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

Day 1 Friday 2nd October 

After a very successful first Norfolk in Autumn tour, we were hitting the brilliant North Norfolk coast again for 

our first October tour. With many restrictions still in place it was going to be another socially distanced tour but 

one we were hoping would be bird filled. With the tides looking brilliant on Saturday morning for a high tide 

extravaganza, it was an excitedly devoured supper and early night, ready for a pre-dawn start. 

Day 2 Saturday 3rd October 

With coffee, juice, bacon rolls and some Danish pastries waiting for us in reception, we collected breakfast and 

were off to RSPB Snettisham. Just 10 minutes down the road it didn’t take too long to get to the car park. A 

short video on the BBC a few weeks earlier had raised the profile of this incredible destination, so the car park 

was busier than usual. We joined the marching many and made our way in the half light towards the beach. It 

was a bit too dark to pick anything out, but the ticking of Robins kept us company though the scrub. As we 

reached the beach, we could hear Pink-footed, Greylag and Canada Geese calling but not much was visible just 

yet. As we headed south towards the viewing area, we noticed some low cloud on the horizon. When it suddenly 

severed and went in different directions, we knew we were in for a treat. Over 60,000 Knot were about to 

whoosh and whizz and wow us for the next two hours. It is nigh on impossible to describe the awe. One has to 

see this unique spectacle and it must be one of the most incredible natural experiences to witness in the UK.   

 

With it being a touch on the drizzly side, we were able to sneak into the brand-new hide. This has only been 

opened a few months and it complements the Knot spectacle perfectly as it is an incredible hide. Designed with 

touches for a variety of audiences, it may well be the best hide the country. As we scanned the pits, a dark blob 

could be seen on the far side. Lifting its head up we could see it was a Great Skua, standing over an unfortunate 

prey item. We occasionally see these birds over the water, so it was great to see one in close and get a feel for 

their size and stature. The Knot swarmed around it, leaving a good 10 metres of bare shingle between them.  

 

A few break ups and low circuits from large groups of Knot over the water and it was time for us to move as the 

tide was falling. We got to the lookout just in time to have them stream over our heads and out onto the mud. 

The BBC film unit that was there would have got some incredible shots. By taking breakfast with us we had 

nearly doubled our usual time there. While this had worked out brilliantly to see the spectacle, we had got a bit 

damp being so exposed, so it was back to the hotel (not before a quick stop near the chalets to check out a 

Redstart) for a quick change of clothes and onto our next stop. 

 

Having scratched our coastal and shorebird itch, it was time for something completely different. With it still 

being drizzly, we opted for some woodland birding to provide some shelter and offer up some new birds for the 

tour. Well’s Wood is a magnet for migrants at this time of year, being one of the first and densest bits of cover 

for birds to shelter in as they migrate over the North Sea. We did a circuit of the woods, picking up Redstarts, 

Chiffchaffs, Willow Warblers, Blackcaps and Goldcrests. A Spotted Flycatcher flicked in and out of the pines 

and a Bullfinch called and led us out of the woods to a nearby hedge-lined tussocky field. Here we stumbled on a 

150-strong group of Redwing, Song Thrush and Blackbird feeding along a hedgerow. We had been hearing 

thrushes calling above us as they arrived ‘in off’ all morning, so it was nice to get some proper views of these 
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new arrivals. On the way back for lunch we came across a big mixed flock of Goldfinch, Redpoll and Siskin 

spiralling up and down through the birches and willows. 

 

Despite the damp conditions, our lunch stop was pretty busy, so we took the opportunity to get warmed up on 

the inside and get walking to keep warm. Fortunately, the weather improved after lunch and we were able to 

enjoy being out of the trees a little. We headed down the road and then cut back on a track where a Red-backed 

Shrike had been reported. In hindsight this may not have been the quickest route, but it turned out brilliantly. I 

heard a Brambling calling and looked up to clap eyes on it to direct the group. No luck. It called again and once 

more I was scouring the skies. It seemed so close: how could I not see it? Again, it called, and again. I asked the 

group to stay still and quiet, thinking it must be circling or in a bush. As I turned, I noticed it, not eight metres 

way on the path. Obviously fresh in and very tired, it was hopping about on the edge of the track looking for 

seeds. No-one had ever seen a Brambling that close, so we all tried to rotate the front of our single file so 

everyone could get a good look. We tried to shimmy past without disturbing, but it flicked over the hedge with 

more strength than we thought and into the adjacent field.  

 

As we scanned for it, we picked up a smart Wheatear running the furrows in a field full of Skylarks and Meadow 

Pipits. As we walked on, they all took off and one of them looked much smaller and with a more bouncy flight. 

Getting binoculars on it we could see it was shorter tailed and broader winged, a Woodlark! Three great birds in 

quick succession but would we top it off with the shrike? It seemed not as we met a fellow birder who hadn’t 

seen it after a good scan of the fence lines. We had a look ourselves, and while no shrike, did pick out some 

Whinchat and Stonechat on the wires. We couldn’t complain as we’d had a great walk so accepted it wasn’t to be. 

As we headed off the original observer called us back, “Is this it?”. Sure enough, tucked in behind a post and far 

closer than we had been looking, was a juvenile Red-backed Shrike, a new bird for a few in the group. We had 

good luck as it fed like a Stonechat, flicking down to the ground then back up the fence, moving away from us 

with each sortie. A pair of calling Lapland Buntings overhead were the cherry on the icing on the cake. We 

headed back and covered some of the path we’d walked earlier. A lot of the birds had moved on but there were 

still some Chiffchaffs lingering.  

 

A loo and a brew later, we headed off to North Point Pool for the end of the day. Out of the car park, 

immediately our eyes were drawn to a tall white blob at the Eastern end. A Great Egret was working the fringe. 

A few Egyptian Geese were in close along with a Ruff which allowed a good comparison with the numerous 

Redshank. A Short-eared Owl on the fence line dived into the grass seconds after we saw it but after a good 10 

minutes of waiting, it failed to emerge. With all the movement earlier in the day we tried our luck with the scrub. 

The briefest flick of a Lesser Whitethroat was the best we got alongside the expected Robins and Goldcrests. A 

Cetti’s Warbler burst out its song from a Sallow copse but that was about it as the drizzle started again. On the 

way back to the car we were treated to thousands of Pink-footed Geese heading out to roost on the marsh and 

sand banks. What a brilliant end to the day.  

  

Day 3 Sunday 4th October 

After a long day yesterday and with birds arriving, I opted for an early breakfast rather than a walk and late 

breakfast. The offer was open to come for a quick 45-minute stroll at dawn to check the Old Hunstanton beach 

houses and buckthorn. An absolutely pristine male Black Redstart was our reward alongside a small covey of 
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Grey Partridge on the 18th hole of the golf course. I have to admit I was hoping for more, but the redstart was 

getting no complaints, so with breakfast finished and the van wiped down, it was off to Titchwell. 

The tides for the Knot are also good for scanning the sea so we headed straight to the beach on arrival. Well, 

that was the plan anyway. Some serious ‘pinging’ from the reeds either side of us revealed some very active, and 

very visible Bearded Tits. A small group of 16 were dancing over the whispy seed heads and feeding on top as 

well. It was great to see so many and so close - a cracking start to our visit. There had been a starfish wreck and 

there must have been nearly a thousand large gulls on the strand line. A Caspian Gull had been reported in with 

them, but we didn’t spend too long looking for it. The sea held a Red-throated Diver, two Great Crested Grebes, 

a dozen Gannet moving east and a score of Common Scoter. We headed back towards the fresh marsh when I 

noticed a familiar shape but in an unfamiliar scene. A thin-winged brown bird cut low over the path then arced 

above us. A swift, in October! Birds this late do need to be double checked for the scarcer Pallid Swift, so I made 

sure everyone was on it before grilling the features, which all pointed it being a Common. What a surprise. We 

followed it hawking above the Parrinder Hide, trying to let as many people know as possible. The fresh marsh 

held our only Spoonbills of the weekend and another Great Egret to add to our bird yesterday. A few Avocet 

remained from the summer and these were joined by some Brent Geese, just starting to arrive from Russia.  

With time ticking on, we started to make a move. A Wryneck had been located up the road where we were going 

to stop for Cattle Egret, and after the success with one last month, I had my fingers crossed. A quick check of 

my phone was like a thump to the tummy. While we were having breakfast, a Little Bunting and Red-breasted 

Flycatcher had been seen where we had our morning walk outside the hotel. To go or not to go…. We stuck to 

our original plan and headed off to look for the Wryneck and Cattle Egrets. Upon arrival in the drizzle, it looked 

like our luck was out. The cows had moved away to another field and the small crowd didn’t look too cheery. 

With neither species showing, we gave it five minutes while we enjoyed some close Brown Hares.  

As the rain got heavier it was a good time to get in the car and call lunch, so we headed to Holkham. The new 

Lookout café gave us some shelter as we scanned over the grasslands. Several thousand Pink-footed Geese were 

out grazing with hundreds of Teal and Wigeon. A trip into the trees was in order to try and seek some shelter. 

The pines aren’t quite as diverse as the varied woodland at Wells but can still hold some good birds. We had 

some really close views of Treecreeper, Coal Tit, Goldcrest and several raucous Jays. A look back onto the 

grassland as we headed towards the dunes gave us our third Great Egret of the weekend. As we got to the dunes, 

we flushed a Green Woodpecker that yaffled into cover. A scan of the sea and beach revealed some distant 

waders and gulls with some Gannets moving offshore. Some amazing fungi were to be found on the way back 

where the pines have been felled and thinned at the back of the dunes.  

With the rain picking up some of the group were happy to call it a day and I offered to take any of those staying 

the night to go for a wander through the scrub and chalets outside the hotel. We had no luck with the Black 

Redstart we had that morning but did find a Common Redstart flashing through the huts. A handful of close 

Goldcrests and a single Chiffchaff were to the be the last birds of a very memorable weekend. 
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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) 

      October 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 

1 Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata  1 

2 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis 15+ 2 

3 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus 1 2 

4 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus  16+ 

5 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo 40 9 

6 Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris  1 

7 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ 

8 Great Egret Ardea alba 1 2 

9 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 3 3 

10 Eurasian Spoonbill Platelea leucorodia  8 

11 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor 2 8 

12 Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhyncus 8,000 3,000 

13 Greylag Goose Anser anser ✓ ✓ 

14 Canada Goose Branta canadensis ✓ ✓ 

15 Brent Goose Branta bernicla  14 

16 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiacus 5  

17 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna 61  

18 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope 250 8 

19 Gadwall Mareca strepera 4  

20 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ 

21 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ 

22 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta  2 

23 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata 4  

24 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula 1 3 

25 Common Scoter Melanitta nigra   

26 Red Kite Milvus milvus 3 4 

27 Western Marsh Harrier Cicus aeruginosus 4 6 

28 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1  

29 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 3 2 

30 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus 1  

31 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus  3 2 

32 Hobby Falco subbuteo  1  

33 Grey Partridge Perdix perdix 6 9 

34 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ 

35 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus ✓ ✓ 

36 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra ✓ ✓ 

37 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus 2,000+  

38 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 2  

39 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria  60  

40 Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola 100  

41 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula 2  

42 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 165  

43 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago 11  

44 Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa laponica 1500  

45 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa 8  

46 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata 92  

47 Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus  1 

48 Common Redshank Tringa totanus 403  
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      October 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 

49 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia  1 

50 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres 120  

51 Red Knot Calidris canutus 60,000+  

52 Sanderling Calidris alba 160  

53 Dunlin Calidris alpina 1,800+  

54 Ruff Philomachus pugnax 2  

55 Great Skua Stercorarius skua 1  

56 Common Gull Larus canus ✓ ✓ 

57 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus ✓ ✓ 

58 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ 

59 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus 2 1 

60 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus 10  

61 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus  ✓ ✓ 

62 Rock/Feral Dove Columba livia ‘feral’ ✓ ✓ 

63 Stock Dove Columba oenas 2  

64 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

65 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ 

66 Common Swift Apus apus 1  

67 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopus major 1  

68 Woodlark  Lullula arborea 1  

69 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis 67  

70 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 3  

71 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis 80+  

72 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 1  

73 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii 8  

74 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ 

75 Dunnock  Prunella modularis  ✓ ✓ 

76 European Robin Erithacus rubecula  ✓ ✓ 

77 Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus 5 1 

78 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochrurus  1 

79 Whinchat Saxicola rubetra 1  

80 European Stonechat Saxicola torquata 1 6 

81 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

82 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos 100+  

83 Redwing Turdus iliacus 120+  

84 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla 14  

85 Lesser Whitethroat Curruca curruca  1 

86 Willow Warbler Phlloscopus trochilus 1  

87 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 10 1 

88 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti 2  

89 Goldcrest Regulus regulus 30+ 7 

90 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata 1  

91 Bearded Tit Panarus biarmicus  20+ 

92 Coal Tit Periparus ater 3  

93 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ 

94 Great Tit Parus major ✓ ✓ 

95 Eurasian Blue Tit Parus caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

96 Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio 1  

97 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica ✓ ✓ 

98 Western Jackdaw Corvus monedula ✓ ✓ 

99 Rook Corvus frugilegus ✓ ✓ 
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      October 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 

100 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓ 

101 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius 4  

102 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 

103 House Sparrow Passer domesticus 3 9 

104 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 3  

105 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla 10+  

106 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris 10 4 

107 Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus 20+  

108 Lesser Redpoll Acanthis cabaret 30+  

109 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 70+ ✓ 

110 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina 40  

111 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula 1  

112 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✓ ✓ 

     

     

 

 

Mammals 

Grey Squirrel - Sciurus carolinensis  Rabbit - Oryctolagus cuniculus 

Hare - Lepus europaeus Muntjac - Muntiacus reevesi 

Roe Deer – Capreolus capreolus               


