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Tour participants: Oliver Smart & Dave Gibbs (leaders), with 13 Naturetrek clients. 

Summary 

Somerset is home to a wealth of habitats and species, partly comprising the various hill formations, coastline and 

woodland. Urban centres of Taunton, Minehead and Weston-Super-Mare surrounded by villages and large areas 

of open countryside. The focus of the tour was to cover many areas of the county to capture enigmatic or special 

species for the region - the newer Somerset Levels and Steart Marshes along with walks in the hills of the 

Mendips, Polden and Quantocks. The tour was very generally focussing on birds with some mammals too. 

Day 1                                                                        Tuesday 23rd November 

The group arrived and met the leaders Oliver Smart and David Gibbs at 18:00 for our first introduction to the 

tour. We chatted through the plans for the three days, optimistically hoping for great weather and plenty of super 

wildlife. Our plan was to visit Steart Marshes, the Somerset Levels and the Mendip Hills with lots of interspersed 

mini diversions for other exciting wildlife. After our first delicious and well-presented dinner, we retired for an 

early start. A moth trap was also set overnight in the hope that something might be present in the morning. 

 

Day 2                                                                   Wednesday 24th November 

Our day started at 06:45 as we checked the moth trap before breakfast. Just three individual moths of two 

species were present including one Light Brown Apple Moth and two Winter Moth. We didn’t spend too long 

delving into too many courses at breakfast, as we were keen to get away to our first site, leaving at 07:45. We 

dropped into a local supermarket for our lunch before proceeding to Steart Marshes WWT reserve, situated in 

Bridgwater Bay. This incredible site is now a real haven for wetland bird species and some mammals too. 

 

On arrival we picked up the usual assortment from the car park including Kestrel, Goldfinch, Reed Bunting and 

Cetti’s Warbler as well as plenty of migrant Redwing and Fieldfare in the orchard. Proceeding towards the 

Quantock hide, we enjoyed the mass of waders and waterfowl across the shallow lagoons. It took a couple of 

hours of enjoyment scanning through the masses of Golden Plover, Lapwing, Dunlin, Redshank as well as Teal, 

Shelduck, Wigeon, Shoveler, Gadwall and Mallard. 

 

The sounds of different birds brought a lovely feeling of winter wildlife watching to the group, particularly as it 

was very calm, reasonably cold and overcast! The highlights though popped up all over the marsh with a female 

Merlin first spotted on a post and later on fences until it actually caught some prey (we believe a Dunlin). A male 

Sparrowhawk also flew through as did a female Marsh Harrier, each time many birds taking to the air. Two 

Spotted Redshank, one of which came incredibly close, a distant Greenshank, Black-tailed Godwit, an Avocet 

and a Kingfisher all made the patience worthwhile as we scanned and picked out these lovely birds. 

 

We decided to head to the River Parrett and although the tide was not high at this time, it was worth exploring 

and checking out what could be seen. A Brent Goose was an unusual sighting here and along river, looking back 

towards the marshes, the shallow pools turned up Snipe and good congregations of feeding waterfowl and 

bathing waders. Stonechats appeared to followed us along the path, Meadow Pipits joined us at times and a 
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Peregrine flew into a nearby pylon from which it attempted to hunt. A few Common and a young Great Black-

backed Gull also boosted our lists.  

 

We slowly returned to the minibuses and had a short pause for lunch. We really wanted to visit an area of south-

west Somerset where we might stand a chance of watching Common Cranes. At Aller Moor we meandered the 

narrow road, which incidentally runs alongside the River Parrett, albeit much further inland and stopped a few 

times to scan the grassland and scattered patches of marsh and crops. On the second stop, Oliver picked up 

some Cranes in the distance and once the group walked closer, we were able to count 31 birds, many adults with 

quite a number of youngsters. We enjoyed them for 30 minutes or so before continuing to other spots to see 

what else we could find. Whooper Swans, further Kestrel, Buzzard, a flock of Chaffinch and a mixture of 

commoner birds were all we could find.  

 

We retraced our steps, parked up close to a bridge and then positioned ourselves for the finale. We were not 

disappointed, and everyone was in awe of what happened next. At about 15 minutes prior to sunset the cranes 

lifted from their feeding site and gained altitude before passing right before our eyes. Our number from earlier 

had significantly grown from 31 to a total of 61! Just amazing as they drifted and bugled their way to the roost at 

West Sedgemoor. A fitting end to a very productive day. 

 

Following the checklist completion, we enjoyed our second very delicious dinner before retiring for a well-

deserved rest. 

Day 3                                                                       Thursday 25th November 

Our day began early with a quick check of the moth trap with one species present; a Blair’s Shoulder-knot. We 

headed off after breakfast in gloriously calm conditions with clear skies, a cold bite to the air and a beautiful 

sunrise. We visited a local site for Little Owl, failing to connect this time around. It was a shame as the early sun 

was warming the ash tree, but no sign of the bird was forthcoming. 

 

We continued on across the Somerset Levels, heading through Burtle to Westhay. We found a group of egrets of 

which 11 were Cattle and 13 were Little! A great start to the morning. Cattle Egrets have been getting more and 

more regular here and numbers exceeding 100 have been reported going to roost. 

 

As we arrived at Ham Wall, we decided to spend the morning visiting the Shapwick Heath side of the marshes, 

connecting with a Lesser Redpoll and Siskin almost as soon as we left the car park. Goldcrest, Long-tailed Tit 

and Great Spotted Woodpecker were seen before we emerged by the first large section of reedbeds. We 

continued on to Noah’s Lake spotting anything along the way. Chiffchaff, Stonechat, a large flock of Coot, 

Marsh Harrier were seen along with some of our first fungi including Trooping Funnel, The Prince, Oyster 

Mushroom, Turkey-tail and Birch Polypore. A Great White Egret posed beautifully on the edge of the woodland 

and some Otter spraint was found on a partially fallen tree. 

 

At the hide, the vast rafts of waterfowl before us took some time to work through, but the effort was worthwhile 

as Goldeneye, Pintail, two Whooper Swan, Greylag Geese, Wigeon, Teal, Tufted Duck, Shoveler, Gadwall were 

seen along with a Pike. We made our way back the way we came encountering a female Roe Deer very close to 

the track, staring back at us as we all tried to spot it. A Treecreeper and Chaffinch were the only other birds seen 
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here before we ventured across the main drain and located Red Admiral, Common Darter and a hoverfly 

Sericomyia silentis. In the sheltered spot it was quite warm with the low sun blazing, so no wonder a few 

invertebrates were making good their opportunity. 

 

Back at the car park we quickly made our way for lunch at Sweet’s Tea Rooms and enjoyed a sit down and some 

warm food and drink. This rustic café, with on-site museum is a nice place to enjoy some relaxation before 

returning to Ham Wall for the afternoon. 

 

Utilising the last couple of hours of light, we first viewed from the Tor View hide and caught site of a Bittern 

twice flying low over the reedbed. The angle of sun lighting it up perfectly against the golden-coloured reedbed. 

We watched an amphibious reed-cutting machine making its way along the reedbed from a viewing platform, 

which did little to disturb the birds milling around the channels. 

 

On to another area of cut reedbed we happened upon Snipe before making our way to a reliable spot for 

watching the Starling roost. There was a large congregation of people lined up along the banks and everyone 

appeared in great spirits as the thousands of birds began to make their way to roost. Some small murmurations 

were performed, but perhaps not quite as we’d hoped. There were large numbers of birds and the spectacle was 

impressive so no-one was disappointed with such a fine display of natural wonder. A second Bittern appeared 

and disappeared almost as quickly, making it a successful day.  

 

Our return to the car park was enjoyed even more by the observation of Venus, Saturn and Jupiter, the latter 

showing the four moons so clearly. Saturn also showed the ring around it in such fine detail that the group were 

simply amazed at the sighting. The final highlight for most of the group was a Woodcock that briefly flew over 

the track and bridge, making it a very good wildlife day. 

 

Our final enjoyable dinner and chatter was brought to a close in anticipation for our excursion to the Mendip 

Hills on our last day. 

Day 4                                                                            Friday 26th November 

Our final day together and the forecast was the least favourable, however with some creative planning we were 

able to miss all bar one short shower. After breakfast we headed to Chew Valley Lake, the fifth largest man-made 

reservoir which supports Bristol and the surrounding area.  

 

We started off with Herriot’s Bridge where we connected with large flocks of Teal, Pintail, a mixed flock of gulls 

including Lesser Black-backed, which was our first for the trip and a flock of over 40 Cattle Egret. They left their 

roost site on the smaller lake and headed south-west, perhaps back towards the Somerset Levels. A Great White 

Egret also dropped in along with Grey Wagtail flying around. We then proceeded to Herons Green Bank, 

another great vantage point overlooking the bay towards Moreton Point. Goldeneye, Tufted Duck, Pochard and 

vast rafts of Coot could be seen but nothing more unusual. Often Scaup are present but the slightly windier 

conditions made distant viewing of the waterfowl on the water quite tricky.  

 

We dropped in to Woodford Lodge for a timely refreshment and scanned the lake from the café veranda, 

spotting some beautiful drake Goldeneye amongst many other ducks. Our final stop at the dam on the northern 
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side of the lake scored a wonderful drake Long-tailed Duck in winter plumage. It regularly dived so needed 

plenty of patience to ensure everyone had fantastic views. 

 

For a completely change of habitat and scenery, we ventured to the top of the Mendip Hills to Stockhill Wood. 

This plantation is generally spruce mixed with trails and deciduous trees. Here we encountered a proper shower, 

with some hail thrown in too, however it didn’t last long and the advantage of coniferous woodland is that it 

does provide some cover. It’s also generally quite a quiet habitat but does hold some specialist species. One has 

to be patient as you walk around, hoping to connect with a roving tit flock, a mixed species group of birds 

foraging together. After 20 minutes we came across one such group with perhaps half a dozen Goldcrest (and 

one male raising its golden-coloured crown feathers), Coal Tit, Treecreeper, Dunnock, Great Tit, Long-tailed Tit 

and Blue Tit. Siskin passed overhead occasionally and along one trail we heard Crossbill but were disappointingly 

unable to see it. 

 

The woodland also supports some fantastic fungi so we spent time enjoying a variety of wonderfully named 

species including Sulphur Tuft, Jelly Ear, Honey Fungus, Butter Cap, Candlesnuff Fungus, Yellow Stagshorn and 

a lovely bracket Trichaptum abietinum.  

 

With lunch already beckoning we dropped down through Cheddar Gorge, enjoying the views and spotting 

Sparrowhawk and plenty of Jackdaw before stopping in the town for a sandwich. We walked to the ponds 

spotting Brown Trout and Three-spined Stickleback as well as a superb Kingfisher flying up and down at very 

close range. Grey Wagtails joined us in several spots, but best of all was a Water Vole foraging along the edge of 

the pond, collecting weed and climbing onto some overhanging vegetation to eat it. A truly wonderful view. 

 

Our penultimate stop took us to Cheddar Reservoir, which can be fantastic for gulls, waterfowl and occasional 

rare species. Our only highlight during our short stop was a Red-crested Pochard close inshore, however the 

Great Crested Grebes here were perhaps the closest we’d also enjoyed during the trip. 

 

Finally, we returned for Little Owl on our way back to the hotel. This time it appeared for no more than 10 

seconds and most of the group failed to spot it. However, it was great to know the bird was still present and a 

lovely end to a wide variety of species seen during our three packed days. 
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Checklist 
 
Birds 
 

      Date 

  Common name Scientific name 24th 25th 26th 

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 Western Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis   ✓ ✓ 

7 Great White Egret Egretta alba ✓ ✓ ✓ 

8 Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris   ✓   

9 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ ✓ 

10 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus ✓ ✓   

11 Greylag Goose   Anser anser   ✓   

12 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis ✓   ✓ 

13 Pink-footed Goose Anser anser ✓     

14 Brent Goose Branta bernicla ✓     

15 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna ✓   ✓ 

16 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ ✓ 

17 Gadwall   Mareca strepera ✓ ✓ ✓ 

18 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ ✓ 

19 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ 

20 Northern Pintail Anas acuta   ✓ ✓ 

21 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata ✓ ✓ ✓ 

22 Common Pochard Aythya ferina     ✓ 

23 Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina     ✓ 

24 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula   ✓ ✓ 

25 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula   ✓ ✓ 

26 Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis     ✓ 

27 Eurasian Marsh Harrier   Circus aeruginosus ✓ ✓   

28 Eurasian Sparrowhawk   Accipiter nisus ✓   ✓ 

29 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ ✓ 

30 Common Kestrel   Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

31 Merlin Falco columbarius ✓     

32 Peregrine Falcon   Falco peregrinus ✓     

33 Common Pheasant   Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

34 Common Crane Grus grus 61     

35 Water Rail   Rallus aquaticus H H   

36 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

37 Common Coot   Fulica atra   ✓ ✓ 



Somerset’s Winter Wildlife Tour Report 

 

 

6  © Naturetrek     January 22 
 

      Date 

  Common name Scientific name 24th 25th 26th 

38 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta ✓     

39 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria ✓     

40 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓   

41 Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola   ✓   

42 Common Snipe   Gallinago gallinago ✓ ✓   

43 Black-tailed Godwit   Limosa limosa ✓     

44 Common Redshank   Tringa totanus ✓     

45 Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus ✓     

46 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia ✓     

47 Red Knot Calidris canutus ✓     

48 Dunlin   Calidris alpina ✓     

49 Curlew  Numenius arquata ✓     

50 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus ✓     

51 Common Gull Larus canus ✓   ✓ 

52 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

53 Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus     ✓ 

54 Black-headed Gull Chroicicephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

55 Feral Pigeon Columba livia domestica ✓     

56 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

57 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓   

58 Tawny Owl   Strix aluco   H   

59 Little Owl   Athene noctua     ✓ 

60 Common Kingfisher   Alcedo atthis ✓ ✓ ✓ 

61 Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopos major H ✓   

62 Eurasian Skylark   Alauda arvensis ✓     

63 Meadow Pipit   Anthus pratensis ✓     

64 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ ✓ 

65 Grey Wagtail   Motacilla cinerea   H ✓ 

66 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ ✓ 

67 Dunnock   Prunella modularis ✓ H   

68 European Stonechat Saxicola  rubicola ✓ ✓   

69 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos ✓ ✓ ✓ 

70 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

71 Fieldfare Turdus Pilaris ✓ ✓   

72 Redwing Turdus iliacus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

73 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

74 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti ✓ H   

75 Common Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita H ✓   

76 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus   ✓ ✓ 

77 Bearded Tit   Panurus biarmicus H     
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      Date 

  Common name Scientific name 24th 25th 26th 

78 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

79 Coal Tit   Periparus ater   H ✓ 

80 Great Tit   Parus major ✓ ✓ ✓ 

81 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

82 Eurasian Treecreeper   Certhia familiaris   ✓ ✓ 

83 Eurasian Jay   Garrulus glandarius ✓ ✓ ✓ 

84 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓ 

85 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

86 Rook   Corvus frugilegus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

87 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓ 

88 Common Raven   Corvus corax   ✓ ✓ 

89 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ ✓ 

90 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

91 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ ✓ 

92 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ 

93 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus   ✓ H 

94 Lesser Redpoll Carduelis cabaret   ✓   

95 Common Crossbill Loxia curvirostra     ✓ 

96 Common Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula H H   

97 Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus ✓ ✓   

 

 
Other 

 
    Date 

Common name Scientific name 24th 25th 26th 

Mammals         

European Roe Deer  Capreolus capreolus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Grey Squirrel Sciurus carolinensis   ✓ ✓ 

Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra   Signs   

European Mole Talpa europaea   Signs Signs 

European Water Vole Arvicola amphibius     ✓ 

          

Moths         

Winter Moth Operophtera brumata ✓     

Light Brown Apple Epiphyas postvittana ✓     

Blair's Shoulder-knot Lithophane leautieri   ✓   

          

Dragonflies         

Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum   ✓   
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    Date 

Common name Scientific name 24th 25th 26th 

Butterflies         

Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta   ✓   

Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae   ✓   

          

Hoverflies         

Sericomyia silentis Sericomyia silentis   ✓   

          

Fungi         

Clouded Funnel Clitocybe nebularis   ✓   

The Prince Psilocybe semilanceata   ✓   

Oyster Mushroom Pleurotus ostreatus   ✓   

Birch Polypore Fomitopsis betulina   ✓   

Turkey Tail Trametes versicolor   ✓   

Sulphur Tuft Hypholoma fasciculare     ✓ 

Jelly Ear Auricularia auricula-judae     ✓ 

Honey Fungus Armillaria mellea     ✓ 

Butter Cap Collybia butyracea     ✓ 

Candlesnuff Fungus Xylaria hypoxylon     ✓ 

Yellow Stagshorn Calocera viscosa     ✓ 

Trichaptum abietinum Trichaptum abietinum     ✓ 

          

Fish         

Northern Pike Esox lucius   ✓   

Brown Trout Salmo trutta     ✓ 

Three-spined Stickleback Gasterosteus aculeatus     ✓ 

          

Planets & Moons         

Jupiter -   ✓   

Europa -   ✓   

Io -   ✓   

Ganymede -   ✓   

Callisto -   ✓   

Saturn -   ✓   

Venus -   ✓   
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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. 

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.  
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