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“The Oystercatcher”
Alan Spellman
12/04/38 - 19/08/21

We are fortunate that at least some of that work
has now been taken up by our own Ewan Miles at
www.Mullbirds.co.uk.

Alan Spellman, Len White and Peter Hall
founded Mull Bird Club in 2001. It had been
almost twelve months in the making, from their
first discussions. Alan assumed the position of
Chairman, Len that of Secretary, and Peter, as an
ex Bank Manager, that of Treasurer.

On a more personal note; I had known of Alan
since my wife and I first visited the island for a
holiday in 1999. Having spotted, along the
Grasspoint Road, several species I considered to
be rare indeed, I attempted to contact him. He
must have been out and about seeing species for
himself, but I managed to speak to Len White
instead. In 2005 my wife and I moved to Mull,
and we quickly became friends with all three of
the founders; and were soon involved with the
Bird Club as committee members.

In between then and now, Alan had taken to
recording all the sightings made on Mull by a
variety of visitors and residents, producing his
annual collection of information. It had become,
along with his website, an invaluable source of
data for anyone interested in the fauna of Mull.

Alan was from Yorkshire, and always called it like
it was, but had an excellent sense of fun too. He
came to our house on one occasion, and we
offered him tea and biscuits. We talked of bird
related things, of course, but then after about ten
minutes he said - “Are we having that cup of tea,
or just going to keep looking at the teapot?” - I
shall miss him.
Andrew M. Oldacre (Chairman)
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Australia and its birds
22nd October 2021

MBC Field Trip - Scallastle
25th August 2021

This was the slide show from Alan’s last visit to
Australia. I recall a conversation with him at a
Bird Club meeting in October 2019 in Dervaig.
He asked when his latest Australia trip could be
shown at the Bird Club, with the added hope that
it was before “he pegged it!”

Unusually for a Bird Club field trip we managed
to pick a dry day, albeit the hottest day this
Summer and no breeze!
I was a little disappointed that so few members
turned up, indeed just three committee members,
including myself. However it was a joy to talk,
face to face with other human beings, after
months of social distancing and lockdown.

That request had stayed in my mind as the
committee discussed forthcoming dates for its
evening meetings - and then Covid struck. In the
end Nancy Somerville and I took up the task of
trying to give the show in Alan’s absence …

We started off, uphill, to a forest edge situation
and stood admiring a multitude of bird species.
There seemed an almost constant flitting of birds
between the trees and bushes, and it was not easy
to observe them for any great length of time.
However we identified Dunnock, Robin, Siskin,
Goldfinch and the ever-present Swallow, circling
above. There was a pile of hardcore, deposited
just off the road, and suddenly there was a Grey
Wagtail striding along its top, taking no notice of
our chatter.
We moved on slowly, being passed by a group of
more serious climbers, destined for the top of
Dùn da Ghaoithe. We stopped for a while at the
Scottish Water holding tank, not a pretty sight,
but along its edge were several Buddleia bushes in
full bloom. Dancing between the flower heads
were several Peacock and Red Admiral butterflies.
As we reached the edge of the forest there was
occasional shade, in mitigation of the relentless
Sun. In the depths we could hear Goldcrest, but
would have to wait for the return journey before
actually seeing one, or two. A variety of fungi
were easier to spot, and we were presented with
several good specimens. I’m no expert on the
subject, but we identified a Chanterelle and a
Puffball amongst the crowd.

Just a few of the hundred or so pictures shown on
the night - from the top - a male Crimson Chat,
Laughing Kookaburra and Silo Art.
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At the intersection of the main path with the
loop that leads to the Scallastle River, we choose
to follow the anti-clockwise route. The water was
at a lower level than usual, due to the lack of
recent rain, but spectacular as it tumbled over the
large boulders on its journey to the coast.

also came across a strange bird that was vaguely
like a Greenfinch, but had streaks down each side
of the breast. I was uncertain at the time, but
after consultation with the Collins Guide,
discovered that young Greenfinch are indeed
marked thus, unlike their parents!

The climb up to the next crossing of the river,
and our lunch stop, seemed increasingly steep in
the unending Sunshine, but there was some relief
as we spotted a soaring Golden Eagle, taking
advantage of the many thermals. A Buzzard or
two followed before we reached our lunch stop.

A tiring day, by the time we reached the car park
again, but very rewarding for the company, the
flora and fauna. You should have been there …
Species seen on the day:
Hen Harrier
Buzzard
Golden Eagle
Woodpigeon
Swallow
Grey Wagtail
Meadow Pipit
Wren
Dunnock
Robin
Willow Warbler
Goldcrest
Long-tailed Tit
Coal Tit
Great Tit
Blue Tit
Treecreeper
Chaffinch
Greenfinch
Siskin
Goldfinch
Hooded Crow
Peacock, Red Admiral, Scotch Argus, Speckled
Wood & Meadow Brown butterflies and a
Southern Hawker dragonfly.
Andrew M. Oldacre (Chairman)
Photographs © Jenny Jackson

On the way back to the main path we
encountered a small flock of Long-tailed Tit and
had clear views of Ben Nevis along Loch Linnhe.
At the darkest part of the walk, beneath the
Larch trees, we found even more fungi, including
a small fallen tree with a myriad of sprouting
mushrooms along its length. It was here that we
finally caught up with Goldcrest. I personally saw
at least three, clearly identified individuals. We
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MBC Field Trip - Torosay Walk
11th September 2021

Garmony Walk
14th September 2021

With an autumnal feel in the air and the sun
starting to appear after a cloudy damp start we
(Nancy, Andy and myself) set out along the path
from the gatehouse. In the first field we spotted a
Kestrel hovering / hunting just above the crest of
the hill, using the thermals coming from the sea.

On 14th September 2021 I was walking at
Garmony when I came across a juvenile Cuckoo
(Cuculus canorus). Though to be honest, I wasn’t
sure what it was I’d spotted until I checked the
photos on my computer at home.

Lots of different fungi were starting to appear on
the trees and forest floor; with a few butterflies
and moths still flitting about. The distinct smell
of the forest, Fragrance úd (in very old Gaelic,
musky and tobacco like) permeating from certain
patches where the sun was warming it.
Raven croaking above us as we headed towards
Torosay Castle, where a Rock Dove was taking
advantage of the estate’s chicken feed. Looking
over towards the Duart coastline we saw twenty
two Red-breasted Merganser, feeding offshore
with Goosander, Shag, Heron, various gulls,
Redshank, Greenshank, Oystercatcher and
Curlew. Dipping in and out of visibility with the
waves was a Black Guillemot in winter plumage.

Cuckoo (Cuculus canorus) - Photo © Nancy Somerville
Goosander (Mergus merganser) - Photo © Nancy Somerville

A single White-tailed Eagle was seen flying, on
the horizon, and a female Hen Harrier (Ringtail)
was quartering the shoreline for a while.
A group of trees, including Beech, Oak and Hazel,
by the steps to the memorial, was a hive of
activity with small birds. Long-tailed, Coal, Great
and Blue Tit, along with Spotted Flycatcher.
We made our way back to the gatehouse. In the
garden noisy Goldfinch fledglings and numbers of
Chaffinch were feeding; Swallow skirted the fields
and there were Gannet flying over the distant
shoreline. What a lovely stroll!
Jenny Jackson (Club Member)

I’d only had a few glimpses of Cuckoo during the
summer although I’d heard their ubiquitous calls.
In previous years I’ve had good views of them,
both in flight and calling from various perches, in
particular by the Scallastle forest path.
In the late Alan Spellman’s last ‘Isle of Mull Bird
Report’ publication, he states of the Common
Cuckoo: “Summer visitor continues to buck the
trend and is still being seen on the Isle of Mull in
good numbers … later birds usually going
unrecorded (adults in July, juveniles in August).”
Cuckoo numbers in the UK have declined by 65%
since the 1980’s according to the BTO, and are
Red Listed as a Bird of Conservation Concern. As
4 brood parasites, possible reasons for their decline

include reduction in host species populations or
climate changes resulting in host species changing
their breeding seasons, leaving the Cuckoos ‘out
of sync’. However, research by the BTO seems to
show that Scottish (and Welsh) Cuckoo that take
a migration route to Africa through Italy, fare
better than their English counterparts which
migrate via Spain.
On the occasion in question, I was heading back
to the Garmony car park, walking along the
coastal path. I was checking, as always, to see if
anything was about. I’d noticed a Buzzard on one
of the skerries, tearing at something it was
holding down with a talon. It was being divebombed occasionally by Hooded Crows. It was
good to see that other ‘usual suspects' were about
- Curlews, Oystercatchers, Shags Mallard and
various gulls but nothing out of the ordinary.

to pick something off the ground at its feet. (In
retrospect, possibly a caterpillar.) Then it flew off
and I lost sight of it. The images on my camera’s
monitor screen weren’t clear enough to get a good
look at the bird so I carried on thinking it was
probably a Sparrowhawk.
On the way back to the car, I stopped a few times
to watch shore birds. It was still light at 5.30pm, a
lovely evening. At home later on, I uploaded the
photos to my computer and realised the bird had
been a Cuckoo, but there was still something odd
about it. After checking my bird books and online, I thought there were two possibilities: a
rufous female or a juvenile. Given the time of
year it was highly unlikely to be an adult female
but in any case it just had the look of a juvenile.
The clincher though was the obvious white nape
patch; something I’ve learned about this season.
A juvenile Cuckoo - a first for me! With luck, it
will have made it safely to winter in Africa and
will find its way back to Mull next Spring.
Something else I learned is that folk used to think
that the reason they didn’t see Cuckoos in winter
was because they changed into a Sparrowhawk so maybe my first ID attempt wasn’t so daft!
Nancy Somerville (Bird Club Secretary)

Photography in Iceland
19th November 2021

Cuckoo (Cuculus canorus) - Photo © Nancy Somerville

I stopped to look around one of the wee bays
when the Oystercatchers there took off, sounding
their alarm calls. The skies were clear of raptors
so I thought an otter might have disturbed them.
I was scanning along the seaweed at the water’s
edge with my binoculars when a shape flew across
my vision, pretty low. My first impression was of a
brown bird, shaped and swooping like a bird of
prey. It landed on a nearby rock. I slowly lifted
my camera (always around my neck) and took a
few shots. I thought it might be a Sparrowhawk.
It looked odd though, more speckled than usual,
maybe a juvenile … I took a few more photos as it
hopped to the ground below the rock and seemed 5

Covering two photographic holidays in Iceland February 2017 and July 2019 - our slide show in
November was a brief summary of the
possibilities in that country. In both cases our
journey started in the capital Reykjavík, before
travelling along the ring road that skirts the whole
island.

The Sun Voyager in Reykjavík - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Waterfalls are a big feature of any trip to Iceland,
and we certainly had our share of the most
popular ones! They are overcrowded, and
therefore difficult to capture without numbers of
wandering tourists in front of your lens. But there
are a few, off the beaten track, that allow for a
much better experience. Our guides took us to
both kinds …

species in Iceland. On investigating the cries of
hungry fledglings I was extremely surprised to
find four youngWaxwing!

Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Whooper Swan (Cygnus cygnus) - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Skógafoss waterfall - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

One of our reasons for the Summer trip, in
particular, was to see breeding birds at close
quarters. The Red-necked Phalarope we had
never seen, let alone photographed, so at Lake
Myvatn (lake of the flies) we made the most of
our time. Red Throated Diver and Black-tailed
Godwit were two other species that we wanted to
photograph in all their Summer glory.
Whimbrel is not a common species on Mull, but
in Iceland it is. We were fortunate enough to be
able to get close enough for excellent images.
Whooper Swan is a Winter visitor on Mull, but in
July in Iceland they have growing youngsters!
Another Autumn/Winter visitor to Mull is
Waxwing; I’d not expected to see them in
Iceland. Indeed they are a very rare breeding
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Bohemian Waxwing (Bombycilla garrulous) - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Aurora Borealis at Jökulsárlón - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Jökulsárlón Glacier Lagoon - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Red-Throated Diver (Gavia stellata) - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Icelandic Horse - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Late in the evening we were treated to the most
incredible light show as the aurora performed its
dance across the sky in slow-motion.

The Winter visit, of course, was dominated by ice
and the possibility of seeing the Aurora Borealis

Icelanders are particularly proud of their horses;
woe betide anyone who calls them ponies! They
are so particular about the bloodline that if a
horse is exported it can never return. We had
many opportunities for some ‘cute’ photographs
on both trips and included a number in our
original slide show.
We can certainly recommend Iceland as a
destination, if we are ever allowed to travel again!
Andy & Diana Oldacre
Sculptured Ice at Jökulsárlón - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

(the Northern Lights) and in both cases we had
our fill. At Jökulsárlón Glacial Lagoon we spent
many hours photographing every shape of mini
iceberg you can imagine!
7

Stokksnes Beach & Mount Vestrahorn - Photo © A. M. Oldacre

Ice at Jökulsárlón - Photo © A. M. Oldacre
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