
A Wild Year
This topic explores the biodiversity in Portrush over the course of a year. We are incredibly 
grateful to Royal Portrush Golf Club for allowing the use of their publication ‘A Wild Year’ in the 
compilation of this topic.

Spring
Spring is when we see a sudden increase in our wildlife in Portrush, as birds who migrate to 
warmer countries for the winter return to nest in Portrush, and the warmer temperatures allow 
the flowers and trees to bloom again

BIRDS
Chiffchaff

These are extremely active birds, who 
are constantly flicking their tails and 
wings while feeding. They are the first 
to arrive in Portrush during Spring. 
They prefer to be perched in the higher 
trees.

Willow Warbler

These look very similar to the Chiffchaff 
but can be told apart by their songs. 
The Chiffchaff’s song says its name, 
while the Warbler has a more melodic 
and tuneful song. They tend to stick 
closer to the ground than their brave 
Chiffchaff look-a-likes!

Cuckoo

One of the birds which is a master of 
nesting is the ninja-like cuckoo bird. 
Both the female and male cuckoo 
birds work together to locate another 
small bird’s nest, such as the meadow 
pipit. The male cuckoo distracts the 
bird who built the nest whilst the 
female cuckoo sneakily lays her eggs 
before hiding away. This all happens 
in around 15 seconds or less- a highly 
effective team! The smaller bird is left 
to hatch and raise these large chicks 
of the cuckoo while the parent cuckoos 
enjoy their Spring by the beach.

Skylark

This speedy bird arrives when it gets a 
little warmer in April/May and can be 
heard singing its 160-460 syllable song 
as it flies high above us. However, it 
nests in the dense grasses linking the 
holes on the golf course.

Meadow Pipit

This arrives at the same time as the 
Skylark but is much more difficult to 
spot. During the breeding season it has 
a fluttering ‘parachute’ display flight to 
attract a mate.

Grasshopper Warbler

This little bird is rarely seen, but its 
grasshopper-like call can be heard 
across the golf course from late spring. 
It arrives from the warmer weather in 
Africa and India where it spends the 
winter months.
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Kestrel

The kestrel is one of the first to return 
and is one of the more common 
birds of prey found in Portrush. It is 
found in the grassier areas bordering 
Portrush and above the grasses in the 
sand dunes as it feeds on field voles, 
mice, and shrews. The kestrel can be 
identified by its ability to hover, which 
it can do for longer and much better 
than the other falcons.

Buzzard

Similarly, the slightly larger buzzard 
has recently come back from being 
‘critically endangered’ over the last 20 
years and eats prey such as rabbits 
and other smaller birds. It is more 
easily identified from its call of “mew”.

Sparrowhawk

The Sparrowhawk is a popular bird, 
found all over the UK. In flight they 
have a barred pattern aligned 
across their white chest, which is 
grey streaked on females and brown 
on males. This bird is found mainly 
in forests but may also use open 
farmland and even gardens.

Black-headed Gull

The black-headed gull was rare to spot 
inland over 100 years ago, but now they 
are the most common gull you can see 
in gardens. 

Black-headed Gull

The black-headed gulls lose their black 
(which are actually brown) heads 
through the winter months and replace 
it with a small black spot behind the 
eye.

Common Gull

Black-headed gulls with winter 
plumage makes them look very like the 
Common gull, but the difference is that 
the Black-headed gull has red legs 
while the common gull has yellow legs.

Herring Gull

The Herring Gull has black only on the 
tips of its wings and a good way to 
distinguish this bird from other Gulls 
is its bill, which is yellow with a spot of 
red. Often Herring Gulls are mistaken 
for the Common Gull, but these birds 
have yellow-green bills with a black tip.

Black-backed Gull

The black-backed gull is a very large 
gull which has an all-black back and 
wings and pink legs.

Kittiwake

A bird that may be mistaken for a gull 
but is actually one of our cliff-nesting 
birds is the Kittiwake, named for its call 
which sounds much the same.
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BUTTERFLIES
Brimstone Butterfly Orange Tip Butterfly

Gannet

The Gannet may also be spotted, with 
its black wing tips and yellow heads. 
It is a rather large bird which is very 
well adapted to fishing. It can glide 
extremely low over the sea until it sees 
its prey, when it will quickly climb in 
height before shooting back down to 
catch its prey up to speeds of 100 km/h 
from up to 30 metres high! To help with 
this, it has cushioning air pockets on 
its face and chest and eyes placed in 
a way which provides binocular vision 
to help it accurately gauge distance 
when it is diving for prey.

Swift

Towards the end of Spring, when there are lots of insects, the swallows and swifts 
arrive to feed on the plentiful supply. They swoop and dive-bomb to catch their prey. 
The swallow has long tail streamers, while the swift has a much shorter forked tail, like 
a torpedo.

Swallow

Razorbill

The razorbill is a medium-sized bird 
which is black on top and white 
underneath. It nests on ledges and 
among rocks at the bottom of cliffs. 
It feeds on fish which it catches by 
diving from the surface and swimming 
underwater. Razorbills only come 
onshore to breed.

Cormorant

Cormorants are large, black water 
birds. They feed on fish, which they 
catch with their long, hook-tipped 
bills while swimming underwater. 
Cormorants nest on low cliffs around 
the coasts. They are often spotted 
perched on rocks with their wings held 
out to dry their feathers.

Other creatures teased out of hibernation by the Spring temperatures are butterflies, 
who get their name from the butter- colour of the common Brimstone butterfly, who 
along with the small tortoiseshell butterflies are among the first to emerge from 
their winter shelters. Other types of butterflies who do not ‘overwinter’ take longer 
to appear, as they must break free from their chrysalis which they use to survive the 
cold winter months. Examples of these include the Orange Tip Butterfly.
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FROGS AND TOADS
Frogspawn Common Toad

In the marshes and damp areas of the Royal Portrush Golf Course and ponds across 
Portrush, you may also see the evidence of the common toad or common frog as 
they lay their iconic spawn to slowly develop from eggs, to frogspawn, to tadpoles, 
froglets and finally frogs.
Frogs and toads are carnivorous amphibians, which means that they do not eat 
plants, but feed on the insects which are often found in abundance in the vegetation 
and damp areas where they lay their eggs.

INSECTS
Common Blue Damselfly

The male Common Blue Damselfly is 
pale blue with bands of black along 
the body; the female is either blue 
or dull green, with distinctive black 
‘torpedo’ markings. They are the most 
common damselfly found in Northern 
Ireland. They tend to be found around 
waterbodies such as ponds, pools and 
wetlands. 

PLANTS
Daisy The abundance of insects and pollinators is in perfect alignment with the flowering 

and growing of plants and flowers to feed on.  
The most commonly recognised plant is the daisy, which gets its name from ‘day’s 
eye’ due to how the flower opens like an eye when the sun comes up. The daisy petal 
was also used in traditional medicines for a cough, cold and even minor wounds!
Other plants which come to life in Spring include primroses, cat’s-ear and gorse 
bushes, which give a sweet coconut- smelling scent to the air. 
The name primrose comes from the Latin term ‘primula’ which means ‘first little one’, 
so primrose, or ‘first rose’, refers to the fact that it is one of the first flowers to bloom in 
Spring; from as early as March. 
Cat’s-ear is also known as ‘false dandelion’ as its leaves are often mistaken for those 
of the dandelion. 

Primrose Cat’s Ear Gorse
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Summer
BEES

Summer is the most important time for the 97 native species of bee which breed in Northern Ireland, as their broods are at their 
peak and so require the most food and pollen to thrive. 

Ashy Mining Bee

Although the bee is most commonly 
associated with the iconic black 
and yellow, Portrush is home to the 
black-and-white ‘ashy mining bee’, 
which build a nest in sands, which they 
fashion into small volcano-like mounds 
of earth where it isn’t too busy. 

Cuckoo Bee

These can also be seen waiting at the 
entrance of these nest sites, waiting to 
strike and mimic the ninja-like nesting 
technique of their namesakes, the 
cuckoos. 

Honeybee

Honeybees use the pollen of plants to make honey, and can only sting once before 
they die, but bumblebees are different- they do not make honey and can sting 
more than once. Honeybees who return to the hive are described as ‘dancing’ to 
communicate where the nectar supplies are to the other bees. 

Bumble Bee
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WILDFLOWERS
Bird’s-foot Trefoil

Wildflowers are in full bloom in the 
summer, and you can see the Bird’s-
Foot Trefoil which is also known as 
‘Eggs and Bacon’ due to its bright 
yellow and orange colour. 

Wild Strawberries  Wild Raspberries

Summer is also when wild strawberries and raspberries will bloom in the grasslands 
around Portrush. 

Spear Thistle

Other plants which can be seen in 
summer include the Spear Thistle, 
which has a purple, fluffy-looking 
flower which sits atop a spiny ball. 

Burnet Rose

The Burnet Rose, which has a white 
flower and a purple seed pod (hip) as 
opposed to the red or scarlet hips of 
all other types of wild rose. These two 
types of flower can be seen among the 
marram grass of the sand dunes. 

Red Clover

Red Clover has trefoil leaves and red, 
rounded flower heads. It is sown as a 
fodder crop for livestock and has long 
been used in crop rotation systems 
because of its ability to fix nitrogen, 
enriching soils. The flowers, which 
appear from May to October, are 
sought after by bumblebees for  
their nectar.

Common Twayblade

The Common Twayblade orchid can 
be seen between May and August and 
is often overlooked due to its paler 
yellow-green flowers.

Pyramidal Orchid

Scarlet Pimpernel

You have to really look for the Scarlet 
Pimpernel.  This tiny plant opens its 
bright red petals when the sun is 
shining and closes them up again 
when the sun disappears.  

Marram Grass:

Marram Grass used to be used in 
Britain to create mats, fishing nets and 
even shoes!  Marram Grass with its 
spikey leaves is a familiar feature of 
our coastal sand dunes. It plays a vital 
role in stabilising dunes with its fibrous, 
matted roots binding the sand, which 
helps to encourage the colonisation of 
other plants. It has adapted to a harsh 
life at the coast using its glossy, rolled-
up leaves protect it from drying out.
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BUTTERFLIES
Ringlet Butterfly

The Ringlet Butterfly has a wingspan of 
42-52mm. Adults are dark brown on the 
upper side. When fresh the wings can 
appear almost black, but as the insect 
ages the wings fade to a lighter brown. 
The underside of both wings are a 
paler brown and have conspicuous 
black and creamy-brown eye spots. 
They are most commonly found around 
damp grassland and woodland ridges.

Common Blue Butterfly

This beautiful butterfly is found feeding 
on the flowers at the Golf Course.  If 
you look closely you might find their 
eggs deposited under the leaf of a 
trefoil or clover.  These are also their 
favourite eating plants.

Dark Green Fritillary

The Dark Green Fritillary is actually 
an orange butterfly with black spots. 
It gets its name from the dark green 
hue to the undersides of its hindwings. 
A strong flier, it can be seen on open, 
grassy habitats and dune land.

OTHER ANIMALS
Moss Chrysalis Snail

This snail is an endangered species 
in Ireland and a priority species in 
Northern Ireland.  It is only 3.5mm in 
size and hides itself in the dry dunes.  
The Moss Chrysalis is an exceedingly 
small air breathing land-based snail 
with a characteristic shell which looks 
almost like a ‘beehive’ hairstyle with 
5 to 6 whirls. It is actually quite rare 
in Ireland nowadays, but can still be 
found along the north coast.

Hairy Snail

The Hairy Snail is an air breathing land-
based snail with a characteristically 
‘hairy’ shell. They are commonly found 
in gardens and dune land.

Pheasants

In the quieter areas of the sand dunes 
and farmland around Portrush as the 
summer progresses, the “korr kok” 
call may give away the position of 
the Common Pheasant, which was 
introduced centuries ago from Asia as 
a ‘game bird’ for hunting in Britain. 
They have flourished and there are 
thought to be over 8 million pheasant 
in the countryside; and a good number 
overwinter in Portrush. They are 
iconic through their copper coloured 
feathers of the males, but the females 
are smaller and have a much less-
colourful light brown plumage. 
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Autumn
BIRDS

Stonechat

So called because their call sounds like 
two stones being thrashed together, 
this bird sits in the gorse and brambles 
seeking out the last of the insects.  It 
will also eat the berries to supplement 
its diet as the numbers of insects 
decline.

Reed Bunting

These songbirds are about the 
same size as a house sparrow.  They 
have longer tails though, and a buff 
coloured line above the eye.  They wait 
on the bulrushes for any insects that 
may come their way.  

Goldfinch

Gathering in small flocks they whisk 
through the air looking for juicy 
invertebrates, e.g. worms.  Young 
Goldfinch do not have the red face of 
the adult and are often known as grey 
pates.  

INSECTS
Common Dronefly

With brown-and-orange markings, 
the Dronefly looks like a Honeybee, 
but is harmless. Its impersonation of 
a honeybee helps to protect it from 
predators while it searches for nectar.

Six-spot Burnet Moth

This black moth with distinctive red 
spots can be found in Autumn, often 
sitting in total stillness atop a flower 
head.

Harvestman

The Harvestman is a long-legged, small-
bodied spider-like creature that frequents 
gardens and houses. There are around 25 
species of Harvestman in the UK. They are 
arachnids and are therefore related to spiders 
and scorpions. Many are predators, eating 
smaller invertebrates which they catch using 
hooks at the ends of their legs.
They are named after their abundance around 
the time of harvest. Harvestmen are identified 
by their long legs and small rounded body, 
with claws at the end of each of their four 
pairs of legs. They are also known as ‘daddy 
long-legs’, and Harvestmen are unique in 
that they cannot spin webs, and have no 
poisonous bites or venom glands, despite 
looking so much like their cousins, the spiders. 
They secrete foul substances from their small 
mouthparts to keep predators away, instead, 
and feed at night on small invertebrates, 
(animals without backbones,) such as flies, 
caterpillars and spiders. They also eat bird 
poo and decaying plants!
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Money Spider

Linyphiid Spiders, or Money Spiders, are a family of very small spiders. There are over 
4000 species worldwide and new ones are always being discovered. They are one of 
the more poorly known family of spiders.  These little money spiders weave their silks 
and leave a twinkling dew-covered gossamer across the land.  

Gossamer  BATS
The last of the year’s bats hang around 
the insect-rich grasslands of Portrush 
before hibernating over winter. There 
are currently nine species of bats 
which are known to live and breed in 
Northern Ireland. 

Pipistrelles

Pipistrelles are the smallest type of 
bat in the UK, and they feed on flying 
insects, with one bat eating more than 
3000 insects in one night! Common 
pipistrelles are widely found, and 
the Soprano pipistrelle can also be 
observed in Portrush. The two types 
of bat are only separated by the 
frequency (the higher the frequency, 
the higher the sound) of their 
echolocation- which is 55khz (kilohertz) 
for soprano and 46khz for common 
pipistrelle. 
Echolocation is something which bats 
use to see at night, identifying small 
insects in the air by shouting at high 
frequencies, and using their large ears 
to gauge where an insect is by where 
the sound bounces back from. Humans 
use echolocation in submarines to find 
their way, and other mammals such as 
dolphins and owls use echolocation to 
find their prey and to see in the dark.  

FUNGI
Autumn is also a season well renowned for fungi, and Portrush has it in abundance. 

Waxcap Fungi

The Waxcap Fungi thrives in the 
colourful red, orange and yellow tones 
of the numerous species found in 
Portrush. 

Witches’ Butter

Other colourful fungi exist in the 
form of ‘Witches’ Butter’, with wet 
weather making this type of fungus 
much easier to find as it swells out 
to form the yellow fronds. The Latin 
name translates to “trembling middle 
intestines” due to the shape of the 
fungi.

Mosaic Puffball

Another interesting fungus is the small 
ball-shape of the Mosaic Puffball, 
which is called after the mosaic-like 
pattern of flakes which cover the 
surface of the round fungi when it  
is young.  
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Berries

Autumn is also the flowering time for 
wild blackberries and elderberries on 
the dense brambles, which provide 
valuable protection for nesting birds 
and small mammals, while the fruit 
provides a supplement to their diets as 
the number of insects decreases with 
the colder weather. 

PLANTS AND BERRIES
Autumn Gentian

This flowers in late October and has 
beautiful mauve tubular flowers.  It 
is a biennial plant, which means that 
in the first year its leaves grow, and 
the flowering stem appears in the 
second year.  We use the flower as an 
ingredient in bitter alcoholic drinks.  

Devil’s Bit Scabious

These flowers offer pollen to the 
insects still around at this time of year, 
especially Hoverflies.

Wild Thyme

A hardy plant, when stood on it emits 
an aromatic fragrance of lemon.  This 
also offers pollen later in the season 
for remaining insects.  

Twisted Moss

Also known as Star Moss because of its 
shape, it can withstand the harshest 
of weather, either hot or cold!  It covers 
large areas in fluffy matted tufts.  
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Winter
As winter brings the colder weather and less flora and fauna, a new variety  
of wildlife can be seen. 

BIRDS
Rook

Rooks and Crows are common and are distinguishable by several features. Rooks 
are the larger bird, with a bare grey face and large beak and a shaggy appearance, 
wearing its ‘baggy trousers’ and often congregating in groups. 
Crows are named for their call, and are slightly smaller than rooks, with black 
plumage and stout, black bills. A close look reveals a blue or purple shine, and the 
males and females share the job of building the nests, which are usually situated at 
the top of a tree, electricity pylon or on a cliff edge. 
The type of Crow most commonly seen in Portrush is the Carrion Crow. Carrion Eaters 
are animals which feed on dead bodies and although these Crows feed on dead 
bodies, (for example, roadkill or small rodents,) they also feed on eggs, insects and 
grain. 

Crow

Black-headed Gull

Gulls are interesting as they actually change their appearance in winter, with 
the Black-headed Gulls actually losing their black heads through the winter and 
replacing them with a dark spot just behind their eyes, with only their red legs clearly 
separating them from the (ironically less common) Common Gull, who have yellow 
legs. 

Black-headed Gull

Snow Bunting

Other birds seen in Portrush during the 
winter include the less common snow 
bunting, which can fly at speeds of up 
to 45km per hour and develop a sandy-
buff wash to their striking ‘snowy’ 
plumages of summer. Snow Bunting 
breed in around the Arctic, from 
Scandinavia to Alaska, Canada and 
Greenland, migrating south in Winter. 

Wren

The Wren is a small brown bird with 
a loud voice which can be found in 
almost any habitat where there are 
insects to eat and bushes or rock 
crevices in which to build their domed 
nest out of moss and twigs. The Wren 
is the most common breeding bird in 
in the UK.
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Oystercatcher

When they are flying, their white wing-
stripe is obvious, along with a black 
tail, orange bill, and a white rump that 
extends as a ‘V’ between the wings.  
Their favourite meal is cockles and 
mussels, and not oysters as their name 
would suggest!  

Shelduck

This is a big colourful duck who 
forages for invertebrates on the golf 
course.  Their head and neck are a 
glossy green-black and they have a 
prominent chestnut breast-band.  

Pied Wagtail

The Pied Wagtail is a familiar black-
and-white bird, with a white face, 
white belly and white bars on the 
wings. The other two breeding species 
of Wagtail in the UK both have yellow 
underparts. Pied Wagtails eat insects 
but will feed on seeds and even 
rubbish in winter.

Starling

From a distance, this tiny bird appears 
to be black, but up close they have 
a glossy green and purple iridescent 
plumage.  They use their bill as a tine, 
or fork, digging into the turf to find 
seeds and insects.  

Chaffinch

Ringing in the new breeding season 
you will hear the dawn chorus of the 
Chaffinch in February.  The male starts 
to defend their breeding site at this 
time, although the nest building will not 
begin until April.  

WINTER FLOWERS
Chickweed Herb

Despite the cold weather, some flowers 
can also be seen. The tiny, white, 
star-shaped flowers of Chickweed 
Herb, which is named after its appeal 
to barnyard fowl and birds including 
chickens. 

Red Dead Nettle

This plant has a purple labiate flower, 
but don’t go too close because it will 
sting if you touch it, and if you eat it 
you will sweat, pee a lot and have 
diarrhoea!  Not a good combination!  
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INSECTS AND MOLLUSCS
Red Admiral Butterfly

The Red Admiral is a large black, 
white, and red butterfly. They are 
most common in the summer and 
early autumn but can be spotted 
year-round. The caterpillars feed 
on common nettles.On a bright 
December day, a lucky and keen-
eyed person may be able to spot a 
red admiral, which is the only nectar-
loving butterfly which would make an 
appearance late in the year, seeking 
extra reserves while other species seek 
shelter in their cosy winter hibernation 
homes, or wait out the cold spell inside 
cocoons.  

White Legged Snake Millipede

This Millipede can be found under 
rocks or in rotting trees in gardens and 
woodland. Millipedes are very long, 
many-segmented invertebrates that 
live in the soil, under rocks, or under the 
bark of trees. This Millipede has about 
100 legs. They are vegetarians, eating 
mildew and decaying vegetation, and 
perform a useful nutrient-recycling 
function in various habitats.

Common Pill Woodlouse

A Woodlouse (plural woodlice) is a 
crustacean, making it part of the same 
family as crabs and lobsters.  They are 
about 1.5 cm long and have smooth, 
shiny, grey ‘armour’ or plates which 
offer protection.  They got their name 
because they are commonly found in 
old wood where they feed on dead 
plants and creatures.  

Dusky Slug

The Dusky Slug is a species of small 
air-breathing land slug. They are 
commonly found in gardens, parks and 
dune land. 

Ladybird

These start to reappear in February, 
when the worst of winter is over, 
looking for new nest sites and warmth.  
An adult Ladybird can eat up to 50 
aphids in one day!  
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