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Black grouse, a lekking male
‘Blackcock’
© Cameron Sharp

Mammals
Nationally extinct mammals which formerly occupied
the post glacial Dale include wolf, wild boar, and
aurochs (wild cattle). There is evidence to show that
Mesolithic people once hunted the aurochs in
Weardale, a species now globally extinct1.
Two Roman altars found in Weardale one at
Eastgate dating to between AD238 to 244 and another
from Bollihope were both dedicated to Silvanus the god
of the woods in gratitude for the killing of large wild
boars2. A pair of wild boar tusks were found in Rogerley
Quarry in 19033 and the Heathery Burn Cave near
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Stanhope contained worked and unworked boar tusks
in a Bronze Age context4. The name Swinhope may
derive from the valley of the wild boar5.
Around the year 1180, Bishop Puiset of Durham
granted the brothers of the Hospital of St Giles in
Durham an exemption from the forest law of mutilating
(hambling) the front feet of their dogs to prevent them
hunting deer in his Weardale Forest, the dogs were
needed for wolf control on land granted to the brothers
near Rookhope, close to the ravine and farm still known
as Wolf Cleugh6. Ambling Gate between Eastgate and
Rookhope has been suggested where hambling took
place, the H being dropped in later spelling9.

Roe Deer buck
© G M Heeley
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Two native deer species survived to recent times, Red
and Roe Deer. Both were hunted by the Prince Bishops
in their Weardale Forest but only the Roe Deer remains
a common wild animal in the Dale, although
deforestation reduced numbers considerably in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By 1511 Red Deer
were extinct in the wild in Weardale, existing only as
emparked animals in the Bishop’s two hunting parks at
Stanhope and Wolsingham; by 1647 the Red Deer was
gone from Weardale7. Auckland Castle and Park, also
part of the Bishop’s Weardale Forest, was described by
Leland in his Itinerary (1539-43) as “a faire parke by the
castelle, having fallow deer, wild bulles and kin”, an early
reference to the Norman-introduced Fallow Deer in the
Dale. The only still extant herd is at Whitworth Hall.
In 1634, the Auckland Castle wild cattle were described
as being white and wild and the Parliamentary Survey
of 1646-7 describes the park as “the deere and game utterly
destroyed, except two or three of the said bisons, and some few
conies”8. Many Medieval parks had wild white cattle, as
Chillingham in Northumberland still does. They were

kept as Medieval status symbols and for hunting. They
were not direct descendants of the native aurochs, but
a domestic breed maintained for their white colour and
ferocity
Persecution of the carnivores was and is common
within the Dale. Seventeenth and eighteenth century
Church Wardens accounts for Stanhope show bounties
paid for the heads of Fox, Badger (pate), Otter and
Polecat (foumart, fulmart)9. The Pine Marten and
Wildcat were formerly present within the Dale but are
now regionally extirpated. Some of the last nineteenth
century pine martens were shot at Shull, Hoppyland
(1882)10 and St John’s close to Hamsterley Forest11.
Bones of the Wildcat were found in a cave near
Stanhope (James Rackham, pers. comm., 1988).
Persistent persecution led to the Badger becoming
exceedingly rare, the “last one” erroneously reported as
being shot at Horsley Head Farm in 19033. They were
and, occasionally still are, illegally dug from their setts
with terriers and spades and killed, or baited. But the
Badger never did become extinct and is now widespread
in the Dale. The Otter declined to local extinction due
to poor water quality and persecution, being hunted
with terriers as well as being trapped. This century the
Otter has made an exceptional recovery as water quality
and human attitudes improved and persecution made
illegal. It can now be found on all water courses, as
mapped by Durham Wildlife Trust volunteers in recent
years. Despite being designated ‘vermin’, foxes never
suffered the catastrophic declines of the other larger
carnivores as numbers had to be maintained to support
fox hunting with dogs.

Otter © Darin Smith

Polecat © Darin Smith

Pine Marten © Darin Smith

Recently Polecat has begun to recolonise the Dale
from introductions in Cumbria12 although there remains
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the possibility of confusion with escaped and feral
ferrets and there are rumours of Pine Marten back in
Hamsterley Forest13. Populations of Fox, Stoat and
Weasel are controlled to support the biggest numbers
of game birds for shooting but they are all still common
in the Dale.
Rabbit (coney) and Brown Hare are common. Both
are introduced animals, the Rabbit originally as a
cosseted Medieval food and fur resource guarded in
enclosed warrens or coney garths, including the one
referred to with the white cattle at Auckland Castle.
When the Brown Hare was introduced is uncertain, but
it was present in Britain by Roman times. Rabbits and
hares have been coursed with lurchers and greyhounds
and the hare hunted with hounds. The 2004 Hunting
Act bans most hunting with dogs.
Water Vole © Stuart Priestley

Systematic surveys for Water Vole, squirrels and bats
have taken place in the Dale, other than these groups
the abundance and distribution of small mammals is
poorly understood. Grey Squirrel has colonised the
Dale woodlands since the 1970s and are now common,
subsequently the Red Squirrel has declined dramatically
and is now poorly represented, if indeed still present,
with the most recent records from the Killhope Lead
Mining Centre plantations and Rookhope15.

Pipistrelle bats
© Stuart Priestley

Water Vole was once widespread on the Dale’s water
courses but in recent years have become restricted to a
few of the smaller western streams and tributaries. The
American Mink, which began to colonise the Dale in
the 1970s as an escapee from fur farms is now well
distributed throughout the Dale and as a major predator
of the Water Vole has contributed to a serious
population decline. The introduced Common (Brown)
Rat is widespread occupying many habitats and will
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compete with water voles for riparian resources.
The Harvest Mouse was reported from St John’s near
Wolsingham in the nineteenth century11 with no further
reports until 2011 at Slitt Wood15. There are two
nineteenth century Weardale reports of Dormouse
from Wolsingham and Hamsterley14 and house mice
have recently been reported from the top of the dale
near Cowshill (two records) and in Wolsingham (two
records)15. Wood Mouse, Field Vole and Bank Vole are
ubiquitous. Water Shrew, Common Shrew and Pygmy
Shrew are all present but under-recorded. Both
Hedgehog and Mole are common, the former mostly
recorded as road kills and the latter as mole hills.
Nine bat species have been recorded within the Dale
principally due to the work of Durham Bat Group.
Bats give birth in communal summer roosts with some
larger roosts accommodating multiple species.
Common Pipistrelle is by far the commonest and most
versatile bat and is known to breed from Killhope in the
west to a major roost in Auckland Castle Chapel.
Soprano Pipistrelle is poorly represented in the upper
Dale but there are a few records including a roost at
Witton le Wear. There are a very few records of
Nathusius’ Pipistrelle including Whitworth Hall,
Tunstall Reservoir, Wolsingham and Stanhope15,16,
these are scattered records of individuals or small
numbers and the status of this newly discovered species
is poorly understood. Daubenton’s Bat is normally
found close to water often roosting in cavities in bridges.
Possibly the earliest north-east record for this species is
of an albino specimen found in the church at Auckland
St Andrew (South Church) in 1839. Durham Bat Group
has a long-standing bat box scheme in Hamsterley
Forest with Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle,
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Whiskered, Brandt’s, Natterer’s, Noctule and Brown
Long-eared bats all being found in summer roosts
within the boxes16.
Little is known about bat hibernacula in the Dale and
where bats have been found in hibernation numbers
have been small. Common Pipistrelle is the most
eclectic and least specialised in its choice of hibernation
sites (hibernacula) including cavities in the same
buildings used as summer roosts. Other bat species seek
hibernacula with a more stable winter temperature,
Noctule is known to utilise hollow trees and
Daubenton’s, Natterer’s, Brown Long-eared, Whiskered
and Brandt’s Bats have all been found hibernating in the
caves and disused mines of the upper Dale16.

Birds
The Dale’s landscape offers a wonderful range of
habitats within quite a compact area. This results in a
wide variety of interesting bird species that are
accessible and can be found with just a little effort. A
guide follows to the key species and locations, with
advice on when to visit and a focus on enjoying the very
best that the principal habitat types have to offer.

General Distribution
Most visitors and residents will recognise many of the
commoner species which are not dealt with here in
detail. In town and village gardens and lowland fields
and hedgerows the Dale plays host to familiar species
such as Blackbird, Song Thrush, Mistle Thrush, Robin,
Blue Tit, Great Tit, Dunnock, Starling, Wren,
Chaffinch, Goldfinch, Bullfinch and Greenfinch.
Whilst still relatively common, both Song Thrush and
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Greenfinch populations are considered to be in decline
locally. In the summer months Swallows, House
Martins and Swifts grace village areas and more open
farmland settings. April marks the arrival of the House
Martins and Swallows with Swifts only returning by
early May. The overall population of Swifts appears to
be falling, in line with a national decline. A shortage of
suitable nest sites in buildings has been cited as one
possible cause. The Swifts’ return migration occurs
promptly in mid-August with the majority of Swallows
leaving during September. Some colonies of House
Martin can remain until early October.
Carrion Crow, Rook, Jackdaw and Magpie are
resident throughout the year but mostly avoid the high
ground. Rookeries are dotted all along the Dale and
Jackdaws colonies are often present in disused quarries.
Woodpigeon are widespread and common whilst the
Collared Dove is more closely associated with human

All five owl species are
present in the Dale.
Centre: Short-eared Owl,
top left Tawny Owl, bottom
Little Owl, top right Barn
Owl, bottom right Longeared Owl © Cameron Sharp
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settlement as is the Pied Wagtail. Linnet is present
amongst hedgerows and larger flocks gather in open
fields after crops are harvested.
The Yellowhammer has become increasing scarce
though may still be found along lowland hedgerows and
farmland in more easterly locations.
Black-headed Gulls breed in a few small upland
colonies and are present all year. In summer they are
joined by Lesser Black-backed Gulls and Herring Gulls.
The former breed very occasionally on the highest
ground and the Common Gull has also bred on very
rare occasions. By early autumn larger gull flocks
congregate to feed over fields and pasture and roost on
open waters to preen. Local movements of Blackheaded, Common and Herring Gulls feature
throughout the Dale in autumn and winter. In fact at
these times the Dale can provide a convenient flyway
for the movement of other species such as waders and
geese passing across the Pennine spine.
Amongst perhaps less familiar species there are some
residents which select quite a catholic range of breeding
habitats and can be seen therefore throughout the Dale.
The Little Owl is a sedentary resident breeder which
has shown a recent decline to its numbers. It nests in,
and is always associated with, hedgerows, quarries,
walls and barns in generally open ground. It may still
be found occasionally even in the upper reaches of
some valleys. The Common Buzzard has experienced
a very significant expansion in its range and numbers
in recent decades. It nests in mature trees in open
farmland and both deciduous and coniferous woodland
and circling birds can be seen soaring throughout
Weardale at all times of the year and at all elevations.

146

It rivals the Kestrel as
perhaps now being the
commonest bird of prey in
the Dale. Kestrels are
similarly wide-ranging in
their nesting and hunting
requirements. Red Kites
have been a recent
welcome addition to the
Dale’s birdlife though they
are yet to breed reliably
and consistently. The birds
emanate from the original
release programme made
by the Northern Red Kite
Project in the nearby
Derwent
Valley
(Gateshead BC). We can
but look forward to their
consolidation
as
a
breeding resident bird
though their hoped-for
expansion into the area has been limited by instances
of illegal persecution outside of the Dale. Soaring
Kites may be seen at any time over a wide range of
habitats — farmland, woodland, fell-side.

Red Kites can be seen with
increasing frequency
thoughout the Dale in all
months but have yet to
consolidate their position as
a regular breeder
© Cameron Sharp

Fieldfare and Redwing arrive from Scandinavia each
October and feed principally on Hawthorn and Rowan
berries. Often impressively large roving flocks occur in
all areas from lowland farmland to the fell sides until
they depart once more in April.

Mixed Deciduous Woodland and Scrub
Suggested Locations: Bishop Auckland Deer Park,

147

Brussleton Wood, lower Bedburn Beck and Adder
Wood (Hamsterley village), Bedburn, Baal Hill and
Tunstall Woods, lower Stanhope Burn, Horsley Burn,
Rookhope Burn (Ambling Gate Bank wood) and lower
Middlehope Burn (Westgate).

Spotted Flycatcher – an
uncommon summer visitor
to woodland glades and
even gardens
© Hilary Chambers

Male Pied Flycatcher, a
stunning summer visitor to
deciduous woodlands
© Cameron Sharp

Male Redstart, summer
visitor to deciduous
woodland and more open
countryside
© Hilary Chambers
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Birds: Mixed and open deciduous woodlands,
particularly with Oak and Beech trees, areas of scrub
and even some strips of mature hedgerow can support
an attractive array of species best enjoyed in the late
spring and early summer when resident birds are joined
by summer visitors and territorial song reaches its peak.
Year-round residents include the Great Spotted
Woodpecker whose distinct drumming is heard mostly
during March and April. Green Woodpecker is much
less common and more elusive with its ‘yaffling’ call
sometimes being the only clue to its presence. There is
a healthy population of Tawny Owls which only really
give away their true numbers when calling at dusk. The
Long-eared Owl’s secretive nocturnal habits makes it a
very difficult bird to encounter but it does nest sparingly
in both mixed and coniferous woodland settings. Listen
out for the ‘squeaky gate’ begging calls of young in late
May and June. Sparrowhawks have a strong showing in
the Dale and hunting birds can be seen in the wider
landscape throughout the year. The spectacle of the
Sparrowhawk’s aerial display over their breeding sites
can be experienced during March and April.
Woodcock prefer woodland with an understorey and
dense ground vegetation for breeding and reveal
themselves most notably in spring time with ‘rodding’
flights at dusk whilst giving a distinct grunting call.
They are resident and numbers are supplemented with
influxes from the continent each winter. Jay, Tree

Creeper, Nuthatch, Long-tailed Tit, Coal Tit, Marsh Tit
and Willow Tit are all typical residents in this type of
habitat though Marsh and Willow Tit numbers are now
considered to be in decline and both are scarce at least
in the upper part of the Dale. Marsh Tit can be found
in woodland settings whilst the Willow Tit prefers
damper scrubby areas and even early stage conifer
blocks. Resident Tree Sparrows are uncommon but do
occur at the edge of open woodland and along
hedgerows mostly in the lower, eastern parts of the
Dale. The Hawfinch perhaps maintains a very tenuous
foothold with recent records from the Wolsingham and
Frosterley areas.
To all of this rich mix is added the eagerly anticipated
arrival of spring migrants each year to our deciduous
woodlands and hedgerows. Chiffchaff, with their
characteristic song, are the first to announce their
presence from late March. Willow Warbler and
Blackcap soon follow in April and by early May the
picture in the very best locations is completed with
Redstart, Garden Warbler, Pied Flycatcher, Spotted
Flycatcher and Wood Warbler. The Wood Warbler’s
distinctive trill call is now heard in just a few preferred
locations (eg. Bedburn and Baal Hill) in mature bankside woods with little or no understorey. The Pied
Flycatcher is also not found in every deciduous
woodland but visits to Oak woods can be productive.
Redstart, Wood Warbler and Pied Flycatcher form an
impressive and colourful trio of attractive birds to
search out for as a challenge on a spring visit. Breeding
Whitethroats bring added diversity to hedgerows and
scrub in the valley over the summer months.
Brambling are fairly regular winter visitors especially
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to beech woodlands.

Forestry Plantations
Suggested Locations: Hamsterley Forest, Dryderdale,
Knitsley Fell, Black Bank Plantation

Woodcock
© Hilary Chambers

Birds: Forestry plantations provide the opportunity for
visitors to meet up with other specialist species. Open
areas of mixed age trees and scrub within the forests
provide the best birdwatching experiences rather than
the uninterrupted stands of mature conifers.
Common Buzzard, Sparrowhawk, Great Spotted
Woodpecker, Woodcock, Jay, Tawny Owl, Willow
Warbler and Coal Tit are amongst a number of species
that are as much at home here as they are in deciduous
woodland settings.
In March and April it’s possible to see Common
Buzzard and Sparrowhawk in aerial display over
prospective nest sites.
Plantations are favoured year-round by the tiny
Goldcrest and by roving flocks of Siskin feeding on
cones at tree top-height. Years of good cone crops
attract small flocks of beautiful Common Crossbill, a
true specialist, which can be seen bounding from block
to block as they announce their presence with a
distinctive loud metallic call. Spring is marked by the
arrival of the Tree Pipit which is by no means common.
It can be found in scrub and replanted mixed open areas
and shows a display flight in which it always returns to
a low tree perch. One of the undoubted highlights of
May and June is the chance of an evening encounter
with the ‘churr’ call and silhouetted sight of Nightjar in
clearings in Hamsterley Forest.
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In recent years areas of replanted conifer areas have
attracted the odd over-wintering Great Grey Shrike
which is a very scarce visitor to the county as a whole.

Riversides and Wetlands
Suggested Locations: Low Barns — Durham Wildlife
Trust Nature Reserve, McNeil Bottoms, Tunstall
Reservoir, Bridge End Frosterley, the Weardale Way
(Stanhope to Eastgate section),
Stanhope Burn, Rookhope
Burn and Middlehope Burn.
Low Barns Nature Reserve
Birds: Open water sites in the
lower part of the Dale are key
refuges for many species and
always make for an interesting
location to visit. Areas
alongside the main River Wear
and its tributaries with the
lightly wooded banks represent
an important mixed habitat.
Low Barns Nature Reserve
shows perhaps the richest
diversity of bird life in the Dale
Riverside walks reveal the
resident Dipper to be common
even up to the head waters in
some valleys and the Grey
Wagtail
has
a
similar
distribution. The Kingfisher is
more confined to calmer
stretches of the main river and
stream systems. Grey Herons
are found in all wetland and

The lakes, woodland and riverside habitats
have hosted well over 150 species, including
rarities such as Common and Little Bittern,
Spoonbill, Cattle Egret, Ring necked Duck,
Great Reed Warbler and Hoopoe. Water
birds are present throughout the year, with
good numbers of a variety of wildfowl on
the lake along with Goosander, Dipper and
Kingﬁsher on the river Wear. Summer brings
a ﬁne selection of breeding warblers
including Reed, Sedge and Garden with
occasional Grasshopper Warbler and Lesser
Whitethroat. In winter, the feeding stations
attract both Marsh and Willow Tit,
Brambling and more common visitors.
Formerly very rare, the Little Egret has
increased signiﬁcantly and Low Barns often
holds one of the largest numbers in the
county, with 19 recorded recently. Common
Sandpiper, Lapwing and Oystercatcher
breed on or next to the Reserve but the
water levels are usually too high for passage
waders, though occasional birds such as
Green Sandpiper and Greenshank may drop
in brieﬂy. The ﬁrst breeding record in the
county of Little Ringed Plover was here in
the 1960s and they still breed locally.
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Sand Martins are quite
common along the main
river and open waters
© Hilary Chambers

river environments and a few small Heronries exist
along the valley floor. Sand Martins are often the first
migrants to arrive on our rivers in spring and the Dale
supports a number of small breeding colonies.
Oystercatchers also arrive from the coast in early spring
and favour exposed shingle on the rivers as well as
adjoining pastures. Common Sandpiper is perhaps not
as common as its name suggests but pairs of this
summer visitor do breed along most of the principal
water courses. The brightly coloured Goosander is
present on the larger river stretches year-round and by
late-June playful broods of young are out learning to
fish. Riversides lined with Birch and Alder trees are
good places to find resident Lesser Redpoll.
Ponds and larger open waters are of course a magnet
for wildfowl. Regular breeders include the familiar
Mallard, Teal, Tufted Duck, Pochard, Coot and
Moorhen along with the occasional Shelduck. Canada
Goose, Greylag Goose and Mute Swan breed on and
around ponds. Great Crested Grebe and Little Grebe
can be found in most months of the year and both
breed. Small numbers of Cormorant visit throughout
the year but still restrict their breeding to coastal
locations. Other breeding birds closely linked to these
habitats include several warbler species, Reed Bunting
and the elusive Water Rail.
The valley’s open waters attract the magnificent
Osprey in most years. Birds that appear are on spring
and autumn passage to and from their more northerly
breeding waters and usually don’t linger.
Autumn results in impressive waterfowl gatherings
when the numbers of resident ducks and geese increase
and are joined by winter visitors such as Wigeon, Scaup
and Goldeneye. Small groups of Whooper Swans pass
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through, typically in October, and may occasionally
linger.

Upland Enclosed Pasture and In bye land
Suggested Locations: Sunnyside Edge (Pikestone Fell),
Bewdley Plain lane (Stanhope), Steward Shield
Meadow (Stanhope Burn), Linzgarth (Rookhope),
Swinhope Plantation, West Gate Heights Pastures
(Middlehope
Moor),
Puddingthorn
Pastures
(Lanehead), greenway paths south of Daddry Shield.
Birds: Upland enclosed pastures and in-bye land in
springtime can offer a real variety of birds. These areas
include the especially important restored traditional
flower-rich hay meadows17. Waders in particular breed
in these areas and they can also be seen congregating
in numbers in early spring during bouts of harsh
weather on the fell tops.
These field systems support nesting Lapwing,
Curlew, Snipe, Oystercatcher, Redshank and Skylark
and feeding flocks of Golden Plover. Rough pastures
on the moorland edge with patches of rush and sedge
are the best places, year round, to see Grey Partridge, a
species in decline nationally, and Black Grouse, a true
icon of the northern uplands. There are several Black
Grouse leks in the Dale and the species’ fortunes have
been turned around thanks to the work of the North
Pennine Black Grouse Recovery Project partnership18.
Barn Owls are present throughout in farmland
habitat and, despite the elevation, these upland pastures
can be a good places to see daytime hunting birds
during the breeding season where isolated barns offer
nesting sites often shared with Stock Dove. Kestrels are
similarly found throughout Weardale and may be seen

Golden Plover – a bird which
breeds on the high moors
but flocks gather in pastures
in early spring and late
autumn © Hilary Chambers

Grey Partridge – the Dale’s
population appears to be
stable © Hilary Chambers

Black grouse female
‘Greyhen’
© Hilary Chambers
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hovering anywhere from farmland in the lower valley
to the highest fells and are frequently seen hunting over
upland pastures.
A few decades ago Yellow Wagtails would not be an
unfamiliar sight around the marshy corners of upland
pasture but they have now become very scarce and at
risk of being lost to the Dale forever.
Male Stonechat. Stonechats
are fairing very well in
upland valleys in the dale.
Look out for them on
bracken and heather-clad
hillside © Cameron Sharp

Upland Valley Heads and Open Moorland
Suggested Locations: Waskerley Reservoir & Beck,
Howden Burn (Frosterley), Bollihope Burn Quarries,
Horseshoe Hill & upper Stanhope Burn, Bolts Law
Incline, main summit public roads over Rookhope,
Bollihope Common, Chapel Fell and Killhope
Birds: These wilder places are accessible and offer a
chance to see some classic upland species in stunning
landscapes. The steep-sided Bracken and heather-clad
upper valleys of burns feeding the main river system are
home to some key summer visitors. Peat restoration
projects by the North Pennine AONB team have helped
arrest erosion on several areas of the high fell.

Male Whinchat
© Hilary Chambers

Ring Ouzel and Wheatear arrive to breed in early
April and feed on areas of open grassy sheep-walk; both
rarely venture out onto the open fell. The Ring Ouzel
is uncommon whilst another summer visitor, the
Whinchat, has become increasingly scarce over recent
years. In contrast the Stonechat population has
increased and family parties might reliably be found in
June and July on hillsides. A few Stonechat now
overwinter in upland areas but the breeding population
does suffer obvious reductions after any prolonged
harsh winter weather. .
On open heather moor resident Red Grouse is the
principal species and the habitat is closely managed by
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shooting estates to maximise stock. These moors are
also the main breeding sites of Golden Plover and
Curlew with Lapwing and Snipe providing a strong
supporting cast. A few Dunlin pairs breed on the
highest summits in damp areas. The whole moor comes
alive during spring days with the displays and calls of
these waders seemingly adding an extra dimension to
the landscape. Most have largely moved off the fells by
August to overwinter on lower ground and coastal
feeding areas. Greylag Geese are a relatively new
addition to breeding birds in some areas of open moor.
Pairs leave the wetlands in the valley bottoms in March
and nest in damp flushes amongst rush and heather.

Male Ring Ouzel, an
uncommon summer visitor
to upland valleys and
pastures © Cameron Sharp

The diminutive Meadow Pipit’s parachuting display
is a common spring and summer site over heather and
mixed rough grassland and they attract Cuckoos which
are parasitic towards the pipits. Cuckoos are summer
visitors and have suffered a serious national decline in
recent years. Once commonly found in all parts of the
Dale they are now a noteworthy sight and sound.
Visits to the upland in spring and summer may bring
glimpses of dashing Merlins which breed sparingly on
the high ground. Short-eared Owl is scarce and
occasionally breeds here. Individuals may be seen in
daytime hunting low over the fells and can be present
in small numbers thoughout the year except at times of
hard winter weather. The Peregrine Falcon is sadly now
a rare and only a very occasional breeding bird despite
suitable sites being available. No breeding at all occurs
in most years. Peregrines are nevertheless present
throughout the year with hillsides on the high ground
probably affording the best opportunities to see hunting
birds. The Hen Harrier is lost as a breeding bird, despite
suitable habitat and food being available. It occurs as a

Female Ring Ouzel
© Hilary Chambers
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scarce winter visitor and you may be lucky enough to
have a casual sighting over high ground. Ravens also
don’t breed in the area but small groups regularly occur
in upland terrain during autumn and winter months,
often associated with sheep flocks. The Raven only
occurs as a scarce winter visitor and you may be lucky
enough to have a casual sighting over the high ground.
Ravens also don’t breed in the area but small groups
regularly occur in upland terrain during the autumn and
winter months often associated with sheep flocks.

Reptiles

Common Lizard
© Stuart Priestley

Slowworm
© Lesley Hodgson

Adder © Tom Gledhill
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Three species can be found. A fourth species, the Grass
Snake, has been reported but as yet there is no evidence
of this snake having a breeding population anywhere
within County Durham other than the central Derwent
Valley, where it is very rare, possibly extinct.
Two lizard species are found: Common Lizard and
the snake-like Slowworm. Historically the Common
Lizard was sometimes described as the Green or Sand
Lizard and it has been recorded on the Durham coast
and on the moor edges, using this name19. Common
Lizard can vary in colour from dark to pale brown and
grey to green. Occasionally bright green specimens are
still wrongly recorded as Sand Lizard.
The Common Lizard is probably the most common
reptile within the county and is widespread within the
whole of the Dale including the highest moors, most
records however are from Hamsterley Forest and the
mid-altitude moors20.
The Slowworm is spread throughout the lower Dale
but has not been recorded from the higher moors in the
west. Being more retiring than the Common Lizard and

prone to basking under cover may have led to under
recording of this species. Having no visible legs, the
Slowworm can be mistaken for a small snake.
There is a long-standing confusion over the status of
the county’s two snake species. For example, Calvert in
1884 wrote concerning the Grass Snake (ringed snake)
in Durham:“this pretty and quite harmless snake is much
commoner than the viper, inhabits similar districts and is often
mistaken for it”.
Even then this was not the case. The Grass Snake has
a southern distribution in England and appears always
to have been rare in the county and yet public
misperception still has it as the commoner snake.
Reports of Grass Snake in Hamsterley Forest have
invariably turned out to be Adder or Slowworm.
The only common snake in the county is the Adder
or northern viper. It is widespread in the Dale,
frequenting embankments, dry-stone walls, heather
moorland and can be seen in Hamsterley Forest. Local
recorders have also found healthy populations around
Crawley Edge, in quarries around Stanhope and in the
upper Bollihope valley. The Adder is a venomous snake
but is also very retiring preferring to avoid humans and
even when provoked is slow to bite. The Forestry
Commission records that in Hamsterley Forest bites
averaged out at less than one per year and with only one
exception were the result of people picking up snakes,
most commonly young men or boys resulting in bites
on the hand. The rule for the Dale and for Durham is,
if it is a snake it is an Adder: avoid each other.
All three of the Dale’s reptiles hibernate in dry
underground cavities (hibernacula) on south-facing
slopes. Such slopes are sheltered from the wind, have
cover and receive sufficient sunshine early in the year
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to allow for extensive basking. Sites where conditions
are optimal are at a premium and can be used by all
three species. Both the adder and the common lizard
occasionally emerge as early as mid-February to midMarch if there is sufficient sunshine, raising
hibernaculum ground temperatures to a much higher
level than the ambient air temperature. Both can be
highly visible at this time of year and it is possible to
see basking adders in snow melted patches amongst
lying snow. Slowworms emerge a little later often
basking under cover of vegetation, flat stones or pieces
of flat debris which warm up quickly. For all three
species mating takes place usually during April with
adults then dispersing from the hibernaculum area to
feed and give birth before returning to the hibernation
sites in the autumn.

Amphibians

Common Frog
© Stuart Priestley

Palmate Newt
© Stuart Priestley
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Of the five species found in the Dale, Common Frog is
undoubtedly the commonest and most widespread here
and in the county. In late February or March clumps of
frogspawn can be found in almost any still water body
without fish, including temporary ponds and scrapes.
Though not as widely distributed as the frog, the
Common Toad is widespread in the Dale, perhaps
avoiding the highest moors. Being able to tolerate the
presence of fish it can utilise larger bodies of water and
slow-flowing stretches of rivers as well as ponds. Large
numbers of toads can sometimes be seen in the spring
moving from hibernation sites to their breeding waters
occasionally resulting in large numbers of road
casualties. Spawn is laid in long, tangled strings with
toad tadpoles usually being far more obvious than frog
tadpoles.

The Great Crested Newt is an eastern lowland
species within the county and the lack of records on
higher ground in the west probably truly reflects its
absence from most of the upper Dale. Nevertheless, it
has been recorded in a small number of upland ponds
and reservoirs on Bollihope Common and within and
around Hamsterley Forest, its large size helping to
differentiate it from other newt species.
Apart from males in full breeding condition, it can
be difficult to confidently identify the two other newt
species in the upper Dale, Smooth and Palmate, and it
is possible that some records for the two smaller newt
species are confused.
Like the Great Crested Newt, the Smooth Newt has
its main populations in the lowland east of the county.
It does however extend into the upper Dale and is more
frequently recorded than the Great Crested Newt.
The newt of the upper Dale is undoubtedly the
Palmate Newt with a reversed distribution, being more
common in the western uplands than the eastern
lowlands. It is well spread across the Dale tolerating
slightly more acid waters in quarries and on the moors.
In 1989 it was described as common in Hamsterley
Forest with the Smooth Newt being very uncommon.
Loss of suitable habitat and disturbance has led to a
decline of local amphibians and reptiles. Garden ponds
may help to slow the decline of frogs and smooth newts,
but other species remain under threat.

Fish
Fish (and aquatic invertebrates) are reported upon in
Chapter 7: Freshwater life.
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Invertebrates
Dragonﬂies and Damselﬂies
The phrase ‘as old as the hills’ seems tailor-made for the
dragonflies and damselflies of Weardale. Fossils of
these ancient insects found in France and Bolsover,
Derbyshire, date back 325 million years to the Upper
Carboniferous Period (at the same time the sequences
of sediment were being laid down which formed the
rocks of Weardale).
The modern relations of those prehistoric dragonflies
are popular insects and relatively well recorded across
most of Weardale. Twenty-four species of dragonflies
and damselflies have been recorded in the North East, of
which only seven are absent from Weardale. Most of the
latter are rare or infrequent migrants to our region. Being
such powerful flyers, these vagrant and migratory
dragonflies can turn up anywhere.
Dragonflies were not always as popular as today. In
the nineteenth century and earlier they were known in
Durham as the ‘flying adder’ or ‘stangin ether’, people
believing that they could deliver a painful sting (Brockie,
1886). Robert Calvert (1884), who collected dragonflies
in Weardale in the nineteenth century, also refers to the
local prejudice against the ‘stinging ether’ before
explaining that they are perfectly harmless. With ether
being an archaic local word for the Adder, it is not hard
to see how the long, banded bodies of larger dragonflies
could be thought to look like a snake.
Like many early naturalists Calvert used names and
descriptions which are now obsolete and hard to
decipher. His ‘Black Dragon Fly, libellula forcipata – the body
of this species is black with bright yellow rings’ is now named
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the Golden-ringed Dragonfly. Interestingly he describes
it as scarce. Today it is sparse but widespread in the
uplands.
‘The Dragon Fly, libellula anguis’ he describes as
common, with the males easily distinguished from
females by their waisted abdomen – presumably the
contemporary darter dragonflies, the Sympetrum species.
He also records the ‘Black-clouded wing Dragon Fly, libellula
splendens’ distinguished by ‘a large dark oval patch in the
centre of each wing’. Today we call it the Banded
Demoiselle – a species thought to be first recorded in
Durham on the River Tees catchment in 1940 and 1946,
but with no further records until it began to colonise the
county from the mid-1980s (Eales, 2016). Calvert’s
overlooked record is the first for the county, quite possibly
collected in his normal hunting ground of Weardale.
In May 1939, J W Heslop Harrison (Vasculum, XXV
No.2) published a list of north-eastern dragonflies which
includes the Common Hawker but not the Southern
Hawker. The latter species did not begin to become
widespread throughout our northern counties until after
the middle of the twentieth century – the first of a
number of southern species to spread north into the
county. It is now common on neutral to alkaline water
bodies, with records petering out above Frosterley as the
water becomes more acidic in the uplands. Common
Hawker has a more westerly distribution, preferring the
acid waters of the uplands.
The Migrant Hawker is an uncommon late-twentieth
century arrival in the north-east. It is another species
intolerant of acidic water and, like the Southern Hawker,
is restricted to the lower reaches of the Dale with no
records above Stanhope.

Southern Hawker
© Stuart Priestley

Golden-ringed dragonfly
© Stuart Priestley

Broad-bodied Chaser
© Stuart Priestley

Black Darter
© Stuart Priestley
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The Golden-ringed dragonfly is one of our largest
and most impressive species, preferring the acidic
streams and mires of the uplands. It is a voracious aerial
predator, catching large insects such as damselflies,
other dragonflies, wasps, beetles and bumblebees on the
wing, using its legs to form a basket and scooping prey
out of the air.

Large Red Damselfly
© Stuart Priestley

Chaser and skimmer dragonflies are thinly
distributed across the region. Weardale mirrors this
trend with only a handful of records for each of the
three chaser and skimmer dragonflies Broad Bodied
Chaser, Four Spotted Chaser and Black-tailed Skimmer
(a recent late-twentieth century colonist in the county).
All have been recorded at Witton le Wear but with only
the occasional records from further afield.
Darter dragonflies are represented in Weardale by
three species, Common Darter, Ruddy Darter (another
late-twentieth century colonist of the county) and Black
Darter. As with many of the dragonflies in Weardale,
records rapidly dissipate above Stanhope – the acidic
nature of the wetlands could be a contributing factor,
as well as the lack of recorders venturing out into the
far reaches of the Dale. One darter dragonfly that could
well be found more frequently in the bogs and mires
higher up the Dale is Black Darter which is traditionally
associated with upland habitats. It is the UK’s smallest
resident dragonfly – the males are virtually all black.
This distinctive species is one to keep an eye out for
when out and about off the beaten track.
Damselflies are slimmer, more delicate creatures
than dragonflies. They are generally found over a
greater geographical range in Weardale than their more
physically robust relations. They appear to be able to
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tolerate a greater range of water pH than dragonflies,
Species such as Large Red Damselfly and Blue-Tailed
Damselfly can be found well into the uplands. Other
damselflies found in Weardale include the Emerald
Damselfly, Azure Damselfly and Common Blue
Damselfly. The most striking damselfly in Weardale
must be the Banded Demoiselle, the males sporting
broad deep blue/black bands across the wings and
metallic blue bodies. Still spreading within the county,
it is a riverine species and one of the easiest to identify.
Virtually all records of it come from the River Wear and
it is worth keeping an eye out for it on rivers and
streams in the more lowland areas of Weardale.

Hill Cuckoo Bee
© Lesley Hodgson

The upper reaches of Weardale are not well recorded
for dragonflies and damselflies and much more work is
needed to understand their distribution and habitat
requirements in the Dale.

Bumblebees
Bumblebees are becoming relatively well recorded
within Weardale and certainly there has been a growing
interest in this genus of bee over the last few years. The
full suite of north eastern bumblebees has recently been
recorded in Weardale. This includes regionally scarce
species such as Barbut’s Cuckoo Bee (recorded around
Stanhope) and species that have undergone national
declines such as Moss Carder Bee. More recording is
required to fully understand the importance of
Weardale for bumblebees, but current work by
dedicated recorders is starting to raise Weardale’s
profile in respect of these insects.

Buff-tailed Bumblebee
© Lesley Hodgson

Tree Bumblebee
© Lesley Hodgson

Many of the more common bumblebees are found
throughout Weardale. Species such as Buff-tailed
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Bumblebee and Red-tailed Bumblebee have been found
throughout Weardale as far west as Wearhead. Redtailed Bumblebee is the host of the Hill Cuckoo Bee.
This cuckoo bee, which closely resembles its red tailed
host, has always been considered rare in the north-east,
but over the last ten years it has become somewhat more
common and has found its way into Weardale, with a
handful of records arising from Witton le Wear in the
east and Ireshopeburn in the west.
The Weardale list includes Bilberry Bumblebee, a
classic bee of the uplands with a strong association with
Bilberry. This bee has been found as far east as West
Auckland with reliable records from the 1980s.
However, most records are from further west where
Bilberry and other foraging plants, such as sallows and
heathers, are a more common sight within the
landscape. Before the recent interest in recording
bumblebees, records centred around Hamsterley Forest.
Since the expansion in recorder numbers the bee has
been found much further west with records coming in
along the A689 corridor as far up as Cornriggs.
Another bumblebee associated with uplands in the
north-east and that is certainly worth seeking out in
Weardale is the Broken-belted Bumblebee. This bee
used to be widespread across the British Isles but seems
to have almost disappeared from much of southern and
eastern England. Records from the 1980s place it on
moorland north of Hamsterley Forest and the
distinguished bumblebee recorder Harry Eales recorded
it from near Hisehope Reservoir in the early 2000s. The
only recent location for it is around Ireshopeburn.
Further investigation should hopefully reveal more
locations and would be important in establishing if
Weardale holds good populations of this declining bee.
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Queens emerge from hibernation in late May or June,
which is late compared to other bumblebees, and the
species is associated with open species-rich sites with a
late flowering season, much of which has been lost over
the last 50 years. Broken-belted bumblebee particularly
favours Raspberry, Common Knapweed and Devil’s-bit
Scabious. Searching out stands of these plants provides
the best opportunity for finding this bee.
The Moss Carder Bee was once found across the
region, but this UK priority species is now restricted to
the uplands with notable records from Teesdale and a
number from Weardale. It is a difficult bee to identify
with confidence, so historical records need to be treated
with caution. Records from the 1970s and earlier place
the bee around Stanhope and Tunstall Reservoir, but
the veracity of these records is debatable. However,
reliable records do exist from the 1980s and early 2000s
from Hamsterley Forest. Harry Eales recorded the
species around Burnhope Reservoir in 2007. The most
recent occurrences are from around Cowshill, Westgate
and Ireshopeburn with regular records coming in over
a number of years. Our regional population must be
regarded as one of national significance given the bee’s
national decline. Identifying possible further locations
in Weardale would be the first step in promoting the
local conservation of this species.

Solitary Bees and Wasps
The majority of bees and wasps in the UK live solitary
lives and generally go unnoticed, while the social wasps
which invade late summer picnics and the large
colourful bumblebees grab our attention the rest of our
bees and wasps are generally under recorded in our

Nomada goodeniana another Nomad Bee found
the Dale © Stuart Priestley
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region and especially in Weardale.

Colletes succinctus (Heather
Colletes Bee) © Phil Gates

Most of the Weardale records are from the east of
the area especially around Bishop Auckland and Witton
le Wear, with some records arising from Cockfield Fell
and around Wolsingham. There has been an increase
in recording up the Dale in the last few years with
recording effort concentrated around Frosterley and
Stanhope with a smattering of records extending as far
west as Westgate and Rookhope.
Records from Cockfield Fell are generally of
‘common and widespread’ species. Andrena ruficrus
appears at Cockfield Fell and other sites within
Weardale; while most bees are associated with the
warmer climes further south the Andrena ruficrus has an
unusual northerly distribution and does not venture
further south than Yorkshire. A notable species from
Cockfield Fell is Nomada lathburiana which is known
only from a handful of north eastern locations and
reaches the northern limit of its known distribution in
County Durham. Nomad bees (Nomada genus) are
cleptoparasitic bees or more commonly called ‘cuckoo
bees’ after their habit of invading host bee nests and
laying their own eggs, Nomada lathburiana is a
cleptoparasite on the Ashy Mining-bee (Andrena
cineraria). Nomad bees can be easy to spot, they have a
slow, almost gliding flight, with legs splayed outward to
the sides and are often seen flying around grassy banks
or walls looking for the nest of their hosts.
Some limited recording has taken place on the
heathland habitats of Knitsley Fell above Wolsingham
with recent records of Andrena lapponica. This mining
bee is associated with Bilberry and is likely to be much
more common in Weardale than the few current
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records indicate. The most interesting record from
Knitsey Fell is a 1981 record of Nomada rufipes, a species
that is much more common in the south with a sparse
northern distribution and only recorded in the north
east a few times.
The recording effort around Frosterley and Stanhope
has been largely centred around disused quarries, which
can provide the varied topography and flowering plants
solitary bees need to thrive. Common and widespread
species are regularly recorded including sweat bees such
as Halictus rubicundus and Lasioglossum calceatum and
mining bees including Andrena haemorrhoa and Andrena
nigroaenea. In tandem with these species are the
cleptoparasitic bees, several species of Sphecodes or
Blood-bees, named for the blood red coloration of their
abdomens, have been recorded alongside Nomad bees
such as Nomada flava and Nomada marshamella.
Leafcutter bees also make an appearance around
Frosterley with Megachile versicolor and Megachile
willughbiella being recorded.
The solitary wasps are much less well recorded in
Weardale, but disused quarries at Stanhope have
produced the spider hunting wasp Anoplius nigerrimus
and the riverbanks at Frosterley have turned up the
more unusual Anoplius concinnus. Spider hunting wasps
are long legged, fidgety insects that spend much of their
time running over the ground with only brief bursts of
flight. They catch and paralyse spiders before
entombing them with usually a single egg. Once the egg
has hatched the spider provides a meal for the
developing larva.
The most notable wasp record from this part of
Weardale is Nysson spinosus found around Frosterley in
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2018. There is only a handful of records of this species
in the north east and until this recent record it had not
been seen since the 1960s. This species has also been
found near Witton le Wear as recently as 2020; showing
that increased recording effort can have a profound
effect on how we view species rarity and distribution.
Weardale has produced other notable records, Low
Barns Nature Reserve at Witton le Wear has provided
records of the wasp Monosapyga clavicornis and bee
Coelioxys rufescens. These records are the only ones for
these species from the north east and represent the most
northerly extent of their known distribution.
Other noteworthy records come from Auckland
Castle Park, Bishop Auckland, a site that has been
surveyed quite regularly with over 60 species of solitary
bees and wasps recorded so far. A small black wasp
Stigmus pendulus was recorded on the site in 2011. The
species was first recorded in the UK in 1986 and from
its starting point in the home counties it has been
spreading northwards, the record from Weardale
represents its most northerly travels to date. The bulk
of the solitary wasp records for Weardale come from
Auckland Castle Park with several genera being
recorded, further recording up the dale for both solitary
bees and wasps will no doubt turn up further interesting
records and add to our knowledge of this under
recorded group of insects.

Hoverﬂies
While many of the true flies (Diptera) pass unnoticed
in Weardale the Hoverflies are the exception; often
brightly coloured and with numerous species being
found in gardens many people will be familiar with
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them and some of the more easily identified species are
relatively well recorded.
The recording of hoverflies stretches from Bishop
Auckland in the east all the way to Wearhead in the
west. One of the most commonly recorded hoverflies
in Weardale is Episyrphus balteatus, this is one that
gardeners will come across throughout the dale. Like
many hoverflies its larvae feed on aphids and so it is a
welcome sight for the keen gardener.
About half the British species have larvae that feed
on aphids, but other species’ larvae are saprotrophs
eating decaying plant and animal matter in organically
rich water and dead wood. Some larvae live as
tunnellers in plants stems, leaves and roots while others
develop in dung and fungi. A few species develop as
scavengers in bumblebee or social wasp nests. Not
many habitats are off limits for at least some species of
hoverfly and so they can be found across Weardale.
A hoverfly associated with the uplands is Sericomyia
silentis a large hoverfly of boggy habitats that has been
found as far west as Wearhead. The larvae develop in
peaty ditches and pools, have a long snorkel-like tube on
their posterior end allowing the larva to breathe air while
submerged. Many species of hoverfly larvae have this
adaptation, including another upland specialist, Eristalis
rupium, which have been recorded in small numbers
northeast of Newhouse, in Slitt Wood, at three localities
in the Rookhope valley and near the Burnhope
Reservoir. The long thin appendage gives the larvae of
these species their common name of rat-tailed maggots.

Heliophilius pendulus - a
common Hoverfly
© Stuart Priestley

Sericomyia silentis
© Stuart Priestley

There are records of Portevinia maculata from
Weardale and this widespread but localised species is
most often associated with woodlands, the larvae
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developing in the stem bases and bulbs of Ramsons.
There are recent records from Baal Hill Wood,
Harehope quarry, woodland strips by the River Wear
between Stanhope and Frosterley and by the Rookhope
Burn, and also in the Shittlehope woods, Stanhope
Dene, and Slitt Wood where it is abundant.

Volucella bombylans
© Stuart Priestley

Rhingia campestris is a common hoverfly whose larvae
develop in cow dung, has been recorded across the Dale
and it is usually found near hedgerows and woodland
edges. The adult has a prominent snout which protects
a long proboscis and it can be seen visiting flowers such
as Bluebell and Bugle which their long mouthparts can
penetrate.
Another species associated with woodland edges and
scrub is Volucella bombylans. The larvae live as scavengers
in the nests of bees and wasps, feeding on dead insects
and other debris. The adult is a good example of
mimicry in hoverflies, many of the larger species look
very much like bees and wasps with white and
yellow/brown stripes. By mimicking the appearance and
behaviour of predators that most insects and birds avoid,
namely bees, wasps and hornets, they are hoping to hide
in plain sight. Volucella bombylans is an excellent
bumblebee mimic even down to its furry coat; there are
even two colour forms of this hoverfly which match
differing bumblebees, one form is black with a red tail
and the other form has yellow bands and a white tail.
Sericomyia superbiens is a convincing mimic of Bombus
pascuorum and B. muscorum and as its common name,
Late Bear Hoverfly, suggests it flies late in the season
usually peaking in September. It is most often found
around wet, upland woodlands visiting the flowers of
Devil’s Bit Scabious; in Weardale, this species been
recorded in Slitt Wood, and at two localities in the
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Rookhope valley and by the Bollihope Burn.
Arguably the best bumblebee mimic is Pocota
personata, a species associated with veteran trees in
woodland and parkland with the larvae found in rot
holes high above the ground in various trees, but most
frequently beech. It has been recorded from around
Bishop Auckland and this represents the northern
extent of its known distribution, it is regarded as a rare
UK species, but the adults are notoriously elusive and
further searching around veteran trees may reveal more
records.

Painted Lady
© Lesley Hodgson

Butterﬂies
Thirty-four species have been recorded post-2000 as
either residents, migrants, or vagrants. A further seven
have become extinct, historically visited or are
doubtfully recorded in the Dale.
Of the migrants Red Admiral is the most common
arriving in varying numbers every summer. Painted
Lady occurs less frequently but in good years can be
abundant. An uncommon migrant, the Clouded Yellow
occasionally reaches the north-east of England. An
early immigration occurred in 1878 in Bishop Auckland
(Calvert, 1884), the most recent records are from
Hamsterley Forest (2000) and near Waskerley (2006).
By far the rarest migrant is the Camberwell Beauty,
Robert Calvert (1884) the Bishop Auckland butterfly
collector had one in his collection taken in the Bishop’s
Garden at Auckland Castle in 1852 and notes another
two reported from near Witton le Wear. The fortune of
these butterflies and how many or how frequently they
arrive in Weardale is determined by factors overseas.
Brimstone was recorded as a vagrant near Stanhope in
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2003 and in Shittlehope Woods in 2020 this butterfly is
common in parts of the country but the buckthorns, its
caterpillar food plants are rare in County Durham and
although the butterfly sometimes wanders into the
county from Yorkshire it has not become established.

Green-veined White
© Lesley Hodgson

The fortunes of some of the resident species have
fluctuated greatly as the result of habitat and climate
changes. A series of cold summers in the late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries saw some species, some of
which are now regarded as common, disappear from the
county, or become much rarer. Peacock, Ringlet, Orange
Tip, Comma, Speckled Wood, Wall and Gatekeeper
became rare or disappeared completely. Except for the
Gatekeeper the late-twentieth century saw them all reestablished to varying degrees in the county and the
Dale. The Gatekeeper was recorded in extremely low
numbers in Hamsterley Forest early in the twenty-first
century but there is no indication that it has become
established. Large White, Small White and Greenveined White are well distributed within the Dale and
have always been regarded as common, with the Large
White benefitting from a migrant influx in some years
and sometimes appearing on the highest fells due to its
wandering nature. The Meadow Brown, Small Heath
and Small Tortoiseshell have also retained their
common and well distributed status throughout and can
be found well up in the Dale.
Small Copper, Common Blue and Dingy Skipper are
more widely and thinly distributed in the Dale, being
more dependent on suitable habitats along the river
valley, often in post-industrial sites. The latter two species
may be losing ground as suitable habitats are lost.
Both the Large Skipper and Small Skipper have
expanded their national range with a northward spread.
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Large Skipper was known in the county in the latenineteeth century when it was considered rare, from the
1960s onward the species increased markedly and is
now well represented in the region. A similar range
expansion took place with the Small Skipper but much
later in the twentieth century, the species spread north,
with the first upper dale record at Witton le Wear in
1985. Since then it has become widespread in the Dale
and was recorded at 520 m almost as far west as
Wearhead in 2020.
In 1935 John Greenwell the Hamsterley butterfly
collector wrote that the Dark Green Fritillary, Pearl
Bordered Fritillary and the Small Pearl Bordered
Fritillary were extinct in the Wolsingham, Shull,
Bedburn and Linburn localities in which he had known
them. These butterflies suffered a decline in the earlytwentieth century both locally and nationally with the
Pearl Bordered becoming extinct in the county in the
early 1960s (Dunn and Parrack, 1986). Robson (1905)
reported the Dark Green Fritillary as becoming scarce
in the east and centre of the county but still present in
good numbers in Weardale with a fine dark variety
caught near Byers Green. It is still present in the Dale
with a scattered distribution in suitable habitats
including a 2020 record close to Wearhead at 540 m.
The Small Pearl Bordered Fritillary is now extremely
rare in the county losing all its upper Wear Valley
catchment locations except for one in the Waskerley
Beck Valley.
The Green Hairstreak was first recorded in the county
in 1924 and then in Weardale in 1927 in the Shull,
Dryderdale area. It is thinly spread within the county
where Bilberry the larval foodplant grows and is present
at a few locations in the upper Dale with most records

Dingy Skipper
© Lesley Hodgson

Common Blue, male
© Darin Smith

Small Pearl Bordered
Fritillary © Lesley Hodgson

Small Heath
© John Stephenson
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from the Hamsterley Forest area. Historically, the Purple
Hairstreak had a very restricted distribution in the
county with no Weardale records; since 2000 it has been
recorded from Bishop Auckland, the Witton le Wear
area and Tunstall reservoir. The White Letter Hairstreak
spread north into County Durham from Yorkshire in the
early 1980s, and since then it has continued to spread
with recent records from around Witton le Wear and
Hamsterley Forest and a 2020 record from Shittlehope
Woods.
The Holly Blue butterfly has a very disjointed and
sporadic distribution disappearing for long periods
before reappearing at different locations. Calvert
recorded it as scarce, stating he had taken it between
Byers Green and Bishop Auckland, it was recorded
from Shull in the nineteenth century. It appeared again
at Bishop Auckland in 1998 and 2010 and was recorded
at Stanhope in 2019 and 2020. In 2019 it was recorded
from Baal Hill Wood. The butterfly is now becoming
more common in the county although its presence is
still sporadic and erratic and very much determined by
climatic conditions and parasitisation.
Historically, the Large Heath was recorded in the
nineteenth century from Shull and Hoppyland, but
there are no recent records and the species is now
extinct in the county although still found on the
Northumberland mosses.
The High Brown Fritillary has a dubious history in
Weardale, Calvert suggests that it is occasionally seen
in the same locations as other fritillaries but Robson (in
Page, 1905) states that although the species had been
recorded in the Wear Valley all the specimens he had
checked were Dark Green Fritillaries. He clearly does
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not regard this species as a Durham butterfly and did
not include it within his catalogue. In August 2006
however, a specimen of this butterfly was photographed
in Hamsterley Forest, the only proven record for the
county, presumably either an introduction, or a longdistance vagrant (O’Brien et al 2006) .
The Grizzled Skipper (Pyrgus malvae) butterfly is
another species with a doubtful history in the north-east
including a record from the Low Barns nature reserve
at Witton le Wear in May and June 1975. This record
however is now considered to be a mistaken identity for
Dingy Skipper (Norman et al 2014).
The last and most unusual record is from Calvert of
the Grayling at one time being common on the Newton
Cap Estate near Bishop Auckland but no longer present.
This is now very much a coastal butterfly in the northeast.

Adult Magpie Moth
emerging from pupa
© Enid Hoseason

Moths
Although moths are usually less well recorded than their
counterparts the butterflies, Weardale’s moths have not
by any means been overlooked. At various times
through the 1980s until 2011 there were Rothamsted
Insect Survey sites at Butterknowle, Rookhope, Westgate
and Hamsterley Forest, and when combined with wider
recording at Hamsterley and other popular sites such as
Low Barns Nature Reserve at Witton Le Wear, the
number of moth records is impressive for a group of
insects that are generally nocturnal.
Moths can be found at most times of year and almost
anywhere, not just in the wider countryside but in the
centre of town, parks and gardens. Moths can be found
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simply by leaving an outside light on. Those with a
keener interest in moths can experiment with the more
arcane methods of attracting moths such as wine ropes
and sugaring or invest in a light trap.

July Highflyer
© Keith Robson

Moths, like much of our wildlife, are declining, with
the total number of larger moths recorded in the
national network of Rothamsted trap samples
decreased by 28 per cent over the 40 years from 1968 to
2007. The same is likely true of Weardale, with diverse
natural habitats being gradually lost to agricultural
intensification with resultant declines in biodiversity.
The Rothamsted trap at Rookhope ran from 1989 to
the mid-1990s and recorded over 160 species of moth,
over twenty of which are listed in Section 41 of the
Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC)
Act 2006 as Species of Principal Importance in
England. Amongst these priority species are a number
associated with moorlands, including the Red Carpet,
Grey Mountain Carpet and Haworth’s Minor.

Northern Eggar Moth,
female © Lesley Hodgson

Purple Bar Moth
© Lesley Hodgson
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Another NERC species found at Rookhope is Pale
Eggar. John Robson, writing in 1899, had no recent
records for this species and regarded it as “scarcely known
in our counties,” while Dunn and Parrack (1986) only
supplied records from Hamsterley Forest and noted that
it has yet to appear in Upper Weardale. Since Dunn and
Parrack’s writings, the Pale Eggar has been found not
only at Rookhope but around Frosterley and
Wolsingham, albeit only occasionally.
Heading lower down the Dale, recording at a single
location in Stanhope amongst gardens along Front
Street has found nearly 300 species of moth including
the Garden Tiger. The caterpillars are the ‘woolly bears’
of many people’s youth, although Robson (1899) found

this species to be “abundant in all parts of both counties”,
declines in the 1980s have made it a much more unusual
sight. The Garden Tiger has been recorded from
Rookhope down the Dale to Bishop Auckland but there
are only a few sightings in any one year.
Continuing to head east, Low Barns Nature Reserve
has recorded well over 300 species of moth and the site
boasts a good number of microlepidoptera records. So
far, all the moths we have mentioned are classed as
macrolepidoptera – essentially all the larger moths –
while the smaller moths are known as the
microlepidoptera and with wingspans under 20 mm they
are often harder to identify. Having said that some species
found in Weardale are distinctive, one such species is the
Longhorn Moth; the males have the longest antennae of
any British moth reaching up to 30 mm. They are a
common species and can be found along woodland edges
in May and June, the males can often be seen in groups,
drifting up and down in the evening sunshine. Another
micromoth with long antennae is the Green Longhorn.
While both sexes have metallic greenish or bronzy
forewings, the males sport distinctive long, whitish
antennae. This day-flying species can be found around
woodlands on bright summer days.
Although most moths are nocturnal there are
numerous day-flying moths that occur within Weardale.
The Silver Y is a common day-flying moth across
Weardale with records from Bishop Auckland right up
the dale to Cornriggs. This is a well-known immigrant
species; this moth can turn up in large numbers under
the right conditions and can be found from spring right
through till late Autumn. A rarer and more colourful
day-flying moth is the Wood Tiger, a species of
woodland and acid grassland which has been seen

Silver Y Moth
© John Stephenson

Wood Tiger Moth
© Lesley Hodgson

Brimstone Moth
© Lesley Hodgson
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Lunar Hornet Clearwing
© Stuart Priestley

Red-tipped Clearwing
© Stuart Priestley
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around Hamsterley and the moorland fringe around
Stanhope and Wolsingham. One of the classic moths
of moorlands and heathland is a day-flyer, the Emperor
moth which Robson (1899), describes as “beautiful as a
larvae and as a perfect insect”. The male moth is more
colourful than the female, with bright orange hindwings
and feathered antennae. Female moths are inactive
during daylight, but emit a pheromone which attracts
the male moths from miles around.
A day-flying moth of some note is Argent & Sable.
This distinctive moth with its black and white
colouration has only been found on a handful of
occasions in Weardale and is a UK Priority Species.
Robert Calvert writing in 1884 states simply that he “has
taken it on the moors” (Calvert 1884) and an 1846 record
places Argent & Sable around Bedburn. Since the
nineteenth century this moth has only been recorded on
two occasions, once from Witton le Wear in 1997 and
then in Hamsterley Forest in 2008. Argent & Sable is
certainly a moth to keep an eye out for; it can be found
flying during June and July in coppiced deciduous
woodland and boggy moorland where the caterpillar
foodplants, Bog Myrtle and Birch spp are present.
The most unusual day-flying moths must be the
clearwings, Sesiidae, this array of species exhibit
hymenopteriform Batesian mimicry; they aim to look
like wasps with the hope that predators avoid them.
The Lunar Hornet clearwing is an excellent wasp
mimic and like many of the Sesiidae they have patches
on their wings which shed their scales during their first
flight. This results in ‘clear wings’ where the scales are
absent giving an even more waspy appearance. There
are two records of Lunar Hornet Clearwing from
Weardale: an 1831 record from Westgate and a more

recent record from Witton Le Wear in 2007. Two other
species of clearwing have been recorded in Weardale:
in 1899 the Current Clearwing was seen in Wolsingham
and J W Heslop Harrison (1953) reported Red-tipped
Clearwing in Eastgate and in 2018/19 this species was
also found at Low Barns, Witton le Wear. Robert
Calvert (Calvert 1884) records the chrysalis of Hornet
Clearwing from a poplar tree in Bishop Auckland, the
only record of this species in Weardale and one of only
a handful in the region from around the same time
period. The Hornet Clearwing is not found further
north than the Midlands today and, assuming Calvert
was correct in his identification, may have declined
geographically since he was recording in Weardale.
The sparsity of clearwing records in Weardale may
partly be a result of them being very elusive and
historically difficult to find. Natural historians would
have had to spot the tell-tale signs of egg laying and rear
the adults from the twigs and branches the larvae
develop in, a laborious process. The modern
development of pheromones lures to attract the males
has made finding these moths far easier and it would be
interesting to see if more records could be generated if
these pheromone lures were taken up the Dale.

Longhorn Beetles
The Cerambycidae family of beetles includes some of
Britain’s most spectacular beetles, often large and
colourful and typically characterized by long antennae
they are relatively easy to identify in the field with a
little care. In Greek mythology, Cerambus was a
musician who angered the nymphs, the female spirits
of nature, and was turned into a wood-gnawing beetle.
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Most longhorn larvae develop within deciduous and
coniferous wood though species like Agapanthea
villosoviridescens develop in the stems of herbaceous
plants such as umbellifers and thistles.
Weardale is largely deforested and so longhorn beetle
records are few and far between, but pockets of ancient
woodland and other woodland types are scattered
across the dale and there are some notable longhorn
beetle records. Saperda scalaris is a nationally
uncommon longhorn that has been recorded in and
around Hamsterley Forest, the most recent record is
from the early 2000s. Hamsterley Forest also provides
the only north eastern record of Alosterna tabacicolor and
records of the much more common Rutpela maculata.

Longhorn, Rhagium mordax
at Low barns, Witton le Wear
© Stuart Priestley

The woodland habitats of Low Barns, Witton le
Wear have provided several longhorn records with
Clytus arietis being regularly sighted. This species lives
up to its common name, Wasp Beetle, by mimicking
social wasps in both colouration and behaviour, moving
in a jerky fashion like a wasp’s flight. Leptura
quadrifasciata, Rhagium mordax and Agapanthia
villosoviridescens can also be found at Low Barns. There
is a single record of Saperda populnea from Low Barns.
This beetle forms woody galls on twigs of poplars and
willows and the record from Weardale is the only time
it has been found in the North East.
There are no longhorn beetle records from woodlands
further up the Dale and a search of the remnant
woodlands should generate further records. Longhorn
beetles generally begin to emerge from April through to
August and the adult beetles can be found on deadwood
or feeding on flowers with Hawthorn, Common
Hogweed and other Umbellifers being firm favourites
and the place to start looking for these beetles.
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Molluscs
Weardale holds a reasonably diverse mix of mostly
widespread species, but a few rarities have also been
discovered. There are very few records of molluscs in
Weardale but given that they can be found in a wide
variety of habitats from freshwater to terrestrial
environments there is potential for Weardale to hold
many more species than we currently know about.
The habitats containing most species are deciduous
woodlands, quarries, unimproved pastures, water
courses and water bodies. There are very large areas,
mainly of upland acidic grassland and acidic woodland,
particularly where Bilberry is a significant part of the
flora, that are virtually devoid of molluscs. Quarries
vary greatly in their molluscan fauna, some being
unproductive and some fairly rich.

Snail - Clausia sp.
© Lesley Hodgson

Remnant ancient woodlands around Stanhope,
Hamsterley Forest and Rookhope have turned up
Malacolimax tenellus; a species that appears to be
dependant an ancient woodland and now declining and
nationally rare. These brightly coloured yellow slugs
with dark tentacles feed on fungi and are best found in
the autumn when the mature adults come out from
under the leaf litter to mate and feed on the fungal
fruiting bodies.
The small land snail Vitrea subrimata has been found
around Crawleyside and Rookhope and is associated
with rocks/screes and woodlands. This is a species
confined to the North Pennines and Yorkshire Dales
and is likely to be a glacial relict; a population that has
been left behind as the range of the species changed
after an ice age ended.

White-lipped Snail
© Lesley Hodgson
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Glacial relict species such as Vitrea subrimata and
Vertigo genesii tend to be found in areas where limestone
is exposed at the surface, particularly at higher altitude
and where there are lime flushes.
Clausilia dubia is common throughout the North
Pennines in suitable habitat, which is typically walls,
craggy places and wooded quarries. However, it is
absent in Scotland (except an outlier in the Outer
Hebrides) and south of Sheffield (except an outlier in
South Wales). It can be described as a uniquely
Northern England speciality.
The dry calcareous grasslands around Wolsingham
and Frosterley support populations of Vallonia
excentrica. ‘Vallonia’ comes from the Latin for ‘from the
vale’ or ‘shallow valley’, presumably as a reference to
the grassy habitats where this genus can be found.
Freshwater habitats towards Eastgate has been found to
hold populations of the mussel Anodonta anatina. This
is one of our largest freshwater bivalves and can reach
12cm in length.
Unfortunately, not all the molluscs in the Weardale
fauna are welcome, the invasive non-native species
Zebra mussel, Dreissena polymorpha has made its way
from the Caspian Sea to Weardale with a population
established in fishing lakes near Escomb.
Upper Teesdale has been surveyed more extensively
than Weardale and is home to some very rare and
important species of mollusc; this holds out the
tantalising prospect that there might be some interesting
discoveries to be made in Weardale for those willing to
venture out. Attention should be focussed on limestone
exposures, non-acidic woodland, unimproved pastures
and walls.
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Further information
Animal names change over time as new classifications
emerge. Generally accepted common names are used
in this chapter, but less well known species are referred
to by their scientific name. For clarity, binomial names
(common and scientific) for all species mentioned are
listed online at livinguplands.com.
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