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You may have read recently about the
changing fortunes of some of Scotland’s
birds, as the BTO/JNCC/RSPB Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS) results for 2005 were
released. The survey is now the main
scheme for keeping track of the changing
numbers of widespread and common
breeding birds in Scotland. BTO Scotland
is extremely grateful for the help of SOC
members taking part in the survey and for
the continuing support from SOC in
promoting the survey.

Record Coverage in Scotland
BBS participation is at its highest level
since the scheme started in 1994, which is
great news for bird conservation. In 2005,
over 200 BBS observers in Scotland
surveyed 302 sites, enabling us to monitor
the changing numbers of 54 species.
However, if we can attract more
volunteers we could calculate population
trends for many localised or declining
species, such as Grey Partridge, Whinchat
and Spotted Flycatcher. If you are an
active birdwatcher and think you can
help, then please read on.

Coverage in 2005
In addition to being able to calculate
trends for more species, we are keen to
increase coverage in upland areas, partic-
ularly in the southwest and in the
Highlands and Islands. 

The Breeding Bird Survey in Scotland (1994–2005)

The coverage map (Fig 1.) shows a
concentration of squares being surveyed
in the populous central belt of Scotland,
but also encouragingly in less populated
areas such as Northeast Scotland, Lewis &
Harris, Orkney and Skye.

The following areas are however in
desperate need of more volunteers:
Argyllshire (mainland), Arran, Caithness,
Inverness-shire (west), Jura, Perthshire,
Shetland, Sutherland, Kirkcudbright and
Wigtownshire.

The most widespread species, new species...
A total of 166 species was recorded on
BBS visits in Scotland in 2005 and, of
these, Chaffinch was the most widespread,
being noted on 78% of surveyed squares,
followed by Wren (77%). Mandarin,
Black-tailed Godwit, Ring-necked
Parakeet and Lapland Bunting were
recorded for the first time on BBS squares
in Scotland. A number of species that are
on the edge of their natural range in

A BTO fieldworker on survey in the Scottish hills 
(Peter M. Wilson)

Figure 1.
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Scotland were also noted (Reed Warbler,
Lesser Whitethroat, Nuthatch and Marsh
Tit), plus a selection of late winter visitors
(Whooper Swan, White-fronted Goose,
Pink-footed Goose, Great Northern Diver,
Purple Sandpiper, Sanderling, Turnstone
and Brambling) some of which are
potential breeders in Scotland.

Population trends
In order to calculate population trends
each species must occur on an average of
30 or more squares. Of the 54 species in
Scotland, seven had declined significantly
and 23 had increased significantly
between 1994 and 2005. 

Population changes in Scotland for
species recorded on a mean of 30 or more
squares per year for 2004–05 and
1994–2005.

Figure 2. The figures presented in the
trends table below are the percentage
changes in population levels for the
respective time periods, marked with an
asterisk where significant. The sample
size indicated is the mean number of
squares occupied each year over the
survey period 1994–2005 (excluding
squares where the species was recorded
in only one year). Species in bold are Red-
listed and those in italics Amber-listed in
Population Status of Birds in the UK.

Species in Scotland compared
with England
For many species, the trends in Scotland
were broadly similar to those in England,
including significant increases in Buzzard,
Swallow, House Martin, Robin, Blackbird,
Song Thrush, Whitethroat, Blackcap,
Goldcrest, Coal Tit, Blue Tit, Great Tit and
Goldfinch. Blackcap and Goldfinch have
expanded their range northwards in
Scotland in recent years. At the other end
of the spectrum, numbers of Curlew, Swift
and Meadow Pipit all declined signifi-
cantly in both countries.

A number of species continue to fare better
in Scotland than in other parts of the
country. Willow Warbler numbers
increased significantly in Scotland and
Northern Ireland during 1994–2005,
whereas their counterparts in England and
Wales declined. Likewise, Mistle Thrush
(Figure 3), Starling, House Sparrow and
Linnet all increased significantly north of
the border, whilst showing a downward
trend in England. Cuckoo, Skylark and
Yellowhammer also declined significantly
in England, but showed no significant
trend in Scotland.

Scottish Species First for BBS
Fourteen species were recorded on an
average of 20–29 squares in Scotland over
the entire survey period, and hence too
few squares for Scottish population trends
to be calculated (Grey Partridge,

Figure 3. Mistle Thrush population trends

Redshank, Stock Dove, Great Spotted
Woodpecker, Sand Martin, Tree Pipit, Grey
Wagtail, Dipper, Whinchat, Stonechat,
Chiffchaff, Spotted Flycatcher, Long-tailed
Tit and Treecreeper). However, as a result
of increased coverage, the BBS is now able
to monitor the changing numbers of
Bullfinch in Scotland for the first time.

Blackcap: The Blackcap continues to be
one of the country’s most successful
summer visitors, with numbers increasing
by 23% in Scotland between 2004 and
2005, having more than doubled since the
start of the survey in 1994. This upward
trend is also being recorded in England
and Wales and over the past 30 years there
has been a range expansion into northern
Scotland, earlier egg laying and an
increasing number of birds staying through
the winter in gardens. The reasons for this
increase remain unclear, although climatic
warming is probably allowing this species
to spread its range northwards. 

Continued page 6



3

NEWS & NOTICES
200 Club
The latest prizewinners are – May: 1st £30
T. Hartland, 2nd £20 Prof. D. Jenkins, 3rd
£10 Mrs. E. Palmar. June: 1st £30 R.J.
Young, 2nd £20 R.S. Smith, 3rd £10 Mrs. M.
Lennox July: 1st £30 Mrs. A. Beggs, 2nd £20
Dr. W.M. Morrison, 3rd £10 J.H. Ballantyne

I would like to thank all members who
changed their Banker’s Orders and apologise
for any inconvenience caused. Daphne
Peirse-Duncombe at Rosebank, Gattonside,
Melrose, Roxburghshire TD6 9NH.

Rainbows visit to
Waterston House 
On a warm sunny evening on 1st June, the
local Rainbow group of 20 girls aged 6–8,
came to visit us at Waterston House. I had
been in all afternoon preparing several
bird-related games for them. I decided
that all the games would feature birds of
four groups which are seen around
Aberlady, namely - waders, raptors,
ducks/geese and small garden birds. I
chose 4 species in each group and wrote
out the letters on separate pieces of paper
which I then placed around the garden
and foyer. The girls were split into 4 teams
and given 4 names. They then ran around
looking for the right letters, collecting
them and bringing them back to one of
the leaders to check they had all the
letters needed. The wind caused a wee bit
of havoc but most of the letters were
eventually collected. I then explained a
bit about the 4 groups and what they had
in common, featuring bills and legs in
particular. (I had drawn pictures of all the
birds) The next game involved distributing
the birds to the correct group , one in
each corner of the room where a leader
was in charge. There was much giggling
and to-and-froing but finally they made
up their minds. We looked at each group
again and chatted about why the birds
were in that group. On the whole, the
girls did pretty well.

Next they sat down on the floor for juice
and biscuits while I showed them a power
point presentation of Aberlady Bay which
Ian Thomson had set up for me.
Amazingly enough, most of the birds we
had been using in the games came up on
the screen, so it complemented my games
well. The girls all seemed to enjoy the
evening and the leaders said they had
learned lots of new things about birds too.
While we were lucky with the weather
staying nice and sunny, I had forgotten just
how exhausting it was, keeping twenty
children amused for an hour and a half!

Janet Crummy
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The Apprentice
We all have memories of our beginnings .
. . call it coincidence, fate, kismet or what
you will, yet often an unseen or forgotten
hand did move within our life which
changed us.

During the last months of John L. Burton‘s
life in the Ayrshire Hospice we talked a lot
about his early birding days as a schoolboy.

After his death on the 4th of July this year
it began to dawn on me that the SOC
could perhaps benefit from his
recollections. With the help of his wife,
Jean, and Arthur Stevens, a contemporary
of his youth, I believe that there is a tale to
tell and a lesson to be learned.

John at the age of 12 in 1950 became a
founder member of the Nuneaton Bird
Club. How did that come about?

There were at that time a couple of very
keen birders in the town, Harold Lapworth
and Alban Wincott who were RSPB
members and enthusiastic participants in
the renowned Leicestershire and Rutland
Ornithological Society.

The catalyst however was probably Jean
Lapworth the sister of Harold, who was a
young teacher in the school attended by
John Wagstaff and John Burton. Arthur
Stevens told me that the inaugural meeting
of the Nuneaton Bird Club, although at
another school, was attended by the
youngsters as a result of her nurture and
encouragement.

Thus it was that boys of 12 and 13 found
themselves apprenticed to real Birders and
their membership of
the Junior Bird
Recorders Club took
on real meaning, so
much so that in
1953, JLB was
awarded with merit
for recording the
first nesting Hobby
in Leicestershire,
the prize being a
copy of the Fitter
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Enthusiasts young and old

Careful notes in the days
when Red-backed Shrikes were still around
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Richardson (Collins) Field Guide. Before
too long, the boys were off to bird trips
further afield with adventures to Speyside
and pilgrimage to Norfolk, leading them to
meet the Masters - George Waterston and
Richard Richardson!

When John Burton‘s career brought him to
Scotland, the Ayr Branch of the SOC
gained an immensely expert enthusiast,
who in his very gentle way helped the
development of younger birders in South
West Scotland too numerous to mention,
who will swiftly acknowledge the benefit
of his mentorship.

The fieldcraft skills in Atlas work, Surveys
and Censuses which the old JBRC
inculcated were criticised by some as
rather dry and serious, but I believe that
those who would be birders as boys and
girls actually want to be taken seriously
and are willing to be apprenticed.

Year after year come November, in some
evening corner of the SOC annual
Conference, you would find two or three
gathered together talking in guarded and
conspiratorial tones about “How can we
help the young Unknowns that would be
Birders?” Not by creating fun events for lots
of children, but rather including the few
who already have the interest in the field
work which so many SOC members
participate in anyway. The Scottish
Ornithologists’ Club, we, as a Charity, have
an obligation to the youth of today to play
our part in symbiotic alliance with the
RSPB, SWT et al. to provide the local
expertise as Journeymen willing to transmit
the mysteries of our Craft to maybe only a
few young wayfarers who would benefit.

In nature, symbiosis often functions
through invisible threads... good fortune
gave JLB a teacher who knew how to tug
upon just such a thread. Perhaps simply by
quietly letting your local School or a
Scout/Guide Group know that the SOC
exists “pro bono publico” - the Tapestry of
conservation may gain some new vibrant
colours. That new gem-like thread might
be another John Burton.

Duncan M Watt

John Burton was a long-standing and active
member of Ayrshire SOC.

Photo Successes
In the Digiscoping Competition featured in
the magazine “Bird Watching” this year
and judged by film-maker, Chris Packham,
these SOC members were placed as
follows: One of 3 Runners-up – Lang
Stewart; Fieldfare. Commended – Jimmy
Maxwell; Goldfinch. Commended - Lang
Stewart; Great spotted Woodpecker. 

and Deeside where populations have been
monitored for 60 years. Similar studies in
Skye and Argyll have lasted over 30 years.
These have been critically important for
informing the policy decisions of statutory
organisations, in particular Scottish Natural
Heritage, as well as the work of conser-
vation organisations such as the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds. The re-
colonisation of the Osprey and the re-
introduction of the White-tailed Eagle and
Red Kite would not have been possible
without the dedicated and selfless work of
individuals, many of whom have formed the
core membership of Raptor Groups.

The first Raptor Study Groups were formed
over 25 years ago in response to the need to
improve co-ordination in monitoring of
Golden Eagle and Peregrine populations in
the Highlands and North-East Scotland.
Since then the number of Groups has grown
to ten covering most of Scotland. There are
now over 230 members of Groups involved
in both individual and co-ordinated studies
on all diurnal raptors breeding in Scotland
as well as Owls and Ravens. 

In 2002 the Scottish Raptor Monitoring
Scheme Agreement was launched, a
partnership between SRSGs, SNH, JNCC,
RSPB Scotland, BTO Scotland, the SOC and
the Rare Breeding Birds Panel. This resulted
in the appointment of Brian Etheridge as
part time Raptor Monitoring Officer, whose
main function is to assist in the co-
ordination of the work of Groups and to
produce a publicly available annual report.

Raptor workers are often accused of being
secretive about their work, and given the
long history of persecution, and some of the
‘modern’ problems of site disturbance, this
is probably understandable. Members of
SRSGs also recognise the importance of
improving the awareness of their work and
increasing access to it. With this in mind, a
web site has recently been launched –
http://www.scottishraptorgroups.org. The
site contains details and a contact point for
the ten Area Groups as well as species
accounts contributed by individual Group
members of the 19 different raptors
currently studied. The site also contains
details of the Scottish Raptor Monitoring
Scheme as well as pages on Persecution

Osprey in action (David Whitaker)

Our hearty congratulations for their
success in this new Competition based on
digiscoping, the combination of telescope
and digital camera.

Scottish Raptor Study Groups
Birds of Prey or “Raptors” form a unique
part of our natural heritage in Scotland and
provide tremendous pleasure to countless
thousands of visitors to the countryside as
well as to local communities. It has only
recently been recognised that species such
as Osprey and White-tailed Eagle can
generate millions of pounds in eco-tourism
related income. However, and despite legal
protection for over 50 years, raptors
continue to be persecuted and also remain
at risk to egg collectors. Scottish Raptor
Study Groups (SRSGs) are dedicated to the
monitoring and conservation of raptors.

Historically, the conservation and protection
of raptors has been dependent on the
commitment of dedicated individuals who
unstintingly gave of their time and energy
studying behaviour and monitoring
breeding performance. The longest known
studies for Golden Eagles are in Galloway



with useful information on Wildlife Crime.
There are News and Publications pages as
well as the usual links. The site is enhanced
by superb images of raptors, many of which
were taken by Raptor Group members.

Bob McMillan (Web Site Co-ordinator)

Patrick Watt Sandeman
- the last of the first

It was a beautiful spring day, calm, with
the blue sky reflecting off the snowy
corries below the peaks of Ben Lawers and
Ben More when Pat was laid to rest in
Balquhidder; just the day, Pat would have
thought, for going to the hills.

Pat was the last surviving member of the
group, including his elder brother, Gerard
(obituary Scottish Birds SB 21(1) 2000),
and George Waterston, which formed the
Scottish Ornithologists’ Club in 1936. He
was born in Edinburgh, the youngest of five
children, and attended George Watson’s
College. He never knew his mother, who
died giving birth to him; but his father
remarried and had four more children.

Pat remembered seeing Zeppelins flying
over Edinburgh during the first World War
and later thought it wonderful to see
soldiers doing bayonet practice on the
Meadows. However war itself proved
altogether a different experience, one
which was to affect him deeply through
the rest of his life. He served with the
Royal Artillery from the start of the war,
surviving the evacuation of Dunkirk, the
Normandy landings on D-Day, and the
long battle through East Holland to the end
of the war in Germany, where his adminis-
tration of Stadt Lohne earned the grateful
appreciation of the burgermeister. After the
war he rejoined the family whisky
business in Edinburgh.

It was during training camp in Devon
that he met Mary whom he married in
1941. She predeceased him by seven
years and he died on their 65th wedding
anniversary on 24th April 2006, after a
fall in his own home.

They had two children. David, his
engineer son, died tragically by drowning
in Loch Tay at the age of 25 in an accident
with a light ‘plane. His daughter, Mary,
became a celebrated singer in both English
and Gaelic, and lives in the cottage beside
Loch Tay.

Despite his Edinburgh background, Pat’s
heart was always in the Highlands. His
father took him often to Tayside as a boy,
and he retained a close connection with that
area ever after. He learnt the Gaelic, and
took up piping. The story goes that he went
up to Edinburgh Castle to ask Pipe Major
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Willie Ross, who was head of piping there,
if he could teach him. Willie Ross said “I’ve
no time for you, ‘cos the taxman is after
me.” Then, when Pat was leaving he asked
“What do you do, boy”, and when Pat said
“I’m in the whisky business”, he replied
“That’s good, boy. I might have a place for
you, but I don’t want to be paid in cash.”

Through his love of piping he met Pipe
Major George Stoddart and with him formed
the Eagle Pipers Society which met at the
Eagle Bar on the High Street, Edinburgh, and
from then he developed a circle of piping
friends from all over Scotland.

Pat was passionate about all he did, but
never more so than his lifelong studies of
birds of prey. At one time Pat reckoned he
knew the location of every breeding pair
of Golden Eagles in Scotland. Daughter
Mary remembers a wall in their Edinburgh
home covered with Ordnance Survey One
Inch maps joined together, and covered
with pins of different colours for breeding,
probable breeding and sightings. He
would have shared many a crack and a
glass or two with the likes of Leslie Brown
and Charlie Palmar as they surveyed maps
strewn over the floor with half crowns
thrown down to mark the distribution of
eagle home ranges; and he corresponded
with Lea McNally and Derek Ratcliffe.

He was a conservationist long before that
word was coined in its modern usage. From
1931 he kept a scrapbook of press-cuttings
covering Edinburgh, the Highlands, the
War, and natural history, notably of
persecution of Golden Eagles and sightings
of Ospreys from 1934 onwards.

In the 1950s he was one of the Bird Boys
who made use of the skills learned in the
war to mount surveillance on the pair of
Ospreys nesting in Rothiemurchus in
1958/9. This was a top secret operation. The
threat to birds with a hooked beak from
gamekeepers was receding, only to be
replaced by a greater threat from egg

collectors, among whom were one or two
noted naturalists. Twenty years before the
RSPB commenced the programme which
resulted in successful reintroduction of the
Sea Eagle to Scotland, Pat at his own
expense procured three immature Sea
Eagles from Norway, and released them in
Glen Etive. Charlie Palmar recorded the
release on film. They were never seen again.

He pioneered the provision of nest boxes
for Goldeneye, which have now become
established breeders on highland lochs. 

Pat was honoured for his efforts by the
RSPB with presentation of their Silver
Medal in 1956, and election as Fellow in
1987. He was a great supporter of the
Scottish Wildlife Trust and was for a time
Chairman of the Central Region.

He was known to thousands of readers of
the Scots Magazine as “my friend Pat” in
Tom Weir’s “My Month” articles. The
friendship with Tom helped to ease the
pain of David’s death, but later he became
as a father to his two grandsons,
counselling them and ensuring they had
all the training and opportunity for their
respective careers.

Although he claimed to be dyslexic he was
an avid reader and corresponded widely
with pipers, gaelic speakers and ornithol-
ogists. He kept a note of birds seen on all
his outings, which he latterly sent regularly
to the Central region SOC recorder. He left
behind an exercise book with sightings up
to three weeks before his fall.

Pat was delighted, when in his 90th year
he discovered a pair of Ospreys
breeding on Loch Tayside only a few
miles from his home.

Pat was fiercely independent to the last,
always keen to get outdoors at least once
a day, and in his last years his electric
buggy was a familiar sight passing through
Killin or going to the shore of Loch Tay. He
was stoutly suspicious of anything new,
like computers and mobile ‘phones, but
quick to take advantage of someone else’s
use of them. He was a great believer in
homeopathic cures, and these or the belief
in their efficacy helped to keep him in
good health up to his 90s.

He was resolute in all he did, a source of
inspiration and support for many. He was
brought up in the age of the gentleman
ornithologist, and he remained an
ornithologist and conservationist of note,
and a gentleman to the end, in this era
when gentlemanliship is somewhat out of
fashion. But then, it was passion, not
fashion, that made Pat what he was.

David Merrie 

Pat in Glen Lyon (David Merrie)
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Figure 4. BBS data is revealing some
interesting distribution patterns for some
species. This map shows the BBS squares
where Blackcap has been recorded in
Scotland since 1994. It clearly shows that
this species is concentrated in the central
belt, with amber squares denoting where
blackcap have been recorded at least once
during 1994–2005 and red squares where
an average of one or more individuals
have been noted each year. None have yet
been recorded in Shetland.

Meadow Pipit: Numbers of Meadow
Pipit, one of Scotland’s most abundant
birds and the archetypal species of open
moorland, have declined by 18% since
1994. Similar declines have been
reported in northern England. Meadow
Pipits are partial migrants and conditions
on the Iberian wintering grounds have
been linked to declines in the UK, as
have losses of marginal land from parts of
the breeding range.

Hooded Crow: The latest BBS results
show that numbers of Hooded Crow have
declined by 37% in Scotland since 1994.
This species was only separated from the
Carrion Crow in 2002, and occurs within
the UK only in Scotland (primarily north
of the Great Glen) and in Northern
Ireland, where in contrast, numbers have
increased significantly over the same
period. A contraction in the Hooded
Crow range (particularly in Moray &
Nairn) and an expansion of that for
Carrion Crow were recorded between the
two breeding bird atlas periods of the
early 1970s and 1990s. A narrow band of
hybrid birds occurs where these two
species meet, and this band has moved
by some 20 miles in a north-westerly
direction over this period. 

What is involved in taking part in BBS?
The survey involves just 5–6 hours of
fieldwork each year for each square
(there is no limit to the number of
squares you can take on!). Two visits are
made to your randomly selected 1km
grid square each breeding season (early
April to early July) to count all the birds
you see and hear along a 2km route
within that square.

What skills are required?
You need to have a reasonable
knowledge of the songs and calls of
common birds in your local area. You
DO NOT need to know every call of
every species! A free CD or cassette
containing the songs and calls of the
more difficult to identify species is
available to all new volunteers on
request. Those less confident in their
woodland species identification may
prefer to consider an upland site as they
generally have fewer, but more visible
species. Upland CDs and cassettes are
also available.

What do you get out of this survey?
In addition to receiving a free CD of bird
songs and calls, you will be able to make
a valuable contribution towards an
important national project, the results for
which are increasingly being used by
non-Government and Government
Agencies to set their conservation
priorities for bird species. The BBS also
allows you to monitor a site over a
number of years, giving you a fascinating
insight into the changing numbers of
birds on your patch! 

BBS-Online
BBS observers can now enter their bird
count data electronically via the web
(www.bto.org/bbs). The system also
allows the user to view counts from
previous years, giving the observer a
picture of how the numbers of each
species have changed on their site. If you

do not have internet facilities, do not be
put off; all bird counts can still be
submitted on the usual paper forms and
you will receive a free copy of the BBS
report each year. 

For more information about the BBS
including species distribution maps,
population trends and species lists,
please visit the website:
www.bto.org/bbs, or contact your
Regional Organiser or Jacqui Kaye
at BTO Scotland (email:
scotlandbbs@bto.org, tel: 01786
466560).

The BTO is indebted to the network of
voluntary Regional Representatives for
their invaluable work in organising BBS,
as follows: Aberdeen (John Littlejohn);
Angus (Ken Slater); Argyll South, Bute &
Gigha (Richard Allan); Argyll North,
Mull, Coll, Tiree & Morvern (Sue Dewar);
Ayrshire (Brian Broadley); Benbecula &
the Uists (Brian Rabbitts); Borders (Steve
Hunt); Caithness (Donald Omand);
Central (Neil Bielby); Dumfries (Edmund
Fellowes); Fife (Norman Elkins);
Inverness-shire (Hugh Insley); Islay, Jura
& Colonsay (Malcolm Ogilvie);
Kincardine (Graham Cooper);
Kirkcudbright (Andrew Bielinski);
Lanark, Renfrew & Dunbarton (John
Knowler); Lewis & Harris (Chris
Reynolds); Lothian (Alan Heavisides);
Moray & Nairn (Bob Proctor); Orkney
(Colin Corse); Perthshire (Richard Paul);
Ross-shire (Simon Cohen); Shetland
(Dave Okill); Skye (Bob McMillan); Rum,
Eigg, Muck, Canna (Bob Swann);
Sutherland (David Devonport); Wigtown
(Geoff Sheppard).

The BBS is organised by the British Trust
for Ornithology (BTO), and jointly
funded by BTO, the Joint Nature
Conservation Committee (JNCC, on
behalf of Scottish Natural Heritage,
English Nature, Countryside Council for
Wales and the Environment and
Heritage Service in Northern Ireland)
and the Royal Society for the Protection
of Birds (RSPB).Meadow Pipit (Harry Scott)

BBS in Scotland
- cont. from P2

Hooded Crow (Linda Baillie)
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The Outer Hebrides were apparently beyond
his normal bird watching activities and he
welcomed the notion of a correspondent in
ultima thule and during the ensuing years
until his untimely death he visited me in
Stornoway on numerous occasions, bringing
me a bottle of his favourite Italian wine,
Valpolicella, or his favourite cheese; Bel
Paese, I think it was called.

On one of his first visits on a weekend, he
proposed to walk on the Sunday to the Butt
of Lewis, which he typically portrayed as “a
poor old soul, the target of local ridicule”. I
suggested that, after the morning Church
Service, I would pick him up half way with
my car and take him the rest of the way.

I recommended that he proceed across the
moor by the Barvas River where the
birdlife might be more varied. When I
eventually caught up with him he reported
that he had found the road easier and
made pejorative comments on the 1754
empty bottles he counted by the twelve
miles of roadside. I hastened to account
for their presence as containers for milk
brought by people cutting peat for their
frequent breaks for tea and begged him not
to mention his suspicions in his weekly
column in the Glasgow Herald .

On the 15th June 1960 I found the first
Collared Dove for the west of Scotland. The
previous Scottish record in Morayshire
having eluded Maury, he later came to Lewis
in search for a new bird for him. He found
one near Stornoway but characteristically
accepted that mine was further west than his.

Similarly, he turned up one year in
response to my report of a sighting of a
Long-tailed Skua on the local breeding
grounds of Great and Arctic Skuas. We did
not find it of course and I took him to look
for one of our Peregrines. As we returned
along the coastal road with a steep drop to
the sea on his side, he evinced some
concern as to his safety. It transpired that
he was scared of heights and I was careful
thereafter where I took him.

The aeroplane in which he was to return to
Glasgow on 21st November 1966 was late
and we went to the Braighe to check the
freshwater loch on the isthmus there for
wildfowl. A Redshank, well named by the
Gaels as the warden of the shore, got up
followed by a smaller wader. With a shout
of “White-rumped Sandpiper”, he was out
of the car and over the fence faster than a
ten year old. It was the first for the Outer
Hebrides and the fourth for Scotland!

It was a constant source of joy and learning
to be in his company and I have never
since judged a birdwatcher by his gear.

Continued page 14

a mythical bird Maury had created and
written widely about - the bird that everyone
sees but can’t identify!). He stood the box
on the table in the front and said “to attract
the Hoodwink in you bait the inside of the
box with beer bottle tops. Once the bird
goes in you let the lid down” At this point he
slowly, and with difficulty, pulled the string
along the top, the lid at one end lowered but
another opened up at the other end! He
looked at the audience and said “This is to
give the bird a sporting chance”

Michael Thomas (professor);
My first visit to the Cley Marshes was in
1950. I was a sixth former in Birmingham,
and three of us went to the mecca of
British ornithology, full of expectations. I
remember three events as if they were
yesterday. Our twitch was a Pectoral
Sandpiper. I spent two hours in a hide
sitting next to Richard Richardson, a real
education. Finally, that interesting fellow
who sat on his own at the breakfast table
of the George, consuming 3”x 5” index
cards. By day three, I had to find out what
was going on. I approached the great man
[he looked like a Professor-I don’t think I
ever did!!]. and enquired as to the nature
of the activity. ‘Working on my Italian
dictionary’ was MFMM’s reply.

W.A.J. (Peter) Cunningham;
There was only one empty seat left for the
talk at my first Scottish Ornithologists’
Club Conference, next to a tramp. Coming
from the Isle of Lewis, I knew none of the
members except George Waterston and I
had a good mind to speak to him about the
eclectic nature of its membership. It was
not long, however, before I realised that
Shakespeare was sometimes mistaken in
his claim that “the apparel oft proclaims
the man” and that I was sitting beside a
very remarkable person, no less than a
Professor of Italian at Glasgow University
and yet of a winsome, friendly nature.

Since SBN 80 when we featured the
Scottish ornithologist Maury Meiklejohn,
several pieces have come in from
members adding to the list of memories
of this great man. We’re grateful for these
contributions which now appear below in
two separate parts

Frank Hamilton;
1. When on the Isle of May with Maury in
the mid -1950s, he told me that some
months earlier he had been out and taken
a windup gramophone and two records.
One was classical and the other jazz
(Louis Armstrong I remember) He
wanted to know which attracted the seals
most! He took the machine to the North
Ness and played the records. In a sad voice
he told me they couldn’t tell the difference
- coming close whatever he played.

2. He lived in a flat in Glasgow and told me
there were mice in it and that his landlady
hated them. She used to put out traps,
baited with cheese, in his room. Maury
hated killing things and he used to take the
cheese out of the trap and feed it to the
mouse. He said he used to sit on one
side of the fireplace and the mouse at the
other eating the cheese. This went on for
a long time until one evening the landlady
came in unexpectedly and caught him and
the mouse and nearly threw him out of the
house. He told me this story and ended
up, as all his stories end, with him giving a
characteristic little chuckle.

3. The SOC was having its monthly
meeting somewhere at the east end of
Princes Street in the mid 1950s and the
Chairman said Maury had something
important to demonstrate.

Maury came forward with a wooden orange
box, one end of which was held open with
string. He announced in his slow dry way
that this was to catch a Hoodwink (this was

MFMM
your letters
- part 1

Maury Meiklejohn (Image courtesy of The Herald and Evening Times picture archive)
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activity, which mirrored that seen in the
Borders immediately preceding the first
confirmed breeding reports. But in 2000
and 2001 there were no records at all of
Nuthatches in Lothian – the advance
seemed to have stalled! Of interest is that
the same phenomenon occurred in Fife,
where sightings had occurred in each of
1997, 1998, and 1999, after which there
were no records for six years. 

A single sighting in Edinburgh in 2002 was
followed by an upsurge of activity, with
reports from Vogrie (two birds) and
Dalkeith Country Parks, both Midlothian,
in 2003. In 2004, birds were again seen at
Vogrie, and breeding was suspected at that
site but not confirmed. Significantly, a
cluster of reports occurred at a hotspot
area of East Lothian at Bielhill, Pitcox,
Whittinghame and Smeaton (pair),
suggesting that colonisation was
occurring. The first West Lothian sighting
was at Torphichen that year, and the
second at Bathgate in 2005.

2005 and 2006: First breeding in Lothian
2005 was a landmark year for the species
in East Lothian. A nest site was discovered
by SOC members Noreen and Mike Stabler
at Smeaton, E Lothian, confirming the
Nuthatch as a breeding species. Young
were successfully reared. In June 2005,

The first records of Nuthatches breeding in
Scotland were in 1989, at The Hirsel and
at Floors in Borders Region, both just a
step across the border from England. This
was heralded in the preceding three years
by sporadic sightings near the border.
Colonisation had seemed almost
inevitable because Nuthatches had spread
steadily northwards through
Northumberland and Cumbria over the
preceding two decades. The subsequent
emergence of significant breeding
populations in the Scottish Borders and
Dumfries & Galloway, and the species’
spread northwards till 2004, have been
covered by Jimmy Maxwell in two
comprehensive articles in SBN 71 and 72,
and since then breeding pairs have been
confirmed in Ayrshire in 2004, and in
Clyde in 2005.

Colonisation
In Lothian, the earliest record was of a
Nuthatch at Herdmanston in 1865. One
hundred and twenty years later, the
second sighting occurred at the Gosford
Estate, also in East Lothian. Then in 1998
and 1999, sightings occurred at Balerno
(Midlothian), The Meadows (Edinburgh),
Dunglass (E Lothian / Borders coast) and
Haddington (E Lothian) along with several
unconfirmed reports. A sense of
excitement accompanied this sudden

while photographing Treecreepers in
Roslin Glen, Midlothian, I was lucky to
find two Nuthatches. The behaviour was of
an adult feeding a juvenile, although the
latter bird was not well seen. Although not
confirmed, this sighting strongly suggested
that the species also bred in Midlothian
that year. In 2006, the Smeaton pair bred
again, a Nuthatch was sighted further up
the North Esk valley at Penicuik House,
and I kept an eye out for the Roslin Glen
pair in the hope that breeding would occur.

Revisiting early in 2006, Nuthatch calls
could be heard in the same area of Roslin
Glen. A nest site was found in the typical
situation of a disused woodpecker hole
high up in the trunk of a dead tree. The
hole was approximately 18 feet above
ground level. (This site was also found by
another Lothian birder, Mike Thrower,
who had been monitoring these birds over
winter 2005 independently). A female
Nuthatch busied herself plastering up a
woodpecker hole with mud scooped from
woodland paths and the riverbank. During
this period the male loudly announced the
territory with his trilling call. It took several
weeks for the nest-hole circumference to
be narrowed down to be just large enough
to accommodate the species. The female
was often totally covered in mud from her
trips. The work was ceaseless, and I
obtained video of their activity from then
until fledging time, by leaving a
camcorder running near the nest site.

Nest building continued until around 20th
April, after which there was almost always
one Nuthatch in the nest hole. The young
probably hatched around May 12th as
there was a sudden increase in activity
with food being brought into the nest at
3–4 minute intervals. The feeding
frequency increased over the next
fortnight and the maximum recorded feed
frequency was 32 visits in 30 minutes,
with both birds shuttling furiously to bring
in caterpillars, insects and fragments of
nut, presumably from a garden feeder.

On day 19 (from hatching) the female
Nuthatch started to lay food at the nest
entrance and on day 20 the first views of a
juvenile were had. At any time only one or
two juveniles could be seen at the narrow
nest hole, although more may have been
in the nest (Nuthatches can lay up to 8
eggs). On day 21 the juveniles came up to
the nest hole to be fed, and from then on
views were excellent. The first juvenile
probably fledged early day 26 as a very
confident juvenile was filmed practically
out of the nest on day 25 and was gone the
next morning. The nest site was totally
deserted from day 27. Up to five
Nuthatches were subsequently seen in a
country house garden nearby, on feeders
and adjacent trees.

The Nuthatch in Lothian

Beginning the hole reduction with mud (Neil Grubb)
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Corridors of spread?
BTO ringing records suggest the Nuthatch
is sedentary, moving an average of 1km
and rarely more than 10km from ringing
sites. Exceptionally, birds will travel further
but generally they occupy territories
adjacent to those in which they fledged.
The Lammermuir and Moorfoot Hills at
first sight seem significant barriers to the
spread of the species from Borders to
Lothian. So how did they get into Lothian?
It could be speculated that the East Lothian
cluster arose from spread east of the
Lammermuirs along coastal lowland from
Borders Region, borne out by 1997 reports
of birds at St Abbs, Pease Dean and other
coastal sites. Also, the Moorfoots may not
constitute such a major barrier when it is
considered that the Esk and Tyne river
systems (Vogrie and Roslin birds) and the
Heriot / Gala and Eddleston Waters (which
feed into Tweeddale, the stronghold of the
Borders population) all draw from these
hills. A comparatively small (less that 5km
in places) band of treeless land separates
them. Midlothian birds may thus have
travelled along river woodland corridors
subtending the Moorfoots. Birds higher up
the Tweed river system at Peebles, Lauder
and Stow in the late 1990s could have
seeded these sites.

The future
It is interesting to speculate on possible
reasons for the northward advance of
Nuthatches in Britain. Met Office data
show that for Edinburgh the mean July
temperature was 14.4oC between 1951
and 1980, rising to 15.1–15.8oC in
1995–6, and a record 17.8oC in 2006.
Birds of the Western Palearctic cites
summer temperature as an important
factor in the distribution of the species,
which breeds “from warm temperate to
cooler boreal climates within July
isotherms 16–27oC”. Nuthatch coloni-
sation has occurred around the time that
the mean July temperature tripped the
lower end of this range. Climate change
and rising mean summer temperatures
may thus have an important bearing on
breeding populations. Colonisation is
almost certainly not simply a function of
higher temperature (continental birds are
able to thrive in countries with much
colder winters than Scotland) but other
related factors such as food availability
and drier winters may be relevant. 

The future progress of this species will be
interesting to watch. The first Fife sighting
in six years was at Kincraig Hill near Elie
in May 2005. Elie is first landfall for a
Nuthatch flying across the Firth of Forth
from the East Lothian hotspot... could this
have been a Lindbergh of the Nuthatch
world?! Notwithstanding, the confirmation
of Lothian breeding sites is likely to herald
further expansion into Fife, Perth and
Kinross, Forth Valley and Tayside, where
sporadic sightings have already been
reported since 2000.

Neil Grubb

The new reduced opening (Neil Grubb)

Figure 1. South-east Scotland
































