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Azore
A site for

eyes
Matt Merritt finds himself in the middle of
the Atlantic ocean, on a hotbed for American
vagrants with a few quirks all of its own

I

T’S autumn, and your thoughts
turn to picking out a few choice
vagrants from North America.
You need an Atlantic coastline,
some strong westerly winds – an
island or archipelago, maybe...
But before you rush to join the
Scilly season, or head to Shetland,
Orkney or the Western Isles, give
some thought to travelling a third
of the way to North America itself,
to the loose cluster of volcanic
islands that make up the Azores.
The name is said to be down to a
piece of birding misidentification –
the first Portuguese settlers, in the
15th Century, found the
archipelago full of what they
thought were Goshawks; in
Portuguese, “açor”. In fact, they
were a subspecies of Buzzard, Buteo
buteo rothschildi, which remains
numerous, the only raptor breeding
on the islands. Reassuring to think
that abject Goshawk confusion has
been with us for over 500 years!
Flying into Ponta Delgado, on the
largest island, Sao Miguel, I just had

time to glimpse my first of those
Buzzards, perched on an airport
light-pole, and to have a quick look
round the town and harbour.
Nothing remarkable, but there was
a huge (1,000+) roost of House
Sparrows on ivy-covered
townhouses, loads of Lesser
Black-backed Gulls loafing around
the marina, and Turnstones and
juvenile Sanderlings on the shore.
But bright and early the next
morning, it was time to head to the
smallest, most westerly island (it’s
actually on the North American
tectonic plate) – Corvo.
More confusion here, because
although guidebooks put the
island’s name down to the
Portuguese word for crow, there are
no corvids on the Azores. But,
whatever, its size (less than seven
square miles) makes it ideal for
birding. On the one bit of flat
ground, there’s a tiny airport and a
village, and the rest of the island is
an extinct volcano, with seriously
thick tree cover in places.

We (I’d teamed up with
Portuguese, Belgian and Swedish
birders) got off to a slow start.
More gulls, Sanderlings on the
runway, and, briefly, a Buff-breasted
Sandpiper. Then the inevitable
Feral Pigeons, House Sparrows,
Canaries, Chaffinches and Starlings,
one of which baffled us with its
bright white rump. Out to sea,
dozens of Cory’s Shearwaters
skimmed the waves.
The next morning, though, we
started off up the mountain, in
search of some American
vagrants. This is where Corvo
comes into its own, because it offers
you a chance to find your own
rarities, using old-fashioned
fieldcraft and patience.
We worked our way slowly uphill,
eyes and ears straining for
unfamiliar sounds or flashes of
colour. Nothing – except more
Chaffinches and Canaries, a
Woodcock or two and plenty of
Blackcaps, until suddenly an
olive-green bird flitted to a nearby

treetop and we were able to scope it
briefly. Red-eyed Vireo, beyond
question. But it was gone as
abruptly as it had appeared, and as
we tried to re-find it, the rain came.
Lots of it, and for hours on end.
So, though, did a large container
ship, passing close to the island.
And within no time at all, one of
our group had turned up a
Common Yellowthroat in bushes
on the edge of the village. Darkness
fell before he could round us up to
see it too, but we were back out
there at first light the next day, and
after hearing it call once or twice,
we found it again in a maize patch,
with Blackcaps. No time to rest on
our laurels – as we stood there, a
group of finches flew into nearby
trees. Among them was a bird,
chunkier and much more strongly
marked than the rest, which we
soon realised was a female
Rose-breasted Grosbeak.
Things were really starting to hot
up (and subsequent days brought
many more American rarities),
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which made it a touch frustrating
that my schedule demanded I get
the afternoon flight back to Sao
Miguel. But off I went, considering
the case for ship-assisted passage
well and truly proved.
At the other end, I drove up to
Nordeste, and next morning
plunged straight into two days
volunteering with Life Priolo,
banishing all thought of what I
might be missing back on Corvo.
Even with the project’s help, the
Priolo, or Azores Bullfinch,
remains one of the world’s most
threatened birds, with around 400
individuals concentrated in heavily
wooded, mountainous parts of
eastern Sao Miguel. In the 19th
Century, it faced persecution
because it was perceived as a threat
by the island’s orange-growers,
while more recently the spread of
non-native plant species has made
life difficult.
Life Priolo has been working to
clear some of those invasive plants,
and to replace them with native
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species such as Azorean Holly.
For two days, I walked two steep,
slippery trails in the densely
forested hills above Nordeste,
helping to survey the Azorean Holly
trees for growth and fruitproduction. It was hot, exhausting
work, involving clambering up trees
and getting torn to ribbons by the
bramble-tangled undergrowth, but
was made utterly worthwhile by
getting long, close views of the very
bird that we were helping to save.
Every so often, curious Priolos
would appear on the bare tops of
nearby trees, often making their
soft ‘phew’ calls. They’re not as
boldly marked as our own
Bullfinch, but their plumage has its
own subtle beauty and if anything
they’re a little larger than their
mainland counterpart.
And, quite apart from their
rareness and the fragility of their
continued existence, they highlight
one of the most enjoyable things
about birding on the Azores.
Away from the few rarity hotspots,

it’s all about subtle differences.
All those subspecies, for
example. The Blackbirds are a
little smaller and blacker than the
nominate race, and their calls
have, dare I say it, a distinct
‘accent’. The Grey Wagtails, of the
patriciae race, have more
contrasting face markings than the
nominate race, and much deeper
yellow underparts. The list goes on
and on.
The point is, I came home and
found myself looking much more
closely at all those everyday species,
comparing them to those I’d seen
and noted in the Azores. So,
although your trip is unlikely to
give you a host of ticks for the life
list, it will almost certainly make
you a better birder. The fact the
seafood’s great and you can wear a
T-shirt all year round is just the
icing on the cake!
n I travelled to the Azores with
Sunvil Travel (www.sunvil.co.uk).
Further information can be found
at http://azores.seawatching.net

five MUST-SEES

Priolos: You don’t need convincing,
do you? The islands’ only endemic
species, these are a notable tick, but
more importantly, a beautiful bird.
Cabo da Praia: This former quarry
might not look much, but because
the sea seeps into it from
underground, you should see a good
variety of waders and wildfowl if you
time your visit either side of low tide.
Caldeiras: The Azores are covered
in caldeiras (literally, cauldrons) –
huge, bowl-like natural basins. They
tend to contain lakes, as well as lush
vegetation, and so act as magnets to
wildfowl and waders.
Seawatching: All the islands offer
boat trips to watch cetaceans, well
worth doing in its own right, but you
can also keep an eye out for seabirds
such as the Cory’s and Macaronesian
Shearwaters that breed in the Azores.
Corvo: It’s tiny, but as the nearest of
the Azores to North America, this
(and nearby, larger Flores) is prime
vagrant territory. The hills can be
steep, but the climb is worth it.
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Rose-breasted
Grosbeak is one of
the island’s visitors

