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Tour Leader:    Dave Nevitt 

    David Tattersfield 

 

Tour Participants  Dave Fry 

    Barbara Fry 

    Sarah Insole 

    Claire Benians 

    Chris Bateman 

    Bev Ridding 

    Anne Hart 

    Ian Watchman 

    Joanne Watchman 

    John Darling 

    Geraldine Darling 

    Stuart Killen 

    Carolyn Killen 

    Harriet Poland 

    Alan Morgan 

    Margaret Morgan 

Summary 

This tour around the Somerset Levels in spring was a fantastic opportunity to witness the wildlife in one of 

Britain’s prime wetland areas. A home in winter to massive concentrations of waders, wildfowl and the country’s 

largest roost of millions of Starlings, in spring the area comes alive with the many species which come here to 

breed. A host of warbler species, the broadest range of breeding heron species in the country and many 

specialists of reedbeds and wet grassland habitats combine to make this a unique area. Sought after species 

include the largest concentration of breeding Bitterns in the country, the only site in Britain where the Great 

White Egret breeds, the Cranes which have been reintroduced here after an absence of over 400 years and 

Hobbies which congregate to feed on the plethora of Odonata in the rhynes. The stage was set for a fantastic 

feast of wildlife. 

Day 1 Monday 19th May 

The group assembled in the evening of a cloudy but warm Somerset day. In the cosy setting of the Swan Hotel 

with Wells Cathedral glowing in floodlight opposite, expectations were high as Dave and David introduced 

themselves and whet the group’s appetite with the plan for the days ahead. The group members said what they 

particularly wanted to see and shared their level of experience to assist Dave and David. As this was billed as a 

Beginners course, all group members were at a similar level of experience. It turned out that a major focus of 

what everyone wanted to see was Bitterns…our most elusive heron, so no pressure there, then! We adjourned to 

sample our first of several delicious Swan Hotel meals before moving to the Oak Room where the leaders gave a 

short talk by way of an introduction to how the Levels were formed and the special species that now call it 

home. Some having spent much of the day travelling, and with an early start scheduled for tomorrow, all took a 

welcome early night. 
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Day 2 Tuesday 20th May 

Some 10 of the group emerged in the early dawn light at 5 a.m. to be welcomed by Dave and David. Loading up 

into the buses, we were soon on our way across the marshy fields of the Levels headed for Ashcott Corner. 

Arriving in the car park at 5:20, the heavily overcast skies looked menacing and we prepared ourselves for the 

forecast rain. Despite this, we were greeted by a cacophony of bird song. Goldfinches tinkled their merry song, 

Blackcaps warbled and our first Cuckoo called in the distance. A fine male Bullfinch was feeding in bushes by 

the car park, giving us all the chance to marvel at his splendid colours. 

 

Taking the path to RSPB Ham Wall reserve, the birds came think and fast. A Goldcrest gave some of the group 

fleeting glimpses, whilst a Chiffchaff was more accommodating and all saw him through the telescope as he 

delivered his characteristic song. Another Blackcap gave us the chance to get to grips with his beautiful song and 

to see his black cap whilst a nearby singing Garden Warbler decided to stay hidden in a hawthorn hedge. A 

Willow Warbler was singing, appropriately enough from a willow tree, on the other side of the rhyne. 

 

At the old railway bridge we stopped to enjoy the vista across the reedbeds where Cormorants flew overhead on 

their way to their fishing grounds. An obliging Whitethroat sang from a treetop and we were all able to see his 

distinctive features as well as his display flight. Then a high pitched whistle alerted us to a passing kingfisher that 

flashed by, giving a lucky few a look at the vivid blue and orange of this stunner. 

 

“Bittern!!” was the next cry as one of these stunning brown herons lumbered past on the other side of a line of 

trees. Only some saw it though, leaving the rest crestfallen for a few minutes until the cry was repeated again, as 

not one but two birds gave more protracted views as they flew past us. Dave and David gave a sigh of relief as all 

present had now seen the species they most wanted to see!! 

 

Another singing Garden Warbler was seen this time, and as we were by now in the reedbeds, our first Reed 

Warblers made their presence known with their repetitive songs. Three Great Crested Grebes on the water 

delighted us with their “head-wagging” display that most had not witnessed before. The Cetti’s Warbler added 

his strident song to the dawn chorus and was soon remembered by all in the group. Turning the corner in the 

path, Dave stopped to crane his ear to a brief song from deep in nearby bushes – “Nightingale!!” was the elated 

cry, much to the delight of all. He then continued to sing for ten minutes (the Nightingale, not Dave!). How 

wonderful – and the first time that most had heard this iconic songster. We were also hearing the fantastic 

‘boom’ of the Bitterns from deep in the reedbeds and we saw several more flying too.  

 

As we reached the first viewpoint, a Common Tern was with a small group of gulls, and our first Marsh Harrier 

quartered the reeds in the distance. We had Lesser Black-backed Gulls on one of the islands and Grey Herons 

could be heard squabbling in their nearby nests, here unusually in the reedbeds due to the lack of large mature 

trees to nest in. Time was ticking by and our stomachs told us it was time to return for breakfast, so we retraced 

our steps back to the buses. Our tally of Bitterns seen was rising all the time as they kept flying out of the reeds. 

By the end of our walk we had seen nine of them! We were soon in Wells enjoying our cooked breakfasts that 

we all felt we had earned! After some time to relax, we set off again, with the rest of the group who had enjoyed 

a lie-in, this time for the southern Levels of the Parrett Valley.  
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Our first stop was RSPB Greylake, where we were treated to excellent views of Reed Buntings in the car park, 

followed by a Bittern circling over the reedbed – particularly welcomed by those who had not attended the early 

morning walk. We then heard it or another Bittern booming from close by.  

 

We learned the song of the Reed Warbler and the Reed Bunting on the way to the hide. Here we had breeding 

Lapwings which regularly revealed themselves to chase off passing crows. Snipe were flying around, including 

some doing their bleating aerial display. Redshanks were nesting in the grass and one sat on a fencepost, enabling 

us to get a better view. A marvellous Sedge Warbler was singing from a very exposed perch so that we could all 

admire him – through the telescope you felt you could reach out and touch him! A Roe Deer was glimpsed in the 

background as Swifts flew low over the reserve, scooping up the aerial insects which had been forced down by 

the light rain. Back at the car park, a Curlew was feeding amongst some nearby sheep – from the length of its 

bill, we could tell it was a male. 

 

We moved on, to Stoke St. Gregory, in search of the Cranes from the Great Crane Project. From our vantage 

point we scanned a large area of wetland but sadly there were no cranes. Our consolation prize was a nice Stock 

Dove in a dead tree and a Greenfinch singing nearby. We adjourned to the King Alfred pub for a splendid lunch, 

together with local cider for some. 

 

Onwards to Aller Moor, we again scanned the marshes before us. It took some convincing before some group 

members acknowledged that we were watching a Brown Hare and not a lump of mud, such was his camouflage! 

Linnets flew by and a very pale Buzzard was sat on a post but the Cranes again eluded us. 

 

As we drove on across the moors towards RSPB West Sedgmoor we stopped to scan once more and this time 

we were rewarded as a flock of 12 Cranes fed amongst some cattle. What fantastic birds they were – a mixed 

group of adults and juveniles – and we found it difficult to drag ourselves away. 

 

Continuing up the hill, we arrived at RSPB Swell Wood where we all enjoyed the antics of the large chicks in the 

Grey Heron nests. The sounds of them squabbling and the smell of the colony added to the experience. We 

walked through the wood to the viewpoint, where there were another two Cranes out on the marsh. On the way 

back, we had great views of a singing Goldcrest, Britain’s smallest bird, followed by similarly excellent views of 

Treecreeper – often a difficult bird to catch up with. We were then treated as two Spotted Flycatchers performed 

in the mature oaks for all to see. And finally a Hobby gave fleeting views as it whizzed past over the treetops. 

 

What an excellent day we had had, and as we drove back to Wells we mused about how lucky we had been not 

to have been soaked by the promised all-day rain. Indeed, we had not got wet all day. And we had been lucky 

enough to see some great birds too! Arriving at the Swan Hotel, we had time to relax before another delicious 

dinner. We then caught up with our species checklists for the day before retiring after a very successful day.   

Day 3 Wednesday 21st May 

After another satisfying breakfast, we left Wells to explore the more northerly valleys of the Levels. We arrived at 

Ashcott Corner to a brighter day than yesterday. It was noticeable that the birdsong was much less evident than 

yesterday at dawn, so we felt vindicated that our early start had been worthwhile.  
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However there were still plenty of things about. We heard Willow Warbler from the car park as well as Cetti’s 

Warbler and Blackcap. With the weather warming up, Buzzards had started to spiral upwards in the thermals – a 

good sign. Progressing on to Ham Wall, we stopped to listen to Garden Warblers in the trees and then noticed 

some Odonata in the long vegetation. They were Blue-tailed and Common Blue Damselflies as well as Four-

spotted Chasers, all newly emerged and looking very smart.  

 

Further along, we watched from the bridge and picked up a lovely Roe Deer in the vegetation, as well as another 

flash-past from a Kingfisher. Then the first Marsh Harrier of the day put in an appearance – a splendid male, 

which was enjoyed by all. Red-eyed Damselflies were an intriguing new species for most as we watched them 

sitting on the lily pads on the rhyne. A distant Hobby managed to elude most of the group, leaving many very 

frustrated, but the dragonflies were by now emerging in their hundreds so the signs were good for further 

sightings. Yesterday’s Nightingale was singing again, though with less enthusiasm today – no doubt because it 

was now mid-morning. But the Reed Buntings and Reed Warblers were singing away throughout. A Goldcrest 

was singing by the path and we managed to see him in the willows. 

 

At the watchpoint we looked for Bittern activity as we had been hearing them booming all the way along the 

path. They remained hidden in the reeds, but another Marsh Harrier was more co-operative and was enjoyed by 

all and a couple of Great White Egrets added spice to proceedings. We checked out the three hides, where we 

scrutinised Lesser Black-backed Gulls, Gadwall, Pochard and Tufted Ducks as well as a pair of Great Crested 

Grebes with cute stripy chicks which kept hitching a lift on their parents’ backs. As the dragonflies continued to 

increase in number, Hobbies finally gave themselves up as one superb individual repeatedly swooped low over 

the reeds right in front of us to grab its prey. Amazing views were enjoyed as this agile falcon put on a great 

display. A further three birds were seen further along, circling high to chase their flying insect prey. It was then 

time to head back. A Bittern put in a brief flight for a couple of the group members. 

 

We returned to the buses and went on to the Somerset Wildlife Trust reserve at Catcott. This wet grassland 

reserve soon yielded cute Greylag Geese poking their heads up to have a look around, no doubt with nests 

hidden in the grass. Redshanks were flying around, their alarm calls giving away the fact that they had chicks 

hiding in the vegetation. Likewise, Lapwings launched themselves into the air whenever a Crow appeared, to 

chase it off from their offspring.  

 

It was time for lunch so we headed to the Crown at Catcott where we all enjoyed a lovely meal before moving on 

to Ashcott Corner car park. Here we headed west this time, to the Natural England Shapwick Heath reserve. A 

beautiful male Marsh Harrier was quartering the reeds and flew right over us, and at one point put up a Bittern 

from under him so that both were in the binoculars at the same time! Sedge Warblers were chuntering away in 

the bushes by the path and we saw several of these as well as Whitethroats performing their song flight displays. 

We were able to note the difference between the song of the Sedge Warbler and that of the Reed Warbler whilst 

watching him. Another Kingfisher flashed by and then we came to the partly drained lagoon. Here we were 

treated to some Black tailed Godwits, many resplendent in their orange summer plumage. We watched as they 

used their long beaks to find their prey in the mud and we were able to note the differences in size and markings 

between them and a nearby Redshank. Also here were Shelducks, and we scoped a lovely male Shoveler.  
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Some of the group had to return to Wells for their onward journey, leaving others with the choice of a further 

hour here at Shapwick or returning with the others. Dave was asked what they might expect to see if they stayed 

and he said there was just a possibility of Bearded Tit. Much indecision ensued but Dave’s words convinced 

most to stay on.  

 

So, as we said farewell to half the group, we continued westwards, seeing several more Hobbies hunting over the 

woods. We marvelled at their aerobatics as they twisted and turned in the air to pluck dragonflies out of the air 

with their claws, then bring them to their beaks to remove the wings and eat them. Many Buzzards were circling 

in the distance but we could not find anything else amongst them. Garden Warblers were singing in the willows 

across the cut and we all managed to see them too as well as families of cute Long-tailed Tits as they flitted from 

bush to bush. 

 

Then we stopped on the path to see if we could find the elusive Bearded Tit that many so wanted to see. After a 

few minutes, one duly came in and we were all treated to breath-taking views as a splendid male moved about in 

the reeds just a few metres in front of us for several minutes. What a magnificent end to the trip! We certainly 

couldn’t do better than that, so we called it a day and retraced our steps to meet the returning David on the way 

back to the buses. The male Marsh Harrier finished it off nicely as he cruised along by the path on the way back.       

We ventured back to Wells to say our goodbyes and parted after what we hope all in the group found to be a 

hugely enjoyable and fulfilling few days. 

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 20 21 

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 White Egret Ardea alba   

7 Great Bittern   Botaurus stellaris 10 Seen , many H 2S , 4+H 

8 Mute Swan Cygnus olor   

9 Greylag Goose   Anser anser   

10 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis  

11 Shelduck Tadorna tadorna  

12 Gadwall   Anas strepera   

13 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca  

14 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos   

15 Shoveler Anas clypeata   

16 Common Pochard Aythya ferina   

17 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula   

18 Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 1 3+ 

19 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus   

20 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo   

21 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus   

22 Hobby  Falco subbuteo 1 6+ 

23 Common Pheasant   Phasianus colchicus 3 H 

24 Common Crane Grus grus 14  

25 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus  

26 Common Coot   Fulica atra   

27 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus   

28 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 7 

29 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa   

30 Common Redshank   Tringa totanus   

31 Curlew  Numenius arquata 1  

32 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus   

33 Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus  

34 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus  

35 Common Tern Sterna hirundo 1  

36 Stock Dove   Columba oenas 1  

37 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus  

38 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto   

39 Cuckoo Cuculus canorus   

40 Tawny Owl Strix aluco 1  

41 Swift Apus apus  

42 Kingfisher Alcedo atthis  
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 20 21 

43 Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopos major   

44 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis   

45 Swallow Hirundo rustica   

46 House Martin Delichon urbica   

47 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 15  

48 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii   

49 Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava H  

50 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes    

51 Dunnock   Prunella modularis   

52 Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos H H 

53 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos  

54 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula   

55 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula    

56 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   

57 Garden Warbler Sylvia borin   

58 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti   

59 Common Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita   

60 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus   

61 Whitethroat Sylvia communis   

62 Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   

63 Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus   

64 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus   

65 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata 2  

66 Bearded Tit Panurus biarmicus   

67 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus   

68 Coal Tit   Periparus ater   

69 Great Tit   Parus major   

70 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus   

71 Eurasian Jay   Garrulus glandarius   

72 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica   

73 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula   

74 Rook   Corvus frugilegus   

75 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone   

76 Common Raven   Corvus corax 1  

77 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris   

78 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus   

79 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs   

80 European Greenfinch   Chloris chloris   

81 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis   

82 Common Linnet   Acanthis cannabina  

83 Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   

84 Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus   

  Mammals     

1 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus  

2 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus  
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 20 21 

3 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus  

4 Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis  

5 Brown Rat Rattus norvegicus  

 Invertebrates     

1 Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae  

2 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta  

3 Peacock Inachis io  

4 Large White Pieris brassicae  

5 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni  

6 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans  

7 Common Blue Damselfly Enallagma cyathigerum  

8 Red-eyed Damselfly Erythromma najas   

9 Four-spotted Chaser Libellula quadrimaculata  

 


