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Martin Pitt (Leader), plus 23 Naturetrek clients over 4 day trips 

 

Summary   
 
The day trip was based around the Ridgeway car park, near the A34 just north of the village of West Ilsley. This 

is an ancient and open landscape on the northern edge of the North Wessex Downs. Although starting in 

Berkshire we followed the Berkshire, Oxfordshire border crossing between the two, visiting Compton Down 

and its horse racing gallops, the disused rail line across Churn Farm and finishing on Bury and Cow Down. 

 

The Ridgeway is purported to be England’s oldest road and certainly its origins spread back beyond three 

thousand BCE. Then the landscape was substantially more wooded than it is today and it is believed that the 

route developed as a series of tracks that followed the crest of the chalk escarpment as it was simpler and drier  

than the depths of the forest either side. Over the centuries this joined up the continuous ‘road’ we know today. 

With human traffic the area along the route was cleared for agriculture and so it is today, a landscape of rolling 

fields over the chalk escarpment. 

 

The area today is renown as a remaining stronghold of farmland birds that have declined massively across the 

country as a whole. The open vistas also attract raptors in varying numbers in the winter and there are a whole 

series of Iron Age forts linked by the trackway. Overall, we found 48 Species of bird, including the specials. 

What is most notable was not just the species but the sheer size of the flocks, showing that it is possible for these 

most threatened of bird can survive with positive help. 

Day 1 Tuesday 30th November 

After the concern over the weather, it was good to arrive on a cold but clear day with views across southern 

Oxfordshire. Before we left the car park the sound of singing Corn Buntings could be heard singing along the 

ridge line. As we walked eastwards, it became clear that a major influx of Fieldfare and every clump of hawthorns 

seemed to hold a ‘chacking’ party.  In common with every early winter period, they were very skittish and 

wouldn’t allow close approach, however during the day they were the back drop to every part of the walk. 

 

Together the Fieldfares were Redwing, Starlings, Skylarks, Linnets and Yellowhammers. A pair of Stonechat 

worked their way along the gallops posts and a field contained a mix of gulls whilst 10 or so Red Kites wheeled 

above. One of the key species of this area is Grey Partridge and after a flushing a covey before they gave good 
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view, we were on the look out for more. Fortunately, we found two more groups, both showing their ability to 

almost disappear in stubble no more than a couple of inches high. 

 

We headed off the ridge and followed the line of the disused railway for a while. Constantly with us were the 

flocks of Fieldfare, Red Kite. Corn Buntings were numerous and a large charm of Goldfinches were in the cover 

crop. We stopped for lunch in the lee of the railway bridge and here a Buzzard joined the Reed Kites. Careful 

scanning added a pair of Red-legged Partridge. A couple of Roe Deer were found on the edge of one of the 

copses.  

 

After climbing back to the car park, we headed west onto Bury and Cow Down. The sun was dropping and with 

it the temperature. Few birds were moving, however we were still surrounded by Corn Buntings and a hundred 

or so Starlings tried a mini-murmuration. We returned to the car park and headed for home.  

Day 2 Wednesday 1st December 

A duller day with cloud and a forecasted promise of rain shower later, the milder westerly airstream made 

conditions a bit blowy and with no sun, both the Corn Buntings and Skylarks were more subdued as we left the 

car park. 

  

As we walked eastwards, the now expected flock of Fieldfares were busy feeding on the hawthorns whilst 

Yellowhammers were plentiful. The fields again held gulls, but today it seemed that Common Gull lived up to 

their name, being more numerous than the other species. The Stonechats were in the same place, but tried as we 

might, no sign could be found of yesterday’s partridges.  

 

We were always on the lookout for raptors. Red Kites seem to be tolerated by all other species, perhaps they 

know they are only scavengers. Any other raptor always induces panic in the other species on the ridge and this 

often the quickest way to know they are around. A Merlin shot through scattering thrushes, but at least the 

Sparrowhawk took it’s time to enable the group to connect. 

Unfortunately, a ringtail Hen Harrier also hurried through, 

disappearing behind the hedge line almost as soon as it appeared.  

 

The farmland held Yellowhammers and Corn Buntings and 

yesterday’s party of Roe Deer had grown to 6 animals, a mix of does 

and this year’s young. The cover strip again held a mix of finches, 

and in the bushes, we found a Reed Bunting to add to the more 

typical species. The climb back to the ridge after lunch was marked 

by more Fieldfares and Redwings. We flushed a covey of partridges 

and found they we a mix of both Grey and Red-legged. A little 

further on, we also found a further small covey of Greys loitering in 

truck tracks in the same field. The most dramatic element was the 

rainbows. As forecast, it was raining all around us but we stayed dry! 

However, the rainbows were spectacular  
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After returning to the car park, we walked out west onto Bury and Cow Down. A male Stonechat kept us 

company, our first linnets of the day swirled around but more spectacularly, nearly 1000 starlings flocked around 

in a pre-roost murmuration. We then headed home. 

Day 3 Thursday 2nd December 

A bright, sunny but cold day, with a nagging wind from the west. As previously we headed east to avoid the wort 

of the wind and made our way to Compton Down. As in previous days, Corn Bunting were singing around the 

car park, and as we dropped under the A34, the hawthorn bushes were alive with Fieldfares and Redwings. 

One of the initial focuses were the Yellowhammers, and before long we found pairs of birds in the same hedge 

lines. A Stoat was a surprise as it shot across the path in front on us, never to be seen again. 

 

Dropping down towards the rail line, the panic in the birds told us a raptor was around and soon enough a 

juvenile Peregrine circled up have missed with it hunting attempt on the thrush flock. A couple of Red Kites 

took exception to its presence and mobbed it out of the area. It was clear that the wind had driven most of the 

birds into the valley and the old rail line was alive with Fieldfares and other species. We sat in the lee of the wind 

on the railway bridge having lunch and watched as the flocks skimmed over our heads. 

 

The cover crop was full of birds, Corn Buntings Reed Bunting, Yellowhammers, Linnets and Goldfinches had all 

been attracted and no doubt this is what attracted the Merlin. To our surprise after a typical dashing pass. It 

perched up on a tree enabling everyone to catch it before shooting off to try its luck elsewhere.  

 

We walked back to the car park and continued on westwards to Bury and Cow Down. More Corn Buntings were 

found and the Starling flock was still around, albeit a bit smaller today. We watched as the sunset with dramatic 

reds and pinks and then headed back to the cars for home.   

Day 4 Tuesday 14th December 

A much milder day, with low wind but generally low cloud greeted us at the Ridgeway car park. In common with 

all the other days, we were greeted by singing Corn Buntings and they were to remain the theme of the day, 

being present where ever we went. It was noticeable that the hawthorns had been stripped of berries, and 

although present Fieldfares and Redwings were only on low numbers through the day.  

 

Still the area held the target farmland species, Skylarks, Linnets, Yellowhammers and Red Buntings were soon 

found and a pair of Stonechats played tag on the gallops fencing. We flushed a covey of Grey Partridges and 

after a tip off, searched for some ‘owls’.  Despite lots of mobbing birds the scrub was out of reach and with only 

a Stoat showing for a lucky few, we headed on. Nine Roe Deer were seen and we watched almost a constant 

precession of Red Kites patrolling the hillsides. 

 

We had our lunch on the railway bridge to the backdrop of singing Corn Buntings. A Peregrine flew over, and 

we watched the evasive manoeuvres of the flocks of Starlings. They were too wily for this inexperienced bird and 

it continued on, presumably hungry.  The cover crop held its usual flocks with Goldfinch, Reed Bunting, Linnets 

and Yellowhammer, but things got more interesting when a Woodcock flushed close to the path,  
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Back at the car park we headed west on to Bury and Cow Down. Large flocks of Jackdaws and Wppdpigeon 

were massing in the fields, but we needed smaller birds to attract any raptors. A flock of Linnets was a start and 

then as we were discussing the success of sixty or so Corn Bunting during the day, we found a single flock of 

over fifty birds all together. A total of over 120 Corn Buntings showed the success of this declining species in 

this historic landscape.  

 

With light starting to fail, we headed back to the cars. Before we arrived for our journeys home, a Sparrowhawk 

swooped in on the Linnet flock and this was the last excitement of the day. 

 

 

 

Checklists 

 
      Nov Dec 

  Common name Scientific name 30 1 2 14 

  Birds           

1 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Grey Partridge Perdix perdix ✓ ✓   ✓ 

3 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

4 Red Kite Milvus milvus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

5 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

6 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipter nisus   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

7 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus   ✓     

8 Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola       ✓ 

9 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

10 Common Gull Larus canus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

11 Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓   ✓ ✓ 

12 
Lesser Black-backed 
Gull 

Larus fuscus 
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

13 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓     ✓ 

14 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

15 Stock Dove Columba oenas ✓ ✓   ✓ 

16 
Great Spotted 
Woodpecker 

Dendrocopos major  
  ✓ ✓ 

  

17 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

18 Merlin Falco columbarius   ✓ ✓   

Sunset over Bury Down 
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      Nov Dec 

  Common name Scientific name 30 1 2 14 

19 Peregrine Falco peregrinus     ✓ ✓ 

20 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius ✓     ✓ 

21 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

22 Eurasian Jackdaw Coloeus monedula   ✓   ✓ 

23 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

24 Rook Corvus frugilegus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

25 Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

26 Great Tit Parus major ✓     ✓ 

27 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

28 Skylark Alauda arvensis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

29 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita       ✓ 

30 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

31 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus   ✓     

32 Redwing Turdus Iliacus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

33 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos     ✓   

34 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

35 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

36 European Robin Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓   

37 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

38 Starling Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

39 Dunnock Prunella modularis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

40 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

41 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

42 House Sparrow Passer domesticus   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

43 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

44 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

45 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

46 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

47 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

48 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

              

  Mammals           

1 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis ✓ ✓     

3 Stoat Mustela erminea     ✓ ✓ 

 


