
Sub-adult Golden Eagle 
sees off a Peregrine

Spectacular, alpine-style 
 mountainous habitat

Top birding, on and off the water
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Sunday 23 April
I’m met by Denis at Dubrovnik airport. Denis 
is our guide for the week. There are 13 in the 
group – the groups aren’t always this big. Some 
of the group are collected at the airport, others 
came earlier and are picked up from a local 
hotel. There are introductions and we begin to 
get to know each other a bit. And there are 
Hawfinches in the airport grounds – why are 
they so much easier on the continent?

Dubrovnik is in Croatia, but you can get 
cheap flights there. We’re driven into 
Herzegovina in two eight-seaters – a single, 
bigger vehicle would make the border crossing 
more bureaucratic. Lunch is at Popovo Polje. 
We hear Cuckoo and Nightingale. I glimpse the 
latter. There’s a Turtle Dove on a wire, a few 

Red-rumped Swallows and Alpine Swifts. Then, 
a highlight of the week – a sub-adult Golden 
Eagle, big of course, and low. A disgruntled 
Peregrine gets into a fight with it.

We arrive in Mostar, our base for the holiday. 
My accommodation in a local guest house is 
very comfortable. Unlike some birdwatching 
holidays, this one doesn’t involve lots of moving 
around – we head out from Mostar each day, 
and return in time for dinner.

Monday 24 April
We leave the guest house at about 8am – that’s 
the norm. Then back to Croatia to spend most 
of the birding day around the Neretva Delta. 
Little Egrets, Yellow-legged Gulls and 
Spoonbills. A solitary Grey Plover, Black-

winged Stilts, Greenshanks and a Caspian Tern 
– a big, heavy-looking bird with a carrot for a 
beak. Sandwich Terns and a distant Montagu’s 
Harrier. Pygmy Cormorants, Little Ringed 
Plover, and the gruff, chuntering sound of 
singing Great Reed Warbler. We hear 
Nightingale, hear and see Sardinian Warbler. 
There are Squacco Herons, Glossy Ibis and 
plenty of Wood Sandpipers, a few Purple Heron 
and two Hoopoes. All before lunch. By late 
afternoon, we’re back in Herzegovina, birding a 
wide, mature stretch of the Neretva River. 
There are Bee-eaters and a Marsh Harrier, and 
there is more Nightingale song. The highlight 
here is a male Penduline Tit, nest building, the 
nest a half-built, pendulous basket.

The evening meal is in the Taurus restaurant 
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in Mostar – that’s the norm. We walk there 
from the guest house and see a Dipper – an 
urban bird in Mostar.

Tuesday 25 April
We’re travelling in a 17-seater now. First stop is 
Blagaj, where the River Buna emerges from the 
rock. By water volume, this is Europe’s largest 
river source. Alpine Swifts, Crag Martins, Grey 
Wagtail and Dipper. House Martin nests on the 
rock face. Blue Rock Thrush. The highlight, 
Western Rock Nuthatch at the nest, its singing 
audible at quite a range, even above the sound of 
roaring water.

Then to the karst field of Mostarsko Blato. 
The rain has stopped now. Plenty of Corn 
Bunting and passage Whinchat. Tree Pipit, 
Water Pipit and an immature male Monty’s. 
‘Black-headed’ Yellow Wagtails. Later, a female 
Monty’s – elegant and slim-winged. We spend a 
long time at a reservoir that generates hydro-
electric power. The passage Red-footed Falcons 
here are close, good-looking and numerous. 
Denis estimates that there are 80 around  
the reservoir. Add in Black Terns and 
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Whiskered Terns, Hobby, some Ferruginous 
Ducks, two Little Gulls, about 50 Glossy Ibises, 
Wood Sandpipers, Great White Egret, half a 
dozen or so Black-winged Stilts and a male 
Garganey. As we leave, we see another male 
Monty’s from the van.

A restaurant lunch today, eating outside in 
the sun. While we wait, a male Collared 
Flycatcher graces the riverside. We see Dipper 
and, high over the crags, a Raven. After lunch 
it’s back to the karst field, and a different view 
of the reservoir. Great White Egrets, Little 
Egret, Squacco Herons, a Cattle Egret, a Grey 
Heron and some Pygmy Cormorants. From the 
van, we see multiple Yellow Wagtails erupting 
from the ground, pops of yellow, and there’s a 
male Red-backed Shrike.

One more site today – another reservoir, way 
off-piste down a rough track. We hear and 
glimpse Eastern Subalpine Warbler and get 
good views of a male Eastern Orphean Warbler.

Wednesday 26 April
Don’t be put off by the fly-tipping – the quarry 
near Mostar is a highlight of the week. Sand 
Martins are the stars – the colony peaks at 
4,000-5,000 pairs. They are in the sky, on the 
cliff face and at their nest tunnels – remarkable 
and wonderful. At times, we are almost 
engulfed in flying Martins. We hear Golden 
Oriole, see three Little Owls, Hoopoe and 
Bee-eater. About 200 pairs of Bee-eaters are 
known to nest here.

Then to open woodland at Buna. We’re 
delayed by an ad-hoc invitation from a local to 
sample some of his home-made produce – sour 
cherry brandy for me, and very good it is, too. 
None of us complains. We drink it in the 
garden, and two Honey Buzzards fly over. 
The woodland has woodpeckers. We see 
Great Spot, Middle Spot and Lesser Spot, at 
nest holes. And Wryneck. And a fly-by Black 
Woodpecker. Two Golden Orioles fly over. 
We watch a Black Woodpecker nest hole, but 
there’s no sign of any activity from this giant 

among woodpeckers. One of the Nightingales 
can be seen… no other Herzegovina 
Nightingale has been photographed this much 
this year. Another Male Monty’s and another 
riverside lunch, with Sage cordial. It’s nicer 
than it sounds – it’s made from the flowers,  
not the leaves.

After lunch we’re back on the karst, this time 
near Blagaj. Blue Rock Thrush, Black-eared 
Wheatears, a Sombre Tit, the sound of a distant 
Western Rock Nuthatch and a glimpse of 
Eastern Orphean Warbler.

Then, back to the woods at Buna for another 
session watching the Black Woodpecker nest 
hole. No Black Woodpeckers, but we do hear a 
Scops Owl.

Thursday 27 April
Hutavo Blato. I’ve described this place before as 
like Minsmere on steroids. It’s a great place. We 
pass large, flat, Buttercup-splatted hay 
meadows. Sand Martins are lined up on the 
wires. Corn Bunting sing, of course, and Cetti’s 
Warbler. We see purple-painted orchids, Marsh 
Harrier, Alpine Swifts, Pygmy Cormorants and 
Squacco Herons.

That was without getting out of the van. 
When we do, there are more Squaccos, more 
Pygmy Cormorants, and there is more gruff 
chuntering from Great Reed Warblers – there 
are a lot of them here. We hear and see 
Penduline Tit. How about this for a soundscape 
– Nightingale to my left, Great Reed Warbler to 
my right, and Cetti’s Warbler. An adult Night 
Heron flies low over the river. We see a Cuckoo, 
more Ferruginous Ducks, Red-footed Falcon, 
and the masterpiece of a Penduline Tit nest. 
Then, Red-footed Falcon above, Hobby 
beneath. Purple Heron. Of course, I look at the 
dragons and damsels – Beautiful Demoiselle, 
Variable Damselfly, Scarce Chaser, Scarlet 
Darter and Lesser Emperor.

Back to the vehicle. We drive past Spoonbills, 
about five metres away, with Glossy Ibis and 
Black-winged Stilt as their companions. Then a 
waterside picnic lunch. A snake swims in the 
water – a Dice/Tessellated Snake, perhaps. We 
spend about two and a half hours in a boat, out 
into the main lagoon, a coffee in my hand as we 
head off. Pygmy Cormorant, Squacco Heron, 
Cattle Egrets, Red-footed Falcon. Little Egrets. 
A Night Heron, a Squacco, a juvenile Night 
Heron… About 15 Glossy Ibises, two  
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Male Rock Thrush on, conveniently, a rock

Red-footed Falcons



Grey Herons, a Purple Heron, Ferruginous 
Ducks, Yellow-legged Gulls, Wood Sandpipers 
on the lilies. The water is very clear – it’s 
filtered through limestone. A male Tufted 
Duck, Shovelers, Red-crested Pochards. We 
head back towards the launch point – Red-
footed Falcons put on a show. There are 
Cuckoos, and an Osprey flies away, low over the 
water. I glimpse a Camberwell Beauty.

Back in Mostar, we peer over a busy bridge. 
The Neretva River is a long way below, and the 
bridge shakes when a heavy lorry begins to 
cross. There are two Blue Rock Thrushes down 
by the river. It doesn’t take too long before we 
see Pallid Swifts – they’re why we stopped here.

Friday 28 April
Alpine day. We head north along the Neretva, 
towards big, lumpy, snow-painted mountains, 
ascending the Dinari Alps. There are 
Goosanders on the river. I lean over a bridge 
and my sunglasses fall off my hat into the 
water. I won’t see them again. We get to 
Blidinje, about 1,200m above sea level, before 
10.30am. It’s sunny, and not as cold as 
expected. There are two Rock Thrush on the 
ridge of a roof. A Blackcap sings. We see a 
Sombre Tit. Chiffchaff and Lesser 
Whitethroat sing, and one tree 
simultaneously hosts a Coal Tit and two 
Willow Tit. A high-altitude Marsh Harrier 
flies over – it’s a migrant, and a Raven comes 
over fairly low. The Raven cronks and a 
Willow Tit buzzes. The Rock Thrush house 
has Black Redstart on the roof now, and then 
a (Northern) Wheatear.

We try to go higher, driving up a rough 
track past birches and conifers. Snow blocks 
our way, and we retreat.

After coffee, we have excellent views of 
Firecrest and Crested Tit – a clear response 
to Denis playing their songs/calls.

Lunch today is borek – filo pastry with 
meat, cheese or potato. We search for Rock 
Partridge, and fail, but see Tree Pipit, Rock 
Bunting, a high-altitude male Montagu’s 
Harrier and Bullfinches. Persistence pays off 

– most of the group have scope views of an 
alpestris Ring Ouzel – that’s the southern and 
central European subspecies.

Saturday 29 April
Our final day of birding – sub-alpine and more 
alpine. First, open grassland near Mostar 
airport, hoping for Short-toed Lark. That hope 
is realised. More remarkably, Denis finds a 
Red-throated Pipit. A Hoopoe calls, a 
Red-backed Shrike perches on the wire, 
Bee-eaters fly over, and, briefly, we see a Quail! 

The Rock Partridge quest continues. First 
stop. Distant Blue Rock Thrush. Audible 
Western Rock Nuthatch. A handsome Eastern 
Subalpine Warbler. Black-eared Wheatear. No 
Rock Partridge. Then some sub-alpine plateau, 
600-700m above sea level. Good views of a 
singing Cirl Bunting, a Sombre Tit with food in 
its beak, a Woodchat Shrike. Another site, an 
expanse of rock-strewn slope before us. Finally, 

Rock Partridge respond to the recording. We 
see two, distant but well – Denis’s big scope 
with binocular eyepiece helps with that.

En route to more alpine habitat, we go 
through a Mostar suburb, with more than  
30 Alpine Choughs on roofs and wires. Lunch is 
in a restaurant 1,050m above sea level. We eat 
Peksimeti – doughnut-like bread with hard 
cheese, cream cheese and smoky beef.

Then a bit higher – about 1,300m above sea 
level. Mistle Thrush, Wheatear, we hear a 
Cuckoo and a distant Ortolan, but can’t find 
one. Towards the end of the afternoon, we have 
a close encounter with an impressive male Rock 
Thrush. And there’s another Hoopoe.

Sunday 30 April
An early start – back to Dubrovnik airport. For 
Denis, new arrivals, and another tour begins.

With thanks to my tour companions, and 
especially, to Denis at Wild Herzegovina. BW

Collared Flycatcher
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On the Neretva Delta

Black-winged Stilts


