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

Day 1 Friday 3rd November 

A 7pm meet time at the wonderful Shellbrooke 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 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 4th November 

Holme is a wonderful dawn destination. Sea, sand dunes, saltmarsh and wet grassland are the classic North 

Norfolk coast habitats and here they are, on our doorstep, all together. Ah, I’ve realised I made a small omission 

in that opening sentence ... ‘Holme is a wonderful dawn destination if the weather conditions are favourable…’ 

Unfortunately for the group, the conditions weren’t that favourable. A light drizzle greeted us on arrival, but we 

wrapped up and persevered, a good sign of any group.  

 

With the light being an issue in winter, I try to squeeze as much birding from the daylight hours as possible. A 

pre-dawn visit to Holme is a good starting point due to its close proximity to the Shellbrooke. No drizzle when 

we first get into the car is a good start; drizzle on arrival at Holme is not so good. To everyone’s credit, we stuck 

it out and had a relaxed but relatively bird-free walk along the dunes. Curlew, Redshank and Little Egret moved 

around the marsh in front of us with a few Linnet bouncing between cover. The beach held Brent Geese, 

Sanderling and Grey Plover but the light didn’t really help getting clear views through optics. With the viewing 

conditions not improving and the drizzle not abating, time was called, and we headed back to warm ourselves 

outside and in with a hearty breakfast.  

 

With the forecast checked and rain likely throughout the day, we needed to be at sites with cover so WWT 

Welney would be our first port of call. A wee drive away, it was an exceptional reserve offering good views of a 

range of species, and in comfort too. As we headed through the fenland fields, distant groups of Whooper Swans 

could be picked out, and a sentinel-like Sparrowhawk perched on a fence. A score of Tree Sparrows greeted us at 

the Visitor Centre, bustling around on the feeders. The hide never ceases to amaze at Welney: huge and warm, 

with waist-to-ceiling glass giving great panoramic views over the wetlands. Whooper Swans are the big draw 

here, but a good variety of duck are also present. Wigeon dominate but we also had good views of Teal, Gadwall, 

Shoveler and Pochard. Snipe, Black-tailed Godwit, Ruff, Lapwing and Redshank all pick about on the fringes. 

The highlight of the morning was a Great Egret that flew right across the front of the hide giving great views. 

This bird hadn’t been seen for a few weeks so despite the weather gods shaking their fists at us, the birding gods 

were there with a ‘thumbs up’.  

 

A change of scene saw us move round to the next hide, adding Cetti’s Warbler along the way. A few Marsh 

Harrier and Buzzards were a little closer here, but the only bird of note that we hadn’t seen previously, was an 

Egyptian Goose.  
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After a very filling lunch, we headed to Titchwell. A few of the group had asked to see Pink-footed Geese in 

good number so the scenic route was taken, and we found a field corner heaving with them. We arrived at 

Titchwell in good time and headed straight out to the hides. Island Hide is a gem of a location, nestled into the 

bank and gives excellent close-up views. Teal, Snipe and Shoveler fed within metres of the hide. A quick scan of 

the reedy fringes for Bearded Tit proved unsuccessful, though I did hear some later, but we did pick out a Water 

Pipit, in relatively close. Out on the fresh marsh hundreds of birds were mingling. Waders and wildfowl 

dominated, and we were able to have a good look at the differences between the commoner species. A change of 

angle saw us move to the Parrinder Hide but not before we were directed towards a ring-tailed Hen Harrier 

roosting on the saltmarsh. Once in the Parrinder we had closer views of Avocet, 100+ Knot, 160 Ruff, 1200 

Golden Plover and 100 each of Bar-tailed and Black-tailed Godwit. With bits being reported on the sea, we 

thought we’d have a wee look so headed down. A breeze nipped off the sea, and with it being choppy, we didn’t 

linger long. A quick scan along the tideline gave us much better views of the Sanderling and Grey Plover we saw 

at Holme earlier, but no luck with the Purple Sandpiper that was seen by the visitors we passed on the way out. 

Common Scoter and Red-breasted Merganser were out at sea, but with only one scope, only brief views of the 

merganser were possible, due to the conditions. I fancied something tasty coming into roost, so we headed back 

to the Parrinder Hide as dusk fell. While I was right, I was also wrong… something tasty did arrive in the form 

of a juvenile Dotterel; unfortunately, while we were sitting in comfort in the hide, the birders on the bank were 

watching it. Rats!  

 

An enjoyable day was drawing to a conclusion. A homemade supper was all that was keeping us from our beds 

and while we may have missed a few birds, there’s no way we’d be missing grub. The ace up my sleeve for the 

morning meant we’d soon forget the damp start to day one and be chatting non-stop over breakfast tomorrow. 

Day 3 Sunday 5th November 

RSPB Snettisham has one of the best, if not THE best, wader spectacle in the country and we were going to 

make sure we got in on the action. High tide was looming as we bundled into the car, and 20 minutes later we 

were being blown along the beach at ‘Snetts’. A clear sky and full moon meant we didn’t get wet, but we also 

didn’t get the geese as they don’t move from their feeding areas in these conditions. Luckily, this was only half 

the spectacle and the other half was guaranteed. As we popped into the first hide we could see the pits were 

heaving. Knot and Oystercatcher made up 90% of the birds with most being down the far end so, after a brief 

respite from the wind, we moved down to the next hide. The timing was perfect. We had 10 minutes to settle 

and see where the birds were, and then the magic happened. With a roar 40-50,000 birds lifted and whirred 

straight towards us. Banking in front of the hide they then turned and wheeled away over the pits. A jink or two 

later and they were heading back towards us, getting so close that those leaning to look forward pulled back - just 

in case. The majority flew up and over the hide and out into The Wash though a couple of thousand wanted a 

little more attention and landed on the closest island to us. They were packed in so close it felt like we weren’t 

watching lots of individuals but one fluid organism as they ran in synchronised union in front of us. The door of 

the hide opened and in popped Jim the warden. He was doing the monthly Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) and 

told us he estimated 60,000 Knot had roosted on the pits. He was also good enough to let us know about a 

Snow Bunting on the beach and several of us popped out to try and see it. We didn’t get too far as we were 

stopped in our tracks by what must have been all the Knot in the area circling and spiralling in front of us. A 

Peregrine zoomed in, scattering the masses into several smaller bird-balls. As the tide receded, most of the 

waders moved off the pits and out onto the mud. We started to head back, watching more and more birds arrive 
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on the mud. Oystercatcher, Dunlin, Bar-tailed Godwit, Grey and Ringed Plover all mingled then erupted as a 

second Peregrine cruised towards the Knot in a shallow dive, accelerating as the quarry got within range. Once 

more we were stopped in our tracks by the spectacle. Completely forgot about all the Starlings we saw during the 

morning. Over 1000 in total must have passed by us, heading south. A constant stream of 20’s to 100’s of birds 

were going through since an hour after dawn. Migration in action on the Norfolk coast. We finally tore ourselves 

away from the mud flats and fired the heaters on in the car. Breakfast and coffee were needed as well as a catch 

of breath.  

 

Our next stop of the day was the Norfolk Wildlife Trust reserve at Cley. Recent sea-level surges have 

contaminated the fresh water habitats with sea water and the pools are now not as productive as they used to be. 

Nevertheless, it is a fantastic location and well birded, so interesting bits invariably turn up. A few good birds had 

been reported recently and so we headed off to try our luck. We were greeted with the one that got away when 

we were told on arrival that a Rough-legged Buzzard was seen coming in off the sea 10 minutes earlier. While 

this is a miss, it did mean birds were on the move, so we headed off to the thatched trio of hides to try our luck. 

And luck was definitely on our side. While trying to get the group on three Little Stints, Sean casually asked what 

the small grey bird spinning around in front of the hide was…. Grey Phalarope!! And our tour, specifically Sean, 

had found it. It is always a treat to find you own birds, and after last year’s Smew, and the Firecrest in 2015, this 

one was a great bird to carry on the theme. We had point-blank views along with a very full hide, but less than 10 

minutes later it had moved on. We got back on the stints and enjoyed separating them from the larger Dunlin. 

Marsh Harriers quartered backwards and forwards. A change of scene saw us pick up some Stonechat and more 

Cetti’s Warblers blaring out their song from cover. Settling down in Bishop’s Hide we enjoyed a beautifully 

marked Marsh Harrier, tucked in on one of the islands. An unusually confiding Snipe was in the ditch right in 

front of us, giving some their best-ever views.  

 

With a few target birds still to be seen we headed back for lunch. Just in time too, as the café was heaving. After 

sandwiches and soup, we were out following up reports of Snow Bunting and Shore Lark. Unfortunately, these 

were a bit of a trek away over the shingle banks, and the loose stones weren’t suitable for some of the group. It 

was decided that we would have a goose chase instead, and a few minutes later were scanning a group of 200 

Dark-bellied Brent Goose for a Black Brant. An American race of the ‘Brent’ family, this bird can be tricky to 

pick the features on, but with it being close, I fancied the chances of getting the group to grips with its subtleties. 

Alas this was not to be, as no sooner had I found it, a slammed car door moved the group in front of the hide 

where had seen the phalarope earlier. A small flock of Golden Plover were nice to sift through, and out on the 

sea a few Gannets arrowed through.  

 

Luckily, a recent update to my phone meant we had a better chance of our next bird. We were going to spend 

the evening at Holkham but before we got there, a quick pit stop at Stiffkey was needed. After parking up, we 

headed back to a field gate and peered at the cows… not our target species but important to see, and a shuffle 

later, our target was in sight. A Cattle Egret was feeding in among the legs and gave very nice ‘scope views: our 

third egret of the trip. I had a few mini stops planned to try and pick up some roosting raptors. Warham Greens 

is usually productive, but we may have been a wee bit early. A distant Merlin was the only one recorded on the 

trip but was only really a blob in the telescope. A Buzzard perched up close was some consolation. Next stop 

was Wells for a quick hot drink and another scan of the marshes. The birds really weren’t playing ball. This time 

a male Hen Harrier was the culprit, just being too far to see and enjoy with binoculars. With the evening drawing 

in, we arrived at Holkham and headed out to the beach. While not filled with birds at this time of year, the view 
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is spectacular, and it would be a shame not to visit the UK Travel Writers’ ‘Favourite Beach in the UK’. Pink-

footed Geese were coming in but not in great number and we were treated to the most incredible sunset. The 

clouds obscured the glare of the sun and allowed us to enjoy a perfect circle of red, burning the clouds crimson.  

 

As the sun fell, so did the temperatures and also our weekend. Some great birds, wonderful company and 

hopefully a few memories made, both for those new and those returning to Norfolk. While we may have missed 

a few bits we definitely couldn’t complain. The roar of the Knot and excitement of being first on the phalarope 

made this one of the best Sunday we’ve had on tour. Who knows what awaits us in 2018?  

 

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 4 5 

1 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis 8 2 

2 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus  1 

3 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus  2 

4 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 10 10 

5 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 6 9 

6 Western Cattle Egret Bubuculus ibis  1 

7 Great Egret Ardea alba 1  

8 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 2 3 

9 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor   

10 Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus 100+  

11 Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhyncus 3,000+ 1,000+ 

12 Greylag Goose Anser anser 300+  

13 Canada Goose Branta canadensis   

14 Brent Goose Branta bernicla  200 

15 Black Brant Branta bernicla nigricans  1 

16 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca 1 5 

17 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna 9  

18 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope 1,000+ 900+ 

19 Gadwall Mareca strepera 3  

20 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca 500  

21 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos   

22 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta  4 

23 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata 60+ 15 

24 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina 19  

25 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula 6  

26 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula  3 

27 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator  2 

28 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 7 5 

29 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus 1 1 

30 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 2 1 

31 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 2 6 

32 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 3 7 

33 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus  2 

34 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa  7 

35 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus   

36 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus   

37 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra   

38 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus 300 5,000+ 

39 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 1  

40 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria 1,200 120 

41 Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola 1 40 

42 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula 1 2 

43 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 90 130 

44 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago 27 5 

45 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa 140 20 

46 Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica 100 500 

47 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata 32 31 
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 

48 Common Redshank Tringa totanus 28 27 

49 Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus 1  

50 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia  3 

51 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres 30 100 

52 Red Knot Calidris canutus 160 60,000+ 

53 Sanderling Calidris alba 50  

54 Dunlin Calidris alpina 30 400 

55 Little Stint Calidris minuta  3 

56 Ruff Calidris pugnax 100+ 20 

57 Grey Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius  1 

58 Mew Gull Larus canus 7  

59 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus 4  

60 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus argenteus 37  

61 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus graellsii 50  

62 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus 1,500  

63 Rock/Feral Dove Columba livia 'feral'   

64 Stock Dove Columba oenas 8  

65 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus   

66 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto   

67 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis  3 

68 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis 4  

69 Water Pipit Anthus spinoletta 1  

70 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii 16  

71 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   

72 Dunnock  Prunella modularis   

73 European Robin Erithacus rubecula   

74 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola  4 

75 Common Blackbird Turdus merula   

76 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris 30  

77 Redwing Turdus iliacus  1 

78 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos  2 

79 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus  4 

80 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti h 2 

81 Goldcrest Regulus regulus  1 

82 Great Tit Parus major   

83 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus   

84 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius  3 

85 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica   

86 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula   

87 Rook Corvus frugilegus  2 

88 Carrion Crow Corvus corone   

89 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris  2,000+ 

90 House Sparrow Passer domesticus 20  

91 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus 20  

92 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 16  

93 Brambling  Fringilla montifringilla  h 

94 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris 8  

95 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 20  

96 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina 60  

97 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniculus 1  
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Mammals 

Grey Squirrel - Sciurus carolinensis  European Rabbit - Oryctolagus cuniculus 

Brown Hare - Lepus europaeus (Reeves’) Muntjac - Muntiacus reevesi 

 


