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Highlights
Common Crane, Spoonbill, Glossy Ibis, Great White Egret, Cattle Egret, Hen Harrier, Marsh Harrier, 

Short-eared Owl, Red Kite, Peregrine, Sparrowhawk, Raven, Fieldfare, Redwing, Pintail, Wigeon, Teal, 
Water Rail, Golden Plover, Avocet, Snipe, Coal Tit, Marsh Tit, Bearded Tit, Stonechat and Kingfisher.
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Friday 5 January 2024 ς WWT Steart Marshes & RSPB Swell Wood

Our 2024 Bargain Birding Club schedule started with a 3-day trip to the Somerset Levels, a hotspot 
for over-wintering raptors, waders and wildfowl and a spectacular Starling murmuration.

It had rained continuously for what seemed like weeks on end prior to our trip, but during our 4-
hour drive from Kent the rain stopped, the clouds parted, and the sun came out. Our journey en-
route produced around 30 Red Kite, plus Buzzard, Collared Dove, Herring Gull, Rook and Crow. 

We arrived at WWT Steart Marshes just before 10am and made our way to the overflow car park. 
The footpath to the beach at Bridgewater Bay was flooded (too deep even for wellies), so we opted 
for a walk along the raised embankment overlooking the marsh. 

Common hedgerow birds came thick and fast and we quickly spotted Linnet, Chaffinch, Goldfinch, 
Greenfinch, Reed Bunting, Meadow Pipit, Pied Wagtail, Dunnock, Stonechat, Skylark, Chiffchaff, 
Robin, Blackbird, House Sparrow, Starling, Jackdaw, Feral Pigeon and Woodpigeon. Drinking in the 
puddles on the path we saw Song Thrush and Fieldfare. 

As we scanned the shoreline of Bridgewater Bay, we picked up a distant Short-eared Owl being 
mobbed by a Great Black-backed Gull, Common Redshank, Turnstone and Oystercatcher.

We then turned our attentions to scanning the marsh, adding Marsh Harrier, Sparrowhawk, 
Peregrine Falcon, Lapwing, Curlew, Golden Plover, /ŜǘǘƛΩǎ Warbler, Mallard, Shelduck, Mute Swan, 
Little Grebe, Little Egret, Coot, Moorhen, Grey Heron and Magpie. We also enjoyed distant views of 
flying Common Crane, Spoonbill and Cormorant.

At 12noon we headed to the main car park for lunch, then took a steady 2-hour walk around the 
reserve, adding Raven, Teal, Wigeon, Shoveler, Gadwall, Redwing, Great Spotted Woodpecker, 
Wren, Avocet, Snipe, Dunlin, Green Sandpiper, Canada Goose and Black-headed Gull to our list.

At 2pm we left Steart Marshes and circumnavigated the flooded roads, eventually arriving at RSPB 
Swell Wood just before 3pm. On the flooded levels below the great wood, we located 6 bugling 
Common Cranes, their iconic call echoing across the valley, plus 11 Great White Egrets.

Back at the reserve car park we spent the last hour of daylight watching a succession on birds 
investigate the near-empty feeders. We noted Marsh Tit, Coal Tit, Blue Tit, Great Tit and Nuthatch.

At 4pm we called an end to day 1 and headed to Street to check in to The Bear Inn for 2 nights.

At the end of day 1, our trip was a respectable 70 bird species, plus Weasel, Roe Deer and Red Fox.

The Great Cranes Project:

The project began in 2009 and the first wild-breeding Cranes were recorded in 2015. It is hoped to 
have 20 breeding pairs by 2025. You can learn more about this project by clicking here. 

http://www.thegreatcraneproject.org.uk/project/return-cranes
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Common Cranes at Swell Wood
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Meadow Pipit
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Saturday 6 January 2024 ς Greylake, Ham Wall and Shapwick Heath

Breakfast at 8am then we were on the road and heading for RSPB Greylake. ²ŜΩŘ pre-arranged to 
meet up with friend and fellow bird guide Howard Vaughn, who was also leading a group around the 
Somerset Levels this weekend. We joined forces in the car park knowing more eyes and ears would 
mean we would all see and hear more.

As we walked towards the hides we heard a ΨǎǉǳŜŀƪƛƴƎΩ noise coming from the reedbeds which 
sounded like a distressed Water Rail. Howard educated us all and pointed out that it was indeed the 
call of an Otter!  Despite scanning the reeds we failed to connect with this iconic aquatic mammal.

We continued on to the pair of hides which overlook the flooded meadow which used to be the 
location of the Shapwick Allotments. Here there where literally thousands of Wigeon, Teal and 
Lapwing, interspersed with hundreds of Shoveler, Pintail, Gadwall, Golden Plover, Dunlin and Snipe. 

Every now and then a Marsh Harrier hawked over the floodplain, forcing the ducks to swim towards 
the reedy margins for cover, and the waders to take to the air seeking sanctuary in the middle of the 
flock. We marvelled as Golden Plover swirled in the morning sunshine, flashing their white bellies 
and golden backs on each turn. When the danger passed, the waders landed and the ducks swam 
back out in the open to continue feeding.

At 10am we started to make our way back to the car park when we heard bugling Common Cranes. 
Scanning in the general direction we eventually picked up a pair of Cranes in the distance.  

We moved on to Ham Wall and gathered in the car park to scan the Alder trees. Here we picked out 
Siskin, Long-tailed Tit and Chiffchaff. IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ group were keen to look for the rare Ring-necked 
Duck, scanning from the old railway bridge. The early morning sun made viewing difficult. IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ 
group persevered but my group were keen to explore the rest of Ham Wall.

We followed the main hardstanding path that runs parallel with Glastonbury Canal, taking in the two 
viewpoints, and were rewarded with fleeting glimpses of Bittern, Bearded Tit and Goldcrest. 
Common woodland birds provided photography opportunities and Carol hand fed the Robins. Marsh 
Harriers quartered the distant reedbeds, and we added Pochard, Tufted Duck, Greylag Goose and 
Lesser Black-backed Gull to our trip list. The canal path was flooded so we retraced our route back 
to the car park, reconnecting with IƻǿŀǊŘΩǎ group who ƘŀŘƴΩǘ managed to locate the duck.
 
At 2pm we all moved on to Shapwick Heath where a walk to Noah's Hide produced Kingfisher, 
Great Crested Grebe and large numbers of Pintail. We also had the briefest of glimpses of an Otter 
which popped up in front of the hide but disappeared under the water again the second it saw us, 
slapping its tail on the water in protest.

At 4pm we took up position with hundreds of other like-minded folk (including Mike Dilger and his 
pals) to watch an amazing sunset over the reed bed as hundreds of thousands of Starlings came into 
roost. A perfect end to another great day in the field. We marched back to the car park at 5pm.

After 2 days, our bird list has now grown to 82 species.
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Glastonbury Tor viewed from Ham Wall

Ham Wall
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Great Tit


