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Tour Participants:  Gerald Broddelez (leader) with a group of Naturetrek clients 

Introduction 

This holiday was timed to provide a very special ornithological experience amid the delightful rural setting of 

northern France’s Champagne country. First, we visited two very large lakes within the Parc Naturel Régional de 

la Forêt d’Orient. Among the birdlife we saw were several species of woodpecker, including excellent views of 

Middle Spotted and Black, as well as Crested Tit and Red Squirrel. Next we transferred to Giffaumont for a 2-

night stay near the Lac du Der. In mid-March, vast numbers of Common Cranes arrive at the Lac du Der, in 

France’s Champagne region, to rest and feed before continuing their migration north. Our main focus was 

watching the Cranes during the day and as they flew to roost, but we also found many other good birds including 

White-tailed Eagle, Smew, Goldeneye, Tundra Bean Goose and Spoonbill as well as Ermine (Stoat in winter 

coat). We also took advantage of being located in France’s Champagne region to do a tasting at the Champagne 

Drappier vineyard. Here we enjoyed a tour of the cellars and winery. We finally completed our holiday in 

exquisite Troyes, where we had a guided tour of its historic centre. 

Day 1 Saturday 5th March 

Paris – Mesnil 

After picking everybody up at Charles de Gaulle airport and the Gare du Nord station in Paris, we made our way 

east along the highway towards Mesnil. Here we spent the first two nights in a great hotel with fantastic food!  

Day 2 Sunday 6th March 

Bois du Temple 

After breakfast we drove to Bois du Temple. A prompt stop was made for two Coypu grazing close to the road. 

We then made a walk in the beech forest. A Middle Spotted Woodpecker showed nicely in the scope, as did 

some Marsh Tits. A Grey-headed Woodpecker was calling in the distance, but despite trying hard we did not see 

the bird. 

 

At the lake, we found several Great Egrets and our first group of Cranes overhead calling loudly. Buzzards were 

numerous, including a nearly all-white bird; a Red Kite was flying by and, on the lake, we found a good selection 

of ducks including Gadwall, Teal, Tufted Duck, Common Merganser (Goosander) and Pochard. A Black 

Woodpecker was calling in the distance and a Crested Tit was seen well by all as it was feeding in the ditch. A 

Red Squirrel was crossing the track in front of us and Hawfinches were playing hard-to-see-well. 

 

We had lunch at the Maison du Parc, in the company of several tame Nuthatch. After a warm-up coffee stop, we 

did a short walk to a hide near the lake edge where scanning revealed lots of ducks, several Bean Geese, Water 

Pipit and Reed Bunting.  

 

We then took another stroll in the forest and were rewarded by the sightings of two Black Woodpeckers flying 

by, more Hawfinch and Great Spotted Woodpecker. Finally, we went for a walk along the breakwater at Mesnil, 

and found a lone Great Black-backed Gull, and many Black-headed and Common Gulls. 
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In the fading light, several large groups of Cranes came over: a fitting end to a great day. 

Day 3 Monday 7th March 

Lac du Temple – Lac du Der 

After breakfast we drove back to Forêt du Temple and made a short walk to the territory of the Grey-headed 

Woodpecker we heard yesterday. We again heard the Woodpecker calling several times but it refused to show. 

Middle Spotted Woodpecker was again seen very well as well as Hawfinch. Woodlark and Brambling were 

additions to the list. A short visit to the supermarket was followed by lunch at Maison du Parc and visit to the 

Information Centre. Our first Cranes for today flew overhead! 

 

We then drove to the Lac du Temple, stopping at various viewpoints. An albino Great-crested Grebe was a nice 

find, Wild Boar were seen feeding along the edge of the lake and a female Peregrine was overhead in the 

company of several Buzzards. Many ducks were present and included our first Wigeon for the trip. On 

approaching the Lac du Der, we found our first group of Cranes feeding in the fields. 

 

The last hour of daylight was spent at the dyke overlooking the lake, waiting for the Cranes to come in to roost 

on the islands in the middle of the lake. Small groups were seen and heard as well as groups of Greylag Geese. 

Day 4 Tuesday 8th March 

Lac du Der 

The morning was spend at La Ferme aux Grues; about 500 Cranes were present and allowed good scope views. 

The nearby feeders attracted a good selection of finches and we all had great looks at Siskin, Brambling, 

Greenfinch and Chaffinch. After a coffee warm-up stop, we proceeded to the Nuiserie part of the lake. Here we 

quickly found our quest, some smart Smew including some pretty males. Goldeneye was present in good 

numbers, and a Kingfisher perched nicely for all to see. 

 

Next we drove to the Presq’ile de Nemours. A short walk quickly added a semi adult White-tailed Eagle in flight. 

What a great bird! Lunch was taken at the relocated church of Champaubert, and the memorial plaque that 

reminded us of the three villages that disappeared under water when the large artificial lake was created in 1974. 

Common Shelduck, Little Egret and Snipe were all additions to the list, and Ian found a Lesser Spotted 

Woodpecker.  

 

Late afternoon we paid a visit to Champagne Drappier, a friendly, family-run champagne producer located in the 

Côte des Bar. Renowned for organic and natural methods of cultivation and production, the Drappier 

champagnes have rich, coppery-gold hues, expansive aromas and a fine, subtle effervescence. The visit started in 

the magnificent 12th century vaulted cellars, originally built by Cistercian monks. We then continued to the 

winery where we saw the grape press, huge fermentation vats and the wooden ageing barrels, as well as the 

disgorging and labelling lines. The visit was rounded off with a tasting of several of the Drappier cuvées. 
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Day 5 Wednesday 9th March 

Lac du Der – Troyes 

After breakfast, we made a short walk to the dyke at Giffaumont. It was quite windy and only a few distant ducks 

were seen. We then drove to the Chantecocq area. After a short visit to the hide we walked to the Lac de 

Landres. Here we found a nice group of waders on the mudflats. Dunlin, Spotted and Common Redshank, 

Curlew and one Spoonbill were all scoped! We also found a rare Ruddy Shelduck, and some Goldcrests were in 

the scrub nearby. In the more forested area, we had great looks at several Short-toed Treecreepers and Middle 

Spotted Woodpecker. 

 

For lunch we drove back to La Ferme aux Grues. All the same species as yesterday were seen, but a Hawfinch 

feeding at the feeder was one of the highlights of the trip for most. It was a real stunner, and large compared to 

the many Siskins feeding next to it! 

 

We then drove to Troyes, with its historic centre of half-timbered houses and beautiful squares. Situated on the 

River Seine, the city was the capital of the ancient Province of Champagne in the 12th and 13th centuries, and 

great trading fairs took place here. The prosperity of the city has left a very rich heritage, including 10 churches 

with exceptional stained glass windows, fine Renaissance statuary and some notable museums.  

Day 6 Thursday 10th March 

Troyes – Bois du temple 

This morning we met our guide for the city tour of Troyes by the tourist office. The guided tour provided a 

fascinating insight to the history and life of the city. After this, we had lunch and then a choice was offered to 

either remain in the town for further visiting on one’s own or to go back to the forest to give the woodpeckers 

another try. Both parties were successful. 

 

In the forest, Middle Spotted Woodpeckers were calling all over the place and we heard at least a dozen over the 

next two hours. Hawfinches were also present in good numbers, but it was the Black Woodpeckers that stole the 

show. We had fantastic views of two birds and particularly of the male as it perched in a tree close to us, even 

allowing scope views. Brilliant! 

 

A short stop by the lake produced more ducks and close Treecreepers, and a large flock of Cranes, our last of the 

trip. They were a fitting end to a successful day. 

Day 7 Friday 11th March 

Troyes –Paris 

After a late breakfast, we made our way back to Paris, Gare du Nord and/or Charles de Gaulle airport in time 

for our train/flight back home. 

 

“Au revoir et merci” 
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Species Lists 

Birds (= recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      March 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus            

2 Tundra Bean Goose Anser serrirostris              

3 Greylag Goose  Anser anser           

4 Greater White-fronted Goose  Anser albifrons              

5 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor        

6 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna              

7 Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea         1     

8 Gadwall  Anas strepera          

9 Eurasian Wigeon  Anas penelope            

10 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos          

11 Northern Shoveler  Anas clypeata            

12 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta            

13 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca          

14 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina          

15 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula          

16 Common Goldeneye  Bucephala clangula             

17 Smew  Mergellus albellus       7       

18 Common Merganser  Mergus merganser            

19 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis           

20 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus          

21 White Stork Ciconia ciconia       2       

22 Spoonbill Platalea alba         1     

23 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea          

24 Great Egret  Ardea alba        

25 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta     1 5       

26 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo         

27 Red Kite  Milvus milvus   1   1 10     

28 Black Kite  Milvus migrans           1   

29 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla       1       

30 Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus         1     

31 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus         

32 Northern Goshawk  Accipiter gentilis   1           

33 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo        

34 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus        

35 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus              

36 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus              

37 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra        

38 Common Crane  Grus grus         

39 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus         

40 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago              

41 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata             

42 Spotted Redshank  Tringa erythropus              

43 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus              

44 Dunlin  Calidris alpina              

45 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus        

46 Mew (Common) Gull Larus canus           

47 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus              
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

48 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis           

49 Common Pigeon/Feral Pigeon Columba livia        

50 Stock Dove  Columba oenas              

51 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus        

52 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto        

53 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis       2       

54 Lesser Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos minor       1       

55 Middle Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos medius           

56 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major            

57 Black Woodpecker  Dryocopus martius   2 1     2   

58 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis       1     2 

59 Grey-headed Woodpecker  Picus canus   h h         

60 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius          

61 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica        

62 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula          

63 Rook  Corvus frugilegus          

64 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone        

65 European Crested Tit Parus cristatus   3           

66 Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris          

67 Great Tit  Parus major          

68 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus          

69 Woodlark  Lullula arborea     2         

70 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis           

71 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus          

72 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla   2           

73 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus              

74 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes           

75 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea          

76 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla          

77 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris         

78 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula        

79 Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris              

80 Redwing  Turdus iliacus            

81 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos            

82 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus          

83 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula         

84 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus        

85 Dunnock  Prunella modularis           

86 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea             

87 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba          

88 Water Pipit  Anthus spinoletta           

89 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs         

90 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla            

91 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris          

92 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus             

93 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis            

94 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula              

95 Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes          

96 Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella             

97 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus           
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Mammals                 

1 Wild Boar  Sus scrofa              

2 Red Deer Cervus elaphus              

3 European Roe Deer  Capreolus capreolus           

4 Eurasian Red Squirrel  Sciurus vulgaris             

5 Coypu Myocastor coypus             

6 Muskrat Ondatra zibethicus               

7 Stoat (Ermine) Mustela erminea         1     

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Eurasian Siskins and Hawfinch 
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