TRIP TO THE DANUBE DELTA AND DOBROGEA 
27TH AUGUST – 3RD SEPTEMBER, 2005

“SQUACCOS, SEA-EAGLES AND SUNSHINE”


The latest Team of Monica Miller, Marjory Harkness, Daphne & Judy Spalding, Ron Downing, Nancy, Charlie & Hugh Conner, Anne Dick, David & Eleanor Butters, David & Janice Trotter plus myself met up in Edinburgh Airport at the KLM check-in desk at 0415 hrs on the 27th of August. It was with regret that Angus & Chris Smith were forced to cancel with three weeks to go. The flight left 10 minutes late, but arrived half-an-hour early at Schipol in Amsterdam where the time went quite quickly before we were whisked away again to the Henri Conrad airport at Bucharest where we arrived at the appointed 1420 hrs with Tamas and Imre waiting for us along with Gheorghe our driver of the 20-seater Mercedes Sprinter with trailer. The weather was lovely, and was to remain so for the rest of the week, as we sped towards Constanta on the new motorway. I was under the impression that we would be staying at a hotel at Constanta, but the plans had changed for the better as we eventually headed for Tulcea at the head of the Delta. En route, we stopped at a filling station for fuel plus conveniences, and also along the way spotted Cormorant, Pygmy Cormorant, Night Herons, Squacco Herons, Little Egrets, Grey Herons, White Storks, Glossy Ibis, Mute Swans, Marsh Harriers, Common Buzzard, Kestrel, Lapwing, Collared Doves galore, Hoopoe, Bee-eaters, Rollers, hirundines, Red-backed Shrikes, Lesser Grey Shrikes, lots of Magpies and Jackdaws plus Hooded Crows, Raven and the odd Golden Oriole. Not bad for a spot of minibus bird watching!


There was acre upon acre of sunflowers and maize before we reached the wooded area around Babadag and the vineyards of Tulcea. We arrived at our *** star Hotel Select at 8.20 pm local time (two hours ahead) and settled in to this modern and well-appointed hotel. Dinner was served promptly, and we eventually got to bed around 11 pm. 


Sunday the 28th dawned warm with a gentle breeze, and after having our 8 am buffet breakfast and obtaining a million lei or so, we headed n/w to the Macin Mountains where some of Tamas’s and Imre’s colleagues had set up a camp to observe raptor migration. En route, we spotted a couple of Lesser Spotted Eagles, and a Common Buzzard after stopping at a site for Golden Orioles which we noted along with two Ravens, Red-backed Shrikes, Chaffinches, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Honey Buzzard, two Kestrels and two Turtle Doves. We sampled the bitter fruit of a White Pear tree whilst a Red Admiral butterfly flew around the very common blue Chicory. We also passed some wet areas which housed Little & Great Egrets, Grey Heron, White Stork, Glossy Ibis, Coots and Whiskered Terns before reaching the village of Macin where we had a convenience stop spotting a Scarce Swallowtail and a Tree Frog on the railing beside the loo. Just before leaving, I spotted a high-flying Black Stork on migration. Every now and then, Tamas would receive a text message letting him know about a White Stork, which the Milvus Group had ringed, and was being tracked by satellite. It was passing through Libya towards the Sudan!


We stopped for a close look at a Roller on a wire just before the mountains and also found a dead Marbled Polecat identified by Ron. The odd Northern Wheatear and Lesser Grey Shrike made an appearance before we finally stopped to look at a whirling group of  Bee-eaters, a Long-legged Buzzard and a Booted Eagle. The lovely “troop, troop” calls of the Bee-eaters were with us all the way through lunch after which we had a short wander round about seeing Sombre Tits, Sparrowhawks, a Levant’s Sparrowhawk, hirundines, at least 10 Spotted Flycatchers, four Syrian Woodpeckers, Goldfinches, and a Whinchat plus a probable Icterine Warbler. We walked up part of a beautiful valley which produced ‘rocking Rollers’, Willow Warbler, Blackcap, Blackbird and 14 White Storks in a high spiral spotted by Imre, plus frogs, lizards, dragonflies, Small Whites galore, Bath Whites, a Skipper, Silver-washed Fritillary, Common Blues, Clouded Yellows and Small Heaths plus lovely flowers.


From here, we headed to the far side of the hills to look at an Isabelline Wheatear site where David T. eventually found one for us. The herb-rich aromatic grassland here, with a few Maiden Pinks, was alive with insects, chiefly dragonflies and grasshoppers as well as Praying Mantis and a few butterflies. We watched a small colony of Sousliks as a few more Sparrowhawks, Yellow Wagtails, Northern Wheatears, Red-backed Shrikes and Crested Larks performed for us. 


All too soon, it was time to head back to Tulcea to get ready for another fine meal at the Hotel Select where we had the first of our nightly bird and wildlife list checks. Tamas and Imre informed us of the events for the following day.


It was beautiful again on Monday the 29th; so this morning we had breakfast in the open-air as the dining room was a bit stuffy. This was followed by the epic visit to the Bank where Tamas and I took an hour to cash some travellers’ cheques! Then it was off south towards Histria and the Roman remains. Before we reached the museum and café, we stopped at a couple of wet areas for our first real taste of what this part of the Delta has to offer – 70 White Pelicans, 4 Spoonbills, Shelduck, Wigeon, 60 Teal, 2 Garganey, Pochard, 6 Avocets, an immature Collared Pratincole, Little Ringed Plovers, Lapwings, Ruffs, Common Snipe, 2 Temminck’s Stints, Little Stints, Wood Sandpipers, 10 Spotted Redshanks, 2 Curlews, 50 Black-tailed Godwits, Gull-billed Terns, Mediterranean Gull, Marsh Harriers and a White-tailed Eagle. Not a bad little one-hour stop! Next it was on to the café for lunch followed by a walk around the ruins. David & Eleanor spent some time in the museum before joining us after we had seen a Little Owl tucked away on a concrete telegraph pole, Red-breasted Flycatcher, Red-backed Shrike, Crested Lark, Yellow Wagtails, Northern Wheatears and 1,000 Sand Martins on telegraph wires. Great White Egrets, Mute Swans, Caspian Tern, Great Reed and Reed Warblers were also noted as were a dead swimming snake, lizards, Bath Whites and Clouded Yellows. A few ice creams later, and after spotting a Brown Hare, we were on our way to Vadu and more wonderful birdwatching! Just before the desolate factory, we stopped to watch 14 Red-footed Falcons perched close to the ground on the lookout for grasshoppers. At least 100 Bee-eaters were perched on telegraph wires; also on the lookout for a quick snack. At the flooded areas we met three French birdwatchers who were also enjoying the sight of around 30 Red-necked Phalaropes, lots more Shelducks, Gadwalls, 2 Marsh Sandpipers, Common Sandpipers, Temminck’s Stints, 2 Green Sandpipers, Common Redshanks, 6 Sanderlings, 3 Curlew Sandpipers (spotted by Hugh), 6 Black-winged Stilts, 5 Greenshanks, 250 Little Gulls, 3 Little Terns, 2 Sandwich Terns, Common Terns, Whiskered Terns and 7 Black Terns.


We really had to drag ourselves away from here, but not before adding a second White-tailed Eagle and watching over 100 migrating herons, chiefly Purple. En route, we noted more Rollers, 2 Ravens, Marsh Harriers, Buzzard, Sparrowhawk, Kestrels, scores of Collared Doves, Swallows, House Martins, Magpies, Rooks, Jackdaws, Starlings and the ubiquitous Hooded Crows. 

When we reached Tulcea, we thought that Gheorghe had lost his way until we realised that he was looking for a filling station with leaded petrol! Another fine dinner was devoured followed by the usual check-list and a preview of our exciting first day on the houseboat.


Breakfast was at 8 am as usual and al fresco before a chance for a short shopping spree prior to boarding our floating hotel for the next four nights. Tamas and I still had a bit of banking to do, but soon realised that the Bank was beside the harbour. So we walked aboard to suss out the accommodation which was **** star and very well appointed. We had planned to leave around 0930 hrs but it was 1020 am before the tug cast off. On yet another beautiful day, there was no real rush as the channel was closed further on for an hour or so whilst some retrieval work was going ahead. So we tied up to a handy willow and had lunch whilst waiting for 1330 hrs to come round. The cruise was wonderful, passing the naval docks and a few villages before turning north up the Dunarea Veche where at 5.30 pm we tied up to another willow for the night. Ironically, it was the same willow as three years ago! En route, we noted Great Crested Grebe, two spirals of a total of 200 White Pelicans, Pygmy Cormorants by the score, 50 Squacco Herons, 100 Little Egrets, 50 Great White Egrets, Purple Herons, Grey Herons, 50 White Storks, 12 Black Storks, Glossy Ibis, 2 Spoonbills, Mallards, Gadwalls, Garganey, Tufted Duck, 7 White-tailed Eagles, Marsh Harriers, three Honey Buzzards, Hobbies, Greenshanks, Black-tailed Godwits, 10 Caspian Terns and in excess of 200 Whiskered Terns as well as Cuckoos, Bee-eaters, Rollers, Red-backed Shrikes and Golden Oriole. From our mooring position, we could observe a roosting White-tailed Eagle, a Montagu’s Harrier, Marsh Harriers, Hobbies, Caspian Tern, Purple Herons, 6 Night Herons, several flocks of Ferruginous Ducks in flight, Kingfisher, Bearded Tits and a Marsh Warbler. 

This evening, we had a beautiful sunset before a few mosquitoes appeared on the scene and forced us indoors for the 8 pm dinner – fish again? A beautiful leaf-like moth attached itself to the roof of the lower deck, and a large hornet seemed to consider the houseboat as its home! 


Today, Wednesday the last day of August, we (except for Marjory) boarded the two small speedboats and headed up the Canal Magearu towards the Ukranian village of Letea. I had been there three years before but with the tug as the channels were more open then. In the channels we spotted Little Grebes, Pygmy Cormorants, 2 Little Bitterns, Night Herons, Squaccos, Great & Little Egrets, Grey & Purple Herons, Glossy Ibis, Mallard, Garganey, Teal, Pochard and over 50 Ferruginous Ducks as well as Marsh Harriers, 4 Little Crakes, Moorhens, Coots, 20 Kingfishers and Whiskered Terns. 

The plan was to meet up with the owner of a tractor and trailer who would take us into the nearby forest, but he seemingly had gone to Tulcea! This was no great problem, as we probably saw more around the village than in woodland at this time of year! David T. spotted a very large green frog and large Pond Snails as a Red Admiral flew past, and we had very good views of a Grey-headed Woodpecker feeding on a thatched roof. Imre spotted some Penduline Tits, but the rest of us had to be content with Golden Orioles, Lesser Whitethroats, Tree Sparrows, Red-backed Shrikes, Wood Sandpipers, Black-winged Stilts and Spotted Redshanks. We walked through the village in very hot conditions accompanied part of the way by a young gipsy girl, and visited the church where, in the courtyard, a group of men and women was making bricks from mud and straw.


We managed to get back for a late 2 pm lunch – late because one of the boats broke down and we were forced to travel in tandem. This was actually very good as everyone more or less saw the same things at the same time! From the deck of the houseboat we added Long-tailed Tits, Bearded Tits, Reed Buntings, Sedge Warbler and a Saker Falcon before setting of once more for pastures new at 3 pm. We skimmed along for three lovely hours watching White Pelicans, Dalmatian Pelican, Osprey, 2 White-tailed Eagles and Hobbies plus Common, Caspian, Black & Whiskered Terns, and eventually tied up again just short of Lake Trei Lezere where we spent the night. 


Some of us were up on the top deck around 7 am on the 1st of September experiencing a cool easterly breeze for the first time, but also enjoying the sound and quick sight of a Spoonbill in flight, Greylag Geese (at last), Shoveler, high-flying flocks of Ferruginous Ducks, Hobbies, 2 Saker Falcons, Willow Warbler, Chiffchaff, and Spotted Flycatcher.

After our usual 8 am breakfast, we ventured out again in the two boats to suss out Lake Trei Lezere which was very much covered in lilies, and access was restricted due to fishing nets. However, it was a very good trip and we spotted hundreds of Squaccos once more, Great Crested Grebes, hundreds of Pygmy Cormorants, Little Bitterns, Squaccos galore, hundreds of Little Egrets, Glossy Ibis, Mute Swans, Marsh Harriers and Whiskered Terns.


We had our three-course lunch on board as usual before setting off along Canal Orguta towards Lake Furtuna where we tied up just before the entrance to the lake. Whilst relaxing in our new surroundings, a spiral of over 700 White Pelicans drifted overhead. We waited until 4 pm when the heat of the day was waning, then headed out once more on the boats, but this time without David T. who was slightly under the weather. However, he had brought his fishing rod with him; so apart from all the birds to be seen round about, he would keep himself amused. We did not go straight into the lake to begin with, but travelled through smaller channels first of all. It was not too long before our boat packed in again which meant that we were once again lashed together. The number of Pygmy Cormorants seen on this morning surpassed all other days, and we saw between 800 and 1,000. Purple Herons, Great White Egrets, Grey Herons, Garganey and Whiskered Terns were all seen in good numbers as well as at least 1,000 Coots, Ferruginous Ducks, Mallards, Kingfishers, 30 Spotted Redshanks and Little Bitterns. 


After a couple of exciting hours, we returned to relax on board before the 8 pm dinner, observing around 150 Night Herons on the move. After dinner we had a presentation from Tamas about the Milvus Group followed by a digital presentation of the holiday so far.


On Friday the 2nd of September, on another beautiful day but still with the cool easterly wind blowing, a few of us were on the top deck once more before breakfast spotting Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers, Spoonbill, Greylag Geese, Green Sandpipers, Kingfishers and Glossy Ibis plus our friendly Hobbies. At this point in time, we were “only 24 hours from Tulcea”.  After breakfast, we left Lake Furtuna and went to investigate Lake Bacianesti Mari, which was fairly close-by. This time, we were all in the two tandem boats, and saw a whole host of birds – 3 Black-necked Grebes, 10 Red-necked Grebes, 20 Great Crested Grebes, 10 Little Grebes, over 500 Squacco Herons,  Glossy Ibis, Spoonbill, Greylag Geese, 2 Shovelers, 200 Garganey, Ferruginous Ducks, Marsh Harriers, 10,000 Coot, 6 Green Sandpipers, 30 Spotted Redshanks and Whiskered Terns galore.


Lunch was taken on board as usual, but this time we were on the move, passing beautiful wild countryside including some narrow channels where we had a bit of a bump! A fairly large craft was coming the wrong way down a channel, and our skipper was forced to hit the banking in an attempt to avoid it! No damage was done, and the fact that we were having lunch at the time was a bonus as we were all seated safely. The few hours of drifting along in the lovely sunshine were a sheer delight as we spotted up to 10 White-tailed Eagles, a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker on a Marsh Harrier tree, Sparrowhawks, and Penduline Tits as well as all the, by now, usual marshland birds. 


We reached our second last mooring spot in time for a bit of local birdwatching from the top deck before yet another small boat trip. Just before tying up however, Tamas heard the calls from a Black Woodpecker, and this took up our attention for some time whilst watching Common Redstart and Tree Sparrows in the trees opposite. David B. spotted a female Lesser Purple Emperor butterfly nestled on a tree beside the houseboat. 4 pm came around once more; so it was time to have a look at the areas around Lake Purcela, spotting frogs, swimming snakes, dragon & damselflies as well as another host of birds – several Night Herons, 20 Great Crested Grebes, 30 Little Grebes,  2 Little Crakes, Song Thrush and a Middle Spotted Woodpecker plus 6 Greenshanks, 2 Cuckoos and wonderful views of Hobbies including one perched on a tree along with a Grey-headed Woodpecker! 

Almost as soon as we got back, we were on the move again as our skipper wanted to get us closer to Tulcea before spending our last evening in Romania. We arrived at this spot just as darkness was falling, and Tamas spotted a Black Stork roosting on a nearby tree. Once moored, he was keen for us to venture on to dryish land to have a look at it, but the Team was quite happy to be high and dry! Another grand digital presentation was delivered before popping down to our air-conditioned cabins for our last night on board.


Before proper daylight on Saturday the 3rd, we were on the move, and it was a nice experience to be floating along and watching the tree-lined banks from my bed!  I even heard a ‘Twany Owl’ calling! The plan was to have breakfast at 0630 hrs; so that we could disembark around 7 am at Tulcea where Gheorghe would be waiting with the microbus. Although the previous evening had been quite cloudy, this morning broke bright with little cloud as we ate our breakfast with flocks of Swallows flying past the window. Gheorghe was at the harbour waiting for us as we said our goodbyes to Corneil, Anka, our waitress, and the rest of the crew. So by 0715 hrs we were back on dry land and on the road once more heading for the capital. At our first stopping place, Imre reckoned that the loos were not quite up to our standard; so we moved on to a very nice restaurant for a proper break followed by a honey roadside stop. We were making very good progress indeed, spotting Kestrels, Marsh Harriers, Rollers galore, White Stork, Black-headed Gulls, Collared Doves, House Martins, Golden Orioles and Magpies along the way before stopping at a woodland just short of Bucharest where we could stretch our legs and have our filled rolls. The woodland was chiefly of Oak and Hornbeam, and we managed to add Nuthatch to our list as well as Hawfinch which was heard by Imre. Jays were quite noisy, and Tamas spotted a Middle Spotted Woodpecker. A Red Squirrel carrying an apple was an addition to the mammal list.


We arrived at the Henri Conrad airport with just under  two hours before take-off, and after saying a very big “thankyou” to Tamas and Imre who had both been very attentive to us, we were delayed for over an hour before finally taking off for Amsterdam. The captain managed to make up half-an-hour, but that did not make any difference to us as we still had a couple of hours to wait for the Edinburgh flight. Surprisingly, we boarded in good time and arrived on schedule at Turnhouse where we retrieved our luggage in double quick time, and were soon travelling on to our final destinations after wishing each other all the very best.


The holiday was a big success with the weather being great throughout; the Hotel Select being luxurious; and our cabins being bigger than I remember and better equipped with tele and air-conditioning plus ‘air-control’! The 150 bird species were superb with most people seeing some new species – a trip with 22 waders and 16 raptors cannot be too bad! The 13 species of butterfly was not excessive, but nevertheless much enjoyed, and although we did not give the plant life too much attention, we enjoyed the flowers all the same. There were a few tummy upsets, which I hope did not detract from the overall enjoyment of the holiday, and the company was very convivial and good fun. I hope that this Report will bring back many memories and stimulate thoughts of your holiday that I knew nothing about! Remember to let me know if you wish a tea-shirt from Tamas, and remember to renew your Milvus membership next year. Or better still, come back to the Delta next September and renew it personally!








Russell G Nisbet  -  9/09/05.

