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Tour participants: Simon Breeze & Dan Lay (Leaders) with 13 Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

The Dorset South Coast autumn migration tour visited a suite of the county’s premier bird and wildlife locations 

in search of migration in action. From south-bound passerines, seabirds on passage, to incoming waders and 

wildfowl visiting our shores from northern climes, Dorset in autumn shows some of the very best in bird and 

moth migration around UK shores. Although challenged with wet conditions for just over half of the tour the 

group managed to stay, for the most part, out of the brunt of the weather by seeking shelter within hides, cosy 

cafes and visitor centres with great views out over a mosaic of habitats. Sites visited enabled us to go in search of 

a variety of rare, scarce and common migrant birds, along with residents faithful to their autumnal foraging 

grounds, as well as discovering a wonderful variety of moths. 

Day 1 Friday 11th October 

The group meet on an overcast and windy afternoon at the Morton House Hotel in the shadow of Corfe Castle. 

After greeting the group, Simon gave an introduction to the area, its key locations, geology and unique natural 

history. From here we set off on our first excursion. Due to the high winds it was agreed that the cliff-tops of St 

Alban’s Head was not the best idea, so the group headed to the southern edges of Portland harbour and the 

south-eastern marshes and pools of Brands Bay. En route the first mammal of the tour came in the form of a 

male Sika deer crossing the road as we drove onto Studland peninsula. 

 

Walking across the windswept heathland after parking, with the heather resonating a vivid deep purple among 

the surrounding din, Stonechats flew between gorse-bush stands, while the occasional Meadow Pipit flew 

through overhead. Seeking shelter in a hide, the group spotted foraging waders including Curlew, Oystercatcher, 

Redshank and Black-tailed Godwit, while further out towards the edges of the bay Little Egret fished within 

ankle deep water and large congregations of Curlew fed among several Bar-tailed Godwit. Much to the surprise 

of the group a slender, brown body broke the water’s surface just in front of the hide, which soon formed into 

an adult male Otter. The next 20 minutes were spent watching the Otter, diving and swimming as it slowly made 

its way out across the bay. After a successful short session, the group headed back to the Hotel. Shortly 

afterwards we met to go through the afternoon’s species list before enjoying our first delicious evening meal, 

within the newly refurbished dining room of Mortons House Hotel. 

Day 2 Saturday 12th October 

With the forecast holding true, the days weather finished as it started – with continuous rain. However, on the 

bright side the wind had dropped from the previous day and the temperature was mild. Following breakfast, we 

boarded the minibus and made our way south-east through the Isle of Purbeck to Durlston National Nature 

Reserve. Greeted with rain we headed for the cover of the evergreen Holm Oak woodland. Strolling among the 

dripping canopy small mixed flocks of Blue and Great Tit stayed loyal to the dense foliage, while in a small glade 

we heard and spotted Chiffchaff, Willow Warbler, Chaffinch and Goldcrest. Viewpoints along the woodland trial 

gave views out over Durlston Bay where Shag, Brent Goose and small numbers of Gannet passed out to sea, 

with flocks of Herring Gull bobbing on the waters closer to shore. 
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Heading for shelter the group sought welcome respite from the rain within the Durlston Castle Visitor Centre. 

Following a brief break, we reconvened to join Durlston volunteer Sylvia Oliver to go through the contents of 

the centre’s moth trap. Despite the rain, the trap had lured a variety of resident and migrant moths, with the later 

migrants including Rusty-dot Pearl, Delicate, Dark Sword-grass, Silver-y and Palpitate vitrealis. Among the 

attractive and intricately marked residents the trap contained Feathered Brindle, Beaded Chestnut, Angle Shades, 

Lunar Underwing and Black Rustic.  

 

During the moth trap session, the sound of a crest drew our attention out over the edge of the coast path, where 

a Firecrest was spotted darting around the foliage of Sycamore and Holm Oak. Further down the castle garden, 

looking out over Durlston head and its surrounding vegetation, Bullfinch and Long-tailed Tit were seen, with 

several Swallows and House Martins coasting up and down above the cliffs. Strolling down towards the coast 

path several more small passerines were spotted with numerous Chiffchaff hopping along the dry-stone walls, 

and Blackcap showing well as it fed among Ivy bushes. Out to sea a constant flow of Gannets in groups of two 

or three passed by. 

 

Strolling along the coast path, close views of a Shag preening on a rock platform were had, while Willow 

Warblers jumped around the Tamarisk on the cliff edge. Further along the coast path Rock Pipits were observed 

hopping around the jutting rocky outcrops, whilst two Ravens were spotted on one mile marker post, followed 

by a Kestrel on another. With time ticking on and stomachs rumbling the party headed back to the castle to 

enjoy lunch within the Seventh Wave restaurant, before heading on to the next location. 

 

Tracking back on ourselves towards Corfe Castle, we headed towards RSPB Arne Nature Reserve. With rain still 

falling the group popped into the Welcome Centre for a brief introduction to the reserve and an update on 

species recently seen. Heading through the woodland the group spotted a mixture of common passerines 

including a large social group of Long-tailed tit, Blue Tit, Great Tit, Coal Tit and Goldcrest. Coming out into 

open farmland and areas of pasture the grassland was dotted with large Parasol mushrooms, whilst scanning one 

area a handsome Sika deer stag came walking towards the group before settling beneath the cover of a large Oak 

tree. While viewing this area a Great Spotted Woodpecker was soon located crawling along a dead fallen bough, 

while a Green Woodpecker called and travelled through in the far background. 

 

Cutting away from the main track into an area of wet heath, with dotted ponds and carr woodland, Dan spotted 

the egg cocoon of a Wasp Spider, before spotting the female looking a little bedraggled due to the constant rain. 

Within the rush-surrounded pools a Southern Hawker and a Fox Moth caterpillar were also spotted. Strolling 

further on, an opening in the trees gave views out onto Shipstal beach, an intertidal area towards the back of 

Poole Harbour. While the view was nice, the birds presented in front of us were even more impressive as a flock 

of Spoonbill came into sight. Some way off, the group headed for the nearby double decker hide to achieve 

better views. From here a count of 35 Spoonbills was made, along with sightings of several other water birds 

including Great Egret, Little Egret and Grey Heron. Waders were feeding in among the large birds either side of 

the bay with Curlew particularly omnipresent, joined by Redshank, Dunlin and Black-tailed Godwit. Wildfowl 

feeding among the shallow edges of the water and flying to and fro included Pintail, Gadwall and Mallard, along 

with early small gatherings of Teal, Wigeon and Brent Goose. 

 

After a day of continuous rain, waterproofs were starting to become fully saturated, and satisfied with a great mix 

of sightings and new places explored, the group decided to head back to the car park. From here we travelled 
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back across Hartland Moor on the way to Corfe Caste before having a well-earned break. After some rest and 

relaxation, the group reconvened to go through the day’s sightings before enjoying another fine meal. 

Day 3 Sunday 13th October 

After hearing a Tawny Owl calling the previous night, Gillian, Jonathan and Dan decided to go in search of this 

denizen of the night before dawn this morning. Sadly, the bird uttered a faint call in the distance but was not 

tracked down. Following breakfast, the group set off in greatly improved weather. Although still overcast, the 

rain had all but vanished with only the occasional light drizzle remaining. Heading west, we made our way 

through Purbeck on towards the seaside town of Weymouth. Winding our way along the coastal road and on 

towards Portland, we climbed up the sloping island with fine views all around, including the vast expanse of 

Chesil beach with its sand coloured pebbles, stretching almost as far as the eye could see, out towards the 

western horizon. 

 

True to form, Portland Bill, overlooked by the impressive lighthouse and panoramic sea views on a windswept 

autumnal day, greeted us with light drizzle and gusts of wind. Therefore, the group sought shelter in the lee of a 

café adjacent to the lighthouse to begin a short sea watch out across the rolling white horses. Gannets, including 

mature adults and juveniles in various plumage stages, cruised effortlessly over the waves, while a flock of Brent 

Geese and small numbers of Kittiwake passed closer to shore. Around the strewn deep grey limestone rocks and 

onto the grassy banks small parties of Rock Pipits jostled, while behind us, out over the short grassland, flocks of 

Linnet passed through. Scanning the horizon, a flock of 20 Common Scoter came into view and passed with 

good views had by most of the group.  

 

Heading over the grassland we passed a small abandoned quarry face where a Kestrel sought shelter among the 

large exposed rocks, whilst further on we counted three Buzzards perched on fence posts up behind the Crown 

Estate Field. From here we paid a visit to Portland Bird Observatory where Obs Warden Martin Cade and 

several volunteers greeted us, and kindly offered us cake and updates on the latest sightings. Unfortunately, due 

to the high gusts and damp conditions any rarities had either passed through or were skulking in bushes. 

However, the group were treated to seeing a Goldcrest in the hand that was being ringed as part of the 

Observatory’s ringing studies. Members of the group were fascinated at the minute size of Britain’s smallest bird 

and tales of the species’ potential migration distances.  

 

Thankfully Martin had kept the majority of moths from the previous evening’s trapping session, the best of 

which were potted for all to enjoy. The most impressive of all was the Convolvulus Hawkmoth and the colourful 

Pink-barred Sallow, while noteworthy species among the other potted specimens included White-speck and 

Radford’s Flame Shoulder. We also had the opportunity to go through the remainder of the trap, which include 

several species recorded the previous day at Durlston, but with the notable addition of the spectacularly marked 

Beautiful Gothic. 

 

With time ticking on the group made their way back to the minibus and then towards Weymouth with a stop at 

Ferrybridge and the Chesil Beach Visitor Centre and café. Before, during and after a fine lunch the group 

enjoyed views out towards the Fleet and surrounding area with numerous waders and wildfowl going about their 

mid-day rituals. Up over the back of the Fleet a large flock of approximately 300 Brent Geese flew west, while 
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back towards the inner shore Ringed Plover, Turnstone, Dunlin, Curlew, Black-tailed Godwit, Curlew and Red-

breasted Merganser were seen. Around the edge of the café several Skylark provided close views.  

 

While heading away from the café following lunch the call went up among some members of the group that a 

rare wader had been spotted further along the edge of the Fleet. Scanning the edge of the beach it was possible 

to see a crowd of birders gathered around scanning out towards a group of waders. Whilst walking over rumours 

of ‘Semipalmated Sandpiper’ were heard, however on arrival at the key spot we bumped into Martin Cade and his 

fellow birders from the Observatory who informed us that it was a Little Stint that had caused the excitement. 

Settling into position we then found three Little Stint among the skittering Dunlin and Ringed Plover, while 

further back a Sandwich Tern was found among a large group of Mediterranean and Black-headed Gulls. 

Satisfied with a very successful lunch time stop-off we continued on to Weymouth. 

 

Arriving at RSPB Radipole we made a brief stop at the visitor centre to catch up on the latest sightings. By this 

time the weather had cleared and with the sun on our backs a walk through the reedbeds was very pleasant, even 

with the sound of traffic passing by at this urban reserve. Across the reeds we spotted Stonechat perched on bare 

willow branches and enjoyed the sounds of the visibly elusive Cetti’s Warbler and Water Rail. Out towards a pool 

at the back of the reedbeds a group of ducks contained four handsome Shoveler, their bills eponymously giving 

their identification away. Among the rest Gadwall, Mallard and Tufted Duck floated across the water’s still 

surface.  

 

With the afternoon light fading we headed to our final location. RSPB Lodmoor is also part of the Weymouth 

wetlands and is a short distance away, as the duck flies. With views out across a large expanse of pools, inlets and 

reedbeds we had excellent views of Snipe, Little Grebe, Black-tailed Godwit and Little Grebe, whilst a Marsh 

Harrier quartered across the back of the reedbed. The avian finale of the holiday however came in the form of a 

very obliging Ruff, in spectacular autumnal plumage.  

 

Satisfied with our Sunday session around Dorset’s premier birding spots, set among beautiful coastal scenery, we 

boarded the minibus and made our way back to the hotel. On arriving back at Morton’s House Hotel, the group 

wished each other a safe journey home after what had been, even under somewhat challenging weather 

conditions, an enjoyable and migrant-filled weekend along the Dorset coast. 

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; H = heard only) 

      October 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 

1 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ ✓

2 Canada Goose Branta canadensis ✓ ✓ ✓

3 Brent Goose Branta bernicla ✓ ✓ 300+ 

4 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna ✓ ✓  

5 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata     ✓

6 Gadwall Mareca strepera ✓ ✓ ✓

7 Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ ✓

8 Pintail Anas acuta   ✓  

9 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ ✓

10 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓

11 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula     ✓

12 Common Scoter Melanitta nigra     20 

13 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator     ✓

14 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓  

15 Great Northern Diver Gavia immer   ✓  

16 Little Grebe   Tachybaptus ruficollis     ✓

17 Great Crested Grebe   Podiceps cristatus ✓ ✓ ✓

18 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus   ✓ ✓

19 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ ✓

20 European Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis   ✓ ✓

21 Little Egret   Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ ✓

22 Great Egret Ardea alba   1  

23 Grey Heron   Ardea cinerea   ✓ ✓

24 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia   35  

25 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus     ✓

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus     ✓

27 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ ✓

28 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus   ✓ ✓

29 Water Rail   Rallus aquaticus     ✓

30 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus     ✓

31 Common Coot Fulica atra   ✓ ✓

32 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus ✓ ✓ ✓

33 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     ✓

34 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓   ✓

35 Dunlin Calidris alpina   ✓ ✓

36 Little Stint Calidris minuta     ✓

37 Ruff Calidris pugnax  
 

 

38 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago   ✓ ✓

39 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa ✓ ✓ ✓

40 Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica ✓
  

41 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata ✓ ✓ ✓

42 Common Redshank Tringa totanus ✓ ✓  

43 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres     ✓

44 Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla     ✓

45 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ ✓

46 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus ✓ ✓ ✓

47 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus   ✓ ✓
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      October 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 

48 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ ✓

49 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus   ✓ ✓

50 Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvicensis     ✓

51 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓ ✓ ✓

52 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓

53 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto   ✓ ✓

54 Tawny Owl Strix aluco   ✓ ✓

55 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis     ✓

56 European Green Woodpecker Picus viridis   ✓  

57 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major   ✓ ✓

58 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis     ✓

59 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis ✓    

60 Eurasian Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus   ✓ ✓

61 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba     ✓

62 Winter Wren Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ ✓

63 Dunnock Prunella modularis ✓ ✓ ✓

64 European Robin Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓

65 Stonechat Saxicola torquatus ✓ ✓ ✓

66 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓

67 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus   ✓  

68 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica  
✓

 

69 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum  
✓

 

70 Cettis' Warbler Cettia cetti     ✓

71 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   ✓  

72 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita   ✓ ✓

73 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus   ✓  

74 Goldcrest Regulus regulus   ✓ ✓

75 Firecrest Regulus ignicapilla   ✓  

76 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus   ✓ ✓

77 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓

78 Great Tit  Parus major   ✓ ✓

79 Coal Tit Periparus ater   ✓  

80 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea   ✓  

81 Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris   ✓  

82 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius ✓ ✓ ✓

83 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓

84 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula ✓ ✓ ✓

85 Rook Corvus frugilegus   ✓  

86 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓

87 Northern Raven Corvus corax ✓ ✓ ✓

88 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris   ✓ ✓

89 House Sparrow Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓

90 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs   ✓ ✓

91 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris   ✓  

92 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis  
✓ ✓

93 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina     ✓

94 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   ✓  

Mammals        

1 European Rabbit  Oryctolagus cuniculus ✓ ✓ ✓

2 European Otter  Lutra lutra ✓    
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      October 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 

3 Sika Deer Cervus nippon ✓ ✓  

4 Brown Rat  Rattus norvegicus ✓    

Moths        

1 L-Album Wainscott Mythimna l-album     ✓

2 Delicate Mythimna vitellina   ✓ ✓

3 White Speck Mythimna unipuncta     ✓

4 White Point Mythimna albipuncta   ✓  

5 Beaded Chestnut Agrochola lychnidis   ✓ ✓

6 Dark Sword-grass Agrotis ipsilon   ✓ ✓

7 Turnip Agrotis segetum   ✓  

8 Silver Y Autographa gamma   ✓ ✓

9 Large Yellow Underwing Noctua pronuba   ✓ ✓

10 Lunar Underwing Omphaloscelis lunosa   ✓ ✓

11  Palpita vitrealis   ✓ ✓

12 Lunar Underwing Omphaloscelis lunosa   ✓ ✓

13 Rusty-dot Pearl Udea ferrugalis   ✓ ✓

14 Feathered Ranunculus Polymixis lichenea     ✓

15 Black Rustic Aporophyla nigra   ✓ ✓

16 Feathered Brindle Aporophyla australis   ✓  

17 Setaceous Hebrew Character Xestia c-nigrum   ✓  

18 Convolvulus Hawkmoth Agrius convolvuli     ✓

19 Radford's Flame Shoulder Ochropleura leucogaster     ✓

20 Beautiful Gothic Leucochlaena oditis     ✓

21 Pink-barred Sallow Xanthia togata     ✓

22 Fox Moth larvae Macrothylacia rubi     ✓

Butterflies        

1 Large White Pieris brassicae     ✓

2 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta     ✓

3 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui     ✓

4 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria     ✓

Dragonflies        

1 Southern Hawker Aeshna cyanea   ✓  

2 Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum   ✓  

Spiders        

1 Wasp Spider Argiope bruennichi   ✓  

 


