TRIP TO BULGARIA
16th –23rd June, 2006
This new adventure came about through Marton Kelemen and Tamas Papp in Romania who linked up with Mitko (Dimitar) Popov, who works for the Green Balkans organisation in Bulgaria, and made all the arrangements for the holiday. So the latest Team of Marion Mack, Sue Goode, David & Janice Trotter, Anna White, Cherle Smith, Joan Howie and John Donaldson met up at the Thomas Cook check-in desk at Newcastle Airport at 1730 hrs on Friday the 16th in order to fly out to Bourgas on the Black Sea. Our flight left over an hour late at 9 pm, landing in Bulgaria at 0210 local time. Several other flights had landed around the same time: so there was quite a queue waiting at passport control. We spent some of the hour-long wait watching large moths, which were attracted to the lights. The only compensation was that it was relatively cool at this time in the morning. It took another hour for our luggage to arrive on the conveyor belt, but I had popped out beforehand to meet up with Marton & Mitko to let them know that we would be some time.
Before too long we had met up with Slavi, our driver for the week, and he was soon racing us towards the lovely conservation village of Brashlyan near the Strandja Mountains in a National Park. It was now 6 am, and our luggage was taken to one of three different family homes where we would spend the next two nights. All but three of us decided to take advantage of the dawn and go birdwatching before the 9 am breakfast. This walk was a sheer delight as we saw a plethora of birds and bugs. The ‘Turkish’ race of the Redstart presented its white wing-flash and Red-backed Shrikes and Red-rumped Swallows sat on telephone wires whilst we listened to Golden Orioles, Turtle Doves, Grey Wagtail and Nightingales. 
We walked up a narrow track admiring the laden cherry trees and spotting Wrynecks, Syrian & Great Spotted Woodpeckers, Corn Buntings, Whitethroats, Jays, Starlings, Robin, Song Thrush and Blackbirds whilst several Hawfinches flew around calling. At the top of the slope, we wandered into an open area to add Nuthatch, Mistle Thrush, Chiffchaff, Stock Dove, Green Woodpecker, Cuckoo and Sombre Tit.
As it was starting to warm up, a few butterflies appeared in the form of Small Whites, Fritillaries, Meadow Brown, Small Skippers and Marbled Whites. All too soon, it was time to head back to our homes to get ready for breakfast al fresco.

We all met up at 10 am for a longer walk along the same track, bumping into some locals on the way who offered us some of their freshly picked cherries. The day was really warming up now and more and more interesting bugs and beasties started to appear. The area was soon alive with insects and we added a few more butterflies to our list – Clouded Yellow, Silver-washed & Dark-green Fritillaries, Large Whites, White-letter Hairstreak, Green Hairstreak and Painted Lady as well as a few types of blues and skippers.
The flowers too were lovely, and we noted Dianthus, White Scabious, Scarlet & Blue Pimpernels, Hemlock, Dwarf Elder, Tassel Hyacinth, Digitalis lanata, Convolvulus and Mallows along with many others.
We also added several new birds in the form of Long-tailed Tits, Marsh Tit, Lesser Whitethroat, Chiffchaff, Oriental Warbler (formerly Bonelli’s Warbler), Yellowhammer, Tree Pipit, Woodlark, House Martins, 70 White Storks, Lesser Spotted Eagle, Booted Eagle, Common Buzzard, Robin, Blackcap and Goldfinch.
Between 2 pm and 5 pm, we decided to have a well-needed siesta before heading out in a different direction through more dense woodland adding Comma and Gatekeeper to our butterfly list and a snake and lizard to our reptile list. Once out of the woodland, we noted 5 Honey Buzzards flying over and heard a distant Raven, which Marton thought may be captive, and watched a couple of Northern Wheatears amongst the Pignut, Yellow Stonecrop, Cinquefoils and Yarrows. Several Swallows and House Martins sat on the wires.

We ate our three-course evening meal at 8 pm followed by Marton handing out our bird lists, and spending some time talking about the day we had experienced plus planning the day ahead. After that, a few of us walked down to the local pub with Anna producing her bat detector for a few calls under a star-studied sky. A Scops Owl uttered a few calls during the night.

On Sunday the 18th, we had an 0630 breakfast before heading out through a twisty, wooded road which would lead us eventually to the Black Sea coast. We stopped on a stretch of fairly open road to look at Red-backed Shrikes, Great & Blue Tits and Corn Buntings whilst a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker called.  This journey took over two hours: so by the time we stopped overlooking the sea, it was starting to get quite hot. It was a very good stop though as almost immediately we were watching Black-headed Bunting, Spanish Sparrows, Woodchats, Little Ringed Plovers, Cormorants, Yellow-legged Gulls, Bee-eaters White Wagtails, and a Saker Falcon. Several Great Banded Graylings were flying around as Anna spotted Bottle-nosed Dolphins and Harbour Porpoises out at sea. A Nightingale sang from the nearby woodland.

The next stop was at a café from where we watched Collared Doves, Hawfinches, Tree Sparrows and a Black Kite. The ‘boys’ bought some beautiful cherries and apricots before we headed to the mouth of the Valeca River in very hot sunshine to watch Great Reed Warblers, Little Bittern, Golden Orioles chasing a Hooded Crow & Grey Heron, Turtle Doves and Little Ringed Plovers as we munched the delicious fruit. We also noted Small Copper and Swallowtail butterflies.

When the time came to head back, the Iveco microbus got stuck in a dip in the track, and it took a borrowed spade to dig us out! We thought that Mitko might have to spend a couple of hours working on the building site to make up for borrowing it! On the way up to Bourgas, past the tourist areas, we noticed Little Egret and Purple Heron at a small wetland site, which we were to visit later in the week. 

Needless to say, it was 4 pm before we partook of lunch back in Brashlyan after returning by a quicker route, which included part of the way we had arrived the previous day.

Another walk was arranged for 6 pm in the cool of the day when we walked out of the village, passing a Hummingbird Hawkmoth, and spotting a young Black Redstart, a young Semi-collared Flycatcher, Nightingale, two Green Woodpeckers, and hearing another Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. Once again the plants abounded, and we added Agrimony, Campanulas, Centaury, Spurges, Black Medic, Burnets, Tufted Vetch and Viper’s Bugloss. 

At the 8 pm evening meal, we were entertained by a group of local ladies singing whilst working with wool, and Anna and Cherle were encouraged, along with Mitko, to join in the dancing. Clive and Veronica, who have recently taken up residency in the village, joined us for the meal and entertainment. They used to live in Haddington, but originally came from the Birmingham area. Our host insisted that the drinks this evening were ‘on the house’!

After another early breakfast on a beautiful Monday the 19th, we packed up and headed west towards Svilengrad, stopping en route at a lovely open spot with hundreds if Branched Mulleins in full bloom. The reason for stopping, was to look at a tortoise at the side of the road, but we soon realised that no matter where we stopped in this part of the country, it would be good for wildlife. Red-backed Shrikes abounded as usual, a Cirl Bunting sang from a nearby tree, a Raven croaked overhead, two Woodlarks landed on the road in front of us, and a Booted Eagle flew past.

Janice’s eagle-eyes came to the fore when we pulled in at a second stop when she spotted a Little Owl on a pan tiled rooftop. This was to be the only Little Owl of the trip! Just before we left, we noticed a few Tree Sparrows in this delightful little village. At the next stop, once again in an opening in the wooded countryside, we noted some dark pink Pyramidal Orchids, Helleborines, Cistus, Thistles, Chicory, Spanish Broom, Corn Cockles and Goat’s Beards sheltered by the Oaks, False Acacias, Beeches, Hornbeams, Poplars, Willows and Walnuts. Wood Whites, Poplar Admirals, White Admirals and Black-veined Whites were noted as well as Yellowhammer, a possible call from an Olive-tree Warbler and a distant Cuckoo. Another snake slithered through the flowers as the usual colourful bugs flew around.

Marton called the bus to a halt later when some raptors were sighted which turned out to be Lesser Spotted Eagle and Black Kite. Another bird of prey was observed at our next stopping place in the form of a pale Long-legged Buzzard, which flew over to the cacophony from a large nesting colony of Spanish Sparrows. This was a very good shrike spot and we watched Lesser Grey, Woodchat and Masked Shrikes as well as Black-headed Bunting and Yellow Wagtail whilst listening to an Olivaceous Warbler. 
We arrived at the *** Galaxy Hotel in Svilengrad at 2 pm and settled in for a three-hour break which included yet another very large salad and hot meal lunch. We were informed that it is normal to have the main meal at lunchtime, but we were also having a large meal at night as well! Some people dozed whilst the more adventurous went for a swim. 

We were all out at 5.30 pm for a fairly short drive and walk which produced some lovely birds as the day started to cool down – Calandra Larks, Crested Larks, Isabelline Wheatears, Black-headed Buntings, Woodchats, Bee-eaters, Golden Orioles, Turtle Doves and Red-rumped Swallows. All this was seen on a short stretch of old concrete road. 

The skies were beginning to darken as we headed for the next birdwatching venue nearby, and as we were descending from the microbus, the lightning started to flash and the thunder to roll. Mitko had brought us here because a pair of Imperial Eagles was nesting in a small valley, and just before we left, one of the birds flew in and landed on the nesting tree. Before that, however, we admired the flashing lightning and Black-headed Wagtails, Kestrel, Roller and more Calandra Larks, which were in constant song along with Golden Orioles.

On the way back to the hotel, the Heavens opened with the windscreen wipers hardly managing to cope with the volume of rain and hailstones! As we stopped outside the hotel entrance, an almighty thunderclap crashed overhead which was the loudest I had ever heard! 

We ate at 8.20 pm to the flashing of the lightning, and afterwards we were treated to a talk on the Imperial Eagles by  Mitko’s, colleague called Gradomir. We went through our bird list and retired quite late to a welcoming bed after a long day.

The morning of Tuesday the 20th was spent in the area around Svilengrad and the lower Sacar Mountains, visiting the site of a pair of nesting Imperial Eagles with two young. When we arrived at the site by the vineyards, Gradomir was already there, and we had excellent views of the birds in the hot sunshine. Other birds at this site included Nightingale, Golden Oriole, Turtle Doves, Whitethroat and a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, which was calling and was seen by David and Janice. A 78-year old lady working on the land was very keen to learn how old Marion was, but all Marion would say was that her teeth were a lot older than that! As we left, a few Sousliks appeared from under a pile of brash.

The next stopping place was at a river site where we tried to get some shelter from the sun, spotting lots of butterflies again including Scarce Swallowtail, Large Copper, Southern Comma, Southern White Admiral and Black-veined White. A collection of Wood Whites and Small Whites were feeding near a river crossing along with dark-tipped Demoiselles. The pair of Imperial Eagles was sighted from here along with Roller, Woodlark and Black-headed Bunting, and the lovely bell sounds from a herd of goats filled the humid air as we headed off to stop in the shade of a roadside tree from where we headed along a track towards another river adding Hairy Willow-herb to the plant list, and watching a few lovely fritillary butterflies on the thistles. A Woodchat and a Stonechat alighted on the trees as two probable Honey Buzzards were spotted over the distant hillside. At another stop, two Hooded Crows were observed mobbing a Booted Eagle. 
We returned to the Galaxy Hotel for our lunch and a bit of a siesta before setting off once more; this time for Ivailograd, but we were soon out of the vehicle again at the River Maritza to go for a walk. This proved to be very worthwhile as almost the first birds we saw were a  pair of displaying Levant’s Sparrowhawks plus Kingfisher, a family of Lesser Grey Shrikes, a feeding Black Stork (a species noted every day but one), Little Ringed Plovers and two Little Bitterns spotted by Anna who also enjoyed the hundreds of Demoiselles and the Scarce Swallowtail.

From here, we virtually just crossed over the road for a very welcome ice-cream, which would see us through to the next stop in the Eastern Rodop Mountains where we watched and listened to our first Ortolan Bunting. Nesting Red-rumped Swallows were also observed along with a party of Long-tailed Tits and a couple of Humming-bird Hawkmoths as well as a Praying Mantis. We reached the Astrika Hotel at the edge of Ivailograd with plenty of time to get ready for our 8.30 pm dinner, which initially we thought we would have al fresco but with the pending thunder and lightning, we opted to have it indoors.

On Wednesday the 21st, we headed out for the Griffon Vulture site, which was only going to take just over an hour, but in truth took almost double that time! We decided that since we were rising early, we would like to be out and about as soon as possible to benefit from the early part of the day: so our first stop was at a guard post beside a small reservoir. The first bird we heard was a Cirl Bunting, which we managed to locate in the fresh morning air as we walked across a fine meadow adding Woodlarks and Red-backed Shrikes before a Great Spotted Woodpecker flew into some trees. Just as we were about to leave, a Hobby flew quickly past.

Our second stop was at a small rocky pass containing nesting Crag Martins and Red-rumped Swallows before stopping again for more ice-cream, and spotting Magpies and Northern Wheatears. 
It was a lovely valley, which we drove up to reach the spot where we stopped to look over at the Griffon site at distance on some steep picturesque mountains. From here we watched at least 8 Griffon Vultures and a pair of Egyptian Vultures as well as a Kestrel. We found a Woodlark chick near where we parked the microbus, and also Hoopoe, Green Woodpecker, Woodchats and a Chiffchaff were located nearby. We also managed to see dozens of Fallow Deer, and added Fiery Copper and Bath White to the butterfly list. Once again, just as we were about to leave something interesting happened and the Griffons flew right over our heads fairly low down.

Although it was now early afternoon and we had already cancelled our lunch at the hotel, I requested that we had another stop in the valley as it looked so good on the way in. The lads chose a river stop, which produced Masked Shrike, Nightingale, Olive-tree Warbler, Olivaceous Warbler, Jay, Kingfisher, Rollers and Sparrowhawk as well as Brimstone and Apollo butterflies.

Tummies were really starting to rumble now: so we headed for the closest appropriate town, which might have a restaurant. This we managed to do and had the almost inevitable Greek salad at 4 pm whilst Jackdaws and a Peregrine Falcon flew over. On the way back, we were keen to have yet another stop: so we pulled in to a farm track just as the spots of rain started to fall from yet another thunder laden sky. We only managed to have 15 minutes along this track, spotting Tree Sparrows, Red-backed Shrike and Raven before discretion took over and we boarded the vehicle so that we could get back to the Astrika for our last evening meal there, which we had at 8 pm. In the evening, some of us went to watch the World Cup Football whilst the rest  had a lovely stroll up the track behind the hotel listening to distant Tawny Owls and watching the wonderful displays from fireflies.

We had one of our best walks on the morning of Thursday 22nd at 8 am just on the outskirts of the town as we went up to a local hill with some scrub which housed Linnets, Stonechats, Black-headed Buntings, Crested Larks and Sardinian Warblers. We continued along a track through very attractive countryside adding Hawfinches, Cirl Bunting, Golden Orioles, Red-backed & Woodchat Shrikes, Green Woodpecker and Hoopoes.
At our furthest point, we watched 2 Booted Eagles, a Short-toed Treecreeper, two green lizards and a few Humming-bird Hawkmoths as well as Wood Whites and more fritillaries. At this point, David was stung by a wasp or bee, but nurse Cherle came to the rescue with some cooling ointment, and David never complained about the sting again. It was Janice’s turn to have her 15 minutes of fame when she became a ‘stick in the mud’ almost losing one of her sandals! She had to return to the well with the Yellow-bellied Toads to clean herself up a bit. Red-rumped Swallows continued to fly around and Cirl and Ortolan Buntings were heard in song.

We were back at the Astrika at 1115 as the day was really starting to heat up again, and had lunch at 1230 pm, leaving this lovely hotel at 1345. It was almost a relief to be sitting in the beautifully air-conditioned microbus listening out for the ‘Can-Can’ music from Mitko’s mobile phone! 

This was to be our longest travelling day as we knew that we were to be in the vehicle for at least five hours! We stopped a few times, of course, with the first stop being at an old bridge, and was very productive as we saw Kingfisher, lots of Tree Sparrows, White Wagtails, Rollers, Little Ringed Plovers and Mallards (a new species) as well as hearing Nightingale and Olivaceous Warbler. 
The next stop was just off the road for a stretch of legs, but Joan noticed several brown butterflies fluttering around the trees, and these turned out to be Dusky Meadow Browns. Marton identified a Steppe Buzzard whilst the rest of us were content to identify male Red-backed Shrikes!

We popped into the same roadside café with the hornet’s nest and nesting Swallows, as we did on the way down, for refreshments before motoring on towards Bourgas. En route, we were able to spot Black Kites, Lesser Spotted Eagle and a lovely male Montagu’s Harrier, amazingly picked out by Mitko.

Our last stop before Pomorie, to the N/E of Bourgas, was a marshland, which housed Great Reed Warbler, dozens of Magpies, Night Heron, Grey Herons, Bee-eaters and a Peacock butterfly.

The Trezor Palace did not quite live up to its name and did not serve any meals: so after arriving at 8 pm it was out almost immediately for a walk into the tourist part of town for a pre-arranged meal.

We were back at the same café at 0730 hrs on Friday the 23rd for breakfast followed by a trip to the wetland south of Bourgas, which we had spotted a few days earlier. At first glance, this area looked very quiet, and as it was very close to a busy road, birdwatching was none too pleasant. However, once the birdwatching picked up, we seemed to forget about any inconveniences. At one point, we were watching Pygmy Cormorant, Squacco Heron, Purple Heron and Black-winged Stilt as a Marsh Harrier flew past. Other birds noted were Night Heron, 5 Little Bitterns, Great Crested Grebes, Coots, a pair of Garganey and Great Reed Warblers. Terrapins and a Swallowtail were also noted. A café stop was called for in the heat of mid morning as the odd Large White flew around.

At Monument Lake on the way back, we made another worthwhile roadside stop to observe around 40 Pochards, 8 Gadwalls, 70 White Pelicans, Common Terns, Moorhen, Great Crested Grebes, Black-headed Gulls, 10 Mute Swans and a host of dragonflies and green frogs.

There was just time for a visit to the pans at the edge of Bourgas, where in the shimmering heat, we watched around 100 Avocets, over 200 Black-tailed Godwits, 3 Spotted Redshanks, Common Redshank, Common Sandpiper, Little and Sandwich Terns, 2 Mediterranean Gulls and a Black-headed Wagtail. Some of the plants here included Sea Wormwood and Glasswort.

On the outskirts of Pomorie, around 50 Night Herons were roosting in a line of Tamarisk bushes. Lunch had been arranged at the same café for 1.30 pm, and it was just as well that we were prompt as the food was put out on the tables at exactly 1.30 pm! 

Mitko and Marton had left the best for last as the afternoon session at the wetlands around Bourgas was a sheer delight! As soon as we pulled up in the microbus, people were shouting out “Green Sandpiper”, “Little Ringed Plover”, “Greenshank” and “Common Sandpiper” which left the people in the back just a little frustrated as they could not see much at all! However, once out and about, we soon realised just how good this place was as we added around 40 Mediterranean Gulls, Wood Sandpiper, Lapwings, Whiskered and White-winged Black Terns, Gadwalls, Pochards, Shelducks and a family of Little Grebes. There were also Avocets, Black-winged Stilts, Common and Little Terns, and as we were about to leave we found ourselves watching 10 beautiful Black Terns as a Collared Pratincole flew over! We were flummoxed by the sight of hundreds upon hundreds of dragonfly wings at the side of the track. We could only assume that the torrential rain had killed these insects and predators had gorged themselves! From here, we paid a visit to a Sandwich Tern colony, spotting more Mediterranean Gulls, a few Little Terns and some Sand Martins. We were able to sit under cover in an attractive resting area, which overlooked this colony.

This experience had been a wonderful ending to a great holiday thanks to Mitko and Marton. All that remained now was to return to our rooms at the Trezor Palace to do a bit of packing before our final meal in the same café. 

We had a full 7-day holiday, seeing 148 species of birds, 33 identifiable butterflies plus numerous plants and beasties. We arrived at the airport around midnight for the 0210 flight back to Newcastle, and the formalities were trouble-free this time with the waiting hours passing quite quickly, although we were delayed by over an hour.  

This was a holiday to remember not just for the wildlife and lovely weather (apart from the odd rumble of thunder), but for the excellent company of those who took part.  It will certainly not be my last trip to this wonderful wildlife-rich country.

Russell G Nisbet  -  July, 2006

Some of the bird species, which were seen, but are not included in the text are: Sparrowhawk, Woodpigeon, Wren, Dunnock, Serin & Feral Pigeon.

