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Tour participants – Duncan McNiven (tour leader) with a group of 10 Naturetrek clients (main tour) and 

six clients (Kyushu extension) 

Day 1          `    Friday 31st January 

Travel to Tokyo 

Day 2                 Saturday 1st February 

Tokyo – Kasai Rinkai Koen 

Bright and early on a sparkling blue sky morning, eight Naturetrekkers were greeted by Duncan and our Tokyo 

guide Yasuko at Haneda Airport after their overnight flight from Heathrow. We quickly transferred to our 

comfortable hotel in Shinagawa and completed our early check-in. Some of the group decided to do their own 

thing for the rest of the day following the long flight but Peter, Carolyn, Andy and Alan elected to accompany 

Duncan on an excursion to check out some of the commoner birds to be found in the environs of this huge 

metropolis.  So, after our first navigation through the intricacies of the Tokyo metro system, we soon emerged 

into the waterfront urban park that is Kasai Rinkai Koen. Here we spent four hours walking around the park 

familiarising ourselves with its common avian residents such as Tree Sparrows, White-cheeked Starlings, Brown-

eared Bulbuls, Large-billed Crows, Japanese White-eyes and some smart Dusky Thrushes on the lawns. Up in the 

branches of a pine tree we spotted our first Japanese Bush Warbler, a species more noted for its striking song than 

its appearance, but in the middle of winter this one was keeping ‘shtum’.  

At the sea front a good selection of waterbirds were  present including Greater Scaup, Mallard, Eurasian Teal, 

Eurasian Wigeon, Tufted Duck,  Eastern Spot-billed Duck, Great-crested and Black-necked Grebes, and Great 

Cormorants. With the ‘scope we picked out the familiar shape of an Osprey perched on a post far out in the bay. 

We crossed the bridge to the island and walked out along the breakwater. Searching among a large flock of Greater 

Scaup we found our first Black Scoters bobbing about. 

Walking back we noticed three small gulls flying around near the breakwater and initially we thought they were all 

Black-headed Gulls. However, one of them seemed be a bit daintier and to have a more tern-like flight. Closer 

examination also revealed that it had a thin black bill and a different wing pattern to the other two gulls. It was a 

rare Saunders’s Gull! We certainly hadn’t expected to see this globally threatened bird here in Tokyo on our first 

day in the field so that was a real bonus. 

After looking at the seabirds we walked over to the east end of the park where there is a small freshwater wetland 

and an information centre. Here we had a picnic whilst watching more waterbirds – Northern Shovelers, Common 

Pochards and Little Grebes - on the pools whilst around the edges lurked Little Egrets, Grey Herons and a 

Common Sandpiper. As we walked through the adjacent woodland we noted Japanese Tits, an Azure-winged 

Magpie and a small flock of Oriental Turtle Doves. Then, just before we reached the train station, in quick 

succession we found our second and third thrush species of the day feeding on one of the lawns – a Pale Thrush 

and a Brown-headed Thrush. 

Soon the Keiyo Line was whisking us back into Tokyo where later in the evening we met up with Paul and Angela 

to complete our full compliment and the whole group assembled to enjoy our first meal together ahead of our 

upcoming adventure in Wild Japan. 

 

 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     June 2020 
 

Day 3                   Sunday 2nd February 

Tokyo – Kushiro (Hokkaido) – Tsurumidai – Ito Crane Sanctuary – Lake Kusharo – 

Kawayu Kanko 

In order to catch our 8 am flight to Kushiro we assembled with our bags for an early breakfast in the hotel 

restaurant before catching the train for the short ride back to Haneda Airport. Only an hour and a half after take-

off we were descending into the beautiful island of Hokkaido where we met our lovely local guide Sonoko and 

boarded our bus. As we travelled through the snow-covered  forests and meadows towards our first destination 

Sonoko just had time to introduce herself and explain a little bit about her island home. Soon we saw a flock of 

about 200 Red-crowned Cranes  in a snowy meadow right by the road which they were sharing with a handful of 

Whooper Swans. This was Tsurumidai where local farmers have fed the wintering birds for many years and quite 

literally saved this threatened population from near extinction. 

We walked over to the side of the meadow where the cranes seemed unconcerned by the attention they were 

receiving and went about their business of social interaction which included bouts of balletic display accompanied 

by loud trumpeting. Is there a more beautiful sight in nature than these big, elegant, noisy white and black cranes 

patrolling their snowy landscape? It’s hard to think of one. Sonoko explained that when the pairs duetted it was 

possible to distinguish the otherwise identical males and females by the pattern that their breaths made in the 

freezing air. The exhalation pattern made by the long drawn out trumpet call of the males was indeed quite different 

from the pattern made by the short answering calls of the female. 

After enjoying the spectacle for around 90 minutes we realised it was already lunch time so we returned to our bus 

whilst noticing four White-tailed Eagles soaring overhead. We made the short journey to the village of Tsurui 

where we had a delicious Bento meal in a local restaurant. After lunch we had an appointment with another group 

of Red-crowned Cranes at the Ito Crane Sanctuary only five minutes drive away. This was different experience 

because we arrived there just in time to watch the local farmer putting out food for the birds which resulted in a 

lot more excited trumpeting and a good deal of coming and going as birds flew in or left the site to forage elsewhere. 

It was quite quiet for other birds at this site but a definite bonus was catching a glimpse of a Grey-headed 

Woodpecker which flew into the trees behind the feeding cranes. 

Around 3 pm we left the flock of cranes and headed into the interior of Hokkaido, seeing two beautiful ‘Ezo’ Red 

Foxes en route and eventually arriving at the huge expanse of Lake Kussharo which as usual was partly frozen. As 

the evening was now approaching the temperature had dropped even more but that was of no consequence to the 

flocks of Whooper Swans which were enjoying the warm water of the hot springs that empty into the lake here. 

These swans are remarkably tame and it was a quite extraordinary experience to stand right next to these noisy 

bugling birds as they swam around in the clouds of hot steam in this otherwise frozen landscape. 

As darkness began to fall we made our way a short distance to the hotel at Kawayo Kanko, a traditional Hokkaido 

Onsen, where we all later enjoyed a sumptuous Japanese meal, some of our group having already partaken of the 

hotel’s hot spring facilities. 

Day 4                   Monday 3rd February 

Otowa Bridge – Heart ‘n’ Tree – Lake Mashu 

Today was our earliest start of the tour and therefore unsurprisingly the coldest. It was a chilly minus 18C when 

we boarded our coach at 5.30 am armed with a box breakfast and an urn of hot water for drinks. After stopping 

at an all night convenience store for extra coffee and snacks we continued on to our first port of call, the famous 

site of Otowa Bridge which crosses the beautiful Setsuri River. As we looked down the tree-lined, braided river 

with its numerous broad gravel shoals, a magical scene unfolded as the dawn broke. Several hundred metres 
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downstream we could see a flock of about 80 Red-crowned Cranes that had roosted overnight in the river 

beginning to emerge through the swirling mist.  Then gradually, as the mist began to dissipate, the hoar frost on 

the riverine trees sparkled like diamonds in the rays of the rising sun.  

As well as the cranes, there were other birds to see here – a smart Japanese Wagtail running around the nearest 

gravel bar, a lone Green Sandpiper probing in the shallows, some Goosanders flying upstream, and most 

unexpectedly a male Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, a species that we rarely see on this trip, was inspecting the 

branches of a tree in the gallery forest close to the bridge. Just as we decided to leave the site at around 9 am, many 

of the cranes decided to leave as well and thrillingly they flew low up river towards us before gaining just enough 

height to clear the bridge, providing all the photographers superb opportunities to get close-up flight shots of these 

magnificent birds. 

Our next destination was a quiet, wooded river valley quite close by. After being dropped off by the bus we all 

marched (carefully) down an icy track through the snowy forest until we reached a point where we had a clear view 

across the stream below us. Across the valley, in the hollow of a  lovely gnarled oak tree, sat a Ural Owl blinking 

in the bright winter sunshine. Everyone filled their boots with photographs and video images of this strikingly 

large relative of the familiar Tawny Owl which seemed quite unconcerned with all the attention it was getting.  

After our early morning start, most folk were feeling quite peckish by now so we set off for our lunch stop at the 

delightful Heart ‘n’ Tree organic restaurant perched atop a nearby hill. Whilst we tucked in to our pre-ordered 

meals the local wild birds tucked into the well-stocked feeders outside the windows, including an endless 

procession of Great Spotted Woodpeckers, Eurasian Nuthatches, Brown-eared Bulbuls, Tree Sparrows and Marsh 

Tits. 

After a leisurely lunch we set off again heading back inland towards what is usually one of the scenic highlights of 

the tour. Lake Mashu is a stunning Caldera lake, reputedly one of the clearest lakes in the world, surrounded by a 

spectacular ring of mountains cloaked in forest which normally provide splendid photographic opportunities. 

‘Normally’...but not on this occasion because as we approached the rim of the caldera it was clear that the whole 

area was cloaked in thick cloud so we could barely see the lake itself, never mind the scenic backdrop. Despite that 

disappointment, the tourist shop at the viewpoint provide an opportunity for some retail therapy although many 

of the group spent their time engaged  in conversation with a talking seal (not a real one) which caused huge 

amusement all round.  

Leaving the garrulous pinniped behind, we made tracks for our last stop of the day, actually very close to our hotel. 

Mt Io is a truly weird and wonderful lunar landscape where volcanic vents spew forth steam, boiling water and 

sulphurous fumes and we spent a little time exploring this extraordinary place before we headed back to Kawayu 

Kanko where we could enjoy the hot springs after a long day out in the cold followed by yet another sumptuous 

traditional Japanese meal. 

 

Day 5                 Tuesday 4th February 

Shari – Shibetsu – Rausu (Shiretoko Peninsula) 

We awoke the next morning to find that heavy snow had fallen overnight, but the roads were still passable, so after 

a leisurely breakfast we set off for our first destination. Our destination today was the fishing port of Rausu up on 

the Shiretoko Peninsula in the east of the island. Normally we loop around to the south of Lake Mashu before 

heading north-east towards the coast and up the east side of the mountainous peninsula but today we decided to 

try something different. News had come through of some highly unusual birds turning up at a fishing port on the 

west side of the peninsula so we took a slight detour to the port of Shari to see if the beautiful Ross’s Gulls were 

still there.  
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Unfortunately the beautiful high arctic gulls had vacated the area and so we had to make do with Slaty-backed and 

‘Kamchatka’ Common Gulls instead.  At the mouth of the river a number of Common Goldeneyes were diving, 

some Black Scoters were bobbing about out on the rough sea and a small group of Goosanders flew over. We 

picked up some lunch from a Seven Eleven and drove inland passing through some beautiful, wooded hills 

encrusted with fresh snow which had turned Hokkaido into a winter wonderland. 

Arriving on the east side of the peninsula we headed north up the coast noticing rafts of sea ducks offshore. 

Eventually we reached Rausu and made a brief comfort stop at a roadside café and then boarded our boat in Rausu 

harbour.  The weather today was windy and cold so the captain decided against heading far out to sea and instead 

we remained close to the harbour walls. As the crew tossed fish into the surf, first gulls and then increasing numbers 

of eagles began to soar above the boat and we had our first chance to distinguish the adult and immature plumages 

of the two species present – the White-tailed Eagle and its larger cousin, the Steller’s Sea Eagle. 

In the harbour itself we got close views of some beautiful ‘sea duck’ in the form of Harlequin Duck, Greater Scaup, 

Red-breasted Merganser, Northern Pintail and a solitary male Long-tailed Duck. We also saw our first Glaucous-

winged Gulls among the more numerous Slaty-backed and Kamchatka Gulls. Once safely back on dry land some 

of our group decided to enjoy a hot drink in a local cafe whilst the rest accompanied Duncan on a Dipper hunt 

along the river. Before too long we had located three Brown Dippers including one unusual bird with many white 

feathers in its plumage. On the way back to the cafe we stopped to look at the river mouth where an adult White-

tailed Eagle was drinking just a few metres away affording some remarkable photographic opportunities. 

After an early check in at our comfortable hotel (and onsen) we enjoyed an equally early dinner because we had an 

important rendezvous this evening which required us to be in place at around 4.30pm just as it was getting dark. 

Soon we were ensconced at the famous Washi No Yado cafe-cum-hide overlooking a floodlit river. As we waited 

patiently the minutes turned to hours and all we had to show for our patience was a nice looking Red Fox that 

trotted past. But then, at precisely 7.20pm, a huge shape swept down river and landed next to the floodlit pool. 

Blakiston’s Fish Owl! This huge shaggy, haystack of a creature is the world’s largest owl and never fails to take the 

breath away. As its name befits, it was here for a spot of fishing and in no time at all it had dropped into the river, 

grabbed a couple of fish, ate one of them and then flew off into the forest with the other, no doubt to present it 

to its waiting partner. 

By 8pm we were back in the hotel in time to complete the daily bird log and to enjoy some cold beer before 

heading off either to the onsen or our waiting beds after another very full day. 

 

Day 6               Wednesday 5th February 

Rausu ‘sunrise cruise’ – Shibetsu – Notsuke Peninsula 

Despite the late night for some, an early rise was the order of the day as we had a ‘sunrise cruise’ to enjoy this 

morning. Luckily, at this time of year, this far north, sunrise isn’t too early! We boarded the boat company’s brand 

new spacious vessel ‘Evergreen 38’ in the harbour. This morning the weather conditions were much more 

accommodating for us and apparently for the eagles as well as they put on an extraordinary show for us. At first 

the huge Steller’s Sea Eagles were reluctant to come in, perhaps unfamiliar with the new boat, but when they 

eventually came the sky was just full of eagles of both species, perhaps two hundred overall or maybe more. We 

observed a full gamut of eagle behaviours including vocalisations, aerial tumbling, talon grappling as well as fish 

snatching from the water’s surface. 

After enjoying that spectacle  the captain pulled alongside the snow covered harbour wall  where we counted 98 

eagles of both species lined up, some just a few metres from us at eye level on the top of the boat, affording 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     June 2020   5 
 

amazing photographic opportunities. As we passed close to the harbour wall we were also treated to the spectacle 

of hundreds of Pelagic Cormorants flying over in a huge flock. 

Thoroughly awestruck, we made our way back to our hotel for a welcome breakfast before getting back on the bus 

for a drive down the coast to see what we could find. At Shibetsu the weather was clear, cold, sunny and calm so 

we spent some time wandering around the harbour examining the birds on the water. We got great views of a 

range of nice duck enabling us to differentiate between Goosander, Red-breasted Merganser, Harlequin, Greater 

Scaup, Common Goldeneye, Tufted Duck, Black Scoter and Long-tailed Duck. Also loafing around the harbour 

were a variety of gulls of different age groups and by careful examination through the scope we were able to 

distinguish Slaty-backed, Black-headed and Glaucous gulls. On the harbour wall itself solitary White-tailed and 

Steller’s Sea eagles kept a close eye on proceedings. 

After a short stop to pick up lunch in Shibetsu we made our way out on to the exposed Notsuke Peninsula, a 

spectacular 28 km long spit that by all accounts is rapidly sinking under rising sea levels. Out here it was a bit more 

windy than back in Shibetsu and the seas to the north of the spit were really quite rough. To the south on the 

sheltered side of the spit the extensive marshes were covered in snow and ice. A group of anglers were fishing next 

to a hole in the ice whilst a Red Fox sat patiently nearby perhaps waiting to be tossed some scraps. Much nearer, 

in fact right next to the road, a group of magnificent Japanese Sika Deer provided some great photo opportunities 

especially the impressively antlered bucks. 

We stopped at the Nature Centre half way along the spit where some of our group looked around the exhibits 

whilst a small intrepid crew went up to the sea watching platform where we spotted some Spectacled Guillemots, 

Long-tailed Ducks and scoters being tossed about on the heaving sea. But now it was time to make our way back 

to Rausu as we had another evening booked at the owl watching hide. Unfortunately, tonight our luck was not in 

and despite putting in a good shift until 10pm the big owl refused to show so we headed back for a good night’s 

sleep in our hotel. 

Day 7              Thursday 6th February 

Rausu – Notsuke Peninsula – Dai Ichi (Yoroushi) 

We had a slightly later start today as we left our hotel in Rausu and drove back down the coast road to Notsuke 

where we discovered that the weather had really changed. Out on the peninsula there were blizzard conditions 

with horizontal driving snow. It was supposed to be minus  eight but it felt more like minus thirty! That put paid 

to us finding any small birds like Snow Buntings or Rosy Finches but it did make for an exhilarating walk out to 

the lighthouse at the end of the road. Some more Sika Deer were by the road as well as a beautiful Ezo Red Fox 

although with a rather skinny tail. Out on the raging sea we managed to find some White-winged Scoters with the 

more common Black Scoters as well as more Spectacled Guillemots. 

After a stop at a nice restaurant in Shibetsu for a tempura lunch accompanied by locally grown potatoes we drove 

to our next stop, the luxurious onsen at Yoroushi overlooking a forested river where we arrived mid-afternoon. 

After checking in we had time to relax in the comfortable lounge looking out of the huge windows that overlook 

the river. To our delight we discovered that a beautiful Sable was in residence under the decking again having been 

missing the previous year . It was fun to watch this attractive mustelid go about his business literally a couple of 

metres from us through the window. Just above him the feeders were visited by a constant stream of Marsh Tits, 

the pale asiatica race of  Eurasian Nuthatch, Great Spotted Woodpeckers and Japanese Tits whilst on the river a 

Brown Dipper was searching for aquatic invertebrates. 

At 6.30pm we assembled for dinner where a huge traditional banquet had been laid out for us. However,  no 

sooner had we sat down than the call went up that the local Blakiston’s Fish Owl had arrived at the fish pond 

outside the lounge windows. So panic ensued as we all grabbed our cameras and raced through to the lounge where 
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we were confronted by the sight of the huge owl sitting, fishing just a few metres from our faces. And yes Julia, 

those were actual fish not its toenails! In fact we needn’t have worried because as it turned out the owl came in 

twice more before everyone decided to retire to bed before 10pm.  

Day 8                Friday 7th February 

Yoroushi – Kushiro – Tokyo 

Today we were able to enjoy a relaxed morning at the Dai Ichi onsen, breakfasting whilst watching the activity on 

the feeders outside where Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker and Eurasian Jays (of the smart brandtii subspecies) were 

added to our window list, along with Eurasian Teal and Japanese Wagtail on the river. The lovely Sable even put 

in a few more appearances for us.  

As today was largely about repositioning ourselves back to Tokyo we had time for a leisurely stroll through the 

snowy, forested landscape surrounding Dai Ichi before boarding our bus for the trip to Kushiro Airport. Our trip 

was largely uneventful apart from some sightings of some more beautiful Ezo Red Foxes and an opportunity to 

savour a last look at the statuesque Red-crowned Cranes at Tsurumidai. After saying our fond farewells to Sonoko 

we flew back to Haneda Airport and before too long we had checked in to our centrally located hotel in Tokyo 

and were enjoying a meal out on the town.  

Day 9              Saturday 8th February 

Imperial Palace Gardens, Tokyo – Nagano 

Our Shinkansen booking which would take us up into the mountains of Honshu was not due to leave until mid-

afternoon so we spent the morning exploring the gardens and surroundings of the Imperial Palace, close to Tokyo 

Central. It was a lovely, warm sunny day, quite a contrast from the arctic climate on Hokkaido. The palace moats 

were full of an array of attractive duck including Eurasian Teal, Eurasian Wigeon, Northern Shoveler, Tufted 

Duck, Eastern Spot-billed Duck and Gadwall with the males sporting their fine vermiculated plumage. But of 

special interest here was the beautiful Falcated Duck with its glossy bronze/green mane and sickle-shaped tertial 

feathers which give rise to its common name. 

We entered the palace’s eastern gardens and found that the plum trees in this classic Japanese garden were already 

in flower captivating many photographers but also attracting feeding Japanese (Warbling) White-eyes. Also in the 

garden we noted a lovely male Bull-headed Shrike, an even lovelier Daurian Redstart on a roof and some Oriental 

Turtle Doves, Pale Thrushes and Dusky Thrushes lurking in the flower beds. Then the serenity of this delightful 

garden scene was suddenly shattered by an aerial battle overhead involving three loudly screaming Peregrines 

engaged in some kind of territorial dispute. 

After lunch we walked the short distance from our hotel to Tokyo Central train station where we boarded our 

bullet train with military precision and in no time at all we were up at the former Winter Olympics town of Nagano 

which would be our base for the next two nights. 

Day 10                    Sunday 9th February 

Nagano – Snow Monkey Park – Tatsumi Park – Zenkoji Temple 

Today was going to be a special day for many of our group as we planned to visit Jigokudani (literally ‘Hell’s Valley’) 

to see the fabled ‘snow monkeys’ or Japanese Macaques to give them their proper name. A prerequisite for this 

would seem to be that it had to be snowy for our visit but given the mild weather that Honshu had been 

experiencing this was not a given. However, we were in luck because as we emerged from our city centre hotel we 

found that it was indeed snowing and it continued to snow quite heavily for the rest of the day. 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     June 2020   7 
 

‘Hell’s Valley’  gets its name from the vents of steam that emanate from fissures in the rocks along the valley floor 

but it best known for its resident troop of macaques that habitually use the pools of hot volcanic water for bathing 

and socialising. After donning our ice grips near the trail head we made the gentle walk up through the snow 

encrusted trees and soon emerged into the natural amphitheatre where the monkeys were indeed in residence and 

with the snow still falling heavily we made the most of the wintry photographic opportunities. 

After enjoying our encounter with the engaging primates we strolled back down to the trailhead and had lunch at 

the delightful Enza Cafe nearby. When we emerged to board our bus we found that a flock of attractive Japanese 

Grosbeaks plus a few Hawfinches were feasting on the Acer seeds in the trees just over the cafe roof. We boarded 

our bus and drove back into Nagano towards our final destination of the day, the Zenkoji Temple which dates 

back to the 7th Century. However, we just had time for a quick stop on the way to look at the tiny urban park at 

Tatsumi where lots of now familiar wildfowl were swimming around but three Baikal Teal, a male and two females, 

were new birds for our trip. At Zenkoji some of us went off to examine the venerated temple with our local guide 

Ken whilst the ‘keen birders’ in the group scoured the temple gardens for more avian fare and were rewarded with 

a brief glimpse of some wintering Bramblings. 

Then it was back to our hotel to spruce up before heading out on the town to our favourite restaurant where the 

meat eaters amongst us had the opportunity to try the intriguingly named ‘Bottom Flap Steak’; those that did try 

it seemed to be well satisfied with the experience.  

Day 11               Monday 10th February 

Nagano – Karuizawa – Tokyo 

We left Nagano at 8am the next morning in our bus and headed east through the mountains to the upmarket ski 

resort and summer retreat of Karuizawa whose famous previous residents include John and Yoko Lennon. We 

called in at Nagakura Shrine on the way for a brief walk around the grounds where we had all too brief views of 

two Japanese Waxwings which promptly disappeared when a Eurasian Sparrowhawk turned up. Picking up our 

picnic lunch at the local Seven Eleven we had a quick look around the back of the store where we saw some more 

Japanese Grosbeaks and a very tame Bull-headed Shrike before heading up to the accommodating Shiotsubo Hotel. 

On the walk along the hotel drive we had brief views of a pair of Japanese Green Woodpeckers. In the hotel itself 

we had morning coffee whilst watching activity on their well-stocked feeders outside. We enjoyed close views of 

exquisite Japanese Varied Tits, Willow Tit, a Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker; and Eurasian Nuthatches and Eurasian 

Jays of distinctly difference races than the ones we had seen on Hokkaido. 

Donning our ice grips once more we took a walk along the Kose Rindo trail paralleling the river; though in fact 

for the first time since Naturetrek has been coming here the trail was largely ice free – a sign of the times. The 

mainly deciduous forest was very quiet but just before we turned back we fund two stunning Japanese Waxwings 

feeding quietly on mistletoe berries high up in a tree. These are indeed exquisite birds to look at but their toilet 

habits are not quite so appealing.  As quickly as the birds could eat the mistletoe berries at one end, they exuded 

the remains as a long string of gelatinous poo at the other end. Charming! 

Having watched the waxwings going about their ‘business’ for a while we retraced our steps along the trail and 

chanced upon two Japanese Accentors. We managed to get some brief glimpses of these elusive little relatives of 

the familiar Dunnock before we boarded our bus for the journey back down out of the mountains to our hotel 

conveniently located close to Haneda airport. Here we had our final meal together as a group with some of us 

departing for London in the morning whilst the rest continued the tour down in Kyushu island for the extension. 
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Day 12  (Kyushu Extension – Day 1)     Tuesday 11th February  

Tokyo – London/Kyushu 

Today we said our sad farewells to Julia, Patrick, Sally and Lorraine who caught the early flight to London whilst 

the remainder (‘the Magnificent Seven’) caught a later flight to Kumamoto where we were met by our local guide, 

Kyoko. Boarding our new bus we drove the short distance to the Yatsushiro estuary where we discovered the tide 

was out. In fact it wasn’t just out, it was miles out! On the river itself there were flotillas of now familiar duck whilst 

overhead there were numerous Ospreys passing over whilst Grey Herons roosted on an offshore islet. On the sea 

wall there was a smart Blue Rock Thrush of the philippinus race and a roost of Black-crowned Night Herons, both 

adults and juveniles,  in the trees nearby.  

Out on the extensive mudflats distant shapes morphed (with the help of the scope) into Grey and Kentish Plovers 

whilst much nearer we found some globally threatened Black-faced Spoonbills and a few Black-tailed Gulls. Of 

the rare Saunders’s Gulls for which this estuary is famous there was no sign – what a relief to have connected with 

that solitary bird at Kasai Rinkai in Tokyo on the first day! 

As we walked along we came across some smart Chestnut-eared Buntings feeding in some weed patches growing 

in the sea wall whilst in the bushes behind were large flocks of smart Russet Sparrows. By now it was time to make 

tracks so we boarded the bus again and headed south to the town of Izumi which would be our base for the next 

three nights. 

 

Day 13 (Kyushu Extension – Day 2)                Wednesday 12th February  

Izumi – Arasaki Crane Sanctuary 

At this time of year you never quite know what to expect with the weather on Kyushu, the southernmost of the 

‘main’ islands in Japan.  Sometimes it’s warm and sunny, occasionally it’s cold and even snowy. This time it was 

just plain cold, wet and windy – in fact just about the worst conditions we could hope for. So at 6.30am we set out 

on the short trip to the Arasaki Crane Sanctuary with a little trepidation  as we were due to spend the first hour on 

the roof of the observatory building. Nevertheless, despite the awful conditions the birds put on a good show for 

us – how could 15,500 cranes fail to impress whatever the weather conditions? The birds wintering here are 

refugees from the northern winter who fly across the Sea of Japan to Arasaki from their breeding grounds in 

northern China and Siberian Russia. Hooded Cranes make up the bulk of the winter flocks with smaller numbers 

of the taller, elegant White-naped Cranes. In amongst these there are a scattering of other crane species and even 

one or two hybrids just to confuse things. It’s always an interesting challenge to see if we can pick out these other 

cranes amongst the vast flocks of the main two species. Despite the rain and wind, a good number of cranes flew 

in to be fed at the sanctuary arriving in wave after wave greeted by a cacophony of noise from the already assembled 

birds. 

After our allotted hour on the roof we drove slowly along the East Polder road scanning and taking photographs 

of groups of feeding cranes. As we scanned through the flocks we found some of the ‘minority’ cranes – six 

Sandhill Cranes , a Common Crane and a hybrid Hooded x Common Crane.  On a shallow flood we came across 

a group of Common Shelduck, Northern Lapwings and Dunlin and on a small estuary nearby some Kentish 

Plovers. Further scanning of the fields tuned up some Buff-bellied Pipits whilst two spoonbills flying over turns 

out to be one of each – a Black-faced and a Eurasian. 

Returning to the observatory we enjoyed some welcome hot coffee whilst through the windows we watched a 

Peregrine harassing some huge Northern Pintail flocks. The one wintering crane we were missing from our list 
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was the solitary diminutive Demoiselle Crane that had turned up at Arasaki – a rare bird hereabouts, this being the 

first one for fifteen years. Jokingly, I instructed Andy to find “find the Demoiselle for us” and immediately he 

responded, “I’ve found it”. He had too!  

Outside the Eastern Rooks were amassing on the wires like “Hitchcock’s Birds” but try as we might we couldn’t 

find any other interesting corvids amongst them. We picked up lunch at a convenience store and as it was still 

raining, ate it in the bus overlooking  a river. With the rain seeming to ease off slightly after lunch some of us took 

a walk along the river which resulted in finding a flock of about twenty Chinese Penduline Tits in the reedbeds. 

After seeking respite from the rain in the observatory again we ventured out on to the east Polder sea wall but 

apart from a large flock of Grey-capped Greenfinches we discovered nothing new so we decided to call it a day 

and headed back to Izumi. 

 

Day 14 (Kyushu Extension – Day 3)           Thursday 13th February  

Arasaki – Izumi River – Kogawa dam 

The day dawned overcast but thankfully dry and with a good afternoon forecast to look forward to we set off 

around dawn back down to the polders for some more crane action. We positioned ourselves at a strategic position 

and then watched as small flocks of cranes flew overhead from their roost sites to the feeding grounds. Behind us 

a pair of Peregrines were noisily harassing a feral cat on the sea wall.  

After about an hour we called in at the observatory but our only new birds here were a small flock of Common 

Starlings so we drove back into Izumi to pick up lunch from a convenience store. In the car park a Japanese Wagtail 

was singing from a wire. Leaving our stuff in the bus we took a walk along the riverside path and found a nice 

group of Meadow Buntings and Common Reed Buntings feeding in some weedy areas. On the river some Falcated 

Duck were loitering with the other wildfowl and three species of wagtail (Japanese, White and Grey) chased insects 

on the rocks along with Common Sandpipers.  Overhead Asian House Martins hawked with Barn Swallows and 

further upriver on a hard standing we scoped a pair Long-billed Plovers whilst a Common Kingfisher flew past. 

Driving a short distance up into the hills we stopped briefly at a river bridge where we found a Red-flanked Bluetail 

and a noisy Japanese Bush warbler in some riverine scrub, whilst on a fence nearby sat a Meadow Bunting and a 

Daurian Redstart. Reaching the reservoir of Kogowa Dam we walked along the service road followed at a distance 

by the bus. Several more bluetails put in frustratingly brief appearances and a Ryukyu Minivet made an equally 

brief appearance overhead. At least four Mandarin Duck showed quite well on the far side of the reservoir.  

We took our picnic lunch at a picturesque spot at the top of the reservoir where some children’s swings were a 

tempting distraction for some! Some careful searching around the picnic site resulted in sightings of Pale and 

Dusky Thrushes, another Red-flanked Bluetail, Daurian Redstarts, three Black-faced (Masked) Buntings and three 

very elusive Yellow-throated Buntings. Taking a side track further round the reservoir resulted in several brief 

sightings of a Crested Kingfisher as well as a Common Kingfisher. It was now warm and sunny which resulted in 

the appearance of a number of butterflies of which we identified Asian Admiral, Asian Comma and Japanese 

Oakblue. 

We finished off the day down on the East Polder where we had an hour’s walk enjoying the singing of the Eurasian 

Skylarks, big flocks of Grey-capped Greenfinches and the awesome sight and sound of a huge flock of Hooded 

Cranes taking off from one of the fields. This seemed like a fitting way to end our visit to Arasaki so we called it a 

day and headed back to Izumi. 
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Day 15 (Kyushu Extension – Day 4)             Friday 14th February  

Izumi – Lake Miike – Kagoshima – Tokyo 

Valentines Day! What present would the weather deliver today? Nothing very enticing by the look of the forecast 

unfortunately. Undaunted, we left Izumi straight after breakfast and headed east, up into the hills.  The only bird 

of note we saw on our journey was a Crested Kingfisher perched on a rock in the middle of the river by the 

roadside. 

Our destination today was Lake Miike, a scenic crater lake created by a volcanic eruption, but when we arrived at 

the viewpoint overlooking the site it was covered in dense fog. Undaunted, we walked down to the lake shore to 

the familiar sound of Eurasian Wrens singing. At the campsite the usual wintering flock of Olive-backed Pipits 

were mooching around whilst out on the lake flocks of Eurasian Wigeon and Eastern Spot-billed Duck snoozed. 

For a period of time the rain turned torrential so we sought shelter in one of the many campsite buildings to let it 

pass. As soon as the rain eased off a bit we continued our walk. The sudden trilling of Ryukyu Minivets caught our 

attention and some of us caught a brief glimpse of one flying overhead. A mixed tit flock that moved through the 

trees was accompanied by three Japanese Green Woodpeckers but they proved rather elusive. However, one pair 

of Japanese Varied Tits allowed us a very close encounter as they foraged close by on the woodland floor. A 

gorgeous, big  Japanese Toad was another great find here and provided the only record of an amphibian for the 

tour. 

With one eye on the time, we headed back up the side of the crater to where our bus was parked. After eating our 

picnic lunch we drove around to the viewpoint where we found that the fog had cleared and we were finally able 

to admire the beautiful crater lake in its entirety.  From there it was only a short drive to the airport at Kagoshima  

where we bade a fond farewell to Peter and Carolyn and also to Kiko, our guide. The five ‘remainers’ caught a 

flight back to Haneda airport in Tokyo where we also said goodbye to Paul and Angela who were heading up to 

Narita. That just left the ‘three musketeers’, Duncan, Andy and Alan, to enjoy a night out on the city. Well, the 

JAL City hotel anyway! 

 

Day 16           Saturday 15th February 

Tokyo – London 

So it was that another enjoyable tour to savour the magnificent wildlife, scenery, cuisine and culture of ‘Wild Japan 

in Winter’ came to a close. Lasting memories of this tour will undoubtedly include cranes dancing in the snow, 

eagles swooping down over the sea, magnificent owls in their forest homes, adorable monkeys bathing in their hot 

springs; but it will also be remembered as much as anything for the great company and good humour of our group. 

Until the next time! 
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Species Lists 

Birds 

   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1 Mute Swan - I Cygnus olor               3               

2 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus 
  50 6 4 10 1 6                 

3 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 
                    2 6       

4 Mandarin Duck Aix galericulata 
                        4     

5 Baikal Teal Sibirionetta formosa                 3             

6 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata ✓             ✓               

7 Gadwall Mareca strepera ✓             ✓ ✓             

8 Falcated Duck Mareca falcata 
              6         1     

9 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓     ✓       ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

10 Eastern Spot-billed Duck Anas zonorhyncha ✓               ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

11 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓           ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

12 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 
      ✓         ✓     ✓ ✓     

13 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓           ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

14 Common Pochard Aythya ferina ✓             ✓     ✓         

15 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓       ✓     ✓               

16 Greater Scaup Aythya marila ✓     ✓ ✓                     

17 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus       ✓ ✓ ✓                   

18 
White-winged (Stejneger's) 
Scoter Melanitta deglandi stejnegeri           6                   

19 Black Scoter Melanitta americana ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓                   

20 Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis 
      ✓ ✓ ✓                   

21 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula       ✓ ✓                     

22 Goosander Mergus merganser 
    ✓ ✓ ✓                     
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

23 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator       ✓ ✓ ✓                   

24 Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata 
        2                     

25 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis ✓   ✓         ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓   

26 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus ✓                   ✓         

27 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis ✓                             

28 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia 
                      5 1     

29 Black-faced Spoonbill Platalea minor 
                    1 5 1     

30 Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax 
                    15         

31 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea ✓               ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

32 Great Egret Ardea alba 
                ✓     ✓ ✓     

33 Little Egret Egretta garzetta ✓                   ✓ ✓ ✓     

34 Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus 
      ✓ 300 ✓                   

35 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✓             ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓     

36 Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus 
1                   10 ✓ ✓     

37 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 
                  1           

38 Black-eared Kite Milvus lineatus 
2       1       3 3 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

39 White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla   4   50 150 ✓                   

40 Steller's Sea Eagle Haliaeetus pelagicus 
  1   100 150 ✓                   

41 Eastern Buzzard Buteo japonicus 
    ✓       ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓         

42 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 
                            1 

43 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus               3       1 2     

44 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus ✓               ✓       ✓     

45 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra ✓             ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓   

46 Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis 
                      6 4     

47 White-naped Crane Antigone vipio                       500 ✓     
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

48 Demoiselle Crane Grus virgo                       1       

49 Red-crowned Crane Grus japonensis 
  400 300       ✓                 

50 Common Crane Grus grus 
                      1       

51 Hooded Crane Grus monacha 
                      14k ✓     

52 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus                       ✓ ✓     

53 Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola                     ✓         

54 Long-billed Plover Charadrius placidus                         2     

55 Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus 
                    ✓ ✓       

56 Dunlin Calidris alpina 
                      ✓ ✓     

57 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago 
                      ✓       

58 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos 2                     6 ✓     

59 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus 
    1                         

60 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓       ✓     ✓               

61 Saunders's Gull Chroicocephalus saundersi 
1                             

62 Black-tailed Gull Larus crassirostris                     15         

63 Common (Kamchatka) Gull Larus canus 
      ✓ ✓ ✓                   

64 Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens 
      ✓ ✓                     

65 Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus 
      ✓ ✓ ✓                   

66 Vega Gull Larus vegae ✓             ✓     ✓ ✓       

67 Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus 
      ✓ ✓ ✓                   

68 Spectacled Guillemot Cepphus carbo 
        12 3                   

69 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓             ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓   

70 Japanese Wood Pigeon - N Columba janthina                               

71 Oriental Turtle Dove Streptopelia orientalis 
6             1   3 ✓ ✓ ✓     

72 Blakiston's Fish Owl Bubo blakistoni 
      1   1 1                 
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

73 Ural Owl Strix uralensis     1                         

74 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis 
H           H 1         2 1   

75 Crested Kingfisher Megaceryle lugubris 
                        1 1   

76 Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker Yungipicus kizuki 
            1     5     H H   

77 Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates minor     1             1           

78 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major 
    1       2                 

79 
Japanese Green Woodpecker - 
E Picus awokera 

                  2       2   

80 Grey-headed Woodpecker Picus canus 
  1                           

81 Ryukyu Minivet - E Pericrocotus tegimae                         1 ✓   

82 Bull-headed Shrike Lanius bucephalus 
              1   1 2   2     

83 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius 
            ✓     ✓     ✓ ✓   

84 Azure-winged Magpie Cyanopica cyanus ✓                 ✓           

85 Oriental Rook Corvus frugilegus pastinator                       ✓ ✓     

86 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓   ✓       ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

87 Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

88 Japanese Waxwing Bombycilla japonica 
                  4           

89 Coal Tit Periparus ater   ✓         ✓   ✓ ✓           

90 Japanese Varied Tit Sittiparus varius varius 
                  ✓     2 2   

91 Marsh Tit Poecile palustris 
  ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓                 

92 Willow Tit Poecile montanus 
                  ✓           

93 Japanese Tit Parus minor ✓   ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓   

94 Chinese Penduline Tit Remiz consobrinus 
                      20       

95 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis 
5                   1 ✓ ✓     

96 Brown-eared Bulbul Hypsipetes amaurotis ✓   ✓       ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

97 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica                         1     
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

98 Asian House Martin Delichon dasypus                         4     

99 Japanese Bush Warbler Horornis diphone 
1                       1 1   

100 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus 
                ✓ ✓     ✓     

101 Japanese White-eye Zosterops japonicus ✓             ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

102 Goldcrest Regulus regulus                               

103 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes 
            1     H       2   

104 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea 
1   ✓     ✓ ✓     ✓     H ✓   

105 White-cheeked Starling Spodiopsar cineraceus ✓             ✓     ✓   ✓     

106 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris                         3     

107 Pale Thrush Turdus pallidus 
1             1 1     ✓ ✓ ✓   

108 Brown-headed Thrush Turdus chrysolaus 
1                             

109 Dusky Thrush Turdus eunomus ✓ ✓         ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     

110 Red-flanked Bluetail Tarsiger cyanurus                         6     

111 Daurian Redstart Phoenicurus auroreus 
              3   1 4 1 ✓ 2   

112 Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius philippensis 
                    1         

113 Brown Dipper Cinclus pallasii 
      3   1 1                 

114 Russet Sparrow Passer rutilans                     ✓   ✓     

115 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓     

116 Japanese Accentor - E Prunella rubida 
                  2           

117 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 
              H         ✓ ✓   

118 White (Black-backed) Wagtail Motacilla alba lugens ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     

119 Japanese Wagtail - N Motacilla grandis 
    1       1           2     

120 Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni 
                          6   

121 Buff-bellied Pipit Anthus rubescens 
                    ✓ ✓ ✓     

122 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla                 12             
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

123 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes   2             1 1           

124 Japanese Grosbeak Eophona personata 
                22 4     3     

125 Grey-capped Greenfinch Chloris sinica 
                1     ✓ ✓     

126 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus 
                  1           

127 Meadow Bunting Emberiza cioides                     1   4     

128 Chestnut-eared Bunting Emberiza fucata 
                    2         

129 
Yellow-throated (Elegant) 
Bunting Emberiza elegans 

                        3     

130 Black-faced Bunting Emberiza spodocephala 
                        3     

131 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✓                 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     

 

Other species 

   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

  Mammals                               

1 Japanese Macaque - E Macaca fuscata                 ✓           

2 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes   2 5 3 2 2 3               

3 Sable Martes zibellina           1 1               

4 Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina         1 1                 

5 Sika Deer Cervus nippon     12 1 40 60 1               

                                  

  Amphibians                               

6 Japanese Toad Bufo japonicus                           1 

                                  

  Butterflies                               

7 Asian Admiral Vanessa indica                         ✓   
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   E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

8 Asian Comma Polygoinia c-aureum                         ✓   

9 Japanese Oakblue Arhopala japonica                         ✓   
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