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MONDAY 9TH OCTOBER ð Light westerly winds and sunny spells. 16C 
 
We departed Carlisle this morning, having driven up from Norfolk yesterday afternoon, and made the 
2.5hr drive up to Dundee where we met our final two participants. We then had a few hours of 
birding time before meeting the Aberdeen ferry this evening, and so opted to head a bit further North 
up to the Ythan Estuary. Our first skeins of Pink-footed Geese were seen as we headed up to the 
estuary, where we found the tide rising and pushing a number of waders and ducks in to the muddy 
edges. Small flocks of Dunlin, European Golden Plover, a few Ruff, Bar-tailed Godwit and huge 
numbers of Common Redshank were seen, as well as the local Common Eider flocks and a few Red-
breasted Mergansers. At the Sands of Forvie reserve viewing screen, we saw more of the same 
species, plus a few Goldcrests in the pines behind ð it was lovely and sheltered here with the winds 
dropping almost to nothing. Around at the hide on the north side of the estuary, we saw a lovely 
group of eleven Whooper Swans at close range, and three Common Goldeneye were also present. A 
small flock of orange-flushed Black-tailed Godwits  rounded off a pretty decent selection of birds 
here. It was now time to start heading back towards Aberdeen, but we had about half an hour spare 
to call in at Blackdog, just north of the city. Here we had a great spell picking up Tree Sparrow and 
Lesser Whitethroat in the coastal bushes, and a smart pale juv Pomarine Skua cruising by offshore 
and chasing the local Kittiwakes. A Peregrine over the back of the ferry as we left Aberdeen harbour 
at dusk was our last bird of the day ð Shetland here we come! 
 
TUESDAY 10TH OCTOBER -  Fresh ð strong South-westerly winds, heavy rain then sunshine, 9C 
 
We arrived into a wet and windy Lerwick this morning and we on the road just after 0730, driving up 
to West Mainland to start the day in the Dale of Walls area. We knew it would be quite exposed 
here in the westerly winds, but with westerlies forecast for the entire trip, we thought this was as 
good a time to visit as any! The bushes around the bridge and small turning circle were in the teeth of 
the wind, but we eked out a single Redwing, Goldcrest and a few Blackbirds and Robin. The rain 
began to sheet in off the sea though, so we headed back up the valley a short way to Mid Dale, where 
the small plantation at least afforded some cover to any potential migrants. A Spotted Flycatcher 
was by the roadside in a small line of willows, but otherwise this area was very quiet ð a single 
Common Chiffchaff being the only bird in the plantation itself.  
 

 
Red-flanked Bluetail, North Roe 10th October [AS] 
 
A Red-flanked Bluetail had been present at North Roe for the last few days, and despite no reports 
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so far today we decided to take a chance on it and head up there. A quick stop at Brae for provisions 
on the way and we were soon on site ð but the weather had really closed in and we were forced to 
wait in the van and eat a rather early lunch while the horizontal rain passed through! Approaching 
the small copse of trees and bushes at the edge of the farm, three Brambling dropped in and could be 
seen feeding on the ground. We checked the other spots favoured by the bluetail, but to no avail ð it 
looked likely that it had moved on. Jason wandered on to check behind a small ruined outhouse 
overgrown with honeysuckle, and beckoned the rest of us over to say that he had found the bird! 
Amazing that it was skulking out of sight in such a small, dense tangle! We waited patiently at the 
edge, and before long we were all watching a lovely Red-flanked Bluetail, right out in the open on a 
pile of fence posts! Over the next half hour, we had some great views, but this didnõt prepare us for 
what was to follow. The bird flew a short distance to the small plantation, but then dropped onto the 
ground by the fence and began feeding in the open as bold as brass, too close for those with long 
lenses to focus on it! The closest we had the bird was probably six feet! Amazing! Two more 
Brambling ð both fine males ð and a single Blackcap were also noted before we opted to move on. 
 

 
Thrush Nightingale, Sandgarth 10th October [AS] 
 
Our first day on Shetland often involves playing catch up with rarities clinging on from previous days, 
and so our next stop would be the wonderful garden at Sandgarth ð we had already met the owner of 
this croft earlier on at the bluetail, and he had told us exactly where to look for the Thrush 
Nighting ale present there. The bird had been described as ôvery elusiveõ though, so we were not 
expecting crippling views. Imagine our surprise, when after thirty seconds of getting out of the 
vehicle, we had the bird hopping around in the open on a narrow pathway! In fact Ashley was still 
parking the van while the rest of the group were watching it! We saw it a few times, and it was a very 
striking bird ð cold earth brown above with extensive dull grey washed underparts and a distinct 
greyish malar stripe. Only a slightly warmer tone could be seen to the tail when it flicked up onto a 
fence in the sunshine ð a classic looking individual. A good check round the rest of the site produced 
25+ Redwings and a Common Chiffchaff ð a general scarcity of migrants other than the lingering 
rarities today!  
 
Heading south towards our eventual destination of Sumburgh, we called in at Helendale Terrace in 
Lerwick where a couple of Parrot Crossbills had been in residence for a few days. Jason knew which 
tree they were feeding in [thankfully!] and so once again we saw the birds [a male and female] almost 
instantly. It was fantastic to watch them removing whole cones, and taking them inside the pine to 
feed with the cone clamped under one foot. They were so unobtrusive, and only occasionally called 



Oriole Birding 2017 Shetland Autumn  4  

quietly to each other with a weak, high pitched note. If it were not for the occasional cone dropping 
onto the pavement, you could easily miss them altogether! The male in particular was very heavy-
billed, with a large headed appearance especially across the ôcheeksõ when seen head on. Really great 
birds and for some of the group, their third lifer of the day! From here it was straight down to 
Sumburgh for check in at the hotel ð a young male Common Redstart on the fence here being our 
last bird of the day.  
 

 
Parrot Crossbill, Lerwick 10th October [AS] 
 
WEDNESDAY 11TH OCTOBER ð Moderate South-westerly winds, mainly sunny with showers, 15C 
 
We had to abandon our pre-breakfast walk today as the forecast overnight rain was still pretty heavy, 
and it was also still virtually dark! Instead we went straight in for breakfast, and then headed down 
to Grutness to check the voe. A Northern Wheatear was along the wall as we headed down, and a big 
flock of Twite  were along a fenceline by the beach. Dunlin, Sanderling, Common Ringed Plover and 
Ruddy Turnstone were all seen along the shore but best of all was a dog Otter  fishing in the bay, 
which surfaced three or four times and by staying in the minibus we were able to get some reasonable 
views. Up behind Grutness near the first quarry, a Eurasian Woodcock flashed by and down to the 
voe, before turning and flying straight back towards us and over the van. The quarries themselves 
held little of interest, so we dropped down to Virkie to check the willows there. A Fieldfare was 
noted, our first of the autumn, and on the pool were Bar-tailed and Black-tailed Godwits, four Ruff 
and two Red Knot.  
 
Next stop this morning was Cunningsburgh, where a Rustic Bunting had been seen in recent days. 
We checked the birds favoured spots, but it seemed to have moved on. Two Eurasian Siskins were 
the only migrants of note here. Next we drove up to Wester Quarff, and checked the main garden 
along the southern side of the valley. A Lesser Whiethroat was seen briefly, and a Common 
Chiffchaff, but the best birding was down at the road end in the voe. Here around 500 Common 
Eider were seen in two big flocks, quite a sight with the now perfect sunlight illuminating them out 
on the water. A Black Guillemot and a few European Shags were also added here ð a stunning spot. 
After calling in at the new farm shop north of Cunningsburgh for lunch supplies, we headed down to 
Sandwick and enjoyed our sandwiches in the sunshine by the Mousa slipway. A Purple Sandpiper 
was a nice addition on the beach here, and some much better views of Black Guillemot were had out 
in the bay. Our main quarry here was a Blythõs Reed Warbler though, at the far end of the big garden 
at Sand Lodge. We had to wait an hour for the bird to show, but it was well worth it. Absolutely 
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fantastic views when the bird eventually appeared and began feeding on the ground among the 
nettles under the sycamores, before posing up on the top of a fuschia bush. During our vigil, we also 
had superb views of two Yellow-browed Warblers, hovering among the sycamore leaves and calling 
occasionally. A showy Blackcap and a flyover Common Redpoll ðtype, plus a dashing Merlin , 
rounded off a pretty decent spell here. 
 

 
Blythõs Reed Warbler, Sandwick 11th October [JWM]  
 
Next it was back to Quarff, as a group of birders had seen a Bluethroat in one of the ditches in the 
valley bottom there and we decided to take a look to see if we could relocate it. Despite and extensive 
search of the suitable ditches, adjacent gardens and part of the burn, we couldnõt find it, and saw 
little of note as compensation. It was a beautiful afternoon now though, and the light was fantastic, 
and so rather than waste it we decided to squeeze in one more stop down at Quendale. This iconic 
birding spot has hosted many rarities over the years, and it was good to give everyone a first feel for 
the place even though we only had a short while before sunset. We walked up the burn about half a 
mile, but couldnõt find an earlier reported Marsh Warbler. We had to make do instead with calling 
Ravens flocking overhead and a single Redwing in the irises. On the road back out though, we 
enjoyed a Slavonian Grebe on Hilwell Loch, and a late migrant Willow Warbler  was dashing in and 
out of the nettles as dusk fell. Two more Fieldfare, a Gadwall and a few Eurasian Wigeon were also 
noted ð a pretty slow day, but a stunning afternoon of weather! 
 
THURSDAY 12TH OCTOBER ð Moderate NW winds, backing SW later with showers, 10C 
 
Another wet and windy start to the day meant it was straight in for breakfast, then a short drive 
north to Boddam where we drove slowly around the voe, checking for Otters which are often to be 
found here. Parking on the north side of the voe, we picked an Otter up on one of the rocks out in the 
middle, and over the next half an hour had tremendous views of five different animals! The initial 
sighting appeared to be of a dog, but then at the far side a mother and three cubs appeared and gave 
some really fantastic views as they were frolicking around on the rocks, bringing fish out of the water 
and chasing each other around playfully. The dog Otter  remained over on our side of the voe, and 
with the wind in our favour we were able to get down to the edge of the low cliff and watch it fishing 
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just offshore. There werenõt many birds to be found here, but a Black Guillemot was nice and close ð 
rain stopped play in the end here though and so we headed off to our next stop at Levenwick. 
 

 
Otter, Boddam 12th October [JWM]  
 
This is a beautiful location, and it was sheltered today too, giving us our warmest temperatures of the 
day. In the two main gardens down by the beach, we found a Willow Wa rbler, smart male Common 
Redstart and a Lesser Whitethroat. The latter was a typical specimen for Shetland in late autumn, a 
very strong candidate for blythi. Its earth brown upperparts graded up nicely onto the crown and 
there was a sandy wash to the underparts. The spread tail pattern was interesting too, showing a 
wholly white outer tail feather, plus white tips to the 5th and probably also 4th tail feathers as well. A 
fault bar through the tail and rather pointed tips pointed to a first-winter ageing, meaning that the 
extensive white noticeable was more significant. Sadly though, we didnõt hear the diagnostic ôrattlingõ 
call often given by these ôEasternõ birds, though that did not detract from its overall credentials. We 
enjoyed coffee and cake down by the beach, where several Black Guillemots and some nice close 
Kittiwakes were just offshore. Heading up to the top of the settlement, we saw a Common Chiffchaff 
in one of the gardens, before taking the overgrown burn down towards the cliffs. A smashing Yellow-
browed Warbler  was belting around in the sycamores here, and we also picked up two Blackcaps. 
 
Swinister was our next stop, at the edge of Hoswick. This excellent area provided a few common 
migrants, including a Jack Snipe which we flushed right by the minibus as we disembarked! An 
adjacent garden held another Yellow-browed Warbler , before we headed down into the burn itself. 
A single Song Thrush was in the bushes here, and a Reed Warbler [thankfully] showed well but 
briefly. Its richly coloured warm rusty brown upperparts and buff washed fore-supercilium giving it a 
classic Reed appearance. Another Chiffchaff came out of the burn, and two Lesser Redpolls were a 
nice surprise as we returned to the van for a late lunch. Afterwards, we took a leisurely look around 
the rest of Hoswick village, picking up another good selection of common migrants. Two Eurasian 
Siskins were typically confiding on a driveway, and in the big garden at Bay View we saw A Garden 
Warbler  and Brambling. We realised in fact that several Chaffinch were coming off the adjacent 
beach and a check here revealed another dozen Brambling feeding quietly. Finally up at the Orca Inn 
garden, at least one, probably two Yellow-browed Warblers , two Common Chiffchaff and another 


