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PROGRAMME MATTERS 
 
Welcome to the October 2020 edition of The Hobby. With the continuing restrictions remaining in place 

at the moment, this edition will be published and distributed in electronic form only initially. 

 

We would wish to confirm to members that we now have a plan in place for this winter’s Indoor Meetings 

with dates starting on October 27th. We will keep this under review and report through the next copy of 

The Hobby and through the website as there may be changes to the program as we go through the season. 

We will also look to email all members for whom we have email address of all updates and notifications 

regarding this program. Unfortunately, our outdoor meetings program remains suspended. 

 

Within our Winter talks programme, we are going to have our usual array of speakers and their slides and 

films, but this year we will be doing it through the medium of an on-line Zoom meeting. We hope that as 

many of you as possible will be able to join us. To start the balling rolling, our very own Stuart Elsom will 

be delivering a feature on “Wild Japan in Winter” on Tuesday, 27th October at 8pm. The presentation will 

run for about 35 minutes and then we can open up the line for questions to Stuart. 

  

Joining a Zoom meeting is very easy and all modern desktop and laptop platforms, as well as tablets can 

handle the technology as well as most smart phones. You can join without camera and microphone setup if 

you wish or if this is not enabled on your device but this will of course limit you to only be able to listen to 

the presentation and see the slides presented.  

  

If you are interested in joining, please send an email quoting your name and email address to Peter Nash or 

myself and we will send out an invitation with the appropriate link to click on over the weekend ahead of 

the meeting including a few specific details as to how the process will work. 

( peternash2@sky.com      recorder@bedsbirdsclub.org.uk     editor@bedsbirdsclub.org.uk ) 
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We are limited to 99 participants currently, which we suspect will be more than adequate capacity, except, 

perhaps, for the Christmas Film Show which Richard Bashford will be hosting in December – more details 

to follow in due course. 

  

As a reassurance to all those of you who will be naturally disappointed that we cannot currently meet in 

person, there is no intention for this medium to replace our usual meetings, but whilst we are restricted 

under current pandemic measures, it seems to be the best way forward and to provide you with the usual 

programme. Whilst it will be a bit different, we hope you will enjoy it. 

  
We hope you can still enjoy your birding in this continuing difficult period.  Stay safe… 

 
JULY – SEPTEMBER 2020 BIRD NEWS 
 
July 2020 
 

Quail - one between Hatch and Upper Caldecotte on 22nd, another near Southill on 24th, another 

nearby in fields west of Broom South Quarry on 29th 

Pintail - one at MCP Wetlands NR throughout the month 

Black-Crowned Night Heron - one near Potton on 11th was the first reported in the county since 

2003, and the six record in total (see article later in The Hobby) 

Cattle Egret - one at Dunstable STW from 24th to 27th, presumably the same at Grovebury SP on 25th 

roosted overnight. The third record for the county. 

Little Egret - breeding records again in the county from Southill and Blunham 

Great White Egret - one at Brogborough Tip Pools on 14th, 19th and 30th at least, one at Broom East 

GP on 23rd 

Ringed Plover - one at MCP Wetlands NR on 7th and 11th, two there on 19th 

Dunlin - two at Grovebury SP and  one at Brogborough Tip Pools on 19th, one at Black Cat GP on 

25th, another at Broom East on 26th, another at Grovebury on 29th 

Turnstone - one at Grovebury SP on 19th 

Whimbrel - a flock of 23 noted flying over Potton on 24th 

Black-tailed Godwit - one at Black Cat GP on 3rd, one at MCP Wetlands NR on 5th, seven at Broom 

East GP on 10th with three there on 25th, one at Grovebury SP on 19th and 14 through there on 20th 

Wood Sandpiper - one at Broom East GP on 11th 

Greenshank - one at Grovebury SP on 19th 

Mediterranean Gull - one wearing a white ring at Broom East GP on 7th and 8th, two juveniles 

at Grovebury SP on 20th, another juvenile noted at Broom East on 25th 

Yellow-legged Gull - up to 36 at Grovebury SP by 20th, then over 50 by the end of the month, all adults 

except one juvenile. Elsewhere seven at Broom on 29th 

Caspian Gull - an adult at Grovebury SP from mid-month, presumed to be returning adult from 

previous years 

Turtle Dove - one around MCP Wetlands NR at the start of the month 

Stonechat - a juvenile noted at Brogborough Tip Pools on 14th 

Whinchat - an adult and a juvenile were early migrants at Brogborough Tip Pools on 19th 

Redstart - one at Barton Hills on 23rd, two at Streatley on 24th and 28th, a female at Pegsdon on 29th 

Crossbill - one over Beeston on 7th, twelve over Eaton Bray on 20th, and another flock over there on 

22nd 
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August 2020  

Garganey - one at Priory from 18th to end of month 

Mandarin - 35 juvenile/female types at Woburn on 18th 

Cattle Egret - five roosted at Grovebury SP on 19th, one on 23rd 

Great White Egret - one over Sandy on 2nd, one at MCP Wetlands NR on 2nd and then around there 

and Stewartby Lake from 9th to 12th at least 

Ringed Plover - four at Grovebury SP on 30th 

Dunlin - three at Broom East CWS on 13th, one at MCP Wetlands NR on 16th, then two at Grovebury 

SP on 30th 

Knot - one at Grovebury SP on 29th 

Turnstone - a flock of 18 went through Grovebury SP on 16th 

Wood Sandpiper - birds noted at Broom East CWS on 1st, 3rd and 12th, 13th, 20th, another at 

Grovebury SP on 9th 

Black-tailed Godwit - four at MCP Wetlands NR on 9th, one at Brogborough Tip pools on 11th, birds 

at Broom East CWS on 14th and 16th 

Curlew - one flew in at Houghton Regis Quarry on 3rd 

Ruff - one at Broom East CWS on 6th-10th, another on 12th, two from 13th increased to four on 18th, 

six on 30th and seven there on 31st 

Spoonbill - one at Grovebury on 21st and 22nd 

Caspian Gull - an adult at Broom South Quarry on 8th, a juvenile there on 17th and 18th, birds also at 

Grovebury SP including an adult on 14th, 19th and 23rd 

Mediterranean Gull - one juvenile at Broom South Quarry on 18th 

Little Gull - two juveniles at Grovebury SP on 14th,  another juvenile at MCP Wetlands NR on 16th 

Sandwich Tern - eight at Grovebury SP early on 11th before moving on to Wilstone Res (Herts), one at 

Stewartby Lake on 25th 

Arctic Tern - a juvenile at MCP Wetlands NR on 23rd 

Marsh Harrier - one at Grovebury SP on 9th 

Osprey - one at Houghton Brook Pools on 22nd, one over Bradger's Hill, Luton on 26th, one at East 

Hyde on 29th 

Short-eared Owl - one near Maulden on 29th 

Yellow Wagtail - up to 50 in fields at Streatley in the last week of the month 

Firecrest - one at Pegsdon on 11th 

Wheatear - small numbers with first at Pegsdon Hills on 2nd, three at Brogborough Hill on 15th with 

singles elsewhere in the month at Broom East CWS, Brogborough Tip Pools and Streatley 

Whinchat - one on 12th, two at Broom East CWS on 22nd, one at Pegsdon on 23rd, up to five near 

Whitehill Wood on 31st and three at Brogborough Tip the same day 

Redstart - at least one at Pegsdon Hills on 2nd, another at Cooper's Hill the same day, one at Houghton 

Quarry on 4th, two further birds at Pegsdon on 11th and one there 16th, another on 23rd, two on 

Brogborough Hill on 23rd, one there on 29th and 31st, birds at Streatley from 24th to the end of the 

month peaking at six on 30th, two near Whitehill Wood on 31st, two at Galley Hill on 31st, 

Pied Flycatcher - one reported at Pegsdon Hills on 5th, singles at Ampthill Park and Brogborough Hill 

on 16th, another at Henlow on 17th 

Spotted Flycatcher - on 2nd there were five at Cooper's Hill and eight at Ampthill Park presumably 

evidence of local breeding?  then one at Houghton Quarry on 3rd, two at Pegsdon on 11th, and more 
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individuals on passage at a number of sites peaking in the last week of the month including ten at Sandy 

Heath, four at Streatley, two at The Lodge. 

Tree Pipit - one at Brogborough Hill on 23rd. [Note: This is now a description species in the county.] 

Crossbill - several at The Lodge RSPB on 9th 

 

September 2020 

 

Garganey - one at Priory CP from August remained until 17th, one at Broom East CWS 8th to 16th, one 

at MCP Wetlands NR on 18th to 22nd at least 

Pintail - one at Broom East CWS on 8th, two from 10th to 12th, a female at MCP Wetlands NR 

throughout the month 

Great White Egret - one at Brogborough Tip on 7th, possibly the same over Wootton on 10th. One at 

Broom East CWS on 20th. Regularly sightings through the month at Priory CP, Meadow Lane GP and 

Willington area 

Ruff - one at Broom East CWS on 2nd,  another on 6th, one at MCP Wetlands NR on 11th, one at 

Grovebury SP on 26th and 27th 

Dunlin - five at Grovebury SP on 27th 

Greenshank - one at MCP Wetlands NR on 5th 

Caspian Gull - juvenile at Broom South Quarry on 4th, first winter at Grovebury SP on 6th 

 

 
 

White-tailed Eagle - a satellite-tagged 
individual from the Isle of Wight 
reintroduction scheme was seen over 
Brogborough on the 6th as it made its 
way from spending much of the summer 
in the hills south of Edinburgh back to 
the original release area.  
 
This bird was G324. More info on the 
bird and information about the 
reintroduction scheme can be found at 
this location: 
https://www.roydennis.org/category/se
a-eagle/isle-of-wight-sea-eagles/ 

Osprey - one over Sandy Heath on 13th 

Merlin - one at Blows Down on 24th 

Swift - last report noted at Priory CP on 24th September 

Whinchat - reports included one at Sandy Heath from 1st to 4th, three at Brogborough Tip on 5th, one 

at Houghton Brook Pools on 6th, Streatley on 10th, three near Knocking Hoe on 14th, two at 

Brogborough Tip on 23rd, Blows Down on 24th, Henlow on 27th 

Stonechat - one at Brogborough Tip on 8th, another at Sandy Heath on 10th was the start of a good 

passage with birds also noted at Sandy Heath, Sharpenhoe, Pegsdon, Streatley. Eight were counted at 

both Brogborough Tip on 26th and at Blows Down on 29th 

Redstart - one at Broom East CWS on 5th, birds noted at Streatley with one on 3rd, three on 5th,  one 

remained 6th, another report from there on 15th 

Dartford Warbler - one at The Pinnacle Sandy on 19th, one at Blows Downs from 21st until the end of 

the month 
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Yellow-browed Warbler - one in a 

garden in Putnoe on 29th 

 

Firecrest - two at Ampthill Park on 27th 

Spotted Flycatcher - two at Sandy Heath on 4th, two at Streatley on 5th and 6th, four at Brogborough 

Tip on 7th, a late bird at Palmers Wood on 27th 

Siskin - a passage over the county in the first part of September was recorded on a number of days at a 

variety of sites 

Crossbill - regular sightings of up to ten at The Lodge RSPB from 14th 

 

We thank all contributors who have submitted their records directly to the Recorder, or via Bedsbirds 

Email Group as well as other sources. Please note that we currently have no official appointed County 

Bird Recorder and that this role is being supported in the interim by Peter Nash and Andy Grimsey. 

Records are welcomed to the email address below, and any questions, requests or reports otherwise can 

be directed to Peter on 07753411786 or Andy on 07402429312.  

 
Records are preferred via the online system BirdTrack, 

Compiled by Andy Grimsey 
recorder@bedsbirdclub.org.uk 

 
PRIORY CP NOTES 
 

Dave Kramer left the following note on the email group on 18th September, I thought would be of 

interest for general comments about bird numbers in the autumn period. 

 

Yesterday the Garganey celebrated one month at Priory but I didn't see it this morning (18th). It must be 

the longest-staying Garganey we have had a Priory. Swifts over Priory have been exceptional this autumn 

with birds overhead on most days with five overhead yesterday. In most years were have our last during 

the first week of September. In contrast, hirundines have been in very low numbers. We have had only 

three or four records of Swallows this month, max 3, and House Martins have exceeded ten on only one 

occasion. I haven't seen a Sand Martin since the 8th. In most years we have regularly had 50 - 250 

hirundines over the lake. Warblers have, in general, been scarce. We had a good passage of Blackcaps in 

late August  with Ed ringing 44 Blackcaps (of which 42 were juvs) on one day, but numbers have been 

very low since then. Similarly Reed Warblers (which are normally regular in small numbers throughout 
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much of September) have been scarce with only five records of singles so far this month, the last being 

on the 17th. Siskins started passing over in late August and small numbers have continued to fly high 

overhead but Dave Barnes had a party of c50 south on the 14th. Shoveler, a few Teal and up to  7 

Wigeon have been around and Gadwalls have usually been around the 30 mark. I had an otter yesterday 

but have had only about five sightings this year compared with around 90 sightings in each of the 

previous two years. 

 
BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT HERON IN BEDFORDSHIRE 

 

Darren Oakley-Martin located a bird on a farm reservoir near Potton on 11th July, which was the first 

reported in the county since 2003, and the sixth record in total. 

 

 
 

 

A belated report and photo has been received of presumably the same bird flying over Willington GP 

 

Previous records in the county are: 

1970 First county record was an adult found on 16th June at Felmersham Gravel Pits. 

1988 A sub-adult was on the River Ivel from 17thto 24th June between Girtford Bridge and South Mills. 

1991 A sub-adult at Brogborough Lake on 28th November. 

2000 An immature was at Broom GP between 14th to 21st May. 

2003 An adult was at Henlow Grange on 8th July. 

 

A CHAT WITH PETE JARMAN – BY RICHARD BASHFORD 

BIRD RECORDS FROM THURLEIGH AIRFIELD (1978-94) 

Pete worked at Thurleigh airfield from 1978 to 1994.  During this time, the site was an important location 

for military and civilian aircraft testing.  One of the problems for aircraft is birdstrike, so sites like 

Thurleigh employ people to reduce this risk by regularly touring the runways and scaring the birds away 

using a number of methods, including bio-acoustics (recorded distress / alarm calls of target birds played 

over a vehicle-mounted loud-speaker system), bird-scaring cartridges (an explosive projectile fired from a 
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signal pistol) and shotguns. But most importantly, habitat management;  in the UK this usually involves a 

managed grass height where the grass is grown to between six and eight inches, which reduces flocks 

integrity, reduction of water-logged areas.  As part of the duty of care, everything seen was recorded.  

Being a birder, with access to such a good site, over the years, Pete recorded a series of excellent and 

notable sightings.   

However one of the confounding issues for local wildlife sightings was that due to the sensitive nature of 

the tests carried out, these bird sightings were never reported at the time so as to avoid attention from 

birdwatchers. Pete recounted a story from earlier days from Suffolk airbases where escaped falconers 

Goshawks bred in the wild, thus attracting people looking for them in a sensitive site.  Fortunately for the 

Bedfordshire Bird Club, Pete’s sent his notable records to the club at the end of the year or soon after so 

they could be documented.   

   

The county’s first Red-footed Falcon was recorded here in 1992, Dotterels were recorded regularly from 

the late 1970s until the early 1990s . Curlews were proven to be breeding.  So it was a pretty impressive 

site be remained virtually unwatched after Pete left. It is worth noting that Thurleigh is not exceptional as 

an airfield – indeed, in Pete’s experience most airfields he had worked on attract interesting birds. Most 

have a variety of habitats (grassland, ponds for balancing water run-off from the huge paved area, woods, 

broken paved areas, and the birds on the sites are rarely disturbed, and if the site has a wildlife manager, 

the site is surveyed for birds on an extremely intensive scale. 

Half the site is now owned and managed by Palmer Motor Sports as a corporate race track.  Some of the 

site is given over to smaller industries using many of the buildings.  There is still a runway used for light 

aircraft occasionally, parts of which are grazed with sheep.  Increasingly, parts of the old runways are used 

for the storage of new cars.  

I’ve been visiting Thurleigh airfield since 2000, entirely from the perimeter which improved considerably 

when the footpath around the eastern runway opened.  It was great to hear Curlews calling one night 

reminding me of the older records of Curlews being present here and even nesting proved.  It was a great 

site for Wheatear, regular for Whinchat, Marsh Harrier was seen a couple of times, Golden Plover, Bar-

tailed Godwits and Whimbrels with the Curlews more than once.  The many old buildings provided 

habitats for Barn and Little Owls and there were several Short-eared Owls seen in most winters.  Corn 

Buntings, Meadow Pipits and Lapwings breed here, although the last Turtle Dove I have seen was in 2018 

- a single purring bird. 
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A few years later, after conversations with the shepherd who told me he’d seen a Curlew chick the 

previous summer, I made enquiries about gaining access.   Thanks to contacts in the wildlife trust, I 

gained access to the site itself to explore further (but only on a Sunday when there is no racing going on!).  

I’ve always hoped to find a trip of Dotterel and wondered where they were seen on the large site. 

Similarly, I’ve hope to find breeding Curlew. Despite two or sometimes three pairs being present, it is 

hard to make enough visits to find evidence so Pete’s 1980s record remains the only known Bedfordshire 

nest here. I finally got around to contacting with Pete in 2016 and spent an hour with him at his home in 

Blunham in May, pouring over maps and various papers and photographs he had from his time there.   

We spoke about the airfield at first – Thurleigh was used for the first WWII bombing raid.  Thurleigh was 

the foggiest airfield in the UK so was used for “blind landing training”.  And have you ever wondered 

about the strange bit of single-laned “dual carriageway” between Thurleigh airfield and Twinwoods?  At 

one time, the site was mooted for a longer runway between the sites crossing this road.  The odd central 

reservation would have been for a support for a bridge across the road. 

I mentioned the excellent relationship the club has with Palmersports who now own the site largely given 

over to corporate racing.  Largely through the efforts of Graham Goodall, we have liaised over habitat 

management for Curlews as well as the importance of the old concrete “Arrester” Runway for nesting 

waders – this stony area with small pools holds breeding Ringed Plovers and Lapwing.  Palmersports 

wished to tidy this area up but have agreed to retain and manage a section of it for the waders – even 

scraping out an area to retain water.  Pete told me in his day there were at least three pairs of Ringed 

Plover here.   

Regarding breeding Curlews, Pete told me they favoured a bit of ground adjacent to one of the runways 

where there was a leaking hydraulic system was used to simulate the slowing down of aircraft landing on 

an aircraft carrier (theoretically, Pete mentioned he should have removed the dripping water system where 

the Curlews nested, but after arranging gradually decreasing height over-flights by the Sea King 

(helicopter) they decided that the conservation value outweighed the minimal threat to flight safety). 

Dotterels were of great interest however.  Pete saw them most years and often in groups of 10-12.  They 

were usually around the Keysoe Road section of on the runway, so a place one can see reasonably well 

from the end of Keysoe Row West.  I hope birders have just been unlucky to miss them over the years 

and that this is still a regular stopping off site – a long shot but I live in hope! 
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Other waders were sometimes seen – Dunlin, Godwits, Ruff and the occasional Grey Plover with the 

Golden Plovers still found here but is smaller numbers than the several thousands Pete recorded.  He also 

recorded many gulls Mediterranean Gull and Black Tern- Thurleigh being on the flight path between our 

landfill sites and Grafham Water. 

Galsey Wood to the north of the site held breeding Hobbies in 1982 – quite a rare bird then and Pete 

obtained some great shots of the juveniles.  Lesser Spotted Woodpecker were breeding regularly (in an 

Oak about 20 metres from the Hobbys) until the early 1990s. Pete knew of at least ten pairs of Tree 

Sparrow in 1994.  Interestingly, it was nearby, just outside the fence line that Andy Plumb found several 

pairs of Tree Sparrows breeding around ten years later.  There were also regular Nightingales and 

Grasshopper Warblers here too, as well as the occasional Quail.   

When Pete was working here, he said the task of checking birds were not around the runways was harder 

in the autumn.  More birds – young birds and in flocks!  In wet weather, it was even worse – the rain 

bringing worms to the surface and attracting gulls.  It was in October 1998 that Pete was doing his rounds 

and saw what he thought was a Storm Petrel on the ground.  Of course, this turned out to be an 

exhausted Leach’s Petrel which was nursed back to health and given a lift to Wales. 

Mute Swans often landed on the runway in wet weather and were best dealt with by driving up to them 

quickly and throwing a coat over them and taking them to the river near Sharnbrook!  Considering the 

years in question, Pete’s sightings of Hen and Marsh Harrier (regular ring-tail Hen Harriers but only two 

Marsh Harriers) sightings were also of note. 

As for other breeding birds, I was really pleased to hear Pete had recorded breeding Black Redstarts in 

1980s, nesting in a fuel bowser which was therefore left unused for the season!  Even more exciting was 

breeding Wheatear.  I was able to tell Pete, I’d recorded many Wheatears (over 35 together in one spring, 

and an intriguing sighting of pair on a small building in June.  This raised my suspicions of breeding but I 

was unable to clinch the record.  Pete was able to confirm Wheatears did breed underneath an old radar 

building in late ‘80s to early ‘90s.  As tantalising were Short-eared Owls seen over the spring and 

summer...  Plenty of habitat for species to nest then and perhaps now. 

So, quite amazing what an interesting bit of habitat can attract, especially if there is someone there like 

Pete to record it.  The major claim to fame of course was the Red-footed Falcon which Pete saw one 

morning.  It remained the only record in Bedfordshire for 14 years when one was found at Marston Vale 

CP much to the relief all the county’s keen birders!   
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FAIR ISLE OBSERVATORY APPEAL 
 
As many of you know, on 10th March 2019 a devastating fire destroyed the Fair Isle bird observatory. 

Virtually everything went up in flames, although thankfully there was no loss of life. By good fortune 

much work had earlier been carried out to digitise all the bird records - together they probably form one 

of the longest sequences of valuable migration records anywhere in the world. I first fell in love with the 

island when a group of Beds birders visited in September 2000 in order to celebrate the new Millennium. 

Although it wasn't a classic autumn, highlights of our visit included Lanceolated Warbler, Great Snipe, 

three Little Buntings, three Common Rosefinches, an Ortolan Bunting, Spotted Crake, Barred Warbler, 

several Lapland Buntings, Short-eared Owl, three Little Stints and literally dozens and dozens of more 

common migrants. 

 

Work has now started to establish a new observatory building and a big part of that is to fund the whole 

process. We've been asked by the Fair Isle Bird Observatory Trust if we would post their fund appeal, 

and we are pleased to do so 

 

With the send out of this edition of The Hobby, we attach a copy of the letter from Mike Wood, Finance 

Director of the Fair Isle Bird Observatory Trust 

Barry Nightingale 
 
 
SOME EXTRACTS FROM BRITISH BIRDS MAGAZINES 
 

Supplied by Barry Nightingale from his archive of articles that include references to Bedfordshire 

 

Vol. XXXIX, No. 2 publ. February 1946 
EARLY FIELDFARES – Since we published notes on Fieldfares (Turdus pilaris) in Warwickshire on 
August 12th and in Essex on September 8th (Vol. xxxviii, pp. 26 and 236) we have received other records 
for the period before September 23rd, treated as “early” in The Handbook. These are: [then various 
sightings elsewhere were mentioned]; two, Stagsden, Bedfordshire, September 11th, 1945 (H.A.S.Key). 
Regular arrivals begin in the last week of September and anything before the beginning of this week was 
treated as early in The Handbook. It would probably be a desirable amendment to state “arrivals in the two 
middle weeks of September fairly frequent” and to reckon as really early only arrivals before September 
7th. 
 

Vol. XXXIX, No. 3 publ. March 1946 
LATE WHITETHROAT IN BEDFORDSHIRE – Mr. C. W. Towler informs us that he had a good 
view of a Whitethroat (Sylvia c. communis) in a hedge at Biggleswade, Bedfordshire, on October 29th, 1944.  
 

(if anyone finds a Lesser Whitethroat in Bedfordshire on such a late date then we would welcome a 

description and photos as there are a number of more eastern races that have been defined since 1944 !) 
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