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Change in the Air
It’s been a year of change at the national level. Brexit 

has dominated the headlines but there is still no resolu-
tion of our future in or out of Europe, particularly from 
an environmental point of view. The RSPB is under-

going a major structural reorganisation, partly in a bid 
to cut costs. The CEO Mike Clarke has announced his 
forthcoming retirement as has the Director for England, 
Chris Corrigan. We have a new Chief Executive, Beccy 
Speight, who joins the RSPB after several very suc-
cessful years in charge of the Woodland Trust. It will be 
interesting to see any changes in our future direction.

Fortunately, amidst all this flux, at the local level, the 
Reading Group represents a bastion of stability and 
continuity!

2018-19 has been noteworthy for the unprecedented 
number of trips away – Poland last September, Kent in 
January and Spain this April. The two European trips 
were in partnership with Naturetrek, an initiative we 
launched last year.

Ten evening talks were programmed by our Indoor 
Meetings Organiser, Dave Glover with an additional 
joint talk with the Reading and District Natural History 
Society in February. This was ‘The Shearwater’s World’ 
by Professor Tim Guilford. The season started with Nick 
Martin’s eulogy to the Western and Northern islands off 
the Scottish coast, and David Boag returned in October 
to regale us with the life of the puffin. In November 

Ralph Todd gave us a thought-provoking talk on the 
interaction of birds and people over time. An excel-
lent Members’ Evening before Christmas saw Pravin 
Chotai, Marjy Carden, Tony Rayner, Philip Allen, Terry 
Giles, David Massie and yours truly all give worthy 
contributions.

The New Year began with returnee Andrew Cleave 
describing the problems experienced by the vulnerable 
avifauna of New Zealand. The following month Dr 
Richard Black gave a very good, if somewhat depress-
ing talk on efforts to save the turtle dove. In March 
Conor Jameson delivered an unusual talk about the 
Victorian naturalist WH Hudson with cinematic refer-
ences to the fore. Some people liked this approach, oth-
ers didn’t. April saw Michael Leach describe the unique 
wildlife of the Galapagos Islands. Andre Farrar kindly 
stepped into the breach at the AGM to replace Nic Sco-
thern with an informative talk on the RSPB’s endeav-
ours to save special places. Our programme ended in 
June with Steve Lovell enthusiastically expounding on 
Lincolnshire – a naturalist’s paradise.

All our meetings have been very well attended, a trib-
ute to Dave Glover’s selection acumen. The audiences’ 
base refreshment needs have been expertly catered for 
by Alan and Jean and we’re very grateful to Mick and 
Pat for manning the raffle and trade stand desks respec-
tively.

Peter Scudamore, the Outdoor Trips Organiser, has 
had another busy year. He arranged local trips to Moor 
Green Lakes, Freeman’s Marsh, Little Marlow Gravel 
Pit, Cowleaze and in June we visited Bramshill for 
our annual nightjar foray. Minibus trips were made to 
Slimbridge, Titchfield Haven and Arne, where we were 
pleased to see an unexpected spotted redshank. In ad-
dition Peter also led the Dawn Chorus walk at Clay-
field Copse in early May. It goes without saying that 
Peter also drove the minibus, with back-up from Dave 
Glover.

Ken Imber and Alan Absolom enjoying a secret tipple in the 
kitchen - Peter Spillett

Tony Rayner, let me entertain you - Peter Spillett
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This year, following consultation 
with the membership, we undertook 
two midweek walks to Hosehill in 
October and Moor Green in April, 
both led by Dave Glover. Despite the 
relatively low numbers involved the 
initiative was deemed successful and 
will be repeated next year.

Our annual weekend away was to 
East Kent in early February. Despite 
heavy snow in Reading and else-
where, we avoided the worst of the 
weather, happily ensconced at ‘The 
Blazing Donkey’, and the 18-strong 
party managed to notch up wintering 
wildfowl, two owl species, various 
raptors, bearded tits and waxwing.

For the first of our experimental 
trips to Europe in collaboration with 
Naturetrek, 14 brave souls flew out 
to Poland in September. Travelling 
by minibus from Warsaw Airport we 
stayed at 3 different venues including 
the Bialowiecza Forest, the Biebrza 
Marshes and the Vistula Spit along 
the Baltic coast. An impressive range 
of wildlife was seen including 13 
types of birds of prey, 8 woodpecker 
species, bison, elk, wild boar and 
beaver. It was a thoroughly enjoyable 
trip and we were well looked after by 
Oliwier, our local Polish guide. More 
recently, a party of 9 returned from 
8 days in Extremadura in Central 
Spain. Again this was considered a 
very successful trip with over 150 
bird species seen along with a variety 
of other fauna. Overall the 2 Europe-
an trips have worked out well, con-
sidered to be good value for money, 
and we will continue our partnership 
with Naturetrek with the next trip 
probably in some 18 months’ time.

So far I’ve focussed on meetings and 
trips but I would like to praise the 
rest of the committee’s efforts, no-
tably those of George, Ken, Jeremy, 
Carl and Marjy. George has put in 
his usual stint in running a range of 
fund-raising events, organising social 
evenings, coordinating the efforts 
of many volunteers and generally 
supporting all our activities. His im-
mense contributions over the years 
were recognised at the national level 

and last October at the RSPB AGM 
in London, he proudly received the 
coveted President’s Award, cheered 
on by a group of supporters from the 
Reading Group – well done and well 
deserved, George!

Financially we had a good year again 
– many thanks to all our volunteers, 
helpers and pin badge minders. Trad-
ing brought in £3161, pin badges, 
£8318, new RSPB members, £750, 
and donations to the national body, 
£3000. This amounted to a total of 
£15229, compared with £12349 last 
year. Our domestic finances are also 
in good order under the gimlet eye 
of our Treasurer, Ken Imber. Income 
has derived from a variety of sources 
including subscriptions, donations, 
raffles etc with a huge contribution, 
as usual, from Mick and Jackie Dyer. 
Many heartfelt thanks.

On the membership front, Jeremy 
has overseen a stable position of 109 
members, including 4 life members, 
and continues to send out advance 
notices of forthcoming trips and 
meetings. He also represented us 
at a group get-together at Brighton 
in November. Furthermore he has 

published an account of the Pol-
ish tour and contributed articles to 
The Warbler. Talking of which, our 
Newsletter, Programme and Website 
Editor has produced two very good 
editions of the newsletter this year.

With regard to social media, our Fa-
cebook followers have increased to 
181. Many thanks to Carl who’s had 
to face the trauma of changing jobs 
this year, not once, but twice. In fact 
many thanks to all those who con-
tributed to the newsletter, especially 
Janet Soden and Val Wing who pro-
vided reports on the evening talks.

Finally, grateful thanks to our Group 
Secretary and resident muse, Marjy 
Carden. She faithfully records our 
meetings and provides the glue that 
knits our committee’s efforts togeth-
er. I was going to say lubricates but 
that would find its way into one of 
her risqué poems at Christmas!

Thank you once again for all your 
efforts and support.

Peter Spillett  
July, 2019

Wild boar - google.com
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black-tailed godwits - RSPBimages.com

On Sunday 17th March 2019, four-
teen members of the group went in 
a minibus down to visit Titchfield 
Haven National Nature Reserve on 
the south coast between Southamp-
ton and Portsmouth. This is a lovely 
reserve run by Hampshire County 
Council that contains meadows, 
pools and reedbeds at the mouth of 
the River Meon. When we got there 
we met another of our group who 
had driven down with his grand-
daughter. 

It was a fresh but sunny day and 
after paying our admission fee we 
headed to the pools on the west side, 
where we enjoyed good views of 
many ducks, waders and gulls. Of 
particular note were five Mediter-
ranian gulls, which looked spendid 
in full breeding plumage. Also great 
to see were 20 or so avocets feed-
ing by sweeping their upturned bills 
through the water to catch small 

A day at the Seaside
 – Trip to Titchfield Haven

Outdoor 
     Trips

prey. The waders included lapwings, 
curlews, black-tailed godwits and 
redshanks, but surprisingly no snipe, 
there were 70 or more here last time 
we visited.

Further on the path from the pools 
we got to the water meadows where 
we saw a number of birds of prey - 
marsh harriers, buzzard and kestrel. 
Also little egret and grey heron were 
in the fields as were Canada geese 
and a single Egyptian goose. In the 
wooded area a single singing chiff-
chaff showed that Spring was on the 

way. We also heard a cetti’s warbler, 
which are as usual heard and not 
seen.

Along the sea wall there were many 
turnstones, which are very tame and 
they came to food that people were 
feeding the ducks. Also on the sea 
there were some Brent geese who 
will be heading back to northern 
Russia soon to breed. We had a very 
enjoyable day out and recorded more 
than 52 species of bird.

Peter Scudamore
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Extremazing!!
A report on the group’s trip to 
Extremadura

N ightingales appeared to sing from every bush 
whilst red-rumped swallows skimmed the surface 
of the pool and squabbling azure-winged mag-

pies brought a welcome patch of colour to the scene. 
Close by there was the melodic flute-like whistle of a 
golden oriole and then the distinctive ho! ho! call of a 
hoopoe. A glance above revealed regular passing black 
kites and higher still a soaring booted eagle. This was 
all in the hotel garden!! A step outside through the gate 
beheld a vista across the plains to the small city of Tru-
jillo with its citadel perched at the top some five miles 
distant. On the wires sat a pair of woodchat shrikes – 
corn buntings appeared everywhere, a splash of yellow 
was that of a passing serin and there – a bigger bird – a 
great spotted cuckoo. At night the castle shone brightly 
as we listened to the haunting cry of the tawny owl and 
the hiccup type monotony of a nearby scops owl.

Yes, the setting of our hotel was idyllic and to our ge-
nial host, Jesus, nothing seemed to be too much trouble. 
He introduced the meals in somewhat broken English 
carefully describing each course of local or family 
recipes although sadly these were not always to every-
one’s taste. The garden was home to numerous lemon 
and orange trees from which our breakfast juice was 
squeezed fresh daily. Our leader was Robert – and al-
though a Catalan his local contacts enabled him to lead 
us to a pair of recently fledged eagle owls at the nest 
and a long-eared owl roosting in a park. He took us to 
the disused bullring in Trujillo which was occupied by a 
colony of lesser kestrels and led us through the narrow 
streets to the castle enabling us to reach rooftop height 
where white storks regurgitated food to their young.

Whilst Extremadura is famed for its vast steppe-like 
plains it is far from the only habitat. The Alcollarin 
Reservoir was home to many species of gulls, terns, 
and waders whilst a couple of trees were home to 
some sixty cattle egrets. It was here that the only ca-
lamity of the trip occurred in that Bob lost his phone 
– a few of us went off in search whilst others stayed 
by a reedbed. We were doubly unlucky -Bob lost his 
phone; I missed the only waxbill of the trip!

Another wetland was the wonderful Arrocampo 
reserve where a fan-tailed warbler posed delightfully 
for Andy and a Savi’s warbler sat prominently on a 
distant bush rendering its reeling song. Several purple 
herons regularly showed themselves and on occasion 
a spectacular little bittern hurried by. Whilst in one 
hide, I glanced out of the window to see a purple gal-
linule mid-stream that had been dismissed as a coot 
by two of our number who were staring at it without 
using binoculars!! Not that I can talk as it was here, 
I made the mistake of misidentifying a dark phase 
booted eagle thinking it to be a black kite – “but the 
tail is not right” said Bob. Whoops, my mistake - but 
the plumage is much the same and when I checked 
my bird of prey guide it mentioned this was a very 
common mistake to make!!

The Monfrague National Park was the venue for one 

booted eagle - Peter Spillett

eagle owl chicks - Peter Spillett
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7dinner -  Peter Spillett

day. Here the mighty Tagus, the long-
est river in Iberia, flowed beneath the 
impressive sheer rock face of Pena-
falcon. Our viewpoint from across the 
valley enabled us to see many pairs of 
breeding griffon vultures whilst at the 
very summit the occasional Egyptian 
vulture landed, and a pair of per-
egrines soared emitting their laughing 
cry. Higher still the occasional giant 
mass of a black vulture drifted past. A 
few black storks flapped lazily around 
the lower slopes whilst on our side 
of the valley a blue rock thrush gave 
photographic opportunities. 

However, the plains are what Ex-
tremadura is known for – whether it 
be for colourful bee-eaters and rollers 
or for the huge numbers of birds of 
prey – and they did not disappoint – 
particularly on the last evening. Andy 
called a black-eared wheatear and the 
bus drew to a halt and parked up. The 
wheatear was not visible, but several 
female great bustards were patrolling 
the area allowing good views. A male 

little bustard began displaying on a 
patch of bare earth some 400 yards 
distant and indeed continued the prac-
tice for a good hour. As always black 
kites and griffon vultures soared 
above but now there was another 
bird carrying a snake – a short-toed 
eagle! It landed in good telescope 
range and proceeded to kill and then 
devour the hapless serpent. Whilst the 
eagle enjoyed its meal another large 
bird of prey rose from the long grass 
nearby  – this one with distinctive 
black belly patches and brown breast 
feathers - the identifying features of 
an immature western imperial eagle 
– it passed close overhead to give 
the best views Robert had ever seen. 
Scarcely had this moment of excite-
ment passed when a pair of stone 
curlew appeared as if by magic on 
another patch of bare earth. By now 
the light was starting to fade and we 
headed back to the hotel missing only 
Montagu’s harrier and black-winged 
kite from our target birds of prey for 
the week. I had particularly hoped to 

see the latter which would have been 
a first for me. As we drove to the 
hotel, I was fortunate enough to be 
in the front seat when the headlights 
caught a dark shape disappearing 
into the bushes at the side of the 
road – a genet!! – a great end to an 
extremazing week!!

    Yet there was a postscript to this 
venture; on their return to the airport 
the bulk of the group paused again 
in the Arrocampo region and found a 
family group of black-winged kites 
resting in a tree. Unfortunately Pat 
and myself were not there as we 
had chosen to drive some 250 miles 
north to Castrojeriz, a small town on 
the pilgrimage route to Santiago de 
Compostela, and it was on one of our 
walks here that we had great views 
of a stunning male Montagu’s harrier 
although this was scant reward for 
missing those kites.

I can now reflect on the very first ar-
ticle I wrote for this magazine. I had 
just taken on the role of outdoor trips 
organizer and there had not been 
such trips for some years. I men-
tioned some of my birding highlights 
including watching griffon vultures 
in the Pyrenees and after highlighting 
the forthcoming programme went on 
to say that “from these small begin-
nings one day we might be watching 
vultures together”. Some 25 years 
later it has finally happened!!

Dave Glover

little bittern - Peter Spillett

the group - Peter Spillett
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Sunday 17th February 2019 was a nice mild sunny 
winter day when four members of the group went 
to Little Marlow Gravel Pit. We walked round the 

whole pit then along part of the River Thames and had a 
very enjoyable morning. 

In the car park we enjoyed very close views of some 
redwings feeding under trees, a chaffinch, robin and 
some great tits joined them while we watched. We got 
to the lake and scanned across the water to find many 
tufted ducks, great crested grebes, pochards, mallard, 
teal and shoveler present. As we walked to the north end 
of the lake we could hear a skylark singing high above, 
eventually we saw it when we reached some fields. A 
group of red-legged partridges were also seen here, as 
were some rabbits. 

When we got to the west side we were much closer 
to the main area where the birds were, on a long spit 
into the lake. Here we found five species of gull, many 

Now known as Spade Oak Reserve
- Trip to Little Marlow gravel pit

On a sunny warm Spring day in May, five of the group 
met in Greenham Common car park to walk round 
Bowdown Woods just over the road. This trip was a 
replacement for the trip to Arne which was delayed till 
June, so was not in the programme sent out at the start 
of the season.

We walked across part of Greenham Common to get to 
Bowdown Woods, and on the way we had good views 
of linnet, green woodpecker and garden warbler in the 
scrubby areas. We then crossed the road into the woods 
and apart from a number of jackdaws it seemed very 
quiet. Woodland often do seem quiet, but if you stop, 
look and listen then you usually find that there are birds 
about, it is just that they are now busy breeding and not 
needing to make themselves obvious. So we started see-

lapwings and a single snipe that was trying to hide in 
the long grass. There were a number of small islands 
that had herons and cormorants which looked like they 
were just about to start nesting, they were often in pairs 
on each nest, but no sign that any had laid eggs yet. We 
found many more woodland birds in the trees along 
this side of the lake and when crossing the railway line 
to the River Thames we found our first butterfly of the 
year, a peacock. So we had a very pleasant morning and 
we recorded 50 species of bird. 

Peter ScudamoreThis is not Arne
- Trip to Bowdown Woods

ing lots of blue and great tits busily looking for food, a 
few long-tailed tits were also in the trees. We located a 
nuthatch nest and watched the parents bring food back 
to feed their chicks. A goldcrest seemed to follow us, 
as we could hear it all the time but it was impossible to 
see it. A few blackcaps and garden warblers sang, but 
also were hard to see.

We reached the north side of the woods and then looked 
over Lower Farm lakes, so we added some waterbirds 
- cormorant, grey heron, little egret and mallard. Little 
grebes were heard but not seen as was a cuckoo out 
over the lakes. Walking back up the hill side we were in 
a clearing in the woods, so we had a clear view of the 
sky which was filled by one, then two and eventually 
five hobbies flying around, a lovely sight.

On getting nearer to the road again, we saw a pair of 
chiffchaffs busily taking food to their nest in a small 
area of gorse. Crossing the road some of us saw a 
whitethroat and a few swallows. We returned to the 
car park, most of us headed to Crookham Common car 
park at the east end of the runway, to look for nightin-
gale. The nightingale was singing when we pulled into 
the car park and again as we got out of the car, but then 
remained silent for the nest 45 minutes till we went 
home. In all 43 species were seen or heard.
Peter Scudamore

mallard - RSPBimages.com

linnet - RSPBimages.com
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The programme said we were going to visit Arne in May, 
but when I contacted Arne they said they already had two 
groups booked in so we had to find an alternative date. 
As May is a busy month with two Bank Holidays and 
we attend a number of shows, I thought we should go in 
June, the birds will still be there. So we were booked in 
to visit on Sunday 23rd June.

Arne contains a number of different habitats - wood-
land, farmland, heathland and estuary, so there is plently 
to explore. Only weeks before we went the RSPB had 
opened a whole new area of recently acquired heathland 
at Hyde’s Heath, just across the road before you reach 
the car park, we had been recommended to check out this 
area, so we did.

Hyde’s Heath is open heathland with scattered Scots 
pines that has a path that goes to the top of a small hill 
that gives good views over the Isles of Purbeck, with 
Corfe Castle visible. On the walk up we saw some 
stonechats and not much else, but near the top we saw a 
green woodpecker in a more grassy area. Also there was 
someone trying to take pictures of a woodlark, which we 
could hear calling occasionally but only a few of us got 
to see it. Some of us headed to the top of the hill where 
we watched tree pipits calling and display flighting, while 
some of the others looking for the woodlark also saw a 
Dartford warbler. The walk round Hyde’s Heath looked 
like it went on for a long way so we headed back to the 
car park for lunch.

While we had lunch and checked out the new shop 
and cafe that were not there last time we went in 2013, 
one person went to see if the osprey was on one of the 
platforms put out for them, it wasn’t. So, refreshed, we 

headed towards Shipstal beach to view the harbour while 
looking for birds in the woodland on the way. June is the 
month a lot of birds stop singing as they are busy rais-
ing young, so the woods were very quiet, just the odd tit 
and chiffchiff seen or heard. We did have a fly past by  a 
hobby, but it was gone before most people saw it. Sitka 
deer were in the fields as ever, so at least they were easy 
to see. From the beach we saw some oystercatchers, 
redshanks, shelduck, curlews and a couple of sandwich 
terns, but the best was a full summer spotted redshank, it 
was a bit distant but through a telescope it looked smart.

We went slowly through the heather here and stood on 
the viewpoint for a while to look and listen for Dartford 
warbler, but nothing. Surprisingly we did hear a brief 
chur from a nightjar, which do sometimes call during the 
day. So we headed back to the car park and headed home. 
We had also failed to see any spoonbills in the harbour 
which are normally easy to see. And we looked and failed 
to see a firecrest that was often near the church. Jean also 
failed again to see a treecreeper though we did see 3, I 
think she did get a brief glimse of one though. So a quiet 
day bird-wise, though we recorded 49 species, there also 
was a record group turnout of 22!

Peter Scudamore

There aren’t many birds about
- Trip to Arne

Dartford warbler - RSPBimages.com

redshank - Carl Feltham
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In a way it was lucky that the 
planned trip to Cowleaze in March 
last year was cancelled due to snow, 
as it meant it could be rescheduled 
for this year in April, which is the 
right time to visit. Seven of us met 
up in the Cowleaze Woods car park 
on Sunday 14th April and headed 
over the road into the Aston Row-
ant National Nature Reserve, which 
was our main target area. The M40 
goes right through the middle of this 
reserve but the southern section is 
the part to visit in April.

After crossing the road and walk-
ing across a field we approached a 
slope down the escarpment of the 
Chilterns that gives fantastic views 
over Oxfordshire. We walked a short 
way down a path so we had a good 
view across a small valley that was 
grass with scattered juniper and 
hawthorn bushes. We quickly spotted 
a ring ouzel by one of the bushes 
at the bottom of the valley, then it 
disappeared as they do. Then another 
ring ouzel appeared by another bush, 
then another and then a third joined 
it, brilliant. They often disappeared 
behind the bushes or due to the 
uneven ground, but when they were 
in the open they showed very well. 
A number of blackbirds and song 
thrushes also frequented this area to 
cause a bit of confusion. After enjoy-
ing the ring ouzels for an hour or so, 
we were about to move on when one 
flew up the hill past us and landed 
just a short distance from us. This 
one was much nearer so we stayed 
a bit longer to enjoy this even better 
view.

Eventually we dragged ourselves 
away and walked along the top of 
the hill and back to the car park 
through Cowleaze Wood. After much 
searching we did find two marsh tits 
which showed quite well feeding in 
a flowering cherry tree near the path. 
We also saw a number of goldcrests, 
nuthatches, a flock of goldfinches, 
many other tits and some chaffinch-
es. Some chiffchaffs and blackcaps 
confirmed that Spring was here. In 
all over 26 species were recorded.

Peter Scudamore

Ring Ouzels are here 
- Trip to Cowleaze woods

ring ouzel - derbyshirelife.co.uk
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Michael Leach came to our group on 9th April 2019 and 
told us about his many visits to the Galapagos Islands 
which he loves and to which he has taken many groups.  
He is a zoologist and worked for 8 years as a wildlife 
photographer and travelled all over the world, but he 
explained how hard it is to make a living that way.  He 
supports himself now by writing books and is now work-
ing on his 35th.  He loves the Galapagos and finds them 
extraordinary and wonderful.  There are 18 main islands 
and many smaller ones and all belonging to Ecuador.  It 
is a volcanic hot spot and more islands are appearing; 
98% of them are closed to tourists to protect their ecosys-
tems.
 
In the past, as sailing ships stopped by for water, the giant 
tortoises were killed for their meat and their numbers 
plummeted; now as they are protected their numbers are 
very slowly improving.  The islands are made up of black 
basalt rock and this means that the sand on the beaches 
is also black.  The marine iguanas that live on the rocks 
between high and low tide have also taken on this dark 
colour for protection and Michael showed us dark lava 

Indoor
    Meetings
Enchanted Islands
April 2019

gulls, lava heron and Galapagos buzzard – also dark.  He 
also showed us the blue footed booby – very tame - great 
frigate bird and the Humboldt penguin.
 
When Darwin visited in 1835 he was only there for 5 
weeks, but has was extremely observant and made copi-
ous notes and drawings and he found that the finches, and 
mocking birds, that lived on the islands with nut trees had 
much heavier, bigger bills than the finches that lived on 
insects and lived on the islands with no nut trees but had 
lots of insects, and their bills were lighter and finer.  And 
so began Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selec-
tion
 
Michael is a very good and lively raconteur and in 
between his tales of the Galapagos, he  told us stories of 
other wildlife that he has come across around the world 
including his adventures filming polar bears; and of a 
group of mallards that escape the night-time marauding 
of the local coyotes by taking the nearby hotel lift to the 
top floor and coming down again in the morning! and a 
heron that takes bread from tourists and flies off with it 
to drop it into a lake full of fish; the fish then come up to 
eat the bread and the heron catches the fish.  So we had a 
most enjoyable evening and were well entertained.

Janet Soden

lava gull - Carl Feltham

Sally lightfoot crab - Carl Feltham
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On 12.3.2019 Conor Jameson, who 
used to work for RSPB and is now 
with BirdLife, came to our group to 
tell us about the life of W H Hudson.  
He called his presentation “ Freeing 
the Eagle – the Hudson Legacy”.  
Some members were disappointed 
that the talk was not actually about 
eagles at all!  Conor explained that 
freeing the eagle was more about the 

spirit of W H Hudson who was ham-
pered in his life by extreme shyness 
and social awkwardness and poor 
health caused by rheumatic fever and 
by mistakenly shooting himself in 
the knee!  His love of nature and par-
ticularly birds helped to find a mean-
ing to his life and to express himself 
in writing many books on wildlife.
 
This talk was also different in tone 
because Conor, an admirer of West-
ern type films found many parallels 
in W H Hudson’s life compared with 
the two rogues in the film “Butch 
Cassidy and the Sundance Kid”.  
One of my friends, and others in our 
group, who had never seen this film 
were no doubt left puzzled and adrift.   
 
W H Hudson was born in South 
America of American parents  who 
had travelled there to set up a ranch 
in the pampas.  He had no formal 
schooling, and his parents, though 
poor had a big library and he was 
able to read “The Natural History of 
Selborne” and Darwin’s “The Origin 
of Species” and as a horseman in 
the pampas he had time to observe 
all nature and he started collecting 

Freeing the Eagle - The Hudson Legacy
March 2019

bird specimens and sending them 
to the London Zoological Society.  
After his parents died he travelled to 
London aged 32.  Leaving the boat in 
Southampton he travelled up through 
the countryside in a pony and trap so 
that he could see and hear the birds.  
In London he met Darwin and John 
Gould the naturalist.  He married and 
got to know the ladies in the Fur, Fin 
and Feather Group (forerunner of the 
RSPB) who were working to abol-
ish the great number of feathers in 
women’s hats.  He was now friends 
with Viscount Grey, a well known 
naturalist, and he had the confidence 
to start writing many books, includ-
ing “Nature in Downland” “Birds 
and Man” and “Birds in London”.  
He died in 1921 the same year that 
the government passed an act stop-
ping the importing of vast quantities 
of feathers and he has a memorial  in 
London’s Hyde Park.
 
All through his talk Conor kept on 
finding parallels with the film “Butch 
Cassidy” which was tedious and an-
noying, but I will not forget about W 
H Hudson.   

Janet Soden

W H Hudson memorial garden, Hyde Park
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In May Andre Farrar and his son Jack, who had taken 
some of the photos, came to talk to us on SAVING 
SPECIAL PLACES. As a boy in Kent, Andre had de-
veloped a love of nature which continued as he worked 
for the RSPB helping to give The Forest of Bowland 
special protection. Grouse moor owners loath hen harri-
ers and have no concept of saving rare species, last year 
only 5 fledged, they are disturbed by four wheel drives, 
burning of heather, shooting which includes dunlin, a 
breach of the directive. The sites are being changed to 
manage water by increasing tree cover lower down, but 
no help for the uplands. He was involved with rewild-
ing; trying to achieve a balance with shooting, farming, 
wildlife and access for the general public. Some other 
areas have been targeted for particular birds; ten years 
of habitat restoration have improved nightjar numbers. 
On one farm 14 pairs were counted. 

His work on the South Downs included tree pipits 
threatened by selling land at Kingswood; Coolgolf 
wanted a links in a highly designated area where there 
were funcettas, flies that have their only place in Britain 
and an area for wintering waterfowl, these went to a 
public enquiry. He worked with Alistair Gammel, of the 
Wild Birds Directive and Natura 2000 on site protec-
tion. In 1979 12% of SSSIs were damaged each year, 

this was followed in 1981 by the Wildlife and Country-
side Act. Andre wants people to enjoy the nightingales 
at Lodge Hill and protect them from development; also 
at Knepp they want to add nightjars, these need scrub 
and no deer. An ex-MOD land with unexploded bombs 
was made an SSSI by Natural England. Management 
by owners and developers can help by cutting down 
trees where progression would change the habitat. 

One of the threats to existing wildlife is coastal ero-
sion such as at Minsmere where another nuclear power 
station at Sizewell C could flood the reserve. The 
protective bank could breach and become an estuary. 
Another, the proposed runway at Lydd if built, and the 
Thames Estuary Airport which would do untold dam-
age. Lakenheath is somewhere for bitterns and cranes 
to go and the spoil from Crossrail has provided a new 
1000 hectare island in Essex for knot, avocet, Brent 
geese and many more.

In Eastern Russia the plight of the tiny spoon-billed 
sandpipers was causing concern. They nest in Russia 
and migrate to the gulf of Myanmar and the coastal 
wetlands of China. Little was known of their routes and 
destination but now the governments concerned are lis-
tening and trying to protect vital areas. Eggs are taken 
to be hatched at Slimbridge with the hope of breeding 
and returning them to the wild. 

Andre has spent 36 years fighting for conservation and 
is still a volunteer at The Lodge. Wildlife is thriving on 
reserves, local wildlife trusts, RSPB reserves WWT and 
many smaller ones. These need to be connected and 

more threatened places 
protected to save the 
special places.

Valerie Wing.

Saving Special Spaces
May 2019

Hen harrier 
- RSPBImages.com

Wallasea Reserve - 
RSPBImages.com
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PortfolioPeter Spillett

Whilst in Spain on the Reading RSPB trip, Peter 
Spillett took these marvellous photos of; (top left) 
crested lark, great bustard, black vultures, serin, 
European roller (Robert Manzano), zitting cisti-
cola and white stork. 
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Indoor meetings
All meetings are held in Pangbourne Village Hall, 
Pangbourne, next to The Elephant (formerly known 
as The Copper Inn). The meetings commence at 
8.00 p.m. and continue until approximately 10.00 
p.m.
There is ample car parking outside the doors, which 
is free after 6.00 pm. (at the time of printing)

All the talks are well illustrated and most speakers 
are professional or semi-professional photogra-
phers, so you can expect a high standard of illustra-
tion. A raffle is held at each meeting, and refresh-
ments and RSPB Sales items are available, all 
proceeds going towards Group funds.

Field trips
A busy schedule of outdoor trips enables us to see 
many different species of birds and other wildlife.  
You don’t need to be an expert as members are 
always willing to give you help and advice.

Meeting points are given with the details for each 
trip and trips must be paid for in advance. Please 
remember to take your RSPB membership card with 
you on all visits to reserves. Otherwise the warden 
will charge you a visitor’s fee. As some of the loca-
tions can be fairly remote, we always recommend 
appropriate clothing and shoes. A packed lunch and 
a flask of something warm are also highly recom-
mended.

It is now illegal to smoke on mini-buses and we ask 
you kindly to refrain from smoking if car-sharing.

Trading events and 
social
We are always glad of volunteers to help out with 
the various trading events we have each year.  Only 
those we have already confirmed are included in 
the programme, there will be plenty more coming 
as dates get set.  Remember to keep an eye on the 
group’s website for more information.  If you can 
help please do contact a member of the committee.

We run two or three social events throughout the 
year, and people are always welcome to come 
along.  Tickets would normally be sold in advance to 
give us an idea for catering, so if you want to come 
along please contact a committee member.

GROUP LEADER
Peter Spillett  tel: 0118 947 3186
GROUP TREASURER
Ken Imber  tel: 0118 942 1502
GROUP SECRETARY
Marjy Carden
GROUP MEMBERSHIP
Jeremy Rayner  tel: 0118 950 4460
INDOOR MEETINGS ORGANISER
David Glover  tel: 0118 983 3812
OUTDOOR MEETINGS ORGANISER
Peter Scudamore tel: 0118 947 0449
PRESS OFFICER
this position in currently vacant, please see a committee 
member if you wish to apply.
RSPB MEMBERSHIP
George Noble  tel: 01491 680563  
NEWSLETTER AND WEBSITE
Carl Feltham  tel: 0118 941 1713
EVENTS ORGANISER
George Noble  tel: 01491 680563
RSPB TRADING
George Noble  tel: 01491 680563

Who to contact for 
more information

Group membership 
fees
Subscriptions are due at the beginning of each sea-
son’s programme and include entrance to all indoor 
meetings.  

Adults  £15 per calendar year
Juniors  £10 per calendar year
entrance fees for visitors
Adults  £5
Juniors  Half price

Keep up-to-date with news and views from 
the Reading RSPB group by following us on 
Facebook

Why not subscribe to us now, and find us at 
www.facebook.com/ReadingRSPB

on our website www.reading-rspb.org

email: info@reading-rspb.org
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I have a friend called Lulu, and her birthday is next   
 week,
So I’m booking her into a health spa, it’s somewhere   
 posh and chic.
“What services do you offer, for your customers?”  I said.
Sadly I’d dialled the wrong number, and got the Poodle   
 Parlour instead.

“What size is Lulu?” the lady asked.  “When outdoors,   
 she’ll wear a cape
With our name on, so we can fetch her back - our clients   
 try to escape.
No, our patrons don’t need bathrobes.  With experience,   
 we conclude,
Indoors they feel much happier, just frolicking in the   
 nude.

Don’t worry we can tell them apart, as we provide them   
 with a ticket.
Though we have to tie it round their neck, or else they try  
 to lick it.
When they’ve eaten up their liver, enriched with marrow  
 bone jelly,
We give them a very hard biscuit to chew.  It makes their  
 breath less smelly.

If she’s in the habit of howling, she can’t mix with the   
 clientele.
Once one starts, it gets out of hand, as the rest join in as   
 well.
If Lulu’s at a fertile time, could she come another day?
We don’t want her getting pregnant, if the males get 
 carried away.

We take our clients for a romp in the park, so we always   
 have dirty floors.
They become less frantic afterwards, it stops them   
 scratching the doors.
No, we don’t provide any mud packs.  We don’t have   
 those things on the shelf.
But she can roll around in the bog in the woods, and do it  
 for herself.

When it’s bathtime, she’ll have a hose down and scrub,   
 by my old assistant Jack.
He’ll check for fleas and then he’ll trim, the hairs on her   
 legs and back.
We lock them in cages for a while, to make them have   
 their rests.
But there’s plenty of opportunity, to sniff all the other   
 guests.

Don’t worry if Lulu’s incontinent, there are others, we’ll   
 understand.
We won’t rub her nose in it, just have a mop and bucket   
 to hand.
Not all of our clients have clean habits, but we never lose  
 our rag.
If she happens to do it on the lawn, we’ll collect it in a   
 bag.

I hang up the phone.  It all sounded weird, and the last   
 straw was moreover,
She said that Lulu would express her thanks, by trying to  
 lick me all over. 

Marjy Carden
Copyright 2011
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