
Norfolk in Winter 

Naturetrek Tour Report 28th – 30th January 2022 
 

 

 

Naturetrek Mingledown Barn Wolf's Lane Chawton Alton Hampshire GU34 3HJ UK 

 T: +44 (0)1962 733051  

 E: info@naturetrek.co.uk W: www.naturetrek.co.uk  
 

    
                                                    Iceland Gull at Cley beach                              White-tailed Eagle face-to-face at Holkham 

    
                       Black-tailed & Bar-tailed Godwits at Titchwell                                                 White-tailed Eagle at Holkham 

    
                                     ‘Fluffy Butt’ Little Grebe at Holkham                   Tufted Ducks & Common Pochard in eagle panic! 

 
Report & photos by Mike Crewe 

mailto:info@naturetrek.co.uk
../../../../AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Peter/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/2NR7BARZ/www.naturetrek.co.uk




Tour Report Norfolk in Winter  

 

 

© Naturetrek     February 22 1 
 

Tour participants: Toby Collett & Mike Crewe (leaders) with nine Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

Despite some blustery winds, the weather was chilly but relatively mild and at times we enjoyed blue skies and 

lovely sunsets as a backdrop to our birding. The theme of the trip appeared to be the spectacle of winter 

gatherings, as large numbers of a variety of species provided many of the weekend highlights. Masses of Golden 

Plover ‘twinkled’ in the light as they dropped in to roost at Titchwell, while the same location also provided us 

with a circling mass of Black- and Bar-tailed Godwits, a flotilla of gulls in all shapes and sizes and a surprise 

descent of Brent Geese. Flighty Tufted Ducks, Common Pochard, Eurasian Wigeon and Northern Shoveler 

filled the skies at Holkham and those seemingly endless drifts of Pink-footed Geese at Cley were certainly 

special. 

 

Amongst all of this activity, we enjoyed startlingly close views of a White-tailed Eagle, a dancing blizzard of 

Snow Buntings, some elusive Shore Larks, a ghostly Barn Owl, oodles of Common Buzzards, Marsh Harriers 

and Red Kites, a dutiful fly-by from an Iceland Gull and amazing views of feeding Bearded Reedlings. What 

more could you ask for?! 

Day 1 Friday 28th January 

Our first day really consists of an evening meet-up at our hotel and a chance to get to know each other over 

dinner, but it was clear that some had still managed to get in some birdwatching of their own and already had 

some good sightings to talk about this evening. 

Day 2 Saturday 29th January 

The weather forecast was not ideal today, so we re-worked the itinerary a little to try to get the best out of the 

day. Strong winds were forecast for the afternoon, so plans to visit the open expanses of Holkham beach were 

switched to spending time at Titchwell, were there were more options for cover and shelter if it should be 

needed. We started our day after a good and hearty breakfast with a short drive to Holme-next-the-sea. With 

views inland over the grazing marshes, as well as over the beach and dunes, we began with a nice suite of coastal 

birds. Redshank, Curlew and Little Egrets inhabited the saltmarsh pools, Brent Geese and Oystercatchers were 

out on the tideline and quite a gathering of Marsh Harriers was out on the marsh. A few Pink-footed Geese were 

dotted around, but there would be many more of those later. 

 

Moving on to Holkham, we walked through the parkland habitat and out to the large, man-made lake. With the 

weather already quite breezy, woodland birds were sheltering out of sight, but we did chance across a large flock 

of Redwings out on the park’s extensive grassland. Down at the lake, we intended to work our way through the 

duck flocks, but the silhouette of what at first appeared to be a dustbin in a tree, soon changed our plans – we 

were looking at a White-tailed Eagle!! This bird – one of the Isle of Wight re-introduction programme individuals 

– had been in the area for a couple of days, but we didn’t dare expect to find it, let alone have such amazing 

views as it sat in the top of a dead tree right beside the lake. Soon it took to the air and gave us a good 15 

minutes of flight views as it circuited around the lake and right over our heads, hanging in the wind like a barrage 
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balloon, before eventually drifting away over the trees. The thought of these huge birds becoming a regular sight 

in our skies is a good one, indeed! 

 

The ducks had been soundly stirred up by the eagle’s presence, so we wandered along the lake to find out where 

everything had gone. We soon found great rafts of Shoveler, a scattering of Gadwall, Mallard and Teal and a nice 

flotilla of Pochard and Tufted Duck, the latter holding a female Scaup amongst their ranks. Back through the 

woods, we chanced across a busy patch that provided us with Great Spotted Woodpecker, Nuthatch and three 

Treecreepers, as well as a few Blue, Great and Coal Tits. The Fallow Deer that are often a feature of the woods 

here had been rather distant, across the park, but at least we had seen them, and one or two individuals were a 

little closer under the trees. Stomachs were rumbling by now, so we headed over to Wells for lunch. 

 

After lunch, we began with a check of the outer harbour channel and walk through the edge of the pinewoods, 

but things were becoming difficult in the wind (dodging flying trays at the café was becoming an art form!). We 

did find a quieter corner where a few Snipe and Curlew were feeding among ranks of Wigeon and Teal, but it 

seemed prudent to head elsewhere. We drove back towards the hotel and spent the rest of the afternoon at the 

Titchwell RSPB Reserve. Here, it was the great gatherings of birds that proved most exciting. With a valiant 

effort, we tried to ignore things as much as possible and headed for the beach, so that we could work back 

slowly. The tide was well in, so the beach was relatively quiet, but did hold good numbers of Oystercatcher, 

Sanderling, various gulls and a brief, fly-by Purple Sandpiper. A female Red-breasted Merganser on one of the 

pools was a nice bonus, while the high tide had pushed a gathering of Black-tailed and Bar-tailed Godwits, 

Dunlin and Knot onto the saltmarsh. We headed for Parinder Hide and a chance to get out of the wind; from 

here, we had ducks a-plenty, right in front of the windows, including some smart Pintail, while a Peregrine stirred 

everything up as it cruised through overhead. We made best use of the light by heading around to Island Hide 

and, with dusk creeping up, we stayed for the wonderful turn-over of pre-roost birds, that included some 15 

Marsh Harriers, a spectacular display by a large flock of Golden Plover that ‘twinkled’ in from the nearby fields, 

an interesting collection of gulls (including two Mediterranean Gulls) and a dark descent of Brent Geese. Even as 

we headed back to the vehicles, there was more to come, as a Reeves’s Muntjac was out on the path and two 

Woodcock flew out for their nightly feed. 

Day 3 Sunday 30th January 

After breakfast and a very efficient packing of bags, we drove back to Holkham this morning, this time heading 

for the National Nature Reserve. The wet fields were alive with a mass of assorted geese, ducks, waders and 

other wetland birds, prime amongst which were quite a number of Common Snipe that were well hidden at first 

but eventually revealed themselves.  Ragged streamers of Pink-footed Geese ferried across the skies and Red 

Kites and Marsh Harriers stirred things up on a regular basis. We headed out to the beach and worked our way 

along the edge of the saltmarsh. Parties of Skylarks and Rock Pipits were nice to see and were followed by a very 

obliging flock of Snow Buntings that fed right on the track in front of us. Our route took us round to the beach, 

but a very low tide and very choppy seas revealed little for us to watch here – though a small group of Common 

Eiders was nice to find. 

 

Circuiting back around the course of the bay, we headed out to the west side of the dunes in the hope of find the 

Shore Larks which had forsaken their traditional spot for a little wander elsewhere. We eventually got lucky as we 

spotted the four of them feeding actively at the foot of the dune ridge. This done, we cut back through the pines 
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to check more of the grazing marshes. Two Great Egrets were soon apparent from the hide and warming air was 

causing the raptors to get up and get active; Common Buzzards, Red Kites and Marsh Harriers seemed to be 

everywhere! A nice bonus came in a pair of Grey Partridge which gave great views, but were bested by the Little 

Grebes that bobbed like corks in front of us on the little brackish pool. We made it back to the café in perfect 

time for lunch. 

 

Fed and watered, we continued eastward and headed to the Norfolk Wildlife Trust reserve at Cley-next-the-sea. 

We took the famous walk down the East Bank and, though there was much to look at on the grazing marsh 

(including some wonderful Black-tailed Godwits ‘wickering’ at each other), it was the reedbeds that drew our 

collective attention. And this paid off, as a pair of Bearded Reedlings popped up, feeding on reed seeds and 

apparently without concern at our presence. This turned into a real highlight of the weekend (how many can one 

take?!) and we were even able to share them with a lady passing by who had always wanted to see them but never 

managed it before – oh, and today was her birthday! An icy wind caused us to finally press on and we made it to 

the beach in absolute perfect time, as the young Iceland Gull that had been wintering in the area gave us a fly-by 

as it cruised right along the tideline in front of us. We had planned a warm-up drink at the visitor centre, but we 

arrived five minutes too late – but this didn’t dampen our spirits after we’d seen so many good things. One final 

stop was in order, and we headed to Stiffkey, hopefully to pick up some raptors or geese coming in to roost. In 

the event, things were very quiet, but we rounded the whole weekend off with a perfect Barn Owl that ghosted 

its way past us and headed out to the saltmarsh to hunt. A perfect end to an amazing weekend, full of so many 

great wildlife experiences.  

 

Many thanks to all for making this a wonderful weekend and a real pleasure for us to lead and be a part of; we 

hope to see you all again soon! 
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Species Lists 

 

Common name Scientific name 29/1 30/1 

Birds       

Brent Goose Branta bernicla ✓ ✓ 

Canada Goose  Branta canadensis  10 

Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis 1  

Greylag Goose  Anser anser ✓ ✓ 

Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus ✓ ✓ 

Mute Swan  Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ 

Egyptian Goose  Alopochen aegyptiaca 30 10 

Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna  ✓ ✓ 

Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata  ✓  ✓ 

Gadwall  Mareca strepera ✓  ✓ 

Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ 

Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ 

Northern Pintail Anas acuta 3  

Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca ✓ ✓ 

Common Pochard Aythya ferina 17  

Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula ✓  
Greater Scaup Aythya marila 1  

Common Eider Somateria mollissima  7 

Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator 1  

Grey Partridge  Perdix perdix  2 

Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ 

Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa 2  
Feral Rock Dove Columba livia ✓  

Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ 

Water Rail Rallus aquaticus h+1  

Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus ✓  ✓ 

Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra  ✓   

Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis 3 3 

Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus 1  

Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus ✓  ✓ 

Pied Avocet  Recurvirostra avosetta 2   
Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓ 

European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria ✓  ✓ 

Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola ✓ ✓  

Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula 6+  

Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata ✓ ✓ 

Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica ✓ ✓ 

Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa 10+ ✓ 

Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres ✓ ✓ 

Red Knot Calidris canutus ✓  

Sanderling Calidris alba ✓ ✓ 

Dunlin Calidris alpina ✓ ✓ 

Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima 1  

Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola 2  

Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 3+ 20+ 

Common Redshank  Tringa totanus ✓ ✓  

Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ 

Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus 2   

Common Gull Larus canus ✓ ✓ 

Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus ✓ ✓ 

Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides 1  

European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus ✓  ✓ 
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Common name Scientific name 29/1 30/1 

Birds       

Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus 3 1 

Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ 

Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 3 4  

Great Egret Ardea alba  2 

Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 6 15+ 

Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 15+ 20+ 

Red Kite Milvus milvus 6 10+ 

White-tailed Eagle* Haliaeetus albicilla 1  

Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 1 20+ 

Western Barn Owl Tyto alba  1 

Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major 1  
Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 1 2+ 

Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius 4  1 

Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica ✓ ✓ 

Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula ✓ ✓ 

Rook  Corvus frugilegus  ✓ 

Carrion Crow  Corvus corone ✓ ✓ 

Coal Tit Periparus ater 2 ✓ 

Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

Great Tit  Parus major ✓ ✓ 

Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis 2 15+ 

Shore Lark  Eremophila alpestris  4 

Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti h  

Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus  ✓ ✓ 

Goldcrest Regulus regulus h 2 

Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ 

Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea 1  

Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris 3  

Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 

Common Blackbird  Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

Fieldfare Turdus pilaris  1 

Redwing  Turdus iliacus ✓ ✓ 

Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus 1  

European Robin  Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ 

House Sparrow  Passer domesticus  ✓ 

Dunnock  Prunella modularis ✓ ✓ 

Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ 

Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 2 ✓ 

European Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus ✓ 3+ 

Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 

Brambling Fringilla montifringilla 1  

European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris ✓  
Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina ✓ ✓ 

European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ 

Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis  30+ 

Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus ✓  
        

Mammals       

European Hare   Lepus europaeus ✓ ✓ 

Grey Seal   Halichoerus grypus   1 

Fallow Deer Dama dama ✓  

Reeves’s Muntjac Muntiacus reevesi ✓ ✓  
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*While the White-tailed Eagle was a third calendar year bird from the captive release programme on the Isle of 

Wight (bird no. G471 if you want to follow its progress online!), it made its own way to Norfolk as part of its 

teenage wanderings and its appearance surely was one of the trip highlights and therefore worthy of at least an 

honorary place on our list. See the following web page for more: https://www.roydennis.org/category/sea-

eagle/isle-of-wight-sea-eagles/ 

 

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!  
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