Bosnia Herzegovina
May 13" _ 20™ 2018

Debbie and | first met Denis at the Rutland Water Bird Fair in 2016 and were immediately
interested in his holiday package. The venue was interesting, the breadth of wildlife exciting,
the range of environments intriguing and the mention of an introduction to the gastronomy of
Herzegovina irresistible (especially to one of us). The only problem was that he was fully
booked up for 2017 so we had to put it on hold till 2018. | hope this report shows that it was
every bit worth the wait.

We stayed in a homely, comfortable guesthouse was five minutes’ walk from the Stari Most
(the rebuilt Ottoman bridge of the Neretva River) and the Taurus Restaurant where we took
all our evening meals. Edin, our friendly and conscientious host, had spent 15 years living in
Sweden before returning to rebuild a relation’s bombed out home and turn it into the Liska
Guesthouse. We had comfortable rooms on the first floor and our own communal kitchen which
was very handy. All in all it was an excellent base for our daily trips into the amazing
countryside.

Who better to lead us into the wild but the wonderful Denis of whom we cannot speak highly
enough? The only thing he didn’t do for our comfort and wellbeing was tuck us up at night. Not
only did he drive us everywhere on all sorts of roads and tracks but he provided coffee and
tea (a Fortnum and Mason box of selected varieties), choccy biscuits, folding picnic seats and
our own flasks and drinking mugs with bright and cheerful pictures of birds and scenery. He
was fantastic at locating birds and had clearly researched all the places we visited very
thoroughly to include finding quite a few well-hidden nests. He even managed to avoid the rain
when it was pouring down in some areas. Three cheers for Denis!



Day 1 (31 species)

3.30 in the morning saw us sleepily but excitedly trundling our cases down the pathway to
meet Helen who was already waiting with the taxi to take us to Gatwick. How does she manage
to be so cheerful at these unearthly hours? We had our usual breakfast at Pret a Manger
before flying into Dubrovnik Airport with views over the red tiled roofs of the old walled city
nestling in the pretty Dalmatian coastline of Croatia.

It needed a phone call to locate our host Denis but before long he was buying us a coffee as
we waited for the rest of the group who were flying in from East Midlands Airport. Within in an
hour we had introduced ourselves to Barbara, Mervyn, Rose, Jim and Pippa and were climbing
into the hills where we soon found ourselves showing passports at the border into Bosnia
Herzegovina. These formalities over, we made our first stop at the roadside with a sweeping
view over a rock strewn, grassy hillside in a layby awash with wild flowers and the aroma of
herbs. Denis clearly wanted us to get an early feel for the birds and a Tawny Pipit and Blue
Rock Thrush didn’t let him down.

As we moved on the scenery became wooded and noticeably uninhabited. With lunch thoughts
beginning to surface we pulled off the road on a dusty track which descended to a green dell
surrounded by trees, bushes, shrubs, flowers and a ruined house. Birdsong was everywhere
and before the picnic was produced Denis was pointing out one of the songsters on a
prominent perch — Black Headed Bunting. Now there are birding picnics and birding picnics.
First Denis produced rather natty folding stools for us to sit on then coffee or tea were provided
and poured into our colourful Wild Herzegovina drinking mugs while water for our ensuing walk
was dispensed into equally colourful flasks. With a very interesting play on words the picnic
was rounded off with Noblice chocolate biscuits which were a constant snack during the week.
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Our post lunch walk took us through flowery meadows where the last remaining orchids
lingered in the shade of the hedges. We soon learned that Jim was a bit bonkers about
butterflies as he chased them round the fields yelling “’pitch, pitch” in an effort to get them to



pose for photos. Mervyn and Rose were the plant gurus although with such a huge variety
they were fully stretched to identify them. It was good to hear Cuckoos and the fluting of Golden
Orioles was a foretaste of the sound which accompanied us throughout the holiday.

Instead of returning to the road we continued along the dust track until it joined another
unmetalled but more substantial roadway. This, Denis explained, was the site of the old railway
line built by the Austro Hungarians when they had control of Bosnia in the late 19" and early
20" centuries. Today it was the haunt of Turtle Doves and a squashed Glass Lizard which is
like an enormous Sloworm. We followed this route for a couple of miles before coming upon
habitation in the form of a small hamlet with a bar/restaurant where people stopped off to
admire the view of the Karst field which the railway track skirted. Karst fields were a prominent
feature of the area. They are broad, glacial, limestone valleys surrounded by limestone
mountains which regularly flood in winter but host a wealth of greenery in springtime.

We stopped to take in the view and learn about the geology before walking on a further length
of trackway not accessible to cars. Red Rumped Swallows and Alpine Swifts joined the more
usual hirundines and we found a Spanish Sparrow’s nest in an outbuilding that looked
suspiciously like a public toilet. Black Headed, Cirl and Corn Buntings sang and insects of all
sorts buzzed around.

We had been promised the opportunity to experience local gastronomy and true to his word
Denis stopped at a farm selling honey so that we could sample the delights. These turned out
to include honey based mead which the elderly lady in her little kiosk seemed very keen for us
to try. Not wishing to appear churlish | acquiesced not once but twice and the temptation being
so great | bought a bottle which provided a nightcap for group members all week.



She may look like a simple old
country lady but she had clearly
marked me out as the one most
likely to enjoy a drop of the hard
stuff. She was quite effusive and
kissed my hand in appreciation of
the sale. Denis said it was time to
move on. After just over an hour
we were entering the town of
Mostar and being warmly
greeted by Edin at the Liska
Guesthouse. The settling in
process included a short sortie to
a nearby garage to buy some
beers in order for us to have a pre-dinner drink while compiling the bird list for the day.

Denis accompanied us to the first meal so he could show us the way which was, for a while,
beside a dual carriageway which had been no-man’s land during the war and still had some
bombed out buildings alongside the new. He showed us one shell of a house that had
belonged to his grandfather. We enjoyed our meal at the Taurus Restaurant but were all quite
pleased to return for a much needed night's sleep. Even my squeaky bed did not stop us
nodding off almost at once.

Day 2 (61 species)

We woke to find the little terrace at the front of the guesthouse set up for breakfast which was
started with the background accompaniment of a chatty Blackcap in the overhanging ash tree.
Within 10 minutes we were scurrying inside as the rain began a serious assault.

When Denis arrived at 8 o’clock he was confident he could beat the showers but this seemed
a bit unlikely as we headed west towards the coast.

We hadn'’t even left Mostar before we stopped by a bridge over the Neretva in a slightly run
down area of the town. Of course there was a reason! Under the bridge was a colony of nesting
Pallid Swifts who delighted us by scything through the air and speeding around the adjacent
hillside to feed and bring back breakfast to their young.

Not much later we were making our second stop at a most unusual feature just outside the
village of Buna. From below a towering cliff the River Buna flowed fully formed out of a
limestone cave and tumbled away in a white water torrent. Happily deserted at this hour of the
day were a number of touristy waterside restaurants and at the cave mouth a 16" century
Dervish house built by the Ottomans. The human imprint had nothing on the birds. We huddled
under dripping trees to experience the sight and sounds of the busy life of the cliff face. House
Matrtins fizzed around to and from their nests on the rock in the company of large Alpine Swifts
with their strange high pitched ululating calls. Feral Pigeons and Jackdaws flapped around
their nesting ledges and one particular Crag Martin gave us close up fly pasts as he zoomed
in and out of the cave. The main target of the venue was initially much harder to see. Denis
had previously found a Rock Nuthatch nest and this funnel of mud was stuck to the rock about
100 feet above our heads near a fig tree which was improbably sprouting from the limestone.
Once located it became a much easier job to keep finding it and watch the Rock Nuthatch



nipping back and forth with food for its young and at one point both adult birds stopped for a
rest on the outlying branches of the fig tree.

The action wasn'’t restricted to the cliff face as both Grey and White Wagtails made their
“Chiswick” calls from rocks and a Dipper sat midstream doing its immaculate toilette. The next
planned stop was over the border in Croatia at the mouth of Mostar's River Neretva. We
showed our passports at the border post near the large and somewhat prosperous looking
Croatian town of Metkovic where Denis had clearly ordered an improvement in the weather.
We followed the course of the river in sunshine to the sort of estuary Mike would have got
excited about. Mudbanks in midstream with marshy edges and tussocky grass. | could imagine
Debbie thinking “Oh hell. Waders!” She was right. Redshanks as ever predominated but were
given a run for their money by Wood Sandpipers. There were a couple of slimline Greenshanks
and lots of even slimmerline Black Winged Stilts with three of them sitting on nests and doing
a pretty good job of managing their legs. A group of Avocets kept their distance and conversed
with a few Oystercatchers.

We moved a little way back up the estuary to a spot where Denis had found a Little Ringed
Plover nest and there she sat perfectly disguised among the stones. This was a super area
for smaller waders and we found Ringed Plover, Little Stint, Sanderling, Ruff and resplendent
summer plumaged Curlew Sandpipers. Debbie did actually comment on how attractive they
were.

Lunch today was at a restaurant in a village with the appropriately muddy sounding name of
Prud. The decorative theme of the establishment was fogs and eels and | suddenly
remembered Denis mentioning it to me at the airport and in my first day enthusiasm | had
promised | would order the local delicacy of frog legs and eel stew. Luckily Denis is a very kind
man and he allowed me to go for sea food risotto instead. Phew!

It is always difficult to get going after a substantial lunch but Denis encouraged us by
announcing we were going to an inland site where he had located a Black Woodpecker nest
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and he was pretty confident we would see it flying to and from the nest with food like the earlier
Rock Nuthatch. In balmy, if slightly cloudy, weather we sat on our folding stools beside a quiet
country road among fields with hedgerows and trees listening to a rapturous background of
Golden Orioles, Nightingales and ever present Beeaters. A Hoopoe shuffled around a field in
chilled out fashion. Just as we were switching off and chattering away ourselves a huge black
bird with a red cap bounded through the air not 50 yards away. He was gone for 15 minutes
then bounded back to a nest hole in a tree in a small roadside copse. Within minutes he was
off again only to return in another 15 minutes to satisfy his hungry brood. We stayed to watch
a number of sorties with Jim tracking down butterflies in between times.

We reluctantly left the Black Woodpecker and started back for home. Denis decided on one
last stop at a small lake and a scruffy dried out pond for a 20 minute scout around. It was here
that he lived up to his OCD number plate by spending % hour searching for a singing
Olivaceous Warbler which eventually gave up and showed itself on a high, open branch of a
bush. Just as well as otherwise we might still be there.

Back in town we put on wet weather gear to walk to the Taurus Restaurant as Mostar was
drizzling. As we had dinner Mostar poured. By the time we had finished the rain had stopped
so Debbie and | walked home via the Stari Most where lots of tourists were taking in the view
of the old town flanking the river.

Day 3 (45 species 1 lifer)

Good old Denis. Full of surprises. He had promised us Woodpeckers today so we were slightly
bemused when he took a sudden left off the main road and pulled in by a sand quarry with
some clanking machinery and a random pile of fly tipped detritus. Sure there were a few Sand
Martins and Beeaters in the air but small scale industry was the overall impression. Once we
had dragged Jim away from chasing butterflies in order to photograph them with one of his
numerous cameras we crossed the road to an unworked area of the sandpit to witness one of
the most astonishing birding sights of our lives. On just one sand cliff were over 2,000 pairs of
nesting Sand Martins. The sound was sensational and so intent were the birds on courting
and nesting that we got close enough to smell them as they flew all around us. Denis explained
that although the quarry owner has no interest in birds he doesn’t work the areas they are
nesting in. As a one man band in such a big quarry there is plenty of sand for everyone. He
may dig out their nesting cliff when they have gone but they will return next year to either re-
dig holes there or move to another area of the pit. We enjoyed it so much we didn’t want to go
so Denis moved us on in stages which included visiting two areas of the quarry where Beeaters
were nesting with one colony also housing a Little Owl who observed us imperiously from the
entrance to his tunnel.



We continued our journey another few miles to the site of a defunct horticultural nursery
standing close by the woodland we were going to explore. All the glasshouses had long gone
but the shape of their foundations could be seen amongst the delicious tangle of plants, shrubs
and small bushes which had grown up. Golden Orioles, Nightingales and Turtle Doves sent
their glorious songs to us from the wood and Beeaters flew overhead. Corn Buntings and
warblers regaled us from the bushes and scrub where Red Backed Shrikes kept watch for
beetles. We had great views of singing Melodious and Olivaceous

Warbler but an Icterine Warbler couldn’t be added to the lifers list as we didn’t actually see it
despite standing right by the thick bush it was singing from!

One character was not quite so elusive though had he been a bit quicker | am sure he would
not have let us get quite so up close and personal especially as he was in the middle of late
breakfast or early lunch.

Here he is about to career off at top speed into the undergrowth.



We left Hermann’s Tortoise and made our way towards the small area of public woodland
which bordered a wide, tree lined river. Denis politely remarked to the owner of the only nearby
house that his garden looked rather splendid. At this we were all cordially invited in to look
round and stand on his terrace by the river. It was certainly a lovely garden and made even
more delightful by the invitation for us to help ourselves to the cherries on his trees. We
commented on his vines which pleased the man so much he poured glasses of homemade
Grappa for those of us brave enough to try it.

There are certain
things you just have
to do to show your
appreciation of local
people’s hospitality.
It was pretty good
but I am not sure it
would pass any
stringent tests on
the production
methods which are
no doubt kept
profoundly secret.

We left our genial
host and entered the woods a few hundred yards further down the track. Denis of course knew
where there was a Great Spotted Woodpecker nest and we happily watched an adult bird
come in to feed the young. Even he was surprised, however, when the second adult arrived
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and was a Syrian Woodpecker. It appears that interbreeding of these two very similar birds is
not altogether unheard of. A second nest site also produced a parent bird doing food sorties —
this time a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker which had advertised itself earlier with its frenetic high
pitched call. A Green Woodpecker rounded things off nicely before we drove off to the other
side of the river for lunch at a restaurant where our table was on an island in the middle of the
flow. Debbie and | both had trout which was taken from the river when we ordered it so you
couldn’t get fresher than that. It was absolutely wonderful but, being us, we both felt a bit guilty
about enjoying it.

The afternoon was spent in the foothills on what Denis described as a plateau before the
mountains proper climb to over 4,000 feet around Mostar. This had a moorland feel to it with
stone walls and stunted trees alongside scrub, flowers and deliciously scented herbs growing
amongst the cow cropped grass. There were orchids for the botanists and butterflies for you
know who as well as the birds. Poor Denis however was almost inconsolable. He took us to a
Hawfinch nest he had found which he hoped would have young being fed by parents. To his
horror the nest had clearly been predated and the chicks fed, no doubt, to somebody else’s
youngsters. We looked askance at all the Hooded Crows from then on. We climbed a hillside
on a path which led to a farm and were followed on our ascent by the farm cows which
obviously knew when it was time to return from the fields. A woman was waiting for them by
the farmhouse so they knew not to be late.

Denis had more disappointment as yet another singing Icterine Warbler failed to show and the
staccato song of a Wryneck led to a brief view of the bird disappearing from a bush at a rate
of knots. It was far too brief to honestly be able to add it to the lifers list. He was cheered up a
bit by Tawny Pipit, Woodlark, Northern and Black Eared Wheatear but we could sense the
Hawfinch debacle had hit him hard.

We continued along the road in the car until a bird flew across causing us to come to a rapid
halt. | was pretty certain it was one that would obliterate the disappointment of the Hawfinches
for Denis and | was right. A little bit of searching on the hillside revealed a pair of Sombre Tits
which brought a huge smile to his face.

We had one last target before returning to Mostar which we could see below us in the distance
from our lofty plateau. We formed a line seven abreast and crept silently to the crest of a ridge
in order to surprise any Rock Partridges lurking on the scree below. All birders know this
species is notoriously hard to spot and is on a lots of people’s “want to see” list. It was very
hard for us to see because there wasn’t one there but Denis is not one to give up as will be
seen later.

Day 4 (65 species 1 lifer and 1 extra lifer for Debbie)

Hutovo Blato was the venue today. This is a vast inland marsh and wetland formed by water
from limestone rivers underground and a mouth-watering prospect for a visit. It is a wellknown
National Park and a must for birdwatchers visiting Bosnia Herzegovina. First, however, Denis
wanted a return to yesterday’s woodland for some birds he thought we should have seen but
missed.



REKREACIONI CENTAR
*BUNICA*®

dijalog
PROJEKAT; -“buducnost

%6 EIRENICA

Rekreacioni Centar “Bunica” doesn’t sound over promising but the crescendo of birdsong from
the Golden Orioles and Nightingales with Turtle Dove interludes was the same this morning
as yesterday. Today, however, Mervyn was absolutely on fire. Within a few yards he had found
a Spotted Flycatcher and five minutes later a singing Wood Warbler. A Wryneck was once
again shouting the odds and Denis played the call which he did on some occasions when he
knew a bird was close by. Both male and female called back and after a short while an
inquisitive bird sat out on a bare tree branch and watched us closely. Eventually it relaxed and
started to give itself a makeover. Denis moved us on a few yards to a tree with a hole in it and
before long another Wryneck came along with food and after clinging to the trunk disappeared
inside to feed its young. It then poked its head out to observe the strange creatures staring at
it through binoculars. The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker from yesterday was still flying past with
food parcels and Mervyn remarked on another bird with bouncy flight heading straight towards
the Wryneck tree. It was a Middle Spotted Woodpecker which proceeded to hover amongst
the foliage not 20 yards away.

What makes me think Denis knew the Wryneck nest was there and saved it for today’s trip?
We had seen and heard such wonderful birds before even getting to the main venue of the
day.

Hutovo Blato was a 10 or so mile drive through glorious countryside. We guessed we must be
getting close when we kept seeing overflying Pygmy Cormorants. The obligatory coffee break
with Noblice biscuits was taken when we arrived at the visitor centre before walking down to
the side of a channel and boarding a boat for a trip through the wetlands. This started off down
reed fringed channels which eventually opened out to a lily strewn lake we had driven past on
the way in. The expanse of water was huge and it took time to realise there were ducks
swimming between the lily pads and reeds. The greatest number were Pochard but we were
treated to Ferruginous Duck and a pair of Garganey as well. Most numerous were the various
Dragonflies and Damselflies which gave a constant colour show as we slowly chugged along.
A Purple Heron lazily flapped past.
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In the centre of the lake was a line of partly submerged trees and bushes in a dense patch of
reeds. This was a mixed nesting site for all sorts of watery birds. We saw Little Egrets, Grey
Heron, Night Heron, Squacco Heron and lots of Pygmy Cormorants. We watched these
fabulous birds toing and froing for quite a while before returning for our picnic lunch. Just
before reaching our bit of shore a fly past of 4 Glossy Ibis got people’s cameras clicking.

Lunch was as enjoyable as usual. Edin’s rolls with cream cheese and salami were a miracle
of munchability and set us up for a walk on a raised path with a view over a wide area of wet
meadowland. As well as waders we saw Red Crested Pochard and a graceful flight of
Spoonbills who settled nicely about ¥2 mile away! It was one of those walks which birdwatchers
enjoy. Lovely countryside, plenty to see and although you think you have gone a long way you
have in fact only managed a few hundred yards.

Denis, of course, had a plan. This meant a couple of miles drive to another part of the wetland
where a dam manned by a business-like guard in an office crossed a wide stretch of water.
The gateway to the dam bore an important looking sign which Denis translated for us.

STRICTLY PRIVATE

NO ENTRY TO THIS AREA

VIDEO SURVEILLANCE

Well it was what it meant whatever it actually said. But, yes, Denis had an agreement with the
guards. As long as no-one stopped, used binoculars, took photos etc. etc. we could pass and
go through the gate on the other side. We obeyed the rules to the letter and on reaching the
opposite bank were greeted by a charming welcoming committee which pleased Debbie no
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end. She had a very erudite conversation with a lady in grey and both seemed to enjoy the
experience immensely.

Our walk took us between marshy wetland on one side and scrub and trees beyond a small
stream on the other. The reedbeds on the marshy side were alive with Great Reed Warblers
who sat boldly on top of the plants belting it out for all they were worth. Really loud! On the
scrub side they had full competition from Nightingales. Cuckoos could be heard and one
obligingly perched on a bush giving splendid views. Barbara and Rose chilled out lying on a
grassy bank taking in the spectacle of the view but had to be roused by me to come and see
a Penduline Tit that was actually weaving its hanging nest in a bush. Debbie loved it for itself
and for the fact it was a lifer for her. We dawdled back towards the guarded dam and had a
nice surprise just before we got there when a Little Bittern flew along the wetland edge showing
its contrasting ochre and black plumage to great effect.

We returned to Mostar in time for people to have a look round the town and Debbie and | took
full advantage. We stood on the Stari Most and took pictures like all the other tourists and then
crossed to walk amongst new, old and damaged buildings on the far bank. We walked in the
grounds of a Mosque situated almost opposite a small Catholic church and down a street
where local people were taking leisurely strolls and greeting friends. Some of this activity was
astutely observed from the vantage point of the outside terrace of a bar which served
refreshing beer and white wine. Excellent! We also had to buy an envelope for the collection
we were putting together for Denis which was to accompany a drawing Debbie had
volunteered me to do. Well we all know how good | am at drawing! We were unable to find a
stationery shop so, as a last resort, we went into the Post Office which sold us a single small
envelope for about 5p. | thought that was quite endearing. The route back took us through the
touristy area which was like all touristy areas full of souvenir shops and restaurants but here
girls in lovely local dress proffered their menus with a cheery smile. Of course we had to turn
them down as we were meandering towards our usual haunt to meet the rest of the group for
dinner.

We arrived in time to meet them at the Taurus Restaurant on their way back from the small
nearby bridge where they had checked Mrs Grey Waggy was still feeding her 2 youngsters on
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a rather tacky islet made up mainly of plastic rubbish. She was, so we could breathe again
and go in for another good meal ourselves. The daily bird list was compiled back at the
guesthouse with the help of coffee and honey mead.

Day 5 (46 species)

There was a very dramatic start to the day. | opened our bedroom door to the sight of Jim
flying headfirst through the air after missing the last step on the stairs. 10 out of 10 for artistic
impression and luckily unhurt. Breakfast indoors again as rain was forecast. Would Denis be
able to dodge it again today we wondered. The plan for today was to drive 4,000 feet up into
the Dinaric Alps for some mountain wildlife. Warm clothes and wet weather gear were loaded
into the car with the usual paraphernalia and off we set in pleasant conditions alongside the
River Neretva. After a huge hydroelectric dam the river broadened and Denis had us
Goosander spotting as we drove along. Eventually he relented and stopped which enabled us
to find 3 or 4 serenely swimming in mid-stream.

A swift turn off to stand on a bridge over a small tributary wasn’t hugely successful bird wise
but did enable us to see evidence of some wonderful entrepreneurial endeavour. A man had
turned his house into a small café where he periodically dammed the stream to create a
swimming pool which Denis informed us was highly popular with local people.

We backtracked to the main road which rather excitingly led to Sarajevo some 100+ miles to
the east. We turned off again to start a hairpin bend climb up into the heights. We stopped by
an impressive, craggy buttress of rock where birds like House Martin were wheeling round and
dashing in and out of nests. The road continued to climb steeply upwards past villages sporting
either Christian or Muslim symbols. After the last Mosque the road became a stony and dusty
track with even more tortuous hairpin bends and | have to admit that, with my back to the way
we were going, | started to feel just a bit queasy. This feeling evaporated within minutes of
stopping at our destination. We were at one end of a wide valley hanging Shangri La like
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among snowy mountain peaks. It would have been nice for my picture for the pylon to have
been removed but you can’t have everything.

-

OK the view is nice but were there any good things to see. Of course there were. We had our
first ever proper view of a Rock Thrush which was nesting in an old outbuilding at the bottom
of the ridge on which we were standing. What a stunner this bird is with slatey blue head and
neck, orange chest, dark wings with white patch in its back. We had to say goodbye to it and
take a short walk with a wooded hillside sloping away to our left which could have been in
England with Blackbird, Song Thrush and Robin singing a homely chorus.

We drove on into a coniferous wood further up the valley where Denis hoped to find Firecrests.
Shock horror — no Firecrests! We had to make do with Coal Tits and Willow Tits. Not in slightest
bit deflated we drove further up the valley and had a wonderful meander around a bolder
strewn, grassy area where Jim galloped around trying to keep pace with all the butterflies that
steadfastly refused to “pitch”. Mervyn and Rose helped Debbie, Barbara and Pippa with
identifying (or not) the profusion of wild flowers while | bumbled around aimlessly but happily
and found myself a smashing Lesser Whitethroat. We all decided that the little trickle of water
emanating from a mossy area of the hillside was the source of the Neretva and who is to say
we were wrong. Probably Denis but we didn’t let on to him. We made another interesting
discovery. The very noisy grasshopperry things were Field Crickets and they are very big and
black with a yellow mark on their neck. Not only did we discover that but we found that they sit
at the mouth of holes they have made in the ground and use said hole as an echo chamber to
amplify their call. Very clever chaps those Field Crickets. Debbie and | remembered Eddie
spending a huge amount of time trying to photograph one in the Jura Mountains.

Restaurant lunch today and we reached it by driving round a large, shallow looking,
vegetationless lake which housed just one lonely high altitude Great Crested Grebe. The
Hajducke Vrleti Restaurant at Blidinje was quite up market and in addition was decorated by
a variety of stuffed mountain wildlife not unlike a coffee stop we had in a café on the Danube
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Delta. Thankfully no stuffed Hedgehog door handle here though. Before lunch was served
Denis explained that Hajducke, or Hadjuks as | knew them, were Balkan rebels. He seemed
quite impressed | had heard of them till | explained that it was because of Hadjuk Split FC the
famous Croatian team. Denis trumped this by telling me how they were formed and roughly
when!

| did impress Denis (possibly) by joining him and Mervyn in having the local dish of Polenta
with Yoghurt and Garlic Oil. I'm sorry Debbie but that was far more adventurous than omelette!

After lunch it tipped down with rain but our Denis outran it and we had a wonderful stop in
another part of the mountains at even higher altitude. It must have rained there at some point
because Crossbills were drinking from puddles in the roadway. During our walk we saw
Linnets, Tree Pipits, a Chiffchaff and a brilliant pair of Bullfinches near the Crossbill puddles.
Awesome as Nicola would say.

We drove back in the rain but didn’t care about that as we had enjoyed a wonderful day in the
mountains. You might have thought we would be really tired but anybody witnessing our game
of “what bird am 1?” in the Taurus Restaurant would have had different ideas, and probably
did.

As everyone started back to the guesthouse Debbie and | trooped off in the other direction for
a nightcap in the Black Dog Pub opposite the restaurant. As we entered silence cut in and all
eyes turned to watch us two wrinklies walk to the bar and order our drinks. We decided that it
was OK standing out in the crowd but one drink was enough!

Day 6 (55 species 1 lifer)

Back to the Dinaric Alps today but on the other side of Mostar. It turned out to be another
stunning day. The destination was an area of mainly deserted holiday chalets on a grassy
alpine meadow in a bowl surrounded by wooded hills. The meadow had a number of electricity
pylons which may not sound picturesque but along with the fence posts, bushes and small
trees gave great vantage points to Red Backed Shrikes which seemed to be everywhere. As
we expected Denis made a couple of brief stops before arriving. The first was by a towering
cliff face where he knew there was a Black Redstart nest. Sure enough, way above our heads,
there was mummy with a fat, green caterpillar in her beak. The second was a general birdy
stop where with the help of his app a smart Rock Bunting came and had a very good look at
us. Back to the Alpine holiday site. It was very difficult to make progress on a walk in this area.
The profusion of wild flowers held some of us up, you know who went yomping around yelling
“pitch, pitch” at a huge variety of butterflies and the birdsong kept us all on our toes trying to
work out what was what. The Field Crickets were once again making themselves obvious from
their acoustically constructed homes. A holiday chalet here would be absolutely splendid but
we were all glad it was still out of season and we had the place practically to ourselves. We
wandered around till Denis took us in hand and said we needed to go into the surrounding
woods to find some different birds. We tramped a little uphill before entering the mixed conifer
and deciduous trees. It was a bit of a neck craning ordeal looking into the tops of very tall trees
but you have, on some occasions, to suffer for your art.
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We soon found a Treecreeper and some Crested Tits before continuing upwards till Denis
stopped us beside a tree on a bend in the road. He had recently found something interesting
here which turned out to be a hole in which a Great Spotted Woodpecker had made its nest.
This was far too ordinary, however, and as we watched the birds come in to feed young
another visitor arrived with food. A Nuthatch had its nest hole about a couple of feet above the
Woody. All was fine unless both species turned up with food at the same time at which juncture
the Nuthatch invariably drove off the Great Spot. This was very entertaining although two
walkers came past and totally failed to notice anything.

We descended from the woods to have a comfortable picnic on our folding seats amongst the
glories of this charming environment. As the last chunk of Noblice was being consumed Denis
announced he was going to leave us to follow a 1 kilometre track down the hillside to the road
where he would meet us with the car. Don’t panic! Don’t panic! He gave clear instructions and
we set off, with Woodlarks singing to us, through more flowers and butterflies and were
relieved to find a small pond which he had said would be a marker that we were on the right
route. A brief stop was made here to inspect tadpoles and dragonflies before the final descent
to the highway were we were greeted by Denis and a Tawny Pipit sitting rather incongruously
in the middle of the road.

The car had to do battle with more unmade road as it climbed higher through a stunningly
beautiful bolder strewn, grassy valley replete with wild flowers and herbs. Denis had one thing
on his mind — Ortolan Bunting. He stopped in the lee of a higher ridge of hillside on a patch of
suspiciously squidgy off road pasture and we walked a few yards to a group of low bushes
where birds were flitting. A quick check and of course they were a small band of Ortolan
Buntings who, clearly being of an exhibitionist bent, came down to drink in puddles not many
yards from where we stood. This was very high in my lifetime birding moments as our only
previous sighting had been quite high in a tree at the Babadag Forest in Romania when | was
also juggling a lunchtime glass of wine.
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Denis was very keen to try an unmade stretch of road that went round the ridge as he said it
had not been open last week and he was keen to know where it went and what state it was in.
Well we were not going to argue with this adventurous spirit so off we went. It was certainly no
worse than any other unmade mountain route we travelled on. Having rounded the ridge we
stopped for a scan of the bird life and were rewarded with a wheeling flock of Alpine Chough
high above us. A Skylark and a Mistle Thrush bade us welcome from a little lower down the
slope. The scenery was so wonderful we made two further stops to meander or sit amongst
the nature the mountains had to offer. People’s heads were raised from the flora when Pippa
found a bird she did not know. It was our one and only Lesser Grey Shrike which pleased
Denis no end because he liked it when birds he wanted us to see made an appearance.

The next stop was by a pile of stones which it transpired were headstones from the graves of
Bogomils. This Gnostic religious sect was formed in the early 11" century and persecuted as
heretical by the papacy and other Catholic powers. In Bosnia, however, Bogomilism became
the state religion in the 12 century until the 14" century despite heavy harassment from the
Hungarian Empire. When the Ottomans invaded they were welcomed by the Bogomils as
preferable to the Hungarians and gradually many Bogomils converted to Islam. The Gnostic
ideas of the Bogomils show close resemblance to the views held by the later Cathars in
Languedoc but there is scant evidence for a connection between the two which is only of any
relevance because during a discussion with the group | said | thought there was. Never mind,
the birds didn’t stop singing because | was slightly wrong.

The stones themselves were interesting and we spent some time finding ones that had been
worked or inscribed. We were very intent on this and didn’t really notice when a local shepherd
appeared from nowhere no doubt checking we were not sheep rustlers. We obviously were
deemed OK as we were left to investigate this interesting bit of Bosnian heritage.
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It seemed this would be the final stop of the day but that would be reckoning without Denis.
He stopped the car because he thought he had heard a Corncrake which is a bird we were all
keen to hear. This was one of those occasions when the app came into play. The mechanical
Corncrake called and was almost immediately answered by the flesh and blood version. It was
obviously quite close but the mixture of long grass and the bird’s ability to stay hidden made it
likely that it would stay as invisible as it usually is. Mervyn however was searching for flowers
quite near the sound so we joined him and as we walked the bird suddenly took off and flew
into cover about 100 yards away. | never expected to see a Corncrake in my life so this was
just inexpressibly fantastic.

We headed for Mostar then along mile after mile of almost deserted Karst field. The few
inhabitants lived on smallholdings taking advantage of the rich, dark soil to grow all sorts of
crops. There were some herders of cows or sheep but mainly huge, empty expanses which is
an abiding memory of this country.

Back at the Taurus Restaurant in the evening Mrs Grey Waggy was feeding just one youngster.
We tried not to conjecture too much about this. After all the babies were quite well grown. It
was another jolly meal time and we returned to our beds rather sad that it would be the last
full day on the morrow.

Day 7 (54 species 1 lifer)

Denis was up to his tricks again today. He told me to keep an eye out on the roadside as we
sped through the suburbs of Mostar because there was a reasonable chance of seeing a
Crested Lark. | didn’t. Just outside the town we stopped by a wire fence enclosed rough
meadow of immense proportions. There, sitting on a fence post, was a Crested Lark. As we
walked down a path through the meadow there were Crested Larks falling over each other
and flying skywards with their bubbly little calls. So much for needing to keep an eye out. Denis
did get a surprise though as we set the scopes on some small brown birds sitting brazenly on
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the path itself. These turned out to be Short Toed Larks which gave Debbie and me easily our
best views of this little lark. It was also nice to see Denis get quite excited about them.
Obviously he made a mental note for next week’s group! For the first time since the initial day
we saw and heard Black Headed Buntings and as a reminder of the South Downs a good
number of Corn Buntings were doing their thing. The picture may look like a boring old field
but looks can be so deceptive!

When the local Herzog (Prince) Stephen built his castle in the foothills of the mountains before
the days of the Ottomans he could not have imagined it would preside over The Day of the
Partridge. Why would he? He had never met Denis whose mission for the week was to see a
Rock Partridge which is one of the most elusive birds on the twitchers hit list. We had played
the app at various remote, stony mountain slopes with not so much as an answering call. To
be fair most birders only get to hear this bird as we had done in Sicily some years before.
Anyway Denis’ antennae were out and on the far slope from the castle he was sure he could
hear the call of the Partridge. Out came the app and sure enough many people could hear a
far distant reply which prompted a minute scoping of the distant hillside. Cue a gleeful shout
from Denis who had located a bird and got him in the scope. We all patiently queued and there
across the hillside, over the main road, standing on a rock even further up the hill was a
beautiful Rock Partridge. He hung around to be admired for ages. In fact, as is often the case,
we birders left the area with him still standing in full view. What a fickle lot we are. Well, we
had in any case been slightly side-tracked by Orphean Warbler, Cirl Bunting and a circling
Long Legged Buzzard.

We had become accustomed to one magnificent experience being followed by another and so
it was today. We motored along the road then off it to a viewpoint looking down over a huge
Karst field with a water course arrowing through the middle and the odd wet area near the foot
of the surrounding hills. Once you got your eye in you realised you could look down on a
number of hunting Montagu’s Harriers, surely the most graceful raptor in the whole of Europe.
Use your eyes even better and you could make out Red Footed Falcons hawking in a group
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over the damper areas to catch dragonflies. Other insects were being chased by large groups
of Beeaters. After the initial overview we dropped down into the Karst field and got wonderful
views of the raptors with the Falcons being fairly close when any of them settled on power
lines or pylons. We had a walk among numerous birds, flowers and insects and even a flock
of sheep with the margins of the central water course being full of gorgeous Yellow Wagtails.

After such a morning the appetite was gnawing so we made our way to the outskirts of a small
town where we had lunch in a very popular restaurant below a towering cliff by a raging white
water mountain river that flowed under a bridge in the grounds. It was a great venue and lovely
meal but tinged by the knowledge that it was all nearly over.

Denis took us back to the guesthouse via a stop at a mixed Beeater and Sand Martin colony.
Packing was done and then the last meal at the Taurus. Mrs Waggy was feeding childless.
We all agreed the young had gone safely to make their own way in the world. Denis joined us
tonight and was pleased with his drawing which | suggested he keep as it may be worth 10p
in a few years’ time. After one last walk up to the Stari Most Debbie and | turned in ready for
the 5.45 departure in the morning.

Day 8 (just goodbyes)

It's easier to get up at 5 a.m. when you are going on holiday than when you are coming home.
Nonetheless, we managed and were ready for the off bright eyed and bushy tailed. In my case
this was probably because | knew we had a pichic breakfast on board. This was duly taken by
the roadside after we had crossed the border with Denis still scanning for birds. We took a
different route back to the airport as we followed the pretty coastline and were able to get a
closer look down on Dubrovnik’s old town from a hillside rather than a plane.

Everything was going to plan as we sighted the airport perimeter fence then disaster struck.
Poor Denis got a puncture just a few 100 yards from the terminus. Brilliant as ever, he walked
to a nearby café and returned with a taxi. How does he do it? Farewells were a bit hurried but
planes were caught. Then, after the usual bright and breezy welcome from Helen, we were
back in Henfield. The final bird list of 146 species was:
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Shelduck Turtle Dove Cetti's Warbler (heard)
Mallard Collared Dove Chiffchaff

Garganey Cuckoo Wood Warbler

Pochard Scops Owl (heard) Eastern Olivaceous Warbler
Ferruginous Duck Little Owl Melodious Warbler
Goosander Alpine Swift Icterine Warbler (heard)
Rock Partridge Swift Reed Warbler (heard)
Grey Partridge Pallid Swift Great Reed Warbler
Quail (heard) Beeater Blackcap

Pheasant (heard) Hoopoe Eastern Orphean Warbler
Great Crested Grebe Wryneck Whitethroat

Cormorant Lesser Spotted Woodpecker | Lesser Whitethroat
Pygmy Cormorant Middle Spotted Woodpecker | Subalpine Warbler

Little Bittern

Great Spotted Woodpecker

Spotted Flycatcher

Grey Heron Syrian Woodpecker Robin (heard)
Purple Heron Black Woodpecker Nightingale (heard)
Little Egret Green Woodpecker Black Redstart
Cattle Egret Kestrel Rock Thrush
Squacco Heron Red Footed Falcon Blue Rock Thrush
Night Heron Red Backed Shrike Whinchat

Glossy Ibis Lesser Grey Shrike Wheatear
Spoonbill Woodchat Shrike Black Eared Wheatear
Honey Buzzard Golden Oriole Blackbird

Short Toed Eagle Jay Song Thrush (heard)
Marsh Harrier Magpie Mistle Thrush
Montagu’s Harrier Alpine Chough Starling

Levant Sparrowhawk (heard) | Jackdaw Yellow Wagtalil
Buzzard Hooded Crow Grey Wagtail

Long Legged Buzzard Raven White Wagtail
Corncrake Short Toed Lark Tawny Pipit
Moorhen Crested Lark Tree Pipit

Coot Skylark Yellowhammer
Lapwing Woodlark Cirl Bunting
Ringed Plover Sand Martin Rock Bunting

Little Ringed Plover House Martin Ortolan Bunting
Oystercatcher Crag Martin Black Headed Bunting
Avocet Swallow Corn Bunting
Black-Winged Stilt Red Rumped Swallow Chaffinch
Greenshank Sombre Tit Bullfinch

Wood Sandpiper Willow Tit Greenfinch
Redshank Coal Tit Crosshill
Sanderling Crested Tit Goldfinch

Little Stint Great Tit Linnet

Curlew Sandpiper Blue Tit Serin

Ruff Penduline Tit House Sparrow
Black Headed Gull Nuthatch Tree Sparrow

Yellow Legged Gull

Western Rock Nuthatch

Spanish Sparrow
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Rock Dove/Feral Pigeon

Treecreeper

Woodpigeon

Dipper

Nigel and Debbie

May 2018
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