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       The bitter weather dominated the first half of the month  as 

the whole country shivered under the severest spell of Arctic conditions since the Winter of 1982-3.  

Having spent the whole of December on a voyage around the Australasian sub-Antarctic Islands 

(see Bird Logs), Sally ŀƴŘ L ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻƴ bŜǿ ¸ŜŀǊΩǎ 9ǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǊƛǎŜ 

above freezing until the 11th January.   The lowest recorded temperature on our roof was on the 

night of the 6/7th which was ς 7 degs C.    The cause was a general shift of the jet stream to the 

south, allowing an anti-cyclone to deflect the usual succession of Atlantic lows towards southern 

Europe and bring sustained freezing easterlies and north-easterlies across the Kingdom.   After a 

fairly intensive period of photography in the Antipodes, I did not take out the gear until the  

afternoon of the 5th, when our major dump of snow  started (see below).           

 

Left: Early the following morning, 

everything was plastered with snow ς ca 

4+ inches had fallen overnight.   

 

Right:  L ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ōƛǊŘǎ ΨǘƘƛƴƪΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƪŜ 

up and find their surroundings completely 

transformed.  They certainly, they find the food 

that we put out for them quickly enough. 
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              Above:  A Blue Tit ς perhaps not quite sure what to make of all this fluffy stuff! 

A walk through Leigh Woods revealed a landscape fit 

for Disneyland.   

Above:  ¢ƘŜ /ƻǘǘŀƎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƛƴΩΦ With 

no wind, the snow remained on the vegetation all day. 
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The snow also revealed the extent of the comings and 

goings of Foxes through our garden overnight.  We still 

have one or two regular visitors, and have been 

putting out tinned dog food as well as biscuits every 

evening for them.  The food has been devoured within 

an hour or so. 

 

Left: Fox tracks in the 

garden. 

There has been a very 

tame young vixen in the 

area.  One night, when I 

was walking home along 

North Road, the little 

creature came out of a 

garden and walked right 

up to me.  I stopped, and 

she quizzically looked up 

to me while walking 

backwards and forwards, almost over my shoes.  When I moved off, she followed  for a short while ς 

just like a dog ς but scampered away when a car approached.  She was in excellent condition with a 

superb bushy brush. 

Left: A satellite view of Great Britain on the 7th 

January when high pressure brought clear skies but 

plunging temperatures at night. 

Above: The herd of Red Deer in Ashton Court Park 

on the 7th -  a gorgeously clear, crisp day. 
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I had a call just before lunch-time on the 7th from Ben Boult, one our neighbours who lives on Bridge 

Road, to say that he had a flock of Fieldfares and Redwings gobbling up the berries on his 

Cotoneaster. 

 

Above  and right:  These large northern thrushes 

feeding voraciously on the luscious red berries in 

Ben and 9ǎƳŜ .ƻǳƭǘΩǎ garden.  

At times like this, when the ground 

is covered and the remains of last 

!ǳǘǳƳƴΩǎ hedgerow berries are 

hidden under a blanket of snow, 

bushes like this may be a life-saver 

for these birds. Huge flocks have 

been reported elsewhere, mostly 

in the east. 

Right:  A smaller species ς a 

Redwing. 

 

It was difficult to estimate the 

numbers here because there was a 

continuous traffic of birds into and 

out of the garden. 

 

Blackbirds were also joining in the feast, and I think that I saw one Song Thrush. 

Our feeders have been in demand from the usual selection of Tits.  However, this year, there have 

only been 5 Long-tailed Tits seen at once.    4 Robins were feeding on the wall outside the kitchen 

window ς not without a few skirmishes as you might expect from these very territorial birds.   Once 

again, Greenfinches have been well down on what we used to see during the Winter ς there have 

been a maximum of 6.  One of the cock birds looked very colourful in the bright sunshine ς ready for 

the Spring (see photo on the next page).  We have had quite a flock of Wood Pigeons on the lawn 

with a maximum of 10 on the 11th January which continues to hoover up the seeds scattered for the 

Chaffinches.  2-3 is the usual number. 
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Above: A smart Greenfinch. 

 

Above: A rather aggressive cock Fieldfare has been giving the Blackbirds grief by attempting to 

secure for himself all the pieces of apple that I am putting out on the lawn for them. 

                            Above:  A chilly looking Dumbles with hardly a bird in sight. 

 

On the 8th January, Sally and I spent the afternoon at Slimbridge to see how the wildfowl were 

coping with the frozen up ponds.  In short, the birds were massively concentrated in the small areas 

of open water ς kept ice-free by the birds milling around in them. 

 

There were over 300 .ŜǿƛŎƪΩǎ {ǿŀƴǎ in the vicinity, which is more than have been counted in the 

last few years.  With mild winters, the swans have been staying further east, but this year, the hard 
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weather has forced more of them to fly here.   Apparently, there are several thousand this year at 

Welney ς many of them doubtless refugees from Holland.    

 

 

Left: Black-headed Gulls lined up on the 

ice while Coots and various ducks mill 

around on the water. 

Below: Fluffed up against the cold ς 

Black-headed Gulls. 

 

Below: Mute Swans ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨŦƛƭƭƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ Tufted 

Ducks and Mallard. 

 

 

I had expected to see a Water Rail or two walking 

 aǊƻǳƴŘ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘ ŦŜŜŘŜǊǎ όǎŜŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ Nature 

Notes for February), but none appeared.  However, 

there was a very active Wren (there may have been a 

pair of them), busily searching the nooks and crannies of 

the Willows for insects and spiders.  How these tiny birds manage to keep warm in these conditions 

is a miracle; they must have a very high metabolic rate and are wonderfully insulated by their 

feathers.  Nevertheless, these are the kind of conditions which will take a very high toll of them if the 

weather continues like this for too long (see picture above). 
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At the end of the afternoon, we went to sit in the 

Poulson Hide to wait for feeding time at 16.00hrs.  

A pair of Jackdaws were having a good scrap (right), 

with one combatant defending itself on its back.  

There were also several Rooks appearing to peck at 

the ice.  I thought at first that they were attempting 

ǘƻ ǇŜŎƪ ƻŦŦ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴƎŜǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ΨŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎΩΦ  

However, I think that they might have been trying 

to release pieces of corn frozen into the ice (below). 

.ŜǿƛŎƪΩǎ {ǿŀƴǎ soon gathered for the feast. 

 

 

                               Above:  Two birds trumpeting ς each vying to dominate the other. 
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The ice was causing problems for the swans.  They prefer alighting and taking off from water 

because it breaks the force of their landing ς after all, they are relatively heavy birds and can 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴƧǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ƘŀǊŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨƭŜŀǊƴΩ 

to feed on the ice itself ς normally they intercept the proffered grain either by scooping it from the 

ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ƻǊ ōȅ ŘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜŎƪǎ ǘo find the sunken seeds.  Even so, the birds are continuing 

to lose condition while these conditions last; apparently, they suffer a weight loss of several grams 

each night.   It is ironic that these lovely swans fly from their nesting grounds on the Siberian tundra 

to our shores to escape the freezing Arctic winter! 

 

Above: Grubs up! 

 

Left: A pair of .ŜǿƛŎƪΩǎ {ǿŀƴǎ nibbling  

grain on the surface of the ice.  Sir Peter 

Scott pioneered the use of bill patterns 

in these birds to identify them as 

individuals.  His daughter Dafila  and 

others pursued this line of study, and 

nowadays, several hundred can be 

recognised from their bill markings. 

 

 

 

 

Right: A lone swan looking a little lost 

among a host of Canada Geese. 

 

Sadly, a few days before this, Lady Philippa 

Scott died.  The end of an era. 

 

 

 


