THE NEW FOREST, WILTSHIIRE & DORSET
REPORT ON A BIRDS AND NATURAL HISTORY MINI BREAK
20 - 24 June 2022
The New Forest in southwest Hampshire is an area of outstanding natural beauty. It comprises
a mosaic of lowland heath, bog, rough pasture and ancient woodland. Nearby the chalk downs
of ancient Wessex dominate the landscape, including the vast expanse of Salisbury Plain.
Coastal Dorset is fringed by the spectacular Purbeck cliffs, which shield the stunning heaths
of Arne and Studland which in turn give way to the sheltered harbour and salt marshes of
Poole. Our tour was designed as a relaxing five-day mid-week break, focusing on the great
diversity of habitats within this region.
This year’s group comprised Dave and Sue Cropper, Pat Hogarth, Lisa and Tim Parkinson,
Helen and Ken Searstone, Arthur and Mary Sullivan, Pat and Lance Degnan and Nick
Whitehouse. Lance and Nick were the Birding Abroad leaders.

Monday 20 June: The tour commenced in the late afternoon as we assembled at a country
hotel between Beaulieu and Lyndhurst, set amongst the heathland in the heart of the New
Forest.
The weather was warm and pleasant, with mainly blue skies, and thankfully it would stay that
way for the rest of the week. After checking-in and enjoying a refreshing hot drink, we headed
the short distance to Acres Down, where we enjoyed panoramic views across the forest. The
breeding season was by now largely over and so territorial singing was limited. Amongst the
warblers the songs of a few pairs of Willow Warblers, Common Chiffchaff and Eurasian
Blackcap intermittently resonated across the landscape. Some post breeding dispersal was

underway and a mixed group of ‘tit-mice’ also contained a family party of Firecrests, with one
of the juveniles coming very close allowing us to observe this quite different plumage phase,
as shown below in Pat’s photograph, and one not widely known amongst bird watchers in
Britain.

Other species on this first walk included Stock Doves, Eurasian Sparrowhawk, Eurasian
Buzzard, Greater Spotted Woodpecker, Long-tailed Tits, with Common Chaffinch, Eurasian
Bullfinch, Common Linnet, European Greenfinch, Eurasian Siskin and European Goldfinch
adding to the seed-eaters. Acres Down is a favoured spot for Hawfinch and Red Crossbill and
we had hoped for views, but just singles of each flew over and away and were to be out only
sightings of the tour.
A couple of Common Stonechats sat atop the gorse and Meadow Pipits sang above us,
parachuting down in their aerial display, both very typical scenes in the New Forest.
For butterfly lovers, the late afternoon sun produced several nice Silver-studded Blue, a Red
Admiral and a few Speckled Wood. We enjoyed the views stretching for miles over the New
Forest, the canopy comprising a good mix of trees of various ages, which helps to support a
healthy variety of bird and other wildlife. Evening meal was taken in the hotel restaurant before
we retired ready for the next day of the tour.
Tuesday 21 June: Breakfast was at 07:30. Once fed and watered, we loaded the vehicles
and set off for an exciting day exploring several key parts of the New Forest including
woodlands near Holmsley and heathland near Beaulieu. We were very ably assisted by local
Christchurch birder Dave Taylor who led us around a lovely circular walk in the Holmsley area.
A couple of Eurasian Green Woodpeckers were logged with Eurasian Nuthatches and
Common Treecreepers also being noted. The highlight of the trail was a male Wood Warbler

in song, albeit its trilling notes were quite limited in output, clearly the date being towards the
end of its strong vocalisation period. Dave takes up the account of Wood Warblers in the New
Forest below:
“The Wood Warbler we heard on 21st June was the father to the only known successful pair
in the New Forest in 2022, which fledged five young on 13th July. Two other nests were located
elsewhere, but both failed due to predation. The mate of male we heard, was actually colour
ringed as a chick last year, part of a nest of six in another part of the New Forest. Incredibly,
of that brood, her and two of her brothers were known to have made it back to the New Forest
this summer from their African wintering grounds. On 8th July, I was privileged to join the New
Forest Wood Warbler team as they went to the nest and colour-ringed the five chicks, as well
as the adult male".
We then moved on to an area north-west of Beaulieu. The weather was warm and sunny and
so we set up ‘base camp’ (complete with folding chairs) on the leeward side of a copse where
we could scan the horizon for raptors. As our picnic was to be in an hour or so, this gave us
ample time for a leisurely stroll to cover the adjacent heath and woodland. A Eurasian Hobby
gave nice views, as it searched for aerial insects over the heather and a Northern Goshawk
circled in the distance, but the hoped-for views of a European Honey-buzzard did not
materialise on this occasion.
Several Silver-studded Blue butterflies were on the wing, with many Meadow Browns, a few
Large Skippers, Painted Lady, Brimstones and both Large and Small Whites. Our path
crossed a boggier area where dragonflies were active. Chris Chapleo and Ollie Frampton, two
local experts had met us and gratefully assisted is with the identification of the various
‘odonata’. The list of dragonflies for such a small area was quite impressive with six each of
Emperor and Broad-bodied Chaser, three each of Golden-ringed Dragonfly and Black-tailed
Skimmer, a whopping 25 Keeled Skimmers and four Scarce Chasers. Of the daintier
damselflies, we noted five Large Red, 20 Azures and five Blue-tailed. Perhaps new for many
of the group were two Scarce Blue-tailed Damselflies and singles of both Small Red and
Southern Damselflies.
The New Forest is actually a RAMSAR site, containing many areas of protected wetland
amongst the forest and heath and providing home to breeding waders. A Common Snipe was
‘chipping’ over a nearby boggy mire and a Northern Lapwing was ‘distraction calling’ to young
no doubt secreted in the grass nearby. A Eurasian Curlew with a chick had been noted near
our hotel before breakfast emphasising the importance of the area for waders. Common Reed
Bunting was added to the bird list and several spikes of both Spotted and Heath Spotted
Orchids, were noted. Excellent close views of a pair of Dartford Warbler were obtained, both
birds sitting in the open atop heather, one often breaking into song. Their characteristic profile,
colouration and song all exhibited extremely well – a true denizen of the New Forest heaths.
A Common Cuckoo flew across the heath and the woodland edge held two pairs of Common
Redstarts, which we observed feeding their fledged young, always a great bird to watch. A
Spotted Flycatcher ventured out from the wood to sit in an isolated oak whilst we enjoyed a
pleasant al fresco picnic, relaxing and soaking up the forest vista.
After lunch we moved on to an area of woodland near Brockenhurst where with warming
weather, we hoped for more butterfly sightings and were duly rewarded with three Silverwashed Fritillaries, as pictured below.

After a rewarding day in the field, seeing a good cross section of flora and fauna, we said our
thanks to the local guides and returned to our hotel for an early evening meal. This was to give
ourselves time to return to the field at dusk to try for European Nightjars. Only a short distance
from our hotel, we gathered to wait as dark approached. First the calls were heard and then
the distinctive silhouette of a magnificent European Nightjar was seen. Over the next half an
hour, we were duly rewarded with fabulous views of three of these stunning birds. One even
flew close by the hotel, perhaps attracted by the lights of the building, as we returned to retire
for the night.
Wednesday 22 June: Today we drove north-west, navigating our way around Salisbury and
into the Wiltshire countryside where we were met by members of the Great Bustard Group on
the edge of Salisbury Plain. A Red Kite flew over the car park before we transferred to the
trusty old Land Rovers for a guided tour of the reintroduction project. David Waters, founder
and director of the project had kindly agreed to act as our lead guide. We heard first-hand
about the objectives of the project, the source of the birds (from Russia initially and more
recently from Spain), their breeding biology and the progress being made to re-establish these
magnificent birds back into Britain where they last bred in the wild in 1832. The bustards are
well dispersed across the surrounding plain at this time of year, but we still managed to
observe a grand total of 13 males and at least three females with chicks. Quite splendid birds
and amazing to see them in Britain. This is an important re-introduction scheme, and one
which is achieving real success with a self-sustaining population now living in the area. We
can only wish the project good luck and hope that landowners in adjacent areas support the
scheme, thereby establishing a brighter future for this globally threatened bird. A Eurasian

Thick-knee (Stone Curlew) was seen too here, skulking in the grass, its big beady eye and
wing bars showing well even at a distance.
Over our lunch break, we scanned the vast horizons of the plain in the hope of spotting a
scarce raptor or two but had to be content with Common Buzzard and Red Kite in the distance.
Whinchats are declining in Britain, so it was nice to watch a pair showing nicely at the track
side, already feeding three fledged young. Let’s hope they tried for a second brood too.
Later a stroll on the northern edge of Martin Down was well worthwhile. This outstanding
nature reserve in north-west Hampshire comprises 350 hectares of unspoiled chalk downland
where birds, flowers and insects all flourish. A few Corn Buntings and Yellowhammers were
singing but it was perhaps the butterflies which were most impressive. Dark Green Fritillaries
and Marbled Whites were common, as many as 50 of the former and 100 of the latter being
counted, moving quickly around in the sunshine. A few commoner species were also noted,
but best of all were five White Admirals, a new species for many on the group, which flitted in
and out of the sunny bramble covered hedgerows.

A lovely White Admiral – adults feed on Brambles
and the eggs are laid on Honeysuckle
We had covered a fair-few miles and visited a number of sites, all in the lovely warmth of early
summer, so we headed back to the hotel. Following a pleasant evening meal and drink or two,
a few of the group went out for another late evening ‘nightjar’ watching session which again
proved worthwhile.
Thursday 23 June: This morning we set off after breakfast for a full day exploring heathland
and coastal sites on the Isle of Purbeck, a stretch of coastal Dorset from Lulworth to Durlston
Head.
We began on a local nature reserve near Wareham where we had high hopes of seeing Sand
Lizard, one of Britain’s rarest reptiles. A stealthy approach by the group to a favoured area
and a little patience resulted in close observations of two of these scarce reptiles, a female or

young male type and then, a green coated but still not fully grown male. A Slow Worm, a type
of legless lizard, was also seen adding to the reptile interest, as shown below.

Silver-studded Blue butterflies were everywhere on the heath, a quite stunning sight and at
least three pairs of Tree Pipits were present, the males still in active song. Wood Lark was
also in song but remained out of sight. A small pool proved to be an excellent site for Downy
Emerald dragonfly with three males being seen, their distinctive colour and club-shaped
abdomens being noted.
We then moved on to Corfe Castle where we knew of a site for the very localised Lulworth
Skipper butterfly and with due patience, we eventually found one amongst the long grass,
newly emerged we thought as it was in pristine condition and quite docile, allowing us the
close-up views needed to clinch the identification.

The next stop was at Durlston Country Park where we had our picnic lunch, before we
embarked on a short walk along the cliff tops to look at the auk colony and out across the
shimmering sea. Here we saw 150 or so Common Guillemots and ten Razorbills, both these
species being watched side by side in flight and whilst they sat in small lines a short distance
out from the cliffs. A pair of Great Black-backed Gulls had two chicks on a ledge below the
point where a Rock Pipit was noted feeding. Offshore a few Sandwich and Common Terns
flew to and fro, whilst along the cliffs ten Northern Fulmars were gliding gracefully using the
airflow uplift, most likely local breeders. Completing the ‘sea-watch’ were ten adult
Mediterranean Gulls which made their way purposely in a westward direction
We then headed back via the Studland peninsula and the chain ferry across the entrance to
Poole Harbour to Sandbanks. From here we navigated the traffic towards Christchurch where
we took a stroll on an area of heathland just west of the New Forest. Here we were delighted
to encounter a Smooth Snake, Britain’s rarest and most localised snake. Two Grass Snakes
were also found, meaning only Adder was missing from the native British snake list.

Smooth Snake – a lucky encounter with this rare snake, found only
on heaths in Dorset, Hampshire, Surrey and West Sussex

Friday 24 June: This was our last day so after leaving the hotel we decided to try for
Hawfinches in the Bolderwood area, but again to no avail. The adjacent heath did though
produce a couple of Dartford Warblers which showed extremely well, singing and perching out
for us to enjoy a last look of this iconic species. A Wood Lark was heard calling very close to
the group, and after a minute scanning around we realised it was only metres away sitting on
a dusty track, watching us watching it! Really great views for all.
By late morning it was time to conclude the trip and say our farewells, before the group
dispersed home for the coming weekend. It had been an enjoyable few days of natural history
spotting, with the summery weather holding out nicely and allowing us to witness some of the
beauty and wildlife of this region.

Thanks go to everyone in the group for their camaraderie and for joining Birding Abroad on
this UK tour. Our gratitude is also extended to local friends and guides Dave Taylor, Chris
Chapleo and Olly Frampton, who joined us and helped with their friendly and extensive
knowledge and experience of the region. Pat Hogarth supplied some her splendid
photographs which accompany this report.
......and finally, a few photos to remind us of the trip.....

Lulworth Skipper – restricted to Dorset and seldom found far from the coast
….

It’s a hard life birding in the New Forest!

Marbled White

