Portland Heights Birdwatching Breaks

March 15th – 17th 2013

Saturday March 16th
weather: breezy and sunny in the morning, wet in the afternoon
Portland Bill, 0900
Our first encounter of the weekend was with a group of pipits right next to the car park. These
birds gave us the chance to compare rock pipit with the more common meadow pipit.
Reaching the coast one of the first birds we saw was a passing red-throated diver, with plenty
of guillemots and razorbills closer inshore. Further out a few fulmars and kittiwakes were seen
and two common scoter flew past mid-distance. Just one gannet was seen flying past.
Leaving the point we were walking past the lighthouse when we were delighted to see a black
redstart fly up, only to disappear shortly after. A short search relocated it and we had good
views as it fed amongst the rocks.
We then spent a determined half hour searching for a wheatear that had been seen earlier on
the Bill Common. It took quite a bit of finding but find it we eventually did, along with a pair of
stonechats near the MOD compound.
As we were getting back to the bus the first of several ravens of the day flew in and landed just
a few yards away.
Grove Point, 1130
Parking above the wild landscape of the East
Weares we had a distant view of seven of the herd
of ten British Primitve goats that have been
introduced by Natural England to keep the
vegetation under control. Not far away we found
the male of the resident pair of peregrines, with
the female heard calling from the cliff-face. A very
reddish-coloured buzzard was found far below us
on the rocks, later to be buzzed by a nervous pair
of kestrels. Not many of the fulmar colony could
be seen but we did get close views of several
birds flying past us along the cliff.
Ferrybridge, 1300
Most of the wintering flock of dark-bellied brent geese had already left for the Arctic but we
were pleased to see two late birds as we ate our sandwiches. A good sized flock of a hundred
or so dunlin were feeding on the shoreline along with several ringed plovers and turnstones.
Out on the waters of the Fleet we could see a number of red-breasted mergansers
Lodmoor, 1400
Under threatening skies we set off towards this superb RSPB reserve, stopping to look at a
fine pair of pied wagtails along the way. Within minutes the rain was coming down hard and

we were huddled in a not very sheltered shelter. During a particularly heavy cloudburst a pair
of avocets were found on the other side of the reserve and a number of other birds were
added to the list including lapwing, snipe and teal. Deciding to tough out the weather we then
made a complete circuit of the reserve and were rewarded with a splendid male marsh harrier
and a couple of very smart pochard.
Radipole RSPB Reserve, 1600
With the north hide flooded we had little option but to stay warm and dry in the visitors' centre
from where we managed to see brief views of both water rail and sand Martin.
We finished the day with an optimistic search for owls in the field bordering the Fleet at Wyke
Regis but the weather had the upper hand and made sure that the owls stayed under cover.
Sunday March 17th
weather: rain and snow in the morning, sunny in the afternoon
Arne RSPB Reserve, 1030
Driving through heavy rain, then a blizzard, the
roads became increasingly flooded until we were
forced to change our plans and divert to Arne.
Even here we had to change direction when the
path to Middlebere Lake was under so much water
we would have had to swim most of the way. So
we found ourselves taking a much longer walk
than we had intended out to Shipstall point in
search of spoonbills. In the event it seemed that
we had inadvertently made the right decision as
the trees sheltered us from the worst of the rain
and Shipstall Point turned out to be where all the
birds were!
Reaching the shores of Poole Harbour we found ourselves amongst a huge variety of birds
including curlew, redshank, brent geese and mergansers. The highlight was the pair of bartailed godwits, one of which was in its gorgeous summer plumage. Climbing the hill we had a
good view of the harbour itself where we found 3
black-necked grebes in summer plumage (but
very distant). Whilst we were looking at these a
most unexpected long-tailed duck flew past and
landed on the sea. Closer inspection through
the telescope revealed this to be a male in
transitional plumage – the best bird of the
weekend so far!
right: spoonbills – see video at
http://youtu.be/j2p0Hgn13a0

After lunch the weather improved and
eventually the sun came out and we enjoyed a
crisp, calm afternoon. Finally reaching
Middlebere Lake we found our spoonbills, with
a pair in breeding plumage feeding in midchannel. Around them were hundred of blacktailed godwits, redshank, curlew, dunlin and
grey plover but the best bird seen was a
superb male merlin sat quietly on a distant
fence post.
right: black-tailed godwits – see video at
http://youtu.be/hxUzUcG9kq8
Walking back along the path we thought we had seen finished our birding for the day when a
Dartford Warbler started calling from a nearby gorse bush. Soon we had a pair of them sat
right in front of us allowing prolonged views through the telescopes – not that they were
needed!
Maiden Castle, 1630
It seems like our luck had all been used up now as our visit to this normally reliable corn
bunting site turned up nothing at all.
Heights Hotel, 1700
Ending our weekend with a sumptuous spread involving an excess of cream, jam and
strawberries we reflected on two marvelous days that had included a wide variety of birds and
an even wider variety of weather!
Looking forward to next time,
Bob Ford 17 March 2013

Birds: 84 species
Great Crested Grebe
Black-necked Grebe
Little Grebe
Red-throated Diver
Fulmar
Gannet
Cormorant
Shag
Little Egret
Grey Heron
Spoonbill
Mute Swan
Brent Goose
Canada Goose
Shelduck
Pintail
Gadwall
Wigeon
Teal
Mallard
Tufted Duck
Pochard
Common Scoter
Red-breasted Merganser
Long-tailed Duck
Merlin
Kestrel
Peregrine
Buzzard
Marsh Harrier
Pheasant
Water Rail
Moorhen
Coot
Curlew
Oystercatcher
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Grey Plover
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Common Gull
Black-headed Gull
Herring Gull
Great Black-backed Gull
Lesser Black-backed Gull
Kittiwake
Guillemot
Razorbill
Wood Pigeon
Feral Pigeon
Collared Dove
Green Woodpecker
Skylark
Sand Martin
Rock Pipit
Meadow Pipit
Pied Wagtail
Wren
Dunnock
Robin
Black Redstart
Stonechat
Wheatear
Blackbird
Mistle Thrush
Song Thrush
Cetti’s Warbler
Dartford Warbler
Blue Tit
Great Tit
Nuthatch
Raven
Magpie
Jackdaw
Rook
Carrion Crow
Starling
House Sparrow
Greenfinch
Goldfinch
Chaffinch
Reed Bunting
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Mammals:
Grey Squirrel
Rabbit
British Primitive Goat
Sika Deer
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