Kerkini, Greece 

8th to the 15th June 2011

A seven-night holiday in Macedonia based in the village of Ano Poroia, overlooking Lake Kerkini. The weather during our week was mainly hot and sunny, though there were afternoon thunderstorms most days, they didn’t affect us. We succeeded in seeing most of the special birds of the area: our final tally was 141 species.

Wednesday 8th June

It was an early start for everyone, as our 5.50 flight was the first of the morning out of Gatwick. My meet and greet service worked well, and we soon dropped off the car and then queued to do the same to our cases. South Terminal at Gatwick is looking very tired, and is clearly in need of an extensive refit. Our flight took off more or less on time, and we arrived at Thessalonica at 11 precisely. Our minibus rental wasn’t from Hertz this year, but Alamo, so we all squeezed into a nine-seat minibus to collect our blue VW Transporter. This was pretty basic (no outside temperature gauge, for example), but in reasonable condition. After the most expensive fill-up I’ve ever made (126 euros – the cashier even tried to short change me by 10 euros) we were on our way. Few birds of note seen from the car as we drove, but we did see three rollers, he second pair not far from the main road after we had turned north for Kerkini.

Our first stop at the dam didn’t produce much except scores of house martins and a soaring honey buzzard, but a mile or two further on we came across a feeding frenzy of cormorants, with little egrets, grey herons and a few Dalmatian pelicans in attendance. The best bird was a single black stork, often an elusive bird even here (it was the only one we were to see). Black kites soared overhead. Kerkini village delighted with its numerous pairs of white storks, all with well-grown young in the nest. We stopped again as we drove to the hotel in order to enjoy great congregations of nettle-tree butterflies.

Stelios’s mother greeted me with a kiss when we arrived, and everyone was soon ensconced in their rooms. It was hot work moving the cases, and the sweat poured off me. After a welcome drink I drove everyone up the road to the old church. Here we had great views of a family of hoopoes, particularly enjoyed by Alison, and the first tortoises were seen, along with a green lizard. A spoonwing lacewing was admired. As we walked down the stream we watched a pair of grey wagtails. 

We ate dinner in the garden – the rosé slipped down beautifully, and it was never cold enough for a sweater. Most people heard a scops owl during the night.

Thursday 9 June

All but Charlotte came out at 6am for our pre-breakfast visit to Mandraki Harbour. Here we were greeted with the usual chorus of great reed warblers singing from the reeds, and we saw all the expected birds, ranging from squacco and night herons to the common terns on their nesting raft. Golden orioles sang and gave tantalising brief views, cuckoos called and flew over, great crested grebes fished out on the lake, and a small flock of pochard and a pair of ferruginous ducks flew over. The best birds were a pair of little bitterns, spotted initially by Jenny, that everyone eventually got good, if distant, views of. It was cool to begin with, but the sun soon rose over the mountains and started to warm us up.

On the way back we stopped at the trough, where corn and black-headed buntings were added to the list, and where we also saw a distant cock woodchat shrike. We also admired a Syrian woodpecker, which showed well. An olivaceous warbler was watched singing, and crested larks sang overhead. Back to base for our 8.30 breakfast, which was as good as ever.

We left again at 9.30, stopping first in Vironia where I finished the shopping. We then walked along the banks of the Strimonas, before returning among the trees and pools of the flood plain. A couple of green sandpipers were a surprise, and we saw yellow-legged gulls well, along with little ringed plovers. We found most of the birds I expected, ranging from lesser grey shrikes to purple herons, with plenty of bee-eaters to delight the eye. Hoopoes were remarkably common, and we encountered one recently fledged brood, while adults called continuously, their calls blending with the gentle purring of turtledoves and the constant song of nightingales. Recently fledged long-tailed and penduline tits also seen well. Marsh frogs croaked in unison, and we saw several of the eye-catching scarlet dragonflies, Crocothemis erythraea.

We had our picnic lunch at Megalahori, parking at the picnic area close to the eastern embankment. It was pleasantly shaded under the trees, so the temperature was agreeable, while it was good to be able to wash at the tap. There’s now a caravan here, offering food and refreshments. After eating we walked in the hot sun out along the causeway, stopping first for the yellow wagtails, the males all smart black-headed individuals of the race feldegg. We saw several spoonbills and a half dozen or more glossy ibises, as well as the expected herons. There was a distant flock of roosting pygmy cormorants, and I also found three ferruginous ducks, along with good numbers of pochards. We later added a couple of tufted ducks to the list, along with a female goosander, a surprise out-of-season find. I struggled to find any black-necked grebes, but eventually found three, seen at long range into the light.

It was hot on the causeway, so it was pleasant to go back across the Strimonas and walk along a shaded causeway, overlooking a wetland with reeds and drowned trees. Alas, it was unproductive, apart from the inevitable nightingales. Our last stop of the afternoon was just after we had crossed the railway line coming back into Vironia, when we took the opportunity to take a good look at a pair of red-rumped swallows on the wires.

Dinner was roast pork, slow-cooked in the oven. It was quite delicious, arguably the best pork I’ve ever had.

Friday 10th June

We left the Viglatoras at 6.15 to go up the mountain, starting on the first part of the track. We soon saw our main target birds of sombre tit, cirl bunting, subalpine warbler and woodchat shrike, and also added a cock red-backed shrike and brief views of an orphean warbler. A peregrine came over a couple of times. It was a fine, sunny morning, and the strong overnight wind wasn’t a problem. It was also very warm, with no need for a sweater even before the sun crept round the mountainside.

After breakfast (Greek yoghurt is delicious) we drove down the hill, then stopped to walk a promising track. Before doing so we admired the snake lilies, and saw a honey buzzard reasonably low over the road. The track was narrow, and small birds were few other than singing nightingales and olivaceous warblers, but Charlotte did see a cock orphean, which she described well. The best birds were raptors, and we had fine views of both booted (pale phase) and short-toed eagles, plus buzzards and a pair of Levant sparrowhawks.

After stopping at the supermarket we turned left after Vironia and drove up to the old quarry. Again, most of our target birds appeared, and we ticked off crag martin and saw several cock black-eared wheatears. We had excellent views of a cock orphean warbler (not very black-headed), but best of all was a soaring long-legged buzzard, followed by an adult golden eagle mobbed by a pair of ravens. We missed out on rock nuthatch, though we did see a nest, and there was no sign of a blue rock thrush, either. 

We had lunch at the usual picnic site, and were delighted when the local farmer and his mate fetched the picnic table/bench for us, and put it in the shade under the wych elm tree. A small hound that was obviously nursing puppies waited politely and patiently, but did very well from us, feasting on sausage rolls left over from breakfast. 

Next stop was the Jumbo shopping centre, followed by Woodpecker Wood. Here we stood in the first clearing, with the giant black poplars, and I called up middle spotted woodpecker, marsh tit, short-toed treecreeper and nuthatch. We also heard wrens and a song thrush, and saw a couple of robins. Beautiful demoiselles were common – the day before we had seen banded demoiselles. We continued along the road, but failed to see anything of note, so came back again, pausing for a glass lizard (Ophisaurus apodus) that was crossing the road. Our next stop was the quarry. A roller flew straight over us almost at once, and we admired the baby kestrels in the nest holes. A hobby raced over, then a peregrine appeared, mobbed by the kestrels. The peregrine came right over us, very low, giving a fantastic view to everyone. Our last good bird was a Levant sparrowhawk, the conclusion to a brilliant period of birdwatching.

We finished the day with a visit to the deserted supermarket, where I stocked up on food for lunches.

We ate dinner, as usual, outside, but it was quite cool.

Saturday 11 June

Mandraki was again our destination before breakfast: it produced a dark-phase Eleonora’s falcon that came right over us. It was in view for some time as it flew east, hawking dragonflies. Though this was my second sightings of Eleonora’s falcon here at Kerkini, it was a notably good record. In addition we enjoyed great views of very active little bitterns, which we saw flying and fishing. Cuckoos were plentiful, and a couple of kingfishers were glimpsed. Three teal, two drakes and a duck, were new for the list. A brief stop at the trough on the way home gave a fine view of a black-headed bunting that I called in with the iPod, while a white wagtail here was a lifer for Rick.

After breakfast (and buying sufficient bread for two days) we set off up the mountain, winding our way up the rutted and dusty track. Our first stop gave a terrific view of the lake, plus a good look at a subalpine warbler, but the pair of woodlarks I flushed disappeared quickly. We continued up to the plateau, where the commonest birds, as expected, were red-back shrikes. Most were cocks, suggesting that their wives were sitting on eggs in the dog rose bushes. Though the sun was shining, it was cool up here, with a strong and blustery wind that made finding birds a little tricky. We did add lesser whitethroat to the list (I called it in), and heard chiffchaff and great spotted woodpecker.

We spent some time by the alder wood, as this was where I made our lunch. Birds were few, other than marsh tits and common treecreepers that I called in. Song thrushes were singing, along with wrens, but we failed to see them. However, I heard a lesser spotted woodpecker call, and managed to draw the bird in to the trees above our heads. However, even then it was tricky to get good clear views, though nearly everyone did eventually. 

We all enjoyed the beauty of the landscape and the abundance of butterflies, but I decided that we were unlikely to find many new birds, so at 2.30 we started to make our way back down again. After a 15-minute break Kim, Rick, Ellen and Andy joined me for another outing down to Kerkini village, and then on to the stream that runs into the lake. The difference in temperature here was remarkable – it was very hot. We enjoyed the storks’ nests with their colonies of Spanish sparrows, and I photographed a pair of turtledoves on the wires, where a black-headed wagtail and a corn bunting joined them. I was delighted to find a cock masked shrike that showed well, and Rick subsequently found the shrike’s mate sitting on her nest. As we walked back we saw a pale phase booted eagle mobbed by jackdaws, and then a lesser spotted eagle high over the ridge. We then drove to the bay and stopped to get a good look at a Dalmatian pelican, and chanced upon a pair of woodlarks. This is always a reliable site for woodlarks.

Sunday 12th June

I had decided the night before that a stroll up through the village would make a good start to the day, so this is what we did. It was a walk more memorable for the two dogs that joined us than the birds we saw. One of our companions was a puppy that couldn’t have been more than 12 or 13 weeks old and it was quite a struggle for it to keep up with us, so much so that Jenny picked up and carried it a couple of times. The other dog was also a youngster, but fully-grown and remarkably well-behaved considering. We did see birds: lots of red-rumped swallows along with the martins and barn swallows, a few pallid swifts, a singing cirl bunting, both white and grey wagtails, hoopoe and the inevitable tree sparrows that are so common here. It was an overcast morning, the cloud cover welcome as it kept the temperature down. As I write this the priest has been singing in his usual mournful fashion, and now the bells are ringing in a short, furious burst.

We drove south after breakfast, stopping in Kerkini to buy a couple of tomatoes and a cucumber. At the worked out quarry we drew a blank on ortolan, but did enjoy good views of a pair of woodlarks, one of which sang overhead. Here we also saw both red-backed and woodchat shrikes, and finally got a good look at a singing nightingale. A lesser spotted eagle soared up and was seen well.

The eagle owl wasn’t at home in the quarry, which didn’t surprise me. I spent ages trying to find an olive tree warbler, and when I finally did no one was with me. I called a few of the group back, and Rick, Ellen and Alison gained a glimpse, and did hear it. There were other compensations here, with numerous nightingales, plus masked shrikes, grey wagtail, honey buzzard and hawfinch. I even managed to find a hawfinch’s nest, complete with sitting bird. Tortoises were common, and we also saw green lizards.

We ate our lunch by the stream, where a large herd of healthy looking cows, plus a trio of less-healthy looking dogs, joined us. The friendliest of the dogs feasted on bread, hard-boiled eggs and cake, so did very well.

Our last stop was a walk on the Korifoudi marshes half way along the lake. Here a trio of Eleonora’s falcons, all dark-phase birds, treated us to a terrific flying display. We even got great scoped views when they perched. At the same time we had glimpses of young golden orioles, and admired lesser grey shrikes and numerous corn bunting. A couple of drake garganey were new for the list, and we also saw a drake teal and a pair of ferruginous ducks, the latter close enough to see the drake’s white eye. Add in little egrets, spoonbills, grey, squacco and night herons and it was a productive walk. Scores of tiny frogs scattered from under our feet as we walked.

As we watched the birds thunder rumbled in the distance, and the mountains were shrouded by cloud. It did rain on us, but not very heavily. We were home at 6, to find the village damp but not wet.

Monday 13th June

A 6am start was need to give us time to visit Megalahori before breakfast, as it takes half an hour to drive there. We arrived on a partially cloudy morning with the sun struggling behind clouds, but the area filled with bird song: orioles, nightingales, cuckoos, great reed, olivaceous and Cetti’s warblers all joining together in a wonderful chorus. Our walk along the southern bank produced great views of numerous squacco and night herons, but there were no surprises until we had been walking for about half an hour. I scoped the far side and found a small flock of white pelicans, a new bird for the week, while further along scores of herons and egrets lined the bank. I decided that we should turn round and drive along the north bank. It was good walk back, so it wasn’t until about 7.40 that we set off, only to be thwarted by a breach in the bank where the river has burst through, so we were unable to drive to see the feeding herons and pelicans. However, from our viewpoint we did see several distant whiskered terns, plus a couple of great white egrets, while a kingfisher flew past giving a good view. A penduline tit was calling close to where I had parked the van, so I called him with the iPod and we had a good view, and admired his nest. This delayed our return, so we didn’t get back until nearly 8.45. It was a bank holiday today, so the baker wasn’t baking, and I ended up buying bread that wasn’t fresh from the supermarket in Vironia. 

Today our target area was around Sidirokastro: we started by visiting the Paleaokastro Cliffs, where we soon saw several rollers and numerous bee-eaters that gave great views. The only little owl was shy and disappeared down a hole, while rock sparrows were only glimpsed, too. A nightingale sang (as usual), hoopoes and turtledoves appeared, while several calandra larks were a bonus I hadn’t anticipated. The shepherd watched us with interest, and Eve managed to get him to look through her telescope.

Our next stop was Six-tit Wood, which we eventually found. It was much more of a forest than a wood, but we didn’t have time to admire it, so didn’t find any tits at all, though a black-headed bunting did put in an appearance. It’s a site worth investigating on a future visit. We had lunch by the river, but not at the blue rock thrush site as there was already a car there. Birds were few at our new site, but there were numerous banded demoiselles. After lunch I drove up the road to the village where I have found serins in the past. Sure enough, I got a quick response to the iPod, and everyone managed to see a bright little cock serin.

The serin was, alas, our last new bird of the day. We tried hard for rock nuthatch and blue rock thrush, but drew a blank with both. We did, however, see more of Sidirokastro than I have seen in the past. It’s a smart and fashionable town, with numerous riverside cafés and an impressive municipal swimming pool that looked most inviting. We also managed to wind our way around the back of Sid Rock, and get a panoramic view of the area from the top. Here there were corn and black-headed buntings, while the area looked promising for further exploration. 

We got back to the Viglatoras at 5.30, in time for Alison and Charlotte to go horse riding. Their guide was a Pakistani who was clearly at home on a horse, and they both enjoyed the experience. Before dinner we celebrated Jenny’s birthday with a couple of bottles of fizz, and a birthday cake appeared at the end of our meal. I tried for scops owls, but it was a very noisy evening. However, the owls called strongly after I had retired to bed.

Tuesday 14th June

No early morning excursion, as we had a 7.30 breakfast followed by an 8.30 departure, though it became 8.40 by the time we had the engine running. We kept to the main road and made fast time to Serres, arriving at 10am. I navigated around the ring round successfully and so avoided driving through the middle of town, but the bus was in need of fuel, so we had to go into the of town to find fuel. We soon found a fuel station and I put in 40 euros of unleaded at 1.67euro a litre. We then set off up the mountain to the ski centre, passing the odd mistle thrush, woodchat shrike and woodlark as we climbed. I stopped a couple of times in the attractive open area, dotted with junipers and boulders and grazed by numerous goats and sheep, and here we soon added stonechat, wheatear and linnet to the list. A hotel on the skyline had a black redstart just visible, so we drove up to check it out. The hotel was quiet and empty, except for two dogs and a litter of puppies outside that Charlotte soon befriended. My iPod speaker had died, so I borrowed Andy’s, and called in the redstart. Several swifts were nesting in the roof, and these were clearly pallids. As we returned to the bus there was a cock serin singing cheerfully from the wire.

We continued our ascent, stopping once for a cock rock bunting that was feeding on the rock face at the side of the road. It flew before we got out of the car, but again the iPod drew it back, and it sat silently in a nearby pine tree, allowing everyone a good look. A rock bird at last! We then finished our climb up to the ski centre, where the first bird we saw was a marsh tit. We walked round to the higher car park, where we heard crossbills chipping, and before long found a family feeding on the cones at the tops of the trees. There was one bright red cock, and we saw him feeding his streaky chicks with pine seeds. As we were watching the crossbills I spotted a male black woodpecker low on a nearby pine, and nearly everyone saw it before it flew. It then reappeared feeding on the ground not far away, but unfortunately didn’t stay long enough to be scoped. Two good birds in as many minutes – I was delighted. We stayed here to have our lunch on the terrace of the deserted hotel, pulling a picnic table under cover as it was now raining. The thunder rumbled a bit, then suddenly there was a bang and a big flash right next to us and we all wondered what had happened – our building had been struck by lightning. It was already cool, but the rain dropped the temperature even more so we were all feeling cold when we drove back down the mountain, not stopping until we were out of the rain zone. 

We mad a couple of stops before walking along a forest track where I soon heard an eastern Bonelli’s warbler singing, and we managed to call it in closer, though not everyone saw it very well. I heard a couple more, along with a distant coal tit that we never managed to see. A lesser whitethroat rattled away and chiffchaffs sang. Our next stop produced one of the best birds of the day. I had just scoped a kestrel on the wire when Rick spotted a rock thrush perched on a closer telegraph pole. Unfortunately it flew almost as soon as we saw it, and it took a long time before I managed to find it again. This time it sat for some time, so everyone managed to see it well, though at long range.

We failed on golden eagle, but our last stop produced a displaying pair of short-toed eagles, flying with a distinctive slow flapping flight and calling to each other. They were our last good birds of an excellent day. Perhaps the  ost remarkable aspect of the day was the lack of traffic on the road, and the lack of people apart from the shepherds with their flocks. The scenery is also very beautiful, making the drive well worthwhile. We were back at Viglatoras by 6pm.

Our last dinner (stuffed peppers) went well, and I retired to bed with a scops owl calling outside.

Wednesday 15th June

With a 11.45 flight it made sense to leave early, so we had a 7am breakfast and left at 7.40, after saying our farewells to Stelios who had looked after us so well. It was an easy drive with little traffic until we reached the ring road, when it became busier. Birds were few on the journey, though I did see both golden oriole and hoopoe. It took exactly 100 minutes to reach the airport, where I dropped the party off before returning the bus. My most satisfying moment of the morning was as I turned in to the car-hire depot: the fuel-warning light came on with a pleasing ping. The young man who took me back to the airport drove like a lunatic, so it was a relief to get out and see the pallid swifts overhead. The check-in queue for easyJet was very slow – it took me 35 minutes to drop my bag off. The flight, however, took off bang on time, and our Greek adventure was over. I heard later that there had been a general strike in Greece, and that there were demonstrations in Athens, so we were lucky not to be affected in any way.

List of the birds recorded:

	1. Little grebe

	2. Great crested grebe

	3. Black-necked grebe

	4. Cormorant

	5. Pygmy cormorant

	6. White pelican

	7. Dalmatian pelican

	8. Little bittern

	9. Squacco heron

	10. Night heron

	11. Little egret

	12. Great white egret

	13. Grey heron

	14. Purple heron

	15. Spoonbill

	16. Black stork

	17. White stork

	18. Glossy ibis

	19. Mute swan

	20. Mallard

	21. Teal

	22. Garganey

	23. Pochard

	24. Ferruginous duck

	25. Tufted duck

	26. Black kite

	27. Honey buzzard

	28. Lesser spotted eagle

	29. Short-toed eagle

	30. Booted eagle

	31. Golden eagle

	32. Marsh harrier

	33. Sparrowhawk

	34. Levant sparrowhawk

	35. Buzzard

	36. Long-legged buzzard

	37. Hobby

	38. Peregrine

	39. Kestrel

	40. Eleonora’s falcon

	41. Moorhen

	42. Coot

	43. Little ringed plover

	44. Green sandpiper

	45. Black-headed gull

	46. Yellow-legged gull

	47. Common tern

	48. Whiskered tern

	49. Woodpigeon

	50. Feral pigeon

	51. Turtle dove

	52. Collared dove

	53. Cuckoo

	54. Little owl

	55. Scops owl – heard only

	56. Pallid swift

	57. Swift

	58. Kingfisher

	59. Bee-eater

	60. Roller

	61. Hoopoe

	62. Wryneck

	63. Great spotted woodpecker

	64. Syrian woodpecker

	65. Middle spotted wood pecker

	66. Lesser spotted woodpecker

	67. Black woodpecker

	68. Green woodpecker

	69. Woodlark

	70. Calandra lark

	71. Crested lark

	72. Crag martin

	73. Sand martin

	74. House martin

	75. Swallow

	76. Red-rumped swallow

	77. White wagtail

	78. Black-headed wagtail

	79. Grey wagtail

	80. Wren

	81. Nightingale

	82. Black redstart

	83. Black-eared wheatear

	84. Northern wheatear

	85. Blackbird

	86. Robin

	87. Stonechat

	88. Rock thrush

	89. Mistle thrush

	90. Song thrush – heard only

	91. Great reed warbler

	92. Reed warbler – heard only

	93. Cetti’s warbler

	94. Olivaceous warbler

	95. Olive tree warbler

	96. Whitethroat

	97. Lesser whitethroat

	98. Subalpine warbler

	99. Orphean warbler

	100. Garden warbler

	101. Blackcap

	102. E. Bonelli’s warbler

	103. Chiffchaff

	104. Spotted flycatcher

	105. Long-tailed tit

	106. Marsh tit

	107. Sombre tit

	108. Great tit

	109. Blue tit

	110. Coal tit – heard only

	111. Penduline tit

	112. Nuthatch

	113. Short-toed treecreeper

	114. Treecreeper

	115. Golden oriole

	116. Masked shrike

	117. Woodchat shrike

	118. Red-backed shrike

	119. Lesser grey shrike

	120. Magpie

	121. Jay

	122. Jackdaw

	123. Hooded crow

	124. Raven

	125. Starling

	126. House sparrow

	127. Tree sparrow

	128. Spanish sparrow

	129. Rock sparrow

	130. Chaffinch

	131. Serin

	132. Linnet

	133. Greenfinch

	134. Goldfinch

	135. Hawfinch

	136. Crossbill

	137. Rock bunting

	138. Yellowhammer

	139. Cirl bunting

	140. Black-headed bunting

	141. Corn bunting
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