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Tour leader:   Simon Tonkin  

 

Participants:   Angela Pater 

Catherine Smith 

Martin Earwicker 

Pauline Earwicker 

Michael Dowd 

Jacqui Carter 

Ronald Carter 

Day 1  Friday 10th May 

Hunstanton 

We arrived at the Shellbrooke Hotel where our hosts Mark and Jacqui greeted us and helped us settle into our 

rooms. We met one another, and made our introductions, and outlined our plans for the weekend. During 

dinner we continued discussions of our ornithological expectations over lasagna or pork, however the treacle 

sponge with ice cream was just what you need before or after a days birding in Norfolk! 

Day 2  Saturday 11th May 

Titchwell RSPB reserve – Cley NWT reserve – Manor Farm, Titchwell 

After a full and hearty breakfast of porridge, toast and fried goods (not necessarily all of the above!) we set out 

for the RSPB’s magnificent reserve at Titchwell. Arriving at Titchwell we met with my friend Paul Eele the RSPB 

warden, who informed us of the recent sightings and rather glumly told us there wasn’t too much about! 

Knowing Paul this was by Titchwell standards, and I knew this reserve wouldn’t disappoint, besides I was keen 

to prove him wrong! I was keen not to rush through the car park as the scrub and trees here can be good for a 

wide range of Sylvia Phylloscopus and Acrocephalus warblers – but there weren’t any today. So we had a quick 

look at the birdfeeders and took in some scope views of a Jackdaw, a common bird perhaps but its great to 

admire this corvids beauty and so we did. As we continued along the track good views of Chiff-chaff singing and 

Blackcap were had, and a Cetti’s Warbler gave a loud blast of song. As we emerged next to the reedbed a 

cacophony of Reed and Sedge Warbler song greeted us and we were able to examine the differences in song and 

Angela being a star pupil quickly assimilated this and was soon able to tell the difference between songs. We 

were also greeted by a huge number of Common Swifts and hirundines with literally hundreds of House and 

Sand Martin and a lesser number of Barn Swallows. Some of us were obviously attracting some ‘aerial plankton’ 

as Swifts, Swallows and Martins swooped low over our heads, a breathtaking experience. Scanning the fresh 

marsh we found a good number of Avocets, Gadwall, Shoveler and a Common Sandpiper. A shout came over 

the radio as a Red Kite sauntered over the fields behind the reserve and we were soon on the bird and obtaining 

views.  

 

Moving on we entered the rather plush new Parrinder hide and here we were at once on a variety of wading birds 

including Little Ringed Plover and a rather dapper summer plumaged  male Ruff with orange and black colours 

and the first signs of ‘ruffs’ developing and flapping away in the days blustery conditions. 
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A stunning summer plumaged Grey Plover put in an appearance too and we observed more of these on the tide 

line along the beach with Bar-tailed Godwit and Sanderling in a variety of plumages. Offshore 7 Common Scoter 

gave close views and we decided to head back and get a well earnt cuppa and warm up in the visitors centre!  

 

I was determined to find us some warblers in the car park scrub and we saw albeit briefly a Lesser Whitethroat 

and male and female Common Whitethroat. However stomachs were rumbling so we headed to our lunch at 

nearby Burnham Deepdale, which not only does excellent lunches but also exceedingly good cake! After being 

well fed and stocking up on much needed cake supplies we took in the Hare & Hen craft shop and gallery where 

we observed the potters wheel in use and souvenirs were purchased. By this time we had probably spent enough 

money and there was lots more to see, so we loaded up and headed along the A149 coast road to Cley NWT 

reserve (pronounced ‘cl-eye’) where after a brief stop to use the facilities and look at books etc we headed out 

onto the reserve to view the scrapes and pools. 

 

Up to three Little-ringed Plovers were evident in front of Dauke’s hide on Pat’s Pool and here we also had 46 

Dunlin in summer plumage with their neat black bellies. Whilst on Simmond’s scrape a fine brick red Bar-tailed 

Godwit stood out from the Black-tailed Godwits we saw earlier here. A very neat summer plumage adult 

Mediterranean Gull flew through with its neat black head, blood red bill and pearly wings and we could even 

observe its distinct white eye crescents. A small stint like wader flew in front of Dauke’s Hide just as we were 

about to leave and assuming it was one of the earlier reported Little Stint’s I quickly got the scope onto this bird, 

however this revealed its true identity and a great find for our Naturetrek group was this excellent Temminck’s 

Stint giving very close views for everyone. This stint's breeding habitat is bogs and marshes in the taiga of Arctic 

northern Europe and Asia, it is a very occasional breeder in Scotland and with less than 100 reports annually on 

passage this was a good find. 

 

After all the excitement we decided it was time to leave, particularly as some rather heavy clouds were forming 

and whilst we avoided most of the rain we were very pleased to be tucked into the minibus as the rain came 

down rather suddenly and heavily. I decided it was probably best that we leave Cley as the visibility wasn’t great 

by this stage. Driving back along the A149 the weather miraculously cleared up and in doing so we watched at 

least three Marsh Harriers from a roadside layby at close quarters including a male and female together with the 

female taking in nest material. After obtaining views of Marsh Harrier and ensuring Martin along with others had 

enjoyed the best possible views of this impressive raptor we embarked once again on the A149 west towards our 

hotel….but by this time the weather had improved so much so that it would be a shame to get back to the hotel 

early! So we drove onto a private farm estate where I work for the RSPB alongside the farm manager to create 

habitats beneficial for farmland birds and other wildlife. Some of that other wildlife was very evident as we 

observed many Brown Hares and also feeding within one of the specifically planted nectar flower mixtures a 

male and female Grey Partridge – smart birds indeed. The farm manager spotted us and came over to see who 

was on his property but seeing me he gave a smile and asked what birds were about. Enjoying the news of Grey 

Partridge he set off and we headed onwards to more conservation margins and a green lane.  

 

In one spot near the barns with planted nectar mixes and wild bird seed mixes we observed c.25 stomping 

Yellowhammers, then one or two Corn Buntings, but suddenly there were then 17 Corn Buntings! …well that’s 

very good by anyone’s standards, but add the three Turtle Doves that came in as well and that is truly 

unbelievable scenes!  
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Finally arriving back at our hotel and a quick freshen up Pauline captured the problem very clearly by saying the 

farm we visited was how farms should look and how sad it is that the kind of sights we witnessed are such a rare 

occurrence. Sad times indeed but we all agreed we were extremely privileged to be able to have witnessed these 

gorgeous emblems of our countryside and the great work of a truly wildlife-friendly farmer. Settling down for 

our evening meal the majority of us were treated to the Shellbrooke’s famous soufflé – however so many of us 

had ordered these it caused some commotion in the kitchen. Clearly Mark our chef had bigged them up the 

evening before, but did they live up to their notoriety? – You bet, possibly the best soufflé in the world? I felt 

compelled to finish off with treacle sponge and ice cream …..again….! 

 Day 3  Sunday 12th May 

Weeting Heath NWT – Lakenheath RSPB - Hunstanton 

After another hearty breakfast we set off to our first stop of the morning at ‘Wolferton Triangle’ for a glimpse 

perhaps of a Golden Pheasant. This splendid but highly secretive bird was introduced in specific locations from 

China over 100 years ago. It has established itself in several places but has suffered declines in more recent times 

and our brief visit didn’t yield any success this time. We traveled onward skirting around the southern section of 

Kings Lynn, along the northern section of the Fens and then west towards the Breckland area. Peat soil gave way 

to ever increasing sandy soils and pine belts as we got closer to our first destination of Weeting Heath NWT 

reserve, on arrival we were greeted by the ‘General’ a long standing volunteer at Weeting, and made our way to 

the west hide, stopping briefly to observe a singing Goldcrest in the pines above.  

 

On entering the hide we were at once greeted by views of a splendid Stone-curlew on the grass heath laden with 

mosses and lichens. After a while a second bird appeared and we obtained stunning scope views of this googly 

eyed paranoid, schizophrenic wader of the avian world. The Stone-curlew is not a member of the Curlew family 

of waders but rather of the Burhinidae genus, also known as Dikkops or Thick-knees. We commented on how 

thick their knees actually were and were treated to some excellent views of a species that is a conservation 

success story. Stone-curlew populations in the UK worryingly declined for 50 years pre the mid 80s but doubled 

since conservation management by the RSPB began in 1984 throughout the Brecks by working with local 

farmers to undertake habitat management for the species (and other wildlife) and avoid nest destruction by 

agricultural operations.  Weeting Heath remains one of the places to see this species without disturbing the birds 

and was purchased for Norfolk Wildlife Trust by Christopher Cadbury in 1941, it was one of the first nature 

reserves in Breckland and was designated a National Nature Reserve in 1954. This was the first nature reserve in 

the UK to fence rabbits in and use them as a primary management tool. Stone Age farmers, who cleared areas of 

forest to cultivate crops, first created the open Breck heaths. Rabbits were later introduced by the Normans and 

their foraging created the short grassland, rich in mosses and lichens that we were able to see on the reserve. 

 

After a quick refuel and use of facilities at the visitor centre we loaded up the mini-bus for a short drive to 

Lakenheath RSPB reserve.  Before even finding somewhere to park we had to disembark rapidly to see a family 

party of three Common Cranes circling above our heads! We also spotted a Hobby circling high up. Lakenheath 

had already delivered and perhaps the remainder of the reserve walk might be a slight anti-climax! After a quick 

view from the Fen view point, we headed towards the visitor centre to meet with David White the RSPB’s 

information officer on the reserve.  
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I arranged for David to give an introduction to the work of the RSPB on the reserve and he told us how 

Lakenheath Fen was once mostly carrot fields and/or Poplar plantation owned by Bryant & May for matchstick 

production. Like many fenland sites, its wetlands had been lost to agriculture centuries before. Since 1995, 

however, RSPB have been working to restore approximately 200 ha of the reserve to a wetland mosaic of 

washland, wet reedbed, ungrazed fen and wet grassland. This has encouraged a variety of birds, including the 

Common Cranes that we were lucky to have fly over our heads! David also described how Lakenheath also 

protects an area of damp, poplar-dominated woodland, managing this habitat for its breeding Golden Orioles, 

which are a major attraction for birdwatchers in summer but hadn’t arrived back yet for our visit.  

 

Thanking David we walked onto the reserve and at our first stop next to a reedbed we are to listen to Reed and 

Sedge Warblers in full song, a cuckooing Common Cuckoo and watch a Hobby hawking for insects. This was 

pretty good but as we neared the viewpoint we noticed more Hobbies probably at least seven in total and then a 

stomping male Red-footed Falcon that provided us with very close knee trembling views alongside Hobbies 

from the viewpoint. Red-footed Falcons are normally found in Eastern Europe and Asia although its numbers 

are dwindling rapidly due to habitat loss and hunting. Usually there are between five and ten records annually in 

the UK often during the period of April to September and in recent years Lakenheath has been a good site to 

encounter this vagrant to the UK. We were very fortunate to have claimed to have seen this stunning falcon and 

so well after receiving a tip-off from RSPB colleagues the day before. Whilst watching the falcons ‘hawk’ for 

dragonflies and devour them on the wing we heard a Bittern give its boom and that marked the end of our 

falcon festival and so we headed up onto the river bank to walk back along on the other side of the reedbeds and 

Poplar plantations.  

 

A Common Cuckoo started up again and stopping on the river bank I was able to locate the bird and we all 

obtained scope filling views of the bird giving its onomatopoeic song. So we started this trip with an 

onomatopoeic song and finished on one; Chiff-chaff and Common Cuckoo! 

 

Stopping at a nearby pub for lunch we completed the log for a final time before travelling back to the hotel and 

bidding our fond farewells. I would like to take the opportunity to thank all of you for a wonderful avian filled 

weekend and look forward to hopefully seeing you on a Naturetrek trip sometime soon. 

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   (H = heard only; c = circa/approx) 

   May 2013 

 Common Name Scientific Name 10
th

  11
th

  12
th

  

1  Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus  3 10 

2  Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis  2 1 

3  Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo  30+ 10+ 

4  Bittern Botaurus stellaris   H 

5  Little Egret Egretta garzetta  18  

6  Grey Heron Ardea cinerea  4+ 1+ 

7  Mute Swan Cygnus olor  20+ 10+ 

8  Canada Goose Branta canadensis  c.10 20+ 

9  Dark-bellied Brent Goose Branta bernicla (bernicla)  40+  

10  Shelduck Tadorna tadorna  50+  

11  Mallard Anas platyrhynchos  30+  

12  Gadwall Anas strepera  20+ 40+ 

13  Shoveler Anas clypeata  10+ 2+ 

14  Teal Anas crecca  15+  

15  Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula  15+ 20+ 

16  Common Scoter Melanitta nigra  7+  

17  Red Kite Milvus milvus  1  

18  Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus  7  

19  Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus  2 3 

20  Hobby Falco subbuteo  1 7+ 

21  Red Footed Falcon Falco vespertinus   1 

22  Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa    

23  Grey Partridge Perdix perdix  2  

24  Pheasant Phasianus colchicus    

25  Moorhen Gallinula chloropus  20+ 2 

26  Coot Fulica atra  30+ 15+ 

27  Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus  80+  

28  Stone-curlew Burhinus oedicnemus   2 

29  Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta  50+  

30  Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius  4+  

31  Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola  5+  

32  Lapwing Vanellus vanellus  70+ 30+ 

33  Turnstone Arenaria interpres  50+  

34  Sanderling Calidris alba 20+ 50+  

35  Dunlin Calidris alpina  46  

36  Temminck’s Stint Calidris temminckii  1  
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   May 2013 

 Common Name Scientific Name 10
th

  11
th

  12
th

  

37  Ruff Philomachus pugnax  1  

38  Curlew Numenius arquata  3  

39  Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa  10+  

40  Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica  2  

41  Redshank Tringa totanus  30+  

42  Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos  3  

43  Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus    

44  Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus  1  

45  Herring Gull Larus argentatus (argenteus)    

46  Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus    

47  Common Tern  Sterna hirundo   2 

48  Little Tern Sterna allbifrons  2  

49  Woodpigeon Columba palumbus    

50  Stock Dove  Columba oenas  5+ 4+ 

51  Feral Pigeon Columba livia    

52  Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto    

53  Turtle Dove Streptopelier turtur  3  

54  Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus  H 1 

55  Common Swift Apus apus  400+ 500+ 

56  Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   1 

57  Green Woodpecker Picus viridis   H 

58  Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major  1  

59  Skylark Alauda arvensis  20+  

60  Sand Martin Riparia riparia  100+ 20+ 

61  Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica  80+ 10+ 

62  House Martin Delichon urbica  400+ 40+ 

63  Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis  3  

64  Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba (yarrellii)    

65  Wren Troglodytes troglodytes  12 10 

66  Dunnock Prunella modularis  30+ 5+ 

67  Robin Erithacus rubecula  10+ 10+ 

68  Blackbird Turdus merula  40+  

69  Song Thrush Turdus philomelos  3  

70  Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti  2  

71  Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus  15+  

72  Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus  5+  

73  Garden Warbler Sylvia borin   1 

74  Common Whitethroat Sylvia communis  c.5 6+ 

75  Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca  3 1 

76  Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla    

77  Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus  1 2 
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   May 2013 

 Common Name Scientific Name 10
th

  11
th

  12
th

  

78  Chiff-chaff Phylloscopus collybita  20+ 10+ 

79  Goldcrest Regulus regulus   2+ 

80  Blue Tit Parus caeruleus  50+ 15+ 

81  Great Tit Parus major  20+ 6+ 

82  Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus  H  

83  Starling Sturnus vulgaris    

84  Jay Garrulus glandarius  3  

85  Magpie Pica pica  20+ 10+ 

86  Jackdaw Corvus monedula    

87  Carrion Crow Corvus corone  1  

88  Rook Corvus frugilegus   50+ 

89  House Sparrow Passer domesticus    

90  Chaffinch Fringa coelebs    

91  Greenfinch Carduelis chloris  15+ 4 

92  Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis  20+ 30+ 

93  Linnet Acanthis cannabina  15+ 1 

94  Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella  25  

95  Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus  4  

96  Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra  17+  

 

Butterflies  

Speckled Wood 

Small White 

Orange-tip 

Dragonflies & Damselflies 

Common Red Damselfly 

Mammals 

Brown Hare 

Stoat 

Rabbit 

Grey Squirrel 

 

 

 

 


