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Bewick’s Swan, Cygnus bewickii, one of the colony of nearly 200 birds wintering at Slimbridge, a refugee from the Siberian 

tundra 

OVERVIEW: 

I took advantage of a stop-over flight from Amman to New York to touch down at London for a weekend 

birding from 17-19 February.  My goal was to find wintering migratory species that had thus far eluded 

me in Europe (I being from Australia).  I was also conscious that with the milder weather, the weekend 

might be one of the last for the season before the migrants departed north again… 

And of course, a secondary quarry, almost as much fun as birding, was man-watching the antics of the 

huge British birding fraternity/sorority – an anthropological field day! 

The trip took me by hire car from LHR to the WWT Wetland Centre at Slimbridge, Gloucestershire on 17 

February and then a drive north to Norfolk to meet my professional guide for the weekend, Gary Elton.  

My base was the charming pub + lodgings, the “Dabbling Duck” at Great Massingham (recommended). 

Overall, the trip exceeded expectations with ten of fifteen birds on my ‘wish list’ sighted.  Another 

highlight was some brilliant views of a displaying Goshawk.  A lot of driving for a weekend, but the 

combination of the beautiful countryside, good food, comfortable accommodation and an excellent 

guide, made the investment well worthwhile.   And best of all, while the weather was cold, it remained 

generally sunny – as good as it gets in the English winter! 



Friday, 17 February – WWT Slimbridge 

This wonderfully maintained and curated Wetland Reserve is a birder’s delight.  I came principally to connect with the 

Bewick’s Swans, Cygnus bewickii, which famously visit the reserve annually on migration from the Siberian tundra 

on the Arctic Ocean.   At the time of my visit, 160 swans were in residence: 

 

Bewick’s (Tundra) Swans and juvenile (centre) 

With the swan in the bag, I headed over to the Zeiss Hide where the WWT website reported that a Bittern had been 

seen one week prior to my visit.  On opening the door, I walked into a crowded hide of at least 100 whispering bird 

stalkers and announced myself with a (perhaps) little too loud "morning!" – I was immediately denied a seat 

anywhere.  (There was one subsequent query of my origin, to which I received a very withering, "oh an Australian"...)  

Having been made to feel less than welcome, I decided to exit a little earlier than planned – but just at the exit I spied 

the beast creeping along the back of the paddock.  I cried: "Bittern", and after the multitude were onto the bird (and 

the hide nearly tipped over), I heard one rather grand lady remark: "Now he's one to watch"!  I never felt such pride 

since being named Tunnel Ball captain back in Brisbane in grade 3! 

 

Great Brittern, Botaurus stellaris, gingerly enters stage right 

 



I later encountered one of the birders from the Zeiss hide who kindly directed me to the Holden Tower where a flock 

of (Greater) White-fronted Goose, Anser albifrons had been sighted earlier in the day.  Again, I was in luck: 

 

White-fronted Geese, Anser albifrons – a flock of 100+ birds seen grazing from the Holden Tower 

 

I felt lucky, as the flock disappeared within minutes of my arrival and were not seen again for the rest of the day… 

 

Other birds seen during my 5-hour visit were: Lapwing (400+), Dunlin (250+), Snipe (20+), Little Egret, Ruff (5+), 

Golden Plover (10+), Water Rail (1), Avocet (10+), Oystercatcher (2), Black-tailed Godwit (2), Dunlin (10+), Redshank 

(12), Shelduck (50+), Gadwall (6), Wigeon (100+), Teal (150+) and Curlew (12).  A bonus was the presence of 

several beautifully coloured Pheasant and two small groups of Common Crane, Grus grus 

But with my three main target species seen (all lifers), I decided to high tail it from Slimbridge for the long drive to 

Norfolk at 14:00, arriving at Great Massingham at 18:30pm.  During the night, I heard both Tawny and Little Owls 

calling around the hotel. 



 

Pheasant and Cranes spied from the Holden Tower 

 

Saturday – Sunday, 18-19 February: Norfolk 

 

Birding the shore with scopes at Holkham 

 

My guide and local birder, Gary Elton, met me at my lodgings at the “Dabbling Duck” as arranged for an 08:30 start.  

Armed with my wish list, we quickly located the introduced game bird, Red-legged Partridge and later my main 

quarry, Grey Partridge, Perdix perdix, both found in and around fallow agricultural fields.  The Red-legged variety 

was very common and seen at most sites.  Pheasants and Song Larks were also commonly encountered.  Also seen 

were the ubiquitous species: Blackbirds, Rook, Carrion Crow, Winter Wren, Mistle Thrush and Robin. 



 

Poor long distance photo of Grey Partridge: female (left) and male (right) 

 

Our first real birding stop was at the Holkham National Nature Reserve near Burnham.  Near the parking area were a 

great number of wildfowl: teal, mallard, wigeon, gadwall, shelduck, shoveler, pochard, pintail, moorhen, coot, lapwing 

and snipe.  A surprise for me was Egyptian Goose, now resident in the area.   

We quickly got onto my main targets: Pink-footed Goose, Anser brachyrhynchus & Brent Goose, Branta bernica 

which were grazing together in a grassy field: 

  

Pink-footed Goose with Brent (background) and solitary Brent Goose (right) 

 

A walk to the shore line was in order to see the Shore (Horned Lark), Eremophila alpestris, being reported to us by 

hordes of returning birders: 



  

Shore Lark, Eremophila alpestris, we saw a flock of some 30 birds feeding in low marsh heath 

 

We headed from the marsh to the shore line and spent the next hour scanning the sea with scopes.  Here we saw 

large numbers of Scoter (including a possible Velvet Scoter), Goldeneye and a single Black-throated Loon (or Arctic 

Diver).  Just before leaving, I had the good fortune to find a single Great Northern Loon, Gavia immer – a lifer for 

me. 

 

Spotting the Shore Lark at Holkham (my guide, Gary, at the scope - foreground) 



 

Meanwhile, the tidal marshes behind the sea front dunes were alive with hundreds of birds: 

 

 

Hundreds of Golden Plover (foreground) with Shelduck, Brent Geese and Black-headed Gulls 



 

Golden Plover, Pluvialis apicaria 

 

Eurasian Teal, Anas crecca, in good light is a stunningly beautiful creature 

Finally, on our return to the carpark, we joined a group of birders that had discovered a pair of (Mealy) Redpoll, 

Carduelis flammea cabaret which were feeding in a poplar tree.  We also encountered Stonechat, Yellowhammer and 

Reed Bunting. 



After lunch, we spent the rest of the afternoon at another coastal site, Titchwell, hoping to find the Twite that are 

regularly reported from the area.  Unfortunately, we may have been late in the season and did not see the bird (the 

flocks viewed all being identified by Gary as Linnet).  Gulls were very much in evidence and we saw hundreds of 

Black-headed Gull, among which were Common, Lesser Black-backed and two Mediterranean Gulls, Larus 

melanocephalus.   With a bitter wind blowing off the sea, we decided to try another site and departed at 16:00. 

 

The Titchwell estuary at low tide – shorebirds galore 

 

En route, we dropped into several sites, including a shopping centre on a quest for (Bohemian) Waxwing – but no 

bird was ever found. 

Later, we spent the evening at a heathland site not far from Massingham, hoping to spot one of the two Short-eared 

Owls, Asio flammeus, that had been recently reported in the area.  But we were eventually beaten by the light and 

gave up at dusk.  However, while waiting, we did see a fine male Hen Harrier, a pair of Marsh Harriers and several 

(Common) Buzzards, including a very pale morph bird.  We reluctantly called it quits at nightfall… 

 

Sunday: We got a 06:00am start this morning to try for two remaining target life species: (Eurasian) Woodcock, 

Scolopax rusticola and Woodlark, Lullula arborea.   In the crepuscule of dawn, we managed to flush three 

Woodcock on the grassy sides of the back roads out of Massingham and later scored a brilliant view of a 

singing/flight displaying Woodlark at 07:00am at Derringham Bog. 

We then visited the “Golden Triangle” near the Sandringham Estate hoping to spy a representative of the dwindling 

numbers of introduced Golden Pheasant in the zone.  To this end, we were unsuccessful, but seemingly managed to 

stir the ire of some other hopeful twitchers who seemed to object to our entering (albeit at a fair distance) their 

‘space’.  Some unreasonable curmudgeons out there… 

Our next target was to find a displaying (Northern) Goshawk, Accipiter gentilis, several which had been reported to 

be displaying in the area.  We waited patiently at one known site with another birding group for 1.5 hours without 

success.  Later, we tried a copse close to a closed military zone near Thetford Forest.  Here, after waiting for an hour, 

we finally saw a brilliant adult bird flying above the conifers, the broad wing and distinctive flight pattern very much in 

evidence.  Although not a lifer, it was the best view (of an elusive bird) that I had ever achieved. 

As time was now short (I had a flight from Heathrow to catch), Gary decided to hone our sights on finding a single 

juvenile Glaucous Gull, Larus hyperboreus, that had been reported by local birders at a garbage dump/recycling 

centre at Thetford Industrial Park.  We encountered hundreds of gulls (Black-headed, Common, Yellow-legged and 

Black-backed) before we finally found our wayward adolescent sitting placidly atop a shed: 



 

Glaucous Gull, (between first and second winter - ?) at Thetford 

 

With little time to catch my flight out of London, I bid farewell to Gary at the garbage dump at 15:00 and headed south 

to Heathrow.  It had been a great birding weekend, 94 species seen in all, of which ten were lifers.  My sincere 

thanks to Gary for his good company and excellent birding. 

 



 

An excellent guide and good company, Gary Elton, scoping the Pink-footed and Brent Geese at Holkham 

 

 

Bewick’s Swan and juvenile, Slimbridge – off to Siberian soon 


