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Do you remember the 
#weaselpecker? It went viral 
across the globe in March last 
year: a well-timed photo of a 

weasel riding on a green woodpecker’s 
back. It spawned a huge number of jokes 
and Photoshops, and made international 
news - and the original photo was taken 
in Hornchurch Country Park. There’s 
now a sign marking the place where 
amateur photographer Martin Le-May 
took the lucky shot – and if you keep 

your eyes peeled, you might just snap 
your own photo of a lifetime.

For those of us who aren’t naturally so 
sharp-eyed, the crew of nature-loving 
volunteers at Ingrebourne Valley Visitor 
Centre are here to help. The centre, 
which opened in Hornchurch Country 
Park in October last year, provides plenty 
of opportunities for residents of all ages 
to hone their wildlife-spotting skills.

Volunteer co-ordinator Brenda 
Clayton, of Rainham, is leading the 

charge. I catch up with her as she and 
fellow volunteer Norman Edney lead a 
session of the Merlins: a bird-watching 
and nature club for kids aged eight and 
up. The name is a double reference, both 
to the little bird of prey and to the 
engines that powered Spitfire planes 
during the park’s history as an RAF base. 
“If someone learns one thing, I’m 
happy,” Brenda tells me. 

After 30 years at RSPB and three with 
Essex Wildlife Trust, which co-owns the 
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Bobbi Lahane on a minibeast hunt at 
Hornchurch Country Park. Photo: Melissa Page 
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park with Havering Council, Brenda says 
she still enjoys leading groups of 
newcomers through her familiar haunts. 
“I love it when you’ve got a group that’s 
passionate. Someone else being 
enthusiastic brings the excitement back,” 
she explains. Her colleague Norman 
relishes the chance to get kids outdoors: 
“You see reports of kids only knowing 
blackbirds and lapwings – it’s good to get 
them off their iPads.”

Merlins regulars Bobbi Lahane, nine, of 
Hornchurch, and sisters Rowan, 12, and 
Laurel Belverstone, 14, of Chadwell 
Heath, are glued to their binoculars and 

notepads when they’re not earnestly 
discussing bird calls. Lapwings, gulls and 
snipe are scattered over the wetlands, 
while tiny brown reed warblers hop in and 
out of sight. The watchers are still on a 
high from a woodpecker sighting earlier in 
the day: “Great spotted woodpeckers are 
quite rare,” explains Rowan. There’s 
another flurry of excitement when they 
spot their first weasel.

We head to a nearby meadow to hunt 
for insects, passing speckled wood 
butterflies resting on bright pink sweet-
pea flowers. Shaking down trees and 
dragging the long grass produces a black 
and orange cinnabar caterpillar, a 
grasshopper and several harvest spiders - 
which Brenda picks up fearlessly. “I’ve 
got, like, an ant or something on me! 
Can you see it? It’s well mini,” exclaims 
Bobbi, who has been bird-watching with 
her grandfather since the age of five and 
loves to paint the park’s butterflies.

Brenda also runs Birdie Birds, a 
ladies-only bird-watching group that 
meets once a fortnight. Its members, 
largely retired, say they feel much safer 
walking through the woods in a group 
than going it alone. “We chat, we don’t 

Spotter’S guide
Get to know the wildlife in your 
area with clues from the experts

SNIPE have yellow stripes on their heads, 
and take off in a zig-zag pattern

BATS are best seen when they feed over 
water at dusk 

LAPWINGS have black head tufts and a 
‘pee-wit’ call

BIRDS OF PREY like merlins and falcons 
may be nearby if you see other birds fly 
up all at once

CINNABAR MOTHS are red and black; 
caterpillars are striped black and 
orange. They live on ragwort, which has 
yellow flowers

GREEN WOODPECKERS, like the 
weaselpecker, have a red cap and an 
undulating flight 

rare GREAT SPOTTED WOODPECKERS are 
black and white and fly in bounces

WHITE-LETTER HAIRSTREAK BUTTERFLIES 
are light brown with a thin white stripe 
on the outside of each wing. They live 
on elm trees and are rarely seen

WEASELS like dense bramble patches 
near grassy areas. If you stand still, they 
may pop up to have a look at you!

A clouded yellow butterfly at 
the park. Photo: Dave McGough 

The famous ‘weaselpecker’.  
Photo: Martin Le-May

Hornchurch Country Park. 
Photo: Melissa Page
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rush,” says Brenda, “but we’re learning 
and they’ve all made friends.” 

There’s no escaping the stereotype 
associated with birding: serious, anorak-
clad men, hyper-focused on ticking off 
every bird on their list. But Brenda laughs 
at my suggestion that the Birdie Birds are 
a push for inclusion in a male-dominated 
field. “You do get that a little bit in 
birding, but we prove them wrong!” says 
Brenda, who once embarrassed a crowd 
of male birders when she spotted a rare 
bird instantly after they had searched 
fruitlessly for hours.

Becky Gibson, education and 

that you always have a chance of spotting 
something. This is where the Merlins 
club saw their woodpecker, but it also 
attracts chaffinches, great tits and more.

After a successful summer program, 
there’s still plenty to come in September. 
“The small birds are just about done,” 
Brenda advises – but you can look 
forward to spotting black-tailed godwits, 
three species of owls, marsh harriers, 
peregrine falcons, and, yes, woodpeckers. 
If you’re lucky, you might get a glimpse 
of a water vole, an adder or a newt. And 
come April, magnificent grey herons 
arrive to breed. “It’s quite rare to have a 
heronry,” says Becky. “They look like 
pterodactyls flying around!”

For many of us, a walk in the park is 
just a chance for some exercise and fresh 
air. But in this place full of natural 
treasures, I’ve learned that there can be 
so much more to it - if we just open our 
eyes to a new way of looking at the 
world.

Ingrebourne Valley Visitor Centre is open 
9am-5pm daily. Hornchurch Country 
Park, Squadrons Approach; 01708 520364; 
essexwt.org.uk

community officer at the Ingrebourne 
Valley centre, is doing her best to attract 
a diverse range of visitors with a jam-
packed program. There are beginner’s 
wildlife walks for adults, a photography 
course, bike rides, kite flying, and the 
popular Family Bat Night, where kids 
and parents hit the woods after dark with 
a torch in search of fluttering wings. 
“This park has always been busy, but 
now with the toilets and café in the 
Visitor Centre, people can be here all 
day,” says Becky. 

Two bird-feeders have been cleverly 
stationed in front of the café windows so 

Laurel, Bobbi and Rowan (L-R) taking part in the nature 
session at Hornchurch Country Park. Photo: Melissa Page

A kingfisher spotted at the park. 
Photo: Dave McGough

Brenda Clayton, an Ingrebourne volunteer 
coordinator. Photo: Melissa Page


