Lake Kerkini Diary January 2010

After spring visits to Kerkini in 2008 and 2009, I was keen to see the lake in the winter. For this five-night trip, Jan and I were joined by Richard and Poppy Carden, Nicholas Carter, Eve Wee, Carolyn Heathcote, John Anderson and Gina Nightingale

.

Friday 22 January

We left England looking wet, grey and miserable, and the forecast for Thessalonica wasn’t much better. However, when we landed at 2pm local time it was dry, cool but reasonably bright. We left the airport at about 3pm in our blue VW Transporter, fighting our way around the ring road before heading out on the very quiet Serres road.  Small birds were few, but we soon started seeing lots of buzzards and kestrels. 

We made our first stop by the dam, seeing our first pygmy cormorants, along with a selection of typical Kerkini birds – gulls, grebes and herons, plus a few distant pelicans. We saw rather more pelicans a little farther north, loitering around the fishing camps. Other birds seen from the car included mallard, wigeon, pochard, goldeneye, several great white egrets, common sandpiper, little ringed plover, crested lark, reed bunting and hawfinch, plus a very large flock of starlings.

We reached the Viglatoras at 5.15, and after a certain amount of scrambling for rooms, all settled in. We had liqueurs in front of the fire, while the four-course dinner was excellent. As we retired to bed Poppy remarked that it felt like snow, but Stelios has reassured us that it didn’t really snow much here.

Saturday 23 January

Stelios was wrong and Poppy right: it snowed, and was still snowing lightly when we got up. I went out to brush the snow off the car and saw a hawfinch in the garden, a promising start. It carried on snowing for much of the morning, though very lightly, but the roads were treacherous, so I put off use of the bus until there was an improvement. So after breakfast, we ventured up the road on foot, sliding in the snow. It was very slippery, but only Gina took a tumble. We soon saw the grey wagtails on the culveted river, and added a variety of other birds to the list, including both tree and house sparrow, collared dove, nuthatch, great and blue tit, blackbird, mistle thrush, starling, song thrush, redwing and fieldfare, siskin and goldfinch. However, the best bird by far was a female lesser spotted woodpecker that gave prolonged views and was enjoyed by all.

It was back to the Viglatoras for hot chocolates and coffees, while I checked out the road. This was very slushy, but no longer dangerous, so at 11.30 we set off down to the lake, starting at Mandraki Harbour.  Here we soon found a small flock of woodlarks, difficult to see as they were so well camouflaged. The lake itself was every bit as good as I was hoping, and we were treated to a feast of good birds. There were many hundreds of ducks, with mallard predominating, then wigeon, teal and pintail, plus smaller numbers of shoveler and gadwall. Among them were several families of Bewick’s swans, and we eventually also saw a pair of mutes. A dozen or so spoonbills were feeding in the shallows, and the odd Dalmatian pelican cruised around on the water. Waders included several green sandpipers, a distant flock of dunlin and several snipe. There was a mass flushing of wildfowl, caused, we eventually discovered, by a goshawk that flew into a tree on the edge of the marsh. It was in exactly the same field of view as a greater spotted eagle we had been scoping for some time. It was John who spotted the goshawk, though he did admit that the thought it was a wood pigeon.

There were other treats, too. A dozen or so black storks suggest these magnificent birds must over-winter here, while we had great views of water rails creeping around at the edge of the reedbeds, in company with Cetti’s warblers. The latter never sang, but called in a way I had never heard before. Great white egrets were the commonest heron, but there were also several greys. No exciting geese, alas, just a few distant greylags. Close by, fieldfares came into feed on ivy and gave good opportunities for digiscoping. 

We had a chilly lunch here, but though it was cold the snow was thawing quickly and the light was now quite bright. After lunch we droved on round to the Striminos river, stopping en route at the supermarket. Our next stop was for a distant Syrian woodpecker I spotted on top of a tree: it was scoped and seen by everyone. Our walk here soon produced a drumming lesser spotted woodpecker, but it flew off so not many people saw it. We all saw several chiffchaffs, feeding low over the water.

Our next stop was within sight of the river itself, and here we did very well for woodpeckers. We started with a pair of grey-headed which everyone eventually saw, followed by a handsome middle spotted. We had a couple of good views of great spotted, too, and eventually John and Nick found a green woodpecker that was well scoped. So six species of woodpeckers in one day!

There weren’t many other birds here, other than a few siskins and robins, but we did have a number of sightings of kingfishers. On the floodplain of the river we saw a flock of perhaps 60 skylarks, while big flocks of black-headed gulls were flighting down the river. There were sizeable flocks, too, of starlings and wood pigeons, plus a nice gathering of about 60 stock doves. We finished the day with a circular drive on the other side of the river, finding our first linnets and a flock of c30 cirl buntings, the cocks handsome and stripey. We drove back on dry roads, though there was still lots of snow around the Viglatoras. With around 80 species in the bag we had done well, as it had been a memorable day.

Sunday 24 January

No more snow overnight, but a hard frost with the temperature down to minus seven. The snow-covered mountains above the hotel looked terrific bathed in the soft morning sunshine. It was so cold that even turning the car into the sun failed to thaw the windscreen, so I had to warm it up with the engine running. The old priest was chanting as we came out from breakfast, and he must have lured the owners of the bread shop to church, as it was closed.

We set off at 9.15, heading east on the road towards Bulgaria, then drove up to the worked-out quarry where I had seen nesting rock nuthatches two years ago. Their nest was still visible, but of the birds themselves there was no sign at all. There were, however, plenty of compensations. Hawfinches were ridiculously common, and I even managed to digiscope one satisfactorily. A pair of rock bunting proved shy and difficult to see, though giving several good glimpses and flashes of white outer tail feathers. A golden eagle slipped over, heading west. It was a first-year bird, displaying lots of white in its tail and wings. New for the list was a family of long-tailed tits, and there were also lots of black redstarts and robins, with both buzzard and sparrowhawk overhead.

We dropped back down to the lake, looking unsuccessfully for bread, and driving on to the village of Megalahori, parking at the picnic area close to the eastern embankment. Here Richard soon spotted a ferruginous duck, and we eventually saw at least 10 of these delightful little diving ducks on the first pool. The water level was much lower than I had seen it before, exposing extensive areas of mud with shallow pools, and there were many hundreds of surface-feeding ducks dabbling here. Once again it was the same mixture of species, with mallard the most abundant, closely followed by teal, then wigeon, pintail, gadwall and shoveler in that order. Snipe were numerous, but we failed to see a jack, despite looking carefully. A single black stork was feeding on the mud, and there was also the usual mixture of spoonbills, a few Dalmatian pelicans, great white and grey herons. Grey and white wagtails and water pipits fed out on the mud.

There was plenty to look at as we walked slowly along the bank. Kingfishers gave great views, chiffchaffs fed at the edge of the reeds, mixed flocks of chaffinches, yellowhammers and reed buntings flushed, and there were hundreds of skylarks in flocks. John managed to spot a single calandra lark that flushed after the main flock of skylarks had gone. We saw two distant spotted eagles, perched motionless at the tops of trees, and we also saw one soaring distantly. Though the sun was shining brightly, it was very cold, despite little wind. As we walked back we added greenfinch to the list, at last. The sunshine made all the birds we saw look their very best, bringing out their colours beautifully. 

After lunch we drove slowly along the eastern embankment, stopping frequently for birds. I was delighted when a flock of about 65 whitefronts flew in, calling beautifully. There weren’t, alas, any lessers mixed in with them. Scanning the mudflats beyond there were clearly lots of waders, and we managed to see several golden plovers together with lapwings and a few dunlin. Richard spotted some distant diving ducks, and they proved to be a small group of four red-headed smews. There were several families of wild swans to be seen, though most were asleep as is the way of these birds. One party of five were feeding, and they proved to be whoopers. 

We stopped once for a soaring spotted eagle that rather co-operatively came right over us, giving us a very fine view, and a good chance to study its diagnostic features, with broad wings, very short tail, dark plumage and just a tiny crescent of white on the rump. Not long after I was looking towards the mountains when I saw a small flock of geese: I knew instantly that they had to be red-breasts, as their shape, colouring and flight is so distinct if you have seen them before, but I had to put the telescope on them to be sure. It was a flock of nine birds, but they were distant and not everyone saw them very well, which was a great shame. I knew that 30,000 had been seen in Bulgaria in December, pushed there by the cold weather, so these birds had no doubt overshot from the Black Sea.

Both wood pigeons and starlings were present in huge numbers, and once a few of us were treated to a mass aerial display by a starling flock, but the birds soon disappeared behind trees. Our quest for the huge flocks of pochard that are meant to winter on Kerkini was eventually satisfied when we found great rafts of many hundreds of birds out on the deeper water. Grebes were conspicuously scarce, but Richard spotted a singleton that proved to be a black-necked. 

We came off the embankment, partly because it was so cold watching birds there, and drove to the dam, and then on to the old quarry reputed to hold eagle owls. The quarry is still being worked, and didn’t look promising. Apart from hawfinches we didn’t see anything here, so we headed back to the lake. I failed to find anything interesting close to the dam, but as we drove north we came across a couple of fishermen, cleaning their catch, a small crowd of Dalmatian pelicans were gathered next to the boat, so we were able to watch them as they jostled for position, waiting for a fish. They were a little wary of us, but not of the fishermen.

Our last bird of the day was a little stint that I spotted from the car, down on the mud at the edge of the lake. It was such a tiny bird and the light was so poor that it was difficult to see, but everyone did eventually. To the north, the setting sun had painted the snow-covered mountain tops a pastel pink. 

Monday 25 January

Another very cold night, with the temperature well below freezing, and icicles hanging from the trees outside our room. We started at Mandraki Harbour, where we soon added a few new birds to the list: a marsh harrier (mobbing a spotted eagle), two greenshanks and, best of all, two jack snipe. Carolyn spotted the first birds fly in, alerted Eve who got her telescope on it, and announced that she thought it was a jack. It certainly was, and we watched it creeping around at the edge of the reedbed, eventually joined by another. It was possible to see all the important field marks, such as the yellow stripe down the back, and the very different head pattern to a common snipe.

Add in all the usual birds – spoonbills, hundreds of ducks, a big but distant flock of whitefronts (c100) and at least 50 wild swans (all, I think, Bewick’s) and it made a good start to the day. The light was excellent, at least looking to the west, as the sun was bright but only with feeble warmth, as it was still very cold. 

We drove on to the Bulgarian border, following the river, and passing scores of lorries stopped on the hard shoulder of the motorway. As we pulled into the car park of the Jumbo shopping centre Richard and I spotted a bird that looked like a shrike, and it proved to be a handsome great grey, the fifth species of shrike that I’ve seen here. I scrambled up the bank and managed to get close enough to it for some decent digiscoped pictures.

Coffees and hot chocolates were enjoyed in the centre, before our walk in the woodpecker wood. It certainly lived up to its name, as we encountered three species of spotted woodpecker very quickly – lesser, middle and great spotted. We also had good views of nuthatches, with their very ruddy underparts, along with long-tailed tits. Eve saw a marsh tit, song thrushes gave good views, and I eventually found a short-toed treecreeper feeding on the Bulgarian side of the river. This is a beautiful wood, with its magnificent old specimens of white poplars, and a real pleasure to walk in.

We then drove south to Sidrokastro, and turned east again on the road towards Fea Petra. It was now lunchtime, so I parked at the picnic site I had used last May. It was reasonably sheltered and the sun was shining brightly, but it was hardly warm. John, Richard and Nicholas wandered up the valley and enjoyed a good view of a hen harrier, but this proved to be our only new addition to the list in this area. After lunch we drove on up the valley, but saw little of note. We came back and parked by the river on the road to Fea Petra. Here a walk produced numerous chaffinches and hawfinches, plus another middle-spotted and great spotted woodpecker. It was a pleasant walk in attractive scenery, but very cold.

My last try for a rock nuthatch was back in Sidrokastro, on the cliff face opposite the cake shop. We soon heard a nuthatch calling and went on to enjoy excellent views of a pair, feeding low down at the foot of the cliff, and disappearing into a cave. The sun was still shining.

Our day finished with a halt at Mandraki Harbour once again. No new birds this time, but I did manage to find the four red-headed smew, almost certainly the same birds as yesterday. There was a very distant eagle, a few whitefronts, plus all the usual array of birds. Just before we departed thousands of starlings came over, but sadly we weren’t treated to any mass aerial evolutions. Many simply dropped down into the reedbed with out any fuss. Nicholas counted over 60 corn buntings gathered in the top of a poplar tree, preparing to roost in the reedbed, while Eve reported seeing a pair of Spanish sparrows here when we first got out of the car. It was so cold that the majority of the group stayed in the comparative warmth of the minibus.

Tuesday 26 January

No overnight frost, but still horribly cold. It proved to be our coldest day, as there wasn’t a hint of sunshine, making it raw and unpleasant with the temperature close to or even below freezing. We drove down to the village of Kerkini to check out the west side of the lake. At the harbour I saw a common gull, and Nick later found another that everyone saw. As we drove along the embankment I spotted a drake red-crested pochard that proved to be shy, as it flushed almost at once, though we did eventually see it again. Most interesting were several large rafts of shovelers, the birds packed tightly on the water as they fed together.

Our walk along the river, so productive in the spring, failed to produce much, though there was a large flock of tree sparrows at the farm, probably numbering well over 100 birds. It was so cold that the walk wasn’t enjoyable. We then drove south along the shore, eventually finding waders feeding on the mud and the shoreline. Most were dunlin, but there was also a single little stint, presumably the same bird we had seen before. We managed to check out the plovers and established that they were little ringed, a surprising record as they are generally summer visitors.

Only half the group braved the cold in the hunt at the quarry for sombre tit. Here there were numerous hawfinches feeding, and we soon found long-tailed tits. I then spotted a firecrest that gave fine views for Richard and me, but then disappeared. Fortunately we found two or three more to show John, Nicholas and Poppy. I saw a sombre tit well, but it took some time to find it or another bird again that everyone managed to see. It was so cold that we then retired to the bus, and drove back to the hotel for lunch in the warm.

Only the hardiest members of the group ventured out again in the afternoon. We returned to the quarry, stopping for some time as we approached our parking spot to watch a mixed flock of finches and buntings. Chaffinches were numerous, but there were also several yellowhammers and cirl buntings, the first time I’ve ever found the two together. Hawfinches were common, too. The quarry was disappointing, only producing a sparrowhawk.

We then drove back to Mandraki. The light was dull, and there was nothing new to look at, Several groups of white-fronts flew over, while from a more elevated viewpoint I managed to find a flock of around 40 flamingoes, far out on the lake. On the spit behind was a flock of two or three hundred large gulls. Eventually the cold got the better of us, and we called it a day.

Wednesday 27 January

A dark start to the day, as the electricity was off, but it came on again shortly before 8. However, Stelios had already delivered small oil lamps outside each room. After breakfast, we all ventured up the hill for a last walk. It was relatively birdless, especially compared with the same walk in the snow on the Saturday morning. We did see a couple of dunnocks, siskins and a grey wagtail, while Richard glimpsed a grey-headed woodpecker. As we walked back we saw a number of redwings and blackbirds feeding in the ivy-covered trees, while we finished with a pair of ravens flying over, the first of the holiday.

We set off for the airport shortly after 10.30, driving slowly along the west shore of the lake. We paused to watch the feeding rafts of shovelers and a few goldeneye, then stopped for a big mixed flock of finches. There were perhaps 300 birds, with bramblings in the majority, my first of the trip. A further stop added another new bird to the list – stonechat. There was a pair together. Our last view of the lake also produced an interesting gull, a rather elegant, clean-looking and long-winged Larus with a dark eye, a classic Caspian gull.

Continuing south of the lake, we reached the main road only to find a tractor roadblock. It was handy having a Greek speaker with us, as Richard had a word with a large Greek, who told us to go back 500 metres and turn up a dirt track, which we duly did, speedily rejoining the empty road. Soon afterwards a young golden eagle flew across the road, but sadly there was nowhere to stop, though we probably could have done so as there was virtually no other traffic.

It wasn’t until we reached the ring road that the traffic increased, and by now the light snow had turned to sleet and rain. We arrived at the airport at 1pm, and it took me just a few minutes to drop off the minibus and join everyone else in the terminal. Our flight home would have taken off early if it were not for de-icing needed on the wings. As a result we arrived back in Gatwick just a few minutes late.
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