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Tour participants: Tom Brereton & John Davis (Leaders) with five Naturetrek clients 

 
 

Day 1                   

Tuesday 25th May 

Weather: cool. Largely overcast with heavy showers, but brightening in the evening. 
Location: Lodmoor RSPB and Alners Gorse Butterfly Conservation Reserves led by Tom. 
 

The group checked in at the Black Dog pub at Broadmayne, an establishment with an excellent reputation as a 

hotel and for food. By 2pm the tour had started and we were on our way to Lodmoor.  The weather was pretty 

awful here, but the birding was superb! The highlight was viewing from the shelter at the south west end of the 

Marsh Trail overlooking several scrapes. Here, we could see both Bonaparte’s Gull (a Dorset rarity!) and 

Spoonbill working the saline pools, whilst a Great Black-backed Gull wrestled with what would be a mighty meal 

should it manage to ingest it - a juvenile Conger Eel, that had already proved too much for a Grey Heron. 

Common Terns fished close by giving excellent views and another uncommon bird, a juvenile Iceland Gull was 

spotted roosting with a small group of large gulls.  Also present were a variety of ducks and waders including 

Black-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Lapwing, Shoveler and Gadwall. 

 

Dinner was taken in a lovely country pub north of Dorchester, the Rivers Arms at Dewlish, where some tasty 

home-made dishes went down a treat with the group. En route we saw Yellowhammer and Corn Bunting from 

the minibus. 

 

In the evening we visited Alners Gorse, a Butterfly Conservation Reserve deep in North Dorset although our 

focus today was birds rather than Lepidoptera! The Reserve is a stronghold for Nightingales. It was a perfect 

(windless) evening to listen to their magical songs, with at least two singing, one of which sang for several 

minutes less than 20 metres away, as we stood quietly in rapture.  Other wildlife seen included Roe Deer, a 

brightly coloured Lackey Moth caterpillar and numerous wildflowers including Cowslip.  

 

Day 2                     Wednesday 26th May 
 
Weather: Bright but cloudy, light winds 
Location: Arne RSPB Reserve, Durlston Country Park and Hartland Moor NNR led by John 
 

RSPB reserve warden Stewart met our group and provided an introduction to the reserve and the reptile 

populations that have been monitored for number of years.  With both Adders and Smooth snakes being very 

long lived (25years plus) monitoring to detect population changes needs to be comprehensive and long term.  

Smooth Snakes are top of the predator hierarchy and will take all the other species as prey if they are able to. 

Only a few prey items a year are needed by an individual snake - eg. two or three voles for a typical adder. 

 

Several dozen of the basking tins (small squares of galvanised roofing sheet) were carefully inspected and a few 

slow worms discovered. This extensive reserve has healthy populations of all six native reptile species but we 

only found one Smooth Snake, which was near to rather than under a tin. This emphasising the care to be taken 

in approaching refuges as the reptiles can be well disguised basking nearby. The odd progression of this spring’s 

weather has made wildlife encountering rather trickier than expected. 
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The  reserve’s open heathland needs constant care and maintenance, especially those parts (such as we visited) 

which had previously been largely under conifer plantations. The prolific progeny of even scattered Scots Pine 

and spruce trees were present everywhere and control is a demanding routine for RSPB staff and volunteers. The 

pines also support very large populations of aphids which in turn increase the already large numbers of Wood 

Ant colonies. We discussed how these aggressive predators have an impact on most other invertebrates, 

including displacing smaller ant species. Stewart explained how the presence of Wood Ants under the tins 

dissuaded most reptiles other than slow worms from taking refuge.  We nevertheless encountered a good range 

of the heathland invertebrates, reflecting the great range of habitat conditions from Sphagnum Moss lined bog 

pools to patches of bare dry sand hemmed with Polytrichum mosses: Green tiger beetle,  Dor Beetle Geotrupes 

stercocornis, Four-spotted chaser, Large Red damselfly, and best of all two fine large Raft spiders Dolomedes 

fimbriatus, showing well the species’ colour range. 

 

The characteristic heathland birds were seen and heard, including Dartford Warbler and Stonechat, along with  

Whitethroat, and some of the Meadow & Tree Pipits which abound on the reserve. Goldcrest, Magpie and Great 

Spotted Woodpecker were also present. 

 

We were able to look at differentiating Dorset Heath Erica ciliarisfrom Bell heather E. cinerea, Cross-leaved heath 

E. tetralix and Ling Calluna vulgaris- the latter being the dominant sub-shrub cover in abundance and stature.  

Colourful and abundant Cladonia Lichens are a typical feature of damper peaty surfaces on these heathlands. 

 

Heath Milkwort and Dwarf Gorse were new encounters for most of the group and carpets of bright pink 

Storksbill on the sandy verge of a trackway caught our eye. A fine Red Fox calmly observed one of our party 

before sauntering on.  

 

After leaving Arne we briefly checked a firebreak on Hartland Moor NNR for basking reptiles and noticed the 

reduced presence of sheltered bare sand - a key habitat requirement for the egg-laying Sand Lizards. A knot of 

Dodder - a parasitic climbing plant on gorse and heather, was a new feature of interest to most of group. 

 

Arriving at Durlston we found some shelter from the keen wind for our picnic lunch and the birds were on show 

right from the start with a surprise Cuckoo fly-by. The cliff top path provided excellent viewing points of the 

Fulmars nesting and roosting on the cliff ledges, and of the rafts of Guillemots on the waters below. Their 

nesting sites and those of the less numerous Razorbills were less easy to see until we found the right spot. 

Gannets and Shags were busy going to & fro and a Peregrine or two would suddenly appear cruising off the cliff 

edge. We had a good view of a Grey Seal popping up from the water below and ‘bottling’ in characteristic 

fashion. A quick look at the art show in the castle gallery completed an enjoyable visit in somewhat chilly 

weather. 

 

That evening dusk found us back on the Hartland Moor firebreak, keenly expecting to hear the distinctive 

churring of Nightjars, reported to be numerous around the Purbeck Heaths by now. Unfortunately whilst our 

patient wait was rewarded with a very memorable view of the super full moon rising off the edge of the Purbeck 

ridge, and a distant calling Cuckoo, the Nightjars eluded us, even on a search back up towards the RSPB Arne 

reserve.  
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Day 3                 Thursday 27th May 
 
Weather: Warm and sunny 
Location: Cerne Giant, Chesil Fleet and Radipole Lake RSPB Reserve led by Tom 
 

This morning we visited the Cerne Abbas Giant, which has so much more to it than the famous ancient naked 

figure sculpted into the chalk hillside above the village, it is also one of the best grassland butterfly sites in 

Dorset!  We timed our visit well, as it was warm and sunny, weather which has been in short supply of late.  

Over the course of the morning we saw most of the target species including several Duke of Burgundy on 

scrubby edges, a few super-fresh Marsh Fritillaries, plenty of Dingy Skipper, Grizzled Skipper and Brown Argus 

although Green Hairstreak eluded us and it was a little early for Adonis Blue in this late season. After obligatory 

photos of the Giant, we headed towards the coast. 

 

For lunch we drove to the Chesil Beach Visitor Centre, where we had a picnic lunch overlooking the Fleet 

Lagoon, whilst some of the group got hot drinks and cake from the café.  Out on the lagoon, there were 

numerous Little Terns feeding, although they were distant, with Mediterranean Gull, Common Term Sandwich 

Tern and Little Egret also seen. 

 

Our last stop of the day was Radipole Lake RSPB Reserve.  We had great views of Pochard at the start of the 

trail. Along the trail, Cetti’s Warbler were numerous occasionally giving excellent views along with Reed Warbler, 

Sedge Warbler and Reed Bunting, whilst other noteworthy wildlife included Holly Blue, Banded Agrion 

(Demoiselle) and at the southern end of the reserve two Marsh Harriers.  Hawking over the lagoons, we saw 

Sand Martin, House Martin, Swallow and Swift.  Bearded Reedlings were heard but not seen. 

 
 

Day 4                      Friday 28th May 
 
Weather: Mostly sunny with a stiff breeze. 
Location: Portland led by John 
 

We first called in at Portland Castle on the southern shore of Portland Harbour to check if the tide was leaving 

an exposed stony upper shore for a close view of waders, but high water was still right in. We were nevertheless 

able to marvel at significant historical features:  Portland Castle is an amazingly complete Tudor structure that 

hardly seems much older than the many 19C structures - notably the harbour breakwater and Nothe Fort across 

the bay. The huge Mulberry Harbour caisson, a WW2 D-Day relict still floating in the port is an intriguing 

counter-point to Henry VIII’s fortification. - neither having being tested by the use for which they were 

intended. 

 

At Portland Bill conditions were good but the birds were seemingly occupied elsewhere, with low numbers of 

Guillemots and Razorbills close in, and a few Fulmars soaring off the cliffs. A large Grey Seal was close in and 

very intently watching a fisherman down on the rocks, who sensibly decided to back-down from the stand-off 

and abandon his position! 
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Old cranes and other relicts of the fishing and quarrying industries add to the great interest of the locality and 

this clever, simple stack of the island’s different limestone beds provide an ideal insight to the nationally 

significant geology and long-exploited resource. 

 

The Rock Pipits at this tip of Portland are very confiding and well used to the many visitors, which affords good 

close views as they forage and display. Linnets and Stonechats were also busy around this bleak headland, which 

is landfall and conduit for so many thousands of migrant birds on passage each year. 

 

Its distinctive flora, shaped by wind and sea-spray was rewarding to explore: sheltered spots with dense banks of 

Alexanders and Hoary Cress (both actually long naturalised plants) compete with other robust species such as 

Mallow, Burdock and Wild Carrot.  Then, where exposure and saline influence is greater, carpets of Thrift, Sea 

Beet, Rock Samphire, Sea Mayweed as well as Buck’s (Stag’s) Horn and Sea Plantains were evident. Away from 

the cliff the grassland becomes taller and denser, but still with a wide array of wildflowers characteristic of the 

calcareous conditions: Horse-shoe Vetch, Common Birds-foot Trefoil, Greater Plantain, and Common Scabious. 

A very dark and blue coloured female Common Blue caught our eye and a few Small Heaths kept low over the 

sward and out of the wind.  Near the Portland Bird Observatory a Little Owl stood sentinel outside its refuge 

crevice in the stack of stone in a disused quarry, providing us all with good long views. Martin Cade, the 

Observatory warden, confirmed the paucity of bird sightings that morning but we enjoyed the busy Goldfinches 

in the scrub around the old lighthouse. 

 

After a well earned and very tasty lunch at the Cove Inn above Chesil Beach where we could shelter with a fine 

view of Lyme Bay, we checked out Kingbarrow Quarry Nature Reserve managed by the Dorset Wildlife Trust. 

This displayed the marvellous flowery conditions that make the disused limestone quarries such havens for 

wildlife. The stony thin soils, low in nutrients, can be carpeted with flowers and we were treated to an excellent 

display of Horseshoe Vetch which is having a particularly good year. It made for the perfect ‘rock garden’ around 

the fascinating fossilised tree trunks.  Though conditions seemed perfect the butterflies were not showing so well 

in this excellent habitat, but aside from just glimpses of Brimstone and Green-veined Whites down in the quarry 

we were rewarded with closer encounters with some female Common Blues and a male Adonis Blue - a species 

that will hopefully be gaining a great population boost from the abundant Horse-shoe Vetch.   

 

All too soon, it was late afternoon and time to head back to Broadmayne where we said fond farewells from 

what had been a fun and wildlife packed mini-holiday. 
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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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Species Lists 

Birds (✓ = recorded but not counted; + = approximate count; h = heard only) 

  I = Introduced species May 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 25 26 27 28 

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser ✓       

2 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓       

3 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna ✓       

4 Gadwall Mareca strepera ✓       

5 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✓       

6 Common Pochard Aythya ferina     ✓   

7 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓   ✓   

8 Common Pheasant - I Phasianus colchicus ✓   ✓   

9 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis     ✓   

10 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia ✓       

11 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea ✓       

12 Little Egret Egretta garzetta ✓       

13 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✓       

14 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus     ✓   

15 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus     ✓   

16 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo     ✓   

17 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus ✓       

18 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra     ✓   

19 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus ✓       

20 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓       

21 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata ✓       

22 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa ✓       

23 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓       

24 Bonapartes Gull Chroicocephalus philadelphia ✓       

25 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus ✓       

26 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓       

27 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides ✓       

28 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus     ✓   

29 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✓       

30 Little Tern Sternula albifrons     ✓   

31 Common Tern Sterna hirundo ✓       

32 Common Guillemot Uria aalge   ✓   ✓ 

33 Razorbill Alca torda   ✓   ✓ 

34 Rock Dove Columba livia   ✓ ✓   

35 Stock Dove Columba oenas     ✓   

36 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus ✓   ✓   

37 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto     ✓   

38 Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus   ✓     

39 Little Owl - I Athene noctua       ✓ 
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  I = Introduced species May 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 25 26 27 28 

40 Common Swift Apus apus ✓   ✓   

41 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major     ✓   

42 European Green Woodpecker Picus viridis     ✓   

43 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus   ✓     

44 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius     ✓   

45 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica     ✓   

46 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula     ✓   

47 Rook Corvus frugilegus     ✓   

48 Carrion Crow Corvus corone     ✓   

49 Coal Tit Periparus ater     ✓   

50 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus     ✓   

51 Great Tit Parus major     ✓   

52 Bearded Reedling Panurus biarmicus     ✓   

53 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis     ✓   

54 Sand Martin Riparia riparia     ✓   

55 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica     ✓   

56 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum     ✓   

57 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti ✓   ✓   

58 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus ✓   ✓   

59 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita ✓   ✓   

60 Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus     ✓   

61 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus     ✓   

62 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla     ✓   

63 Common Whitethroat Curruca communis     ✓   

64 Dartford Warbler Curruca undata   ✓     

65 Goldcrest Regulus regulus     ✓   

66 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes ✓   ✓   

67 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris ✓   ✓   

68 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓   ✓   

69 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos     ✓   

70 European Robin Erithacus rubecula ✓   ✓   

71 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola         

72 House Sparrow Passer domesticus ✓   ✓   

73 Dunnock Prunella modularis ✓   ✓   

74 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis   ✓     

75 Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis   ✓     

76 Eurasian Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus       ✓ 

77 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs     ✓   

78 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula     ✓   

79 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina     ✓   

80 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis     ✓   



The Best of Dorset Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     Sep 21 9 
 

  I = Introduced species May 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 25 26 27 28 

81 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella     ✓   

82 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus     ✓   

83 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra     ✓   

 

Insects 

      May 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 25 26 27 28 

              

  Dragonflies and Damselflies         

1 Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata   ✓     

2 Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens     ✓   

3 Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula   ✓     

              

              

              

  Butterflies         

1 Dingy Skipper Erynnis tages     ✓   

2 Grizzled Skipper Pyrgus malvae     ✓   

3 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni     ✓   

4 Small White Pieris rapae     ✓   

5 Green-veined White Pieris napi     ✓   

6 Orange-tip Anthocharis cardamines     ✓   

7 Green Hairstreak Callophrys rubi         

8 Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas     ✓   

9 Brown Argus Aricia agestis     ✓   

10 Small Blue Cupido minimus         

11 Common Blue  Polyommatus icarus     ✓   

12 Holly Blue Celastrina argiolus         

13 Peacock Aglais io     ✓   

14 Marsh Fritillary Euphyrdya aurinia     ✓   

15 Speckled Wood  Pararge aegeria         

16 Wall Lasiommata megera         

17 Small Heath Ceononympha pamphilus     ✓   

18 Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae     ✓   

19 Large White Pieris brassicae     ✓   

20 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui     ✓   

21 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta     ✓   
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Other species 

      May 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 25 26 27 28 

              

  Mammmals           

1 European Rabbit  Oryctolagus cuniculus     ✓   

2 European Roe Deer  Capreolus capreolus ✓       

              

              

  Reptiles           

1 Smooth Snake Coronella austriaca   ✓     

2 Slow worm Anguis fragilis   ✓     
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