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Tour participants: Oliver Smart & Dave Gibbs (leaders) with eleven Naturetrek clients 
 
 

Introduction 
 

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 along with the winter build-up of migrant waterfowl and waders. Our plan was to explore 

the Somerset Levels and Steart Marshes reserves, along with walks in the Mendips and the edge of the Poldens. 

The tour was focussing predominately on birds for the time of year, but with some a possibility of mammals, 

moths and some plants in flower too. 

Day 1                                                                             Monday 7th February 

The mixed group arrived and met 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 with a slideshow showing the layout of the Somerset area, 

the geology and some of the species we hoped to track down. 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; perhaps a late winter or early spring species, particularly as it has been quite mild in recent days. 

Day 2                                                                            Tuesday 8th February 

Our day started at 06:30 as six of the group checked the moth trap before breakfast. Unfortunately, not a single 

moth was recorded, concluding that perhaps the wind overnight was just a little too strong. It was still incredibly 

mild and a large number of winter gnats, dung and other flies were present in the trap. 

 

After breakfast we headed straight to Steart Marshes, collecting our lunch on the way. With a busy day 

birdwatching, we wanted to maximise our time in the field. Arriving at Steart by 09:00, we headed to the 

Quantock hide to begin birding. The high tide was not particularly high today; however, the lagoons were 

absolutely teeming with birds. Huge numbers of Lapwing, Golden Plover and waterfowl (namely Shelduck, 

Wigeon, Teal and Gadwall) were present and the waders in particular being flushed regularly by raptors. Firstly, a 

Peregrine Falcon and then much later a Sparrowhawk. We scanned through a variety of gulls and waders, picking 

out a group of Black-tailed Godwit and then a Spotted Redshank, shortly to be joined and chased around by a 

second. Their ‘teu-hu’ calls are very distinctive over the other sounds. 

 

We meandered to the River Parrett and with a slightly lower tide, it actually helped us pick out more waders 

along the shoreline. A pair of Raven were collecting nesting material and appeared to be building a nest on top of 

one of the huge pylons. Along the river, four Avocet were present with a group of Grey Plover, showing their 

black armpits as they flew in, Curlew and a single Dunlin and a Knot. A Common Gull flew passed us as we 

walked along the river bank towards the lagoons to the east of Otterhampton Marsh. We re-spotted a Spoonbill 

we’d seen earlier, and this was a much better view along with hundreds more waders and waterfowl. In the 

hedgerow Long-tailed Tit tweeted away and a Chiffchaff and then a Siberian Chiffchaff made a splendid 

appearance and gave all cracking views.  

 



Somerset’s Winter Wildlife Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek      
 

On our way back for lunch we paused to look over the main breach area from the Mendip Hide when a flock of 

67 Snipe flew overhead and a Sparrowhawk was picked up sitting on a post in the lagoons behind us. 

 

After lunch and our first sightings of Great Egret and Cormorant, we drove to Greylake on the south Somerset 

Levels. We arrived and proceeded to scan through hundreds of ducks before eventually spotting the gem 

amongst them; an adult male Baikal Teal! It should have been spending the winter in Asia, but must have found 

its way here with migrating Wigeon to this RSPB reserve. We enjoyed views for some time before retreating to 

the vehicles and onwards to Aller Moor and then to Swell Wood. The wood was quite productive with Marsh 

and Coal Tit, Treecreeper and Fieldfare before arriving at the viewpoint and enjoying smashing views of a pair of 

Common Crane.  

 

To end the day, we parked close to the bridge overlooking West Sedgemoor and enjoyed fine views of 22 

Common Crane flying from their feeding grounds to the marsh where they’d spend the evening at roost. A 

fabulous end to our first day. 

Day 3                                                                       Wednesday 9th February 

Our second full day started with another empty moth trap, but it did get us out early and we enjoyed Chiffchaff 

and Blackcap singing in the garden! After breakfast we headed to look for Little Owl, which showed beautifully 

in the early sun as the rays began to warm their nesting tree.  

 

Our plan for the day was to explore the northern part of the Somerset Levels and take in as much of the habitats 

and wildlife as we could. We started at Tealham and Tadham Moors, missing finding the Tundra Bean Goose 

before we connected with a large flock of over 50 Cattle Egrets marching across the fields. After negotiating 

some narrow lanes, we made our way to Catcott Lows, picking up a delightful trio of two male and a female 

Bullfinch in willows alongside the road. On arrival and almost immediately we were enjoying point-blank views 

of a Glossy Ibis, which has been spending the winter in the area. It was so confiding that everyone could easily 

take photographs as it fed along the edge of the marsh. Wigeon, Pintail, Teal and Shoveler made up for most of 

the birds here and a couple of distant Marsh Harriers quartered by.  

 

On to Shapwick Heath and the Sweet Track, famous for the Neolithic find of an old track built into the 

reedbeds to give access to local people nearly 6,000 years ago! The circular walk is a great way to explore the wet 

woodland bordering the edge of the reedbeds and again the site did not disappoint. A Water Rail preened 

alongside the edge of one stand of reeds before retreating to cover. Our guide located a Ring-necked Duck on 

the far side of a pool and closer views were obtained a short while later. Great Crested Grebe and Tufted Duck 

were also new for the trip. We wandered back slowly, encountering our first Siskin and some Elf Cup fungus 

before taking lunch at the Avalon Marshes Centre. The grounds surrounding the café were teeming with birds, 

namely Chaffinch and Redwing but we were thrilled with at least six Brambling, which was a new species for 

many in the group. 

 

After a filling snack lunch, we made our way to Ham Wall and crossed over into Shapwick Heath from the other 

end to search for birds along the first section of marsh. In the ivy-covered trees on the approach, we were put on 

to a Firecrest, which foraged continually as well as Goldcrest and a variety of tits. The marsh did not offer 

anything additional, so we visited Ham Wall and scanned from Viewing Platform 1 and then to an area of cut 
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reeds where our guide located a Water Pipit. The weather had gone from sunny and calm to a little bit miserly 

and gloomy, but we were not perturbed as we made haste back to Shapwick Heath where the Starling roost had 

been reported the previous day.  

 

We set our position alongside Noah’s Lake, however, it was soon evident that the birds flying in were all 

disappearing behind the woodland to Meare Heath Hide. After discussion between our guides, they made the 

brave decision to move the group into the woodland and to the hide. Thankfully it was empty, bar one other 

birdwatcher and what a sight we had. Birds in their thousands began arriving and joining forces, creating super 

flocks of several hundred thousand strong. They drifted and curved around the reedbed and into and beyond the 

distant trees before turning finally and heading for roost, just some 100m away. What we were not expecting 

were these mega flocks soon extended as far as the eye could see and continuing coming in for several minutes, 

probably containing several million birds. It was as though all the local Starlings were now amassed in one super 

flock.  

 

After the roost was over, we enjoyed the sounds of the birds chattering away before we retraced our steps back 

to the vehicles. A booming Bittern was a fitting delight to the day’s birding, and everyone was thrilled with the 

species list. Our journey from the car park stopped abruptly as the lead car slammed on the brakes having almost 

driven over a Common Frog. Our guide collected it in his hands, quickly showed the group before carefully 

letting it go in the undergrowth.  

 

Dinner was consumed with plenty of tales of the day and the foresight that tomorrow could be another super 

day in Somerset. 

Day 4                                                                         Thursday 10th February 

Our final day started surprisingly well with luck on our third moth trap with two species: a rather worn but 

nonetheless very attractive Oak Beauty and a Chestnut. The plan for the day was to follow a route through the 

Mendip Hills and stopping at a number of localities in search for some more unusual birdlife, but also to see new 

habitats, walk some short routes and enjoy the company of fellow wildlife enthusiasts.  

 

At our first stop at Blagdon Lake, we positioned ourselves at the dam and within a few minutes had Black-

necked Grebe in our sights, along with Goldeneye and Great Black-backed Gull. The grebe is a local winter 

visitor to lakes, reservoirs and coastal water and despite not looking as glamourous at this time of year, it is still a 

very nice bird to observe.  

 

Our next stops took us to Herriot’s Bridge and Woodford Lodge at Chew Valley Lake, a large man-made lake, 

which was created to supply water to Bristol and much of the surrounding area. Herriot’s Bridge was still holding 

a number of gulls, including Great Black-backed, Lesser Black-backed, Herring, Common and Black-headed, 

although we could not track down any Yellow-legged, which had been seen recently. Pintail, Shelduck, Pochard 

and many other ducks were milling around, along with a lone Egyptian Goose. From Woodford Lodge, further 

Goldeneye were observed and at least three Scaup in the distance including two males and a female. The fully 

berry-laden cotoneaster bushes alongside the lodge also produced five Bullfinch, a species we’d actually had very 

good views of on a number of occasions during the trip.  

 



Somerset’s Winter Wildlife Tour Report 

 

 

4  © Naturetrek      
 

Our walk for the morning was at Stockhill, high on the Mendip Hills. We followed a simple square road, mainly 

along forest rides, which primarily gave us good views of the coniferous trees. Here we spotted more Siskin but 

better still, three and then six Crossbill flying overhead. Unfortunately, they did not stop, but their distinctive 

calls and flight style were clear to see.  

 

For a historic geological viewpoint, we navigated through Cheddar Gorge and enjoyed glorious views of the 

cliffs and a Soay Sheep with a lamb, Wild Goat, Buzzard and Raven bringing in nesting material to a nest 

hundreds of feet up the cliff face. In the town we walked along the river and ponds observing Grey Wagtail and 

a female Kingfisher, which posed for some time.  

 

After collecting lunch, we relocated to Cheddar Reservoir where we sat around the edge on the perimeter wall 

enjoying fantastic views over the water and the warm rays of sun. It was actually a splendid way to take in the 

scene and watch plentiful waterfowl including a very handsome male Red-crested Pochard. Our guide took some 

photographs as it swam within a few feet of the shoreline, it’s bright crest really standing out in the sunlight. 

 

Our final stop of the day was in Weston-Super-Mare at the nearby airfield, which is slowly rapidly being 

developed. This is a great shame in many ways, however the habitat that has been created as flood management 

has produced some surprisingly good reedbeds. Almost the first bird we observed were two Penduline Tits, 

which have spent the majority of the winter here. They are incredibly confiding and must have become quite 

used to being the centre of attention. Within twenty feet we enjoyed glorious views of them stripping seeds from 

the reedmace.  

 

It often happens that some days are just meant to be highlights and today was one of those days. If the birds 

already seen were not exciting enough, what happened next was breath-taking. We’d already seen Starlings 

roosting on a scale that can only be believed when seen in person, however during this particular evening the 

much smaller roost we came to observe was quite extraordinary in another way. Even though the number of 

birds was so much smaller, they decided to put on a show for us, with an encore and a lock-in too! The birds 

twisted and turned, swirled and danced, dashed and darted to avoid a Sparrowhawk and then a Kestrel. They 

criss-crossed the sky as if they were loving every minute of their performance against a clear orange sky with a 

few low and well-defined clouds. The group were in awe of this spectacle, which quite amazingly lasted for over 

an hour. Our guide who has watched starlings coming to roost in different locations hundreds of times over 

decades stated that this was literally one of the best he’d ever seen! And without forgetting the supporting cast 

around us, which included a Barn Owl, Reed Bunting, Water Rail, Cetti’s Warbler, two displaying Kestrel and 

Kingfisher. What a way to end three of the most wonderful days birdwatching in a super part of the UK. 

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.  

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Checklist 
 

Birds (H = Heard only) 
 

    February 2022 

Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 

Canada Goose - I Branta canadensis   Y   

Greylag Goose Anser anser Y Y   

Mute Swan Cygnus olor Y Y Y 

Egyptian Goose - I Alopochen aegyptiaca     Y 

Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna Y   Y 

Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata Y Y Y 

Gadwall Mareca strepera Y Y Y 

Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope Y Y Y 

Mallard Anas platyrhynchos Y Y Y 

Northern Pintail Anas acuta Y Y Y 

Eurasian Teal Anas crecca Y Y Y 

Baikal Teal Sibirionetta formosa Y     

Common Pochard Aythya ferina   Y Y 

Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina     Y 

Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula   Y Y 

Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris   Y   

Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula     Y 

Greater Scaup Aythya marila     Y 

Common Pheasant - I Phasianus colchicus Y   Y 

Rock Dove/Feral Pigeon Columba livia Y Y Y 

Stock Dove Columba oenas Y   Y 

Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus Y Y Y 

Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto Y Y Y 

Water Rail Rallus aquaticus H Y Y 

Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus Y Y Y 

Eurasian Coot Fulica atra   Y Y 

Common Crane Grus grus Y     

Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   Y Y 

Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus   Y Y 

Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis     Y 

Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta Y     

Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus Y Y   

European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria Y   Y 

Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola Y     

Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata Y     

Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa Y     

Red Knot Calidris canutus Y     
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    February 2022 

Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 

Dunlin Calidris alpina Y     

Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago Y Y Y 

Common Redshank Tringa totanus Y     

Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus Y     

Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus Y Y Y 

Common Gull Larus canus Y   Y 

Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus     Y 

European Herring Gull Larus argentatus Y Y Y 

Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus Y Y Y 

Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo Y Y Y 

Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus   Y   

Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris   H   

Western Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis   Y   

Grey Heron Ardea cinerea Y Y Y 

Great Egret Ardea alba Y Y Y 

Little Egret Egretta garzetta Y Y Y 

Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia Y     

Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus Y   Y 

Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus Y Y   

Common Buzzard Buteo buteo Y Y Y 

Western Barn Owl Tyto alba     Y 

Little Owl - I Athene noctua   Y   

Tawny Owl Strix aluco     H 

Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   Y Y 

Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major Y Y   

European Green Woodpecker Picus viridis H     

Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus Y Y Y 

Merlin Falco columbarius   Y   

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus Y     

Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius Y Y   

Eurasian Magpie Pica pica Y Y Y 

Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula Y Y Y 

Rook Corvus frugilegus Y Y Y 

Carrion Crow Corvus corone Y Y Y 

Northern Raven Corvus corax Y Y Y 

Coal Tit Periparus ater Y Y Y 

Marsh Tit Poecile palustris Y     

Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus Y Y Y 

Great Tit Parus major Y Y Y 

Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis Y Y Y 
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    February 2022 

Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 

Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti Y H Y 

Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus Y Y Y 

Eurasian Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus     Y 

Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita Y Y Y 

Siberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita tristis Y     

Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   H   

Common Firecrest Regulus ignicapilla   Y   

Goldcrest Regulus regulus H Y Y 

Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes Y Y Y 

Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris Y Y   

Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris Y Y Y 

Song Thrush Turdus philomelos Y Y Y 

Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus   Y   

Redwing Turdus iliacus Y Y Y 

Common Blackbird Turdus merula Y Y Y 

Fieldfare Turdus pilaris Y Y Y 

European Robin Erithacus rubecula Y Y Y 

European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola Y Y Y 

House Sparrow Passer domesticus Y Y Y 

Dunnock Prunella modularis Y Y Y 

Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea     Y 

White Wagtail Motacilla alba Y Y Y 

Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis Y Y Y 

Water Pipit Anthus spinoletta   Y   

Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs Y Y Y 

Brambling Fringilla montifringilla   Y   

Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   Y Y 

European Greenfinch Chloris chloris Y     

Common Linnet Linaria cannabina Y     

Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra     Y 

European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis Y Y Y 

Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus   Y Y 

Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus Y Y Y 
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Others 
 

      February 2022 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 

  Flowering Plants         

1 Snowdrop Galanthus nivalis Y Y Y 

2 Marsh-marigold Caltha palustris Y     

3 Lesser Celandine Ficaria verna Y     

4 Blackthorn Prunus spinosa Y     

5 Common Gorse Ulex europaeus   Y   

6 Common Daisy Bellis perennis   Y   

7 Greater Periwinkle Vinca major   Y   

8 Ivy-leaved Toadflax Cymbalaria muralis     Y 

9 Sweet violet Viola odorata     Y 

10 Winter Heliotrope Petasites pyrenaicus     Y 

            

  Mammals         

1 European Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus Y Y   

2 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus Y     

3 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes   Y   

            

  Fungi         

1 Stump Puffball Lycoperdon pyriforme Y     

2 Bitter Oysterling Panellus stipticus Y     

3 Oyster Mushroom Pleurotus ostreatus Y     

4 Scarlet Elf Cup Sarcoscypha coccinea Y Y   

5 Turkey-tail Trametes versicolor   Y   

6 Birch Polypore Fomitopsis betulina   Y   

7 Jelly Ear Auricularia auricula-judae     Y 

            

  Amphibians         

1 Common Frog Rana temporaria   Y   

            

  Moths         

1 Oak Beauty Biston strataria     Y 

2 Chestnut Conistra vaccinii     Y 

 
 
 
 


