Weekends Away 2009-2010

Both our long weekends away this year were to Wales.


In late January eleven members of the Society spent three days in South Wales, based in Porthcawl.   Our visit was organised by Neil Donaghy of Oriole Birding, who led the group on two of the days.   Neil’s partner in Oriole Birding, Ashley Sanders, was co-leader throughout and Paul Roberts, who knows the area and its birds extremely well, deputised for Neil on the first day.


The trip got off to an excellent start in an upland coniferous forest, with snow on the ground and superb views of goshawk in the clear blue sky above us.   There were buzzard, crossbills and other woodland birds there too.  Other highlights that day included merlin, scaup, goldeneye, bullfinch and bittern.    

Over the next two days we visited sites on the north and south coasts of the Gower and others relatively close to Bridgend.    We managed only distant views of chough but our impressive list of birds (97 seen or heard over the whole holiday) included red throated diver, purple sandpiper, greenshank, Mediterranean gull, water pipit, woodcock, raven, sparrowhawk, golden plover, and yellowhammer.   In the late afternoon of our second day we watched a hen harrier hunting over Llanrhidian Marsh, with the setting sun shining on the silver surface of its wings.   On our last day we had superb views of a peregrine falcon, which obligingly posed for us for a considerable length of time on a cliff edge.   Our visit ended with close views of dipper and grey wagtail, only five minutes drive from Bridgend railway station.

The leader for our second long weekend of the year, in May, was Richard Knight of Kitewatchers.   Our main focus was the upland birds of mid-Wales, but, as Richard met us at Abergavenny, we were able to spend our first morning, and the last afternoon, enjoying lowland birds at Llangorse Lake.   The 36 species seen there on our first day included huge numbers of swifts, swallows, house and sand martins skimming over the surface of the lake, plus whimbrel, hobby, yellow wagtail and a variety of warblers in an adjoining field.   Later in the day, as we moved up into the hills, we enjoyed views of common sandpiper, red kites and ravens.   There were buzzards sitting in a field only yards away from the minibus and, on an artillery range, several wheatears and a whinchat showing well.  

After a quiet start (probably because of the cold wind), our visit to the Elan Valley the following day produced good views of pied flycatcher, male redstart chasing each other over boulders in the river, wood warblers, treecreeper, a peregrine falcon and a fleeting glimpse of a goosander flying up river.   Further on we had extended views of dipper and, from the Claerwen Dam, we were able to look down at red kites on their nest.

One of the highlights of the weekend for many of us was the morning we spent on Richard, and his wife Pam’s, private reserve.   Here, in addition to pied flycatchers, redstart and tree pipit, we were able to view, through telescopes, two tawny owlets in a nestbox, with parent bird parked nearby.   Richard and Pam also showed us a pied flycatcher nest (not yet occupied), a song thrush sitting on her nest, slow worms and a recent badger footprint.   A visit to the Gilfach reserve later in the day brought close views of dipper, with food, working the river Marteg.

Although our hotel showed some signs of wear and tear, we received a warm welcome and the food was excellent.   Those who wanted could take early morning and evening strolls to add to the official bird list of 88 for the weekend.

Report from Barbara Luke

