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Tour Participants: Dominic Couzens (leader) and five Naturetrek clients 

 

Day 1                                                                                       Friday 21st May 

This felt like a pioneering weekend, with Covid restrictions still quite strict. There were two parties gathering at 

the Beaulieu Hotel this evening, each of five people, one led by Jon Stokes and one by myself. We weren’t meant 

to socialise out of our group, and the protocol was that we would eat separately. To add to the complications, the 

weather forecast for the weekend was severe, with exceptionally strong winds for the time of year, although these 

had been worse just prior to tonight. It would be a challenge. 

 

After an excellent supper delivered by staff that were still coming to terms with reopening, we went for a short 

walk in the evening hoping to hear Nightjars. In the event, we managed to hear a Woodcock and a Snipe was 

drumming over Bishop’s Dyke, which eventually everybody managed to hear above the wind. It was a reasonable 

start. 

Day 2                                                                                 Saturday 22nd May 

The New Forest is quite a tricky place to see birds in high winds and heavy cloud, so today was a triumph of 

sorts. After the early breakfast, our first port of call was Bolderwood, the site of the famous Deer Sanctuary and 

one of the Forest’s most popular destinations. What many people never realise is what a fabulous site it is for 

birds, and historical, too – for many years it was the most reliable place in Britain to see (or more usually, hear) 

Firecrests. Today we managed to locate a couple of these midgets high in the trees close to the deer-viewing 

platform, located by their somewhat Blue Tit-like calls. 

 

Every walk is different and today was definitely Treecreeper day. We saw several at Bolderwood doing their 

creeper thing, reminding us all what magical and singular birds they are. “Malcolm” the Bolderwood Stock Dove 

was on his usual perch, singing and performing his song-flight. The display is so mediocre that one can only 

assume that female Stock Doves are extremely easy to please. Nearby, the usual Chiffchaff was singing close by, 

part of the delightful wave of late spring songs that also included Song Thrush and Blackcap. 

 

The area was fairly hard work until we reached the main cycle track, and almost immediately a gorgeous male 

Redstart appeared. There was a Willow Warbler singing and, not far away, a Cuckoo appeared. It might be a bit 

harsh to call this the overture, but Bolderwood is probably the best place in the Forest in the breeding season to 

see Hawfinches, and the clients were seriously keen to seen them. And despite the weather, we saw about six of 

these broad-billed beauties, mostly in flight. 

 

To maximise field time, we opted to get lunch from a garage, a short drive away on the A330, and we ate it on 

the green near Moyles Court School. Some clients enjoyed a pair of Pied Wagtails here, and others saw yet 

another Treecreeper. On the way back to the Forest, a pair of Woodlarks flew over the bus and were seen by 

most. 

 

An attempt to see Dartford Warblers and Goshawks near Milkham failed in the wind, so we retreated to the 

Cadman’s Pool / Holly Hatch area for shelter and the tranquillity of this wonderful area. There was a pair of 
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Grey Wagtails near the bridge over Docken’s Water and a reasonable range of woodland birds. But the biggest 

highlight here, and one that is disappearing from the New Forest at a tragic rate, was Wood Warbler. I had seen 

and heard a male here a week or so previously, and it was a thrill to re-find this bird. After some effort, 

everybody got a decent view. It made for a highly satisfactory end to a decent day’s birding. 

 

After supper in the evening, we made another attempt at Nightjars and Woodcocks, but didn’t succeed with 

either. However, we scored an impressive celestial double: the planet Mercury, and the International Space 

Station. 

Day 3                                                                                    Sunday 23rd May 

A quick look across the road from the Beaulieu Hotel enabled us to not-at-all get to grips with a singing Dartford 

Warbler. The song was fantastic, but the bird itself was buttery-slippery and nobody got anything but a glimpse. 

After breakfast a magnificent Crossbill appeared – but only to me, and not to the clients. A singing Curlew 

soothed. 

 

But if there is any rule in south of England birding, it’s that Keyhaven Marshes is good. It’s always great and is 

never bad, ever. On a blustery day that always threatened heavy showers, and sometimes delivered, it was, of 

course, fantastic, providing the usual 70 or so species. Some things don’t change. 

 

Keyhaven in spring is a nursery for many great birds. For example, many of the Avocets had chicks, although the 

recent bad weather had clearly had an effect on their survival. Nevertheless, to see these elegant birds sharing 

these lagoons with sitting Little Ringed Plovers is always pretty special. On the wader front there were also a few 

late stragglers around, still to make their way north to breed; these included some very smart, ink-stained 

Dunlins, a lone Whimbrel and, a real bonus and a rarity here, two Sanderlings. Normally these birds avoid this 

area, preferring sandy beaches, but these two were on Fishtail Lagoon, offering an excellent lesson in a subject 

that British birders, especially in the south of England, often miss out on – summer plumage waders. People 

expect Sanderlings always to be washing-powder white but, to borrow another household simile, these smart 

birds were the colour of breakfast cereal. 

 

Another set of unexpected stragglers were three Brent Geese. These birds were either very late to set off for 

Russia, or had upset Vladimir Putin somehow. 

 

Back to the breeding birds, and another delight of Keyhaven at this time of year is the terns. Three species breed 

nearby: Common, Sandwich and Little Terns, and you can watch each of them and their slightly different feeding 

techniques quite easily. The Sandwich Tern, startling white, flies along with its head pointing down and will 

plunge-dive into the water from quite high, regularly 5-10 metres. The Common Tern, very grey at a distance, 

doesn’t plunge with the same force or ceremony, and usually from lower down. And then there is the Little Tern, 

half-bird, half-butterfly. It seems to revel in hovering, and it does so here at very close quarters, using the shallow 

water of the lagoons and basically ignoring passers-by. All three of these beauties treated us to great views. 

 

One other curiosity of Keyhaven is its tiny breeding population of Eiders – yes, Eiders, here on the south coast. 

Today 10 of them were bobbing about on the Solent, looking decidedly incongruous among the yachts and 

tankers.  
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There were other sundry treats. Swifts are always good value in inclement weather, coming down close to mix 

with the Sand Martins. The Marsh Harriers showed well. Each Linnet acted as though it was in a beauty pageant, 

and as a final bonus, we enjoyed the very distinctive and unusual trill of the Lesser Whitethroat, as it sang from a 

wind-blown bush against a stormy sky. Not even a tempest can ruin a day at Keyhaven. We returned home 

elated. 

 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
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Checklist 
 
Birds 
 

SPECIES                                                        21st May  22nd May 23rd May 

Common Pheasant  x 

Canada Goose                                                          x x x 

Brent Goose  3 

Mute Swan  x 

Common Shelduck  x 

Gadwall  x 

Mallard                                                                    x x x 

Tufted Duck  x 

Common Eider  10 

Little Grebe  H 

Grey Heron 2  

Little Egret  x 

Great Cormorant  x 

Common Buzzard 3  

Western Marsh Harrier  x 

Common Kestrel 1  

Peregrine Falcon  x 

Eurasian Hobby 1  

Common Moorhen  x 

Eurasian Coot  x 

Eurasian Oystercatcher  x 

Pied Avocet  x 

Northern Lapwing 2 x 

Common Ringed Plover  2 

Little Ringed Plover  2 

Woodcock                                                                H   

Common Snipe                                                         H x  

Dunlin  15 

Sanderling  2 

Common Redshank  x 

Eurasian Curlew  2 

Eurasian Whimbrel  1 

Black-headed Gull x x 

European Herring Gull x x 

Lesser Black-backed Gull  x 

Great Black-backed Gull  x 

Sandwich Tern  x 

Common Tern  x 

Little Tern  2 

Feral Pigeon x x 

Common Wood Pigeon x x 

Stock Dove x  

Eurasian Collared Dove                                               x x x 

Common Cuckoo x x 

Common Swift  x 

Great Spotted Woodpecker H  

European Green Woodpecker H  

Eurasian Jay x  

Eurasian Magpie x x 

Western Jackdaw x x 

Carrion Crow x x 

Rook x x 

Northern Raven x  
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Coal Tit x  

Eurasian Blue Tit x x 

Great Tit x x 

Woodlark 2  

Eurasian Skylark H x 

Sand Martin  x 

Barn Swallow x x 

Common House Martin x x 

Willow Warbler 4  

Common Chiffchaff x x 

Wood Warbler 1  

Eurasian Blackcap x x 

Lesser Whitethroat  1 

Common Whitethroat  x 

Dartford Warbler 1 1 

Common Firecrest 2  

Goldcrest 1 x 

Eurasian Wren x x 

Eurasian Nuthatch 1  

Eurasian Treecreeper 4  

Common Starling x x 

Common Blackbird x x 

Song Thrush x  

Mistle Thrush x  

European Robin x x 

Common Redstart 1  

Stonechat x x 

House Sparrow x x 

Dunnock x x 

Grey Wagtail 2  

Pied Wagtail x x 

Meadow Pipit x x 

Common Chaffinch x x 

Hawfinch 6  

Eurasian Bullfinch H  

European Greenfinch x x 

Common Linnet 1 x 

European Goldfinch x x 

Eurasian Siskin x  

Common Reed Bunting  x 

   

93 species   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Green Sandpiper 


