NOA SPONSORED BIRDWATCH 2019
These birdwatches seem to come round quicker every year but they are always something to look forward to. This year we had
Gary Elton, Roger Skeen, Irene Boston and Connor Rand in towe, and a rather dodgy looking forecast!
I woke in the middle of the night to the starry skies and deafening silence to be associated with about 2am (I didn’t check), but
by 4am it was raining steadily and considerably warmer. The only bird sound was the never-elusive Mallard quacking away in
the distance. I’m not sure when the chickens started but they added to the general confusion and Tawny Owl wasn’t added
until I dressed and went out around 7.15, when I was swiftly joined by Irene and Roger.
We strolled in the half light to the village hides, and Irene spotted a Woodcock flying through the dim light, with the sounds of
Robins, Blackbirds and Egyptian Geese beginning to swell the day list already. We heard Song Thrush in the hedge and arriving
at the first hide I whispered something about having had Water Rail there a few years back, at which point Irene located one
right in front of us scurrying around on the edge of the reeds. It stayed in view (although it was still virtually dark) for some
time. Cetti’s Warbler called here and we could hear distant Teal as well. We did well at the hides this year, adding Wigeon,
Little Grebe, Moorhen, Coot, Marsh Harrier, Redwing, Reed Bunting, Goldcrest, Little Grebe, Barn Owl and Collared Dove
among others. From the village hides we added Blue, Great and Long-tailed Tit. At the Golf Course we were able to add many
of the coastal specialities; Fulmar, Red-breasted Merganser, Great Crested Grebe, Red-throated Diver, and various waders
including Grey Plover and Dunlin.

Happy with our additions we headed down to the Observatory, adding Red-legged Partridge and Stock Dove on our way down.
At the Obs we added Coal Tit, Kestrel, Golden Plover, Black-tailed Godwit, Snipe, and Tufted Duck, but efforts to find Bearded
Tit and Blackcap both seen the previous day failed – in fact the Blackcap appeared to some other visitors only 10 minutes after
we left, but we needed to move on and get some of our other target species on our day list. We headed for Ringstead Downs,
which can provide useful woodland species on the birdwatch but doesn’t always deliver. It was worth it today, with
Treecreeper and Great Spotted Woodpecker on our way to the first NWT gate, and a Brambling on the way back.

Ringed Plover at Gore Point—they do exist!!

From here we decided we had time to try for the Eastern Yellow Wagtail just a mile up the road between Ringstead and
Sedgeford. Last year we spent time at Drove Orchards very productively but we already had most of the species we could hope
for from there so we gambled! The Wagtail was sitting on a bowser beside two muck heaps between the Ringstead and
Sedgeford villages and a lot of birders were taking the opportunity to admire it. It sat and preened, and then began to run
about on the black heap showing its vibrant colours and making a rasping and exotic version of the typical Yellow Wagtail call.
We admired it as long as we dared and added Feral Pigeon, Red Kite and Buzzard, before we dragged ourselves away to the
next stop, which was Thornham Harbour via Courtyard Farm.
We got Yellowhammers, Jay and Mistle Thrush along the back road and at Thornham we were getting a bit pushed for time but
added Rock Pipit, Knot and as we were leaving, the little flock of 8 Twite put in a nice close appearance by the sluice. All
attempts at finding Grey Partridges failed despite their presence there recently. We carried on to Choseley but the only species
we could add here was Carrion Crow, so it was time for Titchwell and lunch. A Sparrowhawk crossed in front of us on our way
in, and we went to count up our sightings. I must congratulate the kitchen staff at RSPB Titchwell on the quality of my bacon
butty, which I enjoyed hugely but ate in about 10 seconds. A delicious hot chocolate followed – I was bloody hungry, but we
agreed that as we were on 96 and water levels on the reserve were high, we’d skip cake and get on with the count while we
could. It was well worth it – we found a Pochard, Avocet, Pintail and Lesser Black-backed Gull all at the same time, and that
made our 100!
Eastern Yellow Wagtail between Ringstead and Sedgeford, Photo by Gary Elton

This left us feeling relieved and we knew we could relax and enjoy the rest of the afternoon. Not much further on two Water
Pipits flew over calling, obviously wanting to make landfall on the freshmarsh but unable to find any dry ground they dropped
into the reeds behind and we got no better views. We headed out for the sea, picking up Spotted Redshank but nothing else
new despite regular checks all along the main pathway. At the sea things were very quiet, only a few Red-breasted Mergansers
and Great Crested Grebes made themselves known, and as we started talking about heading back a female Goldeneye had the
extreme decency to fly past west. We retreated to the bank south of Parrinder and sat checking the gulls and the harriers flying
in over the reedbeds. At 15.37 a juvenile Hen Harrier flew in from the north side and gave a few minutes of super views flying
round with its pale edged coverts, pinkish underside and pale rump catching in the late afternoon sunshine. Then it vanished!
104.
This was our last addition for the day, we continued to look until
the sun had gone down and it was getting cold. The only other
species we could hope for were Bearded Tit and Chiffchaff,
Merlin or Peregrine, and none of these obliged, but it seemed
ungrateful to mind. I do need to have a serious word with the
Grey Partridges. In truth they had a terrible nesting season with
rain in June running the fortunes of many, but I know there are
three near the harbour at Thornham and they could have
obliged. But I’ve often noticed that Partridges have absolutely no
sense of occasion!
The incredible rainfall in the last two months has brought water
levels to record highs on many of the coastal reserves and the
surrounding marshes and farmland alike, and this was bound to
restrict our species at Titchwell, as there was no mud anywhere, for waders, pipits or anything else. It had been such an
enjoyable day and our efforts had been rewarded with something wherever we tried to find birds. So we admitted defeat at
about 4.20pm and left as the dusk darkened and beckoned us home for pre-Christmas warmth and a giant cuppa!
A huge thankyou as always to the team for their patience and skill in getting all these species in my view during the day, for the
banter, to Gary for his quiet concentration on getting the species, Roger for regular tweets about our progress and in Irene’s
case for chocolate cookies and various naughty snacks. This is always such an enjoyable part of Christmas and it raises vital
funds for NOA each year into the bargain.
Wishing all our supporters a very Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. Thankyou for sponsoring the event and for your
generosity in pledging your support.
Good birding in 2020!
Sophie

Above: Quick lunch!
Right: Sunset at Titchwell
Irene Boston

