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Welcome to the Spring Newsletter…. 
How does birdsong affect you? Does the song of a skylark make you feel 
happier, or the more raucous sound of a herring gull remind you of holidays 
at the seaside? The University of Surrey together with the National Trust and 
Surrey Wildlife Trust have started a three year study into the effect of 
birdsong on humans. This reminds me that although we’re still in the middle 
of winter, within the next few weeks the dawn chorus will be warming up and 
the migrants will be coming in to join the singsong. 
 
That means it’s time to start brushing up on your identification skills not only 
of song, but visual challenges as well. If, like me, you need to learn or relearn 
the songs of  warblers and other birds each year, now’s the time to start. 
Time also to meet the challenge of identifying similar species whether 
incoming or resident. As a way of helping you the British Trust for Ornithology 
(BTO) has produced some on-line identification guides to similar species 
which you can access. Go to the  BTO website which offers videos and also 
recordings of their songs, for example, comparing species such as blackcap/
garden warbler; (and also read the article on page 6  by Mike Brown about 
the work of the BTO). 
 
Other help is available from the club library – Teach Yourself Bird Sounds is a 
collection of excellent tapes recording the songs of all the main species of 
birds in this country with a helpful commentary and there is also a DVD to help 
you. Contact the Penn family for availability. Not in our library, but there is also a number of other 
books with CDs or DVDs available – try libraries and bookshops and of course the internet for new and 
second hand copies at very good prices. 
 
I find it frustrating when out with bird experts that they can so easily identify birds by song or call 
while I can only identify the commoner and more obvious ones, so this year I mean to do better by 
listening to tapes and then getting out birdwatching more often. Well that’s the plan anyway. So if you 
can, beg, buy or borrow some of the available help, but do try to find the time also to hear the real 
thing.                                                                                                   
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BIRD NEWS FROM NIDDERDALE and a bit 

further afield 

 
Well the snow came and so did the Snow Buntings. 
Three arrived on Greenhow in early February and 
were a delightful sight as you can see from the photo 
left.  Other sightings reported on our Yahoo site 
included a Whooper swan at Gouthwaite.  
 
On 14th February a party of 25 crossbills were seen 
at Timble Ings and were in evidence for a couple of 
hours.  
 
And perhaps you were among the lucky one who saw 
the wonderful flocks of geese at Nosterfield at the 
end of last year. Well over 2000 Geese were present 
and in addition to Canada and Greylag there were 
Pinkfoot, Taiga Bean, Brent, Whitefront, one 
Barnacle Goose and one Snow Goose (an escapee.) 
There were also over 3000 Golden Plover.  

Tony Knowles 
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An important date in our annual calendar as we review what we have done over the past year and 
consult members on their priorities for the coming year. Come along and meet friends, elect the  
committee members and let us have your views. 

Friday 9th March: Where Skell and Laver meet 

This is a small beauty spot on the outskirts of Ripon and Ann Crouch would like you to help her ex-
plore it. The Skell is the river that runs through Fountains Abbey, and the Laver comes off the moors 
beyond Kirkby Malzeard. We can follow the Skell through woodland into open grassland some of which 
is left rough and with overgrown hedges full of berries. Ann doesn't know what birds use the area but 
has seen bullfinch and dipper. It is not far from where she lives and she is hoping to have hot soup 
and a bun ready at the end of the morning. There are no hills but the ground is rough in places and 
could be slippery and there are some steps. Meet at the Pateley Bridge rendezvous at 8.30 or at 9.15 
near the Choir School at the top of Whitcliffe Lane off the A61 Harrogate Road, Ripon. Ann Crouch is 
the organiser. 

Ann Stark  is one of the AONB Nidderdale Tree Wardens, a dedicated band one of whose tasks has 
been the recording of veteran trees throughout Nidderdale during the last five years. This has resulted 
in an enormous amount of information including an illustrated data base of over 400 trees, and Ann 
will be talking about the survey and what it tells us about the trees and habitats in Nidderdale.    

Monday 19th March; Veteran Tree Recording in Nidderdale; an illustrated talk. 7.30 Royal 

Oak Dacre Banks 

This reserve covers 100 acres of moorland edge adjacent to Cambrai Lines at Catterick and has a   
remarkable mix of habitats and species. It contains semi-natural woodland, heathland, flower-rich 
grassland, streams, ponds, a lake, willow and alder carr, coniferous woodlands and wet meadows. 
There is a field centre with information and toilets, plus two hides and various trails around the re-
serve. 
 
Meet at Pateley Bridge rendezvous at 8.30 am or if going direct at the Reserve at 10 am. To reach the 
Reserve take the A3136 from the A1 at Catterick following the signs for Catterick Garrison. At the 
roundabout in the town go straight ahead on the Leyburn Road and when you reach the Stadium on 
your left take the second right turn into Alma Road. Cambrai Lines is on the left on this road and the 
Reserve is signposted from this turning.  If you would like a map of the route, you can look at the Re-
serve website or contact Alwin. This is a full day trip and you will need to bring a packed lunch. The 
organisers are the Penn family. 

Sunday 25th March: Foxglove Covert Local Nature Reserve near Catterick 

We shall be exploring the area of moorland around Warley Moor reservoir (map ref. SE 034314) look-
ing for curlew, lapwing, skylark and perhaps twite and possibly some waders:- red shank, dunlin, 
golden and ringed plover. Then we will be dropping down into the valley for warblers etc. The walking 
is mainly on tracks and pathways but they can be boggy and the area is quite high and exposed so 
you will need to be prepared. You will also need food/drink for the day (there are no cute tea-shops 
only Morrison's cafe at the end of the day). 

For those wanting to car share meet at Sheila Nash’s house in Greenhow at 8.30 am. For those travel-
ling independently meet at Morrison's car park in Halifax HX2 8HY  map ref. SE071281 at 10 am. The 
organiser is Jane Uttley. 

Friday 13th April; Moorland birds around Halifax 

Monday 16th April; Annual General Meeting at 7.30 pm Royal Oak, Dacre Banks.  

Spring events 
The description of each outdoor event gives  the name and contact details of the Event 
Organiser. Please let the Organiser know if you intend to go on a trip. This does not 
mean that you cannot attend at the last minute but trips may be cancelled if there 

appears to be insufficient interest, so we need to know in advance who wants to go. We 
would also advise that you check the website or ring the Organiser just before the event 

to ensure that it is still happening and the arrangements haven’t changed.  
 

The rendezvous point for car sharing is the car park in Pateley Bridge opposite Towler’s 
newsagent unless otherwise notified. 
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Potteric Carr is situated 2 miles south of Doncaster and is the flagship reserve of Yorkshire Wildlife 
Trust. It offers varied habitats including open water, marsh and woodland, with 230 bird species hav-
ing been recorded on the Reserve since 1968, 102 of which are known to have bred.  There is a visitor 
centre on site, with toilets, café and shop. There are various good footpaths and trails around the re-
serve which is extensive but level, and there are 8 hides. Entry is free for YWT members, £3 for indi-
viduals (£2.50 concessions) and £6.50 for a family of up to 2 adults and 3 children.  
 

For those car sharing meet at the Pateley rendezvous at 8.30 am. For those going direct meet at the 
visitor centre at 10 am. To reach the reserve leave the M18 at exit 3 and take the A6182 towards 
Doncaster. The reserve is signposted and the entrance is on your right.  The organiser is Sheila Nash. 

Saturday 21st April; Potteric Carr 

This morning walk will take us down the track to Scargill Reservoir and maybe a little beyond depend-
ing on time, about a mile each way. It should be one of those easy binocular and trainer walks and we 
should pick up the spring visitors to the moor; for example redstarts are often seen here. There are 
no facilities on site and members should dress suitably for the day as it can be exposed.  
For those car sharing meet at the Pateley Bridge rendezvous at 8.30 am. For those going direct meet 
at 9 am in the Forestry Commission car park at Stainburn Moor on the Beckwithshaw to Norwood road 
at grid ref. SE 237523. The organiser is Pete Seaman. 

Saturday 19th May; Scargill Reservoir 

This is an evening walk and bird watch through the woods and clearings at Timble on the edge of 
moorland. We hope for summer visitors including tree pipit and for long-eared owls. For those who 
would like to we will wait until dusk to see if night-jars are present. For car sharers meet at the 
Pateley rendezvous at 7 pm or if going direct at 7.30pm at the parking area in Timble which can be 
reached by taking the Otley road from the A59 at Blubberhouses and turning right at Timble 
crossroads; there is parking on the left a few hundred metres along this track. Please contact walk 
leader Ros Wade if you want to come and/or want any further information. PS bring midge repellent! 
 

Monday 21st May; flying by night at Timble 

This is a full day trip to the Forest of Bowland Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. We are aiming to 
see upland birds and with a bit a luck perhaps some special species like the Hen Harrier which breeds 
here. To get to the best places means a bit of a walk so you should be prepared for about 3 to 4 
miles. You will also need to bring a packed lunch.  
 
Car sharers meet at the Pateley Bridge rendezvous at 8.30 am. We will not know until nearer the date 
exactly where our walk will start, as we will use up-to-date information about the best places to see 
the birds. Because of this, information for those going direct will be provided nearer the time of the 
trip. The organiser is Sheila Nash. 

Friday 11th May; Forest of Bowland 

Brimham rocks near Summerbridge is a National Trust site, 
offering walks, magnificent views over the Nidderdale scen-
ery and of course the dramatic Millstone Grit rocks shaped 
during the Ice Age 18,000 years ago. We shall be walking 
around the rocks, the woodland and the nearby heather 
moor looking for summer visitors. Car sharers meet at the 
Pateley Bridge rendezvous at 8.30 or for those going direct 
at the National Trust car park at Brimham at 9 am. The site 
is signposted from the B6265 Pateley to Ripon road and the 
OS Grid Ref is 99:SE206650.  The organiser is Ann Crouch. 

Friday 8th June; Brimham Rocks 
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This is an evening walk and birdwatch in the Nidd Gorge which lies between Harrogate and 
Knaresborough. The Gorge is an extensive area of broadleaf woodland through which the river winds 
and is surrounded by some agricultural land. It therefore presents good opportunities to see birds, 
particularly many of the summer migrants which will be around. Car sharers meet at the Pateley 
rendezvous at 7 pm or if going direct at the Woodland Trust car park on the Ripley/Knaresborough 
road at 7.30. This not far from the turn-off to Scotton on the opposite side of the road. The organiser 
is Lynda Fussell. 

Monday 18th June; flying by night in the Nidd Gorge 

The Farne Islands are a magical place where you can really get up close with 3 different types of 
terns, guillemots, puffins, shags, razorbill, gannets, eider etc. It’s a long trip but an outstanding bird-
watching experience.  

There are places for 14 people on the coach/boat trip and we will leave Pateley Bridge at 6 am to be 
in Seahouses at the dockside for 9.30 to leave at 10. The trip is 5/6 hours in duration landing on Sta-
ple Island and Inner Farne; there are no facilities on either island so you need to bring a packed 
lunch. You should also wear old outer clothing and a hat as the birds are no respecters of people and 
you will need protection! The two islands are National Trust property and a charge of £6 per person 
landing fee is charged to non members, whilst members are free. The cost of this all day trip will be 
£30 per person for the boat trip and £11 for transport. 
 
Bookings will be on a first come first served basis and the closing date is the 1st May 2012. We 
need  a £15 deposit to secure a seat,  - cheques made payable to Nidderdale Birdwatchers. The 
organiser is Brian Robertshaw. 

Sunday 24th June; coach and boat trip to the Farne Islands 

March Friday 9th Where Skell and Laver meet; half day trip 

 Monday 19th  Veteran Tree Recording in Nidderdale; talk and slide show - 

7.30 pm at the Royal Oak Dacre 

 Sunday 25th Foxglove Covert Nature Reserve; full day trip 

April Friday 13th  Moorland birds around Halifax; a  full-day trip 

 Monday 16th  Annual General Meeting; 7.30 pm at the Royal Oak Dacre 

 Saturday 21st  Potteric Carr; a full day’s trip  

May Friday 11th  Forest of Bowland; a full day trip  

 Saturday 19th  Scargill Reservoir, a half day trip  

 Monday 21st Flying by night at Timble; evening walk and bird watch. 

June Friday 8th  

 

Brimham Rocks; a half day trip 

 Monday 18th  Flying by night in the Nidd Gorge; evening walk and bird 

watch. 

 Sunday 24th  Farne Islands; a full day coach and boat trip. 

 

The detailed Programme of events for Summer will be published in May 
The Programme for Nidderdale Birdwatchers is available on the Nidderdale Birdwatchers’ website  

niddbird.org.uk.  Log in to keep up to date with any changes.  

A SPRING PIN-UP FOR YOUR NOTICE BOARD 

Our programme of events 
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Friday 13th January; Marfield Nature Reserve  
If it hadn’t been for the fact that one of the ponds was frozen over and that there was a decided ‘bite’ 
to the air, you might have thought it was spring. The light was good and in patches where the sun 
shone through the birds’ colours were revealed at their best. Chief amongst these being first a female 
and then a male Bullfinch feeding in the hawthorn bushes.  
We (about 10 of us) started well in the car park, with a flock of Long tailed Tits and Goldcrest. I was 
excited to see a Marsh Tit (we had expert advice on hand to distinguish this from the less likely Wil-
low tit which is becoming quite rare) and we had repeated odd sitings of lone Marsh Tits throughout 
the reserve. Large flocks of Teal, Shelduck, Lapwing and Greylag geese (and a smaller number of 
Canadas) and Oystercatcher were scrutinized from a choice of three hides. We also had a number of 
other duck present, including Goldeneye and Tufted, and two Mute Swans. The pathway across the 
ridge from the first hide to the second gave lovely panoramic views over the reserve and ample op-
portunity to monitor all the flocks in flight.  
The provision of feeders at the Isolation hospital and the hide near the river side upped the numbers 
of small bird species including Tree Sparrows. The reserve, being a former sand and gravel quarry, 
now presents quite a range of habitats with open water, swamp, some young plantations and grass-
land. Making our way across this, we carefully negotiated our way through a field full of tups and 
even stopped to scout out a distant Buzzard taking a rest on a tree. It was here someone pointed out 
a couple of Stock Doves which for me was something which would have gone unnoticed had it not 
been for the knowledge of others. 
Returning towards the car park we passed evidence of continued quarrying which was being moni-
tored by large numbers of Gulls including some Common Gulls. Unfortunately there was no sign of the 
Treecreepers near the road side here (but they were there on the reccy trip!) However, our species 
count was 43, so nothing to complain amount – in fact, its quite amazing what you can see in the 
middle of winter when you have ten pairs of eyes!  Sue Harrison 

Nosterfield Reserve 17th December 

Seven hardy souls met on a very cold but dry morning on the Nosterfield reserve and were greeted 
by Jill and Simon, two of the trustees and driving forces behind this popular reserve. After the reports 
of good numbers of geese in the past days we were a little disappointed not to see large flocks graz-
ing in the surrounding field but we had good views of large, if distant, flocks of both Lapwing and 
Golden Plover on the far side of the lake and Curlew feeding in the field over the road from the re-
serve. Among the ducks were Gadwall, Mallard, Teal and a good number of Widgeon. Overhead we 
had passing views of Peregrine, Kestrel, Sparrowhawk, Merlin and a couple of Common Buzzard. 
Walking around the reserve members saw Little Grebe at the North End and walking the path towards 
the Tanfield hide gave close up views of Fieldfare and Redwing with the odd Mistle Thrush feeding on 
berries in the reserve’s mixed hedges. 
 
We heard word that the bulk of the geese were in the Lingham Lake area at the working quarry just 
half a mile down the road. Here on the large open area of mud and water we had more Curlew, 
Shelduck, Great Crested Grebe and Cormorant and seven Whooper Swans flew over, calling. There 
was a good number of geese but mainly Greylag and Canada. A look over the road got us a field al-
most full of geese and among Canada and Greylag were White Fronted, Bean and at least one Barna-
cle Goose and all in reasonable viewing distance.  
We were lucky with the weather which although it was cold the wind was light by Nosterfield stan-
dards and the light gave reasonable viewing conditions. Between us we saw a total of 52 species 
which is quite good for a winter day’s birding and still keeping fairly local. Thanks to the trustees of 
the Lower Ure Conservation Trust for all the work they put into this reserve. Pete Seaman 

WHAT’S BEEN HAPPENING 
Reports on club events 

Monday 19th December; Christmas Social & Quiz 

Twenty eight members attended the annual Christmas get-together at Harefield Hall Hotel. This year 
we did not have to brave the ice and snow though we were still glad to see the good fire in the bar. 
Members, having caught up on all the news, partook of a sandwich and chip supper before Question 
Master Tony Knowles brought everyone in line for the Great Christmas Quiz. Despite the usual 
groans, grumbles and protests, everyone seemed to enjoy it, and when offered the chance to cut it 
short, declined unanimously. The winning team was Philip Clarke, Katrina Brayshaw, Katy Penn and 
Pete Seaman – well what more do you expect with a line up like that. Alwin Knowles 
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The Work of the British Trust for Ornithology                

 
The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) is the UK’s leading bird monitoring research organisation, a unique partner-
ship between birdwatchers and scientists. It is however important to remember that we are not a campaigning body 
but a non-political, independent research charity with 15,000 members and 60,000 volunteers. Money comes from 
membership subscriptions, donations, legacies and contract funding from government and non-governmental bodies. 
We also raise money through appeals.  
 
The BTO was founded in 1933, initiated by a group of prominent ornithologists to support the Oxford Bird Census of 
1927 (a clearing house for research). The BTO remained closely associated with the Edward Grey Institute of Field 
Ornithology at Oxford but became independent of the university in 1947. In 1962 the BTO moved its main office from 
Oxford and the Ringing Office from the British Museum (Natural History) in London to Beech Grove in Tring Hertford-
shire, and then in 1991, having completely outgrown these premises, the Trust moved to its current headquarters at 
Thetford in Norfolk. 
 
The headquarters is located within a complex of an 11th century Nunnery and a 15th century house, with modern 
buildings having been cleverly integrated on the site. We possess one of the largest ornithological libraries in the 
world which is open to anyone and members can borrow books. The Nunnery Reserve is a large wetland, grassland 
and woodland area to the south west of Thetford in the valleys of the rivers Thet and Ouse. Many unusual and rare 
species (birds, plants, and insects) are found on the reserve. 
 
In December 2010 the Trust announced a major “face lift”; the logo and livery were changed and the website was re-
designed making it (hopefully) more accessible and easier to navigate. Communication with the membership has 
been strengthened, we actively promote a sense of family, and staff members are available for discussion with volun-
teers. At 15,000 our membership is small in comparison to other natural history organisations but we are working 
hard to dispel the “stuffy” image that market research revealed before the rebrand. Bird research and study in the 
U.K. is in the fortunate position of being able to mobilise large numbers of amateur fieldworkers and the BTO is at the 
forefront of this type of “Citizen Science” so let’s take a look at the broad range of projects undertaken by this amaz-
ing partnership. 
 
Bird surveys can be broadly divided into ongoing annual projects and single species studies undertaken on roughly a 
seven to ten year cycle. Currently we have the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) which replaced the Common Bird Cen-
sus (CBC) in 1994. Volunteers visit specific squares (one km. sq.) in spring and late summer, birds are recorded us-
ing specially designed methodology which is easy to operate and approximately 3,000 squares are surveyed each 
year. The BBS is the main scheme for monitoring the changing fortunes of the UK’s common breeding birds generat-
ing the population trends used to set conservation priorities. New volunteers are always welcome and training 
courses are available for those less confident with bird identification.  
 
The Nest Record Scheme (NRS) is one of the longest running schemes, having started in 1939. It is the largest 
monitoring programme of its type in the world, holding over 1.3 million nest histories for species that breed in the UK. 
Currently there are 500 active nest recorders participating in the scheme throughout Britain and Ireland. 
 
The Heronries Census is the longest running bird survey in the UK having been established in 1928. Volunteers 
complete record cards for heronries on an annual basis. We now also gather data on nesting Little Egrets and since 
2008 Cattle Egrets. Inland Cormorant colonies are also included. 
 
Garden Birdwatch (GBW) is all about getting involved and gathering useful information, using simple recording 
techniques. This can be conducted over a fixed period (e.g. one hour), taking a coffee break or doing some garden-
ing. Most records are accumulated at feeding stations and ideally the GB Watchers submit weekly results over as 
long a period of time as possible. 
 
An interesting development using computer technology was launched as Migration Watch and was designed to en-
courage birdwatchers to report migrating birds so patterns of arrival, dates and progress could be tracked. This has 
now been refined and has become BirdTrack (www.birdtrack.net) an exciting project run in partnership with The 
RSPB, BirdWatch Ireland and the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club which looks at migration, movements and distribution 
of birds across Britain and Ireland. BirdTrack provides facilities for you to store and manage your own records and to 
support conservation at local, regional, national and international levels. BirdTrack has proved invaluable during the 
recently completed fieldwork for the new BTO Atlas of Breeding and Wintering Birds; we were able to tap into many 
more records that might not have found their way into the Atlas via the other routes of reporting. 
 
The Ringing Scheme: Christian Mortensen started bird ringing in Denmark in 1899, whilst the first formal scheme 
was founded in Germany in 1903. In Britain two ringing schemes started more or less simultaneously in 1909, Harry 
Witherby’s was finally adopted, which was transferred to the BTO in 1933. There are now approximately 2,500 li-
censed ringers in the UK and in 2010, for the first time, one million birds were ringed. In total over 36 million birds 
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have now been ringed in the British Isles, of which approximately 700,000 have been recovered. The main focus of 
the Ringing Scheme is to help us understand why populations are changing. Changes in survival rates and the 
movements of birds can explain why numbers are falling or increasing. In addition, we are still learning about where 
birds go and when they move. Anyone finding a ringed bird can help by reporting where and when the bird was found 
and what happened to it – all reports are valuable, even if they are a common species found in the garden. Report 
ringed birds on www.ring.ac or by writing to the BTO. New trainee ringers are always welcome – you have to get up 
early and it can be hard work, but enormously rewarding. More information is available on the BTO website. 
 
Finally a few words about volunteering for one-off and intermittent surveys. We have just completed the fieldwork for 
the latest Atlas project, the most ambitious so far undertaken, 30,000 people submitted bird records via the dedicated 
Atlas website, BirdTrack and on paper. We have attracted many new people to BTO surveying and we are very keen 
to keep their interest and enthusiasm. I mentioned earlier that the Breeding Bird Survey is ongoing and it is now our 
principal volunteer survey but we look forward to seeing many birdwatchers contribute to the Winter Thrush Survey in 
winter 2012-13. This summer we are conducting a Nightingale Survey in the south of England, not of much interest to 
us living north of the Humber I’m afraid! Please do not hesitate to contact me or the Trust at Thetford if you are inter-
ested in any aspect of our work or indeed if you would like to join us, ordinary membership is just £30 per annum. 
 
BTO, The Nunnery, Thetford, Norfolk, IP24 2PU, 01842 750050 www.bto.org 
 
Mike Brown, Regional Representative for Yorkshire (Central) 

              CLUB NEWS  
Annual General Meeting 
The AGM of the Club will be held on16th April at the Royal Oak in Dacre Banks. This year will see 
major changes to the Committee as Tony Knowles retires as Chairman and we have three committee 
places to fill.  
 
Nancy Heffer 
We are sorry to announce the death of one of our members, Nancy Heffer from Pateley Bridge. 
Though into her late 80s and not in the best of health, Nancy retained her interest in birdwatching and 
we particularly enjoyed sending her the newsletter as her email address was nancybirdie. 
 
Coppicing in Bryan’s Wood  
Coppicing is the traditional method of woodland management 
used to provide wood for woven fencing, brushwood, building 
material, clogs, charcoal and other uses but in doing this a 
variety of growth is provided which is of great value for the 
environment. The chosen tree variety, hazel in Bryan’s Wood, 
is cut down nearly to ground level on a rotational basis so that 
there is always a sequence of different growth within the 
coppiced area, and the newly cut area is allowed to grow to 
the height for which it is required. One of the  advantages of 
coppicing is to prolong almost indefinitely the life of a tree. In 
November last year one third of the coppicing area in Bryan’s 
Wood was cut down so that the work carried out in alternate 
years gives three stages of growth which is appreciated by 
the wildlife there. It is noticeable that more warblers and 
woodcock are seen here than in other areas of the wood, and 
the exclusion of roe deer from the area allows natural 
regeneration of woodland not possible in the rest of the wood 
which has almost no new tree growth. 
 
The work is done by the Nidderdale Conservation Volunteers – about half of them are also members 
of Nidderdale Birdwatchers - and without the help of Colin Slator and the NCVs this wouldn’t be 
possible so as always, our thanks to them all. 
 
Nest boxes 
Since the club was formed in 2008 we have been involved in putting up nest boxes in 6 different 
areas within the Dale – Bryan’s Wood, Millennium Green in Pateley, Glasshouses, Greenhow (although 
some are below ground so putting down rather than up), Dacre Braithwaite School and in a longish 
stretch of the Dale from Lofthouse upwards. Of the Up-Dale boxes most pre-date 2008 but under 
Audrey’s stern control we look after them. Boxes are checked each winter, repaired where necessary 
and cleaned out if used. We have enough wood to add boxes in new areas so more box making is 
planned and we’re considering the best sites. Tony Knowles 

Volunteers coppicing in Bryan’s Wood 

last November 
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Nidderdale Birdwatchers is a voluntary organisation which exists to promote interest in and under-

standing and knowledge of birds, their environment and conservation, and in particular to promote the study 

and welfare of the birds within Nidderdale. Membership is open to all interested individuals; for details 

contact the Membership Secretary, Angus Gosman, or visit our website www.niddbirds.org.uk 
 

SnippetsSnippets   
- bits about birds  

Swan Song 
 
This, dear readers, is the last newsletter which I edit so is my swan song, defined in the dictionary as “a  
final gesture or performance, given before dying or retirement”. 
 
The term derives from the legend that, while they are mute during the rest of their lives, swans sing beautifully and 
mournfully just before they die. This isn't actually the case - swans, even the inaccurately named Mute Swans, have 
a variety of vocal sounds and they don't sing before they die. The legend was known to be false as early as the days 
of ancient Rome, when Pliny the Elder refuted it with the pithy remark "Observation shows that the story that the 
dying swan sings is false." However the phrase continued to be used by various prestigious writers over the years 
though the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) turned the phrase on its head as follows:- 

“Swans sing before they die; ’twere no bad thing 
Did certain persons die before they sing.” 

 
Swans are beautiful and instantly recognisable birds, and the affinity 
between them and mankind has been celebrated in many stories 
throughout the centuries. At one time swans were kept in a semi-
domesticated state as a source of food and old records show that the 
menu for an important medieval banquet might include as many as fifty 
swans. Swans were such valuable commodities that by the end of the 
Middle Ages ownership was marked by special nicks carved onto their 
bills or feet. These identifying marks were registered with the Crown 
under the supervision of the Royal Swan Master, and all unmarked 
birds were considered property of the monarch. It was illegal to kill a 
‘royal’ bird, and this may well have saved the species from being 
hunted to extinction in Britain. 
  
Swans are no longer kept for food, but in England the Crown still has an official Swan Keeper and the ancient cere-
mony of swan-upping, when swans on the Thames are rounded up for identification by the Crown, takes place on 
the Monday of the third week every July. 
  
Mute swans, which are the ones we see all year round in Britain, are creatures of habit, often mating for life and 
breeding in the same place year after year. In early spring, established pairs engage in elaborate courtship rituals 
and begin building large nests from sticks and vegetation at the water’s edge, producing about 6 eggs in late April. 
The cygnets hatch out a little over a month later. Their soft ash-grey down is soon replaced by the first brown feath-
ers of the immature bird, and at this stage they resemble the ugly duckling of the fairytale. However, within six or 
seven months they develop the long neck and snowy plumage of the adult swan. 
 
The family group remains together until the winter or following spring when the juveniles are evicted from the breed-
ing territory. Young birds may then join flocks of non-breeding swans, remaining in these colonies for two or three 
years until they are old enough to breed. They will eventually form a pair bond and begin the search for a vacant 
nesting territory. There are over 30,000 mute swans in Britain and they can live for up to 20 years although the    
average life span is 7 years as many juveniles do not reach adulthood.  
 
And yes, mute swans are usually silent. They do not have a distinctive and beautiful song and their vocal repertoire 
is angry hissing and occasionally raucous snorting or grunting sounds when they are upset. But, given the beauty 
and power of mute swans, I don’t think any of us miss the fact that they cannot sing.    
Alwin Knowles 


