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

Introduction 

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 saw Red-necked Grebe, Middle Spotted Woodpecker and Goshawk, but 

the greatest surprise was a remarkable encounter with a Wallcreeper which was wintering nearby: it was found 

searching for insects on the walls of a church! Next we transferred to Giffaumont-Champaubert which is 

perfectly situated close to the shore of Lac du Der – the Crane capital of France. In March, vast numbers of 

Common Cranes arrive at this huge lake 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 and although 

we narrowly missed a record passage of 90,000 Cranes, we still enjoyed the sight of many thousands of these 

graceful birds. Other exciting species including Smew, Black Woodpecker and a roost of five Long-eared Owls. 

We also took advantage of being located in France’s Champagne region to do a tasting at a Champagne vineyard 

and also enjoyed a visit to the cellars and winery. During our week-long tour, we experienced largely fine weather 

with typical daytime high and low temperatures ranging between 0 and 14 . 

Day 1 Saturday 3rd March 

Paris – Mesnil-Saint-Père 

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

towards Mesnil-Saint-Père, accompanied by many hundreds of Cranes migrating north overhead. Here we spent 

three nights in a lovely hotel enjoying some excellent cuisine. 

Day 2 Sunday 4th March 

Forêt d’Orient – lakes and forest 

After breakfast we drove to the western side of Lac d’Orient where we were greeted with a popular duo – 

Firecrest and Goldcrest seen well in the same hedge, while a Short-toed Treecreeper sang nearby! At the shore, a 

Water Pipit flew nervously overhead and a distant drake Goldeneye gleamed in the winter sun. News of a Great 

Grey Shrike at a smaller lake five minutes away saw us make a detour and, with luck on our side, as we pulled up 

a distinctive silhouette drew our attention to an immaculate adult shrike perched on overhead wires. What a start! 

 

Lunch was taken in Bois du Temple before heading back out to the lakes, this time Lac du Temple where distant 

views of Pintail and Teal whet our appetite for the ‘duck fest’ to come. As we descended the grassy slope of the 

digue, we spied dozens of orchid rosettes dotted about the grass.  

 

The third, smallest and most productive of the lakes – Lac d’Amance – produced another exciting double: Great 

Northern and Red-throated Divers side by side, while a delicate, winter-plumage Little Gull floated on the breeze 

just metres from them. Visiting the hide we added both Green and Common Sandpipers, continuing the day’s 

theme of double acts. Our list of ducks was boosted with ace views of Goosander and Gadwall close to the hide. 

Moving south, we ‘worked’ the lake shore and spotted a small grebe which proved to be a Black-necked; a 



France - Cranes and Champagne  Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     April 18 
 

nearby ‘Dabchick’ made a good comparison. Our final destination saw us birding from the causeway where a fly-

by pair of Goosander proved a fitting end to an excellent first day in the field.  

Day 3 Monday 5th March 

Forêt du Temple and Champagne tour & tasting 

To start the day, we went for a longer walk in the woods, where our efforts were rewarded with excellent views 

of three ‘blue-chip’ species. The first, a handsome, male Goshawk powered over a forest ride, a Red-necked 

Grebe was equally surprising as it drifted into view metres from our hide overlooking Lac du Temple and one of 

the many Middle Spotted Woodpeckers heard calling eventually gave decent views. Butterflies were equally 

welcome: several Brimstone flew around the path, while a Peacock played dead on it; however, a superb Large 

Tortoiseshell was everyone’s favourite. 

 

En route to our lunch stop, a ‘ringtail’ Hen Harrier floated effortlessly over a field which was adorned by five 

Great Egrets. Our picnic was taken next to the River Seine where two Grey Wagtails sang from the weir. 

Replete, we headed for the church where our hoped-for quarry was right on cue – an exquisite Wallcreeper 

which combed the ancient walls for its insect prey and later preened its crimson and grey plumage from the slate 

roof! 

 

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

in the Côte des Bar that is renowned for its organic and natural methods of cultivation and production. 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 cuvées 

where the guide enthused, describing the “Rich, coppery-gold hues, expansive aromas and fine, subtle 

effervescence” of the Drappier champagnes. Back at our hotel we spent an excellent evening enjoying our final 

dinner there. 

Day 4 Tuesday 6th March 

Troyes, Lac du Temple, Lac d’Amance and Etang Ramerupt 

Leaving the hotel for the last time, we bid our farewells and 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; this prosperity has 

left a very rich heritage, including ten churches with exceptional stained-glass windows and fine Renaissance 

statuary.  

 

Meeting our guide by the tourist office for a city tour, we passed a fascinating hour and a half discovering the 

history of Troyes. Following the visit, we spent the remainder of the morning exploring at leisure; most of the 

group headed towards the cathedral before meeting up again for our picnic lunch in one of the city’s many 

attractive gardens. 
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Well nourished, we headed north-east for the next hotel set on the shore of Lac du Der, spending the rest of the 

day birding along the way. Passing very close to the site of the Great Grey Shrike of the first day, we decided to 

see if we could once more locate this crowd pleaser. Although our luck was out, we did find our first Fieldfare of 

the tour and a handsome, almost white Common Buzzard. 

 

Next we made a stop at Lac du Temple; using a different viewpoint we spied a large number of Pintail – more 

than 100 individuals! At Lac d’Amance we again found the Great Northern Diver as well as the Little Gull and in 

still, sunny conditions were treated to outstanding views of both. From the hide we added Shelduck, and a pair 

of Reed Bunting included a male which had already developed black feathering on its head ready for the breeding 

season. 

 

Pushing on north-east, at Etang (lake) Ramerupt the weather seemed ideal to encourage the hoped-for Bittern to 

be ‘booming’. Unfortunately all was quiet, but it made for a splendid evening walk in glorious, sunny conditions 

before completing the final leg to our new hotel. 

Day 5 Wednesday 7th March 

Lac du Der 

Although we started the day under rainy skies, this was quickly forgotten as not 10 minutes from the hotel, a tip-

off saw us looking on in awe at five Long-eared Owls roosting in a hedge. With their backs firmly into the wind 

we were able to appreciate the intricacies of the facial disk along with the cryptic pattern and colours of their 

plumage. 

 

En route to Etang du Grand Coulon, our drive took us across fields where around 30 Water Pipits fed nervously 

in the grassland. At the lake hide we were treated to a ‘wader fest’; there seemed to be long-legged birds 

everywhere! Curlew and Lapwing were far and away the most numerous, with hundreds of each scattered across 

the bare mud of the empty lake. A supporting cast of 60 or so Golden Plover, good numbers of Ruff and 

Spotted Redshank, along with smaller counts of Dunlin, Snipe and Green Sandpiper completed the picture. 

 

Heading towards our lunch stop, a brief visit to the LPO H.Q. (Ligue pour la Protection des Oiseaux – French 

equivalent to RSPB) confirmed that a matter of 48 hours before our arrival, around 90,000 Common Cranes had 

been recorded using the lake – what a difference a day (or two) makes! 

 

Arriving at Arrigny for a warming bowl of soup and a delicious crepe, we enjoyed the slightly off-beat hospitality 

of the ‘patronne’. During a memorable hour she chastised me for suggesting some bread would go down well 

with the soup, replying “This is not a boulangerie” and also gave a Swiss group of birders short shrift as they 

struggled with the intricacies of door opening! 

 

Warmed and raring to go, we spent the afternoon making small ‘hops’ along the northern shore of the lake. A 

short drive took us to the ‘Ferme aux grues’ where a large flock gave excellent scope views as they fed quietly, 

with smaller groups of birds coming and going throughout the length of our stay. 

 

At the Basin Nord, a Black Redstart entertained us as it did its very best to avoid being photographed. The 

‘basin’, a dammed section of deeper water, refused to give up the Long-tailed Ducks which were over-wintering 



France - Cranes and Champagne  Tour Report 

 

 

4  © Naturetrek     April 18 
 

but other diving species, both Goosander and Goldeneye, were present in numbers. A short walk along a 

wooded finger of land stretching into the lake was quiet for the expected woodpeckers but both Firecrest and 

Goldcrest brought a splash of colour. 

 

Another short walk to a breach, made in the old digue of the smaller reservoir of Champaubert when Der was 

created, produced a distant group of 30 or so Great Egrets and many dozens of Great Crested Grebes were 

dotted across the lake as far as the eye could see. 

 

With the light beginning to fade, we set off to our finally destination of the day on the western shore where we 

hoped to see large numbers of Cranes coming into roost and that’s exactly what we got, with several thousand of 

these impressive birds streaming past during the last hour of light. A truly memorable experience indeed! 

Day 6 Thursday 8th March 

With reports that a large group of White-fronted Geese had been showing in the early morning close to the LPO 

H.Q., we decided a pre-breakfast session was in order. Initially full of expectation, our hopes were soon flagging 

as we were welcomed by an empty field. Following a period of patient scanning, we headed back towards base 

camp but less than a minute into our return journey we stopped in our tracks as a large flock of geese appeared 

over the bus. A swift disembarkment followed and we spent a happy quarter hour admiring the hundred-strong 

flock before they took to the wing once more in search of food; we took the hint and did the same! 

 

After breakfast we spent the morning exploring Etang de la Horre, where on arrival, we were immediately 

greeted by a singing Firecrest. Making our way along the shore, we scanned carefully for a male Garganey that 

had been seen the previous day along with an early Swallow. If either were present, they kept their heads down 

but, in any case, there were plenty of other ducks on view including our first Smew, a smart redhead – a birding 

term referring to an individual which is either a female or immature male. As we progressed it was evident that 

there were plenty of woodpeckers around with Middle Spotted particularly vocal and, with patience, a pair were 

spotted chasing through the woodland eventually landing and showing well, if only briefly. As we looked on, the 

distinctive calls of both Green and Great Spotted Woodpeckers rang out but it was the cry of a Black 

Woodpecker that got our attention. With the calls increasing in volume and frequency, a bird suddenly came into 

view followed by a second individual and we relished excellent views when one landed on the side of a tree. 

Buzzing with excitement, we continued onwards with a final call ringing in our ears – a Green or, quite possibly, 

Grey-headed Woodpecker – calling only once and distantly at that, there was some uncertainty, so it was added 

to the ‘one-that-got-away’ list! 

 

Reaching the sluice, we re-found the Smew which had relocated to the far side of the lake, but a large number of 

ducks made up for this; Wigeon, Pintail and Shoveler were all present in large numbers along with several other 

more familiar duck species, and a handsome Yellow-legged Gull dwarfed the Teal it was harassing. With 

rumbling bellies, we soon made it back to the minibus just in time to witness a wonderful low level, fly-over by 

60 Cranes. 

 

We took lunch in the village of Lentilles were a picnic bench is sited next to a beautiful 16th century half-

timbered church. The group made a quick visit, returning to lunch which was soon laid out. Returning to Der, 

we spent the afternoon exploring the south side not far from the hotel. Giffaumont Port was clearly the place to 
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be on a sunny day during the school holidays, so we soon moved to a quiet backwater where a pair of 

Goosander (properly known as Common Merganser) and a Goldeneye showed well.  

 

Having visited the LPO H.Q. twice but without sampling the adjacent reserve we returned and enjoyed a 

leisurely walk to Etang des Landres which was packed with a huge number and variety of ducks, with many 

showing at very close range. The visit was also notable for our first Marsh Harrier of the tour, which was 

identified as a female or juvenile, due to its largely dark brown plumage. Continuing our walk, we made it to a 

hide overlooking the other end of the ‘wader lake’ from the previous morning; again we revelled in the large 

number and quality of waders present. As well as a 500-strong flock of Golden Plover glowing in the setting sun, 

a quartet of Red Kite shone as they headed in to roost. 

 

Our last stop of the day saw us return to the digue wall from where we welcomed the Cranes back to roost for 

our final time. A very brief view of a dashing raptor was just too quick to be confidently identified, but its ‘jizz’ 

strongly suggested a Merlin. However, the show was stolen by a small group of Goosander that cruised by on the 

millpond-calm water with one amorous couple demonstrating the species’ wonderful courtship display before 

duly mating - not something you see every day, we agreed! 

 

Arriving back at the hotel, we were welcomed by a dandy Black Redstart as it flitted about a garden fence. 

Day 7 Friday 9th March 

Troyes – Paris  

After breakfast we headed for Paris and having stopped at a charming, ‘olde worlde’ café en route, we arrived at 

Gare du Nord where we bid 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


France - Cranes and Champagne  Tour Report 

 

 

6  © Naturetrek     April 18 
 

Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only; c. = circa; K = thousand; + = about) 

   March 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 6 7 8 

1 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus          

2 Greylag Goose  Anser anser       

3 Greater White-fronted Goose  Anser albifrons         100+ 

4 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca     3     

5 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor      

6 Gadwall  Mareca strepera        

7 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope         

8 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos      

9 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata        

10 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta    200+    

11 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca       

12 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina 20+         

13 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina c1000      

14 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula       

15 Common Goldeneye  Bucephala clangula 8 2    

16 Smew  Mergellus albellus         1 

17 Common Merganser  Mergus merganser 8 1   10+ 

18 Red-throated Diver (Loon) Gavia stellata 1         

19 Great Northern Diver (Common Loon) Gavia immer 1   1     

20 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis      

21 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena   1       

22 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus      

23 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis 1         

24 White Stork Ciconia ciconia 1         

25 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea      

26 Great Egret  Ardea alba      

27 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta     8    

28 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo      

29 Red Kite  Milvus milvus 10 6 4  10+ 

30 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus         1 

31 Northern Harrier  Circus cyaneus   1       

32 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus          

33 Northern Goshawk  Accipiter gentilis   1       

34 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo      

35 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus       

36 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus          

37 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus       

38 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra      

39 Common Crane  Grus grus    c.2k c.7k c.1k 

40 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus      

41 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria     20+ 60+ c.500 

42 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago          

43 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata     300+ 500+ 

44 Spotted Redshank  Tringa erythropus       20+ 20+ 

45 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus 1     1 1 

46 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos 1         

47 Dunlin  Calidris alpina         
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   March 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 6 7 8 

48 Ruff  Philomachus pugnax       15+ 30+ 

49 Little Gull Hydrocoloeus minutus 1   1     

50 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus      

51 Mediterranean Gull  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus     H     

52 Common (Mew) Gull Larus canus         

53 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis       

54 Common Pigeon/Feral Pigeon Columba livia        

55 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus       

56 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto      

57 Long-eared Owl  Asio otus       5   

58 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis 2   1     

59 Middle Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos medius H 6 H H 4 

60 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major      H H 

61 Black Woodpecker  Dryocopus martius         2 

62 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis H   H H H 

63 Great Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor 1         

64 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius      

65 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica      

66 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula        

67 Rook  Corvus frugilegus       

68 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone      

69 Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris      

70 Great Tit  Parus major      

71 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus      

72 Woodlark  Lullula arborea   H       

73 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis      

74 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus      

75 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla 2     2 1 

76 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus 2     1   

77 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes    H   

78 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea        

79 Wallcreeper Trichodroma muriana   1       

80 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla  H H H  

81 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris      

82 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula      

83 Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris     20+ 200+  

84 Redwing  Turdus iliacus       10+  

85 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos   H H 1  

86 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus         

87 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula      

88 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros   H   1 H 

89 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus      

90 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea   2       

91 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba      

92 Water Pipit  Anthus spinoletta      30+  

93 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs      

94 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris      

95 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus         4 

96 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis          

97 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina     20+     

98 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula       H   
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   March 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 6 7 8 

99 Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella 4 H H     

100 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus   H       

101 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus 1   2 1 4 

Mammals 

European Hare, Lepus europaeus Wild Boar, Sus scrofa 

European Roe Deer, Capreolus capreolus Coypu, Myocastor coypus 

Red Fox, Vulpes vulpes  

Butterflies 

Brimstone, Gonepteryx rhamni Large Tortoiseshell, Nymphalis polychloris 

Peacock, Aglais io  

 


