THE NEW FOREST, WILTSHIIRE & DORSET
REPORT ON A BIRDS AND NATURAL HISTORY MINI BREAK
21 - 25 June 2021
The New Forest in southwest Hampshire is an area of outstanding natural beauty which has
recently been afforded National Park status. 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. This tour was designed as
a relaxing four-night mid-week break, focusing on the great diversity of habitats within this
region. Avian highlights of the forest include European Honey-buzzard, Northern Goshawk,
Dartford Warbler and European Nightjar, whilst on Salisbury Plain the Great Bustard Project
always deserves a visit. The chance of a Montagu’s Harrier diminishes year on year, though
Eurasian Stone-curlews do maintain a stronghold in the area. By contrast, the sea-cliffs of
Purbeck support small sea bird colonies and all of Britain’s reptiles can be sought when
weather permits, as well as several scarce species of butterfly, dragonfly and damselfly.
Our group comprised Wendy Black, Nicholas Branson, Anne and Chris Cody, Lyn and Richard
Ebbs, Dorothy Jackson, Gill Reid, Pat and Lance Degnan and Nick Whitehouse. Lance and
Nick were the Birding Abroad leaders.
Monday 21 June: The tour commenced in the late afternoon as we assembled at a country
hotel near Cadnum set in its own lovely grounds, which was once the home of 19th century
eminent geologist Sir Charles Lyell.

The weather was cool, grey and drizzly but the forecast indicated a gradual improvement,
providing some much-needed optimism in the face of a variable but typically British summer.
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. A pair of Wood Larks were
watched feeding on the ground and then another began to sing its wonderful fluty song from
a perch close-by the group. Nearby woodland held a Marsh Tit feeding actively amongst a
mixed flock of Long-tailed, Great, Coal and Blue Tits and a Common Firecrest was also seen,
a species which is rather common in the forest these days.

Two Common Stonechats sat atop some gorse and Meadow Pipits sang above us,
parachuting down in their aerial display; both very typical scenes in the New Forest. As the
drizzle eased, two impressive Northern Goshawks, a species which is doing remarkably well
in the area, took to the skies and circled away. The trees held a pair of Bullfinches, the male
of which broke into its simple plaintiff song. Common Chiffchaffs were busily singing away, the
phrases of their song being interspersed with a rather hoarse panting-like sound, perhaps a
sign that their vocal chords were beginning to wear after singing constantly following their early
spring arrival. The group learned of the dramatic decline of Wood Warblers in the forest,
breeding pairs having declined from over two hundred to just six over the last few years.
For butterfly lovers, the afternoon was not productive as the grey skies and coolish air meant
any flying insects stayed deep down in the grass and heather. Equally the weather put paid to
any dragonflies or damselflies taking to the wing and we would have wait for another day to
see if any would emerge. Three Fallow Deer grazed quietly on the meadows.
The hotel had only just re-opened and the newly assembled team did their best to make us
feel welcome, despite being under-staffed.

Tuesday 22 June: Breakfast was at 07:00, before we loaded the passenger vehicles and set
off for an exciting full day exploring the New Forest, concentrating on several locations
including woodlands near Bolderwood and heathland near Beaulieu, as well protected areas
just west of the Avon Valley. Our early start near Lyndhurst was in the hope of catching some
Hawfinches coming to feed, and at least eight birds did appear in varying group sizes, but
apart from one juvenile bird which perched briefly, all the others were frustratingly fleeting in
their fly pasts. A pair of Wood Larks were on territory on the open heath, with the male taking
to the air to sing its charming song. We then moved on to an area north-west of Beaulieu,
where we took a leisurely stroll to cover a cross section of heath and woodland. Though skies
were grey, we enjoyed spectacular and prolonged views of a European Honey-buzzard,
pictured below, as it flew over almost looking down on the group, a true highlight of the tour.

A distant Northern Goshawk, singles of Sparrowhawk and Red Kite and a handful of Common
Buzzards also briefly took to the skies. Despite the dull conditions several Silver-studded Blue
butterflies had emerged and were showing well, true gems that inhabit the acid-based heaths
with a very restricted range in southern England.

Dragonflies were not tempted by the weather however and disappointingly none were seen in
an area where, with just a few hours of full sunshine, the air would be alive with their
movements and colour. We concluded our walk with fine views of a Dartford Warbler atop the
heather, where its shape, colouration and song all showed extremely well – a true denizen of
the New Forest heaths.
Sought-after passerine species included Common Redstart, at least two pairs already having
fledged young and a couple of pairs of Spotted Flycatcher which made regular sorties amongst
the mature oaks. It was nice also to assemble a list of more typical woodland and heathland
birds including Stock Dove, both Greater Spotted and Green Woodpeckers, Eurasian Jay,
Long-tailed Tit, Eurasian Nuthatch, Eurasian Treecreeper, Northern Wren, Common
Stonechat, Common Whitethroat, Common Chiffchaff, Goldcrest, Common Linnet and
European Goldfinch. Several spikes of Heath Spotted Orchid, an acid soil lover, were also
noted.
Lunch was taken as an al fresco picnic, before we moved on to an area of woodland near
Brockenhurst where with warming weather, we hoped for butterfly sightings. The protracted
very cold spell in April had caused delays to the flight periods of several species, and this
proved to be the case; even the sheltered rides did not yield any butterfly sightings. Dragonflies
seen included a single Broad-bodied Chaser and a Keeled Skimmer with a stunning Beautiful
Demoiselle damselfly posing nicely.

An iridescent dark blue-green Beautiful Demoiselle
was spotted flitting along a woodland glade

Later in the afternoon, we made a brief sortie onto another heath just west of the New Forest
and were delighted to observe a Smooth Snake, Britain’s rarest and most localised snake. An
Adder crossed our path and stayed long enough for us to admire its strong zig-zag pattern

and a Grass Snake was found sheltering in the heather. Remarkably, all three native British
snakes seen within an hour!
After a long but rewarding day in the field we returned to our hotel for our evening meal.
Wednesday 23 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 Eurasian Hobby flew over the car park before we transferred to
two rugged 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, and we observed a female
with a chick, and a couple of subadult males which fed close by and even took to flying around,
showing off their great size, shape and stunning plumage colouration; truly fine birds indeed.
This is an important re-introduction scheme and we can only wish the project good luck and
hope that landowners in adjacent areas support the scheme, thereby establishing a new
population and a brighter future for this globally threatened bird.

Great Bustard – the Salisbury Plain re-introduction scheme is yielding
very encouraging results
Later in the morning, we paused for a while at one of a series of specially created ‘cuttings’ in
the rolling grasslands of this famous plain. Here the vegetation has been cleared to encourage
Eurasian Stone-curlews to nest, and careful scanning eventually revealed prolonged views of
two birds as they moved in and out of their camouflaged cover. Close-by, two singing Tree
Pipits on territory was a surprise and several Red Kites took to the air in warm and sunny
skies.

Over our lunch break, a pair of Whinchats showed very nicely at the track side, a species
maintaining its presence on the plain and the male was a real stunner. Later a stroll on 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. Corn Buntings and Yellowhammers were singing everywhere, though sadly European
Turtle Doves appear to have deserted the site. Martin Down was a stronghold for this species
until just recently, highlighting once again the declining fortunes of this increasingly rare British
breeding bird. Butterflies were a feature and we managed to see several very fresh Dark
Green Fritillaries, excellent numbers of Marbled Whites, Meadow Browns and Small Heaths,
a few Large Skippers, Brimstones and a couple of somewhat worn Adonis Blues at the end of
their flight period, as well as some Common Blues. The grassland was dotted with Dropwort,
a chalk and limestone specialist and a scarcer but close relative of Meadowsweet, and in
another area a few spikes of Pyramidal Orchid were noted.
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, where a pair of obliging Common Firecrest showed
very well in the garden. Following a pleasant evening meal and drink or two, we ventured out
as dusk fell to enjoy nice views of a European Nightjar flying close by, its silhouette nicely
outlined against the still evening sky, with at least two others ‘churring’ nearby. A fly past
‘roding’ Eurasian Woodcock ended a lovely evening stroll as dark descended.
Thursday 24 June: 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 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 three of these scarce reptiles, two female types
and the fine green coated male shown below, an undoubted highlight of the tour.

Some paths were covered in a multitude of very young ‘toadlets’. Two Slow Worms were also
seen and an Adder paused briefly for us before slithering away into the bracken.

We enjoyed a lovely view of an Adder
Silver-studded Blues were everywhere on the heath, a quite stunning sight.

A lone Red Crossbill flew over calling and a territorial Garden Warbler sang almost
continuously, allowing us to compare its more monotonous song with nearby Eurasian
Blackcaps. Amongst the heather, a few Dorset Heath plants, a scarce member of the heather
family, were noted and a couple of Sika deer were seen in nearby fields, a very common
introduced species around the Poole basin.
We then moved on via Corfe Castle and Swanage to Durlston Country Park where we visited
the famous Great Globe which was constructed in 1887 in Greenwich. Its surface carvings
and surrounding display boards depict the worlds’ continents and oceans, offering a multitude
of facts about the natural world and geological time periods. Lunch was again a picnic, in very
pleasant weather, before we embarked on a short walk along the cliff tops to look at the auk
colony and out across the shimmering English Channel. Here we saw 150 or so Common
Guillemots and ten Razorbills, both these species being watched side by side. A couple of
Fulmars glided by and European Shags sat on the ledges where nesting Great-Black-backed
Gulls were feeding growing chicks. Careful checking of the longer grass eventually revealed
another of our target butterfly species, Lulworth Skipper, which has a very restricted range in
Britain, and at least two of them were seen.

Lulworth Skipper – the brighter crescent-shaped markings in the wing
captured nicely here
Wild flowers noted included Broom Rape, Wild Carrot, Common Centaury, clumps of attractive
pink Thrift and Wild Mignonette. A couple of Rock Pipits showed briefly on the cliff ledges
below.
We then headed back via the Studland peninsula and the chain ferry to Sandbanks, the queue
for the ferry allowing time alongside the harbour to locate Eurasian Oystercatcher and both
Sandwich and Common Terns to be sighted. Negotiating the rather congested traffic through

Bournemouth took a while but we were soon back in Cadnum, arriving in good time for a coffee
in the lounge before our evening meal.
Friday 25 June: This was our last day so after leaving the hotel we decided to try for
Hawfinches once more, again noting just a handful of rather flighty birds. The adjacent heath
produced a beautiful male Dartford Warbler which showed extremely well, singing and
perching in the open ensuring we enjoyed a last look of this iconic species.
We then spent the rest of the morning on one of the open heaths between Lyndhurst and
Beaulieu, where we hoped for some dragonflies and damselflies. But the weather had cooled
again and this thwarted our attempts at seeing any of the many species which occur here. The
New Forest is perhaps less well known as a wetland site, yet it is afforded Ramsar status
largely because of the scarce plant and invertebrate species associated with its mires and
bogs. Bogbean, Meadow Thistle and Southern Marsh Orchids were in flower, just some
examples of the special plant community that occurs here. Several Common Snipe were busy
‘drumming’ and a Eurasian Curlew called, both these waders nesting here, and the simple
song of a Reed Bunting rang out across the lowland sphagnum bog.

Bogbean is a characteristic flower of the acid bogs of the New Forest
At lunch time it was time to conclude the trip and say our farewells, before the group dispersed
home or to other destinations for the coming weekend. It had been an enjoyable few days of
natural history spotting, with the weather holding out 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. Special thanks to Chris Chapleo and Lyn Ebbs
for kindly allowing us to use their fine photographs taken on tour. Our gratitude is also
extended to local friends and guides, Dave Taylor and Chris Chapleo, who joined us on a
couple of days and helped with their extensive knowledge and experience of the region.

......and finally, a few photos to remind us of the trip....

Pyramidal Orchid

A curious Fallow Deer

We saw numerous Dark Green Fritillary at Martin Down

Studying Eurasian Stone-curlew on Salisbury Plain

