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Martin Pitt (Leader), plus 9 Naturetrek clients over 2 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 38 Species of bird, and three species of 

mammals. It is clear that the mild winter is impacting the level of winter visitors however it is helping local 

residents, most of which are the most threatened of bird species, to thrive in this ancient landscape. 

Day 1 Wednesday 12th January 

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

Oxfordshire although it was the case that we could see fog, in the distance, lingering in the Thames valley. 

Before we left the car park the sound of singing Corn Buntings and Skylarks could be heard singing along the 

ridge line. As we walked eastwards, we walked past lines of hawthorns each stripped of their berries, however we 

soon came across the first Fieldfares and Redwings, that had mainly moved to hunting for food in the 

surrounding fields. 

 

The Ridgeway at Compton Down 
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Parties of gulls passed overhead, most were Black-headed and Lesser Black-backed but a few Common and 

Herring Gulls were added to our day lists. As the temperature rose, the activity of the local Red Kites also 

increased and we passed a local copse where the last were leaving their roost site. A Brown Hare shot across the 

stubble, but as so typically of this species, it headed away. 

 

The hedge lines were relatively quiet but we soon found a few pairs of Stonechats that always are good value as 

perch up in the open and follow the gallops. Where the fields held sheep, a large flock of Fieldfare and Starlings 

were following the animals. No doubt it was this activity that attracted a female Sparrowhawk to try here luck 

and then later a male followed the same route. A party of nine Roe Deer were found in the fields and we paused 

at the Railway Bridge to eat our picnics in the sunshine.  

 

Walking along the foot of the downs, we could view the stubble field above us and it was soon apparent that the 

whole field was covered with the gossamer webs of money spiders. It was so thick it looked almost like plastic 

sheeting. Tens of acres of fields were covered and the filigree of web was blowing in the slight breeze carrying 

the spiders on their dispersal. On our route back up to ridgeway we tried to find the elusive partridges, but were 

successful solely in finding a covey of Red-legged birds. 

 

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

it the temperature. The pre-roost aggregation of birds included a large flock of Linnets and another of 

Yellowhammer, however as before it was the flocks of ticking Corn Buntings that were our primary concern, and 

in the end, we had seen over 65 birds. This amount of activity always attracts the interest of local raptors and 

soon a male Sparrowhawk shot through to try his luck. We returned to the car park and headed for home.  

 

Day 2 Friday 14th January 

Another bright sunny day greeted us, and with little wind it was again surprisingly warm. The singing Corn 

Buntings were again there to serenade us before we left the car park.  As on the previous day the fields along the 

ridge had a gull flock, but today it was dominated by Common Gulls. We soon found a flock of Fieldfare and 

then a flock of 30 or so Skylark creeping around a recently harrowed field. 

 

Further along, the Red Kites had left their roost, but birds were circling the fields and this set the tone for the 

day with birds continuously around us. In the track side scrub, we soon found Yellowhammers and Reed 

Buntings, whilst Stonechats followed the fence lines and as a normal perched in the open. We stopped to watch 

a large flock of Fieldfare in one field and also a young Buzzard had joined them, also hunting for worms as they 

tend to do. 

 

The walk along the old railway was enlivened by finding the family party of Roe Deer and we had our lunch in 

the sunshine by the bridge, the sandwiches seeming to be of interest to the ever-present Red Kites.  As we 

passed the stubble fields, the gossamer webs were thicker than ever, reflecting the sun across the whole hillside. 

It is amazing to wonder just how many millions of individuals must be behind this coordinated activity. The walk 
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uphill gave a further opportunity to scan for partridges but as before only a covey of the Red-legged Partridges 

could be found. 

  

After returning to the car park, we walked out west onto Bury and Cow Down. Reed Buntings, Corn Buntings 

and Yellowhammers were flitting around in the pre-roost flocks and we finally caught up with a party of Linnet 

that had previously been elusive. For once a Brown Hare was picked up distantly, but actually headed in our 

direction glowing in the evening light. With the ‘ticking’ Corn Bunting heading off and the temperature dropping 

we headed back to the cars for home. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Checklist: 
 
      Jan-22 

  Common name Scientific name 12 14 

  Birds       

1 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus ✓   

2 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa ✓ ✓ 

3 Red Kite Milvus milvus ✓ ✓ 

4 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ 

5 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipter nisus ✓   

6 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ 

7 Common Gull Larus canus ✓ ✓ 

8 Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓   

9 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✓ ✓ 

10 Feral Pigeon Columba livia   ✓ 

11 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

12 Stock Dove Columba oenas ✓ ✓ 

13 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ 

14 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica ✓ ✓ 

15 Eurasian Jackdaw Coloeus monedula ✓ ✓ 

16 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓ 

17 Rook Corvus frugilegus ✓ ✓ 

Sunset over Bury Down 

Gossamer webs covering the hillside & reflecting the Sun 
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      Jan-22 

  Common name Scientific name 12 14 

18 Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

19 Great Tit Parus major   ✓ 

20 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ 

21 Skylark Alauda arvensis ✓ ✓ 

22 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ 

23 Redwing Turdus Iliacus ✓ ✓ 

24 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

25 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris ✓ ✓ 

26 European Robin Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ 

27 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola ✓ ✓ 

28 Starling Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 

29 Dunnock Prunella modularis ✓ ✓ 

30 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba ✓ ✓ 

31 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis ✓ ✓ 

32 House Sparrow Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ 

33 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 

34 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina ✓ ✓ 

35 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis ✓   

36 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra ✓ ✓ 

37 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella ✓ ✓ 

38 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✓ ✓ 

          

  Mammals       

1 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus ✓ ✓ 

2 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus   ✓ 

3 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus ✓ ✓ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


