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Tour Leaders:    Ed Drewitt 

    David Tattersfield 

 

Participants   Marion Pencavel   

    Val Harris   

    John Cunningham  

    Sue Cunningham  

    Stefanie Wheeler   

    Rachel Weeks   

    Heather Warne   

    Rebecca Woodell  

    Robert Badcock   

    Ann Brigstock  

    Helen Smyth   

 

Summary: With perfect sunshine and hot temperatures, the Somerset Levels was in its full glory and the 

wildlife was in abundance. Wetland specialists including Bitterns, Hobbies, Cuckoos, Garganey, Marsh Harrier 

and Great White Egrets all showed well and we had some incredible views of the normally secretive Cetti’s 

Warblers. Meanwhile, in the woodland, young Grey Herons and Little Egrets were in their nests and over 11 

species of birds came down to a small woodland pool in a matter of 15 minutes! The meadows didn’t disappoint 

and flowers including orchids, Yellow Rattle and Oxeye Daisies were found while buttercups adorned many 

fields, turning them bright yellow. Other highlights including Wall Brown butterfly, Stoat, Roe Deer and the 

hatching of hundreds of Four-spotted Darter dragonflies.   

Day 1 Wednesday 23rd May 

After a beautiful sunny day, Wells Cathedral glowed in the evening sunshine. The group gathered pre-dinner to 

mingle and learn of the plan for the next few days. After a delicious dinner the group enjoyed a brief insight into 

some of the wildlife and habitats we hoped to see over the next two days. We then retired early to get some sleep 

before an early dawn start.  

Day 2 Thursday 24th May 

At 4.30am most of the group quietly gathered together and set off to the RSPB’s Ham Wall reserve to experience 

the Somerset Levels at dawn. Despite the fog, birdsong was everywhere and we heard at least four Bitterns 

coming from all directions, at least three Cuckoos and numerous songbirds including Blackcaps, Reed Warblers 

and a Willow Warbler. Cetti’s Warblers were common and their explosive song quickly gave away their location. 

Unusually, we had some brilliant views of these normally unrevealing birds. We were able to see their pale-grey 

throat and breast, rustic-brown back and longish tail. David found a Bittern in a typical hunched posture at the 

far end of a pool. Three Kingfishers flew past at break-neck speeds while a Great Crested Grebe watched the 

world go by as she sat on her nest. Pochards, Tufted Ducks, Mallards and Gadwall were widespread across the 

pools.  
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At 6.30am it was time for some food so we headed back to the hotel in Wells. After a wholesome and well-

earned cooked breakfast we set off eagerly at 8.30am. It was a misty start and the levels felt atmospheric as the 

moisture hung between the trees and reeds. We headed to the southern levels to the RSPB’s Greylake Reserve – 

a decade ago its fields were full of potatoes! This wetland reserve was busy with the varied, rasping songs of the 

Sedge Warblers and the more strident, regular song of the Reed Warbler, with territories at predictable locations 

along a straight band of reeds. We got some great views of foraging Reed Warblers and singing Reed Buntings. A 

female Reed Bunting was waiting patiently with beak full of insects ready to feed her chicks nearby. A Skylark 

started singing above us while a Cuckoo perched in a nearby tree. We later heard it calling. Meanwhile, the 

distinctive piping calls of Redshanks could be heard and from the hide we spotted at least four alongside 

territorial Lapwings. Curlews called further away and a lingering male Shoveler was on the water’s edge.  

 

After a comfort stop on the market town of Langport we ventured on to the RSPB’s West Sedgemoor Reserve 

and Swell Wood. From the hide we watched and heard the squawking, gurgling baby Grey Herons and Little 

Egrets. The latter sounded like someone gargling mouthwash! One adult egret was showing its beautiful head 

plumes and extravagant ‘aigrattes’ delicately draped along its back. A pool in front of the hide was a hot spot for 

birds coming down to drink. In 15 minutes at least 11 species of bird came down to drink or wash including 

Spotted Flycatcher, two Goldcrests, two Nuthatches, Treecreeper, Chiffchaff, various tits and a Song Thrush. 

We had remarkable views of them all as they visited this hotspot. A Short-tailed Vole also made an appearance! 

Nearby there were at least two different, ‘squeaking’ Spotted Flycatchers. We watched them fly round in circles 

as they fed on insects around the trees. A Stock Dove and Great Spotted Woodpecker called from the woods.  

 

Lunch beckoned so we headed to Burrowbridge to the King Alfred for some great food such as Somerset 

Smokie (haddock in cheese sauce) and wholesome sandwiches with delicious, freshly cooked brown bread. As 

the mist lifted, the hot sunshine broke through and before moving on we climbed Burrow Mump, a hill and 

historic site next to the pub. We were surprised to find freshly emerged Wall Brown butterflies flying around us 

and basking on exposed dirt patches made by sheep. A male Green Woodpecker showed well from a small Oak 

tree while two Roe Deer pranced across a field below us. A Lesser Whitethroat could just be heard ‘rattling’ from 

a hedgerow. From the hill we were able to see across the flat landscape and get a sense of how the fields, rhines 

(ditches) and rivers join up.  

 

We drove back to Swell Wood and spent the hot, humid afternoon walking along the farm track, lined with 

hedgerows. We were adjacent to the wide expanse of the West Sedgemoor drain. Near the first farm we saw 

Goldfinches and Linnets while our first Hobby flew overhead. The sunshine had encouraged butterflies to fly 

including Brimstone, Holly Blue, Orange Tip and Speckled Wood. Becky was searching for butterfly eggs and 

found a distinctive yet minute red egg of an Orange Tip butterfly attached to a plant. Common Blue and Blue-

tailed Damselflies were common on the nettles and other plants bordering the drove. We stopped in a beautiful 

natural, ancient meadow full of Common Spotted Orchids, Southern Marsh Orchids, Green-veined Orchids and 

Yellow Rattle. A very pale coloured Buzzard soared nearby while a Sparrowhawk circled over the woods above 

us. A few more Hobbies flew overhead, no doubt hunting for dragonflies. On our walk back we passed through 

a nearby field that had been planted with meadow flower seeds last year and further on another field that had 

been seeded two years ago. They were full of Yellow Rattle, Wild Carrot, Oxeye Daisies and Kidney Vetch – it 

was an incredibly rich field although we saw very few insects feeding on them.  
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After such a busy, sunny day we drove back to the Swan Hotel full of stories and memories of the various 

habitats and abundant wildlife. Before a delicious meal we gathered to reflect on the wildlife we had seen during 

the day.  

Day 3 Friday 25th May 

After a later start and another wonderful breakfast we set off for the Avalon Marshes, focusing our efforts on 

the RSPB’s Ham Wall Reserve and Natural England’s Shapwick Heath. In beautiful, hot sunshine we saw wildlife 

everywhere! 

 

We started off on Shapwick Heath in bright sunshine with singing Song Thrushes and Blackcaps. Whitethroats 

were common along the bushes adjacent to the path. Bitterns were abundant and often flew low over the reeds 

before dropping down. Their low, resonating ‘booming’ call was often broadcast across the reedbeds. The open, 

muddy pools along the track were busy with summer plumaged Black-tailed Godwits which were probably failed 

breeders from Iceland. Amongst the Mute Swans a female Great Egret foraged, catching a number of small fish. 

She was ringed as a nestling in May 2009 in Besne France. She and her mate are the first of this species to ever 

nest in the UK! We watched her fly round to the nest in the reedbeds to feed her three chicks. Meanwhile, a pair 

of Garganey preened by the water’s edge – this rare breeding duck which arrives from Africa was a real highlight. 

Mallard, Gadwall and a single male Teal rested on the far bank. A female Marsh Harrier quartered the reeds and 

a Hobby showed briefly. Nearby, a close inspection of the lilies revealed lots of resting Large Red-eyed 

Damselflies.  

 

Along damp, flooded woodland known as Alder Carr, Great Tits and Blue Tits foraged while a male Garden 

Warbler sang while hidden at the top of an Alder tree. At Noah’s Lake some nestling Cormorants could be seen 

in their nests and noisy, creaky-gate sounding Greylag Geese flew past. Behind us a Cuckoo sang very close by – 

incredible to think that a few months ago this bird was probably sharing a forest with chimps and gorillas in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo! A Hairy Dragonfly hunted close to the trees while damselflies were hugging 

close to the nettles. Before we left, Marion found a young Common Toad.  

 

In the hot sunshine with a gentle breeze, we walked along the old railway line towards Shapwick where we 

spotted Shelduck, Little Egrets, Pochard, Tufted Ducks, a family of Great Crested Grebes (three young), a 

Kingfisher and Marsh Marigolds just coming in to flower. Sue spotted four distant birds above the reserve – a 

glimpse through a telescope revealed they were White Storks, a rare migrant from mainland Europe. They had 

been spotted over Ham Wall the evening before and a few days before this four had been seen over Portland Bill 

in Dorset. They were likely to have been the same birds. A few weeks later they were seen in south Wales and in 

north Bristol.  

 

After a comfort stop and cuppa at the Avalon Marshes Centre where the group saw a Great Spotted 

Woodpecker, we nipped in to the Somerset Wildlife Trust’s Catcott Lows. Open water in the winter, this flooded 

field was now shallow and covered in fresh growth including Water Mint. A mature family of Mallards were 

spotted alongside some Shoveler ducks, Mute Swans and Little Egrets. A short drive up the road we arrived at 

the Crown Inn for a delicious lunch and a chance to cool down!  
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As we left House Martins were coming down to some puddles by the road to drink and collect some mud while 

others with the odd Swallow were swooping past feeding on insects over the hedgerow. On our way towards 

Meare we passed an active peat factory and as we passed we could see how peat diggings look before they are 

transformed into nature reserves. The hot weather saw farmers taking advantage of the chance to cut their hay 

meadows, attracting Buzzards and gulls searching for any voles or mice scurrying for cover. As we passed one 

such field a Stoat gingerly crossed the road.  

 

We spent the afternoon exploring the RSPB’s Ham Wall Reserve in amazing sunshine – birds were still singing 

even in the heat including Blackbirds, Blackcaps and Garden Warblers. The hot weather had allowed hundreds 

of Four-spotted Darter dragonflies to emerge and every other reed stem had one perched. Some were flying high 

and attracting two or three Hobbies. The group watched one Hobby catch a dragonfly before eating it in flight. 

Meanwhile on the water Great Crested Grebes, Little Grebes, Coots and Tufted Ducks resided. The local crows 

had made short work of various bird eggs – mainly duck but also Coot. A Carrion Crow pellet found on the 

grass was full of the iridescent green and blue wing cases of beetles. Stefanie spotted a Kingfisher dash past. 

After resting and looking out across the reserve we completed the checklist and reflected on the day’s incredible 

experience.  

 

We drove back to Wells before saying our goodbyes after a few magical days absorbing ourselves in the unique 

atmosphere and environment that is the Somerset Levels in spring! 

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   H = heard only) 

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 24 25 

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 Great Egret Ardea alba    

7 Great Bittern   Botaurus stellaris   

8 White Stork Ciconia ciconia    (4) 

9 Mute Swan Cygnus olor   

10 Greylag Goose Anser anser    

11 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis   

12 Shelduck Tadorna tadorna    

13 Teal Anas crecca    

14 Garganey Anas querquedula    

15 Gadwall   Anas strepera   

16 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos   

17 Shoveler Anas clypeata   

18 Common Pochard Aythya ferina   

19 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula   

20 Eurasian Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus    

21 Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus    

22 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo   

23 Kestrel Falco tinnunculus   

24 Hobby  Falco subbuteo   

25 Common Pheasant   Phasianus colchicus   

26 Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus   H 

27 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus   

28 Common Coot   Fulica atra   

29 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus   

30 Common Redshank   Tringa totanus   

31 Curlew  Numenius arquata H   

32 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa    

33 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus   

34 Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus   

35 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus    

36 Feral Pigeon Columba livia   

37 Stock Dove   Columba oenas    

38 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus   

39 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto   

40 Cuckoo Cuculus canorus  (5)  (3) 
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 24 25 

41 Swift Apus apus   

42 Common Kingfisher   Alcedo atthis  (3)  (1) 

43 Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopos major   

44 Green Woodpecker Picus viridis   

45 Sky Lark Alauda arvensis   

46 Swallow Hirundo rustica   

47 House Martin Delichon urbica   

48 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii   

49 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea    

50 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes   

51 Dunnock   Prunella modularis   

52 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos   

53 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula   

54 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula   

55 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   

56 Garden Warbler Sylvia borin    (3) 

57 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti   

58 Common Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita   

59 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus   

60 Whitethroat Sylvia communis   

61 Lesser Whitethroat Sylvia curruca H   

62 Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   

63 Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus   

64 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus   

65 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata  (3)   

66 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus   

67 Coal Tit   Periparus ater    

68 Great Tit   Parus major   

69 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus   

70 Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris    

71 Eurasian Nuthatch   Sitta europaea    

72 Treecreeper Certhia familiaris    

73 Jay Garrulus glandarius    

74 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica   

75 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula   

76 Rook   Corvus frugilegus   

77 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone   

78 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris   

79 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus   

80 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs   

81 European Greenfinch   Carduelis chloris    

82 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis   

83 Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus   
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 24 25 

Mammals       

1 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus   

2 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus   

3 Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis    

4 Shrew sp Sorex sp H   

5 Field Vole Microtus agrestis    

6 Stoat Mustela erminea    

Amphibians       

1 Marsh Frog Rana ridibunda    

2 Toad  Bufo bufo    

Butterflies       

1 Holly Blue Celastrina argiolus    

2 Orange Tip Anthocharis cardamines   

3 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni   

4 Peacock Inachis io   

5 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria   

6 Wall Brown Lasiommata megera  (6+)   

7 Large White Pieris brassicae   

8 Green-veined White Pieris napi    

Dragonflies and Damselflies       

1 Hairy Dragonfly Brachytron pratense    

2 Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata    

3 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans   

4 Azure Damselfly Coenagrion puella    

5 Red-eyed Damselfly Erythromma najas    

6 Emerald Damselfly Lestes sponsa    

Other Taxa       

  Wasp Beetle Clytus arietis    

Plants 

Our bird watching activities took us into a range of habitats each with its own characteristic flora. Below are 

some brief notes on some of the plants seen. 

    May 

Common name Scientific name 24 25 

HamWall, Shapwick Heath, Catcott       

        

Common Reed Phragmites australis   

Bulrush Typha latifolia   
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    May 

Common name Scientific name 24 25 

Water Plantain Alisma plantago-aquatica   

Arrow-head Sagittaria sagittifolia   

Branched Bur-reed Sparganium erectum   

Yellow Water-lily Nuphar lutea   

Frogbit Hydrocharis morsus-ranae   

Water Fern Azolla filiculoides   

Common Duckweed Lemna minor   

Least Duckweed (American) Lemna minuta   

Dogwood Cornus sanguinea   

Guelder Rose Viburnum opulus   

Elderberry Sambucus nigra   

Hemlock Water Dropwort Oenanthe crocata   

Hemlock Conium maculatum   

Hogweed Heracleum sphondylium   

Cow Parsley Anthriscus sylvestris   

Black Nightshade Solanum nigrum   

Cuckoo Flower Cardamine pratensis   

Marsh Marigold Caltha palustris   

Ivy Hedera helix   

Old man's Beard Clematis vitalba   

Lords-and-Ladies Arum italicum   

Bracken Pteridium aquilinum   

Broad Buckler Fern Dryopteris dilatata   

Water Mint Mentha aquatica    

        

Greylake       

        

Celery-leaved Crowfoot Ranunculus scleratus    

Wintercress Barbarea vulgaris    

Common Reed Phragmites australis    

Bulrush Typha latifolia    

Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria    

        

Swell Wood, West Sedgemoor       

        

Sessile Oak Quercus petraea    

Dogwood Cornus sanguinea    

Ash Fraxinus excelsior    

Hawthorn Crategus monogyna    

Hazel Corylus avellana    

Blackthorn Prunus spinosa    

Privet Ligustrum vulgare    

Guelder Rose Viburnum opulus    
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    May 

Common name Scientific name 24 25 

Wayfaring Tree Viburnum lantana    

Holly Ilex aquifolium    

Field Maple Acer campestre    

Wych Elm Ulmus glabra    

Small-leaved Elm Ulmus minor    

Scots Pine (planted) Pinus sylvestris    

Spindle Euonymus europaeus    

Honeysuckle Lonicera periclymenum    

Brambke Rubus fruticosus    

Ivy Hedera helix    

Lords-and-Ladies Arum maculatum    

Woodruff Galium odoratum    

Goosegrass Galium aparine    

Black Nightshade Solanum nigrum     

Lesser Celandine Ranunculus ficaria     

Enchanter's Nightshade Circaea lutetiana    

Pendulous Sedge Carex pendula    

Wood Sedge Carex sylvatica    

Yellow Archangel Lamiastrum galeobdolon    

Ground Ivy Glechoma hederacea    

Herb Robert Geranium robertianum    

Herb Bennet Geum urbanum    

Dog's Mercury Mercurialis perennis    

Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria    

Bugle Ajuga reptans    

Selfheal Arctium lappa    

Stinking Iris Iris foetidissima    

Wood Spurge Euphorbia amygdaloides    

Woody Nightshade Solanum dulcamara    

Common Dog Violet Viola riviniana    

Bluebell Hyacinthoides non-scripta    

Lady Fern Athyrium felix-foemina    

Hartstongue Phyllitis scolopendrium    

Primrose Primula vulgaris    

Cowslip Primula veris    

False Oxlip Primula x polyantha    

Greater Stitchwort Stellaria holostea    

Common Vetch Vicia sativa    

Bush Vetch Vicia sepium    

Tufted Vetch Vicia cracca    

Dyer's Greenweed Genista tinctoria     

Yellow Rattle Rhinanthus minor     

Common Fleabane Pulicaria dysenterica     
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    May 

Common name Scientific name 24 25 

Quaking Grass Briza media    

Common Spotted Orchid Dactylorhiza fuchsii    

Southern Marsh Orchid Dactylorhiza praetermissa    

Green-winged Orchid Orchis morio    

        

Reseeded Meadows       

        

Wild Carrot Daucus carota    

Salad Burnet Sanguisorbs minor    

Yellow Rattle Rhinanthus minor    

Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria    

Ox-eye Daisy Leucanthemum vulgare     

 

Southern Marsh Orchid 


