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Friday 21 February 

After a trouble-free flight from London Gatwick to Marseille, we collected our minibuses 
and made excellent time driving from Marseille to our lovely country hotel near Arles.  
Our baggage was soon unloaded and as it was only early afternoon, we headed straight 
up to the citadel of Les Baux. The weather was fantastic with crystal blue skies and no 
wind. It took us no time at all to locate our quarry - a fantastic Wallcreeper. 

After about 15 minutes of watching this amazing bird, incredibly a second Wallcreeper 
appeared and the birds had an aerial battle. It was very bizarre watching these two 
butterfly-like birds chasing each other around in the sky!  Eventually, with the intruder 
chased away, ‘our’ bird returned to the rock face and returned feeding. 
 
After we had had our fill of the Wallcreeper we had a short walk and soon located 
several singing male Cirl Buntings, but despite much intense looking the birds 
remained hidden.  Several members of the group had brief views of a couple of Blue 
Rock Thrushes and a Firecrest. Entering the old town, it wasn’t long before we found 
a few Black Redstarts (a bird we would become very familiar with during the week), a 
Crag Martin and a pair of Ravens. An incredible start to the trip and soon it was time to 
head back to the hotel and sample some of the amazing food. 
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Saturday 22 February 

With a good breakfast inside us our first morning saw us exploring the arid steppe-like 
habitat of La Crau.  The weather was still wonderful when we arrived and it didn’t take 
us long to locate a flock of forty Little Bustards.  Very well camouflaged on the ground, 
these birds are transformed once in flight with their gleaming white wings contrasting 
against the clear blue sky.  As we were watching the bustards a group of five Pin-tailed 
Sandgrouse gave us a stunning fly-past, the group including at least two males.   

Also here were a Merlin, a pair of Crested Larks and several groups of Black 
Redstarts and associating with them were a few Common Stonechats.  We set out for 
a short walk around this fantastic site and within just a few minutes we had located a 
flock of six Stone Curlews. These birds were well camouflaged and our initial sightings 
of a single bird turned into two, then three, then four, five and then six!  A large group of 
Golden Plovers rose up from the stony ground and flew around us calling. Two 
Southern Grey Shrikes gave us the run around but persistence paid off and eventually 
we all got excellent views. From here we headed for a morning coffee before exploring 
further regions of La Crau. 

Larks were very much in evidence on the huge expanse of stony ground with small 
numbers of Skylarks and Crested larks singing away. Our main quarry - Calandra 
Larks - were everywhere and we were serenaded throughout our lunch with the sound 
of these wonderful birds. A walk at Mas Chauvet produced a few commoner species 
including a nice mixed finch and bunting flock with about ten Tree Sparrows among 
them. 
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We headed back to Les Apilles and to Les Baux mid-afternoon and after wandering 
around the old town we eventually located six fantastic Alpine Accentors.  These 
‘mountain dunnocks’ spend the winter in Les Baux before returning to the high mountain 
tops for the breeding season and can be very confiding; the whole group enjoyed 
prolonged views. Back at the mini-buses we spotted a superb pair of Blue Rock 
Thrushes and, as with the accentors, everybody was able to enjoy prolonged scope 
views. 

 
 
We decided to try one of our Eagle Owl stakeouts before returning to the hotel.  As the 
sun set it didn’t take long before a bird was located on a huge rock silhouetted against 
the sky.  The whole group enjoyed wonderful scope views before it disappeared silently 
into the dusk.   
 
After a fantastic day we headed back to the hotel and prepared ourselves for another 
superb meal. 
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Sunday 23 February 

Our third day was spent discovering the many sites around the Camargue and our first 
stop were stubble fields in the Petite Camargue.  Here we watched a couple of groups 
of wonderful Common Cranes feeding away.  Nearby we got quite a shock: expecting 
(if we were lucky) perhaps one or two Night Herons, we were truly amazed to find at 
least 25 birds roosting in the trees! 

With the good weather continuing we stopped at one of our favoured spots in the Petite 
Camargue, and it didn’t take long to locate a group of three superb Penduline Tits.  
These scrubby reedbed dwellers gave us wonderful views as they fed in the tamarisk 
bushes and reeds.  A Moustached Warbler was singing away but unfortunately proved 
very elusive.  Good numbers of Marsh Harriers flapped over the reeds and the pools 
were alive with Coots, Great and Little Egrets and both Great-crested and Little 
Grebes. 

We had a hot chocolate stop in Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer before heading to Pont de 
Gau.  Here we enjoyed a stroll in the warm sunshine. On the Etang, a large group of 
wildfowl included Pintail, Wigeon and a lovely group of Red-crested Pochard. As we 
returned to the mini-buses two storks headed north high overhead and it was one of 
each: a Black Stork and a White Stork! 

Heading south from here, a nice pale morph Booted Eagle was spotted from one of the 
minibuses and we were able to pull over and call the other bus back.  Remarkably the 
eagle circled for about 10 minutes enabling everybody to get great views. 

Our next stop was Consecaniere, and here there were large numbers of Greater 
Flamingos.  We were entertained by their goose-like honking and synchronised 
displaying. A pair of Sardinian Warblers put on a good show and as we were about to 
leave,  a single Slender-billed Gull gave us a brief fly-past. 

The freshwater reedbeds at Mas D’Agon were our next location and it was filled with a 
plethora of birds!  Two Glossy Ibis flew over and there were good numbers of Great 
and Little Egrets, up to five stunning Black Storks and a group of six Spoonbills. On 
the nearby flooded fields five Ruff were located along with Curlew and White Wagtail.  
A Moustached Warbler was singing from the reeds just across a roadside ditch, but 
like earlier in the day he remained well hidden from most eyes. 

By now it was time to head back to the hotel and (yet!) another delicious meal. 
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Monday 24 February 

We had a slightly earlier breakfast this morning and then set off  to Mont Ventoux.  After 
a trouble-free drive we arrived at the car park at Chalet Raynard and the weather was 
still superb: lots of snow on the ground and crystal blue skies!  We had a quick hot-
chocolate stop, and then soon located a wonderful Citril Finch and Common Crossbill 
flock that seemed to be either taking salt or grit from the road just uphill from the car 
park.  The birds afforded incredible views as they ‘fed’ unconcerned just a short 
distance away on the tarmac. After we had all had excellent prolonged views we went 
for a stroll along a quiet road through the pine forest; here we saw birds such as Coal 
Tit, Siskin, Short-toed Treecreeper and we had some lovely views of Crested Tits. 
Driving higher up the mountain we lunched at the snow-barrier and then strolled higher 
up the closed road.  On a small island of scree poking through the snow, a few folk saw 
a splendid group of three White-winged Snow Finches. As we descended back to the 
vehicles we had the wonderful site of a displaying Golden Eagle, closely followed by 
four superb Griffon Vultures soaring overhead.  

 

Further down the mountain we tried unsuccessfully for Black Woodpecker but did locate 
several Stinking Hellebores poking through the leaf litter and a showy pair of Marsh 
Tits. We also had another cracking flypast by the Golden Eagle. 

Next we drove to the world heritage site of Pont du Gard with its Roman aqueduct. 
Small numbers of Crag Martins were around the bridge but numbers increased to 
fifteen as they came into roost. The bridge holds a small roost of Rock Sparrows and, 
as the sun set, they arrived. The birds flew in small groups and would sit right on top of 
the structure before descending into holes in the stone to roost.  
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Tuesday 25 February 

Overcast skies and light rain greeted us this morning and we headed out to the eastern 
Camargue. Our first stop was the delightful reserve at La Capeliere. Here we wandered 
around the reedbed and marshes. and despite the drizzle, located plenty of birds.  
Another Penduline Tit showed well and a Moustached Warbler sang away (but once 
again proved very elusive). Two Spotted Redshanks were new for the trip and a 
wonderful Mediterranean Tree Frog was found hiding in a hole in a tree.  Also here 
were a superb pair of White Storks atop their nest, right next to the visitor centre. 

Driving south from here we looked at several of the Etangs, but apart from lots of 
Greater Flamingos and Shelducks, they were relatively quiet.  We lunched just 
beyond Port-St-Louis and then headed to Piemanson.  A single Water Pipit was seen 
by the roadside and a group of six Crag Martins headed north. 

Just before we reached Piemanson we spotted a group of 35 Avocets and with them 
were three stunning adult Slender-billed Gulls. These summer-visiting gulls with their 
pink hue feed by picking insects off the water surface and were fantastic to watch.  
Right alongside the road, we were able to watch them from the comfort of the vehicles 
as the rain pelted down outside.  With the weather clearing up we left the minibuses and 
had a short stroll. On the mud we located a fantastic mixed wader flock and were able 
to spend plenty of time picking out Little Stints, Sanderling, Dunlin and some cracking 
Kentish Plovers. Whilst enjoying the waders, several Hummingbird Hawkmoths were 
noted - they had clearly just arrived from their flight across the Mediterranean. 
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Giant Orchids are a plant we see on most of our trips to southern France at this time of 
the year, but this year the numbers were exceptional.  Usually in their ones and twos, 
around Piemanson the sight of the roadsides carpeted with them was incredible. 

The last hour of the day was spent at Etang des Aulnes.  Here a North American Pied-
billed Grebe had wintered again (it was here last winter).  The Etang is large and 
surrounded by a thick area of reedbed, making it the ideal site for a skulking grebe.  
From our wooden jetty at the north of the lake we located a winter plumaged Little Gull 
hawking over the water with Black-headed Gulls, a pair of Black-necked Grebes, two 
drake Red-crested Pochards and a flock of about a dozen early House Martins.  In 
the reedbed close to the jetty a group of 3 Penduline Tits gave us superb prolonged 
views, along with plenty of Chiffchaffs and several Kingfishers, but unfortunately no 
sign of the Pied-billed Grebe. 

Wednesday 26 February 

The cloudy and wet (but mild) weather continued this morning and we returned to the 
stony habitat of La Crau.  The flock of forty Little Bustards were still present, along with 
Stonechats and Black Redstarts. We had a rather soggy walk and a couple of 
Woodlarks gave us the run around.  

Another quick look at Etang des Aulnes produced no change from yesterday so we 
decided to head back to the hotel, dry out and enjoy a welcome hot chocolate! 

Early afternoon saw the low cloud clearing and it was possible to see Les Alpilles. This 
was our destination and the very scenic spot of La Caume.  We lunched under the pines 
and as the weather improved yet further we headed up to the lookout.  Plenty of 
Crested Tits, Firecrests and several Sardinian Warblers were seen as we headed up 
through the forest.  As we got higher it looked like the views would be amazing as the 
cloud lifted revealing huge cliffs, rugged crags and scrubby valleys below us. 
Unfortunately, as we reached the last few hundred metres before the summit, the cloud 
descended shrouding everything in thick fog!  We tried to wait it out but it was clear it 
wasn’t going to lift so we decided to head back down. As we descended we were 
rewarded with outrageous views of two Dartford Warblers, the birds showing down to 
just a few metres.  After a leisurely stroll back down to the mini-buses it was time to 
head back to the hotel and our final delicious meal. 

Thursday 27 February 

An early breakfast it was time to say goodbye to the hotel staff and with the minibuses 
fully loaded we set off to Marseilles airport. We had a good flight back to London 
Gatwick and arrived on schedule. 
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Systematic List of birds seen in Southern France 21 – 27 February 2014 
 
Great-crested Grebe – small numbers seen on three dates. Several birds were seen 
displaying 
 
Black-necked Grebe –  two winter plumaged birds were seen on Etang Des Aulnes on 
two dates 
 
Little Grebe – seen on four dates at various sites  
 
Great Cormorant – seen on every date at many locations 
 
Night Heron – at least 25 birds roosting in trees at Mas Desiscles on 23/02 
 
Grey Heron – common even in the ‘dry’ areas. 
 
Little Egret – small numbers seen daily. 
 
Great Egret – small numbers seen on four dates. 
 
Cattle Egret – small groups on four dates at various locations, by far the largest flock 
was over 120 with horses right in front of our hotel on 26/02 
 
White Stork – seen in small numbers most days 
 
Black stork – a single flew north high over Pont de Gau with a white stork on 23/02 and 
later that day at least five were found feeding in the reedbed at Mas d’ Agon 
 
Glossy Ibis –  our only sighting was of two birds seen at Mas d’Agon on 23/02 
 
Eurasian Spoonbill – a flock of six was at Mas d’ Agon on 23/02 
 
Greater Flamingo – seen in large numbers (many hundreds) on the two dates we 
visited the Camargue. 
 
Mute Swan – small numbers seen on four dates at various locations. 
 
Greylag Goose – two birds flew over the hotel on 23/02 and nine flew over on 24/02 
 
Common Shelduck – small numbers seen in the brackish areas in the Camargue. 
 
Mallard – small numbers seen at a variety of locations. 
 
Gadwall – small numbers seen at several sites within the Camargue 
 
Eurasian Wigeon - small numbers seen at several sites within the Camargue 
 
Common Teal – small numbers seen in the Camargue 
 
Northern Pintail – a small flock at Pont de Gau on 23/02 was our only sighting 
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Northern Shoveler – several small groups seen on two dates. 
 
Red-crested Pochard  –a flock of thirty birds at Pont de Gau 23/02 and two at Etang 
des Aulnes on 25/02 
 
Tufted Duck – c10 at Las Capeliere on 25/02 
 
Griffon Vulture – four seen over Mont Ventoux on 24/02 
 
Red Kite – seen almost daily in small numbers. 
 
Booted Eagle – a pale morph bird just south of Pont de Gau on 23/02 
 
Golden Eagle – two birds seen whilst we were on Mont Ventoux on 24/02, probably a 
first-winter bird and a sub-adult. 
 
Eurasian Marsh Harrier – common in the Camargue. 
. 
Hen Harrier – a single male bird hunting the fields around  the hotel on three dates, and 
several other males and females seen at four sites within the Camargue 
 
Eurasian Sparrowhawk – singles almost daily. 
 
Common Buzzard – seemingly everywhere, everyday! 
 
Merlin – one briefly at Vergieres on 22/02 
 
Kestrel – seen almost daily. 
 
Red-legged Partridge – seen in small numbers on four dates 
 
Common Pheasant – a single on 25/02 was our only sighting. 
 
Water Rail – heard at two sites in the Camargue. 
 
Common Moorhen – seen in small numbers in the Camargue. 
 
Common Coot – good numbers at many sites on three dates. 
 
Common Crane – two flocks numbering about fifty birds in roadside stubble fields 
around the Petite Camargue on 23/02 
 
Little Bustard – forty five at Vergieres on 22/02 with the same flock there again three 
days later 
 
Avocet – thirty five at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Stone Curlew – a small flock of 6 at Vergieres on 22/02 
 
Northern Lapwing – small flocks seen on three dates. 
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Golden Plover – flocks numbering up to two hundred were seen on four dates in the 
Crau and in the Camargue 
 
Grey Plover – 5 at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Ringed Plover – 4 at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Kentish Plover – at least 15 with the fantastic wader flock at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Dunlin –c200 at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Little Stint – c50 with the wader flock at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Sanderling – 15 with other waders at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Ruff – 5 at Mas d’Agon on 23/02 
 
Common Redshank – small numbers seen in the Camargue on 23/02 
 
Spotted Redshank – 2 at La Capeliere on 25/02 
 
Eurasian Curlew – seen at two sites within the Camargue on two dates 
 
Common Snipe – small numbers seen at Mas d’Agon and La Capeliere 
 
Black-headed Gull – seen daily at many sites 
 
Mediterranean Gull – good numbers seen on four dates in a variety of locations 
 
Little Gull – a winter plumaged adult was hawking over Etang des Aulnes on 25/02 and 
26/02 
 
Yellow-legged Gull – common. 
 
Slender-billed Gull – one flew past us at Consecaniere on 23/02 and 3 superb birds 
showed very well at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
Pin-tailed Sandgrouse – a flock of 5 birds gave us a wonderful fly-past at La Crau on 
22/02 
 
Feral Pigeon – common 
 
Stock Dove – 2 birds seen in the Crau on 23/02 
 
Wood Pigeon – small numbers seen most days. 
 
Collared Dove – common. 
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Eurasian Eagle Owl – wonderful views of a bird at one of our sites on the evening of 
23/02. 
 
Common Kingfisher – ones and twos seen at various sites in the Camargue, also 
seen Etang des Aulnes. 
 
Green Woodpecker – one calling around the hotel most mornings 
 
Calandra Lark – at least 40 birds were singing and displaying on La Crau on 22/02. 
 
Skylark – seen at various locations in good numbers 
 
Woodlark – 3 at Vergieres at 22/02 with 4 there on 26/02 and one male singing away at 
La Caume also on 26/02 
 
Crested Lark – small numbers seen on four dates at a variety of locations 
 
Crag Martin – 1 at Les Baux on 21/02, 15 at Pont du Gard on 24/02 and 6 moving north 
over the salt pans at Piemanson on 24/02 
 
House Martin – 12 over Etang des Aulnes on 25/02 
 
Meadow Pipit – common. 
 
Water Pipit – a single with meadow pipits at Piemanson on 25/02 
 
White Wagtail – ones and twos seen daily. 
 
Grey Wagtail – singles seen on three dates. 
 
Winter Wren – singles on three dates 
 
Dunnock – singles on two dates. 
 
Alpine Accentor –six performed superbly at Les Baux on 22/02. 
 
European Stonechat – small numbers seen on four dates. 
 
European Robin – common. 
 
Black Redstart – singles and small groups at many locations daily. 
 
Blue Rock Thrush – two at Les Baux on 21/02 and 22/02. 
 
Fieldfare – one on Mount Ventoux on 24/02. 
 
Song Thrush – singles seen daily at many sites. 
 
Common Blackbird – common, seen daily. 
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Moustached Warbler – birds singing at four sites within the Camargue on 23/02 and 
25/02, brief views were had of at least two birds 
 
Cetti’s Warbler – seen and heard on three dates and a variety of locations. 
 
Common Chiffchaff – seen daily in small numbers. 
 
Blackcap –seen daily around the hotel and ones and twos seen elsewhere most days. 
 
Sardinian Warbler – ones and twos seen at a few sites. 
 
Dartford Warbler – two showed incredibly well (despite the fog!) at La Caume on 26/02 
 
Fan-tailed Warbler – up to 6 around the hotel daily and birds seen at many other sites 
 
Firecrest – seen on four dates at several locations, one bird at Pont du Gard performed 
wonderfully well 
 
Crested Tit – 6 birds seen on Mount Ventoux on 24/02 and birds showing well at La 
Caume on 26/02 
 
Blue Tit – ones and twos seen at several sites 
 
Coal Tit – seen on 3 dates 
. 
Marsh Tit – two showed well on Mount Ventoux on 24/02. 
 
Great Tit – common. 
 
Long-tailed Tit – just 2 pairs seen on 22/02 and 26/02. 
Penduline Tit – three cracking birds in the Petite Camargue on 23/02, a single at La 
Capeliere on 25/02 and at least 3 gave prolonged views at Etang des Aulnes also on 
25/02 
 
Bearded Tit – 10 birds in the Petite Camargue on 23/02. 
 
Eurasian Nuthatch – heard on Mont Ventoux on 25/02. 
 
Wallcreeper – two, possibly three seen at Les Baux on 21/02 
 
Short-toed Treecreeper – birds seen briefly on Mount Ventoux on 24/02 and La 
Caume on 26/02 
 
Southern Grey Shrike – two at Vergieres on 22/02  
 
Eurasian Jay – brief views on two dates 
 
Eurasian Magpie – common. 
 
Common Raven – birds seen at Les Baux, Mont Ventoux and La Caume 
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Rook – recorded on three dates 
 
Carrion Crow – common. 
 
Eurasian Jackdaw – common. 
 
Common Starling – common. 
 
House Sparrow – common. 
 
Eurasian Tree Sparrow – small flocks seen on three dates 
 
Rock Sparrow – 10 at Pont du Gard on 24/02. 
. 
Chaffinch – common. 
 
European Goldfinch – small numbers seen at quite a few sites 
 
Eurasian Siskin – several birds seen on Mont Ventoux on 24/02 
 
European Greenfinch – common 
 
Eurasian Linnet – small numbers at several sites  
 
European Serin – seen at a variety of sites on four dates 
Citril Finch – c100 at Mount Ventoux on 24/02, including good numbers coming down 
onto the road with common crossbills 
 
White-winged Snowfinch – a group of 3 birds were seen on Mont Ventoux on 24/02 
 
Common Crossbill – good numbers (10’s) seen at Mount Ventoux on 24/02. 
 
Reed Bunting – small numbers on three dates 
 
Corn Bunting – small numbers on three dates 
 
Cirl Bunting – birds singing at Les Baux on 21/02 and 22/02 
 
 


