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Tour Participants: Tim Dean (leader), Peter Dunn (co-leader) and ten Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Tuesday 2nd June 

The pick up at Newcastle train station passed quietly with everyone quickly ensconced in the two minibuses. 

Then it was on to the A189 and past St James Park to travel north-east to our first stop at Cresswell Pond. On a 

short walk to the hide the only Stock Doves of the trip were seen, perched on hay bales near the farm. Then we 

had close views from the hide of the Avocet chicks that had just hatched and we enjoyed watching them try to 

stay upright in the strong westerly wind. Four young were suitably ‘cooed’ over and it was difficult to look 

elsewhere, but three first-summer Little Gulls were also close to the hide showing their fluttery flight as they 

picked off the water. A Little Egret was the first of several found during the week. Whilst travelling along the 

coast road Gail saw a Hooded Crow in the dunes at the identical spot that Tim had seen one in April. 

Interestingly, this unusual summering bird turned up at Seahouses a month after the trip.  

 

On to Druridge Pools and another short walk to hides looking over the wetland. Of specific interest were two 

male Mandarin sheltering in a reedy tussock. These were well out of their normal range in the west of the county. 

The 34 Black-tailed Godwits proved very popular with some superb fly pasts. It was unusual for them still to be 

passing through in such numbers in June. Two Snipe were the only ones seen on the trip as they are so secretive 

in the breeding season. We saw a good selection of ducks and Gadwall, Shoveler, Wigeon and Teal were all 

logged. Another Little Egret was distant from the north facing hide. Time was passing all too easily and we 

departed to join the A1 and head north to Belford where we were welcomed at the Bluebell hotel. Dinner was 

suitably scrumptious and after a quick bird list, everyone was happy to enjoy an early night, especially after a long 

travelling day. 

Day 2 Wednesday 3rd June 

After a suitably full English breakfast we were ready for the off and the short drive out to Holy Island; one of 

the few inhabited offshore islands in the UK which is completely cut off by the tide. Luckily the tide was low and 

we were able to drive across the causeway and on to the island. A walk north-east involved traversing one of the 

better named tracks - the Crooked Lonnen! This brought us out to the coast where we could watch the Gannets 

fly past on fishing trips from Bass Rock. Walking along the coast path brought us to the Holy Island lough and 

even in the strong wind we could make out the squealing call of a Water Rail, and a few Reed Warblers managing 

to make themselves heard. A male Wigeon was a surprise as they do not nest on the island. Another short walk 

gave us close up views of Lindisfarne Castle and panoramic views across the channel to the mainland. A Fulmar 

was flying around the castle where they nest contentedly even with the huge number of visitors. At Holy Island 

village people admired the Priory and the peaceful village. We then had to leave the island to avoid being cut off 

by the tide and we stopped at the Barn at Beal restaurant for lunch.  

 

The afternoon was spent firstly with a stop at Budle Bay where close views were obtained of an Eider female 

with her brood of ducklings. These are all birds which nest on the Farne Islands and then the females take their 

broods to the mainland. Yet another Little Egret proved that this species is definitely here to stay in 

Northumberland. A party of Long-tailed Tits in the trees proved hard to count as always. Then on to Bamburgh 

for photographs of the imposing castle and a look at the sea where Sandwich Terns flew past and a Guillemot 

was the forerunner of things to come. A contrast in habitat was next and a spell just inland at Spindlestone where 
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a walk along river woodland gave us many new species. Excellent views and many close photographs of a Grey 

Wagtail started us off well, and amongst other woodland birds seen were Spotted Flycatcher, Willow Warbler 

and Bullfinch. However the star proved to be one of our smallest birds with a Goldcrest at her nest. Telescope 

views at close range gave everyone a rare insight into this scarcely viewed nest. Suitably impressed with this 

pretty area, we made our way back to the hotel for another feast. 

Day 3 Thursday 4th June 

Today we had a 7.30am breakfast to give us more time. We then went to Newton and parked at Links House car 

park just to north of village before having an easy walk just inland from the sand dunes along a flower filled 

track. In fact the flowers proved a diversion with many people impressed by the profusion of Purple Milk Vetch, 

Bloody Cranesbill and Northern Downy Rose. Almost on reaching the bridge we had views of the wonderfully 

named Long Nanny Estuary. Then another short walk over the dunes to the National Trust wardens hut next to 

the tern colony. It is always a delight to see the only mainland tern colony in Northumberland with up to 2,000 

Arctic Terns present and at least five Little Terns visible. We enjoyed excellent photographic opportunities and it 

was hard to leave this special place. We walked back to the car park through the dunes and then drove to Low 

Newton where we walked down the road with fine views of Dunstanburgh Castle in the distance. Here we spent 

some time scanning the scrapes just north of Newton Pool. There was plenty of interest with a summer plumage 

Black-tailed Godwit and various ducks using the wetland including Gadwall and Shoveler. This fantastic wetland 

has enormous potential with Lesser Yellowlegs, and Pectoral and Terek Sandpipers all seen there this year. It is a 

fine example of one lone birder’s efforts to keep this field flooded, even down to organising the sluice! We also 

had excellent views of three male Yellow Wagtails at close quarters, our only Stonechat and Yellowhammer on 

the tour, plus a strange Hedgehog, out in the open in the bright sunlight.  

 
Next it was on to Amble in the minibuses and a chance to have some lunch and a cuppa at the local cafe on the 

quayside. Then we went out to Coquet Island on the Puffin Cruise where thousands of Puffins and Arctic Terns 

were visible over the island. A lone warden being bombarded by the terns proved suitably photogenic. However 

the main interest here is the Roseate Tern colony with c80 pairs normally present annually. This year though, 

numbers have increased with 100 pairs now breeding. Most of these seemed to be out fishing but we managed 

good views of at least five birds where they glowed white amongst the grey Arctic Terns. Landing is not allowed 

here on this RSPB reserve to help the breeding birds, but close views are always possible from the boat. On the 

way back to the quay we had a lone Whimbrel calling as it flew over and a few Gannets.  

 

As we still had time left for more birding, the opportunity was taken to drive the short distance to East 

Chevington where this wonderful Northumberland Wildlife Trust reserve could be appreciated. A Lesser 

Whitethroat singing meant an impromptu stop along the entrance track where we could all hear its rattlesnake 

song. Looking over the North Pool gave us an unusual sighting of a first-summer Mediterranean Gull plus more 

photographic opportunities of a Great Crested Grebe with four young. Another Little Egret was noted here plus 

a Little Gull. We were suitably satisfied with a wonderful day in glorious sunshine and a wealth of birds to see. 

Day 4 Friday 5th June 

The highlight of the week for many people was the opportunity to visit the Farne Islands and this day was much 

anticipated. After another satisfying breakfast to set us up, we drove to Seahouses where we boarded one of Billy 



Northumberland & the Farne Islands  Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     July 15 3 
 

Shiel's Glad Tidings boats to take us out to Staple Island. Unfortunately the swell was too great to allow us to 

land and the wardens were sensibly unwilling to endanger anyone with a risky embarkation. This was unlucky as 

normally it is perfectly possible to land. So we returned to Seahouses where another cup of tea was needed 

before we could make the afternoon boat out to Inner Farne. In order for the breeding birds to have some 

respite from visitors, no landings are allowed here until early afternoon.  

 

This time landing was easy with a sheltered jetty allowing access. A Red-breasted Merganser was an indication of 

a lone breeding pair being present, one of the few sites in the county for this breeding species. Before we landed 

two Roseate Terns had been located near to the jetty. Excellent views of these birds at much closer quarters was 

a bonus as they only infrequently nest here. Most of the other visitors were, of course, oblivious of these rare 

terns with Puffins the main quest for most people. On walking up the path we all ran the gauntlet of assault by 

Arctic Terns. Everyone had been prepared for this with insistence that hats be worn. Various people welcomed 

this advice as their bills can inflict some damage on a bare head! Once away from the onslaught, peace reined and 

the magic of the Farne Islands could be appreciated. Puffins at arm’s length are always magical and especially at 

this time of year with beaks full of sand eels for their young. Most people willed them on as they ran their own 

gauntlet of gulls trying to stop the Puffins reaching their burrows with hungry chicks waiting. On the edge of the 

boardwalk there were plenty of vistas of thousands of Guillemots with a few Razorbills amongst them, plus 

Shags with young, Fulmars and Kittiwakes, all at close quarters. From a photographic perspective the whole 

spectacle is hard to beat with long lenses seemingly unnecessary. Few passerines manage to nest on the Farne 

Islands but we did see a Rock Pipit in flight. As we had been unable to land on Staple Island it meant we were 

allowed extra time on Inner Farne but the two and a half hours seemed to go very quickly. After the dull 

morning, the afternoon was enjoyed in bright sunshine, another bonus for the photographers. Then it was back 

to Seahouses after another day enjoying one of the county’s treasures. 

Day 5 Saturday 6th June 

Today we had an extraordinary day weather-wise with a highly unseasonal gale! It was not ideal by any means, 

especially for our day in Harthope Valley to see some of the upland specialities. The 45 mph wind meant shelter 

was the essence. We travelled from Belford to Wooler and then south-west to Middleton and the steep uphill 

stretch into the Harthope valley. Once over the crest of the hill the valley opens out and this prime stretch of 

upland could be appreciated. We parked at Langleeford and explored the river stretch, first getting close views of 

a splendid pink male Redpoll. Also the hillside could be scanned and at least four Red Grouse were located. 

Along the valley were several pairs of Red-legged Partridge which are mainly an upland bird in the county. A 

walk along the valley to Langleeford Hope gave us more riverside habitat and an interesting stretch of woodland 

with a singing Redstart; a lone Sparrowhawk glimpsed overhead; and a few Siskins giving their buzzing song. 

Once through this woodland area we came to the base of The Cheviot itself with this highest county peak of 800 

metres towering upwards. The walk back in bright sunshine gave everyone perfect views of this pristine valley.  

 

Back at Langleeford a Common Sandpiper was seen at close range along with a juvenile Dipper. However the 

rarest bird seen was Fieldfare with the date indicative of a rare breeding pair for Northumberland. Pleased that 

some of the upland specialities had given themselves up, we drove down to the Breamish valley. However the 

wind was even stronger here and the wonderfully named 'Muddy Boots Cafe' was unfortunately closed. Plan B 

came into operation with a tea break at the cafe at Powburn. Once refreshed, we drove the short distance to 

Branton Gravel Pit. This mature gravel pit gave us Little and Great Crested Grebes plus an assortment of other 
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waterbirds. Still with time to spare, a detour to Tim & Janet Dean's bungalow in Rothbury was included. Many 

people were hugely impressed with the scenery around Rothbury with the village nestled in the Cheviots and 

only visible when almost upon it. Here a walk was organised along the River Coquet where the picturesque 

Thrum Mill was admired. A brief fly by from a Kingfisher was only enjoyed by a few. Next we went in to 

Rothbury where the busy village and its assortment of local shops were fully appreciated: Butchers, Grocers, 

Bakers etc almost indicative of another age in this world of supermarkets. Leaving the Cheviots, we cut back to 

the A1 via Alnwick Moor and then up to Belford for our last evening meal and for many, the fifth roast of the 

week! This was served by the ever-helpful and friendly staff at the Bluebell hotel where the welcome here was a 

highlight of our stay. 

Day 6 Sunday 7th June 

Today was our last day and a chance to fully explore East Chevington. This extensive reserve always manages to 

provide the odd surprise or two and it did not disappoint today. Parking near the coast we walked around South 

Pool and once the open water could be seen, we managed to enjoy wonderful views of the breeding pair of 

Marsh Harriers quartering the reed bed. We also had time to walk alongside North Pool where a Cuckoo was 

seen through the telescope on a post. On scanning the pool, two white shapes asleep were Spoonbills trying 

successfully to hide their bills. However the final surprise was a Red Kite which was picked up over the far 

woodland before making its way past us and off to the south-west. This was only the second individual Red Kite 

that Tim had seen on the coast during 11 years in the county, so a rarity to finish with. 

 

A parting of the ways was made here as the early minibus needed to get to Newcastle for people with early trains. 

The rest of us were able to enjoy more of East Chevington and closer views of the Cuckoo and the Spoonbills. 

Also another visit to Druridge Pools was included with better views of Curlew with one calling which was duly 

appreciated by Gillian as it was on her ‘want list’ for the tour. It was now time to head for Newcastle train station 

and the end of the tour. It had been an excellent tour with 119 bird species a fine total for six days in early June. 

We had shared some of the county's secrets, but plenty remain for the intrepid visitor! 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

Birds (= recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      June 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser        

2 Canada Goose Branta canadensis         

3 Mute Swan Cygnus olor 8   2   

4 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna         

5 Mandarin Duck Aix galericulata 2           

6 Gadwall Anas strepera 2    2    

7 Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope   1         

8 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos       

9 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata 4   2 1     

10 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca     1       

11 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula       

12 Common Eider Somateria mollissima          

13 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula         13   

14 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator       1     

15 Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus scotica         4   

16 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa         6   

17 Grey Partridge Perdix perdix 2           

18 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus   1   1 1   

19 Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis   7        

20 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   2 H   4  

21 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus     8   1  

22 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia           2 

23 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 6 2 3 2 3  

24 Little Egret Egretta garzetta 2 1 1       

25 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus           

26 European Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis           

27 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 1 2      

28 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus           1 

29 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus           2 

30 Red Kite Milvus milvus           1 

31 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo     3 2  3 

32 Water Rail Rallus aquaticus  H     

33 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus        

34 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra       

35 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus      1 

36 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 13           

37 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus        

38 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula 1   1     

39 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 2            

40 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa 24   1       

41 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus     1       

42 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata           1 

43 Common Redshank Tringa totanus 1       3   

44 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres           

45 Dunlin Calidris alpina           

46 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos         1   

47 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla           
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      June 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 

48 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus       

49 Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus 3         5 

50 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus     1       

51 Common Gull Larus canus canus     3     1 

52 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus   2 3 2     

53 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus       

54 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus 6 5   2  

55 Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis   8       

56 Little Tern Sternula albifrons     6       

57 Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii     8 2     

58 Common Tern Sterna hirundo         1 

59 Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea           

60 Common Murre Uria aalge   3 6      

61 Razorbill Alca torda            

62 Atlantic Puffin Fratercula arctica           

63 Rock Dove (Feral) Columba livia 'feral'       

64 Stock Dove Columba oenas 2           

65 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus       

66 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto        

67 Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus           2 

68 Common Swift Apus apus       

69 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis     1  

70 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus     2    1 

71 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica       

72 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula       

73 Rook Corvus frugilegus       

74 Carrion Crow Corvus corone       

75 Hooded Crow Corvus cornix 1      

76 Coal Tit Periparus ater         1   

77 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus   2       

78 Great Tit Parus major         1   

79 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis 2     1  

80 Sand Martin Riparia riparia       

81 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica       

82 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum       

83 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus   17     3   

84 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus 2   H   1 1 

85 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita   3 H   H   

86 Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 1 H 2      

87 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   H H     1 

88 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   H H   H H 

89 Garden Warbler Sylvia borin 
 

  H       

90 Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca     1       

91 Common Whitethroat Sylvia communis 2 1     H 1 

92 Goldcrest Regulus regulus   2     1   

93 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   H 1   2 H 

94 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris       

95 Common Blackbird Turdus merula 1   2   

96 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris         2   

97 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos   H 1 H 1   

98 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus            
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      June 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 

99 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata   2     2   

100 European Robin Erithacus rubecula   3 H   2   

101 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola     1       

102 White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus         1   

103 House Sparrow Passer domesticus       

104 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus           

105 Dunnock Prunella modularis   1 1   1   

106 Western Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava flavissima     3       

107 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea   1     1   

108 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii 1       

109 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 2      

110 Eurasian Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus       1     

111 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs         

112 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   1         

113 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris   1         

114 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina        

115 Lesser Redpoll Acanthis flammea cabaret         2   

116 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 2        

117 Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus            

118 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella        1   

119 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus 2 3       

Mammals               

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus         -2   

2 Western European Hedgehog Erinaceus europaeus     1       

3 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus   400     -2   

Other Taxa 

Green-veined White, Small Heath; Drinker Moth (caterpillar); Garden Tiger (caterpillar); Nettle-tap Moth; 

Cinnabar Moth; Garden Carpet 

 

Northern Marsh Orchid, Purple Milk Vetch, Northern Downy Rose,  

  

‘Bridled’ Guillemot by Christine Birchall 


