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Cover, top: the crag above our base at Istarska Toplice (JC); purple mullein Verbascum phoeniceum (JC). 
Bottom: pearly heath (DS), Isola della Cona nature reserve (JC).  

 
Below: group members behind Paul Tout at Ġkocjanski zatok / Val Stagnon nature reserve, presenting 
reserve manager Borut Mozetiļ with the donation for the organisationôs future conservation work.  

 

 
 
 
 

This holiday, as for every Honeyguide holiday, also puts something into conservation in our host country by 
way of a contribution to the wildlife that we enjoyed. The conservation contribution this year of £40 per 
person was supplemented by an additional donation and gift aid through the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable 
Trust, leading to a donation of £710.  
 
The donation went to BirdLife Slovenia (DOPPS). Though the holiday was based in Croatia, the northern 
part of Istria is in Slovenia. The total for all conservation contributions through Honeyguide since 1991 was 
£124,860 to September 2017. 
 
 

http://www.wild-slovenia.com/
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DAILY DIARY 
 

Day 1, Monday 14 May ï Stansted to Trieste, transfer to Istarske Toplice 

The holiday participants took the early afternoon Ryanair flight FR168 to Trieste in NE Italy. Upon arrival 
just after 5pm and passing through passport control the luggage was collected and the group met up with 
Paul Tout and Domen Stanic, our local leaders. After loading the luggage into our minibuses we set off 
towards Istria, looking to pass through the very attractive historic centre of Trieste and on towards Koper-
Capodistria, the main port in Slovenia. Most of the place-names in this report are in two languages, 
Croatian (or Slovene) and Italian as we are at the crossroads of Europe where the three main language 
groups (Romance, Slav and Germanic) meet and interact and the entire area is an ethnic and linguistic mix 
with large areas of bi- (and even tri-) lingualism. 
 
Taking the Costiera towards the centre of Trieste we stopped at the Galleria naturale with views across the 
Gulf of Trieste, towards the northern coast of Istria, Slovenia and Croatia. Alpine swifts nesting in a colony 
on the cliffs beside the tunnel were flying above and below us and over the evergreen Mediterranean 
vegetation which reaches the northernmost point of its distribution in this part of the world. 
 
The centre of Trieste looked very fine in the sunshine with its Viennese-style waterfront and main square, 
the only one in Italy opening onto the sea, thronged with visitors. We arrived at our hotel, Istarska Toplice, 
and later ate a very nice meal at our regular restaurant, Dolina, in the village of Gradinje, close to the hotel. 
As is usual for the area, scops owls and nightingales were calling and singing at the hotel on our return. 
 
Day 2, Tuesday 15 May ï Hrastovlje, Ġkocjanski zatok, Mirna Valley 

Meeting up to go to breakfast at 8am, we were outside the hotel at 9am to start our first full day. Normally 
this would be one spent orientating ourselves around the hotel grounds which are extremely rich in wildlife 
but the local weather forecast was poor. Fortunately, Istria has a very varied climate and during southerly 
winds ï the óSciroccoô ï although the hilly inland areas may experience powerful downpours, the coastal 
areas are often simultaneously dry, and thus we attempted to avoid the poor weather by heading north to a 
drier and sunnier part of Istria, the city of Koper-Capodistria and back into Slovenia. 
 
Our first stop was at the Romanesque church at Hrastovlje (the village has only a Slovene name as it never 
had an Italian minority during its history and falls outside the bilingual area), one of the most famous cultural 
sites in Slovenia which draws thousands of visitors a year. Dating back to the late 15th century, the tiny 

country churchôs most famous feature is the 
religious mural painted by the famous local artist 
John of Castua in 1492 and which completely 
covers the interior walls of the church. Many 
people come to see the Danza Macabra or 
ñDance of Deathò showing the passage of life 
from the cradle to the grave and the inevitability 
of death for everyone, from the poorest to the 
richest, including kings and cardinals.  
 
One interesting element in the paintings is a 
bird! A large dark purple bird with a reddish, 
down-curved beak that has been tentatively 
identified as a juvenile bald ibis! The species is 
now almost extinct with only the Moroccan 
colonies now viable (and increasing). However 
bald ibises were described by Gesner (1555) as 
nesting on the city walls of Salzburg and as 
occurring in ñIllyriaò and Istria by the Italian 
naturalist Aldrovandi (1605). Bald ibises seem to 
have died out not long afterwards as they are 
rarely mentioned later that century, when the 
European climate worsened severely during the 
óMaunder Solar Minimumô between 1645-1715. 
 

After the visit to the church the weather on the day was worsening too and we moved on to the bird reserve 
of Ġkocjanski zatok / Val Stagnon, close to Sloveniaôs main port city of Koper-Capodistria. The reserve is 
managed by DOPPS, the Slovenian Birdlife partner and recipient of the Honeyguide donation from this 
holiday. The reserve is semi-urban and divided between a freshwater wetland and a large brackish lagoon 
right beside the main port. A campaign organised by DOPPS and local naturalists saw the area saved from 
being drained and developed and it is now an important and well-managed reserve with thousands of 
visitors a year. 

The badly deteriorated image (here ringed in red) of 
what appears to be a Bald Ibis (Geronticus eremita) 

on the wall of the church at Hrastovlje. 
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The wetlands were in excellent condition and the birds seen included little grebe, little bittern, squacco 
heron, cattle egret, little egret, grey heron, purple heron, marsh harrier, ruff, wood sandpiper, redshank, 
common snipe, Cetti's warbler, reed warbler and great reed warbler, with common tern, little tern, black-
winged stilt and great white egret on the brackish lagoon. The little terns are a recent (re)colonist of the 
lagoon and are currently producing large numbers of young per pair and thus will probably continue 
increasing in the years to come.  
 
There were lots of marsh frogs in the various ditches. One of the interesting observations was the dense 
shoals of the introduced mosquito fish Gambusia holbrooki in the shallow water bordering the ditches which 
were being hunted by several very large adult great diving beetles Dytiscus marginalis dashing in and out of 
the tightly-packed fish . 
 
At the end of our trip around the reserve we presented the DOPPS reserve manager Borut Mozetiļ with the 
Honeyguide donation (see page 2), said our goodbyes and headed for lunch. 
 
After lunch we made our way back into Croatia by a more westerly route and up along the Mirna-Quieto 
River from the sea towards our hotel. By now the weather was hot and humid and while we did add good 
views of a pair of short-toed eagles, fan-tailed warbler and corn bunting, there was little activity in bird terms 
as we made our way back towards the hotel. 
 
Day 3, Wednesday 16 May ï Kamenjak, Pula and Tar-Torre 

The Kamenjak peninsula and its southernmost tip, Punta Premantura, are surrounded by the Adriatic on 
three sides. This position not only renders the area particularly dry, about 600mm of rainfall a year, but also 
makes the winter climate extremely mild, comparable with areas much further south along the Adriatic, and 
frosts are rare and slight. This makes it a haven for the flora and fauna of Mediterranean scrub and 
grassland and especially famous for its orchid species. The area was an important base for the Yugoslav 
National Army until the countryôs break up in 1991, a fact that saved the area from the development that 
has damaged much of the coastline. 
 
The bird fauna on Kamenjak is not particularly abundant, but tawny pipit, wheatear, and red-backed shrike 
were all seen well as we arrived, together with a few pallid swifts which were seen racing around close to 
their colony in a sea cave, though they were not seen visiting the site. Winter storms seem to have swept 
away the old nests from the exposed cavities in the cliff-face, dumping large cobbles, some weighing the 
best part of a kilogramme, onto ledges five metres above the sea. Barn swallows were evidently nesting in 
the old military bunkers close to our van while cirl bunting, nightingale and subalpine and Sardinian warbler 
were seen and heard in the Phillyrea and prickly juniper scrub that covers much of the peninsula. Several 
Mediterranean shags and a few yellow-legged gulls were almost the only birds seen on the sea. Butterflies 
on the wing included common swallowtail, wall brown, painted lady, marbled white and eastern baton blue.  

 

Kamenjak is most important for its plants, and the heavy winter rains (especially compared to the dry late 
winter and spring of 2017) meant that the Mediterranean scrub of Phillyrea, prickly juniper, spiny ivy, hairy 
rockrose, Montpellier cistus, myrtle, mastic and holm oak looked in superb condition. We put together a 
good list of orchids that included bumblebee, dark spider and Bertoloniôs bee orchids, fragrant, bug, pink 
butterfly and tongue orchids. In addition to the orchids there was much more to see in the scrub and 
grassland including the strange prostrate evax as well as both yellow-wort and lesser centaury of the 
gentian family, The pungent curry-plant or Helichrysum is a very common plant at Kamejak but its 
populations are being decimated elsewhere in Croatia where it is being collected in huge quantities for the 
cosmetic industry.  

Pink butterfly orchid Anacamptis papilionacea; Montpellier cistus (DS). 



5 

 

Wild sage, white horehound and the very attractive canary clover were also seen as well as lots and lots of 
large quaking and hareôs-tail grasses, both favourites in dried flower arrangements, although here they 
were looking nice and fresh and green. Beside the sea there were stands of rock samphire. Invertebrates of 
interest included several carpenter bees Xylocopa sp. and the common Egyptian grasshopper Anacridum 
aegyptium in the scrubland. The scrub close to the sea held several tame Dalmatian wall lizards, probably 
well-habituated to the many people who frequent the site, especially during the summer months.  

 
On our way back to the hotel we stopped off to see the spectacular Roman arena at Pula, the sixth largest 
in the world still standing and which once held 20,000 spectators. Why was it so large when ancient Pula 
does not seem to have been a very large city? The reason would appear to be Istriaôs vicinity to Aquileia, 
just north of Venice. Aquileia was once one of the largest cities of the Roman Empire. Istria became very 
rich trading in wine, olive oil and other foodstuffs with its 100,000 population until the city was sacked and 
utterly destroyed by Attila the Hun in 452 A.D. The population of Aquileia fled to the lagoon and marshes 
and went on to found the much more durable and defendable Venice! While Pula itself was not particularly 
large, the surrounding countryside was densely populated by the hordes of agricultural labourers required 
to work the rich farmland. 
 
We also stopped at some remarkable meadows near Tar-Torre. Until recently these were owned by Ivica 
Todoriĺ, once the richest man in Croatia whose huge holding company, Agrokor, collapsed in bankruptcy 
and scandal in 2017. Here, the meadowsô thin reddish clay soils overly solid limestone bedrock. In recent 
years they have been lightly grazed by horses and mules, resulting in a rich spread of bright purple-headed 
cow-wheat Melampyrum carstiense, crimson clover, meadow clary, dropwort, dyerôs greenweed together 
with thousands of pink butterfly orchids Anacamptis papilionacea. These had begun to go over compared 
with a fortnight earlier but were nevertheless in much better condition and much larger than those seen at 
Kamenjak earlier in the day.  

The Roman arena at Pula (JC). Subalpine warbler (DS). 

Dalmatian wall lizard, ñprobably well-habituated to the many people who frequent the siteò (JC). 
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Among them were a couple of very attractive hybrids with the green-winged orchids on the site. Recent 
systematic changes have seen both species moved to the genus Anacamptis. A. morio usually completes 
its flowering period a month earlier than A. papilionacea but the specimens of A. morio in deep shade at the 
base of the scattered prickly juniper had only just finished flowering, therefore overlapping with the first 
blooms of A. papilionacea. 

 

Butterflies seen on the site included a few early marsh and Glanville fritillaries, Adonis and little blues, 
together with large numbers of rose chafers. Birds were well-represented with short-toed eagle, subalpine 
warbler, golden oriole (heard), common buzzard and green woodpecker. 
 
Day 4, Thursday 17 May ï Around the hotel, Srbani, Tar-Torre, Mirna Valley 

After dodging the severe inland downpours of the previous days, today the weather had improved 
sufficiently to allow us to begin exploring the area around the hotel itself. Set between soaring Karst 
limestone cliffs and the riverine oak forests that once furnished large quantities of timber for the world-
famous shipyards of the Arsenale in Venice, they now produce large quantities of truffles for visiting 
tourists. These shipyards were once the first óproduction lineô, turning out a new galley every 14 days, 
although it wasnôt the ships that moved but the teams of carpenters, who moved to a new ship under 
construction every couple of days, repeating identical jobs in rotation with each team following on from their 
predecessors with all the stages of production, from the felling of trees to the creation of a shipôs 
components, always following a strict routine.  
 
The pair of ravens on the large rock above the hotel had two very large chicks in the nest, close to fledging, 
together with ówildô rock doves on the rock-face and serins in the cliff-face scrub. Blackcap, nightingale, 
melodious warbler, red-backed shrike and cirl bunting were all seen or heard in the rough grassland and 
scrub on the ground east of the hotel itself. Adriatic lizard orchids were coming into full flower on the hotelôs 
crazy golf-course. Moving round past the pumping station on the River Mirna it was pleasing to note the 
large numbers of house martins back at their nests. These returned rather late to the colony this spring. 
Moving on past the woodland beside the river we hit a lucky streak with both lesser spotted and middle 
spotted woodpeckers seen in quick succession. The latter are fairly recent colonists of the Mirna Valley 
having spread from further east in recent years. Hawfinches and golden oriole were also seen, but poorly. 

 
Before lunch we moved up onto the rock 
above the hotel, adding plenty of species to 
the plant list including Italian catchfly, burnt 
candytuft, wall rue, rustyback and 
maidenhair ferns in the old walls and in the 
rock-faces, together with biting stonecrop, 
larval foodplant of the chequered blue 
butterfly, several of which were seen along 
the path. One of the most interesting and 
the rarest plant seen was Tommasiniôs 
sandwort Moehringia tommasinii. This is an 
endemic óchasmophyteô ï a small white 
member of the pink family which grows 
exclusively in cracks in rock-faces at only 
three sites, at one of which (in Italy) it may 
be extinct. It was discovered by and named 
after Muzio Tommasini, a 19th century 
botanist and mayor of the city of Trieste.  Tommasiniôs sandwort Moehringia tommasinii (DS). 

Rose chafer (JC), a tame Glanville fritillary (DS) and Adonis blue (DS). 
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Other plants recorded included Cretan crown-vetch, meadow clary, blue bugle, Nicean milkwort, ground-
pine, perennial lettuce, ladyôs lace, Pseudofumaria alba (pale corydalis), red pea, upright woundwort, 
Christ's thorn, turpentine tree, crimson clover, scorpion senna, rampion bellflower and the umbellifer Seseli 
gouanii together with the aliens paper mulberry and ivy-leaved toadflax. 
 
The butterflies we saw were small heath, green hairstreak, wood white, marsh fritillary and wall brown, and 
óHerptilesô included marsh frog, Dalmatian algyroides and a single Aesculapian snake. 
 
After lunch on the óstone tablesô (actually concrete table tennis tables!) in the shade close to the crazy golf 
course we headed off to nearby Nova Vas which has a splendid piece of low-intensity land with a large 
range of arable weeds, a set of species that are seriously threatened in Europe, including field bindweed, 
corncockle, corn buttercup, cornflower, large Venus's looking glass and field pansy. The area is excellent 
for farmland birds, and turtle dove and corn bunting were seen. The farmland also supports good numbers 
of butterflies and we saw marsh fritillary, black-veined white and brown argus, while the spindle trees were 
covered with the webs of the spindle ermine moth Yponomeuta cagnagella. After this we had another brief 
stop at the meadows at Tar-Torre where we managed views of woodchat shrike. For the second year in 
succession a pair of these birds is the only one that Paul T. knows of in Istria and the area is worthy of 
investigation to see if other birds are present.  
 
Returning towards the hotel we walked up by the Mirna River from the coast inland. Birds seen on the 
lagoon near the mouth of the river included yellow-legged gull and Mediterranean shag of the desmaresti 
subspecies, the juveniles of which have white bellies, and the birds may eventually be elevated to full 
species status. 

 

Moving inland onto freshwater, the area is riddled with escaped coypus which were seen well, together with 
great white and little egrets, grey heron, bee-eater, ashy-headed yellow wagtail of the cinereocapilla 
subspecies, and corn bunting, but the best birds were at least two male black-headed buntings. These were 
in the rich roadside vegetation which included European birthwort, marsh mallow, common reed, 
Mediterranean cane (= giant reed), yellow flag, dwarf elder and hop set amidst fields of lucerne, grass crops 
and barley. The black-headed buntings belong to the most north-westerly population of the species in the 
world. They used to number close to one hundred singing males but have declined enormously in recent 
years as the areaôs agriculture has intensified and a high-speed bypass was driven right through the site. 
 
At this point we made our way back to the hotel to prepare for dinner. 
 
Day 5, Thursday 18 May ï Laganisi, Sterna and Savudrija 

After exploration around the hotel we had a local day on the plateau directly above the Mirna Valley. Our 
first stop was to examine an interesting roadside verge bank at Stelchin, with wood spurge and a large 
hybrid swarm of Dactylorhiza orchids. While clearly containing plenty of common spotted orchid D. fuchsii, 
this swarm is expanding rapidly and contains a dizzying variety of morphologies in its colours from almost 
white through to deep fuschia. The swarm blooms extremely early, with the first spikes appearing in mid-
April this year, two months earlier than the usual period for this species.  
 
A short distance down the road, just beyond Oprtalj-Portole, Sveti Lucija was the starting point for our 
morning walk through the Istrian countryside towards Laganisi and Jadroni. We set off through woodland of 
black pine and oriental hornbeam. The black pines were planted from the 1850s onwards following 
experiments by Josef Ressel who worked as a forester in nearby Motovun-Montona across the valley. 

Large Venusôs looking glass; black-headed bunting (DS). 
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A polymath ï among his many patents, Ressel invented pneumatic post and ball and cylinder bearings ï he 
also developed the worldôs first functioning marine propeller in 1821 (even if the first test in Trieste was a 
disaster, the boiler of the boat exploding! Further tests were banned and the British óstoleô the patent, 
putting the first commercial application of the concept on Brunelôs ship, the SS Great Britain in 1840!)  
 
The rocky verges along the track were rich in wild flowers including yellow vetchling, spiny asparagus, 
dittany, silky greenweed, basket-of-gold alyssum (going over) and the occasional slender broomrape. We 
also saw the the cow-wheat Melampyrum carstiense and Adriatic lizard orchid. The latter is spreading and 
is becoming ever-commoner in recent years. 

 
As earlier in the month, we noted that the leaves on the oaks seemed undamaged, there being a complete 
dearth of defoliating Tortrix sp. caterpillars in the area this spring. Perhaps the late frosts had killed the 
earlier instars with birds being few-and-far-between. We did see turtle dove, subalpine warbler, cirl bunting 
and spotted flycatcher. There were also some butterflies in the warm sunshine including wood white, brown 
argus, large wall brown, dingy skipper, Adonis blue, scarce swallowtail and grizzled skipper. Moths included 
many speckled yellows.  
 
The village of Lagansi largely consists of abandoned houses (with nearby Jadroni being completely empty) 
with some having already been restored as holiday homes. There is only one remaining local farmer, now 
in his seventies, who has told Paul T. that one of them, with a large olive millstone outside its front door and 
a collapsed stone roof, was abandoned following the severe winter of 1929, the harshest of the 20th century 
in this part of the world and which killed almost all the olive trees in Istria. Thousands of families, including 
this one, emigrated to the United States and South America. After they had left, most of the ódeadô olives re-
sprouted and began producing olives a decade or so later. As a result, many of the olive trees in Istria are 
multistemmed, ócoppicedô by the severe winters of 1929, 1963 and 1985.  
 
For lunch we moved to the church of Sveti Marija, one of many medieval country chapels in Istria, each of 
which serves several local villages. This one is surrounded by beautiful meadows and set on a cap of 
limestone in an area of flysch mudstone and thus with an interesting flora. Unfortunately the weather was 
threatening once again. With little time to admire the grassland we had to dash off, away from the rain. 
 
As we made our way north-west towards Savudrija-Salvore on the coast through open karst hay meadows 
and scattered woodland, dropping down towards the sea, hail and torrential rain battered the vans but we 
were well protected, and had done our morningôs walk without incident. 
 
Arriving at Savudrija-Salvore, the north-westerly tip of Istria, we were óplaying our jokerô and exploiting a 
local phenomenon that sees the village out on a promontory in the Adriatic and usually managing to dodge 
the summer thunderstorms typical of Istria in southerly winds. As we neared our destination the rain 
ceased, the sky above us cleared and we emerged into sunshine and bright blue skies, even as black 
clouds loomed and thunder rumbled behind us. 
 
Walking up the lane, the first surprise was to hear a bobwhite quail. Although frequent elsewhere in Istria, 
Paul had no records for Savudrija-Salvore. This species, introduced for hunting from North America, was 
once widespread in Europe in the 1950s and 1960s, but the Istrian population is now the last one surviving 
one óon this side of the pondô. 

Adriatic lizard orchids and long-lipped tongue orchid (DS). 
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Birds were again scarce but some of them were interesting, notably at least two singing males of eastern 
olivaceous warbler, which unfortunately were very uncooperative and only heard. This species is Balkan in 
its distribution and like the black-headed bunting it reaches the north-westerly limit of its distribution in Istria 
here at Savudrija-Salvore. Italy is visible across the Gulf of Trieste but the species is considered a vagrant 
everywhere in peninsular Italy. It is the only bird species that willingly uses Mediterranean cane Arundo 
donax as breeding habitat, making its absence on the Italian coast opposite (where the cane is abundant) 
all the more surprising. 
 
Other birds were seen and heard as we walked through the scrubland beside the sea including red-rumped 
swallow, bee-eater, corn bunting, tawny pipit and Sardinian warbler. Perhaps the most spectacular and 
exciting sighting, however, was of bottle-nosed dolphins, at least two passing close offshore. This species 
is increasing in number around the Northern Adriatic and is being closely monitored by photography, with 
subsequent identification of individuals and family groups, although unfortunately our photos were not 
sufficiently detailed to allow us to identify the individual dolphins involved. 

 
Day 6, Friday 19 May ï Poklon Pass, Mala Uļka, Prusijani, Brgudac  

Today the weather allowed us to visit the uplands of the Istrian interior, making our way towards Buzet and 
on towards the Poklon Pass where, at almost 1000 metres above sea level, the Croatian and Istrian 
government have set up the Uļka Nature Park. Woodland and grassland here are subalpine. While Paul 
paid for the tickets we were able to look out across the Kvarner Gulf and towards the islands of Cres-
Cherso and Krk-Veglia with the city of Rijeka-Fiume on the coast and the 2,000 metre high Velebit chain, 
some of the wildest, most roadless and least inhabited land east of the Urals, stretching all the way down 
the coast to the city of Split and beyond. 
 
We stopped first beside the Josip II spring, a roadside fountain placed at the the top of the pass for 
travellers and their animals. The fountain was commissioned by the Hapsburg Holy Roman Emperor 
Joseph II (1741-1790 and the father of Maria Theresa) when Inner Istria was part of Austria-Hungary. At his 
wifeôs suggestion, Sir Richard Burton crossed over the pass in November 1888 to stay in the resort of 
Opatija-Abbazia on the gulf below and escape the terrible weather in Trieste (where he lived) for a few 
days. He finally made it home in early March of 1889! One of the last pieces he ever wrote, his account is 
online and drips with the venom and irony that Burton became famous for in his later years: 
http://burtoniana.org/books/1888-Three-Months-At-Abbazia/burton-1888-abbazia-trans.pdf 
 
We next moved on to look at the fine meadows nearby. So many have been lost to scrub and woodland 
and it is good to be able to obtain a snapshot of how much of the area must have been before depopulation 
began to bite in the post-war period. Butterflies seen here included common swallowtail, Duke of Burgundy, 
clouded yellow and orange tip, with the moths speckled yellow and latticed heath. Interesting plants in the 
meadows included long birthwort (the larval foodplant of the southern festoon), whorled lousewort, spring 
and cross-leaved gentians, green-winged and military orchids and the beautiful Scopoliôs ragwort closely 
resembling Arnica, with martagon lily, Helleborus multifidus, wild peony, fly honeysuckle and herb paris in a 
splendid hedgerow running down along a lane beside the meadows. 
 

Two views of bottle-nosed dolphins offshore (DS). 

http://burtoniana.org/books/1888-Three-Months-At-Abbazia/burton-1888-abbazia-trans.pdf
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Moving on to Mala Uļka, a large area of sub-alpine grassland and scrub, we added still-flowering cowslips 
Primula veris of the subspecies columnae which had finished lower down. This subspecies is large and 
resembles a deep yellow oxlip which is an Alpine species in this part of Europe like the veris subspecies of 
cowslip, neither of which are present in Istria. Columnae cowslips have been extensively used in wild flower 
seed mixes in the UK in recent years and may well become established in the wild in some areas. As 
elsewhere in Istria this year, birds were thin on the ground but we saw or heard red-backed shrike, 
woodlark, cuckoo and common chiffchaff. Two very good species did show themselves: ortolan bunting and 
rock partridge! The Uļka Nature Park is home to the last major ortolan population in the northern Balkans 
but even here it is in decline and becoming ever more difficult to see. Even more difficult to spot is the rock 
partridge. This species was abundant in Istria half a century ago and what is presumed to have been a 
male was heard calling and seen briefly twice.  
 
Moving on after lunch we stopped in some lovely dry subalpine meadows north of the village of Prusijani, 
the huge numbers of field crickets making themselves heard. Butterflies included little, Adonis and common 
blues together with the ubiquitous clouded yellow and marsh fritillary. A wide range of plants, including 
three-toothed and military orchid, mountain kidney-vetch, silky greenweed and slender broomrape, were 
also seen. 
 
We turned down a minor road towards the village of Brgudac. The settlement was the scene of a terrible 
World War Two massacre by Axis forces, leaving it almost completely depopulated. A vast area of farmland 
and grazing was left abandoned and has largely reverted to woodland. The few birds included cuckoo, 
chiffchaff (both heard) and whitethroat. The warm scrub was made up of flowering ash, Cornelian cherry 
and common juniper together with patches of dittany, grass-leaved iris, wild peony, poetôs narcissus, pale 
iris and villous viperôs-grass. Marsh fritillary again proved ubiquitous. 
 
By now time was getting on, and after a brief stop at a water mill near Kotli we headed back to the hotel.  
 
Day 7, Saturday 20 May ï Movraģ, Kuk and the Mlaka stream near the hotel 

Our last full day in Istria and although the changes to the programme during the week as a result of the 
weather had played havoc with our programme, Saturday started sufficiently fine in the morning for us to 
visit the subalpine Karst grassland above Buzet. Initially we headed back into Slovenia to visit the 
interesting area close to the village of Movraģ, in particular the flat and overgrown area of farmland between 
Movraģ and the village of Dvori on the border with Croatia. This is a polje, a very flat area of hot and fertile 
soil covering about 100 hectares left behind by the erosion of the overlying limestone. Like much of Istria, 
Movraģ has suffered depopulation but is rather closer to Koper-Capodistria and has managed to maintain a 
semblance of an agricultural community, its hay cut and wheat fields cultivated. This said, parts of the polje 
are now covered with blackthorn Prunus spinosa and poplar Populus sp. scrub. The bird community thus 
includes scrubland species such as red-backed shrike, melodious warbler, cuckoo and nightingale (heard) 
and agricultural land with species such as corn and cirl buntings, white wagtail and turtle dove. 

 
Walking down a farm track we were treated to large numbers of black-veined whites that had probably 
emerged from larvae in the blackthorn scrub. It quickly became clear that there were also large numbers of 
a species of hairstreak along the track and there was much discussion as to its identity. There are several 
similar species of the genus Satyrium in the area including S. spini, S. ilicis, S. pruni and S. acaciae and 
they are easy to confuse. In the end we settled on black hairstreak (S. pruni), a very rare butterfly both here 
in Central Europe and in the UK. This was a lifer for almost everyone including both the leaders. On some 
bushes there were dozens of butterflies of this species. 
 
Close to the path there were several small ponds which contained marsh frogs together with both great 
crested and smooth newts. There were several large dragonflies flying up and down the track including a 
darter Sympetrum sp. and Norfolk hawker. 

Black hairstreak, lesser purple emperor and southern white admiral (DS). 
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From Movraģ we moved uphill onto the open Karst. Our first stop was at the Croatian-Slovene border 
crossing at Rakitovec. Astride the border the most striking feature is the new 2.5 metre fence topped with 
razor-wire that now snakes across the landscape. First erected (in the form of rolls of barbed wire) in 
response to the migrant crisis in the summer of 2015, the fence has attracted considerable controversy as it 
has trapped large mammals including red deer and continues to prevent the movement of other species 
such as grey wolf and brown bear. One of the beautiful elements of this area is the óseaô of the steppe grass 
Stipa eriocaulis, the long silky glumes of which giving it the local name of fairiesô flax in Italian, Slovene and 
Croatian.  
 
From here we moved to the very open area of the dry grassland, the landa carsica of Kuk. Mid-May is an 
excellent time of year to see the flora of this habitat before it dries up, and we saw the goldendrop Onosma 
stellutata (formerly O. javorkae), more silky greenweed, Jurinea, horseshoe vetch, dittany and common 
rock-rose, swallow-wort, smokebush, rue, rock buckthorn, Dorycnium, white wormwood, cypress spurge, 
three-toothed orchid, mountain kidney-vetch, and the tiny but abundant umbellifer honewort.  

 
Birds were rather again rather scarce but included skylark, woodlark and whinchat as well as northern 
wheatear and mistle thrush. The most interesting element was searched for high and low until we finally 
came across one ï a rare grasshopper, the spectacular but threatened eastern stone grasshopper 
Prionotopis hystrix. This species is widespread on the steppe in Asia but survives only as a relict in various 
dry grassland habitats in central and southern Europe including the Karst. The butterflies and moths seen 
included Bergerôs clouded yellow (much commoner here than pale clouded yellow as the formerôs larval 
food plant of horseshoe vetch is abundant), scarce swallowtail, small heath and Adonis blue. 

 
With our imminent departure we headed back towards the hotel so that those who wanted to could pack. 
For the ócoalition of the willingô, a quick walk was arranged along the Mlaka stream close to the hotel. We 
saw several yellow-bellied toads and marsh frogs together with plenty of butterflies including red admiral, 
southern white admiral and a splendid lesser purple emperor. Plants included marsh birdsfoot trefoil, bloody 
cranesbill and meadow vetchling together with large quantities of alder buckthorn, an important foodplant 
for the brimstone butterfly. 

Sub-Mediterranean dry grassland near Movraģ (DS); smoke bush (JC). 

Eastern stone grasshopper Prionotopis hystrix (DS). 
 

 


