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Participants 

Katherine Montgomery 
Simon Jones 
Dawn Stevens 
Alice Lester and Pauline Kell 
Gail Wilson 

Tony and Sandy Langford 
George Malcolm and Sonia Donaghy 
Eileen and Jimmy Ross 
Peter Easingwood and  
Susi Lewis-Jones 
 

Leaders 

Chris Durdin and Ivan Nethercoat 

Report by Ivan Nethercoat with additions and plant list by Chris Durdin. 

Photos in this report are by Dawn Stevens (DS), Simon Jones (SJ), Ivan Nethercoat (IN) 
and Chris Durdin (CD) and were all taken during the holiday. 

Cover: a squacco heron comes into land at Ayia Reservoir; turban buttercup, dragon arum (DS),  
Alibertisôs butterfly orchid (CD). 

We stayed at the family-run Hotel Sofia in Plakias, www.sofiahotelplakias.com. 

Below: the group in Plakias. 
 

 
 
 
As with all Honeyguide holidays, £40 of the price of the holiday was put towards a conservation project, in 
this case for the lammergeier project of the Hellenic Ornithological Society (HOS), which is based in Athens 
but whose work covers the whole of Greece and its islands. Honeyguide's donation to HOS (BirdLife 
Greece) for Crete this year was £1360 from two groups on Crete. It was made up of £40 per person and 
supplemented by gift aid through the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable Trust. It takes our running total of 
donations to HOS since our first Crete group in 1995 to £12,155.  
 
The Director of HOS writes: I would like to thank you for your support and trust in our work. 
George Sgouros, Director, Hellenic Ornithological Society, Athens. 
 
The total for all conservation contributions through Honeyguide since 1991 was £123,180 to May 2018.  
 
More information about the work to protect bearded vultures ï as they prefer to call them in Greece ï is on 
the website of the Hellenic Ornithological Society www.ornithologiki.gr/page_cn.php?aID=907 



3 

 

DAILY DIARY 
 

Tuesday 17 April ï Heraklion to Plakias 
Eight flying from Gatwick were the first to arrive on Crete, meeting Chris who had just said farewell to the 
Honeyguide group from the previous week. We took the short walk to the minibus, loaded bags and were 
soon heading west along the north coast road. We turned by the sign for the Laitis taverna at Fodeli which 
took us into a lay-by, a lucky mistake as there was a woodchat shrike hunting from a pole so incredibly 
close to us that we dare not get out of the minibus for fear of disturbing it. The real turn a short hop further 
took us to the taverna for a generous-sized late lunch of mixed starters. 
 
We made two stops on the journey to Plakias. The first was south of Rethymnon where we looked at the 
large and scaled acorn cups of valonia oak, along with a nice selection of plants such as tassel hyacinth, 
the spiked star-of-Bethlehem Ornithogalum narbonense and Allium nigrum. The second stop was in 
Kourtoliotiko Gorge where kestrels were flying actively and a few griffon vultures flew over. We dropped 
down into Plakias, settled into the Hotel Sofia and had our evening meal at Muses taverna. 
 
For the Manchester contingent, wildlife tales were lacking as by the time we collected the vehicles it was 
dark. Susie saw bats flying down the middle of the road and a white bird suddenly flying over the van was 
most likely a barn owl but apart from that it was a dark drive and then bed. 
 
Wednesday 18 April ï Myrthios and Kanevos 

A warm and hazy day and a chance to get to know our local area. Chris and Ivan did a minibus shuffle 
before breakfast and then we set off to explore the land behind the village leading up to the village of 
Myrthios, overlooking the bay. Our first scrubby patch allowed us to see some of the commoner local plants 
as well as some obliging insects. An enormous mammoth wasp dropped in to the area while we looked at 
Bermuda buttercups, lentisc, pitch trefoil, wild gladiolus, squirting cucumber, branched broomrape and 
numerous other wayside plants of Greece. Egyptian locusts kept appearing and the sharp-eyed found a 
couple of amazingly well camouflaged nosey cone-headed grasshoppers. Buzzards explored óourô valley 
while high on the cliffs by the gorge griffon vultures soared with little disturbance from the wind. 
 
The temperature was getting very warm as we climbed up onto the tracks part way up the hill when a scan 
for some óblack and white birdsô caused us to find the sight of a purple heron perched in the top of an olive 
tree, well away from water or reeds. That was a highly unusual place for this generally rather skulking 
species, suggesting it was a resting migrant. A little farther on and part of the group carried on up the 
steeper route and four headed back to Plakias to make the ascent in one of the buses. We all met at the 
Panorama taverna for an excellent lunch. 
 
After lunch it was into the buses to drive through the Kotsiphou gorge and up to the woodland above 
Kanevos. A convenient pull-in allowed a quick stop to examine the smell of osyris ï sandalwood ï and we 
also found pyramidal orchid and the wonderfully named corky-fruited dropwort. Overhead, alpine swifts and 
griffons were soon joined by the sound of bee-eaters migrating. 
 
On then to the woodland and some welcome shade. We got out at a óbus stopô conveniently placed 
alongside a large patch of Cretan cyclamens interspersed with friarôs cowl. Nearby were the faded stems of 
violet birdôs-nest orchids, the air was filled with the sound of bees and blackcaps and we were a happy 
bunch. 

 
Pictures taken we then took a stroll along the track, slowly and easily climbing out of the woodland to 
eventually look over a large valley. Serapias were along the trackside, cirl buntings and turtle dove sang, an 
eastern dappled white drifted by. Simon spotted a perched raptor atop a hillock which turned out to be a 
black kite, not commonly seen on the island. Then back to the hotel and a fine meal at Sirocco taverna. 

Cretan cyclamens (IN) and friarôs cowl (CD). 
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Thursday 19 April ï Phaestos, Ayia Reservoir Triada and Timbaki Lagoons 

A pre breakfast stroll along the seafront was a nice start to the day and took us to an area of scrub behind 
the beach. At a small property we stopped to admire the novel ósculptingô of the branches of mulberry with 
rope and rocks positioned to make a shady bower and no doubt aid the picking of the fruit. Just behind the 
building were two fine whinchats using the fence as a perch to observe insects below. 
 
All quiet, we returned along the sea front until a ripple caught Chrisôs eye and we stopped, dismissed it, 
walked on é then stopped again in amazement as a dolphin slowly surfaced just offshore and disappeared 
again. We watched for a while and noticed a few locals around us, also somewhat surprised to see this 
visitor so close in to the shore. Farther out we saw another dolphin.  
 

Back at the hotel Jeannie told us they were often in the bay but normally across the far side. After regaling 
the tale to the rest of the group over breakfast we set off for Phaestos but took everyone to the beach first, 
stopping farther along the bay and there they were again, even closer in than before and giving everyone 
very good views of two animals, one distinctly smaller. Looking at the pictures of the rather triangular fin 
and noting the leisurely behaviour we asked for other opinions and the consensus was that they were likely 
to be Rissoôs dolphins. 
 
So, on to Phaestos, one of the top archeological sites on Crete and a good place for Honeyguide too. It is 
farther east and this year was noticeably drier. It sits on a hill overlooking a very productive area for 
farming, close to the sea. Nearby is Agia Triada, another important site and a gentle 3km walk away, which 
several of the group opted to walk to, others going into the archeological site at Phaestos or to the café with 
views across the valley.  
 
The highlight on the road to Agia Triada was a fabulous flock of some 30 bee-eaters resting and flying 
around us for ten minutes or so, then moving on north again, good timing! A stone marten was a close 
second, seen well by four lucky walkers.  
 
Bryony ladybirds were on their squirting cucumber host (photos on p12), while nice examples of castor oil 
plant and mallow bindweed lined the verges. 
 
After lunch it was a short drive through Timbaki to a small lagoon behind the sea wall. Despite its size this 
wet patch held great richness due to it still holding water. Thirteen glossy ibises, seven little stints, black 
winged stilts, greenshank, wood sandpipers, ruff and snipe were all on the lagoon. Added to these were two 
star birds: a collared pratincole and a circling gull-billed tern.  
 

 

A small mixed party of yellow wagtails also dropped in including two black-headed and singles of grey- and 
blue-headed. Four turtle doves flew in from the sea and onward north. A great little site and one that is now 
firmly on the itinerary.  
 
Dinner tonight was at Sofia taverna. 

We werenôt just imagining it é a dolphinôs fin in Plakias Bay (IN). 

Collared pratincole, with a ruff in the background, and an obliging woodchat shrike (IN). 
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Friday 20 April ï Kourtaliótiko Gorge and Spili 
A very windy night gave way to a very windy morning, but undeterred the pre-breakfast crew set off for the 
beach at Souda. Despite the wind it was warm at 07:30 and would only get warmer as the day went on.  
 

 
Souda was quiet bird-wise but for a very obliging woodchat shrike. The Cretan palms give an exotic feel to 
the beach here and it is always a delight to visit. We stopped on the way back for a wonderful display of 
Ptilostemon chamaepeuce, another Cretan endemic. 
 
Breakfast finished and packed lunches made, our destination 
today started with the impressive gorge at Kourtaliótiko. The 
fissure cuts through the mountains in a north/south direction, 
perfect for funnelling already strong winds. There is a convenient 
layby that gives good views of the cliffs in the morning sunshine 
as well as easy access to the steps down into the bottom of the 
gorge. Ravens were nesting and an obliging griffon had stayed 
behind to give us some nice scope views of this enormous bird. 
On the distant crags a few more vultures circled and below us a 
blue rock thrush sang from a hidden and presumably calm 
corner.  
 
The steps into the gorge are very well constructed but the 
gusting wind made it a difficult route at times so a few of us 
stayed back while the intrepid plant seekers carried on. Among 
the many finds were sheets of ricotia, an endemic crucifer like a 
tiny honesty, procopiana (Cretan gorge comfrey) by the steps, 
the usual bellflower Campanula tubulosa on the rocks in two 
places and brookweed in the river where the path ends. 
 
We moved on via a back road to Spili, stopping at the top of a 
steep climb for impressive views down into a valley with 
woodland and olive groves as well as a great view back into the 
gorge. Here joint-pine spread over a rock and there were nice 
specimens of rue and the two-tone scabious Knautia integrifolia.  
 
Spili town is delightful, with a shaded centre area and an impressive set of fountains providing cool clear 
drinking water. Here we had lunch and coffee, with blue tits in the oaks and swallows twittering above as 
they considered the intricacies of nest-making on the walls of cafes and shops. 
 
Presents bought and caffeine taken in we took the road to óSpili bumpsô, a fantastic orchid site on an 
impressive plateau. Here the wind was calmer although still strong, keeping birds down somewhat, but on 
parking the vehicle we were greeted by woodlark singing from rocks above us along with an ortolan bunting 
that remained out of view, and spectacular black headed wheatears that stubbornly refused to perch for any 
length of time. 
 
From the layby itôs a short walk to the main bump, a small rocky hillock of uncultivated land, but the route is 
full of riches, especially for the plant lover. After only a few yards Chris found a new species for him and 
Honeyguide, a white ophrys, one of the many bee orchid types in the area. In the corner of a small 
cultivated field the last of the seasonôs wild tulips were still going strong while on the margins ógiantô dragon 
arums were exploding out of the surrounding vegetation.  

Campanula tubulosa (CD) and Ptilostemon chamaepeuce (DS), both Cretan endemics. 

Walking down into  
Kourtaliótiko gorge (IN). 
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A marsh harrier drifted across the fields, soon followed by a slimmer and more agile female Montaguôs 
harrier. The marsh harrier remained in the area all afternoon, along with corn bunting, whinchat and a 
singing but elusive cirl bunting. 
 
Orchids today included naked man orchid, Boryiôs orchid, Cretan bee orchid, bishopôs ophrys and many 
more. Probably the star find was a fabulous pink butterfly orchid (see photo on cover). Dinner was at Muses 
taverna. 
 
Saturday 21 April ï Ayia Reservoir and Omalós Plateau 

A slightly earlier start today with the longest drive of the week, taking us to the north coast and west to the 
reservoir at Ayia. This small wetland area now has an established reedbed and well vegetated sides, all 
viewable from a good path, approached via a taverna, a great combination! Above the water were hundreds 
of sand martins, swallows and swifts, the last both common and alpine, all catching insects or drinking by 
skimming the surface to take in water, narrowly avoiding the flocks of coots and ducks, including 12 
garganeys and a lone pintail. 
 
Georgeôs keen eyes noticed a night heron flying past but as the rest of us missed it we set off to see if we 
could find it among the reeds. We didnôt but there was a very close squacco heron as compensation and 
some terrapins. 
 
Farther along the wall the path overlooks areas of algae and reed stems forming a floating island. From 
here a very obliging female little crake was walking a circuit that brought it very close by, giving fabulous 
views and good photographs if you were quick enough. 
 
Several of us drifted back to the café for a coffee but Simon carried on to the end of the wall which 
overlooks another patch of floating vegetation. A night heron drifted by as the taverna crew headed for 
refreshment but Simonôs lone vigil resulted in great views of a Baillonôs crake, with pictures to remind him. 
 

 
The café garden has lots of plants and bamboo screens and small pools, a place where searching for tree 
frogs can be successful ï today though little searching was needed as there above the bamboo one of the 
creatures stood out plainly for all to see. 

Fountains in Spili town (CD); Tulipa doerfleri (IN); Ophrys candica, white ophrys (CD). 

Baillonôs crake (SJ); tree frog (IN). 
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Refreshed, it was time to move on to the plateau at Omalós. Cloud seemed to be building in the mountains 
and by the time we had made the climb to the plateau the visibility was poor, the wind was high and the 
temperature distinctly cool. Lunch was had in the relative warmth of the vans by the richest area for flowers 
(taking advantage of what was seen by last weekôs group). The wild tulips had mostly gone over, just a few 
last-lingering flowers, there were deep purple crown anemones and patches of a bright yellow umbellifer, 
Chaerophyllum creticum, which is more or less confined to Omalós, and a few toothed orchids here too. 
 
Turtle doves were calling as we explored the roadside wearing as many layers of clothing as were 
available, and then it was time for the relative warmth of the café above Samaria gorge where the hillside 
was in sunshine but the temperature still low. The walk up the steps to the café has some special plants too 
with wild aubrietia and many Sicilian orchids ï newly out as they were not seen the previous week. The 
view from the balcony is stunning, especially when choughs are in the air. 

The route back to the plateau exit took us past a seasonal pool. Stopping here it was clear that this 
apparently insignificant bit of water was of great value for wildlife: today it provided important food for 
migrant wheatears, with at least 12 birds being counted, along with a beautiful black-headed wheatear and 
a whinchat. We were back in Plakias just after 7pm but we still had our dinner at the usual time, just after 8, 
on this occasion returning to Sirocco taverna which weôd booked in advance knowing we had a later return. 
 
Sunday 22 April ï Moní Préveli and Kotsiphos Gorge 

A quick pre-breakfast drive to Damnoni beach, partly for the atmosphere, partly as it can be a nice spot for 
migrant birds and weôd had precious few of those so far. It was slightly less windy but here we were 
sheltered a little. Swallows were coming in off the sea in small numbers, across the bay a squacco heron 
was in the early morning sunshine and little ringed plovers ran along the beach, but otherwise all was quiet.  
 
A short drive after breakfast took us to Préveli monastery, another headland and this time sheltered from 
the wind. The haze had now cleared and the mountains looked fantastic in the bright sun and clear sky. 
The trickle of swallows before breakfast were the early arrivals of a larger movement as all around us were 
barn swallows, red-rumped swallows, alpine swifts, house martins and sand martins. 
 
Just below the car park a rough track takes you down to a lower area of headland with craggy outcrops and 
bushes and a small valley leading to the sea, all sheltered from the northerly wind. A few metres along the 
track and a long-tailed blue butterfly settled on a twig near the fence. A superb black-eared wheatear 
popped up to welcome us, giving great views for all. A few more metres and we looked down on a group of 
bushes and trees with the sun behind us ï a good combination that caused us to pause here to see what 
appeared. And what a pause ï spotted flycatchers, two collared flycatchers, turtle dove, buzzard, 
stonechat, corn bunting and, thanks to Gailôs persistence, a lovely view of golden oriole.  
 
During the war the monks at the monastery helped conceal allied troops from the German army, allowing 
them to be safely rescued. A memorial to the event is along the road nearby where we stopped for a few 
minutes. Here too swallows and swifts were in abundance, including a good contender for pallid swift. 
 
A short drive back down the road is the óTurkishô bridge where we stopped for lunch in the shade by the 
shallow river. Three wood sandpipers fed eagerly a few metres away while blue southern skimmer 
dragonflies settled on the banks. 
 

Overlooking Samaria Gorge from the café (IN). 


