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Trip Report 
 
Tour Leader: Yiannis Theodoropoulos. 
 
Day One: Saturday, 1 June 
 
Following a brief struggle with everyone’s favourite airline, the group was met at Thessaloniki airport by 
Yiannis, Sevi and our driver, Kostas. After checking in to our hotel, Pefka, high up in the mountain-side suburb 
of Panorama, we enjoyed a late dinner at the Villa Luna restaurant, with impressive night views of the city. 
Given the hour we went straight to check into our hotel. 
 
Day Two: Sunday, 2 June 
 
Leaving Thessaloniki, we took the Egnatia highway (named after the Roman ‘Via Egnatia’) to the shores of 
Lake Vegoritida, where the approaching storm kindly allowed us ample time for some quite rewarding 
birdwatching: pygmy cormorants, our first flying Dalmatian pelicans, squacco herons, white storks, glossy 
ibis, short-toed eagles, long-legged buzzard, lesser kestrel, lanner falcon, crested larks, crag martins, red-
rumped swallows, nightingale, great reed warbler, eastern olivaceous warbler, Spanish sparrow, cirl bunting, 
black-headed bunting, turtle doves, hoopoe, bee-eaters and a little owl (in one of the bee eater’s burrows) 
were really only the highlight species that we saw, while at the same time being serenaded by our first 
cuckoos and ortolan buntings. A true bird cornucopia. 
 
But then the coming rain reminded us it was time for lunch, which we had at Naoumidis restaurant (in the 
nearby village of Agios Panteleimonas). And it proved to be quite the treat, with specialties including wild 
mushroom pasta and risotto dishes, with our first (local) beaked beans and ajvar (pepper and tomato based) 
spreads of the tour. 
 
Back to the van and the seemingly incessant rain came to an appropriately timed stop to allow our first views 
of Prespa from the Pervali viewpoint. After checking in at “Mylos” hotel – in the village of Lemos – we took 
the time to visit the nearby traditional village of Agios Germanos for a short walk and the first of our many 
crash courses in history (and in this case architecture). Our walk took us from the cobbled-stone village alleys 
to the – almost exactly – 1,000 year old church of Agios Germanos and the reconstructed watermill by the 
stream. The true highlight though was the fire salamander that ‘we’ heroically rescued. 
  

The church ceiling 
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Back to the hotel in time for dinner, which among other things offered the pleasures of the traditional “gemista” 
(or tomatoes and peppers stuffed with rice) dish and the world famous tzatziki spread. 
 

 
Mylos hotel 

New bird species: 52 (1 only heard) 
Mallard, little grebe, great crested grebe, great cormorant, pygmy cormorant, Dalmatian pelican, squacco 
heron, little egret, great white egret, grey heron, white stork, glossy ibis, short-toed eagle, buzzard, long-
legged buzzard, lesser kestrel, common kestrel, lanner falcon, coot, yellow-legged gull, rock dove, collared 
dove, turtle dove, little owl, common swift, bee-eater, hoopoe, great spotted woodpecker, crested lark, crag 
martin, barn swallow, red-rumped swallow, house martin, grey wagtail, nightingale, blackbird, great reed 
warbler, eastern olivaceous warbler, blackcap, blue tit, jay, magpie, hooded crow, starling, house sparrow, 
Spanish sparrow, tree sparrow, chaffinch, goldfinch, cirl bunting, black-headed bunting, ortolan bunting (only 
heard) 
 
 
Day Three: Monday, 3 June 
 
After our breakfast we were joined by Julian Hoffman, who was to spend the rest of the day with us. Julian, 
a keen and talented birdwatcher as well as an all-round naturalist, is an English author who has lived in Greek 
Prespa since 2000 with his wife. 
 
Our first stop of the day was at “barred warbler corner”, which soon lived up to its name. We started off with 
a walk through a meadow – that constitutes a Natura 2000 priority habitat - and down a dirt road that led us 
to the mouth of the Agios Germanos River. Crested larks, corn buntings and red-backed shrikes seemed to 
be everywhere around. Along our walk we spotted a peregrine falcon flying in the distance, while at the river 
mouth we had our first good views of both pelican species, as well as a little ringed plover, Cetti’s and marsh 
warblers (only heard), penduline tits (likewise only heard, sadly) and plenty of sand martins. Readily apparent 
along the water’s edge were otter tracks and spraints. 
 
On our way to the next stop, rain started dropping hard. This did not prevent our proficient guides from 
spotting a purple heron (of what could be the only breeding pair of this elegant bird in the area). Driving 
through the sandy strip of land separating the two lakes, we spotted our first alpine swifts flying low over the 
wet meadows before stopping at Kula (where the two lakes meet) for some more birding in the rain, which 
produced our first night herons as well as good views of crag martins and great reed warblers. 
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We sat at the nearby tavern to fully appreciate our gourmet packed lunches – brought to us by Zenia. 
Yiannis took advantage of the fact that everyone was trapped by the rain to better inform the group on the 
area’s modern history. 
 

 
 
Next stop, Vrondero. A village traditionally associated with livestock farming where we met Dimitris, a Vlach 
shepherd, who shared with us some of his experiences. Semi-nomadic shepherds, the Vlachs (or 
Aromanians in English) have moved their flocks from winter to summer pasture for centuries, at least since 
the times of the Roman Empire. Dimitris’s storytelling blended nicely with views of yellowhammers and turtle 
doves. 
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On our way back we had a lucky break and the clouds miraculously opened up right when we arrived at the 
bottom of Krina hill. From its top, which stands right next to Lesser Prespa Lake, Agios Achillios Island and 
the extensive pelican colonies, we had excellent views of both pelican species as well as many herons and 
other water birds, including two ferruginous ducks. The group only had glimpses of the ever elusive golden 
oriole but everyone was rewarded with spectacular alpine swifts swooping just a few feet over our heads. 
 
After saying goodbye to Julian, we went on to dinner. Our main course, “Imam bayildi” (fun fact: the dish 
supposedly derives its name from a tale of a Turkish imam, who swooned with pleasure at the flavour when 
presented with it). 
 
New bird species: 26 (4 only heard) 
Mute swan, greylag goose, ferruginous duck, great white pelican, night heron, purple heron, marsh harrier, 
peregrine falcon, moorhen, little-ringed plover, woodpigeon, alpine swift, sand martin, white wagtail, barred 
warbler, great tit, golden oriole, red-backed shrike, jackdaw, linnet, yellowhammer, corn bunting, Cetti's 
warbler (only heard), reed warbler (only heard), marsh warbler (only heard), penduline tit (only heard)  
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Day Four: Tuesday, 4 June 
 
Once in the village of Psarades (the name means fishermen in Greek), we took the boat to visit the hermitages 
and caves of Greater Prespa Lake. Leaving the jetty behind, we skirted along the coast with both pelican and 
cormorant species perching on the shores and flying low over the waters. Almost close enough to touch, one 
really gets an idea of just how large pelicans are. Europe’s largest wingspan at 2.5 – 3.2m. It was also a good 
opportunity to gauge the difference in size between the two cormorant species. Up on the cliffs and in the 
skies we had an array of bird species, with blue rock thrushes (one of them displaying over our heads), joined 
by black redstart, alpine swifts and a sparrowhawk. 
 

 
 
We stopped to see the old frescoes of Holy Mary painted onto the cliffs, next to the ruins of a long-abandoned 
hermitage. For centuries a small number of ascetics would dwell in the caves of Prespa to escape the rest of 
the world, some of them commuting between this and other sites, many of which we were able to see over 
the next hour. Crossing cape Roti, where the deepest point of the lake lies, we found ourselves very close to 
the point where the borders of the three countries (Greece, Albania, North Macedonia) meet – the birds did 
not seem to mind them though. Right next to the entrance of a wide cave, home to the largest bat colony in 
Prespa, we had good views of a rock nuthatch.  
 
Near the Albanian border the boat moored up to an old jetty next to a large cave, and some of the group 
climbed the 100 or so steps up to the largest skete (monastic community) of Panagia Eleousa (Holy Mary 
the Merciful), dating back to the 15th century, which is estimated to have housed 20 or so monks.  
 
Back to Psarades, and just before our lunch we had a short walk around the village, birding around the small 
allotments close by. There were some butterflies there too, most of them small and white. 
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Up onto Mt Devas and the chapel of Agios Georgios (St. George) and, following a small chat on the 
conservation significance of the ancient juniper grove next to it, we walked through the juniper forest along 
the dirt road. The time and the habitat meant we didn’t have the chance to see too many birds, but we still 
got excellent views of several eastern subalpine warblers. As well as bear hair and scratches on an electricity 
pole. 
 
Returning to the hotel and here the group split for either a small rest, or some more birding and butterfly 
watching by the mouth of the Agios Germanos River. The restless group was lucky enough for some seriously 
unexpected views of collared pratincoles, as well as a golden oriole and a male Montagu’s harrier. At the 
same time Jackie engaged in dialogue with a cuckoo that stood no more than a few feet away. 
 
In the evening, we visited Nikos and his recently restored traditional coffee shop and distillery at the nearby 
village of Lefkonas. Julian joined us there for dinner, which consisted of mezedes (selection of small dishes 
served as appetizers), followed by a thoroughly deconstructed bean soup with wild mushrooms. This will 
surely provide both Julian and Jackie with several extra pages on their eagerly expected Prespa Recipe 
Book. 
 
Goosander, Montagu's harrier, sparrowhawk, collared pratincole, black redstart, blue rock thrush, 
whitethroat, eastern subalpine warbler, long-tailed tit, rock nuthatch, raven, greenfinch, hawfinch 
 
 
Day Five: Wednesday, 5 June 
 
We started the day by crossing the 700m floating footbridge to the island of Agios Achillios. Until the year 
2000, the island’s inhabitants had to commute with boats, with the exception of harsh winters when they 
walked across the ice. The island is famous as the short-lived capital of Tsar Samuel, scourge of the 
Byzantine Empire in the late 10th century. He built a palace here along with a cathedral to house the bones 
of St. Achillios, the ruins of which stand today. All relative information will certainly be part of the examined 
material in the upcoming test. 
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Now it was time to leave Greek Prespa behind and move on to Albania. But not before making another 
brilliant stop by the beautiful Dendrohori stone bridge where we had our packed lunches. The small stream 
and its surrounding trees where the ideal background for a middle spotted woodpecker, a nuthatch, as well 
as a hawfinch feeding its chick. The true highlight though, was watching, for some time as well, a red fox 
hunting amongst the grass – for what appeared to be unidentified rodents - just meters away from the van. 
 
Straight to the border with Albania and, after Kostas’s epic battle with bureaucracy, we continued on to Korçë. 
Once in our hotel, behind the cathedral and square, everyone had a much-needed short break before walking 
downtown to marvel at the 15th c. Mirahori mosque. This whole area of Korçë has recently been renovated, 
with fresh cobbles, a reconstructed city clock tower and a spruced-up market place. There, in the Kooperativa 
restaurant, we had another one of our trademark excessive dinners washed down with the local Birra Korca. 
After dinner we walked back up the thriving pedestrian district, stopping at the site of the old cathedral of St. 
George - the memory of which is marked as a white reflection in the stones of the street – and at the first 
Albanian school. 
 

 
 
Back to the hotel it was, but some of the group continued to the lavish Sky Cafe for a few beers with a view. 
 
New bird species: 4 (1 only heard)  
Middle spotted woodpecker, nuthatch, serin, short-toed treecreeper (only heard) 
 
 
Day Six: Thursday, 6 June   
 
Leaving the town behind, we drove to Zvezda Pass, which links the Korçë plain with the Albanian section of 
Prespa. There, among the cliff faces, boulders and small meadows we had blue rock thrushes, rock thrushes 
(males and females), many northern and black-eared wheatears, as well as glimpses of rock nuthatches. 
Ravens, kestrels and a black kite (quite rare for this neck of the woods) were flying overhead. 
 
During our stop at the kiosk that overlooks Albanian Prespa and Mali Grad Island, a grass snake decidedly 
crossed over Jenny’s shoes and we heard an eastern orphean warbler. Continuing the descent, we arrived 
in the village of Zaroshka on the shores of Great Prespa. Intensive farming hasn’t reached these isolated 
parts, with people often still farming an allocated small strip of land from the village to the lake, which must 
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feed them throughout the year. We settled down on our terrace overlooking the lake for “krap tava” – carp in 
white sauce with roe, a regional speciality. 
 

 
Looking east over the island of Mali Grad 

Arriving at Dolna Gorica, we met a local teacher, Valentina, who joined us on a walk next to Great Prespa 
Lake. Walking among what seemed to be farmland images from another time, we finally spotted an eastern 
orphean warbler, properly this time. During the walk, but also during the coffee stop that followed it, Valentina 
shared her memories from communist times and her experiences of today’s changing Albania, not leaving 
out some of her dreams for the future. 
 
 
Saying goodbye to Valentina, we pushed 
on to the border with North Macedonia. 
After one last quick stop at Stenje looking 
out for some birds that never came (also 
some butterflies were there…), we carried 
on all the way to Mario and Dario’s place 
(Klarite restaurant) where we had our 
dinner to the sound of their guitars (and 
some reggae music if I can recall). There 
we were treated to cheese-stuffed kebabs 
(local specialty), belvica fish (likewise), 
baked beans (you know it), and the local 
ajvar sauce, as well as various salads and 
meat dishes. Ah, and we also met Chris 
there. 
 
 
 
After all that, it was time to drive to Pretor village for our check-in at hotel “Relax”. 
 
New bird species: 7 
Black kite, sky lark, whinchat, northern wheatear, black-eared wheatear, rock thrush, eastern orphean 
warbler 
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Day Seven: Friday, 7 June 
 
Leaving the hotel, we entered the Galičica National Park and started climbing the windy road that eventually 
reaches the mountain pass between Ohrid and Prespa. We stopped by the old ski station at nearly 1500m 
(almost 4900ft) for some more birding and butterfly watching - Galičica being a butterfly lovers paradise. 
Some of the group enjoyed a short walk to the beautiful nearby plateau and views of short-toed eagles, while 
everyone else stayed by the van and had nature (in the form of many butterflies) visiting them. 
 

 
 

 
 
Back down and to the west, and before long another huge lake stretched right in front of us – this time Lake 
Ohrid. A short stop by the viewpoint gave us incredible views to the lake and a photo opportunity for the 
endemic Galičica house leek, whilst the many swallowtails made it difficult for some of the group to see a 
lesser whitethroat. 
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Jackie and Galicica’s houseleek 

 
 
We had our lunch by the lake at Trpejca with makalo (local garlic spread with extra garlic and a small serving 
of garlic on top) and toasted bread, salads and grilled stuffed peppers. Some of the group found some space 
to finish off with a bit of the local trout. 
 
After lunch we drove along the eastern shore of the lake, to the UNESCO protected old town of Ohrid. We 
took a circular route through narrow streets to the church of St. Sofia, which was completed in the same 
period (late 10th/early 11th c.) and more or less the same design as the ruined basilica on Agios Achillios 
Island. We then walked along the lake shore to the tiny church of St. Jovan Kaneo before ascending to the 
Roman theatre. 
 
We left Ohrid and drove back to our favourite North Macedonian restaurant where we had a lighter than usual 
(meaning still quite stuffing) dinner, before going back to Relax. 
 
New bird species: 3 (1 only heard) 
Stonechat, lesser whitethroat, wood lark (only heard) 
 
 
Day Eight: Saturday, 8 June 
 
Our first stop for the day was at perhaps the most important archaeological site in North Macedonia, the 
ancient city of Heraclea Lyncestis. An open museum, we strolled at leisure through its streets, and two 
basilicas, admiring the incredible mosaics that portrayed hunting scenes and the wildlife of the time.  While 
catching our breaths in the ancient amphitheatre, we were lucky enough to spot a Syrian woodpecker nest, 
with both adult birds feeding their clearly visible chicks! And we did finally get a good view of a golden oriole, 
long enough for everyone to watch. 
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All theatres on Balkan Tracks tours come with Syrian woodpecker nests as standard 

 
After all that excitement we headed towards the present-day town of Bitola, still one of the oldest ones in 
North Macedonia. Once there, we had a walk through the central pedestrian street, past the military academy 
(attended by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk), the reconstructed cinema of the Manaki brothers (first Balkan 
cinematographers), and the good people of Bitola all out in the street, enjoying the Balkan café culture. 
 
At the main square the group split for either a small coffee break, or further immersion into Balkan culture in 
the form of a visit to both the Ishak Çelebi Mosque (16th c.) and the St. Demetrius church (19th c.). 
 
Leaving Bitola, we took the road that climbs the slopes of Mt Pelister. This lead us to the old ski chalet that 
is Hotel Molika, where we had our lunch. The hotel itself was the nesting ground for many Pallid’s swifts, 
which were constantly flying to the left and right for everyone to see. After the quickest of check-ins some of 
the group had a small walk in the forest that took us to one of the nearby so-called “stone rivers” – 
characteristic remains of the glacial period. The whole track took us through a fine example of Molika pine 
forest. This five needled pine is endemic to the Balkans, with its largest concentration being on these slopes 
of Pelister. Nutcracker was also heard, but (sadly) not seen. 
 
After returning to the hotel it was time to part ways with Chris. Some of the group had still enough energy to 
attempt the short walk east of the hotel, leading to yet another stone-river. 
 
Our dinner at the hotel was nothing short of an adventure, albeit one with a good ending since the 
management chose to apologise for any mishaps with some very welcome platters of desert. 
 
New bird species: 11 (2 only heard) 
Pallid swift, Syrian woodpecker, firecrest, wren, robin, song thrush, chiffchaff, bearded reedling, coal tit, 
willow warbler (only heard), nutcracker (only heard) 
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Day Nine: Sunday, 9 June 
Total km: 290 
 
Early in the morning, some returned to the nearby stone river and were lucky enough to enjoy 4 black 
woodpeckers, flying around, calling, perching on the tree trunks and even drumming. Magic! 
 
After our last check-out of the tour we took the van over the borders with Greece, which of course was just a 
technicality, with everyone being such a Balkan border-crossing veteran by now. Our first stop in Greece was 
Harris and Fotini’s house, where we were treated to a demonstration of their friendly bees before enjoying a 
light lunch at the veranda (consisting of homemade pies and salads). 
 

 
 
 
Back on the road, we set off for Vergina and its ancient royal Macedonian tombs and the burial cluster of 
Philip II – father to Alexander the Great. Unlike so many others, the two main graves here were found 
unlooted, thus preserving their amazingly rich offerings. Apart from relishing on ancient wonders, being 
underground has the extra benefit of protecting you from sunlight, which is important enough when 
temperatures suddenly dart above 30 °C. Once back out there, a short refreshment stop seemed like the 
thing to do. After that, it was the final road to Thessaloniki. 
 
But not before a final stop at the Kalohori coastal lagoon, where we enjoyed a completely different habitat to 
the lakes and mountains, with some good sightings of stone curlews, shelducks, black-winged stilts, 
Mediterranean and slender-billed gulls, common and Sandwich terns, Kentish plovers and some hundreds 
of flamingos. We were also able to see the souslik – European ground squirrel – which whilst its numbers 
are in decline in the park, can often be seen by the side of the road here. 
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After all that emotion it was finally time for an even more emotional farewell at the gates of Thessaloniki 
airport. Journey’s end, unfortunately.  
 
See you all at Birdfair! 
 

 
 
New bird species: 13 
Shelduck, greater flamingo, black-winged stilt, Kentish plover, stone-curlew, common redshank, spoonbill, 
Mediterranean gull, slender-billed gull, common tern, Sandwich tern, black woodpecker, reed bunting 
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Total bird species list: 130 (9 only heard)  

 

 
1. Mute swan 
2. Greylag goose 
3. Shelduck 
4. Mallard 
5. Ferruginous duck 
6. Goosander 
7. Little grebe 
8. Great crested grebe 
9. Great cormorant 

10. Pygmy cormorant 
11. Great white pelican 
12. Dalmatian pelican 
13. Night heron 
14. Squacco heron 
15. Little egret 
16. Great white egret 
17. Grey heron 
18. Purple heron 
19. White stork 
20. Greater flamingo 
21. Glossy ibis 
22. Short-toed eagle 
23. Marsh harrier 
24. Montagu's harrier 
25. Sparrowhawk 
26. Buzzard 
27. Long-legged buzzard 
28. Black kite 
29. Lesser kestrel 
30. Common kestrel 
31. Peregrine falcon 
32. Lanner falcon 
33. Moorhen 
34. Coot 
35. Black-winged stilt 
36. Little ringed plover 
37. Kentish plover 
38. Stone curlew 
39. Common redshank 
40. Spoonbill 
41. Collared pratincole 
42. Mediterranean gull 
43. Slender-billed gull 
44. Yellow-legged gull 

45. Common tern 
46. Sandwich tern 
47. Rock dove 
48. Woodpigeon 
49. Collared dove 
50. Turtle dove 
51. Common cuckoo 
52. Little owl 
53. Alpine swift 
54. Common swift 
55. Pallid swift 
56. Bee-eater 
57. Hoopoe 
58. Black woodpecker 
59. Great spotted woodpecker 
60. Syrian woodpecker 
61. Middle spotted 

woodpecker 
62. Crested lark 
63. Woodlark (H) 
64. Skylark 
65. Sand martin 
66. Crag martin 
67. Barn swallow 
68. Red-rumped swallow 
69. House martin 
70. Grey wagtail 
71. White wagtail 
72. Firecrest  
73. Wren 
74. Robin 
75. Nightingale 
76. Black redstart 
77. Whinchat 
78. Stonechat 
79. Northern wheatear 
80. Black-eared wheatear 
81. Rock thrush 
82. Blue rock thrush 
83. Blackbird 
84. Song thrush 
85. Cetti's warbler (H) 
86. Reed warbler (H) 
87. Marsh warbler (H) 
88. Great reed warbler 

89. Eastern olivaceous warbler 
90. Blackcap 
91. Barred warbler 
92. Lesser whitethroat 
93. Whitethroat 
94. Eastern subalpine warbler 
95. Eastern orphean warbler 
96. Chiffchaff 
97. Willow warbler (H) 
98. Bearded reedling 
99. Long-tailed tit 

100. Coal tit 
101. Blue tit 
102. Great tit 
103. Nuthatch 
104. Rock nuthatch 
105. Short-toed treecreeper (H) 
106. Penduline tit (H) 
107. Golden oriole 
108. Red-backed shrike 
109. Jay 
110. Magpie 
111. Nutcracker (H) 
112. Jackdaw 
113. Hooded crow 
114. Raven 
115. Starling 
116. House sparrow 
117. Spanish sparrow 
118. Tree sparrow 
119. Chaffinch 
120. Serin 
121. Greenfinch 
122. Goldfinch 
123. Linnet 
124. Hawfinch 
125. Yellowhammer 
126. Cirl bunting 
127. Ortolan bunting (H) 
128. Reed bunting 
129. Black-headed bunting 
130. Corn bunting 
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Lepidoptera species list (butterflies and day-flying moths) 

There will of course have been many, many more; these are just the ones people could identify 
 

1. Black veined white 
2. Holly blue (plus more blues without specific ID) 
3. Large white 
4. Small white 
5. Painted lady 
6. Meadow brown 
7. Large copper 
8. Chequered skipper 
9. Small heath 
10. Yellow-banded skipper  
11. Woodland ringlet 
12. Glanville fritillary  
13. Green hairstreak 
14. Scarce swallowtail 
15. Old world swallowtail 
16. Dingy skipper 
17. Small tortoiseshell 
18. Silver studded blue 
19. Peacock 
20. Wall 
21. Southern white admiral 
22. Clouded yellows (without specific ID) 
23. Latticed heath 
24. Cinnabar 

 
 
Other animals/ tracks/ signs (in order of appearance) 
 

1. Fire salamander 
2. Otter tracks & spraints 
3. Badger tracks 
4. Terrapin 
5. Erhard’s wall lizard 
6. Bear scratches & hair on an electricity pole 
7. Balkan frog 
8. Cat snake 
9. Grass snake 
10. Red fox 
11. Hermann’s tortoise 
12. Red squirrel 
13. Ground squirrel (souslik) 
14. Slow worm 

 

 


