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EDITORIAL 
 
Welcome to the November 2017 production of The Hobby – “The Hawfinch Edition”. There is 
no doubt on the highlight of the autumn’s birding in the county. With generally poor numbers 
and diversity of migrants, the influx of Hawfinches that began in mid-October was very welcome 
and Bedfordshire was one of the first areas of the country to record birds on visible migration. As 
November begins, a few feeding flocks are being found and there is a possibility that birds may 
remain to overwinter. In this edition, details of the influx and the history of the species in our 
county are explored. 
Good birding to all…      
 
 
DON GREEN 
 
It is with much sadness that we were informed of the passing of Don Green on 12th November. 
Don was a founder member of the Bird Club and his contribution over 25 years has been second 
to none; in recent years providing us with a steady stream of excellent speakers on our winter 
indoor program as well as providing other areas of support in the running of the Club and the 
BNHS. He will be greatly missed. 
 
 
PROGRAMME MATTERS  
 
Winter Programme 2017 
 
Our indoor meeting program will continue on the Tuesday 28th November when our speaker 
will be Edward Mayer talking on “Swifts – the one bird we can all help”. Edward previously 
talked to us in 2007 and this talk will update on all the latest ways we can help this iconic species.  
 
The following month on 19th December, our talk will follow the tradition of recent years with a 
presentation of the Birds and Wildlife in Bedfordshire in 2017. Led by Richard Bashford this will 
be comprise a compilation of video collected from members.  
 



Richard is again starting to compile this film of highlights which he needs to complete in plenty 
of time for this December meeting. If you have any footage, unusual sightings, common 
sightings, odd behaviour or simply something you think the audience will enjoy, he’d love to hear 
from you.  
 
Richard would be happy to receive DVD, CD, Memory stick or transferred files via Dropbox or 
similar platforms. Any questions, please contact Richard on 07742 616025 
 
Our indoor talks all take place at Maulden Village Hall at 8pm, with doors open from 7:30pm 
 

Andy Grimsey 
SEPTEMBER – OCTOBER 2017 BIRD NEWS 
 
Contributors: please phone Steve Blain on 07979 606300 or email 
recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk  with any news or records. Records are preferred via the online 
system BirdTrack, using the Excel file found on the Bird Club Website, singly using the online 
form (http://tinyurl.com/2v6oweh), or on paper.   
 
September 2017 
 
Pintail - A female was at MVCP on 2nd, and another at Grovebury SP on 3rd, and also at 
Flitwick SW on 24th. 
Garganey - A bird was still at Broom GP on 2nd 
Common Scoter - One was sound recorded at night over Biggleswade on 24th (SCB) 
Caspian Gull - One was at Grovebury SP on 3rd, making around five different individuals 
recorded at the site during the autumn. 
Arctic Tern - One was at Stewartby Lake on 11th. 
Yellow-browed Warbler - One was at Biggleswade Common on 27th (SCB), another was at 
Pegnut Wood, Potton on 30th (DB) 
 

 
 
Common Redstart - Two at Pegsdon Hills on 1st, and two at Galley Hill on 2nd, one at 
Cockayne Hatley on 3rd, two at Pegsdon Hills on 9th (one of which pictured above) 
 
Whinchat - One was at Sandy Heath on 2nd, with two present on 19th-22nd. 
Common Stonechat - An excellent showing with birds scattered across the county 
Ortolan Bunting - One, a potential addition to the Bedfordshire list, was sound recorded at 
night over Biggleswade on 3rd (SCB) 



October 2017 
 
Brent Goose - One was at Priory CP on 18th (TP) 
Pintail - A drake was at Middle Water, Arlesey on 5th 
Hen Harrier - A ring-tail flew over Stopsley on 8th 
Merlin - One flew over the Pinnacle on 7th 
Ruff - Two were at Grovebury SP on 1st 
Short-eared Owl - One flew over Mount Pleasant Golf Course on 20th 
Wood Lark - Four flew over the Pinnacle on 14th (SCB) and another there on 20th (RIB, MG) 
Yellow-browed Warbler - One was at a private site in mid-Beds on 21st. 
Whinchat - One was at Brogborough tip on 8th 
Rock Pipit - One was at Meadow Lane GP on 17th and another flew over Upper Caldecote on 
30th 
Hawfinch - A phenomenal invasion took place with over 200 recorded between 13th and the 
end of the month, with several observers recording them over their gardens.  See the article in 
this Hobby. 
 
Observers:   
 
SCB - Steve Blain; TP - Tony Ploszajski; RIB - Richard Bashford 
MG - Mark Gurney; DB - Dave Buckingham 
 
We thank all contributors who have submitted their records directly to the Recorder, or via 
Bedsbirds Email Group as well as other sources. 

Compiled by Steve Blain 
recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk 

 
 
UPCOMING FIELD MEETINGS AND EVENTS 
 
Sunday 3rd December 2017 

Morning walk round East Beds area for wintering species.  Park and meet at Henlow Bridge 
Lakes, (TL188379), at 8.30am.  Leader:  Greg Nunn 

Sunday 14th January 

Rutland Water, Leicestershire, for wintering wildfowl.  Meet in the Egleton Reserve car park, 
LE15 8BT (SK878073), at 9.00am .Leader:  Sheila Alliez 

Contact Kevin Sharpe (07827 440394) if lifts are required or with any queries regarding the 
programme. 

 
THE 2017 HAWFINCH INFLUX 

The first indication that the Hawfinch hoards were coming this autumn was the abnormally high 
numbers on the Isles of Scilly.  Up to 60 were present on the islands around the 12th, however 
elsewhere there seemed to be fairly usual numbers. Bedfordshire’s first indication came when 
Mark Telfer had a bird over his Eaton Bray garden on 13th October.  This sighting spurred me 
on to visit the Pinnacle the next day, just in case I could get lucky too. 

I arrived at the Pinnacle just after dawn and within a minute of setting up I could hear the 
distinctive slur of a Hawfinch!  A few seconds later this huge finch bounded right over my head 



and away west over Sandy – brilliant!   However I wasn’t prepared for what happened over the 
next two hours when they kept on coming.  I ended up with 15 Hawfinches, and as I had kept 
Twitter up to date with what was happening, others had connected with Hawfinches locally too. 
Neil Wright had 9 over Brogborough Hill, and Andy Grimsey had scored big at Sharpenoe 
Clappers with a huge flock of 15 and five others; Stuart Winter had one over Warden Hill, and 
John Lynch had three over Blows Downs - an exceptional morning in the county.  However, this 
was the beginning of a nationwide influx and as more birders started getting out looking, more 
and more Hawfinches were seen during the day from all across southern England. 

It didn’t stop there, with new birds being seen in the county every day until the end of the month 
and some individuals being recorded on nearly all visible migration watches undertaken in those 
two weeks.  Up to 31st October there had been over 200 Hawfinches reported in Bedfordshire 
since Mark’s original bird on 13th.  Nationwide there had been thousands over the same time, 
with Steps Hill, just a couple of miles into Bucks having a phenomenal passage with a peak of 
117 moving west on 23rd October. 

The map below shows reports across the country between 25th and 31st October just to show 
you the scale of the invasion. It is interesting to note the comparative lack of birds in the coastal 
counties of East Anglia and Lincolnshire which may indicate the primary direction of arrival. . 
With thanks to Rare Bird Alert for allowing us to reproduce it here.  

 

There have been a few theories about the origins of all these Hawfinches, but so far, few of these 
theories seem to hold water.  The most likely seems to be a seed failure of some sort in eastern 
Europe - perhaps Beech or Hornbeam, but this certainly has not been confirmed yet.  Whatever 
the origins of the irruption, this winter must surely rate your best to try and catch up with one of 
these elusive “megafinches” in Bedfordshire.  Perhaps try the area around Woburn Park, or 
Wrest Park to try and find a flock?  However anywhere with Yews, or Hornbeams may pay 
dividends for the intrepid - Maulden Wood, or some of the greatly under-watched woods of 
North Beds - Odell Great Wood, Park Wood, West Wood, or Coppice Wood with Melchbourne 
Park next to it? 

If you are lucky and find a flock of these wonderful birds please let your friendly county recorder 
know, as well as adding your valuable records to BirdTrack.  Happy hunting! 
 

Steve Blain 
Bedfordshire Bird Recorder 



HAWFINCH IN BEDFORDSHIRE – A HISTORY OF DECLINE AND LOSS 
 
It can only be hoped that the current influx is not a one-off and birds find the woodlands of 
Bedfordshire suitable for over-wintering and create a mental map bringing them back in 
subsequent years. A re-establishment of the species as a breeding bird seems unlikely 
unfortunately given the recent history of this species in the county and the UK in general. 
 
The Birds of Bedfordshire (Trodd & Kramer, 1991) described the species as a “local resident in 
small numbers” but unfortunately the latest status in the county is described as “very rare with 
occasional winter influxes, but annual since 2008” 
 

           
 
Historically, the Hawfinch was more plentiful in the 19th century though it was reported in 1855 
as being scarce around Luton. Records from a taxidermist in Bedford (Mr Covington) noted that 
it was a somewhat rare bird in the 1870’s but also recorded that upwards of 80 individuals were 
brought into him from gardens in Bedford after a very sharp frost. Perhaps this indicated an 
influx in the county at that time. Steele-Elliott also notes counts of 10 in Langford in March 
1894 and over 30 there in March 1895 indicating that decent numbers of birds were present in 
many winters during that period. 
 
Very few further records are noted for the species until after the Second World War when it 
continued to be recorded at many sites though was noted as generally elusive. The situation for 
the last fifty years is best recognised from the atlas data captured over that period. 
 

           

 
 
 
Distribution of Hawfinch in Bedfordshire 
and Hertfordshire as recorded in the 1967-
1972 Summer Atlas. The map includes 
confirmed breeding in six tetrads (Bedford 
Park TL05K, Palmer Wood and Sheerhatch 
Wood, Southill Lake, Maulden Woods and 
Deadmansey Wood TL01I) also probable 
breeding in six Bedfordshire tetrads and 
presence in a further fourteen. 
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Distribution of Hawfinch in 
Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, 
Berkshire, Hertfordshire and 
Bedfordshire as recorded in the 
1988-1992 Summer Atlas.  
 
This shows fewer records in 
Bedfordshire than the previous Atlas 
but still an area of population in 
Herts. 

 
The “probable tetrads” in Bedfordshire are Palmers Wood TL14H, Warren Wood TL03Y, Badgerdell 
Wood TL02Q and Luton Hoo Park TL11E. This map also shows the continued existence of a more 
widespread population in central Hertfordshire. 
 
More recently, not a single Hawfinch was detected in the county during the Breeding Atlas period of 
2007-2012 while only four squares hosted the species at any period during the Winter Atlas surveying 
for the same period. 
 
21st Century Records 
 
After six consecutive blank years from 1999 to 2004 inclusively, the species was considered extinct in 
the county. An influx in the autumn of 2005 was welcomed by birders in the county. After a couple of 
passing birds in October, a flock was found at Wrest Park on 27th November which built up to nine 
before the end of the year and peaked at 20 on 1st February 2006. A write up of this influx (albeit with 
significantly smaller numbers than that of 2017) was produced in the Bird Report 2005 by Richard 
Bashford. The geographical spread of records through winter 2005/06 was similar to that in the BTO 
map above for the 2017 influx so far. 
 
After dispersal of the birds from this influx finished in March 2006, only one was found later that year 
in December after which 2007 was also a blank year in the county. 
 
Three birds on visible migration watches in October 2008 hinted that this method of observation may 
prove the most productive in finding birds and Octobers of 2009, 2010 and 2012 also produced similar 
records. Notably despite the increased popularity of visible migration watches, there were no 
Hawfinches recorded on this activity in any of the years 2013 to 2016. The success of 2017 watches in 
documenting the influx will no doubt lead to increased expectations next year, though considerable 
doubt must exist that any birds will be found. 
 
A graph of occurrence over the period shows the typical rate of discovery away from the 2005/2006 
influx which is running at less than three records a year on average. 
 
A second graph showing the timing of the records shows the relationships with visible migration, 
perhaps a peak at Christmas when more birders are around and the recent absence of any records in the 
breeding season. Any future graphs will maybe need to exclude 2017 records as they will swamp all 
other data available. 
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Timing of the records shows the relationships with visible migration, perhaps a peak at Christmas when 
more birders are around and the recent absence of any records in the breeding season 
 

        
 
These numbers put the influx of this year in perspective, almost certainly a once in generation or even 
once in a lifetime event ! 
 
References: 
Steele & Elliott, The Vertebrate Fauna of Bedfordshire, 1897-1901 
http://thamesandchilternbirdatlas.org.uk 
Bedfordshire Bird Report 2005 (Beds Naturalist 160 Part 2) 

Andy Grimsey 
 
NEW MEMBERS 
 
We would like to welcome the following new members to the Beds Bird Club: 
 
Vivienne Horner, Maulden 
Simon Walker, Hitchin 
 
We hope you will enjoy many years of membership with us. 
 

Mary Sheridan 
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY: 
 
Andy Grimsey: Redstart 
Richard Bashford: Hawfinch 
Jim P:   Hawfinch in flight 
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