Eastern Poland May 22-29 2011
There are few European countries that can rival Poland for the quality and variety of its
birding, particularly at the end of May when summer migrants are back from Africa and most
of these are in full song. A group of Yorkshire bird watchers comprising Lance Degnan and
Nick Whitehouse (organisers), Sue and Roger Bird, David Carroll, Helen Womack, Peter
Greaves, Richard Sprakes, Richard Drew, Mick Cunningham, Gary Dayes and Mike
Bayldon, assembled promptly at Doncaster airport for our early morning flight on the 22nd
May.
Day 1 Sunday 22 May
A warm sunny day greeted our arrival at Warsaw airport and after collecting our three hire
vehicles we were soon heading north-east out of the city along a road network that was
clearly undergoing major reconstruction. Once we were outside the capital and heading east
on a minor road which shadowed the valley of the Bug river, we left the busy roads behind
and the countryside started to reveal the richness of its birdlife. Road side stops were made
as and when required, initially for typical village birds such as White Storks sitting on their
roof top nests, and also for Black Redstart and Serin, but later for singing Thrush Nightingale
and a nice male Montagu‟s Harrier. By late afternoon we had reached the Hotel Zubrowka,
conveniently located in the village of Bialowieza, itself close to the Polish-Belarus border.

After unloading our luggage we hurried out to Podolony Bridge on the eastern outskirts of
the village for our first real taste of east European birding. The air was filled with bird song,
particularly warblers which included several Icterine and four River, as well as at least five

Thrush Nightingale and single Golden Oriole and Common Rosefinch. Pairs of Red-backed
Shrike, Wryneck and Barred Warbler were in close proximity and six „white-headed‟ Longtailed Tits added to the sense of being well away from our normal birding haunts.

Day 2 Monday 23 May – Bialowieza Forest
We began the day close to the hotel with a pre-breakfast stroll around the Palace Park. Here
the group enjoyed excellent views of both Lesser and Middle Spotted Woodpeckers, single
Wryneck in song, and a pair of Collared Flycatcher at a nest hole.

The reeds and bushes fringing the lake held Great Reed, Barred and several Icterine
Warblers, and with other species such as Spotted Flycatchers and Hawfinches being
noticeably more common than back home, an exciting time was had by all.
After breakfast we drove the short distance to Teremiski where raptors drifting over the
meadows included Lesser Spotted Eagle and Honey Buzzard.
Several Corncrakes called at close range but as usual they stubbornly refused to show.
Scattered around the meadow were several singing Whinchat, a reminder of former times
back home, whilst a pair of Middle Spotted Woodpeckers at a nest hole and two Firecrest
singing in the mixed forest added to the interest.

After a light lunch we ventured out with a local guide into the „Strict Reserve‟ which contains
the most untouched parts of the ancient Bialowieza Forest. Here more Collared Flycatchers
were observed, as well as two male Red-breasted Flycatchers, both in song. We
congregated near the nest hole of a pair of Three-toed Woodpeckers, but despite a patient
wait of more than two hours only the female showed briefly at the nest hole. A White-backed
Woodpecker was seen as we waited, but later, terrific views were had of a pair of Greyheaded Woodpeckers as well as a Great Grey Shrike.
An evening walk was organised with our guide, and we were amply rewarded as dusk
descended and the mist fell, by a chance encounter with three Bison which were grazing a
secluded meadow. Everyone in the group agreed that these stunning beasts were quite an
amazing sight. However our target bird for this evening was Pygmy Owl and the guide did
not disappoint with a male bird calling back to us and eventually showing to the entire group.

Day 3 – Tuesday 24 May
Our pre-breakfast stroll this morning took us to Podolony village. As well as the now usual
River, Savi‟s, Great Reed, Barred, Wood and Icterine Warblers, we had our first Marsh
Warblers of the trip. The songs of all these, combined with the more familiar Whitethroat,
Lesser Whitethroat, Blackcap, Garden, Willow and Sedge Warbler, all competed for the
airwaves, resulting in a very rich „soundscape‟. Not to forget the ever present Thrush
Nightingale, Golden Oriole and Common Rosefinch we gradually began to tune in our ears
though it was difficult to absorb the sheer range of bird song on offer. A pair of displaying
Lesser Spotted Eagles ended the early morning walk in fine style.

After breakfast we drove north through the forest to the clearing at Kosy Most. En route we
enjoyed the first true spectacle of the trip - an adult female Hazel Grouse with three tiny
chicks, perhaps just a few days old - and right at the side of the track! The adult bird played

a real cat and mouse game, hiding for several minutes with some calling, before sneaking
out and coming forward to reassure her chicks. After a short while we decided to leave the
family group in peace, but these were the best views most of us had ever had of this
secretive species.

At the Kosy Most car park we ate our packed lunch noting wing clapping Honey Buzzard,
Black Woodpecker (a species we were to see daily on this trip) and displaying Green
Sandpiper as we did so.

A short walk through the woods to an open area with water meadows brought us into close
contact with several displaying Barred Warbler and, as usual, their territorial neighbours
Red-backed Shrike. A Black Stork was flushed (and photographed) from a roadside ditch as
we returned, and yet more views were had of Collared Flycatcher, a single Red-breasted
Flycatcher, and also a pair of Crested Tit at their nest hole.

Day 4 – Wednesday 26 May
The Palace Park proved a popular pre-breakfast stroll for most of us, allowing a chance to
consolidate our memories of Collared Flycatchers, River Warblers, Wrynecks and Middle
Spotted Woodpeckers.

Today we had to reluctantly move on, so, with our bags packed we then left the Bialowieza
area, and drove northwards to the Siemianowka Reservoir. Here, whilst eating our packed
lunch, Black, White-winged and Whiskered Terns were all watched feeding together allowing
for good comparisons of the three „marsh tern‟ species. The reservoir has for many years
been a known breeding haunt of Citrine Wagtail, but reports so far indicated the birds as
being absent in 2011. However, it wasn‟t long before we heard a distinctive call and shortly
afterwards were watching two fine males, proving the birds were in fact once again present.
Several Lesser Spotted Eagles passed close overhead, 20 Great White Egrets were noted
and a Black Stork soared over woodlands on the Russian border.
Early afternoon saw us departing towards the Biebrza marshes, stopping en-route at a
relatively small reservoir near Monki where we enjoyed cracking views of at least 11 Whitetailed Eagles fishing and soaring over the water. We arrived at our accommodation, the fine
Dwor Dobarz guesthouse in the heart of the marshes at tea time, having stopped for close
roadside views of several male Ortolan Buntings delivering their plaintive song. We then
explored the area around our accommodation, and good birding it was too! Several small
groups of Common Cranes were seen, a male Montagu‟s Harriers flew back and forth whilst
Hoopoe, several Golden Oriole, two Icterine Warblers and a Thrush Nightingale all provided
excellent views.

Day 5 - Thursday 26 May
Today, after the now usual highly enjoyable bird-packed pre-breakfast stroll, we explored the
„southern basin‟ of the Biebrza marshes, in a loop which incorporated areas near to Tykocin,
Wisna, Brzostowo and Mscichy, before concluding the day quite close to our hotel at the
Bagno Lawki boardwalk. Highlights of the morning were a nice male White-backed
Woodpecker seen at the roadside, and a female Goshawk that flew through a nearby
clearing. The group then watched a pair of nest-building Penduline Tits with close views of
both Marsh and Savi‟s Warbler nearby.

After a fine tomato soup lunch (claimed to be “the best in Poland” by our host!), we visited
next the Wisna marshes and later the Brzostowo area where combined estimates suggested
there to be some 4,000 White-winged, 500 Black and 200 Whiskered Terns - a truly amazing
and unforgettable Biebrza sight. Spotted Crake, Black-necked Grebe, Garganey, Great
Bittern and several Common Cranes were noted, as well as some 50 Great White Egrets
and a lone Wood Sandpiper.

Two fine singing male „white-spotted‟ Bluethroats showed well near Mscichy. Raptors seen
during the day included four White-tailed Eagles, two Honey Buzzards and at least 20
Montagu‟s Harriers.
As dusk began to fall we ventured out along the Lawki boardwalk and enjoyed terrific views
of at least 10 Aquatic Warblers perched out in the open giving their distinctive songs,
together with Savi‟s and Grasshopper Warblers singing alongside each other and drumming
Snipe and displaying Black-tailed Godwits completing the Biebrza evening.

This area is a European stronghold for the globally threatened Aquatic Warbler, so for the
group to see them so well, and the species appearing to be doing so well, was a very
satisfying end to a wonderful day.

Day 6 – Friday 27 May
Our route today took us around the middle basin of the Biebrza river valley. Driving along a
flood plain track produced stunningly close views of a male and later a pair of Citrine
Wagtails, a Siberian species now in Biebrza as a breeding bird.

Many „blue-headed‟ Yellow Wagtails were noted, and one fine male „grey-headed‟ was also
holding a territory; not unusual in this area. Displaying nominate Black-tailed Godwits were a
nice sight, most of us being more familiar with the Icelandic birds which pass through the
UK.
Today was a day to consolidate and simply enjoy close views of all the many species we
had already seen; but still surprises lay in store: three male Bluethroats perched out in full
song, a close Corncrake which we were fortunate enough to see in flight as it passed by the
whole group, and later a pair of Little Crake at close quarters, the first time we have
observed this species in Poland.

Day 7 - Saturday 28 May
The pre-breakfast period produced five singing Ortolan Buntings just along the road, as well
as pairs of Hoopoe, Wryneck, Red-backed Shrike and Icterine Warbler just outside our
bedroom windows.

This was our last morning in the Biebrza basin, so we elected on a steadily paced walk into
the middle of the marshes along the well known trail from Budy. Here we enjoyed further
Lesser Spotted Eagles and Bluethroats, a Great Grey Shrike and yet more White-winged
Terns.

We took our packed lunch to Mscichy where three more Citrine Wagtail entertained us and
yet another singing male Bluethroat was out in full view, showing its white spot only when in
sang. Soon it was time to leave the Biebzra region and it was with reluctance that we
headed off westwards to our next overnight stop at Mikolajki in the Mazurian Lakes (the
Polish „lake district‟). Osprey and Red-crested Pochard were soon added to the trip list at
Lake Luknajno. Our hotel for this last night was of a rather grand design, built no doubt for
the masses of tourists that flock to this area from all over Europe.

Day 8 - Sunday 29 May
Our main objective for the day was to complete the quite long drive north-west to Gdansk for
our evening flight home. Of course we bird watched as and when we could along the way. A
rewarding pre-breakfast outing produced both Lesser Spotted and White-tailed Eagles, a
broad selection of the now usual east European warblers, and a colour-ringed Crane, for
which we later traced a „life history‟.

By late afternoon we had arrived at the River Vistula estuary on the Baltic Sea coast, but the
sea- duck season had clearly passed, and the sea was very quiet with only Sandwich and
Little Terns being new for the trip, as well as a few Bearded Tits in a nearby small reed bed.
As we packed our bags ready for the short drive to the airport, a superb adult White-tailed
Eagle plummeted from the sky, this being a fine last memory before the airport formalities
saw us board our 7.40 pm flight for Doncaster. On arrival back home, we said our farewells‟,
with everyone agreeing what an excellent trip it had been, full of good birds and fun
company, and one which provided all with a flavour of what tremendous birding Poland has
to offer.

List of butterfly species recorded
Swallowtail; - 1 on 24th, 2 on 26th and 3 on 27th.

Large White; - 5+ noted every day.

Small White; - 5+ noted every day.
Green-veined White; - 2 on 23rd, 24th and 28th with 3 on 26th.
Orange Tip; - 2 on 22nd, 10 on 23rd, 25 on 24th, 5 on 25th and singles on 26th and 27th.
Pale Clouded Yellow; - 3 on 35th and 2 on 27th and 28th.
Brimstone; - 5+ on 22nd, 23rd and 25th with 20 on 24th and a single on 26th.
Wood White; - 3 on 22nd, 5 on 23rd and 3 on 27th.
Small Copper; - Singles on 25th, 26th and 28th with 2 on 26th.
Sooty Copper; - 25 on 24th, 40 on 25th, 5 on 26th and 6 on 28th.

Common Blue; - Singles on 25th and 27th with 2 on 26th and 28th.
Camberwell Beauty; - 1 on 22nd and 2 on 25th.
Peacock; - 1 on 22nd, 2 on 23rd and 27th and 3 on 24th and 26th.
Red Admiral; - 1 on 25th, 3 on 26th and 2 on 27th and 28th.
Small Tortoiseshell; - 1 on 24th.
Map Butterfly; - 8 on 23rd, 10 on 24th, 1 on 25th and 3 on 27th.

Queen of Spain Fritillary; - 1 on 28th.
Small Pearl Bordered Fritillary; - 20 on 24th and 1 on 28th.

Small Heath; - 10 on 25th and 20 on 26th, 27th and 28th.

Speckled Wood; - Singles on 23rd and 24th.
Grizzled Skipper; - 2 on 24th.
Chequered Skipper; - 3 on 24th.

List of Dragonfly species recorded; Banded Demoiselle; - Common throughout with a maximum of 30 on 24th.
Beautiful Demoiselle; - Seen regularly around Bialowieza.
Blue-tailed Damselfly; - Kosy Most, Bialowieza and Lake Simienowka.
Variable Damselfly; - Noted around Bialowieza where 12 on 26th..
Azure Damselfly; - Noted at Lake Simienowka.
Red-eyed Damselfly; - Noted at Lake Simienowka and in Biebrza Marshes where 10+ on
27th..
Hairy Dragonfly; - A mating pair were noted in the Biebrza Marshes at Tykocin and 50+
recorded on 27th.

Downy Emerald; - Seen regularly in the Biebrza Marshes.
Yellow-spotted Emerald; - Only recorded at Lake Lukajno in the Mazurian Lake district.
Four-spotted Chaser; - Abundant in all marshy areas in both Bialowieza and Biebrza.

Broad-bodied Chaser; - Seen regularly throughout with a maximum of 20 on 27th.

Emperor Dragonfly; - A single on 27th was the only record.
Common Club-tailed Dragonfly; - 1 on 27th was the only record.
Large White-faced Darter; - Quite common in the Biebrza Marshes with up to 20 on 26th and
27th.

Poland Mammal List
Fox; - 2 on 25th, 1 on 27th and 1 on 28th.

Bison; - 3 on 23rd.
Elk; - 8 on 26th, 1 on 27th and 3 on 28th.
Red Deer; - 1 on 27th.
Roe Deer; - 1 on 24th.
Hare; - 1 on 27th and 1 on 28th.
Red Squirrel; - 1 on 26th.

Trip photos by Roger & Sue Bird, Richard Drew, Pete Greaves and Helen Womack.

