THE BIRDS & WILDLIFE OF ENGLAND’S NORTH PENNINES
25 to 28 April 2022

The North Pennines is both an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and a designated UNESCO
Global Geopark. No less than four counties converge here: County Durham, Cumbria, Northumberland
and North Yorkshire. The landscape of this remote and unspoilt region of England is dominated by
blanket bog and heather moorland, though the upland valleys are fringed with colourful hay meadows.
Scattered stone-built settlements merge harmoniously into the sheltered valleys of the Swale and
Tees and small tributary waters tumble coastwards via glorious waterfalls such as Cauldron Snout and
High Force, the latter being the highest in England. The area is bordered to the south by the equally
stunning Yorkshire Dales National Park and to the north by Hadrian’s Wall, a Roman fortification built
from AD122 to defend the north-western outpost of the Roman Empire.

Our relaxing four-day tour was based at a comfortable country inn located in the splendid countryside
of Arkengarthdale near Richmond, North Yorkshire. Richmond itself is a beautiful market town hosting
a Norman castle and cobbled marketplace. It provides a natural gateway to the area.
The tour commenced at the height of spring when the moors and meadows were bursting with life. A
multitude of breeding waders were displaying over their moorland territories. In the dales, newly
arrived summer visitors such as Ring Ouzels, Common Redstarts and European Pied Flycatchers had
taken up territories in quiet cloughs and sun-dappled woods. White-throated Dippers and Grey
Wagtails were frequenting riverbanks and we allowed plenty of time to appreciate the sheer beauty
of the landscape and birds around us. Leisurely walks were taken each day to seek out the speciality
birds, whilst lunch and convenience stops were taken at local tourist attractions and National Park
visitor centres each day. In the evening we arrived back at our hotel in time to relax, enjoying a
refreshing drink or two before some glorious evening meals.

Monday April 25
A small group comprising Andrew Thompson, Usha Benjamin and Dorothy Jackson accompanied John
McLoughlin, the Birding Abroad leader. All assembled early afternoon at our comfortable hotel near
Richmond, which proved to be the perfect base from which to explore the rich mosaic of habitats
found in the area. After an introductory get-together over coffee and a discussion of plans for the days
ahead, we set out for our first taste of dales birding. A short distance from our hotel a lone male Black
Grouse was located feeding in a roadside meadow, whilst Red Grouse proved plentiful and were easily
observed on the surrounding moorland. Over the hillsides displaying waders included many Eurasian
Curlews and Northern Lapwings. Several Willow Warblers could be heard singing from adjacent scrub
woodlands. We returned by 6:00pm ready for our first and rather special evening meal.
Tuesday April 26
Today started rather cool at 8 degrees centigrade, though it remained dry in the higher valleys.
Amongst the ruined remains of former lead mines, which dominated life in these hills a century or so
ago, we sought out the beautiful Ring Ouzel. This area is still a noted stronghold for the species, and
we did rather well to locate four pairs of this elusive bird of the UK uplands.

The sheltered cloughs that held the ouzels also boasted nesting Grey Wagtails, Northern Wheatears
and Common Stonechats. A touch of sunshine lured a Green Hairstreak butterfly onto the wing.
Another fascinating ‘beastie’ was a Heath Goldsmith Beetle which wandered out onto the track ahead
of the group. A lone and rather tatty winged Common Raven also flew overhead as we left the valley.
High above Reeth in the upper reaches of Arkengarthdale, we followed the steep and narrow road
that climbs gradually to the plateau of Tan Hill, a location made famous as the site of Britain’s highest
pub at over 1700 feet above sea level. It is also the highest point of the Pennine Way, a long-distance
walking-route which snakes its way across the peat hags and heather-clad moorland from a starting
point in Edale, North Derbyshire to the Scottish borders. We took the opportunity to walk a section
of this well-trodden walk and came across our first Eurasian Golden Plovers on the moor top.

We took further advantage of the inn, enjoying a warming cup of coffee in the pub itself! At the
roadside on the way down we found plenty more Red Grouse and a pair of Common Sandpipers which
displayed along a section of the winding river. We again took our evening meal at the hotel with its
extensive evening menu offering lots of choice.
Wednesday April 27
Life can be hard for birds on the rugged heather-clad moors and only the toughest will survive. One of
the toughest of all is the Black Grouse, a species once widespread across the UK until habitat loss and
overgrazing sent numbers plummeting. The North Pennines is a stronghold for this sought-after
gamebird, so after breakfast we travelled over the border into Teesdale, via the famous market town
of Barnard Castle. After some searching, we found two confiding male Black Grouse feeding in a
roadside meadow. Later in the day we visited the well-known lekking site up the road at Langdon Beck.
Here in the late afternoon at least 21 splendid males were attending the lek site, a great way to end a
day of exploration in Upper Teesdale.

In between we took a picturesque riverside walk between the Low and High Force waterfalls which
culminated in a great overview of the higher fall. Things started well as a cracking male European Pied
Flycatcher singing by the Winch Bridge just as we crossed the river.

It was joined by a female, and we watched as both ‘fly-catched’ over the fast-flowing river Tees. Later
we located a second male flycatcher and no less than four singing male Common Redstarts along the
riverbank.

A White-throated Dipper and a pair of Common Sandpiper added to the day tally whilst a plucky
female Mallard protected her newly hatched brood at the water’s edge. Back at the Bowlees visitor
centre, where earlier we had enjoyed a flavoursome lunch, the group appreciated close-up views of
Eurasian Siskin and Lesser Redpolls at the bird feeders in the garden.

Thursday April 28
Traditional hay meadows, drystone walls and stone-built hay barns typify the landscape of Swaledale.
It was the final morning of our short escape, so we allowed time to appreciate the sheer beauty of the
Yorkshire Dales landscape and birds around us.
We had decided to make a pre-breakfast search for more Black Grouse, hoping to see the lek in action.
On this occasion at least two Greyhens, female Black Grouse, visited the lekking males on a distant
hilltop. The crisp clear morning gave everyone a good appetite for breakfast, and it wasn’t long before
we were tucking onto the generous spread at the inn. All too soon it was time to say goodbye to the
splendid landscapes and birds, and everybody remarked how quickly time had passed.
Two of the group visited the Nosterfield Nature Reserve on the way back to Leeds. The wetlands here
are an excellent stop over site for both breeding and passage wading birds and wildfowl. An impressive
male Ruff was starting to show his splendid summer plumage on the nature reserve lake. Damp stands
of rushes amongst the water meadows were home to nesting Common Snipe, Eurasian Curlew,
Northern Lapwings and several pairs of Common Redshank. Two pairs of Pied Avocets were newly
returned to what has become a regular inland breeding site for them, a fitting end to a very enjoyable
short break.

Thanks to Andrew Thompson for use of his excellent photographs.
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Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus
Many released birds are now found in the uplands.
Grey Partridge Perdix perdix
Small numbers seen in both Swaledale and Upper Teesdale with four together at the roadside on the
27th.
Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus
A common bird in the uplands of both Yorkshire and Durham.
Black Grouse Lyrurus tetrix
The remnant North Pennines population hangs on in places and we did well to see them on each day
of the tour. County Durham is the local stronghold, and our peak count was of 23 males in Upper
Teesdale on the 27th, with others seen close to our hotel on two dates. The population is currently in
decline again most probably due to the poor breeding success related to the run of wet late springs.
Canada Goose Branta canadensis
Small numbers at Nosterfield NR on the 28th.
Greylag Goose Anser anser
Now a widespread breeding bird on the dales moorlands and we saw them each day.
Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus
A party of four birds lingered at Nosterfield on the 28th.
Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula
Several were on show at Nosterfield on the 28th.
Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata
A breeding bird at Nosterfield where we saw several drakes on the 28th.
Gadwall Mareca strepera
A common breeding bird at Nosterfield.
Eurasian Wigeon Mareca Penelope
A drake was found on open moorland near Tan Hill on the 26th.
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos
A female with a new brood of ducklings was encountered on the river Tees on the 27th.
Common Teal Anas crecca
A few on the nature reserve lake at Nosterfield on the 28th.
Stock Dove Columba oenas
Seen daily, with sightings in both Swaledale and Teesdale.

Common Woodpigeon Columba palumbus
A widespread breeding species in the northern uplands.
Eurasian Collared-dove Streptopelia decaocto
Several present in Teesdale on the 27th.
Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus
A common breeding bird at Nosterfield.
Common Coot Fulica atra
Several breeding pairs on the nature reserve lake at Nosterfield.
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea
Two in flight over the valley in Arkengarthdale on the 26th.
Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus
A widespread breeding bird along the river valleys in the North Pennines.
Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta
Two pairs at Nosterfield on the 28th, which subsequently nested on the reserve.
Eurasian Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria
One of the characteristic breeding birds of the North Pennines and we saw at least 30 on the 26 th.
These included several striking “northern” birds still on their migration.
Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus
A common breeding bird of the meadows of both Swaledale and Teesdale.
Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata
It was a joy to hear them as their far carrying calls echoed across the hillsides of the upland valleys.
The Eurasian Curlew is still a common breeding bird in the North Pennines and birds in Arkengarthdale
are being included in a “head-starting” scheme to aid the species recovery elsewhere in northern
England.
Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago
Territorial birds could be heard giving their “chipping” call in fields near to our hotel.
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos
A couple of pairs were discovered back on territory along the river Tees on the 27th. Also seen on the
Arkle Beck in Arkengarthdale on the previous afternoon.
Common Redshank Tringa tetanus
A pair were present in roadside meadows near the hotel on the first afternoon.
Ruff Philomachus pugnax
Two males including one with a developing black “ruff” at Nosterfield on the 28th.
Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus

Several breeding colonies can be found in these uplands. Often seen wandering across the moorlands
in search of food.
Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus
Two or three seen daily quartering the moorlands for food.
European Herring Gull Larus argentatus
Two immature birds seen in Teesdale on the 26th.
Eurasian Buzzard Buteo buteo
Several sightings of this widespread raptor on each day of the tour.
Eurasian Green Woodpecker Picus viridis
These are a breeding species in Arkengarthdale where we heard them on the 26th and 27th.
Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major
A single bird was seen in Teesdale on the 27th.
Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus
Seen on three dates each involving a hunting adult male.
Eurasian Jackdaw Corvus monedula
A common corvid in Arkengarthdale
Rook Corvus frugilegus
A few birds seen in both Teesdale and Swaledale on the 26th and 27th.
Common Raven Corvus corax
A lone bird was seen near Reeth on the 26th.
Carrion Crow Corvus corone
Coal Tit Periparus ater
A few birds in the coniferous woodlands in Arkengarthdale.
Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus
Great Tit Parus major
Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis
A few singing birds were in suitable habitat, i.e., grasslands off the moorland.
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica
A few birds had returned to breeding sites in Arkengarthdale.
Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus
Appeared to an abundant songster in the tree-lined valleys in lower Arkengarthdale and Upper
Teesdale.
Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita

One was singing in Arkengarthdale on the first afternoon.
Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus
Two birds in Arkengarthdale on the 25th with others seen along the riverside in Teesdale on the 27th.
Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla
A singing male in riverside trees in Upper Teesdale on the 27th.
Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca
One sang in the car park at Nosterfield on the 28th, and subsequently bred.
Northern Wren Troglodytes troglodytes
It surprises people when they encounter this well-known bird in seemingly inhospitable upland valleys.
However, the species does well here, nesting in deep heather banks, until the next cold winter strikes.
White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus
One put on a good show along the River Tees near the High Force waterfall on the 27th.
Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris
Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus
A few pairs breed in Arkengarthdale.
Song Thrush Turdus philomelos
A relatively common species in the wooded upland valleys and they do well in conifer plantations.
Eurasian Blackbird Turdus merula
Ring Ouzel Turdus torquatus
One of the main target species on this tour and we were not to be disappointed. A male was seen
briefly on our first afternoon outing in the valley near our hotel. The next morning, we located no less
than four pairs on breeding territory amongst the old lead mines in Swaledale. Some were actively
nest building and later visits made to the same area showed that the birds bred successfully.
European Robin Erithacus rubecula
A garden bird in Arkengarthdale.
European Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca
We had a nice encounter with a pair by the river Tees at Low Force during our visit on the 27 th. It is a
widespread but somewhat localised breeding bird in the northern valleys, so it was a piece of good
fortune to catch up with them so easily.
Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus
At least four males sang from riverside trees between High and Low Force and we eventually obtained
some good views.
Common Stonechat Saxicola torquatus
An increasing abundant species in the uplands and we found three breeding pairs in Swaledale on the
26th.

Northern Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe
A breeding bird of rocky slopes and boulder fields and there is plenty of thus type of habitat in
Swaledale. We made several sightings including three breeding pairs during the trip.
Goldcrest Regulus regulus
One could be heard singing by the hotel car park.
Dunnock Prunella modularis
One heard in song near our hotel.
House Sparrow Passer domesticus
Only seen in Teesdale on the 27th.
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis
The most abundant species that we encountered in the uplands.
Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea
A species that favours fast flowing rivers and streams and we saw several on our excursions.
Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba
Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs
Another abundant species in the upland valleys
European Greenfinch Chloris chloris
A familiar species that has recently been sadly “red-listed” as being of conservation concern by the
BTO. They were present in small numbers in gardens in Arkengarthdale and around the hotel.
Redpoll Acanthis flammea
At least two birds visited some bird feeders at the National Park centre in Bowlees on the 27th
European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis
Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus
An abundant species and found in the woodlands in Arkengarthdale whilst others came to the feeders
at Bowlees.
Yellowhammer Emberiza citronella
A roadside sighting near Richmond on our journey to Teesdale on the 27th.
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