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Tour participants: Jason Mitchell (leader) with a group of six Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

The tour was timed to provide a very special ornithological experience amid the delightful rural setting of 

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

Forêt d’Orient. Among the birdlife we enjoyed marvellous views of Hawfinch, White Stork and Bewick’s Swan 

and encountered several species of woodpecker, including Middle Spotted and Black. Next we transferred to 

Giffaumont-Champaubert which is well situated close to the shore of Lac du Der. In November, vast numbers 

of Common Cranes arrive at this huge lake to rest and feed before continuing their migration south. Our main 

focus was watching the Cranes during the day and the spectacle as they flew to roost, but we also found many 

other good birds including Goldeneye, Little Gull and Black-necked Grebe. 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 an excellent 

guided tour of its historic centre. During the week-long tour, we experienced largely fine weather with typical 

daytime high and low temperatures ranging from 0-12°C. 

Day 1 Saturday 4th November 

Paris – Mesnil-Saint-Père 

With the Eurostar arriving on time at Gare du Nord station in Paris, we made our way east along the highway 

towards Mesnil-Saint-Père. Here we spent our first two nights in a lovely hotel enjoying fantastic cuisine. 

Day 2 Sunday 5th November 

Forêt d’Orient – lakes and forest 

After breakfast we drove to the harbour close to the hotel and made our first acquaintance with Lac d’Orient – 

the largest of three lakes within the Regional Park. A large number of Great Egrets were immediately obvious, 

with around 30 of these elegant birds fishing the shallows. Ducks were well represented and we spotted at least 

six species, including Wigeon, Gadwall and Teal. A fly-over Sparrowhawk sent a cloud of birds into the air; all 

except a large group of 200 or so Cormorants that sat tight. 

 

Moving on, we made a visit to Bois du Temple where we followed a circular trail through broad-leaved 

woodland. A Middle Spotted Woodpecker was calling on our arrival and did so again on several occasions but, 

despite trying hard, we did not see the species…. this time! Although birds were playing hard-to-get, we could 

hear many species calling and did eventually enjoy excellent views of Hawfinch, Marsh Tit and a group of 

Goldcrests. A Red Squirrel ‘played’ at the base of a tree in front of us.  

 

We had lunch at the Maison du Parc and were duly entertained by several tame Nuthatches on the bird feeders, 

while Hawfinch seemed ever-present with their distinctive flight calls ringing out from the canopy. 

 

Back at the lake we ventured on a short walk, reaching a tower hide where large numbers of ducks sat on the 

water. Although mostly consisting of Common Pochard, careful scanning produced a few of their Red-crested 

cousins along with a Goldeneye. The birds seemed a little jumpy and we soon discovered why as a Marsh Harrier 
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drifted into view, followed shortly by a Peregrine Falcon; the large size of the latter individual suggested it was of 

northern origin. Moving west, the distinctive silhouettes of a family group of Cranes resulted in a rapid halt, 

allowing us to savour the first showing of our main target species. They soon walked over a brow in the field and 

out of view, but it would not be long before our next encounter with this stately species. A final stop 

overlooking Lac d’Orient was enlivened by a hundred or so Greylag Geese in flight, which flapped and honked 

their way overhead, while the piercing call of a Black Woodpecker rang out from nearby woodland. 

 

Next we took our first look at Lac du Temple where we were rewarded with views of more Cranes, with around 

twenty feeding quietly at the lake’s edge and, as we looked on, more were spotted flying between feeding areas. 

 

We then headed to our final location of the day at Lac d’Amance; the third and smallest of the lakes where, from 

the hide, a Spotted Crake had been viewed in recent days. Although we didn’t find the crake we were equally 

content with very good views of a Water Rail feeding at the edge of reeds in much the same manner as its rarer 

cousin. A scan of the lake showed up three smart Red-crested Pochards in the company of a sombre, yet 

distinctive female. However, it was a pair of Bewick’s (Tundra) Swans that create the most excitement. Leaving 

the hide and in fading light, we marvelled as several very large groups of Cranes flew overhead on their way to 

roost; a fitting end to an excellent day.  

Day 3 Monday 6th November 

Forêt d’Orient and Champagne tour & tasting 

To start the day we went for a chilly walk along the breakwater at Mesnil, where our efforts were rewarded with 

excellent close-up views of thousands of birds. Ducks were the most abundant, especially Mallard, Gadwall, 

Wigeon and Teal, however, a count of around 200 Pintail was especially pleasing. Waders were also present with 

Dunlin buzzing around any exposed mud and these were joined by several Ruff and a single Little Stint. But the 

unexpected highlight was a group of seven White Storks who had roosted on the mud overnight and as we 

looked on, one by one, they lifted off the ground and continued their journey south –a thrilling sight! 

 

A brief stop to explore the Maison du Parc visitor centre produced our best view of a Middle Spotted 

Woodpecker and gave the opportunity to pick out the species’ characteristic plain face and pinkish under-tail. 

Again, the feeders were occupied by squabbling Nuthatches and a Brambling flew over calling noisily. 

 

We then returned to Forêt du Temple and made a short walk, but on finding the woods rather quiet, we 

relocated to our lunch stop on the waterfront at Lac d’Amance where the entertainment was laid on by a 

Kingfisher, three Egyptian Geese, thousands of migrating Cranes and a Coypu on a water-ski jump! Moving to 

the other side of the lake we revisited the hide from the previous evening and enjoyed further views of the 

Bewick’s Swans who still graced the water along with hordes of ducks and grebes. 

 

Our next destination was the southern section of the lake and we stopped on a causeway which allowed a 

different viewing perspective over the water. While some were entertained by a couple of chasing Kingfishers, 

the rest of the group poured over the large gathering of Pochard and Tufted Duck in the hope of finding the 

recently reported Ring-necked Duck, sadly without luck….. this time! 
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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. A fascinating visit was rounded off with a tasting of several of the Drappier 

cuvees, before leaving the area and heading north to our next hotel on the shore of Lac du Der. 

Day 4 Tuesday 7th November 

Lac du Der  

The first short drive of the day was enlivened by an impeccably-white Common Buzzard on the side of the road. 

Reaching a viewpoint over the lake, we took time to absorb the spectacle of thousands of Cranes and lesser 

numbers of egrets and ducks stretching far into the distance. While closer, a Hawfinch feeding in a nearby 

Hawthorn gave us our best views of this stunning, caramel-coloured finch, which was shortly joined by a Reed 

Bunting and charm of Goldfinches, while a family group of Coypu below the viewpoint added further interest. 

 

Across the road, a brief stop at the Maison du Parc visitor centre gave us a chance to warm up with a hot coffee 

while appreciating the wonderful wildlife photographs on display. Walking from here, we visited two hides; the 

first was rather quiet but the second had a decent showing of ducks. The return walk provided views of Fieldfare 

and we heard the distinctive fluty calls of a Bullfinch. 

 

Lunch was spent at La Ferme aux Grues and although there were very few Cranes present, the interpretation 

panels offered an informative read. Returning to the lake, more Cranes were seen feeding in the fields at close 

range and a flock of Wood Pigeons held a few Stock Doves in their midst - a species not at all common in 

France! Next we drove to Nuisement Port where some Birch trees held a nice flock of feeding Redpoll which 

were briefly joined by a handsome Song Thrush. A walk along the jetty was fruitful too with a myriad of ducks 

present: Gadwall, Mallard, Wigeon and Shoveler were numbering in their thousands, along with a handful of 

Red-crested Pochards, while a lone Water Pipit picked at the mud. Returning to the minibus we finally managed 

good views of a Short-toed Treecreeper; a species we had heard plenty but not seen well. 

 

With the light beginning to fade, we set off to our final location of the day on the western side of the lake to 

enjoy many thousands of Cranes coming in to roost, and that’s exactly what we got, and furthermore, they were 

beautifully coloured in a pink hew from the setting sun. A memorable experience indeed! 

Day 5 Wednesday 8th November 

Lac du Der 

A pre-breakfast walk to the lake was dampened by light rain, but the ringing cries of tens of thousands of Cranes 

leaving their roost made the weather pale into insignificance. Birds were streaming away from the lake in all 

directions, as were Cormorants with perhaps 5000 of the latter passing in just ten minutes! 
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After breakfast, a return visit to Etang du Grand Coulon saw us making good use of a different hide where a 

Kingfisher perched repeatedly just metres away to the delight of all. Today ducks were few but we did find 

several smart Shelduck and plenty of Little Grebes.  

 

Back on the ‘main’ lake and venturing south, we stopped at the port of Giffaumont and were gifted a Hawfinch 

in the car park! Elsewhere, the water was quiet. The next stop, although just two kilometres away by foot, took 

11 kilometres by road but did produce our best sighting of feeding Cranes in a field close to the road. Arriving at 

Presqu'île de Champaubert, lunch was taken in a hide followed by a look at the relocated church and the 

memorial plaque that reminded us of the three villages that disappeared under water when the large artificial lake 

was created in 1974. From here we gained excellent views over the lake and of habitat that was more reminiscent 

of an estuary. Perhaps appropriately, Curlews were more abundant here than we had previously noted, and a 

Little Gull was a welcome addition to our list. 

 

A drive to the north side of the lake saw us explore woodland around La Cornée du Der in the hope of finding a 

Black Woodpecker. It was not to be, but a Short-toed Treecreeper showed well and the eerie cries of flying 

Cranes echoed around the woods. A short drive took us to Presqu'île de Nemours, from where we watched the 

Cranes come in to roost a final time before leaving Lac du Der for our next hotel. 

 

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 ten churches 

with exceptional stained glass windows, fine Renaissance statuary, some of which we would discover the 

following day.  

Day 6 Thursday 9th November 

Troyes and Etang de la Horre  

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

fascinating insight into the history and life of the city. After this some of the group remained in Troyes for 

further sight-seeing while others decided on a visit to Etang de la Horre. Both parties enjoyed a wonderful 

afternoon.  

 

Before reaching the lake we stopped for lunch in the village of Lentilles, were a picnic bench is sited next to a 

beautiful 16th century half-timbered church. At the lake we embarked on a short walk and enjoyed some of the 

best birding of the week. Lapwing and Snipe were very numerous, but amongst them we found other waders: 

Spotted Redshank, Greenshank, and Green Sandpiper were also present, albeit in smaller numbers, and were a 

delight to see. On the water a lone Black-necked Grebe kept its distance and a pair of Goosander swam out of 

view, but a breath-taking, 85-strong herd of Bewick’s Swans was the icing on the cake! Looking on, they seemed 

to become agitated and started calling loudly – what a delightful sound, and moments later most of the flock had 

taken to the wing and departed. How lucky we were to arrive when we did! 

 

En route to the hotel we passed close to Lac d’Amance and made a final try for the Ring-necked Duck. Luck was 

on our side as, after a short search, an attractive drake was spied in the company of some ‘tufties’, but was 

quickly upstaged by a group of Wild Boar rooting for food on the far bank. Finishing at the hide once more, a 
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group of ten Bewick’s Swans was now old news, but naturally well received, as were the dozen Cranes that flew 

over, perhaps bidding us farewell. 

Day 7 Friday 10th November 

Troyes – Paris  

After a late breakfast, we made our way back to Paris, Gare du Nord in good time for our train, bidding each 

other “Au revoir”. 

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!  

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

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

      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus H       

2 Greylag Goose  Anser anser 150+      

3 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor      

4 Tundra (Bewick's) Swan  Cygnus columbianus (bewickii)   2     85 

5 Gadwall  Anas strepera   100+     

6 Eurasian Wigeon  Anas penelope  200+    

7 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos      

8 Northern Shoveler  Anas clypeata  200+    

9 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta   100+ 70+     

10 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca      

11 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina 6   2   6 

12 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina 200+     

13 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula     20+ 10+ 100+ 

14 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris         1 

15 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 2     5 1 

16 Common Goldeneye  Bucephala clangula 1   1     

17 Common Merganser  Mergus merganser         2 

18 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis   3     

19 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus      

20 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis         1 

21 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea      

22 Great Egret  Ardea alba 80+  100+ 100+ 100+ 

23 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta       2 1 

24 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 300+   5000+ 1000+ 

25 Red Kite  Milvus milvus 1 1       

26 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 1         

27 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus 1   1     

28 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo      

29 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus       

30 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus 1         

31 Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus 1         

32 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus        

33 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra 300+     

34 Common Crane  Grus grus 1000+ 1500+ 5000+ 1000s 300+ 

35 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus   500+   

36 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria 100+         

37 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago 3       30+ 

38 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata 5 2 4 100+  

39 Spotted Redshank  Tringa erythropus         2 

40 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia     2 2 2 

41 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus         7 

42 Little Stint  Calidris minuta   1       

43 Dunlin  Calidris alpina   100+       

44 Ruff  Philomachus pugnax   3       

45 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus      

46 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis       

47 Common Gull Larus canus 1         

48 Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus       1   



France - Cranes and Champagne Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     January 18 7 
 

      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 

49 Stock Dove  Columba oenas     6     

50 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus  100+ 200+   

51 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto      

52 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis   3   2 2 

53 Middle Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos medius 3H 2       

54 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major      

55 Black Woodpecker  Dryocopus martius H         

56 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis H H       

57 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius        

58 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica       

59 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula          

60 Rook  Corvus frugilegus          

61 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone   200+   

62 Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris      

63 Willow Tit  Poecile montanus       H   

64 Great Tit  Parus major       

65 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus      

66 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis         

67 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus       

68 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita   H       

69 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla     H     

70 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus       

71 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes          

72 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea      

73 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla H     

74 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris      

75 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula       

76 Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris     8     

77 Redwing Turdus iliacus    H     

78 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos          

79 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus         

80 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula      

81 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus       

82 Dunnock  Prunella modularis     H     

83 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba        

84 Water Pipit  Anthus spinoletta   2 1 1   

85 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis    1     

86 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs      

87 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris H       

88 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus H      H 

89 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis        

90 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula H   H H   

91 Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes 20+   6   

92 Lesser Redpoll Acanthis flammea     10     

93 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus H   2     

Mammals 

Wild Boar , Sus scrofa European Roe Deer , Capreolus capreolus 

Eurasian Red Squirrel , Sciurus vulgaris Coypu, Myocastor coypus 

Brown Rat, Rattus norvegicus  


