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Holiday participants 

John and Jan Croft 
Howard and Sue Bayliss 

Mary Shepperd 
Jenny Loring 

June Bradbury 
Paul Wood 

 

Leaders 

Rein Kuresoo (NaTourEst) and Ivan Nethercoat 
 

Our hosts 

NaTourEst http://natourest.ee/. 
 

We stayed at 

Sagadi Manor in eastern Estonia near Lahemaa National Park www.sagadi.ee 
Altmõisa Guest House in western Estonia near Matsalu National Park www.altmoisa.ee 

 
Report by Ivan Nethercoat. Plant list by Jenny Loring. 

Photos, all taken during the course of this holiday, by John Croft, Jenny Loring and Ivan Nethercoat. 
Above: Sagadi Manor (IN). Below: the group, except Jan who is taking the photo. 

Cover, top: wood sandpiper. Bottom: wood cow-wheat and raccoon dog (IN). 
 

 
This holiday, as for every Honeyguide holiday, also supports conservation of the wildlife that we enjoyed in 
our host country. In Estonia this year our donation was £470, £40 per person topped up by an additional 
donation and gift aid through the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable Trust. The sum given by Honeyguide is 
funding the Estonian Fund for Nature volunteer working camps, to enhance the breeding habitat / feeding 
places of black storks. Rein reports that black storks tend to avoid small water-bodies, which become too 
overgrown, but on the other hand they canôt be too open either, so clearing must be done along forest 
streams to make the feeding ground more suitable. 
 
The total for all conservation contributions through Honeyguide since 1991 and up to July 2017 is £117,457. 

http://natourest.ee/
http://www.sagadi.ee/
http://www.altmoisa.ee/
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DAILY DIARY 
 
Day 1, 4 June ï arrival 

Our early flight from Stansted went without incident and we arrived ahead of schedule into a slightly cool but 
very sunny Tallinn where Rein, our NaTourEst guide, was waiting with our vehicles. After a short drive we 
stopped alongside a park in the town with fieldfare and spotted flycatchers busy gathering food. We were 
soon met by our city guide who gave us an excellent tour of the old city. Lunch was at a Lithuanian inspired 
restaurant in a modern shopping area.  
 
We were now weary after the early start and the two-hour time difference so we drove to our base at the 
excellent Sagadi Manor where we agreed to meet for dinner and then take a short drive to the forest. 
 

 

Common rosefinches were singing by the lake at Sagadi as well as numerous spotted flycatchers and the 
occasional pied flycatcher. The evening drive took us to the Beaver Trail, a short but very pleasant walk 
alongside a stream and beaver dam. Though the beavers were active and there was lots of disturbed water 
the animals themselves remained elusive. At our feet were carpets of lily of the valley, kingcups in the damp 
areas and spikes of globeflower. The distinctive leaves of hepatica intermingled with May lilies by the path 
and northern bullfinch ótrumpetedô out of view. 
 
Day 2, 5 June ï Oandu 

An excellent breakfast set us up for the day and off we went to Oandu forest trail in a light rain. Rein had told 
us that this spring had been exceptionally cold in Estonia with April being the coldest on record for 100 years 
and May was similar. The result was a rather late appearance of some plants and a very bad year for 
insects, which has a knock-on effect for some bird species. 
 
In the car park at Oandu we were greeted by the sounds of wood warbler, 
redstart and great spotted woodpecker before we set off on the trail. 
Initially the walk took us through Scotôs pine forest with a light and airy 
feel, the result of natural regeneration following a fire many years ago. The 
undergrowth of cowberries gave a green carpet to the view and above 
crested tits called, alongside the ubiquitous chaffinch. The path took us to 
a slope produced by the ice age, beyond which the habitat changed to an 
old-growth forest with damp, rich undergrowth and huge trees of pine and 
fir. The boardwalk here is needed to cross the forest floor as the 
undergrowth and dead wood makes it impossible to move easily, as it 
should be. 
 
Once in the forest the birds were fairly quiet. Three-toed woodpeckers 
played hide and seek successfully and the rain stayed light but persistent. 
Red-breasted flycatchers called but were difficult to see and even the 
chiffchaffs and willow warblers sang with little enthusiasm. A raven 
ócronkedô loudly, echoing through the forest while at the base of a tree we 
found the nest of a hazel hen, very close to the boardwalk.  
 
At the top of some steps about half way round Jenny alerted Rein to some 
alarm calls. Moving to a ridge they looked over the top to see song 
thrushes alerting the world to a Ural owl! As soon as it saw them it flew 
through the trees so was only glimpsed by a few of the party but an exciting moment nonetheless. 

White-backed woodpecker 
chick in the nest hole. 

Tallinn scene (JC) and a city fieldfare (IN). 
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Not long after, a party of crested tits entertained us, three tiny lesser twayblades were spotted by Jennyôs 
keen eyes and along the path were leaves of spotted orchids, May lily and twin-flower; the flowers some way 
from appearing. 
 
Back at the vehicles we took a long route back to Sagadi for lunch. The roadsides proved more fruitful for 
birds with white stork, rosefinch, wheatear, four fabulous bullfinches and for one bus red-backed shrike and 
whinchat as well. After lunch we headed to Vihula Manor, a larger site with lakes and streams as well as 
woodland. Sand and house martins were busy feeding over the lake while above us a rosefinch sang away, 
allowing óscope views for a few of the party. Pied and spotted flycatchers entertained us as we walked to a 
meadow where Rein and Ivan disturbed a grey-headed woodpecker. We tried to lure it back without success 
but in the process of doing so we (well, Jenny) found a nest hole of a white-backed woodpecker with a large 
chick peering out at the new world awaiting it, eventually to be visited by an adult apparently tempting it to 
leave properly. 
 
And so back for dinner, with good food, a few beers and lots more rain outside, hoping for a drier day 
tomorrow. 
 
Day 3, June 6 ï Baltic coast and the bear hide 

Sure enough, the rain had gone by morning leaving a bright sunny and crisp start to the day. The sound of 
cranes rippled through the morning breeze as some of us took our own strolls through the grounds. Close to 
the door of the hotel, a middle spotted woodpecker investigated the nooks and crannies of the bark on some 
mature birch trees while in the orchard redwings tussled with blackbirds for ótop thrushô award. Goldeneyes 
seemed to be heading to and fro from the roof of the manor and a mallard leapt from the top of a neatly 
clipped yew tree lining a pathway to the house. It was a morning for active birds. 
 
After breakfast the destination was Altja and a short walk to the coast of the Baltic. Blythôs reed and marsh 
warblers vied for our attention in the car park, along with garden warbler, blackcap and rosefinch. A short 
while later an osprey circled overhead, soon to be joined by a hobby. The shoreline was fringed with reed 
and while swallows collected mud for nests a great reed warbler sang very loudly but stubbornly out of sight, 
save for a brief moment in the óscope for a few before it dropped back down again. 
 
The edge of the water here is dotted with various sizes of erratic boulders, large rocks deposited during the 
ice age. The larger specimens provide nesting space for common gull and slightly smaller ones for Arctic 
terns. A common sandpiper fed from the edge while goosander slept nearby. As we reached the end of the 
peninsula the local souvenir shop owner took great joy in showing us a common gull nesting in a pine tree 
and received a few more visitors as a result. The gulls called in distress, alerting us to a juvenile white-tailed 
eagle drifting overhead while behind the shop a very obliging red-backed shrike showed well for Jenny and 
Mary. 
 
Back to the vans and on to Kasmü for a coffee and stroll to a different part of the shore. Pied flycatchers fed 
in the trees above and a green hairstreak demonstrated great camouflage in the low vegetation by the path. 
Out at sea there were more goosanders, goldeneyes, mute swans and cormorants. Lunch was in a local bar 
near Palmse and then it was back to the hotel to prepare for the trip to the bear hide ï delayed by a very low 
honey buzzard gently circling overhead. 
 

 

The bear hide came up trumps again with raccoon dogs appearing first while great spotted woodpeckers and 
nuthatches fed close to the hide. Pied flycatchers were nesting on the edge of the opening and jays and 
hooded crows searched for scraps. Then óa foxô put in a cautious appearance on the edge of the clearing, 
while I prepared the food and drinks. As it was óa foxô I didnôt rush to sit down but when I did I saw the tail end 
very briefly and thought something looked different. I dismissed it as we all know what a fox is ... Some time 
later a second fox appeared, skirting round the back of the clearing. 

Honey buzzard and red-backed shrike (IN). 
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The first bear appeared at about 8:20, strolling in and seemingly not too interested in the fish heads carefully 
placed under heavy slabs that only the bears can lift. The raccoon dogs then came back, possibly searching 
for scraps left by the bear. 10:15pm and itôs our second bear sighting, this time even more casual, sauntering 
back and forth across the clearing and very close to the hide. By midnight it was fairly dark so an attempt at 
sleep was called for in the bunks within the hide. The cuckoo called again. 
 

Dawn, and most of us were awake by 04:30. The occasional raccoon dog came by to look for scraps but by 
and large it was fairly quiet. The conversation then got quite interesting as someone questioned whether the 
first ófoxô was really a fox. I mentioned that jackals had recently moved to Estonia and that we saw a wolf 
here last year. As neither Rein nor I had seen the mammal we couldnôt add much to the conversation but 
after seeing pictures of Estonian golden jackals the consensus seems to be that a jackal is what it was. Of 
course, of all the hundreds of pictures taken that evening, nobody had one of this mammal. 
 
 

Day 4, 7 June ï Kõnnu Suursoo and transfer to Matsalu National Park 

Breakfast was taken at the hotel and then a shower and power nap before moving on to Altmõisa in the 
west, taking in a rather nice tavern for lunch. 
 
To break up the journey we had a couple of hours at Kõnnu Suursoo, a vast peat bog with tiny but old pine 
trees and small pools. This habitat can only be crossed via a boardwalk or with special shoes so we opted 
for the boardwalk, taking it to an observation tower past shimmering pools and boggy niceness with dwarf 
bilberry, sundews, white-faced darters and blue-tailed damselflies. 
 
Loud chattering filled the air as we approached the pools: first a greenshank and then wood sandpipers took 
to the treetops to defend their young from potential predators. A red-backed shrike was in full ómimic modeô 
and for the first part of the group an adder showed briefly but nicely. 
 
Back at the vans we set off west arriving at Altmõisa early evening, our new base for the rest of the trip. It 
began to rain heavily as we entered our rooms and stayed wet most of the evening.  
 
Day 5, 8 June ï Haapsalu and around 

This morning was good, and after a fine breakfast we set off to Pooghari, a stretch of coastal meadow 
nearby that often attracts waders. Knot in summer plumage, avocets, lapwing and redshank were all here 
plus black-tailed godwits calling but out of view.  
 
On then to Haapsalu, a town on the coast north of our base. Our reason for the visit was to see Slavonian 
grebes, a bird that in the UK is confined to remote Scottish lochs. Here it nests on the town lake and carries 
on its business while people fish and play in the water. Four birds were present this morning, dozing and 
coming close to the shore giving excellent views. Arctic tern and yellow wagtails also drifted by. 
 
Moving on we headed to the nature reserve at Silma. As we approached the site we became aware of more 
and more dragonflies. The area was alive with four-spotted chasers: thousands were on the wing 
everywhere we looked. The path took us to two platforms with views across the water and reeds. Military 
orchids lined the trail and a distant great reed warbler called while closer the sounds of penduline tit, reed 
bunting and bittern enticed us onto the platform. A young white-tailed eagle cruised over the water, soon to 
be mobbed by an osprey; red-necked grebes, little gulls and great white egrets all vied for attention. 
 
After an excellent packed lunch from Altmõisa it was off to the second platform, more military orchids and 
water avens en route and from this platform we added to our list with black tern, marsh harrier and good 
views of the great reed warbler. Downy emerald dragonflies perched in the trees nearby along with their four-
spotted cousins. 

Raccoon dog (IN) and brown bear (JC). 
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We had a slow drive back to Altmõisa as this was the evening for our boat trip into the marsh. We took a 
quick detour to the old Tsarôs platform in Haapsalu for the rail enthusiasts and then it was another excellent 
meal before driving to the southern end of the bay to meet our boat. The trip took us along two wide 
channels in the marsh. A Caspian tern drifted overhead soon after we left and numerous marsh harriers 
cruised across the channel. We passed a couple of large beaver lodges but it was still early so we stopped 
and disembarked for a while at a very tall viewing tower that gave excellent views across the marsh. 
 
In the distance we noted two small ódeerô sat upright in the reeds. In front of them a large female elk 
appeared from behind the vegetation and slowly moved toward the ódeerô when they suddenly got up and ran 
toward her ï they were in fact two very young elk calves. Did I say they were a long way off and there was 
no telescope? 
 
From the other side of the tower a Montaguôs harrier drifted over the meadow while a roe deer was closer, 
feeding in a gulley that led to the river channel where we could also see very distant movement of a beaver.  
 
Back in the boat and this time the beavers were more obvious although still quite wary as we returned to the 
vehicles. The elk showed very briefly as we went past. 
 

 

Day 6, 9 June ï Laelatu meadows 

Today we set off south again, heading to Laelatu meadows but first a visit to the Kasari river, an area with 
breeding lesser and greater spotted eagles. Today they were elusive but our searching did take us close to 
an exceptionally loud thrush nightingale, drowning out a more distant golden oriole. Marsh and sedge 
warblers were here and a corncrake ran across the road in front of the first van. As we left this area a marsh 
harrier got our attention and then a lesser spotted eagle appeared, soon to be joined by common buzzard. 
 
On then to the old railway station at Karause for lunch. We were a little early so took a stroll along the old 
line. A redwing singing was a pleasant accompaniment. A northern chequered skipper was an excellent 
addition to a growing butterfly list and a nice group of ladyôs slipper orchids was a surprise find. We returned 
for a fine lunch and to hear from the inspirational owner about the ongoing project to restore the station. 
 
At the wooded meadows at Laelatu the trees and meadows have been managed for around a thousand 
years, resulting in an exceptionally rich flora. The wood cow-wheat adds a magic splash of colour while 
blending in to the grasses are large twayblades, sword-leaved helleborine and angular Solomonôs seal 
among many others. More ladyôs slipper orchids, military and fly orchids also showed very well. 

Military orchid (IN), great reed warbler (JC) and downy emerald dragonflies (IN). 

At the Tsarôs railway station (JL, JC). 
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After the meadows we took a slow route back, stopping to see if we could find a barred warbler ï we 
couldnôt. Instead we stopped for coffee. 
 
After another fine evening meal and the checklists, a late evening stroll along the trail to the coast was 
productive with avocet, mute swans, ringed plover, thrush nightingale and red-backed shrike. The star bird 
was a long-eared owl hunting over the fields and catching food for a nest of young somewhere in the distant 
trees. On the way back an elk called close to Altmõisa, close but out of view, and around midnight jackals 
appeared to ósingô from the same area. 
 
Day 7, 10 June ï Matsula NP 

A shorter drive today around the north of Matsalu. The promontory at Puise is an excellent area during 
migration and while this had now largely finished the meadows also proved productive with numerous early 
purple orchids, butterwort, small heath, common and small blue, red-backed shrike and finally a very obliging 
male barred warbler. 
 
The meadows at Haeska were our next stop. Here there is a large tower overlooking the bay and meadows 
and an excellent lunch venue. Today the birds were a little quiet with few migrants on show but the resident 
cranes and white-tailed eagles were good to see. Arctic terns, pintail and the local race of dunlin were also 
here and a flock of 20 probable black-tailed godwits dropped in but stubbornly stayed silhouetted in deep 
water with heads down. 
 
An excellent lunch was prepared for us ódownstairsô after which we set off to Röude Manor. On the way, a 
group of whooper swans were feeding in a field, probably non-breeding birds and nice to see in the area 
where they once bred. The manor used to be a fine home but is now a very dilapidated building where the 
once tended grounds are in the process of órewildingô. It was a hot afternoon and birds were typically hard to 
see so the main action was around the very mature pond where northern damselflies (spearhead bluet) and 
azure damselflies shared airspace with black-tailed skimmers and four-spotted chasers. Below them a raft 
spider sat motionless on a leaf in the water, a rare sight in the UK. 
 
We made an early return to base to allow some packing before a stroll to the beach before dinner. A 
boardwalk from the end of the hotel drive provides a dry track across wet meadow and bog and onto dryer 
juniper stands and finally out onto the shore. Military orchids and birdôs-eye primrose poked through the 
grass, tree pipits sang from the wires and white storks and marsh harrier drifted overhead. As we crossed 
the main road there was a very young dead grass snake and as we now walked by a ditch another, larger 
óblackô grass snake crossed our path and slid away into the undergrowth. 
 
Out on the shore avocets took to the air with loud alarm calls attempting to divert us from very young chicks. 
Oystercatcher, curlew, ringed plover and redshank were feeding at the shore and further out tufted ducks 
and mute swans swam on the brackish water. 
 
After dinner, we took a drive to look for elks. Several lanes and lots of meadows later we had no elk but 
several roe deer, a roosting cuckoo and a family of fox cubs, newly emerged for the evening. As a last resort, 
Rein took us to a platform overlooking a large expanse of meadow. As I was setting up the telescope I 
heard, ñThatôs not a horse!ò and much excitement from the group, looking in a different direction to Rein and 
me. There, reasonably close, were six elks including a male with developing antlers. Views through the 
scope were excellent and for a short time we even forgot the mosquitoes: as we applied more insect 
repellent an added bonus was a woodcock roding over the wood behind us. 
 
The next morning was our last in Estonia. We left feeling tired but happy to have seen some of its wonderful 
wildlife, extensive habitats and delightful people. 

Ladyôs slipper orchid; four-spotted chaser (IN). 
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Highlights 
We asked everyone for their highlight of the week ï choosing one was difficult! 

 

Jenny  The wooded meadow. 
Rein Missing a jackal! 
Mary The bears and penduline tit. 
Jan Bear, jackal, barred warbler. 
John The experience of the hide, white-backed woodpecker nest, penduline tit. 
Ivan Barred warbler. 
June The tower and the elk with her young. 
Howard Rosefinch, Montaguôs harriers, bears. 
Sue The bear hide experience and the bears. 
Paul Orchids and beaver. 

 

 

 
WILDLIFE LISTS 

 

BUTTERFLIES 

Swallowtail  Brimstone Common blue Peacock Small heath 

Large white Small blue Map Bog fritillary Speckled wood  

    Northern chequered skipper 

OTHER NOTABLE INVERTEBRATES 

Rose chafer Clouded buff moth Clouded magpie moth  Hornet  Raft spider Dolomedes sp. 

ODONATA 

Brown hawker Brilliant Emerald 
White-faced Darter 
(Small Whiteface) 

Four-spotted 
Chaser 

Common Blue Damselfly 

Emperor Downy Emerald Black-tailed Skimmer 
Banded 
Demoiselle 

Azure Damselfly 

    
Northern Damselfly 
(Spearhead Bluet) 

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS 

Common frog  Common lizard Common toad Grass snake  Adder 

MAMMALS 

Roe deer  Fox  Pine marten  
Hedgehog 
(roadkill) 

Golden jackal 

Brown bear  Raccoon dog  Red squirrel  Brown hare  

 
   

 

ñThatôs not a horse!ò Elks walk past (IN). 

 

Northern chequered skipper and green hairstreak butterflies; clouded magpie moth (IN). 


