Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

JANUARY 2019
In 2019 I’m planning a year list to see how many birds I can see in the UK during the year. I’m hoping to get more
than 250 but not having kept a year list for many years I’m not sure how easy that will be. I have previously
reached the 200 milestone on nine occasions – 289 (1996), 239 (1998), 227 (1987), 224 (1988), 220 (1999), 219
(1997), 209 (1990), 207 (2001) and 201 (2000). Reaching 250 would make it my second best year ever.
In 1996 I achieved 289 which I don’t think I will ever beat as this involved trips to Scotland, the Farne Islands,
Cumbria, Tyne and Wear, Cleveland, Scilly twice, Cheshire, Cornwall six times, Devon five times, North Wales
three times and Norfolk twice. Also more ‘local’ visits to Worcestershire, Gloucestershire, Nottinghamshire,
Kent, Somerset, Staffordshire, South Wales, Dorset, Surrey, Sussex and Wiltshire. I will also illustrate my 2019
year with field sketches and paintings.

Totton, Hampshire

Tuesday 1st January 2019

On the last day of 2018 five Waxwings were seen at dusk in the Asda car park in Totton. It was a bit unexpected
as it certainly wasn’t cold in Hampshire and not many Waxwings make it down this far. A cold snap was forecast
and perhaps the Waxwings had anticipated it.
We were staying with Mum and Dad for New Year and Dad and I planned to head down there the next morning.
They were seen again and the group had swelled to 11 individuals, Dad and I set off after breakfast for an
exciting first bird of the year!
The birds had been seen distantly from the car park and had also been seen near the Civic Centre. We headed
there first but there was no sign of the birds or many birders. We decided to walk back towards Asda and met
another birder coming the other way, he said that they had been seen flying away from the car park towards
the Civic Centre but had then headed off east. We followed in that direction.
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After a few minutes looking for gardens with berries we heard them calling and fairly soon had them in the top
of a bare tree on the junction of Testwood Lane and Beaumont Road on the east side of Totton. I managed to
get my sketching stuff out and made a few brief sketches.
After a few minutes they flew off again and we followed. Their amazing trilling calls allowed us to keep track
of the flock and we relocated them on Jennings Lane sat in the top of a large oak tree. Here they remained for
several minutes calling and preening and this allowed me to get more sketches. I love the yellow tips to the
tail, the yellow primary lines and the lovely red tips to the adult tertial feathers.
Year Ticks 15. West Wellow, Hampshire - Woodpigeon, Collared Dove, Robin, Greenfinch, Jackdaw, House Sparrow, Great
Spotted Woodpecker, Goldfinch, Great Tit, Blue Tit, Waxwing, Feral Pigeon, Blackbird, Song Thrush, Starling. 2019 Year
List:- 15

Various Hampshire Locations

Wednesday 2nd January 2019

In order to get a good start to the year we arranged to visit a few locations in the Lymington area. Dad has
been birding with Martin Terry and Mark Gibbon for many years and I gate crashed their New Year trip. Martin
picked up Mark in the Hill Head area before they transferred to Dad’s car in West Wellow before picking me
up in Totton.
Given the local Waxwing ‘celebrities’ in Totton we stopped there first so that Martin and Mark could see them.
Thankfully we found them quite quickly perched in a tree top on the green outside the Civic Centre, next stop
was Normandy Marshes.
The highlights at Normandy Marshes were Spotted Redshank, Peregrine, Eider, Bar-tailed Godwit, Greenshank
and Avocet. It’s a short drive from there to Pennington and Keyhaven Marshes where we saw the 1st winter
male Scaup on Keyhaven Lagoon. I also found a Water Pipit but before the others could get their tripod and
scopes set up it had flown.
From Keyhaven we headed to Blashford where we tried the Woodland Hide first but unfortunately there was
no sign of Redpolls or Bramblings. On Ivy Lake we saw a very obliging Great White Egret and had great views
of a Water Rail but the Bittern didn’t show. From there we headed to Iblsey Water where there were many
Goosander and a Yellow-legged Gull but we couldn’t pick out the Caspian Gull.
On the way home we popped into Eyeworth Pond briefly and saw several Mandarin Duck but it was too late in
the day for the Marsh Tits.
Year Ticks 71. Totton, Hampshire - Grey Heron, Little Egret. Normandy Marshes, Hampshire – Coot, Great Crested Grebe,
Ringed Plover, Mute Swan, Dunnock, Carrion Crow, Great Black-backed Gull, Bar-tailed Godwit, Knot, Mallard, Teal,
Peregrine, Stonechat, Spotted Redshank, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Greenshank, Black-tailed Godwit, Wigeon,
Canada Goose, Black-headed Gull, Turnstone, Shelduck, Pintail, Avocet, Shoveler, Pied Wagtail, Meadow Pipit, Eider, Brent
Goose, Dunlin, Grey Plover, Lapwing, Curlew, Little Grebe, Redshank, Wren. Pennington Marshes , Hampshire - Gadwall,
Oystercatcher, Reed Bunting, Scaup, Tufted Duck, Herring Gull, Kestrel, Cormorant, Sparrowhawk, Raven, Snipe, Water
Pipit, Bullfinch. Woodland Hide, Blashford Lakes - Magpie, Long-tailed Tit, Nuthatch, Coal Tit, Siskin, Chaffinch. Ivy Lake,
Blashford, Hampshire - Water Rail, Goosander, Great White Egret, Buzzard, Pochard. Ibsley Water, Blashford - Lesser
Black-backed Gull, Egyptian Goose, Greylag Goose, Linnet, Grey Wagtail, Yellow-legged Gull. Eyeworth Pond, Hampshire
– Moorhen, Mandarin Duck. 2019 Year List: - 86
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Weston Shore, Hampshire

Wednesday 2nd January 2019

A female Long-tailed Duck had been seen offshore at Weston in Southampton since late November. I had
visited on Boxing Day but couldn’t find it despite a thorough look.
Aly was down for the weekend and so we all decided to go on the Saturday evening and just before they picked
me up a Red Kite drifted over the estate. I watched it from my drive and so I’m able to count it on my garden
list.
Once we arrived at Weston it wasn’t long before we found the Long-tailed Duck drifting with the tide just
offshore. Particularly noticeable was the dark cheek spot and a white eye ring and eye stripe drooping down
behind the eye.

The duck kept diving for 30 seconds or more and moving significant distances underwater which meant tracking
and sketching it was difficult. As well as the Red Kite and Long-tailed Duck, Black-necked Grebe and Common
Gull were also new for the year.
Year Ticks 4. Singleton Way, Totton – Red Kite. Weston Shore, Hampshire – Common Gull, Black-necked Grebe, Long-tailed
Duck. 2019 Year List: - 90

Radipole Lake, Dorset

Sunday 6th January 2019

With Aly dropping Harriet back for University in Southampton Dad, Aly and I spent a day out birding.
We headed to the Weymouth & Portland area in Dorset with one of the main attractions being a Ring-necked
Duck at Radipole. We arrived there shortly after sunrise and joined another couple of birders who were scanning
the small flock of Tufted Duck and Pochard on Radipole Drive next to the tennis courts. Unfortunately there was
no sign of the Ring-necked Duck.
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We headed back to the car park at Radipole and into the main reserve. Over the next hour or so we searched
for Bearded Tits and for a very elusive Penduline Tit which had been seen on and off near the concrete bridge
on the northern side. We had no luck with either but we did see an amazing flock of 200 Mediterranean Gulls
(and no other species) bathing in the channel. We also had great views of a close by and obliging Cetti’s
Warbler and both male and female Marsh Harriers showed well. We also found a wintering Chiffchaff.
Aly managed a brief glimpse of the Ring-necked Duck through a gap in the reeds as it fed in the southern
channel and so I headed off back on my own around towards the tennis courts to get better unobscured views.
When I finally caught up with the Ring-necked Duck it was feeding actively along the edge of the narrow
channel on the southern side of the reserve.

Sketching was very difficult as the duck was diving constantly and it also quickly moved out of the scope view
as it was so close. The striking white spur towards the front of the flanks and the lovely banded bill make this
a really attractive species.
After I’d sketched it Aly rang to say that the Bearded Tits were showing well where the Buddleia Loop started
and so I headed back there.
I always keep my sketchbook and pencils in a bag on my hip and the top is open so that the sketchbook
is quickly accessible. The pencil is also sharpened and ready and clipped to the outside of the bag. It’s for
occasions like this when I’m likely to be rushed that having the sketchbook so handy is useful. It would be so
easy to convince yourself that there wasn’t time to get your stuff out.
The Bearded Tits were moving around through the reeds and they were pretty close which in some ways makes
it more difficult as they move out of your scope view quickly and you’re constantly needing to re-adjust your
view and you don’t have a free hand to do it with!
Over a few minutes I managed to build up a couple of sketches based on brief views of several of the Bearded
Tits. Once I was happy I re-joined Dad and Aly who had stopped for breakfast at the nearby McDonalds.
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After McDonalds we headed to Portland Harbour and from Sandsfoot Castle we had good views on a flat calm
sea of Black-throated Diver and Great Northern Diver.
After a failed attempt to see the wintering Lesser Yellowlegs in early October Lodmoor was our next stop.
Unfortunately, it was a similar story again with the bird proving very elusive. At one stage I joined a group of
birders who were watching it only for it to fly again as I set up my scope! We did see a very white-headed Ruff
which was new for the year but rather than waste all day chasing after the Lesser Yellowlegs we moved on.
We set up again overlooking Weymouth Bay for the Red-necked Grebe which we eventually had very distant
views of and Common Scoter and Razorbill were also new here.
Year Ticks 13. Radipole, Dorset – Cetti’s Warbler, Chiffchaff, Ring-necked Duck, Bearded Tit, Mediterranean Gull, Marsh
Harrier. Sandsfoot Castle, Dorset - Great Northern Diver, Black-throated Diver, Shag. Lodmoor, Dorset – Ruff. Weymouth
Bay, Dorset - Common Scoter, Razorbill, Red-necked Grebe. 2019 Year List: - 103

Hill Head, Hampshire

Thursday 10th January 2019

I’d seen Goosander and Slavonian Grebe at Hill Head on Boxing Day and so I returned to see if I could see them
again for the New Year. Unfortunately there was no sign of either and so I settled for a sketch of a Ringed
Plover perched on one of the groynes at high tide. An adult Mediterranean Gull also floated off shore.
Compared to Ringed Plover a Little Ringed Plover would be slimmer with a longer rear end, darker legs, less of a
white flash around the eye and it would show a pointed lower border to the ear coverts. A Little Ringed Plover
is also unlikely to be encountered in the winter.
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Hawfinch can be a tricky bird to see and that would be my next target for the day. Mercer Way is a road in
Romsey which leads down to an area with taller trees bordering several open grassy areas and is a pretty
reliable location for Hawfinch. It’s best to visit in winter when there are no leaves and so it’s easier to see them.
Fairly soon I found a male sat up in the tree tops. Passerines are usually harder to sketch as they are smaller,
are often in trees and usually move more quickly than other larger birds. It pays to sketch as quickly as you can
and try and get as much down as possible (without guessing too much) especially if the bird is stationary for
a few seconds.

The Hawfinches gave their ticking calls as they perched in the tree tops and their short tail and their undulating
flight with wing bars visible from below were also characteristic. I also noticed the slightly bizarre club shaped
extensions to the primaries and tertials.
Year Ticks 3. Totton, Hampshire – Rook, Jay (8th Jan). Mercer Way, Romsey, Hampshire – Hawfinch. 2019 Year List:- 106
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Lodmoor, Dorset

Monday 14th January 2019

A Lesser Yellowlegs was found at Lodmoor on the 23rd September 2018. I’ve only seen two previously in Britain,
one in Cambridgeshire in 1988 and another in Kent in 1997.
This new Dorset bird quickly settled down and with a workshop booked for Portland Bill on the 7th October I
decided to pop into the reserve near Weymouth on my way down. I gave myself three hours in case it was tricky
to locate and sure enough it was!
It had been favouring the scrapes on the western side of the reserve although unfortunately I arrived shortly
after it had flown from there over towards the eastern side of the reserve. I exchanged mobile numbers with a
birder who was going to cycle around to the other side and I stayed on the west side.
After about 30 minutes he texted me to say that he had relocated it and I started the 15 minute walk. I’d got
to within a minute or so of him and he texted again to say it had flown back to the west side! I headed back
west again and spent a further hour or so searching without luck. Eventually I gave up.
On the 6th January 2019 Dad, Aly and I dropped into Lodmoor to try for the yellowlegs again. Unfortunately,
it was a similar story with the bird proving very elusive. At one stage I joined a group of birders who were
watching it only for it to fly again as I set up my scope! We did see a very white-headed Ruff which was new
for the year but rather than waste all day chasing after the Lesser Yellowlegs we moved on.
After these failed attempts in early October and early January I decided to try for the Lodmoor Lesser Yellowlegs
for a third time. Dad & I went again as the bird had settled into a routine where it was showing well for long
periods on the northern part of the western scrapes. We arrived there just after first light and it was one of
the first birds we saw and I wondered how I’d previously managed to spend six hours searching unsuccessfully.
It showed very well feeding fairly closely in the lovely warm early morning light. Looking a bit like a Wood
Sandpiper but with a longer finer bill, lacking the obvious white supercilium and with longish bright yellow legs.
At one stage it flew revealing a square ended white rump and with its legs and feet clearly extending beyond
the end of the tail.

Once I’d got some sketches and Dad had got some nice photos we headed off to the middle of the reserve to
try for a calling Yellow-browed Warbler which had been present since the 16th December.
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The Yellow-browed Warbler had been favouring the area around the seat on Beechdown Avenue. This individual
was being fairly vocal and so once we were close we began to listen for the characteristic call and sure enough
we heard it fairly quickly. After catching a few brief glimpses we finally got good views and noted the double
wing bars and supercilium.

Portland, Dorset

Monday 14th January 2019

Our next stop was Bowleaze Cove where we had better views of the Red-necked Grebe which we had seen,
albeit distantly, the previous weekend. Then it was off to Sandsfoot Castle where 2 Slavonian Grebes had been
seen. It took a while to find them but we did eventually, right in the northern corner of Portland Harbour. There
were 14 Black-necked Grebes in the harbour as well, providing a good comparison to the more cleanly cut
dapper Slavonian Grebes.
From Portland Harbour we headed to Portland Bill and on the way we stopped off at Chesil Cove and connected
with the Black Redstart which showed really well on one of the buildings along Pebble Lane.
Then we finished by visiting Portland Bill hopeful of seeing Purple Sandpipers. There are currently just 21 Purple
Sandpipers known to be wintering in Dorset with seven at Portland Bill and another 14 at the Cobb at Lyme
Regis.
Once we’d parked I headed off to the very end of the Bill leaving Dad loading up his camera equipment.
I managed to find the sandpipers fairly quickly on the rocks near the Pulpit and I texted Dad with rough
directions and then started a sketch.

They were fairly close and down below us and so keeping them in the scope view as they scuttled about was
really difficult. It was the low and flattened carriage which I particularly noticed and so I tried to capture this
in the sketch. Dad managed to get some decent photos.
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Year Ticks 16. Titchfield Haven, Hampshire – Kingfisher, Pheasant, Goldcrest, Barnacle Goose, Stock Dove (12th Jan).
Totton, Hampshire - Redwing (13th Jan). Lodmoor, Dorset – Lesser Yellowlegs, Yellow-browed Warbler. Sandsfoot Castle,
Dorset – Slavonian Grebe. Chesil Cove, Dorset – Black Redstart. Portland Bill, Dorset – Gannet, Kittiwake, Fulmar, Rock
Pipit, Guillemot, Purple Sandpiper. 2019 Year List: - 122.

Harbridge, Hampshire

Wednesday 16th January 2019

Bewick’s Swans regularly winter in the Avon Valley near Harbridge in Hampshire. This year there was only one
in amongst the 200 or more Mute Swans and with an appointment at Stourhead I decided to make a slight
detour via Harbridge.
I arrived and began to scan through the groups of Mute Swans. As it was raining I stayed in the car and viewed
through open windows. It was not until the final fields on the north west side of Harbridge that I finally picked
out the slightly smaller and yellow-billed Bewick’s Swan. By now the rain had started to fall heavily and as
I would be looking in the direction of the rain my binoculars and telescope would be unusable within a few
seconds.
I set my tripod up in the driver’s seat with the window down slightly. I just about managed to get some decent
views although it was a very awkward position to sit in and my sketchbook still got a thorough soaking through
the open window.

Bewick’s Swans are the smallest swans in the UK and spend the winter here arriving from Siberia in late autumn.
Most winter in East Anglia and the Severn Estuary but some make it down to Hampshire. Comparing it to the
Whooper Swan the Bewick’s Swan is smaller and has more black and less yellow on its bill.
Year Ticks 2. Harbridge, Hampshire – Bewick’s Swan. Braemore, Hampshire – Mistle Thrush. 2019 Year List:- 124.

Lower Test Marshes, Hampshire

Sunday 20th January 2019

Pink-footed Goose is a rare visitor to Hampshire and so when one was seen with Canada Geese at Lower
Test Marshes I made the short 10 minute drive from home. I parked in the layby on the Redbridge Flyover and
started to scan towards the pylons.
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Pretty soon I picked out the flock of 80 or so Canada Geese and the smaller Pink-foot was with them. The short
dark neck and small head were obvious and there was a subtle pink band across a small dark bill.
Year Ticks 1. Lower Test Marshes, Hampshire – Pink-footed Goose. 2019 Year List: - 125.

Bolderwood, Blashford & Eyeworth, Hampshire

Friday 25th January 2019

A day out with Dad and a few year tick targets. We headed first to the Canadian War Memorial near Bolderwood
and eventually had good telescope views of a pair of Crossbills in the tree tops. We also heard several Lesser
Redpoll before seeing them in flight.
Next stop was Blashford Lakes and we tried Ivy Lake hide first. We had great views of Cetti’s Warbler and
Water Rail but new for the year was a lovely skulking Bittern. We had almost given up when Dad found one
lurking in the reeds, virtually motionless. It took a while for me to get onto it. I also had Treecreeper nearby
but unfortunately no sign of Brambling in the Woodland Hide. On the way back in the afternoon we dropped
into Eyeworth Pond to see the very obliging Marsh Tits which were being tempted down to several tree stumps
where bird food had been scattered.
Year Ticks 5. Canadian Memorial, Bolderwood, Hampshire – Crossbill, Lesser Redpoll. Ivy Lake, Blashford, Hampshire –
Bittern. Ivy South, Blashford, Hampshire – Treecreeper. Eyeworth Pond, Hampshire – Marsh Tit. 2019 Year List: - 130.

Acres Down, New Forest

Monday 28th January 2019

There hadn’t been many Bramblings reported in the UK never mind Hampshire although on social media I had
seen photographs of mind-blowingly huge flocks in Slovenia with more than five million Bramblings in one flock
with the flock so dense that individual birds were almost touching each other. I had planned to visit Acres
Down as a good place for Firecrest in the winter and checking Going Birding Hampshire News I saw that 150
Bramblings had been reported at Highland Water Inclosure and, fortunately, the nearest place to park would
be Acres Down Car Park!
Just after first light I began looking for Firecrests, I could hear lots of crests but finding them and getting a
view of the head was tricky. After 30 minutes or so I decided I would try to find the Brambling flock, it would
be a 20-minute walk.
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Crossbill and Lesser Redpoll were calling overhead and I watched a Great Spotted Woodpecker drumming.
After a few hundred yards I came across a flock of Chaffinches flicking up leaves from the forest floor looking
for beech mast. Soon I glimpsed a lovely black and orange male Brambling. I set up the scope, took off my
gloves and started to make a few sketches. In total I managed to find two males and two females.
On the way back to the car I stopped to look for Firecrest again. I played an excerpt from their song on my
phone and pretty soon a crest came down to investigate. As it flicked onto a lower branch I immediately saw
the lovely golden shoulder patch and the striking eye stripe and supercilium.

Keyhaven, Hampshire

Monday 28th January 2019

I then headed to Keyhaven hoping to see Water Pipit and Red-throated Diver which had been present over the
last few high tides and had been coming very close, often down to 15 yards in the small harbour. I arrived a few
hours before high tide but unfortunately there was no sign and so I decided to walk out to Illy Point.
I picked out some pipits on some freshwater pools and realised they were Water Pipits. The key features were
the relatively white underpart base colouration, the strong white supercilium and white wing bars.

I spent the rest of the afternoon searching for the diver without success although I did find four Spoonbills, two
Peregrines and two Marsh Harriers
Year Ticks 4. Acres Down, Hampshire – Brambling, Firecrest. Keyhaven, Hampshire – Skylark, Spoonbill. 2019 Year List: 134.
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FEBRUARY 2019
Warblington, Hampshire

Sunday 3rd February 2019

I’d set myself the target of six year ticks for the day and first on the list were the a couple of Cattle Egrets at
Warblington on the edge of Emsworth Harbour.
I arrived just after sunrise and began by checking the various fields that the mobile Cattle Egrets had been
visiting. No luck, I then looked at Bird Guides to re-check the most regularly visited fields and it appeared that
those on the west side of the cemetery were probably the best bet.
As I approached the cemetery gates I saw one of the Cattle Egrets in the adjacent field and almost immediately
it took off and flew down towards the harbour edge. There was a large flock of winter thrushes and with
Fieldfare being one of the targets for the day I checked them carefully but they were all Redwing. I walked
along the footpath though the field, to the harbour’s edge and looked back inland to another field and noticed
that both Cattle Egrets were perched up in a large tree. I got some sketches before they both flew back into
the cattle field and then I added a few more poses. Neither of them fed at all when I was there, they just stood
looking grumpy, maybe because the ground was still frozen.

Next on the target list for the day was Red-throated Diver. There had been two off Salterns Car Park near Hill
Head and so I stopped there. There was no sign on a flat calm sea although a report came through on my phone
that 14 had just flown west past Hill Head. I scanned to the west and saw the birders at Hill Head but not the
divers. I jumped back into the car, headed to Hill Head, joined the two remaining birders and fairly soon another
eight Red-throated Divers flew west towards Southampton.
My next target was Sanderling on the high tide roost at Hill Head. There were at least 26 present with most
of them asleep but several were feeding at the water’s edge. They were strikingly pale compared to the
accompanying Dunlin and looked particularly plumped up against the cold. Sanderling is a long distance migrant
breeding in the high Arctic.
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Posbrook, Hampshire

Sunday 3rd February 2019

As I was heading north to try a roosting Barn Owl site I drove past a field full of birds near Posbrook Farm. I
pulled over grabbed my binoculars and realised that they were mainly Golden Plover, 500 of them. There were
also a dozen or so Fieldfare around the edges of the field. I had a few possible locations for these two species
later in the afternoon but I wasn’t at all confident that I’d see them so this was a real stroke of luck.
I drove on to the top of the Canal Trail. I had heard about a tree with a prominent split in it which had attracted
various owls as a roost site over the years. I got in touch with someone online and they gave me really good
directions. I parked up in the car park at the northern end of the Titchfield Canal Path and headed south and
found the tree fairly easily and sure enough there was a Barn Owl roosting in it.

Crab Tree Bog, New Forest

Sunday 3rd February 2019

With the morning targets all seen so quickly I decided there was time to try for the New Forest Great Grey
Shrike again. A bit of background – in November 2018 Dad & I spent an afternoon at Beaulieu Road Station
trying to see a Great Grey Shrike, without success. They can be frustratingly difficult birds to catch up with as
they often adopt huge wintering territories and can go missing for weeks as a result.
The same or another Great Grey Shrike was found on Crab Tree Bog near Rhinefield House on 16th December
and on Boxing Day I paid it a visit and again spent several hours searching but didn’t manage to find it. Some
consolation was provided by great views of a Hawfinch which had come down to drink from a puddle.
In early January I tried for the shrike again and walked several miles but once again there was no sign. They
are relatively small birds within a huge landscape and so it can seem a daunting challenge and after each
unsuccessful trip I vowed I wouldn’t try for it again and that I’d wait for a more obliging bird next winter.
However, each time it was seen again I decided that I would give it another go! Their habit of perching up on
exposed branches and trees rejuvenated my optimism despite the huge area to be checked.
I parked at Puttles Bridge and on the walk I had an unexpected additional year tick, a smart Goshawk flew
towards me and over my head, maybe my best ever views of this difficult species. I also had a single Crossbill
calling as it flew overhead and a Dartford Warbler calling which I couldn’t locate.
I had almost completed the full loop of the likely perching points for the shrike and was gradually
heading back to the car. Although I was down to the last few possible locations the final area had been
fairly popular for the shrike at various times and so I hadn’t totally given up hope. I scanned a stand of
silver birches just west of the footbridge and was amazed to see the shrike fly up into my binocular view!
I managed to get my scope on it and completed a few sketches before it flew out of the view and I wasn’t able
to see which way it went. I couldn’t relocate it again but it was great to finally catch up with it!
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Year Ticks 9. Warblington, Hampshire – Cattle Egret, Green Woodpecker. Hill Head, Hampshire – Red-throated Diver,
Sanderling. Posbrook Farm, Hampshire – Golden Plover, Fieldfare. Titchfield Canal Path, Hampshire – Barn Owl. Crab Tree
Bog, Hampshire – Goshawk, Great Grey Shrike. 2019 Year List: - 143.

Abbotsbury Swannery, Dorset

Wednesday 6th February 2019

A Whooper Swan had been wintering with the herd of Mute Swans at Abbotsbury Swannery in Dorset. I had
a 121 workshop at Portland Bill and so on the way down I detoured via the Swannery. While checking for
directions online I had noticed that the Swannery was closed over the winter although the news messages from
Bird Guides didn’t mention that there was no access and so I presumed that you could still view the lagoon but
that none of the amenities were open.
I parked in the outer car park and then walked down the lane towards the main Swannery and as I got closer
someone walked out from the centre and approached me purposefully. He said I wasn’t allowed to be here and
that I was on private land. He mentioned something about viewing the Swannery from public footpaths high
up on the distant ridge but I could tell he felt that this would be a complete waste of time given how far away
I would then be.
As I walked back, slightly irritated, I noticed the footpath he had described and decided to give it a go. It was
the South West Coastal Path and I could follow it up to the top of the hill near to St Catherine’s Chapel and
get a great view of the Swannery albeit a very distant one! It was quite a steep climb and I needed to try a few
different vantage points to be able to see above and around various trees.
I scanned carefully but saw nothing but Mute Swans. Lots of the swans were preening without their bills visible
and so it was quite a slow process scanning through them. Frustratingly there were also quite a few swans that
were hidden from view wherever I stood.
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I had been scanning for 45 minutes and for the third time I was on my ‘this is the absolutely final’ scan when I
noticed the yellow bill! My scope was fully zoomed at 60x and I sketched down the basic shape. What a relief!

Compared to Bewick’s Swan the yellow covers more than half of the bill with the yellow extending below the
nostrils.
Year Ticks 1. Abbotsbury Swannery, Dorset – Whooper Swan. 2019 Year List: - 144.

Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire

Saturday 9th February 2019

Dad rang me from Romsey to say that a White-fronted Goose had turned up with Greylag Geese at Fishlake
Meadows. He had seen it earlier having dropped Mum off in the town. White-fronts are rare winter visitors in
Hampshire and so I decided to head over although having visited Fishlake on a few occasions I knew viewing
places were very limited.
I arrived and made my way to the main viewing area and scanned the margins of the main lake. There was no
sign and so I decided to walk the southern edge of the reserve looking for gaps in the trees. This proved to
be a long and frustrating task and although I had brief and partial views of Greylags there was no sign of the
White-front.
Given how obscured the views were it also seemed likely that there were lots of birds of various types that I
couldn’t see at all. As I got to the south western corner I could see a larger group of Greylags in the second
lake. The view was better here as the hedge was only chest high however with an angled scope I needed to be
on full tip toes in order that the scope could see over the top of the hedge and this was a very uncomfortable
position to hold for long. After 10 minutes or so I decided that the White-front wasn’t with them and headed
back to the viewing platform.
From here you could see perhaps 40% of the main lake. I chatted to another birder who had arrived and I
mentioned the Greylags at the other end and I agreed to take him back and show him. Ten minutes later we
were watching the Greylags again and after a few seconds he said that he had it. I asked for a look through his
scope and had good views of the extensive white face but almost as soon as I’d seen it the whole flock took off.
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In flight I could see its much smaller size and the characteristic black barring on the belly. The flock kept flying
and was soon out of sight and gone.
Success! With literally a second to spare. Year list up to 145 but I’m still not a fan of Fishlake Meadows!
Year Ticks 1. Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire – White-fronted Goose. 2019 Year List: - 145.

Chapel Amble, Cornwall

Friday 15th February 2019

My very last residential landscape photography workshop was in North Cornwall from the 15th to 17th February.
The hotel was near Wadebridge and with a Temminck’s Stint at Chapel Amble only 15 minutes away I set off
early to see it before I met my participants at 1pm. The stint had first been seen on 31st December 2018 and
had probably been present since the autumn. Their nearest breeding grounds are Norway and they would
normally winter in Saharan Africa.
I arrived and parked up near the flooded field east of the Maltsers Pub in the small village of Chapel Amble.
I couldn’t find it on my first scan of the field to the north of the road. I walked further along and scanned the
flooded meadow to the south and saw the stint although I was looking straight into the sun and so it wasn’t
a great view. I walked back to the car to get my scope and returned but the stint had gone! I headed back to
the car again to scan the meadow to the north of the road and soon re-located it.

The overall impression was of a very small greyish brown wader. There were a good number of darker centred
summer feathers on the scapulars that formed a clear darker line. The legs were bright yellow. While there I
also saw Green Sandpiper, Ruff and two Water Pipits.
During the workshop later on Friday, while we were at Constantine Bay, I was amazed to find a Vagrant Emperor
dragonfly. Seeing any adult dragonfly in February in the UK is extremely rare and if you do find one it’s likely
to be something special. These dragonflies very occasionally appear with the arrival of winds from the Sahara.
Several other individuals were found in Cornwall around the same time.
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As we finished the workshop on Sunday evening at the incredible Trebarwith Strand I was surprised to hear a
couple of Dippers calling. They flew up and down passed us calling constantly and gave reasonable views in the
half light. The stream here is tiny and I didn’t realise that Dipper’s were present and it will save me a planned
trip to Devon later in the year!
Year Ticks 3. Chapel Amble, Cornwall – Temminck’s Stint, Green Sandpiper. Trebarwith Strand, Cornwall – Dipper (17th Jan).
2019 Year List: - 148.

Fort Cumberland, Hampshire

Sunday 24th February 2019

On Saturday 23rd February Martyn and I went to see Harlequins v Bristol in the Gallagher Premiership Rugby
at the Stoop in Twickenham. Harlequins won 36v26 and after the game as we were walking out of the stadium
I heard, but didn’t see, a Ring-necked Parakeet. This is a great area for them and I had forgotten to keep an eye
out for them. I usually like to see birds (as opposed to just hearing them) even on my year list and so on the
way back as Martyn was driving I kept an eye out and luckily two Parakeets flew over the road in front of us.
On the Sunday afternoon I had a workshop in the Portsmouth area and so on the way down I popped into Fort
Cumberland to try and see the Little Owls which roost in the gun holes in the fort wall. I parked on the eastern
side of the fort and made my way around the edge but it soon became apparent that I needed to go further
around the fort and the fence and barbed wire prevented this. There was another couple and they agreed that
the gun holes must be further around the wall and so they left to head back to the car to drive around to the
other side.
I decided to move down onto the beach by clambering over the large sea defence boulders and I then made
my way around the point and then back up onto the sea wall on the other side. I quickly found the two gun
holes and sure enough there were Little Owls in each of them!

I’d just about finished my sketches when the earlier couple re-appeared having driven around to the other side
of the fort and then walked from there. They were slightly surprised to see me!
17

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

Southsea Castle, Hampshire

Sunday 24th February 2019

I still had a little while before my appointment and so I decided to try for the Purple Sandpipers at Southsea
Castle. There were two feeding around the front of the castle and another pair resting on the boulders. I’d
sketched a feeding bird at Portland Bill last month and so decided to spend some time sketching the roosting
birds.

It was surprising to see just how busy this area is yet the sandpipers seemed unperturbed by people walking
close by. Ring-necked Parakeet and Little Owl take my year list up to 150 which is the first time I’ve reached
this total before the end of February.
Year Ticks 2. Richmond, Surrey – Ring-necked Parakeet (23rd Feb). Fort Cumberland, Hampshire – Little Owl. 2019 Year
List: - 150.
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MARCH 2019
Acres Down, New Forest

Saturday 2nd March 2019

Woodlarks start returning from their wintering territories in February and can reliably be seen and heard
singing on their New Forest breeding territories during March. Although I usually see them later in the year
when looking for other New Forest summer visitors I decided to head to Acres Down to spend some time trying
to track them down. The forecast was for it to be cloudy but as I left the house at 6:45am I could see that
it had been raining overnight and it was still drizzling now. I half debated going back to bed given that the
Woodlarks were less likely to be singing if it was wet but I stuck to my plan and headed into the New Forest
with my windscreen wipers on. I got out of the car at Acres Down in what seemed like low cloud and drizzle.
As I made my way to the open areas of heath it started to clear a little and I heard Lesser Redpolls calling
and then a group of Chaffinches flew over with at least one Brambling calling within the group. I also saw at
least three Hawfinches given away by their penetrating metallic ticking and in flight by their heavy fronted
appearance, short tail and striking wing bars.
Pretty soon I saw a couple of Woodlark as they tumbled together calling and they settled briefly in the
heather. Over the next two hours I had good views although not continuously and even when they weren’t in
view I knew they were still close by as they called to each other frequently. On several occasions two rival
males flew up high singing continuously before eventually parachuting back down. In the short heather they
were often not visible but would regularly pop up briefly onto a more exposed perch to survey their territory.

I met a photographer who was also looking for the Woodlarks. He had an 800mm prime lens (£12,000+) but
hadn’t managed to get any photos. He’d have probably got some images, albeit poorer quality, with a much
smaller super zoom bridge camera which would provide a significantly greater magnification. The challenge
with getting high quality bird photographs is that you probably need an SLR (the larger sensor provides better
image quality) and a lens which provides at least a 500mm focal length and even then you need to get very
close to the subject with the high risk of flushing the bird and this often causes friction with other birders who
are stood further back watching the bird via their telescopes or bridge cameras.
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The huge SLR lenses give the impression that the photographer is selfishly getting much closer than he needs
to but in fact he’s often just trying (and usually failing) to get an image size approaching that which the other
birders stood much further back get through their telescope or their bridge cameras.
I debated getting a longer focal length lens for bird photography but for me sketching birds via a telescope
provides a better success rate than trying to get really close with my SLR and an expensive 500mm+ lens
(which I haven’t bought yet anyway!)
Year Ticks 1. Acres Down, Hampshire – Woodlark. 2019 Year List: - 151.

Martin Down, Hampshire

Tuesday 5th March 2019

I headed to Martin Down on Salisbury Plain to get some chalk grassland and farmland specialists for the year.
Although I’m sure I’ll get most of the target species when I return for Turtle Dove in June I thought I’d pay
an additional visit now as I knew Grey Partridge could be tricky. Turtle Dove may be even harder and seeing
some of the other targets now would give me as much time as possible for the doves in June. Corn Bunting,
Yellowhammer, Red-legged Partridge & Grey Partridge would give me four new species for the year.
The forecast was for a sunny start with rain coming in the afternoon and so I headed off early. The Red-legged
Partridges were seen very quickly and I checked all of them carefully for the scarcer Grey Partridge, no luck.
However, as I was walking around the perimeter of the downland a couple of partridges flew a short distance
out from the edge of the field before landing in the short grass. I was delighted to see they were Grey
Partridges and the only ones I saw all morning.
I had to walk into the middle of the down to start seeing Corn Buntings, they announced their presence with
their jangling song and they were then easy to find as there are only a small number of perches to check on
the flat rather featureless terrain.

There were lots of Yellowhammers singing in the early morning sunshine particularly along the hedgerows
where they posed nicely. As it clouded over late morning, bird life seemed to quieten down and it became much
more difficult to find the Corn Buntings and Yellowhammers which had stopped singing.
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There were plenty of Stonechats at Martin Down but this attractive male grabbed my attention as he was
guarding his clump of gorse bushes and he allowed me to stop and sketch him.

A successful trip with all 4 targets seen (Corn Bunting, Yellowhammer, Grey Partridge and Red-legged Partridge).
Year Ticks 4. Martin Down, Hampshire – Yellowhammer, Red-legged Partridge, Grey Partridge, Corn Bunting. 2019 Year
List: - 155.

Portsdown Hill, Hampshire

Saturday 9th March 2019

A Hooded Crow was found near Fort Widley on Portsdown Hill on Friday afternoon. This is a very rare species
in Hampshire with none having being seen since 2002. I was leading a workshop to Lulworth Cove on the
Saturday afternoon and so I set my alarm early so that I could get to Portsdown Hill and still have time to get
to Dorset for 2pm allowing for problems in finding the bird.
I arrived in the car park near Fort Widley at 7am and decided to head down Mill Lane as I could see distant
crows in the bottom of the ploughed field. Viewing was difficult as the lane was bordered by thick hedges. I
found a few gaps and was able to scan but could only see Carrion Crows and Rooks although the ridges and
undulations in the field meant that some of the corvids were hidden from view.
I found another gap further down the lane and briefly saw the lovely grey and black Hooded Crow. I pushed my
way through a gap in the hedge, set up my tripod on the edge of the field and had some decent views before
it gradually walked away from me disappearing into one of the hidden valleys.
I had several brief glimpses over the next 20 minutes before a group of the crows including the Hooded Crow
flew over into a neighbouring grassy field. Over the next hour the Hooded Crow showed occasionally but
generally was flighty and mobile.
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Just before I left I met Jon Stokes who has a pretty serious county list of more than 330. He’s been birding in
Hampshire for 50 years but hadn’t previously seen Hooded Crow which gives you a clue as to just how rare this
species is in the county!
Year Ticks 1. Portsdown Hill, Hampshire – Hooded Crow. 2019 Year List: - 156.

Lodmoor, Dorset

Sunday 17th March 2019

With a Portland Bill workshop organised for the Sunday I headed down in the morning to try for an early spring
Little Gull which had been found at Lodmoor near Weymouth. They’re en route to their breeding range in Russia
and looking back through old records I could see that Lodmoor is the place I have seen Little Gull most in the
UK. I had hoped that the Garganey would hang around at Longham Lakes near Ferndown but there was no sign
of it on the Saturday.
I arrived at Lodmoor at 10am and headed towards the viewing area and asked a birder whether he had seen
the Little Gull. He had and he checked towards the back of the reserve and managed to pick it up in flight.
I got onto it and could see, even at long range, the smaller size, rounded wings with white tips and the dark
underwings.
I decided to head closer and so walked up the western edge of the reserve heading north. I bumped into the
Lesser Yellowlegs again with it now entering summer plumage.
A couple of Marsh Harriers drifted over and I saw my first Sand Martin of the year. As I got to the northern end
of the reserve I had close flight views of the Little Gull and at close range I could see the white trailing edge
to the secondaries. They prefer to hawk for insects on the wing and so it spent almost the whole time in flight
although it did settle on the water for a minute or two.
Year Ticks 2. Lodmoor, Dorset – Little Gull, Sand Martin. 2019 Year List: - 158.
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Longham Lakes, Dorset

Monday 18th March 2019

A Garganey had been found at Longham Lakes near Ferndown on Friday 15th. Garganey are an early spring
migrant on their way from their wintering grounds in Africa to breeding areas all across Europe and Russia with
around 100 pairs breeding in the UK mainly in the south and east.
I had a workshop at Portland Bill on Sunday afternoon and so my plan was to go via Longham Lakes on Sunday
morning. The weather on Saturday was awful with strong winds and rain and either the Garganey had gone or
it was hiding in the reed beds around the edge of the large lakes. On Sunday morning I visited Lodmoor instead
for the Little Gull and when I got home in the evening I noticed that the Garganey had been seen again on the
Sunday and so I made plans to head down there on Monday morning.
Originally Longham Lakes comprised of a couple of fields by the River Stour between Ferndown and Bearwood.
Permission for gravel extraction and reservoir construction was granted in 1994. Longham Reservoir North was
filled in 2002 and in 2010 the larger southern lake was flooded. It has become an excellent site with around
180 species having been seen here.
The duck had been seen on the southern edge of South Lake and so I headed there first. There were lots of
diving ducks including Tufted Duck and Pochard but I couldn’t immediately find the dabbling Garganey. I did
notice a couple of birders in the south west corner of the lake and tried to follow the angle they were looking
at, pretty soon I found the bird which was initially hidden behind the island. I headed off around the edge of
the lake and set up much closer and had good views of the Garganey. Over the next 10 minutes the Garganey
swam towards the western edge of the lake, it was facing away from me as it swam and so I didn’t have any
side-on views. I headed further around the lake and then had great views. I love the chocolate-coloured head,
the striking white line which runs from the eye and the bluish flanks.

After 20 minutes or so it drifted into the reeds and it became almost impossible to see and this is probably
what it was doing for most of Saturday.
Year Ticks 1. Longham Lakes, Hampshire – Garganey. 2019 Year List: - 159.
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Denny Wood, New Forest

Tuesday 19th March 2019

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker is one of the hardest birds to see in the UK. This is because they are small, about
the size of a Chaffinch, and so are much the smallest of our three woodpeckers. It is also very secretive. In
recent years, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker has also undergone a marked decline in the UK. Reasons for falling
numbers include the effect of Dutch Elm disease, increased competition from the Great Spotted Woodpecker,
a species that has increased greatly in numbers and also predation by Sparrowhawks. It is now a local rarity
disappearing from many sites where it was once common.
Given their small size and elusive nature you hope that males will give away their position by drumming or
singing and this is one of the main reasons for visiting in February to April when they are more active as you
head into the breeding season. The other main reason for an early spring visit is that there are no leaves on
the trees to obscure your view.
They like broad-leaved deciduous woodland with a high proportion of dead trees. Denny Wood seems to get
its fair share of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker records and so I decided to head there. Tuesday morning was
forecast to have light winds which certainly helps with trying to locate bird movement in the trees. Any singing
or drumming is much more likely early in the morning and so I left the house at 6 am and arrived at the edge
of Denny Wood at around 6:25 am. It had been very foggy on the journey but the warmth of the rising sun had
lifted the fog slightly.
Initially I walked very slowly through the wood scanning very carefully in the tree tops listening for any
tapping noises from feeding birds and also listening out for tit flocks with which Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers
occasionally associate. I was also listening for any distant drumming or singing. I also concentrated my attention
on outer branches rather than the main trunk. While carefully checking for any movement in this way I managed
to find a pair of Firecrests, lots of Marsh Tits, Treecreepers, Coal Tits and Nuthatches but no Lesser Spotted
Woodpeckers.
The drumming of Great Spotted Woodpecker is around ½ second long and the drumming of Lesser Spotted
Woodpecker is almost always twice as long, usually longer than 1 second. Lesser Spotted Woodpecker singing
is very reminiscent of a Kestrel’s call and quite unlike the Nuthatches which were calling regularly.
After two hours or so I decided to walk around the wood more quickly so that I could cover a greater area while
listening for drumming or singing. I heard a call which I believed to be a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker and saw
a ‘likely’ bird towards the top of an oak but it flew in the time I got my binoculars to my eyes and I didn’t see
it again.
An hour later I was beginning to give up hope and I found myself in the same rough area and I heard the call
again and this time felt sure it was a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, not the long Kestrel like piping song but 4
or 5 ‘kik’ call notes rather like a subdued Great Spotted Woodpecker. I could also hear tapping/feeding noises
in the tree top but before I managed to find the bird it flew and it was obvious from its black and white barred
wings and small size that it was a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker!
I tracked its flight and re-located it in the next tree and then had very long uninterrupted binocular views and
some mental fist pumping followed. The small size and barred back were diagnostic and the crown was black
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During my three hours in the wood I regularly heard Great Spotted Woodpeckers drumming but I never once
heard a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker drumming or singing. This had made my job significantly harder but the
elation greater when I finally succeeded!
Year Ticks 1. Denny Wood, Hampshire – Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. 2019 Year List: - 160.

Blashford Lakes, Hampshire

Wednesday 27th March 2019

I had an early afternoon appointment in Alderholt with my framer to discuss a commission I have to provide
framed images for a new restaurant near Durdle Door. Afterwards I visited the nearby Blashford Lakes in the
hope of seeing the Ring-billed Gull which has been roosting on Ibsley Water.
Viewing conditions were very difficult as I was looking west into the setting sun and the heat haze made things
even tougher. There were several gulls which looked promising but in the light conditions it was difficult to
judge mantle colour and assess bill size and shape. It was also impossible to see whether the iris was pale. The
prominent broad white tertial crescents, however, were visible and indicated that they were all Common Gulls.
I did find a Little Ringed Plover on the island opposite Goosander Hide and I saw a singing male Blackcap for
the first time this year.
Year Ticks 2. Blashford Lakes, Hampshire – Blackcap, Little Ringed Plover. 2019 Year List: - 162.

Portland, Dorset

Thursday 28th March 2019

As you get into late March, high pressure systems (which have clockwise winds) to the east of the UK can lead
to a southerly air stream and bring overshooting spring migrants to the south coast. With these conditions in
place, a Great Spotted Cuckoo was found on the Isle of Wight on Tuesday 21st March. We were just about to
go to Amsterdam on a 4-day cruise and so the cuckoo would need to stay for over a week if we were to see it.
That seemed a bit unlikely.
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Dad, Aly and I had already blocked out Thursday 28th March for a day’s birding as Aly was down from Cambridge,
and so we hoped that, however unlikely, it could be one of our target birds. We arrived back from Amsterdam
on Tuesday 26th and the cuckoo was still present! A Hoopoe had also been found on Portland on the Monday.
We spoke on Wednesday evening and in the end decided that we would wait for news on Thursday morning
before booking any ferry tickets. The plan was that I would go to Portland for the Hoopoe and Dad and Aly
would bird more locally, perhaps for the Garganey and Spoonbill at Titchfield Haven. If the Great Spotted
Cuckoo was seen again we would then meet up at my house to get the midday ferry to the Island.
I set my alarm for 5:30 am and at 5:43 am Aly texted to say that she had changed her mind and wanted to
come with me for the Hoopoe. In addition, the Lesser Yellowlegs had been seen again at Lodmoor after a week
of no sightings, prolonging its six-month stay. Including the Great Spotted Cuckoo that meant three potential
ticks for Aly. I detoured via West Wellow to pick her up at just after 6 am and we headed off to Portland. The
Hoopoe had already been present three days, a relatively long time for a spring migrant to stay in the same
place, so I wasn’t confident we’d see it, especially as it had been clear overnight. Most land birds migrate at
night because they are unlikely to be attacked by birds of prey, the air is less turbulent and the air is cooler,
allowing them to lose excess heat more easily. They are also better able to navigate when it’s clear – birds do
not learn star patterns but learn a north-south orientation from the way stars rotate about the pole star.
Thankfully, however, just before we arrived at Reap Lane on Portland, news came through of the continued
presence of the Hoopoe. We soon found the horse paddock and barn and Aly located the Hoopoe on the farm
track. Over the next hour or so we had good views, especially once we changed our angle to get uninterrupted
views up the length of the field.

A good start to the day, however, a message came through that there was no sign of the Great Spotted Cuckoo
at Ventnor. Next stop was Lodmoor for the Lesser Yellowlegs. Aly had dipped this bird once already when we
visited in early January.
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Lodmoor, Dorset

Thursday 28th March 2019

We arrived at the favoured west scrape but there was no sign of the bird. A lovely male Wheatear showed well
on the edge of the lagoon and then we heard an unfamiliar dry rattling call before a male Garganey flew in and
landed right in front of us. It was 9:30 am and news came through that the cuckoo was still there. We would
need to leave by 10 am to give us enough time to get to the Red Funnel terminal in Southampton for a midday
sailing. We therefore only had 25 minutes to find the yellowlegs. Thankfully a birder close by located it and we
got onto it, Aly’s second tick of the day. I ordered the ferry tickets and we sped off.

Ventnor, Isle of Wight

Thursday 28th March 2019

Aly and I returned from the Weymouth area having seen Hoopoe and Lesser Yellowlegs and we met Dad at my
house and then travelled together in my car to the ferry terminal. Our target was the Great Spotted Cuckoo
on the Isle of Wight near Ventnor. The ferry took an hour and we arrived at Wheeler’s Bay Car Park at around
1:30 pm. We walked down the footpath which led down to sea level and then around the promenade heading
east. We met another birder who was watching the Great Spotted Cuckoo and we had our first views.

The cuckoo had been on the cliff here for over a week and so clearly liked the area. It hopped around the
vegetation on the steep slopes with its extremely long tail often held up at an angle, and it regularly made
short flights, often settling in small trees. While on the ground it gorged on caterpillars.
This is a good location for one of the UK’s rarest butterflies, the Glanville Fritillary, which favours constantly
eroding landslips where their food plant, Ribwort Plantain, can grow. At first it looked like the black caterpillars
being farmed by the cuckoo were those of the Glanville Fritillary although caterpillars of the Brown-tail moth
look similar and it was probably those. I am told that later in its stay it did indeed turn its attention to the
Glanville Fritillary caterpillars which is likely to have a significant effect on the UK’s population!
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The silvery-grey head and lack of chestnut in the primaries suggest that this is an adult bird, at least two years
old. I have seen Great Spotted Cuckoo in the UK twice before. The Dawlish Warren bird in the spring of 1990
and then a bird at Pennington Marshes in Hampshire in the spring of 2000. The first birder we had met told us
that this cuckoo had been harassed by crows and it reminded me that the Dawlish bird had actually been killed
by crows. This is probably because Great Spotted Cuckoos parasitise the nests of crows and magpies in Spain
and so it seems likely that crows are genetically programmed to see them as threats.
The cuckoo was last seen on the 18th April and so had enjoyed the cliff slopes here for almost a month.
Year Ticks 3. Portland, Dorset – Hoopoe. Lodmoor, Dorset – Wheatear. Ventnor, Isle of Wight – Great Spotted Cuckoo. 2019
Year List: - 165.
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APRIL 2019
Yew Tree Heath, New Forest

Wednesday 3rd April 2019

Dartford Warblers like areas of open heathland with a scattering of gorse bushes. Most warblers spend the
winter in Africa, but Dartford Warblers stay here all year round, they are only found in the southern counties
as these are the only places that stay warm enough for the species to survive and which also have suitable
heathland habitat. They survive because the heather and gorse are thick and evergreen and they can find
insects among the bushes.
The New Forest is a stronghold for Dartford Warblers and in the early part of 2019 I’d been looking out for them
whenever I’d been in suitable habitat and in places where I’d seen them before. I’d had no luck and I presumed
that breeding birds vacate these places in the winter and only return again to breed. Now that spring was
well underway I thought I’d try a place fairly well known for its healthy breeding population – Yew Tree Heath,
between Lyndhurst and Beaulieu.
It was a frosty morning, sunny with light winds. Dartford Warblers tend to stay hidden away in windy conditions
and a sunny morning in April was perhaps the best chance to get a male singing on top of the gorse bushes.
After a lot of walking I finally tracked down a calling bird which I believed was a female although I didn’t see it
well. Soon afterwards, and close by, I heard the song of a male and quickly found him perched up on the gorse.
Immediately obvious were the reddish underparts, slate grey back and red eye ring. The proportionately very
large head with a steep forehead peaking towards the front. Also a puffed out throat even when not singing,
bunched up tertials, tiny primaries and a long tail.

The birds were very active and difficult to keep in the telescope for long although when singing the male
remained fairly still which helped with sketching. I didn’t see as many as I was expecting. Harsh winters can
decimate their population although this recent winter has been relatively mild. Perhaps not all of the breeders
were back from their wintering quarters.
Year Ticks 1. Yew Tree Heath, Hampshire – Dartford Warbler. 2019 Year List: - 166.
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Swineham Gravel Pits, Dorset

Saturday 6th April 2019

I was meeting some workshop participants in Wareham and so decided to head down a bit earlier to look for
an Osprey which had been seen in the Wareham Channel. Thinking about it later this was probably the regular
female Osprey who had just arrived from West Africa and was using the new and close by Middlebere nesting
platform.
There seemed to be a surprisingly large number of birders around when I arrived and I then remembered that
Swineham Gravel Pits were close by, I would walk right passed them and a Red-necked Grebe had been seen
there. As I got to the Wareham Channel on the edge of Poole Harbour I stopped to scan the main pit and soon
found the Red-necked Grebe. Although not a new bird for the year this was my best view of Red-necked Grebe
for some time. The dusky red neck and yellow base to the bill were obvious.

I didn’t manage to see the Osprey but I did see a few early migrants – a singing male Willow Warbler, a flyover
calling Yellow Wagtail and several Swallows. I also heard and then saw a pair of Bearded Tits.
On the way back to the car I passed someone photographing what I assumed was a butterfly but as I got closer
I realised that he was watching three Adders basking on the south facing roadside bank. My best ever views
of this species.
Year Ticks 3. Swineham Gravel Pits, Dorset – Willow Warbler, Yellow Wagtail, Swallow. 2019 Year List: - 169.

Cheesefoot Head, Hampshire

Sunday 7th April 2019

While I was out leading a workshop on the Dorset Coast, Dad rang me, I let it go to answer message and he
soon texted me to say “Dotterel?” A quick check of Hampshire Bird News and I could see that two Dotterel had
been found at Cheesefoot Head, an area I knew fairly well from Landscape Photography trips. After sunset,
and having dropped off my participants, I texted back to check if he had already gone to see the Dotterel, he
hadn’t and so we arranged for Dad to pick me up at 7:30am the next morning.
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Just before Dad arrived, news came through that they were still present and so we set off in good spirits.
We arrived at the Cheesefoot Head car park and then walked to the large field south of the containers. I was
slightly surprised to see that there was no-one else around. The Dotterel weren’t on view and so I walked a bit
further down the track to get more of a view over the brow of the slope and soon found them.
They fed actively in their typical run, pause, stand motionless, grab a food item (an insect or a worm), stand
up-right, run, pause, feed and so on. Occasionally they would settle and preen for a few seconds.

These birds are on their way from their wintering grounds in North Africa and the Middle East to breed across
Europe with most birds heading to Norway although some breed in Britain (500 or so pairs) on the high tops
of Scotland’s mountains, especially the Grampians.
There are few south coast records of Dotterel as many of the birds fly directly to their breeding grounds. I’ve
seen five autumn Dotterel, all on Scilly, and a breeding bird on the top of Cairngorm but these are my first
spring migrants and a new bird for me in Hampshire. In fact this is the first Dotterel in Hampshire since 2014
and the earliest Hampshire spring record ever.
Year Ticks 1. Cheesefoot Head, Hampshire – Dotterel. 2019 Year List: - 170.

Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire

Monday 8th April 2019

On the evening of March 24th a Glossy Ibis was seen circling over Fishlake Meadows near Romsey. Over the
next two weeks it was seen again, on and off most days but usually only early or late in the day in flight as it
left or returned to its roost site deep in the reed beds. It never seemed to be seen well.
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I decided not to visit until it appeared to be showing better. This happened on the 8th April when Bird Guides
reported that it was “in horse field by green barn near canal mid-morning”. This sounded much better than the
views it had been giving to date and so I texted Dad and arranged to pick him up as soon as I’d walked the
dogs.
We parked and walked the several hundred yards north along the canal path and joined a group of birders who,
just as we were arriving, started to pack up, my heart sank as I felt sure that this meant the ibis had flown
off, thankfully not. It showed well although too far away for Dad to get some photos and so he headed off to
photograph a pair of Garganey from the central screen, I remained to sketch the Glossy Ibis.

It seemed well settled feeding on worms towards the back of the horse paddock. Overall it was dark brown
but with a glossy sheen in some lights. The bill was long and curlew-like. It looked relatively large-headed and
thick-necked. There was a lovely white flecking on the head indicating winter plumage.
Glossy Ibis leave Africa in the winter and should be heading to breed around the Mediterranean, this individual
was an overshooting spring migrant which arrived at a similar time to the Great Spotted Cuckoo. There have
been around 50 previous records in Hampshire. There was also a lovely colourful male Wheatear in the paddock
and on the way back to the car I scoped a perched Great White Egret and a singing male Sedge Warbler.
Year Ticks 2. Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire – Glossy Ibis, Sedge Warbler. 2019 Year List: - 172.

Acres Down, New Forest

Sunday 14th April 2019

With the first Redstarts and Tree Pipits arriving in the New Forest I decided to head to Acres Down for an early
start.
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Having recently spent three hours in Denny Wood looking for Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers and not hearing
a single bird drumming (although I did see a calling female) I was surprised to hear a male drumming within a
few minutes of leaving the Acres Down car park. The drumming was clearly longer than one second and less
confident than that of a Great Spotted Woodpecker. I followed the drumming and as I got closer I started to
hear tapping feeding noises and soon I had good views of a male Lesser Spotted Woodpecker in the tree tops.
My first year list target was Redstart. They often prefer to sing from high up in the trees and so they can be
difficult to find. You usually need the bird to move for you to see them and so your first sighting is often as it
flies away! However, if you’re patient and give yourself enough time you’ll be rewarded with good views and
there were enough Redstarts singing to increase my chances.
I managed to find several singing birds high in the tree tops and having an angled telescope certainly helped
with viewing and sketching at this angle. I also got good views of several males flitting around much lower
down and occasionally coming down to feed on the ground and around the mossy bases of trees. They would
also land briefly on lovely exposed perches but not for long, singing birds usually stay still for longer and make
easier sketching subjects.

All sightings but one were of males. The males are more showy and their singing attracts attention so you’d
expect to see more males and this tendency is increased as females tend to arrive back from Africa slightly
later than the first males.
While in the main wooded area I also managed to catch up with a Firecrest, a wheezing Brambling, several
Crossbills and a pair of Hawfinches. I then moved out onto the more open heath. I was hoping to see Tree Pipits
and although if felt cold and breezy I did manage to find one hiding in a tree. Although the bird was silent it
was well marked with an obvious eye stripe and supercilium. The buff chest contrasted with white undersides
and the streaks were finer on the flanks.
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While on the ridge I watched a Goshawk soaring over the woods. The large size, heavy chest and hip, rounded
tail corners and white undertail coverts were all obvious and as it drifted closer I could see the striking white
supercilium.
As I headed back to the car I bumped into a pair of Woodlarks, other birders say they’ve been very difficult to
find this spring so far. They gave a couple of lovely fluty notes as they flew away from me and then settled to
feed on the ground, always staying very close to each other.
Year Ticks 3. Singleton Way, Totton – House Martin (11th April). Acres Down, Hampshire – Redstart, Tree Pipit. 2019 Year
List: - 175.

Middlebere, Dorset

Friday 19th April 2019

A friend of mine had posted photos of an Osprey on a nesting platform in Poole Harbour and having got more
information Dad and I decided to go the next day and combine it with a trip to Portland.
The next morning we parked at Arne RSPB and walked out to Coombe Heath and the viewpoint which overlooks
the harbour and sure enough the female Osprey was on the nesting platform. She had just arrived from West
Africa and the camera on the new Middlebere nesting platform showed that she had a blue ring which revealed
that she was a four year old female from Rutland known as CJ7 who originally visited Poole Harbour in 2017.
Also during 2017 a project in Poole Harbour had released five six-week old Osprey chicks from a healthy,
sustainable population in Scotland. Before their long migration to West Africa these chicks had a six week
period to imprint on the area and adopt Poole as their new home. During 2017 our newly arrived female had
spent a week feeding with and associating with these newly released chicks.
In 2018 she reappeared in the harbour and spent most of the summer on nest platforms around the Arne
peninsular.
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In 2019 it is hoped that one of the males from the 2017 release will return to Poole Harbour and pair up with
our female. After about 20 minutes she took off and so we also had good flight views. Whilst at Arne we also
saw Whimbrel, Dartford Warbler and heard Woodlark briefly.
Later – during the rest of April and May CJ7 showed a strong urge to breed by regularly bringing back new
nesting material to the platform, however, no male joined her. That changed on the 12th June when LS7 one of
the males from 2017 appeared and they quickly paired up sharing the nesting platform. Although, by then, it
was too late to breed this year (and LS7 may not be quite ready anyway) it is exciting news for 2020.

Portland, Dorset

Friday 19th April 2019

With the first part of the day successful we headed off to Portland. The targets were a female Serin which
had spent the previous day at the barn on Reap Lane along with a Whinchat, a male Pied Flycatcher at nearby
Southwell and then the wintering Short-eared Owls which were still lingering at the Bill.
We arrived at Reap Lane and almost immediately found a gorgeous male Redstart and several smart Whinchats.
The Serin had been a bit elusive the previous day hiding away in a weedy field only popping up occasionally.
Someone claimed to have seen the Serin earlier but in the hour we were there, there was no sign and no one
reported it again during the day. While looking we saw and then heard a Grasshopper Warbler singing. Also a
Yellow Wagtail was with cattle in the paddocks. A Short-eared Owl flew north just up the track but we didn’t
get onto it, this was either a newly arrived migrant or one of the Portland Bill wintering birds deciding to leave.
Another birder gave me good directions for the Pied Flycatcher at Southwell, although he hadn’t seen it on his
walk this morning.
We made the short walk over to where Southwell School used to be (it has now been demolished!) and soon
found the trees where the Pied Flycatcher had been seen the previous day. Pretty soon I managed to find the
lovely black and white male and we watched him for 30 minutes or so. There were lots of Blackcaps as well and
we also found a female Pied Flycatcher.

Next on the itinerary were Short-eared Owls at Portland Bill. We decided we would park and walk south from
Southwell Business Park.
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Portland Bill, Dorset

Friday 19th April 2019

Having stopped for sandwiches we parked up just south of the Southwell Business Park so that we could
walk south along the abandoned fields towards the higher light. This is the favoured area for the wintering
Short-eared Owls. One night off a full moon, a crystal clear sky and no headwind was hardly the recipe for
any sort of drop of migrants but the slow walk was full of them with good numbers of Wheatears, Whinchats,
Whitethroats, Willow Warblers and Blackcaps and smaller numbers of Sedge Warblers and Redstarts. It was
perhaps a little early in the day (2pm) for the Short-eared Owls and we arrived at the Bill without seeing any.
We stopped for a cup of tea and a scone in the Lobster Pot Café and then headed to the Bird Observatory
before cutting up north along the footpath back to the strip fields. We saw a Short-eared Owl almost straight
away perched on a fence post and then we were distracted by a singing Reed Warbler. We turned back to see
that the owl had gone and it was another 30 minutes or more before we saw it again. This time it returned
with another Short-eared Owl and we watched them hunt for an hour or so, fantastic birds! They occasionally
perched on a fence post allowing a few brief sketches.

Ibsley Water, Blashford, Hampshire

Friday 19th April 2019

As we had seen the owls fairly early in the afternoon there was time to head back home via Blashford Lakes to
try and see the Black Terns that had just been found. We arrived at Blashford at 6:40pm with the hides closed
and so we made our way to the viewing platform and immediately saw the Black Terns, all three of them, on ‘the
stick’. They then flew and spent the next 30 minutes or so feeding on the wing. I think they will have roosted
on one of the islands before leaving at first light as they were never seen again. We also found a 1st summer
Little Gull and our first Common Terns of the year. A Garden Warbler song behind me turned into some of the
best prolonged views I’ve ever had of this rather elusive species.
Year Ticks 11. Middlebere, Dorset – Osprey, Whimbrel. Reap Lane, Portland, Dorset – Whinchat, Grasshopper Warbler.
Southwell, Portland, Dorset – Pied Flycatcher, Whitethroat. Portland Bill, Dorset – Reed Warbler, Short-eared Owl. Ibsley
Water, Blashford, Hampshire – Black Tern, Common Tern, Garden Warbler. 2019 Year List: - 186.
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Beaulieu Road Station, New Forest

Sunday 21st April 2019

An evening trip for Hobby and Woodcock. There are no guaranteed locations for Hobby in the New Forest but
a warm summer evening on the Beaulieu Heaths should give you as much chance as anywhere. At this time
of year Hobbies are returning from their African wintering grounds, I’ve never really looked for Hobby in April
before and there hadn’t been any New Forest reports so far, this would be my earliest ever record if successful.
Dad and I arrived at Shatterford car park at around 4:45pm and walked south to the railway bridge and then
began scanning.
Hobbies are never numerous but in the New Forest they can be seen over heaths and bogs, hawking for insects
that are taken and eaten on the wing. Within a few minutes I picked up a falcon in the distance. The dashing,
purposeful flight, long thin wings and very dark upperparts were diagnostic and in the telescope I could see
the dark moustachial stripe and red ‘trousers’.
We also heard a distant Cuckoo and had several views of a singing male Dartford Warbler. There were several
large orange moths bombing around and given the time of year and habitat I think they may have been male
Emperor Moths but they never landed.

Churchplace Inclosure, New Forest

Sunday 21st April 2019

At about 6:30pm we headed off to Churchplace Inclosure near Ashurst to look for roding Woodcock. This is
a location that had been recommended to me by the New Forest Woodcock Group and as it is a large area
we arrived slightly early so that we could familiarise ourselves with the layout and find a suitable place to
view from. Once in place we enjoyed watching a Noctule, the UKs largest bat, hawking for moths and insects
directly overhead.
Woodcock usually begin their display flight about 15 minutes after sunset and continue until it’s too dark to
see. Roding is a display flight which males make to look for and display to females. They seem to prefer conifer
woodland and the tracks within the wood are often better than open forest woodland.
At around 17 minutes after sunset we heard the characteristic call of a roding Woodcock and within a few
seconds a Woodcock burst into view fairly low down and just above our heads, pretty exhilarating in the
darkness! Over the next 20 minutes we had six further close passes. On the walk back to the car we heard and
then briefly saw a calling Tawny Owl.
Year Ticks 4. Beaulieu Road Station, Hampshire – Hobby, Cuckoo. Churchplace Inclosure, Hampshire – Woodcock, Tawny
Owl. 2019 Year List: - 190.

Farlington Marshes, Hampshire

Monday 22nd April 2019

A summer plumaged Curlew Sandpiper was found on bank holiday Monday at Farlington Marshes, I set my
alarm for 6am to head over there on Tuesday morning. The dogs meant that we didn’t get much sleep and so
at 3:30am I cancelled the alarm and slept on through! Thankfully the Curlew Sandpiper wasn’t reported and so
I was pleased that I hadn’t got up early. That was until just after 11:30am when it was reported again. I quickly
threw my scope, binoculars and sketching stuff into the car and headed off down the M27.
Most Curlew Sandpipers are autumn birds often juveniles moving between their Siberian breeding grounds and
wintering areas in West Africa and so it would be nice to see a colourful adult for a change. I also thought it
would be good to get one for the year now in case the autumn passage was poor. Autumn Curlew Sandpipers
in Hampshire rarely total more than two to four birds.
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I arrived and fairly quickly picked out the dark chestnut red sandpiper in amongst a flock of less colourful,
slightly smaller and dumpier Dunlin. The longer legs, especially above the ‘knee’, and the long and evenly curved
bill also gave the Curlew Sandpiper a more elegant appearance.

The Dunlin flock was pretty mobile moving from one end of the lake to the other. It was hazy and this made long
distance views very soft and sketching difficult and so I ended up following the flock up and down the edge
of the lake to minimise the distance in the haze. The muggy warm afternoon was a far cry from Arctic Siberia
where this bird was heading to.
A Whimbrel dropped for in for 30 minutes to drink and bathe along with eight Greenshank, 25 Black-tailed
Godwit, an Avocet, two Ringed Plover and two Snipe. Several Yellow Wagtails and Mediterranean Gulls called
as they went overhead and a Bearded Tit pinged from the reed bed.
There have been a few recent reports of Jack Snipe at Farlington and so I was determined to scan the reed
edges carefully. I’d made several passes without luck and then returned to my Curlew Sandpiper sketches
before having another Jack Snipe scan. I kept pausing on the two Snipe that were present and then came
across one of the Snipe again, this time facing towards me, it was difficult to judge size although I noticed that
it lacked a central crown stripe. It turned sideways and I noted the split supercilium and very striking golden
tramlines down the back. It also started to bob. I expect to see Jack Snipe on Scilly in October but it’s always
best to see scarce birds whenever you can.
On the walk back to the car several Whitethroats were singing in the scrub and I picked out a Lesser Whitethroat
song amongst them. I spent 15 minutes tracking the bird down and eventually had good views as it sang from
a partially hidden perch.
Year Ticks 3. Farlington Marshes, Hampshire – Curlew Sandpiper, Jack Snipe, Lesser Whitethroat. 2019 Year List: - 193.
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Milford Shelter, Hampshire

Thursday 25th April 2019

I’m not a regular seawatcher but any year list would have glaring gaps without a seawatch or two. Just like with
land bird migration, the spring and autumn are usually the most exciting times and so once we were into April
I kept an eye on the wind direction. Over the last few days the winds had picked up and had turned to come
from the south east and so I decided to head down to the shelter at Milford-on-Sea. South-easterly winds push
the birds into Christchurch Bay and closer to the shore.
I arrived and set up in the shelter at 6:15am and was soon joined by Philip Fawkes, Dave Ryves and Clay
Jones. Almost immediately we had a group of 12 Arctic Terns moving east, a good start as I wasn’t sure where
I was going to see this tricky species. They lacked the black primary wedge of Common Tern, they were more
buoyant and graceful and their primary feathers looked white and translucent from above and below.
Next along, within a minute or so, was a very close inshore dark phase Arctic Skua. At distance skuas look like
dark juvenile gulls although with juvenile gulls you can usually see a lighter head and back even at long range.
Gulls also appear more languid than a purposeful skua. In the end we recorded 16 of these ‘pirates’. Two Great
Skuas also headed east and their bulky proportions and white primary flashes were visible even at long range.
Nearly all of the birds were heading east and the southerly winds meant that many approached fairly closely
and most of them appeared to take the short cut through the narrows and inside the Isle of Wight. Skuas, for
example, breed in Scotland, and so head east along the English Channel before rounding Kent and heading
north along the North Sea coast.
A great few hours seawatching, other interesting birds recorded were Whimbrel, Little Gull, Sandwich Tern,
Little Tern, Black-throated Diver, Red-throated Diver, Gannet, Fulmar, Guillemot and Common Scoter.

Ashlett Creek, Hampshire

Thursday 25th April 2019

While we’d been chatting on the seawatch Philip had mentioned the Nightingales at Ashlett Creek and so after
a bacon sandwich in the nearby café, Clay and I headed over there. Almost as soon as we’d parked the car
we heard distant Nightingale song. A quick tour of the scrub and it seemed like there were one or two males
singing although they appeared mobile, perhaps still moving around as they hadn’t settled on a territory so
early in the season. It’s always an incredible pleasure hearing a Nightingale in full song. I didn’t see any of them
at all well, just a flash of movement somewhere in the thicket, silence and then the song would appear again
50 yards away.

Porton Down, Hampshire

Thursday 25th April 2019

While I was at Ashlett Creek Clay mentioned about the Stone Curlews on Porton Down and gave me directions
and so I decided to head off there next. I had to recee the bluebell woods near Micheldever for an upcoming
photography workshop and the Stone Curlews wouldn’t be too much of a detour. They are obviously a very
sensitive rare breeding bird and precise location details aren’t published online and so I won’t give the precise
location here. Stone Curlews arrive from their wintering grounds in Spain in mid March.
I arrived just before a heavy rain shower and once it had cleared I located the specially created bare ground
that they favour and found a pair displaying. For part of the time they lay low to the ground dozing and were
then perfectly camouflaged and very difficult to find. Surveying numbers then becomes difficult although their
presence is best given away by their nocturnal calling.
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Stone Curlew have crashed in numbers with the UK population falling from close to 2,000 pairs in the 1930s
to an all time low of 170 pairs in the 1980s. The decline is due to the loss of suitable grassland habitat through
lack of grazing by cattle, sheep and rabbits and also the conversion of grassland to arable farmland. While
Stone Curlews have adopted working farmland this then makes them vulnerable to agricultural machinery. The
RSPB have helped bring about a recovery by working with farmers to ensure that nests and young are protected
from destruction in this way.
The Hampshire population is around 20-30 pairs with most of the population breeding on specially prepared
plots, like at this location, which provide safe areas away from farm machinery. Even so the average productivity
only just exceeds the critical 0.6 chicks per pair necessary to maintain the population and so the population
increase has been small and gradual.
A good day with seven new birds for the year which takes me to exactly 200 for the year and the first time
I’ve achieved this total in April.
Year Ticks 7. Milford-on-Sea Shelter, Hampshire – Arctic Tern, Arctic Skua, Great Skua, Sandwich Tern. Ashlett Creek,
Hampshire – Nightingale. Porton Down, Hampshire – Stone Curlew. 2019 Year List: - 200.

Ibsley Water, Blashford Lakes, Hampshire

Friday 26th April 2019

A 1st summer Bonaparte’s Gull was found on Ibsley Water at Blashford Lakes on Thursday afternoon. It was
nearly 4pm by the time I noticed the message and I was already on my way back home from checking out the
bluebells for a photographic workshop near Winchester. I decided I would go on Friday if it was seen again
in the morning. Gulls are usually very distant at Ibsley Water and Bonaparte’s Gull is tricky to separate from
Black-headed Gull and so I knew it could be challenging.
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The gull was reported again in the morning and so I headed off. I arrived in a fairly empty car park and with
surprisingly few people in the Tern Hide. It wasn’t on show and nobody in the hide had seen it at all. Over the
next 30 minutes it became clear that no-one in the hide had any confidence that they could pick it out from
the very distant Black-headed Gulls.
Thankfully, the Warden, who had seen the bird last night and this morning, arrived and from chatting to him
it seemed that this bird was trickier than the Bonaparte’s Gull that was at Blashford a few years ago as the
earlier record was of a much smaller bird, not much bigger than Little Gull and so was easy to pick out on size
alone. This current 1st summer bird was only marginally smaller than Black-head Gull and so size was a difficult
feature to use.
He said that the features birders were finding useful at this range were its clean white head with only a small
ear covert spot and its subtly different feeding technique, behaving more like phalarope, with its head held high
and forward and regularly upending and turning in a tight circle. He scanned the lake several times but couldn’t
see it and he then had to leave to supervise the contractors over some of the final work on the hide. I then felt
that it was up to me to find the bird.
Given the characteristic feeding technique I decided to restrict my search to the Black-headed Gulls that were
feeding on the water and ignored the many hundreds of gulls that were loafing and resting on the distant
islands. After a while I got onto a promising gull although I was at 60x magnification and the heat haze made
things even more difficult. I managed to get the whole hide onto it and we picked through the main features.
It fed in a slightly different manner, at times recalling a Grey Phalarope and when the sun was hidden the flat
overcast light made the grey nape look very obvious and I then found this to be a good feature to pick it out
quickly. It was difficult to assess the comparative size of the bill at this range but in two hours I never noticed
any paler reddish base. I could hear that several people doubted my identification (and some had already left in
frustration that my bird wasn’t distinctive enough!) Eventually the bird flew revealing white primary undersides
and the hide burst into spontaneous applause!
This is my 5th Bonaparte’s Gull in Britain but my first in Hampshire.
Year Ticks 2. Ibsley Water, Blashford, Hampshire – Bonaparte’s Gull, Common Sandpiper. 2019 Year List: - 202.

Horton Inn, Dorset

Monday 29th April 2019

After a day out with a friend, when I’d added Wood Warbler for the year, a pair of Cranes were reported in
Dorset at Witchampton in fields south of Loverley Lane. The Bird Guides map pin which shows where the birds
were seen didn’t seem to match the description and neither the words nor the pin gave me any confidence
that I’d be able to find the Cranes. I decided I would go the next morning if the birds were seen again and any
new directions seemed clearer. Just before I went to bed Hampshire Bird News reported them again, settled
in fields near the Horton Inn.
I was woken up by the dogs at 5am and checked my phone and was disappointed to see that the Hampshire
Bird News Crane message had been deleted by Hampshire Bird News (presumably because Horton is in Dorset!)
and so I now had no record of the directions. Thankfully I had opened the original map onto a separate browser
page and this page was still available to view. I took a screenshot before clicking backwards to see if the
written directions were still available, they weren’t but I decided to gamble on trying to find the bird from the
map pin and I also had to gamble that the pin had been accurately positioned. Sunrise was at 5:45am and birds
like Cranes and Storks are likely to move off early and so I thought I would head off straight away.
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I arrived at the Horton Inn at 5:45am and scanned westwards over the meadows which lie to the south of the
River Allen, roughly where the pin had been positioned. No luck and so I drove around to the utility buildings
on the hairpin bend as I seemed to recall there was a track along there which might get me better views of
the fields. It was all locked up and so I went back to the original layby. I scanned again and this time noticed
something tall standing in the field. I grabbed my scope thinking it may just be a Grey Heron but thankfully it
was one of the Cranes and the other was close by.
Fairly soon a car pulled up next to me and I got chatting to the driver. He worked at the farm and said that they
had been here for a week or so. He also said it would be OK for me to climb over the gate and walk the few
hundred yards along the edge of the field to get closer views. I thanked him and headed off. The Cranes were
in a field with cattle. Even with the ‘permission’ I still felt uneasy about entering the field and so tried to keep a
low profile, however, as I got to what I thought was a sensible distance away the cows all started stampeding
towards me, so much for the low profile! Thankfully, there was a fence between me and the cows.
I got much better views from this position and finished some sketches. The Cranes seemed very relaxed
feeding leisurely before occasionally stopping to preen. From this closer position you could really see just
how tall they are. The black and white neck and red flash above the eye was really striking as were the rather
Ostrich-like tertial plumes. I’ve only seen 2 Cranes before in Britain. One in Dorset in 1994 and my first was on
Shetland in 1990.

The birds were colour ringed and part of the Great Crane Project re-introduction programme which finished five
years ago. The project was a partnership between the RSPB, WWT and the Pensthorpe Conservation Trust and
had successfully hand-reared and released around 100 Cranes into the Somerset Levels and Moors between
2010 and 2014. This means the birds I saw were released anything from five to nine years ago.
A risky dawn trip, without full location information, had worked out really nicely and on the way home I also
saw Swift at Fishlake Meadows.
Year Ticks 3. Lucy Hill, Hampshire – Wood Warbler (28th April). Horton Inn, Dorset – Crane. Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire
– Swift. 2019 Year List: - 205.
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M AY 2 0 1 9
Paxton Pits, Cambridgeshire

Thursday 2nd May 2019

I was staying with my sister Aly for a few days birding in early May. A male American Wigeon had turned up
on Sunday 28th April and as this was very close to Aly’s house I planned to visit, there was also a Red-crested
Pochard at this location. The long staying Long-billed Dowitcher was the main bird on the itinerary although
this was slightly further north in Lincolnshire. I travelled up on Thursday and decided I would try and get both
birds (the American Wigeon and the Long-billed Dowitcher) before I got to Aly’s house near Cambridge. Aly
had seen both of these birds before and me seeing them first would free us up to do other things on Friday
and Saturday.
I left Southampton at 11:30am and got to Paxton Pits at around 1:45pm. I walked to the edge of Pump House
Pit and fairly soon had distant views of the drake American Wigeon. The creamy forehead, green eye band
and pinkish flanks were all visible even at long range. Over the next hour I had slightly better views but spent
most of the time searching for the Red-crested Pochard as this would be very difficult to see later in the year
in Hampshire. Unfortunately there was no sign despite an extensive search of the lake. I did have great views
of a Hobby and a distant Ruff showed briefly on the far side of the lake. At around 3pm I decided I needed to
head off to Frampton Marshes to see the Long-billed Dowitcher.

Frampton Marshes, Lincolnshire

Thursday 2nd May 2019

I travelled to Lincolnshire as a northerly detour on my trip to stay with Aly. The Long-billed Dowitcher first
arrived at Frampton Marshes on 24th August 2018 and so had been resident for over eight months. It had
showed daily and had settled into a very predictable routine almost always being seen just inside the sea wall
in the south east corner of the reserve. I had looked though the online latest sightings reports at Frampton
Marshes where they helpfully post a photo of the sightings board each day showing you where on the reserve
various birds had been seen. On almost every photo I’d seen the dowitcher favoured this south eastern corner.
I arrived at 4:30pm and was somewhat startled to see that there was no sign of the Long-billed Dowitcher on
the sightings board which had been drawn up for the day. I briefly spoke to the warden and she confirmed the
best place was in the south east corner. I spent the next four hours searching but there was no sign and the
bird was never seen again! The dowitcher had left on the day I visited having been resident for more than eight
months, absolutely gutting!
The pain was only very slightly relieved by a pair of Garganey, a lovely black Spotted Redshank and a Barn Owl
perching up nicely on a fence post. Although Long-billed Dowitcher isn’t a new bird for me this was one of the
most disappointing birding experiences I’ve had for a long time.
Year Ticks 1. Paxton Pits, Cambridgeshire – American Wigeon. 2019 Year List: - 206.

Marsh Lane Reserve, Cambridgeshire

Friday 3rd May 2019

After the dowitcher disappointment I arrived at Aly’s house at just after 9pm and enjoyed a late Spaghetti
Bolognese and a slow calm down although I slept very badly as I was still pretty worked up!
In the morning Aly took me to the Marsh Lane Reserve near Hemingford Grey in the hope of seeing a drake
Red-crested Pochard which she had found there previously. We walked to the edge of the lake and thankfully
the male Red-crested Pochard drifted into view with a female alongside. Red-crested Pochard takes me to 207
for the year. Aly then headed off to order some large rockery stones for her garden and I headed back to her
house to wait for her.

43

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

A Baikal Teal had been seen at March Farmers on the Ouse Washes and we would head there next, a potential
new British Bird for me!!

March Farmers, Cambridgeshire

Friday 3rd May 2019

On the 20th March a Baikal Teal had been found at Welney WWT just in to Norfolk. Unfortunately it wasn’t
present the following day but on the morning of 29th April it was found again at Ouse Washes RSPB in
Cambridgeshire. News was released promptly enough for people to connect with it that day. I had hoped that
I would be able to see it when I visited Aly in a few days time. Unfortunately, however, there was no sign of it
the following day.
Three days later I was stood at Frampton Marshes in despair that the Long-billed Dowitcher had decided to
end its 8 month stay on the day I visited. As I simmered with frustration news came through that the Baikal Teal
had been relocated on the Ouse Marshes at March Farmers. It was 7:12pm and so there probably wasn’t time to
get there before dark as I didn’t know the area, the directions seemed a little vague and navigating would be
difficult on my own. The final message of the day, at 8:30pm, was that the bird was still just west of the power
lines though distant and obscured by vegetation and then lost to view.
After Frampton Marshes I arrived at Aly’s house at 9pm and we decided that we wouldn’t set the alarm for
4:30am, that we would wait for news and that we would go together after Aly had been to order the rockery
stones for her garden. We spent the evening making sure we knew exactly where to park and where to walk to.
The next morning at 6:12am my phone bleeped the news that the Baikal Teal was still present just west of the
power lines. I was now wide awake and wishing I was there. After our trip to see the Red-crested Pochard Aly
went on to look at and order the rockery stones and returned home at just after 10am, we quickly made some
rolls, and we were on the road again by 10:25am.
Having parked up at March Farmers we began the walk out to join the fairly long line of birders already
assembled. As we approached several birders offered us a look through their scopes and we had a new British
Bird on our lists. BRITISH LIST 444.
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Lake Baikal is over 5000 miles away and over the years Baikal Teal has been on and off Category A of the British
List although it is now widely accepted that Baikal Teal can reach Western Europe as a genuine vagrant. Its
re-admittance to Category A in 2009 followed stable isotope analysis (which can be used to trace where birds
have come from) of a bird shot in Denmark in 2005. This led to a similar analysis of the first British Record (a
bird shot in Essex in 1906) and Baikal Teal was back on Category A as a genuine vagrant.
Subsequently there have been around nine accepted records in the UK with the most recent being a drake
at Fen Drayton Lakes RSPB and then Ouse Washes RSPB from 16th March to 3rd May 2014, could the current
bird possibly be the same individual? There are around 15,000 Wigeon in the Welney area. Wigeon would be a
carrier species for Baikal Teal and so this area is probably as good an area as anywhere for a genuine vagrant.
At March Farmers we also saw a drake Garganey and a distant Crane with leg rings, the Great Crane Project
later confirmed that this was one of their birds, a female named Beatrice.
In other Baikal Teal news, back in 1988, I had twitched Titchwell from Durham University for a non breeding
plumaged Baikal Teal. We didn’t see it but the bird was re-found a day or so later and so we twitched it again
and this time we saw the bird. However, several weeks later the bird moulted to reveal its true identity, a Pintail
x Teal hybrid!

Ouse Washes RSPB, Cambridgeshire

Friday 3rd May 2019

After the Baikal Teal we visited Ouse Washes RSPB hoping that a pair of Black-winged Stilts might still be
present. They had been found on Tuesday 30th April and the news was accompanied by a lot of people getting
angry online that this sensitive breeding news had been released – a pair of Black-winged Stilts had bred at
nearby Welney WWT in 2017, the chicks hatched but none survived.
Although there had been no further news of the recent pair we hoped that this was because they were being
kept quiet rather than that the birds had gone. We made the long walk out to Cadbury Hide but unfortunately
there was no sign of the stilts. We did see Avocet, Crane, Garganey and Hobby and a pair of Tree Sparrows
were using a nest box near the visitors centre, a new bird for the year.
Year Ticks 3. Marsh Lane, Cambridgeshire – Red-crested Pochard. March Farmers, Cambridgeshire – Baikal Teal. Welches
Dam, Cambridgeshire – Tree Sparrow. 2019 Year List: - 209.

Abberton Reservoir, Essex

Saturday 4th May 2019

With six White-winged Black Terns and a Bonaparte’s Gull reported at Abberton Reservoir (both are ticks for
Aly) we decided to head down to Essex. I can’t remember ever visiting Abberton before and I certainly didn’t
recognise the reserve as we drove in although checking my bird records on my mobile (via Bird Journal) I could
see that I saw Britain’s 2nd Canvasback here in November 1997.
We visited Gwen’s Hide and Island Hide and so did dozens of very young children from various brownie and
scout troops! There were plenty of terns on the wing and in the strong harsh light many of them looked fairly
dark although once we got onto the White-winged Black Terns there was no doubt.
They swooped and banked with light and buoyant wing beats. There appeared to be five or six present and
the bodies were clearly jet black although it wasn’t until it clouded over that we were able to see them really
well in the more forgiving flat light, the jet black underwings and white ‘shoulders’ were much more obvious. All
those I saw well appeared to be adults. There nearest breeding areas are probably Poland.
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We then turned our attention to finding the Bonaparte’s Gull. This proved much more difficult as it seemed to
be mobile and all the Black-headed Gulls we could see were on the wing and a fair distance away. As well as
Gwen’s Hide and Island Hide we viewed from Layer de la Haye Causeway and also from the viewing screen
overlooking Wigborough Bay. No sign although we did see a Channel Wagtail (an inter-zone hybrid of Yellow
Wagtail and Blue-headed Wagtail), a Corn Bunting and a Little Gull from the causeway.
We ventured back to the Visitor Centre and heard that the Bonaparte’s Gull had been seen again on the island
in front of Island Hide. We headed off there and managed to squeeze into the hide as it was full of birders.
Unfortunately, the gull was apparently on the wing again feeding in the bay but we decided to stay where we
were and hope it would come back to the island. Thankfully it did and I relocated it 10 minutes later.
It was clearly smaller than Black-headed Gull with a delicate all black bill and its hood was black although not
complete. When its legs were revealed from the fairly deep water they were a diagnostic bubble gum pink
colour. This was a much better view than the Bonaparte’s Gull I had seen at Blashford Lakes a week ago.
Year Ticks 1. Abberton Reservoir, Essex – White-winged Black Tern. 2019 Year List: - 210.

Grimsbury Reservoir, Oxfordshire

Sunday 5th May 2019

I headed home from Aly’s very early on Sunday morning (earlier than I’d planned) and made a short detour
via Grimsbury Reservoir near Banbury in Oxfordshire. A Red-rumped Swallow had been found here on Friday
morning in with a mixed flock of around 30 Swallows, House Martins and Sand Martins.
I arrived and faced an anxious 10 minutes before the swallow was relocated. After several failed attempts I
managed to track it in the telescope. What a gem of a bird!
The bird had been perching up on the railings which would have made a great sketch but I couldn’t stay long
and so left really happy that the swallow hadn’t moved off in the good weather which followed yesterday’s
wind and rain.
Year Ticks 1. Grimsbury Reservoir, Oxfordshire – Red-rumped Swallow. 2019 Year List: - 211.

Radipole Lake, Dorset

Tuesday 7th May 2019

A Black-winged Stilt was seen from the visitor centre at Radipole Lake at just after 11am on Bank Holiday
Monday. I couldn’t face the thought of fighting through the traffic around Weymouth and so decided to go first
thing in the morning if the stilt remained through until dusk.
It was last seen from the visitor centre at 6pm and so I decided to head down first thing. I texted Dad and
he agreed to come and he got to my house at 6:15am. We arrived at Radipole in just over an hour and I was
surprised to see no birders in the car park or around the Visitor Centre.
The centre wasn’t open until 9:30am but we were able to view suitable muddy areas from alongside the centre
building but there was no sign. The stilt had also been seen once from the North Screen and so we headed off
there but again no sign. On the loop of the reserve we had very good views of Bearded Tit, Cetti’s Warbler and
Reed Warbler.
A final attempt for the stilt from the Visitor Centre revealed only a few Common Sandpipers. It seemed that the
stilt had moved on and so we headed back home. The stilt wasn’t seen again.
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Langford Lakes NR, Wiltshire

Sunday 12th May 2019

On Saturday a pair of Black-winged Stilts were found in Wiltshire at Langford Lakes Nature Reserve 15 minutes
north west of Salisbury. I was working in the afternoon and evening and so couldn’t go immediately which was
a shame as having dipped the one-day Radipole Black-winged Stilt last week I knew my chances of seeing
them would be reduced significantly if I waited until overnight especially with a clear night forecast and with
spring migration well underway. The birds showed well all day and were even seen mating. I was working again
Sunday afternoon and evening and so I decided that I would visit first thing on Sunday morning and I set the
alarm early.
I pulled over into the layby on the A36 at 6:30am and scanned the lake and wader scrape. There was no sign.
The view from Meadow Hide within the reserve would be better but by walking the length of the long layby I
could see all areas of the wader scrape and it soon became clear that the stilts had gone.

Martin Down, Hampshire

Sunday 19th May 2019

Turtle Doves have usually arrived in the UK by mid-May and so I thought I would visit Martin Down which is
their Hampshire stronghold. This is a location I know well from my close up wildlife photography workshops and
I was confident of seeing them as I always hear them while we’re photographing spring butterflies and orchids.
I decided that I would first try the area I normally go to for the butterflies. Lesser Whitethroats, Whitethroats,
Cuckoos, Yellowhammers and Corn Buntings were all singing but I didn’t hear any Turtle Doves in the dense
hawthorn thickets and copses.
I headed off to try another area of dense scrub and paused on the edge of a small clearing within the thicket
and noticed a pale shape in a hawthorn tree. I located it in my binoculars and was really pleased to see that it
was a Turtle Dove. I tried to switch to my telescope but it flew before I had located it and what was presumably
the same bird then started singing 50 yards away. I followed the lovely purring song and soon relocated the
Turtle Dove perched up towards the top of another hawthorn tree.
Slightly smaller than a Collared Dove they are significantly more attractive with a pinkish breast, a blue grey
head with a black and white striped neck patch and very neat dark centred ginger edged wing feathers.
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One advantage of sketching via a telescope, as opposed to photography, is that you don’t need to approach
very closely so you can sketch from a distance with the bird remaining relaxed and you can still get decent
sized ‘images’.
Turtle Dove is on the Red List of Birds of Conservation Concern with the UK population having fallen by 95%
since 1970. This roughly corresponds to a halving in the population every ten years. This is mainly due to
changing farming practices meaning that the seeds from wildflowers which they feed on are in short supply,
the number of breeding attempts per pair has also halved (they form long term pair bonds) and the shooting
of birds on migration in Mediterranean countries adds to the problem. The population is retreating into an ever
shrinking patch of East Anglia and the South East of England. UK extinction is a real possibility.

Alderhill Inclosure, New Forest

Sunday 19th May 2019

Spotted Flycatcher can be a tricky bird to catch up with and so after seeing a Turtle Dove at Martin Down I
thought I would make the effort now that a good number of the birds would have arrived from Africa. They are
a late migrant and often one of the last summer visitors to arrive in the UK.
There had been a few reports from various parts of Hampshire and the nearest to me appeared to be Amberwood
Inclosure in the New Forest. I parked near the Royal Oak at Fritham and began to walk west. There were no
detailed directions with the Amberwood report and so I thought I would look for clearings on the edge of
deciduous woodland. On the walk I had great views of a gorgeous male Redstart shaking is tail feathers and
wings at me and lots of Tree Pipits were singing and a pair of Hawfinches flew across the path in front of me.
I got to the western edge of the inclosure and turned south. I could see another clearing on google maps which
was actually on the northern edge of Alderhill Inclosure and so I headed there. I wasn’t particularly hopeful
as I dropped down the slope toward several oak trees. However, a pale medium sized bird flew up into the
tree, it was a Spotted Flycatcher! Over the next 45 minutes I had good views, every 10 minutes or so, with the
flycatcher often returning to the same perches and with practice I was able to get it in the telescope to help
with sketches.
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There was obvious streaking on the head and the breast. The long primaries and tail were noticeable and the
bird often held itself with an upright posture. They are often vocal birds calling and singing most of the time
and so it quickly became apparant when the bird had moved away and this early in the season it appeared to
be moving around a fair deal. The song and call isn’t particularly striking or memorable but it appeared to be a
slow and well-spaced ‘zer – see – chu’.
The Spotted Flycatcher has become a species of great conservation concern in Europe and the UK following a
period of prolonged and accelerating decline. Breeding Bird Survey data show a staggering longer term decline
of 87% since 1970. Once considered a common garden nesting species, the Spotted Flycatcher is now a bird
that many people are willing to make a real effort to see and its rapid decline has placed it on the Red List of
Birds of Conservation Concern.
Surveys suggest that more Spotted Flycatchers are dying during the first year of their lives and that this
increased mortality is likely to be behind the population decline. More research is required to identify their
wintering grounds and the areas that the birds use as stop-over sites en route. From this it may be possible to
discover how events at different stages of the birds annual cycle could be impacting on their population.
Year Ticks 2. Martin Down, Hampshire – Turtle Dove. Alderhill Inclosure, Hampshire – Spotted Flycatcher. 2019 Year List: 213.

Pulborough Brooks RSPB, West Sussex

Tuesday 21st May 2019

While out with Sarah in Romsey news came through of a pair of Black-winged Stilts at Pulborough Brooks RSPB
reserve 50 miles away in West Sussex.
Over the last few weeks I had missed Black-winged Stilts on three occasions including two early morning visits
to Dorset and Wiltshire. On each of these occasions I had waited until the next morning before going for the
stilts and they had left overnight. This time I decided I would go the same day. We got back home at just before
2pm, I was quickly on the road and I arrived at the RSPB reserve in the Arun Valley at just after 3pm.
The stilts had been found on North Brooks and were viewable from Hanger View but as I was pulling into the
car park a message reported that they were now taking an afternoon nap visible from Jupp’s View and so I
headed there first.
I joined four other birders and began watching the pair of stilts as they rested on the edge of the scrape. I
grabbed my sketchbook as feeding waders move very quickly and having the stilts resting fairly stationary was
worth capturing in a sketch.
After a few minutes they were up and feeding and their incredibly long legs were revealed. The male had a
darker black back and more black in the head and a hint of a pink flush to the breast. A Lapwing flew in too
closely and they were spooked and flew off west back towards Hanger View. I followed and got further views
and sketches. The word elegant just doesn’t do these birds justice.
It’s amazing how often Black-winged Stilts turn up in pairs. I can’t think of any scarce migrant which repeatedly
does this as often and if previous form is anything to go by they will leave after dark especially as a clear night
is forecast (yes they did!)
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Having failed with this species so many times this year it was great to catch up with them.
Year Ticks 1. Pulborough Brooks, West Sussex – Black-winged Stilt. 2019 Year List: - 214.

Foxbury Common, New Forest

Wednesday 22nd May 2019

Nightjars normally arrive from Africa in the second or third weeks of May although I have seen them as early as
the 5th May in the past. With a run of fine sunny days I decided to see if they had arrived locally. Dad always
sees them at Half Moon Common which is near the Bramshaw Commons although he was in Romania on a bird
photography trip and so I couldn’t ask him for precise directions.
I’d only seen Woodlark at Half Moon Common and had never tried for Nightjar’s there and although I hadn’t
been there for 22 years I felt confident I’d know where to go once I was there.
However, I arrived to find it looked a little different and the area that I thought looked the best for Nightjar
was actually fenced off and with a no entry sign. A quick check online suggested that parking in the Half Moon
Common car park was the right idea but that the Nightjars were on the adjacent Foxbury Common and it
appeared that this private area was indeed Foxbury Common.
I wandered further along the fence to see if there were suitable areas that weren’t private. I heard a Woodlark
singing and after checking various raised singing posts I eventually found him on the ground only 30 yards in
front of me.
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After a while I walked a little further south and noticed a gate and a stile which would take me closer to the
edge of a pine forest with open felled areas and heathland. A sign said that this area was Foxbury Common
and I began to feel more confident about my chances. Once I was onto the common I walked up and down
the gravel tracks before picking a suitable spot to wait, listen and watch. At 15 minutes after sunset I heard
my first churring male Nightjar. Cupping your hands behind your ears really enhances the sound and it made it
seem like the bird was very close.
I walked into a slightly different position and at 30 minutes after sunset I had my first view of a flying male as
he came to within 50 yards of me and with the light still reasonable I had excellent views in my binoculars. They
are rather Kestrel-like in shape with a buoyant tern like action and obvious white flashes on the primaries. He
landed in the closest tree and I watched him churring from a partly hidden branch.
A little later on as I was walking back to the car I heard their rather owl/frog-like ‘kruit’ call and another male
landed in a close by tree and perched flat along a large fully exposed horizontal branch giving me the classic
Nightjar silhouette against the sky.
It’s always a treat catching up with these amazing nocturnal birds.
Year Ticks 1. Foxbury Common, Hampshire – Nightjar. 2019 Year List: - 215.

Posbrook Floods, Titchfield, Hampshire

Saturday 25th May 2019

On Friday 24th May, towards the end of a photography 121 at Calshot, news came through of a Squacco
Heron found by Mark Francis at Posbrook Floods near Titchfield Haven. This would be only the 4th record for
Hampshire. The first was in 1982 at Needs Ore and the other two (now three) were at Titchfield Haven in 1994
and 1996.
As the crow flies I was only 3 miles from Titchfield but unfortunately the Solent was in the way and so by road
it was a circular trip of 32 miles and close to an hour in bank holiday traffic.
I got to the Bridge Street car park at the north end of the canal path and was pleased to see that there was
one place remaining. It’s then a 10 minute walk south to the floods at Posbrook and I joined a line of around
30 birders who were stood one person deep along the edge of the tree line looking east towards the reed
beds. It’s not possible to see all or even much of the flooded area from any particular position and so I wasn’t
surprised to hear that the bird hadn’t been seen for a while.
I’d normally head to the middle of the crowd as this is usually the best way to hear anyone calling out
directions once the bird gets seen. On this occasion, however, there was someone I knew at the start of the
line and so I didn’t venture any further and chatted to him. After 20 minutes of nothing much happening and
with the limited views available of the flooded pool we agreed that any views were likely to be flight only.
Almost immediately, I heard someone yelling “Flying Right!!!” I rushed forward and scanned frantically but
unfortunately saw nothing. The bird had apparently gained height very quickly and was flying higher than I had
anticipated and so I may have missed it because of this. Also, it may have been out of view already as I only
heard the final yelled instructions and not the slightly earlier more calmly given “it’s flying right’ statement. No
doubt I would have heard this, and perhaps seen the bird, had I been in the middle of the line.
The Squacco Heron had flown off strongly and 25 birders were celebrating. This is always difficult to take and
pretty soon the number of remaining birders was down from 30 to five and four of us headed off south, down
the Canal Path. It seemed like a hopeless task although the birders who had seen it believed that it had come
down rather than continuing to gain height.
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We continued heading south until we were roughly half way between the Bridge Street car park and the beach
on the main Titchfield Haven Reserve. One of the other birders (who had fallen into a ditch up to his chest in
his failed attempt to see the heron flying off) had parked at the southern end and offered to give me a lift back
to my car if I ended up walking all the way to the beach. In the end, however, I decided to head back north as
I had given up any hope of seeing it.
As I got back to the Posbrook Floods the one birder who hadn’t left, Lee Fuller, a photographer, was standing
with his back to the floods looking south, he was obviously hoping to see it fly back up the river to the flooded
area again. This suddenly seemed like a good idea although after five minutes of waiting, and with the thought
of the bank holiday traffic, I gave up and headed back north to the car. This proved to be another bad decision.
At 4:45pm I was back on the M27 and a message came though that the heron had indeed flown back north. It
turned out that five minutes after I’d left Lee he had picked it up again flying back north before it flew over his
head and back down into the reed beds around the flooded area. My stomach lurched and I felt like banging
my head against the steering wheel. I knew these details as Lee posted his photographs and a description of
what had happened on Facebook later in the evening. I decided not to turn around given the awful traffic. The
bird was proving very elusive and it seemed unlikely to leave the reeds again before dark.
I decided to try again the next day and set the alarm for 6:15am. This is after sunrise in late May but I had a
really busy day delivering framed pictures to Durdle Door and so didn’t want too early a start. I also felt very
pessimistic about my chances and didn’t feel like investing 100% effort. I was on the road by 6:40am and hoped
that the first news messages, normally received at 7am, wouldn’t be reporting that the bird had flown at first
light. There was also the possibility that the bird had left in the first part of the night.
I joined the birders, a smaller group of 10, who had assembled along the muddy track which runs along the
south side of the floods. The bird had been seen around 45 minutes before, but only briefly. Amy Robjohns
joined the group and said that she would head back to the tarmac track to scan from the line of trees where
I had been the evening before. She said she would send a WhatsApp group message if she found it and sure
enough she did, and she did.

I decided to run, not the run of someone who needs Squacco Heron for his British List, as I don’t, but the run of
someone who was desperate to exercise the bad memory of the evening before. I joined Amy, completely out
of breath, and quickly got onto the Squacco Heron, what a relief! I managed a few brief head and neck sketches
before it disappeared into the reeds.
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Shortly afterwards Martin Terry arrived, he had seen one of the Squacco Herons here in the mid 90s. After 20
minutes or so I relocated the heron and we all had good head and neck views and I added to my sketches.
The bird had barely moved but had remained out of view the whole time. Remarkably after not being seen
for almost two weeks I saw the Squacco Heron again with Aly and Dad on the 8th June and sketched a brief
whole body view. The lores were greenish and the chunky bill was dark tipped with a bluish base. The crown
and nape were neatly streaked with long nape feathers extending down its back and the body was a lovely
buffy pink colour.
Seeing the Squacco Heron this morning means that I can look back on last night with amusement and not
bitterness! This was my second British Squacco Heron after one in Cotswold Water Park, Gloucestershire in
June 1997.

Dancing Ledge, Dorset

Saturday 25th May 2019

After seeing the Squacco Heron and then dropping off four large framed images for a new restaurant at Durdle
Door I decided to try for the Puffins at Dancing Ledge. I parked in Langton Matravers in the National Trust Car
Park at Spyway. It’s then a 20 minute walk to the ledge with the last five minutes steeply down hill.
There were huge numbers of people here, presumably because it was the bank holiday weekend and the start
of half term. There seemed to be several school groups rock climbing and coasteering. There were also loads of
yachts and speedboats racing past off shore. Overall, it seemed that there was too much going on for Puffins
to be close by.
I wasn’t 100% sure that Puffins still bred here or how many pairs remained if they did (I later read that there
are around four pairs in the area). I had in mind that the Puffins were slightly to the east of the ledge and so
concentrated my search in that direction. There were plenty of Guillemots and Razorbills both on the water and
flying to and from the cliffs, but there were no Puffins.
After a while I decided to walk further east to see if I could get better views and see more of them. No luck and
in the end I decided that I would try walking west from Dancing Ledge. By now I’d been scanning for two hours.
When I was in a suitable position to the west of Dancing Ledge I climbed over the fence and got really close
to the edge so that I could see birds near to the foot of the cliffs. One of the first birds I saw in my binoculars
was a Puffin!
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I eventually got it in to the scope and had amazing views, so good I decided to grab my sketchbook. I
subsequently found another Puffin and then prepared myself for the steep hill back to the car.
Year Ticks 2. Posbrook Floods, Hampshire – Squacco Heron. Dancing Ledge, Dorset – Puffin. 2019 Year List: - 217.

Fishtail Lagoon, Pennington, Hampshire

Friday 31st May 2019

Sarah had taken her Mum up to Minehead to visit Di for a few days and she was due back mid afternoon on
Friday. I had been minding the house and the dogs and catching up with painting a few of my field sketches. At
11.40am a message came through the Hampshire Rarities WhatsApp Group reporting a Red-necked Phalarope
at Fishtail Lagoon. As Sarah wasn’t back yet I decided that I would wait and go the next morning assuming it
was still present. At 3pm Sarah rang to say that she had been delayed with awful traffic and that she wouldn’t
be back for at least an hour. I decided that I would walk the dogs as they were keen to go out and I didn’t think
they would be prepared to wait another hour or more!
I had almost finished the walk when the WhatsApp Group reported another bird from Fishtail Lagoon, a Gullbilled Tern!! It was 3:45pm. I decided that I had to go immediately and messaged Sarah and also asked my
Dad if he could go, he couldn’t and so as soon as I was home I jumped into the car and headed to Lymington.
The traffic wasn’t too bad and I made it in 35 minutes and even found a place to park at the end of Pennington
Lane (not easy when there are interesting birds about). It was all going so well, however, as I got out of the car
another message reported that the tern had just flown off! I had done really well to make it from Southampton
and only miss it by 10 minutes or so.
Had there not been the prospect of a female summer-plumaged Red-necked Phalarope I really would have been
gutted. In a strange way it was the Phalarope I wanted to see most as it was likely to be great to sketch and
paint. This is despite the fact that I have seen Gull-billed Tern only once before, near Swansea in July 1996, and
it is much the rarer bird.
I bumped into Clay who had been on site a while and was sympathetic about my narrow miss and pointed out
where the phalarope had been found. As it was the afternoon and we were looking westwards the light was
poor and so I moved around to the sea wall which runs along the south side of Fishtail Lagoon. Here I would
be closer and not looking into the sun.
After a few anxious minutes of thinking that it had also flown I located it feeding along the edge of the nearest
spit. What a gem of a bird, with phalaropes females are brighter than males. Immediately obvious were the
golden tramlines formed by the edges of the scapulars and mantle feathers, a dark blue grey head, neck and
breast sides and a lovely chestnut panel running down the middle of the neck bordering a bright white throat.
The forehead showed a little more white than it would show in full summer plumage.
Sketching is tricky with birds like this which appear to be turbo charged on high octane fuel never stopping,
feeding frantically. Added to this the fact that several adult Avocets were hassling it and so it was also flying
regularly.
Red-necked Phalaropes winter at sea, far from land on bodies of water like the Arabian Sea. In the spring they
head North West into Europe to breed in Iceland and Norway and small numbers breed on the Western and
Northern Isles of Scotland with Shetland one of the more reliable places to see them. The 31st May does seem
fairly late for migrant waders but I remember visiting Fetlar (one of the Shetland Isles) on the 24th May 1990 to
see a Snowy Owl and we also tried the Loch of Funzie to see the Red-necked Phalaropes but were disappointed
to discover that no breeding birds had returned yet and this was fairly normal for the fourth week of May. If this
female heads directly to Shetland (or Norway or Iceland) from Lymington then she wouldn’t be particularly late.
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This is my fourth Red-necked Phalarope in Britain and my second in Hampshire following one at Hook-withWarsash in 1999.
May finishes with my year list on 218. At this stage in 1996 I was on 204 and finished on 289. In the last 7
months of 1996, however, I continued to travel widely throughout Britain twitching regularly and so I don’t
expect to beat the 289 total. In 1998 I was on 179 at this stage and finished on 238 and so overall I think I’m
well on track to beat my target of 250.
Year Ticks 1. Fishtail Lagoon, Pennington Marshes, Hampshire – Red-necked Phalarope. 2019 Year List: - 218.
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JUNE 2019
Everleigh, Wiltshire

Monday 3rd June 2019

Martin had arranged a trip out for Dad and Mark to try for Montagu’s Harrier in Wiltshire. I asked if I could tag
along as an extra pair of eyes to help find them. Montagu’s Harrier is probably Britain’s rarest breeding raptor
and the closest site would be the chalk farmland around Salisbury Plain. Around seven pairs breed in Wiltshire
and the area between Everleigh and Collingbourne Ducis has been reliable in recent years.
We parked up in the road side layby at around 8:45am and began scanning. We knew the rough area that a pair
had returned to this year but not the precise location. On my first scan I managed to pick out a Stone Curlew
and soon afterwards we saw a second. There were plenty of Corn Buntings singing from various posts and there
were three or four Red Kites in the air. We also heard a Quail calling briefly from the crops.
At around 10:20am Martin picked up a flying raptor which he quickly identified as a male Montagu’s Harrier.
It took a while to get it in the scope but once I had the diagnostic features were obvious. The most obvious
initial feature were the very long thin wings with a very long ‘hand’ which was angled back significantly to give
the bird a real rakish feel. Combined with its very buoyant flight it looked strikingly tern like. As it banked it
revealed its grey back and narrow white rump. The grey was darker than Hen Harrier and a darker bar across
the base of the secondaries was also noticeable. It disappeared behind a bank of trees and did not reappear
at the other end.
We continued to scan for the next 20 minutes or so before I finally picked it up again. It gradually flew closer
and I began to wonder why this second bird wasn’t a Hen Harrier. It continued to get closer and ended up giving
us excellent close range views making the identification as a male Hen Harrier straightforward. The wings were
wider and so appeared relatively shorter, the flight was buoyant but nothing like the earlier Montagu’s Harrier,
the grey was very pale almost white, the upperwings had no secondary bar and the underwings were clean with
just a darker trailing edge to the secondaries.
I had hoped that, with some effort, we may see Montagu’s Harrier but a Hen Harrier in June was an unexpected
bonus. On the way back we spent an hour or so at Pipers Wait near Nomansland in the New Forest trying to
see Honey Buzzard but without luck.
Year Ticks 2. Everleigh, Wiltshire – Montagu’s Harrier, Hen Harrier. 2019 Year List: - 220.

Avon Causeway, Hampshire

Wednesday 5th June 2019

On the 2nd June a Whooper Swan was seen downstream from the bridge on the Avon Causeway. On this
stretch of the Avon the river provides the border between Hampshire and Dorset. The sighting was reported
on the WhatsApp group and caused a ripple of excitement as there have been only seven previous records in
the county this century.
I’d seen one already this year, at Abbotsbury in Dorset in February, and so I didn’t rush down. As it is so
infrequent in Hampshire, however, I decided I’d like to see it for my county list which is still pretty low at 238
as I haven’t made much effort with it yet. Sarah and I had booked an overnight stay in a hotel in Bournemouth
on the Tuesday night and with the swan still there on Wednesday morning we made a slight detour on the way
home.
We arrived and parked in the layby on the Hampshire side, the Whooper Swan was still present with around 20
Mute Swans feeding on the river just downstream from the Avon Causeway Bridge.
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Birders seem to adopt the rule that the birder needs to be in Hampshire for it to count on your Hampshire list.
The swan spent most of the time in the middle of the river and so I’m not sure which county this is but I was
on the eastern side of the river and so I was in Hampshire.

Pig Bush, New Forest

Thursday 6th June 2019

I’d been given some location information for Honey Buzzards in the New Forest and so with the weather
forecast to be clear and sunny I headed there for late morning and early afternoon with Dad. We carried our
chairs to a slightly raised area and started watching from 10:30am. The weather was actually cooler, windier
and far cloudier than forecast which wasn’t ideal yet frustratingly there was still a heat haze which made
focusing the telescope properly wasn’t possible for long range views.
Over the four hours we saw repeated Common Buzzards, perhaps six of them with most of them at long range
and finally as we were thinking of leaving we had views of a possible Honey Buzzard albeit the distance and
heat haze made identification impossible. I picked it up circling high, with a proportionately long tail which
it kept folded. It made tight circles soaring to a good height on flat wings never flapping. The tail did seem
too long with the effect perhaps exaggerated by the fact that the wings appeared a little short. In the end I
decided that I couldn’t exclude Goshawk. Unfortunately it drifted further away and in the end made a headlong
plunge from a great height disappearing behind the distant wood.

New Forest location

Tuesday 11th June 2019

A friend let me know about a wing-clapping Honey Buzzard he had photographed on his local patch in the New
Forest. He had also seen a female and in fact had seen the pair on each of his last three visits. He felt sure they
must be nesting nearby and he asked me to keep the location secret for the time being.
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The next half decent weather window was Tuesday late morning and so I headed out there. It was cooler and
cloudier than I’d hoped and I didn’t hold out too much hope that the Honey Buzzards would be up. I arrived
at 11:15am and spent some time trying to work out a place to view from so that I was near to where my friend
had seen the birds but also so that I could get a reasonable view in other directions as well. I picked a large
clearing on the west of the inclosure.
Almost immediately a pair of Woodlarks appeared and the male sang for most of the next three hours. I also
heard a snatch of Redstart song and eventually saw the male and then a female later. I also saw two Spotted
Flycatchers.
After 30 minutes or so I picked up a distant buzzard, it was heading towards me and its wings were held flat
although this is normal for Common Buzzard when they’re gliding purposefully at decent speed. Unfortunately,
as it drifted overhead I could see that it was a Common Buzzard. I then didn’t see any buzzards for an hour at
which time I picked up a pair circling. They were both soaring with their wings held in a fairly deep v-shape and
so I quickly discounted them. The fourth buzzard was also a circling Common Buzzard with a short well spread
tail, short neck and wings held in a v-shape. I’ve read that most Honey Buzzard activity is between 10am and
1:30pm and so with the time 1:30pm I was beginning to think about packing up especially as the sky looked
fairly grey.
I noticed a fifth buzzard over to the west and as soon as I got my binoculars on it my pulse quickened and my
heart began racing. I switched to my telescope and was exited to confirm the long tail, long wings and small
head on a long neck. It drifted south on smoothly down-curved wings with no bend at the ‘elbow,’ flicking its
tail as a rudder rather like a Red Kite. I had hoped it would wing-clap in display but it drifted further south and
out of view and I didn’t see it again over the next hour before I left.
Including visits to Pipers Wait, Pig Bush and now here I’d been looking for Honey Buzzards for eight hours and
it was great to finally see one although I’d love to see a male displaying.
Year Ticks 1. New Forest location, Hampshire – Honey Buzzard. 2019 Year List: - 221.

Labrador Bay RSPB, Devon

Saturday 15th June 2019

On June 8th I was due to go birding with Aly and Dad in Devon. I had planned to visit Dunsford Woods for
Dipper, Wood Warbler, Pied Flycatcher, Redstart and Spotted Flycatcher and then Labrador Bay RSPB for Cirl
Bunting and then perhaps Puffin on the way back at Dancing Ledge.
I got in contact with the Devon Bird Recorder and he agreed Labrador Bay was a good site for Cirl Buntings but
that Dunsford Wood wasn’t as easy as it used to be. Dipper was more difficult, Wood Warblers had disappeared
altogether and the other summer visitors were no longer as easy as they were at Yarner. At Yarner, however,
you wouldn’t see Dipper and it seemed that Wood Warbler had also disappeared this year. He also mentioned
that Honey Buzzard had long gone from the Great Haldon Forest Raptor Viewpoint.
On the itinerary I switched Dunsford for Yarner but as we got to the day before we changed our plans and
decided to stay more locally for Dartford Warbler, Redstart & Spotted Flycatcher. In the end, however, on the
morning and just before Dad and Aly arrived to pick me up the Squacco Heron that I had seen at Titchfield two
weeks previously reappeared again and as it was a tick for both of them we headed there. We saw the Squacco
Heron really well in flight and then a brief view fully out in the open.
After the Squacco Heron we tried for Dartford Warbler at Browndown but it was just too windy and we also
failed with Redstarts at Denny Wood although we did see five or more Spotted Flycatchers there and we also
witnessed a Spotted Flycatcher nest being robbed by a Grey Squirrel. On the way home we had a brief view of
a Dartford Warbler at Yew Tree Heath.
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The next day I decided that I would try for the Devon Cirl Buntings on my own. Labrador Bay is very close to
Teignmouth but I only got to Poole before my power steering failed. I turned around and headed back home
feeling a bit sorry for myself!
Nearly a week later and with my car fixed I decided I would try again and I made the two and a half hour
journey, successfully this time. I stopped briefly in Bridport to get a can of red bull and a bar of chocolate. The
girl behind the till pointed out that I could buy an aero bar three times the size for the same price and so I did,
more on this later.
The Devon Bird Recorder had said that I was quite likely to see the Cirl Buntings around the car park and if
not then I should walk south just beyond the end of the arable field. I walked along the track from the car
park, dropped down the slope and walked back around to view the hedgerow from below the car park. I found
several Cirl Buntings straight away with the males showing their lovely stripy black and yellow faces.
They were very mobile and active and pretty difficult to sketch. I also regretted my stop in Bridport as the sugar
and taurine rush from the red bull and chocolate meant that my hands were shaking as I tried to sketch the
Cirl Buntings.

They were more active than usual as the weather was good today after a very wet week. The males were
singing most of the time in the warm sun. After a gap in sightings I thought I would try the end of the arable
field as the bird recorder had suggested. I eventually found a lovely secluded field bordered with suitable
hedgerows. Almost immediately someone walked along the edge of the field with a large bag over his shoulder.
He then began to sprinkle seed in the corner of the field and when he came back he wandered over and we
chatted. He was feeding the Cirl Buntings and sure enough they came down to the seed.
He said that he feared the recent wet and cold spell would mean the recently hatched June broods were likely
to fail. He also said that July and August would be key months as Cirl Buntings immediately begin nest building
again once a brood has failed. He knew of a female who had five broods in one season and not one chick was
raised! There are currently 1250 breeding pairs in Devon and after their recent re-introduction to Roselands in
Cornwall another 65 pairs there. This year there are 29 singing males at Labrador. The Cirl Bunting diet is mainly
seeds and split grain although they do feed insects (mainly grasshoppers) to their young chicks. The field we
were stood in was being grown for seed which would be left for the Cirl Buntings and other seed eating birds.

59

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

The feeding station was useful as I was able to sketch them feeding on the ground and I could also sketch the
perched birds in the hedgerow who were waiting to come down.
Cirl Buntings were once widespread and common across much of southern England, but in recent years, they
have become rare and with the vast majority found in South Devon, mostly confined to coastal farmland
between Plymouth and Exeter. Loss of food sources and nesting sites have caused this dramatic decline. During
the winter Cirl Buntings forage in weedy stubble fields, in the summer, they nest in hedges in unimproved
grassland and as Cirl Buntings are very sedentary it is vital that these habitats are close to each other. Farms
are more productive now, although these technological advances are almost all to the detriment of the Cirl
Bunting’s ability to find food.
In Devon, small traditionally-managed coastal farms have persisted, the exposed coastal environment making
spring crops a more viable option than winter cropping. This has made this area more appealing to Cirl Buntings.
EU funded Farming Stewardship Policies mean that farmers have been able to set aside fields and margins for
seed eating birds.
Now that we are leaving the EU this funding and lots more like it will cease to the detriment of UK wildlife.

Portland Bill, Dorset

Saturday 15th June 2019

After spending two hours with the Cirl Buntings I headed off to Portland Bill to see if I could see some
shearwaters. The forecast was for a brisk south westerly and with the chance of rain. However, it was actually
very warm and mainly blue skies and Labrador Bay looked flat calm, I wasn’t confident that I would see any
shearwaters but I made the detour anyway.
I arrived and put two hours in the parking machine and headed to the obelisk which provides some shelter from
the wind which was fairly strong and the sea look choppy, it certainly looked more hopeful for shearwaters.
Fairly soon I picked out some small groups of Manx Shearwaters as they banked over the waves heading west.
They were strikingly black above and clean white below. I was also lucky to pick out a Balearic Shearwater,
they have been seen most days off Portland Bill in June. The Balearic Shearwater was fairly close and its much
browner back, off white underparts and dusky vent and ‘arm pits’ were obvious.
All of the known colonies of Manx Shearwaters in Britain are on the west coast and in fact three-quarters of
the British and Irish birds breed on just three islands, Skomer, Skokholm, and Rum. There is another large colony
on the Isles of Scilly.
Balearic Shearwater breeds in the Balearic Islands where it has suffered a well documented population crash
mainly as a consequence of predation by black rats and domestic cats. It is now critically endangered although
paradoxically British sightings haven’t declined as non-breeding birds are moving further north due to increased
surface sea temperatures as a consequence of global warming.
Year Ticks 3. Labrador RSPB, Devon – Cirl Bunting. Portland Bill, Dorset – Manx Shearwater, Balearic Shearwater. 2019 Year
List: - 224.

Colemore, Hampshire

Wednesday 19th June 2019

On Tuesday 18th June an Icterine Warbler was found in the trees around the church in Colemore. News came
through the WhatsApp group at 9:21am. I couldn’t go immediately but was finally able to leave at around
12:45pm. I arrived and parked next to the church at around 1:30pm, two birders were stood at their boot and
I asked if they were arriving or leaving. They said they were leaving and that the bird had flown off! I couldn’t
see any other birders and although I later met someone else along the footpath at the back of the church it
was clear that everyone had seen it and had left.
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I joined the other birder, apparently it was last seen at around 1pm flying off strongly north as the rain had
started. It appeared to come down in a distant line of trees. A few other birders arrived just after me and a
group of four of us walked the footpath along the edge of the field in the direction that the bird had flown.
The bird had been singing and so this would help us significantly if it was still in the area. Unfortunately,
however, there was no sign and the bird was not seen again on Tuesday during an increasingly wet afternoon
and evening.
I was amazed to see Bird Guides reporting that it had been seen again around the churchyard early Wednesday
afternoon. It was now 1:09pm. I shared the news on the Hampshire Rarities WhatsApp group, I then jumped
into the car and I was on my way by 1:15pm, 35 minutes later I was parking in exactly the same place as
yesterday, joining a line of five cars and walking along the track to the east of the church. It started to drizzle
and I then realised that I was the only birder here, my spirits dropped.
Someone confirmed on WhatsApp that the bird had indeed been singing at 1pm and as I was the only birder
present I asked for directions. It had been seen in the tall beech trees in the front garden of Colemore House
a huge private property next to the church. I actually knew the owner as he had been on one of my workshops
and I had also helped him with Lightroom and Photoshop in his study. In fact Simon had arranged an Open
Gardens day through the National Gardens Scheme and his guests were being greeted in his garden, they were
the owners of the other cars I had parked next to (not birders).
Clay noticed me asking for directions on WhatsApp and so he rang me and described the three or four places
that it had been singing from the previous day, it seemed that the bird was ranging widely although it had
been fairly vocal and that would certainly help although it was now starting to rain heavily. I began to wonder
if history would repeat itself. Bird seen at 1pm, I arrive at 1:30pm, starts raining heavily soon afterwards and
bird not seen again…
Within a few minutes four more birders arrived and I suggested that we separate and check out the four places
that Clay had described. I headed to the back of Simon’s garden to the tall beech trees where it had been
singing yesterday. There was no sign. More birders arrived and then Simon came out from his garden and said
that we could come into the garden for closer access to the various trees. He was amazed to see me. Martin
Terry arrived soon afterwards. I played the song of the bird on my phone so that we were all familiar and we
then headed into Simon’s vast back garden.
After about 10 minutes I thought I heard it singing but the birders ahead of me were closer to the singing and
they didn’t react and I then wondered if they were playing the song on their phones. I joined them, they weren’t
playing the song and I then heard a snatch of song again and soon afterwards I noticed a blackcap-sized bird
flicking through the top of a smallish tree 50 yards in front us. It hadn’t given me good views but I felt that
this could be the bird and my heart started racing. I wanted to be sure before I called out directions. The bird
then came to the top of the tree briefly and burst into song. The underparts and throat were bright yellow and
the head had a pinched out expression with a large orange lower mandible. I shouted out directions and soon
everyone had seen the bird.
Fairly soon it flew up into the tallest beech tree and continued to sing before flitting back across the garden
towards the trees at the north end of the church. The song included sections which sounded just like a squeeky
toy. We all followed and soon we had it again in the trees which bordered the churchyard. I managed to get
excellent prolonged views in the telescope and was struck by the really noticeable pale wing panel formed by
pale edges to the secondaries and tertials. The upper-parts were a greyish green-brown.
More and more birders began arriving although the bird then seemed to become gradually more elusive during
the rest of the afternoon. In fact I’m not sure it was seen again after I left. I know of someone who spent four
hours after work on both Tuesday and Wednesday and failed to see the bird in wet conditions. He then spent
all day on Thursday in good weather but the bird had gone!
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The breeding range of Icterine Warbler extends from northern France and Norway through most of northern
and eastern Europe. It has bred in Scotland but is normally just a passage migrant in Britain often in the
Northern Isles.
This is only the 11th record for Hampshire and they are becoming rarer. The last was in 2009 on Hayling Island
and before that the previous was in 1996. The first eight records were all in the autumn and the last three have
all been in the spring.
The only other Icterine Warbler I’ve seen in Britain previously was on Blakeney Point in August 1986. In contrast
I’ve seen five Melodious Warblers including one at Farlington Marshes in Hampshire in August 1989.
Year Ticks 1. Colemore, Hampshire – Icterine Warbler. 2019 Year List: - 225.

Slimbridge WWT, Gloucestershire

Monday 24th June 2019

On Friday afternoon Nicola and Adam came down to spend the weekend with us. On Friday evening we cooked
a vegan curry and spent some time catching up with episodes of The Mighty Boosh. On the Saturday we had a
posh lunch in a vegan café and then went into town where Nicola and Adam both bought climbing equipment
(carabiner clips and specialist shoes). We spent the evening re-watching Game of Thrones season one while
eating Pizza. On the Sunday we visited Calshot Activities Centre to show them the excellent climbing wall and
while we were there a Mega Alert reported that a Little Bustard had been found at Slimbridge! This would be
a new species for me.
I decided that I would head to Slimbridge on Monday sometime. Martin McGill had found the bird on the sea
wall early on the Sunday morning before it flew towards Middle Point on the Dumbles which is an area of
tall grasses which borders the southern edge of the Severn Estuary. During the afternoon it was flushed by
a Carrion Crow and flew some distance before returning to land in the long grass again. Other than that it
appeared to be settled and was reported throughout the afternoon and evening and as Slimbridge closes at
4:30pm special out of hours access was arranged with groups being escorted to the Dumbles every hour up
until 9pm.
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I texted Dad to see if he needed Little Bustard in the UK as I couldn’t remember if he had seen the bird which
spent six days in the Sopley area on the Hampshire and Dorset border. I can’t remember why I didn’t go for that
bird but two thousand birders did go and they spent New Years Day 1988 trudging around in the torrential rain
and almost all of them failed to see it, my Dad included. Dad couldn’t go on Monday morning as he was taking
Mum to have a 24 hour blood pressure belt fitted.
I couldn’t decide whether I should head to Slimbridge early on the Monday morning or wait for positive news
before travelling. The first news usually comes out via Bird Guides at anything from 6:30am to 7am and so I
could set my alarm for 6:15am and be ready to leave. If the bird wasn’t found immediately, however, then I
might end up travelling in rush hour traffic and so I decided to risk it and head there early. The Slimbridge
Sightings twitter feed reported that the first groups would be escorted at 7:30am and so I decided to aim to
get there for 7am and I set my alarm for 5am. As usual, with the prospect of an early start, I didn’t sleep well
and was up before the alarm. At just after 6am I was within an hour of Slimbridge and Martin McGill tweeted
to say that he had just relocated the bustard, he had been looking since 5am. I made it in good time and pulled
into the car park at just after 7am.
I noticed Paul Marshall at the other side of the car park and he came over and chatted, he then escorted the
first group of 25 of us and by 7:45am we were stood on the top of the embankment overlooking the Dumbles.
Martin had relocated the bird at 6am but then had to leave to open up various parts of the reserve. He had
returned again and was waiting for us when we arrived but there was almost an hour when he wasn’t on site
and he didn’t have the bird in view when we arrived. It was therefore an anxious start.
The Dumbles is a 150 yard wide expanse of grass before the main estuary and the grass is easily deep enough
to completely hide a Little Bustard. It was pretty impressive that Martin had managed to find the bird again on
his own this morning. A second group of 25 birders arrived 30 minutes later and they must have been worried
that we hadn’t found the bird yet.
Within 15 minutes, however, people were calling out directions. When all 50 birders are strung out in a line it is
difficult to hear the directions and “in line with the post behind the thistle patch” is useful providing you know
which thistle patch and post they mean and in line with the post for someone 20 yards to your left means it
will be well to the left of the post for you (if you knew which post they meant that is).
I decided to trot along the line to try and work out where they meant. The birder who had the bird couldn’t
give very useful directions and didn’t know which post or thistles were in his scope view. I offered to look in
his scope to help but he looked irritated and wouldn’t let me. I jogged back to my scope and then noticed Paul
Marshall calling out directions and so I jogged back to him and had a brief view in his scope.
Its dark head was showing above the grass and when the grass blew in the breeze I could also see its jet black
neck collar which was bordered by a white band both above and below the collar and the white line was itself
bordered by a further thin black line. Only adult males at least two years old show this striking black neck
pattern.
Over the next few hours I had views every 20 minutes or so, occasionally it wouldn’t move at all between
sightings, presumably just sitting or resting and on other occasions it would move 50 yards or more while out
of view. On one occasion the bustard jumped into the air to catch an insect, perhaps a grasshopper on the top
of a tall grass stem and it repeated this a couple of times allowing us to see all of its neck and part of the body.
At 11:15am Martin and Margaret arrived and they had very brief long range views. Along with a thousand
or more other birders he had dipped the 1988 Hampshire bird. At 12pm and having seen the bird on
10 or more occasions I decided that I would head home. I’m not sure that views got any better for
subsequent birders. This was certainly a very difficult bird to get good views of and it will become even
harder to find when the number of eyes looking for it reduced over time. Paul mentioned that around
500 birders had visited on the Sunday and I think around another 500 more birders made the trip
on the Monday. By the time the bird left on Wednesday 26th June around 2,000 birders had visited.
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Remarkably, what was presumably the same bird was relocated in Yorkshire on the 5th August, this time it
favoured fields of short grass and so it showed very well!
Little Bustard breed in grassland areas with a resident population in Spain. There are migratory populations in
France, Ukraine, southern parts of Russia and Kazakhstan although the population has undergone a marked
decline recently and as a result since 1996 there has been only one twitchable bird in the UK (East Yorkshire
1st Jan 2015). It was therefore not surprising that so many people had come to see this bird. The occurrence
coincided with an influx of Painted Lady butterflies and very hot weather in France and Spain. Little Bustard
takes my British List to 445.
Year Ticks 1. Slimbridge WWT, Gloucestershire – Little Bustard. 2019 Year List: - 226.

Acres Down, New Forest

Friday 28th June 2019

Martin, Mark, Dad and I were due to go out birding and as there wasn’t anything obvious to go for and the
weather forecast was excellent we decided we would head to Acres Down to try for Honey Buzzard. I didn’t
need it for the year but it would be great to see them well and to possibly have a male showing off its butterfly
wing fluttering flight display.
It was my turn to drive and we pulled into the Acres Down car park at around 8:20am. We took our chairs and
made our way towards the viewpoint. On the way we bumped into a family of four Woodlarks, two adults and
two juveniles. They fed quietly very close to us giving excellent views in the lovely soft morning light. They
eventually flew off calling flute like notes to each other.
We continued to the viewpoint and sat in the shade and shelter of some gorse bushes. First up was a distant
Hobby which gradually flew closer. At a distance the white cheeks and throat gleamed brightly and as it drifted
closer it banked to reveal its red trousers. Siskins were calling regularly and then a pair of Hawfinches flew over.
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More birders arrived and at around 10am someone called out Honey Buzzard. The directions were towards the
distant Sway Tower which is almost due south. I quickly got onto it in the scope, it was pretty close and all
the relevant features were easy to see. The wings were relatively longer than Common Buzzard with bulging
secondaries so that the wings were pinched in at the body. The head was obviously small on a long neck giving
a cuckoo like impression. The tail, often held closed up, was characteristically longer than Common Buzzard.
The bird was close enough to also pick up plumage details and this was clearly a male. The head looked grey
and the underparts were almost totally white and unmarked with obvious carpals patches and bars at the base
of the tail. The wings were always held flat or smoothly down-curved. The Honey Buzzard showed very well for
several minutes before drifting behind some trees in the Milyford Bridge area to the south. This may have been
my best ever views of Honey Buzzard.
On the insect front there were lots of Silver-studded Blues on the wing and an impressive Golden-ringed
Dragonfly flew close by to inspect us. Bumblebees feeding from the heather included Bombus jonellus (Heath
Bumblebee).
About 30 minutes later I picked out another possible Honey Buzzard, this time straight out from the viewpoint
high over the Holmhill Inclosure area. It looked like the same pale phase male again and fairly soon it swooped
up gently and produced its fantastic butterfly wing fluttering display. Over the next 15 minutes it displayed
regularly perhaps wing fluttering on six or seven occasions. What an amazing treat! It seems likely that there
was a female in the trees below him.
I also watched a distant hawker dragonfly which appeared dark all over other than a blue saddle at the base
of the abdomen. It made me wonder about Vagrant or Lesser Emperor and so I chased after it but I never got
close enough and it was just too far away to be certain of the identification. When I returned to the chairs
Martin, Mark and Dad were packing up and we headed back to the car after a very successful raptor watch.

Titchfield Haven, Hampshire

Friday 28th June 2019

As we were heading back to the car Mark Francis reported via WhatsApp that there were two Roseate Terns
on south scrape at Titchfield Haven. We decided that we would drive back to Dad’s house and then for Martin
and Mark to head back to Titchfield in Mark’s car with me and Dad following in mine.
There were no further reports over the next hour or so. We arrived at Titchfield Haven and Martin and Mark
signed us in as guests and we were about to enter the reserve when Martin picked out a Roseate Tern on call
and we watched two distant terns fly out of the reserve and towards Hill Head. We all followed but couldn’t
relocate either of them on the low tide shingle. Soon afterwards Philip Fawkes messaged that there was a
Roseate Tern back on south scrape.
After a brisk walk I arrived in the Meon Shore hide and met Clay. The adult Roseate Tern was at the back of one
of the islands but currently out of view. Martin mentioned that the island had a large and long rear and could
well be hiding lots of terns and after 20 minutes of no sightings I began to wonder if it might be worth heading
to Pumfrett Hide. It certainly looked like they would be able to get a much better view although no one had
reported it from there via WhatsApp.
Martin and Mark decided to head off home. Philip came into the hide to ask me about our Honey Buzzard
sightings and he also confirmed that the tern was showing well from Pumfrett Hide. Dad and I decided to
head over there and we were rewarded with good views as it rested on the sandy bar. It took off on a couple
of occasions but always returned quickly. In flight it was strikingly white above and below with a narrow dark
wedge on the outer primaries and long tail streamers. On the ground the mantle was noticeably whiter than
the surrounding Common Terns, the bill was entirely black, the legs were a brighter orange red and there
was no hint of grey at all to the underparts. In some lights the chest appeared to have a faint rosy flush.
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28th June is early for returning Roseate Terns and this was perhaps a failed breeder from Coquet Island in
Northumberland. I noticed that the bird was ringed and this also suggests its Coquet Island origin given that
they have been ringing Roseate Terns there since 1991.
A really great day with my best ever views of Honey Buzzard and Roseate Tern new for the year means that I
will finish June on 227. In 1996 I was on 224 at this stage and so 1996 has caught up 11 during June. Keeping
ahead of that record year (when I finished on 289) is becoming more of a struggle and I am likely to start falling
behind that level in August although my target of 250 looks fairly comfortable now. My Hampshire Year List
stands at 192 and so it would be good to break 200.
Year Ticks 1. Titchfield Haven, Hampshire – Roseate Tern. 2019 Year List: - 227.
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J U LY 2 0 1 9
Fishtail Lagoon, Pennington, Hampshire

Friday 12th July 2019

Heading towards mid-July and waders are starting to return in earnest and there were two gettable ones which
I still needed for the year, Wood Sandpiper and Little Stint.
As I was heading to a workshop at Lepe news came through of a Wood Sandpiper on the western edge of
Fishtail Lagoon on Pennington Marshes. After I’d finished the tuition I headed towards Lymington to look for
the sandpiper, I had an hour before my next appointment.
There were good numbers of returning Black-tailed Godwits (100+) but unfortunately there was no sign of the
Wood Sandpiper. Obviously disappointing although there should be a few more opportunities to catch up with
this attractive wader over the next couple of months.

Fishlake Meadows, Hampshire

Tuesday 16th July 2019

I headed to Romsey to look for the first returning Osprey of the autumn which had spent the last few days at
Fishlake Meadows en route to its wintering grounds in West Africa.
In the past the meadows here had the water pumped off so that crops could be grown and the land farmed.
The trees, mainly poplars, were planted to act as wind breaks and field boundaries. When farming stopped the
area gradually became wetter and the poplar trees slowly died off. In addition to being a wonderful feature the
dead trees which border the main lakes to the south of the reserve are regularly used by birds like Ospreys.
I walked to the central viewing screen as this gets you closer to the dead trees. The Osprey wasn’t in view
although as I would discover not all of the trees are visible. I sketched a Great White Egret preening and
watched a Red Kite drift over followed by a Buzzard and then a Hobby.

67

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

There was hardly a second when the egret wasn’t moving and this obviously makes sketching tricky. It would
often readopt a position briefly so that I could add a bit more detail to that sketch. It’s definitely better to draw
what you see and not what you think is there and so waiting until you see shapes well before guessing is good
advice. If the movement is particularly fleeting and into a position that it doesn’t subsequently readopt then
you just have to hope that you saw it accurately and even if it’s not perfect then you hope that you’ve captured
the feeling of the movement.
While I was waiting for the Osprey to appear a few people came and went and eventually after about two hours
an Osprey flew purposefully over one of the lakes keeping fairly low. It was mobbed by large gulls and on a
couple of occasions folded its wings into a dive with its legs starting to come forward only to abandon the dive
at the last second. After a few minutes of remaining in view in full hunting mode it disappeared and I assumed
that it had caught a fish and was sat in a tree somewhere out of view.
An hour later with no further views I decided to leave and started walking back north along the path. Just
before the viewing screen disappeared from view I tuned back and a few trees which had previously been out
of view became visible and I immediately noticed the Osprey sat towards the top of one of these trees.

It did have a fish and was busy tearing it apart. I set my scope up again and made a few sketches. Not a new
bird for 2019 but this was the first time I’ve seen Osprey in Hampshire (most of my birding life has been in
Dorset). Osprey takes my county list to 240.

Titchfield Haven, Hampshire

Monday 29th July 2019

There had been a large influx of Wood Sandpipers mainly on the east coast including a count of 110 (!!!) at Cley
Marshes in Norfolk. The nearest individuals to me were single birds at Langford Lakes in Wiltshire, Pulborough
Brooks in West Sussex and Titchfield Haven in Hampshire.
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Titchfield Haven is much the nearest and somewhere I know well and so I decided to head there. If the Titchfield
bird had gone I would then need to decide if I should head to West Sussex or Wiltshire. It is very likely that
there will be more Wood Sandpipers in August but I wanted to get one under my belt now just in case.
I bought my pass from the visitor centre and I was the first person into the Meon Shore hide at just after 9:30am.
The first wader I saw was a Green Sandpiper and then I found the juvenile Wood Sandpiper. So dainty, elegant
and alert, almost fragile looking. It remained on show for an hour or so allowing me to get some sketches.

Whilst I was looking at a Common Sandpiper I heard the Wood Sandpiper calling (and so it would probably be
in flight) and when I looked back I wasn’t surprised to see that it had gone, I didn’t see it again.
Birding highlights were the Wood Sandpiper, three Green Sandpiper, one Common Sandpiper, two Little Ringed
Plover, seven Dunlin, 20 Black-tailed Godwit and several juvenile Sandwich Terns and Mediterranean Gulls.
I will finish July on 228 for the year with the Wood Sandpiper being my only new bird for July and a full month
since my last year tick – Roseate Tern also on the south scrape at Titchfield Haven on 28th June 2019. My
1996 year list has now moved ahead of me, I finished July 1996 on 229 for the year. I should still get 250+,
hopefully…
Year Ticks 1. Titchfield Haven, Hampshire – Wood Sandpiper. 2019 Year List: - 228.
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AUGUST 2019
Martin Down, Hampshire

Tuesday 6th August 2019

Quail is undoubtedly the commonest bird I’ve not yet seen in Britain. I’ve heard countless males over the years
singing from wheat fields in the summer, they are reluctant fliers and spend their whole lives hidden away and
so seeing one is extremely difficult and I only count birds I’ve seen on my British List.
While visiting Martin Down with Darcia and Rob we heard a male singing just over the hedge which runs
westwards from the Sillen Lane Car Park. At first we thought that the bird was right in front us in the relatively
short grass of the main downland. However, as we walked towards the calling it proved to be quite a bit further
away than we thought and in fact it was over the other side of the main hedge in a large wheat field.
Most males have stopped singing by early August and with an impending flight back to Africa (the Quail not
me) I decided to return on my own to spend a few hours looking. I walked for an hour or so all around the public
footpaths around the edges of the fields and heard two distant males and in the end I decided that they were
both in the same field, the large field that you can view from the gate and hay bale west of the car park at the
end of Sillen Lane.
I decided to head back to the first male in the south western corner of the main field, probably the same bird
I had heard with Darcia and Rob a couple of days before. I soon relocated the singing bird and I noticed an
obvious gap in the hedge and so I was able to walk through and stand at the edge of the field. It did sound
close although it’s difficult to judge distance given that their song is explosively loud and so you can be a
lot further away from the bird than you realise. This is especially true if the wind is blowing towards you and
judging the direction can also be tricky if the bird turns its head as it’s singing.
Over the next 30 minutes the Quail continued to sing. There was a tractor trail creating two very narrow visible
lines through the field and I hoped that the Quail might wander across this narrow open area although this did
seem highly unlikely. I had downloaded the song of Quail onto my phone and before visiting I had also read the
BTO Bird Watchers Code which states, with regard to tape luring, that “repeatedly playing a recording of bird
song or calls to encourage a bird to respond can divert a territorial bird from other important duties, such as
feeding its young. Never use playback to attract a species during its breeding season.”
As the breeding season is all but over and most males have stopped singing and young birds are self-sufficient
by now I decided to try one burst of 30 second song. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to happen but
amazingly the Quail picked up and flew straight towards me and over my head!
I had no idea that this would be as immediately successful as it was. The Quail flew over my head, over the
hedge and 50 yards onto the main down. I walked back through the hedge and soon found it calling in the
low grass. I kept my distance and focused my binoculars ready before it flew again giving me an excellent
extended flight view, this time it dropped into a large patch of Marjoram. The final view was it powering off
again back towards the wheat field where it landed roughly in the same place it had originally been. What a
totally unexpected few minutes!
The Quail was streaked brown with an obvious whitish eye-stripe and most striking of all were the very long
and pointed wings and the powerful rapid direct flight (they are strongly migratory birds) quite unlike the shortwinged partridges and their relatively weak flutter-glide style.
Having seen Quail now and finding the tape luring experience slightly stressful I think I will content myself with
heard only records in the future. Quail takes me to 446 on my British List.
Year Ticks 1. Martin Down, Hampshire – Quail. 2019 Year List: - 229.
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Hunstanworth Moor, Weardale

Friday 9th August 2019

We enjoyed a fantastic five days with my cousins Janet and Clifford who live in St John’s Chapel, Weardale
which is in the North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. This is where my Mum was born and lived
until she married my Dad in 1966. I hadn’t visited since my teens, we were really spoiled and it was great to
see lots of the places I hadn’t seen in more than 30 years. Apart from flights with work to Glasgow this was
Sarah’s first time in the North.
While we were there Janet and Clifford showed us some of the special birds in the area. First up were Red Grouse
on the first morning. We headed to Westgate and then up the steep hill northwards towards Hunstanworth
Moor. With it being mid-August the whole area looked spectacular with the heather in full flower. Clifford
quickly picked out the first Red Grouse of the day. I hadn’t expected to be sketching but our views were really
good and so we stopped the car and I got my telescope, tripod and sketchbook out of the boot.
There were quite a few family parties about and it was quite difficult to tell the sexes apart now that the
breeding season is virtually complete. Red Grouse are a lovely reddish brown with a white eye ring and fleshy
red eye combs which are smaller and less prominent in the female. It was great to see several grouse perched
up high on raised ground so that we could see their white feathered legs and feet.

In various places around the moor there were wooden butts which in three days, on the ‘glorious’ 12th, would
house people wanting to shoot the grouse. Personally, I think killing for sport is unnecessary especially when
lots of other wildlife is also persecuted in the process. Golden Eagles and Hen Harriers are shot and poisoned.
Foxes, Weasels, Stoats and even Red Squirrels, Hedgehogs and Dippers are all trapped on grouse moorland
often in un-monitored snares.
There are also environmental issues, the heather is burned to produce a constant supply of new heather shoots
for the grouse and this is said to produce significant amounts of carbon dioxide each year and this burning
is also said to reduce the ability of the moorland to absorb water thus contributing to the regular flooding of
nearby towns and villages. Others would argue that it’s a bit more complicated than this and say that on the
pro hunting side lots of jobs are created, there is a significant contribution to local economic activity and the
links to carbon dioxide production and flooding are all denied as exaggerated or false.
Year Ticks 1. Hunstanworth Moor, Weardale – Red Grouse. 2019 Year List: - 230.
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Langdale Beck, Weardale

Saturday 10th August 2019

On our second morning we headed over the top of Harthope Moor to visit Langdon Beck which Janet and
Clifford knew was a regular site for Black Grouse. This is the highest tarmacked public road in England, at more
than 2,000 feet, and it was shrouded in low cloud and drizzle as we passed over the top. The fog lifted as we
lost height on the other side and we pulled over on the roadside verge overlooking the huge grass field which
the Black Grouse use to lek in the spring.
Fairly soon we picked out three distant males in the long grass. I started a few sketches but the grouse were
too far away for these sketches to go particularly well, I just couldn’t see sufficient detail and it’s always better
to sketch what you see and not what you think should be there.
As a result of habitat loss and overgrazing by livestock, Black Grouse is one of the most rapidly declining birds
in the UK. There are probably less than 5,000 males in the UK (of which there are around 850 males in the
North Pennines). This compares to more than 200,000 male Red Grouse. The main population of Black Grouse
is in upland Scotland with smaller populations in Wales and the Pennines.
Year Ticks 1. Langdale Beck, Weardale – Black Grouse. 2019 Year List: - 231.

St John’s Chapel, Weardale

Monday 12th August 2019

At the end of our first day Clifford and I had walked down to the River Wear in St John’s Chapel, along the bank
to the bridge in Daddry Shield and then back again. We were looking for Dipper but with all the recent heavy
rain the water levels were so high that there were no exposed rocks for the Dipper to use and we drew a blank.
On the Monday morning Sarah and I tried again, this time the water levels were noticeably lower and pretty
soon I found a Dipper preening on an exposed rock only 25 yards away. This was very close to a small waterfall
and natural pool where my Mum had swum regularly as a girl 70 years before. The Dipper remained on the rock
for several minutes allowing me to make some sketches.

72

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

For birds like Dippers preening is essential to keep their feathers waterproofed and this bird was very busy.
Eventually it started bobbing like it was on springs and then it seemed to run (rather than dive) into the
water before re-emerging a few seconds later. The water quickly beaded and fell from its feathers so that
it looked bone dry immediately. When it blinked you could see its white eye lid. The rich chestnut belly and
warmer brown head identify this as the British and Irish race ‘gularis’. Dipper is an upland bird and is extinct in
Hampshire and also very difficult to see in Dorset. In the UK overall numbers are currently stable.

Farlington Marshes, Hampshire

Tuesday 27th August 2019

Wrynecks were starting to be found at migration hot spots and in mist nets up and down the country and at
10:40am on bank holiday Monday a Wryneck was found around the information hut at Farlington Marshes.
Given that they can be quite elusive I decided to wait for a second sighting before heading down there. Nothing
followed and at 3pm I texted Clay to see if he had gone. All but one of the top ten year listers in Hampshire still
needed Wryneck for the year. Clay hadn’t gone and like me he was waiting for more news. A little while later
a message reported that the bird had been seen again at 2pm although it was now 3:30pm. We decided that
with bank holiday traffic probably at its worst we would delay going for a bird which was proving elusive. At
8:25pm a nice photo of the Wryneck was posted on the WhatsApp group which certainly whetted the appetite.
I left my phone by the bed side overnight and at 7:50am Dave Ryves reported via WhatsApp that the Wryneck
was still present. I jumped out of bed, texted Dad to see if he could come and also Clay to see if he wanted
a lift. Dad couldn’t come first thing but Clay swapped a few things around and he arrived at my house at just
before 8:30am. We arrived at Farlington and joined a small group of birders who were concentrating on the
bramble bushes to the east of the information hut. The bird had been seen flitting back and forth, occasionally
flying over the path, across a short patch of reeds and towards a hawthorn bush in the adjacent field although
the main bramble bush seemed to be the favoured area and this is where most birders were congregating.
After a while I headed away from the brambles to check out the hawthorn bush. There were plenty of Whinchats
and Blackcaps moving through. I noticed a larger bird fly out from the bush, it landed briefly on the fence before
settling in the top of a small shrub. This was the Wryneck and so I whistled to the main group of birders who
were still at the brambles. I then jogged the 50 yards back to the brambles to retrieve my telescope while the
birders jogged passed the other way to take my place. I returned to the assembled birders, now at the back
of the queue but thankfully the Wryneck was still in view and I found myself a gap. The Wryneck continued to
pose nicely with its head and neck stretched out slightly and its sharp bill held upwards.
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While watching the Wryneck a birder came back from the Deeps saying that he had seen a possible Little Stint
and his photos looked good and so we headed off. We passed a perched Osprey on Binness Island and fifteen
minutes later we were watching the obliging wader although with no other waders present it was difficult to
judge the size.
A couple of Common Sandpipers did appear later showing us just how small the stint was. This was an adult
bird with no ‘Vs’ on the mantle or scapulars, just a mix of summer and grey winter weathers. The bill was short
and very slightly down curved. The legs were black, the flanks were clean and white and it showed neat and
slightly buffy breast patches.
Two year ticks for the day means that I will finish August on 233 for the year. In my record 289 year I was on
245 at this stage. I think somewhere around 260 may be achievable this year. My Hampshire Year List is now
up to 200.
Year Ticks 2. Farlington Marshes, Hampshire – Wryneck, Little Stint. 2019 Year List: - 233.
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SEPTEMBER 2019
Hook-with-Warsash, Hampshire

Monday 9th September 2019

On the Thursday I had a workshop at Portland Bill in the late afternoon. I took my scope, bins and sketchbook
along and left a bit earlier than normal as there had been a Wryneck in the observatory quarry, unfortunately
there was no sign during my two hour search before the workshop.
On Friday I had gone to Titchfield Haven with my Dad to pick up my membership card and to spend some time
sketching in the hides. On the Saturday I had spent most of the day out with a friend, we visited Pennington
and Titchfield with the highlight being an Osprey over Normandy Marshes.
On the Sunday morning, expecting a quieter day, I went to a spin class at the Gym and I got home at around
10am to read on WhatsApp that an adult male Bluethroat had been found at Hook-with-Warsash. I left more
or less immediately and within 45 minutes I was joining other birders overlooking the ditch which runs parallel
to the path. Just before I arrived Keith Betton had added a further WhatsApp message to say that there had
been no further sign of the Bluethroat although lots of people were looking and the single observer had taken
a good photo which confirmed the identification.
It had been seen briefly in a very small rose bush before flying into the vegetation along the ditch when it was
lost to view. Over the next few hours birders spread out a little but most people continued to concentrate on
the only area in which the Bluethroat had been seen. They can be very skulking birds spending much of their
time on the ground under the cover of waterside vegetation and so it was likely to be a very difficult job finding
it. After searching for three hours I gave up and headed home, the finder was the only person to have seen the
bird, nearly five hours previously.
At 5:38pm, however, the Bluethroat was reported again (it had been missing for more than eight hours), this
time it was seen half way along the eastern edge of the main freshwater scrape. It had moved 75 yards and so
this was perhaps the reason that no-one had seen it earlier in the day. Sunset was within two hours and I knew
the Sunday evening traffic would be backed up horribly on the M27 and so I decided not to go. I know quite a
few people did go in the evening and not many people connected with the bird. I decided I would go if it was
seen again on the Monday morning but then noticed that the forecast was for rain all day and with it getting
heavier in the afternoon.
The next morning I had a doctor’s appointment at 8:30am and noticed just before this that the Bluethroat was
still present. When I got back home I set off more or less straight away. Subsequent messages suggested that
the bird was once again being very elusive. It seemed that I would have two hours before the rain started.
On arriving at the scrape several birders indicated that it was proving difficult and most of the birders on site
hadn’t seen it yet. Bluethroats are often associated with reed beds and it had been seen briefly in the reed tops
and on the nearby brambles. There were two areas where you could get better views of the vegetation on the
eastern edge of the scrape, I decided to watch from the further viewpoint as this one had better views of the
brambles and the edge of the reed beds.
In between sightings it seemed likely that the bird was foraging on the ground out of view in dense cover. From
where we were stood it looked like there could be a view along the length of the ditch but having wandered
around further it was obvious that the large gorse and bramble bushes prevented you getting the angle that
was needed.
I’m never confident about seeing things and this time I was even more pessimistic than usual. I decided that I
would need to scan constantly as I expected views to be brief and it seemed likely that there wouldn’t be much
time to get onto the bird if someone else found it.
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At just before 10am a chat like bird flew across in front of me and in flight I noticed the red patches at the base
of the tail and a flash of white on the head and so when it flicked up on to an exposed bramble branch in full
view I knew I was in for a treat! The extensive electric blue chest, white supercilium and orange lower chest
band were all obvious, I quickly got it in the telescope and was slightly disbelieving that I had managed such
excellent views and so quickly. I called out directions. The Bluethroat stood alert, flicking its tail before dashing
off to land in the tops of nearby reeds. This time with its back to me so that the red tail sides were showing
nicely. I made a few sketches.

Over the next 90 minutes I managed three more brief but good views. The throat was white with a large area
of blue on the upper chest. The blue area was bordered below by black, white and orange bands. It showed
an obvious black malar stripe and a white sub-moustachial stripe. There was no red spot on the upper chest
but there was also no blue above where the white spot would have been. The news services reported the
bird as white-spotted although it is difficult assigning to race at this time of year. The red-spotted race is
from Scandinavia and Russia with the white-spotted race further south. There have now been 34 records of
Bluethroat in Hampshire but many recent birds have been elusive and it was a county tick for many birders.
Keith Betton, Hampshire County Recorder, commented – “Most of the UK records are from the east coast. The
largest influx is along the north-east coast and northern isles in May, but instead in Hampshire the spring “peak”
is in March with 7 records. Autumn records are more concentrated on the east coast with most Hampshire
records being in September (15) and October (7). The species occurred in the county almost annually in the
1960s (with four in 1961 alone) but none were seen between 1981 and 1996. Thankfully sightings are on the
increase again with two in 2018. Most Hampshire birds are of the white-spotted form in spring, but due to their
moult regime it is unsafe to attribute autumn birds to race unless they are in the hand.”
Over the following days the Bluethroat was seen again but became even more elusive. This was only my 4th
Bluethroat in the UK with two Red-spotted Bluethroats in Tyne & Wear (1987) and one on Scilly in 1990 and a
White-spotted bird also on Scilly in 2002. Recent genetic evidence confirms that the two forms should continue
to be treated as a single species.
Year Ticks 1. Hook-with-Warsash, Hampshire – Bluethroat. 2019 Year List: - 234.
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Sunnyside Farm, Wareham, Dorset

Tuesday 10th September 2019

The White Stork Project is led by a pioneering partnership of private landowners and nature conservation
organisations, who are working together to restore a population of at least 50 breeding pairs in southern
England by 2030 through a phased release programme over the next five years with White Storks to be
released at several sites in Sussex and surrounding counties.
There is evidence to suggest that they bred in Britain before becoming extinct in the 17th century possibly
due to a combination of habitat loss, over-hunting and targeted persecution. There are lots of references to
storks in place names in the Doomsday Book although I’ve read that some people doubt the proof that White
Stork was ever truly a British bird. However, there is a clear case based on archaeology, coupled with records
from feasts, place names and observations dating back to the early 1600’s that the bird had a British presence.
Literature and illustration also demonstrate familiarity with the species. This may or may not have been drawn
from local experience but there is a clear and unarguable case for their regular British presence since records
began.
There is sufficient suitable habitat here and they do breed close by on the continent and I’d love to see them
in the UK regularly. There are several records of White Stork in the UK each year but not sufficient to establish
a breeding population without a helping hand.
Rescued White Storks from Poland, who could not be re-introduced to the wild, were taken to the Cotswold
Wildlife Park to form part of the captive stock in a British breeding programme. Once quarantined a proportion
of these adult storks were taken to three partner estates in Surrey and Sussex including the pioneering rewilding estate at Knepp. At Knepp they were kept in an open enclosure with their wings clipped so that they
would remain for two winters and after two years their flight feathers were allowed to regrow. Two years is long
enough for them to develop strong homing instincts. In mid-August 2019, for the first time, English bred White
Storks were released into the wild at the Knepp Estate.
The main flock of immature birds were next reported on the 23rd August when 27 were seen drifting west near
Bognor Regis at around midday. At around 1:30pm they drifted west over Hayling Bridge and at 2:45pm they
were reported drifting up the estuary at Netley. I suggested to Sarah that we went for a dog walk, grabbed
my binoculars and kept my eyes pinned to the skies in the south east. We hadn’t gone more than 10 minutes
before I was amazed to see a flock of 26 White Storks drifting fairly low towards us and almost over our heads!
Over the subsequent weeks large groups of storks were reported across the south west. I hoped that one
might settle somewhere locally so that I could sketch it and this finally happened on the 6th September when
a White Stork was found in Ridge near Wareham.
I was talking at Wareham Camera Club on the 10th September and so I headed down a few hours earlier to see
the stork. After a frustrating hour of very brief glimpses behind a hedge a buzzard spooked the stork and it
flew back to the scrape where there is a viewing screen, I headed over there and had excellent views. The Birds
of Poole Harbour Group have created a freshwater scrape here and the site has already hosted good numbers
of migrant waders in its first autumn.
Of the released Knepp birds eight have GPS trackers fitted including this bird who is known as GB8E – her ring
number. Knepp will be naming the storks next spring when they see who returns and they will be asking local
schools for help with the naming. After I saw GB8E over Totton she split from the main group and headed north
into Somerset. She spent some time exploring there before returning south east back to Totton on the Lower
Test Marshes. Having spent a few days there she moved to Dorset and has settled in Ridge around Sunnyside
Farm. She is clearly doing well feeding on invertebrates and small fish and receiving lots of admiring visitors. By
24th September she had been tracked down to the south coast of Cornwall, perhaps considering a trip across
the channel.
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The White Stork Project hopes that in the coming weeks these released immature storks will attempt to
migrate south for the winter, crossing over the English Channel and then joining up with other migrating storks
as they head south through France and Spain before crossing the Strait of Gibraltar and the Sahara to West
Africa. It is hoped that they then return to the UK to form a breeding population.
The status of White Stork in the UK has obviously changed forever now but hopefully, in time, just like Whitetailed Sea-eagles and Red Kites, they will be considered fully fledged British breeding birds.

Portland Bill, Dorset

Saturday 14th September 2019

In the Weymouth area there were two year ticks fairly close to each other. An amazingly confiding Lapland
Bunting at Portland Bill and a slightly less obliging Long-billed Dowitcher at Lodmoor.
The Lapland Bunting was found on Tuesday 10th September and was being seen very well, down to six feet,
along the shoreline between the Lobster Pot café and the stone beach huts. The Long-billed Dowitcher was
first seen the next day.
I was working Thursday morning and dog sitting in the afternoon and Sarah was out shopping with Vanessa
on Friday. I decided that if both birds hung around then I would head west on Saturday. Both birds were still
around on the Friday evening and so I set my alarm early and headed down first thing on Saturday morning.
I headed to Portland Bill first. I was the third birder to arrive at the Lobster Pot Café and I knew the bunting
was still present as there were two photographers lying on the ground apparently photographing the wooden
seat which overlooks one of the rocky bays. As I got closer I could see that the Lapland Bunting was standing
underneath the seat.
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Lapland Buntings can often be fairly wary and so it was surprising to see how confiding this bird was, over
the next hour it was constantly surrounded by an ever increasing ring of photographers. When I’m sketching
I prefer not to be too close to the bird, being too close means that the bird often moves out of the scope
view too quickly and I constantly need to pan which is difficult when your hands are already full of pencil and
sketchbook.

The face was reddish brown with an open expression and a beady eye. The ear coverts were dark edged and
two white wings bars surrounded the chestnut coloured greater coverts. Head on it showed a central crown
stripe.
Lapland Bunting breeds across Arctic Europe and Asia with Norway the nearest breeding grounds. They winter
along the coasts to the south of there including Denmark and the Netherlands.
A message came through that the Long-billed Dowitcher was still present at Lodmoor and so I headed back
to the car.

Lodmoor NR, Dorset

Saturday 14th September 2019

In early May I had visited Frampton Marshes in Lincolnshire to see a Long-billed Dowitcher which had been
there for nearly nine months. My trip was timed to co-incide with a visit to see my sister in Cambridge.
Amazingly, after such a long stay, the dowitcher had gone and I still can’t quite believe it!
It was great, therefore, to have the chance to exorcise this memory when another Long-billed Dowitcher was
found at Lodmoor. After initially being elusive the Long-billed Dowitcher soon settled on the west scrape.
Having seen the Lapland Bunting at Portland Bill I headed off to Lodmoor and joined a group of around ten
birders and fairly soon had good views of this North American wader. It spent some time preening and then
sleeping and then actively feeding when it looked like a godwit but fed like a snipe.
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The key features were the very long bill which is roughly twice the head width, the blunt ended and slightly
drooping bill and the obvious supercilium. The blacker bars on the tail are slightly thicker than the white bars
which separate them. Short-billed Dowitcher has the black bars thinner and they have a bill which is closer to
1.5 times the head width. The tertials are also more strongly patterned in juvenile Short-billed Dowitcher.
Long-billed Dowitchers breed in the wet tundra in the far north of North America and eastern Siberia, they
migrate south to winter in southern USA and Central America. While migrating down the eastern seaboard this
bird was perhaps carried across the Atlantic as part of the recent tropical storm Gabrielle.
Also at Lodmoor there was a white Ruff and a Knot and good numbers of Mediterranean Gulls and Sand Martins.
I’ve only seen one Long-billed Dowitcher in Britain before and that was on the River Hamble in April 1988.
At around 11am I left and rang Sarah to say that I was on my way home. However, only five minutes later
WhatsApp started reporting that a grey hippolais warbler had been seen at Farlington Marshes...

Farlington Marshes, Hampshire

Saturday 14th September 2019

I’d just left the Weymouth area having seen Lapland Bunting and Long-billed Dowitcher and before I had got
to Osmington Mills a string of WhatsApp messages started reporting that a grey hippolais warbler had been
seen at Farlington Marshes.
By the time I was nearly home it was being reported as an Eastern Olivaceous Warbler and a potential first for
Hampshire. I rang Sarah back to say I would need to detour and I travelled straight past the Totton junction
heading onwards to Farlington.
There were around twenty birders on site when I arrived and I had bad views fairly quickly. It looked like a very
pale grey Reed Warbler but I couldn’t say much more than that. Over the next hour the warbler was very mobile
and gave occasional good views to several people and eventually I had brief but good views myself.
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The bird had flown back to its favoured bushes and I was one of the first people in position, it was unobscured
for several seconds at the top of a bramble patch and I managed to get it in the scope. Again it was the pale
grey colour that stood out initially, there appeared to be no green or yellow tones whatsoever and then the
pulled out facial expression and the large bill were also obvious. The bird flew and landed close by dipping its
tail regularly. A short pale supercilium ran in front of the eye (and not beyond) and was emphasised by a slightly
darker line running above the supercilium.

Overall, the bird proved pretty elusive, possibly because it was newly arrived and probably because
photographers were getting way too close. I managed a brief side on sketch but my views weren’t good enough
or often enough to do much more.
The bird was still present on Sunday but in cool overcast conditions on Monday it became very difficult to see
with many people dipping altogether. Good weather (and presumably lots of insects) on Tuesday had the bird
performing really well and lots of messages reported how good the views were.
On Wednesday I had planned to either try for the Spotted Crake which had been seen again briefly on the Links
Scrape at Hook-with-Warsash or spend the morning sketching in the hides at Titchfield Haven. I envisaged
spending all morning staring at reeds without success and so decided on Titchfield Haven. However, just as
I was leaving news came though that the Eastern Olivaceous Warbler was still present at Farlington and so I
decided to go there instead and hopefully enjoy much better prolonged views and improved sketches.
I arrived and joined around 15 birders almost all of them photographers and pretty soon the bird showed really
well. I was struck by how relaxed everything was compared to Saturday. We all gave the bird much more room
this time and it performed brilliantly well, usually on the sunny side of the various blackthorn and hawthorn
bushes. It was mobile but there were enough of us to keep a track on where it was and we had great views, on
and off, for three hours or more.
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The warbler would move through the front of the bushes often in full view, jumping between perches, reaching
for insects and all the while ‘tacking’ and tail pumping. On several occasions it preened in the sun on an exposed
bramble branch. It seemed to be picking insects from blackberries and it would often go on very short vertical
flights hovering briefly to catch insects on the wing. It was great to have such good views.
Eastern Olivaceous Warblers breed in south eastern Europe with Turkey being the nearest population and they
winter in sub Saharan Africa. There have been nearly 30 records in Britain although a third of them have been
on Shetland. This is the first mainland British record for seven years and is the first record for Hampshire. I’ve
seen Eastern Olivaceous Warbler once before and that was at Portland Bill in 1999.
Year Ticks 3. Portland Bill, Dorset - Lapland Bunting. Lodmoor NR, Dorset - Long-billed Dowitcher. Farlington Marshes,
Hampshire - Eastern Olivaceous Warbler. 2019 Year List: - 237.

Pagham Harbour, West Sussex

Wednesday 25th September 2019

A few juvenile Rose-coloured Starlings were being seen around the country and during the afternoon of Tuesday
24th another juvenile was found in West Sussex near the RSPB Pagham Harbour visitor centre just outside
Sidlesham. The bird was associating with a mobile flock of starlings along the old tramway and it was seen
going to roost that evening with a small party of starlings.
I was talking at Poole Camera Club on the Tuesday evening and when I got home at around 11pm I decided that
I would probably head to Titchfield Haven the next morning to sketch from the comfort of the hides (as rain
was forecast). It was a bit too late to text Dad to see if he could join me although conditions weren’t likely to
be good for photography. I set the alarm for 6:30am and although the reserve wouldn’t be open until 9:30am I
planned to sketch Ringed Plover on the high tide roost at Hill Head and then head into the reserve when I had
finished.
The forecast was for the rain to clear a little later but as I was approaching the Titchfield Haven turn off on the
M27 the rain became particularly heavy reducing visibility to not much further than the windscreen wipers! I
then thought about the Rose-coloured Starling at Pagham and made a quick decision to keep on driving past
the Titchfield Haven junction. I hoped that the starling might be refound and that the weather would be better
by the time I got there.
I pulled into the RSPB car park at Pagham Harbour which is more or less opposite the Sidlesham Ferry Pool.
Over the years I’ve seen quite a few good birds in this immediate area – Marsh Sandpiper, White-rumped
Sandpiper, Booted Warbler and Collared Pratincole and also nearby in the harbour and at Church Norton –
Lesser Sand Plover, American Golden Plover, two Red-backed Shrikes and a Kentish Plover.
As regards the Rose-coloured Starling I still wasn’t sure where the old tramway was. The pin on Bird Guides, if
it had been positioned correctly, suggested that the tramway ran north-south alongside the western edge of
the harbour and close to the visitor centre. I chatted to a couple of other birders who were also in the car park
and they confirmed that the tramway was where I thought it was and that the starlings were moving between
the hedges and bushes along the old tramway and then flying out onto the actual saltmarsh, however, they
hadn’t seen the Rose-coloured Starling in a two hour search this morning!
The rain had stopped now and so I headed out on to the tramway, it was about 8:45am. There were a few mobile
flocks of starlings with the biggest group perhaps 30 or so birds. When they left the bushes and hedgerows
they would fly out on the saltmarsh and disappear down into the saltmarsh grasses and sea lavender. It seemed
like the groups of starlings were fairly fragmented from each and there were regular small groups to check out
in flight but no sign of the much paler Rose-coloured Starling.

82

Birding with a Sketchbook 2019

I met up again with the original birders who had walked a long loop around the estuary without success. We
split up again and fairly soon afterwards, at around 10:30am, I checked a slightly larger flock which had flown
in from the north and sure enough the Rose-coloured Starling was amongst them. In flight the pale belly and
overall sandy colouration made it fairly easy to pick out. I called it out to another birder next to me and she
rang the other two birders who confirmed that they had seen the starling fly past at more or less the same
time.
The flock was fairly large now, perhaps 100 plus birds, but the only views were those in flight. Eventually,
however, the large flock settled in the hedgerows and bushes bordering the ferry channel. We walked further
down the tramway to get closer views and the Rose-coloured Starling popped up into view for a minute or so
allowing me to make a few sketches.

The Rose-coloured Starling was strikingly paler with a beady black eye and an obvious yellow base to a pinkish
bill. The wing feathers were clearly darker than the mantle, head and body feathers. The large flock was flighty
and spooked at the slightest thing and soon they were off again. We tracked the Rose-coloured Starling as it
dropped down on to the mud at the edge of the saltmarsh and it then gave fairly good views out in the open
for another minute or so.
There are around 40-50 records per year with a good number of these being autumn juveniles on the south
coast. The nearest breeding grounds are Hungary and the Balkans. This is my eighth Rose-coloured Starling in
Britain with three being adults in the winter and the most recent five all being autumn juveniles and all on the
south coast including Hampshire, Dorset, Cornwall, the Scillies and now West Sussex.
Year Ticks 1. Pagham Harbour, West Sussex - Rose-coloured Starling. 2019 Year List: - 238.

Stanpit Marsh, Dorset

Monday 30th September 2019

On Thursday 26th September, after a series of strong southwesterly winds, a Grey Phalarope was reported on
Going Birding at Pennington Lagoon. Two Arctic Skuas, two Great Skuas and a Roseate Tern were also seen in
the morning from the nearby sea watching shelter at Milford on Sea.
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The forecast was for further strong winds from the south west and Martin, Dad and Mark had been debating
where to go for a trip out the next day. One option was to head to West Sussex for the juvenile Rosecoloured Starling at Pagham Harbour and to combine that with some seawatching at Selsey Bill. Once the Grey
Phalarope had been found, however, the decision was made to go for that and combine it with seawatching at
Milford Shelter.
On the Thursday there had been just enough time for several Hampshire Year Listers to connect with the Grey
Phalarope at Pennington before it flew over the stone jetty and out into the Solent, this was at 5:40pm. Despite
this set back we kept to our plan of sea watching at Milford Shelter and we hoped that the Grey Phalarope or
another might be re-found in the Pennington area. Our three hour sea watching at Milford on Sea was pretty
poor, with no highlights, despite the promising conditions. I returned home a bit disappointed that the Grey
Phalarope had not been relocated.
While I was walking the dogs later in the afternoon Bird Guides reported that the Grey Phalarope had been
found again on Pennington Lagoon. I tried to contact Dad but I wasn’t able to get through straight away and
in the end I was ready to leave before Dad was ready and this meant that I ended up having to wait for him on
the drive for 10 minutes. Still, if the phalarope flew out to roost on the sea at 5:40pm like it had done yesterday
then we still had plenty of time as it was just before 4pm. Also if it remained to roost on the lagoon then we
had plenty of light as sunset wasn’t until 7pm.
Dad picked me up and we headed off to Pennington and 35 minutes later we were parked at the end of Lower
Pennington Lane and I said I would jog on ahead and hopefully locate the bird. As I reached the sea wall I could
see a birder watching the lagoon. I turned the corner east and walked quickly towards him. He was obviously
watching the phalarope and I stopped to get a quick ‘insurance’ view, however, he immediately began to turn
with his binoculars to his eyes and he followed something out into the Solent! This had to be the phalarope
and I tried desperately, in vain, to locate what he was following. Within 30 seconds I was standing next to him
and he confirmed that I’d just missed it. It was 5pm. Dad arrived and we spent 20 minutes or so looking in the
surf and out into the Solent and also back on Pennington Lagoon and Butts Lagoon. It was difficult to keep the
telescope still in the gale force winds and the forecasted heavy rain started. What a thoroughly depressing
hour.
I hoped that other phalaropes would be found over the weekend. One was seen on a seawatch off Hill Head
around lunchtime on Sunday. Just after that a Buff-breasted Sandpiper was seen briefly (but not seen again)
at Stanpit Marsh and Bird Guides reported that two Grey Phalaropes were also there although it didn’t give a
precise location for them. A little later on twitter reported that there was a Grey Phalarope in front of the ‘pod’
at Stanpit although I wasn’t sure where this was. A message on Bird Guides at 8:30pm stated that there was
a Grey Phalarope in a gully beside the footpath at 4:15pm. I checked the pin placement for this report and it
was near the footpath and in front of the visitor centre and so I assumed that the visitor centre was known as
the pod by the locals. I checked with Dad but he couldn’t go until Tuesday. At first I thought I would wait for
positive news the next morning but on a Monday morning there may be few people looking and so I headed
there for just after first light.
I was the first birder on location and quickly found some suitable looking water channels in front of the visitor
centre. Soon afterwards I noticed a very pale wader flick up, fly a few yards and then disappear again out of
view. Unless this was a Sanderling this must be the phalarope. My telescope was badly misted up from the
failed phalarope trip on the Friday and so I had to make do with my binoculars. Soon I had good views and felt
a wave of relief that Friday afternoon’s frustration didn’t matter anymore.
I put out the news and once my telescope had cleared I started to make some sketches. Compared to the Grey
Phalarope I had seen at Hook-with-Warsash almost exactly a year before this bird was much more obliging
showing quite closely although it was fairly flighty and flew on at least five or six occasions.
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Most of the time the phalarope was swimming and on one occasion started to spin in tight circles getting faster
and faster. Phalaropes do this to stir up the water causing an upward flow from below and with this flow comes
food.
This 1st winter bird was heading to winter at sea well off the coast of Africa and had been driven into Christchurch
Harbour by the strong south westerly winds. At this time of year juvenile Grey Phalaropes are further advanced
in their moult compared to juvenile Red-necked Phalaropes and so the presence of the large panel of grey 1st
winter feathers is a useful clue that this was a Grey Phalarope and the fairly thick bill confirms the ID.
This takes my year list up to 239 already making it my second best ever year although I’m well behind 1996
when I finished September on 258 on the way to a final total of 289.
Year Ticks 1. Stanpit Marsh, Dorset - Grey Phalarope. 2019 Year List: - 239.
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OCTOBER 2019
Steart WWT, Somerset

Tuesday 1st October 2019

On Monday afternoon I was checking the Bird Map on Bird Guides and I could see that an American Golden
Plover had been seen in Somerset at Otterhampton Marsh, Steart WWT and that a Spotted Crake was being
seen close by at Greylake RSPB, both sites within 30 minutes of each other. I mentioned to Dad about possibly
going the next day but in the end we decided not to travel given that the forecast for Tuesday wasn’t great.
The next morning Dad went much more locally for the Grey Phalarope at Stanpit a bird that I had seen the
day before while Dad had a hospital appointment with Mum. I wondered about heading to Somerset on the
Wednesday but Dad couldn’t go that day. The forecast for the rest of Tuesday was for thundery showers but I
noticed that the plover and the crake were both viewable from hides. I also noted that the forecast for Tuesday
evening and overnight was much better and I wondered if the birds might move on with a clear night after
several wet days. The plover and crake had both been reported again this morning, it was 11am and I decided
to head to Somerset right away. Dad had just got back from Stanpit and said he could come and so I picked
him up at 11:30.
On the way Dad researched car parking places and whether the hides were open until sunset. Yes they were
and we decided to go for the ‘easier’ bird the American Golden Plover first. We parked at Steart WWT and Dad
couldn’t decide between taking his scope or his camera, he choose the camera but as we arrived in the hide and
saw how distant the birds were (250m+) we realised this was a mistake. There were no other birders present
and with Dad having only his binoculars it was down to me to find the American Golden Plover.
The main groups of birds were a very long way off and were strung out on long thin islands of grass within the
flooded marshes. Lots of the birds were hidden from view. None of the reports on Bird Guides or RBA stated
whether the bird was associating with Golden Plover which they often do. It was low tide out on the estuary
but I don’t think Golden Plover are tide dependent for feeding and so if it was in a flock then the fact that it was
low tide might not be the reason that there weren’t any Golden Plover around. Of the four American Golden
Plover I have seen in Britain two were with largish Golden Plover flocks and the other two were on their own.
There were plenty of Lapwings and this seemed a possible species with which it might be associating. There
were also lots of Teal, Greenshank, Black-tailed Godwit a few Bar-tailed Godwit, a Spotted Redshank and good
numbers of Redshank. Lots of other people began arriving to see the American Golden Plover. Those without
telescopes knew it was a hopeless task and even those with a telescope struggled to pick anything out given
the long distances. People began to drift away and Dad and I were almost on our own again. After countless
scans I felt sure that there were no Golden Plover of any type present on the marshes.
The light was good directly out from the Quantock Hide but the view towards the west was now becoming
very difficult as the sun started to break through. Haze, glare and harsh water reflections made viewing in that
direction extremely difficult, almost impossible. I kept scanning that way only because there was just as much
chance of the bird being there.
After two hours of constant scanning I came across a wader on one of the distant islands. It was 300 metres
away and by now given the difficult lighting and the fact that I was at 60x magnification the wader was not
much better than a silhouette against an orange glow. I could see that it was short billed and when it walked
two steps, paused, stood upright, paused and walked another two steps I knew it was a plover. It was obviously
too slim, delicate and small billed for Grey Plover and when it turned its head I could see a very striking white
supercilium and black capped appearance. In fact the head pattern seemed as marked as on Dotterel, this was
clearly the bird and after a while I managed to get Dad onto it.
It was a shame that the distance and lighting made this whole process a significant challenge but it also made
it very rewarding in the end. There was little point in getting the sketchbook (or camera) out and so we headed
back to the car to maximise the time available for the Spotted Crake.
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Greylake RSPB, Somerset

Tuesday 1st October 2019

We arrived in the Lookout Hide at Greylake RSPB just south of Shapwick. There was no need for telescopes as
the water channels and sedges were very close. We chatted to the four birders already present and were told
that one photographer had spent 12 straight hours looking without success (!) and then had returned the next
morning and had excellent views immediately.
None of the birders in the hide had seen it and it seemed that the crake only showed occasionally but it
showed well when it did and it seemed that it was more likely to show in the mornings. After two further hours
and no sightings and with the sunlight fading we gave up and headed back home. Perhaps we’ll get a Spotted
Crake on Scilly in two weeks time, fingers crossed!
Year Ticks 1. Steart WWT, Somerset - American Golden Plover. 2019 Year List: - 240.

Leaden Hall, New Forest

Thursday 3rd October 2019

One of my target birds for October was Ring Ouzel. They are primarily birds of the uplands of Scotland,
northern England, north west Wales and Dartmoor where they breed in steep sided-valleys, crags and gullies.
On their way back to Africa for the winter they appear to use regular stop off points, rather like Dotterel. In
Hampshire one of these places is Leaden Hall in the New Forest and so this was a possible place I was hoping
to catch up with one. On the first two days of October a couple of Ring Ouzels were reported along the south
coast and on the evening of the 2nd Clay Jones reported an adult male at Leaden Hall.
I spoke to Dad and arranged to pick him up at 7am the next morning. We parked at Black Gutter Bottom and
made the walk to Leaden Hall as the sun was rising. Clay had said that the Ring Ouzel was in the valley 500
metres south of the plateau by a small scrubby area with a holly bush and a dead tree. We found the likely
area but there was no sign of the bird. We headed back to the main plateau area and began scanning again.
There was one particular tree that was heavily laden with berries and had attracted a group of Blackbirds. We
concentrated out attention on this area and shortly afterwards we found a Ring Ouzel. It appeared to be a first
winter male bird and was associating closely with the group of around five Blackbirds.
The Blackbirds flicked in and out of the trees and shrubs but they rarely came out to the front and so, in the
main, it was fleeting flight only views. Occasionally they would show fairly well in the berries at the front
but this showy bird was often a Blackbird and not the Ring Ouzel which proved rather elusive although its
noticeably different call (harder and more penetrating like stones being banged together hard) was a constant
indicator of whether the bird was close by.
At times it was fairly frustrating but over a couple of hours we built up some decent views and I managed to
get some sketches. Before the next Ring Ouzel sighting I planned what features I was going to concentrate on
next time and in this way I managed to see all of the bird very well.
The white breast band was noticeable but not well marked, everything below the breast band was darker which
acted to emphasise the demarcation of the white breast. The underparts, flanks, undertail coverts, mantle and
scapular feathers were pale edged giving a scaly appearance. The bill was fairly dark with a yellow base. There
were creamy feathers towards the bill creating a pale sub-moustachial stripe and throat. The greater coverts
were especially pale edged and the tertials, secondaries and primaries were also paler than on a Blackbird.
Structurally, the primaries were as long as the tertials, they are shorter than the tertial length on Blackbirds. In
flight and compared to a Blackbird the wings looked paler and the tail looked longer.
At one stage they were joined by a Song Thrush and a flock of 20 Mistle Thrushes flew overhead. A group of
five Reed Buntings was a slightly surprising find. There were also Chiffchaffs, a Dartford Warbler and a female
Blackcap in the immediate area.
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David Ryves arrived later and showed me a picture of Clay’s bird, his was an adult male so ours was a different
bird.
Leaden Hall is in the northern part of the New Forest a mile or so east of Godshill. During the Second World
War this circular man-made feature was used as a target for bomb testing. A target wall (forty feet high) stood
off-centre in the circular area and it was used to test bombs, the concrete apron was removed in 1991 and the
area is now grassed over. The feature is still remarkably bare and from the air is a highly visible target for Ring
Ouzels.
Birds that migrate at night use the constellations and work out a north south orientation by how the stars
revolve around the north star. During the day, however, birds make use of their keen eye sight and use landmarks
like mountains and rivers and in the case of Ring Ouzels they use the very obvious pale circle which is what
Leaden Hall looks like from the air.
Year Ticks 1. Leaden Hall, New Forest - Ring Ouzel. 2019 Year List: - 241.

Longham Lakes, Dorset

Monday 7th October 2019

On Sunday 6th at just before 5pm Bird Guides reported that a juvenile Black Tern, present for its second day at
Longham Lakes, had been re-identified as an American Black Tern. There have been only 14 previously accepted
records in Britain and this would be the first for Dorset.
As American Black Tern is not currently treated as a full species and it was already getting late I convinced
myself to wait until the following morning. The tern remained on the lake until dusk and thankfully it was
reported again from 8:44am the next morning.
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I parked in the Bridge House Hotel car park near Ferndown and walked to the south east corner of south lake.
I could see quite a few birders scattered along the western edge and particularly in the north western corner.
I managed to pick up the tern in my binoculars and then in the scope. I had good views, the dusky flanks and
underwings were obvious even at long range. The tern was clearly favouring the western edge of the lake and
so I walked around to the other side. I joined a group of photographers and we had excellent views as the
American tern patrolled the western edge of the lake. It was clearly catching good numbers of insects mainly
from the water surface and there were also good numbers of House Martins over the lake still finding insect
sustenance.

The features which separate this race from our own Black Tern were clearly evident – consistent neat uniform
dusky flank panel merging into dark broad breast-side patches and also darker underwings. This compares to
the gleaming white underparts and white underwing coverts of our juvenile Black Terns.
American Black Tern is currently treated as subspecies Chlidonias niger surinamensis although it is probably
worthy of serious consideration for treatment as separate species. There are clearly diagnostic features but as
their breeding distributions are non-overlapping there is no easy way to assess potential reproductive isolation.
Year Ticks 1. Longham Lakes, Dorset - American Black Tern. 2019 Year List: - 242.
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Week on Scilly

Monday 14th to 21st October 2019

I had been to Scilly for a week in October in 13 almost consecutive years up until 2005. I then had a gap of 14
years but in 2019 I decided that another visit to Scilly would really help with my year list target of 250.
In the days before we travelled I checked through all of my previous Scilly records and worked out how many
of the birds that I saw in each year would have been 2019 year ticks for me. The average across the 13 visits
was 10.5 year ticks and as I was currently on 241 that would be enough for me to hit my 250 target before the
end of the week. Slightly concerning was that the weather forecast wasn’t great for the week, fingers crossed.
As Aly had got into birding recently I suggested that we went as a family of four (Mum, Dad, Aly and me) and
they all agreed. I wanted to fly from St Just, as I used to do, but was persuaded by three nervous flyers to go
by boat. We headed down to Penzance and stopped in a Travelodge in Hayle the night before so that we were
ready for the trip out on the Scillonian at 9:15am on the Monday morning.
The sea was pretty heavy as we headed out of Penzance. I never like travelling on the Scillonian as it is a flat
bottomed boat to allow it to dock in Hugh Town (which is a shallow harbour) and so the Scillonian is often
thrown about a bit in the swell. A few people around me were sick the whole time and by the end one chap felt
so ill that he didn’t even attempt to get to the rail and was just sick all over himself where he sat. I later spoke
to a birder who had watched our boat coming around the Garrison and he said it looked pretty bad.
We docked at midday. The first decision was whether to get on the 12:30pm boat to St Martin’s for the Rosebreasted Grosbeak. The issues were that it was a 25 minute walk each way on the other side, the bird was
proving mobile and very tricky to see and that we wouldn’t have long trying to find the bird before the last boat
back at 3:30pm. The alternative was to stay on St Mary’s and try and see as much as possible before dusk, this
is what we decided to do.

St Mary’s, Scilly

Monday 14th October 2019

Our first target was the Red-eyed Vireo which had been found in Old Town Churchyard on Tuesday 8th October.
The problem with going to see a bird which has been around for a while already is that fewer birders may be
looking for it, maybe only birders who had just arrived like us. We walked down the track to the churchyard
and as I feared there were very few birders on location. From chatting to people and from Bird Guide messages
it appeared that the vireo was pretty mobile covering a large area. Unfortunately there was no sign in our two
hour search but we heard that the Yellow-billed Cuckoo was showing at the Dump Clump near the school,
having not been seen at all yesterday. We dashed off there.
We joined around 30 other birds along the track through the Dump Clump. Viewing conditions weren’t great
with little room for each person and a very overgrown set of trees to look into. After about 15 minutes the
cuckoo was seen again and we had brief views of it as it moved through the canopy.
My first views were of the chestnut primaries, the long black and white tail and the clean white underparts. On
the second view, about 10 minutes later, I saw the head and the hooked yellow bill. The third view was equally
brief as it flitted through the sycamores. I made a simple single pose sketch based on the short views I’d had.
I’ve only seen Yellow-billed Cuckoo once before and that was on Tresco in 1999. There have been around 75
records in Britain.
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Having seen the Yellow-billed Cuckoo I noticed that quite a few birders were leaving and I wondered if they
were heading to the vireo and so with the prospect of more people looking we headed back to the churchyard.
Unfortunately we were the only people there and so when news came through of the Short-toed Lark south of
Pungies Lane near Telegraph I decided to head off there.
Thirty minutes later I was on Pungies Lane joining a few birders who were looking for the Short-toed Lark.
Dad had a trapped nerve in his hip and decided against the 3 mile route march and Aly decided to keep him
company and continue looking for the vireo.
Unfortunately, the lark hadn’t been seen since the Bird Guide message which had me leaving the churchyard.
It had been favouring the ploughed field south of Pungies Lane ever since it was found more than a week
previously. The furrows were deep and ran perpendicular to the road which made things really difficult and
there was only one viewing point and it was taken by other birders. I later discovered that Kris Webb had
permission to go into the field and he was the source of most of the daily sightings. In all likelihood anyone
else seeing this bird, without the special access, was probably close to impossible.
After half an hour of trying to see the Short-toed Lark I decided to give up and as I was at the north end of
the Island I thought I would try for the nearby White-rumped Sandpiper. I made my way down Halangy Down
to the rocky cove at Toll’s Porth.
I joined a line of three birders and with the rain starting I was offered a quick view in someone else’s scope. I
had a brief view before it started to pour down. It looked brighter to the south and so I hid under the hedge
and waited for the rain to stop.
After 10 minutes and with the rain stopping I set my scope up again and started a few sketches. The extremely
long primaries were evident extending well beyond the tertials and well beyond the tail. At certain points it
flashed its clean white rump. I’ve now seen four White-rumped Sandpipers in Britain.
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Having seen the White-rumped Sandpiper I decided that this was a good end to the day. However, at 4:30pm
Bird Guides reported that the Red-eyed Vireo had been seen again in the churchyard at Old Town. I decided to
head south as quickly I could and hope that there were some birders watching the vireo when I arrived. There
wouldn’t be much time before the light started to fade. My walking shoes had let in water in the heavy rain
shower at the White-rumped Sandpiper and after the long route march to Old Town I developed two large and
painful blood blisters on the back of my heels.
I arrived pretty exhausted to hear that the vireo had been seen 10 minutes before. I moved to a slightly
different area to try and get a better overall view of the trees and after five minutes or so I saw a fairly stocky
warbler flick up towards the top of an elm tree. I saw its blue-grey legs and feet, its clean white underparts, its
long wings and the greenish upperparts. The head was hidden by a branch but I knew that this was the bird
and so I called it out and several birders converged on the area.
The bird appeared to have been moving through the trees back towards the church and so I headed in that
direction. Soon afterwards another birder reported that it was now in the top of the sycamores on the boundary
line between the churchyard and the fields to the south. I thanked him, shouted it out for the other birders and
dashed up the track to view the sycamores.
Thankfully it was still there and I quickly got it in the scope and had great views particularly of the lovely blue
crown, black eye stripe and white supercilium. This is the fourth Red-eyed Vireo I have seen in Britain (three on
St Marys and one in Cot Valley). There have been around 200 Red-eyed Vireos in Britain.
This had been a really good first afternoon on Scilly with three yankee year ticks – Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Whiterumped Sandpiper and Red-eyed Vireo.
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Year Ticks 3. Dump Clump, St Mary’s – Yellow-billed Cuckoo. Toll’s Porth, St Mary’s – White-rumped Sandpiper. Old Town
Churchyard, St Mary’s – Red-eyed Vireo. 2019 Year List: - 244.

St Mary’s, Scilly

Tuesday 15th October 2019

On the first evening of our week on Scilly we managed to get added to the WhatsApp group and we were to
find that this would make a huge difference in getting bird news more quickly.
Our plan for today was to head back to the Dump Clump for better views of the Yellow-billed Cuckoo and
hopefully a first sighting of the Red-breasted Flycatcher. Then down to Old Town Churchyard for the Red-eyed
Vireo so that Aly and Dad could see it before heading to the Spotted Crake at Lower Moors and the Bluewinged Teal at Porthellick.
We left the flat at around 8:50pm and headed to the Dump Clump, the Red-breasted Flycatcher was reported
again at just before 9am which put an extra spring in our step although it wasn’t on show when we arrived.
We spent a short while looking for the cuckoo and the flycatcher but drew a blank. The Red-eyed Vireo was
reportedly showing well along the track to Old Town Church and so Aly and Dad headed off there and I
followed a few minutes later.
While on the walk over there the Red-backed Shrike was reported in the field south of Old Town Church. It
hadn’t been seen at all on Monday and was obviously enjoying the better weather and no doubt more insects
on the wing. I walked past Old Town Church and passed Aly who was coming back from having seen the shrike
and was heading back to see the vireo (which she saw). I joined a line of birders and pretty soon the Redbacked Shrike flicked up into the trees on the opposite side of the field.
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It was sheltered and sunny and it fed actively before perching nicely for some sketches. The pale edges to the
tertials and greater coverts and the barring on the mantle and scapulars indicate that this was a juvenile or
1st winter bird. Red-backed Shrikes breed as closely as France and winter in tropical Africa. This was my 13th
in Britain.

After the Red-backed Shrike I joined Aly and Dad who had seen the vireo by now and shortly afterwards the
Yellow-billed Cuckoo was reported again from the Dump Clump. We headed there but there was no sign and
no sign of the flycatcher in a brief search. We got in touch with Mum and arranged to meet for some lunch in
Hugh Town and as we were finishing news came through that the Spotted Crake had been seen at the northern
end of Lower Moors again.
We arrived to hear that it had just walked under the footbridge and was currently hiding in the dense vegetation
along the creek. I decided to watch the furthest viewable part of the creek in case it made it around the corner
undetected and sure enough I picked it up as it was heading away from us. The crake continued onwards before
disappearing around the corner and as it generally followed a long circular route it would probably not be seen
here for a good while. We would hopefully have the opportunity for closer views later in the week and so we
headed off to Porthellick to see the Blue-winged Teal which had been seen again from the Stephen Sussex hide.
We arrived at the hide just as people were coming out and they suggested that we try the other further hide
as the teal had last been seen swimming in that direction. This was good advice although the second hide was
much smaller and it was a tight squeeze. Soon after we got in there the Blue-winged Teal drifted out from the
nearby reeds giving us excellent views.
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The pale loral spot, whitish eye ring and dark eye stripe were all obvious. Part of the bright pale blue upper
forewing was also visible on the right hand side even when the bird was resting. This was my fifth Blue-winged
Teal in Britain with all of them autumn birds.

At this point I noticed that I had lost part of the protective cover for my telescope. We retraced our steps all
the way back from Porthellick to the Spotted Crake in Lower Moors and I managed to find it in the ditch! Next
stop was the Dump Clump for our third attempt for the Red-breasted Flycatcher and with the added hope of
the Yellow-billed Cuckoo.
The flycatcher wasn’t on show when we arrived but it had been seen within the last few minutes. We spread
out slightly along the path and soon afterwards I noticed Aly watching something intently. I walked back to join
her and she gave some directions on what she thought might be the bird. Several other birders also joined us
and then someone called out that the flycatcher was in view. We all got onto it and had good views.
A really good day with four year ticks taking me to 248 for the year and my 250 target for the year almost
achieved. I noticed on the radar maps that we were about to get some heavy rain and so we headed back to
the flat, it was around 4pm.
Year Ticks 4. Field south of Old Town Churchyard, St Mary’s – Red-backed Shrike. Lower Moors, St Mary’s - Spotted Crake.
Porthellick Pool, St Mary’s - Blue-winged Teal. The Dump Clump, St Mary’s - Red-breasted Flycatcher. 2019 Year List: - 248.

St Martin’s, Scilly

Wednesday 16th October 2019

The weather forecast for Thursday and Friday was wet and windy and so Wednesday would be our best day
for a while. On the Tuesday evening Dad, Aly and I spent an hour or so discussing our options for the next day.
They included booking places on a mini pelagic which would be leaving the quay at 1pm, heading to St Martin’s
for the Rose-breasted Grosbeak, trying for the Blue Rock Thrush on the Garrison or touring the northern part
of Marys for a possible Blyth’s Reed Warbler, the difficult Short-toed Lark, the White-rumped Sandpiper and
the Green-winged Teal.
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WhatsApp messages over the last few days had suggested that the Rose-breasted Grosbeak was very mobile
and proving very difficult to connect with. Some people had missed it altogether and others had to visit three
times. Aly and Dad fancied the pelagic and so the plan was to try for the Blue Rock Thrush on the Garrison
after breakfast and then Aly and Dad would join the pelagic. I would then tour around the northern part of St
Mary’s on my own.
While we are having breakfast on the Wednesday morning news came through of a possible Yellow-throated
Vireo on St Martin’s and that an early boat would be leaving at 8:45am. We cancelled the plan for the Blue Rock
Thrush and decided to go to Martin’s. The vireo might not come to anything but it seemed likely that there
would be quite a few people going to Martin’s and so seeing the grosbeak might be easier as a result.
The grosbeak had first been seen on Sunday 13th October, they day before we arrived on Scilly. We got onto
the 8:45am boat and joined 13 other intrepid birders. Unfortunately the boat dropped us off at Lower Town
quay (rather than Higher Town) and so we had a 25 minute walk and not a five minute one.
The advice had been to stick round the bakery area, the fields above the cricket pitch and the shrubs and
bushes which run alongside the path down from the quay to the bakery. We got to the bakery at around
9:35am. I looked on Google Maps to familiarise myself with where the quay and the cricket pitch were and then
returned to the bakery. Within 10 minutes a message on WhatsApp reported that the grosbeak was currently
viewable from the bend in the main path down to Higher Town quay. Having already checked Google Maps I
knew exactly where to go and I led the way with an anxious group of birders following in my wake.
Within two minutes we joined a small group of birders and they got us onto the grosbeak which was sat quietly
preening on an exposed branch. After an anxious 30 seconds, when from my angle the bird was blocked by a
tree, I had very good binocular views but wasn’t able to get it in the scope before it flew.
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Immediately obvious were the huge bill and head, the striking white supercilium, the white wing bars and white
tertial spots. Someone found where it had flown to and we enjoyed another brief view as it perched nicely. The
grosbeak then spent the next few hours evading us as it bombed around the various stops on its circuit.
I enjoyed a treacle tart and a mug of tea and the next boats of birders arrived. The first boat had landed at
Lower Town, like we had, but the second overspill boat, full of birders who had arrived late at St Mary’s quay,
docked at the much closer Higher Town and they saw the grosbeak as they got off the boat!
After our lunch we headed back slowly to Lower Town quay and queued early so that we would definitely get
off on the 1:30pm boat. Aly found a Black Redstart on the rocky cove next to the quay.
This was actually my second Rose-breasted Grosbeak in Britain with the first also being on St Martin’s in 2001.
There have been around 40 records in Britain.

St Mary’s, Scilly

Wednesday 16th October 2019

Whilst on the boat back from the Rose-breasted Grosbeak on St Martin’s we planned what to do next. The
possible Blyth’s Reed Warbler at Newford Duck Pond wasn’t seen again although a Reed Warbler was seen
there. The Blue Rock Thrush had moved to Penninis from the Garrison and the Yellow-billed Cuckoo had moved
to Shooters Pool on Lower Moors.
We got back to Mary’s popped into the flat briefly and then headed over to Lower Moors to try for the Yellowbilled Cuckoo and Spotted Crake. Neither crake nor cuckoo were showing or had been seen recently and so I
suggested we continue down the track into Old Town and then up onto Penninis and hope that we might bump
into the Blue Rock Thrush. We hadn’t attempted to see the thrush until now as we had heard many stories of
people spending most of their week on Scilly trying to see it and failing altogether or only connecting right at
the end of the week. I hoped that we might be in the right place at the right time and I hoped that this was
just about to happen on Penninis.
The thrush was seen again just west of the lighthouse at Penninis Head and within 15 minutes we were there.
There was another report, soon afterwards, that the thrush was now being watched half way along Penninis on
the west side. I could see two birders in the distance and I felt sure that it must be them who were watching it.
Within five minutes we were standing next to the birders and they confirmed that it had been showing up to
five minutes before but had temporarily disappeared. We checked the adjacent cove carefully and also the one
we had just walked past and someone picked it up again. It was distant but we had prolonged views, perhaps
45 minutes or so with it being in view almost constantly.
The long bill was the most prominent feature and at this range the thrush looked pretty dark although there
were paler areas on the face and throat and median coverts, the underparts were slightly paler and barred and
there appeared to be hints of blue on the mantle and flanks.
The Blue Rock Thrush was first found on the 22nd September and so it had been present for over three weeks!
This is my second Blue Rock Thrush in Britain with my first also on St Mary’s at Porthloo almost 20 years to the
day in 1999. There have been 10 previous records of Blue Rock Thrush in Britain.
Blue Rock Thrush takes me to my target of 250 for the year! I watched the bird with my sister Aly for which the
Blue Rock Thrush was her 250th British bird.
Year Ticks 2. Higher Town, St Martin’s – Rose-breasted Grosbeak. Penninis, St Mary’s - Blue Rock Thrush. 2019 Year List: 250.
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