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INTRODUCTION

In the 1860s, Messrs Mennel and Perkins, Secretaries of the Tyneside Naturalists Field Club, 
undertook to prepare a catalogue of the mammalia of Northumberland and Durham, in their 
words “to fill a gap which no-one seemed inclined to occupy”. This was the first and so far the 
only systematic account of all the mammal species across the two counties. 

In the intervening 150 years there have been a number of articles published on the distribution of 
certain individual mammal species either across the North East or, rarely, of all mammal species 
in a part of the North East. In the 1960s G.A. Cowan, then chairman of the mammal section 
of the Natural History Society of Northumbria, attempted to update Mennel and Perkins, but 
his document was never published and unfortunately the manuscript remains lost. The gap that 
Mennel and Perkins so usefully filled has therefore remained unoccupied ever since. 

This book takes its inspiration from a statement by E.L. Gill in the slightly later publication, The 
Victoria History of the County of Durham, published in 1905. In writing the section on mammals, 
Gill states of the Harvest Mouse Micromys minutus, “The harvest mouse appears to have been 
very rarely noticed in the County of Durham and is doubtless scarce, though I have lately seen 
it myself a very short distance north of the Tyne.” I was at the time attempting to catalogue all 
records of Harvest Mouse throughout the North East. On the one hand Gill’s statement was 
useful in that it established that Harvest Mice were rarely encountered in County Durham back 
then, the same situation that occurs today. On the other hand, it would have been useful to have 
had some of the detail that would have been known to him, not least where exactly north of the 
Tyne he encountered them. It occurred to me that similarly there is no detailed statement of what 
is known about the status of most mammals in the North East at the beginning of the 21st century.

This publication is an attempt to update Mennell and Perkins and catalogue the status of mammal 
species across the North East in the early 21st century. It has been produced by Northumbria 
Mammal Group with assistance from specialists outside the Group. The species accounts have 
been written by separate authors, which is reflected in some differences in style and approach 
between the accounts. However all of the species accounts have been circulated for comments 
to various naturalists in the North East so we feel that the resulting account is a fair reflection of 
the consensus on what is known about a particular species. 

This book extends the topic a little both in terms of species and geography to include accounts 
of amphibians and reptiles and to take in that part of the former county of Cleveland that is south 
of the Tees. There has been considerable increase in interest in amphibians and reptiles in recent 
years, to a large extent due to the protected status that applies in varying degrees to all of them. 
Electronic atlases for the North East have been produced for both groups in recent years and 
these species’ accounts expand on those atlases. As there is a total of only nine native and one 
introduced species currently established in the North East it seemed expedient to combine them 
with mammals in the same publication. While naturalists have traditionally recorded wildlife in 
terms of Watsonian vice counties, which for Northumberland and Durham are vice counties 66, 
67 and 68, the area that is currently thought of politically as the North East also encompasses 
the former county of Cleveland. The half of Cleveland that lies south of the River Tees includes 
a relatively small area of the North York Moors in vice county 62. The area of operation of 
Northumbria Mammal Group covers the whole of the North East and hence that is the area 
covered by this book. It is worth noting that an atlas of the distribution of mammals in North 



Yorkshire, currently in press, omits the former Cleveland area in vice county 62, so this book fills 
what would otherwise be a significant gap.

Mammals, Amphibians and Reptiles of the North East also catalogues changes in the status 
of mammals since Mennell and Perkins’ account. Of the Otter Lutra lutra they write: “it is 
abundant in all of the rivers and larger streams and even the smaller burns can often testify to its 
predatory visits.” As a one-line summary this would accurately describe its status today but, as 
is well documented, its fortunes both regionally and nationally have been dramatically different 
in between. Mennell and Perkins bemoaned the lack of historical source material that they could 
draw on for their accounts. Subsequent archaeological and literary research has shed new light 
on mammals prior to the mid-19th century and some of this information has been included where 
relevant.

The amount of detailed information available for the different species varies enormously, and 
ironically it is the species that are rarer that often provide the most information. For example 
Otters have been recorded in more 10 km squares than any mammal species except Mole Talpa 
europaea and Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus. It has been possible to document, in some detail, 
every known occurrence of the introduced Alpine Newt Ichthyosaura alpestris but much more 
difficult to say anything detailed about the Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus, a species that is 
presumed to be ubiquitous and that most people see but few record. So, even if indirectly, this 
book also highlights what we do not know about certain species.

It is worth stressing that this book is not meant to be an atlas even though distribution maps 
have been produced for many species. These maps are based on Northumbria Mammal Group’s 
records and records from other groups and individuals that we have kindly been allowed access 
to for the purposes of this publication. The maps should be treated with a certain amount of 
caution. Most species are under recorded and some very much so. At a conference for North 
East natural history recorders the question was posed to the audience as to how many of them 
had seen Wood Mouse in their house or garden. About 50 hands went up but only one sighting 
was passed on as a formal record. The maps then may well show an absence of dots where the 
account says the species exists, simply because while it is known to be part of their distribution, 
no-one has ever formally submitted a record. Conversely a number of the records that the dots 
represent have not been verified and again this may contrast slightly with what certain species’ 
accounts say. Following up such records may lead to new knowledge of a species’ distribution 
and is part of what makes natural history so fascinating, but for now it is the species’ accounts 
that should be followed. 

On the maps, records are represented as filled circles for post-2000 and open circles for pre-2000 
records. Where there is a record for both periods, the post-2000 record takes primacy though 
in practice most of the recording, particularly of mammals, has been in recent years. Needless 
to say, the distribution of records reflects where people have taken an interest in recording a 
particular species and the concentration of records around the Tees Valley in particular is largely 
a result of the “Mammalaction” project run by Jonathan Pounder at Tees Valley Wildlife Trust.

Our knowledge of the mammals, amphibians and reptiles in the North East is the result of local 
naturalists, researchers and members of the public who have taken the effort to record their 
sightings and observations and share them with others. We hope that this book will inspire people 
to submit their records in order to help us improve our knowledge and monitor changes over 

time. We would encourage you to send your wildlife sightings to the Environmental Records 
Information Centre, whose details you can find in section 10, along with those of other relevant 
North East wildlife groups. 

Any book such as this is just a snapshot in time and it is axiomatic that it will be out of date the 
day after it is written. As we go to print there is an unconfirmed report of Alpine Newt in Yarm. 
If true this would mean that Alpine Newts had overcome the considerable obstacle of the River 
Tees that would otherwise prevent their natural dispersal from Eaglescliffe and potentially allow 
them to spread more widely in south Cleveland. Over the next 150 years the mammal, amphibian 
and reptile fauna of the North East are likely to have changed considerably. I hope that this book 
will give those chronicling such changes a reasonable baseline to work from. 

Ian Bond (Editor)
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Figure 1. Northumberland
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Figure 2. Durham and Cleveland
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GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Some key factors determining the presence, absence and distribution of mammals, amphibians 
and reptiles in the North East are:

 • northernness within Britain, the cool climate excluding a number of southern species, 
especially ectothermic reptiles and amphibians;

 • the presence of a long coastline, and particularly of islands, and of embayments with 
extensive sand- and mud-flats;

 • recent glaciation, disorganising drainage and leaving a landscape of many wetlands, 
including some standing water-bodies;

 • late 18th century and early 19th century agricultural advancement and wealth creation, 
which, together with industrial wealth, led to the creation of landed estate landscapes with 
large, prosperous farms;

 • numerous quarries in hard rock, and sand and clay pits, to meet the needs of building, 
agriculture and industry, many with residual ponds;

 • a long coal mining history, such that in areas of shallow underground workings very 
numerous subsidence ponds and other wetlands have formed;

 • the establishment in the 20th century of Britain’s largest conifer forest at Kielder.

Physical background

North East England consists predominantly of lowlands in the east and uplands in the west, with 
the uplands dissected by dales. The highest hill in Northumberland is The Cheviot, at 815 metres 
above sea level (a.s.l), and in Durham Mickle Fell at 790 metres while in Cleveland, Roseberry 
Topping, the “Cleveland Matterhorn” reaches a mere 320 metres. Within the lowlands the 
eastern Durham Magnesian Limestone plateau lies at about 150-200 metres a.s.l. The Cleveland 
escarpment bounds the region to the south. The major rivers are the Tweed, Tyne, Wear and Tees, 
the Tees in particular having a diverse estuary.

The uplands and lowlands are profoundly different environments. Coastal lowlands, in the rain 
shadow of the North Pennines, have a dry climate, with less than 700 mm annual precipitation. 
In contrast, the highest hills receive in the order of 2,000 mm. Temperatures likewise contrast 
markedly according to altitude, diminishing at 0.6-0.7 oC for every 100 metres of ascent. Near 
the coast, sea-fret (haar) appreciably cools temperatures in May and June. 

The greater part of the region is underlain by Carboniferous sedimentary rocks: sandstones, 
siltstones, mudstones, limestones and coal seams. Some of the latter are thick and were highly 
productive in southeast Northumberland and central and east Durham, and although no deep 
mines survive there is extensive open-cast coal working. North of the Tyne Corridor the strata 
in general dip away from the Cheviot Hills, leading in the uplands to a classic cuesta landscape, 
whilst in the North Pennines, south of the Tyne Corridor, the strata are more nearly horizontal, 
leading to a landscape of plateaux, and dales with benched sides owing to the alternation at 
outcrop of stronger and weaker strata.

The main exceptions to the Carboniferous geology are (1) the Cheviot Hills in north 
Northumberland, of Devonian volcanic lavas and pyroclasts, with a granite core; (2) Permian 

and Triassic rocks in southeast Durham, including the east Durham plateau (whose soils support 
intensive agriculture with little habitat diversity) and the Triassic mudstones and sandstones 
about the lower Tees; and (3) in Cleveland, the Jurassic ironstone (iron-ore-bearing mudstones: 
the basis of Teesside industry), and sandstone escarpment against the North York Moors.

A marked topographic feature is formed by the Whin Sill, an intrusive sheet of dolerite (whinstone) 
which is extremely resistant and is responsible for conspicuous landforms including the Farne 
Islands, coastal cliffs, the cuesta on the crest of which is Hadrian’s Wall in its central stretch, and 
the major Durham waterfalls of High Force and Cauldron Snout. The shelving dip-slope of the 
Sill in the Farne Islands allows Grey Seals Halichoerus grypus to haul out.

The metal-rich ores of the North Pennines, yielding lead and zinc, were extensively worked 
particularly in the 19th century.

The region experienced repeated glaciation by ice sheets during the last million years or so, but 
it is the most recent, Late Devensian glaciation (circa 29,000-11,700 years ago) whose effects 
are particularly evident and important. Glacial erosion and deposition disrupted the pre-glacial 
drainage pattern, and left a landscape with numerous water bodies and other wetlands. Although 
most of the water bodies have occluded through sedimentation or succession to fen or bog, many 
remain as wetlands, and surviving lakes include the west Northumberland loughs.

Glacial till was widely deposited. It is characteristically clayey and poorly drained, such that, 
in addition to the wetland depressions, damp habitats were widespread before agricultural 
drainage. On ice sheet retreat extensive deposits of glaciofluvial sand and gravel accumulated, 
together with glaciolacustrine clays and silts where temporary lakes were impounded against 
the retreating ice. These have been a resource respectively for aggregates and, together with 
Carboniferous mudstones, for brick and tile making; many quarries contain ponds. Sand and 
gravel workings occur especially near Blaydon and Ryton, and clay pits in the Team Valley area.

In the parts of the uplands where till is shallower and overlies limestone there are thousands of 
subsidence dolines (“shake-holes”), where the till has foundered into solution cavities in the 
limestone. The shake-holes, being in the till, are often water-tight, providing another suite of 
natural wetlands. They are not to be confused with the numerous shell holes on the Otterburn 
artillery ranges in northwest Northumberland, often also containing water-bodies. However, the 
more acidic pools are generally unfavourable for amphibians.

River floodplains have oxbow lakes and backswamp pools, and the braided reaches of upland 
rivers have temporary pools in unused channels, as have upland streams at their margins. Alluvial 
flats beside lowland rivers flood in winter. The restoration of old oxbows has been part of habitat 
management for Otter Lutra lutra recovery in north Northumberland.

Vegetation

The natural post-glacial vegetation over much of the region was woodland of various types, 
although in the higher uplands, with precipitation above 1,000 mm, extensive treeless blanket 
peat gradually accumulated, as did raised bogs replacing former shallow lakes. Other non-
wooded habitats were unstable coastal dune systems of Northumberland and southern Durham, 
the offshore islands (owing to exposure and salt-spray), salt-marshes (especially at Teesmouth 



and in the sheltered strait behind Holy Island, and in Budle Bay), inland crags and other rock 
surfaces with only open tree cover, river shingles, and some limited areas above the upper tree-
line.

However, this is a part of Britain where a particularly high proportion of native woodland has 
been lost. A main cause was the strenuous efforts of agricultural improvers in the 18th and 19th 
centuries to remodel the landscape, continued in a different context by coniferisation of native 
woodland on landed estates in the mid-20th century. The result is that, for Northumberland, only 
0.5% of the county is ancient, semi-natural woodland (woods of over 2 ha) and for Durham 
1.3%. However, Northumberland in particular now has a high total proportion of tree cover, 
16%, partly because of 18th and 19th-century estate woodland planting, but mainly because of 
the establishment in the uplands by the Forestry Commission of the vast Kielder Forest, mainly 
between the 1930s and 1980. There are other substantial 20th century plantations, both state and 
private; Hamsterley is the main County Durham Forestry Commission forest, while a series of 
smaller plantations front the North York Moors above Guisborough. Durham has only 6.4% 
woodland cover, as has the former Cleveland county, and the former Tyne and Wear 5.4%. Over 
the North East as a whole the proportion of woodland and forest in the landscape is 12.0%. 
The large modern plantations are almost entirely coniferous (with Sitka Spruce Picea sitchensis 
the main species) and account for Northumberland’s low proportion of broad-leaved woodland, 
about 13%. In County Durham, on the other hand, broad-leaved woodland somewhat exceeds 
conifer woodland in area, and is a feature of the coastal denes and the Derwent valley. Similarly 
much Cleveland woodland is in the steep-sided coastal gills. The conifer plantations themselves, 
other than their edges, have little value for amphibians and reptiles while being vital for the 
survival in the region of Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris, but broad-leaved woods support Slow 
Worms Anguis fragilis and, in the uplands, Adders Vipera berus, as well as the normal suite of 
woodland mammals.

In the uplands, above the moorland edge, are various types of semi-natural moorland vegetation: 
acidic grassland, bracken, heathland dominated by heather, and peat bog - the latter mainly 
blanket bog on the higher ground. Land use here, apart from forestry, is extensive hill grazing 
and Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus scotica game shooting. The elevation of the moorland edge 
varies markedly across the region, being much higher in the lead mining area of the North 
Pennines than elsewhere, owing to past land reclamation by the miner-small-holders. In this 
book an association between Common Lizard Lacerta vivipara and the mosaic of moorland edge 
habitats is noted, partly because rotational burning of the heather moors above is detrimental to 
reptiles. Only limited areas of lowland heath survive, the most important being Waldridge Fell 
and Eston Moor. Moorland and lowland heath in general provide relatively undisturbed habitats 
for reptiles. The other main semi-natural habitats, apart from woods and wetlands, are calcareous 
and neutral grasslands, the coastal dune systems (where brackish pools in dune slacks provide 
Common Toad Bufo bufo habitat), salt marsh, and cliff and island ecosystems.

Historical background

There was a period of relative peace and economic development from the mid-12 century AD. 
Royal hunting forests were established, collectively occupying vast tracts of the uplands as well 
as parks, such as Hulne Park at Alnwick and the Bishop of Durham’s Stanhope Park in Weardale. 
The hunting forests, for a time, preserved woodland, and Red Deer Cervus elaphus and Roe Deer 
Capreolus capreolus, and the parks were stocked with Fallow Deer Dama dama. Chillingham 
Park had been enclosed by the 13th century and the feral white park cattle may have been there 

then, but are first mentioned in 1646. (The sub-fossil horns of the extinct aurochs, which inhabited 
the native forests, are unearthed from time to time, particularly from upland peat.)

All changed with the outbreak of the Scottish wars at the end of the 13th century and, particularly 
in Northumberland, more than three centuries of misery and decivilisation ensued. Disruption 
and insecurity of life and property prevailed. A powerful brake was put on agricultural progress 
and settlement, and cultivation retreated from the hills. There was periodic official or semi-
official warfare, raiding and reprisal between England and Scotland, and in the dales on either 
side of the Border there developed during these anarchic times a lawless, clan-based way of life 
based upon predatory cattle-rustling (reiving) to supplement subsistence agriculture. The hills 
and valleys nearest to the Border were abandoned for permanent settlement. Harrying penetrated 
deep into Northumberland and was ruinous to agriculture. This was less the case further from 
the Border in County Durham where, at least by the 16th century, conditions were more settled.

Defensible stone buildings such as castles, pele towers and bastle houses (strong farmhouses) 
proliferated, providing bat roosts and hibernacula, and there are summer roosts of Daubenton’s 
Bat Myotis daubentonii in the roofs of bastles and castles, near to the rivers and burns over which 
they forage.

In uplands near to the Border, land abandonment or reduced stocking levels brought about 
extensive secondary regeneration of woodland and scrub, and natural and semi-natural habitats 
survived, or became re-established, which would not otherwise have done so, including wetland 
as well as woodland. It is possible that these upland ecosystems survived in this way after the 17th 
century, following enclosure into ultra-extensive hill farms, so that in places they have persisted 
to the present. Certainly ground predators survived longer here than in more peaceful areas: 
Northumberland was the last English county to lose the Wild Cat Felis silvestris, in 1863.

By the later 17th century, however, the region was re-emerging to civilisation. The agricultural 
essayist, John Grey of Dilston, claimed (1841) that the peasant farming population had been so 
weakened by the centuries of warfare, raiding and destruction, and therefore unable to resist 
change, that once the brakes were released agricultural reform, though starting late, was carried 
further in Northumberland than anywhere else in Britain. Durham shared these trends. Certainly 
by the middle of the 19th century, landscape and society had been transformed. Enclosure of 
the lowlands had been completed, with the lowlands being laid out anew into large rectangular 
fields. (In modern times there has been less impulsion to clear away hedgerows than in other 
parts of England where fields were not already as large.) On the heavy clayey soils underground 
drainage was imperative, and the drains led into new field ditches. Some farms, especially in 
north Northumberland, had ponds to supply water power for threshing machines, and field ponds 
were fed from drains and streams, or were dug down to the water table, to be replaced in the 
20th century by pipe fed troughs. Perhaps because of previous Border military need, a very high 
proportion of the region was, and still is, held in large estates, some later coming into the hands 
of families whose wealth was founded on coal or industry. Country houses were built amidst 
parks, some descended from medieval hunting parks. Lakes and ponds, for amenity and fishing, 
and arboreta were created.

Hunting foxes replaced hunting deer as the preferred life style of the better off, and fox (and 
pheasant) coverts planted. Numerous plantations, many of conifers (Norway Spruce Picea abies, 
Scots Pine Pinus sylvestris and, especially, European Larch Larix decidua) were established in 
the lowlands for estate timber, and also on the lower moorlands for stock shelter. The opening 
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up of numerous large and small quarries for building stone and limestone created new habitats, 
especially ponds. Mills by rivers had mill ponds.

Systematic game management, including control of “vermin”, was practised by the end of the 
18th century. Mammals which were slaughtered were Polecat Mustela putorius, Pine Marten 
Martes martes and Wild Cat. However, as both Rossiter (1998, 1999) and Yalden (1999) have 
pointed out, reductions in the populations of species regarded as pests had not begun with game 
preservation by private estates. At parish level churchwardens had been offering bounties for the 
purpose since the 17th century.

Equally profound changes were occurring away from the land. Coal had been exported from 
the Tyne to London and elsewhere from medieval times, but with British population growth 
and the Industrial Revolution, the demand for coal exploded. Mines were sunk across the 
Northumberland and Durham coalfield and also to coal seams in rural areas. Early horse-drawn 
waggonways for coal transport evolved into railways with locomotive haulage. The availability 
of abundant cheap coal facilitated heavy industry, especially on Tyneside, Wearside and, after 
the mid-19th century, Teesside.

Numerous new habitats developed, especially for amphibians; hundreds of coal mining-
subsidence ponds appeared in southeast Northumberland and central Durham, where pond 
clusters favour the survival of amphibian metapopulations. There were also ponds in colliery 
yards, for boiler feeds and other uses. Farmland was severed by waggonways, railways, mines, 
pit-heaps, quarries and factories, leading to countless patches of neglected or casually-managed 
grassland and scrub habitats, including along disused railways. These patches, where near to 
ponds, serve as amphibian hibernacula. In the North Pennines reservoirs supported mining 
activity and there are numerous larger and smaller water-supply reservoirs.

The flourishing industrial economy of Tyneside, Wearside and Teesside up to the outbreak of the 
First World War created densely built-up urban quarters but also brought about the growth of 
residential suburbs for the growing middle-class population. Market towns and villages within 
commuting range similarly expanded. Gardens and their ponds provided new habitat, greatly 
enlarged again with 20th century greenfield housing estate development. New roads such as the 
A1(M) provided wide grass verges, enhancing populations of widespread small mammals.

In the second half of the 20th century underground coal mining was gradually replaced by 
opencast working, and with increased emphasis on land restoration for nature conservation 
new wetlands have been created following cessation of operations, as they have also following 
river gravel-working. Examples of the former are at Hauxley and East Chevington, and of the 
latter at Witton-le-Wear and Caistron. The last two decades of the 20th century saw the planting 
of numerous broad-leaved woodlands between the Tees and the Tyne as part of Community 
Forest initiatives, usually close to settlements and limited in size, although some such as Cowpen 
Bewley Woodland Park on the outskirts of Billingham are quite substantial. These, together with 
woodland planting on restored mineral sites, will have aided the increase in deer populations, 
particularly on the urban fringes.

Angus Lunn

CARNIVORES

After the last ice age, some 10,000 years ago, hunter-gatherer humans shared the wooded landscape 
of what is now the northeast of England with 11 indigenous carnivorous mammals, of which 
only five have survived continuously to the present day. Habitat loss caused by deforestation 
and climate change, combined with competition from a growing human population, resulted in 
the extinction, either nationally, locally or temporarily, of the other six. In particular, Neolithic 
farmers arrived from mainland Europe around 5,000 years ago and escalated the clearance of 
the wild woods. They changed the wooded landscape to farmland and the subsequent loss of 
territory probably contributed to the extinction of the largest carnivores on what had, by then, 
become the small island of Britain.

Our current understanding of the dates of extinctions is unclear but it is thought that the Brown 
Bear Ursus arctos probably became nationally extinct no later than the Roman period, and the 
Lynx Lynx lynx in the 6th century (Hetherington, 2006). The Wolf Canis lupus was next; by 
the end of the 13th century it was probably confined to Cumbria and the Pennines along with 
Scotland, and sometime around the end of the 17th century it became extinct in the UK (Harris 
and Yalden, 2008).  

The smaller carnivores persisted but they too were affected by woodland clearance, particularly 
the Pine Marten Martes martes and the Wild Cat Felis silvestris. By the 16th century all were 
considered vermin and a price was on their heads. Elizabeth I’s “Act for the Preservation of 
Grayne” in 1598 made it the responsibility of parish officers to pay bounty on those mammals 
and birds considered a threat to human resources. Polecat Mustela putorius and Fox Vulpes 
vulpes appeared frequently in local parish bounty lists. How well the Act succeeded in depleting 
carnivore numbers is unknown but there are local examples of very high numbers killed, such 
as the 563 Polecats killed in 24 years at the beginning of the 18th century in Houghton-le-Spring 
(Lovegrove, 2007). It may well be that the escalation in persecution in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, due to the emergence of game preservation and shooting estates, had an inflated 
efficiency as it was applied to a carnivore population already depressed by woodland loss and 
parish bounties. 

The advent of game-keeping in support of the intensive rearing of game birds for shooting almost 
succeeded in making the Pine Marten, Polecat and Wild Cat nationally extinct. According to 
Langley and Yalden (1977), they were extinct in Durham by 1900, the Wild Cat going first in 
1863. Northumberland populations persisted a little longer with extinction of all three species 
by 1910, again the Wild Cat going first in 1853. Nationally the three species persisted with 
depressed populations in northwest Scotland (Wild Cat, Pine Marten) and north Wales (Polecat).

Of the carnivores which never became locally extinct, the Badger Meles meles dropped to very 
low numbers and the Fox and Otter Lutra lutra survived because of their role as prey species 
to be ritually hunted with dogs. There is evidence to show that numbers of both species were 
artificially maintained and even inflated in order to maintain sport. Weasel Mustela nivalis and 
Stoat Mustela erminea survived despite wide-spread trapping. 

The First World War saw a reduction in the number of gamekeepers and estate workers; 
subsequent social changes reduced the influence of the landed classes on the management of 
the countryside, resulting in an easement in carnivore persecution. From that period to this, 



carnivore numbers have been in slow increase, with the exception of the Otter which suffered a 
temporary major reversal in fortunes during the mid 20th century as a result of poor water quality 
and pesticide poisoning.

Currently Badger, Fox and Otter are well distributed across the North East, as are Stoat and 
Weasel. The Polecat is present and increasing in numbers, as it recolonises from re-introductions 
in the west, and Pine Martens exist as a sparse, displaced, non-indigenous population. The Wild 
Cat is still missing from England and Wales, although there are rumours of an introduction 
into Northumberland in the 1970s. If this is true then it is likely that the released cats will have 
hybridised with Domestic Cats Felis catus with subsequent loss of the Wild Cat phenotype: a 
threat to the Wild Cat even in its remote Scottish refugia.

The 1960s and 70s saw the arrival of a new carnivore in the North East, the American Mink 
Neovison vison. Escapees from fur farms have colonised and are now well established on the 
region’s water courses.

Human attitudes to carnivores are changing, particularly for Badger and Fox which now have 
urban populations with which elements of the human community empathise. The Otter is 
perceived as a charismatic survivor despite its occasional predation on ornamental fish, and its 
re-colonisation of the major conurbations of Tyneside, Wearside and Teesside made it a potent 
symbol of the success of the modern wildlife conservation movement. Badger, Otter, Polecat and 
Pine Marten are protected by law, but Fox, Stoat, Weasel and Mink are legally culled to support 
game-bird rearing, a process which in the region’s western uplands also protects important 
populations of breeding waders. 

Both Brown Bear and Wolf have revisited England as captive animals, Brown Bear for baiting 
and as dancing bears (Yalden, 1999): the Bowes Museum has a photograph of a dancing bear 
in St John’s Chapel, Weardale taken circa 1914. The most infamous regional return was that of 
the Wolf, in the shape of the “Famous Allendale Wolf”, which terrorised the farmers and sheep 
flocks of Allendale and Hexhamshire at the turn of the 20th century. First reported in the Hexham 
Courant on 10 December 1904, the wolf eluded experienced big-game hunters, local fox-hound 
packs, armed gangs of farmers and the lure of two in-season female wolves, used as bait in a trap, 
before an adult male wolf was killed on the rail track by the Midland Express on 29 December, 
1904, at Cumwhinton in Cumbria. The newspapers of the time reported that Captain Bains of 
Elm Park, Shotley Bridge had lost a male wolf in October 1904, confirmed by Captain Bains 
in the North Mail of 22 December that year. The question of the day was, did Captain Bains 
wolf harry the sheep flocks and was the wolf killed at Cumwhinton the same wolf? Reading the 
contemporary newspaper reports and the internet articles since, the story of the wolf takes on 
all the trappings of any alien animal story. There were those who denied it ever existed; it was 
reported to change colour from time to time; there was debate over whether there was more than 
one; it seemed impossible to agree on its age and even after the dead wolf was found there were 
those who continued to see it living. What does seem to be agreed is that after the Cumwhinton 
wolf’s death the sheep killing eventually stopped.

Today the pressures on the populations of Badger, Fox, Otter, Stoat, Weasel, Mink, Polecat and 
Pine Marten are not so much those of traditional game-keeping, although that still exists, but 
once again the conflict over space in a small island: a burgeoning human population requires 
space for houses, roads, livestock, agriculture and increasingly, recreation. Badgers, cattle and 

deer share bovine tuberculosis but the Badger becomes the scape-goat in the search for the 
solution. The ever-expanding road network kills an unknown number of carnivores, but attempts 
to alleviate this are few and far between. Urban extensions into traditional carnivore territories 
result in conflict between Badgers, gardeners and green-keepers, and when recreational fisheries 
are created in the countryside they are a strong temptation for the resident Otters. 

Carnivores are adapting to the changing modern environment but there is still a need for robust 
and deliverable legislation, plans and policies favouring wildlife but most of all, people must 
change their attitude to sharing the world with carnivores.

Terry Coult
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RED FOX Vulpes vulpes

The Red Fox is a member of the dog 
family (Canidae) and has a slender dog-
like appearance, with reddish fur, pointed 
ears and an elongated muzzle. The back 
of the ears and legs are black, and the fur 
under the throat and belly ranges from 
white to grey. Foxes are medium sized 
canids, males weighing from four to eight 
kilograms, and females weighing from four 
to six kilograms. The tail of a Fox is bushy 
in appearance, often with a conspicuous 
white tip, and is about a third of the body 
length (www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012). 

Foxes live in a den (earth), which may be a solitary hole, an abandoned (or occupied) Badger 
sett, or part of an earth made by another animal. Earths can be above or below ground, and foxes 
may utilise unused or unoccupied buildings, garden sheds, or any other location that they find 
suitable (www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012). 

Foxes are territorial and use scent to mark their territories and avoid aggressive encounters with 
neighbours (www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012). The size and shape of a territory is determined by 
the spatial and temporal availability of food, with territory size ranging from 0.1 km2 in urban 
areas to 40 km2 in upland areas. If a Fox is removed from its territory, it is likely that another Fox 
will move into the area (Baker et al, 2006).
 
Foxes prey on wild mammals, birds, insects and other invertebrates such as earthworms, and 
will take fruit. Foxes may occasionally kill large numbers of easy prey such as ground nesting 
birds or captive hens without eating many of them; a behaviour known as “surplus killing” and 
a response to unnatural stimuli. Where there is an abundance of food, foxes will cache food that 
cannot be eaten immediately (Natural England, 2012). 

In Britain, foxes are found throughout the mainland, the Isle of Wight and Anglesey, but are 
absent from all the Scottish islands except Skye and Harris in the Outer Hebrides (Baker et al, 
2006). Foxes began to colonise English cities in the 1940s and urban foxes are now recorded 
in every North East town and city (www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012). At the start of the breeding 
season there are approximately 240,000 adult foxes in Britain: 225,000 are found in rural areas 
and 33,000 in urban areas (Baker et al, 2006). In Northumberland and Durham our before, and 
after, 2000 distribution maps reflect areas of active survey rather than presenting a true picture 
of Fox distribution. 

Fox numbers in the UK are thought to be stable; however there have not been enough long-term 
studies carried out to enable Fox population changes to be predicted with confidence (Baker et al, 
2006). Between 1999-2000 and 2002 the Mammal Society carried out counts of Fox droppings 
in eight regions of mainland Britain, following the cessation of hunting due to the outbreak of 
foot and mouth disease in 2001. They found that there was no increase in Fox numbers overall; 
however there was a small increase in eastern England where it is thought that Fox numbers were 
recovering following historic persecution by gamekeepers. Fox numbers declined in southeast 

England at the same time, probably 
due to the spread of sarcoptic mange 
(Baker et al, 2006).  

In the wild it is rare for a Fox to live 
longer than two years. In rural areas, 
where Fox numbers are controlled, 
up to 80% of the Fox population 
can be under a year old. In Bristol 
and London approximately half the 
population is under one year of age, 
and only 3% is older than five years 
(www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012). 

Records of foxes in the North East 
are primarily sightings of individual 
animals. This is likely to be because 
foxes tend to travel and hunt on their 
own; however, they are not entirely 
solitary. A dominant male and female 
will form a pair that will travel, hunt 
and feed independently, but will 
meet for periods of time to play or 
groom each other. These pairs can be 
monogamous, but research at the University of Bristol has found that this is not always the case, 
and on some occasions male foxes paired with two or more females (Baker et al, 2004). There 
may be other adult foxes present in addition to the breeding pair. These foxes are referred to as 
“helpers”, and are usually offspring of the pair that have remained with the parents beyond the 
usual age when foxes disperse (www.thefoxwebsite.org, 2012).

There are still several fox-hunts in the North East area, now limited to drag-hunting. For example, 
the Tynedale Hunt was established in 1839 in south Northumberland to “help control the fox 
population in [the] area” and to “give people the pleasure of taking part in an activity that brings 
together the art of hunting hounds, horsemanship, social contact and a love of the countryside” 
(www.thetynedalehunt.org, 2012). However, there is little evidence to suggest that fox-hunts 
played any role in the control of Fox populations (Baker et al, 2006). A government enquiry 
chaired by Lord Burns in 2000, and subsequent public hearings in 2002, led to the passing of 
the Hunting Act in 2004. The Hunting Act 2004 came into force on 18 February 2005 and “bans 
hunting with dogs of all wild mammals in England and Wales, including fox, deer, hare and 
mink, except where it is carried out in accordance with the conditions of one of the exemptions 
set out in the Act” (Defra, 2012). The ban on fox-hunting still causes controversy and groups 
such as the Countryside Alliance are campaigning for repeal of the ban.  

Fox numbers in the UK have been manipulated by hunting for many years; despite being 
controlled as vermin they never suffered the severe 19th-century decline other carnivores did, 
as sufficient foxes needed to be retained to support hunting. There is a long and complex social 
history associated with foxes and fox-hunters which has had practical outcomes on the Fox 
population and the North East’s countryside. On the ground, artificial earths were created to hold 
foxes in place and whole landscapes were modified by the planting of small woodlands and gorse 
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patches (coverts) judiciously placed in the landscape to harbour foxes and to provide good runs, 
as hounds pursued the fox. One of the most extreme examples was at Broomshields Hall, near 
Satley, Durham in the 1870s when the then owner had artificial earths built around the estate in 
order to boost the Fox population, and had a covert planted on the opposite hillside in the shape 
of a fox in full gallop with his tail streaming out behind him (Cowen, 1955). A glance at any 
Ordnance Survey map will show just how common such coverts are. 

In order to ensure there were enough foxes to hunt it was common to move foxes around the 
country and on occasion they were imported from Europe to boost the local population. In 1874 
N.W. Apperley (1926) records Fox cubs caught in Wales being given to the North Durham Hunt. 
Richardson (1922) writes “In certain places where foxes were too numerous litters would be 
moved in the spring to other part of the country”, country meaning the hunt’s operational area. 
In the early years of the 20th century Foxes from Norway and Austria were released on the 
Northumberland/Durham border (Cowen, 1955; Richardson, 1922), breeding with the local 
stock after it was decimated by sarcoptic mange. Foxes and fox-hounds were also prone to rabies 
until it was eradicated from England in the early 20th century; Apperley (1924), referring to the 
North Durham Fox Hounds in 1871, writes “Twelve and a half couples had already died of rabies 
and dumb madness, and it was agreed that the remainder of the pack be destroyed and a new one 
purchased.”

Just before the Second World War there was an outbreak of albinism in foxes in the southeast 
foothills of the Cheviots. This was detailed in the 1949 edition of the Journal of the Royal 
Zoological Society of Scotland but more interestingly resulted in The White Foxes of Gorfenletch: 
a novel by Northumberland naturalist Henry Tegner which describes a social history of the white 
foxes, the people who hunted them and the wildlife of Northumberland at that time (Tegner, 
1954).

In 2012, Fox numbers in the North East are heavily controlled for game preservation, but despite 
this the Fox remains a common and wide-spread carnivore.

Kirstin Aldous and Terry Coult

BADGER Meles meles

Badgers are one of the most easily recognisable 
native wild animals found in the UK. They are 
often used as an icon of the British countryside 
and are rooted in popular culture and local 
tradition. Their ancient association with the land 
is exemplified by the many place names derived 
from the older names of the Badger, such as 
Brock, Pate and Grey. Local examples are Eshott 
Brocks in Northumberland, Brock Banks at 
Eastgate and Patefield Brow in Westgate. 

Badgers are indigenous and records prove that 
they once coexisted in the British Isles with 
Arctic Foxes, Alopex lagopus, Wolverines, Gulo 
gulo and Reindeer Rangifer tarandus, about 10,000 years ago (Roper, 2010). Badgers are still 
widely distributed across the North East as the distribution maps show.

The Eurasian Badger is the largest UK member of the Mustelidae or weasel family. Physically, 
the Badger is a powerfully-built animal with a long body carried on four short legs; their 
characteristic black-and-white striped head probably evolved as a warning flash to predators. 
They have five digits on their broad feet and extremely strong claws, which together with their 
strong limbs make them expert diggers (Neal and Cheeseman, 1996). 

Badgers are nocturnal, but in spite of this, their night vision is generally considered to be poor 
and they therefore rely on a well-developed sense of smell as their most important sense. They 
have small ears which lie close to the head and their hearing is comparable to that of a human. 
Strong tactile black whiskers on either side of a flexible snout help the Badger feel its way 
through tight spaces (Woods, 1995).

Badgers are social animals and live in clans centred on an underground labyrinth of inter-
connected tunnels and chambers known as a sett. Setts typically have several entrance holes 
with an associated characteristic earth spoil heap. The main sett is usually in continuous use 
and is often linked above ground to a series of annexe setts and subsidiary setts by recognisable, 
Badger paths or trods (Clark, 1988). Badgers inhabit a wide range of habitats but setts are most 
often found in woods and copses, scrub and hedgerow; however they can also be found in sea 
cliffs, quarries, moorland, open fields and green spaces within city boundaries, providing soils 
and topography are suitable for burrowing (Neal, 1986). Badger clans mark their respective 
territories with paths and latrines.

Badgers are omnivores: approximately half their diet comprises earthworms, and the remainder 
comes from cereals and insects. However, they will also take birds and small mammals when 
necessary and they have been known to plunder wasps’ nests in times of dry weather when 
earthworms are in short supply (Woods, 1995).

Apart from place names there are many historical records recording former Badger presence, 
some of the earliest being found as the head bounties paid for and recorded by parish clerks in 
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their account books. Cowen (1955) 
provides a comprehensive history of 
the Badger in Northumberland and 
Durham, much of which is utilised in 
this text. The earliest churchwarden’s 
record he quotes is from 1667, from 
the churchwarden’s book of the 
Parish of Ryton, recording payment 
for 36 Fox heads and 1 Brocke head 
in Chopwell. Stanhope Church Parish 
Accounts show 8 d paid for “2 Broks” 
in 1703. That is just over three pence 
per head in modern currency.

Mennell and Perkins (1864) wrote 
that there were “considerable 
numbers” of Badgers in many parts 
of Northumberland and Durham; 
however by 1895 Sir Alfred Pease 
stated that Badgers were “practically 
extinct” in Northumberland and 
entirely so in the County of Durham. 
Sir Alfred was then the MP for 
Cleveland and an ardent Badger digger; in an attempt to bolster Badger numbers he imported 
and successfully established Cornish Badgers on the family estate in Cleveland (Pease, 1898). 
By 1903 Thomas Robson of Winlaton reported that Badgers were becoming more common in 
the Derwent Valley (Cowan, 1955) and it seems likely that they were never as uncommon in 
Durham as Pease believed. 

Badger numbers were at their lowest during the latter part of the 19th century, slowly rising 
during the early part of the 20th century. The original decline was probably due to the deliberate 
persecution of Badgers on sporting estates and their recovery due to the migration of rural 
workers from the countryside to towns and gamekeeper numbers reducing as casualties of the 
First World War (Roper, 2010).

As well as the loss to sporting estates Badgers were also baited for popular entertainment and 
Cowen (1955) records that in the 18th and 19th centuries “large numbers of Badgers were caught 
for the so-called sport of Badger baiting and most public houses with a sporting landlord kept a 
Badger in a barrel in the yard for customers to try their dogs at”.

Casual records are held by Durham and Northumberland Badger Groups of setts, road casualties, 
sightings, persecution incidents and sett disturbances: the resulting map shows that Badgers are 
well distributed across the region and the Badger is currently quite common for such a large 
mammal. Durham County Badger Group has approximately 900 setts on record, including main, 
subsidiary and outlier setts. Northumberland Badger Group knows of over 500 setts but this 
could well be an under-estimation due to the difficulty of surveying so large a county. There are 
fewer records for the uplands, with most setts being found in the agricultural areas and towards 
the southeast of Northumberland (Mervyn Anthony, pers. comm., 2012). Setts are widely, but 
not evenly, distributed across the two counties wherever suitable undisturbed habitat exists. 

Setts can also be found in urban and suburban areas, although this may be the result of housing 
development encroaching into historical Badger territories, rather than Badgers colonising urban 
areas. Urban setts may cause conflict between humans and Badgers through damage to gardens, 
or at one sett in Durham where Badgers regularly dig up human bones. The altitudinal limit for 
Badgers in the North East is about 350 metres above sea level (Lesley Johnson, pers. comm., 
2012).

South of the River Tees, Badgers are widespread though not particularly common across all of 
the large woodland complexes in East Cleveland (shades of Sir Alfred Pease?). This appears to 
have been the case for the past three decades. There has been the occasional record of Badgers 
in suburban gardens in the south of Middlesbrough, presumably stemming from a colony at 
Nunthorpe, but the main urban conurbation from Thornaby through to Redcar is devoid of 
Badgers. One sett which is particularly notable for its location is dug into the bank of bracken 
on the top of the tall sea cliffs at Hummersea near Loftus (Kenny Crooks, pers. comm., 2012).

Persecution of Badgers has a very long history, appositely condensed into the English verb 
to badger, meaning to pester or persistently harass. Badger digging has a long history in the 
North East with many long-standing setts showing the scars of former digs. Until 1985 Badger 
diggers would avoid prosecution by claiming to be digging for Foxes, proving their guilt being 
almost impossible. In 1985 Dr David Clark, the then MP for South Shields, managed to get 
the Wildlife and Countryside (Amendment) Act through Parliament which put the burden of 
proof, of not digging for Badgers, on the defendant. The first successful prosecution under 
the amended Act was at Derwentside Magistrates Court, Consett in March 1986. This was a 
significant breakthrough in Badger protection, giving the police the encouragement to prosecute 
and eventually leading to a local reduction in Badger digging.

Currently Badgers and their setts are protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 
(as amended), the Hunting with Dogs Act 2004 and the Protection of Badgers Act 1992, which 
makes it illegal to kill, injure or take Badgers, or to interfere with a Badger sett. County Durham 
Badger Group and Northumberland Badger Group work closely with all enforcement agencies to 
protect Badgers and their setts from continued persecution (Leslie Johnson, pers. comm., 2012).

Unfortunately Badgers still continue to be persecuted. In former mining communities including 
Durham and Northumberland Badger digging, baiting and lamping are still considered sport by a 
very small criminal element of the community, and some gamekeepers still kill Badgers. Whilst 
it has been illegal for fox-hunters to “hard stop” sett entrances for some years, this practice is still 
reported to occur, especially in Northumberland (Mervyn Anthony, pers. comm., 2012). 
 
However the biggest threats to modern Badgers are the increasing numbers killed on the 
constantly-expanding road network, and the loss and fragmentation of their habitat to all kinds 
of development. National and local Planning Policy contains Badger-protection policies but 
making them work in an ever-shrinking countryside will be a great challenge. The problem of 
bovine tuberculosis is currently not to be found in Durham and Northumberland, but vigilance is 
required against any relaxation in the control of cattle movements, and the desire by government 
to find methods of controlling Badger numbers may eventually impact on the Badgers of 
Northumberland and Durham.

Terry Coult and Louise Harrington
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OTTER Lutra lutra

The Eurasian Otter, the species found 
in the UK, has a Palaearctic and 
Oriental range extending southeast 
through Sumatra and into Java. In 
the UK it is well but unevenly spread 
across the country (Harris and Yalden, 
2008).

The coat is medium to rich dark brown 
with long coarse guard hairs and a 
dense under fur which traps air to insulate the body. Body length is just over one metre and male 
Otters are usually larger in size and weight than females (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Otter habitat is mainly standing and running waters from the coast to the uplands. They are 
able to exploit coastal waters as long as fresh water is present to wash salt from their coat in 
order to maintain its insulation. In the North East Otters have been found to use coastal streams 
in Northumberland around Druridge Bay (O’Hara, 2005) and the seaward Skelton and Kilton 
Becks in Cleveland. Wilkin (1979) postulates a route for Otters using the coast between the 
mouth of the Aln and the Coquet and that the route is still available today. In 2010 an Otter 
was seen attempting to catch a Razorbill Alca torda in Marsden Bay (Environmental Records 
Information Centre (ERIC)) and Otter presence was recorded on the Farne Islands in 2008 (Steel, 
2009).

Movement throughout their linear range is usually along water courses but Otters are capable 
of overland migration across watersheds (Harris and Yalden, 2008). Cross-country routes may 
be traditional and Coult (1998) records Otters crossing watersheds between the Wear and Tees, 
Tynedale to Weardale, the South Tyne to the Tees, Derwentdale to Weardale and Weardale to 
Allendale via the Middlehope Burn. George Wall (pers. comm. to Terry Coult, 1989) recalls a 
former gamekeeper who maintained an Otter trapping station on the Middlehope Burn (with 
some success), believing it to be a traditional crossing route for Otters. Wilkin (1979) considers 
the Devils Water to be a route between the Tyne and the Derwent. Ritson Graham (1993) records 
Otters crossing the watershed between the North Tyne and the Irthing in Cumbria via the Chirdon 
Burn in the mid-20th century.

Diet consists primarily of the most available fish species but including seasonal exploitation 
of amphibians at breeding ponds, water birds, Water Voles and Rabbits. Crustaceans are taken 
including crayfish in fresh water and crabs in coastal waters. Coult (1998) analysed prey species 
from Otter spraint (faeces) on the central river Browney in County Durham where the prey species 
included salmonids, Bullhead Cottus gobio, Eel Anguilla anguilla, Stone Loach Noemacheilus 
barbatulus and Minnow Phoxinus phoxinus. Thom (1997) showed that salmonids formed a large 
proportion of fish prey in the upper Tyne catchment but that Minnows had an equal value during 
the summer and autumn. As Otters continue to recolonise populated areas there is a growing 
trend for them to exploit ornamental and non-native fish in artificial ponds and lakes.

Breeding can take place during every month of the year, with two to three cubs being the norm 
and exceptionally five (Harris and Yalden, 2008). O’Hara (2005) suggests that in Northumberland 
breeding occurs in late winter and early spring and the ERIC data for Durham indicates a similar, 

but not exclusive, preferential timing. 
Coult (2010) records two very young 
cubs, not yet water confident on 3 
April 2009 at a holt (den) on the river 
Browney. Otter den sites may be an 
above-ground couch of vegetation or 
an underground holt of which there 
will be several throughout an Otter’s 
range. Holt sites may be natural, for 
example under tree root plates, in 
the burrows of other animals or in 
rock cavities, but Otters will also 
use artificial sites, such as disused 
drains. John Durkin (pers. comm. to 
Terry Coult, 2010) records a riparian 
Badger sett on the lower River 
Derwent in Gateshead which is also 
used on occasion by Otters. ERIC has 
a record of cubs in a flood debris stick 
pile on the river Wear near Durham 
City in 2007. In Northumberland 
O’Hara (2005) records breeding in a 
scrap yard adjacent to the river Tyne.

Otters occupy linear home ranges along water courses which may extend to take in adjacent 
standing waters. Female Otters have overlapping ranges and males exclusive ranges which 
overlap those of several females (Harris and Yalden, 2008). Spraint is deposited throughout an 
Otter’s range acting as a scent marker conveying information to other Otters on the utilisation of 
habitat resources and reducing aggressive encounters (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

An indigenous resident, Otter bones were found in conjunction with those of Brown Bear Ursus 
arctos and Lynx Felis lynx during the excavations of the Teesdale Caves (Simms, 1974). Mennell 
and Perkins (1864), suggest that “our region” can be “designated as the headquarters of this 
fine animal” claiming it to be “abundant in all the rivers and streams”. They quote an unnamed 
contributor to The Field who relates that Otters abounded on the north Northumberland and 
Berwickshire rivers particularly the Till, “where they were very numerous often as many as half 
a dozen lying on different parts of the river at the same time”. In his 1896 pamphlet William 
Turnbull of Bellingham who hunted the North Tyne describing how common Otters were, states 
“there is scarcely a spot which will not harbour them, from a town sewer, to a garden to a shed”. 
Mennell and Perkins (1864) also consider the North Tyne to be a good Otter river but the South 
Tyne, Wear and Derwent are described as “not much frequented by Otters, being only visited en 
passant by emigrants from the Tyne to the Tees. The reason given for the lack of Otters on these 
rivers is the great influx of lead-hush or wash from the mines in the west.” Further south again 
the Tees is considered to be a good river for Otter hunting and J.W. Fawcett (1889) the Satley 
naturalist sums up in rhyme the difference between Durham’s rivers:

An Otter on the Wear,
You may see but once a year,

But an Otter on the Tees,
You may see when ‘er you please.
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In contrast to this Apperley (1924) regularly found Otters to hunt on the Wear near Durham City 
in the late 19th century, although he does record a July 1894 hunt near Durham City, which was 
hampered by the river being stagnant and smelly. He also hunted Otters on the lake at Wynyard 
Park, Stockton.  

In Cleveland, Howes (in Delaney, 1985) reports 19th century presence of Otter on the Tees 
(including a pre-1800 record from Middlesbrough docks), the Greta at Bowes and the Leven 
at Ingleby Greenhow. From the Cleveland Hills he records Otters present on Lockwood Beck 
Reservoir and at Kilton, Liverton and Staithes. Stephens (1957) records an historical record 
of Otters breeding in the town drains of Darlington, and the former Tubwell Row museum in 
Darlington had a preserved Otter cub, presented in 1927, which was killed in Darlington’s South 
Park.

Otters were also moved between catchments for hunting: Lomax (1910) records moving Otters 
between the Greta in Durham and the Calder in Yorkshire and buying in Otters for hunting from 
Ireland.

At the end of the 19th century Otters could be said to be abundant on the north Northumberland 
rivers as far south as the North Tyne, less well represented on the South Tyne, poorly represented 
on the Derwent and Wear and well represented on the Tees and its tributaries.

In 1957 The Otter Report was published (Stephens, 1957). The report summarises Otter status 
within discrete River Board Areas (RBAs). Northumberland and Tyneside RBA is reported as 
“definitely good numbers”, Wear and Tees RBA, “Very little information. Apparently Otters 
have been less plentiful on the upper Tees in recent years”. Possibly an early hint of the decline 
to come.

On 15 August 1964 T. Paisley, then the master of the Northern Counties Otter Hounds, made 
a much more telling observation on the status of local Otters, in a note in The Darlington and 
Stockton Times: “There seems to be a general scarcity of Otters in the areas hunted by the 
Northern Counties Otterhounds.”

The 1960s and 1970s saw the nadir in the decline of the Otter in Britain, caused by a cocktail 
of pollutants, principally organochlorine pesticides, combined with adverse riparian habitat 
management. Otters became virtually absent from Durham and Cleveland and much reduced 
in numbers and range in Northumberland. In response to the decline the Otter was given legal 
protection in 1978 and organochlorine pesticides were phased out over the 20 year period 
between 1962 and 1983. 

The Mammal Society’s provisional distribution map for Otter, 1960-70 (Corbet, 1971) illustrates 
Otters being sparse in Northumberland with only the upper Tees showing records in Durham and 
Cleveland. One of the authors, Bob Wilkin, does recall finding spraint on the Wear and Tees in 
the 1970s, but it was very scarce.

In response to the Otter’s decline the first all-England survey, the Otter Survey of England 1977-
79 (Lenton et al, 1980) was instituted. For the Northumbrian Water Authority area (Tweed to 
Tees) it found only 14 out of 168 survey sites showing Otter presence and these were on the 
north Northumberland rivers, nothing was found on the Durham rivers although the Teesdale 

Mercury 13 February 1974 describes a small bitch Otter deliberately killed by cows at Ornella 
Farm, Egglesburn.

Subsequent surveys show a slow and steady increase in Otter distribution in the region as water 
quality and riparian habitats improve to the present day. Signs of Otter could be found sparsely 
on the central river Tees during the 1980s but it was conspicuous by its absence elsewhere in 
Durham and Cleveland. An early attempt at re-colonisation of the river Wear and tributaries 
occurred in March 1987 when tracks of a male Otter were found on the river Browney, and in the 
summer of 1988 a bitch Otter and cubs were drowned in an eel fisherman’s fyke net at Low Burn 
Hall on the river Wear (Tyrell Brockbank, pers. comm. to Terry Coult, 1991). By the mid-1990s 
Otter sign was more common on all catchments and by 2002 Otters were well distributed across 
Northumberland, Durham and Cleveland west of the major conurbations (Coult and O’Hara, 
2002). The most recent all England survey the Fifth Otter survey of England 2009-10 (Crawford, 
2010) found 135 out of 168 sites surveyed to be positive in the Northumbrian region. It describes 
the status of the Otter within the region as “Otters are now using all the available water courses” 
and “Otters appear to be using the whole of the coast in this region.”

O’ Hara (2005), describing the status of the Otter in Northumberland, writes “At this present 
time it is the opinion of the author that the Otter population in Northumberland is certainly at its 
highest since the 1950s” and “signs of Otter presence now occur on all catchments.”

Otters are recorded along the length of both the South and North Tyne including their tributaries, 
and in urban Newcastle they were recorded on the Ouseburn by Bob Wilkin, for the first time in 
over 40 years, in May 2000. In 2010 he recorded Otter sign on Willington Gut and the Wallsend 
Burn. They are present on the whole of the Derwent catchment including at Derwenthaugh 
where the Derwent joins the Tyne. On the Don they have been recorded through Boldon and 
down to Jarrow Slake. 

On the Wear they are present on the main river and all tributaries and bred in Sunderland south 
dock in 2010. They are present along the whole of the Tees catchment, including the Skerne 
through Darlington with spraint locations suggesting a possible crossing from the upper Tees to 
the Eden catchment via the Maize Beck.

Otters are well established on the Leven and the lower Tees itself and have been seen around 
the Tees Barrage. North of the Tees Otters are now regularly recorded around the North Tees 
Marshes from Saltholme to Greatham Creek. They have been reported in Seaton Channel and 
on the beach at Seaton Snook, at the mouth of the River Tees. They have been found on the 
Billingham Beck as far as the Billingham Beck Ecology Park and up Claxton Beck as far as 
Cowpen Bewley Woodland Park (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). 

South of the Tees they have been recorded on almost every beck, including Marton West Beck in 
urban Middlesbrough and they are regularly seen at the mouth of the Kilton Beck where it flows 
into the sea at Skinningrove (Kenny Crooks, pers. comm., 2012).

At the beginning of the 21st century Otters have reclaimed their former territory and are well 
distributed across all North East river catchments including those rivers where mining and heavy 
industry had previously displaced them.

Bob Wilkin and Terry Coult
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PINE MARTEN Martes martes

Pine Martens are about the size of a small 
cat with a fox-like face, pricked rounded 
ears with a pale border, dark brown fur, 
yellow/cream throat patch and a long 
bushy tail. They range in length between 
46 cm for a small female to 54 cm in a 
large male with an additional tail length 
of up to 27 cm. Weight ranges between 
0.9 kg in smaller females and 2.2 kg in 
larger males. In captivity Pine Martens 
have lived up to 17 years; in the wild they 
average about three to four years (Harris 
and Yalden, 2008). 

They are a member of the Mustelid family of which eight species are present in the UK (Harris 
and Yalden, 2008). These include Stoat Mustela erminea, Weasel M. nivalis, Polecat M. putorius 
and Mink Neovison vison. All eight species are present in Northumbria although their distribution 
and density within the region varies. The Pine Marten is more arboreal than other Mustelids 
and is adapted to exploit three-dimensional woodland and rocky habitats. It is a generalist and 
opportunistic feeder, predating on mammals including squirrels, birds, eggs, fungi, fruit, honey, 
nuts, and carrion, and sometimes coming to bird tables for scraps (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 

A largely solitary animal, mating takes place between June and August with implantation being 
delayed. Young are born usually in April of the following year with an average of three young 
born in a secure den site (Birks and Messenger, 2010). Martens are known to use artificial nest 
boxes and will den in buildings, but mostly denning is within cavities, in rocks, tree holes, 
disused nests of birds and squirrel dreys (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 

In the UK the Pine Marten is principally confined to wooded areas of north, central and western 
Scotland, with a 1980-1981 re-introduction to Dumfries and Galloway. Home range varies 
considerably depending on habitat quality and prey availability. It can vary from as little as 2.23 
km2 for a male and 1.49 km2 for a female in high quality woodland such as Bialowieza Forest 
in Poland to in excess of 20 km2 for a male and 8 km2 for a female in poor quality woodland in 
Scotland (Birks and Messenger, 2010). Range expansion is reduced by poor habitat, persecution 
and possible competition with Fox Vulpes vulpes and wild-living cats (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
Fox are known to predate martens in Scandinavia (Lindstrom et al, 1995), predation being 
highest where Fox are most abundant and woodland cover is low, as in much of the UK. This 
could be slowing marten re-colonisation of the UK. There is an old Cumbrian saying that when 
foxes are plentiful martens are scarce, which may turn out to be a truism.

The Pine Marten is protected under both European and UK legislation but unfortunately, despite 
this legal protection, martens are still killed inadvertently each year by traps or poisoned bait set 
out for crows or foxes (Trees for Life website, 2012). 

From Neolithic times, man has exploited the pelt of the Pine Marten. It was used at court during 
the Middle Ages, and as numbers became scarce skins were imported (Fairnell, 2003). Harting 
(1886) records valuable Pine Marten skins being exported from Newcastle upon Tyne in the 

Middle Ages, although there is debate about whether Harting confused export with import 
figures. However Pine Martens were still widespread but sparsely distributed throughout the UK 
and Ireland into the 19th century when increased persecution to support game-keeping caused 
its rapid decline. By 1915 martens were found in just a few remote areas of the UK. Small 
populations survived in Wales and in areas of northern England; relatively strong populations 
still lingered in the northwest Scottish Highlands (Yalden, 1999). 

In northeast England the Pine Marten has a long history as an indigenous species; there is a 
7th century reference to martens in the Welsh Cradle Song “Pais Dinogad” (Dinogad’s smock), 
which refers to the River Derwent in northeast England (Morgan, 1993), but it was already 
regarded as being in decline when Mennell and Perkins (1864) wrote that “although the animal 
cannot be called common, it is widely distributed over both counties.” They quote Wallis from 
a century earlier: “the late humane and lamented Edward Charleton, Esq. of Reedsmouth had a 
young one taken in that neighbourhood, which, by kind treatment, grew as tame and as familiar 
as his other house animals and continued with him two years, brisk and lively.” This was not 
the only Northumberland marten kept as a pet: Mr Yellowley of South Shields had a marten 
in his possession which had been trapped at West Chirton House in North Shields in 1883. He 
eventually sent it to Bostock and Wombwells menagerie from whence its body was eventually 
returned to him for preservation (Yellowley, 1886).

By the end of the 19th century the Pine Marten was believed extinct or extremely rare within the 
region. The Victoria History of the County of Durham (Page, 1905), states that the last capture of 
one in that county was in 1882 near Bishop Auckland (Hoppyland). Millais (1905) records the 
trapping of a Pine Marten at Bardon Mill in 1905 as the last Northumberland record, and Milburn 
(1900) records a marten killed near Swainby on the edge of the Cleveland Hills in March 1900. 
Yalden (1999) states that by 1915 the Pine Marten was thought to survive in England, only in the 
Lake District, perhaps the Cheviot Hills and parts of Yorkshire. 

Despite a status of being functionally extinct, sporadic anecdotal reports have continued of 
Pine Martens in the region throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, many of which, in recent 
years, have been catalogued and evaluated by the Vincent Wildlife Trust (VWT). Henry Tegner 
(1972) provides a good introduction to modern records with his account of the finding of a dead 
marten at Elishaw Bridge in north Northumberland in 1969, the skull of which was identified 
as a Pine Marten by the British Museum of Natural History and the sighting of a Pine Marten 
in Hamsterley Forest, Durham by “two independent and entirely responsible observers” in 
1970. The Elishaw skull was deposited with the Hancock Museum in Newcastle upon Tyne. 
Simms (1973), the finder of the Elishaw corpse, concluded from the pelage colour that the 
marten was most probably of North American origin Martes americana; in his opinion, like 
the Mink Neovison vison, an escapee from fur farms. In 1993 a marten skull was recovered 
from a gamekeeper kill near Ingleby Greenhow in the Cleveland Hills (Jefferies and Critchley, 
1994) and in 1994 Terry Coult was shown the corpse of a marten reported to have been shot in 
Hareshaw Linn, Bellingham, looking like a typical Scottish marten. The most recent record of a 
North East marten was in 2010 from Kidland Forest in the Cheviots, with scat collected by Kevin 
O’Hara from a marten den box. 

DNA analysis of biological material including scats (faeces) can determine the genetic origin of a 
marten (described as its mitochondrial haplotype) and therefore its likely geographical pedigree. 
The VWT has organised scat collection searches in places where martens have been sighted 
across England and Wales, as well as the testing of preserved specimens. 
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Jordan et al. (2012) discuss the genetic history of martens from the British Isles using DNA 
analysis results; their findings suggest that the aboriginal English Pine Marten, haplotype i, 
appears no longer to be present in England, becoming extinct after 1924, but it is still weakly 
represented in Scotland along with the much more abundant haplotype a Pine Marten which 
makes up the bulk of the existing and historical Scottish marten population.

The haplotypes of marten specimens collected in Northumberland and Cleveland show origins 
in Scotland (haplotype a) and in North America (haplotypes w and x), suggesting that all are 
displaced animals, not the remains of an indigenous English population (Table 1).

Table 1. Confirmed Marten records from Northumberland and Cleveland with their haplotype.

County Year Haplotype Record type Recorder
Northumberland 1990s W Carcass Colin Simms
Northumberland 1990 X Carcass Colin Simms
Cleveland Hills, 
North Yorks.

1993 A Carcass Charles Critchley

Northumberland 1994 A Carcass Colin Simms
Northumberland 1995 A Carcass Colin Simms
Northumberland 2010 A Scat Kevin O’Hara

The origin of these North East martens is puzzling: are they releases, escapees, or travellers from 
Dumfries and Galloway, the closest known Scottish population, or a combination of all. Jordan 
et al. (2012) record that Scottish martens were released near Peebles by the Scottish Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in 2009, which is only 70 km away from the Kidland scat. 

American martens and European martens are very closely related to the extent that they can 
interbreed and the presence of individual martens with mixed American and Scottish genetic 
material suggests a fur-farm input, and there were fur-farms in Northumberland which bred 
martens.

Current understanding is therefore that there is a confirmed marten presence in Northumberland 
with animals of Scottish and Scottish x American descent, and a single marten carcass from 
the Cleveland Hills of Scottish descent; whether this represents a self sustaining population 
or sporadic incursion is unknown. There is no physical evidence from County Durham, but 
like Northumberland and Cleveland there are many anecdotal records of sightings of martens. 
Birks and Messenger (2010) record 20th-century sightings suggesting breeding martens in both 
Northumberland and Durham.  

The paucity of material for analysis advises caution in drawing hard and fast conclusions on the 
status of North East and English martens and there is a need for much more study before a full 
understanding of their status is achieved.

Terry Coult and Kevin O’Hara

STOAT Mustela erminea

Stoats have the typical long slender body of a 
Mustelid with short legs and a medium-short tail 
with a black tip. Fur is reddish brown to ginger above 
and white to cream below. In winter in Scotland and 
the north of England the Stoat can turn all white with 
the exception of the black tail tip (known as ermine); 
it can also partially turn, giving a piebald animal 
(Flintoff, 1935). The author’s first ever encounter 
with a Stoat in ermine was in the late 1970s at 
Warden Law, Sunderland; since then they have been 
seen in most winters. A request for ermine sightings 
by Northumberland Wildlife Trust produced a total 
of 70 records in the winter of 2010/11, mainly in January and February and well distributed 
across the county.

Sexual dimorphism is pronounced in Stoats with males much bigger than females. Body length 
varies around 350 mm and weight around 300 g. Most Stoats die before their second birthday but 
they can occasionally live up to eight years (King, 1989).

Stoats like Weasels Mustela nivalis are systematic if opportunistic hunters, mostly of small 
mammals with occasional birds and eggs (Harris and Yalden, 2008). Rabbit Oryctolagus 
cuniculus is the chief prey and will be hunted both below and above ground, even being pursued 
doggedly in the open over some distance before capture. Stoats are said to dance in order to 
mesmerise their prey, thus gaining a distance advantage before rushing the quarry. The author 
has only ever seen this once at a large Rabbit warren in Allendale. They are good swimmers and 
often hunt along watercourses, Terry Coult, (pers. comm., 2012) reports watching a Stoat hunt a 
Water Vole Arvicola amphibius by scent, not sight, holding the line even when the vole crossed 
the river. 

Stoats are indigenous and may well have remained in the UK throughout the last ice age, living 
on the fringe of the ice sheets in southern England (Harris and Yalden, 2008). This would have 
given it an advantage over the Weasel when re-colonising the country and may explain its 
presence in Ireland. Stoat bones were recorded by Simms (1974) along with those of Wolf Canis 
lupus and Brown Bear Ursus arctos when excavating the Teesdale Cave.

The Stoat occurs throughout Britain and Ireland, living in a wide variety of habitats including 
urban areas and at any altitude with sufficient ground cover and food. Their larger size allows 
them to survive better than the Weasel in upland and cooler locations (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
Mennell and Perkins (1864), commenting on the relationship with the Weasel state “in the 
uplands probably more abundant” and this is reflected in our current distribution maps. There are 
UK populations on many of the offshore islands, where they may have been introduced (Harris 
and Yalden, 2008), and they have been recorded on Lindisfarne (Perry, 1946).

Stoat home ranges vary depending on the distribution and density of prey. They have a typical 
Mustelid pattern, male territories encompassing smaller overlapping female territories; resident 
animals may defend their ranges when numbers are high but in the spring the system breaks 
down as males prospect widely for females (Powell, 1979). 
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There may be several dens within a 
range and these are usually made in the 
nest of prey species although natal nests 
can also be in stone walls or wood piles 
and, as Stoats are good climbers, can 
be at height in trees, buildings and roof 
voids, and are generally lined with the fur 
of their prey (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
Their ability to climb sometimes leads to 
confusion with the Pine Marten Martes 
martes. One Stoat on the Cragside estate 
lived in the warmth and security of the 
rafters of the heated out-buildings during 
the winter of 2010/11, coming down 
to scavenge anything it could from the 
nearby homesteads including deer hung 
in larders. 

Stoats have an unusual breeding strategy: 
rather than mating solely with mature 
females a male may mate with all female 
age classes, including kits in the nest, 
which may be only two to three weeks old. They do not give birth however until the following 
spring because implantation is delayed for 9-10 months, by which time females may have 
dispersed a considerable distance from where they were actually mated. This strategy contributes 
widely to the Stoat’s success and widespread distribution (McDonald and Harris, 1998).

To compensate for high mortality rates large litters of between six to nine young are born. The 
female feeds them for up to 12 weeks by which time they are efficient self-supporting hunters 
(Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Food shortage is the main killer of young Stoats and although they are widely trapped as a 
predator of game birds, this appears to have little effect on overall numbers. The species 
occasionally falls prey to larger birds of prey, foxes and even cats (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
There is little competition between Weasels and Stoats, as the bigger and more powerful Stoat is 
able to take larger prey.

From the author’s experience notable hot spots for seeing Stoats include Allendale where they 
are often seen hunting along water courses for Water Vole. Druridge Bay in Northumberland 
has some highly visible Stoats responsible for periodically removing the Rabbits from the little 
islands at Hauxley nature reserve. 

Like many Mustelids they are very inquisitive and they can often be enticed close to an observer 
by squeaking like a frightened Rabbit or rodent. The author once squeaked a whole family to his 
and his son’s feet in Teesdale, the kits half climbing up our legs. The author’s last encounter with 
a Stoat was on Prestwick Carr in March 2012. It was up in a willow tree where a broken bough 
contained a natal den. 

Kevin O’Hara

WEASEL Mustela nivalis

Around 250 mm in length and weighing about 
100 g the Weasel is the smallest British Mustelid. 
The body fur is ginger to russet brown with a 
cream belly. A Weasel’s life span is short, with 
most of the Weasel population at any one time 
being under one year in age and only one in 80-
90 young surviving over two years (Corbet and 
Harris, 1991).

The Weasel is widespread throughout Britain but 
absent from Ireland and many offshore islands, 
implying that it colonised Britain later than the 
Stoat Mustela erminea after the last glaciation. It is probably our most numerous carnivore; often 
seen crossing roads and lanes by drivers. Like its close relation the Stoat, the Weasel is found 
over a wide range of habitats including urban areas, frequently utilising hedgerows, stone walls 
and other linear features that have good supplies of small mammals (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
The author has recorded them in such varied landscapes as the Pennines (Nenthead), in sand 
dunes (Druridge Bay and Seaton Carew), coastal marsh (Cowpen Bewley), former colliery spoil 
heaps (Murton and Herrington) and the embankments of the A19 at Sunderland.

Diet is mostly small mammals up to about the size of a young Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus but 
birds, bird’s eggs, reptiles, amphibians and earthworms are also occasionally eaten (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008).

The Weasel specialises in hunting small tunnel-living prey such as voles and mice. Its small 
size means it can hunt them both above and below ground. Although they are mainly diurnal 
they will sometimes hunt at night. They do not hibernate and actively hunt under the cover of 
snow. Like its cousin the Stoat it will often take over the dens of its prey and Weasels will have 
several dens within their range (Harris and Yalden, 2008). The author has had a Weasel take 
up residence in his garden compost heaps to prey on the abundant mouse population around 
the nearby chickens. The removal of one compost heap recently revealed a den complete with 
mummified food reserves. They are good swimmers and the author once watched one catching 
voles and storing them as flood waters receded by the river Wear near St John’s Chapel.

Weasels follow the typical Mustelid territorial pattern with exclusive male territories 
encompassing overlapping female territories. Weasel home ranges fluctuate greatly depending 
on the distribution and density of prey. Resident animals may defend their range when numbers 
are high and neighbours numerous, but in the spring the system breaks down as males prospect 
widely for females (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

In the UK Weasels are reported not to turn white in winter like the Stoat although it does so 
elsewhere in its range. According to Flintoff (1935) it does occasionally turn white in UK winters 
but this is open to debate. Mr W. Walton records an albino Weasel in upper Teesdale in The 
Victoria History of the County of Durham (Page, 1905). 

Weasels normally produce one litter a year sometimes two if Field Vole Microtus agrestis 
numbers are high. Typically four to eight youngsters are born and are weaned at three to four 
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weeks; they can kill efficiently at 
eight weeks and split from the family 
group between nine and 12 weeks. 
In a good vole year females can be 
pregnant at three to four months old 
(Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Food shortage is the main killer of 
young Weasels as they must eat up 
to a third of their bodyweight a day. 
The author once followed Weasel 
tracks in the snow in Herrington, 
Sunderland for about 500 metres 
noticing how the animal followed 
the vole tunnels under the snow, 
surfacing often then disappearing 
again. Eventually the little Weasel 
was found curled up dead at the base 
of a tree: starvation was assumed to 
be the cause of death. Terry Coult 
(pers. comm., 2012) recalls seeing a 
Weasel in the open and behaving in 
an erratic manner near Langley Park, 
which on examination turned out to 
be infected with the nematode parasite Skrajabingylus nasicola, with significant damage to the 
skull. Weasels are trapped by gamekeepers as part of their predator control programmes but not 
specifically targeted as they are seen as less of a pest than the Stoat. The author has seen them 
on many a keeper’s gibbet in Teesdale, Durham, Hexham and Corbridge. The gamekeeper’s trap 
is the major limit on the population but the species occasionally falls prey to hawks, owls, Fox 
Vulpes vulpes, Mink Neovison vison and even cats. 

There is little competition between Stoats and Weasels: as the Stoat is larger and much stronger it 
takes larger prey like Rabbit whilst its smaller cousin is an out and out “tunnel hunter” reaching 
small rodents the Stoat cannot. Weasels rarely venture into the open to hunt, sticking to cover to 
protect them from aerial predation and foxes (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

The Weasel is circumboreal in distribution, found around almost the entire northern hemisphere 
including large parts of the Arctic Circle, but excluding the larger islands such as Ellesmere and 
Greenland. It is sympatric with the Stoat for most of its range but extends further south in the 
Mediterranean and into North Africa. It occurs throughout mainland Britain but is absent from 
Ireland (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Except in the uplands its distribution in the northeast of England is ubiquitous and it can be 
found from the Tweed to the Tees; it appears to be more abundant in lowland areas and nearer 
the coast than the Stoat. Recent records from the Wildwatch project in the North Pennines Area 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) show 25 Stoat records to three Weasel records within 
the AONB boundary. The author did however come across a family party of Weasels by the 
roadside in the summer of 2004 near Nenthead, showing they are not completely absent from 

the uplands. Our distribution maps post-2000 probably reflect the recording effort as opposed to 
actual distribution, as the species is much more widespread than is indicated. 

An aborigine, its remains are common in cave deposits across Europe (Harris and Yalden, 2008) 
including the Teesdale Cave (Simms, 1974). Historically the species has always been abundant; 
Mennell and Perkins (1864) make only a one-line statement “this animal is very abundant 
throughout our district.” Hutchinson (1840) records the unlikely incident of a pack of seven 
Weasels hunting a Brown Hare Lepus capensis by scent on Upper Houses Farm, Lanchester. 
Even more unlikely, in 1824 William Henderson describes how he and two other boys were 
hunted by a pack of at least 20 Weasels near Windlestone in Durham, only escaping by seeking 
refuge in the nearby village (Apperley, 1926). 

Weasels are often caught whilst surveying for small mammals and Don Griss (pers. comm., 
2012) reports an irate Weasel caught when trapping in the ICI reed beds near Billingham in the 
1990s.

The estimated British pre-breeding population is put at around 450,000, although this could 
vary considerably; actual populations are extremely difficult to predict as they are related 
to food supply (Harris and Yalden, 2008). The Weasel is still considered to be common but 
census difficulties and natural fluctuation in numbers make it hard to predict whether there is a 
conservation concern for the species.

Kevin O’Hara
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POLECAT Mustela putorius

Polecats have the typical 
long Mustelid shape with a 
creamy under fur overlain by 
a rich dark brown guard fur. 
Ear margins are white and the 
white chin patch extends onto 
the muzzle and cheeks. The 
face has a distinctive dark mask 
around the eyes. There is a big 
variation between summer 
and winter coat colour with 
the lighter under coat more 
apparent in the winter, which 
may lead to mistaken identity 
with its domesticated form, the 
Ferret Mustela furo (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008). 

Polecats show sexual dimorphism in size, males being much bigger than females. Body length 
varies between 450 mm for a large male to 318 mm for a small female, with an additional tail 
length of between 125 mm and 165 mm. Weight varies from 1930 g for a very large male to 500 
g for a small female. In the wild Polecats probably live between four and five years (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008). 

Opportunistic in their tastes, Polecats take a wide range of prey items, including small mammals, 
birds, amphibians and fish with Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus dominating in lowland England. 
They can be found over a wide range of habitats. Often associated with wetlands and riparian 
habitats they are also closely associated with rolling mixed countryside and lowland farmland. 
Areas with hedgerows, stone walls, farm buildings, good prey populations and plenty of cover 
are favoured. There is a strong relationship with farms and farm buildings in the winter months, 
for cover and available rodent prey, which may lead to secondary rodenticide poisoning, possibly 
inhibiting range expansion (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Individual home range characteristics are variable according to season, habitat, prey availability, 
sex and social status. Breeding females settle into discrete home ranges; breeding males and 
juveniles are more mobile, with fluid home range boundaries with several den sites in each; 
Rabbit burrows are often used. Millais (1905) quotes Thomas Farrell, describing the dens of 
Polecats in northeast Northumberland as having two parts, one part lined for the rearing of young 
and the other a storehouse for food. 

The Polecat is a seasonal breeder with one litter per year with between 5-10 kits born usually 
in May or June. Kits are born in secure dens with Rabbit warrens a favoured location. They are 
weaned at three weeks and independent between two and three months old (Harris and Yalden, 
2008). 

Mortality on the roads is often the first indication that Polecats have returned to an area. Their 
ferocity and smell protect adult Polecats from most predators although they are sometimes killed 

by dogs and possibly foxes and large birds of prey. Most mortality in the UK is due to humans 
either through road kill or trapping (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

The Polecat is protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and in 2007 was added to 
the list of UK Biodiversity Action Plan mammals, protected as species of principal importance 
for the conservation of biological diversity in England under Section 74 of the Countryside and 
Rights of Way Act 2000. 

The Polecat was formerly more widespread in the UK but now has a much restricted range 
following persecution in the 19th and early 20th centuries for game preservation. Its past 
distribution is evidenced by place names such as Foulmart (Polecat) Knowe (hill) and Foumart 
Law in Northumberland; the old English prefix “foul” referring to the unpleasant powerful scent 
it emits when frightened or angry. According to Harting (1886), during the Middle Ages Polecat 
skins were exported under the name of “sable” from Newcastle upon Tyne but there is debate 
over whether the text refers to importation rather than exportation.

It appears in early parish lists as vermin for which bounty was paid, for example in Durham in 
1743, Witton Gilbert Parish paid out two shillings and four pence for three foulmarts, and in 
1733 Stanhope Parish paid out for six foulmarts two shillings, two foulmarts eight pence, three 
foulmarts one shilling.

Mennell and Perkins (1864) state it was then still plentiful in both counties and quote Wallis: 
“it is found in Northumberland in stony hillocks, in thickets and furze, near villages and farm 
houses, and is usually called Fou’mart because of its intolerable scent”. In Durham they state that 
“The Rev. G. C. Abbes tells us that a very fine Polecat visited his garden at Cleadon a few years 
ago, and was so bold and fearless that it came close to him when gardening, and suffered him to 
push it back with his rake when it interfered with his work” (possibly a Ferret?). Fawcett (1911) 
contains text by Thomas Gatiss including: “a Polecat was got in a quarry on Mountsett Fell by a 
quarryman in 1860 and another was shot on the Pontop Hall estates by Joseph Watson, woodman 
in 1872 or 1873.” Both of these locations are near Dipton in north Durham. The Victoria History 
of the County of Durham (Page, 1905) suggests that the animal had only been exterminated 
from the county in the last 10 or 12 years, suggesting a late 19th-turn of the 20th-century local 
extinction. Yalden (1999) suggests that by 1915 the Polecat was probably extinct in the northeast 
of England.

However Bolam (1934) records some late North East Polecats, including a keeper’s tale of 
Polecats being common enough in a place about 15 miles west of Bishop Auckland around 
1901-02 for the keeper to have a large rug made from their skins (one wonders what it smelled 
like). He quotes Mr George Wright of Fourstones who claimed to have killed three in the autumn 
of 1917 whilst rabbit trapping at Broken Haugh, near Haydon Bridge. His latest records include 
one seen on the road at Brunton Bank near Stagshaw, Northumberland, in 1921 and a Polecat 
killed by a dog at Bishopley Junction in Weardale in December 1919 (Bolam, 1920). He believed 
this to be one of the last of the indigenous Polecats (due to the pungent smell and the animal’s 
ferocity), but he does acknowledge the possibility of confusion with the domestic form of the 
Polecat, the Ferret, in these later records. 

Commonly used for hunting rabbits, Ferrets can exist as feral populations and they can interbreed 
with Polecats producing a joining of the two forms of the same species, although selection in the 
wild strongly favours the Polecat phenotype. There are probably therefore many wild Polecats 
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carrying Ferret genes, but because of the close relationship between the two forms and the 
apparent dominance of the Polecat form, they are not a major threat to the Polecat’s genetic 
integrity (Johnny Birks, pers. comm. to Terry Coult, 2012). Records of Polecat post-1900 must 
therefore be tempered with caution as by this time the indigenous Polecat, if still present, was 
most probably functionally extinct. 

Re-introductions since 1970 have re-established the Polecat in parts of Scotland and England 
including Cumbria (Harris and Yalden, 2008). The Vincent Wildlife Trust (VWT) has monitored 
the spread of the Polecat and carried out genetic testing of Polecat corpses in an attempt to 
understand the spread of the Polecat and the role of the feral Ferret, in Polecat recovery. The 
Cumbrian population is the most probable source of the recovering Polecat population in the 
North East but is classed as having relatively low purity due to the abundance of Ferrety hybrids 
in the population (Birks, 2008). The Northumbria Mammal Group newsletter of Autumn/Winter, 
1999-2000 (Gough and Hooton, 2000) records an early record from Lambley in Northumberland, 
found by Colin Simms in September 1997. A male Polecat killed near Staindrop in south Durham 
in 1998 (Birks and Kitchener, 1999) was found to be a first generation Polecat/Ferret hybrid and 
it is likely that many reported North East Polecats carry the Ferret gene. 

Understanding of Polecat distribution is therefore clouded by the presence of dark feral Ferret 
populations and the unregistered reintroduction of Polecats to former parts of its range. Current 
understanding of distribution probably does not reflect the true distribution of Polecats; it is 
more likely an indication of limited recorder effort and the very recent interest in the recording 
of Polecats in the region. 

Today it appears the animal is making a welcome comeback. Kevin O’Hara recalls watching 
a large Polecat kill a Rabbit beneath Cauldron Snout in Teesdale in the early 1990s, and his 
recovery of a carcass from the road east of Haydon Bridge in 2004 was confirmed as a Polecat 
by VWT. Kits (young) have been recorded at Allenbanks in 2010 and at Bardon Mill, Fourstones 
and Corbridge in 2011. 

Both Northumberland and Durham Wildlife Trusts continue to get a steady stream of reports 
and sightings from the region. Some of the more recent records have been photographs of an 
animal in a live Rabbit trap from Allendale in 2010, and in squirrel traps near Hexham and 
Haltwhistle in early 2012, and an animal on Waldridge Fell near Chester-le-Street in July 2012. 
A Ferret rescue centre at Prudhoe has also had several young suspected Polecat orphans which 
on maturing have been unmanageable and very, very smelly.

Terry Coult and Kevin O’Hara

AMERICAN MINK Neovison vison

The Mink is a medium sized, 
semi-aquatic carnivore native 
to North America. It belongs to 
the Mustelidae family. Mink are 
normally dark chocolate brown in 
colour usually with a white chin 
patch and white patches on the 
belly, chest and groin. Colours 
can vary due to breeding from 
mutated individuals on fur farms. 
In Northumbria Mink colours 
include chocolate brown and 
almost black but paler forms have 
also been observed by the author 
and also by Johnston (1974).

The introduction of the American Mink into the UK for fur farming began in 1929 and individuals 
have been escaping into the wild since this time (Thompson, 1968). By the 1970s, feral Mink had 
successfully established themselves along river catchments in virtually all counties particularly 
Hampshire, Wiltshire, Gloucestershire, Lancashire and Yorkshire (Dunstone, 1993) and have 
been breeding in the wild since this time. Under the Fur Farming (Prohibition) Act of 2000, 
England and Wales banned fur farming completely. All fur farms in England and Wales had to 
be closed by 1 January 2003. The last fur farm in Northumberland was Cornyhaugh Fur Farm in 
Ponteland which closed in 2003.

Mink appeared in Northumberland in the early 1960s when the first fur farm was established. 
Between 1962 and 1974 numbers of Northumberland fur farms fluctuated between two and six 
and Mink began to escape from this time. Johnston (1974) produced the only comprehensive, 
early account of wild Mink in Northumberland. The first Mink recorded in the wild escaped 
from a farm in Newbiggin in 1963. A few other Mink were recorded in 1965 from the same area 
and also from Ford and Alnwick. These escaped Mink were unlikely to have been breeding due 
to their scarcity and the widespread distribution of the fur farms. The first record of breeding in 
Northumberland was near Bedlington on the River Blyth in 1966: this Mink was located by otter-
hounds. A trapping exercise was initiated by the Ministry for Agriculture Forestry and Food on 
the River Blyth and between 1966 and 1967, eleven Mink were caught. Mink were also recorded 
along the North Tyne although no fur farms were established in this area; the first record was 
at Nunwick Hall with Mink prints also recorded from Wark bridge to Corbridge. A trapping 
exercise during the same period caught 25 Mink. Mink were first sighted on the River Coquet at 
Warkworth in 1967; prints were observed at Guyzance bridge, Warkworth and Felton and four 
Mink were trapped on this river. Prints were found along the River Tweed in the Norham area 
and on the Till near the junction with the Tweed. Tracks were also found of a Mink along the 
River Aln near Alnwick in 1967 and on the River Wansbeck near Morpeth in 1968.

The history of Mink in Durham is not as well documented. Some of the earliest records include 
a dead individual killed in a rabbit snare on the river Deerness in April 1977 very close to the fur 
farm in Langley Wood, Langley Moor, which operated for about five-six years and closed in the 
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late 1970s, a local farmer confirming 
that Mink had escaped from it. Bob 
Wilkin found Mink tracks and scats 
on the Bedburn in 1977 and a dead 
silver grey Mink near Chester-le-
Street in 1983 (pers. comm. to Terry 
Coult, 2012).

Mink hunting with hounds was 
established after otter-hunting become 
illegal in 1975 and the Northern 
Counties Mink Hounds hunted the 
region’s rivers until the Hunting Act 
of 2004 brought hunting with dogs to 
an end.

The density of Mink in an area can 
be related to the amounts of suitable 
habitats. In the UK, the Mink is 
normally associated with semi-aquatic 
habitats (Chanin, 1981; Birks, 1982; 
Dunstone and Birks, 1983), favouring 
eutrophic streams, rivers and lakes 
with abundant bankside cover (Birks, 1981). Mink dens are located near to the water’s edge 
depending on the availability of suitable den sites (Halliwell and Macdonald, 1995). Dens occur 
within or beneath waterside trees, in rabbit burrows, amongst rocks or above ground in scrub 
and brush piles. Denser populations can also develop on undisturbed rocky coastal habitats, 
providing there is plenty of cover (Harris and Yalden 2008). Mink do venture into urban areas 
where there is suitable habitat and have been recorded in the ponds outside County Hall in 
Durham City (Terry Coult, pers. comm., 2012).

Mink have been successful at establishing breeding populations across the UK as they have 
been able to fill a vacant ecological niche. They are opportunistic hunters, taking a range of 
prey including both terrestrial and aquatic species. Concern has been raised about the effects of 
predation by Mink on native species such as Atlantic White-clawed Crayfish Austropotamobius 
pallipes (Armitage, 2001), waterfowl, nesting sea birds and Water Vole Arvicola amphibius 
(Ferreras and Macdonald, 1999; Craik 1995, 1997; Woodroffe et al, 1990; Barreto et al, 1998; 
Strachan et al, 1998). The Mink has been found to have a negative effect on the populations of 
some riparian species (Ferreras and Macdonald, 1999) and is thought to be a major contributory 
factor in the decline of the Water Vole in the UK (Woodroffe et al, 1990; Barreto et al, 1998) 
including in Northumbria. The intensification of agriculture and reduction in riparian habitat has 
enhanced the impact of Mink predation on Water Voles.

The Vincent Wildlife Trust undertook a comprehensive survey of Mink and Water Vole in Britain 
during the period 1996-1990 (Strachan and Jefferies, 1993), which showed that Northumbria 
supported medium to high densities of Mink (Strachan et al, 2003). The National Biodiversity 
Network (NBN) contains 208 Mink records between 1960 and 2011 for the region. Maps 
containing records for Mink can be downloaded for Berwickshire, Northumberland South, 

Durham and northeast Yorkshire (including Teesside). Records of Mink are clustered along the 
Tweed and Till catchments, rivers North Tyne, Tyne and South Tyne, river Wear and river Tees. 

The percentage numbers of records for each river catchment area using the 857 records provided 
during the period 1987-2000, by the Environmental Record Information Centre (ERIC) are 
shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. The percentage numbers of Mink records from each river catchment area pre-2000

River Catchment Area Percentage number of records
North Tyne 29.7
Coquet 15.4
South Tyne 15
Wansbeck 10.7
Blyth 8
Tweed 6
Aln 6
Wear 4
Lyne 2.5
Tees 1.8
Leven 0.9

The majority of records are from the North Tyne catchment area, followed by the rivers Coquet, 
South Tyne and Wansbeck catchments. The Leven and Tees catchment areas contained the fewest 
records. The percentage numbers of records for each river catchment area using 131 records 
provided by ERIC during the period 2000-2011 are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. The percentage numbers of Mink records from each river catchment area post-2000

River Catchment Area Percentage number of records
Tees 28
Tweed 15.8
North Tyne 14.4
Wansbeck 12.2
Wear 6.5
Blyth 5.8
Leven 5.8
South Tyne 4.3
Coquet 2.9
Aln 2.9
Lyne 1.4

The river Tees catchment area held the greatest numbers of records of Mink followed by the 
Tweed, North Tyne and Wansbeck catchment areas. The Lyne catchment held the fewest records. 
The percentage numbers of records had increased post-2000 in the Tees, Tweed, Wansbeck, 
Wear, Blyth, Leven and Aln catchment areas, but had decreased in the North Tyne, South Tyne 
and Coquet catchment areas.
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Differences may be due to changes in recording effort, the possibility that Mink may have been 
using a different area of their home range during surveys, a change in the distribution of Mink 
in the region or the numbers of Mink in the region declining. Proving that the numbers of Mink 
have actually changed in the region is difficult if not impossible. A survey commissioned by the 
Environment Agency in 2006 of Water Vole in the region also looked for Mink signs (E3 Ecology 
and Durkin, 2006). Survey results suggested that the numbers of Mink signs from the 300 survey 
sites had reduced in 2006 compared to the numbers of signs found from the same sites during a 
national survey in 1989/1990 (Strachan and Jefferies, 1993); however statistical analysis of this 
data was not possible. The reduction of Mink signs could be as a result of increased Mink control 
or from an increase in Otter Lutra lutra presence in most of the catchments in the region. Mink 
are less adaptable to hunting in the water than Otters and so expend more energy in catching 
aquatic prey (Dunstone, 1993). Perhaps Otters are better at exploiting the aquatic environment 
compared to Mink and are possibly out-competing Mink in some areas? Perhaps Mink are 
exploiting terrestrial habitats more in areas where Otter presence has increased? Evidence to 
support these hypotheses would require further investigations.

Vicky Armitage

UNGULATES (HOOFED MAMMALS)

Ungulates are divided between two orders: the Perissodactyla (odd-toed ungulates), represented 
in Britain solely by the domestic or semi-feral horse, and the Artiodactyla (even-toed ungulates), 
of which there are extinct and extant northeast England representatives wild, feral and domestic.

Red Deer Cervus elaphus, Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus, Elk Alces alces, Aurochs Bos 
primigenius and Wild Boar Sus scrofa are all represented as indigenous ungulates in the post 
glacial, Mesolithic fauna of northeast England. In Britain, Elk probably became extinct during 
the Mesolithic era possibly persisting into the Bronze Age; Aurochsen (wild cattle) are present 
in the Bronze Age and may have lingered to the Roman period (Harris and Yalden, 2008). The 
extinction of the Wild Boar is clouded by attempted re-introductions but it seems likely that 
extinction in the wild occurred around the end of the 13th century (Yalden, 1999). Extinction in 
all cases was probably exacerbated by deforestation and hunting by humans. Red and Roe Deer 
survived the deforestation, the Red as an emparked or feral animal; the Roe is now common in 
the wild, including in some urban locations.

The Neolithic period, around 5000 BP, saw the arrival of farming and agriculture spreading 
from the Middle East through Europe and bringing with it domestic ungulates, initially cattle 
(descendants of the Near Eastern form of the aurochs, Bos taurus taurus), sheep, goats and pigs, 
with farmed livestock supplanting wild ungulates as a primary human food source. This period 
saw the beginning of the long transition of Britain’s landscape from woodland to farmland, 
grassland, heather moorland and blanket bog (Yalden, 1999). Wild ungulates however were, 
and still are, exploited for food and recreational hunting. The Bronze Age residents of the 
Heatheryburn Cave, near Stanhope, utilised both wild and domestic ungulates for food and raw 
materials (Greenwell, 1894). In the 12th century the bishops of Durham organised great deer 
hunts (Stephens, 1907), and in the first half of the 19th century stag hounds were kennelled at 
Chillingham Castle and Raby Castle, for the ritual hunting of deer as sport (Whitehead, 1980). 
Deer are still stalked and shot across the region for sport and food.

Reindeer Rangifer tarandus probably became extinct in Britain early in the Mesolithic period 
due to climate change and woodland expansion (Harris and Yalden, 2008). It is not represented in 
the North East other than as a somewhat eccentric attempt at re-introduction. In 1786, for a bet, 
Sir Henry St George Liddell, of Ravensworth Castle, set off on a tour of Lapland, and when he 
returned he brought with him two Lap maidens, “for the amusement of his friends”, along with 
a small herd of Reindeer. The Lap maidens were given gifts and eventually repatriated, and the 
Reindeer bred in the castle grounds but died out some years later (Clark, 1981).

Wild Boar persist in local memory with two separate legends of knights who gained fame and 
fortune by killing ferocious boars. Sir Roger de Fery killed the boar (brawn) of Brawns Peth 
(path), fancifully the origin of the name Brancpeth (Ferryhill Local History Society website, 
2012), and Richard Pollard killed the Pollard Brawn at Bishop Auckland (Mysterious Britain 
website, 2012). Although only stories they serve to illustrate how the boar was once a wild beast 
to be reckoned with in a pastoral society. 

In the 1980s and 1990s free-range farming of Wild Boar became fashionable in the UK and they 
duly escaped from captivity, establishing themselves as feral populations in the south of England. 
Locally they are reported to have been living in Chopwell Wood in Gateshead (Goulding, 2003) 
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and there are several local newspaper stories about escaped boar in the region. As yet there is 
no indication that they have become established locally. Currently one farm, in east Durham, 
contains American Bison Bison bison, which would make interesting escapees.

Further introductions of domestic and wild ungulates have taken place. Fallow Deer Dama 
dama were introduced to England by the Normans for hunting and as semi-domestic ornamental 
parkland animals. Feral Goats Capra hircus can still be found in the Cheviot Hills and the 20th 
century saw the introduction to England of the tiny Muntjac Deer Muntiacus reevesi, which is 
now spreading in our region. 

Ungulates remain an essential resource for human exploitation; needs and fashions and how 
humans react to and exploit ungulates both wild and domestic is likely to contribute much to the 
shaping of the future landscapes of our region and of Britain. 

Terry Coult 

MUNTJAC Muntiacus reevesi

The Muntjac is the smallest species of 
deer in Britain, standing 45-50cm at 
the shoulder. They are also distinctive 
for their black facial markings and the 
prominent frontal glands under the eyes. 
The buck’s antlers are only single, hooked 
tines on the end of a prominent pedicle. 
To the observer the feature most likely to 
be noted is their relatively long tail which 
is held erect when the animal is alarmed. 

Muntjac are largely solitary with sightings 
of multiple animals usually being of a 
buck following a doe or a doe and young, 
though they can occur at quite high 
densities of around 30 per km2 in suitable 
habitat (Chapman and Harris 1996). They 
are secretive in nature and favour broad-
leaved woodland with a dense under storey, seldom venturing far from cover. However their 
small size has enabled them to exploit a range of habitats in parts of Britain, including suburbs. 
Muntjac are native to southern China and were first released into the wild in Britain in the woods 
surrounding Woburn Park, Bedfordshire in 1901 (Chapman in Harris and Yalden, 2008).

It would appear that Muntjac have only become established in the North East relatively recently. 
Lever (1977) shows Muntjac distribution as being southeast of a line that ran roughly from Bristol 
to just north of the Wash. A later review by Chapman et al. (1994) found that Durham, Cleveland 
and Tyne and Wear were three of only five counties in England without any Muntjac records. 
However the same study found records for seven 10 km squares in northeast Northumberland, 
mainly along the coastal strip between Druridge Bay and Bamburgh, plus an isolated record 
west of Morpeth. The study considered that all records north of the Humber must be the result 
of animals that had escaped locally rather than a spreading population from the south. There 
was also a confirmed record of a Muntjac that had been found beside the A1, 12 miles north of 
Alnwick, which was examined by Jack Charlton of the North East branch of the British Deer 
Society. 

In 2009 the author summarised the situation with regards to Muntjac distribution in the North 
East as it appeared at that time (Bond, 2009). Subsequent records have confirmed that position, 
with some minor expansions on those areas listed in the article; however some additional areas 
of distribution have also come to light. 

From a first sighting of the species at the then Teesside Airport in 1999 by a member of the 
British Deer Society, Muntjac have now been reported along the River Tees corridor between 
Sockburn and Yarm and down to Kirklevington. They have been established for some time along 
the eastern rural fringe of Darlington (Ian Smales, pers. comm., 2009) and the author has twice 
found their tracks there in the past year, at Barmpton and at Catkill Woods. They have been 
present to the south of Middlesbrough in the Nunthorpe/Guisborough area since at least 2008 
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(Kenny Crooks, pers. comm., 2009) 
and the author had a fleeting glimpse 
of the tail of what he felt sure was a 
Muntjac in Wiley Cat Wood, just east 
of Guisborough in 2011. A report 
has also recently been received of a 
Muntjac in Errington Woods at New 
Marske in May 2008, though as yet 
there are no corroborating reports 
of Muntjac from any of the woods 
that fringe the northern edge of 
the North York Moors. The British 
Deer Society’s 2002-2007 deer 
survey (Ward et al, 2008) shows an 
isolated record for the 10 km square 
immediately east of Middlesbrough. 

In the author’s 2009 article the area 
where Muntjac had been most often 
reported was between the north of 
Stockton and Trimdon, in particular 
woods around the route of the Castle 
Eden Walkway, with two reports of 
road casualties in the same area in 
one month in 2008. This continues to be the case as they are now regularly reported in that area 
with the author finding a Muntjac track in Newton Hanzard plantation in August 2012.

A new area of distribution that has subsequently come to light is around Kirk Merrington and 
Spennymoor, where Steve Cooper has had several sightings since 2009. This is only around 15 
km west of the established population along the Castle Eden Walkway and it will be interesting 
to see if subsequent reports show them to be in the intervening areas of Sedgefield and Chilton, 
although given the respective intervening habitats it is more likely that they would have spread 
from the Tow Law area. This is a similar distance to the northwest where there have been 
occasional Muntjac sightings for several years, possibly as the result of an introduction of six 
animals that occurred around the end of the 20th century at Love’s Wood near Lanchester.

Further north, Muntjac are now well established throughout the Derwent Valley from Gibside to 
Shotley Bridge, based on reports from several correspondents. It is not known at what point they 
became established. A male Muntjac was seen by Steve Westerberg in Chopwell Woods in 1996 
though Ian Smales, who was very familiar with deer populations in Gibside, notes that there was 
no sign of Muntjac there at that time. In Tynedale they have been reported from Wylam in the east 
as far as Hexham, where three have now been shot (Ian Smales, pers. comm., 2012). The sighting 
of a Muntjac on the A1(M) road verge near the Washington Service Station in 2007 remains the 
most easterly report in the north of County Durham that the author has received, though there is 
an unconfirmed report of one being shot on the Lambton estate. Given the spread of the above 
reports, it seems likely that Muntjac are now established throughout the area bordered by the 
A1(M) in the east, the A68 in the west, the A69 in the north and the A688 in the south. 

Curiously, despite the cluster of reports in adjacent 10 km squares in northeast Northumberland 
referred to above, there do not appear to have been any subsequent reports to suggest that the 
species may have become established there. Therefore outside of the Hexham area, Plessey 
Woods is still the only other place where Muntjac appear to be currently established though 
there are some other sightings that might indicate that they are more widespread. One was seen 
at Wallington around the year 2000 and subsequent to that a Muntjac was reported to have 
been killed in the area by a gamekeeper (Jim Cokill, pers. comm., 2011). Also around that time 
there was an unconfirmed report of regular sightings on the old railway line near Shilbottle by 
a resident, and unconfirmed reports around the Alnwick area (John Steele, pers. comm., 2012) 
though as there are no subsequent reports to the author’s knowledge these may have been escaped 
populations that have not persisted. Similarly, the report next to the northern end of the Tyne 
Tunnel can surely only be a release or escapee. Interestingly, the British Deer Society’s 2002-
2007 deer survey (Ward et al, 2008) shows a Muntjac record from approximately the southern 
end of the Tyne Tunnel, though again this is not promising deer territory and there are not even 
any Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus records within several kilometres of either site. Finally, as 
this is being written in September 2012, there is an unconfirmed sighting of a Muntjac from just 
south of the Scottish/English border at Kershope Forest near Newcastleton. If accurate it may 
mean that Northumberland is being colonised from both the southwest and the Scottish borders, 
as was the case with Grey Squirrels Sciurus carolensis. 

The inconspicuous nature of Muntjac means that it is difficult to know what the true situation 
with their distribution is. As has been noted above, Muntjac do occasionally crop up in some 
odd places though that may just be a reflection of how much they are moved around and 
released. However Norma Chapman, who is a national expert on the species, points out that 
their inconspicuousness can lead to them being established in an area before people are aware of 
their presence (Chapman, 1991). Currently, it would appear that there are still large areas of the 
North East where they are absent and as of August 2012 there were still no records from any of 
the Forestry Commission’s land holdings in the North East (Tom Dearnley, pers. comm., 2012). 
The British Deer Society repeated their 2002-2007 deer survey in 2011 and while no information 
is available at the time of going to press, it will be interesting to see if their survey fills in any of 
the current gaps.

As can be seen from the distribution map, Muntjac are widely, though patchily distributed across 
the North East at least as far as south Northumberland. The distribution of the records, particularly 
if confined to the more certain records, would fit with the hypothesis that the species distribution 
is based on expansion around a few centres of introduction, rather than a natural spread from 
the south as there appear to be no recent records from the southern limit of its distribution that 
were any nearer than Ripon or Ryedale (Ward, 2005; Oxford et al, 2007). However it would be 
hasty to conclude that they are not more widely distributed, particularly in the former counties of 
Durham and Cleveland. What can be assumed with a lot more confidence is that the species will 
continue its spread across the North East, either independently or aided by further introductions, 
and it would probably not be too rash to suggest that its presence will be fairly commonplace, at 
least as far north as the Tyne, within a decade or so.

Ian Bond
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RED DEER Cervus elaphus

An indigenous species and the largest 
wild British land mammal, the Red Deer 
has a uniform dark red to brown summer 
coat and a dark brown winter coat, with 
a creamy white rump. The male (stag) 
carries wide spreading antlers during 
the autumn and winter which are cast 
in the summer, increasing in size with 
every year’s re-growth; females (hinds) 
do not have antlers. 

For most of the year hinds and stags 
live in sexually segregated groups. Late 
summer and early autumn is the rut, 
when stags will round up and defend a 
harem of hinds for breeding. By early 
winter the rut is over and calves are 
born in late May to June the following 
year. 

Food consists of grasses and young 
shoots of trees and shrubs, and 
occasionally wild Red Deer cause 
damage to crops.

Natural predators for adult Red Deer are long extinct. In the wild young calves may be taken 
by Foxes Vulpes vulpes, and in Scotland Golden Eagle Aguila chrysaetos and Wild Cat Felis 
silvestris. 

There are currently no indigenous wild populations of Red Deer in Durham or Northumberland; 
however parkland herds or feral deer exist in both counties. Major wild populations occur in 
Scotland and southwest England with smaller populations scattered throughout England and 
Wales.

One particularly adventurous 1883 escapee from the Chillingham herd made it to Holy Island 
where it was captured by a fisherman who: “saw him and went in chase in a boat and got him 
by the tail and let the stag pull the boat to land and then lassoed and tethered [him] at Old Law” 
(Bolam, 1934).

The Forestry Commission occasionally records escapees of Red and Fallow Dama dama 
Deer within their Northumberland and Durham plantations and once in the mid 1990s a Sika 
Deer Cervus nippon in the Kielder Forest, presumably from the Jedburgh deer farm (Philip 
Spottiswood, pers. comm., 2012).

Prehistoric Red Deer remains have been found in the Whitburn Cave (Howse, 1880) and Moking 
Hurth Cave in Teesdale where they occur as a prey item amongst the bones of contemporary Wolf 
Canis lupus and Brown Bear Ursus arctos (Simms, 1974). The size of Red Deer has declined 

since the prehistoric period probably due to anthropogenic influences including deforestation.  
Evidence comes from antlers and skeletal remains found in peat bogs, the most famous of which 
are the antlers found in Creswell Bog around 1883. Pringle Hughes (1898) who found the head 
reported its find amongst other antlers and the bones of Red Deer “one foot taller than the Red 
Deer now extant”. Another such large head was found at Bolton Bog, near Broom Park, Alnwick 
(Whitehead, 1964). 

Red Deer have long been an important human resource as food, raw materials (hide, antler, 
bone) and for recreational hunting. As a result their remains occur in archaeological records 
from the Mesolithic era onwards, for example a Neolithic antler pick from Durham City and a 
late Neolithic or early Bronze Age perforated antler mace from Newsham near Blyth (Huntley 
and Stallibrass, 1995). 

Greenwell (1894) describes a Bronze Age dwelling in Heathery Burn Cave, Stanhope where Red 
Deer remains are present as a food item and as domestic items made from bone and antler. In the 
medieval period bones of both Red and the newly introduced Fallow Deer are found together for 
the first time in the North East and Huntley and Stallibrass (1995) consider them to be indicators 
of high status, well fed, secular and ecclesiastical settlements.

Leland records Red and Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus in the Cheviots in 1535-1543 (Toulmin, 
1907) and Wallis (1769) states that there were forests at Cheviot, Rothbury, Reedsdale [sic], 
Eresden [sic], Lowes, Allendale and Knarsdale which formerly had Red Deer. Wallis (1769) saw 
Red Deer in Knarsdale himself, probably in the latter half of the 18th century, and Mennell and 
Perkins (1864) speculate that they may have persisted to the beginning of the 19th century. The 
exact date of extinction of wild Red Deer in Northumberland is not known. 

The Boldon Book mentions the Prince Bishops of Durham hunting deer with great pomp and 
ceremony in the Forest of Weardale but by 1476 these hunts had ceased (Stephens, 1907); however 
some hunting continued into the 19th century with the Chillingham Staghounds kennelled at 
Chillingham Castle in the late 1830s and the Cleveland Staghounds at Raby Castle in 1844 
(Whitehead, 1980). In Durham, the 1538 Return records 140 head of Red Deer in the Teesdale 
Forest, and Whitehead (1964) considers that at that time all the Durham dales were “tolerably 
well stocked with Red Deer”. In 1673 the Teesdale herd was reduced to 40-50 animals due to a 
great snow and probably became extinct not long after this date (Whitehead, 1964).

By this time however some deer had been emparked including the herd in Raby Castle Park near 
Staindrop, which has an unbroken lineage since Norman times, with occasional infusions of new 
blood (Raby Castle Website, 2012).

The deforestation of Weardale was complete by about 1511, but by this time Red Deer were 
already emparked in the Bishop of Durham’s two hunting parks at Stanhope and Wolsingham. 
Stanhope Park is reported to have contained about 200 Red Deer in 1575 but only 40 remained 
in 1595, and by 1647 neither Red nor Fallow Deer remained in Weardale (Stephens, 1907).

In Northumberland, Hulne Park near Alnwick was stocked with Red, Fallow and Sika deer in 
1824, including a white strain of Red Deer from Germany. All of the Hulne Park deer were 
disposed of during the First World War and the Red Deer herd in Chillingham Park was disposed 
of around 1900 (Whitehead, 1964). Whitehead concludes that at the time of his writing in 1962 
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there were no Red Deer either wild or emparked in Northumberland. Chillingham Park is still 
without Red Deer (Sir Humphrey Wakefield, pers. comm., 2012) but Red Deer have been returned 
to Hulne Park and Lunn (2004) records them as present. Red Deer numbers in Hulne Park have 
been much reduced very recently and some deer have escaped, so that currently there is a very 
small population based on the park. Lunn (2004) also records another captive herd in Kielder 
Forest west of Wark. In Durham there was formerly a herd of Red Deer at Barningham Park near 
Barnard Castle which was reduced to just five stags and two hinds by 1892 (Whitehead, 1980) 
and which subsequently disappeared. There was a park herd of Red Deer at Whitworth Hall near 
Spennymoor from about 1981 to 2011 but they have recently been disposed of. The Raby herd 
thus remains the only park herd still extant in Durham.

There is currently a fashion for small-farm deer herds as farm diversification projects, novelty 
farms and for the venison market, and these can be found scattered across both Northumberland 
and Durham. Escapees from such small ventures and the still existing parks are likely to be the 
source of the occasionally reported, wandering Red Deer such as the stag and five hinds which 
occupied central Weardale throughout the summer of 2011, and the Rising Sun Country Park 
stag in North Tyneside in 2010-11. Escaped animals are subject to unregulated shooting and 
poaching with dogs and it is unlikely that they could establish viable feral populations.

Terry Coult

FALLOW DEER Dama dama

Fallow are the only British deer where 
the male (buck) has palmate (hand-like) 
antlers, which are cast and renewed 
annually each summer. Fallow Deer are 
intermediate in size between Red Deer 
Cervus elaphus and Roe Deer Capreolus 
capreolus, with males standing around 
93 cm at the withers. Typical summer 
pelage is a pale rusty, fawn background 
(fallow) with white spots on the back and 
flanks; the winter coat is dull brown with 
the spots either indistinct or missing. The 
rump is white edged with black, and the 
tail is white with a black dorsal stripe. As 
a decorative, semi-domestic park animal, 
artificial selection of colour has taken 
place and white and black deer are found 
in some herds (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Fallow are a herding species living for the most part in sexually segregated groups for most of 
the year, coming together in the autumn for a few weeks to mate during the rut. After the rut 
mixed groups disperse with females (does) forming hierarchical groups led by a dominant doe 
and males establishing bachelor groups or remaining solitary. Most commonly, single fawns are 
born in June or July of the following year. Fallow are non-territorial and home ranges overlap 
extensively. Preferentially a grazer, Fallow Deer also browse various broad-leaved trees and 
shrubs and will take tree fruits such as acorns, beech mast and chestnuts in the autumn (Harris 
and Yalden, 2008). Natural predators for Fallow Deer are long extinct at the hand of man but 
young fawns may be taken by Foxes Vulpes vulpes.

Fallow Deer existed in Britain in previous interglacials but did not return naturally to the British 
Isles after the last glaciation, they were deliberately introduced by the Normans. Rackham (1986) 
speculates that the early 12th century would have been an appropriate time for an introduction into 
England of deer from the Normans of Sicily who had inherited Classical and Islamic traditions of 
keeping exotic park animals. He also states that by the 13th century the fashion for Fallow Deer 
had spread to Scotland, Ireland and Wales. 

Early introductions were into “forests” which were large areas of land often wooded or, in 
Durham, moorland, which were set aside as hunting preserves, originally for royalty and latterly 
for the nobility, including in Durham the Prince Bishops, the latter’s hunting park in Weardale 
being second only in size to the New Forest.  The 1538-39 Return of royal game north of the Trent 
recorded 210 head of Fallow Deer in Teesdale forest (Whitehead, 1964).  In 1647 it is recorded 
that Weardale forest had neither Red nor Fallow Deer, implying that Fallow had previously been 
present (Stephens, 1907), and Whitehead (1964) concludes that by the end of the 16th century 
Fallow Deer were extinct in the wild in Durham. By this time however deer from Marwood and 
Langley Chases in Teesdale had been emparked, including the ancestors of those still in the Raby 
Castle herd at Staindrop (Whitehead, 1964).

Fallow Deer by Thomas Bewick
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Huntley and Stallibrass (1995) record the presence of Fallow Deer bones in the excavation of a 
15th century drain in the castle at Barnard Castle, in 13th/14th century material excavated at the 
Prior of Durham’s rural residence at Beaurepaire, Bearpark near Durham City, and in medieval 
material excavated at Jarrow. They consider the presence of Fallow bones to indicate that the 
settlement, including ecclesiastical settlements, was of a high social status. The Bishops of 
Durham established hunting parks during Norman times at their country retreat of Auckland 
Castle in Bishop Auckland, in Weardale and at Bishop Middleham, along with the Prior of 
Durham’s park at Beaurepaire; these would all supply meat for the ecclesiastical table.

Wallis (1769) states that there were forests in Northumberland at Cheviot, Rothbury, Reedsdale, 
Eresdon, Lowes, Allendale and Knarsdale, which were all formerly well stocked with deer, and 
that in the time of Henry VIII “There were 6000 head of deer, red, roe and fallow, in the forests 
and parks of the right honourable the Earl of Northumberland”.

Over time, with changing fortunes and fashions, the larger hunting “forests” and parks disappeared 
and Fallow Deer became the archetypal decorative deer of the country house estate whilst still 
providing a useful supply of protein. In Durham, parks known to have held Fallow Deer at one 
time or another include Auckland Castle Park, Beaurepaire, Raby Castle at Staindrop, Streatham 
Castle Park near Barnard Castle, Wynyard Hall Park near Stockton on Tees, Ravensworth and 
Axwell Parks near Gateshead, Beamish Park near Stanley and Brancepeth and Whitworth Parks 
near Spennymoor (Whitehead, 1964). Of these only Raby and Whitworth still have Fallow Deer.

Apperley (1924) records hunting the Wynyard Hall deer in 1883 and 1885, with beagles, harriers 
and foxhounds, or by driving them to guns with deer-hounds. This herd was disposed of by the 
end of the 19th century (Whitehead, 1964).

In Northumberland herds of Fallow Deer were kept in the ancient parks of Warkworth Castle 
and Acklington prior to the Restoration. Near Alnwick are Hulne Park and Cawledge/Callie 
Park, both of which in the 16th century were stocked with Fallow. In 1512 the former was said to 
contain 879 deer and the latter 586. Both parks were destroyed after the Restoration of Charles 
II and the deer were confiscated to the Royal Parks (Whitehead, 1964). In 1824 Hulne Park was 
restocked with Fallow and Red Deer; Lunn (2004) noted that they were still present and the park 
still holds good numbers of Fallow today. Eslington Park near Whittingham west of Alnwick 
had Fallow Deer until about 1900 and Carham Park near Coldstream once had a Fallow herd 
(Whitehead, 1964). There is a still extant herd of Fallow Deer in and around Billsmoor Park in 
the Simonside Hills, the park being created in the early 19th century by Mr Orde of Nunnykirk 
(Hodgson, 1832), reputedly on the winnings from the famous racehorse Beeswing which he 
owned. Chillingham Park near Wooler still has Fallow Deer and Sir Humphry Wakefield (pers. 
comm., 2012) reports that: “there must be 100-200 Fallow in the woods around, and they come 
and go in the Wild Cattle park”.

All of the parks record Fallow escaping at various times, sometimes travelling long distances and 
turning up in unexpected places; the deer at Chillingham are free to come and go as they please 
into and out of the park. Vagrant animals are subject to unregulated hunting and shooting and 
it would therefore be difficult for viable feral populations to become permanently established.

Terry Coult

ROE DEER Capreolus capreolus

While there are currently six species 
of deer living wild in the UK, the Roe 
Deer and Red Deer Cervus elaphus are 
the only genuine native deer species. 

It is known that the Roe Deer has 
been with us since time immemorial. 
Richard Prior in his book The Roe 
Deer - Conservation of a Native 
Species (1995) stated that Roe 
Deer first appeared in the middle 
Pleistocene and that Roe remains 
dating back some 400,000 years BP 
were discovered in Norfolk. This 
however appeared to be an isolated 
finding and evidence of continuous 
occupation can only be traced back 
from the post-glacial epoch some 
9,500 years BP.

In Norman times Roe were protected under the Forest Law of William I (1087), whereby those 
guilty of taking a stag, Roe buck or a boar were liable to judicial blinding. However by 1338 the 
Court of Kings Bench had ruled that Roe were not a “Beast of the Forest” (reserved for royalty 
and the nobility to hunt) but rather a “Beast of the Warren” (having the same status as rabbits). 
From that time on Roe were fair game for a population to whom meat was a treat, and a treat in 
short supply (Prior, 1995).

Roe were caught by a variety of means. In addition to traps (tread traps which will hold an animal 
by the foot) they were driven into funnels made of hedge, stone or netting to be killed by arrows 
or dogs (Prior, 1995).

It has generally been accepted that by 1800 Roe were extinct in England and Wales and survived 
only in Scotland: the websites of both the Forestry Commission (2012) and the British Deer 
Society (2012) shows that they hold such a view. There is however evidence that such an 
assumption, in relation to the northeast of England, could be wrong. 

Peter Carne (2000) in his book Deer of Britain and Ireland - Their Origins and Distribution 
sets out a range of evidence which suggest that Roe survived continuously in the northeast of 
England. Cowen et al, (1965) refer to the poem The Battle of Otterbourne which records Roe 
Deer in Northumberland in 1388 (Scottish dialect version). Cowen et al. (1965) references a 
footnote to the above poem in Percy (1765) which records Roe Deer in the Hexham area in the 
reign of George I (1714-1727). Millais (1906) in the Mammals of Great Britain and Ireland refers 
to the fact that a few Roe remain at Naworth and Netherby in Cumberland and Northumberland 
(Millais, 1906 in Carne, 2000).

In 1963, G. A. Cowan (the Master of the Braes of Derwent Foxhounds and a renowned local 
naturalist) together with Henry Tegner (a nationally known writer on wildlife, especially Roe) 
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and Viscount Ridley of Blagdon (an estate with a well-established Roe population) carried out 
a census of Roe in the North East (Cowen et al, 1965). In doing so they were able to establish 
that in the late 1800s and early 1900s there were established Roe populations around Haltwhistle 
(Featherstone and Blenkinsopp), Castleside (Lord Bute’s Plantation), Slaley (Dukesfield, 
Whitley Chapel and Blanchland) and Wark (Houxty and Park End). Perhaps most importantly 
they established that in 1847 a pack of hounds was formed by a Mr Richardson of Woodlands 
Hall, Consett to hunt Roe in the Saltersgate area. 

It is also interesting to note that on 2 March, 1948 there was an article in the Evening Chronicle 
stating that a Mr Garrie stalking Dilston, Allenheads and Minsteracres (near Slaley) had killed 
over 550 Roe in three years. Assuming an even cull and a stable population, this would indicate 
a population of over 1,000, even in these limited areas. There is some doubt however about the 
accuracy of this article (Tegner, 1955).

During the First World War timber supplies were decimated and subsequently vast areas of new 
forest appeared in the North East, including Kielder, Harwood and Kershope. In 1970, Peter 
Carne visited Kielder to meet the then head forester, McCavish. McCavish had started work 
in Kielder in 1938. At that time there was an annual cull in the forest of some 400 deer and an 
estimated population of 1200. Yet by 1970, six full-time rangers in Kielder were culling some 
1200 Roe a year (Carne, 2000). This would indicate a resident population of some 6,000/7,000 
animals, and indications are that this figure continues to rise.

In 2007, the Great British Deer Survey published by the British Deer Society (2012) shows the 
presence of Roe in virtually every 10 km square in the North East, including all of Northumberland, 
Durham and even the large conurbations of Newcastle, Gateshead and Middlesbrough.

Recently, Dr Karis Baker (2011) of the Department of Biological and Biomedical Sciences at 
Durham University carried out a study of the genetic history of the British Roe Deer population. 
As part of that research, Dr Baker was supplied with Roe tissues from the Kielder, Hexham and 
Consett areas. She concluded that the deer present were very probably part of the native stock 
and were not descendants of introduced stock. As part of her study Dr Baker took DNA and other 
samples from Roe bones found in a number of locations including The Chesters on Hadrians 
Wall and near Stanhope. It now appears to be established that Roe from more southern areas of 
the UK are a mix of deer translocated from Scotland and Europe (especially Germany).

Roe Deer, being solitary animals of woodland, are notoriously difficult to count (unlike the larger 
herding species such as Fallow and Red). While distribution surveys can be treated as accurate, 
population figures are only estimates. Latest estimates indicate that the overall deer population 
of England, Scotland and Wales could exceed 1.5 million. It is thought that approximately one 
third of these, some 500,000, are Roe. How many of these are in the North East? The answer is 
unknown. However what is known is that the population explosion of the 1960s and 1970s has 
expanded south through Durham, Yorkshire and into the Midlands. In the North East the Roe is 
ubiquitous. 

In this expansion the Roe has been helped by its adaptability. Although by preference an animal 
of the forest and the woodland edge, they can and do survive in almost all landscapes: the forest, 
the open hills of the Cheviots, the sand dunes of the coast, and the suburban gardens of Darras 
Hall and Stocksfield. Given that they have colonised every 10 km block of the North East, an 
increase in numbers will surely now only be limited by the availability of habitat and disturbance.

While they are generally tolerant of 
non-threatening interference in their 
lives (the farmer and the shepherd 
going about their daily business), 
they are greatly affected by the 
significant disturbance arising from 
vastly increased recreational use of 
the countryside. The disturbance 
provided by dog walkers, joggers, 
cyclists and others, especially in the 
hours of dawn and dusk, is pushing 
more and more of our Roe population 
into clusters in thick cover. Given that 
both bucks and does are territorial this 
may well serve to limit population 
increase.

Roe are helped in their successful 
survival and expansion by embryonic 
diapause (delayed implantation). 
After mating by the buck in late 
July or early August and subsequent 
fertilisation of the egg, the embryo 
floats free in the uterus and does not 
become attached to the maternal caruncular ridges until December/January. Only then does 
the embryo genuinely begin to develop. Parturition takes place in May. The large majority of 
does have two corpora lutea which is a rough indication of the number of fertilised eggs: in 
other words Roe are generally capable of consistently producing twins. Weather conditions, the 
pressure of predators (Foxes Vulpes vulpes, Badgers Meles meles and even large birds of prey) 
together with food supply will dictate the survival rate. In softer areas of the south survival may 
well average close to two, while in the harsher areas of northern Scotland it may fall to 0.75 
(Prior, 1995). The author’s personal view is that here in the North East we fall in the middle 
ground between these two figures. 

It is probable that the explosion of Roe numbers in the North East is largely based on three 
factors:

i. The vast increase in suitable woodland.
ii. The changes in farming policy leading to a year-round supply of food.
iii. The lack of large predators, although to a large extent man has taken up this role. Roe 
stalking has a large number of dedicated amateur stalkers (in addition to a handful of 
professionals) whose job is to keep the population in balance.

Estimating the number of Roe Deer in the North East can only be a guess. If there are 500,000 
nationally, do we have 5%, 25,000? Given that the population of the Kielder area could amount 
to approximately a half or more of this figure (based on known cull figures), it might well be that 
this is a reasonably accurate guess.

Ian Smales
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FERAL GOAT Capra hircus

Feral Goats are not native to Britain. 
They were brought here in Neolithic 
times (about 5000 BP) as domestic 
stock, derived from the Bezoar Capra 
aegagrus, a native of the Middle East 
(Lever, 1985; Yalden, 1999). Most 
British herds are thought to be the 
descendents of domesticated stock 
that was allowed to go feral when 
sheep replaced goats as the favoured 
stock of upland farmers during the 
Middle Ages. The Feral Goats of the 
Cheviot Hills in Northumberland 
are thought to be some of the best 
examples of this primitive type of goat (S. Goodyer, British Feral Goat Research Group, pers. 
comm., 2005). Their appearance suggests little evidence of cross breeding with modern domestic 
goats which are bred for increased milk and meat yields and finer quality coats. Primitive British 
Feral Goats are relatively small, have ears which stand upright, horns in both sexes, and lack 
the toggles found on the face of modern dairy goats. Coats are long, coarse and shaggy. Colour 
varies from mostly dark brown to light grey with white patches. Each animal has different, 
characteristic markings on its body and face that make it relatively easy to identify individuals. 
Annual growth rings on the horns can be used to age the goat. 

Feral Goats are well established in a number of locations in Britain and Ireland. “Wild” populations 
are found mainly in hilly areas: the Burren in the west of Ireland, Snowdonia in Wales, Lynton in 
Devon, some of the Scottish Western Isles including Jura, Mull and Rum, the north of mainland 
Scotland, the Southern Uplands and Dumfries and Galloway, and the herds that straddle the 
Scottish/English Border including Northumberland. In addition to the “wild” populations there 
are several small actively-managed herds which have been established relatively recently for 
conservation grazing purposes such as at Cheddar Gorge and Windsor Great Park. The Forestry 
Commission established a Wild Goat Park at Craigdews in Dumfries and Galloway as a visitor 
attraction. There are thought to be between 5,000 and 10,000 Feral Goats spread amongst 45 
populations in the UK (Smith, 2005). This number will continue to change through time as 
populations are managed with some conserved, others removed and new ones created. 

The long association of parts of Northumberland with goats is evident from place names such 
as Goatstones in the North Tyne and Ad Gefrin (now Yeavering Bell) which means “place of the 
hill of the goats”. It is unlikely that we will ever know the origins of most of the herds that have 
existed in the region but there are some interesting theories. For example, it has been suggested 
that the north Cheviot goats are the descendants of goats liberated by the monks of Lindisfarne 
in the 16th century when the monastery was dissolved. An alternative theory is that the goats’ 
ancestors were animals left to go feral when the Victorian cult of drinking whey from goat’s-milk 
in nearby Wooler went out of fashion. The restorative drinking of goat’s-milk was also suggested 
as the reason why many goats were found in Upper Coquetdale, particularly around Rothbury 
in the 19th century (Mennell and Perkins, 1864). Possibly one of the main reasons why goats 
were allowed to continue to roam in the hills long after they were kept to provide milk, meat or 
skins, was because hill shepherds thought favourably of them. It was believed that amongst their 

attributes goats could calm sheep, lead sheep safely to shelter, and could kill adders (Tegner, 
1961; McDougall, 1975). 

Over the last 100 years naturalists have often documented encounters with Feral Goats in the 
region. For example, in May 1915, whilst out on snow-covered Cheviot, Abel Chapman notes 
the presence of “nine wild goats - two carrying broad heads – 1000 feet above us on Auchenhope 
Cairn” (Chapman, 1924).

It is difficult to know the extent of local populations from these occasionally reported sightings. 
Fortunately some authors have attempted to get an idea of the presence of goats across wider 
areas during the same time period. Whitehead (1972) provides a gazetteer of the herds known 
to him, including several in Northumbria: Christainbury Crags on the Bewcastle Fells on the 
Cumbrian border; on the Northumberland side, goats at Plashetts, Kielderhead, Emblehope 
and Catcleugh; Callerhues at Blakelaw near Bellingham; Whickhope and Goatstones near 
Simonburn in the North Tyne Valley; Hareshaw, on Brigg Fell, to Nunwick Moor. Further east in 
Northumberland herds were noted in the Cheviots from Cottonshope to Cheviot itself, with goats 
being present on the southern (Harthope Linn) and northern (College Valley) side of Cheviot. In 
addition to the herds on these relatively contiguous areas of high ground, an outlying herd was 
reported at Thrunton Woods south of Whittingham in Northumberland. Lever (1979) reconfirms 
the presence of goats in these areas, although his table is based mostly on Whitehead’s 1972 data. 

During the 1970s and 1980s the goats of the Borders were studied in more detail, particularly 
the Kielderhead herd and College Valley population in the Cheviots (McDougall, 1975; Bullock, 
1982; Smith and Bullock, 1993; Gough, unpublished data, 1998). The numbers recorded during 
the aforementioned studies are given in Table 1:

Table 1. Numbers of Feral Goat in the North East
Population Year Total Source of data

College Valley 1972 26+ McDougall, 1975
1977-1980 13-14 Bullock, 1982
1992 34 Smith and Bullock, 1993

Kielderhead 1972 68 McDougall, 1975
1977-1980 54 Bullock, 1982
1992 65+ (c.100?) Smith and Bullock, 1993
1998 86+ (c.120?) Gough, unpublished data

A single billy was present on Simonside, near Rothbury, for a few years from around 2006, but 
has since disappeared. It is not known where he came from or how he got there. It is possible 
that he could have wandered from the herds in the Cheviots in Upper Coquetdale, or he may 
have been deliberately released on to Simonside. He became popular with walkers and regularly 
helped them eat their sandwiches! (A. Dewhirst, pers. comm., 2012)

It appears that the distribution of herds in Northumbria has changed markedly in the last 100 
years with fewer, less widespread herds present today. Afforestation after Word War II appears to 
have played a major role in this with goats being culled to enable the establishment of commercial 
softwood plantations. Graham (1993) laments the culling of goats on Christainbury Crags for 
forest expansion during the 1960s. Whitehead (1972) noted that several herds, including those at 
Kielder and Thrunton, had already been severely reduced in size for this reason. 
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Today most of the herds mentioned by Whitehead (1972) are no longer present. In 2004 Lunn 
noted just three populations of goats in Northumberland. These three populations still exist in the 
Cheviot Hills on land close to the Scottish Border:

i. The Upper Coquetdale herd centred on The Border land next to the Pennine Way from 
Wedder Hill to Beef Stand and Mozie Law and the western flanks of Windy Gyle within 
Northumberland National Park. Occasionally goats are seen as far south as Fulhope Edge 
(Gough, unpublished data).
ii. The north Cheviot population centred around Yeavering Bell and Newton Tors above 
College Valley in Northumberland National Park. Goats are not usually seen on the 
Cheviot Massif itself, except at times of high numbers in neighbouring populations. Billies 
have been seen occasionally on this ground, probably attempting to disperse between 
populations (Gough, unpublished data, 1998).
iii. Kielderhead National Nature Reserve (NNR) and Whitelee NNR goats are located 
between Deadwater and Whitelee (Tom Dearnley, pers. comm., 2012), being mainly 
centred on the ground between Graymare’s Knowe, Limestone Knowe, Carter Pike, 
Girdle Fell and Oh Me Edge (Gough, unpublished data, 1998). This is an area where 
McDougall (1975) also recorded goats.

These remote areas are upland sheep farms designated for landscape and wildlife conservation. 
Most of the ground is farmed predominantly for hill sheep. There is relatively little conflict 
between this extensive livestock production and the goats as there is ample hill grazing for 
both. However, damage to walls, inbye grazing and crops can be an issue, particularly in the 
north Cheviots around Yeavering Bell and West Kirknewton. In recent years some gardens in 
West Kirknewton have suffered damage from goats coming in during spring. Conflict also arises 
on land where woodland establishment is the aim. Many of the organisations and landowners 
involved in managing land in the Cheviots with goats, including the Forestry Commission, 
Ministry of Defence, Northumberland National Park Authority, Northumberland Wildlife Trust 
and private land owners, including College Valley Estates, have put substantial resources into 
monitoring the populations of goats on their land in order to inform management decisions. 
Table 2 gives the approximate numbers in autumn 2010.

Table 2. Estimated Feral Goat populations in autumn 2010
Population in Oct. 2010 Total Goats Source of Data
Kielderhead and Whitelee 45 Forestry Commission census by 

Rangers and volunteers walking transects
Upper Coquetdale 170 Author’s discussions with shepherds
North Cheviots 
(Inc. College Valley Newton Tors 
and Yeavering)

139 North Cheviot Goat Management Group 
census by two Newcastle University 
students photographing all goats

Different techniques were used to collect the data in Table 2, so they are not comparable, nor are 
they completely accurate. The Kielderhead and Whitelee data are likely to be an underestimate 
(T. Dearnley, pers. comm., 2012). The north Cheviot data for Yeavering and the Newton Tors 
area is thought to be accurate given the 22 days of survey effort. The Upper Coquetdale figures 
may be an over-estimate as some double counting may have occurred where the same group of 
goats grazes on more than one farm. Given the large area and rugged terrain that the goats inhabit 
population counts are not easy. Counting from a low flying helicopter can be effective (A. Miller, 
pers. comm., 2006), but cost is usually prohibitive. So it is not possible to give an exact number, 

but it would appear that the overall number of Feral Goats in the Cheviot Hills (on the English 
side of the Border) is between 300 and 500 individuals.

The Forestry Commission (FC) and Northumberland Wildlife Trust (NWT) wish to keep goats 
as a feature of the Kielderhead and Whitelee Moor NNRs, but at sufficiently low numbers to 
minimise damage to young trees on both the English and Scottish side of the Border (T. Dearnley 
and S. Lowe, pers. comm., 2012). In the late 1990s a deer fence was erected along the Border 
at Kielderhead to keep the goats on the English side of the Border. Scottish forestry operations 
were becoming less tolerant of goat damage and the resulting culls were threatening the long 
term persistence of the population. FC was advised by David Bullock to keep the population 
above 75 individuals. Subsequent Population Viability Analysis by the author using the model 
Vortex (Gough, unpublished data, 1998) suggested the population would need to be at least 120 
individuals to ensure long term survival. The FC on the English side of the Border would like 
to see the population greater than 100 (T. Dearnley, pers. comm., 2012), but numbers are also 
influenced by FC policy north of the Border, and at present FC in Scotland are still regularly 
culling goats. 

In Upper Coquetdale there is little conflict between the goats and livestock farming or the military 
training that takes place there. However, as more new native woodland is planted in the area to 
enhance the habitat for species such as Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix there is the potential need 
to manage the goats more proactively. Consequently Northumberland National Park Authority 
(NNPA) and the Ministry of Defence are hoping to organise a census and develop a management 
plan for the goats in Upper Coquetdale. Since 2005, monitoring and management has been 
undertaken for the north Cheviot population (Yeavering, Newton Tors, College Valley) through 
a partnership involving local landowners and farmers, NNPA, the British Feral Goat Research 
Group, and more recently Newcastle University. This North Cheviot Goat Management Group 
aims to maintain a viable population of goats in the area which is managed to minimise negative 
impacts on newly-planted woodlands, inbye fields and walls. The Goat Management Plan (Smith, 
2005), commissioned by NNPA, provides the basis for management. The objective is to keep 
the goat population at between 130 and 170 individuals. When the population exceeds the upper 
limit, as it did when the plan was drawn up, the goats are rounded up and the appropriate number 
of each sex and age class are re-homed by the British Feral Goat Research Group.

Goats from this population have gone to assist with conservation grazing projects in Dumfries, 
Durham, Cheddar Gorge, Lynton in Devon, Portland, Windsor Great Park and Wiltshire. Some 
have also gone to goat breeders who specialise in the primitive British feral goat and will not 
cross-breed them with more modern breeds of goat (S. Goodyer, pers. comm., 2012). Only 
very occasionally has it been necessary to cull “problem goats” such as those that have been 
found regularly grazing the new woodland plantings or inbye fields. NNPA has given funding to 
landowners for additional fences to protect woodlands, drystone walls and inbye fields. This has 
helped to reduce the need to remove goats. 

Newcastle University is currently undertaking GPS tracking of a small number of goats in the 
north Cheviot population (Yeavering, Newton Tors, College Valley) and data is in the process 
of being analysed (R. Bevan, pers. comm., 2012). It is hoped that advances in remote tracking 
technology and possible future analysis of population genetics will increase our knowledge of 
the ecology of Feral Goats in the region. 

Mary Gough
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CHILLINGHAM CATTLE Bos taurus

The Chillingham herd has inhabited 
Chillingham Park at least since 
1646 and possibly much earlier. 
They were made famous by Thomas 
Bewick and Sir Edwin Landseer in 
the 18th and 19th centuries. Bewick’s 
woodcut of the Chillingham Bull 
(shown here) was described by 
Simon Schama as “an image of 
massive power … perhaps the 
greatest … icon of British natural 
history, and one loaded with moral, 
national and historical sentiment 
as well as purely zoological 
fascination” (Schama, 2002, p. 126).

The appeal of the Chillingham herd has been mainly due to their wild state but they have also 
attracted a great deal of speculation regarding their origin. Another mystery has been how they 
could have survived prolonged inbreeding. Modern DNA techniques can probably give some 
answers for both these questions, and it is already clear (Visscher et al, 2001) that genetically 
they are exceptionally uniform and lacking in genetic variation. Apparently, harmful recessive 
genes have been purged from the population, a process known to be theoretically possible, but 
not previously demonstrated in a wild mammal. The genetic uniformity is from long exposure 
to inbreeding and to genetic bottlenecks such as that of early 1947 when severe winter weather 
reduced the herd from around 40 to 13 (eight cows and five bulls).

Originally the property of the Earls of Tankerville and their forebears, since 1973 they have 
belonged to the Chillingham Wild Cattle Association. The owners have always been very aware 
of the special attention that this unique herd requires and today the herd is, numerically at least, 
in a stronger position than for many years. In addition there is a reserve herd, established in the 
early 1970s in northeast Scotland, which numbers between 24-36 animals. Cell cultures and 
sperm (obtained from casualty animals) are stored in liquid nitrogen to provide a backup “frozen 
herd”.

From the low point in 1947, the herd increased fairly steadily to about 45 in the early 1970s. A 
period of instability, with herd numbers varying between 48 and 68, appeared to end in about 
1985 with herd numbers then being fairly constant, though with a gentle decline, to 39 in 2001. 
Since then, and apparently in response to the removal of a flock of 300 sheep, numbers have 
risen to the current total of about 100. However there are probably only 20 or 30 proven breeding 
females in the herd and it is clearly important, though very challenging, to find out more about 
the processes underlying changes in numbers in the herd.

With a height at the shoulders of about 110 cm these are small animals. Their general body 
conformation is that of late medieval cattle prior to the era of agricultural improvement, being 
relatively long in the leg and short in the body; this proportionality, coupled with their impressive 
horns (carried by both sexes) makes them appear larger than they actually are. Their white 
coloration and red ears make them very distinctive.

In the early 20th century animals from Chillingham contributed to other parkland herds of horned 
white cattle (Whitehead, 1953) and these were ultimately combined to form the White Park 
breed which is a much larger animal with, essentially, the body conformation of a 19th-century 
beef breed. None of these other parkland herds have the same history of unbroken residence in 
an ancestral range.

No bulls are castrated. Cows calve all year round, though a tendency to conception earlier in 
the spring, as a response to climate warming, has become evident (Burthe et al, 2011). Bulls 
compete for matings during all seasons and display, dominance and fighting behaviours are very 
prominent in the life of the herd. Traditionally a “king bull” system was said to operate and while 
this may well have been the case at some times, it is not always evident, and bulls appear to 
exhibit a degree of home-range behaviour, while cows and young animals roam the 134 ha Park 
as a single herd, or as smaller sub-herds.

Between 1977 and 1982 the average age of cows at calving (generation interval) was 7.2 years. 
The mean time between calvings was about 450 days, the 280 days gestation period implying 
that on average cows conceived nearly six months after calving. The removal of the sheep flock 
would be expected to promote herd growth as a result of reduced nutritional competition. Equal 
numbers of male and female calves are born but survival rates of males are lower at all ages, so 
herd sex ratios have usually been female-biased. This has changed recently with the current sex 
ratio of the herd being approximately 50:50. Also indicative of improved nutrition is better body 
condition of individual animals. Prior to the removal of the sheep the usual weight for a mature 
animal in winter (recorded at autopsy as thin, but not emaciated) was 300 kg for bulls and 280 
kg for cows, but a bull culled for welfare reasons in 2012 (battle damage) was found to weigh 
400 kg.

Maximum ages attained by bulls and cows are probably 9 and 12 years respectively though the 
lack of ear tagging means this cannot be verified. Calving problems, at approximately one in 
70 pregnancies, were much rarer than in commercial cattle perhaps partly because age at first 
calving was usually three or four years (Hall and Hall, 1988). Age at first calving is probably 
declining now (a heifer, euthanized for welfare reasons in January 2012, was showing an ovarian 
follicle at 10 months of age) and this could result in an increase in difficult births.

Mortality of young calves, particularly during the first 30 days, can be quite high in a bad winter 
and sometimes abandoned calves have been removed and taken to the reserve herd, but these 
efforts are often unsuccessful. Normally the cow calves away from the herd and she visits the 
calf periodically to suckle it. After some days the calf will follow its mother back to the herd and 
other cows are usually very interested in the new arrival. The traditional story of the new calf 
being inspected and either accepted or rejected presumably arises from this behaviour though 
outright “rejection” by other cattle has seldom, if ever, been reliably recorded.

Hay is taken to the herd in the winter, the date that feeding starts depends on the evident appetite 
of the animals. Now that sheep are no longer kept in the Park forage is relatively abundant until 
winter is fairly well advanced. Apart from hay feeding little intervention is practised though 
individuals are sometimes euthanized on welfare grounds (Hall et al, 2005). Autopsies are 
performed if there is any doubt about cause of death but the cattle are apparently free of the 
notifiable infectious diseases. Given their genetic uniformity, which would tend to make them 
relatively susceptible to disease, this freedom is probably due largely to their isolation and the 
biosecurity measures in force.
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The herd gives the opportunity of observing the behaviour of cattle relatively free of human 
interference and it is one of the very few such herds anywhere in the world and the only one to 
have been studied in detail. In the past observers have been able to identify animals individually 
(they are not ear-tagged) and it is clear that the detailed behaviour patterns of bulls and cows 
differ markedly. For example periods of grazing and ruminating tend to be shorter for bulls than 
for cows during daytime but not at night. These sex differences are apparently because bulls have 
to be permanently on the lookout for rival bulls or for cows coming into season (Hall, 1989).

Chillingham cattle are far more vocal than husbanded cattle and bulls have distinctive calls (a 
repeated, high pitched hoot, not reported in cattle elsewhere) and lowing sounds, while cows 
perform the familiar “moo” call (Hall et al, 1988). Both sexes spend a lot of time scratching 
against objects and this behaviour, when performed by bulls, may have a social display function. 
Bulls also paw the ground and rub face and neck in the earth. These behaviours can be seen 
throughout the year, the intensity being greatest when a cow is in season. Some behaviour, 
notably the cow-cow mounting so frequently observed in oestrous dairy cows, are of vanishingly 
rare occurrence at Chillingham.

Mechanisms underlying change in numbers are not easy to elucidate because the small herd 
size means random factors can be important. Also, hay feeding shelters the herd from many of 
the effects of a harsh winter. Some mortality and fertility factors may respond to the size of the 
herd (in the period 1953-1985 mortality rates of adults increased as herd size increased: Hall 
and Hall, 1988), while there may also be an effect of winter weather, in that the North Atlantic 
Oscillation index appears to influence overall herd growth rate (calm, dry and cold winters may 
be favourable, while windy, wet and warm winters may be detrimental: Hall, in preparation). 
However, with reliable herd records dating back to 1945, it should be possible to find which 
factors have been most important, though as is normal with wild populations, prediction of 
numbers will probably not be reliable.

Removal of the sheep has enabled conservation of the Park as a complete environment to be 
managed more than was previously possible. The Park, the surrounding woodlands, and the 
cattle are now all the property of the Chillingham Wild Cattle Association, after a period of 
separate ownerships. With generous support from individuals, trusts and support received 
from the DEFRA Higher Level Stewardship Scheme, the biodiversity and cultural value of the 
Park is being protected and enhanced as the only parkland environment in Britain inhabited 
by an eponymous breed, and with both trees and pastures in relatively good condition. More 
information and news about the herd and park can be obtained from the Chillingham Wild Cattle 
Association. 

Stephen Hall

BATS

There are eight species of bats known to be present and breeding in the region, Whiskered Bat 
Myotis mystacinus, Brandt’s Bat M. brandtii, Daubenton’s Bat M. daubentonii, Natterer’s Bat 
M. natttereri, Noctule Nyctalus noctula, Common Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pipistrellus, Soprano 
Pipistrelle P. pymaeus and Brown Long-eared Bat Plecotus auritus. Nathusius’ Pipistrelle P. 
nathusi are also now known to be present in south east Northumberland in all months from March 
to October although breeding has yet to be proven. There are a few but increasing numbers of 
records for Leisler’s Bat Nyctalus leisleri (although the status of this bat in the North East is not 
yet understood) and occasional records of other species of bats, both historical and recent.

The Durham and Northumberland Bat Groups were established in the 1980s and were among 
the first bat groups in the country. They continue to be very active with thriving memberships. A 
Cleveland Bat Group existed up to the mid-1990s. Following its demise, bat work in the former 
Cleveland area was gradually taken up by both Durham and North Yorkshire bat groups but as 
this is not either group’s core area it has meant that the south Cleveland area in particular has 
been relatively little surveyed for bats.  

Both the remaining bat groups have been involved in long term studies of bats in the region. 
Durham Bat Group has been studying the bats at the field centre in Middleton-in-Teesdale since 
1984 when a total count of 320 bats of all species was recorded. This building is known to 
support roosting Whiskered Bats, Brandt’s Bats, Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle and 
Brown Long-eared Bats. Counts of emerging bats have been undertaken in most years and the 
numbers of each species have fluctuated, with 127 Common Pipistrelle and 42 Whiskered/
Brandt’s Bats counted in 2010. 

Another long term study has been carried out since 1985 by John Steele of the Northumberland 
Bat Group, at Brinkburn Priory. A count of 419 bats in June 1986 of what were then thought to 
be Daubenton’s Bats, made it one of the biggest roosts of that species in England at the time. 
However numbers have declined to an average of approximately 160 animals, a mixture of 
Daubenton’s Bats and Natterer’s Bat which have now been established as breeding at Brinkburn. 
Common Pipistrelle, Brown Long-eared bats, Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats and Noctule have all 
been recorded roosting within the priory.

The maps which accompany the bat accounts are more a reflection of survey effort than a 
true reflection of the species distribution. All bat species are European protected species and 
commercially driven surveys to comply with legislation are now recording bats across the region 
and when the data is passed on, are adding to our current knowledge of bat distribution. Bats 
are a difficult group to identify with certainty in flight; current bat detectors and sound analysis 
software are helpful in this but some species still cannot be reliably identified in this way. With 
changing technology and increased survey effort, our knowledge of bat distribution is also 
constantly changing. 

The records shown on our maps do not differentiate between a known bat roost, a foraging 
or flight record or a record of a downed bat which has come into care. With this coarse level 
of detail this publication is not intended to be used for commercial bat consultations, and it is 
recommended that the county bat groups are consulted for up to date records. 

Tina Wiffen
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WHISKERED BAT Myotis mystacinus

The Whiskered Bat is one of the small 
Myotis species of bats, three of which 
occur in Britain and two are known 
in the region. Brandt’s Bat Myotis 
brandtii is very similar to Whiskered 
Bat: indeed Brandt’s Bat and 
Whiskered Bat were only separated 
in 1970 and so any historical data 
referring to Whiskered Bats could be 
either Whiskered Bat or Brandt’s Bat. 
Whiskered Bats and Brandt’s Bats, 
while very similar morphologically, 
have been shown by genetic studies 
to be more closely related to other 
Myotis species than to each other 
(Agirre-Mendi et al, 2004; Niermann 
et al, 2007). Alcathoe Bat Myotis 
alcathoe, the third small Myotis bat, 
was identified in 2001 in Greece and 
was confirmed as breeding in Britain 
in 2010. Alcathoe Bat has been 
recorded in the North York Moors 
but not yet in the North East. This is 
a cryptic bat species and with increased survey effort it is possible that it will be found to be 
present in our region as suitable habitat is likely to be available.

Whiskered Bats are small Myotis bats, distinguished from Daubenton’s Bats Myotis daubentonii 
and Natterer’s Bats Myotis nattereri by their smaller size, small feet, shaggy dorsal fur and a 
short calcar which is half the length of the tail membrane. Whiskered Bats have a long pointed 
tragus with a straight or concave outer margin. The face, ears and membranes of Whiskered Bats 
are dark brown or black, usually darker than Brandt’s Bat, and the fur is dark or reddish brown, 
sometimes with golden tips. Differences in the teeth are widely used to separate Whiskered 
Bat and Brandt’s Bat: in Whiskered Bat the cusp on the interior angle of the fourth premolar is 
lacking or smaller than the third premolar, whereas in Brandt’s Bat the cusp is obvious and often 
reaches the same height as the third premolar. This can be seen with the bat in the hand but is 
hard to determine and dentition can even differ between either side of the bat’s jaw (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008). Penis shape is also helpful in separating male Whiskered Bats and Brandt’s Bats: 
Whiskered Bats typically have a thin, straight penis whereas Brandt’s Bats have a club-shaped 
penis. However this method of identification is uncertain, as a recent study showed that whilst 
all Whiskered Bats had a thin, straight penis so did 30% of Brandt’s Bats; only 70% had a club-
shaped penis (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 

Whiskered Bats use buildings for summer roosts, using small crevices such as behind cladding 
and they are known to hibernate within caves and disused mines. Tree roosts are rarely used. 
The adult males seem to be solitary and the females form maternity colonies to give birth and 
to raise their young. Maternity colonies usually comprise 20-60 females, rarely up to several 

hundred (Dietz et al, 2009). Roost sites can change frequently (every 10-14 days) and in roosts 
that are occupied for longer there is a high turnover of individuals (Dietz et al, 2009). Whiskered 
Bats emerge within half an hour of sunset and are known to hunt along regular flight paths when 
foraging. Whiskered Bats forage in edge or cluttered habitats favouring open areas with patches 
of woodland or hedges and damp areas; they also use woodland for foraging and will hunt along 
streams and over water bodies. They have a level flight, often not far above ground level and they 
are also seen to forage in the tree canopy layer. The echolocation calls of Whiskered Bats and 
Brandt’s Bats cannot be reliably separated. 

The maximum known age for a Whiskered Bat is 23 years (Harris and Yalden, 2008) with an 
average life span of three and a half to five years (Dietz et al, 2009).

Bolam (1926) notes that the only published record for County Durham for a Whiskered Bat is 
mentioned by Mennell and Perkins (1864), simply recorded as “Shotley Bridge (?Darlington) 
W. Backhouse”. Bolam notes that the identification of this specimen was not quite accepted 
at the time, “a scepticism which subsequent knowledge has proved to be quite unfounded, the 
Whiskered Bat having now been found to be one of the commonest species in County Durham”.  
Bolam found the first specimen of Whiskered Bat for Northumberland lying dead on the grass at 
Houxty, near Bellingham, on 24 May 1915. He went on to say that this bat was then proven to 
be numerous in that area as well as Redesmouth, Sidwood, Beaufront and Stocksfield (Bolam, 
1926). Current knowledge of Whiskered/Brandt’s Bat suggest that this bat is neither currently 
widespread nor numerous in the region.

As detailed above, Whiskered Bat and Brandt’s Bat are very difficult to separate reliably and the 
similarities between the two species mean that the existing records need to be treated with care; 
in the absence of further information the records should all be considered as Whiskered/Brandt’s 
Bats rather than identified to species level. As a consequence, all specific records referred to in 
this account are supported by identification criteria.

Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats have a central to western distribution within County Durham and a 
small number of hibernacula are known to the west of the county. Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats are 
fairly uncommon in Cleveland with few known roosts and are so far unrecorded in the borough 
of Hartlepool (Ian Bond pers. comm., 2012). Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats are known from two sites 
in Middlesbrough. 

In Northumberland there are records of Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats spread throughout the county 
with more records from the southeast section of Northumberland, along the east coast and in the 
Tyne valley, although it is likely that this reflects survey effort rather than bat distribution. The 
largest known Whiskered/Brandt’s Bat roost in Northumberland is of 275 bats in Haydon Bridge.

Recent advances in DNA identification techniques have allowed bat droppings to be tested 
to determine the species of bat present. There have been limited local studies done using this 
technique, the largest of which was an MSc project undertaken by Helen Jameson in 2010 when 
droppings were collected from suspected Whiskered/Brandt’s Bat roosts (Jameson, 2010). Bat 
droppings were collected from 18 sites and 15 samples were DNA tested. Of these, 13 samples 
produced definitive results: nine samples were Brandt’s Bat, one was Whiskered Bat, one 
was Natterer’s Bat and two were Daubenton’s Bat. These findings did not reflect the previous 
understanding of the relative abundance of these small Myotis bats in the survey area. “The most 
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commonly encountered species was M. brandtii which DNA analysis confirmed was present at 
nine (69%) of the sampled roost sites, despite having only been confirmed previously at three 
(23%). From DNA analysis alone, M. mystacinus was confirmed as present at only a single site 
(8%), whereas it had previously been confirmed at seven (54%)” (Jameson, 2010). Selected bat 
roosts in County Durham that were believed to have been Whiskered Bat roosts were found to 
have Brandt’s Bat present at the time of this DNA analysis study. This suggests that Brandt’s Bat 
may be more widespread than previously thought and Whiskered Bat less widespread, although 
further investigation is required to confirm this. Of the roosts identified in Jameson’s study the 
Whiskered Bat roost was in Escomb, Durham and five Brandt’s Bat roosts were in Durham and 
four in Northumberland. 

In Northumberland, one site in Hexhamshire is a confirmed Whiskered Bat maternity roost; 
a female bat which came into captivity was identified by the author on teeth and a DNA test 
confirmed the species. A single Whiskered Bat, confirmed by DNA, has been found roosting in 
Cockfield, County Durham.

Whiskered Bats were caught and tracked as part of a National Trust project at Gibside in 2009-10. 
The bats were identified in the hand using morphological characteristics. This study confirmed 
male Whiskered Bats roosting singly or in pairs and also found a maternity roost of around 20 
individuals. Five individual Whiskered Bats were radio tracked and a total of eight different 
Whiskered Bat roosts were found. Of the 70 bats caught during the two year project 16 were 
identified as Whiskered Bats, suggesting the Derwent Valley holds a good population of these 
bats. Subsequent catching at this site by the author has confirmed the presence of Brandt’s Bat, 
based on dentition and a bulbous penis shape.

Tina Wiffen

BRANDT’S BAT Myotis brandtii

Brandt’s Bat is one of the small Myotis species of bats. They are very similar to Whiskered Bats 
Myotis mystacinus and this is discussed in detail in the account for Whiskered Bat. 

Brandt’s Bats have lighter brown fur than Whiskered Bats and older Brandt’s Bats can have gold 
tips to their fur. The face, ears and membranes of Brandt’s Bats are brownish and the lower part 
of the tragus and the ear, including inside the auricle near the base, is paler. Brandt’s Bats have 
a convex outer edge to their long pointed tragus. The maximum known age for a Brandt’s Bat 
is 41 years (Harris and Yalden, 2008); this is the oldest recorded age for a bat, discovered from 
ringing studies in Central Siberia.

Brandt’s Bats roost in trees and buildings but have also been found using bridges and bat boxes; 
if the roosts are in buildings they are usually close to woodland edges, although two of the 
three known Brandt’s Bat roosts in the Tees Valley are in suburban houses in Darlington and 
Guisborough. Like Whiskered Bats, adult males seem to be solitary and the females form 
maternity colonies to give birth and to raise their young. Maternity colonies usually comprise 
20-60 females and usually less than 100 animals. Brandt’s Bats hibernate in disused mines and 
caves and a study has shown that male Brandt’s Bats hibernate for longer than male Whiskered 
Bats, until May and March respectively (Harris and Yalden, 2008). Brandt’s Bats also choose 
drier hibernation sites than Whiskered Bats.

Brandt’s Bats tend to have a lower wing loading than Whiskered Bats which may allow them to be 
more manoeuvrable in flight within a cluttered environment (Harris and Yalden, 2008). Brandt’s 
Bats are more strongly linked to forests than Whiskered Bats and forage within woodland, on 
moorland and in damp areas including damp woodland (Dietz et al, 2009).

A recent MSc project has suggested Brandt’s Bat to be more widespread in Durham than 
previously realised (Jameson, 2010). The known Brandt’s Bat roosts have a westerly distribution 
within the county and the largest count of a known Brandt’s Bat roost was of 300 individuals 
near Lanchester in 2011. 

Durham Bat Group has been monitoring the field centre in Middleton-in-Teesdale in June 
since 1984 and this site has held varying numbers of Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats. Jameson (2010) 
confirmed Brandt’s as present by DNA anlaysis of droppings, though an earlier series of DNA 
samples taken from the Field Centre by Lene Berge had found both Whiskered and Brandt’s to 
be present (Noel Jackson, pers. comm., 2012). The highest count was 271 bats in 2005 with the 
lowest counts of 42 in 2009 and 2010. 

In Northumberland, four Brandt’s Bat roosts were confirmed by the same MSc project. These 
roosts are in central and northern Northumberland, with two along the river Wansbeck corridor 
(Jameson, 2010). In 2011 Brandt’s Bats were caught by the author in Gosforth Park, on the 
northern outskirts of Newcastle, foraging within woodland but in a suburban setting. These bats 
were identified by dentition and by penis shape: the male bats caught all had a bulbous penis 
which currently identifies them as Brandt’s Bats. 

Tina Wiffen
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DAUBENTON’S BAT Myotis daubentonii

Daubenton’s Bat was first described 
in 1817 by the German naturalist 
Heinrich Kuhl (1797-1821). The name 
commemorates the French naturalist 
Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton (1716-
1799). Daubenton’s Bat is one of the 
medium sized Myotis species found 
in the UK. It has a body mass of 
7-15 grams, a wingspan of 240-275 
mm and a forearm length of 33-42 
mm. The dorsal fur is a uniform red 
brown, with pale ventral fur. The 
face is pink with bare skin present 
around the eyes. Daubenton’s Bats 
echolocate at between 32 and 88 
kHz, with a peak frequency of around 
45 to 55 kHz. On a bat detector calls 
are heard as a rapid series of regular 
clicks, with many texts likening this 
to a machine-gun-like burst. 

Daubenton’s Bats feed almost 
exclusively over water and their diet 
consists mostly of chironomid midges 
with other insects such as caddisflies and mayflies also taken. Rivers and still waters are both 
utilised and studies on foraging behaviour on an upland river in northern England have revealed 
a preference for foraging on stretches of river where the water surface is smooth and both banks 
are lined with trees (Warren et al., 2000). Flight is fast and direct with the bats foraging within 
the first one metre of airspace above the surface of the water. Insect prey is taken out of the air, 
or from the surface of the water. The latter method involves the use of their large hind feet and 
the tail membrane. The prey is then quickly transferred to the mouth. Daubenton’s Bats usually 
feed within three km of their roost sites but have been recorded following canals for up to 15 km 
(Altringham, 2003).

Daubenton’s Bat roosts are normally found close to water and summer roosts are found in tree 
holes, bridges, tunnels, caves, mines and cellars. Buildings are also used. Hibernation roosts are 
often underground in caves, mines and cellars. This species will aggregate with others and mixed 
roosts with Natterer’s Bat Myotis nattereri, pipistrelles and Brown Long-eared Bats Plecotus 
auritus have been recorded. Studies undertaken on the roosting habits of Daubenton’s Bats have 
shown that the different sexes tend to roost in different sites. Male bats show a tendency to roost 
at higher altitudes where foraging conditions are more challenging, with female roosts located at 
lower altitudes (Russo, 2002). Further research undertaken in the Yorkshire Dales suggests that 
male Daubenton’s Bats feeding at higher altitudes have been excluded from the better feeding 
grounds at lower altitudes by females and dominant males (Senior et al, 2005). 

Daubenton’s Bats are widespread and common throughout the UK with an estimated breeding 
population of around 560,000. However the accuracy of this estimate is questionable with Harris 
et al. (1995) estimating a combined breeding population for England, Scotland and Wales at 
150,000. The remaining 410,000 comes from a separate population assessment for Northern 
Ireland (Bat Conservation Trust, 2012). Latest trend data for this species suggests the UK 
population is stable and possibly increasing in some areas (Bat Conservation Trust, 2012). This 
is despite the loss of, and damage to, wetlands and waterways. The species becomes rarer in 
northern Scotland and is believed to be absent from Shetland, Orkney and many of the Western 
Isles. 

Mennell and Perkins (1864) described what is likely to be the earliest record of Daubenton’s 
Bats in the northeast of England. The record dates from 1839 of a bat taken from Auckland St 
Andrew, Durham and subsequently preserved at Durham University. The bat was erroneously 
identified, by the Rev. L. Jenyens, as a distinct species and named Vespertilio oedilis. However, 
a later inspection by Keyserling and Blasius suggested that the characteristics of the specimen 
used to distinguish it from Daubenton’s Bats were the parts most likely to be distorted when the 
specimen was dried and stuffed. Keyserling and Blasius concluded that there was not enough 
evidence to separate the specimen from Daubenton’s Bat. A further examination by Rev. Jenyens 
convinced him that it was a white variety of Daubenton’s Bat.

George Bolam (1926) wrote several accounts of Daubenton’s Bats from the region between 1880 
and 1920. His earliest account is from a site one or two miles north of Berwick-upon-Tweed, 
which may or may not be north of the Border. He recalls that his then young brothers brought 
home a fishing creel full of bats taken from an old willow tree in 1880, which could be the 
earliest roost record for the region. The following morning 15 were described as “available for 
inspection” and all were Daubenton’s Bats. Eight were adults and the others were described as 
unfledged young in varying stages of development. This confirms that it was a breeding roost. 
Bolam described Daubenton’s Bats as being well distributed and not uncommon throughout 
the district where suitable conditions prevail. He states that this species was found in most such 
places investigated in Northumberland. He recalls bats being found at Alston, Tweedside (both 
sides of the border), Tillside, and the River Aln. His account also details the measurements of 
various specimens from Seaton Delaval and Chopwell, dated 1917, and from Houxty dated 1920.

Current field records of Daubenton’s Bats are numerous throughout the region and our maps 
unsurprisingly show a pattern of distribution along all of our major water courses from the River 
Tweed in the north to Easington Beck on the Cleveland/North Yorkshire border. Records exist 
from the upper reaches of the rivers, such as upstream of Kielder and Cow Green reservoirs, down 
to the east coast at Alnmouth, Lynemouth, Castle Eden Dene and the Tees Barrage. However 
the current distribution maps clearly show that the middle reaches of the rivers hold the most 
records. There do appear to be some gaps in the distribution, notably the absence from many of 
the smaller water courses in the Hartlepool area (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). Sightings of 
Daubenton’s Bats are not restricted to large water bodies; several members of the Durham Bat 
Group, including the author, have witnessed Daubenton’s Bats feeding over a small isolated 
pond near Butterwick, Sedgefield. With the exception of seasonally dry ditches this pond lies 
over one km from any other water courses and two and a half km from the nearest major water 
bodies of Crookfoot and Hurworth Burn reservoirs. Radio tracking undertaken near Morpeth 
in May 2012 revealed Daubenton’s Bats feeding over a pond approximately one km from the 
nearest river. The bat was caught feeding over the pond and eventually found roosting in a church 
almost eight km away (T. Wiffen, pers. comm., 2012). 
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A trip along any of the region’s major waterways is likely to reveal the presence of Daubenton’s 
Bats, with anglers frequently encountering them when fishing into the late evening. One record, 
which could probably be attributed to this species, comes from an angler night fishing above the 
Rose Tree Bridge at Shincliffe around 2007. The angler, known personally to the author, stated 
that a bat bumped into the side of his head and attached itself to his scalp, screeching in his ear 
as he tried to remove it. Perhaps there is a little truth behind the old wives’ tale after all! In the 
moments leading up to the incident, which left him rather shaken, he reported that numerous bats 
were seen near the remains of an old bridge and flying along the stretch of river. 

The first modern recorded roost in the region was from the Durham/North Yorkshire border at 
Croft-on-Tees. The roost was found under the A167 road bridge in 1985. Since then a further 
15 roosts have been identified across County Durham including one in a bridge over the River 
Leven near Yarm. Further south a hibernation roost has been recorded in a tunnel at the Boulby 
potash mine in South Cleveland. Roost sizes vary from single bats to a count of 118 in 2004 from 
a road bridge at Piercebridge. Maternity roosts of 71 bats and 85 bats were discovered via radio 
tracking by the National Trust at Gibside, Gateshead, in 2009 and 2010. One roost was found in 
a bridge over the river Derwent and the other in a relatively modern house. 

In Northumberland 11 roosts are known with modern records dating back to 1986. Northumberland 
can certainly claim the largest known roost in the region with a count of 419 from Brinkburn 
Priory. This roost was the subject of a study by Newcastle University into the effects of a music 
festival on the emergence behaviour of breeding bats. The study revealed that while the festival 
did not significantly affect the numbers of bats emerging from the roost, it did impact upon the 
time of emergence; with bats leaving up to 47 minutes later on festival nights (Shirley et al, 
2001). 

Roosting sites vary. The majority of known roosts in County Durham are found in bridges, but 
in Northumberland the majority are known from buildings, including dwelling houses. A single 
roost is known from a bat box. The Boulby roost in Cleveland is located within a tunnel. This 
variation in roosting sites appears to be consistent with the national picture although very few 
tree roosts are known from our region. It is unclear whether this is due to roost selection by the 
bats or whether it is down to surveyor effort: bridges and buildings are generally easier to locate 
and survey than tree roosts.

The majority of the known roosts in the North East are summer roosts. Only four hibernation 
sites are known: three of these are from upper Weardale and one is from Boulby. Surveys in 
upper Teesdale between 1997 and 1999 revealed high numbers of Daubenton’s Bats in August. 
The possibility that this was part of a migratory pattern to upland, underground hibernation sites 
cannot be ruled out.

Daubenton’s Bats are currently considered to be widespread in our region. The records appear 
to show that the species was also widespread in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. There is 
currently no reason to suspect that the national trend, showing a stable population, is not being 
reflected in the northeast of England.

Barry Anderson

NATTERER’S BAT Myotis nattereri

The Natterer’s Bat was first described in Germany in 1817 and was named after an Austrian 
naturalist called Johann Natterer (1787-1843). Natterer’s Bat was first mentioned in Britain in 
1837 (Barrett-Hamilton and Hinton, 1921) though evidence has been found in Neolithic strata 
(10,000-5,000 years BC) in Dowel Cave, Derbyshire (Yalden, 1986). Natterer’s Bat is found 
throughout the country up to the Great Glen fault in Scotland with a higher density to the south. 
They are considered widespread and fairly common in Northumberland and widespread but less 
common in Durham.

Natterer’s Bat is a medium sized Myotis bat with broad, pointed wings and long light-brown 
fur on the upper side and white or nearly white beneath. It has a long narrow ear with a sharply 
pointed, straight sided tragus. The face and snout are pink to light-brown and the wing membranes 
are mid-brown. The bats have a quiet echolocation when foraging and are quiet in the roost and 
so are often unobserved by roost owners. The bats emerge when it is nearly dark and they are 
near-invisible against buildings and vegetation. Natterer’s Bat is an agile flyer with the ability 
to hover and manoeuvre around foliage to glean its prey; it could be described as the harrier of 
the bat world with a good turn of speed when needed, often seen when a pair of courting bats are 
flying fast in tandem.

A wide range of prey species are eaten as the bat can take non-flying prey such as harvestmen, 
spiders, weevils and earwigs by gleaning them from foliage as well as catching diurnal flies 
such as dung-flies, crane-flies and blow-flies when at rest or disturbed. Sheltered semi-natural 
deciduous woodland associated with waterways are the preferred foraging area, but semi-natural 
deciduous woodland can suffice. Natterer’s Bat has also been seen foraging low over ruderal 
plants, such as docks, in an open field margin close to Darlington. This versatility of foraging 
habitat types is an important factor, allowing this species to be widespread. Natterer’s Bats are 
thought to fly up to four km and occasionally six km from their roost to foraging areas (Smith 
and Racey, 2002).

The first historical record noted for Natterer’s Bat in the North East was reported in the Tyneside 
Naturalists’ Field Club publication in 1867 where they stated “We can only record one instance 
of the capture of this species, but so little attention has been made to the bats of our district that 
this and other species may probably be more generally distributed and less rare than is usually 
supposed.” The record was for a tree in Hoffal Wood, Durham by W. Backhouse (Mennell and 
Perkins, 1864).

George Bolam (1926) states that prior to his records no reports of Natterer’s Bat were known 
in Northumberland with the closest in Carlisle and Yorkshire, and two suspect records from 
Dalkeith and Argyllshire in 1880 and 1858 respectively. Bolam first recorded the Natterer’s Bat 
in 1916 close to Alston both in flight and as a casualty (brought in by a cat), casualties proving 
the most accurate way of identifying bats at the time, though observation was also used as Bolam 
noted the differences in the flight between Whiskered Bat Myotis mystacinus and Natterer’s Bat. 
Other sightings of Natterer’s Bat on the wing were also noted within a short distance of Alston 
by Bolam.

When the Durham and Northumberland Bat Groups were first formed in the 1980s, more records 
for Natterer’s Bats were identified, but the quantity of records was low and the Distribution Atlas 
of Bats in Britain and Ireland 1980-1999 (Richardson, 2000) showed their distribution in the 
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region to be sparse and scattered. However the 21st century has seen the number of Natterer’s Bat 
records increasing as legislation was enforced and redundant or historic buildings that are also 
used by this species were surveyed prior to conversion or renovation. This increase in survey 
effort along with additional methods of bat identification has identified many more roosts and 
increased what we know of the distribution of the species in the North East. 

In northeast England an average sized maternity roost is approximately 23-35 adult bats, based 
on Northumberland Bat Group Records, but a large roost is known in a church in North Yorkshire 
with about 150 bats. Natterer’s Bat is versatile when it comes to roosting sites, but crevices are 
the favoured choice and they roost frequently in trees. Table 1 summarises roost types where 
maternity roosts have been identified by the author in northeast England, with a bias towards 
buildings. Natterer’s Bats may use loft spaces as daytime roosts or before they emerge at dusk, 
however generally they will exit from an eaves/ridge crevice and commute directly to the closest 
sheltered feeding area. Mean emergence times for these roosts were 22 minutes after sunset for 
first emergence up to 42 minutes after sunset for the last bat to emerge, based on 20 roosts with 
counts throughout the season. Two further roosts had first emergence before sunset, but both 
these roosts were adjacent to excellent woodland foraging areas. Previous research has quoted 
first emergence times at 31 minutes with median emergence at 60 minutes, but these results are 
worldwide with no latitude or dates mentioned (Jones and Rydell, 1994).

Table 1. Roosting Positions and Types for Natterer’s Bat in northeast England

Building Type No.* Crevice Type No.* Roost Exit Type No.*
House – traditional 
large built buildings

10 Below the ridge tile and 
above the ridge board

11 Open doorways 7

Barn 10 Crevices in stonework/
rubble fill

3 Ridge 6

Outbuilding 4 Between stone slates 3 Eaves 5
Farmhouse 3 Between stone wall and 

woodwork
3 Gable Apex 4

Church/Chapel 3 Lintel crevice 1 Miscellaneous 4
Castle 1 Hanging from the ridge 

board
1 Masonry Crevice 2

Tree 1 Tree crevice 1
* based on 32 roosts * based on 23 roosts *based on 28 roosts

The most common place that Natterer’s Bat has been observed roosting in the North East is 
beneath stone ridge tiles where droppings are seen filtering through a gap between the ridge 
and sarking boards. When this type of crevice is used in barns or outbuildings the bats often 
exit through open doorways. Roosts of Natterer’s Bats can also be found on any side of the 
building including the north side, where cooler roosts are located. Maternity roosts are also 
known in bridges, churches and bat boxes in the region. Natterer’s Bats often roost in the same 
buildings/roof spaces as other species especially Brown Long-eared Bats Plecotus auritus and 
Daubenton’s Bats Myotis daubentonii. 
 
One population of Natterer’s Bat is known to use Belsay Castle during warm summers though 
they appear to seek alternative accommodation in wet cold summers such as those of 2009-
2011. The castle roost is between the ceiling timber and stonework of the Great Hall with 

the exit some distance away via 
a garderobe. Cooler crevices in 
stonework and vaulted rooms are 
used as transitional/hibernation sites. 
An alternative summer roost is a 
south-facing masonry crevice in a 
blocked doorway of a nearby house 
and this roost is usually active when 
the bats are absent from the castle 
as they have been in recent years. 
A local culvert also has evidence 
of explorative Natterer’s Bat and 
may also be used as a swarming/
hibernation site.

Hibernation roosts are sought in 
structures where low temperatures 
remain constant such as culverts, 
castles, icehouses, caves and mines 
or wall cavities, and are usually in 
tight crevices where predators cannot 
reach them. Very few hibernation 
sites for Natterer’s Bat are known 
in Northumberland and Durham. 
Natterer’s Bats are also known to travel to swarming sites in autumn probably for mating 
purposes, as high gene diversity has been identified (Rivers et al, 2006). Distances between 
swarming sites and summer roosts have been shown to be about 24.8 km for Natterer’s Bats 
(Parsons and Jones, 2003). 

Natterer’s Bats are found frequently throughout Northumberland with 100 recorded roosts; 
however records in Durham are sparser with fewer maternity roosts and only scattered records 
of occasional or foraging Natterer’s Bats. The distribution in Northumberland becomes sparser 
in the industrial areas in the southeast and in the upland areas above 244 metres in the west. 
These parameters may also explain the distribution in Durham, as both counties have low levels 
of ancient semi-natural woodland compared with the rest of the country and both have a good 
proportion of land above 224 metres. This species of bat may also be under-recorded due to tree 
roosts being rarely identified.

Ruth Hadden
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LEISLER’S BAT Nyctalus leisleri

Leisler’s Bat is a large golden-furred bat with black skin. This species is also known as the 
Hairy-armed Bat as the underside of the wing membranes are furred along the body and up along 
the arms to the fifth finger (Zera, 2004). It is also known as the Lesser Noctule, a particularly 
appropriate name as it looks like a Noctule Nyctalus noctula but is noticeably smaller. Closer 
examination shows that the fur is longer, particularly on the back and over the shoulders, giving 
it what has been described as a “lion’s mane”. The individual hairs of Leisler’s Bat have a 
dark base, whereas Noctule hairs are uniformly pale brown (Zera, 2004). Leisler’s Bats are 
long winged and adapted for fast, sustained flight. They are known to migrate over distances of 
hundreds of kilometres, at least in the eastern part of their range (Hutterer et al, 2005). 

Leisler’s Bats are widely distributed over the southern half of Europe but are not common 
anywhere other than Ireland. Within the UK they are concentrated in southern England with 
few records from the South West, the North East, East Anglia, Scotland and Wales (Richardson, 
2000). The nearest known breeding colonies to the North East are around Wakefield.

Several national distribution maps show Leisler’s Bat as present in the North East (for example 
Harris and Yalden, (2008) and Russ, (2012)), but there are only two unequivocal records. The 
first is the specimen found at Cragside early in 1986. The bat was originally identified by John 
Steele; Noel Jackson, Terry Coult, Rob Strachan and Gill Hinchliffe all crammed into a Mini for 
a hair-raising drive through deep snow to see the specimen. However while the bat’s identity is 
certain its provenance leaves some room for doubt as it was found in a wardrobe that had been 
brought up from southern England. The second record is from February 2012 when Tina Wiffen 
and Helen MacDonald identified a Leisler’s Bat which had been found in a bath in Wallsend 
near to the Rising Sun Country Park. This bat was successfully rehabilitated and released where 
it was found. 

There have also been a small number of bat-detector records of varying levels of confidence, 
mainly in Northumberland. There are recordings from the Rising Sun Country Park in 2011 that 
were indicative of Leisler’s Bat, as was a recording of a single bat commuting up the river at 
Wallsend in June 2003.  Claire Snowball’s May 2009 recordings from Havannah Nature Reserve 
near Newcastle Airport also fit the very probable category with John Drewett’s observations at 
Piercebridge at least a good possibility based on his experience of bat work. Analysis of data 
from the Bats and Roadside Mammals Survey 2006 (Russ et al, 2006) undertaken by Durham 
Bat Group in 2006 suggested Leisler’s Bats around Darlington and near Hamsterley Forest 
but follow-up visits failed to detect them in both cases. Similarly there have been a number of 
records based on the occasional bat pass recorded on a remote detector but many of these are at 
best questionable. To put this into context, no member of Durham Bat Group considers that they 
had even “probably” encountered Leisler’s Bat in County Durham or Cleveland.

In conclusion, there is so far no record of a breeding population or even anywhere where Leisler’s 
Bats are regularly present. On the basis of proven or very likely records, we could conclude that 
Leisler’s Bat is just a slightly more regular visitor to the North East than other vagrant species. 
However, we know that several insect species have colonised the North East in recent years 
and it may only be a matter of time before Leisler’s Bat breeds in the region as well. Indeed an 
alternative explanation for the records is that we may be on the cusp of that colonisation process.

Noel Jackson

NOCTULE Nyctalus noctula

The Noctule is one of the larger British bats, with a length 
of 3.7 to 4.8 cm and a wingspan of 32 to 40 cm. Typically 
they weigh around 28 to 35 grams but can be as much 
as 40 grams. Its fur is dark yellowish-brown (Corbet and 
Southern, 1977).

This species is normally associated with woodland 
habitat and with river valleys, roost sites being in most 
cases in old woodpecker holes (Boonman, 2000) and in 
rotten trees. Roosts in buildings are unusual, though other 
structures may be used, as in the case of the Lockhaugh 
Viaduct in the Derwent Valley. It is generally the first bat 
on the wing in an evening, often being seen in the light 
of the setting sun and sometimes appearing as the Swifts 
Apus apus, which have a similar wingspan, disappear.

Noctule prey consists mainly of larger insects such as beetles (Jones, 1995) and the deep dives 
observed in hunting contrast with the high and steady flight of animals commuting from their 
roosts to their hunting areas. Noctules may travel considerable distances to feed; in Europe 
commuting ranges of up to 26 km have been noted (Gebbard and Bogdanowicz, 2004). 

The Noctule is widely distributed throughout Europe up to 60O N, though it is virtually absent 
from Spain, Portugal and southern France (Schober and Grimmberger, 1989). It is widely 
distributed in England and Wales, but scarce in Scotland. It is absent from Ireland, where its 
congener, Leisler’s Bat Nyctalus leisleri, is widespread. In the UK the data from the National Bat 
Monitoring Programme Field Survey suggests a slight increase in population from the index year 
of 1999 to 2009, but the trend is not significant.

The earliest known occurrence of Noctule in the North East is a “fine specimen” taken at 
Cleadon in 1836 and presented to the Natural History Society by W.A. Swinburne. This appears 
in Mennell and Perkins (1864) as a Serotine Bat Eptesicus serotinus, but the identification was 
subsequently corrected by W.D. Roebuck in 1884 (Bolam, 1926). Bolam regarded it as a “rare 
accidental visitor”. He also recorded two sightings from the Tyne Valley (June 1914 and October 
1923), but regarded these as fitting into a pattern of migratory vagrancy. 

The Noctule may well be under-recorded in the North East, in part because it rarely roosts 
in buildings occupied by humans. Car transect surveys in Durham have located Noctules in 
locations in open countryside well away from known roosts. Our map shows a wide distribution, 
particularly along the river valleys, with occurrences as far west as OS grid references NY66 
and NY68. 

Most recorded roosts number below 50, although separate sites in the Riding Mill area were 
counted at 130 and 64 in 1985. Since Noctules do move from one site to another during the 
breeding season these two counts may refer to the same colony. 

More recently, on 2 May 2011, a colony of 69 was counted out of an Oak tree Quercus robur 
in Gosforth Park Nature Reserve. Three days later there were about 30 in that tree and a similar 
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number in a Birch tree Betula pendula 
elsewhere in the reserve. By 12 May 
there were again 69 in the oak, but on 
19 May there were five in the birch 
and none in the oak (T. Wiffen, pers. 
comm., 2011). In late May 2012 over 
40 Noctules were foraging over Bothal 
Pond. One was caught and radio 
tagged by Northumberland Nathusius’ 
Project and led observers to a roost in 
a Beech tree Fagus sylvatica a little 
over two km away. An emergence of 
49 was counted on the first night and 
54 the second. The following day only 
26 emerged and did not include the 
tagged bat, which was re-located on 
the fifth day in a pine tree some 5.5 
km from the first roost; 37 bats were 
counted out of the pine, but there were 
then none in the original beech tree (T. 
Wiffen, pers. comm., 2012). 

Tree roosts are typical, but there is a 
count of 52 in a manor house near Snod’s Edge in May 1986. This site is also associated with 
an unexplained piece of behaviour when the main part of the colony arrived from elsewhere and 
entered the roost about 35 minutes after sunset (Strachan, 1986). Lockhaugh Viaduct has been 
monitored regularly by John Durkin since 1985, the maximum count of 44 being achieved in 
1992, though 4-10 is more usual and in some years the species has not been found (J. Durkin, 
pers. comm., 2012). There is an intriguing January 2010 report from a member of the public of 
a bat which appeared to be a Noctule alighting on the disused Lands Viaduct near Cockfield, 
crawling up the brickwork and “investigating holes and cracks” (N. Jackson, pers. comm., 2010).

Hibernation normally remains undetected, but in January 1986 an Elm tree Ulmus minor was 
felled on farmland on the outskirts of Darlington, knocking a hollow branch off a neighbouring 
Beech. Twenty-one Noctules fell with the branch; two died, but the remaining 19 were cared for 
and hand-fed for just over a week before being returned to the site in a hibernation box which 
was strapped to the tree. When the box was re-checked in May there was one dead bat inside, but 
47 live Noctules in the Beech tree. By late June they had moved on. 

Other hibernation records come from Fenwick, near Matfen (one found on the ground in January 
2008), the Hart to Haswell Tunnel (singles in March 2005 and in February 2012) and from Croft 
Bridge (singles in March 1989 and in winter 1989/90).

The Hamsterley Forest bat box scheme provides evidence of use, with Noctules found in seven 
out of 22 years, 1987 to 1996 and 2000 to 2011. On one occasion, in July 2000, nine were present 
in one box, while two males were found together in July 2006. Other occurrences were of single 
occupancy of boxes and there are a number of other occasions over the years when droppings 
thought to be from Noctules have been found.

Evidence of movements between roosts and feeding areas is provided by an observation in May 
2008, when at least 41 Noctules were around the Houghton Gate area (Evans, 2008). A follow-
up visit three days later showed fewer bats, but they were leaving Lambton Park, which contains 
mature woodland, and heading just west of south. This direction would lead in an almost direct 
line to three areas where feeding has been noted in the past (Durham Bat Group records). In 
the 1950s and 1960s large numbers were reported feeding over the North Tees marshes, where 
there is no suitable roosting habitat, but numbers are much reduced in recent years. They seem 
to arrive late here when little light remains, but may commute down Greatham Creek and may 
also arrive from other directions.

Insect prey varies over the course of the summer. Cockchafers Melolontha melolontha may be 
popular when available. In a note on Cockchafer emergence from grassland which had once 
been an ancient lawn at Ryhope, one observer recorded that “they were being munched in their 
hundreds by a bunch of Noctules” (Lupton, pers. comm. to Durham Bat Group, 2011), while on 
27 May 2009 at Crimdon Dene Noctule feeding was associated with “large beetles flying around 
and … one … was positively identified as a cockchafer beetle” (J. Jones, pers. comm., 2009). On 
6 August 2007, 50-75 Noctules were noted in a “ball” about 10 metres across feeding on “hairy 
legged juicy flies” just above head height in the Druridge Bay area (R. Hadden, pers. comm., 
2012). On 27 June 2011 six Noctules were noted feeding on ghost moths at a fairly low level over 
a small plantation on Cowsley Lane, near Lanchester. 

In the North East most other feeding groups are relatively small, though 50+ were watched 
over the surface of the river at Wylam Bridge on 25 May 2007 (R. Hadden, pers. comm., 2012), 
and over 20 have been noted at Drinkfield Marsh, Darlington and at Crimdon Dene (I. Bond, 
pers. comm., 2012.). In 2008 24 were recorded commuting along Thorpe Bulmer Dene, which 
connects to Crimdon Dene, but numbers were lower when the survey was repeated in 2011. John 
Durkin’s maximum for Shibdon Pond is 16 (pers. comm., 2012) There is a mid-November record 
of several feeding over Stapleton Pond, about one km south of the Durham/North Yorkshire 
county boundary, around noon on a mild day (I. Bond, pers. comm., 2012.).

Near Witton-le-Wear on 31 August 2010 several Noctules were foraging, but “quite a bit higher 
and moving across from the south to the north were a group of what were definitely Noctules. 
There were about 10 bats flying in a fairly tight group and their flight was not as purposeful as 
you would normally describe commuting. They were not foraging and it looked like there was 
some interaction between bats within the group.” (Gilchrist, pers. comm. to Durham Bat Group, 
2010).

What appears to have been a Noctule carrying a young bat in loops over a 10 metre stretch of 
stream in Billingham Beck Country Park was recorded and photographed by Ian Forrest in 2008 
(Bond, 2008).

There are fewer large roost counts in the North East now than there were in the 1980s and 1990s. 
There is some anecdotal evidence of lower numbers feeding at two sites in northwest Durham, 
though this could be governed by changes in prey abundance. There are also fewer Noctule 
roosts reported but there is a much more widespread distribution of recent field records. In the 
additional light of the fairly stable trend suggested by the National Bat Monitoring Programme it 
is difficult to draw firm conclusions on the health of our population of Noctules.

David Sowerbutts
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COMMON PIPISTRELLE Pipistrellus pipistrellus

Common Pipistrelle is by far the 
commonest bat species throughout most 
of northeast England, although literature 
from before 2000 is confused by Soprano 
Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pygmaeus. Species 
separation was first suggested on the basis 
of their echolocation by Jones and Parijs 
(1993) and was confirmed by the analysis 
of mitochondrial DNA by Barratt et al. 
(1997). However, it took some while for 
North East bat workers to become confident 
in the separation of this pair of species.

Common Pipistrelle pelage is grey-brown 
often, but by no means always, with a 
darker “bandit mask” through the eyes. 
This contrasts with the more uniform 
rufous brown fur of Soprano Pipistrelle. 
Observations of rescued bats held in captivity show that there are small differences between the 
summer and winter coats with the summer coats being greyer. This affects young bats as they 
moult at the end of their first winter and it is harder to separate juveniles of the two pipistrelle 
species on pelage as a result. Common Pipistrelles have uniformly dark skin whereas Soprano 
Pipistrelles often show some pink skin on their faces (Schofield, 2002).

The Common Pipistrelle is a small bat with a forearm length of between 28-35 mm (Corbet and 
Southern, 1977). Weights vary over the course of the year, ranging from over seven grams at the 
start of hibernation to 3.7 grams for males and 3.9 grams for females at the end of hibernation 
(Stebbings, 1968). As a general rule, healthy Common Pipistrelles in the North East in summer 
will have a weight of around six grams and anything less than five grams in a rescued bat is 
regarded as an indicator for special care.

Common Pipistrelles are generalised feeders on small insects which makes them very adaptable 
(Swift, et al, 1985); where they feed in the same area as Soprano Pipistrelles they resource 
partition with the Soprano Pipistrelles foraging over the taller trees and the Common Pipistrelles 
foraging through scrub and underbrush (Vaughan et al, 1997; Swift et al, 2001).

Common Pipistrelles require warm locations for their nursery colonies and so are very 
strongly associated with domestic houses and other heated locations (Swift, undated). It has 
been observed that Common Pipistrelle colonies are smaller than Soprano Pipistrelle colonies 
(Barlow and Jones, 1999) but this may be a result of differences in roost type and availability in 
the areas where these two species are found rather than any specific ecological difference per se. 
Certainly numbers of individuals present in a roost should not be used as a criterion for species 
identification.

Common Pipistrelle is widespread across the whole of Britain and has always been considered 
to be the commonest bat in our region. Gill (in Page, 1905) says “This species is common 
throughout the region” and George Bolam (1926) suggests that it “ought probably to be regarded 

as the commonest and most universally distributed bat in our counties”. However, it is clear 
that both authorities had rather limited amounts of data and their accounts are based more on 
specimens obtained than observations of nursery roosts and hibernacula. When Durham Bat 
Group was founded in 1983, they found more about roosts of Whiskered/Brandt’s Bats than 
pipistrelle and for a short while were convinced that species distribution and abundance was 
different in the north of the UK from that further south. However, as they started to collect 
information more systematically, it was clear that Common Pipistrelles were by far the most 
abundant species in the region. 

Common Pipistrelle can occur anywhere that has suitable foraging within flying distance of a 
suitable roost. Because of the small space requirement for a nursery roost, pipistrelles can exploit 
roost locations on the exterior of buildings, such as boxed soffits and behind weather-boarding, 
whereas other species generally require larger spaces in the roof void. When Common Pipistrelles 
are found in a roof void it is usually juvenile bats exploring from the main nursery roost, which 
is usually more likely to be located in cavity walls. Both pipistrelle species can exploit post-war 
buildings which cannot be used by other species of bats, but Common Pipistrelles are the only 
species which can be found in the urban areas of the region, presumably because they are able 
to forage effectively in urban habitats, whereas Soprano Pipistrelles have more specific habitat 
requirements (Vaughn et al, 1997; Swift et al, 2001). Support for this hypothesis is given by the 
almost total lack of records and absence of any known roosts of other species in the urbanised 
parts of our region.  
                           
If the typical bat habitat across all our region’s bat species is lowland riparian deciduous 
woodland, Common Pipistrelles thrive in some fairly atypical places. Two nursery colonies 
spring to mind. The first is Killhope in Weardale, where there is a thriving colony at an altitude 
of about 500 metres making use of bat boxes in a coniferous plantation. The second is on the now 
defunct Redesdale Camp at 240 metres on open moorland, but with a coniferous plantation to the 
south. The camp comprised many prefabricated buildings but with one stone-built boiler house 
for the showers, which contained a Common Pipistrelle maternity roost. Paul Lupton reports that 
he persuaded the army from turning off the boiler and believes that their ecologist was trying to 
fit a heating system in the roost. It is interesting to note that Wardaugh (1992) suggests that there 
is a strong association with areas below 100 metres in Cleveland and North Yorkshire, which is 
certainly not the case north of the Tees.

There is evidence to support the suggestion that Common Pipistrelles have a requirement for a 
high temperature profile in their nursery roosts (Avery, 1991). Wardaugh (1992) noted that the 
entrance to bat roosts in Cleveland tended not to point north but that the relationship was only just 
statistically significant. This is likely because the orientation of the entrance is not necessarily 
an indication of the location or warmth of the roost site. Ruth Hadden (pers. comm., 2011) has 
stated “I would say from observation that Common Pipistrelles prefer warmer buildings and are 
one of the bats, in Northumberland, with the closest link to occupied houses. It is rare to find 
them roosting in cold barns or farm buildings. They are more likely to be in villages wrapped 
round someone’s Aga flue.” The importance of artificial heat in the cold of the north country is 
undoubtedly important to Common Pipistrelles. Many roosts use the warmth of modern housing 
and there are several examples of nursery roosts exploiting direct sources of heat. 

There was one particularly adventurous colony in Low Westwood in the Derwent Valley which 
accessed its cavity wall roost through the concentric air vent and exhaust of a combined boiler. 
The adults navigated this considerable hazard without trouble but when the juveniles started to 
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fly, several chose the wrong opening 
and were cremated as a result. Some 
ingenious work with mesh saved 
the roost and prevented unwanted 
cooking smells in the kitchen.

Common Pipistrelles will sometimes 
travel considerable distances from the 
entrance hole to the roost site. In one 
case in Rowlands Gill, the owner of 
a modern timber-framed bungalow 
was disturbed by animal noises from 
behind a radiator. When the roost was 
investigated the entrance was traced 
to a point where a few inches of the 
insect exclusion grill was missing. 
The bats were travelling some 30 
metres around two sides of the 
building, between the brick skin and 
plasterboard lining, to get to the hot 
spot.

One of the largest known bat roosts 
in the region was a colony of 633 
pipistrelles located above the bathroom extension of a terraced house in Gainford. The weight 
of the droppings made the ceiling collapse whilst the unfortunate owner was in the bath! The 
roost had long since moved on before the two species had been separated taxonomically. The 
largest roosts in the region definitely known to be Common Pipistrelle are a roost of 375 at Monk 
Hesleden in Durham and of 365 at a house in Wooler in Northumberland.

There have been suggestions that there is a difference between the mean sizes of roosts definitely 
identified as Common Pipistrelle across the region. However, this is not the case. Taking roosts 
of more than 10 bats, the mean size is 80 (n=74) north of the Tyne and 82.3 (n=66) to the south. 
It has been noted that relatively large roosts are found on the Magnesian Limestone plateau in 
County Durham, many in very modest housing in villages such as Wingate. This area is highly 
cultivated and very well-drained so there is little open water and it is relatively devoid of trees. 
The available roost sites are thus highly clustered in the pit villages. 

Common Pipistrelles are the only species known to have used woodcrete Schwegler bat boxes 
in the coniferous plantations of Hamsterley Forest whereas seven other species are known to use 
the wooden boxes. However, nursery use has never been proven. The numbers of bats present 
has never been higher than 20 and would seem to indicate non-breeding bats and post-breeding 
dispersal. This further indicates that the bats breed elsewhere and that bat boxes cannot be 
regarded as mitigation for the loss of a building roost for Common Pipistrelles. 

Durham Cathedral has a very important and venerable Common Pipistrelle colony located above 
the mediaeval timber ceilings of the cloisters, which is only now becoming understood. Bat 
workers have only had access to the roost after dark since 2010 and it has now become clear that 
it is a major breeding site which requires daily attendance by bat workers to rescue young bats. 

Sue Charlton runs the scheme and says that there are a few downed bats in July but there are 
several casualties a day from the second week in August through into September. The cloisters 
are also a hibernacula and a post-breeding gathering site for what is thought to be an extended 
colony of Common Pipistrelles with roosts dispersed over the old buildings of the Durham 
peninsula.

There are many places where single male Common Pipistrelles have been found in autumn 
along with a small number of females, but the woodland around the mine workings in Slit Wood, 
Westgate (Weardale) is one of the few locations where males have been specifically observed 
singing and holding territory.

Little is known about the hibernacula of pipistrelle species because they do not gather in caves 
like other bat species. The Common Pipistrelle roost in the drive-through carriage archway at 
Raby Castle was one of the few pipistrelle hibernacula known prior to 1983 (Robert Stebbings, 
pers. comm.,1983). Bats are inactive during hibernation, so clues around the roost entrance, such 
as droppings or bat activity at dusk or dawn are largely absent.

There is currently a healthy debate about how Common Pipistrelles spend the winter. Ian Bond 
has noticed that the majority of Common Pipistrelles found in hibernation are one or two 
individuals. John Drewett has observed that Common Pipistrelles will frequently hibernate in 
relatively exposed locations where the temperature will fluctuate a lot. Veronica Howard has 
found two Common Pipistrelles hibernating in a hanging basket. Ian Bond has also observed a 
Common Pipistrelle at the Hart to Haswell railway hanging out of a tree hole on a sunny winter 
day as if sun bathing, and conjectured that it might be using the sun’s rays to raise its body 
temperature, thus saving energy.

We do know of a number of cases where a cavity has been opened by accidental damage or 
to effect building works revealing hibernating bats. When the pipes burst at Prudhoe Castle 
one Christmas, the plumbers were disconcerted to find a pile of drenched Common Pipistrelles. 
David Boyson found hibernating Common Pipistrelles whilst repairing a section of dry stone 
wall at Greenleighton above Fontburn Reservoir in the mid 2000s but cautions that this is the 
only roost he has ever found in the many miles of wall he has repaired.

Wardaugh (1994) describes two hibernacula. One is “a hibernaculum which contained at least 
20 animals (possibly far more) …. in a wall cavity above a timber window frame”. The other 
is “a large, two-storey building, already known to be used as a nursery roost. Unfortunately the 
building had to be demolished, this being done in early spring, when it was hoped that no bats 
would be present. Nevertheless initial dismantling by workers was carried out with care and 
11 pipistrelles (nine males and two females) were found behind facia boards.” The winter of 
2010/11 was characterized by prolonged heavy snow-fall, and as many houses suffered damage 
to fascias and weatherboarding the Durham Bat Group dealt with more winter rescues than ever 
before. These were all Common Pipistrelles and although the rescued animals were individuals, 
they did include some females. 

So whilst the evidence is slim, it does seem likely that some Common Pipistrelles hibernate 
adjacent to their breeding roosts in secure locations with relatively stable temperatures such as 
cavity walls, whereas others disperse to roost in small numbers in more exposed locations.

Noel Jackson
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SOPRANO PIPISTRELLE Pipistrellus pygmaeus

The Soprano Pipistrelle is one of 
three pipistrelle species found in the 
North East. It is similar in size to 
the Common Pipistrelle Pipistrellus 
pipistrellus and was only separated 
from it on the basis of their DNA in 
the mid 1990s (Barrett et al, 1997).  
Prior to that it had been suspected 
that there might be two species based 
on morphological characteristics 
and John Steele was recording pale 
and dark morphs at Chatton in 1989.  
Soprano Pipistrelle typically differs 
in appearance from the Common 
Pipistrelle in its coloration although 
many bat workers comment on 
gradations between the species in this 
respect.  Soprano Pipistrelles also tend 
to have a strong musky smell though 
again this is not of itself a definitive 
characteristic as this smell is also 
occasionally apparent in Common 
Pipistrelles.  

The other main difference between Soprano and Common Pipistrelles is, as their name suggests, 
in the frequency of their echolocation calls, with Soprano Pipistrelles generally having a peak 
frequency around 55 kHz, compared to 45 kHz for Common Pipistrelles though John Drewett and 
Graeme Smart have recorded pipistrelles with peak frequencies of around 60 kHz in Teesdale and 
Northumberland respectively.  However there is some intraspecific variation depending on the 
environment that bats might be flying in and the pipistrelle that appears to have a peak frequency 
of around 50 kHz is a frequent source of frustration for bat workers.  Consequently it isn’t always 
straightforward to separate the two species in the field using the heterodyne recorders that have 
traditionally been used by bat workers. To take account of this degree of uncertainty, this account 
has been based on the comments of experienced bat workers from Northumberland, Durham and 
North Yorkshire Bat Groups rather than taking isolated field records at face value.

In Europe the Soprano Pipistrelle is found in more northerly latitudes than the Common 
Pipistrelle (Dietz et al, 2009). In Britain the relative frequencies of the two species vary between 
different parts of the country (Swift, 2001) and in parts of central Scotland it can replace the 
Common Pipistrelle as the commoner pipistrelle. However the suggestion that this is an effect of 
increasing latitude does not appear to be correct as Scott (2012) points out that it is the Common 
Pipistrelle that is the commonest in the Highland region. On the face of it, it might appear 
that a latitudinal cline is apparent in the North East with Soprano Pipistrelles being commonly 
reported throughout Northumberland, less frequently reported in central Durham and hardly 
reported in the southeast of our region. However immediately to the south the North Yorkshire 
Bat Group report Soprano Pipistrelles as being widespread and common in their area (Drewett, 

pers. comm., 2011), and therefore the effects of latitude do not seem to be a significant factor in 
distribution across the North East region.

Research points to Soprano Pipistrelles being significantly associated with riparian habitats 
(Davidson-Watts et al, 2006). This is considered to be a noticeable feature in both North 
Yorkshire (John Drewett, pers. comm., 2012) and Northumberland (Ruth Hadden, pers. comm., 
2012). Of the known roosts in the Durham Bat Group area, only around a quarter are further than 
one km from a river. Nevertheless there are confirmed roosts where the nearest watercourse is 
relatively minor, such as the Bedburn Beck through Hamsterley Forest or the Langley Beck at 
Staindrop; but it may be that in such situations the main factor is the proximity of large areas of 
mature woodland.

Evidence that the Soprano Pipistrelle is much more restricted in its distribution was provided 
by the results of a series of surveys carried out by the Durham Bat Group as part of the Bat 
Conservation Trust’s Bats and Roadside Mammals Survey in 2006. This involved driving 
transects around four sets of roads in geographically distinct parts of Durham. The surveys 
recorded a total of 11 Soprano Pipistrelle passes compared to 208 passes of Common Pipistrelle, 
with the Soprano Pipistrelles only being encountered in two places; Neasham which is adjacent 
to the River Tees and in Weardale around Hamsterley Forest. 

Nevertheless, Soprano Pipistrelle is not an uncommon bat in the region. In particular, it is 
regularly encountered in Northumberland and the Northumberland Bat Group had 73 known 
roosts on its database as of 2011. The largest count out of these roosts is one of 660+ bats in 
Riding Mill though that roost is known to split and move around houses in the surrounding area. 
Another roost of over 600 is known from Morpeth. Most of the Northumberland records are from 
the east of the county, though that probably reflects the distribution of bat workers, as a roost of 
over 100 bats is known from Kielder village in the extreme northwest of the county. 

The Northumberland Nathusius’ Project conducted surveys for Nathusius’ Pipistrelle Pipistrellus 
nathusii using Anabat detectors across more than 20 sites in Northumberland in 2011. Both 
Soprano and Common Pipistrelles were found at all of the sites surveyed. Tony Martin has 
collected very large levels of Anabat monitoring data over a couple of years from a site in 
north Northumberland (east of Cheviot and in the upland fringe) and found that the numbers 
of Common and Soprano Pipistrelle passes there were about equal. He estimates that Soprano 
Pipistrelles would account for around 20% of bat passes in the wider rural Northumberland area. 
This is in line with an estimate by Ruth Hadden, the Northumberland Bat Group recorder, who 
considers that she encounters foraging Soprano Pipistrelles on around 25% of the field surveys 
that she undertakes in the county. Sam Talbot has calculated that around one third of the bat 
roosts that she has encountered as a Natural England bat warden in Northumberland have been 
of Soprano Pipistrelle. However, Soprano Pipistrelle roosts might give rise to more frequent 
requests for bat warden visits than other bat species due to their strong smell and tendency to 
form large roosts. 

While the Soprano Pipistrelle features regularly on bat warden visits in Northumberland, this is 
not the case in Durham and Cleveland, particularly when it comes to rescuing individual bats that 
can then be identified in the hand. Noel Jackson, who has 30 years experience of bat work across 
the whole of County Durham, has only rescued two Soprano Pipistrelles in that time. Similarly in 
15 years of bat work in south Durham and Cleveland the author can only recall rescuing Soprano 
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Pipistrelles on two occasions and then from the same area of Darlington. Taking into account that 
we will have rescued bats numbering well into three figures between us in that time, the ratio of 
Soprano to Common Pipistrelles would be lower even than the results of the Bats and Roadside 
Mammals Survey mentioned above.

Although apparently not as widespread as it is in Northumberland, the Soprano Pipistrelle can 
be encountered quite regularly in Durham though its distribution seems to be localised. The first 
record of Soprano Pipistrelle in Durham was by Noel Jackson at Barnard Castle in April 1997. It 
is now known to be present throughout the middle stretches of the River Tees with several roosts 
between Middleton St George in the east and Middleton-in-Teesdale in the west, with the latter 
being the most westerly record for the species in the county. Prior to the separation of the two 
species several large roosts, numbering several hundred bats, were recorded along the Tees near 
Darlington and it is thought that these are likely to have been Soprano Pipistrelles. To date the 
largest known roost in the Durham area is the one at Staindrop mentioned above, from which 
600 bats were counted in 2011.

North of the Tees it occurs about four km upstream on the River Skerne at South Park in Darlington 
but then there are no confirmed records until the River Wear. It is regularly encountered in 
the central Wear Valley and also the Derwent Valley with several roosts known in both areas, 
including one of nearly 300 bats in the flat roof of a building in Blackhall Mill (Fran Mudd, 
pers. comm., 2012). On the Wear it is found as far east as the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust, east 
of Washington. So far it has not been found as far west on the Wear catchment as it has on the 
Tees, with the most westerly roost on the Wear being at Witton-le-Wear with some field records 
a little further west on the River Gaunless. Soprano Pipistrelles do not appear to be present in 
upper Weardale or upper Teesdale though survey effort in those areas has been limited.  On the 
Magnesian Limestone Plateau Natural Character Area, which is largely east of the A1(M), there 
are no known roosts and no confirmed field records. This is perhaps not surprising as this area is 
characterised by very low woodland cover and no sizeable watercourses other than the inter-tidal 
section of the Wear.

In the area of the former county of Cleveland there have been a few field records claimed though 
most of these are of one or two brief encounters in areas that have otherwise only turned up 
Common Pipistrelles, so they should perhaps be viewed with caution. The species is present in 
south Cleveland with field records around Nunthorpe and field and roost records at Kirkleatham. 
It may be more widespread but to put this into context, the author has carried out numerous bat 
surveys in Cleveland over more than a decade and has never encountered the species there. The 
paucity of Cleveland records may be due to avoidance of the large urban conurbation that forms 
the heart of the former county. It is worth noting that there are no records for the large urban 
conurbations of Sunderland and Tyneside; likewise Northumberland Bat Group has no records 
for central Newcastle.

On the other hand the species’ affinity with water is perhaps underlined by what is surely the 
most unusual North East bat record, which was of foraging Soprano Pipistrelles (as well as an 
unidentified Myotis species) recorded over Coquet Island by Claire Snowball in 2011. Coquet 
Island is a mere 400 metres x 200 metres in area. It has no fresh water but it is surrounded by the 
North Sea, which separates it from the coast of Northumberland about one km away. 

Ian Bond

NATHUSIUS’ PIPISTRELLE Pipistrellus nathusii

Nathusius’ Pipistrelle is one of 
three pipistrelle species known to 
be resident in the UK. A relatively 
uniformly coloured small brown 
bat, it is slightly larger and heavier 
than both the Common Pipistrelle 
Pipistrellus pipistrellus and the 
Soprano Pipistrelle Pipistrellus 
pygmaeus. Adults weigh between 
6 and 10 grams and have longer 
wings than the other two pipistrelle 
species, though there is some overlap 
in forearm length with Common 
Pipistrelle (Dietz et al, 2009). 
Morphological characteristics are 
well described by Dietz et al. (2009) 
though the dentition characteristics 
described are not always definitive; 
a confirmed Nathusius’ Pipistrelle 
in Northumberland in 2011 did not 
exhibit the upper jaw, first pre-molar 
alignment described (Tina Wiffen, 
pers. comm., 2011).

Nathusius’ Pipistrelle echolocation calls are typical pipistrelle type calls which generally have a 
frequency of maximum energy (FmaxE) or peak frequency of 35 to 40 kHz. However, caution 
needs be exercised when identifying Nathusius’ Pipistrelle by echolocation call alone in the field 
as there can be overlap with the FmaxE of Common Pipistrelle calls depending on the situation. 
A Nathusius’ Pipistrelle rescued in Northumberland in 2011 and identified by morphology and 
DNA analysis was recorded shortly after being released from the hand calling with a FmaxE of 
43 kHz. The author has also frequently recorded Common Pipistrelles emitting open habitat calls 
with a FMaxE of 40 kHz or slightly under 40 kHz. The continuing trend for the use of broadband 
bat detectors and recorders and computer analysis of the recordings is likely to increase the 
reliability of species identification from echolocation calls and may result in more verifiable 
records. 

The Nathusius’ Pipistrelle is often regarded in the UK as a species very closely associated with 
water bodies. Water bodies, including relatively small water bodies and wide slow-flowing rivers, 
are certainly utilised and in Northumberland offer the most reliable chance of encountering the 
species. However, in Europe the species is also regarded as a bat of deciduous mixed woodland 
and damp lowland forests, as well as riparian forests, and can also be found hunting in built-up 
areas, particularly during migration (Dietz et al, 2009), so we should not assume that the species 
will only be found at water bodies. Typical recorded diet consists entirely of flying insects, 
dominated by waterborne diptera but also caddis flies, aphids and lacewings (Dietz et al, 2009).

Long running ringing studies have demonstrated that the species undergoes long-distance 
seasonal migrations in continental Europe between breeding grounds in the north and east and 
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hibernation areas in the south and west. The longest known annual movement is 1,905 km 
(Hutterer et al, 2005). Major migration routes tend to be along the coast and major river valleys 
but Nathusius’ Pipistrelles are known to make sea crossings of several hundreds of kilometres 
(Ahlen et al, 2009; Pravettoni, 2011). It has been speculated that Nathusius’ Pipistrelle migrate 
between northeast England and Norway (Pravettoni, 2011), but the author is not aware of any 
research that confirms this to be true. The speculation may stem from an over-interpretation of 
the known direction of migration on the continent against a map published by Russ et al. (2001) 
that plots North Sea records of Nathusius’ Pipistrelle found on ships, as a block of records mid-
way between Norway and northeast England. 

However, it is clear that Nathusius’ Pipistrelle migrate into northeast England in autumn, generally 
from the east. It is less clear whether these migratory bats remain here for the winter or pass 
through, or perhaps there is a combination of both. Two Nathusius’ Pipistrelle confirmed in the 
hand in Durham and Teesside were a female rescued from a Magpie’s Pica pica beak at Hendon 
Docks on 8 September 2010 and a male found at Hartlepool Power Station on 24 September 
2010. The Sunderland individual was associated by date with a weather-influenced “fall” of 
migratory birds from the continent. This may shed some light on how these bats migrate across 
wide stretches of sea. Reports received by the author about a site on the Kent coast also note 
the arrival of Nathusius’ Pipistrelles (detected by automatic detectors) within hours of another 
weather-influenced fall of migratory birds (Matt Hobbs, pers. comm., 2012). On 17 September 
2011 an under-weight and dehydrated male Nathusius’ Pipistrelle of that year was recovered 
from Newbiggin-by-the-Sea, Northumberland, having been observed by bird watchers to fly 
in from the North Sea before “crashing to the ground” and then crawling down a gap beside a 
loose fence post. Wind direction on the previous days had been from the south or east making 
it highly unlikely that the bat had been blown out to sea from the UK. The bat was rehabilitated 
and released.

The first confirmed record of Nathusius’ Pipistrelle in Northumberland is of an adult male found 
under the back door thresh of a house in the village of Throphill in December 2007. The bat was 
reportedly found when the householder went to investigate why the door thresh squeaked every 
time it was stood on! The season suggests hibernation in the county. Ruth Hadden also received 
a downed male from a vet in Northumberland in June 2008 but unfortunately the vet had taken 
no history when accepting the bat so the exact location of where it was found is unknown.

Durham’s earliest accepted record dates from 1999 when Geoff Billington recorded Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle over the Tees at Cotherstone and near Bowes (Durham Bat Group, 1999). There is 
also a record from a small ornamental lake at Whitworth Hall near Brancepeth on 3 May 2000. 
While this was an identification by heterodyne detector in the field it is regarded as robust by 
Durham Bat Group because several members were involved in the observation of at least three 
bats foraging. There is another confirmed record of one bat at Wolsingham in July 2009 where a 
recording was taken. Nathusius’ Pipistrelle has also been recorded in County Durham at Tunstall 
Reservoir in 2009 and in Cleveland at Crockfoot and Lockwood Beck Reservoirs in 2009, at 
Scaling Dam reservoir in 2010 and at Lockwood Beck Reservoir in 2011. All these were recorded 
in September as part of the annual Bat Conservation Trust’s (BCT) Nathusius’ Pipistrelle survey. 
Other “possible” Nathusius’ Pipistrelle records come from Stewart Park, Middlesbrough in 2008 
and Ormesby Hall grounds, Middlesbrough in June 2009. 

Teesside boasts the earliest North East record with Wardhaugh (1994) reporting that a Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle was found at Teesport on 26 April 1991 though he notes that “it seems highly likely that 

this animal arrived in Britain by ship”. Arrivals of Nathusius’ Pipistrelle into the UK by ship are 
probably not uncommon. Giles Manners recovered three Nathusius’ Pipistrelles found in a load 
of timber in a yard in Shildon, County Durham in December 2011. The timber originated from 
near Hanover in Germany and was transported by road via a timber yard in the Market Harbour 
area of Leicestershire. There are similar reports from elsewhere in the country. Not all ship-borne 
arrivals of Nathusius’ Pipistrelle may have joined ship in continental ports. Some may have 
joined mid-crossing as migratory birds sometimes do. Sander Lagerveld reported a Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle alighting on a boat in the North Sea 100 km north of Den Helder, Netherlands in 
September 2006. The bat arrived from the east and remained for half an hour before continuing 
to fly west (Sander Lagerveld, pers. comm., 2012). Though the location is fairly far south of 
this publication’s area of interest, this anecdotal record further illustrates the potential for these 
bats making long distance sea crossings from Scandinavia to the UK. Records of Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle found on oil rigs in the North Sea certainly point to those bats having arrived there 
under their own steam. Records of the species being found on ships and oil rigs in the North Sea 
increased significantly between the mid-1980s and 2001 (Russ et al, 2001) and this trend has 
continued after 2001 (Russ, pers. comm., January 2012). 

As well as an influx of migratory bats, there is undoubtedly also a resident population of 
Nathusius’ Pipistrelle in the North East. Targeted survey work by Northumberland Bat Group, 
BCT and The Northumberland Nathusius Project during 2011 and 2012 has recorded Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle present in coastal areas of south Northumberland in every month between March 
and October. The species has been recorded at Bothal, Wansbeck Riverside Country Park at 
Ashington, Queen Elizabeth II Country Park near Ashington, Ladyburn Lake at Druridge Bay 
Country Park, Druridge Pools, East Chevington, Cresswell Pond, Low Hauxley and Warkworth. 
The species has been recorded throughout the year at several of these sites and co-ordinated 
surveys on one night in September 2011 found the species present at seven different sites up 
to 13.5 km apart at the same time. Whether this is a breeding population remains to be proven. 
Currently there are only two known maternity roosts in mainland UK, the nearest of which is in 
Lincolnshire, though Nathusius’ Pipistrelles have been recorded in bat boxes in East Yorkshire 
in 2008 and 2010 (Russ, pers. comm., 2012).

The Nathusius’ Pipistrelles in the North East may be part of a mixed gender breeding population, 
though to date this can not be confirmed. Equally, the possibility that there is a resident male 
population supplemented by females at certain times of year can not be discounted, though again 
neither can it be proven at present. That male Nathusius’ Pipistrelles are present in autumn and 
at least attempting to mate in Northumberland is known. Social calls which are understood to be 
male mating calls were recorded in Northumberland in 2011 at several locations, including by 
the author near Bothal, by Hazel Makepeace at Ladyburn Lake, by Lee Miller at Queen Elizabeth 
II Country Park and by Tina Wiffen at Low Hauxley. Whether these attempts to attract a mate 
were successful is unknown.

It has been suggested that Nathusius’ Pipistrelle is undergoing an expansion in range in response 
to climate change (Lundy et al, 2010). It may be that Nathusius’ Pipistrelle has been under-
recorded in the past or it may be that the species is becoming established in the region as this 
account is being published. While we still have much to learn about all bat species, perhaps 
Nathusius’ Pipistrelle offers the greatest scope for new discoveries over the next decade or so?

Graeme Smart
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BROWN LONG EARED BAT Plecotus auritus

Brown Long-eared Bats are one of our most distinctive bats; they are a medium-sized bat with 
very long ears, which are at least 28 mm long and approximately 75% of their body length 
(Harris and Yalden, 2008). When they are active and their ears are erect they have a distinctive 
shape. Brown Long-eared Bats can also hold their ears partially erect, like rams’ horns. They 
generally fold their ears and tuck them under their wings when at rest or hibernating leaving the 
long tragus projecting forward. The only similar species occurring in Britain is its close relative, 
the Grey Long-eared Bat Plecotus austriacus whose range is restricted to the very southwest of 
England. Brown Long-eared Bats were present in Britain in the Pleistocene and they have been 
recorded from Westbury-sub-Mendip, Somerset, in the mid Pleistocene and Dog Hole Fissure, 
Derbyshire, in the Mesolithic era (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Brown Long-eared Bats emerge in low light levels or even complete darkness. Their echolocation 
calls are very quiet and the calls can be emitted by the mouth or through the nose. They have two 
main strategies for capturing prey: they either catch insects in flight using echolocation calls or 
glean prey from foliage or other surfaces by listening for movement. Around half the captures 
are of insects in flight and half by gleaning (Harris and Yalden, 2008). The proven maximum age 
for a female Brown Long-eared Bat is 30 years, with an average life span of four years (Dietz 
et al. 2009). 

Brown Long-eared Bats in western Europe prefer to roost in buildings during summer and 
hibernate underground (Dietz et al., 2009). Summer roosts have also been recorded from trees 
and bat boxes and they are known to use the same roost for generations. Nursery colonies 
comprise closely related females and these bats can inhabit a territory as small as approximately 
one km2 over decades (Dietz et al. 2009). These figures are comparable to the data given by 
Harris and Yalden (2008) that Brown Long-eared Bats forage close to their roosts, within 1.5 
km of the roost site and often within as little of 0.5 km. Brown Long-eared Bats are woodland 
specialists, foraging under tree cover but also around individual trees in parks and gardens and 
their roosts tend to have a strong association with tree cover.

The size of Brown Long-eared Bat colonies is generally smaller than for the other British bat 
species. Swift (1998) recorded colony size as averaging 20 bats in wooded valleys in central 
Scotland, with a maximum number of 47 bats. This is similar to that given for a range of studies 
(Ibid). In Northumberland the maximum colony size so far recorded is of 50 bats, from three 

separate locations, but the largest 
colony recorded in Durham, of 114 
bats from a cottage in Knitsley, is 
exceptional by most standards.

A small number of hibernacula 
are known to the west of County 
Durham and a single bat was found 
hibernating in the cellars of Gibside 
Hall in 2007; a summer roost of at 
least seven bats was found in the 
stables at Gibside in 2011. The 
largest hibernation roost so far 
recorded in the region is of 37 bats in 
a house at Haltwhistle. They prefer 
lower ambient temperatures for 
hibernation than most European bat 
species (Swift, 1998), which might 
explain why two Brown Long-eared 
Bats were found hibernating behind 
flaking bricks in a tunnel at Boulby, 
a very exposed location (Ian Bond, 
pers. comm., Sept 2012).

Mennell and Perkins (1864) and Bolam (1926) mention Brown Long-eared Bat, respectively 
describing it as “generally distributed and abundant in Northumberland and Durham” and “in 
our counties it seems to be everywhere common, though not noted anywhere as occurring in 
such numbers as either the Pipistrelle, Daubenton’s or the Whiskered Bats”. Bolam goes on to 
say it is occasionally seen around Alston “and it has been found as high up the valley as Skydes”, 
where one was found hiding in a crevice in “Jackdaw Rocks” while the finder was looking for 
Jackdaw Corvus monedula nests. The fact that neither of these authors spent any time describing 
the Brown Long-eared Bat emphasises how well known the bat was at that time.

Brown Long-eared Bats are still considered to be one of our most common bat species; they are 
a more rural bat and avoid urban centres as can be seen on our distribution map. At the time the 
Distribution Atlas of Bats in Britain and Ireland 1980-1999 was published (Richardson, 2000) 
the records for Durham were almost exclusively along the middle stretches of the Tees and Wear. 
Our current understanding of Brown Long-eared Bat distribution is very different: within County 
Durham the distribution of Brown Long-eared Bat does show a degree of apparent correlation 
with river valleys as in 2000, but this now also includes groups of records on the Browney, the 
Deerness and Bedburn Beck. However this may not be a true association, as it is possible that 
Brown Long-eared Bats show an association for the type of woodland that is mostly, but not 
exclusively, found along river corridors. In Northumberland Brown Long-eared bats are present 
throughout most of the county and the known distribution is strongly correlated to river corridors. 
They have been the second most frequently recorded species in Northumberland according to 
Northumberland Bat Group records (Ruth Hadden, pers. comm., Sept 2012).
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The maps in Richardson, (2000) did not show any records for Cleveland as there was no 
Cleveland Bat Group at that time to provide them, though Wardhaugh (1994) stated “Eleven 
roost sites have been located, eight of these being in loft voids of sandstone or brick houses or 
similar buildings where up to about 30 individuals have been noted at a number of sites during 
the Summer.” Except for the largely inter-tidal and built up stretch of the River Tees most water 
courses in Cleveland are small, so there is no noticeable association with water, though there 
would still appear to be a very close association with woodland. 

Brown Long-eared Bats have a preference for roosting within older, grander buildings. A list 
of Brown Long-eared Bat roost sites can read a bit like a rural version of Who’s Who with the 
buildings including halls, granges, manors, castles and churches. By contrast, in October 2003 a 
small colony moved into the gents toilet block at the Wynyard Woodland Park, Stockton, after a 
window had been broken. Clearly slumming it, a group of five bats hung high on the wall above 
the wash basin with a lone individual above the urinal (Ian Bond, pers. comm., Sept 2012)! 
Brown Long-eared Bats are roost faithful and this may also influence their choice of roost site as 
these buildings are older and well established. A study by Wardhaugh (1994) based on the eleven 
records above, concluded that buildings used by roosting Brown Long-eared Bats are “generally 
of the order of 100 years or more in age” in contrast to buildings used by pipistrelles; in the same 
study he found that 74.4% of pipistrelle roosts were in houses less than 25 years old.

Although Brown Long-eared Bats nearly always roost in older buildings a roost of at least four 
was present in a black painted corrugated metal shed during the summer of 2007 and the bats 
could be seen dropping out under from a corrugation just below the apex and were present all 
summer (author’s own data, 2012).

Brown Long-eared Bats will also readily use bat boxes. In the Hamsterley Forest bat box scheme 
Brown Long-eared Bats have been found in 13 years out of 22, including examples of maternity 
roosts. The largest annual total was in 1992, when 18 bats were found in one box and 13 in 
another. Single Brown Long-eared Bats have also been found on at least three occasions in the 
Low Barns bat box scheme. Brown Long-eared Bats are encountered in Dormouse Muscardinus 
avellanarius boxes at Allenbanks, two males were found in the same box in July 2001 and a 
single bat (sex unknown) was found during checks this summer (2012).

It is not unusual for Brown Long-eared Bats to be found in a roost also used by other species. 
At Mount Oswald Manor, Durham, and at Hamsterley Hall, Common Pipistrelle Pipistrellus 
pipistrellus, Soprano Pipistrelle P. pymaeus, Natterer’s Bat Myotis natttereri and Brown Long-
eared Bat have been recorded using the same building, although the roost locations and exits have 
been different for each species. In the Allen Valley, in Northumberland, Brown Long-eared Bats 
have been recorded roosting in the same loft space as Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle 
and Natterer’s Bat with all bat species forming separate clusters. In a tunnel under the Hart to 
Haswell Walkway in Hartlepool they use the same cracks in the ceiling as Natterer’s bats, also in 
separate clusters but with both species as close as one metre apart. Brown Long-eared Bats have 
been recorded in the tunnel since 2001 and surveys have shown that at least a small number of 
individuals are present throughout the year (with a maximum number of 21 in September 2001), 
but due to the depth of the cracks the numbers could be significantly higher than those that are 
counted (Ian Bond, pers. comm., Sept 2012).

Tina Wiffen

VAGRANT BAT SPECIES

In addition to the nine species of bat that are known to be currently resident in the North East, 
certain other species may have occurred or have turned up on occasion. Of these, Leisler’s Bat 
is given its own species account as there is currently some debate among North East bat workers 
as to whether it may be more than an occasional vagrant. 

Both Lesser Horseshoe Rhinolophus hipposiderus and Barbastelle Barbastella barbastellus 
were present in Helmsley, North Yorkshire, less than 30 km south of the region, until at least 
the 1940s (Howes in Delaney, 1985). Neither species is mentioned in Bolam (1926) though 
that paper did record all six of the current nine North East species that were known at that time. 
However there are written references to both species in the North East. The Newcastle Weekly 
Chronicle on 31 January 1880 claimed that Barbastelles were taken in an old cavern or drift 
near to Twizel House, the seat of the late Mr Selby, 23 years ago. This seems unlikely given 
Barbastelle’s current known distribution in Britain, although Millais (1906) states “The most 
northerly location where the species has occurred is the neighbourhood of Carlisle, Cumberland; 
the Rev. H.A. McPherson examined two examples in the collection of Mr Bond, which had been 
obtained near Carlisle by the late T.C. Heysham many years ago.” 

Millais (1906) also states that Lesser Horseshoe “has even been recorded from Northumberland 
and Durham” but unfortunately gives no details. The chapter on vertebrates in the Wildlife 
Trust’s The Natural History of Upper Teesdale (Ashby, 1965) sums up the bats with the sentence 
“Of the bats, the Pipistrelle is common throughout the dale and the lesser horseshoe occurs up to 
High Force.” The latter statement is almost certainly mistaken. Durham Bat Group has surveyed 
Middleton-in-Teesdale annually for almost 30 years without finding anything to corroborate the 
presence of Lesser Horseshoes and it is unlikely that such a distinctive and synanthropic species 
would have been overlooked. 

Of other bat species, only two, Serotine Eptesicus serotinus and Parti-coloured Bat Vespertilio 
murinus are thought to have occurred in the region. Serotine has a distinctly southern distribution 
in Britain, with its core range being south of a line from Suffolk to South Wales (Hutson in Harris 
and Yalden, 2008) though a single male Serotine was taken near Rotherham in 1977 (Thompson 
in Delaney, 1985). In the 1980s Durham Bat Group members were aware of a small number of 
what were thought to be Serotine which occurred for a while along a tree line near Malton, west 
of Durham. The bats’ calls were recorded but the group was unsuccessful in mist-netting them 
so their identity was not confirmed (Coult, pers. comm., 2012). A decade later, Geoff Billington 
(pers. comm., 2005) heard what he felt sure was a Serotine on a bat detector in Upper Teesdale, 
in the post-breeding period. 

The Parti-coloured Bat record is more certain. One was found clinging to a wall, less than one 
metre above ground, at Seaton, near Seaham on 17 January 2011. The fact that it was found in 
the middle of the hibernation period suggests that it had been present in this country for a least 
a few months prior to that. The bat, a young male, was taken in to care but died a few days later. 
Its preserved skin is now in the possession of Durham Bat Group.

Parti-coloured Bats are a northern European species that are known to undertake seasonal 
migration and some 20 specimens have now been found in Britain or from oil rigs or ships in 
the North Sea (Hutson, 2008). A further three of these specimens have a tentative connection 
with the North East. A well-documented specimen (Stansfield, 1966) was collected alive from a 
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North Sea drilling rig called “Mr Cap”, approximately 270 km east of Berwick-upon-Tweed, in 
1965. The bat, an adult male, was taken into captivity but died shortly afterwards. Its skull and 
preserved skin have been stored in Sunderland Museum since then, though the bat thought to be 
this specimen is labelled with the date 17 August 1978 with no location given. While researching 
this specimen, the curator, Dan Gordon, came across another, uncatalogued Parti-coloured Bat 
in the Museum’s spirit collection. The only information with this second specimen was that it 
was prepared on 21 October 1977 by a D. Cutts with the label stating “Nr Cap, 1965”. Bearing 
in mind the label it may be that the uncatalogued specimen is actually the one referred to in the 
Stansfield paper. In either case the provenance of one of the bats is unknown but it is at least 
probable that it has some geographical connection with the North East given where it has ended 
up. A third specimen of Parti-coloured Bat was taken 160 miles “off Newcastle” in 2001 but 
went to Aberdeen and then to the Veterinary Laboratories Agency (Hutson, pers. comm., 2012).

Another bat, which has been mistakenly referred to at times as a Parti-coloured Bat, is in a 
collection in the Bowes Museum. It has been identified by Noel Jackson and Gill Hinchcliffe 
as a Hoary Bat Lasiurus cinereus, a North American species with the specimen’s physical 
characteristics and circumstances described in detail by Jackson (1986). Hoary Bats are long-
distance migrants and have colonised both Hawaii and the Galapagos Islands (Dietz et al, 2009). 
There are five European records of the species, all in autumn, its recognised migration period, of 
which one is from Britain, in South Ronaldsay, Orkney in 1847 (Harris and Yalden, 2008). While 
the identity of the bat in the Bowes museum is certain, its provenance is in some doubt. It was 
purchased in 1906 as part of a collection of birds from the widow of a Mr Carter of Teesdale who 
is believed to have collected and mounted the specimens himself. The Hoary Bat is in a case with 
five British bat species, all of which can be found in Teesdale today. However there are a small 
number of American bird species also in Mr Carter’s collection, which raises the possibility that 
the bat was collected in America rather than its having first flown to Britain.

Just as tantalising, a possible record is given in Mennell and Perkins (1864) in which they refer 
to a Notch Eared Bat, V. emarginatus (now Myotis emarginatus) a single specimen of which 
had supposedly been taken in Long Benton (Newcastle) two years previously. It was apparently 
carefully examined and compared to figures of Bell and M’Gillivray and its large ears, “their 
length considerably exceeding that of the head”, was remarked on. The Notch Eared Bat is 
found throughout France and Belgium (Dietz et al, 2009). It is not a long-range migrant but does 
frequently travel up to near 100 km (Hutterer et al, 2005). To date there are no accepted records 
for the Notch Eared Bat from Britain including the Channel Islands but it is a strong candidate 
for the next European bat species to turn up here (Hutson, pers. comm., 2012). Nevertheless if 
one were to turn up in Britain it is unlikely that it would be in Northumberland. It seems more 
likely that it was a case of mistaken identity of Natterer’s Bat which it superficially resembles 
and of which only one record was known from the North East in Mennell and Perkins day. 
Unfortunately the specimen was not preserved so we will never know.

Ian Bond

SMALL MAMMALS

The small mammals section is an amalgamation of the orders of lagomorphs, rodents and 
insectivores. The most obvious unifying characteristic of the extant British members of these 
orders is that they are indeed all relatively small in size.  However many of them do have other 
similarities such as a breed fast, die young, life history.  They also include the species most 
readily encountered by people. Some of these disparate groups are even surveyed by the same 
methods; for example, small mammal traps which catch examples of both the smaller rodents 
and insectivores. Similarly, an analysis of owl pellets from most places in the region would likely 
reveal up to three insectivore and five rodent species.

Most of the species in this section are widespread in England and Wales, almost ubiquitous in 
some cases. Consequently there is not a great deal that can be said about their regional status, 
which is presumed to be similar to that nationally, and this is reflected in the shorter accounts 
for the shrews and certain rodents. For other small mammal species their regional status is 
also notable nationally; the Dormice Muscardinus avellarius in Allendale have long been an 
incongruous population that is isolated from Dormouse populations much further south, while 
for Harvest Mice Micromys minutus the Tees Valley is the most northerly place in Britain where 
the species is widespread. For some time the south of our region was the northernmost limit 
of the Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis in England. Its regional conquest now seems to be 
complete though its corollary, the loss of the Red Squirrel Scuirus vulgaris, would appear to be 
still some way off, at least in Northumberland. 

For many people, it is the species in this section that they are most familiar with: the squirrel or 
hedgehog in their garden or the rabbits and moles in the road verges. Consequently this section 
includes the best recorded mammals in the North East. Surely no species is easier to survey for 
than the Mole Talpa europea, or at least its most obvious sign of mole hills. This is reflected by 
the fact that records to date show it as being recorded in every 10 km square in our region barring 
two partial squares on the coast. Conversely this section also includes the most under-recorded 
species. Most people’s reaction to a mouse is to report it to the local pest control office rather 
than the local Environmental Records Information Centre. If someone were lucky enough to 
glimpse a shrew, even if they were a mammal enthusiast, how often could they confidently tell 
whether it was Common or Pygmy without being able to fold its tail over its head to judge its 
relative proportions? Consequently House Mouse Mus domesticus and Pygmy Shrew could, in 
different ways, both claim to be the most under-recorded mammal species in our region.

That the distribution maps in this book reflect recording effort rather than the current distribution 
of a species is particularly highlighted in this section. Where research projects have concentrated 
on surveying a particular species they have in some cases, such as Water Shrew Neomys fodiens 
and Harvest Mouse, caused a re-evaluation of that species’ status regionally. However this focus 
of attention could, if not put into context, give an exaggeratedly positive impression of a species’ 
status. For example, the dots on the distribution maps for Red Squirrel show a much wider 
coverage post-2000 than pre-2000, the opposite of what was actually happening to the Red 
Squirrel itself in both numbers and distribution. A number of small mammals projects in the 
region have shown what can be achieved in evaluating a species’ status and it will only be by 
expanding that recording effort that we will be able to improve on our current understanding.

Ian Bond
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RABBIT Oryctolagus cuniculus

The European Rabbit is 
the only member of its 
genus and the progenitor 
of all domestic rabbits. The 
wild Rabbit weighs 1.2–2 
kg and is predominately 
a uniform brown/grey 
colour with an orange 
nape. It has been bred 
domestically to produce 
animals of different 
sizes and shapes for over 
1,000 years beginning 
in French monasteries 
between the 6th and 10th 
centuries. There are now 
80 recognised domestic breeds exhibited in the UK with each having its own standards in size, 
shape, fur and colour. The Netherland Dwarf breed is disqualified in judging if it weighs over 
1.134 kg, whereas the minimum weight for exhibiting British Giant Rabbits is 6.123 kg for does 
(British Rabbit Council website, 2012).

Rabbits are renowned for two things, their digging ability and their exceptional breeding rate. In 
fact the rabbit’s scientific name translates as “a hare-like digger of underground passages” though 
the European Rabbit is actually one of only two out of 30 species of rabbit across the world to dig 
its own burrow (Lumpkin and Seidensticker, 2011). After the last glaciation the European Rabbit 
was confined to Iberia, but as early as Roman times it was introduced to western and central 
Europe as a source of fur and meat.  

The Romans started to fence off areas of land in order to “farm” Rabbits, a practice known 
as cuniculture. This practice was continued when Rabbits were introduced to Britain, which 
was generally agreed to have been in the 12th century (Sheail, 1972). Substantial areas of land 
were cordoned off with large embankments and walls, known as warrens, in which Rabbits 
were contained to a large extent. Several of these were on islands or at least used the coast as a 
boundary to help confine the rabbits (Henderson, 1997). Sheail (1972) shows the distribution of 
place names in England containing the word “warren”.  There are 10 shown for the whole of the 
North East from Warrenby at Redcar in the south to Waren Mill near Bamburgh in the north: all 
but one are close to the coast. However the extent of warrens would have been much wider than 
those that left place names. For example on Lindisfarne a rabbit warren is recorded as far back 
as 1377, when it belonged to the See of the Bishop of Durham (Raine, 1852).

For several centuries Rabbits spread very little from the vicinity of warrens. Indeed Sheail (1972) 
records that “Bewick and other naturalists generally believed that wild rabbits were unable to 
fend for themselves and, without the protection of the warren, would soon be extirpated.” It was 
not until changes in agricultural practices and greater game protection, from around the 1750s 
onwards, that rabbit populations started to increase significantly (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

The Board of Agriculture Reports for 
the 1790s show Durham as one of the 
few English counties with no reports 
of Rabbits though it notes several 
warrens on the Northumberland 
coast (Sheail, 1972). This is unlikely 
to have represented the actual 
situation and by 1864 Mennell and 
Perkins report “This species abounds 
everywhere in our district. The sand 
hills or links along our coast are an 
especially favourite locality, and at 
Bamborough and other similar places 
their numbers are prodigious. The 
Rev. H. B. Tristram informs us that 
the black variety is met with in Castle 
Eden Dene.”

The Rabbit population continued 
to increase exponentially but while 
it was a valuable source of meat in 
the dark days of the World Wars, 
it nevertheless caused very serious 
problems for agriculture. It certainly seemed to have struck a nerve with Vesey Fitzgerald (1942): 
“The rabbit is a menace. It is a menace to agriculture. Up to the outbreak of war it was costing 
this country some millions of pounds annually … It is a menace to forestry and it is a menace to 
the interests of the game preserver. … Its value as a cheap …  food and the value of its fur for 
clothing … cannot be weighed against the damage it does. It remains a menace.” 

Every effort was made to control and reduce Rabbit populations; however, it was not until the 
introduction of myxomatosis into Britain in autumn 1953 that any substantial reduction was 
achieved. Myxomatosis ran rampant through the wild Rabbit populations and before long 
perhaps 99% of Britain’s wild Rabbits were dead.  In the North East it will have no doubt had 
the same devastating effect. Tegner (1972) talks of a few recovering populations in Durham and 
Northumberland as if they had all but died out and Ashby (1965) makes a similar point about 
them recovering in Teesdale. However Rabbits must still have been widespread as the provisional 
distribution maps of British Mammals (Corbett, 1971), which had relatively poor coverage for 
most species, still shows them as present in around 20 10 km squares spread throughout much 
of the region for the period 1960-69, though with a notable absence from the Tees lowlands and 
much of upper Teesdale.

While myxomatosis continues to take a toll on Rabbits throughout the region, the emergence of 
less virulent strains of the disease has allowed Rabbit numbers to increase again. The National 
Gamebag Census recorded a significant increase in numbers over the period 1961-2009 with a 
rapid increase of around 109% from 1989-1995. This was followed by a significant decline from 
1996 and then a stabilisation of numbers (Aebischer et al, 2009). It was postulated that the more 
recent decline was due to the introduction of Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease (RHD), which first 
appeared in the UK in 1992. RHD is an extremely contagious and lethal disease in European 
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Rabbits, but its effects in Britain have not been as dramatic as myxomatosis, as it would appear 
that a large proportion of British Rabbits carry antibodies for a similar virus which confers 
significant immunity (Trout et al, 1997).
 
While Rabbits may be recovering their numbers they are still estimated to only be around 35-40% 
of pre-myxomatosis levels. Nevertheless, Natural England guidance note TIN003 (2011) states: 
“The rabbit has once again established itself as the major vertebrate pest of British agriculture, 
causing economic losses estimated to be in excess of £100 million annually”.

However Rabbits can also have a positive effect: for example, their grazing and digging has 
been important on a localised scale for maintaining short swards and open areas in brownfield 
sites across the Tees Valley, thereby allowing opportunities for certain plant and invertebrate 
species that might otherwise be swamped by more rank vegetation. The Rabbit population on 
Lindisfarne also played an important part in the past in maintaining the nature conservation value 
of the dune vegetation around the Snook, but the recent decline in Rabbit numbers there has 
meant that their role has been supplanted by livestock grazing. This reduction in Rabbit numbers 
is however considered on balance to be a positive thing as grazing levels can be better controlled 
with livestock, and in some cases the high levels of Rabbit grazing were masking the spread of 
invasive plant species in the sward (Andrew Craggs, pers. comm., July 2012).

Rabbits are the only terrestrial mammal to have been recorded on the other North East islands. 
On Coquet Island, domestic Angora Rabbits were introduced in the 19th century by the Duke of 
Northumberland. While this domestic strain might not have persisted, there was a population of 
Rabbits there until the winter of 2004/05 when they died out (Paul Morrison, pers. comm., July 
2012). On the Farne Islands the long-standing Rabbit population on Inner Farne was initially 
eliminated by the wardens in 1972 but was re-introduced in 1973 when it was realised that they 
were performing a useful function, which benefited the nesting birds. The restricted habitat on 
Inner Farne meant that numbers were kept low, with as few as ten over the winter period when 
they would supplement their diet by eating seaweed (Perry, 1978). In February 2008 wardens 
arrived on the island to find Rabbits lying dead, thought to be the results of a viral disease, though 
tests by the University of St Andrews found that these were the most inbred Rabbits that they 
had ever tested. This was the end of the current population on Inner Farne, though Rabbits still 
exist on the smaller island of West Wideopens, and a consultation is currently underway about 
re-introducing Rabbits to Inner Farne (David Steel, pers. comm., Sept 2012).

The Rabbit is one of the most ubiquitous and most recorded mammal species in our region. It 
has been recorded in all 10 km squares with the exception of four, part squares on the western 
border; a coverage only exceeded by Mole Talpa europea. Northumbria Mammal Group does 
not have any data on relative population sizes across the region but anecdotally Rabbit numbers 
seem to be particularly noticeable in the uplands to the west of the region based on road kill. 
However this may just be due to populations in those areas being concentrated near to roads and 
away from possibly less favourable areas such as extensive heather moorland. In the borough of 
Hartlepool, where the authors are currently based, it has been recorded in every tetrad including 
a small, isolated population around the former gun battery on the tip of Hartlepool Headland. It 
is likely that a similar situation exists across much of the rest of the lowlands in the North East.

Jonathan Pounder and Ian Bond

BROWN HARE Lepus europaeus

Brown Hares are the fastest 
land mammal in the UK and 
with their incredibly powerful 
hind legs can travel at speeds 
of up to 45 mph (mammal.
org.uk website, 2012). They 
are similar in general form to 
Rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus, 
with a few very identifiable 
differences. The most obvious 
is that whilst Rabbits’ combined 
body and head length measures 
around 30–40 cm, Brown Hares 
measure around 52–60 cm and 
have much longer hind legs. Brown Hares also have much longer ears with black tips. They are 
usually a russet-brown colour with a white underside and the tail is white underneath and black 
on top; when running they have a loping gait with the tail held down showing its black top. 
Rabbits have a brown iris whereas Brown Hares have a golden iris and a black pupil. There are 
some records of leucistic Brown Hares that are almost white in colour. A specimen collected in 
Stannington in 1964 was very close in colouration to winter phase Mountain Hare Lepus timidus, 
which could potentially cause confusion.

Brown Hares prefer open areas such as grassland and arable habitats, where they forage 
nocturnally, but they will use nearby woodlands and hedgerows to provide cover during the day. 
Over their global distribution they are noted to use a wider variety of habitats including marsh 
and saltmarsh (Flux and Angermann, 1990) and it is worth noting that around Saltholme on 
Teesside (which is a large area of grazing marsh, criss-crossed by numerous shallow pools and 
creeks), hares have been observed to plough through shallow water and also to swim on several 
occasions. Vesey Fitzgerald (1943) claims that they swim well and “will do so apparently for 
pleasure”. They do not use burrows as Rabbits do, but instead use shallow depressions to provide 
cover while they rest, and these dips are referred to as “forms”. Brown Hares are most active 
during the early morning and at dusk, but in March they can be seen more regularly during the 
day as they conduct their traditional “mad March hare” boxing matches. These signal the start 
of their breeding season, although they are known to start breeding earlier in the year when 
the weather allows, so that “mad March hares” are spotted throughout spring/summer. Females 
produce up to four litters each year and because the young (known as leverets) are born in the 
forms rather than in safer burrows like Rabbits, they are born with fur and with eyes open. 
Leverets are also active almost immediately after birth, so they are able to escape from predators. 
Even so Fox Vulpes vulpes predation of leverets is the main cause of mortality (Jennings in 
Harris and Yalden, 2008). The home range of Brown Hares is roughly 300 hectares, and whilst 
generally solitary they will share this home range with other hares as they are not territorially 
aggressive. 

Hares figure prominently in mythology across the world as animals of great guile and often 
associated with the supernatural (Carnell, 2010). On the North York Moors this took the form of 
the “Witch-hare”, an animal that causes mischief whilst eluding its pursuers until such time as 
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some ritual makes it vulnerable. The 
tale ends with the hare being wounded 
by a dog or gun only to disappear into 
a building, and when the building is 
searched an old woman is found, out 
of breath and bearing the same wound 
(Rhea, 1985). This story is echoed in 
the tale of the Easington Hare, which 
frequented Castle Eden Dene and led 
greyhounds to their deaths before 
being tracked down and seized on 
the leg by a coal-black bloodhound, 
which had been given human milk to 
drink. 

This close association with people 
and the attributing of supernatural 
powers may be in part explained by 
the hare’s curiosity, as they will often 
approach or follow people, sometimes 
quite closely. When he was a student 
at Durham University, Kevin O’Hara 
had a pet leveret called Hartley which 
was found when still not weaned and 
which became a bit of a mascot. It eventually moved off, but often when Kevin was playing rugby 
a hare would appear and seemingly watch the match: that is if it was a hare! Their familiarity is 
reflected in a number of placename references in the North East, such as Harelaw near Wooler, 
Hareshaw Common, Harehope and Harewalls. 

Brown Hares are widespread across central and western Europe including England and Wales 
but are absent from northwest Scotland (Jennings in Harris and Yalden, 2008). It is not known 
exactly when Brown Hares first appeared in Britain but due to the lack of evidence of the species 
at any pre-Roman site it has been assumed that they were introduced to Britain by the Romans 
around 2,000 years ago and quickly became widespread across lowland England and Scotland 
(Corbet, 1986). 

Up to the 1920s numbers of Brown Hare were high and increasing, but after that they declined 
until the latter half of World War II. Numbers then appear to have increased steadily until 1960, 
although not returning to pre-1920 levels. The decline in Rabbit numbers in the late 1950s may 
have helped the increase in hare numbers as they filled the niche left by the rabbits (Barnes and 
Tapper, 1986). Between the 1960s and 1980s the population of Brown Hares dropped dramatically 
(Tapper, 1992; Hutchings and Harris, 1996).  It is likely that agricultural intensification was 
a major factor in this decline, as it led to habitat fragmentation and destruction and the loss 
of some vital food sources. Increases in Fox numbers, combined with shooting, poaching and 
coursing may also have contributed to the decline (Hutchings and Harris, 1996). The National 
Hare Survey in 2001 estimated the current population of Brown Hares in Britain to be between 
800,000 and 1,250,000.

In Northumberland and Durham the records of Brown Hare show a dramatic increase post-2000 
which is largely due to increased recording effort. In particular, a Brown Hare public recording 
project in the Tees Valley has shown that they are very widespread there in suitable habitats.  In 
fact a fairly accurate outline of the urban areas of Stockton, Middlesbrough and Darlington as 
well as the coastal towns of Hartlepool and Redcar shows up on the distribution map as the only 
areas where hares are absent. Brown Hare occur in good numbers around the industrial sites and 
grazing marsh areas of Teesmouth, in spite of the high numbers of foxes in those areas.  This 
appears to have long been the case, with Gill (in Page, 1905) stating: “Mr Lofthouse states that 
they show a particular fondness for the reclaimed areas around the Tees.” They are particularly 
evident at the RSPB’s reserve at Saltholme where they are an advertised part of the wildlife 
tourism attraction.

They are regularly encountered in upland areas dominated by grassland habitats, for example in 
Teesdale and much of the Cheviot Hills. In-bye fields near upland farms are favoured at times, 
particularly when adjacent hills are snowbound for long periods. A group of 90 has been noted 
in this situation in the Breamish Valley near Wooler (John Steele, pers. comm., 2012). They 
also appear to be relatively common on the moorland edge along the A171, particularly around 
Birk Brow, at least if casual records of road kill are anything to go by. As can be seen from our 
distribution map, they are widespread throughout the lowlands even occurring on Lindisfarne. 
Twenty-three hares were counted as part of a farmland bird survey in 5 km2 of mixed farmland/
woodland on the edge of the Cheviots (John Steele, pers. comm., 2012). This area was heavily 
keepered to reduce the number of foxes so may have resulted in artificially high numbers of 
hares, with a similar situation likely to occur in much of the Cheviots where grouse keepers 
legitimately control ground predators.

Flux and Angermann (1990) considered that Brown Hares were probably the most important 
game animal in Europe and they have been hunted by various means in the North East. The 
earliest reference to hunting the hare in our region is in 1766 when “some gentlemen were 
hunting on Gateshead Fell the hare and three hounds fell into an old pit hole and were drowned” 
(Page, 1905). Since then hares have been hunted with beagles and harriers and coursed legally 
and illegally with greyhounds and lurchers across the region. The Weardale Beagles were the last 
pack to hunt in County Durham, and at one time Brown Hares were regularly hunted along the 
military road in Hadrian’s Wall country with a beagle pack that was kept in the area. Organised 
hare coursing was once popular, with numerous small meets organised across the region and 
persisting until recent years. Kevin O’Hara (pers. comm., 2012) remembers organised coursing 
events in the hills around Sunderland until the 1970s, when the construction of the A19 stopped 
them as its route went right through the main area near Doxford International. Many Durham 
miners had their own small scale events to try greyhound and whippet, and in some cases the 
“hare” was nothing more than a piece of rag tied to a string with an upturned old bicycle being 
used to wind in the string very quickly around the wheel frame. Hares were coursed illegally 
using greyhounds, whippets and lurchers either by day or at night with lamps. Despite the 
Hunting Act (2004) making this illegal it still occurs across the region.

Despite continued illegal persecution and also legitimate shooting which controls numbers 
locally, on balance it seems that the patchwork of land uses and habitats in the North East, and 
the control of foxes in certain areas, suits Brown Hares, as they are still widespread across the 
whole region and even common in places.  

Rhia McBain and Ian Bond
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MOUNTAIN HARE Lepus timidus

The Mountain or Blue Hare 
is thought to be Britain’s only 
native lagomorph. It may have 
survived in southern Britain 
during the last glaciation, 
when the ice sheet extended 
south over the whole of what is 
now the North East region and 
ended in the east more or less 
in line with the current political 
boundary on the northern edge 
of the North York Moors. 
It was certainly common in 
the warmer interlude (The 
Windermere Insterstadial) 
towards the end of the last 
glaciation, where it was larger 
than present day specimens and 
regularly hunted by Paleolothic humans (Yalden, 1999). Post glacial remains of the species have 
been recovered from Teesdale Cave in Upper Teesdale and the North York Moors (Simms, 1975).

It is one of the most widespread hare species across the world, ranging from Scandinavia to the 
Pacific coast, although in Western Europe it is naturally occurring only in the Alps, Scotland and 
Ireland. Globally it inhabits tundra and open forest, but in Scotland it is principally associated 
with heather moorland (Flux and Angermann, 1990). Mountain Hares feed extensively on 
young heather. They therefore do well on grouse moors where the practice of burning heather 
encourages new growth.  Mallon et al. (2003) estimated hares at a density of 60/km2 in heather 
in the Peak District but only half that density in the grassland there.

It is smaller than the Brown Hare Lepus europeaus with relatively shorter ears and a more 
compact body form. Its coat colour varies seasonally being blue-grey in summer and often white 
in winter, and it lacks any black markings on the upper side of the tail.  The latter is a useful 
distinguishing feature as pale Brown Hares have been recorded (see Brown Hare account).

Mallon et al. (2003) note that where Mountain Hare occurs in the Peak District it is found in 
different areas to Brown Hare. Mountain Hare are found on the moorland and Brown Hare in 
the valleys and farmland but interestingly, outside of the Mountain Hares range in the Peak 
District, Brown Hares are found on moorland. Nevertheless they consider that this may be due 
to different habitat preferences in the two areas rather than the Mountain Hare out-competing 
the Brown Hare. It has been postulated that the contracting distribution of Mountain Hare since 
the last glaciation might be mediated by the Brown Hare both through interspecific competition 
and hybridisation (Thulin, 2003).  If this is the case it may be that there is little in the way of a 
vacant habitat niche for Mountain Hare in the North East, as the authors have observed Brown 
Hare on the top of Cheviot, the highest point in the North East, and also on heather moorland on 
the North York Moors.

In Scotland it is found chiefly in the eastern Highland region though it has been introduced to a 
number of places including The Borders. A survey of landowners and gamekeepers in 2006/07 
(Patton et al, 2010) found that the hectad closest to the North East, where it occurred in more 
than 10% of the hectad, was grid square NT51 with between 40 and 70% of the area positive 
for Mountain Hare. The study did not present results for hectads with less than 10% Mountain 
Hare presence so may have missed hectads where the species occurs at low density closer to the 
border. On the other hand, a study by Kinrade et al. (2007) found Mountain Hare as close 15 km 
from Cheviot and only separated from it by moorland, and Tegner (1969) records a nearly all-
white one, a road kill, above Liddle Water at Carter Bar on the Scottish/English Border in March 
1966. In England and Wales it is known to have been introduced in the Peak District, Snowdonia, 
the Lake District and the Cheviots, though other than the Peak District all of the introductions are 
supposed to have died out (Hewson and Yalden, 1995).

The exact history of introductions to Northumberland is not known but they are believed to 
have stemmed from releases in the late 19th and early 20th centuries by a previous Duke of 
Northumberland (Tegner, 1972). Mennell and Perkins (1864) did not know of any records of the 
species in the North East though they noted that it inhabited Cumberland and Westmorland. They 
also reported a particularly unsuccessful introduction of Blue Hares to Castle Eden, recounted 
by Rev. H.B. Tristram, in which all of the hares were dead within a year. A letter in the archives 
of the Natural History Society of Northumbria from L. MacLean, ex-head keeper of the Duke 
of Northumberland, states that Blue Hares were turned down at Kielder in about 1902 and that 
the stock came from the Inverary Estate. There was also an introduction at Freemans Gap pond 
in Alnwick Park although this stock had become extinct by the time of writing.  The letter notes 
that they were originally released to divert foxes away from the grouse.

In another letter, this time from Matthew Philipson of Haltwhistle to Ernest Blezard at Tullie 
House Museum in 1954, it is stated that there were “still a few Mountain Hare on the wild 
hills of north east Cumberland and up the western boundary of Northumberland. These are all 
descendants of the number brought from Inverness 50 years ago and released … by Mr Munsay. 
Naturally they flourished on this mighty expanse of white moorland.” (Tullie House Museum 
Virtual Fauna website, 2012). According to Philipson these hares were released at Smale, 
Falstone, which is just east of the current Kielder reservoir. It is likely that there were a number 
of other unrecorded introductions across Northumberland. Tegner (1972) states that “The blue 
or original hare, is still to be seen in the North Tyne valley, the northern Pennine range and 
occasionally in the Cheviots.” In fact it is in the Cheviots where most of the subsequent records 
have occurred though the species appears to have always been thin on the ground. A keeper on 
Linhope ground in the Breamish Valley from 1958 to 1968 only saw one animal on Hedgehope 
in that time; a stuffed, possible Cheviot specimen is in his family (pers. comm. to John Steele, 
2012). Similarly a Warden for the National Park from the mid-1970s to 1999 who has lived and 
worked in the Breamish Valley all his life, was aware of them in small numbers in the area until 
the 1963 winter snows when he feels they disappeared.

Mallon et al. (2003) state that the introduced population in Northumberland died out in the 
1970s. This may have been the case as there appear to be no records for most of that decade 
other than Tegner who was probably referring to the late 1960s. However they were seen by a 
forester on the Lint Lands near High Bleakhope when planting Uswayford Forest in 1979 (pers. 
comm. to John Steele, 1989) and by the 1980s they were “definitely present in the Cheviots” 
(Ian Douglas, pers. comm. to Ian Bond, 2001). Meanwhile back in the Kielder district in the 
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late 1980s, Mountain Hare were a regular though not common feature among the prey items at a 
raptor’s nest, though it is possible that these had been brought in from across the Scottish border 
(Martin Davison, pers. comm., 1980s). 

The 1990s again seem to draw a blank for records and the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology’s Atlas 
of Mammals in Britain (Arnold, 1993) shows no records for the North East. The Red Data Book 
for Northumberland (Kerslake, 1998) states “It was formerly present, certainly until the mid 
1980s, in the Harthope Valley. There have been recent unconfirmed sightings. More research is 
required.” It was not until April 2000 that there was another definite record, when Kevin O’Hara 
saw one in upper Coquetdale, just round the corner from Linshiels; it was half way through the 
moult. 

It is not until recent years that there has been more than the odd isolated record, again mostly 
around the Cheviots. The Head Keeper for Lilburn Estate (covering Cheviot, Harthope Valley, 
Commonburn, Threestoneburn, The Dodd and Ilderton) has been on the ground since 1995 and 
had not seen any until 2010, when on a grouse drive on his neighbour’s ground at Linhope he 
saw one animal come through the grouse butt line. His beat keeper saw two animals together near 
the trig point on Cheviot as recently as December 2011. One was seen by a shepherd in winter 
2010/11 on the edge of Cheviot and they have occasionally been reported to Northumberland 
National Park staff in recent years. A small number were also seen in 2011 around Hedgehope 
Hill in the Upper Breamish. The only 21st century record from the west of Northumberland 
appears to be by Martin Davidson from Kielder Village around 2007.

Further south there have been a number of unconfirmed reports. There is a recent report from 
Allendale (Martin Kitching, pers. comm. to Ian Bond, 2012) and a single, unconfirmed report 
of a white hare being taken in Upper Weardale in the 1970s (Kevin O’ Hara, pers. comm. to Ian 
Bond, 2011). There is nothing to suggest that these are more than just isolated cases; there is no 
history of a population in either of those locations. Ashby (1965) considered that the Mountain 
Hare occurred on higher ground in Teesdale, which may be the case as more recently there are 
occasional, reliable-sounding reports from Cross Fell around the border between Cumbria and 
Upper Teesdale (Terry Coult, pers. comm. to Ian Bond, 2012). In the very south of our region 
there never appear to have been any records of Mountain Hare in the North York Moors National 
Park (Oxford et al, 2007; Delaney, 1985): this in spite of it being the largest expanse of heather 
moorland in England. 

Clearly there is not currently a thriving population of Mountain Hare in the North East nor does 
it appear that there has been a continuous population since the first introductions. Given that it 
occurs not far north of the Scottish border, certain records, particularly in the Cheviots, could 
possibly stem from dispersing individuals. Records elsewhere are likely to be the result of a 
number of unrecorded releases, probably of small numbers of individuals. Nevertheless it would 
seem that in 2012 the Mountain Hare has a presence in the Cheviots and long may that continue.

John Steele and Ian Bond

 RED SQUIRREL Sciurus vulgaris

The Red Squirrel is the only species of 
squirrel native to the UK and Western 
Europe. It is about half the size of its 
congener, the Grey Squirrel Sciurus 
carolinensis, with mean head and body 
length 220 mm, mean tail length 180 
mm and weight ranging from 239-435 g 
(male) and 220-355 g (female).

The upper fur is uniformly dark but 
variable in colour, according to the 
season, from red brown or bright 
chestnut to deep brown or grey brown. 
This difference is partly attributed to 
the introduction of Red Squirrels of 
European origin, which have interbred 
with the native light-coloured race, S. 
vulgaris leucocorus (Hale and Lurz, 
2003). The squirrel’s underside is white. 
Immature Red Squirrels are often redder 
than adults (Barrett-Hamilton and 
Hinton, 1910-1921). Body fur moults 
twice a year, in spring and autumn, with the hairs being longer in winter than in summer. The 
bushy tail is dark brown in the autumn and bleaches over the summer, moulting only once a 
year in the autumn. A characteristic feature of a Red Squirrel in winter pelage is the long dark 
ear tufts, which thin or disappear during the spring and summer. The total British population 
estimate is 161,000 (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

The Red Squirrel is diurnal, does not hibernate, swims well should the need arise, has two litters 
per year, produces up to six kittens per litter (average three) and can live up to six or seven years 
in the wild (mean three years; up to 10 years in captivity). Red Squirrels spend an average of 
70% of their foraging time in trees. The population density is 0.5-1.5/ha for both deciduous and 
coniferous forest.

Fossil records indicate that the first recognizable tree squirrel (Protosciurus) probably evolved 
about 34 million years ago and the first tree squirrel in Britain, White’s Squirrel Sciurus whitei, 
evolved during the Pleistocene in the Cromerian period, 780,000 to 450,000 years ago (Holm, 
1987; Harris and Yalden, 2008). White’s Squirrel seems to have been the ancestor of the Red 
Squirrel: it was present in the coniferous woodland which covered Britain at that time but appears 
to have died out during the Ice Ages. S. vulgaris appeared at the end of the last Ice Age, 7,000-
10,000 years ago (Holm, 1987). The earliest British fossil record dates from the Mesolithic 
period, 8,710 BP (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 

Records of the existence of Red Squirrels in northern England begin in the 1st century AD, 
with museum specimens of squirrel carvings (Shorten, 1962). The squirrel is part of the coats-
of-arms of some northern county families, and is on the 8th century Bewcastle Cross. Its skin 
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“was known in commerce in Berwick 
in 1377; the skins however may have 
been imported” (Barrett-Hamilton 
and Hinton, 1910-1921). Red 
Squirrel populations have fluctuated 
throughout the centuries through 
disease or bad weather. During the 
15th and 16th centuries the national 
need for timber as fuel for industry, 
agriculture and war resulted in 
extensive deforestation and neglect 
of woodlands. This, plus a series of 
bad winters, resulted in rapid declines 
in squirrel populations, almost to the 
point of extinction in some areas. 
Then, during the 19th century, large 
forests were planted to replace those 
ancient woodlands and there were 
various Red Squirrel re-introductions. 
So, with plenty of suitable habitat, 
Red Squirrels multiplied again until 
they reached “peak numbers” (Holm, 
1987). Barrett-Hamilton and Hinton 
(1910-1921) state that they “were common in all woodland localities of Great Britain, except 
only those in which numbers are kept in check by persecution”. In 1889, 2,281 Red Squirrels 
were shot as timber pests by the Commissioners of the New Forest, and in 1903 the Highland 
Squirrel Club proudly announced the destruction of 82,000 Red Squirrels in the first 30 years of 
the club’s existence (Holm, 1987).
 
Red Squirrel distribution in the North East may reflect the national pattern. In 1864 Mennell and 
Perkins wrote about squirrels in Northumberland: “Red Squirrels are abundant in many parts 
of our district, especially about Riding Mill, Hexham and Shotley Bridge, and in the woods 
north of Morpeth, but are not by any means universally distributed.” They cite the Reverend 
Bigge who wrote: “the red squirrel appeared a few years ago at Matfen, Cheeseburn Grange and 
Dissington,” suggesting that they were extending their range at this time.  Records in the regional 
database for 1879 confirm their presence at two of these Northumberland sites. 

In County Durham, a Mr Hutchinson (cited by Mennell and Perkins, 1864) wrote in 1840: 
“Squirrels some few years ago were not known in this County. They were first introduced by 
Salvin of Burn Hall, and have increased and extended to most of the wooded parts.” By 1864 
Mennell and Perkins found them “common in some areas of Durham County, for example, St 
John’s, Weardale, but not others”. The first Red Squirrel record on the regional database for 
County Durham was near Stanhope in 1879. From various reports around 1900 Temperley (1953) 
suggests that the squirrels’ local distribution actually fluctuated, but that they were “normally 
present at Gibside and in Chopwell woods” at that time.

As the Grey Squirrel began to establish itself in Britain around the turn of the last century (see 
Grey Squirrel account) some naturalists quickly became aware of the potential threat to the Red 
Squirrel: “…  should it (the grey squirrel) gain a good footing here, as seems not unlikely, it 

will prove most probably to be a most formidable rival for our native species to face” (Barrett-
Hamilton and Hinton, 1910-1921). 

In 1953 Temperley conducted the first co-ordinated Red/Grey Squirrel survey across 
Northumberland and Durham. Red Squirrel presence was confirmed in all the woodland areas 
surveyed in Northumberland. They were also in many gardens and houses where they apparently 
came indoors regularly for food and were often kept as pets (Pitt, 1946).
 
However, in County Durham Temperley’s surveyors found them “generally scarcer than they had 
been in earlier years”, having “declined of late years”, and said that “The best populations were 
to be seen in the Forestry Commission plantations at Hamsterley and Bedburn.” Some people 
attributed this loss to the bad winter of 1946/47, but others disagreed. One surveyor was quoted 
as saying “I have also seen specimens with skin trouble similar to mange in foxes, but not often.”

From the 1960s onwards, the regional database gives an interesting insight into Red Squirrel 
distributions (and probably observer effort, as awareness began to be raised). In the 1960s, records 
were few and far between (17 records overall) but Red Squirrels were to be found in areas with 
suitable habitat across Northumberland and most of Durham except the southeast. Through the 
1970s and 1980s numbers of recorded sightings increased (106 and 240 respectively), with many 
more records coming in from the west of County Durham than the east.

Research into the decline had been sporadically ongoing since Middleton’s ground-breaking 
paper in 1930. From the early 1980s onwards it began to intensify. A comprehensive summary 
can be obtained by referring to Harris and Yalden (2008) and it is now well established that the 
presence of the Grey Squirrel is instrumental in the decline of the Red Squirrel.

Grey Squirrels displace reds in two ways: by the transmission of squirrelpox virus (SQPV), 
to which they are immune, but which is fatal to reds (for further information see, for example, 
Bruemmer, 2010), and through interspecific competition for food and habitat which reduces 
female fecundity and juvenile recruitment (Wauters et al, 2002; and for review see Harris and 
Yalden, 2008).

Our distribution map shows a lack of Red Squirrels in southeast Cleveland pre-2000. The 
Environmental Records Information Centre (ERIC) does not have records for that area before 
1974 because the land was part of the North Riding of Yorkshire at that time. However, a 
distribution map for Red Squirrels in Yorkshire, (Tonkin, 1985) showed that there had been 
no records of Red Squirrels in the area just south of the Tees since 1955. Arnold’s distribution 
atlas of 1993 shows that they may not have been there since 1959. County Durham’s ecologists 
were also noticing a loss of Red Squirrel populations, especially in the south of the county. In 
Cleveland, north of the Tees, the species was reported in the woodland complexes of Wynard up 
to the early 1980s (John Pickard, pers. comm. to Ian Bond, 2001). It hung on much longer in the 
Thorpe Bulmer Dene complex between Hartlepool and Easington where the last report was in 
November 2005. The previous year the gamekeeper covering those woodland areas claimed to 
have culled 120 Grey Squirrels and blood tests on some of those proved that they carried SQPV 
(Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). Red Squirrels seem to have also disappeared from east Durham 
at around this time, with the last sighting in Castle Eden Dene in August 2004 (ERIC database, 
2012). The database also records that a poxed corpse from Peterlee was sent for post mortem in 
June 2005. 
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When Grey Squirrels arrived in Northumberland (first ERIC record is 1989 in Hexham) the 
decision was taken to try to save its population of Red Squirrels. Conservation strategies were 
initiated: The Red Alert North East programme was set up in 1991 (founded by Lord Ridley) and 
immediately conducted the first Red Squirrel survey, using records from the public which resulted 
in more than 1,200 records in the first year. Co-ordinating with Red Alert North West (1993) and 
the “Red Squirrels in South Scotland” project (1994), the Wildlife Trusts continued to use this 
initiative to promote public awareness by talks, surveys, habitat management and liaising with 
landowners (Stewart, 1997). In support of this, local governments wrote Biodiversity Action 
Plans for Red Squirrel conservation.

Further strategies were initiated, using the latest research undertaken by Peter Lurz at Newcastle 
University and John Gurnell at the University of London. This resulted in 16 key Red Squirrel 
reserves being identified across Northumberland to be managed for Red Squirrels (later 
increased to 17). The “Save Our Squirrels Project” which ran from 2006-2011, funded by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund, carried out habitat management and squirrel conservation activities 
with landowners and managers in the reserves and surrounding areas. Volunteer Red Squirrel 
conservation groups were established, under the umbrella of Northern Red Squirrels. 

In April 2009 the conservation effort went national with the formation of the Red Squirrel 
Survival Trust (RSST), under the patronage of HRH Prince of Wales. The RSST launched Red 
Squirrels Northern England (RSNE) in February 2011. It is a partnership project between RSST, 
Natural England, the Forestry Commission and the Wildlife Trusts and is the largest, most 
ambitious Red Squirrel conservation project yet launched. RSNE aims to safeguard and extend 
Red Squirrel populations and limit the impact of Grey Squirrels on Red Squirrel populations in 
northern England. Two hundred and seventy tetrads across Northumberland, from Slaley and 
the Derwent Valley northwards, have been identified and 80 woodlands are being monitored 
bi-annually. Employed staff are carrying out Grey Squirrel control by trapping. The objective is 
to confirm that, with sufficient effort, it is possible to retain a Red Squirrel population if Grey 
Squirrels are consistently removed (Nick Mason, pers. comm., 2012). The results of the first 
RSNE monitoring survey are shown in Figure 1 (over page).

In 2012 Red Squirrel distribution north of the River Tyne is still widespread in suitable habitat. In 
County Durham and Teesside the species is extinct except for populations at St John’s Weardale, 
where a Red Squirrel was photographed in November 2011; Pow Hill, where a Red Squirrel was 
unfortunately shot in August 2012 (T. Coult, pers. comm., 2012); the National Trust estate at 
Gibside, latest sighting 14 April 2012; and Ruffside, with probable small populations remaining 
at Killhope and Harbour House (T. Coult and H. McDonald, pers. comm., May 2012). 

The Red Squirrel is protected by the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) Schedule 5 and 6 (as 
amended). For details of legislative protection, a summary of UK BAP status and recocommended 
actions, survey methodology and impact assessment see Gurnell and Lurz (2012). 

Veronica Carnell
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Figure 1. Map of results for Red Squirrel from the first bi-annual squirrel monitoring survey in 
Northumberland, March-May 2012 (courtesy RSNE).



During the 19th century “gray” 
squirrels attracted the attention of 
gentlemen travelling in America, 
who decided that they would be an 
“aesthetic addition to the fauna of 
the British countryside” (Laidler, 
1980). Laidler (1980) cites records 
of Grey Squirrels in Britain as early 
as 1828, but says these seem to 
have disappeared. All authors agree 
that the first recorded successful 
introduction was in 1876, when Mr 
T. V. Brocklehurst released four Grey 
Squirrels from the USA into Henbury 
Park, near Macclesfield, Cheshire.
 
In 1889, Mr G. S. Page released five 
Grey Squirrels into Bushey Park, 
Middlesex, but this introduction was 
apparently unsuccessful, so he tried 
again, importing 10 squirrels from the 
USA in 1890 which were released at 
Woburn Abbey, Bedfordshire, by the 
9th Duke of Bedford. The offspring of 
these squirrels were subsequently introduced into eight areas of England, one of which was in 
Malton, Yorkshire in 1906, where 36 animals were released. There were two more introductions 
into Yorkshire (Bedale in 1913 and Bingley in 1914) and one into Darlington in 1914-15, 
though the sources of these animals is unknown (McRobie, 2012; Laidler, 1980). Grey Squirrels 
continued to be imported and translocated into new sites across Britain until at least 1929, and 
probably up to 1937, with 32 recorded introductions altogether (McRobie, 2012). Laidler (1980) 
suggests that it almost became a ‘fad’. In common with other wild fauna, they were also kept as 
pets.

Populations grew rapidly. Three animals of the Canadian sub-species were released at Loch 
Long, Argyll and Bute in 1892 (McRobie, 2012) and by 1915 the resulting population had 
“expanded their range to 300 square miles, an average increase of twelve square miles each 
year” (Laidler 1980). Watt (1915), cited in Barrett-Hamilton and Hinton (1910-1921), describes 
the introduction into Woburn as “an embarrassing success, because they increased so rapidly 
that it became desirable to reduce their numbers, and it was stated that about 1000 were killed 
during a recent winter, and 300 in one week”. Watt also comments on their destructive nature: 
“As regards habits, the grey squirrel, like the native brown squirrel, has many offences laid to 
its charge … It is very destructive to the upper shoots of Scot’s Pines, … causes much trouble 
in the kitchen garden, among the aviaries and poultry runs, and in the woods of deciduous trees, 
and they also raid the gardens for small fruit, … and dig up crocus bulbs. … They are inveterate 
destroyers of eggs and young birds. In the Zoological Gardens they have been observed taking 
birds eggs, or, if the young are hatched, they pull them out or destroy the nests.” Meanwhile, 
the squirrels released in Malton “multiplied and spread so rapidly, and were found to be so 
destructive that most of them have been got rid of after three years constant warfare” (St Quintin 
1914, in Barrett-Hamilton and Hinton, 1910-1921).
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GREY SQUIRREL Sciurus carolinensis

At almost twice the size of the native 
Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris, the 
Grey Squirrel has a mean head 
and body length of 260 mm and 
weight ranging from 440-650 g 
(male) and 400-720 g (female). The 
coat appears grizzled silver-grey, 
although the individual hairs are 
banded brown, black and white, with 
some orangey-brown along the mid-
dorsal region and flanks, especially 
in summer. The tail is silver-grey 
with a white ‘halo’. The underside 
is white. There are no conspicuous 
ear tufts (Harris and Yalden, 2008).
 
A melanistic morph, uniformly jet black, was first reported in Letchworth in 1912 (Middleton, 
1931) and is now becoming fairly common in the south of England. Black squirrels interbreed 
readily with the wild-type colour and they live in mixed populations of grey and black. Dark/
black Grey Squirrels are also present in Sunderland (Kevin O’Hara, pers. comm., 2012). Less 
commonly, albino morphs can occur as can an intermediate colour, which is brown-black with 
an orange/tan underside (Shorten, 1962a; McRobie, 2012). Examples of Grey Squirrels with 
varying degrees of orange/tan on the underside have been found near Prudhoe, Northumberland, 
in spring 2012 (Northern Red Squirrels Newsletter, Spring 2012).

Grey Squirrels are diurnal, do not hibernate and swim well should the need arise. They can breed 
all year round with mild weather and a good food supply, produce up to seven kittens per litter 
(average three) and can live for up to nine years in the wild (20 years in captivity). Population 
density can be up to more than eight per hectare in oak woodland but much lower in conifer 
habitats, varying with the proximity of broad-leaf woodland. They spend only an average of 14% 
of their foraging time in trees. The total British population estimate is 2.52 million (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008).
 
Squirrels can generally be identified by their feeding signs (Stehli and Brohmer, 1965) but it is 
difficult to reliably distinguish between Grey and Red Squirrels in this way and direct sightings 
are recommended to confirm presence to species level (Gurnell et al, 2012).

Grey Squirrels are native to the dense hardwood forests of the eastern states of North America, 
from Ontario and New Brunswick in Canada to Florida, USA. Anthony (1928) distinguishes 
two sub-species in the squirrel’s native range. S. carolinensis carolinensis, the Southern Gray 
Squirrel, is the smaller of the two and inhabits the southern part of the species’ overall range as far 
north as the lower Hudson Valley. S. carolinensis leucotis is “larger and grayer, and apt to occur 
in black or melanistic phase, with various degrees of intergradations occurring”. Its distribution 
is more northern, including Pennsylvania and southern Ontario (Laidler, 1980). Shorten (1962a) 
states that there are actually five sub-species of Grey Squirrel in North America, but these two 
sub-species are probably the only ancestors of the Grey Squirrel in Britain.

Grey Squirrel by Terry Coult



The first Grey Squirrel sighting to be recorded on the regional database was “one count of 
deceased” at Gilsland Bridge on the Cumbrian Border in 1905. There was then a long interval 
until the next record, which was just west of Crook, County Durham in 1968. By the 1970s, the 
database records that Grey Squirrels were sparsely distributed across County Durham; recorded 
in Teesside by 1975 and at Washington/Fulwell and High Force, Middleton-in-Teesdale in 1977. 

During the 1980s single Grey Squirrels were seen in Throckley Dene and Gosforth, Newcastle. 
However, these are thought to be releases/escapes. The first Grey Squirrel sighting in 
Northumberland to be recorded on the regional database was in Hexham in 1989. From the early 
1990s onwards Grey Squirrel distribution continued to expand. Our map shows that they have 
now been seen in almost all of the hectads in our region. 

Grey Squirrels are regarded as pests in Britain. DEFRA (2012) states that “The grey squirrel is an 
invasive alien species which damages woodlands and may have negative impacts on biodiversity 
in addition to its confirmed impact on red squirrels. It is listed under Schedule 9, Part 1, of the 
Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981. This means that any person who releases a grey squirrel, or 
allows it to escape into the wild, is guilty of an offence.”

Veronica Carnell
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Naturalists soon began to notice that as Grey Squirrels became established in an area Red 
Squirrels usually began to disappear. For example, at Kew (another Woburn-sourced release 
site) “it was stated that they have killed out or driven away all the native squirrels” (Barrett-
Hamilton and Hinton, 1910-1921). Mee (1922) reports: “they have driven out our red squirrels 
from Richmond Park, they have banished them from woods and gardens.” Douglas Middleton 
published the first research papers on Grey Squirrel ecology in 1930 and 1931 and dismissed 
these early popular beliefs, showing that although aggressive encounters did occur, they were not 
common, and just as likely to be intra-specific as inter-specific.

The government eventually decided to attempt to control the spread. The Grey Squirrel 
Prohibition of Importation and Keeping Order was passed in 1937, which made it illegal to bring 
a Grey Squirrel into Britain, or to catch and keep the species as a pet. Subsequently, between 
1953 and 1958 a bounty system was introduced. Gun and shooting clubs received subsidised 
cartridges, with a bounty of one shilling (5p), later increased to two shillings per tail. Squirrel 
recipes were distributed (Bob Wilkin, pers. comm., 2012). Overall the system was unsuccessful, 
with the number of squirrels present being estimated as roughly the same in 1958 as it had been 
in 1953. The conclusion drawn from this was that while they could be removed this way from 
a local area, other squirrels would quickly recolonise from surrounding areas (Shorten, 1962b; 
MAFF, 1960-62).

Locally, naturalists comment on the spread of the Grey Squirrel and decline of the Red in northeast 
England over the course of the last century: “From around 1950 it was usual to see squirrels in 
the South Park, Darlington, and they were all Grey” (Griss pers. comm., 2012). Several surveys 
have been conducted and reports published. A single Grey Squirrel was recorded in Alnwick 
in 1930 (Lever, 1977) and another in Gosforth in 1945 (Strong, 1945), but neither of these 
animals seems to have reappeared. In 1953 Temperley conducted the first squirrel survey across 
Northumberland and County Durham. He mentions the Darlington introduction and states that 
Grey Squirrels began to colonise Raby Park, Staindrop, just before or during World War II, where 
“attempts were made to exterminate them, but … without success”. They were seen occasionally 
in other areas: north of the Tees around Stockton, and south around Middlesborough. Apart from 
these, all surveyors, from both County Durham and Northumberland, reported an absence of 
Grey Squirrels in their area.

In 1965 Ashby stated that the Tees still “formed the approximate boundary between the zone 
occupied by the grey squirrel to the south and the red squirrel to the north. … In the dale itself, 
most of those seen below Middleton in recent years have been grey squirrels and most of those 
above have been red”. But by 1972 Tegner was reporting that “Grey squirrels have seemingly 
crossed the Tees into south Durham as they have been recorded in the county.” He implies that 
they were still rare, and up until 1977, according to Lever, “the principal areas of grey squirrel 
distribution were still considered to be south of the River Tees”.
 
Davis (1979) conducted another survey in 1977/1978 across “Northumberland, Tyne & Wear, 
Durham and Cleveland”. His results highlighted the continued spread of Grey Squirrels, finding 
that they had been present in every hectad in the southernmost areas of County Durham and 
Cleveland since at least 1959 (see also Arnold (1993) who agrees with this statement). From 
there they had spread north, particularly into western County Durham by 1971, and had spread 
further north by 1977/78; however he found no evidence of Grey Squirrels in Northumberland.



were found during the Mammal 
Society Survey in 1975-79.

The preparation of this account 
involved a comprehensive search 
of archival material for records of 
dormouse and these were found to 
be infrequent, suggesting that the 
species has always been uncommon 
in our region.

Most recent national surveys (Great 
Nut Hunt 1994 and Victorian Nut 
Hunt 1997) failed to produce evidence 
of dormouse across Durham, although 
the latter produced three, closely-
related sites in Northumberland, 
which were subsequently included 
as part of the National Dormouse 
Monitor Scheme. This scheme 
recorded dormice occupation of 
nest boxes until 2006. No evidence 
was recorded in 2007 and 2008, at 
which point checking appears to have 
ceased. However, a recent check of nest boxes in the area (2012) produced a single unoccupied 
nest (formed principally from woodrush) which was thought to be fashioned by a dormouse. 
It is interesting to note that this site is close to the earliest Northumberland record at Whitfield 
(Bolam, 1921).

A number of recent unverified records have been reported in woodlands close to Stocksfield and 
Wylam. This area coincides with one reported in Cowan (1975) and subsequent reports made by 
reliable field naturalists. This suggests that additional field-work may be worthwhile in this area, 
which retains good quality broad-leaved woodland. 

The most recent Durham record, albeit unverified, was at Lockhaugh, Rowlands Gill from 
D. Smith in 2001. Subsequent survey of nest boxes placed there (and at Hareshaw Linn, 
Northumberland) by the reporter failed to produce any evidence of occupation.

Records for Cleveland are also extremely limited. The species is listed in the appendix of Graves 
(1808) but this does not specify a location. Rope (1885) lists it from several places along the 
northern boundary of what is now the North York Moors National Park, from Pinchinthorpe to 
Grinkle Park, and reports that Mr T.H. Nelson considered it not numerous near Redcar. Rope also 
cites a record from Headlam, close to Darlington, of a pair of dormice that frequented a peach tree 
until one of them drowned in a bottle of beer hung on the tree to catch wasps. Cleveland has not 
been included in any of the recent national surveys, presumably due to a lack of contemporary 
records. However, nest tubes have more recently been erected in two woodlands (Cow Close 
and Hagg Wood) where the species is remembered by local naturalists from the 1970s (Kenny 
Crooks, pers. comm., 2010), although these have not produced any new evidence to date. 
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HAZEL DORMOUSE Muscardinus avellanarius

The Hazel Dormouse is a distinctive 
native British mammal but is 
uncommonly observed due to 
its rarity and nocturnal habits. 
Nationally, it has declined in both 
numbers and distribution over the 
last 100 years, with recent surveys 
suggesting it has become extinct in 
about half its former distributional 
range, including six counties where 
it was reported to be present by 
Rope (1885). There are also fewer 
than 10 known sites north of a line 
between the Wirral and the Wash 
(including recent reintroductions). 
The most northerly location is along 
the river Allen, near Hexham in 
Northumberland, with at least three 
more sites in Cumbria. 

Dormice are now either absent or very thinly distributed in most midland counties, although 
they have been found in a few widely separated areas in every county of Wales, except Anglesey. 
Although still uncommon, the dormouse appears to be relatively widespread in the southern 
English counties, but even here it has a very patchy distribution.

The Hazel Dormouse is easily overlooked, even where present, as it is rarely caught in traps or 
by predators, spends much of its active time high off the ground and at least a third of the year in 
hibernation, making it even more unlikely to be recorded by the casual observer. 

It is associated with deciduous woodland, but also occurs widely in species-rich hedgerows and 
scrub. Their specialised feeding requirements mean they are never as numerous as other woodland 
rodents. They are also especially sensitive to weather and climate with habitat deterioration and 
fragmentation combining to make them highly vulnerable to local extinction. 

The history, status and distribution of the dormouse in the North East is extremely poorly 
recorded, although distribution maps from recent national surveys show Northumberland as the 
northern limit of the species distribution. The most comprehensive account of the status of Hazel 
Dormouse in our region was produced by Coult (2001), in which the author states “Contrary 
to national survey results the locally published records suggest that the dormouse once had a 
distribution, which encompassed all of the main river valleys within County Durham. Records 
exist for the valleys of the rivers Derwent, Tyne, Wear and Tees, with records extending into the 
twentieth century in the valleys of the Tyne and Derwent. The oldest dated record is from the 
Derwent Valley, the ‘near Ebchester’ specimen, in Mennell and Perkins was collected in 1829.”

Records for Northumberland are sparse with only the Tyne Valley at Stocksfield and the Allen 
Valley providing published records. The extract from Bolam’s diary (1921) provides a history 
of records stretching from 1914 to the present for those sites in the Allen Valley where dormice 

Hazel Dormouse by Archibald Thorburn  



FIELD or SHORT-TAILED VOLE Microtus agrestis

The Field Vole has been 
present in the British Isles 
since the last glaciation but 
is not present in Ireland or 
some of the western islands. 
It is a small plump vole 
(head and body 90-120 mm) 
with a short tail about a third 
of the body length. The ears 
are partly hidden in the fur 
which can at times appear 
rough, long and straggly. 
The colour is grey brown 
(never chestnut), shading 
to whitish grey on the belly. 
Veronica Carnell (pers. 
comm., 2012) reports that 
on Lindisfarne, where she 
never caught Bank Voles Myodes glareolus, some of the Field Voles were of a slightly redder 
colour than normal. It weighs from 14 to 50 grams.

The Field Vole’s main habitat is rough grassland, but includes young forestry plantations 
until the ground cover becomes too thin due to it being shaded out by the tree growth. Sparse 
populations also inhabit woodlands, hedgerows, dunes, moorland etc, but it does not do well on 
arable land. It has been found on grasslands in the Cairngorms up to 1,300 metres. Their numbers 
on grassland are related to the grazing level; where grazing is so heavy that no litter layer can 
develop, numbers will be low due to the lack of material in which to construct surface runs.

They can persist in surprisingly small areas of habitat. When small areas of North Cemetery in 
the centre of Hartlepool were left uncut it was found that Field Voles were present. As there is 
no suitable habitat in the surrounding area they must have always been present, perhaps living 
among tufts of longer grass in an otherwise well-manicured cemetery (I. Bond, pers. comm., 
2012).  Similarly, works to clear developing vegetation from a small, artificial, shingle island, 
created for terns in a lake at RSPB Saltholme, found Field Voles present and breeding. To access 
the island they must have swum a distance of 30 metres then scaled half a metre of vertical 
revetment board. That this was not an isolated incident was demonstrated when the island was 
cleared again in a subsequent year (Chris Brown, pers. comm., 2010).

Field Voles are nocturnal, with their main activity at dawn and dusk. Home ranges are based on 
the nest, which is normally placed at the base of a tussock of grass and is almost indistinguishable 
from it. It is the centre of a maze of surface runs and burrows in which food stores may be placed. 
Breeding begins in February and goes on until September. There are several litters per season 
and up to nine young per litter. The young are ready to mate themselves at the age of six weeks. 
At the end of the breeding season maturation will be delayed to the following spring. Few, if any, 
animals over-winter more than once and most of the winter population are of immature animals.

114 115

Dormouse is infrequently reported within the region and records are not usually supported 
by evidence (photographs, corpses, nests, etc.). As a result many records are considered to be 
misidentifications, usually of Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus. However, given the difficulty 
in surveying for the species it is possible that additional isolated populations may occur in areas 
of suitable habitat. In such circumstances the potential for re-introductions may be considered.  

There is a close association of dormouse records with ancient woodland sites, many of which are 
likely to have undergone significant change, especially in recent years. Certainly Dobson (2000) 
suggests that many former haunts may have been clear-felled during both World Wars, making 
many areas unsuitable for the species and increasing the fragmentation of habitat, severely 
limiting its capacity to colonise new areas.  

However, the distribution of Hazel Dormouse in Durham and Northumberland is most likely to 
be influenced by altitude and temperature, being at the northern edge of its range in the UK. There 
remains a paucity of archival and contemporary records for the species and limited recording 
effort for a species that is very difficult to locate. As a result, there is a real possibility that the 
species is under-recorded in our region.

Steve Lowe Field or Short-Tailed Vole by Terry Coult



BANK VOLE Myodes glareolus

The Bank Vole is small (head and 
body 88 to 101 mm) with a tail up to 
half the length of the body. The ears 
are not as large as in the mice but are 
larger than the Field Vole Microtus 
agrestis. It has a chestnut back which 
gives way to greyish on the sides and 
whitish underneath. Young animals 
are greyer and may be difficult to 
separate from the Field Vole but have 
a longer tail and slightly larger ears. 
There is little variation in colour.

They are found in a variety of habitats; 
it is essentially a woodland animal 
but is also found in hedgerows, field 
margins and gardens. The nest is 
normally in a burrow a few inches 
below ground level but can be in a 
tree trunk or other hollow. Around 
the nest it forms a system of burrows 
and tunnels in the field layer and so 
requires good cover and litter layer. 
It climbs freely and will use bird’s 
nests as feeding platforms.

Diet is mainly shoots, leaves, berries, nuts, seeds and fungi but can contain various insects and 
other invertebrates including snails. Burton (1968) says that up to a third of the diet can be 
invertebrates and even small birds and shrews can be eaten. When feeding on hazelnuts it leaves 
a distinctive hole in the shell with no teeth marks on the outer surface. This distinguishes it from 
Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus which does leave teeth marks on the outer surface. Dormice 
Muscardinus avellanarius leave angled teeth marks on the cut surface of nuts, the other two 
leave vertical marks. Bank Voles do occasionally venture indoors and raid human larders.

Bank Voles start breeding in early spring and continue until the autumn.  Up to five litters per 
year of three to six young can be born. Females born in the early part of the season can breed 
the same year. The breeding season can be lengthened by increased temperature and increased 
food supply but can be shortened in seasons of high population density. There is no indication of 
cyclical population changes like those of the Field Vole, but populations do vary, particularly in 
association with food availability. Good autumn seed crops can see larger numbers through the 
winter and affect the population until the following autumn.
 
Predation on voles is heavy, particularly by owls and Weasel Mustela nivalis, but other species 
are also important, for example Stoat Mustela erminea, Fox Vulpes vulpes, Domestic Cat Felis 
catus, Kestrel Falco tinnunculus, Carrion Crow Corvus corone, Rook Corvus frugilegus and 
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea. Bank Vole remains in owl pellets can be separated from Field Vole 
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Its main food source is the stems, 
leaves and roots of grasses but 
it will nibble at other vegetable 
matter, for example tree bark, and 
may eat large numbers of insects. 
To suit the nature of its diet the 
teeth are not rooted and grow 
continuously, which may explain 
some of the damage it can cause to 
trees as it has to wear its teeth down 
to prevent over-growth. Occasional 
individuals are found in which the 
teeth are grossly overgrown due to 
damage. In a study carried out in 
Hamsterley Forest, Field Voles were 
found to ignore Wavy Hair Grass 
Deschampsia flexuosa. They were 
found to prefer grasses that had 
dead leaves etc. around their base 
(Gordon Simpson, pers. comm., 
2012).

The voles tunnel into the litter and 
pull the more succulent grasses into their tunnel out of sight of aerial predators. Numbers of voles 
vary on two levels. There is a four-yearly cycle in numbers. Food and climatic conditions may 
affect numbers within this cycle but the real reasons for it are not fully understood. In the past, 
combinations of the cycle, good breeding seasons and ample food supply have produced plague 
years when vole numbers increased to enormous proportions, for example in south Scotland in 
1892. As a result of this predator numbers also increase. During the “plague” years the voles 
can do a lot of damage causing a serious loss to agriculture. These plagues finish with a vole 
population crash, but the predator numbers may stay high for a year or so afterwards.
 
The presence of Field Voles can be indicated by the signs of feeding (small pieces of shredded 
grass etc.) and droppings, found in the surface runs. They are not readily caught during small 
mammal trapping: only eight of the 358 small mammals trapped by Veronica Carnell were Field 
Voles (V. Carnell, pers. comm., 2012).

Field Voles are common in the North East, but as with all small mammals our distribution maps 
do not show just how common. Our records tend to show the distribution of observers but 
the dense clusters of records in the boroughs of Darlington and Hartlepool are probably more 
representative of the situation across much of the North East. Nevertheless the distribution of 
records shows Field Voles to be at least present in almost all of the 10 km squares in the region. 
As with the Bank Vole, an indication of the numbers present can be obtained by examining owl 
pellets. The Field Vole is the preferred prey of Barn Owls Tyto alba and Short-eared Owls Asio 
flammeus and 1103 of the 1307 prey items identified from Long-eared Owl Asio otus pellets from 
Urlay Nook were Field Vole. If large numbers of shrew remains are found in pellets it is probably 
a sign that vole numbers are low. 

Don Griss

Bank Vole by Joan Holding



WATER VOLE Arvicola amphibius

Most people’s first discovery of 
a Water Vole is through Kenneth 
Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows; 
the character Ratty is in fact a Water 
Vole. The Water Vole is often known 
locally as a water rat, and at a casual 
glance does have some similarities 
in appearance with a rat, leading to 
some cases or misidentification and 
persecution. Although a little smaller 
than a rat, it is Britain’s largest vole 
with a typical head and body length 
of around 190 mm and a weight of 
around 220 g. In Britain the Water 
Vole spends much of its time in and 
around an aquatic environment with 
its burrows seldom more than two 
metres from a bankside. Here it feeds 
on the wide range of vegetation types 
which form its staple diet and it uses 
the water to escape most of its natural 
predators; its characteristic “plop” 
sound, made as it dives into the water 
to escape predators, is one of the classic signs of a Water Vole (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

The Water Vole in the UK is known to form two distinct groups (clades) with those in Scotland 
forming a separate phylogenetic clade from those in England/Wales. Comparison of mitochondrial 
DNA variation with Water Vole populations across Europe indicates that the Scottish clades 
derive from an Iberian source, whereas the English/Welsh ones derive from an eastern European 
source. Initial analysis of the DNA from droppings in museum collections had shown that those 
from Northumberland, Windermere and Scarborough clustered with the England/Wales samples 
while one from Berwick clustered with the Scottish samples (Piertney et al, 2005). 

In 2008 the Environment Agency ran a survey to collect samples of Water Vole droppings from 
across the North East for DNA analysis to try and refine and update the Piertney study. Droppings 
were collected from a variety of locations across Northumberland, Durham and Cleveland and 
including the North York Moors National Park. The droppings from all of the sites across the 
North East and North Yorkshire proved to belong to the Scottish clade (Fiona Morris, pers. 
comm., 2011). 

Water Voles are historically common across much of the North East with the majority of the pre-
2000 records coming from Tyne and Wear, Durham and the Tees Valley. The Provisional Atlas 
of the Mammals of the British Isles (Arnold, 1978) documented the distribution of Water Voles 
in the North East and highlighted the Tees Valley, Tyne and Wear and north Northumberland 
as areas containing Water Voles. This work involved 35 surveys and produced 30 positive site 
records.
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remains by the presence of an extra 
lobe on the upper second molar 
tooth in the latter, and the zigzags 
of the teeth are also more rounded 
than those of the Field Vole (Yalden, 
1977). Wet weather is thought to 
have some advantage for Bank Voles, 
which makes them less likely to be 
heard and therefore less likely to be 
taken by owls (Flowerdew, 1993).

In the North East our map of records 
shows Bank Voles to be widely 
distributed across the region though 
most records are from the east of the 
area. This is believed, in the main, to 
be an effect of observer distribution, 
but in the extreme west, where they 
will avoid the uplands and open 
country, a thinner distribution is 
probable. More widespread live 
trapping or examination of owl 
pellets would probably show a better 
spread of records. They are perhaps 
the species that is most readily caught in Longworth traps and made up almost half of the 358 
small mammals caught at various sites in the North East by Veronica Carnell (V. Carnell, pers. 
comm., 2012).  They made up just over 6% of the total number of prey remains from 671 Long-
eared Owl Asio otus pellets from Urlay Nook, the same proportion as Wood Mouse Apodemus 
sylvaticus, though the latter is a much more frequently recorded species, probably due to its closer 
association with human habitations.  Outside the North East it is found generally throughout the 
country, but was missing from Ireland until it was accidentally introduced there probably in the 
1920s from Germany (Shore and Hare in Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Don Griss
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In 1986 Peter Davis coordinated a Water Vole survey of the North East (Davis, 1986) of 85 
sites and recorded positive records in 69 sites. This highlighted an expanded 10 km distribution 
of Water Voles in the Tees Valley and Tyne and Wear, with a reduced number of records for 
Northumberland, although the latter was attributed to poor recorder response compared to the 
1978 survey as a possible factor. The survey concluded there was no change in status of the 
Water Vole in the North East at the time.

However by the late 1990s two national surveys (Strachan et al, 2000) had calculated a site 
loss across the country of 94%, making the Water Vole Britain’s fastest-declining mammal and 
sparking considerable concern about its conservation. Using the 1978 and 1986 surveys as a 
baseline this appears to gives a measurable period for the beginning of the Water Vole’s decline. 
The decline is now considered to be largely due to predation by the introduced American Mink 
Neovison vison (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Ironically, after 2000 the number of Water Vole records has increased dramatically as its legal 
and conservation status was raised, though surveys have nevertheless highlighted its continuing 
decline. In 2006 the Environment Agency conducted a Water Vole survey in the Northumbria Area 
and Tees catchment (E3 Ecology and Durkin, 2006). It surveyed 265 sites with previous Water 
Vole records, including records from local Wildlife Trust surveys and suspected sightings records 
from members of the public. It also surveyed a further 100 new sites across the Northumbria Area 
and Tees catchment in areas where surveys for Water Voles had not previously been undertaken. 
Of the recorded Water Vole sites only 39 were found to have positive signs indicating active 
Water Vole presence; a further 13 sites were considered to have old signs of Water Vole activity, 
and 14 more were considered to be suspect for Water Vole presence. Therefore only 14.7% of 
previously occupied sites still held Water Voles. 

The “re-survey” identified a number of key areas for Water Voles: 7.7% of positive sites were 
situated within the catchment of the River East Allen at Allendale; 12.8% within the catchment 
of the River East Allen near Allenheads; 7.7% within the catchment of the South Tyne River near 
Alston; 17.9% in the Tees catchment near Langdon; and 7.7% in the vicinity of Houghton-le-
Spring. Of the “new search” survey sites, five were found to have positive signs indicating active 
Water Vole presence, a further four sites were considered to have old signs of Water Vole activity 
but no longer to be active, and a further one was considered to be suspect-active for Water Vole 
presence 

The results of this survey are mirrored elsewhere on a finer scale. In Hartlepool, where Water 
Voles have perhaps been surveyed more than in any other borough in the region over the past 
15 years, the number of sites has gradually decreased. In 2002, 10 sites where Water Voles were 
known to have been previously recorded were surveyed, with Water Voles signs being found at 
all sites (Parker, 2002). A re-survey of the same sites in 2006 found signs at seven of those 10 
sites (Glister, 2006) and by 2009 this had decreased to five of the same sites (Slaughter, 2009). 
This decline appears to be continuing with only two subsequent records to 2012, both of which 
appear to have been transient individuals (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). 

The situation appears to be similar in much of the Tees Valley. In the borough of Darlington, 
where the species was widespread in the late 1990s, there have been no confirmed records 
for several years (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). In Stockton there is a positive record for the 
Hartburn Beck from 2012 and three records from the Lustrum Beck from 2010, whilst in East 
Cleveland Water Voles are only thought to exist now on the Chapel Beck in Guisborough: but the 
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Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris Blagdon, 
Northumberland 2012 © Maria Schusler

Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis 
with unusual colouring, Prudhoe, 
Northumberland 2011 
© Northern Red Squirrels

Hedgehog Erinaceus europaeus Rainton Meadows, County Durham 
2009 © Hilary Chambers

Field Vole Microtus agrestis found during 
vegitation clearance, Teeside 2009 

© Chris Brown

Bank Vole Myodes 
glareolus Far Pastures, 

Gateshead 2010 
© northeastwildlife.co.uk

Water Vole Arvicola amphibius Killhope, 
County Durham 2012 © David Gibbon
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Mole Talpa europaea “murder rail”, near 
Haltwhistle, Northumberland 2011 

© James Littlewood

Water Shrew 
Neomys fodiens 
Gosforth Park, 

Newcastle upon 
Tyne 2005 

© Mark Houghton

Common Shrew Sorex araneus 
Harwood Forest, Northumberland 

2010 © John Steele

Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus Seaton Carew, Hartlepool 2009 
© Hilary Chambers

Brown Hare Lepus europaeus 
Salthome, Teeside 2012 
© Martyn Sidwell

Fox Vulpes vulpes in a 
Gosforth garden, 

Newcastle upon Tyne 2008 
© Bob Wilkin

Badger Meles 
meles south 
Northumberland 
2010 © Kaleel 
Zibe www.
kaleelzibe.com

Otter Lutra lutra River Blyth, Northumberland 2006 
© Kevin O’Hara

Common Rat Rattus norvegicus near Rainton Meadows, County Durham 
© northeastwildlife.co.uk

Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus Seaton Delaval, 
Northumberland 2011 © Olive Taylor

Harvest Mouse Micromys minutus along the Hart to 
Haswell Walkway, Cleveland 2009; the most northerly 

record since 2000 © David Young



124 125

Harbour Seals Phoca 
vitulina Greatham 

Creek, Teeside 2008 
© Ian Forrest

Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus Farne Islands, 
Northumberland 2010 

© Martin Kitching/ 
www.northernexperienceimages.co.uk

Bearded Seal Erignathus barbatus Beadnell, Northumberland 2011 
© Joanna Mitchell

“Rocky the Racoon” Procyon lotor 
on the loose in Sunderland 2012 
© Rick O’Farrell

Stoat Mustela erminea Hauxley, Northumberland 2011© 
Keith Cochrane

Weasel Mustela nivalis North 
Gare, Hartlepool 2009 

© Ian Forrest

American Mink 
Neovison vison 

Northumberland 2010 
© Kevin Ohara
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Red Deer Cervus 
elaphus Rising 

Sun Country Park, 
North Tyneside 

2011 
© Shaun Morrison

Fallow Deer 
Dama dama 
Whitworth Park, 
County Durham 
2012 
© Terry Coult

Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus Gosforth Park, 
Newcastle upon Tyne 2012 © Olive Taylor

Feral Goat Capra hircus Simonside 
Hills, Northumberland 2009 

© John Dalrymple

5,500 year old skull of an Auroch Bos primigenius found 
in Haughton Strother Quarry, Northumberland in 2009 
© David Noble-Rollin/Jane Lamb

Chillingham Bull Bos taurus Chillingham 
Park, Northumberland 2011 © Stephen Hall

Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata 
off the coast of Northumberland 2012 

© Martin Kitching/www.
northernexperienceimages.co.uk

White-beaked Dolphin 
Lagenorhynchus albirostris off the 
coast of Northumberland 2007 
© John Carnell

Beluga Delphinapterus leucas caught 
in Salmon nets at South Shields in June 

1903 © NHSN

Sperm Whale Physeter macrocephalus 
stranded at Marske-by-the-Sea, Cleveland 

May 2011 © Ian Bond
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Brown Long-eared Bat 
Plecotus auritus 
Wallington, 
Northumberland 2011 
© Ruth Hadden

Leisler’s Bat Nyctalus leisleri  Cragside, 
Northumberland 1986 © Terry Coult

Common Toad Bufo bufo Hetton Bogs, 
County Durham 2010 
© northeastwildlife.co.uk

Alpine Newts Mesotriton alpestris 
Eaglescliffe specimen on left; 

typical form on right, 2011 
© Ian Bond

Brandt’s Bat Myotis 
brandtii Malton, 
County Durham 

2012 © Terry Coult

Common Pipistrelle 
Pipistrellus 
pipistrellus 

in the care of 
Northumberland Bat 

Group 2012 
© Ruth Hadden

Parti-coloured Bat Vespertilio murinus Seaham, 
County Durham 2011 © Ian Graham

Common Lizard Zootoca vivipara with injured tail at Holystone, Northumberland 2010 
© Kevin O’Hara

Common Frog Rana temporaria Bensham 
Allotments, Gateshead 2012 © James Littlewood 

Great Crested Newt Triturus cristatus Malton, 
County Durham 1987 © Terry Coult 



species’ continuing existence on all of these watercourses is probably tenuous (Kenny Crooks, 
pers. comm., 2012).  The populations on the urban becks in Middlesbrough appear to remain 
healthy though these are small, isolated habitats. It may be that the only place remaining in 
the Tees Valley where a population is likely to be viable in the long term is on the North Tees 
Marshes around Saltholme and Cowpen Marsh, extending as far as Cowpen Bewley Woodland 
Park, where there are many interconnecting ditches, reedbeds and other water bodies.

Our distribution map shows a cluster of post-2000 records in East Durham though these were 
largely small, isolated colonies. There is very little current information on the status of these 
colonies but it is anticipated that many of them will have subsequently disappeared. A Water 
Vole survey in 2001 in the City of Sunderland found 17 positive Water Voles sites from a total 
of 83 surveyed and a subsequent survey in 2007/08 revisited and expanded on this survey and 
highlighted Rainton Burn and the River Don as containing good Water Vole populations. Together 
with records from South Tyneside this highlighted the River Don as a continuing stronghold for 
Water Voles.

Unfortunately this situation is not repeated north of the Tyne. A Water Vole survey of the Borough 
of North Tyneside in 2002 (O’Hara, 2005) found that Water Voles were present at 13 of the 53 
sites surveyed (25%), and as a result of this a large amount of practical improvement work was 
carried out to safeguard the population’s survival. However it appears that all colonies have now 
been lost from the urban areas of North Tyneside and Newcastle in the past 10 years including 
well-known sites such as Gosforth Park and the Ouseburn, with the last remnants disappearing 
from the streams and ditches around the Rising Sun country park in Wallsend in the last five 
years (Kevin O’Hara, pers. comm., 2012). The continued presence of Mink appears to have been 
the main factor, but in urban areas the urban sprawl and associated high rat presence has had a 
major impact on fragile and isolated colonies.

The situation is little better in much of the rest of Northumberland where it was once widespread 
and was even recorded from Lindisfarne (Perry, 1946).  Populations in the north of the county, 
including in and around Wooler, have also disappeared although there are still unconfirmed 
reports of their presence further up on Wooler Common, and new populations were found at 
Berwick Moor, east of Chillingham, in 2009 which are still present, if elusive (Kevin O’Hara, 
pers. comm., 2012).

As lowland Water Voles have declined in number, upland areas have been found to contain 
significant populations. In 2006, Northumbria Mammal Group worked with the Northumberland 
Wildlife Trust on the “Researching Ratty” project, which aimed to locate populations of Water 
Vole in upland areas of Northumberland, where it was considered very rare but still surviving 
in some of the more remote areas. The project focused on three main areas: Otterburn in the 
southern Cheviot range; Allendale and the upper south Tyne in the North Pennines Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB); and areas around Haltwhistle in the west of the county. It 
implemented 72 Water Vole surveys at those locations, identifying 26 sites displaying positive 
signs of Water Vole presence. 

Further survey work by the Environment Agency and the North Pennines AONB Partnership has 
identified strong and connected colonies in the upper reaches and tributaries of the rivers Tees, 
Wear, South Tyne and East Allen. Other areas which contain Water Vole colonies, but which do 
not appear to be quite so densely populated, include Lunedale and Baldersdale, the Cumbrian 
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Adder Vipera berus Upper Coquet Valley, 
Northumberland 2010 © Paul Drummond

Slow Worms Anguis fragilis Harthope Valley, 
Northumberland 2010 

© Andy Young

Grass Snake Natrix natrix 
Gibside Estate, Derwent 

Valley 1989 
© Terry Coult

Male and 
female 
Smooth Newts 
Lissotriton 
vulgaris 
Saltholme, 
Teeside 2011 
© Dave Pearce
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HARVEST MOUSE Micromys minutus

The Harvest Mouse is Britain’s smallest 
rodent and the only British mammal with a 
prehensile tail.  It differs from other British 
mice in having a blunt nose and small ears, 
more reminiscent of a vole, and in adults 
the dorsal fur is a distinctly ginger colour, 
contrasting with the white belly. Its small 
size and prehensile tail allow it uniquely 
to inhabit the “stalk zone” (the shoots and 
leaves typically of monocotyledonous 
plants) and its most readily noticed field 
sign is its nests, woven into the living 
leaves of the plants.  Traditionally it has 
been associated with arable crops but it is 
probably originally a species of wetlands 
and associated habitats, and certainly in the 
North East almost all recent records have 
been from rank grassland or wetlands. In 
winter it becomes more terrestrial and will 
utilise the burrows of other small mammals 
or move into stacks in barns and very 
occasionally into other outbuildings (Harris, 
1979).

In Britain it has a mainly southern and eastern distribution (Trout and Harris in Harris and Yalden, 
2008) where it appears not to be uncommon in the right habitat. For example a search of likely 
habitats in Essex by a single surveyor confirmed their presence in 19 new tetrads in nearly four 
hours (Dobson, 2001)! Further north its recorded distribution is patchy with Howes (1985) only 
having six Yorkshire records north of Northallerton. 

In the North East the species appears to have been very infrequently encountered, even 
historically. Mennell and Perkins (1864) note: “We have but few recorded localities for this 
species in our district, but among these, one is worthy of note from its great elevation; Mr. Wm. 
Backhouse has taken it at St. John’s, Weardale, 800 feet above the level of the sea” (at grid ref. 
NZ069339). Similarly Gill (in Page, 1905) states: “The harvest mouse appears to have been 
very rarely noticed in the County of Durham and is doubtless scarce, though I have lately seen it 
myself a very short distance north of the Tyne.” 

This seems to have continued to be the case in the intervening period. A handful of records have 
come to light from the 1960s based on the memories of farmers and gamekeepers. So far these 
have all been from the Tees lowlands, roughly both north and south of Darlington, and from High 
Spen in the Derwent Valley near Gateshead. Harris and Larding in their 1974 survey of Harvest 
Mice in Britain found only four records from the North East plus one just south of the region at 
Hutton Rudby (Harris, 1979). Records continued to be scarce up to 2000 with only six accepted 
records in the last two decades of the 20th century. These were: Lockhaugh Sewage Farm, some 
three km from High Spen, in 1985; Castle Eden Walkway in Stockton in 1986; Prestwick Carr, 
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fellside around Melmerby, the very highest tributaries of the rivers Derwent and Devil’s Water, 
the top of the West Allen and lower tributaries of the South Tyne, which were only discovered in 
2011 (Andy Lees, pers. comm., 2012). These surveys were not able to detect a growth or decline 
in either numbers or range. However the latest and most comprehensive surveys by the North 
Pennines AONB Partnership between 2008 and 2011 failed to find evidence of Water Voles in 
the Plenmeller and Halton-lea-Gate areas of the South Tyne valley where they had been recorded 
between 2004 and 2006.

The continued presence of Water Voles in the upper reaches of North Pennines rivers and streams 
is probably a reflection of the well-connected habitat and the low number of terrestrial predators 
in some areas. Anecdotal evidence from some gamekeepers suggests that mink made a sudden 
appearance around 1999, particularly in the Tyne catchment, and that this may have led to the 
demise of Water Vole populations downstream of the current populations. Certainly there are 
anecdotal accounts of Water Voles in these areas from as recently as the 1990s. Very few mink are 
reported now and intensive gamekeeping in and around grouse moors keeps down the numbers 
of common predators such as Stoats Mustela erminea as well as any invading mink.

Recent research (Webb, 2011) discovered that the two factors which best predict the presence of 
Water Voles on individual watercourses in the North Pennines are the width of the water course 
and its rate of flow. Water Voles tolerate a range of flow rates in narrow streams, but only slower 
flows in wider watercourses.  This is borne out by experience which shows that Water Voles in 
the North Pennines are found predominantly on narrow watercourses and can be found at high 
altitude and on steep slopes (over 45 degrees). They are less frequently encountered on main 
rivers, but where they are this tends to be in areas where colonies are dense and/or where flows 
are slower. The smaller mining reservoirs (for example those above Allenheads) are also often 
good places to find Water Voles.

The existence of Water Voles away from water courses is an intriguing possibility in the North 
Pennines. There are a number of records of Water Voles caught in mole traps hundreds of 
metres from the nearest water course and they are frequently found using underground stone 
drains or “cundys”. Droppings can sometimes be found in wet rushy vegetation some distance 
from streams. Whether or not Water Voles are frequently living away from open water is an 
unanswered question, but the current survey technique of following watercourses to look for 
signs will certainly be skewing the results.

In order to try to combat the continued loss of Water Voles across the North East a Regional 
Water Vole Steering Group has been set up, currently chaired by the Environment Agency, to 
investigate ways to conserve this species. This includes the possibility of captive breeding and/
or translocation. Concerted efforts such as re-introductions and, crucially, mink control, may 
hold out some hope of maintaining the species in its few remaining outposts or perhaps even 
of limited expansion. Almost everywhere else in the region, and certainly in the lowlands, it 
appears to be currently teetering on the brink of extinction.

Jonathan Pounder

Harvest Mouse by Terry Coult



area that had not been detected by the 
pre-release small mammal surveys. A 
sighting of a Harvest Mouse on top 
of some rank vegetation at Druridge 
Pools in 2009 is very likely to be the 
result of the introduction that took 
place on that spot. 

In the protracted period of snow in 
winter 2010/11, a Harvest Mouse was 
found in the offices of the Tees Valley 
Wildlife Trust at Margrove near 
Boozebeck. While human habitations 
have been noted as being very 
occasionally used by Harvest Mice, 
the habitats immediately surrounding 
the Trust’s offices are allotments, 
pasture and woodland rather than 
more typical habitat. This may 
indicate that Harvest Mice have at 
least reasonable powers of dispersal 
across unsympathetic territory. It also 
confuses the picture of where the 
mice in the barn at Pinchinthorpe came from; they could clearly have come from Boozebeck 
but might also have crossed the intervening ground between the barn and a disused railway line. 

Perhaps the most significant recent records have been two on the border between Hartlepool 
and Easington, which were the first confirmed records on the Durham Magnesian Plateau. The 
finding of two Harvest Mouse nests at Thorpe Bulmer in 2010 was the first record in Hartlepool 
since Gardner (1921) saw one run out of its nest in Phragmites reeds at Greatham around 150 
years earlier, whilst the one that was photographed on the Hart to Haswell Walkway near to 
Benridge Lake was the most northerly, naturally occurring Harvest Mouse record so far in 
England in the 21st century. 

Ian Bond
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Northumberland in 1998; Boulby in south Cleveland in the 1990s and Earsdon Hill Farm, near 
Morpeth in 1996 and again in 1997. This last site was the same place as Harris and Lording had 
found the species in 1976. There is an unconfirmed record of Harvest Mouse from Ladythorne, 
north of Haggerston and just south of the Scottish border, from 1997. Unfortunately no further 
details of the record could be obtained but it is the only known claim of a record in Vice County 
68 and would consequently be the most northerly record in England if proved. Other than those 
associated with a re-introduction programme at East Chevington near Druridge Bay, there have 
been no confirmed records of Harvest Mice in Northumberland or indeed anywhere substantially 
north of the Tees Lowlands in the 21st century. 

The lack of recent records and consequent concerns that the species might be extinct in the 
region led to a series of re-introduction attempts in the early 21st century which are detailed in 
Bond (2010). These occurred in the Tees Valley at Cowpen Bewley Woodland Park, Wynyard 
Woodland Park, Portrack Marsh and Teesmouth Brine fields with an unrelated re-introduction 
attempt being made in reed beds at East Chevington. Initially all attempts appeared to have failed 
as no Harvest Mice were found after the first few months following the releases, but subsequently 
Harvest Mice have been positively identified at four of the sites and are also believed to be 
present at the fifth, Portrack Marsh, after a period of several years.

Fears of regional extinction proved to be unfounded as subsequent attention on the species 
both as a Local Biodiversity Action Plan Species and through publicity associated with the re-
introductions brought to light a small but increasing number of records throughout the Tees 
Valley. The first record of the 21st century occurred when a small number of Harvest Mice 
turned up in a stable at Pinchinthorpe near Guisborough in 2003. As the habitats immediately 
surrounding the barn were not thought suitable for Harvest Mice it was postulated that they had 
come in with the bedding which had come from Boozebeck about eight km further east. In the 
same year two records came to light near Great Ayton. While, technically, outside the region 
in North Yorkshire, it is just four km from Pinchinthorpe, so the mice in the stable may have 
been from the surrounding area. The following year the author found two Harvest Mouse nests 
between Darlington and Stockton and the species was also recovered from Long-eared Owl 
Asio otus pellets near Eaglescliffe. Further records have continued to trickle in and the species is 
now known to occur from around the Boulby area in the extreme southeast of the region, where 
there are records spanning two decades, as far west as the north of Darlington. Notably there 
are records in at least seven separate sites between the north of Darlington and Stockton which 
suggest that the species is widespread though possibly localised in that particular area. 

Bond (2010) describes all of the known North East records, including historical and unconfirmed 
ones, up to 2009. At that point 16 contemporary records had come to light, all in the Tees 
Lowlands, including three from Great Ayton, with a further two records slightly further afield at 
Seamer and Hutton Rudby. Subsequently a further six records have come to light, each of which 
adds a little to the story of Harvest Mice in the North East. 

A Harvest Mouse that was rescued from a cat at Beaumont Hill in Darlington extended the 
known contemporary distribution west by around another two km. A ginger coloured mouse 
seen clinging to a plant stem at Saltholme was eaten by the local Weasel Mustela nivalis in 
front of a group of RSPB staff. The location was about two km from the release site at the Brine 
fields some six years previously, so it is feasible that the mice had dispersed that distance in the 
intervening period; although it is also possible that there had been an existing population in that 



They are very opportunistic as 
regards food. Their diet consists of 
seeds, buds, stems, nuts and fungi 
as well as invertebrates such as 
caterpillars, centipedes and worms. 
Exceptionally they have been known 
to eat vertebrates such as frogs and 
to feed, and even nest, in beehives, 
where they have also been found 
stung to death and encased in wax 
(Burton, 1968). For those living 
in sand dunes invertebrates are the 
main food source. Wood Mice climb 
well and often use old birds’ nests as 
stores or feeding platforms. This habit 
of storing food means that when, as 
often happens, they collect newly 
sown peas or bulbs from gardens 
the damage is greater than would be 
expected from so small an animal, 
though these stores are sometimes 
the work of more than one animal 
(Burton 1968).

Wood Mice do not usually live for more than one winter. They breed throughout the summer, 
having several litters of from two to nine young, but normally not during winter when the older 
adults usually disappear from the population. However, winter breeding can occur if unusually 
large reserves of food can be utilised. One item of behaviour worth mentioning is that when 
disturbed while feeding the young, females will leave the nest with the young still holding on to 
the nipples.
 
Some years ago a study was carried out on small mammals in Hamsterley Forest by a South 
American graduate, F. Fernadez, for a PhD at Durham University. He marked Wood Mice in a 
clear felled area at High Acton Currick. A farmer’s wife at Mayland caught a ringed mouse and 
sent it to Gordon Simpson of the Forestry Commission who was helping in the study. The mouse 
had travelled a distance of 5.1 km. Fernandez retrapped another Wood Mouse, west of the forest, 
which had travelled over 1.75 km (Gordon Simpson, pers. comm., 2012).

Although a good candidate for the most ubiquitous mammal in the region, it is also one of the most 
overlooked.  One of the few historical mentions is by Mennell and Perkins (1864) who merely 
state that “This species is abundant throughout our district.” Similarly The Victoria History of the 
County of Durham (Page, 1905) sums them up as “common”. Our record maps show the effect 
of under-recording very well. The pre-2000 records show the results of concentrated trapping 
and recording in and around Forestry Commission lands during the late 1980s and the 1990s. 
It is probable that the same effect could be obtained in any area within the region if sufficient 
trapping effort was put into it.

Don Griss
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WOOD MOUSE Apodemus sylvaticus

Previously known as the Long-tailed 
Field Mouse, the Wood Mouse is 
the commonest mouse in Britain. It 
may be identified by its large ears 
and bright bulging eyes. Its head 
and body are 81-103 mm long, with 
a tail of 82-95 mm. The upper sides 
are dark brown shading to yellowish 
brown on the sides. The underside 
is greyish white with sometimes a 
yellowish spot on the chest. This 
spot varies in size but is never so big 
that it extends to the brown of the 
upper sides to form a band across the 
chest as in the Yellow-necked Mouse 
Apodemus flavicollis. The tail is dark 
above, pale on the underside and only 
sparingly haired. When handled it is 
easy to strip the skin from the tail 
leaving the vertebrae which dry and 
eventually break off. Mice should 
therefore be held by the scruff of the neck and only steadied by the base of the tail. Juveniles 
are a greyer brown above and greyish white below and could be mistaken for House Mice Mus 
domesticus especially when seen inside buildings. Various colour variations have been found 
as well as piebald and semi-hairless individuals. In our region, jet black Wood Mice have been 
found at Cowpen Bewley Woodland Park, a completely cream coloured individual at Hartburn, 
and a sandy-brown individual on the dunes at Lindisfarne. It was postulated that the latter might 
possibly be a local adaptation to its environment; however, Flowerdew and Tattersall (in Harris 
and Yalden, 2008) point out that Wood Mice can become paler and sandy coloured with age.

It is distributed all over Britain with distinct island forms developed where isolated from the 
mainland. The British population is thought to have developed from two roots, one originating 
in France, which repopulated Britain as the ice retreated, and the other from Scandinavia. These 
latter may have been introduced in hay brought by the Vikings and now populate many of the 
islands of north and west Scotland (Flowerdew and Tattersall in Harris and Yalden, 2008). There 
are unlikely to be any altitudinal limits to its distribution in the North East as it has been recorded 
on the summit of Ben Nevis (Perry, 1981).

Wood Mice are principally nocturnal woodland animals but are very adaptable in their habitat 
use and inhabit woodlands, gardens, grassland, arable land and even sand dunes and heather 
moorland, though above the tree line numbers decline except where cover is available, for 
example dry stone walls. Habitat use and home range size varies with the type of habitat and the 
food supply available within that habitat. Activity also varies; mice in sand dunes have to work 
harder for a living than those in a corn field. Their burrow systems are sometimes complicated 
and are probably occupied by successive generations.

Wood Mouse by Terry Coult



HOUSE MOUSE Mus domesticus

This is the typical mouse of human 
habitation. After the last glaciation it 
was found in the Middle East, associated 
with the earliest agricultural settlements. 
It spread through the Mediterranean 
arriving in Western Europe during the 
Bronze Age and had reached Britain by 
the Iron Age (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
In this region it has been recorded from 
the late 3rd or early 4th century from a 
Roman granary in South Shields, where 
it formed 30% of the total number of 
small mammals recovered (Younger, 
1994).

It is a small (10-20 g) animal with a generally dull grey-brown colouration, the back being 
darker than the underside. However as it is the ancestor of all our domestic mice (which come 
in a variety of colours), due to escapees there is probably a wide range of genetic material in the 
population and as a result a range of colours is possible. 

The eyes are bright and ears large but neither as noticeable as in the Wood Mouse Apodemus 
sylvaticus. The tail is approximately the same length as the body and slightly thicker and more 
scaly than the Wood Mouse and less likely to shed the skin when handled. House Mice can breed 
throughout the year, except when living outside when they do not breed during the winter. Litters 
are of five to eight young which are sometimes reared communally with two or more females 
sharing a nest. In ideal conditions 10 or more litters can be raised in a year. The young can breed 
themselves at six weeks.

The natural habitat is thought to be rock crevasses but in Britain it is mainly found around 
buildings. It will extend into gardens and hedgerows but in competition with Wood Mice will 
probably not prosper. Competition with Wood Mice is believed to have led to the extinction of 
House Mice on St Kilda after the human population left the island (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
On the Isle of May in southeast Scotland, where Wood Mice are not found, House Mice live 
away from buildings in cracks in the cliffs and in stone walls as they do on Skokholm Island 
off southwest Wales. Individuals of both of these island populations are 15% larger than on the 
mainland but are genetically different from each other (Flowerdew, 1993).

Though modern farming practices and domestic appliances have somewhat reduced the habitat, it 
is still a pest in farm buildings where its major competitor and predator is thought to be the Brown 
Rat Rattus norvegicus. Modern methods of pest control involve laying poison and maintaining 
it until all signs of infestation have ceased. The operator need never see the cause and species 
responsible. A side effect of this is that strains of poison-resistant rats and mice have developed 
and are difficult to eradicate. A second effect is that whatever is causing the infestation is not 
seen and not identified so no record is available. The National Pest Technician Association’s 
2010/11 Rodent Survey recorded a 2%, like for like, increase in mouse infestations from 2009/10 
to 2010/11 with both figures being similar to that for 2001/02 (NPTA, 2012). The survey is 
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YELLOW-NECKED MOUSE Apodemus flavicollis

The Yellow-necked Mouse is like a large, active Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus with, as the 
name suggests, a yellow collar on the underside of the neck. This collar stretches from the brown 
colour of the upper side across the chest. The mouse is found in southern England but in the past 
may have had a wider distribution. It is an animal of mature woodlands but is more inclined to 
take up accommodation in human habitation than the Wood Mouse.
 
It is possible that remains found during excavations of Roman buildings in South Shields belong 
to Yellow-necked Mice. This suggestion was made due to the size of incisor teeth found there 
(Younger, 1994). There are possibly two recent references to it in the North East.  Marsh and 
Montgomery (in Harris and Yalden, 2008) refer to a record from Riding Mill in Northumberland, 
for which there is a skin in the Natural History Museum (NHM). They suggest that the animal 
may have been accidentally carried there. Lever (1977) refers to an animal obtained near 
Sunderland in 1911 for which there is also a skin in the NHM. It is possible that these refer to the 
same skin even though Riding Mill is 32 miles from Sunderland. Apart from these the nearest 
records to the North East are in Cheshire (1957), Derbyshire (1950), Leicestershire (1950) and 
Lincolnshire (1956) (Lever, 1977). There is however some evidence that they may be present in 
Yorkshire, perhaps as far north as Thirsk (Brown, 1985).

Don Griss

House Mouse by Thomas Bewick



THE COMMON RAT Rattus norvegicus

Disease-carrying vermin, habitué of sewers and other filthy places, promiscuous, a despoiler 
of food, the shudder-inducing nightmare of so many horror films: or, a remarkably successful, 
wonderfully adaptable, world-colonising rodent, able to live almost anywhere and eat almost 
anything, an affectionate pet and as a laboratory animal indispensable to medical research. 
Everyone knows the Common Rat and few wild animals have so intimate a place in human 
perceptions.

Once called the Norway Rat in the mistaken belief that it entered the UK from Norway (hence 
the scientific name), the Common Rat is thought to have its probable origin in the steppes of 
Central Asia, spreading out and colonising Europe including the British Isles in the 18th century 
(Harris and Yalden, 2008). The first Common Rats reached Britain around 1720 in Russian 
ships from the Baltic and by 1776 it was recorded in Selkirk in Scotland (Twigg, 1975). As 
it spread it supplanted the UK’s only other rat, another non-native, the Black Rat or Ship Rat 
Rattus rattus. By the second half of the 19th century the Common Rat was living up to its name 
with descriptions such as “swarms in all the reclamation embankments constructed by the Tees 
Commissioners” (Lofthouse, 1887).

There is no need to describe the morphology of the Common Rat: TV and film have made it one 
of the best known mammals in the world. Male Common Rats tend to be bigger than females 
with a head and body length of around 280 mm and weighing around 500 g: the tall tales of rats 
the size of cats just aren’t true. The bare, scaly tail is usually a little shorter than the body length 
and is a useful aid to identification. Otherwise known as the Brown Rat they are generally grey 
brown in colour above and grey beneath (Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Common Rats are colonial rodents, living in territorial clans, each clan having a home range 
and a system of burrows and dens used for shelter and breeding. Breeding can be continuous 
throughout the year in sheltered environments with good food sources, but is limited to summer 
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based purely on Local Authority 
pest control services, and given the 
marked increase in the number of 
Local Authorities charging for such 
services in recent years, it would 
seem to suggest a significant increase 
in mice infestations.

However, while the House Mouse is 
described as the mouse of buildings, 
it cannot be assumed that all mice 
found in buildings are House Mice. 
Indeed where mice are found in 
domestic garages and garden sheds, 
particularly in winter, they are very 
often found to be Wood Mice (Derek 
Abbey, pers. comm., 2011). This 
also applies to farm buildings, for 
example hay barns, which can also 
host Wood Mice and even Harvest 
Mice Micromys minutus.

One characteristic of common 
animals is that they become so 
familiar that they are ignored and as a result are not recorded. For example our distribution 
maps show them as the only widespread small mammal not present on Lindisfarne, though 
they are known to be present there (Andrew Craggs, pers. comm., 2012). This has happened 
to such an extent with the House Mouse that in the years before the turn of the present century 
only one record was held on the Environmental Records Information Centre database. This was 
in Cleveland in 1977 at Lovell Hill Ponds in the extreme southeast of the region. Similarly, 
Arnold (1993) records them in less than 20 hectads throughout the region. There has been no 
improvement since then and large areas of the North East, particularly in the western uplands, 
have no records, though it is extremely unlikely that the mice are absent. The recent records are 
mainly concentrated around the large areas of human population in the east, suggesting that they 
are more a record of interested observers than of the mice themselves.

Historically, authors have tended to make little mention of the small mammals, their interest 
being more towards beasts of the chase and the larger predators. In his list of fauna in The 
History and Antiquities of the Parish of Darlington published in 1854 (republished in 1973 by 
Patrick and Shotton), W.H.D. Longstaffe mentions “the usual rats and mice”. He does however 
list Common Shrew Sorex araneus and Water Shrew Neomys fodiens. The Victoria History of the 
County of Durham (Page, 1905) has a section on the mammals by E.L. Gill who goes no further 
than saying “Very common about habitations everywhere”.

Don Griss

Common Rat by Thomas Bewick



him a letter to quit, written to rats. The letter on a sheet of quarto paper was “To all the Ratts 
in the house, Barns, Biers, stabls and Outhouses belonging to Robert Milburn of Ulgham”. The 
body of the text reads:

A Billet For Ratts. This is to Discharge you all, in the Name of Tibract, Price of Catts, to 
begon from this Place, as you are bad Neighbours, and Disturbers of our peace; but you 
must go and Lodge with William Tweedy of Ulgham Park, which are not above a mile to 
the Nor west from this place. There you will have good quarters, and Plenty of Food; so 
adue, bad Neighbours, adue. 

The postscript to the letter gives instructions for use and shows that this attempt was not a once-
only one: “Be shour you Lay this Billet wheare the Ratts Resorts. After it is sealed up it is not 
to be look’d on by no person, as they may likely taked [take it] from the place you lay it in. This 
has been well tried in sindry [sundry] places.” What is not recorded is whether music was part 
of the process.

Mass migrations of rats are occasionally recorded, like the one reported by a scared policeman in 
1976 to the habitués of a pub in Clayton Street, Newcastle upon Tyne, of a river of rats migrating 
across the road between basements; or the horse rider in late summer 2008 reporting the strange 
and dreadful noise of the hundreds of rats she watched crossing a stubble field and heading in the 
direction of Kirkheaton (Ruth Hadden, pers. comm., 2012). 

Rats were also a threat as a vector of Weil’s disease or leptospirosis, a disease of agricultural 
workers, sewer workers and - more pertinent to the northeast of England - coal miners, with 
miners at risk of illness and occasionally death (Broom, 1951). Drift mines allowed Common 
Rats to walk in and colonise the piles of waste rock, subsisting on the food of the pit ponies 
stabled underground and on discarded scraps of the miners’ food. Particularly in wet mines, 
rat urine would spread the disease which was contracted by miners through abrasions and cuts 
(Twigg, 1961). Even deep mines were not always free from rats but here, once they were in, the 
rats would starve if food sources were removed. Robert Stephenson MP of engineering fame 
recounts the tale of Walker Colliery, near Killingworth, where rats depending on pit pony food 
for their existence had reached great numbers. When the pit closed for the miners’ holidays the 
ponies were brought to the surface and the rats deprived of their food. On re-opening the pit after 
the holiday the first man down the shaft was attacked, killed and eaten by the starving rats (Bell, 
1874).

Improved hygiene and the introduction of effective anticoagulant poisons in the 1950s gave 
humans a temporary upper hand in the war with rats, but there is now evidence that some rat 
populations have developed resistance to anticoagulants through an inherited trait (Harris and 
Yalden, 2008) and it seems that the Common Rat is likely to continue to live up to its name.

Terry Coult
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and autumn in less productive and harsher environments.  Rat populations can reach very high 
numbers in late summer and early winter but adult mortality is high with few rats reaching one 
year old, and by the spring numbers are usually much reduced. Rats will eat almost anything but 
they do prefer protein rich foods, especially cereals, a diet which has probably always brought 
them into conflict with humans. The rat’s catholic taste and its ability to adapt and exploit 
changing food opportunities are well illustrated in a tale told by James Hardy of Gateshead:

On February 24, taking a walk with a companion, as we went along the side of the mill 
race at Swalwell, near Newcastle upon Tyne, we noticed a common house-rat making its 
way close by the edge of the water among the coarse stones that formed the embankment. 
Curious to know what it could be doing there, we watched its progress downwards, until it 
reached the outlet of a drain, into which it had just turned, when it gave a sudden plunge, 
and as quickly reappeared in the stream with a middling-sized eel in its mouth. (Harting, 
1892, in Twigg, 1975).

In the UK the Common Rat can be found almost anywhere with the exception of some exposed 
mountain areas and some offshore islands. It is widespread in Durham and Northumberland 
occupying habitats from the coast to the upland moors, but is likely to be common only where 
humans provide all-year-round food and shelter. Away from the human resource, occupation of 
the wider countryside may be limited to the summer months including the early autumn when 
harvesting cereal crops in arable areas. Our post-2000 distribution map is probably limited by 
observer bias but the indication of an abundance of Common Rats around the urban conurbations 
of Teesside and Tyneside, places where rats can find food, shelter and places to breed all year 
round, may well be an accurate one.

Rats and humans must always have been in conflict primarily over food, although they are a 
human food item themselves in some parts of the world. More recently rats were also recognised 
as a vector of disease in humans. The history of rats and humans is a long one described mostly 
in terms of vermin control with trap and poison.

Rats were included in the 1566 Act for the “Preservation of Grayne” with a bounty of one penny 
for three dead rats, to be paid by the churchwarden of the parish. The rat referred to in the Act 
would be the Black Rat and possibly also the Water Vole Arvicola terrestris, still commonly 
referred to as the Water Rat. Historically rats rarely actually appear in the churchwardens’ lists 
of vermin paid for and this may well be because there was already a long established tradition 
of professional and domestic rat control (Lovegrove, 2007). The Common Rat is exempt from 
the Hunting Act 2004 and can still be legally hunted with terriers and ferrets; unfortunately the 
ignorance or carelessness of the hunters often extends the prey species to include the Water Vole.

As agricultural pests rats are supreme, and inventing ways to get rid of them was and is a 
perpetual challenge. Before modern traps and poison, anything would be tried to get rid of rats 
and attempts at the charming away of rats as in the “Pied Piper of Hamelin” story was resorted 
to. In 1953 the journal Folk-lore printed a letter recounting a tale told to the writer by an Irish 
farming lady of an itinerant rat-man who visited their farms to rid them of rats. His method was 
to play a tune through the infected steadings and stackyards, placing a written incantation in the 
rat holes as he went. As a result the lady informant assured the letter-writer that the rats gathered 
together in a body and left that place (MacGregor, 1955). The same technique was formerly 
employed in Northumberland: Neasham (1893) records a Mr Dand of Hauxley Cottage showing 



question as to the stratographic integrity of the deposits. Its bones have also been found in drain 
deposits dating to the 15th century from the Great Hall at Barnard Castle, and later, in the 17th 
century from a pit in Blackgate in Newcastle (Huntley and Stallibrass, 1995).

In a paper in the Transactions of the Natural History Society of Northumbria Dr Embleton (1854) 
compared the anatomy of the two species of rat, obtaining his specimens from Stockton “which 
is, as far as I know, the only locality in our district where the black rat is yet to be found.” To 
this, Mennell and Perkins (1964) add: “where, as in many other places in our district, the species 
still lingers, though in constantly diminishing numbers.” From various references at the time, 
it would seem that the species’ distribution was somewhere between that of one location and 
many places. Middleton (1879) states: “The animal lingers in one old building at Stockton-on-
Tees (NZ/41) and there is clearly a possibility of it being re-introduced in many seaport towns 
through the agency of ships.” Likewise, Clarke and Roebuck (1881) describe it as: “Extremely 
local, appearing to occur only at Stockton-on-Tees (NZ/41), where it is not unfrequent [sic] in 
one or two old buildings”.  Faber (1879) on the other hand states “Last year [1878] I caught two 
in my own house and a neighbour caught three in his stables … I also (Last year or the year 
before [1878 or 1876]) saw a man carrying one in a trap …. and which I heard had been caught 
in a warehouse in the town. Mus rattus is certainly not confined to “one old building at Stockton-
on-Tees (NZ41).”

Black Rats were also to be found, at least sporadically, on Tyneside, about which Embleton 
(1884) states “Mr Gurney’s specimen therein noticed must have been from Gateshead, though it 
is quite probable that it had migrated from Newcastle, or escaped from some ship. The Black Rat 
has not been recorded from this town [Newcastle] because probably it has not been sought for ... 
We know the Black Rat exists in some old premises in the Close, a narrow street in Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, by the river side, above the bridge, where it appears to have been for some time, and 
that it has been seen at times on board ships laying at the Quay.” A few decades later it was still 
being encountered, with T. Russell Goddard (1926) reporting “In December 1925, Mr J. Alaric 
Richardson sent up to the Museum a wire cage trap containing four rats caught the previous night 
in a warehouse at Elswick Leather Works. Three of them were the typical form of the Black Rat, 
Rattus rattus rattus and the fourth Rattus rattus frugivorous.”

This same pattern, of Ship Rats being confined to relatively small numbers in ports along the 
North East coast, continued throughout the 20th century. In 1939, Colin Matheson published the 
results of his investigations into the numbers of Black Rats killed on ships entering seaports in 
England and Wales and within docks, quays, wharves and warehouses in those seaports from 
1925 to 1937. This was based on a questionnaire sent to the Medical Officer of Health of the Port 
Health Area of each “approved port” in Great Britain and Ireland. Of the 22 replies received, 
two were from Middlesbrough and Sunderland. In Middlesbrough around 10 to 20 Ship Rats 
were killed on ships each year from 1929-1937. In the adjacent docks 216-456 were killed each 
year from 1934–1937 though in the preceding six years numbers killed were generally in single 
figures. In Sunderland the average number killed on ships was slightly higher, though the number 
killed in the docks was less than 20 per annum.

Some 20 years later, another questionnaire sent to every local authority in the UK by Bentley 
looked at the status of Black Rats in 1951 compared to 1956. It found that most authorities 
reported a complete absence of Ship Rats. Nevertheless in 1951 it was still the case that Ship 
Rats were regarded as “always present somewhere in … Newcastle; South Shields; Hartlepool 
and Middlesbrough” (Bentley, 1959). By contrast, in Stockton and Sunderland, more than five 
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SHIP RAT Rattus rattus

The Ship Rat’s more common name of Black Rat can be misleading as it may be brown in colour, 
while the Common (or Brown) Rat Rattus norvegicus can on occasion be black. The two species 
are similar in appearance but the Ship Rat has proportionately larger ears and eyes and a longer, 
thinner tail than the Common Rat, with the effect that the differences in general appearance 
are similar to that between the Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus and the House Mouse Mus 
domesticus. 

It is much more agile than the Common Rat and in the period when both species could regularly 
be found together in buildings, the Ship Rat was typically found in attics and roofs, leading to 
its third common name, the Roof Rat, whereas the Common Rat was found in basements and 
sewers (Buckland, 1858). It should of course be borne in mind that it was the only rat in Britain 
until the introduction of the Common Rat in the 18th century.

Originally from the Deccan Peninsula in India the Ship Rat is more suited to warmer climates 
than that of much of Britain, and in this country it has been confined almost exclusively to 
buildings with the exceptions of colonies on the islands of Lundy and the Shiants (Twigg, 1993).

It was thought that the species had been introduced into Britain during the Crusades but it is now 
known to have been present since the early Roman period (Yalden, 1999). Its history in the North 
East is equally long: excavation of a Roman granary in South Shields found that Ship Rats made 
up as much as 10% of the individuals of the small mammal fauna associated with the location of 
the granary (Younger, 1994).

There is some evidence that it died out in Britain, or at least became rare and localised, in Anglo-
Saxon times, though it was back by medieval times and widespread enough to be the vector 
for the Black Death in the late 1340s (Yalden, 1999). Its subsequent history in the North East 
appears to have been only patchily recorded. There are medieval records from the monastery at 
Jarrow, though its bones were found to co-occur with those of Common Rats, which leaves some 
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EUROPEAN HEDGEHOG Erinaceus europaeus

The Hedgehog has an unmistakable appearance with its back and flanks covered with around 
6,000 sharp brown spines and its face and underside with coarse grey-brown fur. Depending on 
age, adult body length can range from 20-30cm, with weight reaching up to two kg in the autumn 
when hedgehogs are at their heaviest. The average life expectancy in the wild is around two to 
three years with over half dying in their first year, although some can live for five years or more.

Hedgehogs are nocturnal and largely solitary, with the exception of mothers with young. Litters 
of four to five hoglets are born typically between May and September with young born later 
often dying as they are too small to survive hibernation, at the start of which juveniles need to 
be at least 450 g to ensure fat deposition is adequate. Hedgehogs hibernate from November to 
March to conserve energy, although the length of this period is weather dependent. During winter 
they wake on average once a week in order to forage, during which body temperature is raised 
from 5oC to 30oC, a process taking several hours. Once active in the spring they may re-enter 
hibernation during a cold snap.

Diet consists predominantly of ground-dwelling invertebrates including earthworms, beetles, 
caterpillars and slugs, with approximately 70 g of food being consumed per night, during which 
Hedgehogs will travel one to two km over home ranges of 10-30 ha. Hedgehogs are not territorial 
and radio-tracking studies have shown that there can be considerable overlap between foraging 
areas. During the day they rest in nests lined with leaves, grass and twigs, although if the climate 
is warm enough they may sleep under wood piles, pine needles or bushes and foliage. Hedgehogs 
use many day nests and each can be frequented by many individuals.

Hedgehogs are present throughout the UK, with the exception of some Scottish islands, in almost 
all lowland habitats where there is sufficient nesting cover. They are particularly abundant where 
woodland edges and hedgerows are in close proximity to grassland. With the decline of these 
traditional habitats, parks, gardens and brownfield sites in urban areas are becoming increasingly 
important.
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infestations had been recorded but the species was not thought to be permanently established, 
whilst both Eston and Thornaby had seen fewer than five infestations. Only in Middlesbrough 
and Hartlepool was the Black Rat present outside of the immediate port area but in those cases its 
status was thought to be precarious. By 1956 the species’ hold in the North East had diminished 
to the extent that it was absent from Stockton and there were fewer than five infestations at South 
Shields, whilst at Hartlepool it could still be found at the docks but no longer outside of them.

Further work by Bentley (1964) found that the Black Rat’s toehold on the North East had become 
even more precarious and in 1961 there were no infestations from either Newcastle or Hartlepool 
and just a single Black Rat reported from Middlesbrough. However a later questionnaire by 
Twigg (1992) found that there had been an increase in records for the period 1985-89 with Black 
Rats being occasionally found and exterminated on ships on Teesside and West Hartlepool, and 
while not usually found on shore, two rats were found in a cargo of bananas that had reached a 
market in Gateshead.  

Also around this time, Mr Graham Wood, Director of Tyne Port Health Authority (pers. comm. 
to T. Coult, 1989) claimed that typically two ships a year with Ship Rats would be dealt with, 
mostly Russian factory ships. In 1988 some 55 Ship Rats were killed. One of the authors received 
six Ship Rats (mostly of the brown form) that had come from a batch of 25 that had been killed 
on a Japanese ship, which had docked in Teesport in June 1992. The ship’s last port of call had 
been Burma.

In 2011 one of the authors contacted North East Local Authority pest control officers to see if any 
of them had encountered Ship Rats in their area. Responses were received from the boroughs of 
Redcar and Cleveland, Middlesbrough, Hartlepool, Sunderland, South Tyneside, North Tyneside, 
Newcastle and also the Port of Tyne. While the period of search was not stated and probably just 
related to the length of time individual officers had been in post, none had come across Ship 
Rats. However the pest control officer working for South Tyneside Council knew of a problem 
with Ship Rats at Seaham Docks about five years previously and another comparatively recent 
occurrence at Sunderland Docks, though both instances were dealt with by private contractors 
and both were thought to originate from incoming ships.

All of the above documented references to Ship Rats in the North East, and others not cited in 
this account, relate to its presence in ports or port towns. The only inland place in the North East 
where it appears to have been recorded is Durham City. Canon Tristram knew of a colony in the 
vicinity of Durham Cathedral when he was at school in Durham in the 1830s, which had been 
there “since time immemorial”. The last specimen was supposedly taken in 1879 but a Mr J. 
Cullingford reported that one was taken near the town in the 1890s (Page, 1905). However James 
Rackham (pers. comm. to T. Coult, 1988) was brought a mummified Ship Rat carcass that had 
been found on an internal ledge within the Cathedral, which he considered to be unlikely to have 
been any older than a few decades. He also recalled a rat which had been found in Dun Cow Lane 
as being of this species, though he was not prepared to state this as an authoritative identification. 
Around 1960, when he was a student at Durham University and waiting for a date outside what 
was then the Regal Cinema, Gerry White found a Ship Rat dead in the gutter. Uncharacteristically 
unprepared for scraping up dead rats he had to leave it there, but nevertheless was absolutely 
certain of the identity of what is possibly the last North East Black Rat record outside of a port 
town. 

Ian Bond, Colin Howes and Terry Coult

European Hedgehog by Thomas Bewick



Having spines reduces the requirement for Hedgehogs to run for cover, a habit which has not 
aided Hedgehogs in the age of the motor vehicle. However it has been suggested that overall 
roads may not represent a major threat to the population (Morris, 2006), although they can be 
a locally important cause of mortality and therefore a key technique for measuring Hedgehog 
numbers. Since the first national survey in 2001 a decline in road casualty records despite an 
increase in traffic reliably indicates a downward trend in the population (People’s Trust for 
Endangered Species, 2011).

Within the North East, records indicate that the population is concentrated in lowland areas 
including urban gardens, away from the less favoured upland habitats such as heather moors, 
which tend to have fewer areas for nesting and a decreased number and variety of invertebrates. 
However, Hedgehogs are occasionally found on higher ground with recent sightings in the 
College and Harthope Valleys, Northumberland. A further record of note is from 2009 when a 
Hedgehog was sighted foraging on Holy Island, which is linked to the Northumberland mainland 
at low tide by a causeway. A large number of Hedgehog records have been generated from public 
surveys including a Durham BAP survey in 2006-2007, which will skew the results towards 
human habitations. Road kill sightings have been significant and are noticeably important in 
determining the extent of Hedgehog distribution but these also skew the distribution of records, 
though some trends still emerge. For example Ian Bond (pers. comm., 2012) has noted that in 
the Tees Valley, Hedgehog road kills are concentrated on the perimeters of villages or hamlets 
and are very rarely encountered on stretches of road through the open countryside between them. 
This could suggest that the wider countryside may currently be of less value for Hedgehogs.  

Francesca Leslie
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Although there has never been a full 
national survey, it is generally accepted 
that the UK population has been in 
significant decline for a considerable 
time. Estimated to number around 
30 million in the 1950s, a 1995 Joint 
Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC) study based on hedgehog 
densities per habitat type indicated 
that the population had fallen to 1.5 
million (Harris et al, 1995). 

More recent surveys in urban and 
rural areas show a continuing decline 
with a 2011 report suggesting that, at 
a conservative estimate, a quarter of 
the population has been lost during 
the last 10 years (Wembridge, 2011). 
Hedgehog populations can fluctuate 
from year to year due to the weather 
and the subsequent availability of 
prey and also whether conditions are 
suitable to allow a second litter to be 
raised. Nevertheless, nationally the 
survey evidence indicates a continual average decrease of several per cent per year. The current 
population is unknown due to the inherent difficulties in surveying a nocturnal creature.

This decline can be attributed to several factors, all with varying degrees of contribution. Land 
use change resulting in the spread of urban landscapes and a move towards more intensive 
agriculture has led to the loss and fragmentation of suitable habitat. With the development of 
larger, arable fields to increase agricultural productivity, hedgerows, rough field edges and 
permanent grassland have been lost, limiting the availability of nesting sites and reducing the 
Hedgehog carrying capacity. Within urban areas tidier, more sterile gardens with impenetrable 
boundaries have removed hibernation sites and restricted the extent of wildlife corridors for this 
mobile species. Small populations have become increasingly isolated and vulnerable to local 
extinction. In addition, the use of agricultural and garden pesticides has reduced the insect food 
supply and may also result in secondary poisoning through the food chain.

As there are now fewer areas for Hedgehogs to take refuge in it is thought that Badgers Meles meles 
are presenting an increasing problem. Although Badgers are a natural predator of Hedgehogs, 
usually the two can co-exist where the habitat provides sufficient cover, for example in Gosforth 
Park Nature Reserve in Newcastle upon Tyne. Studies in suburban habitats indicate that the 
probability of Hedgehog occurrence declines towards zero in areas of high Badger density, with 
Badger presence limiting the ability of hedgehogs to move between patches of habitat (Young et 
al, 2006). It is not known as to what extent this is an issue in the North East where there are few 
populations of urban Badgers.



are still removed from hay meadows as the soil thrown up in molehills can contaminate hay 
and silage causing listeria in over-wintering livestock fed on the affected bales. They can also 
damage crops with their underground runs, and molehills are not welcome on golf courses and 
lawns. Dead Moles are often seen hung on wire fences, or on murder rails, once they have been 
removed from farmland, especially from hay fields. Displaying dead Moles in this way allows 
for an accurate record of Moles killed. Mole catchers tend to be paid per Mole and in this way 
both parties know the true number killed. The profession of Mole catcher is an old one, dating 
back to the time of early parish enclosures (Lovegrove, 2007). The profession still exists today 
and an advert for a Mole catcher was seen recently in Longhorsley. Very few parish records 
record the numbers of Moles killed and these are not a full reflection of the numbers taken, as 
many Moles will also have been caught on private estates and paid for by land owners. However, 
the practice of removing Moles from a small area is ineffective, as when a resident Mole is 
removed, the territory will be taken over by neighbouring Moles, sometimes within a few hours.

Moles build a nest, often called a fortress, below ground at depths of up to one metre, but in areas 
of low lying land which are prone to flooding or in areas of thin, poor soil Moles will construct 
a more permanent fortress above ground level. Moles usually only build one nest and it can be 
situated anywhere within the tunnel system but is usually away from the range boundary. The 
nest is lined with dry grass, leaves or even paper, all collected from above ground. The main 
nest can contain a large store of decapitated earthworms to act as a food reserve during periods 
of flooding or hard frosts. The home range for a female Mole is 1,300-2,100 metres2 and the 
male range is 2,700-3,400 metres2, increasing to around three times that size during the breeding 
season. 

Male Moles are generally larger than females; a study of Moles from Suffolk found males had a 
mean of 143 mm head and body length with females having mean length of 135 mm. This study 
also found the mean weight of males was 110 g and of females 85 g (Harris and Yalden, 2008). 
While this study showed differences in the mean lengths and weights the range is such that size 
alone should not be used for distinguishing between the sexes. Moles moult twice, in spring and 
in autumn and the winter coat is longer than the summer fur.

Male and female Moles are solitary for most of the year; in the breeding season males will tunnel 
over extensive areas searching for females. Female Moles generally have one litter a year and 
the average litter size is four, with a range of two to seven. Gestation is about four weeks. The 
young are mostly born in April and May. They leave the nest at around four weeks and explore 
their mother’s tunnel system where they are tolerated for a few weeks before the young disperse 
to find territories of their own (Godfrey, 1962). Moles live for around three years but there is a 
high juvenile mortality in the first year.

Moles can vary in colour: while the majority are black, colours including cream, apricot, rust 
coloured, grey, silver grey and albino have been recorded. This variation in coat colour is “more 
frequent than in other British mammals, but no figure for frequencies [are] available.” (Godfrey, 
1962). A possible explanation for this might be that because Moles spend so much time below 
ground pale coloured individuals are not predated as readily as they are in other species. Mennell 
and Perkins (1864) note that cream Moles are “not unfrequently met with” and they also record 
that a superstition exists in County Durham that the capture of a white Mole on a farm is said 
to foretell the death of the head of the household. They relate the story that “the Reverend 
G. C. Abbes tells us, in illustration of this, that the son of a small farmer near Sunderland, 
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MOLE Talpa europaea

The Mole is one of our most 
recognisable mammals, not often seen 
above ground but distinctive when it 
is encountered. It has unmistakable 
broad, spade-shaped forelimbs which 
are pink as is the snout. It has short 
dense fur with a velvety texture which 
has no lie and therefore is unaffected 
by the Mole moving forwards or 
backwards through its tunnel system. 
Moles have very small eyes which 
are almost hidden within the fur 
and they tend to carry their short 
tails erect. Old names for the Mole 
include moldwarp, want and taupe. 
Moldwarp is Anglo-Saxon in origin: 
molde is from soil and weorpan to 
throw or turn up.

The most distinctive feature of the 
Mole’s lifestyle is the molehill, the 
conical spoil heap formed when 
a Mole is excavating permanent 
tunnels. The soil is pushed up into a hill through a vertical or sloping tunnel from below; there is 
no opening in the molehill to the surface.

Moles have many benefits: they create tunnels which turn over the soil and help to aerate it, which 
can improve drainage; they also eat invertebrate pests. Moles feed predominantly on earthworms 
but insect larva are also important at different times of the year. Earthworms are the main food in 
winter but only make up around 50% of the diet in summer. Food is found by foraging along the 
tunnel system, taking prey that is within the tunnels or in the tunnel walls.

A local conservation benefit was seen at Haughton Castle, Northumberland, where Alchemilla 
micans, a rare member of the lady’s mantle family, has been found growing directly on top of 
molehills in old pasture land. Moles are thought to have brought seeds to the surface that have 
lain dormant for many years and the soil of the molehills has proven an ideal site for the plants 
to germinate. This discovery, made in 2010, is only the second site in the UK where this plant is 
known to grow (The Journal, 5 October 2010).

One unexpected benefit of molehills made the news recently. At Whitley Castle in west 
Northumberland, Moles burrowing in the old Roman site of Epiacum have brought artefacts to 
the surface with the soil. The site is a scheduled ancient monument and no digging or excavation 
is permitted, but the Moles have brought several finds to the surface, including a piece of Samian 
ware pottery and a jet bead (The Journal, 21 April 2012).

Moles are regarded as agricultural pests. Molehills can provide ideal conditions for invasive 
plants to establish, the soil from the molehills can get caught in farm machinery and Moles 



COMMON SHREW Sorex araneus

The Common Shrew is believed to be the second commonest mammal in Great Britain, with 
an estimated population of around 41.7 million. It is small and brown with a contrast between 
the upper and undersides. The flanks are a different shade to the back giving it a tricoloured 
appearance. They sometimes have white ear tufts, similar to Water Shrews Neomys fodiens: 
Veronica Carnell caught one such individual in Gosforth Park, Newcastle upon Tyne. The head 
and body are 48-80 mm and the tail 24-44 mm. Weight is from 5-14 g. The tail is a little over half 
the length of the head and body (cf. Pygmy Shrew Sorex minutus) and does not have a distinctive 
fringe of hair along the underside as does the darker coloured Water Shrew.

It is found in a wide variety of habitats in which there is a litter layer where it can form covered 
runs to escape observation. It also uses the burrows and runs of other small mammals such as 
mice and voles and is thus often difficult to detect. Most common in grasslands, it is quick to 
colonise field borders and other areas of recovering vegetation. In Britain it is found to elevations 
of around 1,000 metres in the uplands, most frequently in stable scree but occasionally in 
heather. Population density varies from as low as five to as high as 90 per hectare, with variation 
depending on vegetation type and season.  A line of eight Longworth traps set at roughly five 
metres apart along the base of a wall in Blanchland in the North Pennines, in March 2012, caught 
Common Shrews in five traps on the same night, the remaining three traps catching Bank Voles 
Myodes glareolus (I. Bond, pers. comm., 2012). 

During the summer they can often be heard squeaking in vegetation. This is because they live 
solitary lives and when they meet may fight or become involved in a squeaking “duel”. The 
young are born between May and September in litters of three to nine in a large concealed 
nest of grass and leaves. In the latter stages of rearing the young the female may need to eat 
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himself a man of middle age, and tired of waiting for his inheritance, offered a considerable 
reward to the Mole catcher if he could succeed in trapping a white Mole on the farm; after some 
little time the man brought the desired animal, and received the reward, accompanied with the 
following threat Deil tak ye! if ye catch anither white Mole on this farm I’ll smash your heed! 
No wonder! for the next white Mole would be the herald of the son’s own end.” Coloured Moles 
are not uncommon locally, and have been recorded from several locations in Northumberland 
and Durham; there is a known population in Coquetdale mainly around Rothbury to Thropton 
with 10 records, the earliest of which is from Lord Armstrong of Cragside in 1921. There is still 
a strong coloured population in this area today (John Steele, pers. comm., 2012). Cream Moles 
are still newsworthy: one was trapped in 2011 at Black Hill Farm near to Hexham and the story 
was featured in the Hexham Courant on 12 March 2012. 

The Mole has colonised many different habitats where the soil is deep enough to allow the 
construction of their tunnel systems. Moles evolved as creatures of deciduous woodland but they 
have taken advantage of pasture and arable land. They occur in lower densities on moorland, in 
dune systems and in coniferous plantations, perhaps limited by the availability of prey. 

The Mole is distributed throughout mainland Britain and has colonised the islands of Skye, Mull, 
Anglesey, Wight, Alderney and Jersey, but is absent from Ireland, Man and the outer Scottish 
islands. Moles have been recorded from the early Pleistocene and were present at Thatcham, 
Berkshire and Steely Cave, Derbyshire, both Mesolithic sites (Lovegrove, 2007).

The Mole is recorded by Selby (1855) in the First Report on the Fauna of Twizell. The Victoria 
History of the County of Durham (Page, 1905) lists Moles “as abundant here as elsewhere. 
Varieties of a cream or silver-grey colour are by no means uncommon, and I have records of 
such from many parts of the county. These varieties often have a more or less brilliant tinge of 
orange on the under-side and flanks. Several instances of this have been reported from Winlaton 
by Mr. Thos. Thompson, and a silver-grey Mole with the orange tinge was sent to the Newcastle 
Museum in 1903 from the Woodlands, Consett, by Mr. W. B. van Haansbergen.”

Moles are widespread throughout the region, with most of the records relating to molehills. 
There are records for most areas where there are recorders and obvious gaps in the data may be 
more related to lack of recorders than lack of Moles. Moles do seem to be absent from urban 
centres, probably because of the lack of accessible land and no connectivity to more rural areas, 
although molehills have been noted on the outskirts of the Newcastle conurbation. There is a gap 
in Mole distribution in the area around Hartlepool headland. This is a built-up area with little 
greenspace and is not connected to the wider open countryside, and Moles have been looked 
for in this area for some years without success (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012). Moles also seem 
to have taken advantage of road verges, which is reflected to some extent in the pattern of the 
dots on our distribution map. Moles seem to be absent from the Northumberland uplands, but 
this may be the result of a lack of recorder effort rather than a true absence. The highest location 
a Mole has been recorded from in Northumberland is in the Bizzle Corrie on the north flank 
of The Cheviot at approx. 550 metres (John Steele, pers. comm., 2012). They are also quite 
widely distributed at approx. 500 metres above sea level around Widdybank Fell and Langdon 
in Durham (Ian Bond, pers. comm., 2012) and may well prove to go higher still should any 
mammal recorders venture there.

Tina Wiffen

Common Shrew by Joan Holding



Though not normally injurious to man or his animals, shrews were once subject to a particular 
form of cruelty because of the superstitious belief that they were venomous and caused damage 
to animals by walking over them, to the extent that the animals could lose the use of a limb. To 
cure this, a hole was bored in an Ash tree and a live shrew was placed in it. The hole was then 
plugged and when the shrew had died of hunger (which wouldn’t take very long) the so called 
Shrew Ash became imbued with the power to cure these beasts. All that was needed was to draw 
a twig or branch from the tree several times across the back of the sick animal. This belief was 
widespread and Shrew Ashes, which kept their power until they died, were found across the 
country (Brockie, 1886).

While widely distributed, our map shows a preponderance of records in the eastern lowlands but 
this is probably as much an effect of observer distribution as that of the shrews.  However the 
large areas of heather moorland in the west, where population densities are low, might have some 
effect. They can certainly be common: of all the small mammals caught in Longworth traps in 
the North East by Veronica Carnell, over the ten years to 2012, almost one quarter were Common 
Shrews (V. Carnell, pers. comm., 2012). Historically within the North East small mammals are 
not widely mentioned but The Victoria History of the County of Durham (Page, 1905) refers to 
the Common Shrew as abundant, a situation that has almost certainly not changed despite the 
lack of records.

Don Griss

154 155

up to 120% of her body weight per 
day (Churchfield, 1986). Shrews are 
short-lived, normally over-wintering 
as immatures which are smaller (seven 
g) and greyer than the adults. They 
moult in autumn and spring. Moulting 
individuals can easily be recognised 
as the autumn moult starts at the tail 
and moves along the body to the head, 
giving the animal a peculiar parti-
coloured appearance. In the spring the 
moult goes in the reverse direction.

Shrews are active hunters, using scent, 
touch and hearing to locate their prey. 
Their eyes are very small and probably 
not very efficient. Prey consists of 
insects, spiders, crustaceans, worms, 
etc. Its high metabolic rate means it 
must eat about 70% of its own body 
weight per day (Churchfield, 1986). 
This rate of activity causes tooth wear, 
which is one of the causes of death 
(Harris and Yalden, 2008).

Numbers are highest in summer but fall rapidly during October and November. There are two 
reasons for this fall, firstly the death after breeding of the adults and secondly the high mortality 
of inexperienced juveniles establishing winter ranges. They are preyed on by a wide range of 
birds, but while mammals may kill them some, such as cats, will not eat them, being put off by 
the scent glands on the flanks. Shrews rank as the second or third preference as food for owls, 
behind rodents (mice and voles). They may be taken when rodent densities are low.  Out of 1,307 
prey items identified from a total of 671 Long-eared Owl Asio otus pellets from Urlay Nook, 
only one was from Common Shrew, less than 0.1% (A. Love, pers. comm. to Alistair McLee, 
2004). However this can vary depending on other factors such as the species of owl and the type 
of habitat that they hunt over.  Barn Owls Tyto alba that hunt over closely cropped and tussocky 
grassland will typically take a higher proportion of shrews (Taylor, 1994). For example, of 39 
prey remains recovered from Barn Owl pellets from a roost near Greatham surrounded mainly 
by pasture, six (15%) were from shrews; and from young woodland plantation near Darlington, 
around one quarter of the 33 prey remains were Common Shrew (I. Bond, pers. comm., 2012). 

Their comparative abundance and high death rate cause them to be frequently found dead on 
footpaths and other open places, although this can be because they have been abandoned by 
cats or other predators. It was however at one time believed to be because they could not cross a 
human track. They were also thought to be so sensitive that they died of shock. They are however 
much more robust and can develop a trap habit if caught in Longworth traps, returning for a 
further feed of blow fly pupa in spite of the handling procedures. It should be noted that it is now 
illegal to trap shrews without a licence.



suggests that the Pygmy Shrew is fast 
enough to respond to approaching 
Common Shrews so that though it 
knows the Common Shrew is present 
the Common Shrew is not aware of 
the smaller animal. This however 
discounts the sensitivity of their noses 
and the presence of the scent glands. 
That the smaller animal would appear 
on the menu of the larger if caught 
is probable unless they find them 
unpalatable, as cats apparently do. 
Veronica Carnell reports catching 
both species in the same trap and that 
both were uninjured (V. Carnell, pers. 
comm., 2012), though in this situation 
easier sources of food (bait) would be 
present.

Within the North East it is referred 
to in The Victoria History of the 
County of  Durham as follows: “Only 
one record a specimen in Newcastle 
Museum taken by W. Backhouse at 
St. Johns Wolsingham but probably not as scarce as lack of records suggests” (Page, 1905). In 
Longstaffe’s History of Darlington (1854) it is not mentioned though the other two shrew species 
are. 

Modern records, though less numerous than for Common Shrew, show a similarly widespread 
distribution.  However it has only been recorded in 28 10 km squares in the North East, post-
2000, which is not a great improvement on the 21 10 km squares from which it was recorded in 
the 1993 Atlas of Mammals in Britain (Arnold, 1993). This is probably an indication of observer 
coverage and, in terms of the comparison between the coverage of records and the species’ likely 
distribution, it is probably the most under-recorded mammal in the North East.

Don Griss
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PYGMY SHREW Sorex minutus

The Pygmy Shrew is Britain’s 
smallest mammal weighing only 
2.3-5 g and measuring 40-55 mm 
head and body with a tail 30-46 
mm. It is brown in colour grading 
to a paler underside. The tail is 
hairier and appears thicker than 
that of the Common Shrew Sorex 
araneus and at about two thirds 
of the head and body length it is 
relatively longer. It may be of some 
help in separating the two species 
to remember that while the Pygmy 
Shrew may reach five grams in 
weight, this is the weight at which 
the Common Shrew leaves the nest.

The Pygmy Shrew is distributed over mainland Britain and many of the islands, in a wide range 
of habitats wherever there is a litter layer to conceal it and through which it can burrow. They 
also use the burrows of other animals, but it is not as subterranean as the Common Shrew. It is 
generally less numerous in all habitats than the Common Shrew except on moorland and blanket 
bogs. They seem to fare better than the Common Shrew in wet and dry habitats. Millais (1906) 
records a Pygmy Shrew that was brought in by a cat to the observatory on top of Ben Nevis.

Pygmy Shrews are difficult to catch using Longworth traps because of their light weight. It is 
difficult to set the trap to respond to such weights and not trip at other slight disturbances.  To 
illustrate this, they were a mere 4% of the total number of small mammals caught in Longworth 
traps in the North East by Veronica Carnell, the same percentage as Water Shrew Neomy fodiens 
(V. Carnell, pers. comm., 2012), though the latter is almost certainly a much less common and 
more habitat-restricted species.  Where they are successfully trapped, they form about 4% of 
small mammal captures in deciduous woodland, 5-38% in grassland, and in pitfall traps in 
northern England on moorland and blanket bog have formed 80-90% of the catch (Churchfield 
and Searle in Harris and Yalden, 2008). Anecdotally they are often drowned in pitfall traps set for 
invertebrates though unfortunately this by-catch is often not recorded. Their presence can often 
be deduced by finding droppings in unsprung traps. 

Though smaller, they have a larger home range (500-1800 metres2) than the Common Shrew’s 
(900 metres2). The breeding season extends from April to October and litters of one to nine 
(normally four to six) are born in similar conditions to the Common Shrew.  The young are 
around 0.25 g at birth and become independent at around 2.5 g. They over-winter as immature 
animals and die before the following winter.

Their food preferences are similar to Common Shrew but probably because of their size they 
choose smaller, less well-armoured prey and take more from the surface rather than burrowing in 
the soil. This is possibly the ecological separation that enables both Pygmy and Common Shrew 
to share the range. That they can do so without conflict is interesting. Harrison Matthews (2009) 

Pygmy Shrew by Terry Coult



also found them at higher altitudes, 
for example up the River Rede as 
far up as Byrness and Catcleugh. 
Another significant factor in the 
increase in records is the number of 
Water Shrews that are caught as by-
catch in Great Crested Newt surveys 
where Water Shrews are often found 
in bottle traps set for trapping and 
then releasing newts; unfortunately 
more often than not the shrews die 
in the traps.

The distribution of records, outside 
of the “Researching Ratty” surveys 
in Northumberland, shows a 
particular concentration around the 
North Tees Marshes and surrounding 
area though they are also widely 
distributed across the Tees Valley. 
Other small clusters of records 
centre around places with a history 
of natural history recording such as 
the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust at 
Washington, Joe’s Pond next to the 
Durham Wildlife Headquarters at Rainton Meadows and the National Trust’s Gibside site. There 
are relatively few records in the west of the region though this is a common trend in all small 
mammal records, but the fact that there is at least the occasional record from there indicates 
that there is no ecological barrier to them in that area. They are not necessarily dependent on 
running water as they are one of the species caught in small mammal traps on Lindisfarne, which 
has no running water but just a single Lough with ditches running from it to the sea. There is a 
report from Lindisfarne of Water Shrew using a garden pond, complete with fountain (Veronica 
Carnell, pers. comm., 2012).
 
The increase in records post-2000 has also resulted in more records involving multiple animals 
with one sighting of up to five Water Shrews. However this is still some way short of an account 
in British Mammals (Harrison Matthews, 2009) which claimed to report “a ‘mass migration’ 
of water-shrews in which some hundreds of the animals are said to have been seen swimming, 
packed close together, upstream in a narrow drain running through a pasture to join the river in 
Upper Teesdale”.

At the turn of the 20th century the distribution of Water Shrews was described as “not by any 
means a rare animal, but would appear to be of local distribution” (Barrett-Hamilton and Hinton, 
1910-1921) and “fairly common in England and Wales, as well as in Scotland” (Millais, 1906). 
However, whether or not the poor number of records we have now show a population decline is 
difficult to determine because it has been an under-recorded species, but now more recording is 
being done we are starting to get a better idea of their actual distribution. 

Rhia McBain
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WATER SHREW Neomys fodiens

The Water Shrew is the largest of the shrews 
found in Britain, measuring around 170 mm and 
weighing between 12 and 18 g, with pregnant 
females often reaching up to 28 g. The main 
identifying features include the distinctive dark/
black dorsal fur and pale white/silvery underbelly, 
and there are usually white tufts of fur on the 
ears and white hairs around the eyes (Carter and 
Churchfield, 2006). Occasionally adult shrews 
with brown fur or even completely black fur 
all over have been recorded and pale, gingery 
specimens have been recorded in Northumberland 
(Kevin O’Hara, pers. comm., 2012).
 
All shrews can swim, but the Water Shrew is the 
only British shrew currently known to forage mainly underwater. In the wild most dives are 
to depths of between 30 and 200 cm (Schoelth, 1980; Churchfield, 1998). Whilst swimming, 
the velvety fur of the Water Shrew traps thousands of tiny air bubbles which makes the fur 
appear silvery whilst underwater and provides vital insulation. It has a very distinctive fringe 
of tiny silvery hairs under the tail and on the margins of the feet, which aid it in swimming. 
The main prey of Water Shrews is underwater invertebrates although they are known to eat 
terrestrial invertebrates such as earthworms and beetles. It has venomous saliva making it the 
only venomous British mammal.

Water Shrews appear to be particularly associated with fast flowing, unpolluted rivers and 
streams but they will use a wide range of wetland types. Their burrows in the bank sides are 
approximately 2 cm in diameter; the size of the burrow is important because Water Shrews use 
the burrows to squeeze excess water from their fur after swimming before grooming themselves. 
A maximum of 3.2 per hectare have been recorded in water-cress beds in southern England 
but this is probably an underestimate (Churchfield, 1984). They usually have a home range of 
between 20-30 metres2 on land and 60-80 metres2 in water (Illing et al, 1981). 

It is a very difficult species to survey due to its secretive behaviour and discrete field signs. Its 
specialised habitat means that it is not encountered in small mammal trapping as frequently as 
the other shrew species. The local Environmental Records Information Centre has less than 20 
records for the period prior to 2000. This is approximately the same as the number of 10 km 
squares shown for the region in The Atlas of Mammals in Britain (Arnold, 1993), though these 
are not all the same records. After 2000, records for this species have increased significantly with 
the total now standing at over 100 records across the region.  This is largely down to an increased 
focus on mammal recording, including two surveys specifically targeted at this species: the bait 
tube surveys run by the Mammal Society and a joint project between Northumbria Mammal 
Group and Northumberland Wildlife Trust called “Researching Ratty”. The “Researching Ratty” 
project in particular added greatly to our knowledge of Water Shrew distribution. It found that 
the species was quite commonly encountered with results reflecting survey effort and volunteer 
distribution, which supports the idea that the relative paucity of records across much of the 
region is down to under-recording.  In particular it found a good number of records around the 
Ponteland, Morpeth and Wallington waterways as can be seen from our distribution map. It 

Water Shrew by Joan Holding



GREY SEAL Halichoerus grypus

Other than a small population of Killer Whale Orcinus orca in the Outer Hebrides, the Grey 
Seal is the largest living carnivore in the UK. The worldwide population of Grey Seal, which 
occurs in the eastern and western Atlantic Ocean and in the Baltic Sea, is thought to be in the 
range 290,000-300,000 animals (Seal Conservation Society (SCS), 2012). Approximately 38% 
(111,300) of the world’s population is thought to occur in UK waters, the majority of these 
(88%) breeding in Scotland, around the coasts of the Outer Hebrides and Orkney (Sea Mammal 
Research Unit (SMRU), 2011).  In England the main breeding populations are centred around 
Donna Nook in Lincolnshire and the Farne Islands in Northumberland. 

The Grey Seal is the larger of the two resident seal species with adult males measuring up to 2.7 
metres in length and reaching weights over 300 kg. This species is distinctively different from 
the other resident species, the Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina, in having a long ‘roman’ nose and 
nostrils which are close together and vertical. 

On the coast of northeast England Grey Seal pups are generally born in October and November. 
They have creamy-white fur (or ‘lanugo’), unlike Harbour Seal, which are born with a pelage 
which is something akin to that of the adult. Females only give birth to one pup but in October 
2012 twins were reported on the Farne Islands for the first time (David Steel, pers. com., 2012). 
Grey Seal pups are not able to swim soon after being born, unlike the Harbour Seal, which 
influences the choice of nursery site (or ‘rookery’) that Grey Seals make. Pups are nursed for 
approximately three weeks after which they are weaned and left to fend for themselves. They 
moult up to four weeks after being born and within two weeks of this they enter the sea, often 
dispersing widely from the colony (SCS, 2012) with one or two newly independent young 
occurring as far away as Teesmouth in December/January. 
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MARINE MAMMALS

Some of our largest and most enigmatic mammals, the cetaceans (whales and dolphins), are also 
amongst the hardest to study. Observations are infrequent and identification often has to be based 
on just a few seconds of observation, so the potential for misidentification is almost boundless. 
Many observers are unaware of the importance of submitting their sightings and, apart from a 
few select species, all of the cetaceans recorded in our waters are best described as rare, very 
rare or barely believable. All of these factors have made the compilation of species accounts for 
the cetaceans of the North East a fascinating exercise. The creation of the North East Cetacean 
Project (NECP) in 2009 was aimed at filling the gaps in our knowledge and this groundbreaking 
partnership has continued beyond its initial aim of researching the distribution of White-beaked 
Dolphins Lagenorhynchus albirostris during the winter months.

Conversely, seals are amongst the most well-studied of our mammals and we have access to the 
sort of detailed information that we still lack for so many species of mammal. Our colonies of 
Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus and Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina have been intensively studied 
and there is an apparent propensity for vagrant species to arrive on our beaches and in our 
harbours (although we could have no end of vagrant seals that pass by unobserved).

Not only are seals some of our most well-researched mammals they are also perhaps the most 
visible to the public, more particularly as a result of seal-watching trips to the Farne Islands. 
Awareness of seals among the general public is also starting to build further south on the Tees as 
guided walks to seal observation hides give the opportunity to view the animals in regular haul-
out locations. In this way it could be argued that seals contribute to the local economy in a way 
that few other mammals in the North East do.

The accounts of marine mammals would not have been possible without a few individuals and 
organisations who really deserve recognition beyond our acknowledgements list: Andy Tait, 
wildlife cameraman and cetacean obsessive, for inspiring the author to begin searching for 
White-beaked Dolphins back in 2003; Mark Newsome, county recorder for the Durham Bird 
Club and diligent seawatcher, who has produced an invaluable annual cetacean report for County 
Durham for several years; Steve Lowe for digging out some obscure accounts of cetaceans in 
our waters, all of the NECP partners (MARINElife, Northern Experience Wildlife Tours, Natural 
England, Northumberland and Tyneside Bird Club with support from the Durham Bird Club, 
the Northumberland Sea Fisheries Committee (now the Northumberland Inshore Fisheries 
and Conservation Authority) and the North Sea Wildlife Trusts) and the Cetacean Strandings 
Investigation Programme (which is jointly funded by DEFRA and the Devolved Administrations 
in Scotland and Wales) for providing a comprehensive database of strandings from 1989 to 2010.

Martin Kitching

Grey Seal by Terry Coult



Other issues which have led to fluctuations in the population historically include the exploitation 
of seals for oil and meat from medieval times. In 1769 John Blackett leased the Farne Islands and 
he and his son William are known to have exploited seals unmercifully.  In 1772, 72 pups were 
killed by William Blackett implying a population of approximately 250-300 animals (Selby, 
1841). Just off Snook Point on the Farnes there was an area of water known as Bloody Bay, so 
called because of the slaughter of a large number of seals that had occurred there (Perry, 1946). 
This exploitation continued at apparently low (but unrecorded) levels until the middle of the 
19th century when the seals were effectively given a level of protection by Archdeacon Charles 
Thorp, the lessee during the 1840s (Mennel and Perkins, 1864); however initial legislation to 
protect seals was not introduced until 1914 (Thompson and Duck, 2008). In UK waters the 
persecution of seals is currently managed by the Conservation of Seals Act (1970) which gives 
seals a limited amount of protection and places controls on the circumstances in which the killing 
of seals can occur. Aside from this activity there are recorded instances of seals coming to harm 
when in close proximity to fishing vessels. One memorable case was recorded in 1956 when a 
male Grey Seal lying out on the Longstone on the Farne Islands had been accidentally caught in 
a net. In freeing the trapped animal fishermen applied a rough cotton bandage to an injured part 
the seal’s neck which remained in place for at least two years. Another easily identified large bull 
seal in the Farne Islands area was seen in May 1959 with a rough “necklace” of jagged metal 
that was most likely to have been acquired whilst foraging around wreckage (Hickling, 1962).

In addition to anthropogenic effects there are occasional visits to the waters of northeast England 
by Killer Whale which is known to predate seals. On 7 September 1960 there was a larger than 
normal count of at least 2,200 seals on the Farne Islands but on 22 September the count had 
dropped to 917. There were no differences in tides between these counts and there were no 
visitors to cause disturbance but eventually a pod of Killer Whales was sighted in the area and 
thought to be to blame (Hickling, 1962). 

Despite the threats faced by this species it does seem to be increasing in number. Latest estimates 
by the SMRU at the University of St Andrews suggest that the pup production rate increased by 
6% in Orkney in 2010 and that this rate continues to “rise rapidly in the North Sea” (SMRU, 
2011). This is in contrast to the Harbour Seal, which has suffered steep declines in its main 
breeding sites in Scotland in comparison with data from the 1990s (SMRU, 2011). The reasons 
for this are not yet fully understood, but it is postulated that the larger and more robust Grey 
Seal is out-competing the Harbour Seal for ever scarcer food reserves. Grey Seal has a similar 
diet to that of Harbour Seal and is also known to be able to forage further away from its home 
base. Grey Seal also seems to be much less susceptible to diseases such as Phocine Distemper 
Virus (PDV) which decimated the large Harbour Seal population of north Norfolk and south 
Lincolnshire (The Wash) in 1988 (Anderson, 1990) and to a lesser extent in 2002.

Rhia McBain and Robert Woods
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The main breeding populations in England are focused on the North Sea coast almost equally 
divided between the Farne Islands and Donna Nook in Lincolnshire. In 2010 there were 1,499 
pups born on the Farnes compared to 1,417 at Donna Nook (Steel, 2011).  It is thought that 
there are between 3,000-6,000 seals residing around the Farne Islands, a population that has 
been monitored since 1951, initially by members of the Natural History Society of Northumbria 
but then after 1971 by the National Trust when it appointed Peter Hawkey as the first Warden/
Naturalist (Bonner and Hickling, 1971). In 1952, 496 pups were born on the Farnes including 20 
which were stillborn (Hickling, 1962). In 2011, 1,555 pups were born there of which 1,077 are 
known to have been successful (Steel, 2012). 

In spring, a smaller population of around 500 Grey Seals is to be found loafing around Coquet 
Island. The first pups recorded on Coquet Island were born in 2010, with three being monitored, 
but breeding was not repeated in 2011 (Paul Morrison, pers. comm., 2012).
  
The Tees estuary now supports a non-breeding population of 30-40 Grey Seals which are present 
throughout the year. This population has been monitored annually by the Industry Nature 
Conservation Association (INCA) since 1989 (Woods, 2012). The history of seal recolonisation 
of the Tees is discussed within the Harbour Seal account in this publication and so is not repeated 
here. The Grey Seal does not breed on the Tees because it requires birthing areas above the high 
water mark since the newborn pups are unable to swim. The Tees estuary is comprised of tidally 
inundated mudflats and sandflats that are more suited for the breeding population of Harbour 
Seal which occurs there (Woods, 2012). 

In terms of other sightings, Grey Seals are known to occur in the River Tyne as far inland as 
Newburn some 15 miles up the Tyne, where they are noted to haul out on both the mudflats and 
the various concrete boat ramps in the Newburn bridge area (James Littlewood, pers. comm., 
2012). Sightings seem to coincide with the upstream movement of Salmon Salmo salar. This 
indicates that Grey and Harbour Seals in the North East will follow food many miles inland. 
Grey Seals have also been observed by INCA to exhibit such behaviour on the Tees, where they 
are regularly seen as singletons in the water at the Tees Barrage. This site is at the maximum 
extent of tidal flow on the Tees, some 16 km from the estuary. There are also occasional but 
regular sightings of Grey Seals hauling out on beaches in the Hartlepool and Redcar areas, which 
are situated on the northern and southern sides of the Tees estuary respectively.

The Farne Islands were one of first colonies in this country where seals were marked. Colour 
dyeing was first used on the Farnes in 1952 to obtain some idea of the colony size by counting 
the number of pups born (Hickling, 1962). In the 61 years of research to date there have been 
major fluctuations in the population. The 1,499 pup births on the Farnes in 2010 represented an 
11% increase on the previous season and an almost 6% average increase on the period from 2005 
to 2010 (SMRU, 2011).  There have been a number of culls between 1962-1983 which killed a 
total number of 3,122 pups and 1,999 females. The short term effect of the culls was a decrease 
in pup production in the following few years and then stabilisation around the mid-1980s, with a 
gradual return to pre-1970 numbers. The short term decrease in the number of pups and females 
on the Farnes following culls could coincide with increases in nearby populations (such as Isle of 
May in eastern Scotland) as a result of females leaving the Farnes to avoid the culling. On days 
where higher numbers of seals were found hauling out on Lindisfarne less were found hauling 
out around the Farne Islands sites which suggests that this is a single population.



seals gather for their annual moult. The number rose from 23 in 1989 when monitoring by the 
Industry Nature Conservation Association (INCA) first began, to the current maximum of 88 in 
August 2012 (Woods, 2012). 

Pup births generally occur in the last week of June and the first week of July at Teesmouth. The 
first pup birth recorded for this colony was in 1989. This pup and singletons in 1991 and 1993 
were born live and at full-term, but all died within a few days (Wilson, 1994). In 1994 two seals 
were born and survived. Subsequently there has been a steady rise in birth rate to the current 
maximum of 18 pups in 2012.  It is generally accepted that newborn pups should form between 
20-25% of the population for a healthy and balanced population (Reijnders, 1981; Helander and 
Bignert, 1992). This is now almost the case at Seal Sands.

In 2004 the Tees Valley Wildlife Trust reported that seals were starting to use other areas along 
the Tees. A few animals had started to haul-out on intertidal mudflats at Billingham Beck, 14.5 
km upstream of the Tees estuary (Gibson, 2005). Numbers of Harbour Seal hauling out here are 
small, usually around 10 individuals at peak season. Several Harbour Seals are also regularly 
seen in the water at the Tees Barrage, which is the now the maximum extent of tidal flow on 
the Tees, 16 km from the estuary. Individual seals are regularly reported hauling out in random 
locations along the coast near Hartlepool to the north of the Tees estuary and at Redcar and 
Saltburn to the south. 
 
In addition to the Tees there are occasional sightings of seals using both the River Wear and the 
River Tyne, often some miles inland. Anecdotal records exist of seals being seen as far as the 
tidal limit of the River Wear at Cox Green (R. Ball, pers. comm., 2009), but the most unusual 
observation on this river is of a single Harbour Seal seen at Chester-le-Street in December 2011 
(E. Haswell, pers. comm., 2011), some 21 km from the sea and around 3 km upstream of the 
tidal limit.  

Ornithologists from the Gateshead Birders Group have reported Harbour Seals in the River Tyne 
at all times of the year since 2003 (Environmental Records Information Centre (ERIC), pers. 
comm., 2012). Occasional observations are from as far west as Clara Vale near Ryton, which 
is about 1 km east of the tidal limit of the Tyne at Wylam Bridge and 40 km from the sea; from 
Stella Haugh (Pinnock, 2012) and Newburn Bridge (R. Ball, pers. comm., 2009) a little further 
downstream and there are more regular sightings further downstream at the “timber beach”, 
Dunston (ERIC, pers. comm., 2012). 

Further north along the coast there is a small resident population of Harbour Seal at Holy Island 
in north Northumberland (A. Craggs, pers. comm., 2012). The seals are known to haul-out 
regularly here on exposed sandbars at Fenham Flats among a larger population of Grey Seals. A 
maximum of nine adult Harbour Seal were seen at this location in August 2010. There is also an 
unconfirmed report of two pups. 

Dietary studies of Harbour Seals living in the Tees estuary indicate that they are opportunistic 
feeders, taking advantage of the seasonal abundance of available prey, preferring the gadid 
species Cod Gadus morhua, Whiting Merlangius merlangus, and Poor Cod Trisopterus minutus 
(Smurthwaite, 2006). They will also prey upon benthic fish such as Flounder Platichthys flesus 
and crustaceans such as Shore Crab Carcinus maenas. 

Robert Woods
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HARBOUR OR COMMON SEAL Phoca vitulina

The Harbour Seal is much smaller than the 
Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus, with male 
Harbour Seals weighing up to 170 kg and 
reaching 1.5 metres in length. In appearance 
the Harbour Seal has a smaller, more rounded 
“dog-like” head, with smaller nostrils which 
are further apart and more horizontal than 
those of the Grey Seal. 

The Harbour Seal is the most widespread of the 
northern hemisphere pinnipeds, existing as five 
subspecies in the temperate and sub-arctic coastal areas of the North Atlantic and North Pacific 
(Seal Conservation Society (SCS), 2012). The worldwide population estimate for Harbour Seal 
is around 350,000-500,000 animals (Thompson and Härkönen, 2008), while the UK population 
in 2010 was estimated to be 36,050, of which 79% reside in Scottish waters, 16% in England and 
the remainder in Northern Ireland (Sea Mammal Research Unit (SMRU), 2011).

In English waters, Harbour Seals mainly use the east coast and are known from regular haul-
out sites between Sussex on the south coast and then along the east coast from southeast Kent 
to north Northumberland.  By far the largest population of Harbour Seals occurs around The 
Wash in Lincolnshire and Norfolk. In 2010 it was estimated that out of the 4,200 Harbour Seals 
resident in England 3,100 use The Wash (SMRU, 2011). In this context the proportion of the 
total UK (and England) population using the northeast coast of England is very small. The largest 
known population of Harbour Seals along the coastline from the Tees to the Tweed is in the Tees 
estuary, where there is a breeding population of around 70 to 80 animals.  

Harbour Seal has lived at the mouth of the River Tees for many hundreds of years and it is 
estimated that the population in the early 1800s was as high as 1,000 animals (Lofthouse, 1900). 
This population had declined rapidly by the mid-1800s. As the industrial use of the estuary 
increased, large areas of habitat were lost due to land reclamation, and an increase in the volume 
of shipping using the river led to further habitat loss due to dredging. Industrial pollution led to a 
drastic reduction in fish populations and the final demise of the resident seal colony. By the 1930s 
seals had totally disappeared from the Tees estuary.

The mid 20th century saw old-style steel and coke plants being replaced by newer, less polluting 
works. In the late 1960s and early 1970s there began a concerted effort by regulators, statutory 
authorities and industry to reduce the pollution load. Eventually Harbour Seals began to reappear 
and by the mid-1980s there was once again a resident population of seals. Teesmouth is thought 
to be the only known estuary in Europe where Harbour Seals have re-colonised as a direct result 
of environmental improvements. 

The Tees Seal population today is focused upon Seal Sands, which is an area of tidally inundated 
sand and mudflats. Seals haul-out here over the low tide period and move between different areas 
of the sands as they become exposed and inundated as the tide ebbs and flows.  They often move 
along Seaton Channel to the mudflats at Greatham Creek where they haul out most often, though 
not exclusively, at high tide. The story for the Harbour Seal population today is positive, with a 
slow and steady increase in the number of adults observed at the peak season in August when the 

Harbour or Common Seal by English Nature



MINKE WHALE Balaenoptera acutorostrata

The Minke Whale, also called the Lesser Piked Whale or Lesser Rorqual, is a relatively small 
rorqual whale and the most frequently seen around the seas of northeast Britain. It has a 
streamlined body up to around 9.8 metres long and weighs up to 10 tons. The snout is sharply 
pointed and there is a single, sharp rostrum ridge leading to a triangular-shaped rostrum. A 
relatively tall sickle-shaped dorsal fin is situated almost two thirds of the distance along its 
back. The upperparts are generally dark grey-brown with paler underparts and usually 62 white 
rorqual grooves on the throat and belly (Watson, 1981). Paler areas reach up the sides behind the 
shoulder to form a vague chevron above the flanks, while the flippers have dark upper surfaces 
with conspicuous broad white bands. The fluke (tail) is dark, concave and with a median notch. 
Their mouth contains 230-360 creamy-white baleen plates, each about 30 cm long (Carwardine, 
1995). 

Minke Whales usually surface showing their lower jaw and head with a low indistinct blow up 
to about two metres, followed by a shallow rolling action revealing the back and the large dorsal 
fin before the sleek body slips smoothly back into the sea, with the flukes staying submerged at 
all times. Normal speed is around five-seven mph but they can reach 17 mph if pressed (Hoyt, 
1984).  In normal feeding mode, there are usually three or four blows but sometimes up to eight 
at intervals of less than a minute before the deep dive in which the whale’s back arches much 
more steeply before the dive, but still without showing the tail flukes. The period at the surface 
is usually about three seconds and in calm seas it is often possible to plot where the next blow 
is likely to occur due to the even spacing of the “footprints” left by the previous dives. Dives 
typically last 3-12 minutes but can be up to 20. When feeding on surface-shoaling fish like 
Herring Clupea harengus, Minke Whales frequently lunge feed, rolling on to their sides with 
mouths agape to scoop up the fish. Their flukes and white-banded flippers may well show under 
these circumstances together with their white chin and rorqual grooves (Carwardine, 1995).

Minke Whales are generally solitary but are occasionally found in small groups of two to three, 
rarely more when in productive feeding areas. They breach quite frequently, leaping almost 
vertically and nearly clearing the water before falling sideways back into the sea. During 
these breaches the white throat and belly together with the white-banded flippers can be very 
conspicuous, as is the relatively slender streamlined profile of the whale with its pointed snout. 
Active feeding is often accompanied by flocks of birds which frequently serve as a cue to their 
presence. They may sometimes be inquisitive around boats, even spy-hopping to get a better 
view (Leatherwood et al, 1976; Carwardine, 1995).

Minke Whales become sexually mature at three to eight years old when about seven metres long. 
Females give birth to a single calf every one to two years after a gestation of 10-11 months and 
lactation of four to six months. The newborn calves are 2.4 to 3.5 metres long. They can live for 
about 50 years if they avoid the attentions of the whaling nations, including Norway and Iceland, 
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VAGRANT SEAL SPECIES

Occasionally there are reports of seals which are vagrant rarities on the coast of northeast 
England. This includes two Arctic species, the Bearded Seal Erignathus barbatus and Harp Seal 
Phoca groenlandica and the Hooded Seal Cystophora cristata from the North Atlantic.  

A Bearded Seal was resident around Hartlepool Dock for about two weeks in January 1999 
(Gibson, 2005), while there was a further sighting of this species at Beadnell Bay in May 2011 
(J. Mitcham, pers. com. to Natural History Society of Northumbria, 2011).

A juvenile Hooded Seal and its mother were seen around jetties in the Teesmouth area in 2004. 
The juvenile seal was tended by the RSPCA but later died (Gibson, 2005).  More recently, in 
December 2011, the British Divers Marine Life Rescue treated a Hooded Seal on the beach at 
Saltburn. Harp Seal have been recorded off Holy Island, Northumberland in September 1995 
(Frankis et al, 1997) and more recently on Blyth beach in January 2008 (Revell, 2008). Perhaps 
the most unusual record is of a “sea-lion” which was reported from the Farne Islands (Tegner, 
1972). Sea-lion species are native to the Pacific Ocean and the seal in question was referred to 
as ‘American’ so was possibly the Californian Sea-lion Zalophus californianus. The origin of 
the single specimen seen is not clear but it is highly unlikely that it swam from the Pacific. This 
species is that which was once widely kept in circuses and zoos, one of which is more likely to 
have been the source.

Robert Woods

Minke Whale by Chris Bielby



The majority of post-2000 records emanate from headlands where there is a lot of birdwatching 
activity and also where dedicated cetacean watchers tend to concentrate. This “observer bias” 
is based around North Northumberland, Tynemouth, Whitburn Bird Observatory, Hartlepool 
Headland, Whitby, Scarborough, Filey and Flamborough Head. The number of sightings and the 
number of animals reported are given in Figure 1 with the number each month given in Figure 2.

The records suggest that Minke Whales are migratory and appear off the North East coast mainly 
in the summer months with records concentrated from June to September (Figure 2).  This 
observed trend of seasonality is probably accurate as it is free from the “observer bias” of some 
distributional data, as seawatching is a pursuit which continues throughout the year, and is not 
concentrated during the summer months. 

Following a peak in records in 2007, numbers have declined steadily towards the 2005 level; 
however recent surveys to the south of our region have revealed larger numbers of Minkes 
possibly associating with returning shoals of Herring to the North Sea.  It seems likely that they 
follow the shoals of smaller fish into the North Sea where they have been seen feeding with 
accompanying flocks of seabirds. An old name for Minke Whale was “Herring Hog” which 
suggests the fishermen were well aware of their feeding habits. A perceived increase in abundance 
in recent years may be a result of changes in the migratory habits of their prey species, which 
may also be responding to observed changes in the species and timing of plankton abundance in 
the North Sea, probably as a result of climate change. 

Chris Bielby 
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which have targeted this species for commercial as well as for “scientific purposes” despite the 
International Whaling Commission’s moratorium on commercial whaling (Shirihai and Jarrett, 
2006).

Minke Whales are widespread in the Northern Hemisphere, mainly in the North Atlantic and 
North Pacific with different sub-species in the Southern Hemisphere and Pacific. They are most 
abundant in the temperate to polar waters, generally moving north in summer. In the Northern 
Hemisphere there is thought to be segregation in summer with males moving further north in 
open waters and females remaining south in more coastal waters, with immatures even further 
south. It is thought that the Atlantic population is around 185,000. Off north western Europe, 
surveys in the Bay of Biscay suggest Minke Whales seem to prefer the shallower waters of the 
continental shelf to the deep water canyons or abyssal plain (Walker and Cresswell, 2008).

Around Britain there are several “hotspots” for sightings of Minke Whales in summer, including 
especially around the Western Isles and the northwest coast of Scotland, but also around the 
Moray Firth. Sightings off the coasts of Northumberland, Durham, Cleveland and North 
Yorkshire are becoming annual but are still infrequent, and in the North Sea the southern limit of 
its range seems to be the southern Yorkshire coast (Reid et al, 2003; Carwardine, 2003).

Although never common in the North Sea reported sightings of Minke Whales have become more 
regular in recent years, partly due to the increased survey activity from commercial ferries as 
well as sea-watching activity by birdwatchers from headlands and bird observatories. However 
it may be that changes in migratory patterns of prey species in the North Sea, possibly due to the 
effects of climate change, are also causing genuine increases in the cetacean population. Other 
factors to be considered include the increase in interest and willingness to report sightings by 
the general public, as well as the improvement in optical equipment and expertise of observers.

There are 13 relatively recent records of strandings of Minke Whales in our region together with 
a further four records of unidentified and decomposed Mysteceti whales which may also have 
been Minke. These have mainly occurred during the summer months, with later records often 
relating to animals that are severely decomposed and have been dead for some time. One whale 
showed signs of entanglement in discarded fishing gear, a common hazard. Most large whales 
which strand have little hope of survival as their own body weight results in suffocation and 
effective crushing which releases toxins into their blood-stream which cause irreparable damage. 
Similarly, their body mass is so great that the heat generated by their normal metabolic processes 
becomes lethal as there is insufficient cooling effect when they are out of water. In the North Sea 
many stranded whales also show signs of emaciation due to starvation, which ironically leads to 
dehydration as whales need to metabolise fresh water from their food. This means that whales 
which strand have a very short window of opportunity to be refloated before irreparable damage 
occurs and under current practice (British Divers Marine Life Rescue, pers. comm., 2012) they 
would be euthanized to prevent further suffering. It is thought that gently sloping beaches and 
mudflats can confuse whales’ sonar navigation systems leading them to strand, but loud noises 
from shipping, sonar and seismic surveys have also been linked to strandings in many species.

Records are sparse prior to 2000, reflecting the lack of observers and facilities to record sightings 
rather than a definite absence of Minke Whales in our region. Apart from stranded individuals, 
one live sighting involved two animals actively feeding approximately five miles east of the 
Farne Islands on 12 September 1993, viewed at very close range from a chartered boat on a 
birdwatching cruise (author’s own observation).

Figure 1. 
Annual numbers of reports

Figure 2. 
Distribution of sightings according to month



Harbour Porpoises inhabit the areas over the continental shelf at depths of less than 200 metres 
and seem to prefer the more turbulent and tidal waters around headlands, islands and even into 
estuaries and up rivers. Sightings suggest that there are resident populations around the more 
favoured locations, although numbers increase at times of food abundance which suggests a 
willingness to migrate or perhaps some transient individuals in the population.

Porpoises occur around the coasts of the whole of the North Atlantic, the Baltic and Black Seas, 
as well as the North Pacific.  It was estimated that the population in northwest European waters 
was around 340,000 in 1994 (Shirihai and Jarrett, 2006).  Analysis of various data sources such as 
the Sea Watch Foundation and the Sea Mammal Research Unit indicated that Harbour Porpoise 
numbers are relatively low adjacent to the North East coast roughly between Scarborough and 
Berwick-on-Tweed compared to other areas of the North Sea coast further north and south (Reid 
et al, 2003).

Many of the North East records of Harbour Porpoise come from strandings and data from these 
have been summarised in Figures 1 to 3. In the cases where cause of death has been ascertained, 
bye catch accounted for roughly half of the deaths, with starvation, pneumonia and parasitic 
infections being other notable causes. 

Figure 1. 
Harbour Porpoise, strandings by year

Figure 3. 
Harbour Porpoise, strandings by month
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HARBOUR PORPOISE Phocoena phocoena

The Harbour Porpoise is the most common cetacean inhabiting the seas off the northeast coast 
of England. It is compact and robust with a rotund body and blunt head and reaches a maximum 
length of 1.9 metres and weight of 70 kg. The females tend to be slightly larger than the males 
and the newborns are 67 cm to 90 cm with a weight of around five kg. 

It has dark grey-brown upperparts with the pale of the throat and underparts sometimes reaching 
up on to the flanks. The young tend to be slimmer, darker and more uniform. The Harbour 
Porpoise has a rounded head sloping to a small indistinct beak above a mouth containing 19-28 
teeth on each side of each jaw and a mouthline which slants gently upwards giving a smiling 
expression.  There is an inconspicuous fine dark line joining mouth to flipper (Hoyt, 1984). It has 
a short, broad-based triangular dorsal fin, usually low and blunt but very rarely slightly falcate, 
set just behind the mid-point of its back. There is a slight dorsal ridge leading from the dorsal fin 
to the tail stock. The tail flukes are all dark with a concave trailing edge, blunt tips and a small 
median notch. The flippers are small, dark and slightly rounded.

Harbour Porpoises are usually shy and retiring and rarely bow-ride, but they can sometimes be 
attracted by slow-moving and quiet boats. They are capable of swimming at about 14 mph when 
pressed, but usually travel much more slowly. When rising to breathe they give the impression 
of a slow, forward rolling motion as if the dorsal fin is fixed on the circumference of a large 
rotating wheel. They usually surface at 10-20 second intervals, before diving for two to eight 
minutes while feeding at depths down to 200 metres. They are typically in small loose groups of 
two to eight individuals, mother and calf pairs or singles, although numbers can accumulate at 
feeding frenzies.  They feed by foraging near the seabed, catching schooling fish, cephalopods 
and crustaceans (Carwardine, 1995).

They are usually relatively slow swimmers with a characteristic “rolling” action as they surface 
to breathe with an invisible but audible “puff” type blow. They can occasionally swim more 
vigorously, even leaping out of the water and tail-slapping but this is rare and often associated 
with social interaction. In calm conditions they can rest or bask on the surface for some time. 
Harbour Porpoises become sexually mature between three and five years. Most calves are born 
between May and August after a gestation of 10-11 months. Calves are weaned between four and 
eight months, but the mother may become pregnant again whilst still lactating. Their maximum 
lifespan is up to 24 years though 12 years is more typical (Evans et al, in Harris and Yalden, 
2008).

Figure 2. 
Harbour Porpoise, strandings by region

Figure 4. 
Harbour Porpoise post-2000 records
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It is not possible to judge how much influence the variation in observer effort affects these results, 
but the decrease in the population in the early summer coincides with plenty of seawatching 
activity from the birdwatching fraternity, many of whom contribute records. This would suggest 
that the May decrease is a genuine decrease in the inshore population of Porpoises off our coasts. 
Much more research is needed to find out whether this is due to migration or other behaviour 
linked perhaps to breeding habits. Certainly the increase during July to October could well be 
linked to the migration of the Mackerel Scomber scombrus and Herring Clupea harengus shoals 
through the North Sea. In recent years these shoals have been very large attracting other species 
of Cetaceans including whales. The absence of a large commercial fishing effort against these 
shoals at present bodes well for the larger predators which seem to be making a comeback in 
recent years. 

The population of Harbour Porpoise off our coast seems to be reasonably healthy and numbers 
are apparently fairly static. The apparent increase in potential prey species, like the summer 
run of Herring shoals down the North Sea, could be seen as a positive trend for the future of 
Porpoises and other cetaceans. Similarly, the increase in Salmon Salmo salar entering the Tees 
has attracted individuals as far upstream as the Barrage. The reduction in pollution in our rivers 
can only be good but there are still residuals in the ecosystem which pose threats to health. 

Threats to Porpoises are still very real and include the use of monofilament gill nets which 
are set close inshore where they frequently feed. Similarly, recent surveying and engineering 
activities in Tees Bay in connection with Offshore Wind farms may have an unforeseen influence 
on local populations of both prey and Porpoises. The loud thumping noise produced by the 
pile-drivers laying the windmill bases coincided with a decrease in sightings off Hartlepool 
Headland, although small numbers of animals returned after the disturbance stopped (author’s 
own observations). The increasing use of speedboats, high speed Jet-skis and even Kite-surfers 
close offshore must pose a threat of both physical damage and at least disturbance to this species. 
Recent research on Bottlenose Dolphins Tursiops truncatus has shown that they can be very 
aggressive towards Porpoises to the point of killing them on occasions. Killer Whales Orcinus 
orca also regard them as prey species, but as neither of these large predators is very common off 
our coasts they do not currently pose a significant threat to the general population. 

Chris Bielby
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The recent local distribution and records are summarised in Figures 4 to 6. The scarcity of records 
before 2000 makes it impossible to judge any trends accurately, although it seems clear that there 
has been a resident population off our coast throughout the period, albeit largely unrecorded. There 
was a particularly large count on 12 September 1993 which was from a chartered birdwatching 
boat some five miles east of the Farne Islands in perfect calm conditions when many small family 
groups totalling at least 100 animals were apparently feeding on shoaling fish, accompanied by 
many seabirds and two Minke Whales Balaenoptera acutorostrata (author’s own observation).

Since 2005 there has been a relatively consistent effort in recording Harbour Porpoises. Figure 
4 shows that total numbers in excess of 200 animals were recorded in 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009 
and 2011. These data indicate a substantial population living off the North East coast and 
only continued and co-ordinated survey efforts will enable an accurate picture of trends to be 
established. This should form merely a baseline for further studies.

The recorded distribution illustrated in Figure 5 reflects to a large degree the location of observers 
who post their records, rather than the actual distribution of the Porpoise population. Note also 
that the Durham region has a shorter coastline with fewer headlands offering good viewing 
platforms than the others. 

As can be seen from Figure 6, records of Porpoise off the North East coast show a general 
trend of low numbers during May followed by an increase to maximum numbers in September. 
Sightings then level off until a dip in January followed by a rise again through to March which 
is followed by the decrease in April to the minimum in May. This reduction in sightings in May 
coincides with the time when Porpoises are recorded as usually giving birth and there may be 
as yet undiscovered “maternity ward” areas close to the region but away from regular observers 
where the pregnant females migrate to as they approach their full term. Certainly there is an 
increase in sightings of mothers with young calves in early summer when they return to our 
region. 

Figure 6. 
Harbour Porpoise post-2000, 
reports by month

Figure 5. 
Harbour Porpoise reports by district



COMMON DOLPHIN Delphinus delphis

The Common Dolphin is a small dolphin with an elaborate hourglass pattern on the flanks, 
consisting of a dark cape forming a ‘V’ under the dorsal fin, a white underside, a pale grey 
tail stock and yellow flanks forward of the dorsal fin. Adults measure 1.7-2.4 metres in length 
(Carwardine, 1995). 

The JNCC Atlas (Reid et al, 2003) indicates that the Common Dolphin is a scarce species off 
northeast England, with very few records in the North Sea over the period 1990 to 2002.  Too few 
were seen to estimate summer abundance in 2005 for Northern and central North Sea areas from 
the SCANS II survey (International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES), 2008). Davis 
and Muir (in Foster-Smith, 2000) indicates that historically this is a rare species in the region, 
including only a number of anonymous reports received by Sunderland University in June 1989. 
Mennell and Perkins do not mention this species at all.

During the North East Cetacean Project (NECP) winter transect surveys in early 2010, there 
were two sightings of probable and definite single Common Dolphins both in the Farne Deeps, 
representing the only dolphins recorded on the surveys. The proximity of the two sightings 
suggests that possibly just one animal was involved and the occurrence of this warm water 
oceanic species in the cold waters of the central North Sea during the winter months, particularly 
given the severity of the winter of 2009/2010, was wholly unpredicted and quite remarkable. On 
the publication of the NECP report (Brereton et al, 2010), the media seized on the observations 
of this species off Northumberland as evidence of global warming and a rise in sea surface 
temperatures, but subsequent years have not supported that hypothesis.

There were four casual sightings over the period 2003 to 2009, with five animals off Tynemouth 
in early July 2009, from a transect survey on the Newcastle-Ijmuiden ferry and three sightings 
of three or four animals off Cullercoats in July and August 2004 by commercial fishermen, 
confirming that the species is rarely recorded from coastal watchpoints. However, the Common 
Dolphin is more of an offshore species than the Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus, Harbour 
Porpoise Phocoena phocoena and White-beaked Dolphin Lagenorhynchus albirostris in the 
summer months, so sighting rates from coastal waters may be less representative of the species’ 
wider status in the region, and the ongoing offshore survey work carried out by the NECP may 
reveal that the species is regular, if scarce, out of sight of land-based observers. Like Risso’s 
Dolphin Grampus griseus, this species seems to be a recent addition to the marine megafauna of 
our region, and it seems likely that the number of sightings will increase.

Martin Kitching
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BOTTLENOSE DOLPHIN Tursiops Truncatus

This is a large dolphin with a prominent falcate dorsal fin, grey upperparts and white underparts. 
Adults measure 1.9-3.9 metres in length (Carwardine, 1995). The JNCC Atlas (Reid et al, 2003) 
shows that Bottlenose Dolphin was a scarce species off northeast England over the period 
1990 to 2002, with no records off the Northumberland coast. In the North Sea, the core area of 
distribution is the Moray Firth, where the population has been estimated at approximately 130 
(Wilson et al, 1999). The summer abundance estimate in 2005 for northern and central North 
Sea areas from SCANS II surveys was 652 (International Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES), 2008). Mennell and Perkins (1864) do not list any records of this species while Davis 
and Muir (in Foster-Smith, 2000) include the earliest record for the region as an individual 
resident around the Farne Islands and Seahouses from March to October 1966.

Analysis of casual sightings from 2003 to 2009 shows that Bottlenose Dolphin was the second 
most frequently recorded cetacean species over the period with 133 sightings (Brereton et al, 
2010). There are no regular sites for the species in our area, with the sightings widely distributed 
in coastal waters. However in some years, individuals have remained in the same area for several 
months at a time including between the Farne Islands and Seahouses from November 2004 
to June 2005 and around the Farne Islands in April and May 2007. One particularly famous 
Bottlenose Dolphin was “Freddy” who took up residence in Amble in the late 1980s and early 
1990s and it is not an unusual occurrence for lone individuals of this species to take up residence 
in rivers and estuaries, often associating with small vessels. A lone animal in the River Tyne 
from August to November 2005 frequently accompanied small vessels as they left the river and 
returned accompanying either the same vessel or another on several occasions. This individual 
was also thought to be the animal that was present in the River Coquet at Amble from 8 July to 
19 August and the River Blyth on 20 August of the same year. An animal in the River Tyne on 25 
August 2004 relocated to the River Wear on 1 September, remaining there until 28 September. It 
is tempting to speculate that this was the animal present between the Farne Islands and Seahouses 
from November 2004 onwards and subsequent sightings in Amble, Blyth and the River Tyne in 
2005. Strandings are rare, with only five definitely recorded between 1992 and 2004. 

Sightings have reached double figures on 11 occasions, with the maximum group size 
recorded being an unusually large pod of around 150 individuals that moved south along the 
Northumberland coast on 21 October 2012, although the best chance of seeing this species in 
our waters still occurs when a lone individual takes up temporary residence in one of our rivers.

Martin Kitching
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handful of records of indeterminate dates and counts.  This perhaps typifies the difficulty in 
recording cetaceans; our most common dolphin species still averaged less than one record per 
two years for the period from 1881-1998. 

A survey of local skippers undertaken during 2004/05 by Newcastle University (Stockill, 2006) 
indicated that White-beaked Dolphins were the most frequently sighted species, being present 
offshore all year round and seen on 50% of trips to sea. Some large groups were also reported 
including a group of 250 dolphins, 25 miles off Cullercoats, reported by fisherman Kevin 
Dickenson.

White-beaked Dolphins are regularly recorded off the coast of northeast England, chiefly during 
the summer months from June to September (although there is often a dip in sightings during 
August), with fewer sightings in the winter which is consistent with observations from Yorkshire 
and northeast Scotland (Brereton et al, 2010). Pods of 10-30 animals are typically observed 
close inshore from late June, in loose aggregations of small groups, often with calves and sub-
adults (author’s observation). The only month for which there are no records of the species in 
our waters is February, so it seems certain that it is present off the North East coast throughout 
the year, although the abundance and distribution pattern is not yet understood and is the subject 
of ongoing research. The majority of current North East sightings of White-beaked Dolphin are 
obtained from naturalists recording at land-based watch points. Local fishermen have indicated 
that the Farne Deeps has long been a key wintering area for White-beaked Dolphin. As the area 
supports high concentrations of White-beaked Dolphin prey items (Rogers and Stocks, 2001), 
it does seem likely that the area is a key location for this species. The only difficulty has been 
attempting to verify this; our offshore deeper water areas are no place for the faint-hearted during 
the winter and regularly prove difficult to visit during the calmer weather and sea conditions of 
the summer months. 

Casual sightings data compiled for the period 2003-2009 by NECP found 43 sightings of 
approximately 279 animals for Northumberland and North Tyneside, along with several sightings 
for South Tyneside and County Durham. This compares with the 50 records of 79 animals from 
1881-1998, and is a better indication of presence and abundance. It seems unlikely that the 
species has undergone a 20-fold increase in numbers, and much more likely that it has simply 
been under-recorded in the past.

Systematic survey work during the winter of 2009/10 failed to produce any sightings of White-
beaked Dolphin and the media seized on this as evidence of global warming, with a rise in 
sea surface temperature leading to the loss of this cold-water species from the North East. The 
distribution of the species in UK waters is strongly linked to water temperature, with a strong 
preference for water temperatures cooler than 13ºC (MacLeod et al, 2007, 2008). Inevitably just 
a few weeks after publication of the NECP report (Brereton et al, 2010), the author watched a pod 
of White-beaked Dolphins from the Northumberland coast and the summers of 2010 and 2011 
proved remarkable for sightings. Offshore pelagic excursions organised by Northern Experience 
Wildlife Tours provided many local naturalists with their first experience of the species as 
dolphins were bow-riding and breaching persistently alongside the small charter vessel used for 
these trips. Ongoing research by NECP, including compilation of a photo-ID catalogue for the 
species in the North East’s waters, aims to give us a better understanding of the abundance and 
distribution of this enigmatic species off our coastline.

Martin Kitching
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WHITE-BEAKED DOLPHIN Lagenorhynchus albirostris

The White-beaked Dolphin is a large dolphin with adults measuring 2.5-2.8m in length. It has a 
beautiful pattern of grey, white and black, including a distinctive pale saddle behind the prominent 
dorsal fin and frequently, although not always, a prominent white beak (Carwardine, 1995). The 
patterning and dorsal fin structure of the species is considered by the author to give rise to many 
of the claims of Orca Orcinus orca in our region, and may have led to a misunderstanding of the 
abundance and distribution of that species.

White-beaked Dolphin has a more limited range than most other cetacean species present in UK 
waters, being found only in cool temperate and subarctic waters of the north Atlantic (Reid et al, 
2003). The population in the eastern Atlantic is thought to be larger than that in the west, with a 
range extending from northern Norway and Iceland to the British Isles and North Sea. Putting 
aside the well-studied population of White-beaked Dolphins in Lyme Bay, Dorset, the animals 
present off the North East coast are near the southern limit of the species’ range and potentially 
more susceptible to habitat changes due to increased sea surface temperature. Abundance in the 
North Sea has been estimated through the SCANS II survey in 2005 which gave an estimated 
population of 10,562 for the central and northern North Sea (Small Cetaceans in the European 
Atlantic and North Sea (SCANS) II, 2008). Recent collation of sightings data indicates the 
species is declining in the southern half of its range linked to sea surface temperature rise and 
the spread of Common Dolphin Delphinus delphis into these waters. Water temperature has 
been shown to be the most important variable in habitat partitioning between these two species 
(MacLeod et al, 2008). Declines have been most apparent around Ireland, western Britain and 
in the southern North Sea (MacLeod et al, in prep.). Given these likely distribution changes, the 
central North Sea (which supports some of the coldest sea temperatures in the UK), may be a 
current and increasingly important stronghold. This is one of our least studied cetaceans. The 
main prey items are white fish including Whiting Merlangius merlangus, Cod Gadus morhua 
and Haddock Melanogrammus aeglefinus, with crustaceans also regularly consumed (Evans, 
1992; Santos et al, 1994; Canning, 2007; Canning et al, 2008). Recent reductions in fishing effort 
of selected white fish species in the region may have benefited the species by increasing the 
availability of food sources. Observations from charter vessels by the author in 2003 and 2005 
led to the development of the North East Cetacean Project (NECP) in 2009, in order to study the 
abundance and distribution of White-beaked Dolphins off Northumberland.

Mennel and Perkins (1864) did not list this species as being present in our waters although 
Davis and Muir (in Foster-Smith, 2000) described it as “the most common dolphin in the region, 
but occurring mainly offshore”.  The earliest dated record is of a skull seen in 1881, from a 
specimen captured off Berwick-upon-Tweed. Davis and Muir go on to list a further 49 records 
of 75 animals, mainly strandings, with very few sightings of live animals up to 1998 and a small 
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KILLER WHALE Orcinus orca

The largest member of the dolphin 
family, the Killer Whale, or Orca, is 
a striking species by any definition. 
The adults measure 5.5-9.8 metres 
in length (Carwardine, 1995) and 
with black and white patterning 
and an impressive vertical dorsal 
fin they should be unmistakeable.

The JNCC Atlas (Reid et al, 2003) 
shows that Killer Whales were rare off northeast England and in the wider central North Sea over 
the period 1990 to 2000, with no records from Northumberland waters. 

It is frequently reported in the media that Killer Whales regularly come to the Farne Islands to 
prey on Grey Seals Halichoerus grypus and their pups during the winter, but research carried 
out by the author for the North East Cetacean Project (NECP) - interviewing boat skippers, 
commercial fishermen and Farne Islands wardens (both past and present) - suggests that there is 
no record for this having occurred in the last 40 years. Davis and Muir (in Foster-Smith, 2000) 
report that Killer Whales were seen attacking seals off the Farne Islands on 30 August 1965 and 
described the species as “not uncommon off our coast”. As only 17 records are listed in Foster-
Smith (2000), it is difficult to consider the species as anything other than rare off our coastline, 
with the status of “not uncommon” perhaps being a function of unverifiable anecdotes rather 
than any firm evidence of the species’ occurrence.

However, there were three reported sightings obtained from casual records collected over the 
period 2003 to 2009 by NECP. Each of the sightings was of a single animal, off Tynemouth 
in November 2004 and September 2005 and Druridge Bay in August 2008. In addition, on 12 
December 2006, Chris Bielby saw two Killer Whales, which were about two miles off Hartlepool 
Headland. The whales were surfacing about 100 metres apart, initially heading south but then 
turned around simultaneously and returned north. During the period from 1989 to 2010 there 
were no stranding records of this species in our region.

Furthermore, a survey of local boat skippers undertaken during 2004/05 by Newcastle 
University (Stockill, 2006) indicated that Killer Whales were “regularly” (rather than rarely) 
seen in offshore waters off Northumberland, with a third of fishermen reported to have sighted 
the species recently. Perhaps more so than any other cetacean, reports of Killer Whale are tinged 
with the spectre of misidentification. During 2011 the author received two reports of this species, 
one of which, from photographs, was verifiable as a Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata, 
and the other of which, based on pod size, behaviour, date and location almost certainly referred 
to the small pod of White-beaked Dolphins Lagenorhynchus albirostris seen at the same location 
the following day, behaving exactly as the Killer Whales were described and at the same time 
of day. With Risso’s Dolphin Grampus griseus starting to occur with greater frequency in our 
region, it may not be an overly pessimistic view that its large body size and prominent dorsal fin 
make it yet another potential ID pitfall for claims of Orca, and the status of this species in the 
North East’s waters may remain clouded in confusion for years to come.
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RISSO’S DOLPHIN Grampus griseus

Risso’s Dolphin is a large animal, with adults measuring 2.6-3.8 metres in length with a prominent 
dorsal fin, a blunt head and frequently extensive scarring on the body, predominantly caused by 
other Risso’s Dolphins (Carwardine, 1995). This is another species that could well be responsible 
for reports of Orca Orcinus orca in our region; a large animal with a prominent dorsal fin and 
often richly patterned flanks seems a very realistic identification mistake, especially as Risso’s 
Dolphin is a species that is unknown to the majority of visitors to the coast.

This is primarily a warm-water pelagic species and the JNCC Atlas (Reid et al, 2003) 
unsurprisingly shows that Risso’s Dolphins were rare off northeast England and in the wider 
central North Sea over the period 1990-2002. The subsequent pattern of occurrence in the North 
East’s waters described below was interpreted by the media as yet more evidence of global 
warming causing increasing sea surface temperatures and leading to the loss of our “native” 
cold water species such as White-beaked Dolphin Lagenorhynchus albirostris, and seeing them 
replaced with species from warmer climes.

There were six sightings of 20 animals between 2003 and 2009 recorded in the North East 
Cetacean Project’s (NECP) casual sightings dataset for Northumberland, including a group of 
four around the Farne Islands in September 2006. Risso’s Dolphins were also recorded around 
the Farne Islands in late September 2007, when two adults and a calf were seen in a mixed pod 
with White-beaked Dolphins, and again in late September 2009 when three animals were seen. 
There was a further sighting around the Farne Islands in July 2011. Land-based sightings have 
included one off Cullercoats in June 2007, three off Blyth in October 2007 and six in Alnmouth 
Bay in May 2008. There have also been several sightings from Whitburn, in June, August and 
September 2007, June and July 2009 and August 2010. A male was recorded as a tideline corpse 
in Cullercoats Bay in June 2007.

Given that the first observed record for the English east coast was of four animals breaching 
near the Crumstone (Farne Islands) as recently as 1996 (Foster-Smith, 2000), the recent run of 
sightings clearly suggest that this species is increasing in the North East’s waters. Furthermore, 
a survey of local skippers undertaken by Newcastle University (Stockill, 2006) indicated that 
Risso’s Dolphins accounted for 12% of cetacean sightings by fishermen in 2004. It seems likely 
that this recent addition to our marine megafauna is a regular, if scarce, visitor to the waters 
of the North East during the months from May to October, although particularly from June 
to September. Whitburn and the Farne Islands seem to be good locations to search for this 
spectacular animal.
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was suffering from malnutrition, probably as a result of becoming separated from its mother, and 
had to be euthanized. What was possibly the same animal had been reported within 100 metres 
of the shore at Cambois on 20 September.

Species only recorded as captured or stranded:

NORTHERN BOTTLE-NOSED WHALE Hyperoodon ampullatus. Four records are listed 
by Davis and Muir (in Foster-Smith, 2000): one caught in nets at Hartley in 1744, fragments of a 
skeleton removed from the Tyne at Newcastle in May 1857, a stranded 28-foot male at Blyth in 
March 1914 and a 20-foot male stranded at Seal Sands in October 1958. There is also a record in 
Delany (1985) of a stranding at Marske-on-Sea on 13 July 1943.

FIN WHALE Balaenoptera physalus. Three records are listed by Davis and Muir (in Foster-
Smith, 2000): one brought into Sunderland, having being caught off Holy Island in 1810, one 
captured in 1831 and one stranded in Amble in May 1915.

BOWHEAD WHALE Balaena mysticetus. Just two old records of this Arctic species: an 
animal captured at Tynemouth in August 1532 (Mennell and Perkins, 1864) and one stranded in 
Newbiggin Bay in October 1869 (Foster-Smith, 2000). It seems possible that these records may 
refer to Northern Right Whale Eubalaena glacialis.

FALSE KILLER WHALE Pseudorca crassidens has been recorded twice with specimens 
stranded at Berwick-upon-Tweed on 3 December 1935, and at Beal on 5 December 1935 (Foster-
Smith, 2000).

SOWERBY’S BEAKED WHALE Mesoplodon bidens has been recorded three times in our 
region as strandings: West Hartlepool in July 1940, Whitburn in October 1978 (Foster-Smith, 
2000) and Holy Island on 13 November 2006. This species, also known as the North Sea Beaked 
Whale, occasionally strands on the east coast of Britain (three animals for example, in East 
Yorkshire, Lothian and Fife in the week of 13 to 19 August 2012).

STRIPED DOLPHIN Stenella coeruleoalba has been recorded on four occasions with 
strandings at Blyth in October 1991, Seaburn in December 1999, Dunstanburgh Castle in April 
2003 and Whitley Bay in April 2006. The Dunstanburgh Castle record was a live stranding of 
three animals and the Whitley Bay record was a small calf, all extremely unusual records of what 
is a warm-water species. 
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VAGRANT CETACEANS

SPERM WHALE Physeter macrocephalus has occurred on approximately eight occasions. A 
set of whalebones formerly mounted on a plinth in the former grounds of Cresswell Hall were 
thought to be this species (S. Lowe, pers. comm., 2012). In recent years there have been four 
strandings or carcasses: a moderately decomposed carcass at sea 18 miles northeast of Hartlepool 
in June 2010; a specimen, reported as 45 feet long, lodged on the rocks at Bird Flight Goit, south 
of Saltburn, in 2010, which may have been the same animal; and two well-publicised strandings 
in January 2010 at Beadnell and in May 2011 at Marske-by-the-Sea.  There are also three recent 
records of live animals: one near the Farne Islands in 2004, one “logging” off Whitburn on 3 
April 2008 and one on 31 May 2012 from a transect survey on PV St Oswald, when the author 
was scanning to the port side and missed this leviathan as it surfaced to starboard under a feeding 
flock of Gannets Morus bassanus.

HUMPBACK WHALE Megaptera novaeangliae has occurred on approximately six occasions, 
although there has been an increase in records in recent years. Following a report of two off Holy 
Island on 7 September 2009, a single animal was discovered breaching just beyond Longstone 
(Farne Islands) on 13 September by a dive boat and, presumably, the same animal came as quite 
a surprise to a fisherman hauling his pots east of Newton Point on 19 September as it breached 
near his boat. Other local records include one five miles east of Hartlepool on 7 September 2006, 
one past Whitburn on 1 January 2011 and another (or the same) feeding off Whitburn on 6 and 
7 August 2011.

LONG-FINNED PILOT WHALE Globicephala melas was described by Mennell and Perkins 
(1864) as “occasionally met with on our coast in large herds” and they suggested that a pod of 
63 animals killed at Shoreston on 29 July 1734, described by Wallis as “Grampus, Bottle Nose 
or Great Porpess” (Orca) was more likely to have been this species. Modern reports are scarce 
although there are three records of live strandings of single animals: Redcar in May 1991, the 
Long Nanny Burn in October 1997 and Berwick- upon-Tweed in May 2002, and reports of 
animals off Blyth in March 2007 and Cresswell in March 2009. Stockill (2006) reported that a 
third of commercial fishermen had described seeing this species in recent years, so it seems to be 
a real possibility for the diligent observer.

ATLANTIC WHITE-SIDED DOLPHIN Lagenorhynchus acutus occurred five times as
dead strandings between 1990 and 1994: Amble in December 1990, two in Beadnell Bay in
September 1993, Old Law (Lindisfarne NNR) in July 1994 and St Mary’s Island in April 1994.  
There was also one report of three live animals off Sunderland in July 2007; so this cold water 
species must be a realistic possibility, certainly for anyone in our offshore waters.

BELUGA Delphinapterus leucas. Three records of this striking species: one captured in salmon 
nets at South Shields, June 1903, one moving north off Hadston in March 1988 (Foster-Smith, 
2000) and one in the late 1980s/early 1990s that was watched as it progressed down the Durham 
coast (N. Jackson, pers. comm., 2012)

SEI WHALE Balaenoptera borealis. The skeleton of one stranded at Amble in February 1912 
is in the Hancock Museum reference collection (Foster-Smith, 2000) and one was reported six 
miles off Cresswell in June 2009. On 26 September 2012 an 8.6 metre juvenile female stranded 
at Druridge Bay in Northumberland. At this length it was likely to be maternally dependent and 



EXCTINCT MAMMALS FROM THE PLEISTOCENE

Mammal remains pre-dating the retreat of the last glaciation are rare in northeast England. Most 
of the known specimens were found in glacial drift deposits, although Trechmann (1920) did 
discover some earlier material in fissures on the Durham coast, among which were a few bones 
of a fossil Elephant Archidiskodon meridionalis and vole Mimomys. Trechmann discussed their 
geological context at length. The few other specimens from the region are bones and teeth of 
Rhinoceros, Hippopotamus and Elephant and some Giant Deer horns.

Voles Mimomys species
Bones found in fissure filling on the Durham Coast by C.T. Trechmann were identified by 
Hinton, who added a short note to Trechmann’s paper on the site (Hinton, 1920; Trechmann, 
1920). An incisor and anterior cheek tooth of the left upper jaw and some minute fragments of 
the premaxillae and maxillae were said to agree perfectly with those of “the species of Mimomys 
which occurs in the Freshwater Bed of West Runton (Norfolk)”.

Hippopotamus
The tooth of Hippopotamus amphibius found in a gravel pit four miles northwest of Stockton 
on Tees in September 1958 constitutes the most northerly record in the world for Hippopotamus 
(Sutcliffe, 1959).

Rhinoceros - ‘The Brierton Rhinoceros’
A humerus of a Rhinoceros was found in November 1938 at a depth of 20 feet in a sand and 
gravel quarry at Brierton, about 2.5 miles south west of Hartlepool. The geological context was 
described by Trechmann (1939a), which ascertained that the bone was contained in glacial drift 
deposits. The bone was identified and conserved at the Natural History Museum and is now in 
Hartlepool Museum. 

Elephants
The few records of Proboscidean remains are all from southern County Durham:

• A small portion of a Mammoth tusk five inches in circumference was found during the 
excavation of the docks at Hartlepool (Howse,1861; 1890). With such a small fragment we 
might question whether it was from a Mammoth or an Elephant.

• A fragment of a rib and an atlas vertebra were found by C.T. Trechmann in fissure filling 
on the coast of County Durham, near Blackhall Colliery. The bones were identified as 
Archidiskodon meridionalis by C.W. Andrews, who compared the material with other 
specimens (Andrews in Trechmann, 1920). The deposit dates from the Middle Quaternary, 
of a temperate stage near to the Cromerian (Johnson, 1995).

• A length of a tusk was found at Barmpton (northeast of Darlington) in 1978. The tusk was 
transferred to Tyne and Wear Museums following the closure of the Darlington Museum.

Irish Elk or Giant Deer
The genus Megaceros is best known for the Upper Pleistocene (Ipswichian-Devensian) species 
M. giganteus, the Giant Deer or so-called Irish Elk. Three occurrences have been reported from 
our area, the earliest being reported by Cade (1785) who described “a large cavity on the summit 
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EXTINCT AND EVASIVE MAMMALS

If there is a message that comes across from the mammal species accounts in this book it is that 
populations change across time. Go back a few hundred years and our carnivore populations 
would have been a lot more robust; go back a few thousand years and our ungulates would 
have been more robust, with the presence of such species as aurochs and elk. The more recent 
extinctions, and thankfully in some cases subsequent re-colonisations, have at least some 
historical documentation which is outlined in the relevant sections in this book. The presence of 
mammals that have long been extinct in the region are known only from bones or inferred from 
texts and these are catalogued in this section. 

On the other hand there is always the potential for new mammal species to colonise the region 
either as escapes or deliberate introductions. Since Mennell and Perkin’s text in 1864, four species 
of mammal, Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis, Mountain Hare Lepus timidus, American Mink 
Neovison vison and Muntjac Muntiacus reevesi, have become resident here and they have their 
own accounts, which detail their spread through the region. A good number of other species have 
been recorded at large in the region but without becoming established. Without doubt the most 
dramatic of these was in the late 1960s when Stanley Zoo was operating. On a farm near the 
zoo, a farmer walking round his buildings found himself face to face with a Brown Bear Ursus 
arctos that had escaped from the zoo (Bob Wilkin, pers. comm., 2012). Fortunately the bear 
was only out for a matter of hours but some animals have managed to survive quite successfully 
for several months.  One snowy night in March 2001, three slightly inebriated entomologists 
(mothing in the snow?) spent a bizarre hour at Newlandside in the Derwent valley, trying to catch 
what was first reported to be a Pine Marten Martes martes but turned out to be a Brush-tailed 
Opossum Trichosurus vulpecula, whose ability to speedily climb the nearest tree put it at no 
risk of capture by the three very bemused hunters. Some months later, however, it unfortunately 
failed to elude a passing car (Terry Coult, pers. comm., 2012).

While many of the records of escaped mammals were backed up with some hard evidence in 
the form of diagnostic signs, photographs or even in some cases a body, there is one category of 
mammal reports that is so far comprised almost entirely of sightings. Since 2000, Northumbria 
Mammal Group has run a regular tongue-in-cheek column in its quarterly newsletter entitled 
“The Big Cat Diaries”, chronicling reports of big or exotic cats in the region. While many remain 
sceptical, it is at least plausible that one or more such cats are, or have been, at large in the region, 
which is why they are given their own account in this section.

Ian Bond



EXTINCT MAMMALS FROM THE HOLOCENE

By way of introduction it is worth considering the evidence used to determine which mammals 
that existed after the last ice age have become extinct. There are few references to mammal 
remains of the Holocene in our area. The classic paper by Winch (1817) on the Geology of 
Northumberland and Durham mentions only “horns of some species of Bos and Cervus are 
found embedded” in alluvial marl on the west side of the river Till. Gunn and Clough (1895) also 
mention fossils, including several large stag antlers, from peat bogs east of Sunnylaws. The most 
important source of Holocene faunal and floral remains is the “forest bed” exposed periodically 
at several sites along the coast, most famously at Hartlepool (see Cameron, 1878; Trechmann, 
1947; and Waughman, 2005). Other evidence largely comes from three sources: animal remains 
found in caves, remains found in archaeological digs and medieval literature.

Animals found in caves
Mammal bones have been found in several caves in County Durham. The oldest seem to be from 
Moking Hurth, the so-called Backhouse Cave in Teesdale, where a range of species famously 
included Lynx. For most of the caves the bones were removed without the stratigraphy (of 
periods of hundreds, possibly thousands, of years) being recorded. It would be an interesting, but 
major, project to re-examine the bones with the benefit of modern technology, using radiocarbon 
dating, DNA and isotope analysis. The major cave find sites are:
• Bishop Middleham. Raistrick (1933) reported on excavations of a cave at Bishop Middleham. 

The human remains were described in detail, the animal bones less so: Badger, Sheep, Goat, 
Cattle, “very small rodents” and “possibly Wolf” were mentioned. Raistrick said that the 
bones were to be deposited in the Hancock Museum in Newcastle upon Tyne, so it might be 
possible to confirm the identifications.

• Heathery Burn. According to Elliot (1862) a quantity of bones were exhumed “some 
undoubtedly human, and others belonging to the lower animals”. Greenwell (1894) wrote 
a much lengthier treatment of the contents of the cave. He was primarily interested in the 
Bronze Age remains but also presented a faunal list based on identifications by Smith 
Woodward. The species as listed were  Red Deer, Roe Deer, small Horse, Bos longifrons 
(chiefly small and young animals), Sheep, Pigs, large Dog, Fox, Otter, Badger, Hare and 
Water Vole.
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of the camp at Mainsforth … called the Danes Hole, where there was lately digged up a pair of 
mouse [sic] deer horns of an extraordinary size”. 

This antler was next mentioned by Surtees (1823), who gave the site name as Nab-hill (also 
known as  Nable-hill or Marble-hill), a sandy mound of nine acres and with no evidence of being 
a Danish camp. “In digging a small pond at the Southern base of the hill, a pair of huge antlers 
belonging to the segh-deer were found bedded in clay, four feet below the surface. One of these 
is preserved; it measures from root to top three feet eight inches, and ten inches in circumference 
immediately above the root; the greatest breadth is fourteen inches; several of the branches are 
evidently broken off”.

Hutchinson gave a figure of the antler [in large-paper editions of the book; the plate is lacking 
in octavo editions], and stated that it was found about the year 1740, which cannot agree with 
Cade’s statement that it was ‘lately’ dug up; John Cade was born in 1734 and it is unlikely he 
would have been active that early. Howse (1861) accepted the 1740 date and pointed out that this 
made the find the first English record for the species – given the doubt over the date, this claim 
is now doubtful.

In the winter of 1855-56 a partial skeleton was discovered below a bed of peat, and resting on 
marly clay, in a brickyard at South Shields (Howse, 1861). The remains were sent to the Crystal 
Palace and identified by Waterhouse Hawkins. 

A pair of antlers, lacking the skull, was reported to Howse (1861) as being washed out of the 
Forest Bed at Snook Point, at the mouth of the Tees. The antlers were deposited in Durham 
University Museum. Since the Forest Bed is more recent than the extinction of the Irish Elk, it is 
likely that the horns were washed out of a lower deposit, “Some of these deposits, as at Belford 
hall, Adderstone Mains, etc., have yielded the remains of Bos primigenius, the Red Deer Cervus 
elaphus, the Great Elk Megaceros hibernicus, and doubtless many more of these interesting 
relics remain to be unearthed” (Bateson, 1893). This is very vague, and possibly refers to the 
‘Irish Elk’ from Coldingham that was actually a misidentification of an Elk Alces alces.

Leslie Jessop

Beaver by Joan Holding



EXTINCT SPECIES

EUROPEAN BEAVER Castor fiber 
The evidence for Beaver in the North East is scant. There are two instances of the species at 
archaeological sites: 
• The left ramus of a lower jaw, excavated at Corstopitum in 1907 (Meek, 1911). Since 

Corstopitum was a major Roman site, this may well have been an import – was it, for 
instance, part of a pelt that had been imported for clothing?

• An ulna and humerus from the kitchen Midden at Jarrow monastery, in the “Medieval I 
period”, the period of the Durham cells at Jarrow (Cramp, 2006). Cramp pointed out that 
Beaver was classed as a “fish”, so could be eaten when meat was disallowed, and the remains 
were probably of a food animal. 

In addition a recent discovery of a Beaver-gnawed stick, protruding from alluvium on the bank 
of a North Tyne tributary, is awaiting interpretation (Angus Lunn, pers. com., 2012).

Coles, in O’Connor and Sykes (2010), said “In the earlier 12th Century an English Act set tolls for 
exports from Newcastle upon Tyne, including beaver skins”. Tracing this reference backwards, 
Mennell and Perkins (1864) claimed that an export duty of fourpence each was levied on Beaver 
skins. In turn, their information was from Wilson (they say Watson, in error) (1858). The claim 
is based on a manuscript of the reign of Henry I (1135), published by Brand (1789, volume 2 p. 
131) and Martin (1911). Headed De tallio dando et accipiendo (tally of giving and receiving), 
it lists specific tolls payable at Newcastle. Since there are entries for ox-carts, horses-and-carts 
and pack-horses, the list is more likely to be charges for things coming into-, out of- and through 
Newcastle (by road and river) than it is to be a list of export duties. The entry relating to Beaver 
skins reads De tymbr’ de gupill’ vel martinis vel sablin’ vel beverin’ 4d. (tymbrium = 40 furs, 
gupillus = fox). Since Martens and Beavers are never likely to have been so common as to be 
exported in batches of 40, and since Sable did not occur in our region, the duty was almost 
certainly payable on imports – possibly for luxury goods for the Norman population of the newly 
fortified city?

A further reference to the species is in the Durham Account Rolls where, in 1380, two beaver 
pelts were bought for two shillings and ninepence. 

WOLF Canis lupus 
Other than the well known “Allendale wolf” (see Carnivore introduction) evidence for the 
existence of wolves in the region is mainly archaeological. Skeletal material of Canis lupus is 
not easily distinguished from that of a large dog, and it would make an interesting project to track 
down and confirm the identity of the cited specimens.

The most certain Wolf remains are from Moking Hurth cave in Teesdale: listed by Davies (1880), 
cited by Reynolds (1909) and Yalden (1999), and further details given in the review of the site by 
Simms (1974). Simms repeated a passage by James Backhouse: “The almost complete skeleton 
of a Wolf, almost three-fourths the size of a full-grown male Arctic, was found in one of the 
fissures…”. Simms also reported that a Wolf cranium found in 1969 yielded silt with pollen 
(including woodland and grassland with cereal cultivation and some standing water) that was 
analysed as “a typical Zone VIII assemblage”, likely to be Iron Age or later in origin. 
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• Moking Hurth. Moking Hurth, or the Backhouse Cave in Forest-in-Teesdale is best known 
for the Lynx bones. The contents were described by Davies (1880) and there is a modern 
reappraisal by Simms (1974). The faunal list given by Simms is Pygmy Shrew, Hedgehog, 
Mole, Wolf, Red Fox, Brown Bear, Marten, Stoat, Weasel, Polecat/ferret, Badger, Otter, 
Lynx, Wild Pig, Red Deer, Roe Deer, Cow (domestic), Goat or Sheep, Horse, Brown Hare, 
Blue Hare, Rabbit, Bank Vole, Arvicola sp., and Microtus sp.

• Ryhope. See Kirkby and Brady (1866). As well as human remains, there were bones of Dog, 
Goat, Sheep, Ox and Pig, the bones being “scattered without any order through the cave 
earth”.

• Whitburn. This is the “Great Auk” cave (see Howse, 1880). John Hancock identified remains 
of the following: Horse, Cow, Sheep, Dog, Pig/Wild Boar, Red Deer, Roe Deer, Badger, 
Fox, Pine Marten, Weasel, Hedgehog, Mole and Water Vole. The larger bones were said to 
be broken and gnawed, suggesting they were from prey that had been brought into the cave 
by a predator.

Archaeological remains
The archaeological literature includes a number of interesting mammal records. For instance, 
the Roman Fort at Arbeia has yielded Yellow-necked Mouse Apodemus flavicollis and Garden 
Dormouse Eliomys quercinus as well as several other small mammals (Younger, in Bidwell and 
Speak, 1994). 

Important sites include the coastal “forest beds”, of which the best known is at Hartlepool (see 
Waughman, 2005), which has yielded a number of bones. Also, finds at Corstopitum (see Meek, 
1911) included Beaver, Hare, Water Vole, Mole, Badger and Fox as well as domesticated animals. 

For a review of vertebrate remains from archaeological sites of all dates from the region, see 
Huntley and Stallibrass (1995).

Medieval literature
Much of the Medieval and later literature relating to animals that have become extinct in Britain 
was summarized by Harting (1880). The local evidence includes the Durham Account Rolls 
(Fowler, 1898-1900; Raine, 1844), which provide a wealth of evidence relating to Durham in the 
Mediaeval period. The rare occurrences of mammals in the Account Rolls are interesting:

• In 1380, two Beaver pelts were bought for two shillings and ninepence.
• There are a few mentions of Foxes.
• There are no mentions of Wolves, Badgers or Wild Cats.
• The mention of ‘Wild Boar’ need to be interpreted with care (see below).

Two intriguing mammal references in the Account Rolls are worth noting. In 1360-61, 31 
shillings was spent on buying an ape and bringing it from York for the Prior (In una simian empt. 
Apud Ebor. pro d’no Priore 31 s). Also 1532-33 there was a payment of five shillings for the care 
of bears and apes for the Bishop (custodi ursorum et cimearum domine Principis). 



The bounty records of animals, listed in the Churchwarden’s books of Corbridge, show that 141 
Wild Cats were killed between 1677 and 1724. If this level of attrition was prevalent throughout 
the farmed areas of the North East, it is little surprise that the species declined. The next accounts 
of them date from a period when the population was failing. Hardy (1849) reviewed records 
for Berwickshire. He said that in the late 1700s they were numerous in the woods above Pease 
Bridge, and raided hen houses as far west as Dunglass. Below Blaikie, holes in a bank were 
called “Cat-Holes”, which were home to Wild Cats. By 1849 the species had not been seen for at 
least 40 years, although it appeared that at least one still survived “secured amidst the fastnesses 
of our rocky coast”: on 17 March 1849 Hardy saw one on the coast immediately to the east of St 
Helen’s chapel, on very steep banks. He noted its large size and deep grey colour, and recalled 
his father seeing them 40 years ago in a similar spot.

An article by Sidney Gibson (1869) in The Gentleman’s Magazine included information from 
Algernon, Duke of Northumberland (1792-1865), who told him he remembered a Wild Cat 
killed in Hulne Park around 1810 and stuffed by Thomas Newton, the keeper of Brizlee Tower. 
It had a short thick tail and measured six feet long. 

More information about Wild Cats was published in the 1860s and 1870s, mainly in the History 
of the Berwickshire Naturalists’ Club. Hardy (1874) followed up his earlier article with more 
stories of Wild Cats in North Northumberland and the Borders. He said that until the mid-1700s 
Kielder was “a great place for wild cats”, and gave the story of James Telfer’s grandfather being 
attacked by one (a story first printed in 1870 in The Gentleman’s Magazine 3: 254).

Mennel and Perkins (1864) noted the following records:

• Within three miles of Twizell (north Northumberland) around 1827 (noted by P.J. Selby in 
his paper on the Fauna of Twizell).

• The one killed near Brizlee woods, near Alnwick.

• At Castle Eden up to about 1845 (according to information provided by Canon Tristram).

• One shot by Lord Ravensworth in the woods near his seat at Eslington in 1853. However, 
Sidney Gibson (1869) commented that this one resembled the Wild Cat in colour, and almost 
in size, but it had a tapering tail. There is a very fine specimen of a Wild Cat among the 
Ravensworth collection in Tyne and Wear Museums. Unfortunately, it has no label stating 
its provenance. 

Possibly the last Wild Cat record for the North East is a taxidermy mount by Rowland Ward of a 
Wild Cat holding a rabbit, labelled as being shot at Moss Wood, Barmoor (near Lowick), 1863. 
A photograph of the specimen was posted on the internet in 2012. 

BROWN BEAR Ursus arctos 
Brown Bear probably died out in Britain during the Roman period. The few records from our 
area – all from County Durham – are a mixture of wild and captive animals.

The wild bears are represented by one occurrence. Simms (1974) reported the presence of a 
juvenile mandible and portions of a cranial roof of Ursus arctos from Moking Hurth cave in 
Teesdale. If this is a similar age as the Wolf from the same cave, it is probably Iron Age or later 
in origin.
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Doubtful archaeological records as dog/wolf are:
• “Possibly wolf” from the Bishop Middleham cave by Raistrick (1933).
• Excavations between 2000 and 2002 at Howick Haven Mesolithic settlement (Longhoughton) 

revealed remains of a Mesolithic hut, radiocarbon dated to about 7,800 BC. According to 
Waddington et al. (2003) analysis of the burnt bone from its hearths shows the presence of 
“wild pig, fox, birds and either domestic dog or wolf”. This list lacks any details of which, 
or how many “dog or wolf” bones were found.

• Teeth of a ‘dog or small wolf’ from the Hartlepool forest bed (see Waughman et al., 2005)
• A “possibly wolf” from 5th century deposits at Binchester, where a number of wild and 

domestic mammal species were reported (see Mason, 2012).

There are few claims for the later existence of wolves in the North East. Mennel and Perkins 
(1864) cited several allusions to wolves in Northumberland in the Mediaeval period, the most 
definite being from the reign of Henry III (1216-1272) where land is held with right of hunting 
wolves with dogs – but the place mentioned (Laxton) is in South Yorkshire. Similarly, it is said 
that Robert de Umfraville held the lordship of Riddesdale by service of defending that part of 
the county against enemies and wolves, but this is not evidence that wolves were actually in 
Riddesdale to be “defended against”.

At first sight a Latin poem by Lawrence, Prior of Durham (1149-1154) (published in Raine, 
1880), contains unambiguous evidence that states wolves ate 500 young horses during one 
winter. However, the poem is situated in the context of a violent civil war and should be read 
within that context. Is the reference to real wolves, or a metaphorical allusion to political/social 
events (cf. the “wolf packs” of the war in the Atlantic, 1939-1945)? If the Bishopric had been 
troubled by wolves to such a great extent, or if they had been hunted in the Bishop’s parks, then 
we would expect to see references elsewhere, but these are notably absent. 

LYNX Felis lynx 
Radiocarbon dates of the few Lynx remains known from Britain show an astonishing range, 
the oldest ones dating from the thermal maximum of the Late glacial interstadial (12,650 ±120 
BP) and other cave remains dating from the Holocene (9570-8930 BP). However, the youngest 
archaeological examples extend the time range of the species into the Roman period and beyond 
(the most recent date is 1550±24 BP). 

The only reference for Lynx in the North East is the humerus and metatarsal of a Lynx that were 
found in Moking Hurth Cave (Teesdale), and which was only the second time the species had 
been found in England. The find was published by Davies (1880), the humerus was figured, and 
both bones described in detail. If the Lynx was from the same period as the Wolf analysed by 
Simms (1874), then it is Iron Age in origin.

WILD CAT Felis sylvestris
The last stronghold of Wild Cats in our area seems to have been northern Northumberland, 
where the species seems to have clung on until the middle of the 19th century. Wild Cats seem 
to be absent from the archaeological record, other than a skull and limb bones from a cave 
near Stanhope mentioned in a letter (1988) from James Rackham to Terry Coult. The bulk of 
the records are from a period when Wild Cats were actively being sought out and destroyed as 
vermin. 



of wild and domestic animals, and the remains of the species in our area deserve a specialist 
review.

Bos remains are quite widely distributed in our area. Howse (1861) listed the following examples:
• (as B. primigenius) A fine pair of horn cores found during excavation of Jarrow docks, 

embedded in silt at a depth of 17 feet.
• (as B. primigenius) Two horn cores dug up in sinking a well at the Salt Marshes.
• (as B. longifrons) A fragment of skull with the horn cores found during the excavation of the 

innermost dock at West Hartlepool.
• (as B. longifrons) A skull, possibly one listed in Brewer’s History of Stockton-on-Tees found 

12 feet below the surface when digging a new cut for the Tees.

More recent records are:
• A horn sheath found on Redburn Common, in a Mesolithic context (Johnson, 1985).
• Horns of Bos Moor House (Cross Fell) (Mesolithic).
• Bones are present in the Hartlepool forest bed (see Waughman, 2005).
• A skull from Haughton Strother Quarry (near Humshaugh) radiocarbon dated to 5670-5520 

BC, found in December 2009.
• A very deeply stratified, but undated horn from Hedgehope Hill (Northumberland).

ELK or MOOSE Alces alces
There are few records of Alces alces from the North East, but one is particularly interesting and 
has been investigated scientifically:
• The “Neasham Elk” has been the subject of several studies. When a substantial part of a 

skeleton of an Elk was found in June 1939 in a brick pit at Neasham, the find was initially 
publicised by C.T. Trechmann. Kathleen Blackburn also began several years’ work of 
identifying and analyzing the plant and animal remains in the peat in which the bones were 
found. Her study was published in 1952, and a paper on the diatoms from the deposit (Ross, 
1952) followed hers in the same journal. Blackburn dated the Neasham Elk as being from 
a late-glacial or early post glacial age. Her work incorporated a radiocarbon date (see also 
Godwin, 1951) of 10,851 ±630 BP. The skeleton, formerly in the Darlington Museum, was 
transferred to Tyne and Wear Museums in 1998.

• An Elk antler was found in Chirdon Burn “near the bottom of the recent peat formation, 
resting partially on the coarse gritty marl formed by the weathering of the subjacent strata” 
(Howse, 1861). Howse gave two figures of the horn. The Chirdon Burn is a western tributary 
of the North Tyne. 

• A second Elk listed by Howse was first published by Hardy (1860) - and corrected by Howse, 
1861- as an Irish Elk. It was a fragment of an antler found near Coldingham at a depth of 
six feet in a deposit of gravel, earth and large boulders. An illustration by Hardy shows what 
appears to be an Alces alces antler.

• An Elk jaw bone, among peat, was discovered on the banks of the River Skerne in Darlington 
in 1995 and dated between 10,000 and 6700 BP (ref. in Huntley and Stallibrass, 1995).

• In the early 1980s Dr Paul Morrison found three bones, identified as ankle bones from an 
Elk, at Druridge Bay (opposite Cresswell Pond) in a peat layer that is occasionally exposed 
on the beach.

Leslie Jessop
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Bear bones have been found during excavations at Binchester on two occasions. A mandible 
unearthed in the backfill of one of Rev Hooppell’s 19th century excavations was probably late 
Roman with a possibility of being medieval. Recently two bones, possibly bear, were found from 
two different contexts (67, and 353). The bones are both unfused proximal tibiae, one of which 
is broken into three pieces, the other is one piece. 

Captive bears occur in the Durham Account Rolls (Fowler 1898-1900), where in 1532-33 five 
shillings was paid for the care of bears and apes for the Bishop (custodi ursorum et cimearum 
domine Principis). Also, four Brown Bear bones were found during excavation of the Inner Ward 
of the Castle at Barnard Castle (Austin, 2007): these are Medieval and, given the context, were 
most likely captive animals.

WILD BOAR Sus scrofa 
It is not easy to identify Sus scrofa remains from archaeological sites as being “wild”, “domestic”, 
or “feral”. For an in-depth discussion of the problem, see Rowley-Conwy et al. (2012). Any Sus 
scrofa remains predating the Neolithic are likely to be from wild pigs: thus it was reasonable 
to record bones from Howick Haven Mesolithic settlement (Waddington et al., 2003) as being 
“wild pig”. However, domestication of pigs did not mark the end of Wild Boar in Britain (see 
Albarella, in O’Connor and Sykes, 2010), so remains of that date and later need to be interpreted 
with care. Bones from other sites, including the cave remains (such as boar tusks from Heathery 
Burn cave) are still open to investigation.

Howse (1861) noted the following:

• Teeth of Wild Boar, associated with skeletons of Red Deer, were found in a lacustrine 
marl below a bed of peat at Middleton bog (near Wooler). These were possibly the same 
“remarkably fine tusks” found in Cresswell Moss and preserved at Middleton Hall (near 
Wooler; the seat of Mr G.H. Hughes) that were mentioned by Harting (1880).

• A cranium (also associated with Red Deer) was found at a depth of 13 feet in alluvial sand 
in North Bailey (Durham City).

Harting (1880) suggested that three entries in the Durham Account Rolls for 1530 and 1531 refer 
to Wild Boar because they use the Latin terms aper or apro. There are several mentions of swine 
in the Rolls, and these are mainly as porci (and porcell[i] = piglets), but also once (in 1376), as 
purchase of a barhyd (boar’s head): the apro could have simply been male domestic swine rather 
than wild ones. A payment for erecting huts in the “garden of swine” in 1445-46 shows that the 
Monastery had its own piggery.

A 12th century poem by Lawrence of Durham (Raine, 1880) alludes to a wild boar hunt, but 
the context does not confirm that wild boar were being hunted in County Durham at that time. 
The place name Brancepeth is sometimes said to be derived from Wild Boar (“Brawn’s Path”), 
but this is fanciful. The origin was probably from a personal name (“Brand’s Path”) (Watts, 
2002). 

CATTLE and AUROCHS Bos 
The genus Bos is represented in Britain by B. primigenius (the Aurochs) and its descendants, the 
domestic cattle. The domestic forms were introduced into Britain in the Neolithic, and Aurochs 
occurred from the Middle Pleistocene until its extinction (in Britain) during the Bronze Age. Few 
skeletal remains of Aurochs from the North East have been dated. It is possible to confuse bones 



Table 1: List of mammals recorded as presumed escapees in the North East. Escapees are single 
animals unless otherwise indicated.

Date Species Location Notes
Late 
1960s

Smooth-coated 
Otter Lutrogale 
perspicillata

Stanley Escaped from Stanley Zoo. Believed to 
have escaped into the River Team.

1983 Porcupine
Hystrix sp

Shincliffe Seen in bushes near Rose Tree pub; 
known to have been present for 2-3 
years.

Mid 
1980s

Golden Hamster
Mesocricetus auratus

Darlington Brought in by cat.

c1987 Chinchilla
Chinchilla lanigera

Pow Hill Country 
Park

A group of three were captured. It was 
thought that they had not been long out 
of captivity as they were easily caught.

1980s Chipmunk – spp 
unknown

Newcastle Live specimen in school grounds – 
recaptured.

Late 
1980s

Chipmunk – spp 
unknown

Thropton, near 
Rothbury

Killed by cat. Specimen now in Great 
North Museum: Hancock.

7.11.92 Red-necked Wallaby
Macropus rufigriseus

Lanchester Escaped from Acorn Bank garden 
centre. It was captured within 3 days 
having made it as far as Dryburn Hill 
in Durham City.

1993 Wild Boar
Sus scofra

Brancepeth Northern Echo report.

1995 Red-necked Wallaby
Macropus rufigriseus

Lanchester Escaped from a garden centre and was 
present on the Malton reserve for a 
couple of weeks. Fate unknown.

1996 Red-necked Wallaby
Macropus rufigriseus

 Wark area Seen on the loose.

1997 Arctic Fox
Alopex lagopus

Alnwick Shot by gamekeeper while eating 
(scavenging?) a lamb.

1998 Raccoon
Procyon lotor

Darlington Found in a shipping container from the 
USA at Cummins Engines.

2001 Wild Boar
Sus scofra

Chopwell Woods On the loose for several days before 
being killed by a car.

2001 Brush-tailed Possum 
Trichosurus
vulpecula

Riding Mill One was seen in the wild over several 
months during which time it evaded 
attempts at capture. It was thought to 
have been an escapee from a private 
collection near Consett. It eventually 
turned up as a road casualty.

2001 Arctic Fox
Alopex lagopus

Iveston Seen outside the front door of house at 
night.

2002 
(approx.)

Raccoon
Procyon lotor

Castle Eden 
Walkway, 
Stockton

Notice put up offering reward for lost 
Raccoon.
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ESCAPED MAMMALS

In addition to those animals that occur naturally in the North East and which have their own 
account in this book, there are a number of species that have turned up on occasion. These 
are all very likely to be as a result of escapes but it is possible that the one or two Sika Deer 
Cervus nippon that have turned up the region (see Red Deer account) are vagrants from the 
population that is established in the Scottish borders rather than escapes from deer farms. The 
only escaped species for which there is any reason to believe it may have bred in the North East 
is the American Marten Martes americana casuarinas (see Pine Marten account).

Escaped mammals have a long history in the North East. Included in the inventory of the 
mammals found in a Roman granary in South Shields (Younger, 1994) are remains from two 
Garden Dormice, Eliomys quercinus. There is no indication that this species has ever been native 
to Britain so it is more likely that these are escapees, potentially from animals kept for the table.

Table 1 (over page) lists all of the escaped mammals that have been recorded at large in the North 
East though doubtless there will have been a number of others that have gone unrecorded. For 
example Baker (1990) plotted the distribution of 22 records of Raccoon Procyon lotor found 
out of captivity in the UK between 1970 and 1989; one of the dots on his map is broadly in the 
Middlesbrough/Billingham area. 

It is illegal under Section 14 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) (as amended) to 
release, or allow to escape into the wild, any animal not normally resident in Great Britain. This 
includes a variety of non-native animals that have established populations such as American 
Mink Neovison vison or Red-necked Wallaby Macropus rufogriseus. Escapes and particularly 
deliberate releases may therefore go unreported due to fear of prosecution.

Under the Dangerous Wild Animals Act (1976) (DWAA) certain mammal species must be licensed 
with the Local Authority, which carries out inspections of housing facilities in conjunction with 
a veterinary surgeon. In order to try and gauge the potential for escapes of those exotic species 
listed under the Act, the author contacted all Local Authorities in the North East to enquire as to 
what numbers of which species were registered with them under the DWAA. Responses were 
received from all Local Authorities except Middlesbrough, Redcar and Cleveland, and Stockton. 
As of January 2012, the only animals that were registered across the rest of the Local Authorities 
were 40 American Bison Bison bison with Durham County Council and one malmut/wolf cross 
Canis familiaris x lupus with Northumberland County Council. Of the species that have been 
recorded in Table 1, only Wild Boar Sus scofra, is on the Schedule of species for which a license 
is required under the DWAA though Raccoon was also on the Schedule prior to a modification 
order in 2007.  The removal of species such as Raccoon and the related Coati Nasua nasua from 
the DWAA and therefore the removal of standards for husbandry and security for those species 
could well result in them being kept more widely and consequently escaping more often. It 
is likely then that reports of these species in the wild will occur more frequently in the future 
though whether they escape in sufficient numbers to breed and establish a population remains 
to be seen.



EXOTIC CATS

The question of whether big or exotic cats are at large in Britain is one that has surfaced quite 
regularly in the media over the years and it is probably fair to say that hardly a week goes by 
without a sighting being reported in some local newspaper across the UK. In fact reports are 
now so frequent that a recent book addressed the issue of how we should respond to the situation 
where big cats have become part of our fauna (Minter, 2011). That exotic cat species can turn up 
in the wild in Britain is not disputed: there have been a small number of cases where this was well 
documented including the Eurasian Lynx Lynx lynx, that was darted in Cricklewood in 2001 and 
taken to London Zoo, or the Jungle Cat Felis chaus killed on a road in Shropshire in 1989. More 
locally a Leopard Cat Prionailurus bengalensis was found dead between the Reston and Grants 
Houses area of North Berwick in 1988 and a second in August 1990 at Hule Moss, Greenlaw 
and sent to the Royal Scottish Museum in Edinburgh (Bob Wilkin, pers. comm., 2012). The 
mainstream consensus seems to be that such instances are isolated though it is interesting that at 
least one county account of mammal fauna (Clark, 2001) considers big cats to be breeding in that 
county (Hertfordshire) and even gives advice on what to do should you encounter one.

The North East has one of the longer traditions in this subject. The so-called “Durham Puma” 
became well known as several reports featured quite prominently in the local newspapers in the 
1980s. In fact the eponym has become so well entrenched that sightings of big cats are often 
assumed to be of Pumas Puma concolor, even though the animal described is usually of black 
colouration; black Pumas have never been definitively recorded anywhere in the world. Eddie 
Bell, who was a Wildlife Liaison Officer for Durham Constabulary and who was the primary 
researcher on this subject at that time, was aware of almost 300 reports from the period 1986-
2000 (Minter, 2011). 

In the 1990s reports seemed to shift to Northumberland or at least interest in them did. Many of 
these were published in a series of newsletters edited by John Tait.  The ones for which there was 
a reasonable amount of information, which was by no means all of them, were tabulated in the 
November 1997 edition (Tait, 1997). From January 1995 to October 1997 some 37 reports had 
been collated for Northumberland. Of these, 26 referred to “Big Black Cats”, often described as 
a black panther, with five reports of Puma and one each of Lynx, Ocelot Leopardalus pardalis, 
Bobcat Lynx rufus, Leopard Panthera pardus (of the normal spotted type), Wildcat Felis sylvestris 
grampia and one of an alleged corpse where the species was not stated.  Reports were mainly 
from the Elsden, Kirkwhelpington, Harwood Forest area with another cluster of reports around 
the Hexham/Haydon Bridge area and some from Morpeth. There was no apparent distinction in 
the distribution patterns of reports of Pumas and black panthers with both types being reported 
in the same area.

The pre-2000 period also provided what is to date the only hard evidence for the presence of 
exotic cats in the North East.  In 1992 professional photographer Philip Nixon took a photo 
of what he observed as a cat carrying an adult rabbit in its mouth, in the North Pennines near 
Ireshopeburn. The picture is believed by many to show a Jungle Cat though others maintain it 
merely shows a Fox Vulpes vulpes. Then in 1993 a dropping was found at Whorlton near Barnard 
Castle, which, it was claimed, was identified by Hans Kruuk of Aberdeen University as being 
from either Puma or Leopard. In the late 1990s, John Tait had a cast from Northumberland 
identified as Puma by someone who was experienced at tracking the species in the USA. 
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Date Species Location Notes
2005 Red-necked Wallaby

Macropus rufigriseus
Elwick, 
Hartlepool

Escaped and not recaptured.

2007 Red Deer or Wild 
Boar

Elwick 
Hartlepool

Large print found in a stream bed in 
woodland. Cast taken, showing dew 
claws. DEFRA unable to say whether 
it was from Red Deer or Wild Boar.

2008 Wild Boar
Sus scofra

Between Hexham 
and Corbridge

Road casualty – the dead animal was 
photographed.

2008 Wild Boar
Sus scofra

Sedgefield Road casualty near Hardwick Hall, 
Sedgefield.

2009 Red-necked Wallaby
Macropus rufigriseus

Kielder Escaped from the Bird of Prey centre.

2010 Raccoon
Procyon lotor

Shadforth, 
Durham

Filmed by Durham Wildlife Trust in 
a private garden. It had been visiting 
the garden for the previous two years 
though it disappeared shortly after it 
was filmed.

2011 Chipmunk – spp 
unknown

Stobswood, 
Morpeth

Seen on the loose; unclear whether 
more than one animal involved.

2012 Raccoon
Procyon lotor

Sunderland Seen in a private garden for several 
days in July 2012. Durham Wildlife 
Trust has a report of a Raccoon in 
Sunderland for the previous two years 
which may be the same individual.

Ian Bond



might have established themselves. Only two of the reports that the author has received have 
claimed to be of mother and cubs. For Lynx, Hetherington (2005) has calculated that it would 
require a founder population of around 12-32 animals in order for the population to have a 95% 
chance of persisting 10 years after the release. Even if, for example, individual cats near Hexham 
and Hartlepool could meet up the statistical chances of a population resulting from that must be 
very small.  The maximum that an individual cat might be expected to live in the wild is into 
the low teens, though these are the exceptions (Guggisberg, 1975). The reports have continued 
for several decades now, therefore the conclusion must be either: that virtually all of the reports 
are cases of mistaken identity; that there are continued releases; that the animals are breeding 
in the region, or that there is a breeding population outside of the region from which individual 
cats are emigrating. None of these strikes the author as very likely but one, or a combination of 
them, must be the case.  It will be interesting to see if the next few decades shed any further light 
on this. 

Ian Bond 
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In 2010, Northumbria Mammal Group’s “Big Cat Diaries” were compiled into a book, which 
also attempted a brief but more serious analysis of the reports (Bond, 2010). As of August 2010, 
some 134 reports had been collated. Of those, 102 were described in sufficient detail that they 
could be at least notionally attributed to a particular species. By far the majority of those, 88 in 
total, referred to a large, black, pantherine species, presumed to be a melanistic Leopard and 
subsequently referred to as panthers, with a further seven to Pumas, six to Lynx and a single one 
to Serval Felis serval.
 
In addition there were seven reports of black cats that are very much bigger than domestic cats 
but which clearly were not panthers. According to the Big Cats in Britain organisation, which 
catalogues reports across the country, this is the second most common category for “big cat” 
reports nationally (Mark Fraser, pers. comm., 2009). An example of such a cat, which was larger 
than a Fox in the same video clip, was seen on ITV news in 2012. The news clip included 
comment by Professor Steve Harris, former chair of the Mammal Society, who described the 
cat as “the largest predator currently at large in Britain” though he concluded that it was just an 
outsized domestic cat. A further five reports where the species was seen clearly and at close range 
and described in detail do not fit any known species. Some may postulate that these represent 
hybrids or even an unknown species but it may in fact just be a measure of the potential for 
unreliability in some of the reports.  Nevertheless a number of those 134 reports were seen at 
close range by people who were experienced at observing animals and, in the author’s opinion, 
it is reasonable to say that examples of Leopard, Puma and Lynx have been reliably recorded in 
the North East within the past 10-15 years. 

Reports of panthers have occurred throughout much of the North East over the past decade 
though there are two particular areas where there are notable clusters of records. One of these 
is Tynedale, particularly around Stocksfield and Hexham. The other is in southeast Durham 
between Hartlepool and Sedgefield, particularly around the Wynyard area. The latter may be a 
case of recorder bias as this is where the author is based. Just as significantly there are certain 
areas where there are few if any reports, for example northeast Durham and south Tyneside, 
North Tyneside and several areas of Northumberland, including until recently Kielder, Europe’s 
largest man-made forest. 

The few reports of cats resembling Puma and Lynx have been spread across wide areas of the 
North East, with the only place where either of these species has been reported more than once 
being Wynyard with five of the 11 reports of Puma that the author has received to date.

Reports continue to come to light, if anything with increasing frequency, though this is largely 
due to them being forwarded from the national Big Cats in Britain website, which being web-
based has probably smoothed out some of the effects of recorder bias. As of mid-2012 the author 
has received at least 200 reports. Even so these reports certainly do not represent the full picture. 
That there are potentially many more reports of exotic cats than those received by the author was 
demonstrated by a Freedom of Information request to Durham Constabulary in 2011 asking for 
details of reports of big cats over the previous five years. It transpired that Durham Constabulary 
had logged 28 sightings over that period and on matching those with reports received by the 
author it appeared that only three were the same report. 

While the distribution of the reports would suggest that there has been more than one individual 
of certain exotic cat species at large in the North East, that is not to suggest that those species 



Crested Newts have been available from pet shops, sometimes from continental species and 
some of these may have been released into the wild. These may account for some of the variation 
found in some of our Great Crested Newt populations.

The small, fragile bones of amphibians are rarely retained in the fossil record. All five of our 
native species have probably been present since post-glacial times and probably no other species 
have been present and then become extinct. Except for Palmate Newts, the native species have 
all been recorded since the 19th century. Palmate Newts were only considered to be a separate 
species from Smooth Newts in Britain in the 19th century.

Frogs are celebrated in place names at Frog Hall in Teesdale and at Frog Wood Bog SSSI in 
Hamsterley Forest. Toads and newts have been less popular, unless we can count Newton 
Aycliffe!

All of our native amphibians have some legal protection under the Wildlife and Countryside Act, 
and Natterjack Toad and Great Crested Newt have fuller protection under the European Species 
and Habitats Directives (English Nature, 2004).

John Durkin
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AMPHIBIANS

There are five native amphibian species in the region; Common Frog Rana temporaria, Common 
Toad Bufo bufo, and the three newt species, Palmate Lissotriton helveticus, Smooth Lissotriton 
vulgaris and Great Crested Triturus cristatus. All are quite widespread, the most frequent being 
the Common Frog, and the least frequent the legally protected Great Crested Newt. All five 
species are declining in numbers.

Their habitat requirements are fairly similar, with some species slightly more restricted than 
others. All five species use mainly natural or semi-natural terrestrial habitats and breed in still, 
fairly neutral pH waters. Frog and toad tadpoles can survive on plant material such as algae, though 
they will also eat animals. Newt efts will only eat invertebrate animal material. Consequently, 
frogs and toads can more readily colonise new ponds at an earlier stage of succession than newts 
can.

In the species accounts, the descriptions of the newts, in particular, often include the words 
”usually”, “mostly”, “generally”. There is quite a lot of variation in both appearance and 
behaviour, some of which is unexplained, and this should be borne in mind with these species. 
The terms used to describe juvenile newts vary between publications. Here, they are called 
aquatic efts and terrestrial efts. Elsewhere, terrestrial efts may be called “efts” and aquatic efts 
may be called “larvae”. In this account, “larvae” is considered to be more appropriately used 
only for invertebrates.

Amphibians are regularly surveyed for, so there are many reliable records for these species. The 
protected status of Great Crested Newts ensures that developments requiring planning permission 
often have to have amphibian surveys of nearby ponds. The main survey method for newts is the 
use of “bottle traps” placed in the water and left overnight. These work like lobster pots, trapping 
the newts when they enter the bottles. Water Shrews Neomys fodiens are sometimes accidentally 
caught, with fatal results. Other amphibian survey methods are “torching” the pond after dark, 
netting, and looking for eggs and for terrestrial animals. A protected species survey licence is 
needed when surveying for Great Crested Newts.

The high level of public interest in amphibians has enabled the Wildlife Trusts to carry out public 
surveys of garden ponds in South Tyneside, Tees Valley and elsewhere. These have highlighted 
the importance of these ponds to amphibians and added to the picture of the distribution of the 
amphibian species, particularly for the introduced Alpine Newt Ichthyosaura alpestris .

The basic information on amphibians in our region came from H. G. Bolam (Bolam, 1915; 
1917). Since 1998, regional maps of the distribution of the records of our amphibians have been 
periodically published (Durkin, 2010A). Natural England has a set of criteria for the designation 
of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), on the basis of the numbers of species present and 
the breeding population size of each of the species. The criteria are discussed under each of the 
native species.

Non-native species are occasionally found. Alpine Newts have been well established at several 
ponds for many years, and can spread to other ponds, so they have their own account here. Pool 
Frogs Pelophylax lessonae and Natterjack Toads Epidalea calamita were reported in coastal 
North Northumberland in the 19th century, almost certainly as short lived introductions. Great 



Some males will have hibernated 
under water in the breeding pond, 
others on land in crevices, rabbit holes 
etc. Females rarely hibernate under-
water and usually arrive at the pond 
later than the males, in response to the 
chorus of croaking made by the males. 
They are often carrying a male in the 
mating position before they reach the 
water. The spawning animals tend 
to bunch together in one pond, even 
where there are several apparently 
suitable ponds close together. Each 
clump of spawn has one mother, and 
most of the eggs will be fertilised by 
the mating male, but at least some of 
the eggs may be fertilised by nearby 
males. Like most of our amphibians 
and reptiles, the males are sexually 
mature a year earlier than the females. 
Often the same pond is chosen each 
year. Typical spawning numbers in 
our region are 10 to 20 females and 
a larger number of males, which would be a “low” population by the Natural England Site of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) criteria for amphibians. Fifty to 500 spawn clumps/females is 
a “Good” population. The largest of our spawning populations have about 500 females, which is 
the “Exceptional” rating in the SSSI criteria (Nature Conservancy Council, 1998). Most of the 
exceptional sites in our region occur in quarry ponds and disused mining reservoirs on the edges 
of moorland. There are few accurate counts for our large frog populations, though this would be 
an interesting area of research for someone.

Predation by carnivorous mammals and large birds can be quite high during the spawning period. 
Adult frogs, gathered together for spawning, are a good source of food for predators at the 
end of the winter, when finding food can be difficult. Many frogs are in poor condition after 
spawning and die shortly afterwards. The high mortality of both adults and tadpoles gives frogs 
an important place in the pond food chain.

The frogspawn is usually deposited in one place in the pond, each female’s contribution merging 
together into a large clump. A sunny spot in water 10 to 20 cm deep, so that the spawn sits on the 
bottom, is usually chosen. The eggs are laid with the “jelly” part highly condensed. It expands 
rapidly by absorbing water, to produce the familiar frogspawn. The transparent jelly protects the 
dark-coloured egg and embryo from predators and also provides insulation and a greenhouse 
warming effect. The spawn is several degrees warmer than the surrounding water, and both frogs 
and newts can be found sheltering underneath it on frosty nights. Frogs often spawn in sites 
which seem, to us, to be totally unsuitable and certain to dry out too quickly. This is the frog 
breeding strategy as such sites will probably fail, but if they succeed then they will be highly 
productive because the tadpoles will have few aquatic competitors and predators.
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COMMON FROG Rana temporaria

The most familiar of our amphibians, the Common Frog grows up to 65 mm long, the females 
being very slightly larger than the males. The colours are variable shades of brown and green 
above, with paler grey, white or lemon underneath. Frogs with yellow or red-brown above and 
lemon below are more likely to be females. No particular colour distribution patterns have been 
identified in the North East region. The back, head and legs have darker bars and spots, which 
help to camouflage the animal from its many predators. The skin is smooth, in contrast to the 
rough and warty skin of the Common Toad Bufo bufo (Arnold, 1978).

The hind legs are much larger than the front legs, and very muscular, enabling frogs to jump to 
escape predators and to swim strongly in the water. Common Toads have smaller hind legs than 
frogs, rarely jump, and swim less strongly. In the mating season male frogs develop “mating 
pads” on the “thumbs” of their front legs to assist in gripping the female frogs (Beebee and 
Griffiths, 2000).

Frogs are the earliest of our amphibians to breed, the whole population at each site spawning 
in one go, in contrast to newts, which spread the breeding season over several months. Early 
spawning may be linked to the tendency for frogs to spawn in ponds that are likely to dry out in 
the summer, making an early start a wise option. The timing of frog spawning has been getting 
earlier in recent years, due to climate change. Spawning usually follows the first two or three 
days when the night-time temperature is three or four degrees above freezing. This has been the 
second week in February in several recent years. In the North Pennines the date of spawning is 
later than in any other part of the British Isles, including the north of Scotland (Savage, 1961). 

Common Frog by Dave Green



COMMON TOAD Bufo bufo

Adult Common Toads are brown, grey or olive above, often plainly coloured but sometimes 
with dark markings. The hind legs are not so large and powerful as the Common Frog Rana 
temporaria. Adult toads are variable in size, with females being larger, sometimes much larger, 
than males, 85 mm in length compared with 55 mm. They are not usually very variable in 
colour. In some populations young toads can be quite distinctive in colour, even though the 
adults have normal colouration. Brick-red is quite common in north Northumberland and in the 
Chester-le-Street/Washington areas. Blue-green adults are very occasionally seen, and have been 
photographed at Hetton Bogs and at Horden. Very pale or quite dark toadlets also occur, either 
as individuals or as the majority colour.

The “warty” skin is a distinctive feature. It contains glands which release a toxic and distasteful 
fluid if the toad is bitten by a predator. Pores can also release the toxin on to the skin if the toad 
is attacked without the skin being broken. Despite this, some foxes, badgers and hedgehogs learn 
to split the toad open, skinning it and eating the innards without being affected by the skin.

The Common Toad is much more terrestrial than the Common Frog, usually visiting ponds only 
for the few days of the intensive mass spawning. This preference probably accounts for the brief 
spawning period. The rest of the year is spent on land, up to two km from the breeding pond, 
often in fairly dry habitats. Studies in Holland and Germany have shown that the migration 
towards the breeding ponds starts in the autumn, until it is interrupted by cold weather. The 
animals then hibernate in crevices or small mammal burrows and resume their journey in the 
spring. It is not known if this happens in northeast England. Spring migrations of toads can be 
very visible, with single-minded animals travelling en masse by straight-line routes, sometimes 
with high casualties where they cross roads.
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As the jelly dissolves and the young tadpoles emerge, predation by fish, dragonfly larvae, water 
beetle larvae and newts can be quite high. Once the tadpoles are mobile, they disperse and 
become elusive. They are dark brown with copper coloured spots, in contrast to toad tadpoles, 
which look plain black. They feed on plant material, such as algae, and small invertebrates, but 
dead amphibians and smaller, live tadpoles may also be eaten. Tadpoles take 10 to 15 weeks to 
develop and to leave the pond, during which time the 1,000-2,000 tadpoles from each mother 
frog are reduced by predators to perhaps 10 or 20 survivors. In dry summers, all of the year’s 
productivity may be lost if the pond dries out too soon. This has been a regular occurrence in 
the North East since around 2000, due to long periods of dry weather followed by occasional 
downpours, which could be a feature of climate change. 

After the spring spawning some adults disperse up to one km from the pond, while others remain 
close by. They feed on land, mostly on warm, wet nights. They have many predators, so adult 
survival is less than 50% each year. A large frog population can be an important food source for 
some of the predator species.

The Common Frog is our most common and most widespread amphibian. They can be found 
breeding in moorland pools, woodland ponds and ponds in lowland agricultural areas, as well 
as disused quarries, reservoirs, ditches, small streams and garden ponds even in urban areas. 
Surveys in South Tyneside, Sunderland and Tees Valley have shown that a high proportion of 
garden ponds have amphibians and that these ponds are a significant part of the overall amphibian 
populations. Though frog numbers have declined considerably in the last century they have 
maintained their range and are probably still present in every kilometre square in the region, 
except for the Farne and Coquet Islands. The blank areas of the distribution map are unsurveyed 
areas, not areas where frogs are absent (Durkin, 2010A).

Frogs form the basic amphibian community. Often only frogs are present, and where any of 
the newt species are present, there are almost always frogs as well. Frogs are often the first 
colonists of new ponds, followed by toads if the pond is large enough, and then the newts. Frog 
tadpoles are often hatching just as newts return to ponds for breeding, and the tadpoles provide 
an easy source of food for newts, particularly while they are clumped together and not yet free 
swimming.

John Durkin

Common Toad by Dave Green



most garden ponds, are rarely used for spawning by toads and as a result they are rarely caught 
out by ponds drying out in summer.

Toads frequently spawn in rivers if conditions are right. The ideal situation seems to be one of 
the smaller rivers at a point where the channel is “braided” and there are side channels with 
more slowly flowing water. There are a number of regular toad spawning sites in the Rivers 
Greta, Derwent and Coquet. Inedibility to fish is probably a significant feature in this behaviour. 
One consequence of spawning in rivers is that the tadpoles are dispersed for several miles 
downstream. Toads and their tadpoles are also able to tolerate slightly brackish water where 
other amphibians cannot. They can be found in sand dune pools and other ponds that receive sea 
spray, such as cliff top ponds, salt marshes and where freshwater streams reach the sea, such as 
at Castle Eden Dene mouth.

The Natural England Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) assessment criteria for amphibians 
ranks toads populations by two measures, “estimated” and “counted” spawning adults, because 
of the difficulty of an accurate count when toads are spawning in deep water some distance from 
the shore. A “Low” population is for the number of spawning adults to be under 100 counted, or 
500 estimated. “Good” is up to 1,000 counted, or 5,000 estimated. “Exceptional” is over 1,000 
counted, or over 5,000 estimated (Nature Conservancy Council, 1998). Note that these figures 
are about 10 times the numbers for Common Frogs, as toads tend to be more concentrated in a 
smaller number of breeding sites than frogs. In our region there are a number of “exceptional” 
sites, including Quarryhouse Moor, Seaton Dunes, Newton Pool, Pockerley Farm Pond, Whitburn 
Observatory Pond, Caistron and Rothley Lake. Some reservoirs, such as Fontburn, Scaling Dam 
and Tunstall, may also have over 1,000, but there are no proper counts yet.

Toads can be the only amphibian species in some of their habitats, such as slightly saline ponds, 
large water bodies with predatory fish populations and in rivers. Where they do share the habitat 
with other amphibians it is usually in larger ponds without fish, where all five of our amphibian 
species may be present. 

John Durkin
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Toads spawn in the spring, several 
weeks after frogs, and are often 
quite noticeable because of their 
numbers and the calling of the males. 
Males develop “mating pads” on the 
inner three digits (“middle finger” 
to “thumb”) of their front legs in 
the breeding season (Beebee and 
Griffiths, 2000). The males mature 
a year earlier than females, so 
they outnumber the females at the 
spawning pond, producing intense 
competition for mates. This can result 
in large balls of struggling males with 
a single female at the centre. They 
spawn in deeper water than frogs, 
often in the centre of the pond, laying 
strings of eggs rather than clumps. 
These strings are wrapped around 
water plants and like frogspawn they 
have transparent jelly that expands 
on contact with the water. The dark-
coloured eggs are in two rows along 
the string, averaging from 1,200 to 
1,500 per female (Beebee and Griffiths, 2000).

The tadpoles are almost jet black and often congregate together in large shoals, moving around 
the pond through the shallows keeping to where the water is warmed by the sun. They can group 
together because they already have toxins in their skin and are safe (or at least, the second one 
is safe!) from being bitten or swallowed whole by birds or fish. They can still be killed by some 
species of aquatic invertebrates, such as dragonfly and beetle larvae, which have piercing mouth 
parts and are able to suck out the tadpole’s flesh through a hole in the skin. The tadpoles feed 
on algae and small invertebrates but also on frogs and toads that have died in the pond after 
spawning. In 2009, at Quarryhouse Moor ponds in Northumberland, a late frost killed several 
hundred adult toads and subsequently most of the tadpoles fed in large clusters around each of 
the decaying bodies of the adults.

The metamorphosed tadpoles emerge from the pond en masse and seek out sheltered niches with 
cover and a supply of invertebrate food. At this stage, mortality, which has been low in the pond, 
becomes much higher. Once a young toad has become established in a suitable terrestrial niche, 
they can remain quite faithful to that location for many years.

Toads are widespread in the region and only absent from the heather moors, the Northumberland 
islands and from some of the urban areas. Apart from these areas, gaps in the distribution map 
are very likely to be unrecorded areas, rather than areas where toads are absent (Durkin, 2010A).

Toad tadpoles are distasteful to most fish and waterfowl, so toads are able to breed successfully 
in the larger ponds, lakes and reservoirs, unlike frogs. Small ponds and shallow ponds, including 



Terrestrial efts are similar to terrestrial 
adults but smaller and with fewer 
black spots on the underside. The 
word “eft” is related to the old word 
for newt, with the “n” of “an eft” 
moving to the second word, “a neft” 
and later “a newt”. Curiously, this has 
happened the other way round with 
“an adder”, originally “a nadder”. 
The word “nadder” is related to the 
scientific name of the Grass Snake, 
“Natrix”.

Great Crested Newts have a lowland 
distribution in all of the counties of 
northeast England, corresponding 
roughly to the cereal farming zone, 
with the main populations between 
the A1 and the coast. Numbers 
and densities decline northwards. 
Local distribution is quite patchy, 
with several strong concentrations 
associated with areas of high density 
and high quality of ponds. Less 
attractive ponds that would not be occupied if they were isolated may be occupied if there are 
good ponds nearby and/or the ponds form a cluster with linking terrestrial habitats between them. 
Lowest population densities are in urban areas, upland areas and areas of low pond density. 
The first major study of Great Crested Newt sites in our region was carried out by Dave Green 
in 1984 but since then Great Crested Newts have often been surveyed for as part of planning 
applications or for nature conservation. Probably more than 75% of Great Crested Newt sites in 
the region are now on record because of this.

West of the A1 their range is very patchy. They are generally absent from moorland and upland 
areas but there are two interesting exceptions to this. In north Northumberland there is an 
important population at Quarryhouse Moor, where an isolated population is found in a cluster 
of ponds in a disused limestone quarry at an altitude of 210 metres. In County Durham there is 
an upland population in long disused stone quarries on Knitsley Fell, at around 310 metres. This 
population seems to be spreading into a number of small ponds in Hamsterley Forest (Durkin, 
2010A).

Trends over the last 20 years have been for a reduction in the number of ponds occupied by Great 
Crested Newts, with losses in our region of the order of 1% per year (calculated from the baseline 
of Dave Green’s 1984 surveys). The main adverse factor has been the stocking of ponds with 
fish for angling. This has particularly affected the larger ponds. Fish have also been introduced 
to Great Crested Newt ponds casually or accidently, particularly after nearby ponds have been 
stocked deliberately. Much less frequently fish may arrive naturally, for example during flooding.
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GREAT CRESTED NEWT Triturus cristatus

The largest of the three native newt species, often up to 12 cm and occasionally up to 17 cm long. 
Females are larger than males. Newts of 17 cm have been recorded at Hett in County Durham 
and at the former Choppington clay pits in Northumberland. In keeping with its alternative name 
of Warty Newt, the skin has a warty texture, distasteful to predators. The upper surface is black 
or very dark brown with darker spots while the newts are in the water, blacker and unspotted in 
terrestrial animals. The underside is usually “number plate yellow” with dark spots, sometimes 
merging into stripes or blotches. These are very variable between individuals and so photographs 
can be used to distinguish animals for “mark and recapture” population studies. Rarely, in the 
North East, the background colour can be a creamy yellow, lemon, orange or orange-red. There 
are usually many fine white spots along the flanks of mature animals.

In the aquatic phase males have a jagged crest along the body with a distinct notch before the less 
jagged tail crest begins. The tail crest is usually symmetrical above and below the tail. There is 
a pale central tail stripe that may have silvery and/or blue tones. Aquatic phase females lack the 
dorsal crest, tail crests and the pale central tail stripe but have a distinct yellow stripe along the 
lower edge of the tail (Jehle, 2011). Variations are rarely found in the region but include neotony, 
red underside, milk-chocolate brown dorsal side, exaggerated crests starting at the tip of the 
nose, and dwarf mature animals.
 
The British newt species breed continuously through the spring and summer, so that while there 
is a peak period in April and May, there are usually always some breeding adults present from 
March to September. This contrasts with the one-off, intensive spawning of frogs and toads. 
Great Crested Newt eggs are laid singly in a folded leaf and are about four to five mm across, 
compared with Smooth Newt Lissotriton vulgaris and Palmate Newt Lissotriton helveticus eggs, 
which are about three mm. The size and stiffness of leaf used is related to how readily the female 
newt can fold the leaf between her back legs, so larger, stiffer leaves with eggs enfolded are 
more likely to be from Great Crested Newts. The aquatic efts, or larvae, have a striped tail and 
have a tail filament like an adult male Palmate Newt: this is absent in Smooth and Palmate larvae 
(Green, 2001). Efts hatching late in the year have over-wintered in the aquatic phase in recent 
mild winters, apparently more often than is the case with the smaller species. 

Great Crested Newt by Terry Coult



SMOOTH NEWT Lissotriton vulgaris

Males and females are a similar size, up to 10 cm in length. The dorsal surface is an olive brown 
or greenish brown, with pale lower flanks and belly. An orange stripe along the belly is usually 
wider and more colourful in the males but varies with the physical condition of the animal. Both 
the dorsal surface and the belly have black spots, more numerous and larger in the male, but 
varying considerably between individuals and populations.

In the breeding season the aquatic males have a crest, less jagged than a Great Crested Newt’s 
Triturus cristatus and without a gap between the back and the tail. The lower edge of the tail 
develops orange and blue stripes, which vary in intensity. The hind feet are flanged, like a Coot’s 
Fulica atra. Aquatic females are plainer, lack the crest, and have an orange lower edge to the tail, 
where Great Crested Newt females have a yellow stripe. Both sexes have a pale throat which is 
usually, but not always, strongly spotted. On land both sexes have a velvety skin and the males 
lose their crests. Breeding colours are also lost but the spots remain visible (Beebee and Griffiths, 
2000).

Variations found in our region are mainly in the amount of spotting. Occasional individuals or 
populations have a sandy yellow-brown dorsal surface instead of the usual brown, or can be 
completely “blond” above and below. Other individuals or populations can be quite dark in 
colour. These variations have been noted more often in the North East than most books would 
suggest.
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The second main factor has been natural vegetation succession, where a pond ceases to carry 
water for long enough in the summer to enable successful breeding to take place. The dry springs 
of the first decade of the 21st century have accelerated this loss. The third main factor has been 
the complete loss of Great Crested Newt ponds by drainage and/or infilling, often on agricultural 
land.
 
However some new sites for Great Crested Newts have also arisen with the creation of larger 
than average garden ponds, often with deliberate introduction of newts and exclusion of fish. 
This has restored the species to some urban areas from which it had been lost. There have also 
been many attempts at providing new ponds for Great Crested Newt, some as compensation 
for the loss of existing ponds due to developments. These have had very mixed results, usually 
fairly poor but with some notable successes, such as at New Hartley near Blyth and Daisy Hill, 
adjacent to Waldridge Fell. Climate change may be aiding Great Crested Newts, with a possible 
expansion of range at the northern and upland edges of their distribution.

Surveys for Great Crested Newts use a number of techniques; in ponds these include netting, 
torch survey after dark and looking for eggs, in ponds and for terrestrial newts looking under 
logs and rocks. The best method is by “bottle trapping”: placing plastic bottles with inverted 
funnels into a pond overnight so that they act like lobster pots. This technique needs training 
and a licence as it is easy to harm the captured animals (Gent and Gibson, 1998; Langton, 2001).

The Natural England Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) assessment criteria for this species 
are for animals counted by torchlight. Fewer than 10 is “Low”, 10 to 100 is “Good”, and over 
100 is “Exceptional”. For counts in daylight, or netting, these numbers are halved (Nature 
Conservancy Council, 1998). Daylight counts are rarely used as pond conditions can make these 
unreliable. The criteria have been in operation since the 1980s and so do not take account of the 
more modern technique of bottle trapping, which is now usually accepted as the most reliable 
method of population assessment. There are particularly large Great Crested Newt populations 
at New Hartley, Coxhoe Ponds, Pity Me Carr, Ramside Golf Course, Cowpen Bewley, Elementis 
(Stockton) and Carlin Howe.

In 80% of ponds where Great Crested Newts are present Common Frogs Rana temporaria and 
Smooth Newts are also present. Smooth and Palmate Newts are present in most of the other 20% 
of Great Crested Newt ponds. Common Toads Bufo bufo may also be present in the larger ponds. 

Very few ponds have Great Crested Newt as the only newt species, or have Great Crested Newts 
with Palmate Newts but not Smooth Newts.

In ponds with a mixture of newt species the proportions vary quite considerably. Great Crested 
Newt are only rarely the most common species, and often the least common, but they can 
occasionally account for 80% of all newts present.

John Durkin

Smooth Newt by Dave Green



PALMATE NEWT Lissotriton helveticus

The smallest of the three native newt 
species, it grows up to nine cm in length 
with the females slightly larger than the 
males. The upper surface is olive green-
brown and the underside is lemon, or 
pale lemon-cream, or sometimes a pale 
orange. Most individuals have some 
spots on the belly which are smaller than 
Smooth Newt Lissotriton vulgaris spots. 
The throat is usually pale pink or cream 
and almost always spotless. The most 
strongly coloured and spotted females 
can be more colourful and spotted than 
some female Smooth Newts, which can 
cause confusion.

In the breeding season the aquatic males develop webbed hind feet like a duck, from which the 
name “palmate” is derived, and these are usually dark in colour. A tail filament, occasionally 
up to 10 mm long, develops on the blunt-ended tail and this is often nipped short by predators. 
A tiny crest, scarcely visible, runs along the midline of the male’s back. The dorsal surface has 
indistinct darker spots, which form two parallel lines on the tail. Males in good condition have an 
orange flash between the rows of spots on the tail, underlined by a narrow white stripe. Aquatic 
females lack the tiny crest, tail filament and the dark, webbed hind feet. They have fewer and less 
distinct spots (Beebee and Griffiths, 2000).

Variations found in our region are mainly in size. Some populations of Palmate Newts have 
quite small animals, mainly five to seven cm long, and generally darker than usual. Occasional 
individuals or populations have a sandy yellow-brown dorsal surface instead of the usual brown. 
Neotonous males have been recorded from Hamsterley Forest. Aquatic males with one webbed 
hind foot and the other not webbed, or one dark foot and one light foot, are regularly found.

Eggs are laid singly in a folded leaf and are about 3 mm across. These are indistinguishable from 
Smooth Newt eggs and smaller than Great Crested Newt Triturus cristatus eggs which are about 
four to five mm across. The aquatic efts, or larvae, are very difficult to distinguish from Smooth 
Newt efts. Efts have over-wintered in the aquatic phase in recent mild winters. Terrestrial efts 
are similar to terrestrial adults but smaller and without, or with fewer, smaller dark spots on the 
underside.

Palmate newts are the most widespread of the newt species in our region, with a predominantly 
upland bias. They are able to breed in ponds that are slightly more acidic than Smooth Newts can 
tolerate, though not in the very acidic sphagnum pools. They survive well in woodland ponds, 
including ponds and ditches in conifer woods. Eastern coastal areas generally lack Palmate 
Newts, but not always. Their distribution has been expanded by introductions, particularly to 
garden ponds in the lowland areas, which is blurring their original range.
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Eggs are laid singly in a folded leaf and 
are about three mm across, compared 
with Great Crested Newt eggs which 
are about four to five mm. The aquatic 
efts, or larvae, are very difficult 
to distinguish from Palmate Newt 
Lissotriton helveticus efts. Efts have 
over-wintered in the aquatic phase in 
recent mild winters. Terrestrial efts 
are similar to terrestrial adults but 
smaller and with fewer black spots on 
the underside.

Smooth Newts are widespread in the 
region except in acidic ponds in the 
upland areas. They are very sparse 
in western Northumberland and 
Durham, the A68 being the general 
westerly limit. West of this, they 
are largely replaced by the Palmate 
Newt. Smooth Newts were recorded 
on Lindisfarne in 1984 but not more 
recently. They are quite frequent in 
the Tees Valley area, including Redcar 
and Cleveland, up to the edges of the North York Moors. They are the most frequent newt found 
in garden ponds and in agricultural areas (Durkin, 2010A).

The Natural England Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) criteria assessment is that less than 
10 Smooth Newts netted or counted by torchlight is a “Low” population, 10 to 100 is a “Good” 
population, and more than 100 is an “Exceptional” population (Nature Conservancy Council, 
1998). A great number of our populations would be “Good” on this basis, which could mean that 
this criterion is slightly too generous.

Smooth Newts have the least distinctive communities of the three newt species. Palmate Newts 
share about 40% of the ponds where Smooth Newts occur and Great Crested Newts share about 
20%. All three species occur in about 10% of the Smooth Newt ponds. Smooth Newts occur as 
the only newt species in about 30% of their ponds. They are the only newt present in the majority 
of garden ponds and seem to have a stronger ability to colonise new garden, urban and lowland 
ponds than our other newt species. Common Frogs Rana temporaria are usually also present in 
Smooth Newt ponds. Common Toads Bufo bufo are usually present in the larger ponds used by 
Smooth Newts and less often in the smaller ponds.

John Durkin

Palmate Newt by Dave Green



ALPINE NEWT Ichthyosaura alpestris

The Alpine Newt is a medium sized newt, slightly longer and noticeably bulkier than Smooth 
Newt Lissotriton vulgaris or Palmate Newt Lissotriton helveticus. It occurs in the pet trade in the 
UK with the main sub-species available being the nominate form alpestris and the slightly more 
brightly-coloured apuanus. The dorsal colour is usually dark, almost black, though this can have 
a brown, green or bluish tinge. Additionally there is a faint mottling on the back though this is 
not always readily noticeable. The dorsal side is slightly rough and the overall impression from 
above is of a small Great Crested Newt Triturus cristatus. Its ventral side is clearly delineated 
and a distinct, dense orange colour rather than the suffused orange appearance of the bellies of 
Smooth Newt or Palmate Newt. In the alpestris subspecies, there are no spots ventrally though 
apuanus may have spots on its ventral side (Steward, 1969). 

While Alpine Newts are normally very dark dorsally, the Alpine Newts in the Eaglescliffe area 
are unusual in that the dorsal colour is usually brown, similar to that of typical Smooth/Palmate 
Newts though still with mottling present. A very small male found in a pond in Eaglescliffe by 
the author was initially of normal colouration but then changed to this light-brown colour within 
a few weeks.

The Alpine Newt is native to much of central, continental Europe and occurs up the coasts of 
northeast France through to Holland but it does not appear to have been native to the British Isles. 
As its name suggests it can be found in montane habitats up to 2,500 metres in altitude but it can 
also be abundant in lowlands, and it will use a variety of waterbodies including both shallow and 
deep ponds and slow flowing streams (Griffiths, 1995). Steward (1969) considers that it appears 
to be more adaptable than other newt species, wandering more widely from breeding habitats, 
being more inclined to enter water outside of the breeding season and being hardier than either 
Great Crested or Smooth Newts.

It is believed to have been introduced to Great Britain in the 20th century at an aquatic nursery in 
Newdigate in Surrey. Up until the 1970s this was regarded as the only colony in the UK (Lever, 
1977). It has subsequently turned up in an increasing number of locations across England and 
has also been recorded in Scotland. The Non-Native Species Secretariat website described it as 
being established at 40 sites in Great Britain, as of March 2011 (www.defra.gov.uk). The known 
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In Northumberland, Palmate Newts 
are well distributed in the west of the 
county but either thinly distributed 
or not well recorded elsewhere. In 
Durham, they are also an upland or 
western species, with strong areas of 
distribution in the Derwent Valley 
and Weardale (Durkin, 2010A). 
They are well distributed in South 
Tyneside but only as a result of 
introductions in the 1990s. In the 
Tees Valley area, Palmate Newts are 
mainly encountered on the northern 
fringes of the North York Moors, 
which probably represents their 
natural distribution (Rob Scaife, 
pers. comm., 2010). They are rarely 
encountered in the Tees Lowlands 
and their disjunctive distribution 
there probably indicates that those 
that are present are the result of 
introductions. For example Palmate 
Newts were entirely unrecorded in 
the borough of Darlington until 2011. 
Once introduced into garden ponds they seem to be able to establish themselves quite readily.

Upland areas are rarely surveyed for amphibians, so our maps show only a small proportion of 
the likely number of dots in the western and upland areas.

The Natural England Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) criteria assessment is the same 
as for Smooth Newts: less than 10 Palmate Newts netted or counted by torchlight is a “Low” 
population, 10 to 100 is a “Good” population and more than 100 is an “Exceptional” population 
(Nature Conservancy Council, 1998). A great number of our populations would be “Good” on 
this basis which perhaps means that this criterion is slightly too generous. In the upland quarry 
ponds favoured by Palmate Newts they are readily seen by torchlight and counts of over 100 are 
easily achieved. 

Palmate Newts have the most distinctive communities of the three native newt species. Most 
of the ponds that support Palmate Newts also have Common Frogs Rana temporaria but 
have neither of the other two newt species (60%). These are the large numbers of fairly acidic 
moorland and disused quarry ponds in the western, upland areas. Common Toads Bufo bufo are 
also usually present in the quarry ponds but only rarely in the moorland pools. The second most 
frequent Palmate community is at lower altitudes, where ponds generally have a more neutral 
pH, and both Smooth and Palmate Newts are present (30%). The proportions of the two species 
can vary considerably. Less than 10% of Palmate Newt ponds have all three newt species. Ponds 
supporting Palmate and Great Crested Newt but not Smooth Newt are very rare.

John Durkin

Alpine Newt by Terry Coult



crucially on the other side of the busy A135 road that runs from Stockton to Yarm. It is therefore 
reasonably likely that the species will be present in other garden ponds throughout Eaglescliffe.

Alpine Newts are also established in three sites in that area that are managed for nature 
conservation. Eiliff’s Mill is a small complex of ponds next to an allotment site. The size of 
the Alpine Newt population there is not known, but the site is a Local Wildlife Site on account 
of its having all five native North East amphibian species. Coatham Stob is a large Forestry 
Commission woodland plantation of fairly recent origin with a series of ponds, mainly recently 
excavated, on either side of the Burnwood Beck. Small numbers of Alpine Newts were found in 
two of the ponds on the south side of the Beck by the author in 2009, though none were found 
in any of the ponds north of the Beck at that time. Elementis is also a Local Wildlife Site on 
account of its amphibian populations, which were annually censused over a period of years. 
Alpine Newts were first recorded at Elementis in 2003 and by 2007 had increased in number 
and colonised all of the ponds. This led to concerns that the decline in the numbers of Palmate 
Newts on the site may have been related to the increase in Alpine Newts. A decision was taken to 
reduce the numbers of Alpine Newts and in October 2009 400 adult newts were removed from a 
single pond (Maxine Reid, pers. comm., 2009). This may have done little to diminish its numbers 
in that area as in 2011 an ecological survey of a site at Urlay Nook less than one km away from 
both Elementis and Coatham Stob found large numbers of Alpine Newts, estimated to be well in 
to four figures (Graeme Skinner, pers. com., 2012). 

There are other examples of Alpine Newts achieving good numbers in ponds and Beebee 
(2007) expressed surprise that they have not spread widely in Britain already. In the North East, 
populations still appear to be very localised and there is no evidence that they are spreading far 
by themselves. Even in the Eaglescliffe area it is thought that much of the species distribution 
could be due to movement of pond plants as that is known to have occurred between various of 
the sites. 

An extreme example of the Alpine Newt’s ability to colonise was demonstrated in the author’s 
own garden pond. In 2005 the author bred Alpine Newts in captivity, rearing 12 to the eft stage. 
The first two of the larvae to turn into terrestrial efts climbed through the mesh on the lid of 
their tank and escaped into the garden. In order to avoid a repeat of this the remainder of the 
larvae were then brought indoors. In 2010 whilst sweep netting the pond to count the Smooth 
Newts the author caught a single male Alpine Newt. Repeated searches found a total of a further 
five Alpine Newts in 2011 and two in 2012. This meant that the two efts had been a male and a 
female, both had survived to maturity and managed to breed. While the Alpine Newts caught so 
far have been removed to captivity it will be necessary to continue sweeping the pond for several 
years to remove any further cohorts that might occur due to any second generation breeding. 
As noted above, the species sometimes features in the herpetological trade and an advert in a 
North East newspaper in 2011 offered “For sale, captive bred adult alpine newts … Will breed in 
aquarium or pond, South Shields”. It is likely then that new populations will continue to become 
established across the North East.

Ian Bond

214 215

distribution of the species in northern 
England, including Yorkshire, was 
described in some detail by Bond and 
Haycock (2008). A small number of 
additional locations for the species 
in the North East have subsequently 
come to light, notably two garden 
ponds in South Shields and further 
ponds in the Eaglescliffe area. It has 
also recently been found to be present 
in garden ponds a little south of the 
region in the Whitby area (Martin 
Hammond, pers. comm., 2011)

Historically its best known site in the 
North East has been Doxford Park in 
Sunderland (Banks, 1989). The author 
carried out a torch survey of part of 
the lake in Doxford Park in June 2007 
and found the species still present. 
Five individuals were seen though 
it was impossible to get an estimate 
of the size of the population due to 
problems with access and visibility. 
Local children have reported catching “blue” newts from this pond (John Durkin, pers. comm., 
2008) so it may be that the species is now more widely dispersed in the Sunderland area.

A garden pond in South Shields is known to have had Alpine Newts, along with the three native 
British newt species, for several years. These do not appear to have spread widely as a public 
survey of garden ponds by South Tyneside Council’s Countryside Service in 2007 found no 
evidence of them in spite of having had a good response from across the borough, including 
from garden ponds on the same estate as the known site. However in 2011 Alpine Newts turned 
up in a garden pond some 2.5 km away in another part of South Shields. This came to light when 
the house owner was surprised to find them in the pond in his garden and, on making enquiries, 
found that they had originated from the pond next door where his neighbour had some that he 
had been given (Gary Scott, pers. comm., 2011).

A single Alpine Newt was recovered from a wheel-wash facility at a landfill site at Carlin Howe 
near Guisborough in 2004 and brought to the author to confirm its identity. The complex of 
ponds at Carlin Howe had been the subject of several amphibian surveys over several years prior 
to 2004 due to the need to fill in and provide replacement ponds as part of the landfill operations. 
None of the surveys prior to 2004 found any definite records of Alpine Newts and it remains to 
be seen whether this newt was an isolated individual or part of a population.

The main area for Alpine Newts in the North East, if not the UK, is around Eaglescliffe, a large 
suburb in the borough of Stockton-on-Tees. The species is known to have been present on one 
estate, east of the A135, since the 1990s and has been found in ponds in several gardens on that 
estate. More recently it has been found in two suburban ponds about 500 metres further west and 



laying eggs at Shibdon Pond near Blaydon in 1992 (Bowie and Durkin, 1995). They are known 
to breed successfully at similar latitudes in Denmark and in the Netherlands, but not in Britain. 
They have declined in popularity as pets and it is now illegal to import this species, though other 
similar species can still be imported. Fewer are now being released but there are still a small 
number of long-term survivors in the wild. There may occasionally be other similar terrapin 
species released as well as Red-eared.

Since 1998 regional maps of the distribution of the records of our reptiles have been periodically 
published (Durkin, 2010B). All of the native reptiles have legal protection under the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act, and Sand Lizard and Smooth Snake have fuller protection under the European 
Species and Habitats Directives (English Nature, 2004).

John Durkin
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REPTILES

There are four native reptile species in the region: two snakes, Adder Vipera berus and Grass 
Snake Natrix natrix, and two lizards, Slow Worm Anguis fragilis and Common Lizard Zootoca 
vivipara. None are widespread and all are restricted to particular habitats, predominantly upland. 
Adders, Slow Worms and Common Lizards are often found in the same locations. The Common 
Lizard is the most frequent and well distributed; the Grass Snake, which is at its northern limit 
here, is much the rarest and the most local. All four species are declining in the region. Preferred 
habitats and regional distributions for Common Lizard, Adder and Slow Worm have many 
similarities and these are described in the Common Lizard account, whilst the differences are 
discussed in the Adder and Slow Worm accounts.

Sea turtles very occasionally occur when unusual sea conditions bring them from the Atlantic into 
the much less suitable North Sea. Most of the turtles reported along our coasts have been caught 
in fishing nets or washed up on the beach sick, injured or underweight. A Hawk’s Bill Turtle 
Eretmochelys imbricate was caught in fishing nets off the mouth of the Coquet in 1852, exhibited 
at Berwick-upon-Tweed and later sent to London. A male Leathery Turtle Dermochelys coriacea 
was caught in the nets of the fishing boat Avail off Berwickshire, Scotland, in October 1980, and 
landed at Eyemouth. It was taken by lorry to Oban aquarium and later released (Den Hertog, 
1984). Another Leathery Turtle was caught on 30 August 1999 a mile off Roker, Sunderland, 
but died shortly afterwards (British Marine Life Study Society, 2012). Changes in North Atlantic 
currents may bring more of these turtles into the North Sea in future. 

Like amphibians, the small, fragile bones of reptiles are rarely retained in the fossil record. All 
four of our native species have probably been present since post-glacial times. Grass Snakes may 
have had several regional extinctions and re-colonisations as the climate has changed. There is 
the possibility that the European Pond Terrapin Emys orbicularis may once have been present in 
our region and then become extinct. Its sub-fossil remains from 6,000 years ago have been found 
in Norfolk (cgoecology.com, 2012).

Sand Lizards Lacerta agilis are native to Britain but not to our region. They may have been 
unofficially released at various points on Northumberland’s sand dunes and on both sides of the 
river at Teesmouth at several times, but appear not to have survived for very long. The North 
East coast probably has summers that are too short for this species to breed successfully. Inland 
records of Sand Lizards, of which there are several, are almost certainly mistakes for Common 
Lizard. Common Lizards photographed by Derek Hornsby at Annstead Dunes in 2007 showed 
remarkably large, green specimens that could easily be confused with Sand Lizards.

Non-native species of snakes are often reported, sometimes misidentified as Grass Snakes. Corn 
Snake Elaphe guttata guttata, King Snake Lampropeltis getula and Garter Snake Thamnophis 
spp. seem to be able to survive in the wild, at least in the warmer months, though they are 
unlikely to over-winter. A Garter Snake has survived from May to September, at Ryton, but was 
not seen the following year. None have become established in the region. These escaped pet 
animals are often much more easily seen and approached than wild native reptiles.

Red-eared Terrapin Trachemys scripta elegans is our most frequent alien reptile species. 
Released as unwanted pets, a total of up to 100 of these North American terrapins have been 
recorded at a number of easily accessible, urban ponds across the region. They survive well, 
growing quite large, hibernating successfully and living for many years. A female was found 



Common Lizards have many 
predators, particularly Kestrels Falco 
tinnunculus and Buzzards Buteo 
buteo, Stoats Mustela erminea, 
Weasels Mustela nivalis and 
Hedgehogs Erinaceus europaeus. 
Adders Vipera berus, which are often 
found in the same locations, are also 
regular predators. The newborn 
young are particularly vulnerable, 
and mortality in the first year can be 
over 90%. After the first year life is 
safer and Common Lizards live to an 
average of five or six years.

Common Lizards need insect-rich 
habitats with open spaces for basking, 
cover for protection from predators 
and suitable hibernation sites. Their 
main habitat in our region is the 
moorland edge, where there is varied 
topography including rocky stream 
banks, disused quarries and dry stone 
walls. The higher heather moors are 
also occupied, except for the larger bogs and mires, which lack hibernation sites. A mix of wet 
and dry moor provides both rich insect prey and hibernation sites. As with the other reptile 
species, the burning of heather moors for the management of grouse is very detrimental. Some 
of the fragmented moors on the edges of the main Pennine area that are not managed for grouse 
are better for reptiles than the main moor.

The moorlands in the area south of the Derwent Reservoir and north of Tunstall Reservoir, 
bounded by the A68 road, provide one of the best areas of reptile habitat in the region. This 
area, called the “Heart of Durham” by the Durham Wildlife Trust, has low moorlands, small 
woodlands, disused quarries, disused railway lines and small stream valleys that seem to provide 
just the right mix of well-connected reptile habitat. There are similarly suitable, more localised 
areas at Kielder and Redesdale Forests, Fontburn and at Kyloe Hills in Northumberland and 
at Scaling Dam and Eston Moor on the edge of the North York Moors National Park (Durkin, 
2012B).

At lower altitudes, lizards can be found in areas that provide the same mix of basking, feeding 
and hibernation features. These can be disused quarries, disused railway lines, stream valleys and 
open woodland. The main problem for lizards in these mid-county areas is that such habitats are 
mostly fragmented and isolated, so re-colonisation events are much rarer than local extinctions. 
There has been a considerable decline in the lowland distribution of Common Lizards in the 
North East. 

The handful of places with remaining populations in these areas are mainly centred on disused 
railway lines and disused quarries. The Ashington/Linton area of Northumberland and the 
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COMMON LIZARD Zootoca vivipara

The Common or Viviparous (live-bearing) Lizard averages 12 cm in length, of which more than 
half is the tail. Lizards that have shed their tails as a response to predation are quite frequent 
and the tail may be absent or partially re-grown. It has very variable colours, mainly mid-brown 
with darker and lighter stripes. There are many colour variations, including strongly striped 
animals and quite dark-coloured individuals. Some males are yellowish or sufficiently green 
that they look like Sand Lizards. Young animals are plainer, dark grey or almost black. There 
are no consistent differences between the sexes on the upper side. The underside of the males 
is yellow or orange, with dark spots, brighter than the females, which are off-white, lemon or 
grey underneath with few or no spots (Beebee and Griffiths, 2000). There are echoes here of 
the sexual differences in the underside of Smooth Newts Lissotriton vulgaris. Inexperienced 
observers occasionally report picking up a lizard or several lizards by hand, but these are almost 
always just terrestrial newts. 

They feed on a broad range of small invertebrates, alternating between basking in a favourite 
spot and hunting for prey. Log piles, dry stone walls and stone ruins are favourite basking spots. 
Dark-coloured substrates warm up more quickly in sunlight, so basking lizards are more likely to 
be seen on dark backgrounds in full sun. Hibernation may take place in the same locations, under 
log piles, in the footings of dry stone walls or in small mammal burrows.

Common Lizards emerge from hibernation as the weather warms up in April. Males moult after a 
few days of feeding and develop their brighter breeding colours. Mating takes place in late April/
early May, with females often mating with more than one male. Development of the embryos 
takes about three months, depending upon summer temperatures and the condition of the female. 
Pregnant females maintain a higher temperature to promote the growth of their young by basking 
more than other adults. An average of seven or eight young are in each brood. Technically, they 
are ovo-viviparous, as the young are born in a transparent membrane, from which they break out 
in a day or so. On emergence, the four cm long young lizards can immediately feed and look after 
themselves. If they have been born early enough to feed and build up reserves before hibernation, 
they reach seven or eight cm by the autumn. At the end of their second summer they are 10-11 
cm long. Like most of our amphibians and reptiles, the males are sexually mature earlier than 
the females. Males can breed two years after they have been born, females three (Beebee and 
Griffiths, 2000).

Common Lizard by Dave Green



SLOW WORM Anguis fragilis

Slow Worms grow up to 40 cm 
long, the females being slightly 
larger than the males. The females 
are brown, reddish-brown or copper 
above, with contrasting dark brown 
or black flanks. Many have a thin 
dark central stripe down the middle 
of the back. The flanks have similar 
stripes or rows of spots. Males have 
a similar dorsal background colour, but with a broader range of hues, and without spots and 
stripes. Many animals in our region are a milk-chocolate brown. Both sexes are grey, bluish 
or black underneath, with paler markings. A small proportion of adult males have small blue 
spots near the head, but this is rarely recorded in our region. Juveniles have the adult female 
background colours, but have a distinctive strong black stripe from the head to the tail (Beebee 
and Griffiths, 2000).

Underneath their scales Slow Worms have a second layer of plates called “osteoderms”. These 
make Slow Worms feel less flexible than a snake, and rather like holding a large millipede.

They feed mainly on small slugs, snails and earthworms, caught on the surface or under cover. 
Larger snails are eaten from the shell, leaving the shell behind, sometimes creating a “thrushes 
anvil” effect, but without the shells being shattered. The mostly intact shells can be taken as a 
good field sign for Slow Worms in suitable habitat.

Slow Worms warm up in a different way to our other reptile species. The others bask in sunlight, 
warming both directly from the sun and also from heat radiating back from the substrate on 
which they are basking. Slow Worms prefer to avoid the sun and warm indirectly by being in 
contact with rocks, wood or metal that is being warmed by the sun. Often they are underneath a 
piece of wood or a survey “tin”. They also spend more time underground than our other reptiles 
and can burrow in grass tussocks and soft soils. These habits may help to reduce predation. 
Consequently, in contrast to Common Lizard Zootoca vivipara and Adder Vipera berus, three 
quarters of our Slow Worm sightings are from deliberate surveys and only one quarter from 
casual encounters.

Hibernation is underground, in mammal burrows, natural crevices or stonework below the level 
to which frost penetrates. Emergence is in April, dependant upon the spring weather. The males 
emerge first. The rest of the year is spent in close proximity to the hibernation site. Mating takes 
place in the summer, with the average litter of eight young being born later in the autumn.

Like Common Lizards, the young are born in an egg sac and quickly free themselves. At birth 
they are seven to ten cm long, doubling this in their first year. They reach 23 cm in their second 
year. Breeding starts at age three for males, four years old for females. Slow Worms live longer 
than Adders and Common Lizards, perhaps to 10-15 years (Beebee and Griffiths, 2000).

Predators are the usual suspects: birds of prey, crows, carnivorous mammals and Hedgehogs 
Erinaceus europaeus. Newborn young are vulnerable to a broader range of birds and mammals.
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magnesian limestone quarries of County Durham are the main examples, though there may be 
others that have yet to be detected. Darlington, with its strong network of disused railway lines, 
is the only example of an urban population, though building developments in recent years have 
removed much of this habitat and fragmented what remains.

The coast, however, provides long stretches of continuous suitable habitat, with sand dunes, sea 
cliffs and coastal denes. Though this is interrupted by the Tyne, Wear and Tees conurbations, 
and also by the tidal rivers, the intervening stretches of suitable habitat remain intact and viable. 
Northumberland may have coastal populations from Seaton Sluice dunes to the Scottish Border, 
but is poorly recorded. There are no records from Lindisfarne, though there is suitable habitat 
there. There is a population in South Tyneside, where Lizards Farm still has lizards, and another 
between Hawthorn and Castle Eden Denemouths. Suitable habitat continues southwards along 
the coast, where there are known populations between Crimdon Denemouth and Hartlepool 
Headland. South of the Tees, there are populations at South Gare dunes and around Saltburn. 

At Teesmouth, north of the river, the coastal population seems to extend into some of the large 
industrial areas, where there is a lot of suitable habitat behind security fences, undisturbed by 
walkers and dogs. Records from this area are all since 2005 and are increasing. There is some 
doubt as to whether this is natural colonisation or a possible deliberate introduction.

Lizards have been marked by one cluster of place names in the North East, at Lizards Farm and 
Lizard Lane on Cleadon Hills, and Lizard Point on the adjacent coast, where Common Lizards 
can still be found.

Just over half of our Common Lizard sightings that are on record are from casual encounters. 
Intentional surveyors use a combination of keen observation and quiet approach, trying to spot 
lizards basking on suitable rocks without disturbing them. Binoculars help the observer to see 
them from a distance. Sheets of corrugated iron or felt roofing material (called “tins”) can be 
placed at strategic, sunny spots, to encourage animals to come out into the open to bask on these 
tins at points where they can be seen from a safe distance. The surveys are usually done at a time 
of day when the lizards are just warming up and before other people can cause disturbance (Gent 
and Gibson, 1998).

Common Lizards are often found in the same upland habitats and locations as Adders and Slow 
Worms Anguis fragilis, and in the same coastal habitats as Slow Worms. Adders can be an 
important predator of Common Lizards. In the mid county lowland areas Common Lizards are 
usually the only reptile species present.

John Durkin

Slow Worm by Dave Green



ADDER Vipera berus

The smaller of our two snakes, and 
the only venomous one, female 
Adders average 55 cm and the smaller 
males 50 cm in length. Their colour is 
very distinctive, with a dark zigzag 
line along the back, two rows of dark spots on each flank and a dark head-marking of variable 
shape, which can look like a V, U, X or H. The background colour varies between individuals, 
populations and the sexes. Males generally have lighter, brighter colours: grey, off-white, cream, 
yellowish, or occasionally bluish or greenish grey. Females are mostly brown or reddish-brown. 
Juveniles are reddish brown. Rare adults of either sex can be plain black (Beebee and Griffiths, 
2000). These variations in colour scheme enable researchers to identify individual Adders, so 
that movements, territories and longevity can be assessed.

Adders hibernate from November to March, though sunny days in February can bring some 
snakes out to bask. They use underground sites such as scree or rabbit burrows, in dry ground 
with good cover. Many hibernation sites are communal.

Males shed their skin in April, at the start of the mating season. Females shed in May, and then 
both sexes shed again before the autumn. Females bear young only every second year in our 
region.

In summer, Adders can move around into different habitats, feeding mostly on small mammals 
with occasional amphibians, reptiles and nestling birds. The prey is bitten, released, and, if still 
mobile, followed until it dies.

The onset of cooler weather in the autumn starts the return to the hibernacula. Females shed their 
skin, and give birth to an average of eight or nine live young close to the hibernaculum. The 
young Adders use their yolk and fat reserves to last them through their first winter. Mortality 
is very high in the first year, after which most adults survive for another five or six summers 
(Beebee and Griffiths, 2000).

Although there are up to 100 cases of adder bites to humans in the UK each year, most have 
minor effects and there have been no fatalities for over 30 years. Often no venom is injected. 
Most cases result from basking snakes being accidentally handled or trodden on, with some 
resulting from snakes being picked up. Dogs are more often bitten but rarely with fatal results.

Adder distribution and habitat in our region is quite similar to that described for Common Lizard 
Zootoca vivipara, with Adders being more associated with heather moors, especially where the 
heather is not burnt. Like Common Lizard and Slow Worm Anguis fragilis they are scarce or 
absent on the higher moors. They are less adaptable to the small areas of habitat that might 
support Common Lizard.

In Northumberland, where they are much better recorded than the other reptiles, there are good 
populations at Kielder, Redesdale, Kyloe Hills, the College Valley/Cheviots, Redpath/Fontburn 
and Quarryhouse Moor.

In County Durham they are largely absent from the area east of the A68, except for a small 
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Slow Worm range and habitats in our 
region are similar to Common Lizard, 
though slightly more restricted, as 
they are less likely to be found in the 
higher altitude moors and in “mid 
county” areas. In Northumberland, 
they are not recorded from large 
areas of the county north of the Tyne/
South Tyne Valley, and are sparse at 
Kielder and the Cheviots, especially 
when compared with Common 
Lizard and Adder. They are regularly 
recorded in the South Tyne and Allen 
dales, which account for most of 
the Northumberland records, and at 
Kyloe Hills. 

In County Durham, the “Heart of 
Durham” area, as described under 
Common Lizard, is a very important 
centre for this species. The northern 
edges of the North York Moors also 
have important populations, extending 
beyond the moorland edge to woods and quarries at Guisborough and east of Guisborough.

Urban Slow Worms were unknown until recently, when a population was discovered near the 
Monkseaton/Whitley Bay area of Tyneside, using a variety of habitats including a disused 
railway line and adjacent scrub and gardens. The other occasional urban records are from known 
escapes.

Unlike Common Lizard, there is no “mid county” lowland distribution, though there may 
have been historically. Like Common Lizard, there is a coastal distribution, certainly south of 
Sunderland, particularly between Hawthorn and Castle Eden Denes. This situation also occurs on 
the Cleveland coast, along the cliffs and in the wooded coastal gills in the Saltburn/Guisborough/
Loftus area. On the Northumberland coast, it is unclear whether there is a continuous or 
fragmented distribution, as there is too little data (Durkin, 2012B).

Many textbooks refer to the frequency of Slow Worms being found in gardens, churchyards, 
parks and allotments particularly around compost heaps, but this seems to happen very rarely in 
the North East.

Slow Worms are often found in the same upland habitats and locations as Adders and Common 
Lizards, and in the same coastal habitats as Common Lizards. Adders will occasionally predate 
Slow Worms, particularly juveniles.

John Durkin

Adder by Dave Green



GRASS SNAKE Natrix natrix

The Grass Snake is the largest British terrestrial reptile. Male Grass Snakes average about 65 
cm in length and females 75-80 cm, the largest recorded British Grass Snake being 1.8 metres in 
length (Beebee and Griffiths, 2000) and the largest recorded Grass Snake in our region being 98 
cm (Coult, 2012). Typical Grass Snake colouration is an olive green to brown background with 
a row of vertical black bars along each flank and two lines of dorsal black spots. The underside 
is black and white checked. The most conspicuous feature is the yellow/orange and black collar 
behind the head, which is the source of its older name, the Ringed Snake. Some County Durham 
Grass Snakes exhibit atypical colouration with the collar either absent or much reduced and a 
pair of pale dorso-lateral stripes, a colour form associated with Eastern European Grass Snakes 
(Coult, 2012). 
 
During the winter Grass Snakes hibernate underground or under cover in frost-free locations, 
emerging in March or April to bask in the sun, raising the body temperature prior to mating. 
In June pregnant females lay eggs in piles of damp rotting vegetation, where heat generated by 
decay helps them to hatch. Good egg-laying sites may be used by several females. In Durham 
and Northumberland only two egg-laying sites have been recorded and both were manure heaps 
(Coult, 2012). Grass Snakes have been recorded breeding in Northumberland twice, around 
1984 at Wallish Walls (Ken Hopper, pers. comm., 1984) and at Fontburn Reservoir in 1999 
(John Durkin, pers. comm., 2000). In Durham breeding has been recorded several times on the 
Gibside Estate in the Derwent Valley (Coult, 2012). Occasionally autumn mating is reported 
including a September mating in County Durham (Coult, 1989 and 2012). Eggs hatch in August 
or September but it is unlikely that eggs laid as a result of an autumn mating could survive the 
winter in the wild. With the onset of cold weather the snakes will return to hibernation. 

Grass Snakes require home ranges which include hibernation, feeding and egg-laying sites along 
with secure places to bask in the sun. On occasion they will climb into low shrubs to catch the 
last rays of sunlight and two of the earliest records of Grass Snakes in Northumberland describe 
climbing snakes in the Cheviots near Ingram and in Middleton Plantation near Wooler (Leighton, 
1901).
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population on Hedleyhope Fell and 
a possible, elusive population in 
the lower Derwent Valley. As with 
Common Lizard and Slow Worm, 
the great majority of records are in 
the “NY9-NZ0” zone, with the best 
sites at the “Heart of Durham” area, 
as described under Common Lizard, 
in and around Hamsterley Forest, and 
in the Stang/River Greta area. 

The northern edges of the North York 
Moors, especially around Scaling 
Dam, have a strong population, 
though they may be declining there 
(Durkin, 2012B).

In ideal habitat, population densities 
of one Adder per 10 metres of linear 
habitat surveyed have been found at 
Kyloe Crags, Hamsterley Forest and 
at Pow Hill. These ideal habitats are 
usually quite small in extent.

There is no mid-county lowland or coastal population; there are occasional records but these are 
probably escapes from captivity. Occasional records at Chopwell Wood and Gibside could be a 
small population, or may possibly be escapes. There is a curious record of Adders in Gosforth 
Park during the Second World War. Large stocks of gravel had been brought in from Biddlestone 
in north Northumberland, ready to use for infilling bomb craters. One or several Adders were 
seen basking on the stockpiles for several years afterwards. It seems likely that Adders, perhaps 
young animals, were accidently transported along with the gravel (Bob Wilkin, pers. comm., 
2012).

Two thirds of our Adder sightings are from casual encounters, often by botanists and foresters. 
Gordon Simpson is the champion recorder. Surveyors use a combination of keen observation 
and quiet approach, trying to spot Adders basking on suitable rocks without disturbing them. 
Binoculars help the observer to see them from a distance. Sheets of corrugated iron or felt roofing 
material can be placed at strategic, sunny spots, to encourage animals to come out into the open 
to bask at points where they can be seen from a safe distance. The surveys are usually done at a 
time of day when the Adders are just warming up and before other people can cause disturbance.

Adders have given us a number of place names, all within their current range, such as Adder 
Wood, Adder Crags, Adderstone and the White Adder Water.

Adders are often found in the same upland habitats and locations as Slow Worms and Common 
Lizards, but are absent from mid county lowland areas and from the coast. Adult Adders will 
predate juvenile Common Lizards and Slow Worms.

John Durkin

Grass Snake by Terry Coult



confusion with Adder Vipera berus and Slow Worm Anguis fragilis. Such confusion clouds the 
interpretation of the current distribution map.
 
The popularity of the Grass Snake as a pet probably accounts for the occasional anomalous 
records of Grass Snakes well outside the recorded distribution, which also adds to the confusion 
about their status in our region. For instance the individuals caught in Wark in 1980, Esh Winning 
in 2009 and the 2007 Grass Snake from Seaton Carew which were all probably escapees. Langton 
(1989) records that in 1983 he found a market stall in Newcastle upon Tyne which was selling 
locally-caught Grass Snakes, probably from the Derwent Valley population. A captive Grass 
Snake probably originally from Gibside was re-released there in 1986. Another, of pet trade 
origin, was released by a Newcastle University researcher at Lockhaugh in 1988.

The current status of the Grass Snake can be summarised as no recent records for Northumberland, 
where an investigation of its status is urgently required. In Durham the last record was of two 
typically coloured Grass Snakes on the Gibside Estate in 2009 (John Grundy, pers. comm., 2012). 

The Derwent Valley and the Gibside Grass Snakes require a special mention. The first Grass Snake 
record for the Derwent valley was in 1886 (Fawcett, 1900) with no further records until 1960 
at Mereburn (Alan Brown, pers. comm., 1989). There is a subsequent scatter of records along 
the valley of the Derwent but a long term presence is only recorded on what is now the National 
Trust’s estate at Gibside. Coult (2012) summarises the history of these snakes concluding that 
the population exhibits colour forms indicating a possible hybrid population between the native 
Grass Snake and introduced snakes from Eastern Europe. Snakes recorded at Gibside may show 
the typical colour form or may have a reduced collar and a pair of pale dorso-lateral stripes as in 
Grass Snakes found further east than the Po Valley in Italy. No Grass Snakes have been found at 
Gibside since the 2009 specimens and Durkin (2006) surmises that the population is under threat 
due to conflict between the requirements of the snakes and the increased numbers of visitors to 
the estate. Given the increased facility of DNA analysis, if biological material from Gibside can 
be obtained then genetic provenance of the Gibside snakes should be determined, and in any case 
survey work at Gibside and along the Derwent Valley in County Durham is urgently required.

It is difficult to draw any conclusion from the records and the history other than that the Grass 
Snake in Northumberland and Durham is in decline, possibly verging on extinction.

Terry Coult
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As amphibian and fish eaters Grass 
Snakes are closely associated with 
wetland habitats, ponds, marshes and 
river valleys. Having no specialist 
adaptations for killing prey they 
prefer species such as frogs, toads and 
newts which cannot bite back and can 
be seized and swallowed alive with no 
risk to the snake. The swallowing of a 
large frog can take some minutes and 
I have seen a Grass Snake regurgitate 
a frog alive on being disturbed only 
to catch it again and complete the 
swallowing process. Grass Snakes 
themselves are occasionally taken 
by predators and Henry Tegner the 
Northumberland naturalist records 
one as prey in a Kestrel’s Falco 
tinnunculus nest at Langleeford near 
Wooler (Tegner, 1972).

Grass Snakes are very rarely 
encountered casually. Intentional 
surveys have become increasingly unproductive as the Derwent Valley population has declined. 
Survey methods are similar to those described for Common Lizards Zootoca vivipara, but with 
areas close to amphibian ponds and suitable egg-laying sites being targeted.

Grass Snakes are generally distributed throughout lowland England and Wales in suitable habitats 
becoming rarer in the north of England, and are usually described as absent from Scotland with 
any Scottish records assumed to be introductions. They are not found in Ireland (Beebee and 
Griffiths, 2000). A recent review of Scottish records however indicates that some records from 
the south west of Scotland may be indigenous snakes (Cathrine, 2012). In the North East Grass 
Snake records occur as far north as Crookham within four miles of the Scottish border (Leighton, 
1901) and are well dispersed in time and space across Durham and Northumberland. There are 
scattered records throughout County Durham, with a concentration along the valley of the River 
Derwent. There are no records from the valley of the River Tees and the Tees plain. There are 
21st century records around Ingleby Greenhow on the northern edge of the Cleveland Hills. 
The earliest Northumberland records are those in Leighton (1901), which are extracted from 
the “J.A.” articles in the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle of 1881, and in Durham, Fawcett (1900) 
recorded the Grass Snake in the Browney Valley in 1883. 

The 19th century records were not universally accepted as true, particularly by the natural history 
establishment; Richard Howse then the curator of the Hancock Museum wrote “My opinion is 
that the Ring Snake does not occur here except accidentally” (Leighton, 1901) and George Bolam 
wrote “Of the Grass or Ringed Snake (Tropodinotus natrix) there are I believe no Northumbrian 
records, and very few (if any) well authenticated ones for Durham” (Bolam, 1917). Although it is 
now proven that Grass Snakes are or were resident in Northumberland and Durham, doubt over 
the validity of Grass Snake records persists to this day, with errors in identification caused by 
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Tel: 0191 284 6884 

North Yorkshire Bat Group 
www.nybats.org.uk
Email: nybats@btinternet.com

ORCA 
www.orcaweb.org.uk

Red Squirrels Northern England 
www.rsne.org.uk
Tel: 0191 284 6884

Tees Valley Wildlife Trust
www.teeswildlife.org
Email: info@teeswildlife.org
Tel: 01287 636382
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NORTH EAST MAMMAL, AMPHIBIAN AND REPTILE GROUPS

Northumbria Mammal Group was set up in 1997 by staff members from the Natural History 
Society of Northumbria, Northumberland Wildlife Trust and Durham Wildlife Trust. Tees Valley 
Wildlife Trust joined us a few years later.  The Group extends its interest in mammals from the 
Scottish Borders in the north, to the southern boundary of the Tees Valley and County Durham, 
and from the North Sea coast to the Cumbrian border in the west.  Our main objectives are to 
raise awareness of mammal species and their habitats in North East England and to further their 
protection and conservation.   For more information about our group, please see our website, or 
email:

www.northumbriamammalgroup.org.uk
Email: northumbriamammalgroup@hotmail.co.uk

There are many natural history groups across the North East which play an essential role in 
improving the understanding of our mammals, amphibians and reptiles and help with their 
conservation.  We would encourage the reader to find out more about these groups, to support 
their work and to get involved, and we have provided details below to facilitate this.

Chillingham Wild Cattle Association 
www.chillinghamwildcattle.com
Tel: 01668 215250

Durham Badger Group 
www.durhamcountybadgers.co.uk
Email: info@durhamcountybadgers.co.uk

Durham Bat Group 
www.durhambats.org.uk
Email: noelbats@onetel.com

Durham Wildlife Trust
www.durhamwt.co.uk
Email: mail@durhamwt.co.uk
Tel: 0191 5843112

Environmental Records Information Centre (ERIC) North East
Readers should send any North East sightings of mammals, amphibians and reptiles (and any 
other wildlife) to this organisation. 
www.ericnortheast.org.uk
Email: eric.ne@twmuseums.org.uk 
Great North Museum: Hancock
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, NE2 4PT
Tel: 0191 222 5158

Natural History Society of Northumbria
www.nhsn.ncl.ac.uk
Email: nhsn@ncl.ac.uk
Tel: 0191 232 6386
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