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Nature Notes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world

Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observ-
ing and recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing 
inspiration and insight from the sights and sounds that ac-
company the seasons throughout the year, he invites you to 
tune in to the often overlooked natural world all around us.

Twitter @rupertevershed  Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

A risky time of year for birds

There is always a risk that 
in mentioning the 
location of  unusual birds 
or wildlife I will 
unwittingly draw 
unwanted attention to the 

species in question and thereby add 
“human harassment” to its list of  
survival stresses. 

However, the birds I have in mind 
have chosen to live out their family 
life in the midst of  one of  our busiest 
local attractions:  Willows Farm.

Many, especially those with small 
children, will have experienced 
Willows Farm as the family day out 
that it is intended to be, complete 
with tractor rides, shows and 
children’s activities, however, it is 
also home to one of  Hertfordshire’s 
rarest breeding birds.

Set in the Colne Valley, Willows 
Farm is part of  a complex of  flooded 
gravel pits, rough vegetation, 
woodland and farmland extending 
from Colney Heath to London  
Colney that is hugely attractive to 
wildlife.

The varied habitat supports a wide 
variety of  insects and these in turn 
attract a many birds, both resident 
and on migration. Indeed, over 200 
species of  birds have been recorded 
in this area.

The vast majority of  this list are 

just visitors en route to their usual 
habitats: ring ouzels returning to the 
high moorland peaks in the spring, 
waxwings pushed south by harsh 
winters in Scandinavia and once, a 
black ctork, drifting off  course from 
the Continent – the second only 
record for the whole of  
Hertfordshire.

However, many birds do choose to 
stay and nest in the area too.  One of  
the more unusual of  these is the 
oystercatcher that, as its name 
suggests, is more familiar as ‘that 
noisy black and white bird’ on the 
beach.

Sporting a long red bill capable of  
prizing open shellfish the 
oystercatcher is very vocal with its 
loud “pleep-pleep” notes and readily 
draws attention to itself.  Every year, 
one or two of  these birds decide to 
stay in the Willows Farm area 
feeding both down by the lake edges 
and in the farm fields.  More recently 
they have attempted to breed and 
this year they have been successful 
making Willows Farm one of  only a 
handful of  sites in the county that 
can boast oystercatcher chicks.

It has not all been plain sailing 
though and the oystercatchers’ story 
illustrates why the term “breeding 
success” inevitably needs some 
qualifying. 

The previous year the well-
disguised nest was ploughed in with 
the rest of  the field, but this year, 
much to the credit of  the farmers, 
the oystercatchers have been 
given special treatment 
with their nest 
cordoned off  in the 
middle of  the field while 
ploughing and sowing went on 
around it.

Finally, on June 25, I spotted the 
adult off  the nest with a fluffy chick 
just visible beneath its feathers!  
Later three chicks in total were 
counted scurrying around looking 
for food and learning to respond to 
their parents’ anxious calls.

However, these lessons could not 
come quick enough and a week later 
the chicks were down to two.  I went 
out yesterday to see how things were 
and was greeted by two very alert 
and worried oystercatchers fending 
off  a marauding crow and watched 
by magpies, ever intent on a quick 
snack.

It seemed that the crow may have 
succeeded in its quest as only one 
chick was visible and limping at that.

The parent birds flew back and 
forth, ferrying the chick from the 
water’s edge, under a hedge and back 
into the field where the chick’s 
brown down camouflaged it perfectly 

in the soil. The whole time the birds 
kept up a constant stream of  worried 
and varied piping calls giving the 
impression of  a running 
commentary on the state of  play.

Eventually, all was calm, the threat 
had passed and I left the three 
oystercatchers feeding in the field, 
the youngster responding 
immediately to any change in tune 
from the parent birds’ calls.

I too breathed a sigh of  relief  for in 
that moment I had felt the stress of  

 ■ (Main picture) A cordoned-off oystercatcher nest and (inset) 
one of the birds      
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the oystercatchers as they had 
desperately sought to defend their 
young.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but 
feel heartened by their perseverance 
and tenacity in the face of  multiple 
threats.

Nature is very resilient and, given a 
little protection, like the 
oystercatchers, can thrive adding a 
vibrancy and interest to our 
landscape that would not otherwise 
be there.
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EMMAUS ST ALBANS
WORKING TOGETHER TO END HOMELESSNESS

HELP A LOCAL CHARITY BY DONATING YOUR UNWANTED HOUSEHOLD GOODS
AN ALADDIN’S CAVE OF FURNITURE, QUALITY COLLECTABLES AND EVERYDAY 

 HOUSEHOLD GOODS, AS WELL AS FULLY TESTED ELECTRICAL ITEMS.

EMMAUS AT: 
1. HEMEL HEMPSTEAD, 559 London Road HP1 2RE
     Tel: 01442 215755
2. ST ALBANS, Hill End Lane AL4 0FE
     Tel: 01727 817297
3. HERTFORD, 3-9 North Street SG14 1LN
    Tel: 01992 504485
4. HARPENDEN, 44-46 Coldharbour Lane AL5 4UN
    Tel: 01582 469564
5. BARNET, 11 High Street EN5 5UJ
    Tel: 020 844 08342
6. TRING, 81 High Street HP23 4AB
    Tel: 01442 822838
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