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Tour Participants: Toby Collett (leader) with seven Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Friday 4th November 

A 7pm meet time at the wonderful Shellbrooke Hotel, Hunstanton, allowed plenty of time for the group to get 

arrived and settled. A good chat and get together in the lounge allowed us to get up to speed with what the 

group wanted from the weekend and what I had planned. Fortunately, these both tallied so we were off to a 

good start. With the prospects of good weather looking intermittent at best, I was going to have be on my toes, 

and on my phone checking the forecast updates, to deliver. I knew that the food side of things was in extremely 

capable hands and that was one thing I wouldn’t have to worry about. Mark delivered some supreme tastiness 

once again and with an early start beckoning we retired with our tummies more than content. 

Day 2 Saturday 5th November 

With the light being an issue in winter, I had planned for more than a full day birding with a pre-dawn visit to 

Holme on the cards. The wind and conditions weren’t ideal for us but with fresh faces on day one, we felt we 

could take anything on, and we pretty much did. Holme is a perfect introduction to Norfolk birding and its 

habitats. Sea, beach, saltmarsh, pools, dunes, scrub, wet grassland and tall cover are all easily accessible. As we 

headed out along the coastal path, I was hopeful that there might be something of interest on the sea. Alas, not 

today. The shore held some Dark-bellied Brent Geese, Sanderling, Curlew and Redshank with a few Common 

and Black-headed Gulls loafing around, but with the wind being quite strong, it was slim pickings and not easy to 

use binoculars. The grazed marshes were equally unproductive, though a few quartering Marsh Harriers spooked 

Wigeon, Teal and Lapwing from their shelter. A morning murmuration of several hundred Starling included a 

standout white bird, but they were too far away to appreciate it properly.  

 

We made our way back to the car park, cutting back into the dunes for some cover and a change of scene. A 

couple of Fieldfare broke cover and Linnets zipped back and forth between the bushes, but not much else was 

visible. As we got to the track, I was a little disappointed that the morning hadn’t been nearly as good as on any 

of my previous visits. The birding gods must have seen my slumped shoulders because a beauty of a Woodcock 

exploded from the path a few metres in front of us. The worry when a bird is flushed, is that some members of 

the group won’t get to see it. Luckily, we were all looking the right way and soaked in the sight till it had 

disappeared from view. A spring was now in our step and it felt like the weekend had started, but it turned out 

our pre-breakfast stroll was not over. As we arrived at the vehicle, one of the locals pulled up and kindly let us 

know about a group of Waxwings that were in trees just along the avenue. A few hundred metres later and we 

were underneath about 60 of these winter trillers. Their call is very distinctive and a giveaway to their presence. 

As the drizzle arrived, we were all very happy with our morning and headed back to the Shellbrooke with 

beaming faces.  

 

A hearty breakfast fuelled us for our next destination, Holkham. I had been keeping an ear to the ground and an 

eye on the bird news services, so was quietly confident that our morning would get even better. Nevertheless, I 

was cautious to not raise hopes and expectations too much in case it didn’t work out. Lady Anne’s Drive is an 

iconic feature of the North Norfolk coast, leading out though the pines and onto the beach where our main 

target for the morning could be found. The weather conditions hadn’t eased so we headed out through the pine 

belt, enjoying a few foraging tit flocks, holding Blue, Great, Coal and Long-tailed Tits with a few Goldcrest and a 
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single Treecreeper tagging along. We popped out of our shelter and into the elements…… but what I was 

wanting to see wasn’t there. Had we cleared cover too soon or too late? Had they gone entirely? Eeek. 

Unsurprisingly, I had over-reacted massively and the horned wonders were just along the beach and soon flew 

into view. Nearly 70 Shore Lark were an absolute feast for the eyes. Usually a good handful would be great to see 

along the coast but a flock of this size is not something you see every year. This was a new bird for several of the 

group, and to see so many so close was special for all of us. On the way back to the car, we scanned the marshes 

and picked out a few Marsh Harriers, Sparrowhawk and Buzzard. A chunky deer had us scratching our heads for 

a while but we settled on it being a very well-fed Muntjac. Once back at the car it was time to change and 

rearrange where we would be going next, as the clouds started to darken. There were several options but I chose 

the shelter of RSPB Titchwell as it gave us some cover to dive into, just in case.  

 

I’d had a chat with the Warden Paul at the front desk and he kindly let us be the last group to use the East Trail. 

This would be our best shot at Bearded Tits this weekend so we had to give it a go. Before heading out, we had a 

quick scan at the feeders, which produced our only Brambling of the weekend. A brief stop at Patsy’s Pool didn’t 

provide anything new bird-wise but did reveal a fine Chinese Water Deer about 20 metres away, not bothered at 

all by our presence. The East Bank didn’t produce the hoped-for Bearded Tits, with the wind being just a little 

too strong. Several Marsh Harriers made the walk worth it though, as they came in close and at eye height too.  

 

With the heavens about to open, it was time to find a roof. Island Hide was the closest so we made our way 

there. Tucked away in the corner of the Fresh Marsh, it gave us excellent views over the water and fantastic 

views of birds up close. We went through the wildfowl first. Teal, Wigeon, Shoveler and Gadwall were all 

perfectly lit by the sun behind us. A couple of Pintail were a little harder to find but everyone got on them soon 

enough. As we scanned further afield we focused on waders. Dunlin were in abundance, charging around the 

islands and muddy fringes. Ruff, Black-tailed Godwit and Redshank were all feeding together too, allowing close 

comparison and a look at the differences. A single Turnstone was picked out among the Dunlin and seven 

Avocet were grouped together a little further away. Several gulls had already started to gather to roost and our 

attentions turned to them. A lone adult Mediterranean Gull was hidden in among the hundred or so Black-

headed Gulls and gave the group quite the challenge trying to pick it out, with only his head being visible. As 

another squall hit, I picked out a skua flying low over the Parrinder Hide. First impressions were of a Pomarine 

Skua but instead of taking in the details, I spent the next few moments trying to get everyone on it as it flew 

strongly west. A few others with using the hide commented that it was a Great Skua, though those in the other 

hide had thought, like me, that it was a ‘Pom’. Due to not looking at it properly at the time and there being 

conflicting views, this will have to go down as one that got away. As the light started to go, we had a final scan of 

the roost before heading over to the Parrinder hide. A Yellow-legged Gull was new for the day, as was the 

darker-backed ‘argentatus’ Herring Gull.  

 

Our new vantage point gave us an elevated view of the fresh marsh. We were able to watch the Marsh Harriers 

coming in to roost, a Snipe feeding close in and much better views of the Dunlin and Ruff that we had seen 

previously. As the sun set we had a final look over the marsh and made our way back to the car, a little soggy, a 

little chilly, but very happy indeed. It would be another early start tomorrow so we ate well and got some rest 

prior to our pre-dawn departure. 
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Day 3 Sunday 6th November 

The group were dutifully up and ready to go as we shuffled into the car. It was another gloomy start, but after 

yesterday, we knew it wouldn’t put the birds off so we didn’t let it put us off either. We arrived at Snettisham car 

park and began the walk out to the pits and hides. Robins and Dunnock ticked and whistled from cover as made 

our way to the beach. Soon we heard the ‘barking’ of our target, thousands of Pink-footed Geese taking flight 

from their roost and heading inland. The scale of such a movement is hard to put into words, as a seemingly 

infinite highway of birds stretch out across the half-light. The noise is pretty special too, a chorus of contact calls 

making sure no-one gets lost on the way to breakfast.  

 

We settled into the first hide and scanned over the mud flats. Shelduck, Dunlin and Curlew were the most 

obvious with several smaller groups of ‘Pinkies’ still out at the roost. As the light improved we were treated to a 

cloudy wave of Knot that swished and swayed over the mud, flushed by a Peregrine that cruised overhead. With 

the sun now up, our attentions turned to the pits and what a half-hour we had. Highlights were a female Scaup, 

two Black-necked Grebes and finding our very own Smew, the first 2016 winter record for Norfolk and East 

Anglia. Although the latter trio were quite distant, the group all managed to see them well enough through the 

telescope. A good supporting cast of Goldeneye, Egyptian Goose, Turnstone and a couple of Marsh Harriers 

rounded off our time in the hide nicely. On the way back we found eight freshly arrived Whooper Swans on one 

of the chalet pits, and back in the car park,, now we could see a little better, we were treated to a large flock of 

Redwing and Fieldfare all around us. Another great morning to start the day, and, like yesterday, it would be a 

case of trying to outwit the weather and trust the forecast to stay as dry as we could.  

 

Our next port of call would be the Wildlife and Wetlands Trust reserve of Welney. Due to a very dry autumn, 

water levels weren’t quite at peak condition for the abundance of birds we had last year but it was far from poor. 

Whooper Swans were all around us and the floods gave us chance to re-familiarize ourselves with some of the 

birds we’d seen yesterday. The group were challenged to pick out a Pintail, hidden among the Mallards and then 

Black-tailed Godwits on the fringes. The improvement in ability and confidence from yesterday was great to see. 

Obviously, everyone had done some reading up the night before while I was snoozing away. I made several long 

scans over the far end of the reserve, hoping to pick out some of the recently reported Bewick’s Swans or a 

perching raptor or two. Unfortunately, it was not to be and I only had a couple more Whoopers and a single 

Kestrel for my troubles.  

 

We decided to change the view and headed on to the next hide, trying to squeeze as much out of the morning 

before the lunchtime rain hit. Like the grassland at the main hide, the scene was a little drier than hoped for. A 

few Snipe probed away, Teal sifted through the mud, but repeated scans couldn’t locate the Bewick’s Swans and 

Cranes reported the previous week. With scenes similar to the Main Hide, we decided on an early lunch to give 

ourselves more time with the afternoon’s targets.  

 

An extended (due to a broken till) but tasty lunch later, we were on our way through the Norfolk backroads. We 

passed several large groups of Pink-footed Geese, probably the ones we’d seen leave the roost that morning. 

There were Bean and White-fronted Geese tucked in among them, but the group were happy to push on and not 

spend time sifting through them. Our destination was Burnham Overy dunes and our targets were buntings and 

a stray Eastern waif. As we pulled up at the lay-by we found the nearest field full of ‘Pinkies’ and allowed the 

group time to get a close look while some of us, i.e. me, took their time to get ready. As we emerged from the 
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cover of the hedge-lined lane, the conditions hit home. It was pretty wet, and jolly windy. A flock of 200 Dark-

bellied Brent Geese, including a Black Brant hybrid, were kept down by the overly generous breeze, also allowing 

some closer study. There had been a Great Egret in the area but a scan of the creeks only returned a lone Grey 

Plover, fistful of Curlew and a score of Dunlin. The group dutifully trudged on, the overcast conditions robbing 

us of light with every step. The wind had picked up so I decided to cut our losses with a wander on the beach for 

Snow and Lapland Buntings. Instead we focused on seeing a bird that should be in either India or sub-Saharan 

Africa. If we were going to finish on a high, then getting everyone to see a bird they had never seen before was 

the way to do it. As we sheltered in the lea of the dunes, a white rump flicked low and skimmed the path in front 

of us. A quick set up of the scope gave everyone great views of an Isabelline Wheatear, the fourth record for the 

county and, with less than 40 records ever for the UK, a very unusual bird indeed. As nice as it was and as happy 

as we were to see it, enjoying a new bird doesn’t warm the toes, so it was time to head back. A mini-

murmuration of 600 Starlings over a small patch of reed was a nice surprise as we passed, but it was the shelter 

of the car and warmth of the Shellbrooke that we were all looking forward to. 

 

Forty minutes later, we had our wish and were all sitting cosily at our Hunstanton base, chatting over a successful 

weekend and planning our next visit to this wonderful and unique corner of the country.  

 

Thank you very much to a brilliant group and I hope you all enjoyed it as much as I did. 

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 List 

Birds ( = recorded but not counted; c = approximate count; h = heard only) 

   November 

 Common name Scientific name 5 6 

1 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis 8 3 

2 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis  2 

3 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus 5 2 

4 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 4 50 

5 Little Egret Egretta garzetta 6 30 

6 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 1 3 

7 Mute Swan Cygnus olor 10 c150 

8 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus c20 6 

9 Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus 3000+ 15,000+ 

10 Greylag Goose Anser anser 70 60 

11 Canada Goose Branta canadensis  30 

12 Brent Goose Branta bernicla 148 200 

13 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca 5 2 

14 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 8  

15 Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope 120 800 

16 Gadwall Anas strepera 20 21 

17 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca 206 240 

18 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 40 54 

19 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 4 16 

20 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata 20 20 

21 Common Pochard Aythya ferina  10 

22 Greater Scaup Aythya marila  1 

23 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula  2 

24 Smew Mergellus albellus  1 

25 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 20 5 

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 2  

27 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 1 2 

28 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 3 5 

29 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus 6  

30 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus 14 17 

31 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra 9 11 

32 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus 18 200 

33 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 7  

34 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria 40  

35 Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola 2 3 

36 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 130 80 

37 Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola 1  

38 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 3 8 

39 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa 20 50 

40 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata 56 28 

41 Common Redshank Tringa totanus 16 47 

42 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres 1 4 

43 Red Knot Calidris canutus  10,000+ 

44 Sanderling Calidris alba 4  

45 Dunlin Calidris alpina 50 700 

46 Ruff Philomachus pugnax 40  

47 Skua sp. Stercorarius sp. 1  

48 Common or Mew Gull Larus canus 10  
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   November 

 Common name Scientific name 5 6 

49 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus 1  

50 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus argenteus 40  

51 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis 1  

52 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus graellsii 6  

53 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus 500  

54 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus 1  

55 Rock/Feral Dove Columba livia 'feral'   

56 Stock Dove Columba oenas 4 3 

57 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus   

58 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto 3  

59 Green Woodpecker Picus viridis h 1 

60 Shore Lark Eremophila alpestris 68  

61 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 9 11 

62 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii 4 2 

63 Bohemian Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus 60  

64 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   

65 Dunnock Prunella modularis   

66 European Robin Erithacus rubecula   

67 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola 2 2 

68 Isabelline Wheatear Oenanthe isabellina  1 

69 Common Blackbird Turdus merula 40 3 

70 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris 2  

71 Redwing Turdus iliacus  120 

72 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos  20 

73 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus  4 

74 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti h  

75 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 1  

76 Goldcrest Regulus regulus 2  

77 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus 12  

78 Coal Tit Periparus ater 1  

79 Great Tit Parus major 8  

80 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus 6  

81 Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris 1  

82 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica 20  

83 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula 13  

84 Rook Corvus frugilegus  28 

85 Carrion Crow Corvus corone 3  

86 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris 800 600 

87 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 9  

88 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla 1  

89 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris 10  

90 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 12  

91 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina 9  

92 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniculus 4  

Mammals 

Grey Squirrel - Sciurus carolinensis  Rabbit - Oryctolagus cuniculus 

Hare - Lepus europaeus Muntjac - Muntiacus reevesi 

Chinese Water Deer - Hydropotes inermis  

 


