



Shetland & Fair Isle  September 26th – October 5th 2011
Trip Report
September 26th                                                                                                                                     Warm & sunny
The group of Ann Milner, Ruth Porter, Bill Bowker and Arwel & Mandy Davies along with tour leader Stuart Meredith met up at our meeting point near Preston and had soon departed Lancashire and were heading north into Scotland and Aberdeen from where we’d take the overnight sailing to Lerwick on Shetland.                                                                             A  Sandhill Crane from America was present not too far to the north of Aberdeen and had been for a day or two but as we neared the area the news was that the bird had flown south. It later turned up in Northumberland, Yorkshire and finally Suffolk.                              We decided to look for seaduck off Blackdog and were rewarded with lovely sunshine, Velvet Scoter, hundreds of Common Scoter, thousands of Eider and about 150 Red throated Divers many of which were in full breeding plumage. Also here were Shag, Red breasted Merganser, Kittiwake and Gannet.                                                                                                                                We then made our way to Aberdeen for our overnight sailing to Lerwick.
September 27th                                                                                                                                   Overcast / rain  Breezy
On arrival in Lerwick Harbour we spent 20 minutes or so looking at Black Guillemots along with Kittiwake and Atlantic Grey Seal. After breakfast we headed south with the first stop being at the Geosetter Burn. There were a flock of about 180 Greylag Geese here along with Wren ( zetlandicus ) and Swallow.                                                                                                           At the Loch of Spiggie there was a couple of Great Skuas, 10 or so Whooper Swans, Curlew, Wigeon, Black tailed Godwit and a few Ravens.                                                                          Quendale Mill had Blackcap, Raven and Arctic Tern on the beach and at lunchtime Stuart found a juvenile Red backed Shrike in a garden at Grutness. There were also Kittiwakes and Shags here.                                                                                                                                                   At the Pool of Virkie there was Bar tailed Godwit, Ringed Plover and Dunlin and on the A970 near Quendale a flock of 120 Golden Plover held 5 Ruff and attracted a flypast Merlin.          We then made our way to our accommodation near Hillswick to the north.                        September 28th                                                                                                                                             Fine and Sunny with slight wind
After breakfast we made the short journey to Eshaness but unfortunately couldn’t find the Buff breasted Sandpiper that had been here recently. It had been associating with a flock of mobile Golden Plovers that numbered a few hundred. Great Skua’s patrolled the dramatic sea cliffs here and Fulmar, Kittiwake and Gannets were offshore.                                                  Our next stop at Ronas Voe produced the hoped for Coue’s Arctic Redpoll and this little feathered snowball performed very well as it sat preening for 10 minutes on a fence. Further down the Roe a fabulous drake Surf Scoter was seen well in the company of a number of Eiders. Also here were Black Guillemots, Rock Pipit, Ringed Plover and Shag.      On our return to Eshaness the Golden Plover flock was still present as were a few Ravens and 8 Snow Buntings.
September 29th                                                                                                                                       Fine, warn and sunny
The day started with a pre breakfast visit to Eshaness that again failed to produce the elusive Buff breasted Sandpiper. However a couple of Lapland Buntings, 6 Snow Buntings and a few Golden Plover were all quite nice.                                                                                      After breakfast we’d decided that we’d target a Lesser Grey Shrike that had been seen near to Laxo. As we ‘cruised’ along the road near to the ferry terminal a huge Swift shot along the coastline to our left and instantly dropped out of view. Seconds later the brakes locked as a superb Alpine Swift reappeared and began to hawk for insects overhead. The vehicle emptied quickly as the bird may well disappear as ‘swiftly’ as it had appeared but as it turned out there was no need to panic as the bird performed well. After a minute or so of admiring the Swift, Stuart phoned in the news to RBA and after a while the first of the Shetland birders began to arrive on the scene leaving us to carry on our Shrike quest.     We’d noticed a couple of people in cars parked on the minor road a couple of hundred yards across the voe and had worked out that they were probably birders. They were. And they had the Lesser Grey Shrike which we swapped for our Alpine Swift. The Shrike was a superb adult sporting a lovely pink flush on it’s breast. It showed well in the Swarovski and after enjoying this excellent bird we decided it was time for lunch and to head south.                            At Brake our main target bird was Pallid Harrier. There’d be 2 in the area of late,and these were part of an invasion of these very rare birds into the UK this autumn. Stuart had ‘found’ one on Fair Isle a couple of weeks ago and a few others were scattered around the country. First of all though we visited nearby Quendale Mill for coffee and a rather obliging         Yellow browed Warbler. These lovely little Siberian sprites can be almost guaranteed on an autumn trip to Shetland and this one gave great views. On our return to Brake a Whinchat and a Wheatear provided the entertainment as we waited for a Harrier to show – and then all of a sudden there it was – a juvenile Pallid Harrier. It showed all that it needed to to clinch the ID and dropped into a field not to be seen again. Hen Harrier also showed nearby.

September 30th                                                                                                                                 Warm and sunny SE wind
Today we were heading for Fair Isle where we’d spend a few days.                                        After breakfast we departed our accommodation and made our way to Tingwall airstrip for our short flight. There were no major delays and soon we were touching down on Fair Isle. We were met by our hosts and transferred to our accommodations at the Auld Haa and at the South Lighthouse and after checking in we met up and started exploring this fabulous island.                                                                                                                                                              A Melodious Warbler that showed well at Shirva was the first good bird and this was followed by Yellow browed Warblers at Shirva, the plantation and the observatory. Also at the observatory were a couple of Little Buntings. One showed very well feeding on seeds by the road to the harbour and a second was seen in the hand before being processed by the ringers ( having been trapped earlier ). 2 bramblings at the Chalet, a Merlin, lots of Redwings, Black Guillemots, Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff, Whooper Swan, Golden Plover, Greylag Geese and Twite completed the morning.                                                                            A stroll up to the North Lighthouse for some of the group was successful as it produced the hoped for juvenile Rose coloured Starling and 3 Snow Buntings.                                                      We regrouped at the observatory and after a coffee there, we began our stroll back to our accommodations in the south of the island. What we didn’t know at this point was that our already excellent day was about to get much, much better.                                                           As we ambled along, we reached the Gilsetter area – the place where Stuart had identified a flyby Pallid Harrier a couple of weeks ago. As we turned to the left we noticed 3 birders methodically pacing up and down an area of boggy grassland. One of the 3 was Will from the observatory. It was clear that they had something of interest. After a few minutes a brown blur shot up from the undergrowth and disappeared again almost instantly. Will started shouting ‘’It is one, It is one.’’ Obviously he was excited but what was it ? The habitat and the panic pointed to the possibility of it being a Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler – a mega rarity and a Fair Isle autumn speciality. ‘’What have you got’’ ? Stuart enquired. ‘’A PG Tips’’ came the reply. A PG Tips. A Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler !! Birders call PG Warbler, PG Tips in reference to the pale spots on the tertial tips and the outer tail. A MEGA. The whole island would want to see this bird. One birder present had been visiting Fair Isle since the 1960’s and had never managed to see one. The news was put out and when everybody was gathered an organised ‘flush’ began to try to persuade the bird into shorter vegetation so that everybody could get good views. This worked and the bird showed briefly but well and then was thankfully left alone by the crowd of about 25 happy birders.                                        What a fabulous bird to end a great day.




October 1st                                                                                                                                                Overcast / damp    Rain in the afternoon
There’d been an obvious influx of Redwings overnight and they were joined by a single Fieldfare by the Auld Haa. The best bird of the day was the Citrine Wagtail that we finally caught up with at Barkland but a total of 5 Yellow browed Warblers, Hen Harrier and Melodious Warbler were notable too as were a Common Swift, Pied Flycatcher and Merlin. Pink footed Geese, Twite, Chaffinch, Willow Warbler, 40+ Blackcap, Raven, Snipe, Whinchat, Hooded Crow and Chiffchaff ( including a probable tristis ) completed the picture.
October 2nd                                                                                                                                             Fine start clouded over later  Wind increasing
Our last full day on Fair Isle started with a Hawfinch near the south lighthouse and a visit to the now familiar Melodious Warbler at Shirva. Yellow browed Warblers were again noted with singles at Houll, the post office, the plantation and the observatory. 3 Lapland Buntings showed well at Barkland with another 9 seen at Pund and a Grasshopper Warbler and a small skein of 7 Barnacle Geese were new birds for the trip. A Pied Flycatcher was at the plantation and amongst a flock of Twite near to the post office were 10 Mealy Redpolls and a couple of Bramblings. There were 4 Lapwings as well as the Citrine Wagtail at Barkland and other birds seen today were Hooded Crow, Raven, Common Snipe, Skylark, Blackcap, Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff and Pink footed Goose.
October 3rd                                                                                                                                                 Rain with short clear periods   Strong winds increasing to gales
We managed to fly off Fair Isle on what turned out to be only flight of the day. Gales over the next few days meant all flights to and from Fair Isle were cancelled.                                         As we touched down at Tingwall the weather wasn’t great but we headed south to try to see a couple of good birds.                                                                                                                     A garden at Levenwick held an Isabelline Shrike and after obtaining permission to go into the garden from the friendly householder we were soon enjoying this excellent bird. This vagrant from Mongolia and W China is currently the subject of much taxonomic discussion and is split from Turkestan Shrike as Daurian Shrike ( previously both Isabelline ). Our bird fitted the bill as a Daurian ( Isabelline ) Shrike. Also in the garden was yet another         Yellow browed Warbler. A return to the Geosetter Burn produced a very confiding  and windswept Little Bunting. Also seen today were Raven, Hooded Crow, Great Skua, Merlin and Sparrowhawk.



October 4th                                                                                                                                                     Rain cleared later   Very strong winds
Our final day on Shetland.                                                                                                                           Despite the poor weather we decided to visit Unst where a Black headed Bunting was present with a flock of House Sparrows close to the ferry terminal. Because of the winds the birds were staying low and seeking shelter wherever they could find it. This would make locating the Bunting difficult. However, another Bird Tour group were also seeking the bird and as their guides performed an organised flush the Bunting appeared from cover and showed well on the top of a tractor wheel. From where they were, most of the other group couldn’t have seen the bird and after looking at the Bunting ourselves we did the decent thing and told the others that the bird was on the tractor wheel.                                                   Other birds today included Great Skua, Black Guillemot, Hooded Crow and Raven.
We returned to the mainland and made our way to Lerwick for our bumpy overnight sailing back to Aberdeen.
October 5th 
After arriving at Aberdeen in the morning we immediately set off for home stopping at Dundee for breakfast.
The birding wasn’t over as a Solitary Sandpiper had been found at Nateby near Garstang a few days earlier and as it only involved a short detour we decided that we’d go and see this rare American wader on our way home.                                                                                                  Back on the Fylde, there was a very confiding Slavonian Grebe on Fairhaven Lake which was the final bird of an excellent tour.
Now it was time to go home and pack for the Isles of Scilly tour departing tomorrow morning !
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                                                                               Ribble Bird Tours
                                                                                             October 2011


