HERZEGOVINA — A PLACE WITH A DIFFERENCE

Last September Denis Bohm of Wild Herzegovina gave us a
fascinating talk — so fascinating that | was inspired to book up with
him the very next day for his 5-12 May trip this year. In the end 5 of
us went, joining up with other people to make a group of 13, along
with Denis himself and our two minibus drivers. It was all thanks to
Janet. She was on one of his trips a couple of years back, and she
persuaded him to come to us. It was his first ever talk.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is to the east side of the Adriatic with a
lot of it tucked away behind the coastal strip and islands of Croatia.
The area we were visiting was to the southern end of it, centred on
Mostar, the place with the iconic 16%" century bridge which was
destroyed in the Bosnian War in the 1990s. It’s been rebuilt since.
The city still bears the marks of the sieges there with ruins and walls
pock marked by bullets. The very nice guesthouse we stayed in was
just off the main road which had been the front line. Not very many
people visit the area, including birders. In fact we didn’t see a single
hide or a pair of binoculars outside our group the whole time we
were there.

Herzegovina, with its range of habitats, is great for birding —
and very beautiful. Limestone (Karst) fields are a special feature.
These are broad, flat, glacial valleys which flood in winter and green
up in spring. The smaller of them can be used for cultivation. The
limestone Dinaric Alps give high alpine meadows (think Heidi) with a
wealth of wild flowers and butterflies. There are coniferous and
deciduous woods, lakes and marshland with reedbeds. The River
Neretva runs south through Mostar and down to its delta on the
Adriatic. The limestone means water sources can disappear high up



and re-emerge having been through cave systems. There is a classic
example of this where the Buna, a tributary of the Neretva, runs out
at the bottom of a high cliff, just like our Malham Cove, if you know
it.

The trip. Several of us arrived a day early at Dubrovnik airport,
and stayed in rather Fawlty Towersy accommodation close by -
several beds per room, but not necessarily with a shower head in
your bathroom. We had a walk down to the coast (lots of Yellow-
Legged Gulls), picking up a Common Whitethroat and many Spanish
Sparrows on the way. Swallows and House Martins were on the
wing. After a lovely veranda breakfast next morning, Denis arrived
with the rest of the group and our minibuses.

Day 1. The first thing was that the border needed crossing to
get from Croatia into Herzegovina. Our first stop after that brought
us Turtle Doves, a Blue Rock Thrush on a roof, the first of many
Golden Orioles, Black-eared Wheatear, Subalpine Warbler, the trill of
Cirl Bunting, and Nightingale song. We were off! And so it was to
continue. Never a site visited without Denis finding us something
new. Close by we visited a colony of Blasius’s Horseshoe Bats in a
disused railway tunnel, well tucked away in the dark, and very lively.
The ground underfoot felt like a nice fine tilth, which turned out to
be bat droppings, seething with big, black beetles.

We arrived at Mostar and got the plan for the week. Where to
visit would depend on the weather. As it happened it didn’t rain on
us once. We were to have breakfast in a local hotel each morning, a
sit down lunch most days, and dinner each evening in a restaurant
next to Mostar’s old bridge. Boy did we eat a lot, and a generous
drinks allowance to go with! Interesting to explore the local cuisine.
Where we stayed had a Scops Owl calling most nights, and lots of
Blackcaps singing away.



Day 2. Ouir first full day brought a visit to a quarry close by, with
a huge, noisy colony of Sand Martins, and European Bee-eaters
nesting round the corner. We also found Wryneck, Cuckoo, Red-
rumped Swallow, Hoopoe and a Little Owl. A bonus was brilliant red
poppies everywhere, and a family of young pups who seemed to
have their home in a bank. Our next stop was woodland by the
Neretva, where a Black Woodpecker nest was known to have been.
The hole was there alright, but construction work renovating a
swimming area on the river, had scared the birds away. We did find
Great Spotted, Middle Spotted and Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers
though. A visit to the runway of Mostar’s old airport was good for
Crested Lark and Corn Bunting, and we finished the day up a
mountain track with Red-backed Shrike and the song of an Eastern
Orphean Warbler.

Day 3. This was our first trip to the Dinaric Alps, picking up
Goosander and Dipper on the way. And Black Woodpecker delivered
when we got up there. Two of them in distinctive silhouette on
distant trees, and we saw a Grey-headed Woodpecker too. A hill
with limestone outcrops and junipers gave good perches for both
Red-backed and Woodchat Shrikes and Lesser Whitethroat. After
picknicking in woodland on very tasty Borek pie, Denis managed to
track down, in different places, both a Firecrest and a Crested Tit. A
Montagu’s Harrier flying past topped off the day.

Day 4. And back to a different area of the Dinaric Alps, having
added Greater Short-toed Lark and Tawny Pipit on the plain before
we started climbing. And so began the Rock Partridge hunt, much to
Denis’s frustration. After hearing several in different places we did
finally get a good view of one, and watched Scarce Swallowtail
Butterlies flitting about while we were waiting. We then ascended a
tortuous hairpin bendy road to a wonderful alpine meadow — loads
of beautiful flowers including Gentians, Alpine Choughs, Cuckoo



calling, grasshoppers and crickets sounding everywhere. On my own
target list was Ortolan Bunting, and we found one by a quite small
pool (they are few and far between) right next to the road. There
were also two White Wagtails, and a myriad of tiny blue butterflies
on the muddy sides.

Day 5. Our first stop was where the Neretva is joined by the
Buna, one of its tributaries. It’s an extraordinary place, quite
stunning, with the Buna tumbling down in a long stretch from a
higher level, like a mini Victoria Falls. Then down to the Neretva
delta, where a channel has been cut to see the river into the sea and
protect the fertile land around it. Birds on the beach were Avocet,
Shelduck, Curlew and Grey Plover. On an inner pool we found Black-
winged Stilt, Pygmy Cormorant, Greenshank and Ruff. A Black-
headed Yellow Wagtail was flitting close by. We also checked a
couple of spots in the reedbeds and found Great Reed Warbler,
Zitting Cisticola and Sardinian Warbler. Next came a nature reserve
where the Neretva runs slow and wide. There were Cattle Egrets
perched midstream, Little Ringed Plover, Common Sandpiper,
Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, and a glimpse of a Penduline Tit’s nest.
All this plus the now expected Bee-eaters, Orioles and Hoopoes.

Day 6. And another good day coming up! This time we
started at the source of the Buna where it emerges from under a tall
limestone cliff. We were in search of Rock Nuthatch. Denis knew
exactly where its nest was on the rock face — but it was lying low, or
not at home. The Alpine Swifts, Crag Martins, and a family of Grey
Wagtails made up for it to a degree.

Next on the agenda was a series of manmade freshwater lakes,
and lots of birds new to the trip. There were Black, White-winged
and Whiskered Terns over the water, though far away. Ferruginous
Duck, Garganey, Red-footed Falcon and Squacco Heron were easier



to spot. A White-tailed Sea Eagle and a Black Stork overflew very
high up. | found it specially satisfying to see three Little Egrets, two
Squacco Herons and thirteen Ruff close together on the water side,
with a Wood Sandpiper in the foreground reflected brilliant white
underneath by the concrete it was standing on.

Day 7. And so to our last day, and a visit to Hutovo Blato
Nature Park. As it turned out it was our hottest day. We did a long
walk along a raised bank, with marsh on our right and river and
treeline on the left. At one point, below the bank, a herd of cows
was grazing with bells tinkling away, and Cattle Egrets amongst
them. The new birds for us here were Red-crested Pochard and
Sparrow Hawk. We also watched a Lesser-spotted Woodpecker
coming and going at its nest and had great views of a Penduline Tit’s
nest. Its owner seemed to be busy demolishing rather than building.

After our final hearty lunch we had a wonderfully restful boat
trip with Pygmy Cormorants flying off in front of us, a Squacco Heron
lurking at the side, and Little Grebe chicks rocking gently in our wake.

We then adjourned to a near by high platform for photos, and
an encounter with a Hermann’s Tortoise on the way down. Janet
reported seeing it too. | wonder is it primed to emerge just at the
right moment?

Day 8. And off our separate ways. We were encouraged to
keep our own bird lists. Mine was 110ish, give or take a few. It had
been a great trip. Well worth visiting such an off-beat place. With
many thanks to our two drivers, and especially to Denis for his
enthusiasm and commitment to showing us a good time in all sorts
of ways.

Jenny Hill, Watford Local RSPB Group, 15. June 2024



