
The Somerset Levels 

Naturetrek Tour Report 4 - 6 December 2019 
 

 

 

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  
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Report compiled by Matt Collis 

Images courtesy of Dan Lay  
 

Murmuration of Starlings at RSPB Ham Wall 
 

Hide at Catcott Meadows 

Looking back over West Sedgemoor 

Mixed flock of duck at RSPB Greylake (Wigeon, Shoveler & Teal) 
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Tour participants: Matt Collis & Dan Lay (Leaders) with 15 Naturetrek Clients 

Summary 

This tour around the Somerset Levels in winter was a fantastic opportunity to witness two major British wildlife 

spectacles: the largest roost of Starlings in the country and the massive concentration of waterfowl and other 

wetland species that winter in the area. With mainland Europe still yet to experience its first colder temperatures, 

it quickly became apparent that many more wintering waterfowl, notably duck, were yet to make their way into 

the UK. Despite this we still had excellent opportunities to gain close views of all the expected Levels ’winter 

wildfowl as well as encountering a few rarities including Hen Harrier, Eurasian Crane and a Yellow-browed 

Warbler. The Starlings ’roost display just got better and better giving us an unbelievable spectacle. With numbers 

featuring around half a million birds, it often appeared the birds engulfed the skies around us – we couldn’t have 

asked for much more.  

Day 1 Wednesday 4th December 

The tour began with the group gathering in the lounge of the wonderful Swan Hotel, set within the picturesque 

English town of Wells. It was here that our trip leader, Matt, introduced himself to each member of the group 

before we went into the dining area where a hearty three course meal was ready and waiting for the group – our 

first of many excellent meals. 

 

Straight after dinner, the group moved to the Exmoor Room where Matt asked each client to introduce 

themselves and share their wildlife hopes for the tour ahead. It quickly became clear we had a very encouraging 

mix of fresh wildlife watchers and more experienced birders, and while many had differing target species, they all 

shared the same excitement for the Starling murmuration. To finish the evening, Matt gave a short talk 

explaining the history of the Somerset Levels, its uniqueness, and introduced the habitats and species which call 

it home. With the rough itinerary and vital information shared, everyone drifted their way to bed, full of 

anticipation for the days to come. 

Day 2 Thursday 5th December 

Following a superb buffet breakfast we made our way south, over the Polden Hills, towards RSPB Swell Woods 

at the very southern end of the levels. Crossing through the landscape, it’s clear to see how the area got its name; 

large areas of continuous flat fields covered by a shallow layer of water creating the ultimate wet landscape for 

winter waterfowl. Comparatively, RSPB Swell Woods lies on one of the rare elevated sections and represents a 

remnant of what would have been a much larger ancient oak woodland which provides home to many species of 

bird including a large heronry.  

 

Once at Swell Woods, we waited by the feeders to see what might come in. Although slow initially, it wasn’t long 

until we’d seen Coal Tit, Great Tit, Blue Tit, Chaffinch and had a quick glimpse of a Nuthatch – a star bird. 

From the viewing point, we looked back over West Sedgemoor where our leaders to pick out Eurasian Cranes; 

five in total, split into two groups, with one pair clearly holding territory. Further scanning of the expansive 

landscape revealed Buzzards, Roe Deer and some Stock Dove which flew past us a number of times. However, 
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the bird which got everyone excited was the sight of a stunning male Hen Harrier perched on a fence post. It 

kindly stayed for a good ten minutes before doing a short flight into some nearby reeds – fantastic!  

 

Continuing our walk around the woodland path, we stopped at a few key locations to enjoy several groups of 

Goldcrests and, for those who could see it, a Treecreeper gave brief but excellent views high up on an old Oak. 

Once back at the car park we stopped again for a second watch of the feeder which added a brief view of a 

Marsh Tit to our days list. 

 

With the first part of the morning gone, we headed down the road to RSPB West Sedgemoor taking the field 

path towards the hide. On route we stopped to view a gathering of corvids, mostly Rook and Jackdaw, and 

enjoyed close views of a pair of Raven as they passed overhead. As we passed the thick hedgerows we managed 

to pick out Chaffinch, Great Tit, Long Tailed Tit, and a brief view of two elusive Bullfinch. A Kestrel also 

showed as did a Sparrowhawk which dashed into the neighbouring wood clutching a prey item – our guess was a 

Blue Tit! 

 

Arriving at the hide it became quickly became clear how the normal gathering of ducks and waders had not quite 

made their way to this area given the mild temperatures on mainland Europe. This didn’t stop the great sightings 

though, with our first views of Great Egret, Lapwing and hunting Marsh Harrier. In fact we were treated to 

several close fly-bys of Marsh Harrier with at least four individuals present on the reserve. A small flock of 

Golden Plover also flew through the site as did our first Peregrine as it scanned the vacant water for any prey.  

 

After an action packed morning we headed towards the King Alfred Inn for lunch but not before making a brief 

stop near Oath to scan the fields. Fortunately for us we picked a great spot with a large gathering of Fieldfare, 

Redwing, Lapwing and Golden Plover all spread out across the wet field. We also witnessed a Grey Heron and a 

Buzzard battle as they foraged for worms and enjoyed close views of both Song Thrush and Goldfinch feeding 

in the tree beside us. Just as we thought we’d had our fill, our morning was capped with a wonderful view of a 

perched Kingfisher showing off its electric blue back – what a bird!  

 

Following lunch we headed straight to RSPB Ham Wall for a walk and the murmuration. Gadwall, Teal, 

Shoveler, Little Grebe and a large congregation of Lapwing were all spotted and both Cetti’s Warbler and Water 

Rail heard calling from within the reeds. Raptors were oddly absent with not a single one seen during our visit, 

however, once in position it wasn’t long before the first Starlings made their way in for the roost. Small groups 

of just a hundred at first, but soon it was many thousands and then in numbers quite hard to comprehend.  

 

With no visible predators around, the murmuration was limited to a short performance before the birds began to 

settle on the reeds. The sight of wave after wave of birds piling into the reedbed was still jaw-dropping and 

within just a short time, the once sea of golden brown reeds became a blanket of black. After about fifteen 

minutes, the reedbed was full but the birds were clearly unsettled and gave us one last show as they moved, 

streaming from one reedbed to the next. With darkness closing in, it was time to leave and digest this excellent 

first experience. The birds had given us a taste of what they can do and it was all fingers crossed we could build 

on what had been a joyous first display.  
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Day 3 Friday 6th December 

Waking before the dawn, a selection of the group set off early to visit RSPB Ham Wall for the Starling eruption. 

Arriving before the sun, we took our place out in the reed bed and waited patiently for the display to begin. 

Conditions were fairly blustery and the Starlings took a fair while to rouse, but as the sound of chatter rose so 

did the birds. Starting with an odd ripple, soon it was a flood of birds shuffling back and forth between reed 

beds, seemingly trying to gather into the ‘correct ’group ready for takeoff. The arrival of three Marsh Harrier, a 

Barn Owl and few Water Rail only further delayed and disrupted the whole spectacle with birds moving to avoid 

the threat of predation. It was at this point, with no specific trigger identifiable, that huge plumes of birds began 

to take off and depart from all directions filling the sky with birds. It was hard to know where to look but before 

you knew it almost every bird had left leaving only an eerie silence as the once full reeds were left vacant. 

 

We returned to the hotel for breakfast, before gathering to make our way to RSPB Greylake for the later part of 

the morning. The great gathering of ducks and waders we’d failed to see the day before were suddenly right in 

front of us. Wigeon, Teal and Shoveler were positioned right in front of the hide, as were a number of Snipe 

which proved an enjoyable challenge to spot. Huge numbers of both Lapwing and Golden Plover were present 

towards the back and frequently took to the skies as did Marsh Harrier and Buzzards which hunted over the 

reserve. Both Little and Great Egret were seen as was a lone Pintail hidden in amongst the sea of other ducks. 

Back in the car park we spotted Chaffinch and Dunnock hanging with House Sparrows at the feeders but it was 

the appearance of a Yellow-browed Warbler in the ivy-covered trees which brought the greatest excitement – a 

rare winter visitor indeed! 

 

Following a wonderful lunch at The Duck, we dropped in at Catcott Meadows where more Wigeon , Pintail and 

Shoveler gave close views as did another Marsh Harrier, this time a stunning male. Waders remained very elusive 

with the only birds seen being a lone Lapwing sat on the grass and a lone Black-tailed Godwit which passed over 

on its way further north.  

 

With the light fading we returned to RSPB Ham Wall and to our previous viewing point in the reed bed. The 

birds put on an incredible display, arriving slightly later that last night and staying suspended in the air much 

longer to everyone’s delight. The arrival of a Peregrine was timed to perfection causing a chain of murmurations 

which stretched across the entire panoramic sky – simply stunning. A sneaky Sparrowhawk only added to the 

drama and just when we thought everything was done, a Peregrine (likely the same one) burst out from the heart 

of the group of Starling clutching a despairing individual in its talons.  

 

It truly was a super display to end a thoroughly enjoyable few days which left everyone feeling delighted and 

inspired. Returning to the minibuses, we headed back to the hotel for our goodbyes and although sad our trip 

had ended, it couldn’t have finished in a better way and we all left knowing we had plenty of nature-filled stories 

to amaze friends and family. Until our next visit! 

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. 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      December 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 

1 Little Grebe   Tachybaptus ruficollis ✓ ✓ 

2 Great Crested Grebe   Podiceps cristatus   ✓ 

3 Great Cormorant   Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ 

4 Grey Heron   Ardea cinerea ✓ ✓ 

5 Little Egret   Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ 

6 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis   ✓ 

7 Great White Egret Egretta alba ✓ ✓ 

8 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ 

9 Greylag Goose   Anser anser   ✓ 

10 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis   ✓ 

11 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ 

12 Gadwall   Mareca strepera ✓ ✓ 

13 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ 

14 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ 

15 Northern Pintail Anas acuta   ✓ 

16 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata ✓ ✓ 

17 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula   ✓ 

18 Eurasian Marsh Harrier   Circus aeruginosus ✓ ✓ 

19 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus 1 1 

20 Eurasian Sparrowhawk   Accipiter nisus ✓ ✓ 

21 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ 

22 Common Kestrel   Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ 

23 Peregrine Falcon   Falco peregrinus ✓ ✓ 

24 Common Pheasant   Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ 

25 Common Crane Grus grus 5   

26 Water Rail   Rallus aquaticus H 3 

27 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus ✓ ✓ 

28 Common Coot   Fulica atra ✓ ✓ 

29 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria ✓ ✓ 

30 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓ 

31 Common Snipe   Gallinago gallinago   ✓ 

32 Black-tailed Godwit   Limosa limosa   1 

33 Dunlin   Calidris alpina ✓   

34 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ 

35 Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus     

36 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ 

37 Feral Pigeon Columba livia domestica ✓ ✓ 

38 Stock Dove   Columba oenas ✓ ✓ 

39 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

40 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ 

41 Barn Owl   Tyto alba   1 

42 Common Kingfisher   Alcedo atthis 1   

43 Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopos major ✓ ✓ 

44 Meadow Pipit   Anthus pratensis   ✓ 

45 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ 

46 Grey Wagtail   Motacilla cinerea ✓   

47 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ 
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      December 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 

48 Dunnock   Prunella modularis ✓ ✓ 

49 European Stonechat Saxicola  rubicola ✓ ✓ 

50 Mistle Thrush   Turdus viscivorus ✓   

51 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos ✓ ✓ 

52 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

53 Fieldfare Turdus Pilaris ✓ ✓ 

54 Redwing Turdus iliacus ✓ ✓ 

55 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ 

56 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti H H 

57 Common Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita H H 

58 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus ✓ ✓ 

59 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ 

60 Yellow-browed Warbler Phylloscopus inornatus   1 

61 Marsh Tit   Poecile palustris ✓   

62 Coal Tit   Periparus ater ✓   

63 Great Tit   Parus major ✓ ✓ 

64 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

65 Eurasian Nuthatch   Sitta europaea ✓   

66 Eurasian Treecreeper   Certhia familiaris ✓ ✓ 

67 Eurasian Jay   Garrulus glandarius H ✓ 

68 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica ✓ ✓ 

69 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula ✓ ✓ 

70 Rook   Corvus frugilegus ✓ ✓ 

71 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone ✓ ✓ 

72 Common Raven   Corvus corax ✓   

73 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 

74 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ 

75 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 

76 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ 

77 Common Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula ✓ ✓ 

78 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella ✓   

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 


