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For our March birdwatching outing, eight of us travelled to Rainton Meadows, the headquarters and 
main reserve of Durham Wildlife Trust at Chilton Moor, near Houghton-le-Spring. It was about a 
36-mile drive and took 50 minutes or so but was well worth the trip. The reserve covers 74 hectares     
and has three nature trails and a large wildlife hide. It was created by the restoration of the Rye Hill 
Opencast coal mine in 1996 and now has extensive wetlands, reed beds and grasslands, where over 
200 bird species have been recorded. There was also a visitor centre, with toilets and a cafe, both of 
which were much appreciated. 
 
The start of our visit took us to the imaginatively named Pond 1, where one of us had had their toes 
nibbled by an over-attentive Mute Swan whilst carrying out the recce the previous week. This time 
we outnumbered the swans and the aggressor kept his distance, but we were rewarded with a 
sighting of a Little Grebe. These dumpy little aquatic diving birds, with their “powder-puff” rear 
end are usually quite shy, hiding in the reeds, but can show a surprising turn of speed when they 
make a break for it. 
 
Continuing to the wildlife hide at Pond 2 (more creative flair there), we found an abundance of 
species, including Herring and Black-headed (really chocolate brown) Gulls, the boldly coloured 
Shelduck and Shoveler, long-legged Redshank, Curlew, Oystercatcher and Teal (our smallest duck 
with a vivid green head and a yellow patch under the tail) and many more. Observation of the day 
was by Ian Blake, who managed to spot a Common Snipe blending perfectly with its surrounding 
grasses but showing its very long bill and striped head and body.  
 
At this time of year, male birds are in their best bib and tucker, ready to show off for the breeding 
season, so it was an altogether colourful display. One of our favourites, although a very common 
species, is the Tufted Duck, which is present almost wherever there is water. This diving duck is 
black and white, with a yellow eye and pale blue-grey bill tipped with black, but the male has a 
slightly punk-ish look thanks to its long and drooping crest. A dapper and compact-looking bird. 
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Walking on to Ponds 3 and 4 (what can I say?), in the bright blue skies above, we saw a Buzzard 
escorted by two Sparrowhawks, riding a handy thermal. The Buzzard was unimpressed by the 
attention it was receiving (am I bothered?) and duly glided off to hunt elsewhere. At the ponds, we 
were treated to a pair of Great Crested Grebes conducting their “penguin dance” courtship display, 
which involved both birds raising their bodies, intertwining their necks and vigorously shaking their 
fanned head-plumes. Extraordinary, balletic and quite captivating. We also enjoyed seeing a Little 
Egret, a small but elegant white heron, with long black legs and yellow toes, fortunately more 
common now than they have been for some time. 
 
We rounded off the visit with a stroll through woodland, accompanied by some lovely song from 
Robin, Chiff Chaff, Chaffinch, Blue and Great Tit and Blackbird. At Joe’s Pond, a deep, flooded 
clay pit, a majestic Grey Heron showed its long, statuesque neck, so well camouflaged in the reed 



bed that we kept losing it even when we knew where it was. There were also Gadwall galore, stylish 
ducks with their “vermiculated” or tweedy-grey bodies. The grand finale came at the end of the 
walk, courtesy of a number of pairs of Bullfinches and Reed Buntings, the males of the former 
proudly showing off their bright pinkish-red chests and black caps.  

      
 
 
 
 
 
   (photo by Andrew Lapworth) 
 

 
In all, we observed 44 species (and heard Wren and Woodpecker), enjoyed a snack lunch at the cafe 
and went home mentally and physically refreshed by a fine walk and the never-ending delights of 
nature. 


