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Tour participants: Matt Collis and Chris Griffin (leaders) with 14 Naturetrek clients 

 

Summary 

 

This tour around the Somerset Levels in winter was a fantastic opportunity to witness two major British wildlife 

spectacles: the largest roost of Starlings in the country and the massive concentration of waterfowl and other 

wetland species that winter in the area. With relatively mild weather to date, the Starling roosts have occasionally 

been split across several areas but to our delight the slightly chillier nights brought the flock together giving us a 

fantastic display - an estimated 350,000 birds involved in the show. As well the large and diverse gatherings of 

ducks and plovers which always inspire, other special encounters from this trip included Eurasian Crane and an 

especially notable encounter with Bearded Tit no one will forget. Trip rarities and birds infrequently encountered 

included Bittern, Ring-necked Duck, Goldeneye and Goosander.  

Day 1                                                                   Wednesday 15th December 

The tour began in the lounge of the wonderful Swan Hotel, set within the picturesque English town of Wells. It 

was here our trip leaders, Matt and Chris, introduced themselves to the group before moving to the Exmoor 

Room where each client introduced themselves and shared their wildlife hopes for the tour. Although some had 

differing target species they’d hoped to see, all shared in the same excitement for the Starling murmuration.  

 

Matt gave a short talk on the history of the Somerset Levels, its uniqueness, and introduced some of the habitats 

and species we hoped to see. Once the rough itinerary and vital information was shared, we drifted over to the 

dining room where a hearty three course meal was ready and waiting, the first of many excellent meals. We also 

continued to get to know each other and mulled over the days to come, before retreating to individual rooms for 

the night. 

Day 2                                                                       Thursday 16th December 

Our first stop of the day was RSPB Greylake to explore the reedbeds and flooded meadows. One of our best 

encounters was almost immediate with a Water Rail hiding in a ditch with overhanging scrub. We then spent 

some time in the hides which had a good mix of ducks and up to fifty Snipe present proving a challenge to spot 

hidden in the overturned peat. Marsh Harrier, Buzzard, Lapwing and a Grey Wagtail also showed. A Mink was 

seen briefly running across one of the ditches just before a group of ten Bearded Tit suddenly appeared in front 

of us feeding on the tops of Reedmace. They stayed for several minutes and slowly walked their way closer to us 

to, one pair within about five meters, before flying off out of view. An unbelievable encounter. 

 

From here we headed to RSPB Swell Woods and down to the viewing point to look over West Sedgemoor. As 

well as the spectacular view back across the southern half of the levels, we picked out a few large groups of 

Golden Plover, Lapwing and mixed duck as well as the odd Roe Deer. We then returned to the car park via the 

woodland loop where we enjoyed studying several species of mushroom and spotting a challenging Treecreeper 

high in the canopy. We then spent a short time watching activity at the bird feeders which had lots of Coal Tit, 

Blue Tit, Great Tit, Chaffinch, several Nuthatch and the odd Marsh Tit - all showing really well. Glimpses of 

Goldcrest and a Great Spotted Woodpecker finished of our visit nicely. 
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On route to lunch, we stopped at Stathe for a short walk toward Aller Moor where a good array of winter 

thrushes showing, including Fieldfare, Redwing and Mistle Thrush, and had a rare flock of 19 Stock Dove 

perched in a tree. After a bit of scanning, we also located a flock of 20 Eurasian Crane and witnessed an excellent 

range of behaviours including fighting, short flights and some wonderful bugling calls. 

 

Following a lunch at the King Alfred Inn, we headed on to RSPB Ham Wall for a walk around the reserve 

before the Starling Murmuration. Small flocks of Siskin caught our attention as they flew overhead and we had 

some lovely views of wintering Great Crested Grebe, Wigeon and Tufted Ducks as well as many Lapwing and 

Snipe numbering over 100 individuals. Great Egret, Marsh Harrier and Cetti’s Warbler were also spotted here as 

well as a rare Ring-necked Duck – a north American bird blown off course during recent storms.  

 

To finish the day we selected a position along the main path to watch the Starlings. It wasn’t long before the first 

flocks of Starlings arrived and eventually we had birds coming in from all over the reserve. With each new 

arrival, the body of birds swelled to cover an ever increasing amount of sky. At approximately 100,000 birds, a 

Sparrowhawk made a brief appearance causing this huge flock to twist and spiral to the crowd’s delight. Soon 

after this the birds began to settle into the reeds and the air around filled with chatter. More and more Starling 

arrived over the next 30 minutes before the reeds were black with bodies. A few disgruntled Water Rail appeared 

out of the reedbed and another Mink was spotted rushing into the roost; no doubt on the hunt for an easy meal. 

The darkness came and so we decided to call it a day and head back to the hotel. What a wonderful first day. 

Day 3                                                                            Friday 17th December 

After breakfast we headed to Westhay Moor for a walk around this majestic and serene reserve. Our focus was 

to check out the pools at the far end of the reserve which often collect large numbers of ducks and occasionally 

the odd rarity. Wigeon, Gadwall and Teal all featured in large numbers but excitingly we also had a stunning male 

Goldeneye and three Goosander – both only occasionally seen during this trip. Whilst scanning the reedbeds, 

Matt managed to spot a Bittern slowly walking behind the front line of reeds. We spent some considerable time 

with the bird who was incredibly well camoflauged and tested the spotting skills of all involved. Once everyone 

had knowingly seen the bird, we wandered across to see if we could find it closer to the path; amazingly we did 

and more views were had but this time the Bittern just six metres away, was still cryptically hidden.  

 

After lunch we headed to Catcott Meadows where we had brilliantly close views of duck; a great mix of Mallard, 

Pintail, Gadwall, Wigeon, Tufted and Teal. We saw another Great Egret, Grey Heron and had flyover Skylarks 

but otherwise fairly quiet on our brief stop. On leaving Catcott, we quickly stopped to scan for Cattle Egret in 

some fields neighbouring one of the roads. Although the main flock was some distance away, a lone individual 

was noted close in and sat amongst a flock of Little Egret giving great comparison views.  

 

With the day coming to an end, we returned to RSPB Ham Wall and after some light birdwatching, we got in 

position for our second viewing of the Starling roost. This time we headed to a different spot in an attempt to be 

closer to the Starlings and experience the spectacle from within. Our tactics paid off and we had the most 

incredible 40 minutes with hundreds of thousands of birds swirling directly over our heads before a large group 

dropped right down in front of us. Again, a Sparrowhawk aided our display and caused some of the flock to 

burst into aerial spirals that flicked across the sky. The noise of those landed was incredible, as was the smell with 

a potent ammonia filling the nostrils. We estimated around 350,000 birds had now come into the reeds, spilt 
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across several sites but slowly gathering into one collective mass. As the light had faded, it was clear the action 

had all but finished and so we made our way back to the vehicles and the hotel but not before a last Water Rail 

and a Woodcock were spotted on the walk back. 

 

We’d had some of the best the Somerset Levels can offer including two excellent Starling displays and a whole 

list of other special encounters. It made for a very cheery goodbye as we reminisced on what had been a magical 

two days wildlife watching. Until next time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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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Species lists 
 

Birds (H = Heard only) 

 
       Dec 22 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 

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 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis  ✓ 

7 Great White Egret Egretta alba ✓ ✓ 

8 Great Bittern   Botaurus stellaris  1 

9 Mute Swan Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ 

10 Greylag Goose   Anser anser  2 

11 Canada Goose   Branta canadensis ✓ ✓ 

12 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ 

13 Gadwall   Mareca strepera ✓ ✓ 

14 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✓ ✓ 

15 Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ 

16 Northern Pintail Anas acuta  ✓ 

17 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata ✓ ✓ 

18 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓ ✓ 

19 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris  1 

20 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula  1 

21 Goosander Mergus merganser  3 

22 Eurasian Marsh Harrier   Circus aeruginosus ✓ ✓ 

23 Eurasian Sparrowhawk   Accipiter nisus ✓ ✓ 

24 Common Buzzard   Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ 

25 Common Kestrel   Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ 

26 Peregrine Falcon   Falco peregrinus ✓  

27 Common Pheasant   Phasianus colchicus ✓  

28 Common Crane Grus grus 20  

29 Water Rail   Rallus aquaticus ✓ ✓ 

30 Common Moorhen   Gallinula chloropus ✓ ✓ 

31 Common Coot   Fulica atra ✓ ✓ 

32 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria ✓  

33 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓ 

34 Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola ✓  

35 Common Snipe   Gallinago gallinago ✓ ✓ 

36 Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus  ✓ 

37 Dunlin   Calidris alpina ✓  
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       Dec 22 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 

38 Herring Gull   Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ 

39 Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus ✓  

40 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ 

41 Feral Pigeon Columba livia domestica ✓ ✓ 

42 Stock Dove   Columba oenas ✓  

43 Common Wood Pigeon   Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ 

44 Eurasian Collared Dove   Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ 

45 Tawny Owl   Strix aluco ✓  

46 Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopos major ✓ ✓ 

47 Eurasian Skylark   Alauda arvensis ✓ ✓ 

48 Meadow Pipit   Anthus pratensis ✓ ✓ 

49 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ 

50 Grey Wagtail   Motacilla cinerea ✓  

51 Northern Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ 

52 Dunnock   Prunella modularis  ✓ 

53 European Stonechat Saxicola  rubicola ✓ ✓ 

54 Mistle Thrush   Turdus viscivorus ✓  

55 Song Thrush   Turdus philomelos  ✓ 

56 Common Blackbird   Turdus merula ✓ ✓ 

57 Fieldfare Turdus Pilaris ✓ ✓ 

58 Redwing Turdus iliacus ✓ ✓ 

59 European Robin   Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ 

60 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti ✓ ✓ 

61 Common Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita  ✓ 

62 Goldcrest   Regulus regulus ✓ ✓ 

63 Bearded Tit   Panurus biarmicus 10  

64 Long-tailed Tit   Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ 

65 Marsh Tit   Poecile palustris ✓  

66 Coal Tit   Periparus ater ✓  

67 Great Tit   Parus major ✓ ✓ 

68 Blue Tit   Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ 

69 Eurasian Nuthatch   Sitta europaea ✓  

70 Eurasian Treecreeper   Certhia familiaris ✓  

71 Eurasian Jay   Garrulus glandarius ✓  

72 Eurasian Magpie   Pica pica  ✓ 

73 Eurasian Jackdaw   Corvus monedula  ✓ 

74 Rook   Corvus frugilegus  ✓ 

75 Carrion Crow   Corvus corone  ✓ 

76 Common Raven   Corvus corax  ✓ 

77 Common Starling   Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ 
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       Dec 22 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 

78 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ 

79 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 

80 European Goldfinch   Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ 

81 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus ✓ ✓ 

82 Common Linnet   Acanthis cannabina ✓  

83 Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus ✓  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Green Sandpiper 


