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“Value for money bird watching trips for birders on a budget” 



Friday 1st November 2013:  
 

This trip was organised by the Bargain Birding Club 

for 18 members of the RSPB Medway Local Group 

with an age range of 18-79 years old. 
 

Group members travelled independently from Kent 

to rendezvous at the Holiday Inn Hotel near Bristol 

Airport for our midday welcome lunch and briefing. 
 

The weekend started with a guided walk at the 

RSPB Ham Wall and Shapwick Heath reserves by 

Ed Drewitt, a local, professional naturalist. As we 

donned waterproofs and more appropriate 

footwear in the car park at Ashcott Corner, I went 

to pull on my wellies only to find a nest of six 1 or 

2-day old baby rats, completely hairless and their 

eyes still closed. Sadly there was nothing that we 

could do for them other than cover them in leaf 

litter under a nearby tree. 
 

On the walk itself, Ed was superb. He quickly 

helped everyone pick out Teal, Wigeon, Shoveler, 

Mallard, Little Egret, Grey Heron, Cormorant, 

Mute Swan and Little Grebe on the open water. 

Flying overhead we added Long-tailed Tit, Pied 

Wagtail, Goldfinch, Lesser Redpoll, Fieldfare, 

Wood Pigeon, Snipe and Curlew. Ed had his ear 

permanently tuned in to the various bird calls and 

helped the group identify the ‘tick-tick’ of the 

Robin, the high-pitched ‘tse-tse’ of the Goldcrest, 

the deep-throated ‘merk’ of the Gadwall, the 

distinctive call of the Kingfisher and the sound of a 

squealing pig made by the Water Rail. A Bittern 

also put in a very brief appearance before 

disappearing back into the reeds and a Common 

Buzzard perched on a marker pole. 
 

Overhead small flocks of Starlings had begun to 

gather. They were making their way to Shapwick 

Heath so this was our cue to do the same. 
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The murmuration started at 4pm as flock after flock of 

starlings ranging in size from a few dozen birds up to a few 

thousand, appeared from all directions heading to the reed 

bed next to the lagoon. The starlings started to perform 

their aerial acrobatics, diving, turning, climbing, as the light 

began to fade. Then a Sparrowhawk appeared on the 

scene, significantly changing the starlings behaviour. As the 

predator approached the mass of prey, the starlings split 

and divided into smaller flocks to confuse the hawk, and 

only reformed once the danger had passed. In the lagoon 

itself a Great White Egret was hunting for its supper. 

 

Even when the Sparrowhawk had disappeared the starlings 

didn’t take any chances. Wave after wave of birds 

descended from the sky, like a black waterfall crashing into 

the reed bed just a few metres from our vantage point. The 

visual spectacle was enhanced by the ‘woosh’ sound of their 

wings as the birds banked in the sky above our heads.  

 

By 5pm the last starlings had reached the safety of the 

reeds. The sheer number (estimated by Ed and local 

volunteer John to be c.50,000 birds) was simply breath-

taking. Close to 1 million starlings gather on the Somerset 

Levels in the middle of winter and we could only begin to 

imagine what that must look, feel and smell like. 

 

We returned to our hotel, changed for dinner and then Ed 

gave a fascinating 40 minute after-dinner talk entitled ‘Our 

raptors – or are they?’ We ended the day singing happy 

birthday and presenting a cake to Warren and Elizabeth. 

 

By 10pm, with some fantastic memories of the day, we all 

retired to our rooms exhausted but happy. 
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Saturday 2nd November 2013: 
 

At 5am, 7 dedicated birders within the group opted for a pre-breakfast return visit to the starling 

roost at Shapwick Heath to witness their mass exodus from the reed beds. We arrived in the pitch 

black of night but were able to pick out the calls of Tawny Owl, Water Rail and Bittern. The planet 

Venus glowed brightly in the sky and slowly the morning light began to improve affording us excellent 

views of four Great White Egrets and one Marsh Harrier flying in for their breakfast. 

 

As the starlings began to stir, we could hear them chattering to each other like an orchestra warming 

up before a performance. The noise level gradually began to build and climaxed with a great 

crescendo as wave after wave of starlings ascended skyward like an erupting firework just a few 

meters above our head. The dawn sky turned black due to their sheer numbers and made the early 

morning trip unforgettable. We re-joined the rest of the group for breakfast at 8am back at the hotel 

with tired eyes but broad ‘Cheshire Cat’ grins on our faces.  

 

After breakfast, our whole group set off for Slimbridge WWT where we were met by Jan for check in 

and a welcome brief. With high tide on the River Severn and the forecast for rain later, we opted for 

a stroll around the wilder side of the reserve in the morning, leaving us time to view the captive 

wildfowl collections in the afternoon. 

Sparowhawk attack 
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At Swan Lake near the main entrance we quickly 

locked on Bewick’s Swan (which had just arrived 

the previous week from Arctic Russia) and Scaup, 

amongst the commoner Tufted Duck, Mallard, 

Pochard, Pintail, Mute Swan, Greylag Goose and 

Shelduck.  
 

At Rushy Hide we saw Common Crane, Teal, 

Wigeon, Shoveler, Rook, Jackdaw and Black-

headed Gull. 
 

At the feeders opposite Robbie Garnett hide we 

added Goldfinch, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Blue Tit, 

Great Tit, Long-tailed Tit and Blackbird to our list. 
 

At Holden Tower, which overlooks the River Severn, 

we added White-fronted Geese, Peregrine Falcon, 

Herring Gull and Lesser Black-backed Gull. 
 

Continuing our route anti-clockwise around the 

reserve, we made our way to the Zeiss and 

Kingfisher hides where we saw Gadwall, Barnacle 

Goose, Canada Goose, Dunlin, Redshank, Curlew, 

Little Grebe, Coot and Moorhen.  
 

Younger members of the group (Stefan and Keri) 

opted for the canoe safari and got very close up 

views of Grey Heron. 

“Value for money bird watching trips for birders on a budget” 

Bewick’s Swan 

Common Crane 

Common Crane 

Grey Heron 



After eating our pre-prepared picnic lunch in the 

Kingfisher hide, we made our way through the 

impressive captive wildfowl pools containing over 

2500 birds which are arranged as informative 

Continental collections. 
 

In ‘South America’ we marvelled at species such 

as Andean Flamingo, Argentine Red Shoveler, 

Puna Teal and Chiloe Wigeon. 
 

In ‘North America’ we splurged on Hawaiian (Ne-

Ne) Goose, Carolina Wood Duck, Caribbean 

Flamingo, American Wigeon, Canvasback and 

Laysan Duck. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

In the ‘Arctic Tundra’ we drooled over Ross’s 

Goose, Snow  Goose and Red-breasted Goose. 
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After leaving the wet and windy outdoors of the ‘Arctic 

Tundra’ we headed inside for the warmth and humidity of 

the ‘Tropical House’. Here amongst the vegetation and 

rainforest pools we saw African Pygmy Goose. 

 

Back outdoors and with a break in the showers we entered 

‘Africa’ and we were able to compare Lesser and Greater 

Flamingos, and also see Cape Shelduck. 

 

As we approached ‘Australia’ we could hear the Plumed 

Whistling Ducks calling to each other as they were 

feeding. Also present was the majestic Black Swan 

(descendants of an original pair donated to the WWT by Sir 

Winston Churchill), and the pre-historic looking Magpie 

Goose which is the oldest species of wildfowl left in the 

world. 

 

At 3pm we made our way to the Otter Pool. Here Minnie, 

Ha-Ha and Flo swam effortlessly in pursuit of the fishy 

offerings thrown to them by the warden as she gave a brief 

but informative talk (in the rain) to a captive audience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Next stop was the ‘Back from the brink’ exhibition which 

detailed wildlife conservation success stories involving 

beavers, harvest mice and water voles amongst others. 
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Last stop was ‘Europe’ where we were able to enjoy close up views of more familiar species such as 

Smew, Eider, Goldeneye, Marbled Teal, Ferruginous Duck and White-headed Duck.  
 

After a much appreciated warm drink in the Waters Edge restaurant and a bit of retail therapy in the gift 

shop, we witnessed the floodlit bird feed. Hundreds of wild ducks, geese and swans followed the warden 

and his wheelbarrow full of grain (again in the rain) as we observed from the comfort of the warm and 

dry Peng Observatory.  
 

Most of the group climbed the steps up Sloane Tower for one last look over the WWT reserve and 

wildfowl collection before we headed back to the hotel. 
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Greylag Goose (©Arthur Parry) 

Mandarin 

Gadwall 

Jackdaw 

Black Swan 

Carolina Wood Duck 

Laysan’s Duck 



Greater Scaup 

Bewick’s Swan 



Sunday 3rd November 2013 
 

After a bit of a lie in and an 8.30am breakfast, we checked out of the hotel and drove the short 

distance to Blagdon Lake. Birding from the dam we saw Tufted Duck, Teal, Mallard, Cormorant, Grey 

Heron, Meadow Pipit and Pied Wagtail. Overhead we observed a Common Buzzard being mobbed by 

Carrion Crows. In a pine tree we grabbed our only Nuthatch and Coal Tit on the trip, as well as other 

examples of Blue Tit, Great Tit, Long-tailed Tit, Chaffinch and Goldfinch. Rob also managed to get 

brief sightings of both Goldcrest and Treecreeper. 

 

We entered the woods on the Butcombe Shore side of the lake and followed the public footpath round 

to Butcombe Bay. The tree cover provided welcome shelter from the rain as we used bins and scopes to 

pick out Canada Goose, Little Egret, Little Grebe, Great Crested Grebe, Grey Wagtail, Pochard, 

Gadwall, Mute Swan, Coot, Moorhen and Common Sandpiper to add to our day list.  

 

Just a few metres above the treeline a Sparrowhawk patrolled like a sentry checking a perimeter fence 

before disappearing off into the distance. We crossed the first 2 footbridges but turned back at the 3rd 

as we wanted to move onto Chew Valley Lake before lunch. 
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Our first stop at Chew Valley Lake was the layby at Herons Green Bay. We arrived just as the heavens 

opened. Fortunately the rain didn’t last long and an impressive rainbow beckoned us out of our 

vehicles. We were rewarded with close up views of most wildfowl species seen earlier in the trip as well 

as our first sightings of Great Black-backed Gull, Common Gull, Ruddy Duck, Stock Dove, House 

Sparrow, Jay, Magpie, and Pheasant. 

 

As the rain returned, we got back in our cars and drove round to the Tea Shop where we had pre-booked 

our last meal of the trip. This gave us time to reflect on what we had seen over the past 3 days, visit 

the gift shop and then bid each other a fond farewell and safe journey home – which yielded a Red Kite! 

 

Our trip total over the 3 days finished at 82 wild birds (including 3 birds heard) and 16 captive British 

birds seen in the wildfowl collection at Slimbridge WWT. Non-British captive birds were not counted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trip Testimonials: 

 

• “Just to say thank you again, and to tell you how much we enjoyed the weekend. You obviously put a 

lot of time and effort in organising it, and looked after us all very well during our trip. Special thanks 

for organising the birthday card and book, it was a very kind gesture”. (Warren and Elizabeth Mann). 
 

• “Thank you so much for all your efforts and hard work in bringing this trip together. Had a fabulous 

time, great company and brilliant birds” (Wendy Brownrigg). 
 

• “Many thanks for a great weekend, I am looking forward to the next trip. My best moment was seeing 

the starlings, just amazing and worth getting up at silly o’clock! I have been waiting many years to 

see this spectacular event, one more tick for my bucket list!”. (Peter Saville). 
 

• “Excellent weekend which I enjoyed very much. Next one can’t come soon enough!” (Lesley Frizell). 
 

• “I have thoroughly enjoyed the trip and the company of like-minded spirits” (Glen Peacock). 
 

• “Another success story. Well done and thank you!” (Christine Baker). 
 

• “I enjoyed all the sites visited and having comfortable accommodation” (Anon).  

• “Excellent trip. Good company. Good birding” (Anon). 
 

• “Great weekend, many thanks” (Anon). “A very well organised trip and good fun” (Anon). 

• “Very welcoming and friendly group” (Anon). “It was a lot of fun” (Anon). “Excellent” (Anon). 
 

• “It was a really lovely afternoon (at Ham Wall) and a wonderful group. Thanks for the lunch and the 

dinner too. Some lovely photos of the starlings and great to see the group one too with me in the 

middle! Look forward to being of assistance in the future”. (Ed Drewitt, Naturalist and Guide). 
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Herons Green Bay, Chew Valley Lake Rainbow at Chew Valley (©Arthur Parry) 



WILDFOWL WEEKEND (1st – 3rd November 2013) 

LIST A = WILD BIRD COUNT LIST (82 species) 

Mute Swan Grey Heron Black-headed Gull Nuthatch 

Bewick’s Swan Little Grebe Herring Gull Treecreeper 

White-fronted Goose Great Crested Grebe Lesser B-Backed Gull Wren 

Greylag Goose Red Kite Greater B-Backed Gull Starling 

Canada Goose Marsh Harrier Common Gull Blackbird 

Barnacle Goose Sparrowhawk Stock Dove Redwing 

Shelduck Common Buzzard Wood Pigeon Fieldfare 

Wigeon Common Kestrel Collared Dove Song Thrush 

Gadwall Peregrine Falcon Tawny Owl (Heard) Robin 

Teal Water Rail (Heard) Kingfisher Dunnock 

Mallard Moorhen Magpie House Sparrow 

Northern Pintail Coot Jay Grey Wagtail 

Shoveler Common Crane Jackdaw Pied Wagtail 

Pochard Golden Plover Rook Meadow Pipit 

Tufted Duck Lapwing Carrion Crow Chaffinch 

Ruddy Duck Curlew Goldcrest Goldfinch 

Pheasant Dunlin Blue Tit Greenfinch 

Cormorant Common Sandpiper Great Tit Siskin 

Bittern Redshank Long-tailed Tit Lesser Redpoll 

Little Egret Snipe Coal Tit Reed Bunting 

Great White Egret Cetti’s Warbler (Heard) 

LIST B = CAPTIVE BRITISH BIRD COUNT LIST (16 species)* 

Red-breasted Goose Ruddy Shelduck Greater Scaup Eider 

Ross’s Goose American Wigeon Marbled Duck Goldeneye 

Snow Goose Canvasback White-headed Duck Smew 

Lesser W-front Goose Mandarin Ferruginous Duck Greater Flamingo 

Unless otherwise stated, all photographs in this trip report were taken by Richard Hanman,                                             
Founder of the Bargain Birding Club and member of the RSPB Medway Local Group.  

* As defined by the Complete Checklist of British Birds, August 2013. 
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