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Day 1 | 16th May 
 

Every year this tour fills to capacity, attracting a wonderfully international group of birders, 

and this year was no exception. Everyone arrived in Georgia by different routes, but with one shared 

destination ï Tbilisi, the country's vibrant capital. 

Most participants had already checked into the hotel the day before the tour began. Not 

everyone had the chance to meet beforehand, so the introductions took place over breakfast this 

morning. Despite the early start, everyone looked refreshed, enthusiastic, and eager to begin. 

 

After breakfast we set off north toward the famous Kazbegi region in the Greater Caucasus. 

True to tradition, however, our first birding stop lay not along the route north, but forty minutes west 

of the capital, completely in the opposite direction. The detour proved worthwhile almost 

immediately, rewarding us with several Krüper's Nuthatches  along with a handful of Green 

Warblers . An excellent start to the tour. 

 

After several hours on the road, with a couple of short birding stops along the way, we arrived 

in the mountain town of Stepantsminda, where we would spend the next three nights. 

Our first destination was one of the many sea buckthorn thickets lining the Terek River valley. 

It didn't take long before we found several Güldenstädt's Redstarts  ï four striking males and three 

females, along with other species that would become familiar companions over the coming days.  

Only then did we settle into our charming family-run guesthouse, where every breakfast and 

dinner would turn into a memorable feast. Our hosts seemed determined to ensure nobody left the 

table hungry, serving an endless variety of delicious homemade dishes throughout our stay. 

 

Following lunch at a local restaurant, we returned to the same riverine habitat. As the 

afternoon unfolded, the birding only improved. Alongside what were probably the same 

Güldenstädt's Redstarts , we enjoyed excellent views of several Lesser Grey  and numerous Red-

backed Shrikes , singing Mountain Chiffchaffs  and Green Warblers , Barred Warblers , ever-

present Dunnocks , Whinchats , Red-fronted Serins , and many more. 

One particularly uplifting spectacle came in the form of thousands of Common Swifts  and 

House Martins , joined by a couple of Alpine Swifts , swirling overhead in an almost continuous 

stream. Nothing especially rare, perhaps, but one of those scenes that simply makes you smile. 

Sometime later, the unmistakable calls of a Corn Crake  drifted from dense vegetation behind 

a low stone wall. Although the bird remained invisible, we took advantage of the opportunity and, 

using a Bluetooth speaker with careful moderation and respect for birding ethics, briefly played its 

call. The response was immediate. The bird cautiously emerged into the open, giving everyone 

magnificent views. For a few moments nobody said a word ï we simply exchanged smiles, fully 

appreciating the encounter. 

 

Having spent the entire day exploring essentially a single location, we were rewarded with a 

remarkable diversity of birds. The afternoon also produced an impressive migration of raptors, 

including a few hundred Steppe Buzzards , several European Honey Buzzards , and a single 

Steppe Eagle . Local Griffon Vultures  appeared regularly throughout the day, while three separate 

sightings of Golden Eagle  undoubtedly ranked among the day's highlights. 

 

Day 2 | 17th May 

 

Our day began well before sunrise with a visit to nearby Kuro Gorge, home to two of the 

Caucasus' most sought-after mountain specialties: Caucasian Snowcocks  and Caucasian 

Grouse . 

The Snowcocks  filled the valley with their haunting calls throughout the morning, just as they 

would again during our evening visit. The Grouse , by contrast, are far less vocal, and their low-
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frequency calls rarely carry far enough to be heard from our vantage points. Fortunately, their 

spectacular display compensates for their quietness. Through our telescopes we enjoyed prolonged 

views of displaying males, their elegant courtship performance unfolding against the dramatic 

mountain backdrop. A truly unforgettable sight. 

As on every subsequent visit, we were also treated to several encounters with East 

Caucasian Turs . Among them were a number of magnificent mature males, instantly recognizable 

by their impressive size and massive, sweeping horns. 

Right on schedule, a magnificent Bearded Vulture  appeared, effortlessly gliding along the 

cliffs before disappearing into the vastness of the gorge. Later, an adult Golden Eagle  also made an 

appearance, adding yet another memorable raptor sighting to the morning. 

 

The remainder of the day was devoted to exploring the scrub and meadows surrounding 

town and the banks of the Terek River. Back at what had already become our favorite birding spot, 

yesterday's Corn Crake  was once again in excellent voice, making no secret of the fact that this was 

very much its territory, and that we were merely visitors. Alongside our star performer, we enjoyed 

excellent views of Mountain Chiffchaffs , Green Warblers , Barred Warblers , Ring Ouzels , 

Common Rosefinches , and Red-fronted Serins . Near the small dam, a pair of White -throated 

Dippers  showed beautifully, although the hoped for Wallcreeper  unfortunately failed to appear. 

 

All in all, it was another thoroughly rewarding day in the Caucasus, rounded off with yet 

another outstanding dinner back at the guesthouse. Every evening seemed to end the same way; 

excellent food, lively conversation, and growing excitement for whatever the next day might bring. 

 

 

K
rü

p
e

r'
s
 N

u
th

a
tc

h
 b

y
 A

lle
n
 H

e
n

d
ri

c
k
 

http://www.birdingcaucasus.com/
mailto:info@birdingcaucasus.com


 

www.birdingcaucasus.com                                                                           info@birdingcaucasus.com  
 

3 Trip Report | Grand Caucasus ï Georgia & Armenia | 16th ï 26th May 2025 
  

 
 

 

G
ü

ld
e

n
s
tä

d
t's

 R
e

d
s
ta

rt
 b

y
 A

lle
n
 H

e
n

d
ri
c
k
 

C
o

rn
 C

ra
k
e

 b
y
 A

lle
n
 H

e
n

d
ri

c
k
 

http://www.birdingcaucasus.com/
mailto:info@birdingcaucasus.com


 

www.birdingcaucasus.com                                                                           info@birdingcaucasus.com  
 

4 Trip Report | Grand Caucasus ï Georgia & Armenia | 16th ï 26th May 2025 
  

 
 

 

R
in

g
 O

u
z
e

l 
b

y
 A

lle
n
 H

e
n
d

ri
c
k
 

G
re

e
n

 W
a

rb
le

r 
b

y
 A

lle
n
 H

e
n

d
ri
c
k
 

http://www.birdingcaucasus.com/
mailto:info@birdingcaucasus.com


 

www.birdingcaucasus.com                                                                           info@birdingcaucasus.com  
 

5 Trip Report | Grand Caucasus ï Georgia & Armenia | 16th ï 26th May 2025 
  

 
 

Day 3 | 18th May 

 

There is a well-known saying in the Caucasus: "If the mountain won't come to Muhammad, 

then Muhammad must go to the mountain." The message is simple ï if circumstances refuse to 

cooperate, it is up to you to take the initiative. Why mention it here? After two full days in Kazbegi 

without encountering a single Great Rosefinch , it was clear that we would have to visit them on their 

own terms. Their breeding territory lies at around 3,000 meters above sea level, sometimes even 

higher, so after breakfast, and after preparing packed lunches, we set off for Gergeti Trinity Church, 

perched at 2,170 meters. 

From the monastery begins a demanding mountain trail that climbs roughly five kilometers 

toward the foot of Mount Kazbegi. This is where our rosy beauties breed, and all that stood between 

us and success was a two to three-hour hike, and a rapidly building line of storm clouds. 

The ascent quickly turned into an adventure in its own right. Along the trail we encountered a 

number of interesting species, including several Twites , while large flocks of Alpine Choughs  

wheeled overhead ï a classic sign that the weather was about to change. 

As we gained altitude, the clouds grew darker and heavier. Yet we remained completely 

unfazed, enthusiastically marching upward, admiring the alpine orchids along the way, with the 

distant calls of Caucasian Snowcocks  already echoing in the background. 

 

We were only a few hundred meters from our destination, facing the final steep climb, when 

the mountain weather finally caught up with us. Without warning, an intense, almost biblical 

downpour swept across the slope. Fortunately, it was brief, but it was heavy enough to force us to 

abandon the final ascent. Instead, we sought shelter among a jumble of large boulders beneath the 

last ridge, reasoning that birds might also descend here to escape the worst of the weather. The 

strategy worked better than we could have imagined. Within minutes Gordon  spotted two 

magnificent male Great Rosefinches  feeding quietly at the edge of a lingering snowfield barely 

fifteen meters away. It was one of those magical moments that every birder dreams of. The 

disappointment of turning back vanished instantly ï we were absolutely elated. 
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As the weather improved, we located several more birds, including a number of females, and 

spent a long time simply watching them feed and interact while we dried our socks and trousers in 

the returning sunshine. 

Before the rain arrived, we had also enjoyed excellent views of Horned Larks  and Alpine 

Accentors , two more characteristic species of these alpine slopes. 

 

We returned to the guesthouse physically exhausted but emotionally on a high. After a 

couple of much-needed cups of coffee, we somehow found enough energy for one final evening 

excursion in search of our mountain specialties. Low cloud and fog had settled across the ridges, 

making conditions far from ideal. We managed to find only a single displaying male Grouse , while 

the Snowcocks  remained invisible, announcing their presence only through their distant calls 

echoing across the mist-covered mountains. The same poor visibility awaited us in Dariali Gorge 

near the Russian border, bringing another unforgettable day to an end. 

 

 

G
re

a
t 

R
o

s
e

fi
n

c
h

 b
y
 G

o
rd

o
n

 M
a
c
d

o
n

a
ld

 

http://www.birdingcaucasus.com/
mailto:info@birdingcaucasus.com


 

www.birdingcaucasus.com                                                                           info@birdingcaucasus.com  
 

7 Trip Report | Grand Caucasus ï Georgia & Armenia | 16th ï 26th May 2025 
  

 

 Day 4 | 19th May 

Today it was time to leave the Greater Caucasus behind and return to Tbilisi. Before setting 

off, however, there was one final opportunity to visit our mountain viewpoint and say farewell to the 

region's iconic alpine chickens. 

The morning had begun with clear skies, but mountain weather is famously unpredictable. 

Within minutes, dense fog rolled across the slopes, reducing visibility dramatically. It served as yet 

another reminder that conditions in the Caucasus can barely be forecasted. Even so, the excursion 

produced a couple of male Grouse , while unseen Snowcocks  once again filled the mist with their 

haunting calls. 

 

Only a few minutes after leaving Stepantsminda, whose name, incidentally, translates as 

Saint Stephen, we made an unscheduled roadside stop when someone spotted a pair of Common 

Rock Thrushes in a meadow beside the road. It was a pleasant bonus before our long drive south. 

 

Our next planned stop came beneath an impressive volcanic cliff just below Jvari Pass. This 

represented virtually our final opportunity to find one of the region's most sought-after species ï the 

Wallcreeper . Finding one required considerably more patience than walking. We spent far more 

time standing motionless and scanning the rock face than actually searching. Eventually our 

perseverance paid off when the bird suddenly emerged from a nesting crevice and began fluttering 

gracefully across the vertical cliff, flashing its brilliant crimson wings. It was a fitting reward for our 

patience. 

The wait itself was hardly uneventful. Red-fronted Serins  remained active throughout, 

accompanied by several other local breeding birds, including an especially handsome dark-bellied 

Black Redstart . A passing Bearded Vulture  also drifted across the valley, ensuring that no one had 

time to become bored. 

 

Near the summit of Jvari Pass, along the historic Georgian Military Highway, we made what 

was intended to be nothing more than a brief spontaneous stop. Instead, it turned into one of the 
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wildlife highlights of the journey. High on the rocky slope above us, a female Brown Bear  

accompanied by a small cub slowly picked their way across the mountainside. As everyone focused 

on the bears, someone else suddenly called out another surprise ï a group of Chamois  on the salt 

exposures on the opposite side of the river, remarkably close to the road. Not bad for an unplanned 

stop. 

 

After enjoying a well-earned lunch of traditional Georgian ókhinkaliô at one of the roadside 

restaurants, we continued towards Tbilisi. Persistent rain accompanied us for much of the afternoon, 

limiting opportunities for further birding. 

Strong winds created one final complication upon reaching the capital. Access to Ponichala 

Forest Park had been temporarily closed, forcing us to postpone the visit until the following day. No 

one minded too much. After four days in the Caucasus, packed with exceptional scenery, 

memorable birds and a wealth of wildlife, everyone was more than satisfied with what had already 

been an outstanding start to the tour. 
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Day 5 | 20th May 

 

Today marked the final day of the Georgian leg of our tour. In the morning we headed south 

of Tbilisi to the famous David Gareja Monastery, making several productive birding stops along the 

way. 

Our first stop was at a small saline lake beside the road, where several dozen Ruddy 

Shelducks  floated peacefully on the water. Along the muddy shoreline, a variety of waders were 

feeding, including several Black -winged Stilts . The real surprise, however, was a Red-necked 

Phalarope , an unexpected and very welcome bonus. The surrounding steppe proved equally 

rewarding. Eurasian Skylarks, Calandra Larks , and Corn Buntings  filled the fields with song, while 

Eurasian Hoopoes  became increasingly common as we approached the village of Udabno, with its 

distinctive semi-abandoned Soviet-era buildings scattered across the landscape. 

 

Arriving at the monastery, we found the courtyard bustling with visitors. Rather than joining 

the crowds, we quickly left the main building behind and headed straight into the surrounding hills, 

where the birding was far more pleasant than the tourist attractions. Chukar Partridges  were 

encountered repeatedly, either in pairs or singly, their unmistakable calls were heard continuously 

from the rocky slopes throughout our visit. European Rollers  seemed to be everywhere, their 

brilliant turquoise plumage flashing across the open country. Shrikes  were equally well represented, 

with all three expected species, Lesser Grey , Woodchat , and Red-backed Shrikes , showing 

exceptionally well, and Black -headed Buntings  added even more color to the palette. The 

scattered scrub held several of the day's principal targets. We eventually located both Eastern 

Orphean Warblers  and Rufous -tailed Scrub Robins , two characteristic species of these dry rocky 

habitats and always satisfying birds to find. Other local specialties proved considerably easier. 

Western Rock Nuthatches  were conspicuous among the cliffs, while Isabelline Wheatears , Pied 

Wheatears , Eastern Black -eared Wheatears , Tawny Pipits , and numerous other steppe species 

completed an impressive morning list. 

 

As temperatures climbed towards midday, the strengthening thermals encouraged the larger 

birds of prey into the air. Our lunch break became an impromptu raptor watch, producing a 

spectacular procession of soaring birds overhead. Egyptian Vultures , Cinereous Vultures , Short -

toed Snake Eagles , Booted Eagles , Long -legged Buzzards , and even a few European Honey 

Buzzards  drifted effortlessly above us, often passing almost directly overhead. 

Mammals and reptiles also contributed to an already memorable morning. We were fortunate 

to encounter both a Golden Jackal  and a European Hare , while a walk through the strikingly 

colorful rainbow hills produced an impressive adult Levant Viper . 

 

Late in the afternoon we finally made it to Ponichala Forest Park, the visit postponed from the 

previous day due to strong winds. This time the weather was perfect, and the woodland did not 

disappoint. Bird activity throughout the park was excellent. We found all of our target woodpeckers, 

including both Middle Spotted  and Syrian Woodpeckers , each providing satisfying views. 

One of the park's enormous mature poplars hosted two very different residents ï a Eurasian 

Hobby  and a pair of Eurasian Golden Orioles . The Orioles were far from scarce, their beautiful 

fluting calls ringing through the woodland alongside the songs of numerous Common Nightingales  

and a chorus of other woodland birds. For a couple of hours, it genuinely felt as though we had 

stepped into paradise. 

The wetlands deeper within the park were comparatively quiet, but they still yielded several 

Pygmy Cormorants  and a pair of Little Bitterns , enough to keep everyone interested. 

The day concluded perfectly with an extended photography and dig-scoping session 

featuring a stunning male Levant Sparrowhawk , offering superb views at the sunset. 
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Day 6 | 21st May 

 

Today we left Georgia behind and crossed into Armenia. Just over an hour after departing 

Tbilisi, we reached the border crossing. Formalities proceeded remarkably smoothly, and less than 

an hour later we were officially on Armenian soil. Here we met our new driver, transferred our 

luggage into a different minibus, and continued towards the small lovely town of Dilijan. 

 

Following an excellent lunch in the historic center, we drove into Dilijan National Park, where 

we planned to spend the remainder of the afternoon exploring its rich deciduous forests. Our 

principal objective was one of the region's most desirable breeding birds ï Semicollared 

Flycatcher . It didn't take long before we found one handsome male. Nearby, a pair of Red-breasted 

Flycatchers  provided exceptionally enjoyable views, giving us an excellent introduction to Armenia's 

forest birdlife. 

The flycatchers were only part of an excellent afternoon. The forest also produced several 

Woodpecker species, including Middle Spotted Woodpecker , together with several Coal Tits , 

Common Chiffchaffs ssp. caucasicus , Green Warblers , Eurasian Nuthatches , Eurasian 
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Treecreepers , Song and Mistle Thrushes , Common Redstarts ssp. samamisicus , and, to round 

off the list, a single Hawfinch . 

 

The peaceful woodland, fresh mountain air, and constant birdsong made for a thoroughly 

enjoyable first afternoon in Armenia. 

That evening we checked into one of Dilijan's most charming hotels. After another 

memorable day in the field, we gathered for yet another outstanding dinner. Excellent local cuisine, 

lively conversation, and growing anticipation for the days ahead provided the perfect ending to our 

first day in Armenia. 

 

 
 

Day 7 | 22nd May 

 

Our day began with a return visit to the forests of Dilijan National Park. The early morning 

light proved particularly rewarding, as this time a female Semicollared Flycatcher  showed 

beautifully. The Red-breasted Flycatchers were equally cooperative, offering prolonged views as 

they flitted through the lower branches and the knitted fence. Even Black Woodpecker , often heard 

long before it is seen, decided to join the morning performance. Eventually the bird emerged into the 

open, proudly displaying its striking monochrome plumage against the fresh spring foliage. Adding to 

the woodland atmosphere were several delightful Caucasian Squirrels , busily moving through the 

canopy and providing a welcome mammalian diversion between birds. 

 

After breakfast we set off south towards Noravank Monastery. The journey itself was every 

bit as memorable as the destination, taking us via Lake Sevan and across a spectacular mountain 

pass that once formed part of the ancient Silk Road. Even without the birding, the scenery alone 

would have justified the drive. 

As expected, the shores of Lake Sevan were alive with hundreds of Armenian Gulls . We 

could hardly pass such an impressive colony without stopping for a short photography session, 

especially with many of the birds nesting on a small island connected to the beach. 
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Continuing over the mountain pass, we made an extended stop near a traditional shepherds' 

settlement. Life here appeared wonderfully untouched by modern times; it was easy to imagine that 

little had changed for centuries. While the lifestyle might seem demanding for people, it provides 

ideal habitat for an impressive variety of mountain birds. The alpine meadows held several Horned 

Larks , while a pair of restless Twites  constantly reminded us of their presence by flying back and 

forth across the valley. Woodlarks  sang almost continuously, accompanied by numerous Eurasian 

Skylarks  rising above the grassland. Red-backed Shrikes  and Common Linnets  were abundant, 

and several Rock Sparrows  completed the open-country birding. One particularly memorable 

encounter came when we discovered a White -winged Snowfinch  quietly preening in the middle of 

the footpath, seemingly unconcerned by our presence. Later we found several more feeding among 

the large boulders higher up the slope. A small stream bordered by lush vegetation and flowering 

Marsh Marigold supported a completely different bird community. Western Yellow Wagtails  ssp. 

feldegg  walked along the water's edge, while Marsh Warblers  delivered their energetic songs from 

dense vegetation. Nearby, a sleepy Little Owl  watched us from the crossarm of an abandoned 

telegraph pole, barely opening its eyes as we passed beneath. Close by, a pair of Bluethroats  

busily carried food to their nest, making repeated feeding trips while paying little attention to their 

admiring audience. 

Among all these excellent birds, however, one species clearly stole the show. A pair of 

Radde's Accentors  appeared among the rocks, providing brilliant, remarkably close views. As one 

of the tour's principal targets, their appearance generated a real excitement and quickly became one 

of the highlights of the entire journey. 

 

After lunch, taken beneath the increasingly intense afternoon sun, we continued towards 

Noravank. The spectacular mountain scenery offered countless tempting places to stop, but this time 

we resisted the urge and stayed focused on reaching our destination. Only once did we break our 

resolve, pulling over after spotting another male Common Rock Thrush  perched calmly on a 

roadside barrier. We seemed to have developed an uncanny ability to find this species from a 

moving vehicle. 

 

We reached Noravank just as the warm evening light transformed the monastery and its 

surrounding cliffs into a palette of glowing reds, oranges, and ochre. It was one of those magical 

moments when the landscape itself seems to come alive. 

Leaving the crowds behind almost immediately, we explored the quieter slopes beyond the 

monastery walls. Chukar Partridges  called continuously from the surrounding cliffs, while both 

Eastern Rock Nuthatches  and Western Rock Nuthatches  proved remarkably approachable. One 

particularly confiding individual of a larger Nuthatch species spent few seconds collecting popcorn 

that tourists had accidentally scattered across the car park. Red-fronted Serins  and Rock 

Buntings  were constantly in view, while a pair of Blue Rock Thrushes  occupied the roof of the 

main church nearby. Above the gorge, the skies belonged to larger residents. Bearded Vultures  

and Golden Eagles  drifted overhead throughout the evening. Their nesting territories occupied 

opposite sides of the valley, yet the soaring birds shared the same magnificent airspace between the 

towering cliffs. 

As sunset approached, another spectacle unfolded. Groups of Bezoar Goats  began 

descending almost simultaneously from the surrounding mountainsides. Family after family 

appeared high on the cliffs before making their way steadily down towards the stream beside the 

road. Within half an hour the valley seemed alive with goats, many eventually reaching the water 

only a short distance from where we stood.  

It was a fitting reminder that the day, too, was drawing to a close. 

 

Back at our welcoming guesthouse near the monastery, a beautifully prepared dinner 

awaited us, accompanied by homemade wine and Armenian brandy ï an excellent way to end 

another great day. 
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