Mar 1997
30
Swallow
21 Mar
06 Apr
31 Mar
08 Apr
14 Mar 2001
18
House martin
08 Apr
07 Apr
06 Apr
06 Apr
04 Mar 2001
2
Yellow wagtail
09 Apr
08 Apr
14 Apr
10 Apr
27 Mar 2005
6
Nightingale
12 Apr
06 Apr
07 Apr
06 Apr
04 Apr 99/02
6
Wheatear
09 Apr
09 Apr
16 Apr
16 Apr
11 Mar 1996
7
Sedge warbler
08 Apr
07 Apr
08 Apr
07 Apr
25 Mar 2002
1
Reed warbler
16 Apr
19 Apr
20 Apr
10 Apr
07 Apr 2001
10
Lesser whitethroat
16 Apr
15 Apr
16 Apr
16 Apr
14 Apr 2007
1
Whitethroat
05 Apr
15 Apr
07 Apr
12 Apr
03 Apr 2002
10
Garden warbler
17 Apr
15 Apr
19 Apr
16 Apr
04 Apr 1997
4
* Blackcap
26 Mar
30 Mar
24 Mar
17 Mar
17 Mar 04/20
13
* ChiffChaff
16 Mar
23 Mar
25 Feb
20 Mar
25 Feb 2018
27
Willow warbler
31 Mar
07 Apr
05 Apr
07 Apr
09 Mar 1997
7
Spotted flycatcher
16 May
21 May
12 May
07 May
no history
14
* The first dates for Paxton Pits relate to the first singing birds, but could be overwintering birds.
Latest sightings
2017
2018
2019
2020
Paxton Latest
Hobby
02 Oct
24 Sep
25 Sep
07 Oct
29 Oct 2006
Little ringed plover
24 Jul
03 Sep
25 Sep
27 Jul
30 Sep 2005
Common tern
21 Aug
23 Sep
21 Aug
16 Aug
24 Oct 2004
Turtle dove
13 Jul
10 May
22 Jun
27 Aug
25 Sep 1980
Cuckoo
16 Jul
01 Aug
30 Jun
28 Jun
31 Aug 2003
Swift
13 Sep
22 Sep
20 Aug
07 Sep
15 Oct 1961
Sand martin
13 Sep
10 Sep
15 Sep
28 Sep
20 Oct 2000
Swallow
03 Oct
06 Oct
16 Oct
04 Oct
02 Nov 1997
House martin
18 Sep
13 Oct
12 Oct
04 Oct
05 Nov 2005
Yellow wagtail
23 Sep
10 Sep
21 Sep
28 Sep
19 Oct 2006
Nightingale
04 Jun
02 Jun
24 Jun
11 Jun
25 Aug 2001
Wheatear
15 Oct
None
15 Aug
01 Sep
18 Oct 2003
Sedge warbler
14 Sep
07 Aug
27 Aug
23 Aug
19 Sep 1993
Reed warbler
13 Sep
14 Oct
15 Sep
*20 Nov
15 Oct 2006
Lesser whitethroat
01 Oct
27 Aug
21 Sep
26 Sep
01 Oct 2017
Whitethroat
30 Sep
06 Sep
01 Sep
10 Sep
30 Oct 2004
Garden warbler
01 Sep
20 Sep
19 Sep
10 Sep
02 Oct 2005
Blackcap
16 Nov
02 Oct
07 Oct
01 Dec
01 Dec 2020
ChiffChaff
overwinters
overwinters
Willow warbler
20 Sep
20 Sep
19 Sep
10 Sep
01 Oct 2006
Spotted flycatcher
12 Jul
09 Oct
21 Sep
09 Sep
no history
* 2020 possible late reed warbler sighting was too brief to include as Paxton latest
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Paxton Breeding Bird Survey Report by Neal Parkin
The initial plan for 2020 was to undertake three
breeding bird surveys for April, May and June, and
a water bird survey in July. However due to Covid19 all plans had to be rethought with the April
survey being initially cancelled and the later ones
restricted to one volunteer per route unless they
were a couple. At late notice, we decided to run
the April survey but only covering the Nature
Reserve with help from couples living locally in
Little Paxton. Thankfully we had enough local
volunteers to run the two key surveys for May and
June. The July survey was cancelled. I would like to
thank everyone who helped with the BBS at such
short notice due to the ever changing rules around
Covid-19. Also, I do recognise that many people
were keen to help but were unable due to Covid19 restrictions – hope to see you next year.

and other sightings reported to myself. In past
years, a third source was the sightings reported in
the Visitor Centre’s log book but this year the VC
was shut throughout the survey period.
The breeding success of most ground nesting
species was heart-rending with good numbers
attempting to breed but very few chicks actually
fledging. It seems all the waders (apart from one
oystercatcher pair), terns and gulls failed with no
juveniles reported. The suspicion was mink as a
family group of a mother and five kits were seen
near Diddington and Pumphouse pits. There was
also a report of three mink at the top end of
Pumphouse Pit East where the nightingales were
breeding.
The breeding success of waterfowl was better
than previous years although numbers are always
likely to be an underestimation as many species
nest over a lengthy period and go unreported.
Mute swans raised cygnets on ten of the pits /
lakes which was similar to last year. The largest
brood was five cygnets. Canada and greylag geese
seemed to have had a better year with 11 and 30
family groups respectively. A pair of Egyptian
geese nested on Diddington pit with two goslings
seen although like many young birds they soon
disappeared. The only ducks reported with
ducklings were mallard and tufted. Tufted
ducklings seem to have a high predation rate
although the seven on Lodge pit all survived to
adulthood.

We usually expect to see circa 100 species of birds
over the surveys but this year we only recorded 87
species being well down on past years. Part of the
reason was due to fewer surveys but it does seem
that spring 2020 was quieter with fewer species,
particularly waders, recorded at Paxton Pits. There
was a possible 70 breeding bird species recorded
on or near the Reserve which were similar to past
years.
The data from the surveys and other sightings
outside the BBS are entered onto an Excel
spreadsheet by route and date to produce an
estimated number of breeding birds. The
spreadsheet is relatively simple using a consistent
approach and provides the capability to see the
number of possible territories by route for each
species – the example attached shows the
distribution of lesser whitethroat around the
Reserve. Also attached is the estimated number of
territories by species compared to the past two
years and 2010.

Great crested grebe breeding attempts were
slightly down on last year with pairs on most pits
but again the success rate was low with only five
confirmed sightings of pairs with juvenile birds.
Little grebe again bred on Lodge pit for the second
year running with all three pairs successfully
raising seven young between them. Cormorant is
an early nester when most trees lack foliage so
relatively easy to see. The count on Heronry South
had 55 nests similar to last year. Grey heron also
nest on Heronry South but in thicker cover and are
more difficult to see with only three nests
reported. Moorhen pairs were slightly down
although many did have two broods whereas

This PBBS report is a summary of the breeding
success. It is issued before the annual report which
provides a fuller account of the results.
Non-passerines
The breeding records of non-passerines is a
combination of the Breeding Bird Surveys (BBS)
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coots breeding success has declined over recent
years especially on the northern pits possibly due
to increased predation. Water rail is a very
secretive bird being heard more often than seen.
Three birds in different locations were
occasionally heard over the summer period and it
is assumed they stayed to breed.

There were no records of kingfisher breeding on
the Reserve although regularly seen along the
river. Green and great-spotted woodpeckers
continue to do well at Paxton with many reports
of juvenile birds.
Passerines
The BBS is the main source on the number of
possible breeding passerines although for some of
the scarcer birds then this is combined with other
reported sightings. This year due to Covid-19
lockdown, David Bale undertook a survey of the
nightingales breeding along Anglian road north of
Pumphouse Pit East with some surprising results.

Raptor numbers of sparrowhawk, kestrel and
buzzard remain similar to past years with circa two
pairs breeding on or around the Reserve. Again
there were no records of breeding red kite and
hobby. Three ‘very vocal’ juvenile sparrowhawks
were seen in August near Lodge Pit with an adult
male coming in to feed them. Little, barn and
tawny owls were often seen or heard during the
breeding season. It was assumed the little owls
were again successful as 3-4 birds were seen in
August. There were no reports submitted on the
success of other owl species.

The past stronghold of breeding nightingales was
around the east side of the Heronry Lakes with
2020 being the first year none were reported in
the Nature Reserve. It seems the birds have
relocated to the scrub north of Pumphouse Pit
East. The BBS indicated an increase in numbers
with a total of 11 singing males on the Reserve.
However, David Bale’s study indicated a further 10
singing males with 3 – 4 other birds heard just
outside the BBS area. David sent his information
to the BTO who analysed his data and arrived at a
likely 20 singing birds (two more than David) with
a further three possibilities. The habitat should
remain good for a number of years although there
was one concern this year as three mink were seen
in the area at the height of the breeding season.
Certainly this is a key area locally for nightingales
and will require close monitoring.

There were six wader species regularly seen on the
northern pits over the summer months. Little
ringed plover bred in the new workings outside
the Reserve with three juveniles seen. Lapwing,
oystercatchers, avocets, redshank and ringed
plover were all seen on either Pumphouse Pit East
or Diddington pit with only a pair of early nesting
oystercatchers being successful. All other species
either failed or had their young predated. It was
very heart-breaking as the avocets were nesting
for the second year after a 10 year absence losing
their five young after a week. A pair of ring plovers
were often seen, a bird which regularly bred at
Paxton up until the early 2000’s.

There was again no evidence of hirundines
breeding within Paxton Pits. Swallow numbers
were seemingly down this year with a few pairs
breeding on the Thornhill Estate. Sand martins
again bred on the quarry dig south of Diddington
but much of the area was inaccessible so unable to
report on exact numbers. Pied wagtails were
regularly seen around buildings on the periphery
of the Reserve and Grey wagtails again bred
successfully at Little Paxton weir.

Common tern and black-headed gull seemed to
have fallen to the same fate as the waders with a
total failure. The tern rafts were not anchored this
year due to Covid-19 so most of the common terns
attempted to nest on Diddington pit. Some did
have young birds but they were all predated.
Black-headed gulls initially nested on Sailing Lake
but they all failed. Some moved to Diddington pit
just after the terns nested but again they all failed.
Likewise lesser black-backed gulls showed
interest in nesting on the same pits but again there
were no records of breeding success. Overall a
disastrous year for waders, gulls and terns!

The resident birds of wren, robin, dunnock,
blackbird and song thrush all showed a small
increase from last year with singing wren numbers
of 159 being the highest recorded. In 2014 their
numbers broke the 100 singing birds and have
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continued to remain above a 100 or more ever
since.

April count. The largest percentage fall was
Chaffinch which again showed a notable decline.
They were once one of the commonest birds on
the Reserve but today they are absent from many
of their former breeding areas. Reed bunting is
another bird which seems to be declining albeit
slowly.

Warbler numbers were either similar or better
than last year apart from sedge warbler and
goldcrest. Sedge warbler showed a notable
decline being 50% down on the past two years –
hopefully this was a blip but we will have to wait
until next year. Goldcrest is an uncommon
breeding bird at Paxton with the previous two
years the highest recorded. Blackcap remained
the second commonest bird with 140 singing
males.

Overall, passerine breeding numbers were similar
to the past two years although there were some
notable winners and losers. However, nonpasserines had a mixed year with most ground
nesting birds having a very low breeding success.
This is a concern which will require action if we are
to keep these birds at Paxton Pits.

The reduced April survey probably had an impact
on the great tit and long-tailed tit count as their
numbers were down on last year. Blue tit numbers
were again high at 134 possible territories. This
was the first year no marsh tits were heard on the
Reserve.

If you have any further breeding information
outside the surveys then please email details to
friends@paxton-pits.org.uk
or
myself
at
neal.parkin@hotmail.co.uk.

Treecreeper numbers of eight possible pairs were
similar to past years.
Finch and bunting numbers were slightly down on
last year, again possibly impacted by the reduced

Neal Parkin
19/08/20 (updated 23/12/20)

Dunnock, a common breeding bird at Paxton Pits which is often overlooked.
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Paxton Pits 2020 Breeding Bird Survey Results (Updated)
Non-passerines
Mute swan
Greylag goose
Canada goose
Egyptian goose
Gadwall
Mallard
Shoveler
Tufted duck
Red-legged partridge
Pheasant
Little grebe
Great crested grebe
Cormorant
Little egret
Grey heron
Sparrowhawk
Buzzard
Kestrel
Hobby
Water rail
Moorhen
Coot
Oystercatcher
Avocet
Little ringed plover
Ringed plover
Lapwing
Redshank
Black-headed gull
Lesser black-backed gull
Herring gull
Common tern
Rock/Feral Pigeon
Stock dove
Woodpigeon
Collared dove
Turtle dove
Cuckoo
Barn owl
Little owl
Tawny owl
Swift
Kingfisher
Green woodpecker
Great spotted w/pecker

Status max
R
3
R
3
R
3
R
5
R
2
R
2
R
R
3
R
2
R
2
R
3
R
2
R
5
R
3
R
3
R
2
R
2
R
3
S
2
R
5
R
2
R
3
S
2
S
3
S
5
S
R
3
R
5
R
2
R
2
R
S
3
R
R
2
R
3
R
2
S
3
S
2
R
5
R
3
R
S
R
2
R
2
R
3

2020
10
30
11
1

2019
10
3
8

2018
7
12
14

2010
9
28
29

14

1
11

3
11

N/a
3

5
6
17
3
17
55

1
10
21
2
23
50

10
6
10

N/a
N/a
11

20
50

15
N/a

3
2
2
2

4
2
2
2

4
2
2
3

N/a
N/a
N/a
N/a

3
17
21
3
2
3

20
42
5
2
1

18
34
3

4
28
5

119
5

6
1
161
36

2
182
27

N/a
1
4
5
N/a
13

24

39

61

12

13
36
1

18
54
2

17
75
1

6
2
1

6
1
1

7

7
85
6
10
6

18
12

1
19
8

16
10

N/a
12
7

4
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Passerines
Skylark
Sand martin
Swallow
House martin
Yellow wagtail
Grey wagtail
Pied wagtail
Wren
Robin
Dunnock
Nightingale
Blackbird
Song thrush
Mistle thrush
Cetti's warbler
Sedge warbler
Reed warbler
Lesser whitethroat
Whitethroat
Garden warbler
Blackcap
Chiffchaff
Willow warbler
Goldcrest
Spotted flycatcher
Long-tailed tit
Marsh tit
Blue tit
Great tit
Treecreeper
Jay
Magpie
Jackdaw
Rook
Carrion crow
Starling
House sparrow
Chaffinch
Greenfinch
Goldfinch
Linnet
Bullfinch
Yellowhammer
Reed bunting

Status max
R
2
S
5
S
S
S
R
R
2
R
2
R
2
R
1
S
5
R
2
R
2
R
2
R
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
S
2
R
3
S
R
2
R
3
R
2
R
1
R
3
R
1
R
3
R
2
R
5
R
2
R
3
R
1
R
2
R
2
R
3
R
3
R
2
R
3
R
2

2020
5
20

2019
7
50

2018
8
40

2010
17
N/a

1
159
116
61
21
99
43
1
20
28
75
20
39
84
140
105
34
4

1
155
111
51
5
88
40
1
19
53
51
18
45
81
138
99
32
8

2
125
104
69
6
88
47
1
14
56
55
17
28
73
101
80
28
12

7
75
79
40
19
87
33
2
9
81
76
6
41
55
78
53
77

45

49

26

134
81
8
1
7
18
65
8
1
1
14
19
30
21
9
9
42

114
102
8

62
1
121
95
9
2
10
10
52
28

7
N/a
N/a
N/a

1
30
21
38
30
14
15
56

4
74
13
5
5
9
8
72

16
4
55
22
1
1
18
22
34
25
10
11
52

45

99
59
3

Species: Lesser whitethroat

2p

2p

1p
2p

1p

2p

1p

1p 1c

1s

2p
3p

1p

c = confirmed, p = probable, s = possible
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Anglian Water Road Nightingale Survey Records by David Bale
April to June 2020
in Buckden Parish, to the north of Paxton Pits Nature Reserve in Cambridgeshire
principally in terms of its distance from the road.
It is sufficiently far away to make the exact
location of a singing nightingale hard to pin
down precisely.

Nightingale Surveyed Area
In discussing the distribution of nightingale in
the general region of the Anglian Water Intake
Pumping Station, I think it may help to think in
terms of a core area spreading eastwards from
the footpath down to the water at Pumphouse
Pit East and, to the east, as far as the footpath
running around the perimeter fence of the
Anglian Water works: from the kissing gate
(close to a very public long tailed tit’s nest this
year) in a straight line towards the point where
it makes a right angle turn to the left and then
down to the footbridge over the stream where I
saw my first ever wild otter. This same path
continues down to the River Great Ouse. As all
my observations were made from the Anglian
Water Road itself, I would not have been able to
hear the presence of any nightingale to the east
of “my otter” footbridge. In any case, I don’t
think there is much history of nightingale being
recorded to the east of the footbridge in any
numbers in recent years.

Actual sightings of nightingale are relatively
infrequent, but by moving backwards and
forwards on the road, it is possible to establish
with some accuracy the exact position of an
individual singing bird in the core area (Zone D).
In the case of birds in Zone C, it is not as easy to
identify the exact position. This means it is less
certain, when a nightingale is heard in this zone,
whether he is singing from exactly the same
place as a bird that might, for example, have
been singing in that general direction the day
before.
I have designated Zone B as being all the other
land that is both to the east of the footpath
down to the shore of Pumphouse East (that runs
from a point close to the bridge over the stream
on the Anglian Water Road) and also to the
south of the road.

The core area which I refer to as bounded by
these two footpaths is quite narrow, with a
width of about 50 yards. Because nightingale
sing quite close to the road in places - and this
year, for the first time in my experience, this
singing has, on the odd occasion, been on both
sides of the road - I decided also to include the
actual road itself in the core area together with
the verge and adjoining scrub up to the point
where it drops away to the Pit on left hand side
of the road (as you approach the gates). I have
designated the whole of this core area as Zone
D. This is the area where there has usually been
the greatest annual presence of nightingale.

Zone A covers all the remaining areas. This
includes all land to the north of the road except
the land east of the road bridge and all that
which immediately adjoins the road down to the
pumping station gates. It also includes all land
within earshot on both sides of the road to the
west of the road bridge.
On two maps showing each of those four zones,
I have recorded each point where I have heard a
nightingale between my first visit on 8th April
until the time in mid-June when all of our
nightingales ceased to sing and for some time
afterwards when their calls and growls could still
be heard. Each point of significant nightingale
activity has been given a reference number and
has been marked on the map to show whether
the signs of a nightingale’s presence at that point
were sufficient to warrant being recorded as a

I am designating as Zone C, a further strip
approximately 30 yards wide at its widest point
and running parallel to the road on the
Pumphouse Pit side, which is an extension to
that core area. Its location differs from Zone D
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probable territory. Probable territories appear
on the map as red dots and most other points at
which nightingale were recorded are shown as
red circles.

to a nightingale at one point where I myself
heard song there on only three occasions
contributed in large measure to my decision to
count that too as a probable territory. The other
factor that weighed with me was that on each
occasion when I heard it, the song was longlasting and very sustained and persistent.

The basis on which I have considered it is likely
that a particular point is a territory is when
nightingale have been recorded at that spot on
at least four occasions.
At the time of writing my interim report on 17th
May 2020 there were:
2 probable territories in Zone A
1 probable territories in Zone B
2 probable territories in Zone C
11 probable territories in Zone D

A. Zone A (7 sites A1 to A7)

I concluded my interim report by saying:
“This makes a total estimate of sixteen
nightingale territories in the general
Pumphouse road area. I shall continue to
monitor this area for the next three or
four weeks until there are no more
singing nightingales. It is possible that
this estimate may need to be increased
slightly.
There are currently three
locations where nightingale have been
heard on three occasions and five more
locations where they have been heard
twice.”

A1 (aka Explorer)
Total No. of records = 1
I first heard this nightingale, that I have
nicknamed Explorer, when I was with Jim
Stevenson (JS) on 21.4 JS tried to find his exact
location but was unsuccessful. Ann Scott (AS), a
few days later, reported a nightingale singing
well from a good nesting area close to Margetts
Farm. As Explorer was last heard in an area not
far from Margetts Farm (perhaps 300 yards
away), it may possibly be the same bird. More
recently (27.5) AS told me she had revisited the
site near Margetts Farm, but found it had been
trashed and was empty. It is possible that
Explorer may then have nested at A7 and been
re-named by me as “North Scrub”. It could
equally well have been another bird or birds
entirely.

Everywhere to the West of the Bridge and to
the North of the Road edges. Also includes the
viewpoint and piece of land to the west of the
short footpath leading down to the water’s
edge.

In the end there were 19 locations where
nightingales were recorded on more than four
occasions, but my final estimate has risen only to
18 territories. The three extra locations where
four or more were heard were all heard in the
rather congested Zone D and the balance of
probability was that in two of these three
locations there may well have included birds
that had perhaps had strayed from nearby
territories when I recorded them.

A2 (aka Lesser Garden)
Total No. of records = 1
I heard Lesser Garden singing just once, from a
relatively open area of bushes and low trees just
to the east of the road bridge on 9.4. Given his
nickname from the Lesser Whitethroat and
(later) Garden Warblers, who sang from the
same area for the rest of the survey period.

There follows my analysis of the records I
obtained throughout the whole survey period,
which began on 8th April and will finish when I
have heard no nightingales for a full week. I have
referred once or twice to other people’s sightings
etc. Other people’s records have not featured at
all in any of the numbers cited as records in this
report although the frequency of reports relating

A3 (aka Hedger)
Total No. of records = 4
I first heard Hedger on 21.4 and on three
subsequent occasions (1.5, 2.5 and 12.5).
Singing was continuous for long spells on each
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occasion. Others, including AS, reported to me
that this bird had been heard here on four or
more additional occasions. Given his nickname
from his habit of singing in or just beyond the
hedge about 30 yards west of the road bridge.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 1

Lesser Garden trying to establish a territory but
deciding for one reason or another that it wasn’t
a good enough site? Or was The Bridge the same
bird as the one (i.e. Hedger) that was also
reported by at least four others as singing a bit
further along the road at various times between
21.4 and 20.5 and that I heard myself on 21.4,
1.5, 2.5 and 12.5?

A4 (aka Diddington FP or DFP)
Total No. of records = 3
I myself have three records of DFP: on 27.4, 29.4
and much later on 18.5 as well. Moreover, AS
and others who regularly were walking the
Diddington Footpath heard the same bird on a
number of occasions singing from the same spot.
This is the only case, I think where I have
included just three records as evidence of a
nightingale territory, but have included it due to
the weight of evidence elsewhere.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 2

A7 (aka North Scrub)
Total No. of records = 5
I heard mid-distance nightingale song on the
north side of the Anglian Water Road on three
occasions towards the end of the survey (on 8.5,
15.5 and 16.5) and in an area close to the edge
of the first disused pit, which is surrounded by
woodland. I don’t think nightingale have been
recorded here previously this century. The
record of singing this year spans just nine days,
which suggested at first that the site was either
disturbed or that the bird moved on. However,
almost a month later, a nightingale was calling
from this exact site, having called and moved
initially from a position much closer to the road.
Only three singing records in total, but does the
calling of the nightingale on 12.6 establish the
case for confirming that there was indeed a
territory here? (see also A1) On balance, I
thought the evidence was still perhaps a little
short of conclusive. Then, on 19.6 I heard a
nightingale calling once again for perhaps 10
minutes from exactly the same area and feel
now that with five records, the case for this
being another territory is established.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 3

A5 (aka Far Footpath)
Total No. of records = 1
On one occasion (2.5), I was at a point on the
Anglian Water Road, slightly closer to the rightangled turn towards Leadens Lane than to the
road bridge that is close to my Zones C and D
(see Map 1), when I heard a nightingale singing
faintly but persistently directly south from
where I was and at a point that seemed to be
much further down the Diddington footpath
than DFP’s territory .
Since AS, and other
regular users of that footpath I’ve spoken to,
cannot recall hearing a nightingale at this
location, it would appear to have been only a
temporary stay.
A6 (aka The Bridge)
Total No. of records = 1
On 6.5, a nightingale was singing his heart out in
the little copse beside the road, just to the west
of the road bridge. I heard a nightingale in this
location on only this one occasion. So, was it like

Summary of Zone A
16 records from 7 locations, for THREE of which
there is good evidence of it definitely being a
nightingale’s territory
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nightingale nicknamed as Water’s Edge has sung
from an unknown position along the water’s
edge about 35 yards to the south-east. I
recorded this bird on six occasions: on 8.4 (the
first nightingale, in fact, that I heard in 2020),
10.4, 29.4, 30.4 and probably (somewhat closer
to the road) on 4.5 and 18.5 too. It was easily
distinguished from the nightingale (By the
Wires) that sang (in Zone C) from close to where
the overhead wires pass over the small footpath
down to the water’s edge because on 8.4, 10.4
and 29.4 both Water’s Edge and By the Wires
were singing at the same time.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 4

B. ZONE B 10 sites (B1 to B10)
Everywhere to the south of the Pumping
Station’s southernmost perimeter fence and in
a rough line to the west, but taking in those
parts of the shoreline edges to south of the
taller trees. The zone also includes any areas,
within earshot of the road, that lie to the south
or east of the works. Please note that the maps
I have drawn fail to depict a tapering of Zones C
and D. In reality both zones are considerably
wider on their eastern edge (by the Pumping
Station) than on their western edge (near the
road bridge over the stream).
B1 (aka Water’s Edge)
Total No. of records = 6
There is a footpath to the immediate south of
the Anglian Water Road which runs parallel to
the road, from just past the road bridge right
down to the kissing gate alongside the Pumping
Station site itself. A small path leads off this
parallel footpath, about 50 yards from the road
bridge, and then forks to go either right to the
point designated to be a viewpoint on the plans
for the extended Reserve or slightly left to go
straight down to the water’s edge. The

B2 (aka Far Water’s Edge)
Total No. of records = 2
I heard this bird on two occasions (a very brief
burst on 8.4 and more sustained on 27.4). There
may be possible confusion about how far away
this bird was on each occasion: so, Water’s Edge
and Far Water’s Edge may well be one and the
same male nightingale. It would also be possible
that Far Water’s Edge may be the same bird as
Distant Post 3. But neither case is particularly
strong.
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B3 (aka Distant Post 3)
Total No. of records = 2
Nightingale were heard in this location on two
occasions, on 20.4 and 5.5 but the exact location
was too hard to determine or to pin down as
sufficient evidence of a separate territory.

what appears to be a rather bee-hive shaped
feature that I called the Little Bush.* Looking
beyond that, at a good distance from the road
(perhaps 100 yards away), there is a bank of
trees. Somewhere from around there, the
nightingale I have named as Distant Little Bush
was been singing well during the most of May. I
heard him on 2.5, 4.5, 5.5, 13.5, 15.5, 18.5, 20.5
and 22.5. Finally, he was not singing but calling
this time, on 11.6.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 5

B4 (aka Distant Layby)
Total No. of records = 2
Along the Anglian Water Road there is key point
between electricity cable Posts 2 and 3 (counting
from the Pumping Station end) where the road
widens to allow traffic to pass. This is the
location, over the past 15 years, that I think of as
the epicentre of nightingale territories in these
parts, as it seems to have more used more often
than any other in the general vicinity of the
Anglian Water Road. It is actually not a Layby,
but for brevity’s sake, I am calling nightingales
heard in that general area by nicknames that
contain the word Layby. I heard Distant Layby
directly to the south of the point where the road
widens on two occasions, on 4.5 and 11.5.

B8 (aka Edge of Trees)
Total No. of records = 2
For at least three or four years during the first 10
years of the present century, most nightingale
activity in the vicinity of the Anglian Water Road
and Pumping Station seemed to be in the stretch
of footpath around the works itself, which was
totally out of view at that time behind dense
scrub. At the right-angled turn to the left you
could sometimes hear three or four nightingales
singing on a single occasion. One, perhaps, from
behind you, towards the road; two or even three
to your left in the bushes; or else further away
on the edge of the woods running along the
eastern edge of Pumphouse Pit. Over the years,
particularly once the scrub on the left-hand side
was severely cut back, there were fewer and
fewer nightingale. The last bastion seemed to be
at the right-angle corner itself where for several
years one or two nightingales could still be heard
in the nearby bushes, just before the bank of
larger trees. Two short bursts at that site on 2.5
and 4.5, from a nightingale I nicknamed Edge of
Trees compares unfavourably with what that
corner once used to sound like.

B5 (aka Distant Sleeper)
Total No. of records = 1
Using the same logic, I am the calling nightingale
heard directly to the south of the sleeping
policeman (or speed curb) near the Pumping
Station gates by nicknames that incorporate the
word Sleeper. Distant Sleeper was a nightingale
heard only once, on 15.4. There is a possibility
that this was the same bird as C2 (Deeper
Sleeper) who was heard on 11.4 and 18.5,
seemingly a little closer to the road.
B6 (aka Distant Post 1)
Total No. of records = 3
A nightingale was heard on 9.4, shortly after the
earliest nightingales arrived in 2020, but then,
not again until 19.5 and again on 20.5. Just the
3 records.

B9 (aka Corner)
Total No. of records = 2
This site is perhaps too close to B8 to be
considered separately, especially as both
records relate to the same dates, 2.5 and 4.5. I
have made a distinction, though, because, on
2.5, I heard two nightingales almost
simultaneously.
The birds heard on 4.5
appeared to be from different places too. So,
there is some indication that Edge of Trees and

B7 (aka Distant Little Bush)
Total No. of records = 9
About 50 yards from the Pumping Station gates,
on the southern side of the road, there is a small,
isolated tree less than 15 yards from the road
surrounded by scrub and small bushes that make
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Corner may well have been different birds. But,
in any case, there was too little heard from
either B8 or B9 to regard either as providing
enough evidence to be designated a territory.
Of interest also was a nightingale singing in a
sustained fashion here, very early in the morning
(about 5.30 am), but rather late in the year, on
6.6.

underlying story this intermittent pattern is
pointing to, but surely this appears to provide
emphatic evidence of occupancy!
Indeed, he was heard on three more occasions,
not singing, but calling. This time, on 6.6, he was
calling from a bush by the path down to the
water’s edge, just to the south of the wires. It
seemed as if he called for about at least five
minutes, but I didn’t have my watch on to verify
this! It was the first nightingale (alarm) call I had
heard during the survey. Further to this he was
calling in the same area, while I was having an
impromptu picnic on the patch of open grass by
the wires, from exactly where he had called
before on 6.6 and where he was calling again on
14.6. On the latter occasion he called for about
three minutes, much closer to the road, at the
rate of around 72 calls per minute. What was
extra special this time was that I got a really good
view of him calling. It sounded as if he was
calling from about 20 feet up into a very leafy
tree, but from the periphery of my vision I picked
up some movement lower down. This time, I not
only had my watch with me, but also my
binoculars. There he was, much lower down,
about 6 feet off the ground, with his back to me
and his rufous tail spread out. A really good view
at a time when he was completely unaware that
I was looking at him!
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 6

B10 (aka Otters Bridge)
Total No. of records = 1
There was a moment on 4.5 when it seemed as
if the eastern edge of Pumphouse Pit East might
once again have become home to nightingale
territories.
I heard the distant, but
unmistakable, song of the bird I am calling
Otter’s Bridge (though he could in fact have
been singing from almost anywhere between
the old pumphouse itself, in the south, to the
footbridge close to the works, where I saw my
first otter about four or five years ago). But that
was the only date on which I heard a nightingale
in the vicinity of the B10 site, which due to the
distance involved has become rather extensive.
Summary of Zone B
Total No. of records = 30
30 records from 10 locations, for TWO of which
there is good evidence of it definitely being a
nightingale’s territory

C2 (aka Deeper Post 2)
Total No. of records = 2
Only heard twice, on 11.4 and on 18.5 (see
record for B5)

C. ZONE C
A narrow strip of land of variable width running
east to west, and lying to the south of Zone D
and north of Zone B.

C3 (aka Deeper Sleeper)
Total No. of records = 4
This was my favourite nickname. Unlike Distant
Sleeper (B5) that, looking from the road, was a
little to the right of the sleeping policeman,
Deeper Sleeper was much closer and at least 10
yards to the left of the speed bump. When I
heard him first, on 2.5, I thought it was probably
Easy PC (D5), one the most frequently recorded
males in the survey (by then, I had already heard
Easy PC six times). But when I heard another
nightingale a couple of visits later, on 5.5, that

C1 (aka By the Wires)
Total No. of records = 14
The nightingale ‘By the Wires’ has been heard
repeatedly throughout my visits, but with some
quiet spells too. Consecutive days from 8.4 to
10.4, then 17.4. But not heard again until 27.4
and 29.4. And, after this, he was heard again on
7.5, 8.5, 11.5 and 13.5. Finally, it seemed, a late
record on 28.5. At that point, this made By the
Wires both one of the first and the last singing
male I had heard. Not exactly sure what
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was about 15 yards to the left of the speed bump
and little further away, and definitely in my Zone
C, rather than being on the edge of it as the bird
on 2.5 had been, I decided that the 2.5 and 5.5
birds were more likely to the same ones. Deeper
Sleeper was the result. Unfortunately, there
seemed to be no subsequent records and I
guessed, of course, he must have been too
deeply asleep! On 6.6 He was heard once more,
seemingly slightly closer. So, it is possible I heard
a deeper Easy PC instead of a slightly nearer
Deeper Sleeper. Either way, it is insufficient
evidence, sadly, of a Deeper Sleeper nightingale
territory. However, there was to be one more

record. On 9.6 it was clear that Deeper Sleeper
was singing again, and on this occasion clearly
further away from Easy PC’s territory…. It still
seems insufficient evidence of a territory, the
dates being rather far apart and the exact
locations a bit too inconsistent as well.

D. ZONE D

where it is singing from, provided it sings for
long enough.

Summary of Zone C
Total No. of records = 20
20 records from 3 locations, for ONE of which
there is good evidence of it definitely being a
nightingale’s territory

Zone D is where there is the most concentrated
population of nightingale within the wider
Anglian Water Road area. It covers both sides
of the road as you cross the stream in the
direction of the Pumping Station gates, and
stretches to the south for about 100 yards; this
being the distance within which, if you hear a
nightingale, you can detect fairly precisely

D1 (aka Gates or Short Burst Left)
Total No. of records = 8*
*including two records to the north of the road
Nightingale activity in the corner closest to the
gates of the Pumping Station appears to have
been more complicated than most. I have
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included within two possible territories (D1 and
D2) three other separate locations that are
situated fairly close together, with a combined
total of 12 or 13 records during this survey for all
five possible locations. I have combined these
records to work out what they might, since there
was some sighting evidence suggesting possible
movement of the same birds between these five
separate locations.
Back in 2007 when a
student from UEA spent the summer tracking
tagged nightingale around the main part of
Paxton Pits – the area closest to the Visitor
Centre - which then regularly counted about 25
to 28 singing males most summers, she
discovered a wide range of behaviours from
among the different birds she was following. It
may be that the closer you follow individual
birds, the more likely we are to discover
behavioural variations, with each nightingale
exhibiting distinctive individual characteristics.
If individual nightingales can sometimes travel
over a greater area than is customary, as the
study in 2007 showed, it seems we may have at
least two possible scenarios to explain what has
been happening in the immediate vicinity of the
Pumping Station Gates. The five separate
locations comprise two locations to the north of
the road and three to the south. Of the total of
12 or 13 records, only three were to the north of
the road. Two of these three north of the road
records relate to birds singing very close to the
point marked D1 on my map. If these are added
to the other 5 or 6 occasions when nightingale
song was heard at the two proximate locations
linked together and marked on my map as D1,
there is a strong case for designating D1 as a
confirmed territory. Even if the birds on the
north side of the road were excluded from the
D1 count, there are still another 6 or more
records ranging from song heard first on 24.4 to
a latest record on 20.5. Indeed, Gates or Short
Burst Left sang sufficiently often from the same
point, close to the kissing gate, to indicate that
this was definitely his territory.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 7

D2 (aka Short Burst Right)
Total No. of records = 4*
*Including one record from the north of the road.
I was at the point on the map marked as D2
when I heard a short burst of nightingale song on
23.4. The following day, there was a somewhat
longer period of song from exactly the same
point followed shortly afterwards by a short
burst from the point on the map I have marked
as D1. At the time, I took the three records from
two close locations to be the same bird singing
from two different positions. There were
subsequent records at D2 on 20.5 and 27.5. All
were fairly short bursts. There was also a record
of nightingale song heard on the north side of
the road on 8.5. Of the two locations where
nightingale song was heard to the north of the
road, one was very close to the Gates directly
opposite D1, but the other one was about 35 to
40 yards further up the road, and this was closer
to D2. The bird that sang at this point was
observed to have flown from the direction of the
point marked on my map as D2 shortly before
singing, but my identification was not
conclusive. So, a total of four records from the
two locations that together made up the greater
D2 area is probably insufficient to be sure that
D2 was a definite territory, particularly when
there is still the possibility that the two birds
Short Burst Right and Short Burst Left may even
have been a single nightingale (who perhaps I
should always refer to as Gates) with a strong
tendency to wander around a larger area than
most nightingale do.
D3 (aka Little Bush)
Total No. of records = 9
The six records at D3 (a location described in
detail in my notes about B7) include some of the
most impressive nightingale performances of
the 2020 Season. This warrants unequivocal
inclusion Of Little Bush as an undoubted
territory. Little Bush was one of the last birds I
heard singing during the survey period. First
heard on 10.4, he was still singing very
impressively on 24.5. He then gave a brief
encore on 6.6. And as late as 9.6, there were two
very short bursts followed by the growling alarm
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call which usually indicates the presence of
young.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 8

D6 (aka Post Two)
Total No. of records = 8
There were three less records at Post Two than
at Post One, making a total of eight records. The
earliest was on 9.4 and the latest on 19.5
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 11

D4 (aka Post One)
Total No. of records = 11
It was a feature of our nightingales in 2020 that
they seemed to favour the locations closest to
the four power cable posts stretching across
Zone D. Since these overhead wires start from a
point close to the Pumping Station gates, I have
numbered them in order starting from that
point. The first post is situated about 20 yards
before the sleeping policeman and the second
post about 25 yards the other side. The posts
are one of the best landmarks for describing the
position of birds in this area, so it seems fitting
to have our nightingale clustered around those
obvious points this year. I was able to suggest to
many of the socially distancing walkers for
exercise that were passing along the Anglia
Water road during my survey period that they
should pay particular attention at each of the
four power line posts if they wanted to hear a
nightingale. That advice seems to have paid off.
I recorded 11 records at Post One. The earliest
was on 10.4 and the last on 20.5.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 9

D7 (aka Layby Left)
Total No. of records = 14
Layby Left was another very reliable performer,
who frequently sang from a point just behind the
eastern end of the “layby”. I recorded Layby Left
a total of 14 times; the earliest was on 9.4, the
latest on 6.6
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 12
D8 (aka Rusty Sign)
Total No. of records = 9
At the midway point of the point where the road
widens there is a rusty sign, facing the footpath
not the road itself. I always think of this as a
favourite spot for nightingale over the years.
There were 9 records for Rusty Sign this year. A
good performance but one that this year put him
behind six other nightingales. I first heard him
this year on 10.4 and for the last time on 19.5.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 13
D9 (aka Layby Deeper)
Total No. of records = 11
There was a second nightingale that could also
be heard from that same point on the road close
to the Rusty Sign, but one that was much further
away and slightly more to the right-hand side of
the “layby”. I heard this nightingale on a total of
eleven occasions, the first on 10.4 and the last
on 14.5
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 14

D5 (aka Easy PC)
Total No. of records = 18
Although it was midway between power posts,
the location a few yards to the south of the
sleeping policeman was the one at which most
nightingale song was recorded. There were no
less than 18 records at this point. It was so easy
to hear nightingale song here that I nicknamed
the resident bird Easy PC indicating a nightingale
who seemed very much more awake than the
nearby speed bump or sleeping policeman. I did
wonder whether there were two territories
here, but any variation of location seems more
likely to have arisen from this bird’s fondness for
rotating his head whist singing the nightingale’s
characteristic plaintive slow rising notes that this
bird seemed particularly to favour. Earliest
record was 11.4 and latest 13.5.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 10

D10 (aka Post 3 Left)
Total No. of records = 13
The “winning post” for nightingales in 2020 (to
coin a phrase) was undoubtedly Post Three.
There were 13 records to the left of the post
alone, where I first heard a nightingale very close
to the road on 19.4. He was still singing there on
20.5.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 15
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D11 (aka Post 3 Right)
Total No. of records = 14
Not to be outdone, another nightingale on the
other side of the post who appeared to have
taken up residence 10 days earlier (on 9.4), to
the right of the post and somewhat deeper, also
kept singing very regularly until 20.5. On several
occasions both Post 3 nightingales were singing
simultaneously. I heard Post 3 Right on fourteen
occasions, the last time on 11.6. This was the
latest date on which I heard a singing nightingale
in this 2020 survey.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 16

separate occasions between 6.5 and 27.5. That
might have been enough to identify the point
close to the Bush as evidence of another
nightingale territory. But the proximity of the
territory near the Small Bare Tree suggests that
both sites may equally have been part of a single
territory (in the same manner as Gates may have
been a single bird at locations D1 and D2). And
if that is the case, I think the nightingale I called
Small Bare Tree should really have been called
Bushbird after all! So, for this reason, I don’t
think I can be sure that D13 really was a separate
territory.

D12 (aka Small Bare Tree - SBT)
Total No. of records = 8
Between Post Three and Four there were two
more locations where I heard nightingale
singing. I was interested in this area because it
is not a place where I have heard nightingale in
previous years. The birds I heard here were later
arrivals. The first I heard was singing on 6.5. I
am sure that I first saw but didn’t hear this
nightingale, perched near the top of a bush in a
small clearing at D13, who then flew eastwards
a matter of 15 yards and shortly afterwards
began to sing from a position beyond two small
totally bare trees close to the footpath. The
taller of the two bare trees is the landmark I used
as a nickname for this bird who continued to sing
from the same spot until 20.5. I heard him on
eight occasions, the last being on 6.6.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 17

D14 (aka Post 4)
Total No. of records = 4
If all the other power cable Posts were the
“winning posts,” where plenty of nightingale
song might be heard, the “losing post”
undoubtedly seemed to be Post 4, the one that
seemed destined to end up with the fewest
nightingale records: just two, both in May, on
19.5 and 27.5. I just hoped that anyone arriving
from the direction of Stirtloe or Diddington to
whom I had recommended ALL the posts as good
listening points didn’t give up when they
reached Post 4, as that would have been the first
post they reached!
However, as it turned out, that wasn’t the end of
nightingale records at Post 4. On 6.6, I once
again heard a nightingale in this location, for
what I expected would prove to be a final time.
I weighed this up: was this still a question of too
little too late for Post 4 to be recognised as a
nightingale territory in its own right? I have
been using a guideline of four records as being
good enough evidence. This latest record only
brought the tally up to three.
I think the answer to my question, however, was
provided three days later, on 9.6, when I heard a
nightingale’s growling call come from this exact
spot. Such calls are alarm calls used by
nightingale to protect their young. On this basis,
alone, I think Post 4 should definitely qualify as
my final confirmed territory.
Evidence of Nightingale Territory 18.

D13 (aka Bushbird)
Total No. of records = 4
On the same date that I first recorded Small Bare
Tree, I also heard a nightingale singing from an
area just behind and to the right of the bush
where I think I first saw that same nightingale
that I then named as Small Bare Tree. So, I gave
the nickname of Bushbird to what seemed to be
a separate individual, as it was singing from a
position very close to the bush that I had first
noticed in connection with the bird I named
Small Bare Tree. About twenty-five yards
separate the two sites and I assumed they were
two different birds. Bushbird sang on four
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Summary of Zone D
144 records from 14 locations, for TWELVE of
which there is good evidence for supposing that
each constitutes a separate nightingale’s
territory

Summary of all four Zones
210 records from 34 locations, for EIGHTEEN of
which there now is good evidence that each
constitutes a separate nightingale territory.

Table showing the evidence for recognising each of these 18 locations as
18 Nightingale Territories
Location Nickname

A3
A4
A7
B1
B7
C1
D1
D3
D4
D5
D6
D7
D8
D9
D10
D11
D12
D14
ALL 18:

Earliest
dates
singing
Hedger
21.4
Diddngton FP
27.4
North Scrub
8.5
Water’s Edge
8.4
Dist. Lt. Bush
2.5
By the Wires
8.4
Gates
24.4
Little Bush
10.4
Post 1
10.4
Easy PC
11.4
Post 2
9.4
Layby Left
9.4
Rusty Sign
10.4
Layby deeper
10.4
Post 3 Left
19.4
Post 3 Right
9.4
Small Bare T
6.5
Post 4
19.5
Earl’est/La’est
8.4

Latest
date
singing
12.5
18.5
16.5
18.5
22.5
28.5
20.5
24.5
20.5
13.5
19.5
6.6
19.5
14.5
20.5
11.6
6.6
6.6.
11.6

Times
song heard

Times
call heard

4
3
3
6
8
14
8
8
11
18
8
14
9
11
13
14
8
3
163

0
0
2
0
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
5

Times
growls
heard
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
2

Totals

4
3
5
6
9
16
8
9
11
18
8
14
9
11
13
14
8
4
170

From other locations not verified as territories there were a total of 40 singing nightingales (about
19% of all records)
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BTO Conclusion on Nightingale Territories from David’s Report
David sent his report to Greg Conway at the BTO. His reply was:
Dear David
I've attempted to analyse your data as best I can, assuming that all your recorded males on each visit
were different (ie. each bird simultaneously singing with the other singing males around it).
I've classed territories as those locations where males were singing on multiple occasions and different
from adjacent recorded birds. With so many visits, records of males on single visits only are likely to be
just wandering birds from elsewhere within the site, or not settled on territory.
This gives a total of 20 full territories and 3 other males (partial territories) – see map below, so quite
close to your figure of 18 territories. So my estimate may be slightly high, if not all of the song records
were 100% different on any given visit.
It is rarely possible to determine the exact number of territories present with this type of field survey.
The main approach is to apply the same survey (number of visits and relationships between records on
each visit) and analytical methods each time, so that a standardised estimate of territories can be
determined and more importantly, change in numbers between surveys in different years can be
assessed.
Interestingly, this site was not covered in either of the last two national surveys (1999 & 2012), so we
definitely need to include it next time.
Best wishes
Greg
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Finding out more about Paxton Birds by Trevor Gunton
Mute Swan
The main reason for man’s interest in swans is
twofold. Firstly, as a valuable source of food.
Before chicken and turkey became fashionable
for Christmas dinner, the goose and swan were
the birds of choice for grand formal dinners for
the rich and famous. Secondly, swan feathers
and down were much in demand in the plumage
markets of London and elsewhere.

Local birdwatchers do not seem to take much
interest in our mainly resident swans, almost as
if they are not real wild birds. They are ever
present on most pits throughout the year. One
interesting feature in recent years has been a
late summer non-breeding flock of mute swans
on Heronry North. The origin of these birds
remains obscure. In total we seem to have a
resident population of about 100 birds with
about 10-15 pairs breeding or attempting to
breed each year. This year a pair had a family on
the river near The Moorings, which included a
pure white cygnet, which used to be called a
Polish swan (no idea why??).

During the period from 1820 onwards around
108,000 swan skins were traded on the London
markets (not all being mute swans).
Cygnets were raised in swan pits, the most
famous being in Norwich where up to 100 birds
at a time would be fattened up before being
killed and sent to markets.

I have been looking into the history of mute
swans in Britain and I have failed to come up
with a positive date when they arrived here.
One idea is that they were brought here by
Richard the First from Cyprus in 1192. Almost
certainly not true! They seem to have been well
distributed across England by 1250. Peat
diggings in the Broads area has turned up mute
swans bones and so it seems possible that our
swans were here in small numbers way back in
pre-history.

In the wild today, the only threat to mute swan
is man and as late as the 1988-1990 period,
swans were being badly affected by lead
poisoning from discarded lead weights left by
the anglers.
As semi-wild birds, most mute swans in the UK
are “owned” by the crown, hence the famous
swan upping held on the Thames each year to
mark young birds. However, the swans at the
world famous Abbotsbury Swannery in Dorset
are owned by the land owner-usually about 50
pairs nest here, but in winter the population can
rise to over 800 birds.

Some birds may have been taken into captivity
and so maybe the wild stock became extinct?
We shall never really know the answer.
Overseas, it is numerous across Central Europe
from The Netherlands to the Danube Delta and
across Asia to Mongolia. It can also be found in
small numbers in North Africa and the Middle
East.

More locally the Wildfowl and Wetland Trust at
Welney is home to many thousands of swans
each winter, when our residents are joined by
wintering whooper swans from Iceland. So,
when you next visit the Reserve, stop and say
“Hello” to our mute swan families. They have the
most interesting histories of any British bird.
Enjoy!

It is also one of the most “introduced” birds in
the world, being found in the USA, Canada,
South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia. These
introduced birds are resident, but it is thought
that some mute swans may also be winter
visitors to East Anglia during periods of very cold
weather, perhaps from the very large Dutch
population. This is unproven.

How can you identify a flying mute swan in the
dark? Answer: Only mute swans have creaking
wings. They are sometimes called silent creaking
swans!
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Annual “goose fairs” were held in many parts of
England, the most famous being in Nottingham.
Here, thousands of locally bred birds were
traded, eventually to be herded along roads to
be sold in London. The geese were walked over
100 miles, so to make it possible for them to
make this journey, they were walked first of all
through hot tar and then through sand, giving
the poor birds a kind of boot! Can you imagine
meeting a flock of geese being driven down the
A1?!

Greylag Goose
Latin name – Anser anser
“The bird that came back”
The greylag goose, the former “Grey goose” of
the Fenlands, is the ancestor of our domestic
farmyard goose.
Before the widespread
drainage of the East Anglian Fens, it had nested
as far south as Cambridgeshire, but by the
beginning of the 19th century, its breeding range
no longer included any area of England. But it
continued to breed in Scotland, especially the
outer islands in the west.

Today, you will meet our resident geese on the
A1 fields at this time of year. Look carefully
through the flocks, for you may spot a pinkfoot,
whitefront or barnacle goose with them. You
never can tell, they may be wild birds?

So, it seemed that the greylag would pass into
history as an English breeding bird. But, just as
man was responsible for its extinction in
England, so it was that between 1961 and 1970,
widespread re-introductions in no fewer than 13
English counties led to the greylag reclaiming its
rightful place as an English breeding species.

Even without leaving the village, you may hear
the distinctive clanging of greylag geese as they
fly over the houses. For many of us, they evoke
memories of wonderful trips to Romania, the
Netherlands and the Norfolk coastline. These
trips may no longer be possible, but just consider
the history of these amazing birds – from
Egyptian wall paintings to their extinction as an
English breeding bird, to the great success that
they are today. They are very much part of our
local birdwatching experience, and just around
our local fields and nature reserve! Enjoy them
as part of your winter wildlife walks.

Interestingly,
Lack’s
“The
Birds
of
Cambridgeshire” (1934) makes no mention of
the bird in the county, not even as a winter
visitor, nor does Tebbutt in his book “The Birds
of Huntingdonshire” (1967), which surprised me.
Over the border in Scotland, we find a very
different situation, in that just about the entire
Icelandic population of 100,000 greylag winter
there, and the last truly wild resident greylag can
be found on the island of South Uist in the
Hebrides.
Today, locally some thousands of these geese
are resident in our county – many of them living
in and around gravel pits such as Paxton Pits.
The county wintering population may now
exceed 8,000 birds, but this is only an estimate
as many local birdwatchers seem not to have
much interest in greylags as a wild bird!

Gadwall
Latin name: Anas strepera
Most literature gives gadwall as a naturalised
resident. It is a very special Paxton Pits bird in
that we hold, on average during late Autumn
and Winter up to 350 of these attractive wild
fowl.

Man and geese have been together historically
for over 5,000 years. They are featured on
Egyptian wall paintings and used by the Romans
as “guard dogs”, and from my research it would
seem that the greylag, along with the rock dove,
was the first bird to be domesticated.

This exceeds 1% of the entire English wintering
population, and on that basic our Reserve was
granted SSI (Site of Special Scientific
Importance), plus the BTO lists Paxton Pits as
one of the top ten sites for wintering gadwall.
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Today I visited Heronry South and spotted about
30 gadwall whose numbers will build up as early
autumn turns into winter. We are unsure if these
are East Anglian birds, or if they could be near
continental birds?

pairs; overall the UK may have around 1000+
breeding pairs.
Let’s take a look at its breeding requirements in
the UK. The bird seems to need low lying fresh
water lakes, marsh lands in open country, and it
avoids fast flowing rivers and the coast, even in
winter. Only the female incubates 7-10 eggs
from early May, the male playing no part in the
incubation, nor does it assist in caring for the
young. The drake enters eclipse plumage in late
May/June. On gravel pits like Paxton, many small
ducklings of all species may be taken by pike and
other predators such as herons, otters and
minks.

The species may not have been seen in Britain
until a pair were released at Narford in Norfolk
in the year 1830, from where they quickly spread
with the assistance of other introductions,
across Norfolk, Suffolk and the Fens.
Locally today gadwall can be found throughout
the year in good numbers on the Nene and Ouse
washes. Here at Paxton Pits the bird breeds, but
only in small numbers, the best year being 2018,
with three pairs. Generally throughout Britain
however the picture is confused, with the first
breeding pair in Yorkshire being near Wakefield
as late as 1954.

Quite a dangerous place, gravel pits!
Having led many guided walks over the years I
know that the gadwall can be very challenging to
sort out from other species but can usually be
found at the far side of Heronry South with
mallard. The male, as you know, is a very
attractive bird in close up, but the female can be
tricky. So take the easy way out and wait for
them to fly! Then you will see the very clear
white patch on the wing (called a speculum), you
will also notice a clear black rear end of the male.

The Wildfowl Trust released many gadwall
(numbers unspecified) between 1950 and the
late 1970’s. In 1962 around 900 were released
into the wild by a local wildfowling club, where
did they all end up? Were these multi releases
augmented by incoming wintering gadwall from
the near continent? We shall never know!
The gadwall has a strange distribution in that it
can be found across Eurasia and North America
separated by thousands of miles. How can that
be? Did our bird once have a much wider
breeding range and today we are looking at a
remnant population? Again, we may never know
the answer.

Watching wildfowl is one of the great joys of
Autumn birdwatching on our very special nature
reserve, so lots to look forward to, particularly as
the Hayden and Bus Stop hides are now open. By
the way the Bus Stop is now the best place to
observe wintering wildfowl on Heronry South.

Looking back at Europe, where there are around
120,000 pairs, ringing shows that the small
Icelandic population of about 300 pairs may
mostly winter in Ireland, whilst some Scottish
birds winter as far south as Spain.

Great Crested Grebe
A Brief Social and Cultural History
I first knew of this spectacular bird from my long
past birdwatching days in Yorkshire where it
was, all those years ago, mainly a summer
visitor, leaving us at the onset of colder weather
in late autumn.

I can only find one record of gadwall and mallard
interbreeding successfully and that was in
Scotland. Locally Rutland Water has hosted up to
900 of these birds during the harsh winter
months. In the UK it is not a common breeding
species with many areas having no breeding

Many of these northern breeders may end up at
places like Grafham water, which can attract
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upwards of 300 birds during the winter months,
whilst nationally the UK/Ireland may, at this time
of year, host between 7-10,000 birds. However,
this is nothing compared to the Netherlands
where The Iysselmeer may hold around 20,000
birds-quite a sight, I can assure you. These
grebes originate from all over their widespread
European breeding areas.

nested in close proximity to each other and all
raised young” and in that year they bred in no
less than 16 sites. Fast forward to 1995 when I
counted 28 pairs at Paxton Pits. In more recent
years the count has been more like 20 pairs.
Not all pairs are successful, and grebes still face
many threats. Pollution, disturbance by a
number of recreational activities, fluctuating
water levels and pike.

There can be no British bird that has been the
subject of man’s greed and selfishness, so much
so that from being numerous and well
distributed in the early Victorian age, by 1860,
there were only 42 pairs remaining, mainly on
the Cheshire meres and scattered around East
Anglia.

Have you ever enjoyed the thrilling experience
of watching grebe courtship dance each spring?
Known to some as the penguin or weed dance-a
never to be forgotten birdwatching highlight.
As I write a pair of grebes have no less than 4
young being fed on Heronry South, which is a
great sight- just one reason why our longstanding conservation work at the Pits is so
important.

The plumage trade was responsible for this
almost extermination and it is recorded that by
1845 a grebe skin “fur” would change hands for
10 shillings - how much in today’s money? They
were used for high fashion items such as muffs
and stoles.

Footnote (from RSPB website)
Present wintering UK population: about 19,000
individuals
Breeding population: about 4,600 pairs

The passing of a bird protection act in 1869
helped save the last few pairs, but it was clearly
a change of fashion brought about by the
passing of Queen Victoria that was a major
factor in the recovery.

Cormorants

However, as the hand of man almost led to its
extinction in Britain, it was indeed man that
inadvertently stepped in and proved its ultimate
salvation.

There be pelicans breeding at Paxton Pits!
Yes, it’s true, cormorants are members of the
Pelican family, Latin name phalacrocorax.

As the human population soared, so did the
demand for clean water-this resulted in many
reservoirs being constructed across the UK.
More people, more building work, and so a huge
increase in demand for sand and gravel, so, as
you know Paxton Pits is just one example of the
large-scale growth of these wonderful grebe
friendly habitats.

Two sub-species breed in Europe and it is mainly
the southern race, sinensis that is found
breeding inland, including the UK. The other
race is larger, named carbo, is principally a
seabird and breeds as far north as Iceland and
northern Norway.
I first met cormorants on the Yorkshire coast,
where due to persecution by fishermen it has
always been a rather scarce breeder, and its
near relative the shag has fared little better.

The change in fortune of the grebe is well
documented. No nests were located in old
Huntingdonshire in 1931 and in 1946, our bird
was found in just 5 sites in the old county, but by
1955 the county recorder wrote “almost colonial
nesting occurred at Paxton Pits when 3 pairs

Here in the UK we have traditionally looked
upon the cormorant as a seabird, but across
Europe this is not typical, with large inland
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populations of over one thousand nests in the
flooded river systems of the Rhone, Danube and
Rhine.

Recent counts have averaged from 100-200
birds. So, over the years Paxton has mirrored
Abberton in that both original sites have shown
an increase at a similar rate. So, what seems to
be happening is that some birds break away to
form new colonies; and today the original sites
have become 35, hosting some 1,330 pairs in
England alone.

It is particularly numerous in The Netherlands,
where the New Polders hold many thousand
pairs, so is it possible that our first colonists of
the modern age originated from here?
Historically cormorants nested in trees in
Norfolk during the Victorian period before they
were shot out. The last record of Norfolk tree
nester occurred in 1917. This leads me to
wonder if, back in pre-history, the cormorant
actually nested in many inland counties. This
may have been before The Fens were drained
and the man-made Norfolk Broads were
created.

Away from Paxton, Cambridgeshire has 4-5
other nest sites, including a well-known one on
The Ouse Washes. Jim, our former Head Ranger
told me, some years ago, that, at Grafham,
larger fish were being introduce making it more
difficult for cormorants to feed. Is this the cause
of the decline of the Paxton colony? Another
unproven puzzle.
One very unusual nest site is on The Inner
Solway Firth, between England and Scotland,
where after WW2, cormorants nested on an old
RAF bombing target! This four-legged wooden
platform at one stage held 66 nests, now down
to just 20 pairs in 2019. This is due to the
deterioration of the structure.

Anyhow, to the hard facts.
Abberton Reservoir in Essex was first colonised
in 1981, when 9 pairs nested. This, the first
inland breeding colony grew rapidly to reach 150
pairs in 1986. The 500 mark was soon reached
before dropping back to around 250 pairs in
2016.

In Victorian Britain, many bird species were
eaten, including the cormorant. I have found the
following recipe: Place the cormorant in the
ground for 2/3 days. Then dig up the bird and
remove all the entrails before replacing them
with a Portuguese onion! Cook slowly and when
tender, carve like a goose or duck. Anyone fancy
giving it a try?

Paxton Pits was England’s second inland site. I
found the first nest in 1988 (which failed), but
the following year 9 pairs nested successfully.
Our colony reached 218 pairs in 1996, dropping
back to about 180 pairs in 2005 and more like
50/60 pairs in recent years.
The average number of young raised per nest
seems to be about 2.5 per nest (how do you
count half a cormorant?)

Many of our cormorants will depart to The
Wash, Mersey and other sites. Some big
juveniles will be around the trees, looking just
like Ospreys (as one birdwatcher remarked to
me). Many birds will replace them, making an
amazing sight as they return to the trees on
Heronry South at dusk.

Winter roosts have been of great interest to me
over the years and it is thought that many of our
birds leave the colony in the Autumn, to be
replaced by birds from other sites- mainly from
UK colonies, but a few from near Europe. From a
max count of 131 birds in 1987, to a steady
increase to 880, and then during the very hard
Winter of 1994, we counted an all-time high of
1,153 birds on Jan 4th. This really was an amazing
site, as we seem to have attracted cormorants
from all over East Anglia!

So, as you can guess, I have a long-standing
relationship with cormorants over 40 odd years.
I hope that the dark fisherman of Paxton Pits will
remain a very special feature of our wonderful
reserve for many years to come.
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controversial species on farmland and in grain
yards in the Fens. In 1979 RSPB had reports of
collared doves being poisoned in large numbers,
along with wood pigeons and other species.

Collared Dove
Invasion!
Unknown in the UK before 1955, the collared
dove has rapidly become one of our most
familiar birds.

So, in the last 24 years our bird had gone from
being a new breeding species to a supported
pest.

Its spectacular spread seems hardly credible in
that it has expanded its breeding range from the
Balkans to the North Sea islands, such as the UK
in just 20 short years-but its actual distribution is
almost worldwide, taking in India, the Middle
East, China, Korea and it also has a small
population introduced into Japan.

Today the collared dove is, according to the BTO
the 24th commonest bird in the UK with just
under one million breeding pairs - the continued
spread may now be limited to the availability of
new breeding sites, certainly in the UK, we know
from around the Scottish islands just about
every village has breeding collared doves - so
very little room for expansion.

The birds march across Europe took it to
Hungary in 1932, Austria, 1938. Germany 1943 (I
wonder who had time to count birds during the
war?), Sweden in 1948, Norway 1952 and by the
early 1970s, it had reached Iceland.

In the past, we hardly ever saw the collared
doves around the Visitor Centre feeding stations
- they are now seen every day.

How amazing is this story?

This is a remarkable success story, which has
taken our bird from Turkey to your garden, along
with wood pigeons and house sparrows.

We might ask the question-why?
Well, when they reached the UK, the collared
dove clearly found an ecological “niche” not
filled by any other bird species, and in the
absence of competition they have clearly
thrived-filling a gap in the market as we say!

Just take time out to appreciate and value what
an amazing bird it is!
Fact File
Nests on buildings, trees and bushes - prefers
conifers
Nesting period is March - October
Eggs-white-usually 2
Incubation 14/16 days
Fledging 15/17 days

Following the rapid UK spread from 1955 it took
just 5 years for them to spread to Shetland, one
year before this we got our first Yorkshire record
from a garden in North Leeds-actually in my
neighbour’s garden, but not seen by me. I well
remember a birdwatching coach outing to the
coast being diverted to a remote East Riding
Village, so we could all see the first breeding
collared doves.

Comments from visitors at the V.C.
•
•

We came to Little Paxton in 1968 to find that
collared doves had beaten me by 3 years,
Tebbutt listed them as breeding for the first time
in “old” Huntingdonshire in 1965 and just two
years later about 300 pairs were breeding in the
“new” integrated county of Cambridgeshire.

•

Despite being essentially a bird of parkland and
gardens seemingly rather dependent upon mancertainly in winter-it has become a rather
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Can you eat them?
Who introduced the collared dove into
the UK? (no-one)
Could I have heard a cuckoo in Feb? (noit would have been a collared dove)

persecution by man, it has spread in various
forms throughout most of the world.

Magpie
Latin name – Pica pica

Our bird can be found across Europe, into the Far
East and south to the Yemen in Arabia. Here in
the UK, it is not found on the Northern or
Western islands and generally it is more
numerous in the Midlands and West. Here it is
sedentary, with about 600,000 birds. What
about Paxton? This is difficult to estimate, but
approximately 15 pairs on the Reserve and in the
village would not be far out. Interestingly, some
people in Little Paxton see magpies each day,
whilst other people tell me that they never see
one!

This is the most interesting, and at the same
time the most controversial, British bird that I
have yet covered in this “Finding Out” series on
our native birds.
The beautiful magpie is woven into our culture
and folklore going back almost a thousand years,
and this link with we humans has continued up
to recent times through the ITV children’s
programme “Magpie”. I wonder just how many
viewers actually knew that it was a British bird –
few had, I suspect, ever seen one!

Magpies are well-known for making large domeshaped nests not unlike grey squirrels’ drays.
Birds stay together throughout the year and nest
repairs or construction may start as early as
January, depending upon weather conditions.
Eggs are normally laid from early March.

Magpies had been cast as folk villains since they
had supposedly refused to enter Noah’s Ark in
the well-known Biblical story, whilst here in the
UK, a single bird was supposed to bring bad luck,
but two brought good luck and three meant a
wedding and so on. There are many English
regional variations, especially of course from
Lancashire and Yorkshire, where in God’s own
county the country schoolboys used to sing
“Eight you live, nine you die and ten you eat a
bogey pie”! Maybe they still do, even to this
day?

What is not fully understood, is just what they
get up to outside the breeding season. In the
past, I have records of up to 15 going to roost on
the Reserve, but elsewhere the record number
of magpies roosting together is no fewer than
150! What an amazing sight that must have
been! The reasons for communal roosting are
not fully understood. Reasons given include
protection from predation, warmth and being
able to share information about the best feeding
locations. Birds are known to travel up to 10
miles to join these large communal roosts – very
clever birds, are magpies.
So sharing
information in some way may be possible?

In rural areas, you should spit three times if you
see a magpie, then make the sign of a cross. In
Scotland, an ancient belief is that magpies have
a spot of Satan’s blood under their tongues.
These stories may not be totally true, but maybe
they give us some clues as to why the magpie is
hated by some people and is blamed for creating
genocide amongst our garden birds. This view is
strongly rejected by the BTO, RSPB and Tim
Birkhead, who wrote the standard work “The
Magpies” in 1991.

So, love them or hate them, they are here to stay
and remain very much part of the village bird
population. On my local walks they can often be
heard chattering away to each other from the
rooftops. Don’t worry – they are not likely to
steal jewellery or be especially attracted to
bright objects!

So, let’s get down to some hard facts.
Firstly, our magpie is a member of the Corvid
family, which in the UK includes the raven (the
world’s largest perching bird), the rook, the
jackdaw and the carrion and hooded crows. This
is a very successful family and, despite

In China, the magpie is regarded as “The Herald
of Happiness” and was, in Roman times, sacred
to Bacchus, the god of wine.
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So, the next time you see a magpie during one of
your walks, raise your hat and say “Good
morning Mr Magpie, and how is your wife
today?” Good luck will follow you for the rest of
the day – hopefully!

robins from mainland Europe, and it now that
our friendly bright eyed robin can quickly turn
into an aggressive protector of its own rangemaybe in your garden?
Both sexes of robins depend upon this home
range for food to keep them alive over the cold
winter months. I remember the late James
Fisher, well known ornithologist telling me that
after the bitter 1962/63 winter, half of the
British breeding population had perished.

Robins
Fact and Fiction
I suspect that most people in the UK know what
an adult robin looks like, but from my experience
most do not understand that young robins do
not have red breasts. The situation is not helped
as Christmas cards will often depict a family of
robins with all the young looking just like mum
and dad. This is untrue!

Looking towards spring, the robin is noted for
nesting in unusual places, including post-boxes,
clothing hung on a washing line, moving farm
machinery, old kettles, tin cans and in
Birmingham, an unmade bed! Also, open
fronted nest boxes and with us this year, the
more traditional ivy-covered wall. Robins will lay
up to 5 eggs and can have up to 3 broods each
year, nest building can begin as early as early
March.

As a member of the local bird club in Leeds, I was
sometimes asked to visit some urban area of the
city to listen to nightingales - they always turned
out to be robins singing under a streetlight.

British settlers overseas were keen to have the
sounds and sights from home and attempts
were made to introduce our robins into New
Zealand, Australia and on at least 5 occasions
into the USA, with Acclimatization Societies
being created to manage introductions.
Needless to say, all these efforts ended in
failure. The larger American robin, a familiar
garden bird in the USA and Canada is actually a
Thrush.

I have also had similar reports out of season of
nightingales singing in March in the middle of St
Neots-these reports were not followed up!
It is also believed that the birds singing in
Berkeley Square were robins and not the famous
nightingale.
So, what do we actually know about robins?

Folk law abounds around robins. I wonder in this
modern age; just how many children know who
killed cock robin?

Well, quite a lot, mainly due to the fact that Dr
David Lack published “The Life of a Robin” back
in 1943 and this ground-breaking book remains
the standard reference book even today.

Early Christians believed that robins got their red
breast from Christ’s blood when the robin tried
to remove the crown of thorns-not true as robins
do not occur in the Middle East! Robins were not
allowed to be harmed in Norse culture. Any
Viking killing a robin would likely to have his
house struck by lightning and his cows and milk
turned to blood.

The robin is our 2nd commonest British Bird
whose population has gone from about 5 million
pairs in 1976 to nearly 7.35 million in 2019; and
during most times of the year it is the most
recorded song bird around our Nature Reserve,
the only exception being during July and August
when robins are moulting and so need to keep a
low profile.

Powdered remains of roasted robins were used
as a treatment for bladder stones-I have not
tried this myself! In the kitchen many small birds

The robin’s year can be interrupted by the
Autumnal arrival of thousands of continental
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were used in cooking, the robins flesh was
considered very good eating.

Wren
Latin name: Troglodytes troglodytes, which
means “cave dweller” in English

Both robins and Wrens were hunted in village
festivals up to the start of the 20th Century,
particularly in the Isle of Man and more remote
areas, and the illegal hunting of robins continues
today in parts of Italy where thousands of small
birds are trapped and pickled for culinary use.

This familiar species is listed by the BTO as the
UK’s commonest breeding bird, with c11 million
breeding pairs, and was known to my mother as
Jenny Wren. The wren has had a very wide
range of regional and folk names – at least 80
that I could find. They include Jenny Crudle,
Tricker, Two Fingers, Stumpy Toddy, Our Lady’s
Hen, Dicky Pug, God Almighty’s Hen and Tidy
Creeper.

In Malta, our Birdlife Partner has campaigned for
years against the trapping of robins, not to eat
but sold as “pet” cage birds-children being much
involved in the sport of robin trapping.
Coming back to Britain, our first Victorian
postmen were dressed in red uniforms and were
called “Robin postmen”. This was also the time
when Christmas cards started to be
commercially produced-many depicted robins,
the only problem was that some of these early
cards actually used red robin feathers to adorn
the cards! Happy Christmas!

In North America, our wren is called the winter
wren and experts think that our wren may have
originated from here, crossing at a time when
we were linked together. I well remember
taking a group of visiting American birdwatchers
around the Pits and pointing out our wren, only
to be asked “But which one, Trevor?” in the US
Peterson Field Guide, over 30 different wrens
are listed.

I have left the most unusual story to last. From
the time of Aristotle, man had remained puzzled
by the fact that different bird populations left
Greece and south Europe in the autumn, only to
be replaced by a similar species and so the
theory of transmutation was born. It was
suggested that Redstarts turned into robins each
autumn! Migration was not understood by early
naturalists and it is well known that it was
considered that Swallows spent the winter at
the bottom of muddy ponds and that Barnacle
Geese grew out of Barnacle shells. There are
many other similar stories.

The wren features strongly in Celtic folklore and
the tradition of wren and robin hunting was a
great social “sport”, often carried out on New
Year’s Day. The object was to catch and kill as
many of both species as possible. The reason for
this activity is lost in time, but the ritual survived
into the 20th century in France, the Isle of Man,
Wales and parts of Scotland.
Back to the present day. We have resident, nonmigratory sub-species on the Faroes, St Kilda,
Fair Isle and Shetland, where on many visits, I
considered that local wrens were larger and had
a rather louder and different song. Strangely, on
Shetland an old folk tale tells us that wrens are
too much like mice to lay eggs! Yet another nonmigratory resident breeds in Iceland, but is not
common.

So, transmutation, it may not have been, but
transformation of those spotty juvenile robins
into smart adults’ plumage is almost as
remarkable-do you agree?
So, when you have been hand taming your
garden robin with mealworms (from the V.C. I
hope!), just remember what a special place the
robin has in the hearts and minds of many British
people who have named the robin our National
Bird.

I was interested to find out that the wren is a
migratory species in most of its northerly range.
The migration of wrens is not fully understood,
but I know from experience that in October large
“falls” of birds included many wrens at Spurn
Point, at the same time as the goldcrests and
67

woodcocks arrived. On the East coast of
Yorkshire, the goldcrest is known by country folk
as the “woodcock pilot” from the legend that
goldcrests hitch a lift over the North Sea on the
backs of the woodcock! Maybe not true…

Firstly, the BTO tell us that the blue tit is Britain’s
7th most common bird, with some 3.4 million
pairs-question? I wonder if you can work out
which species are more numerous in the UK?
(answers at the end of this feature)

Domestically, the wren is a familiar garden bird
in our villages, but from March to July this year,
during regular watching, I only heard one single
wren! I have never seen a wren on a bird table
– have you? So, despite being our commonest
bird, many people have never actually seen one!

Our bird has a very wide range, all over Europe
to western Russia and south to the
Mediterranean and the Canaries.
In Britain, the blue tit is not known to breed on
Orkney or Shetland and is rare on the Outer
Hebrides. I well recall meeting with the RSPB
Shetland Officer at The Lodge-his first encounter
with a blue tit had really made his day!

This is the time of year when wrens roost
together in large numbers and, where the
species is common, up to 30 birds have been
counted – nest boxes, old birds’ nests and holes
in trees are all commonly used.

Turning now to our own blue tits-our box had
been occupied from mid-March, and the birds
are seemingly feeding young on 24th May. So,
just what has been going on here in the last 2
months?

Come the spring, males make numerous “cock”
nests and the female then will choose which nest
she prefers. Some males may have up to six
mates in a season – no wonder we have so many
wrens! Having said that, severe winters can
decimate our UK wren population, which may
take up to 5 years to rebuild.

We do not have a nest box cam, so we cannot
say when the egg laying started, but incubation
can take up to 2 weeks. The female will not begin
sitting until the clutch is complete. The
maximum number of eggs ever recorded is 17,
unless you know differently. Seemingly the
normal number of eggs is between 10 and 12.
Fledging usually takes another 15-21 days, so
our young birds should be ready to leave any
time now.

This is one of our most intriguing bird species,
and you can read more about it in:
“The Wren” by Edward A. Armstrong, Collins
New Naturalist series 1955
This is a wonderful book about what is, for many,
a common but little-known British bird.

The young are fed by both parents. As far as I
can establish blue tits are normally single
brooded, a second is exceptional and only when
the first early brood is lost.
Most small garden birds live very short lives,
with about half of adult tits dying annually, with
young mortality being much higher, with most
young birds not managing to see through the
first winter. However, records show that some
birds live a great deal longer. The oldest blue tit
lived to the ripe old age of 11 years and 3
months-how amazing is that!

Blue Tit
The blue tit was the first bird that I can
remember being shown by my mother when I
was about 6 years old. They were attracted to
our North Leeds garden by the remains of the
Sunday joint being hung up on the clothesline.
So, I have known the blue tit virtually all my life,
but only recently have I come to realise just how
little I really know about this familiar bird. So, I
decided to try and find out more.

This is a dangerous world for all the young birdsour houses and gardens are full of hazards-cats,
sparrowhawks, crows, magpies and our glass
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window panels. However, starvation is the main
cause of death, especially for young birds.

In the UK, this trade was banned in 1881, but of
course huge numbers of finches of all kinds are
still taken from the wild each year in many
countries in Southern Europe. On the Iberian
Peninsula, it may be the commonest species
during the winter months, as most of the
Northern European population moves south to
spend the colder months sunning themselves
around the shores of the Mediterranean where
there is abundant food.

Readers with nest cams, can, I am sure add more
to our knowledge, but what all this has
demonstrated to me is just how little we all
know about our most familiar garden bird.
Footnote: the 6 most common birds in the UK
are as follows: wren, robin, house sparrow,
wood pigeon, blackbird and chaffinch in that
order.

I have found it very interesting to discover that
the goldfinch has been successfully introduced
in many areas of Australia, including Tasmania,
and in New Zealand. In the latter, it has been
targeted as a pest species and named as a threat
to commercial strawberry production. There
have also been less successful introductions in
other countries, such as Argentina and Bermuda.
Early attempts to introduce the goldfinch in the
USA failed.

Principal Reference: “British Tits” – Chris Perrins
- New Naturalist Series 1979

Goldfinch
Fact File
Latin name: Carduelis carduelis

Getting back to our local goldfinches, in the last
50 years the population has increased
considerably. Three possible reasons have been
cited:

UK breeding population: 1.65 million pairs
16th most numerous breeding bird in the UK

1. Lack of competition from the reducing
numbers of chaffinch and greenfinch in
our gardens.
2. Could it be that many garden owners are
now feeding bird seed such as Niger?
Has this factor actually changed the
distribution of the goldfinch?
3. Has more uncultivated land around the
Pits increased the food supply for
goldfinch?
Do any of our readers have a view on this?

Most goldfinch noted on a collection of garden
feeders in Little Paxton: 28 together. Can you
beat that?
Status: common summer resident, with c80% of
the UK population leaving Britain to winter in
Southern Europe
In the Yorkshire Dales, country folk call the
goldfinch King Harry and, on examination of
literature, I found no fewer than 70 regional or
historical names for the goldfinch. These include
“Thistlefinch”, “The Sheriff’s Man”, “Nicker
Nocker” and, amazingly, “The Lady with Twelve
Flounces”! I wonder just what the background
to these names are? Do you know any
Cambridgeshire or local names?

The number of breeding pairs on the Reserve
remains fairly stable at 30/40 pairs, but I have no
information about any pairs breeding
successfully in the village itself. Have you?
By the 1880s we were in danger of losing this
charming bird (collective name – charm) from
the British countryside forever.
It has
undertaken a remarkable comeback to claim its
place as one of our most loved garden birds.

Socially and culturally the goldfinch is very
closely associated with man. In Victorian Britain,
the goldfinch fuelled the bird catching and cage
bird trade. I have found out that in the Worthing
area of Sussex alone, 132,000 goldfinch per
annum were trapped, netted or snared by fulltime bird catchers. Many goldfinches were used
to hybridise with canaries.

Enjoy your garden birds in the autumn and look
out for King Harry on your feeders!
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Bird Ringing Reports by Derek Gruar
31st August 2020
Summary
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic we were unable
to undertake our usual Constant Effort Site (CES)
bird ringing at Paxton Pits. Lockdown restrictions
prevented early season visits and we decided
that we could not replicate data from previous
years. It was not until late-July/early-August that
we conducted our first session. As we are free
from the restrictions of ringing for just one
morning in every 10-14 days, we have made a
concerted effort to target late season migrating

warblers that use Paxton as a staging post on
their route south.
To date this has been spectacular with high
numbers of blackcap and chiffchaff and as ever
with Paxton the diversity of our catches is
excellent with some more unusual species such
as both common and lesser whitethroat and
reed warbler being ringed.

Totals
The table below gives details of the number of birds ringed and recaptured until the end of August.
Species
Blue Tit
Blackcap
Wren
Green Woodpecker
Chiffchaff
Great Tit
Robin
Long-tailed Tit
Goldcrest
Treecreeper
Garden Warbler
Bullfinch
Dunnock
Willow Warbler
Lesser Whitethroat
Whitethroat
Reed Warbler
Blackbird
Song Thrush

New
71
111
11
1
78
3
7
7
3
3
28
10
6
20
2
4
5
2
1

Retrap
5
7
1
1
6
0
4
1
1
1
3
5
2
1
0
0
0
1
0

Total
76
118
12
2
84
3
11
8
4
4
31
15
8
21
2
4
5
3
1

373

39

412

Total
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Recapture information
8 recaptures of birds ringed prior to 2020 were made.
Treecreeper
KDD009

Wren
KDD119

Chiffchaff
KDD140

Robin
AAD3804

Blackcap
AAD3978

Bullfinch
S862143

Ringed
Recaptured

05/01/19
31/08/20 (1 year 238 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured

17/08/19
15/09/19
(29 days)
22/07/20 (340 days)

Ringed
Recaptured

15/09/19
26/08/20 (346 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured

05/08/18
27/08/18
(22 days)
05/01/19
(121 days)
05/05/19
(241 days)
31/08/20 (2 year 25 days)

Ringed
Recaptured

01/07/18
31/08/20 (2 year 60 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured

26/08/19
22/07/20 (332 days)
20/08/20 (360 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured

21/07/19
26/08/19
(35 days)
11/08/20 (1 year 20 days)
31/08/20 (1 year 40 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured

01/08/19
26/08/19 (25 days)
26/08/20 (1 year 25 days)

Robin
S862369

Robin
S862384
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1st October 2020
Summary
After a very successful August, where we were
able to ring large numbers of birds on a regular
basis. September saw the fine weather
experienced in August deteriorate and we were
prevented from running as many sessions as we
would have liked. Blackcaps however were
ringed in similar numbers to August and shows
how important the scrub habitat in the
sanctuary is for migrating birds, with the
abundance of berries helping to fuel the birds for
their subsequent travels. The trans-Saharan
migrants (willow warbler and garden warbler)
moved on a little earlier than expected and were
absent from any catches, a few chiffchaff, reed
warbler and lesser whitethroats provided some
diversity amongst the blackcaps.

We also managed to catch a few resident species
including treecreeper and goldcrest (see
photos). The total of over 550 birds ringed over
the two months far exceeded our expectations
and we hope that some of the warblers will be
caught by other ringers in the subsequent weeks
and months. We may try to conduct some
ringing sessions in October and early November
to target winter thrushes and goldcrests.
Many thanks to Paxton staff for allowing us
access and ringers Mo Reeves, Andy Stanbury
and Saskia Wischnewski plus David Reeves for
helping clear net rides.

Totals
The table below gives details of the number of new birds ringed until the end of September.
Species
Blue Tit
Blackcap
Wren
Green Woodpecker
Chiffchaff
Great Tit
Robin
Long-tailed Tit
Goldcrest
Treecreeper
Garden Warbler
Bullfinch
Dunnock
Willow Warbler
Lesser Whitethroat
Whitethroat
Reed Warbler
Blackbird
Song Thrush
Woodpigeon
Chaffinch

July/August September
71
22
111
109
11
0
1
0
78
9
3
7
7
7
7
5
3
3
3
2
28
0
10
1
6
8
20
0
2
2
4
0
5
3
2
0
1
0
0
1
0
1

Total

373

72

180

Total
93
220
11
1
87
10
14
12
6
5
28
11
14
20
4
4
8
2
1
1
1
553

The table below gives details of the number of re-trapped birds until the end of September.
Species
Blue Tit
Blackcap
Wren
Green Woodpecker
Chiffchaff
Robin
Long-tailed Tit
Goldcrest
Treecreeper
Garden Warbler
Bullfinch
Dunnock
Willow Warbler
Blackbird
Total

July/August September
13
5
6
7
1
1
0
1
0
6
4
4
2
1
0
1
2
1
0
3
0
5
0
2
0
1
0
1
39

28

Total
18
13
2
1
6
8
3
1
3
3
5
2
1
1
67

Recapture Information
All recaptures were birds previously ringed at Paxton Pits. 14 recaptures were of birds ringed prior to
2020.
Treecreeper
KDD009

Wren
KDD119

KDD151

Chiffchaff
KDD140
Blackcap
AAD3978

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured

05/01/19
31/08/20 (1 year 238 days)
29/09/2020 (1 year 267 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured

17/08/19
15/09/19
(29 days)
22/07/20 (340 days)

Ringed
Recaptured

20/09/19
28/09/20 (1 year 8 days)

Ringed
Recaptured

15/09/19
26/08/20 (346 days)

Ringed
Recaptured

01/07/18
31/08/20 (2 year 60 days)
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17th November 2020
Summary
After the successful late summer, we were
somewhat thwarted in October as the weather
conditions deteriorated. The often windy and
wet conditions limited us to a single ringing
session. It proved to be an excellent session as
we targeted two species that have only been
ringed at Paxton in relatively small numbers due
to limited autumn ringing sessions in the
sanctuary. Both redwings and goldcrests can be
attracted to nets when a lure of their song is
played (this is under licence from the BTO and
lures are banned during the breeding season or
for non-scientific purposes) and this worked very
well this time.

other bird of note in this session was a lone Song
Thrush.
Many thanks to Paxton staff for allowing us
access and ringers Andy Stanbury and Kevin
Middleton. I would also like express our deepest
gratitude to the Friends of Paxton Pits and also
Martin Runchman for their very generous
funding of our ringing costs, it’s most
appreciated.

The nine redwings were the first at Paxton since
2015 and the biggest total for this species since
2011. We think one of the birds (on the right in
the photo) may be of the Icelandic subspecies
coburni, as the bird was much more heavily
marked than the other bird, the leg colour
however is more nominate illiacus. Either way it
was great to see these attractive winter thrushes
close-up. The eight goldcrests ringed was the
highest day total for this species since 2015. The

Totals
The table below gives details of the number of new birds ringed in the single October session.
Species

New

Blue Tit
Robin
Wren
Goldcrest
Dunnock
Blackbird
Song Thrush
Redwing
Total

74

2
2
1
8
0
1
1
9

Retrap
3
2
0
1
1
0
0
0

24

7

Total
5
4
1
9
1
1
1
9
31

Recapture Information
All recaptures were birds previously ringed at Paxton Pits. Two recaptures were of birds ringed prior to
2020.
Robin
S862369
Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured

21/07/19
26/08/19 (35 days)
11/08/20 (1 year 20 days)
31/08/20 (1 year 40 days)
18/10/20 (1 year 88 days)

Ringed
Recaptured
Recaptured
Recaptured

07/05/18
19/05/18 (12 days)
27/08/20 (2 years 112 days)
18/10/20 (2 years 140 days)

Dunnock
VZ90750

Warblers ringed in August

Lesser Whitethroat

Reed Warbler

Treecreeper and goldcrest ringed in September
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Common Whitethroat

Bats
The FPPNR bat group had its monitoring and
recording activities curtailed because of the
pandemic but nevertheless we were able to
carry out some basic mapping and box
assessment work.

At the end of November, we met to review box
type and suitability for the bats in that area and
were able to carry out an early evening survey
under torchlight; the upshot of this survey was
we discovered roosting blue tits in a couple of
bat boxes and a single Common Pipistrelle was
seen.

A basic plotting survey took place on March 9th
when Mike Thomas and Chris Ellson walked the
Reserve mapping and logging all the bat boxes
so that at least we had more idea of how many
bat boxes were in situ and we could identify
those that, in time, would need replacing.

A very exciting find from Carole and George
Baber was the recording of a third type of
Pipistrelle, namely a Nathusius’s Pipistrelle, to
add to the previously recorded Common and
Soprano Pipistrelle. So, we now know there are
these 3 species of Pipistrelle, Daubentons and
Noctule bats on the Reserve.

Then we had a stroke of good fortune. During
the Spring/Summer we were approached by an
independent volunteer bat expert, Dr Marie
Althorn, who had moved into the area to work
at the RSPB headquarters at Sandy and holds a
Class 2 bat licence. This licence allows the holder
to take or disturb bats by hand, artificial light,
endoscopes and hand-held nets to survey for
science, research and education purposes. Sadly
because of the most serious concerns about
COVID transmission to bats Marie was unable to
open any of our boxes and subsequently not
able to handle bats we might find.

At the end of the year we were able to produce
a reference document listing all the known
boxes on the Reserve. We have a sequence of
49, although 8 are missing, from the higher level
stewardship scheme and another 20 of unknown
origin following Southoe Brook. So now we do at
least have a feel for what is there and what to
look out for this Spring and onwards.
By Chris Ellson

Photo of a bat box at Paxton Pits
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Mammals
Restrictions imposed by the coronavirus
pandemic resulted in fewer wildlife surveys, but
we had good feedback of sightings to Ann
Thomas’ Blog.

Mink
Mustela vison
Mink numbers have increased significantly in
2020 and this is thought to be the cause of the
total loss of chicks in the northern pits. A family
of 6 were sighted on Diddington Pits and smaller
numbers sighted on the Heronry Lakes and the
river.

Otter
Lutra lutra

Stoat
Mustela erinea
One sighting of a stoat up at North Scrub by
Pumphouse Pit(E) in May.

Weasel
Mustela nivalis
Sightings were reported near Heronry South in
April, outside the Environmental Centre in June
and on the footpath to the Riverview Point on
5th July where one was seen to be hunting in and
out of the brambles.

Image- Mike Anderson-Brown

A good number of otters have been seen in
2020. Sightings were spread throughout the year
but there was a notable increase towards the
end of the year.

Badger
Meles meles
Plenty of signs of badger on the Reserve with
extensive latrines in the Sanctuary and more
excavations on the bank between the Lower
Meadow and Hayling Lake. One was seen here in
April.

Early year sightings were mainly on the Heronry
Lakes with additional sightings on Cloudy Lake in
April and at the Moorings in May. Two more
were seen on the river opposite the Great
Meadow in May. What looked like 2 juveniles
were seen on Cloudy Lake beach in July.

Fox
Vulpes vulpes

At the top end in the quarry four otters were
seen on Diddington Pit in May, hopefully a
family.
In November and December there were regular
sightings on Hayling Lake and Rudd Lake.
Another spot for less frequent but regular
sightings was between Washout Pit and the
river. Most sightings involved single animals but
two were seen together crossing to the river.

Image- Jim Stevenson
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Foxes are rarely seen on the Reserve, but low
water levels brought regular sightings at the
west edge of Heronry South. An additional
sighting was at the Sailing Lake in May.

One hedgehog was spotted by the SW corner of
Hayling Lake in April and another at the junction
of the Ouse Valley Way and Redlands Meadow.
Hedgehogs are outcompeted by badgers for
food, earthworms, and are sometimes eaten by
badgers.

Brown Rat
Rattus norvegicus
Regular sightings around the bird feeders at the
Visitor Centre and Hayden Hide.

The large badger population on the Reserve
makes sightings of hedgehogs unlikely unless
close to the village. There have been a number
of sightings in the village during the year,
including a family group.

Mice, Voles and Shrews
No survey work was completed during 2020 but
we had a sighting of a common shrew under one
of the reptile refugia in the Basin at the end of
April. A dead one was also found in June.

Muntjac Deer
Muntiacus reevesi
Muntjac are found throughout the Paxton Pits
complex and during 2020 there were regular
sightings in the Arable Fields along the edge of
East Scrub and in the fields between Island Pit
and the Ouse Valley Way. These deer are
generally solitary and are often heard barking
rather than seen.

A field mouse was spotted in November.

Grey Squirrel
Sciurus carolinensis
Squirrels are regular visitors to the bird feeders
despite efforts to keep them away from the bird
food.

Brown hare
Lepus capensis
No sightings reported.

Hedgehog
Erinaceus europaeus

Rabbit
Oryctolagus cuniculus
Rabbit numbers have been exceedingly low over
recent years but there were signs of a small
recovery in 2020.

Water Vole
Arvicola amphibius
We have had one sighting of water vole, but
details have been withheld to avoid pressure on
the site.
Image- Archive

By Mike Thomas
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Invertebrates
Moths
The planned moth trapping events were
cancelled due to Covid. I did a couple of leafmining sessions myself, but nothing special or
new was recorded. However a new pheromone
was made available, which I purchased for
attracting Lunar Hornet Clearwings and I did try
it at the pits where one was attracted to the
pheromone along the path near the sailing lake
and another was attracted along the edge of the
Haul Road and the meadow near the A1. There
is a previous record of Lunar Hornet Clearwing
from 2016, so again not a new species for the
Pits. Apart from my individual surveys, there
were no other recorded surveys at Paxton Pits.

There are a number of clearwing species, very
distinct looking moths, which are found around
this area. In 2019 the first Raspberry Clearwing
for the Reserve was found at Little Paxton
allotments.
John Lindsell using different
pheromones attracted six different clearwing
species near to his home at Brampton which
isn’t far from our Reserve. The plan is to ask
John to the Reserve in 2021 to see what species
can be found in this area.
Below are pictures taken by John Lindsell:
Top row (L to R): Yellow-legged, Hornet and Redtipped clearwings.
Bottom row: Orange-tailed, Currant and Redbelted clearwings

By Barry Dickerson

Clearwing species seen locally
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Butterflies
Our butterfly and dragonfly transect programme
was severely curtailed by the pandemic. Only
one group transect was possible, in midSeptember, but five other surveys were made in
April-June by individuals and pairs of volunteers.

The following additional species were reported
by individual volunteers in 2020:
Small skipper
Large skipper
Common blue
Holly blue
Gatekeeper
Ringlet

All the surveys covered at least part of our
standard transect route, counting butterflies
seen within 5m of the path.

This list of twenty species is identical to that
recorded in 2019, with the exception of the
painted lady, which was not reported in 2020.

Fourteen species were recorded, the same as in
2019. The absence of ringlet and gatekeeper is
almost certainly the result of the lack of surveys
in the summer months.
Butterfly
Essex skipper
Small skipper
Large skipper
Clouded yellow
Wood white
Orange-tip
Brimstone
Large white
Small white
Green-veined white
Brown argus
Small copper
Common blue
Holly blue
Speckled wood
Wall
Marbled white
Gatekeeper
Meadow brown
Red admiral
Painted lady
Small tortoiseshell
Peacock
Comma
Ringlet
Small heath
Large heath
Silver-washed fritillary

For 2021, we hope to carry out six transect
surveys between April and September. Our aim
is to collect data which is consistent enough to
enable monitoring of population trends,
weather and other factors permitting! We would
very much welcome more volunteers; you do
not need to be an expert, just keen to help and
learn.

Total seen
0
0
0
0
0
12
13
17
16
4
6
1
0
0
7
0
0
0
2
2
0
3
8
1
0
1
0
0

Provisional dates are in the FPPNR Survey
Calendar, on our website.

Brimstone - Gonepteryx rhamni

By Ian Crosby
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Dragonflies & Damselflies
As for butterflies, this report is based on our
transect and Wildlife Survey Group surveys (we
record dragonflies, damselflies and butterflies
simultaneously in the same transects).
Seventeen species were recorded in the
transects, as shown in the table below.

Dragonfly/Damselfly
Banded demoiselle damselfly
Common emerald damselfly
Willow emerald damselfly
White-legged damselfly
Large red damselfly
Azure blue damselfly
Variable damselfly
Common blue damselfly
Blue-tailed damselfly
Red-eyed damselfly
Small red-eyed damselfly
Hairy dragonfly
Common hawker dragonfly
Migrant hawker dragonfly
Southern hawker dragonfly
Brown hawker dragonfly
Norfolk/Green-eyed hawker
Emperor dragonfly
Lesser emperor dragonfly
Scarce chaser dragonfly
Four-spot chaser dragonfly
Broad-bodied chaser dragonfly
Black-tailed skimmer
Common darter dragonfly
Ruddy darter dragonfly
Red-veined darter dragonfly

This list is similar to last year’s, hairy dragonflies
and ruddy darters being additions, and blacktailed skimmers and broad-bodied chasers being
absent this year. This probably reflects the
disruption to our survey schedule rather than any
true population trends.
Another species, the small red-eyed damselfly,
was spotted by the Wildlife Survey Group in its
late August survey. Like the willow emerald, this
is a species that has colonised the UK within the
last twenty years.

Total
seen
103
0
17
0
0
9
53
609
4
24
0
21
0
25
16
6
3
3
0
16
21
0
0
38
16
0

Small red-eyed
viridulum

damselfly

-

Erythromma

Willow emerald damselfly - Chalcolestes viridis

By Ian Crosby
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Other Invertebrates
After five months of frustration due to lockdown,
the Wildlife Survey Group was finally able to
meet for its first survey of the year on the 30th of
August. Our enthusiasm was initially dampened
by the cool, dull weather but after poking around
in the undergrowth of the West Scrub for a while
we were pleasantly surprised by the variety of life
we unearthed. Flies were abundant, which
challenged our id skills. These included a Snailkilling fly and an aggressive-looking kite-tailed
robberfly. Later the weather improved and some
dragons and damsels put in an appearance,
including southern and brown hawkers and,
most notably, a very co-operative small red-eyed
damselfly, which posed beautifully on a leaf for
us to photograph. This is a species which has
newly colonised the UK since 1999.

30/8 West Scrub
Highlights included:
Roesel’s bush cricket - Metrioptera roeselii; Dark
bush cricket - Pholidoptera griseoaptera;
Speckled
bush
cricket
Leptophyes
punctatissima; Long-winged conehead Conocephalus fuscus; Spiked shieldbug Picromerus bidens; Box bug - Gonocerus
acuteangulatus; Plant bug -Stictopleurus
punctatonervosus, new to Paxton Pits; 24-spot
ladybird - Subcoccinella vigintiquattuorpunctata;
Musk beetle - Aromia moschata; Snail-killing fly Coremacera marginata; Kite-tailed robberfly Machimus atricapillus; Median wasp Dolichovespula media, new to Paxton Pits
9/9 Redlands East
Highlights included:
Wasp spider - Argiope bruennichi; Mottled
grasshopper - Myrmeleotettix maculatus;
Sloe/Hairy shieldbug – Dolycoris baccarum; Dock
bug – Coreus marginatus; Cinnamon bug - Corizus
hyoscyami; Bishop’s mitre shieldbug – Aelia
acuminata; Rose-spotted plant bug – Calocoris
roseomaculatus; Field digger wasp - Mellinus
arvensis; Hornet – Vespa crabro; 7 hoverfly
species
Pollenia rudis it is one of the cluster flies and

Another highlight of the morning was a whole
nest full of another new arrival, the median
wasp. This is a bit bigger than the common wasp
but fortunately not particularly aggressive and
we were able to get a good close-up view of the
nest.
Our most spectacular insect find was a musk
beetle. This impressive-looking, metallic-green
beast is about 3 centimetres long with equally
long antennae. We are lucky to have them at
Paxton Pits as they are quite scarce in the UK.
Finally, we found four different species of bush
cricket. These are similar to grasshoppers, but
with very long antennae, and are most
conspicuous in late summer. The four we found
were the dark bush cricket, Roesel’s bush cricket,
the speckled bush cricket and the long-winged
conehead.
However, I think we all agreed that the highlight
of the day was being able to get together again
and share our enjoyment of wildlife. It never fails
to surprise me how much more you notice when
you are in a group.

there were large numbers congregating in Rory’s
Wood 22nd October last year getting ready to
hibernate under tree bark or similar.
By Ian Crosby
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Fungi
At the end of 2018 there were 380 fungi
recorded at Paxton Pits. A review of surveys over
the next two years increased this to 394 by the
end of 2020. Three of the new species were
found by Eddie Sutcliffe, all bolete,
Sepia Bolete, Xerocomus porosporus (the pores
of this turn blue/green when bruised) as seen in
the photograph
Iodine Bolete, Boletes impolitus (the stem smells
of iodine)
Scarletina bolete, Boletus luridiformis (this is a
lovely scarlet colour until cut or bruised when it
immediately turns bright blue)
By Mike Thomas

Below is a list of fungi recorded from the October foray:
Bolbitius titubans var. titubans (Yellow
Fieldcap)
Coniophore puteana the dark patches
Coprinellus micaceus (Glistening Inkcap)
Coprinopsis atramentaria (Common Inkcap)
Coprinus comatus (Shaggy Inkcap)
Cortinarius decipiens var. decipiens (Sepia
Webcap)
Crepidotus mollis (Peeling Oysterling)
Exidia nucleata (Crystal Brain)
Galerina marginata (Funeral Bell)
Ganoderma australe (Southern Bracket)
Geastrum triplex (Collared Earthstar)
Helvella crispa (White Saddle)
Hypholoma fasciculare (Sulphur Tuft)
Hypoxylon serpens
Laccaria amethystina (Amethyst Deceiver)
Lycoperdon perlatum (Common Puffball)
Mycena galericulata (Common Bonnet)
Mycena galopus var. galopus (Milking Bonnet)
Mycena olida (Rancid Bonnet)
Mycena pura var. alba (T)
Mycena rosea (Rosy Bonnet)
Mycena vitilis (Snapping Bonnet)
Mycoacia fuscatra
Otidea alutacea (Tan Ear)
Phlebia tremellosa (Jelly Rot)
Pholiota squarrosa (Shaggy Scalycap)

Pluteus salicinus (Willow Shield)
Psathyrella candolleana (Pale Brittlestem)
Psathyrella piluliformis (Common Stump
Brittlestem)
Ramaria stricta (Upright Coral)
Scleroderma verrucosum (Scaly Earthball)
Stereum hirsutum (Hairy Curtain Crust)
Stereum rugosum (Bleeding Broadleaf Crust)
Stereum subtomentosum (Yellowing Curtain
Crust)
Tubaria furfuracea (Scurfy Twiglet)
Xylaria hypoxylon (Candlesnuff Fungus)
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