Devon Field Trip 4th -8th March 2019

Nineteen members booked in for the Devon trip to the Clotted Cream Mines, which would have been our largest contingent yet. Regrettably, only 18 made it to Devon, leaving it level on points with the Somerset trip  for numbers of participants. What is it about the South West?

We gathered at Ham Wall as our intermediate stop as the  foreknowledge gained from that same Somerset trip assured us we would have a good couple of hours there. And so it proved. We made our way out towards the Avalon Hide, having first had excellent views of a Kingfisher just over the bridge in the first water complex on the left. At the first observation platform we saw a Great White Egret, and we had several Marsh Harrier sightings during our time on the reserve. Pushing on then to the Avalon Hide we heard Cetti's Warbler, and saw a couple of airborne Snipe. From the right of the hide came another Marsh Harrier – until it resolved itself into a Red Kite, which flew across the hide, and was then seen to good effect out to the north. Just as we were thinking of leaving, what we were really there for decided to show, flying diagonally across in front of the hide – a Bittern which all in the hide got on to. On the return walk Water Rail was heard, and just as we arrived back at the car park, a Great Spotted Woodpecker pitched into nearby trees.

We drove onwards into Devon, and on leaving the A380 beyond Exeter, plunged into deep and dark Devon lanes leading towards the coast, Dawlish Warren and our hotel for the week. The yaffle of a Green Woodpecker greeted us in the car park, an excellent omen. We settled in, and found to a number of members' delight, that dessert could be accompanied by clotted cream, ice cream or custard – or by all three!!

Next morning dawned bright and clear, and after a substantial breakfast we headed off for Haldon Forest. A minor mix-up saw some meet at the Visitor Hub, and some at the Raptor viewpoint, but it wasn't long before we were all parking up near the viewpoint. A short walk brought us to the right place, and the waiting wasn't too drawn out before a pair of Ravens were cavorting round to the right. Buzzards started to appear, with up to 4 in view at one time. But no Goshawk. The only raptor of interest was one that soared on the treeline just as we were preparing to leave, showing white tail feathers, and some white on the back. Despite 2 or 3 sightings in and out of the tree tops, it remained unidentified, with pale-phase Buzzard seeming most likely. Until photos appeared on the South Devon Twitter feed of a Marsh Harrier (in Somerset) displaying white tail feathers (rather than grey) and the grey wing feathers showing very pale! Another possibility. It would be a lot easier if they were all labelled!

We moved back to the Hub for lunch, and after refuelling, found the feeding area, which was as busy as Piccadilly Circus. Chaffinches mainly foraged on the ground, Siskin hung from the feeders at all strange angles. Great, Blue and Coal Tits were there in good numbers and a Great Spotted Woodpecker played peek-a-boo at the back. Greenfinches dropped in, as did a Nuthatch. But the Siskin's co-stars were the Yellowhammers that appeared a couple of times, again at the back.

After a short siesta back at the hotel, we gathered again for the walk out to Dawlish Warren. By this time the weather had turned foul, with rain being lashed into faces by a strong wind. We stopped on the meadows to view a pair of Stonechat on pathside bushes, and picked out Shoveler on the dune slack. Due to erosion, we had to take to the open beach to reach (eventually) the hide, but we picked up Great Black-backed Gull & Great Crested Grebe in flight over the sea. Dark-bellied Brent Geese were easily visible as we made our way into the hide, and we quickly added Shelduck, Teal and Red-breasted Merganser to the list. Slowly but surely, as the tide rose, waders became the order of the day, with Ringed Plovers and Turnstones flying along the tideline. Single Curlews and Redshank became, twos, then threes and then clumps. Grey Plovers arrived with their numbers swelling to 41, mixing with Dunlin, Bar-tailed Godwits and Knot. And finally several Sanderling were picked out from the throng. From the direction of Exmouth came two Spoonbills, an adult and a juvenile, in line astern low over the channel. Good views were had by the five remaining members, and Derrick's grabbed record shot was sufficient for the Devon County Recorder to accept the record on our behalf. A mobile call then alerted the stalwarts to the fact that the wind was pushing the tide in hard, and the beach strip was narrowing. The last five beat a hasty retreat – thanks Arthur. Our arrival back at the car park was greeted by the repeating notes of a Song Thrush as the rain finally subsided.

The Wednesday started bright but with showers forecast. Transitting through Starcross, a Greenshank flew across the bridge as we crossed it. First stop was Powderham Park, where the River Kenn comes down to the estuary. Curlews were probing for invertebrates, and three Egyptian Geese added their colour to the scene. What seemed to be insects buzzed over the lake, and it took a little while to identify them as Sand Martins, usually the earliest of the migrant hirundines. We parked up by the church, and were able to enjoy close views of a group of about 8 Meadow Pipits in one field, joined by a male Reed Bunting.

Next stop was Exminster Marshes where a straight path led away from the car park alongside the railway line on the edge of the reserve. This put us half a mile away from the canal, but some diligent scoping revealed the presence of Pintail. Our best sighting here was a very early Willow Warbler, feeding restlessly in the pathside hawthorns.

We crossed the River Exe in Exeter, and followed the estuary round to Exmouth, our embarkation point for the birdwatching cruise. Finding parking spaces on the quayside, we ate our lunch while waiting for departure. With a strong onshore wind blowing it was a little uneven outside Dawlish Warren, but once inside the Warren, sailing was very smooth. First birds of note were a peregrine scything across the sky above Exmouth and a couple of Shags sitting on channel buoys. Inside the bar were a couple of juvenile Eider and the resident Slavonian Grebe. Waders outnumbered wildfowl by a  considerable margin, and all the species seen from the Warren Hide the previous afternoon were well represented. In addition, we had Greenshank off the River Kenn outfall at Powderham, Bar-tailed Godwit on the mudbanks with a solitary Ruff among them, a substantial flock of Golden Plover ensconced in the middle of a sandbank off Riversmeet and then another of our targets off Topsham – 27 Avocets sweep-feeding in the shallows! As we returned down the estuary the incoming tide was beginning to flood the sand and mudbanks, starting the process of concentrating the waders into flocks. An excellent afternoon's birding and well worth the tenner it cost.

Next morning was pretty windy, and our first stop was Labrador Bay, an RSPB reserve specifically aimed at conservation of the Cirl Bunting. Here the ground was muddy, and as it is on a steep hillside, slippery too. We stayed just long enough to get sightings of Cirl Buntings in the hedgerows, and to hear and see Skylarks overhead, before discretion got the better part of valour, and we retreated to the car park.

Our next stop was at Broadsands Beach car park, another haunt of Devon's famous (and scarce) bunting. It had the great advantage of being flat tarmac, and having facilities available. We were soon parked in a semi-circle around where seed had been scattered on the ground behind some abandoned beach huts (used as photographic hides). At least a dozen Cirl Buntings were making use of the free feed split roughly between males and females, with the males' yellow and black striped faces looking fairly toned down against the Belisha beacons that were the male Yellowhammers among them. Chaffinches and House Sparrows were there in numbers too. And a Chiffchaff darted its way past in the hawthorn trees.

Our last stop for the day was Berry Head, and here the birds of the cliffside habitat came to the fore. Rock Pipit was seen flitting between rocks, and Shag & Cormorant perched on the small islets. Gannets were diving further out among dolphins and porpoises. Guillemots had already started to line the ledges, while Kittiwakes and Fulmars beat their way past.

Next morning was the start of the homeward leg, and we met up at Upton Warren, a Worcestershire Wildlife Trust reserve. With time available to visit just half the reserve, we nevertheless noted a pair of Ravens overhead, and Oystercatchers, Curlew, Dunlin and Avocets on the scrape. And all too soon we were back in Sandbach, our tenth week away already behind us, and fading into memory, revived perhaps by this report. 

As well as a record-equalling number of participants, we recorded our highest total of species seen with 106, not including Cat C species Black Swan and Snow Goose. Hope we all meet up again next year.
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