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Tour Leader:    Ed Drewitt 

    Charles Martin 

 

Participants   Anne Vials 

    Ivor Vials 

    Christine Snelling 

    Edward Snelling 

    Lin Ewart 

    Sue Bailey 

    Carol Flemming 

    Beth Yates 

    Roger Hull 

    Jenny Hull 

    Francis Hewitt 

    Brenda Hewitt 

Gillian McIntosh 

Pauline Lawrence 

Malcolm Watson 

Jane Watson 

Introduction 

After a month’s worth of rainfall and flooding on the Somerset Levels the group set out onto what the area is 

best known for (aside from the wildlife) – its wide open landscape and water! The Levels are renowned for their 

winter floods, though over the past hundred years or so farming and drainage has meant that water is generally 

kept off the land. Nature Reserves that join up across the Levels help maintain water levels and ensure that 

during the summer wading birds have moist habitats to nest. The abundance of water and mild temperatures 

meant that thousands of birds including various duck species and Lapwings were present – they often vacate the 

area and fly off to mainland Europe during very cold spells. While they were spread out across a wider expanse 

of wetlands, we still caught up with good numbers and had excellent views of Shoveler, Wigeon, Teal, Gadwall, 

and Pintail. Lapwings were feedings in flooded fields in large numbers, while Starlings by day were seen across 

the Levels in large flocks.  In the evenings they came in to roost in groups that numbered hundreds of thousands 

of birds. On our first day a Bittern flew across some open water giving superb views, and a pair of Kingfishers 

was equally obliging. As a reminder of winter, a flock of 10 Whooper Swans from Iceland were seen during our 

final day. 

Day 1 Monday 3rd February 

With excitement and anticipation, our group met for a pre-dinner gathering in the warmth of the lounge at the 

Swan Hotel to mingle and learn of the plan for the next few days.  Just outside, the glow of Wells Cathedral 

provided a beautiful setting. After a delicious dinner Ed introduced some of the common species of birds we 

expected to see over the next few days including ducks such as Shoveler, Gadwall and Teal, and of course 

millions of Starlings! We retired around 9pm, ready for a full day ahead.  
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Day 2 Tuesday 4th February 

After a delicious cooked breakfast, we set off to the RSPB’s Ham Wall Reserve in the heart of the Somerset 

Levels, about 20 minutes away from the hotel. Despite a showery weather forecast, the sun was shining and it 

stayed this way all morning. A Dunnock sang on a single tree by the car park, and in the nearby Alder trees a few 

Robins and Wrens were also singing. Our walk down to the first viewing platform revealed a variety of common 

birds, including Goldfinches feeding on the dried seed heads of Burdock, Blackbirds, Robins, a few Redwings, 

and Blue Tits. Passing our first reedbeds some Coots were chasing after each other, and the odd Cetti’s Warbler 

sang out its explosive and distinctive notes. From the bridge we watched two Kingfishers flying together up the 

rhyne (the classic ditches here in Somerset) while on a nearby pool and reeds we looked at the finer details of 

Teal – the males’ white stripes across the top of each wing, yellow bottoms, and light grey bodies were all very 

diagnostic. Passing Mallards and Teal, we stopped at the first viewing platform to look out across the reserve. 

The water levels have been maintained to avoid over-flooding and only recently had the pumps been turned off 

to stop the pools becoming too full. Out on the open water we had a good chance to compare and identify 

Shoveler, Gadwall, and Wigeon. While the Gadwall may be the least colourful, its black bottom, grainy grey-

brown body, and white wing flashes make it distinguishable from the others. Almost as soon we as we arrived, a 

Bittern flew across the water giving the whole group the chance to see this secretive reedy-coloured bird in flight.  

Tufted Ducks, Coots, Cormorants, and Canada Geese were also on the pool.  

 

We moved on to the second viewing platform which was full of ducks, mainly Shoveler. Here everyone had a 

good chance to get to grips with both male and female Shoveler – the males being much whiter than other 

ducks, with brick red-orange side, a bottle-green head and a yellow eye. Meanwhile, there were also groups of 

Tufted Ducks, half a dozen Pochards, and small numbers of Wigeon, Gadwall and Teal. Just before we left a few 

also spotted a male Green-winged Teal – this looks like a male Teal but has white stripes along each side of the 

breast and comes from North America. Up in the trees a pair of Siskins was feeding on the Alder cones, and 

Long-tailed Tits were flying past the viewpoint. Behind us Water Rails were ‘sharming’ – they sounded like 

piglets! And a Little Grebe was ‘whinnying’ away with its succession of high notes. Although hard to see on the 

ground, a flock of a dozen Snipe overhead were much easier to spot.  

 

We headed back towards the first viewing platform and walked along to a new hide which has been built in the 

middle of the reedbeds looking out across the water. From here we had some of our best views ever of two male 

Marsh Harriers – in flight their silver-grey brown tails and wings contrasted against their golden-brown bodies. A 

pair of Grey Crested Grebes was preening in the water, and Roger spotted a Coot up-ending to feed on weed, 

much of which ended up on its back! Just as we were confirming the food order, Roger called ‘Bittern!’ and 

everyone flocked to the hide to see. A Water Rail scuttled across the water before disappearing into cover.  

 

Lunch was calling, so we drove a little way up the road to the Crown Inn, on the edge of Catcott Village itself, 

for some jacket potatoes, delicious homemade soups and bread, and ham, egg and chips. Outside, flocks of 

Starlings were gathering on the wires and feeding in the nearby fields. Nicely filled, warmed, and delighted with 

the food, we made headway to our next destination. We drove through West Hay and on along some droves 

which took us onto Tadham and Tealham Moors which had recently flooded. In just a week the floodwater had 

receded and we drove slowly along looking for birdlife in the fields. Many were full of Lapwings – at first glance 

they were hard to see. But a closer look revealed their white bellies, green back, and black and white heads.  
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At one stop a flock of Golden Plovers, which were as yellow as the nearby dried grasses, was resting close to the 

Lapwings. Further along the road Starlings were feeding and washing amongst the Lapwings. Mute Swans were 

resting in a few fields along with a pair of Herring Gulls. Meanwhile, at least nine Little Egrets were in another 

field, often disappearing out of view due to the height of the grasses before all lifting up in a flock. A group of 

friendly farmyard geese, including a Swan Goose, also came to say hello. We turned around near Mark and 

retraced out steps. Ed’s group stopped to see a female Stonechat and later a male with his black head and white 

wing flashes. A male Reed Bunting was also feeding on the ground by a big puddle. We stopped at the Avalon 

Marshes centre for a quick cuppa, bite to eat and a view of the local artwork and sculptures. A few Starlings, Pied 

Wagtails, and a Reed Bunting were feeding in the café garden.  

 

We headed back round to Ashcott Corner ready to set out to see the Starlings come in to roost. After phoning 

the Starling Hotline we knew that they had roosted on Ham Wall the night before. We were in place at the first 

viewing platform by 4pm and waited for them to appear. Meanwhile, some fly-by Grey Herons, a female Marsh 

Harrier, Cormorants, and a myriad of winter ducks kept us entertained. At 4.25pm, our first pioneering flock of a 

dozen Starlings flew in. Then behind us we spotted a flock of a few thousand birds. Gradually larger flocks, 

moving like smoke, appeared across the skyline towards Glastonbury and over the next 30 minutes we watched 

hundreds of thousands of Starlings battle in the easterly wind to come to roost at the far end of the reserve. 

More flocks appeared closer to where we were standing and we frequently watched ribbons of Starlings fly in 

from the trees beyond, low over the reedbeds and past the water in front of us. They headed towards the back of 

the reserve in front of a water tower before disappearing behind the trees. As the grand finale, a ribbon of 

thousands and thousands of birds continually moved in front of us, keeping low in the wind, and heading 

towards their favourite roost site for the night. And suddenly the whole performance just stopped. After a chilly 

experience we had a brisk walk back to the car park, watching smaller late flocks pass by as we went. Back by the 

vehicles another large flock drifted overhead before the light faded. What an experience! 

 

With a little time to relax and shower, we met for a lovely 3-course meal at 7pm. After, the group reflected on 

the tour’s delights by running through the checklist.  This was followed by an illustrated talk by Charles Martin 

on the history of the Somerset Levels and the landscape that we now see today.  

Day 3 Wednesday 5th February 

After breakfast and checking out, we left the hotel at 8.45am and headed for the southern part of the levels. 

Despite the wet and windy forecast we drove safely to the RSPB’s Greylake Reserve and Kings Sedgemoor 

Drain to show everyone the flooded farmland and overflowing rivers as well as some of the birdlife. In pouring 

rain we were still able to spot hundreds of Wigeon, a few Pintail, flocks of Redwings and Fieldfares, Lapwings, 

Starlings, Golden Plover, Black-headed Gulls and Mute Swans. While the Lapwings faced the wind and looked 

pretty miserable, the Starlings were still busily feeding amongst the grass. A Peregrine battled the wind at the top 

of two dead trees, switching between perching and almost hovering. 

 

We then moved on to the Somerset Wildlife Trust’s Catcott Lows where we spent over an hour in the hide while 

heavy rain and strong winds passed overhead. It was an excellent chance for the group to focus their 

identification skills on just a few ducks species, mainly Wigeon (100s!), Shoveler (50+), half a dozen Pintail, a 

dozen or so Teal, and a few Tufted Ducks.  
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Up to ten Whooper Swans, wintering here from Iceland, were all tucked up asleep in the middle of the lake while 

Mute Swans and Greylag Geese fed in the taller vegetation on the edges. As the rain eased off the ducks, that 

had gathered on one side of the lake, gradually moved out into the open water and began calling, preening and 

feeding. Three Roe Deer were feeding on the right hand side of the lake.  

 

Ready for some warmth and food we headed slightly early to the Crown Inn at Catcott enjoying a hot, roaring 

fire, as well as hot drinks, soup, jacket potatoes, and ham, egg and chips. Some House Sparrows were sitting in 

the nearby hedge while Starlings were gathering on the power lines. The rain had eased off so we meandered 

back to Ashcott Corner via Burtle and an open peat factory where we could see how the reserves would have 

looked when originally dug out 15 – 20 years ago. From the car park we ventured out across Natural England’s 

Shapwick Heath. It wasn’t long before we spotted some classic species for this reedbed habitat, Coots, Gadwall 

and Tufted Ducks. Meanwhile, a spring of 20+ Teal took off vertically and circled over the reedbeds. A female 

Marsh Harrier quartered low over the reeds, and a male disappeared off towards Ham Wall. In the nearby Alder 

trees over 100 Siskins and Lesser Redpolls flew out and back in – some split off and headed for another batch of 

Alders. We spent some time in Noah’s Hide looking out across a large lake where hundreds of Wigeon 

dominated the bird life. With some careful looking we also spotted some Gadwall, Cormorants, Tufted Ducks, 

and a few Great Crested Grebes. As we headed out a Goldcrest sang in the nearby trees.  

 

From the Meare Hide we watched a female Marsh Harrier, a lone Tufted Duck, and some Mallards. After two 

hours out on the reserve we headed back to the car park. Some of the group were keen to head back home, 

especially with more bad weather ahead. Ed took them back to Wells while Charles stayed with the remainder 

and waited till 4.30pm to watch the Starlings return to roost. Ed joined them, and a little later than yesterday, 

small flocks of Starlings appeared around 4.45pm, many heading across Shapwick Reserve. The flocks increased 

in size to tens of thousands and made ribbons and globular shapes as they flew over the woodland and reedbeds. 

After a pause, we watched small flocks of Redwings going to roost. Three Meadow Pipits and a Reed Bunting 

flew overhead, and as we headed back over 20 Pied Wagtails went to roost. Just as we turned back more flocks 

of Starlings appeared and flew off towards Ham Wall.  

 

We arrived back at the car park around 5.15pm and headed back to Wells. We arrived back early evening and 

said our farewells after two days of fully seeing and sensing the Somerset Levels during a period of remarkable 

weather. Despite the floods, we still saw plenty of wildlife and were able to immerse ourselves in the unique 

habitats the levels provide… 

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


The Somerset Levels - A Beginner Birdwatching Tour Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     March 14 5 
 

Species List 

Birds ( = recorded but not counted, h = heard only) 

      February 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 

1 Little Grebe   Tachybaptus ruficollis h h 

2 Great Crested Grebe   Podiceps cristatus 2 2 

3 Great Cormorant   Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ 

4 Grey Heron   Ardea cinerea ✓ ✓ 

5 Little Egret   Egretta garzetta ✓ 1 

6 Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris ✓   

7 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ 

8 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus   10 

9 Greylag Goose Anser anser   20 

10 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis ✓ ✓ 

11 Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope ✓ ✓ 

12 Gadwall   Anas strepera ✓ ✓ 

13 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ 

14 Green-winged Teal Anas carolinensis 1   

15 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ 

16 Northern Pintail Anas acuta ✓ ✓ 

17 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata ✓ ✓ 

18 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓ ✓ 

19 Pochard Aythya ferina ✓   

20 Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1   

21 Eurasian Marsh Harrier   Circus aeruginosus 3+ 2 

22 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ 

23 Common Kestrel   Falco tinnunculus   1 

24 Peregrine Falcon   Falco peregrinus   1 

25 Water Rail   Rallus aquaticus 1 h 

26 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus   2 

27 Common Coot   Fulica atra ✓ ✓ 

28 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓ 

29 Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria ✓ 1 

30 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 15   

31 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ 

32 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✓ ✓ 

33 Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus ✓ ✓ 

34 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

35 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓   

36 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ 

37 Kingfisher Slcedo atthis 2 h 

38 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ 

39 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis   3 
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      February 

  Common name Scientific name 4 5 

40 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes ✓   

41 Dunnock   Prunella modularis ✓   

42 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos h 1 

43 Redwing   Turdus iliacus ✓ ✓ 

44 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris   ✓ 

45 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

46 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula ✓   

47 Stonechat Saxicola torquata 2   

48 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti ✓   

49 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus h h 

50 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus ✓   

51 Coal Tit   Periparus ater h   

52 Great Tit   Parus major ✓ ✓ 

53 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

54 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica ✓ ✓ 

55 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula ✓ ✓ 

56 Rook   Corvus frugilegus ✓   

57 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone ✓ ✓ 

58 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 

59 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus   ✓ 

60 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 

61 European Greenfinch   Carduelis chloris ✓   

62 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ 

63 Lesser Redpoll Carduelis cabaret  ✓ ✓ 

64 Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus ✓ 1 

  Mammals       

1 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus   3 

 

Wigeon by Ed Drewitt 


