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                         A Week in Greece 

It was not what we had expected.  Sally and I landed in Mytilene on the island of Lesvos on  St. 

DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ 5ŀȅ (23rd !ǇǊƛƭύ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ǎǘŀȅΦ  CŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƳȅ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

time of the year, the sky was overcast, a gale was blowing, and the temperature was a chilly 8 degs 

C.   We drove to Kalloni near where we were staying ς ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ōȅ car ς and shopped 

around for a fleece or something warmer than we had brought with us, but to no avail.  Although 

somewhat of a shock after leaving the UK during a warm spell, the blast of weather from the steppes 

of Eurasia was no bad thing as it had grounded huge numbers of migrating birds, and it was these 

that we wanted to see. 

After Crete, Lesvos, is  DǊŜŜŎŜΩs 2nd largest island;  about 40 miles long, it  lies only between 5 and 8 

miles off the west coast of TurkeyΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƘ ƻŦ one of the major flyways of birds migrating 

to and from Europe and Africa.  Lesvos  was 

put on the map by Richard Brooks who has 

been visiting the island since 1991, and has 

written the definitive guides for visiting bird-

watchers.  Entitled Birding on the Greek 

Island of Lesvos, copies can be obtained from 

his website (www.richard-brooks.co.uk) or 

any bookshop. It is essential reading, well 

illustrated with his own excellent photographs 

with detailed maps (right) on where to go and 

what you can expect to see.  Richard  booked 

our hotel and  car because of arrangements that he has built up over the years. 

We stayed in Skala Kalloni (see arrow above) a 

small fishing village centrally placed and 

located next to two estuaries, an extensive 

series of saltpans and associated meadows and 

marshes, and excellent for birds There is a 

cluster of conveniently placed hotels in the 

area.   hǳǊΩǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Malemi,  a friendly hotel 

run by George Kapsalis and his three 

daughters. It has comfortable accommodation, 

a good bar and plenty of  Greek-style food .   

 As a bonus, a lofty palm tree growing in one of the 

courtyards had a colony of noisy Spanish Sparrows 

(right) nesting in the crown.  Every evening, big flocks 

of these birds flew into the Kalloni Pool on their way 

to their roost. 
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We arrived at our hotel late afternoon on the 

23rd and took a short walk down to the Kalloni 

Pool.  The weather had certainly brought a 

ΨƭŀƴŘŦŀƭƭΩ ƻŦ IƛǊǳƴŘƛƴŜǎ ŀǎ ǎŜǊǊƛŜŘ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ 

Swallows, House Martins,  and Sand Martins 

were lined up on the telephone wires.  On the 

left is part of a line-up with three species ς an 

ordinary Swallow, a Red-rumped and a Sand 

Martin . Among them was a scattering of Red-

rumped Swallows.  A pair of Garganey could be 

glimpsed on the pool ς the vegetation was well 

on the way to obscuring much of the free-standing water. Nightingales sang from the hotel gardens 

and the scrub around the margins of the marsh. 

FRIDAY 24th APRIL:  Every day, I was out of the hotel at sunrise (06.30hrs) and generally went along 

to the salt pans. But this morning I went bird-watching around the hotel. Thankfully, the sky had 

cleared although the keen wind would not abate until around lunch time. 

           Above: a trypical sunrise over  Kalloni Marsh. 

Large numbers of Hirundines were much in 

evidence, and on the salt marsh by the West 

Kalloni River, there was an abundance of 

Yellow Wagtails of the black-headed (feldeggύ Ψ 

and the Blue-headed (flavaύ ΨǊŀŎŜǎΩΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ 

right, is a blue-headed one ς its feathers ruffled 

by the wind, even at ground level.  The 

common lark here is the Crested which replaces 

the Skylark (which is a Winter visitor here) over 

much of Europe. They tend to sit around on 

dusty roads and flutter out of the way as you 

approach. 
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Left: an aptly named Crested Lark, showing the 

enormously long hind claw, so characteristic of 

members of the Lark family. 

On the West Kalloni River, there were Wood 

Sandpipers and both Little-ringed and Kentish Plovers, 

the latter two always an attraction to British bird-

watchers because of their relative rarity in the UK.  

Once widespread in Kent and Sussex, the Kentish 

Plover (below left) was finally driven to extinction in 

England in the county that bears its name.  Luckily, it is a fairly 

cosmopolitan species and on the other side of the Atlantic, 

goes by the more appropriate name of Snowy Plover!  

By contrast, in the UK the Little 

Ringed has benefited no end from 

industrial sand pits  where an increasing number of pairs breed.  Note its small size and diagnostic 

yellow eye-ring.  It also lacks a wing bar which the ordinary Ringed Plover sports. 

The balmy climate of the Mediterranean is where our 

newly acquired Little Egrets come from.  Here, on Lesvos 

they were frequently observed, and on the left, is one 

fishing in West Kalloni River,  dazzlingly white in the 

intense, early morning sunshine.  All around, it seemed, 

Goldfinches were twittering, Greenfinches ΨǿƘŜŜȊƛƴƎΩΣ 

Sparrows chirping, Corn Buntings ΨƧŀƴƎƭƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ Crested 

Larks were giving their poor imitation of the cascading 

song of the Skylark. At 08.00hrs, I drove back for breakfast 

duly impressed not only by the abundance of birds but 

also by the display of flowers almost everywhere I looked.  

It had, we were told, been a wet season. After breakfast, 

Sally and I set off for the Kalloni Salt Pans just a kilometre 

or two from the hotel past Skala Kalloni.  On reaching the 

perimeter road which runs along the edge of the main 

channel of the works, apart from the presence of Black-winged Stilts, there was an impressive  

number of Wood Sandpipers and Ruffs feeding furiously in the shallows.  The former is the most 

common wader during the migration period migration.   ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ΨŦƭȅǿŀȅ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘΩ 

on their flight from East Africa to the far North where they nest.   
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Right: 5 Wood Sandpipers 

and a female Ruff (Reeve). 

Below:  A Ruff touching 

down. On the 29th April, 

large flocks of these birds 

were on the salt pans. 

 

About 1 km. Along the perimeter, a small drainage 

channel passes into the main channel (left) and here we 

spent some time watching Swallows fluttering into the 

stiff breeze and picking flies off the surface of the water. 

 

There were flies galore here 

(and probably everywhere 

else around the pans), and thus a haven for insectivorous birds 

in need of replenishing their fuel supply.  After all, many of 

these migrants still had far to fly ς many into Russia and 

Central Asia.  Yellow Wagtails were numerous and, like the 

Swallows, several were catching insects around the edge of 

this creek.   In the 1950s,   I was very familiar with this species 

when I was watching birds in Essex.  In those days, there used to be 200+ pairs nesting around 

Abberton Reseevoir alone.  But with the draining of wet meadows and intensive farming in the UK, 

these lovely Wagtails  no longer turn up in anywhere near those kinds of numbers in the UK. 
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Above:  A Grey-headed (thunbergii) ......                and another Blue-headed (flava)  

For instance,  in Noth Somerset where I now live, there were no records of nesting in 2006.  So what 

a pleasure it was to see so many here in Greece.  A month or two previously, these birds were 

probably hunting flies around the feet of Elephants in East Africa. 

 

We eventually drove slowly past ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǘ ǿƻǊƪΩǎ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΣ ŎŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ƳŀƭŜ Red-

footed Falcon ς the only one we saw all week ς ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŀƳǇ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΦ  It was 

the sight of Swifts and Hirundines bombing 

in from the sea that had tempted us to this 

area.  Fighting the wind, the birds swooped 

down to ground level,  swerving erratically 

as they intercepted insects while heading 

inland.    I did not see any obvious Pallid 

Swifts but Sally spotted a group of Collared 

Pratincoles flying quite high and 

purposefully with the Swifts.  Here, we also 

saw half a dozen Mute Swans which are 

somewhat unusual here, and  2 pairs of 

Ruddy Shelducks and a Winchat or two.   

Just as eye-catching as the birds were the flowers which I am afraid I am unable to name! 
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.Below: a selection of flowers 

growing around the salt pans. In 

the centre right is a species of 

Echium. 

 

Top right: A Crested Lark with food for its 

nestlings amidst a carpet of flowers. 

Middle right: large black bees were busy 

collecting nectar from flowers. 

Right:  A spectacular Hoverfly basking in 

the sun. It is a species of Chrysotoxum and 

several are found in the British Isles. 

Retracing our route, we stopped at the 

ΨŦƭƻƻŘŜŘ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ŀ ŦƭƻŎƪ ƻŦ 

Whiskered Terns and among them was a White-winged Black Tern  but too far away to photograph.  

However, we would get a better chance later in the week.  Corn Buntings using the fences along the 

track as song posts were much easier!  By carefully stopping the car abeam the singing bird, it was 

often possible to photograph them without disturbing the performance. (picture on the next page).    
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Left:  A Corn Bunting singing for 

all its worth!  Note the shape of 

the bill which is typical of 

Buntings. 

A party of Glossy Ibis were also 

feeding reasonably close ς about 

40 had been recorded today ς so 

I thought I would try a bit of digi-

scoping with my Nikon ED82 

ΨǎŎƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ Nikon P5100 camera. 

The results were not brilliant but 

below is the best one. I am 

having problems in getting the 

correct camera settings 

.ȅ ƻƴŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŜŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀȊƛƴƎ ǎǳƴǎƘƛƴŜΣ ƛƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǿŀǊƳ 

ς perhaps too warm for these sheep which were grazing oƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƭƻƻŘŜŘ ŦƛŜƭŘΩΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

scrum of sheep, are the lambs 

sheltering in the shade 

produced by their mothers. 

 

When we last visited Extremadura in Spain, we noticed 

that the sheep there on a hot day tended to form circles 

with their heads in the centre and drooping to the ground 

apparently to keep their heads cool.  Perhaps sheep do not 

need to do this in the UK where the climate is cooler. 
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!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ōƛǊŘ ŀǿŀƛǘŜŘ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ 

back to the Malemi Hotel ς a Spur-winged Plover.  

Although this species does range into Europe, it is 

perhaps best known as an African bird.  The small 

ΨǎǇǳǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎ ōǳǘǘǎ ς i.e. where 

the first digit ƻǊ ΨǘƘǳƳōΩ ƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘΦ 

 

 

Right: a male Marsh Harrier. 

 

Left: a lone Black Stork soaring high on an 

afternoon thermal.  We caught sight of a solitary 

White Stork earlier in the day out on the marshes.  

After spending a little time looking out on the 

estuary of the East Kalloni River where we 

spotted Common, Sandwich and Little Terns, and 

Yellow-legged and Mediterranean Black-headed 

Gulls, we returned to the hotel well satisfied 

with our first full day on Lesvos. 

 

Left: A Yellow-legged Gull standing on a street 

lamp in Scala Kalloni ς ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨIŜǊǊƛƴƎ DǳƭƭΩ 

complex that has been made up to specific 

status Larus cachinnans. 

 

 


