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NORFOLK BIRD
REPORT 1987

Editorial

I

^.^^Y ;

The Council of the Norfolk & Norwich Naturalists Society, in conjunction with
Norfolk Ornithologists Association, is pleased to present the annual report on the
birds of Norfolk.

Review of the Year: Severe weather in January with heavy snowfall and drifting
caused the dispersal of the north Norfolk Pinkfeet armies present since December
1986. Most inland waters froze and ice was thick enough on some rivers to affect
shipping. A record 6,100 Bewick’s Swans assembled on the Ouse Washes having fled
from similar conditions on the near Continent; other hard-weather specialities in-
cluded widespread Smew and Goosanders as well as 200 Scaup off Heacham/
Hunstanton, but few Eiders. Unusual passerines included Firecrest at Holkham, 125
Lapland Buntings at Burnham Norton, Richard’s Pipit in the Holkham marram’s, 25
Shorelarks on Blakeney Point and a reasonable scattering of Waxwings. Other
oddities included Grey Phalarope under Breydon bridge. Great Skua scavenging the
tidelines on the Wash and a wintering Dotterel at Cley until 9th when severe weather
had set-in.

Spells of mild and cold weather occurred in February which was generally slightly
milder and sunnier than normal. The appearance of 2 Great Bustards at New
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Buckenham brought sunshine to many observers who had previously been restricted

to viewing the display case in Norwich Castle Museum. This particular group of 7 in-

digenous specimens including the last of the Norfolk race is a reminder of the days

when two ‘droves’ of these magnificent birds (totalling almost 70 individuals) roam-

ed the barren brecks about Swaffham and Thetford. However, the exciting events

early in 1987 enabled many birders to add this splendid bird to their life list. The
month also saw 310 Bean Geese in the Yare Valley and 470 Whooper Swans on the

Ouse Washes.

The first half of March was the coldest since 1970, contrasting with a mild wet

close to the month. Rather a quiet time birdwise although 232 White-fronts at

Holkham and 240 Black-tailed Godwits on the Ouse Washes at Welney where an

American Wigeon made a brief appearance. Also of note a Black-bellied Dipper at

Hunworth.
April was the warmest for nearly 40 years especially from mid-month onwards.

Many regular migrants such as Little Gulls, Black Terns, Ruffs, Firecrests, Black

Redstarts and Ring Ouzels appeared in larger numbers than normal while rarities in-

cluded Red-rumped Swallow, Alpine Swift, Tawny Pipit, Hoopoe, Serin at Wells

again where it summered. Black Kite, Night Heron and Penduline Tit at Hickling —
a county first.

Cool northerly winds were prevalent for substantial periods in May which was
much colder than average. Yet another arrival of Bluethroats was added spice for

coastal watchers together with Thrush Nightingale, 2 Marsh Warblers, Icterine

Warbler, Tawny Pipit, Ortolan Bunting and Hoopoe.
The most unexpected events were not just the arrival but the successful breeding of

a pair of Black-winged Stilts at Holme and the appearance of a pair of Slender-billed

Gulls — another county first — in the Cley/Blakeney harbour area which were
observed mating but alas not breeding. Invariably a varied month this year saw the

arrival of Ring-necked Duck, Purple Heron, Black Kite, 2 Red-footed Falcons,

Spotted Crake, Corncrake, Kentish Plover, 2 Broad-billed Sandpipers, Wilson’s
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Phalarope, Caspian Tern and White-winged Black Tern. More regular spring

migrants (Dotterel, Temmink’s Stint and Wood Sandpiper) also appeared in good
numbers.

A cold wet June was the cloudiest for over 30 years, factors not assisting breeding

birds. Nevertheless Hobbies, Marsh and Montagu’s Harriers bred successfully, but

Goshawks yet again suffered at the hands of the mindless minority. Avocets con-

tinued increasing, but Cetti’s Warblers were reduced by the severe winter — a pro-

blem for any small passerine. On the coast Little Terns increased. At the same time it

is depressing to note that Common Terns in the county have declined to a third of

the numbers breeding just 15 years ago. Eight booming Bitterns made an important

contribution to Britain’s tiny breeding population and a total of 222 Herons nests

were counted.

Mid-summer rarity sightings included Whiskered Tern at Pentney, White-winged

Black Tern near Methwold, Rose-coloured Starling at Stalham, Woodchat Shrike at

Holme, American Wigeon at Cley, Broad-billed Sandpiper at Breydon (where else!)

and a long-staying Purple Heron at Welney.

A warm sunny start to July deteriorated to a predominantly dull and wet finish.

Most of the interest focussed on early returning waders with Red-necked Phalaropes

at Breydon, Holme and Snettisham; Marsh Sandpiper at Cley; Pectoral Sandpipers

at Hickling and Wissington BF and the beginning of a heavy Wood Sandpiper

passage.

August, the wettest for 24 years, produced rather low temperatures. Much of the

ornithological interest centred round the bout of rain and northerly winds beginning

on 25th which produced a heavy fall of migrants along the north coast. Large

numbers of Willow Warblers, Garden Warblers' and Pied Flycatchers were accom-

panied by Wrynecks, Icterine Warblers, Barred Warblers, Red-backed Shrikes, an

incredible 7 Greenish Warblers and an overdue Great Snipe in the suaeda at

Blakeney Point.

The month also saw visits by Red-necked and Wilson’s Phalaropes, Pectoral
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Sandpiper and Night Heron.

Less rain than average fell in September which was also marginally warmer and

sunnier than usual. It was not an outstanding month birdwise: only small numbers of

Shearwaters and Petrels were observed offshore, but the first Yellow-browed

Warblers, of a moderate influx, started to appear later in the month and a Tawny
Pipit was on Blakeney Point. Otherwise a Blue-winged Teal spent over a fortnight at

Cley where a Pectoral Sandpiper was also found. A most unusual event was an early

arrival of Pink-footed Geese: first party appeared by 18th.

October was the wettest since 1939, though sunshine levels were still above nor-

mal. The 9th was the wettest October day on record. By mid-month the Ouse Washes

had high bank-to-bank flooding and the AllOl Wash Road was impassable. The

hurricane in mid-month made national news and caused widespread devastation in

southern Britain, but Norfolk was relatively unscathed when compared with

neighbouring Suffolk. Only unusual birds resulting from the storm were 6 Sabine’s

Gulls and 2 Grey Phalaropes, a disappointing selection compared with other areas

including not too distant Graffham Water.

A spell of south-easterlies early in the month brought in a fine selection of eastern

rarities: Olive-backed Pipit, Dusky Warbler and Ortolan Bunting to Blakeney Point;

Radde’s Warbler at Wells and a few Red-breasted Flycatchers. There was a late

Hoopoe at Old Catton on 24th.

A milder than normal November although sunshine and rainfall were both below

normal. Low pressure over Europe brought colder conditions from 20th. Strong NE
to NW winds persisted for some time and the month ended with severe frosts. Thirty

years ago bird-watchers hung up their binoculars by the end of September before

realising the great potential of October for migrants. Nowadays it is appreciated that

November too can have its moments. This year brought in an Isabelline Shrike to

Wells — a county second along with a late Yellow-browed Warbler; Dusky Warbler

at Happisburgh; Pallas’s Warblers at Blakeney Point, Paston, Waxham, Wells and

Holkham including the latest county date on 29th; Olive-backed Pipit at Sheringham
and Red-rumped Swallows at Winterton and Happisburgh formed part of a nation-

wide influx.

More predictably there were varying numbers of Little Auks moving offshore

together with sizeable Little Gull movements. As usual Holkham Bay held a gather-

ing of up to 14 Slavonian Grebes. Finally, a Night Heron spent a few days frequent-

ing gardens at East Rudham.
Although the first two weeks of a mainly dry December were colder than normal,

mild conditions prevailed from mid-month. Wildfowl counts on the Ouse Washes in-

cluded 3,200 Bewick’s Swans and a record 504 Whooper Swans. Groups of White-

fronts, Bean and Barnacle Geese appeared in several areas while Black Brents were at

Cley and Lynn Point and a fine adult Red-breasted Goose wandered in the

Cley/Salthouse/Blakeney area in company with Brents. Co-ordinated counts along

the North Coast and Wash produced a figure of 17,000 Pink-footed Geese on 20th.

The massive numbers of bird-watchers observing rarities in the county nowadays
usually produce an abundance of other interesting observations. In the centre of

Norwich during January following the arrival of Waxwings up to 35 Siskins together

with wintering Chiffchaffs, Redwings and Fieldfares were all reported. At Hardley

Flood the prolonged spring-time stay of a Ring-necked Duck resulted in sightings of

Golden Oriole, 16 species of waders including Temmink’s Stint together with Little

Gulls, Black and Arctic Terns. The appearance of Great Bustards at New
Buckenham early in February brought many birders and the discovery of a roost of

up to 15 Long-eared Owls. A Penduline Tit close to Weaver’s Way long-distance
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footpath at Hickling April 4th-10th attracted Black Kite observations The Hap-

rpf
5 days during the second week of November

a velv tte
of a Red-rumped Swallow there on 11th, Firecrest on 7th anda very late Willow Warbler the same day.

Although there were periods of calm during the year these were more than com-

Eg ye^rs UeTr
"""" entertaining of

Internationa importance of The Wash: This estuary attracts vast numbers of waders^d wildfowl, particularly because of its high food productivity and climatic factorsWhereas continental estuaries tend to freeze, The Wash does so less frequently due
to relatively mild winters. Surveys such as the Birds of Estuaries Enquiry have
highlighted the importance of our estuaries. Regular surveys by The Wash Wader
Ringing Group give an excellent picture of the origins and migration patterns of
waders using The Wash (see page 105).
Where an estuary holds 1 % of the north-west European wintering population of

one species the site will qualify for designation as a Special Protection Area (SPA)
under the European Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds and it may also be
eligible for designation under the Ramsar Convention on wetlands of International

CD
Britain is a signatory of both these international treaties and under theSPA designation Government has legal obligations to protect such sites. The Wash

was officially declared as an SPA in April 1988 and joins eight other estuaries or
parts of estuaries around the coasts of Britain with the same protection. Many other
estuaries also qualify for such treatment. It is hoped they too will be designated in
the near future.

Despite their internafional importance many of Britain’s estuarine habitats are
under threat from a wide range of development proposals including tidal power
barrage schemes and recreational developments. The Wash is no exception and for
several years parts of the estuary have been under investigation for agricultural land
reclamation schemes. There is now no need to increase the amount of land for
agricultural production and while The Wash is no longer under immediate threat, the
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food has not yet completely withdrawn its
proposals. It is essential that surveys such as those carried out by The Wash Wader
Ringing Group continue. They provide vital evidence on the importance of these ex-
tremely rich habitats (Liz Dorling).

I Recording: Records for the 1988 Report should be sent by the end of January to
'Michael J. Seago, 33 Acacia Road, Thorpe St. Andrew, Norwich NR7 OPP. Late
arrivals are not guaranteed inclusion in the current Report. All observations should
be submitted in the order followed by The ‘British Birds’ List of Birds of the Western
Palearctic and not in diary form which creates very time-consuming situations. In
order to minimise the work involved, records will not normally be acknowledged.
The names of all contributors will be included in the Report.

Field descriptions of semi-rarities as listed in the 1983 Report (page 337) should
also be submitted as such records are considered by the County Records Committee
(B. Bland, G. E. Dunmore, S. J. M. Gantlett, S. C. Joyner, J. B. Kemp and R. Mill-
ington) prior to publication. Records of rarities considered by ‘British Birds’ Rarities
Committee should be submitted with full details as soon as possible after observation
and not left until the end of the year. Record forms for the submission of national
rarities are available either from the Editor or from G. E. Dunmore (49 The
Avenues, Norwich NR2 3QR).
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Breydon Water: A Century of Protection

Peter Allard

“It would be difficult to imagine” wrote the Paget brothers in 1834 “a spot more
suitable to wildfowl and waders than Breydon affords consisting as it does of a sheet

of water some miles in extent with shallow borders and mudflats and surrounded
almost as far as the eye can reach by marshes. Even in the severest winters it is

seldom completely frozen ... and it is then that the greatest numbers of fowl are

secured. Almost benumbed with cold they flock together and while they sit in a com-
pact mass to prevent the warmth of their bodies escaping, the gunner may in his flat-

bottomed boat approach closely and with a single discharge of his gun effect a most
extraordinary slaughter”.

Breydon, over four miles long and nearly a mile wide, was prior to the passing of

the first Wild Bird Protection Acts in 1880, an area where more rare waders and
wildfowl had been collected than in any other locality in the country. Its claim to

fame includes the first British examples of Red-crested Pochard, Caspian Tern,

Pectoral Sandpiper and Broad-billed Sandpiper together with a catalogue of addi-

tions to the Norfolk List: Collared Pratincole, Gull-billed Tern, Sabine’s Gull and
Mediterranean Gull which was the first recognised British example. Within a short

distance of the estuary may be added the first British records of Caspian Plover and
Citril Finch.

Construction of the Acle New Road in 1832, Yarmouth to Reedham railway line in

1844 and the arrival of the first steam drainage mills in the 1850s all marked a change

in the character of the adjoining marshland. However, Breydon muds continued

attracting large numbers of waders and wildfowl. High prices were being paid by col-

lectors for rarities and encouragement to violate the Protection Acts increased. To
prevent illicit shooting a meeting of interested parties was held on March 3rd 1888 at

' No. 5 South Quay, Yarmouth, and it was agreed that the Breydon Wild Birds Pro-

tection Society should be established. H. E. Buxton of Fritton Decoy, was President

and the committee of 16 included Sir Edward Newton of Lowestoft, W. A. Burdett

Coutts, M.P. of Norwich, J. H. Gurney Junior of Keswick and an aged gentleman-

- gunner: Richard Fielding-Harmer who had taken many a rarity at Breydon.

This Society, perhaps the first of its type, pre-dates the Society for the Protection

of Birds (the Royal assent came in 1904) which was formed a year later in 1889.

'Samuel ‘Ducker’ Chambers was appointed first Breydon Watcher in the spring of

1888 with a seasonal wage of £22. Field glasses coasting £1 8s 6d were purchased for

his use. Chambers maintained a rough log-book and in the first year noted up to 6

'Spoonbills on half a dozen occasions. Sadly, these splendid birds were still reaching

local taxidermists. Several prosecutions were instituted and convictions obtained.

Most notable case involved Albert Beckett, landlord of the Lord Nelson, who shot

two Spoonbills in June of that year, the chief witness being the Breydon Watcher.

Beckett pleaded guilty and was fined 40 shillings, but remarkably the prize was never

forfeited. Upon his death both specimens began adorning Yarmouth Conservative

Club smoke-room later passing to a Regent Road shop. Moth finally sealed their

fate. Early one morning in 1952 both Spoonbills were returned to the estuary

mounted on a piece of cork. In the shimmering heat haze one observer was convinc-

Publication of this feature has been subsidised by a donation from Nature Conservancy Council
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ed the apparitions were genuine new arrivals from across the North Sea! ‘Beckett’s’

Spoonbills were probably the last ones obtained at Breydon. The following Close

Season a punt and houseboat were purchased for £8 and anchored in the centre of

the estuary where Chambers lived all summer. He closed his diary in 1899 and

George Jary was appointed official Breydon Watcher in 1900. By this time the

Society was finding it increasingly difficult raising sufficient funds. The first year’s

subscriptions totalled £42 12s 6d, but by 1902 revenue had dropped to £12. The

Society for the Protection of Birds (now the RSPB) came to the rescue with a

substantial donation, the first of many and enabling the Breydon Society to maintain

a seasonal Watcher during the Close Season.

George ‘Newcome’ Jary’s diaries make interesting reading. No less than 17 Spoon-

bills were on the flats on April 27th 1901 . Another great surprise was a Caspian Tern

on August 9th 1910 which alighted on his punt moored close to the houseboat.

Breydon Wild Bird Protection Society was re-organised in 1921 following retire-

ment of its original Secretary (H. P. Frederick). H. H. Halls of Norwich became

Secretary, J. H. Gurney President and Dr. Sydney Long Treasurer. Following year

the Breydon Society merged with Norfolk Wild Bird Protection Committee under

the auspices of Norfolk & Norwich Naturalists Society founded in 1869. Jary retired

after the 1927 season and William Betts became Watcher followed a year later by

Walter Bulldeath.

Norfolk Wild Birds Protection Committee (which had replaced the small and

separate Societies at Breydon, Blakeney, Wells and Wolferton) was transferred by

mutual agreement in 1933 to Norfolk Naturalists Trust which had been formed in

1926. Bulldeath continued duties under Trust guidance until the outbreak of the

Second World War in 1939. Following cessation of hostilities in 1945 Norfolk

Naturalists Trust appointed Robin Harrison as part-time Breydon Warden. He was

made a Special Constable and continued his duties for many years. Another

highlight was recorded in 1962 when NNT reached a five-year agreement with ad-

joining landowners (including those at Berney and Burgh Castle) to create a

shooting-free marshland reserve. Roger Coleman became marsh warden.

Discussions began in 1964 with local naturalists, wildfowlers, the Nature Conser-

vancy and the relevant county and borough councils concerning the establishment of

a Local Nature Reserve at Breydon with controlled shooting. Agreement was finally

reached in 1968 and voluntary wardens from Yarmouth Naturalists Society and Yar-

mouth Wildfowlers Association regularly patrolled the 1,200 acre reserve. Increased

bird-watching and the siting of hides overlooking high tide assemblies have brought

great rewards in addition to the Spoonbills and Avocets which continue putting in

appearances. Over 180 Spoonbills visited Breydon between 1947 and 1987, together

with groups of up to 25 Avocets. 1975 Breydon arrivals included two ‘firsts’ for Nor-

folk: Terek Sandpiper and Greater Yellowlegs followed by American Golden Plover

next year. Other rarities since then have included Caspian and Gull-billed Terns,

Little Egret, Purple and Night Herons, Black Stork, American Wigeon, Ring-necked

Duck, Greater Sandplover, White-rumped Sandpiper, Pectoral Sandpiper, Wilson’s

Phalarope and a succession of Broad-billed Sandpipers.

The acquisition in 1986 by RSPB of nearly 400 acres of marshes at Berney and
management of the greater part of the estuary being handed over to them in this

centenary year of the establishment of Breydon Wild Birds Protection Society is very

apt and a milestone in the conservation of the estuary and its environs. Arthur Pat-

terson, who immortalised Breydon in his fascinating volumes, would surely agree.
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Black-winged Stilts breeding at Holme
Bill Boyd, Norfolk Naturalist Trust

A first look round Holme wader pools at 7.30 a.m. on 17th May was fairly un-

productive. When the Assistant Warden took a second look at 9.00 a.m., however,

he was amazed to see a pair of black-winged stilts feeding on Christie’s Pool. In a

short time he was communicating the news to the Warden, who appeared still dazed
from the previous day’s 24 hour County Birdwatch.

The reserve was shortly opening for the day, and stilts were big news for Norfolk.

On the third weekend in May, considerable numbers of birders are on the north

coast and a fair turnout could be expected when the news broke. The birds, mean-
while, were feeding and apparently relaxed, on Christie’s Pool, where high banks

and small area make for intimate viewing. The immediate priority was to arrange for

reception and controlled viewing by numbers of people. CB radio links from reserve

entrance to car park to hides helped smooth the flow and provided an impression of

efficiency. The news was broadcast via a few calls to friends and the Bird Informa-

tion Service, and in the time it takes to drive from Cley, people began to appear. At
Holme, each hide overlooks a relatively small pool and it is always difficult for large

numbers to view at once without disturbing the birds. Queues formed and time in the

hides was limited to a few minutes each. There were however few complaints. By

now the rain was falling solidly and the birds were skipping from pool to pool, but

still providing better views than they would throughout the rest of their stay.

Publication of this feature has been subsidised by a donation from Mr. Christopher Cadbury
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Of the two stilts one was larger, with pink-flushed underparts and blacker mantle,

scapulars and wing feathers, all this indicating that it was a male. The other bird was

slightly smaller, had a browner mantle and scapulars and this pointed to a female. Its

greyer crown and neck also hinted at this. The descriptions in Shorebirds fitted these

birds better than those in The Birds of the Western Palearctic. We jokingly remarked

that they might breed, but were surprised that mating was observed at least four

times that morning and afternoon. We were, however, delighted.

April and May 1987 were notable for the numbers of night herons and black-

winged stilts turning up in Britain, the latter mainly in the south and west. At least 15

black-winged stilts were recorded in England, and an unprecedented 8 in Ireland.

The species is in fact notable for vagrancy in some numbers in particular years.

Perhaps because dry conditions have caused dessication of some of their breeding

areas, though there may also be overshooting migrants in southerly winds. Breeding

on the Continent occurs in a variety of wetland habitats including saltmarshes,

saltpans, freshwater and brackish lakes and sewage farms.

There had been two stilts at Tring Sewage Farm (Hertfordshire) on the 16th. They
departed during the evening and could have been the same birds that arrived at

Holme. However, a second pair also turned up at Alvecote Pools (Staffordshire),

appeared as if they were going to attempt breeding, but soon deserted the site.

At Holme next day, several hours were spent in vain looking for the birds, until

they turned up in a flooded channel on the grazing marsh, feeding amongst the white

flowers of brackish water crowfoot Ranunculus baudotii. Over the next few days

they wandered a good deal, perhaps searching for good feeding areas or assessing

potential nest sites. They were also observed on one of the dune slack pools, which

differ from the wader pools in being sandy, lower in nutrients, and holding lower

numbers of invertebrates, though there was still a good supply of common toad Bufo
bufo, tadpoles.

Display: Reduced visitor numbers on the Monday allowed more time to observe the

stilts. They fed busily throughout the day, with quick stabs at and under the surface

and often moving in water above their ‘knees’.

It seemed impossible to determine whether a feeding attempt had been successful

or not owing to an absence of perceptible swallowing movements as can readily be

seen in avocets. Certainly, there were many common toad tadpoles in Christie’s

Pool, but it was felt that it should have been possible to observe such prey being

taken. There was some concern whether they were locating sufficient prey in the

pools, which are not at their most productive in mid-May, particularly as the weather

was remaining cloudy and cool, so maintaining low water temperatures. Yet the

beautiful pair’s ardour for one another remained undiminished and mating was
observed on five occasions on the 18th. The mating-ceremony closely paralleled that

in avocets. The female initiated mating by adopting a soliciting posture while the

male was nearby and she maintained this position throughout. The male was then

stimulated to commence his role. Standing to one side of his mate, he would dip his

bill in the water, shake it (often wetting the female), and preen his breast, before

walking behind her and repeating these actions on the other side. Sometimes there

were further repetitions before the male stretched over her, beating his wings, and
alighted with his tarsi on her back copulating briefly. As he dismounted they touched

bills before separating, usually to resume feeding. With such long legs, alighting on
the female’s back was obviously precarious. Cn one occasion the male was unable to

gain his balance. The male’s red eye, always brighter than the female’s, was observed

to pulse extra bright as he copulated with her on another occasion.
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Nesting: On the 19th, nest-building was noted on a small island in the Hun Pool that
had been created almost inadvertently during the winter. An encroaching reedbed
had been sprayed over two summers to kill it, before the pool was rescraped. Newly
worked sections of wetland often turned out to be particularly productive, but
nesting stilts were an extraordinary bonus. Now there was an island of soft mud with
young shoots of glaucous bulrush Schoenoplectus tabernaemontani and sea club-
rush Scirpus mahtimus, in addition to old cut reed stems, and with a redundant gate-

post lying across it.

Nest-building itself did not mean a great deal, as birds will scrape, toss bits of
material about and may also build a nest without using it. Mating was also observed
on the 19th, by which time the birds were becoming a reserve fixture, though the

arrival in the dunes of the first of several bluethroats, after easterly winds, brought
fresh numbers of visitors and other duties for the Warden and his summer assistant

— who had only started at Holme the previous week.
On the 20th, the male flew up at a jackdaw and a common gull flying over the

island, and by 21st May the stilts’ behaviour had changed. No longer feeding

together on Christie’s Pool, and mating frequently, the female now fed for much of
the time on Christie’s while the male stood on the island in the Hun Pool, apparently

on guard. When, at 4.00 p.m., he again flew up at a passing black-headed gull, the

female’s urgency to feed fell into context. Producing eggs requires considerable

nutritional input. During late afternoon, the female was sitting in a scrape, pushing

material around with her legs. The male moved pieces of old reed-stem with his bill.

After 25 minutes of this activity, the female left the pool while the male remained at

the nest. It is believed that the first egg was laid that evening. On the following day,

the male continued his vigil at the island, chasing carrion crow, jackdaw, coot and
lapwing, and feeding very little. Observation time was now at a premium with

another May weekend, no shortage of birders in Norfolk, and more bluethroats on
the reserve. It was then we realised, with a mixture of hope, dread and relief that

black-winged stilts were going to breed at Holme. On the 23rd, the male was in-

cubating, or simply covering the eggs, for much of the time before the first change

over at the nest was observed.

The dates of production of the first and subsequent eggs are not known, and it is

difficult to work them out. Each egg takes 1-2 days to produce and, as scraping was

observed on the 21st, there would be difficulty in laying three eggs before the 24th.

Neither stilts nor avocets are thought to incubate an incomplete clutch, though eggs

may be covered in bad weather. With the intention of trying to see the contents of

the nest, I crept to the top of the pool’s bank and looked down onto the island, early

on the 24th. The female, however, sat tight. Unwilling to risk further disturbance

during the early stages of incubation, I withdrew.

However, from this point, the hide overlooking the island was not left unattended,

and Bill Rutherford carried out the first night-watch, noting the birds calling in the

dark at 2. 10 a.m. and a changeover at 3.30 a.m. The relieved female flew off, return-

ing at 4.45 a.m. before another changeover, with no obvious display, occurred ten

minutes later. A routine had become established that was to continue, closely observ-

ed, for over three weeks.

While local birders and friends were sought to help with protection, three addi-

tional ‘stilt-wardens’ were hired during the following week to fill out the long hours

and days that this clutch would remain vulnerable to egg-collectors. More radios

were bought and borrowed. The stilts were already attracting sufficient revenue to

pay for their protection, and there is no substitute for sufficient manpower and

equipment. During the 24 hour watches, a log was kept of the birds’ incubation
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times, behaviour and events, from which the following account has been abstracted.

Since the stilts are colonial over most of their range, it should not be unexpected if

some aspects of this solitary pair’s behaviour should differ from that quoted in the

literature.

Incubation: Three eggs were laid though four are more frequently produced. They

resembled lapwing or avocet eggs, but less obviously pear-shaped. The nest was on

bare wet mud, about 25cm across, built of reed stems, and situated 1-1.5 metres

from the water’s edge. Both birds incubated through the day in short periods,

typically 40-70 minutes, but sometimes for as little as 30 or as much as 100 minutes.

However, it emerged that the male usually sat for long periods of up to five hours

from early evening until nightfall when, often after dark, the female would arrive to

incubate for a similar period until 3.00 a.m. to 4.00 a.m. The hours usually passed

without incident and the main activities were nest-duty changeovers and mobbing of

real and imagined predators. Both birds sat for roughly equal lengths of time during

the day. Changeovers were usually brief, between 25 and 60 seconds. The off-duty

bird would fly in from its feeding area, landing some metres from the nest before

walking up to the sitting bird, usually calling softly twice. A harsher call was very oc-

casionally returned. Rarely, the sitting bird would not leave the nest despite its part-

ner’s calling, once including a harsh churr. Equally, after a long spell of incubation

the sitting bird could appear anxious to leave the nest, even walking off before being

approached. Occasionally, the incoming bird would fly directly to the nest, hovering

and ‘paddling’ the air with its feet in front of its partner. The male was frequently

seen tossing pieces of reed-stem in and around the nest and usually at changeovers,

but the female only did this once. An interesting aspect of behaviour, not mentioned

in The Birds of the Western Palearctic, was the shaking of mud and water from their

feet immediately before settling on the eggs. This was noted at changeovers and also

as the sitting bird returned to the nest after chasing a predator. If the purpose of this

behaviour was to keep the eggs clean it was not totally successful as they were found

to be already muddy in the first few days.

The incoming bird would arrive from any direction, but usually from the east,

where they would feed on the invertebrate-rich wader pools. However, the off-duty

bird rarely fed for any length of time on the Hun Pool where the nest was situated

and usually flew off in 2-4 minutes. This time was spent within 10 metres of the nest,

preening and feeding. On only one occasion during incubation did both birds feed

together near the nest for a minute. Avoiding activity on the nesting pool could be to

conserve food supplies or to avoid drawing attention to the whereabouts of the nest.

As the off-duty bird was usually out of sight, it was not known what proportion of

the time was spent sleeping, preening and feeding as manpower was concentrated on
the Hun Pool. Although the off-duty bird was usually some distance away and
behind banks, when the sitting bird flew up to mob a predator it was sometimes join-

ed by its mate, and this could lead to a changeover taking place.

On the nest, the eggs were turned once or twice every ‘session’ or roughly every

half-hour when it was noted. Preening on the nest was observed occasionally, but

this usually took place off the nest, using indirect scratching. Either bird, when in-

cubating, would occasionally leave the nest for no apparent reason. These unprovok-

ed halts in incubation never exceeded five minutes of walking about or feeding, the

bird remaining close by, but the nest was deserted on several occasions for up to

seven minutes while stubborn herons or gulls were chased away. Essential manage-
ment by reserve staff once kept the birds off the eggs for 19 minutes although again-

they remained close by.
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Predator Response and Interspecific Aggression: One of the main activities as

h!.

'KPOnse to predators. To most observers, the stilts appeared to

DreSatorrtl?nl®,7“'"' “r"'’
Attacks on

aWv aaains? he on understand-ably, against heron marsh harrier, kestrel, lesser black-backed gull and carrion

nv rnhe imrrr r ^^^ich wouw

atLked Wond ""^SPie and jackdaw were also

fermetres^^
the lapwings which had a nest within a

f i
^ ^ - Curiously, a heron on the pool would be tolerated when 50metres from the nest until another bird mobbed it, when the sitting stilt would join in

persistence Also, the odd magpie was observed unmolested on a nearby
e, though neither herons nor magpies in flight were tolerated. Other birds on the

pool, shelduck coot, mute swan, avocet and ruff were often harried for long periods
especially by the incoming and outgoing off-duty bird which buzzed them wkh legs

‘^•rd, on the other hand, usually ignored them
unless they ventured close to the nest when the stilt would sit with head bobbing

ering a reedy k ew call. Another response was to sit with long neck erect uttering

Sa Farm-workers passing the end of the pool once elicited a
response where the head and neck were stretched out on the ground while

e bird remained silent on the nest. One species, a common sandpiper, was ignored

firs^
^ aggression was shown towards a mallard brood at

Fiercest disputes involved the stilts and redshanks, two pairs of which had brought

i^r P^o^oke the stilts somuch that all the other species received constant harassment on some days as well.
This was particularly noticeable in the last week of incubation, when the stilts ap-
peared to become more territorial, although increased numbers of gull and wader

k chicks around the pool at this time could have been the cause. A threat posture was
occasionally observed, the stilt arching its wings towards the intruder
On 9th June (6 days from hatching), the off-duty female stilt struck and knockeddown a vveek-old redshank chick. Some time later the sitting male had left the nest to

chase redshank when another redshank approached the nest. The stilt flew at the
redshank with legs dangling, was seized around one leg by the redshank, and hovered
with the shank dangling from one leg. This was repeated before the stilt turned its
attention to a heron, later returning to the nest with a slight limp. The female was
also seen to limp for a few hours after scuffles with over-flying gulls. Two days
before hatching, the male seized a redshank chick by the neck and held it under
•water before several adult redshanks intervened and escorted the chick to safety. Yet
on other occasions there was no reaction to redshank within a metre of the nest and
the stilts could be quite relaxed when farm or reserve workers were operating near
the pool. The sitting bird would leave the nest to investigate lapwing and redshank
alarm calls given by birds on the grazing marsh and out of site from the nest.

IFeeding: As mentioned earlier, the off-duty bird was generally thought to feed on the
other pools which are rich in invertebrates by summer, but had been less productive
in May when the stilts arrived. Rarely, the female was seen flying out into Ragged
^Marsh (a saltmarsh) and on another occasion flying back from the beach or another
area of saltmarsh. Most observers found it difficult to judge whether attempts to
:atch invertebrate prey were successful or not, but one watcher recorded 12-15 prey
terns taken per minute with about 50% of stabs successful.
Although invertebrates along with common toad tadpoles in the early days were
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thought to form the majority of prey the occasional three-spined stickleback of

15-20mm length was taken. Alternative methods of feeding were observed apart

from stabs beneath the water surface. The male running to pick small ‘flies’ off the

water, and the male flying with legs trailing, catching flies in the air. They were also

seen to shallowly probe bare mud. There was no time to take invertebrate samples

from the water, and the disturbance would have been unwelcome, but larger com-

mon invertebrates in the water layer included water boatmen Notonecta. On only 7

occasions did the off-duty bird feed on the nesting pool for more than a few minutes,

and then for only 25 minutes on 2nd June; 36, 10, 10 and 8 minutes on 7th June; and

14 and 11 minutes on 9th June.

Hatching: Early on the 15th June the female was just touching the eggs rather than

always turning them and was seen listening, stretching her neck and generally fidget-

ting. She could probably hear the young inside the eggs. At the next changeover she

did not leave the pool. Incubation proceeded as usual until 6.40 p.m. after which the

female constantly paid attention to the eggs. At 7.20 p.m. something was seen mov-
ing and this was confirmed when the male appeared at 8.20 p.m. and removed the

eggshell, dropping it 20 metres away in the water. Just before 9.00 p.m. the chick,

sandy with black bands and grey legs, was observed before being brooded through a

cold, wet night.

By 6.20 a.m. on the 16th two chicks were visible, the second having hatched about

two hours earlier and the third emerged at 8.16 a.m., the male on each occasion fly-

ing away to drop the eggshells in the water, in order not to draw the attention of

potential predators to the newly-hatched chicks.

At 9.44 a.m., the two older chicks were out feeding, unsteady on their legs at first,

before returning to be brooded. The adults frequently exchanged brooding duties,

and for much of the time the two older chicks were out feeding while the third was
brooded. It was not until 4.20 p.m. that the third chick properly emerged to feed for

twenty minutes before returning to shelter under the male bird’s wings as he crouch-

ed on his tarsi. As the three young came in to be brooded they were held under the

wing with their legs dangling above the ground. Although it was cool and showers
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were frequent, chicks up to a week old could be brooded very effectively. The
weather was a greater threat when they were too large for easy brooding and too
young to be waterproof. For the stilt-watchers the long hours of vigilance were pass-
ed and worries diminished. But for the stilts another phase was beginning.
As a round-the-clock watch was no longer kept, there was no longer a detailed log

available. The following morning was sunny, but the longest period the chicks were
out was 1 1 minutes and the majority of the time they spent brooded by one or other
adult, who exchanged duties more frequently now. Feeding mainly took place within
one metre of the island, with the prey they caught requiring visible effort for them to
swallow. Like most waders, stilt chicks are not fed at all by their parents. The adults
also called the chicks further out into the water, presumably to a better feeding area.
During cool periods and in rain the young were brooded and were also sometimes
called back for brooding.

The 18th brought 16.5mm of rain, poor conditions indeed for young wader chicks.
Cool, wet, weather persisted to the end of the month. With careful brooding all three
young survived until July when dry days with summer temperatures of up to 30°C
arrived at last. The risk of death by exposure had receded.

Disputes between the adult black-winged stilts and other birds on the pools con-
tinued, if anything occurring more frequently than before. Redshanks and lapwings
were intimidated, but oystercatchers and shelducks were unmoved by the stilts’

attacks. The stilt family itself was not the subject of aggression by its neighbours and
all the parent waders combined to keep bird predators away from the pool. Even on
their first day, the stilt chicks crouched instinctively as a kestrel flew over.

After surviving the miserable June weather it was a blow when the smallest chick
disappeared at 14 days old on the night of 30th June. It is thought that this chick was
taken by a stoat. The following day the female was very agitated as she scolded an
unseen predator on the bank of the pool near the ‘stilt’ hide. For a long time the
adults did not let the other two chicks stray into this area, keeping them in the centre
of the pool and the island. The two chicks remained closely associated throughout
fledging and until they left.

By 11th July, the young were 25 days old and vigorously exercising their wings,
although still only able to jump off the ground. Their juvenile feathers, mantle,
scapulars, coverts and tertials were dull-brown edged golden-buff. Their legs were
dull pink, the colour starting to change gradually from grey soon after hatching and
at this stage were little longer than those of other waders. The tibio-tarsal (‘knee’)
joint was remarkably wide. The bill, though long and slim, was also not yet fully

developed. The overall impression of the juveniles was not unlike juvenile ruff. The
overall impression of the juvenile vocabulary was much more limited than the adults’
range of sharp calls only a quick coot-like one being noted and frequently mistaken
for the latter species.

In the warm late fledging stage and with an abundance of prey, the chicks spent
much of the day loafing and preening by the log which had formed the focus of so
many of their days. By 9.(X) a.m. they would often be sleeping, while one parent
stayed close roosting/guarding and the other fed. By the 13th July (27 days old),

both chicks could fly the length of the pool and after 31 days were competent fliers.

A few days later they started to feed on other pools for the first time, and soon
started using The Broadwater (a brackish lagoon) for feeding and roosting. This area
is not generally used by waders other than avocets and redshanks at Holme though it

contains abundant prey, particularly the amphipod Corophium volutator.

Throughout their stay the adults and young roosted together. A visitor saw one
juvenile apparently preening the other on 30th July. Around this time the family
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party, or one adult and two juveniles, thoroughly explored the immediate area, mak-
ing excusions to Holme Marsh and particularly Titchwell’s brackish areas.

On 14th August, the four birds were roosting together during the day as usual, and

there was nothing to indicate that the adults would leave, presumably together, dur-

ing the night. For another two weeks, the juveniles remained feeding, roosting, and

taking the occasional flight to Titchwell together. With instinctive stilt aggression,

one juvenile was observed chasing a ruff on the Hun Pool.

Accustomed to their visits to Titchwell I was not aware, as I watched them fly east

at 4.00 p.m. on 31st August, that they were leaving Holme for the last time. The
following dawn, the marshes adjoining the wader pools were noisy with gunfire at

the opening of the wildfowling season. This may have frightened them off. The
adults had stayed 89 days and the juveniles until they were 75 days old. This was not

to be the last that was seen of them, as two juvenile stilts arrived at Belvide Reservoir

(Staffordshire), the following day, a distance of about 200km (125 miles) just south

of west. This would indicate that they had repeated the frequent navigational error

of young birds that fly at a bearing 90°W of the intended direction of dispersal;

south for the stilts. They remained at Belvide until 7th when they departed heading

south. By one of the strange coincidences that occur in the birding world, the last

person to see them in Britain was one of Holme’s voluntary summer Wardens who
was in his garden, south of Belvide, when the two stilts flew over at 2.00 p.m. on the

7th.

It is unlikely that they will return in 1988 as black-winged stilts are well-known as a

dispersive species, occasionally breeding far north of their normal range, without

establishing regular breeding colonies. There have been more breeding attempts in

the Netherlands than any other country in Northern Europe, with nesting confirmed

in 24 years between 1931 and 1976 including a record 39 pairs in 1965. However, it

appears that breeding did not take place there in 1987. This is surprising in view of
the number of vagrants in Britain during May. This was only the second occasion

black-winged stilts have raised young in Britain, the first being on Nottingham
sewage farm in 1945. Two other pairs failed that year and a further unsuccessful

breeding attempt was made on the Nene Washes in 1983. Previously, the species had
been recorded twice at Holme, while this occurrence made the thirty-first county
record.

As the Warden fortunate in having breeding stilts on the reserve I manage, 1 would
like to thank the visitors for being patient with the few restrictions we had to impose.

Thanks are due to the RSPB Regional Office and Species Protection Dept for their

assistance and most especially to the dedicated team of voluntary watchers who spent

over 1,000 man-hours during incubation. Without them there would have been little

to write about.
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Great Bustards
D. A. Dorling

One of the early excitements of a vintage year in the County was the appearance of
two Great Bustards at New Buckenham on the afternoon of 7th February. They were
discovered by a local resident whilst out walking his dog not expecting to flush
anything larger than a pheasant.

This is the First record for Norfolk of this endangered species for eight years when
a single bird was seen and photographed at East Somerton and Winterton in
February and two came in from the sea at Bacton on 2nd March 1979. The New
Buckenham birds preferred a large field of oil-seed rape, but despite their large size
they were elusive and at times difficult to locate. Remarkably well camouflaged on
the ground, on take-off they were transformed into powerful fliers with startlingly
white wings. They remained in the area until mid-day on 10th February and were not
reported again. They were extremely wary, but many observers obtained good views
and it was generally considered that both birds were immature males, lacking
moustachial bristles.

The following description is by courtesy of Twitching magazine; ‘Two extremely large and
powerful turkey-like birds with long necks and long legs. Pale chin and throat merging into
rich grey foreneck and upper breast. Much of face and head also grey-coloured, but rear of
crown and hindneck brownish. Lower breast, belly, vent and under-tail coverts gleaming
white. Upperparts, from base of neck across to foreflanks- and back as far as tail tips a rich
mixture of neat golden-brown, chestnut-brown and black barring. This barring becoming
wider and more prominent on the coverts and especially so on the large tertials. Large area of
secondaries gleaming white and neatly contrasted against black primaries. Stout pale grey bills

and thick, long, greyish-green legs. One was perhaps a first-winter male; the other perhaps a
second or third-winter male. Normal gait was a sedate walk with head and neck erect in an alert

posture’.
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The Norfolk birds were part of a small invasion of Great Bustards almost certainly

displaced from their eastern Europe range by extremely severe weather. Suffolk had

four from 16th January at Harkstead until 20th January and three spent nearly three

weeks in the Kirton area until 7th February. On that day two were spotted flying

north along the coast before turning inland at Kessingland — presumably to New
Buckenham. Three other Great Bustards spent eleven days from 10th February at

Theberton near Minsmere finally being seen at Sizewell on 22nd February. These

were also considered to be immature males.

The influx was also witnessed in Holland during the 1986/87 winter, with a group

of ten birds in Limburg and seven others in Flevopolders in January. These totals

represent the highest numbers in Holland since the remarkable influx of over a

hundred there during the 1978/79 winter. One was seen coming in from the sea at

Ijmuiden in April 1987 — possibly an East Anglian bird returning eastwards.

Red-rumped Swallows in Norfolk

As 1 was scanning the gulls and waders on Pat’s Pool at Cley at 8 a.m. on 8th April a

hirundine with a white rump flew across my field of view. Having then seen only a

single House Martin for the year I decided to have a good look at it with binoculars.

To my amazement 1 found the bird to be a Red-rumped Swallow. It was over the far

side of the pool hawking for insects and looked like staying more than the usual few

minutes of hirundines at this time of the year. I rushed to the nearest telephone to

spread the news. Within an hour some 40 birders were present, the first long-distance

ones arriving within two hours of the bird being found. It made off over West Bank
at 9.30 a.m., but was soon re-located flying round Watcher’s Cottage before perch-

ing on telephone wires nearby.

Main features included the pinkish washed white rump and face, neck and underparts. Flight

was more like a House Martin than a Swallow. Overhead the wings appeared blunt tipped and

rather broad based making it appear short-winged. The tail streamers were thicker than in a

Swallow and again blunt-tipped, with the streamers appearing to curve inwards. Perching on
overhead wires more detail was observed and on the breast fine streaking could be discerned.

The head was mostly a rufous-buff with paler face and throat. The cap was a metallic dark

blue. Upperparts and wings were the same shade of blue as the cap and there were whitish

markings on the mantle.

This red-rumped swallow disappeared in the late morning, but in the evening was
re-located over Cley village near the George and Dragon Hotel. It caused a traffic
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jam and some amusement and curiosity among the locals. It was watched until dusk
when it flew off towards the marshes to roost. Next day it was performing in front of
the Warden s house from 6.20 a.m. Most of the time was spent hawking insects over
the Glaven marshes on the west side of the village following early morning feeding
flights with other hirundines around Watcher’s Cottage. Each morning it also perch-
ed on telephone wires outside the house to preen and sing. It was absent from its

usual dawn site on the fourth day of its stay, but was soon found feeding with a few
Swallows along the Glaven near Wiveton Stone Bridge. Here it performed well to the
appreciative birders, sweeping low and at times coming quite close. In the late after-
noon followng a heavy shower the Red-rump was seen to fly into the porch of Cley
Church. Here it stayed until the following morning at 6.30 a.m. providing observers
with views down to a few feet. Final views were obtained of this splendid vagrant
from the south up to 9 a.m. on 12th April. The weather, again cold and wet,
doubtless persuading it to seek better feeding elsewhere.

E. T. Myers

November 12th dawned bright and sunny with a strong westerly wind. Hardly the
best of days for bird-watching. Consequently I made a late start for Winterton not
arriving until 9.30. Firstly, I checked the small paddock and rough field by the
village. This proved fruitless with no sign of the Red-backed Shrike present there a
few days previously. I then headed north towards the dunes.
Soon I spotted 4 Skylarks coming in from the direction of the sea. As they

approached 1 noticed a lone swallow flying low with them. As it banked low over the
marrams 1 was very surprised to note that it displayed rusty shading on the rump and
a similar coloured collar at the nape of the neck. Red-rumped swallow, a bird I have
seen on three previous occasions in this country and also in Spain, Morocco, Israel

and Egypt. 1 could hardly believe my eyes as it passed me at not more than 5 metres
distance. This enabled me to obtain a detailed description. Main features included an
all-black mantle, tail and under-tail coverts, paler wings and a dark cap. Underparts
were off-white or very pale sandy-buff (lacking any pectoral band), the rump becom-
ing paler until it was almost white towards the tail. The bird headed inland over the

nearby wood still accompanying the larks. I continued walking north towards the

toad pools where 2 Jack Snipe flew up at my feet.

Suddenly, from the Horsey direction, I spotted 2 hirundines approaching. As they

swept in to the lee of the wood I realised both displayed the distinctive features of the

Red-rumped swallow. 1 watched fascinated as they leisurely hawked insects, gliding

on outstretched wings in the manner of House Martins, before moving off to the

south towards Winterton Church.

The Red-rumped Swallow is typically a bird of wild places including mountains
and sea-cliffs offering protective caverns for breeding in southern Europe. A sum-
mer migrant, it returns to Spain and Portugal in March and April. A total of over 50

Red-rumped Swallows was reported in this country after performing a remarkable

and unprecedented reverse migration towards the end of October. In addition 13

were reported in the spring.

The first Norfolk Red-rumped Swallow occurrence was between 6th and 25th

March 1952 when one frequented Blakeney Quay and the Glaven water-meadows. It

was the first of many rarities filmed in colour by the late Dick Bagnall-Oakeley.

Subsequently single birds have been identified in the county at Mundesley (1968),

Cley (1977 and 1980) and Holme (1979).

B. W. Jarvis
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