INLAND EAST ANGLIA          25TH-30TH MAY 2014 
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“Inland? Not going to the coast?” was one of the comments that greeted our choice of four nights away in East Anglia for our birdwatching holiday this year. On the past four occasions we have always gone to a coastal destination – the opportunity to pick off seabirds in good numbers is usually irresistable. But there are plenty of avian attractions a short distance from Cambridge, where we chose to base ourselves, without making the longer haul to the coast. Britain's best Nightingale site, and best Stone Curlew site, the chance of Golden Oriole, all bringing opportunities to many of our members to see these species for the first time.

Our first stop was at Ferry Meadows Country Park, just west of Peterborough, a good place to break our journey, start our birdwatching in a fairly low-key environment, and eat our lunch. We had our first look at a Common Tern, Great Crested Grebes were displaying and several summer migrant warblers were singing – Whitethroat, Lesser Whitethroat, Blackcap, Reed Warbler, Sedge Warbler.
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We then made the short journey across to the east side of Peterborough, to the RSPB reserve of Nene Washes (or Eldernell). Here the birding picked up pace, with Green Woodpecker and Little Egret quickly noted. Then Hobby and Marsh Harrier were added, and while the binoculars were searching for the Marsh Harrier they swept across the heads of Cranes, showing above tall grass. For most of the time we were there, Cuckoos were calling, an unusual event in Cheshire these days. A Red Kite came up from behind us, and hung over the group, inspecting us just as much as we were inspecting it. We walked west along the dyke, and started to hear the booming of a Bittern in the reedbed, providing a counterpoint for the Cuckoo's notes. And as we walked the angle opened up on the Cranes, and we got good views of two adults and a juvenile. A brilliant couple of hours at the gateway to East Anglia.

We travelled on to Cambridge, where the ten of us had booked into the Premier Inn, which provided a comfortable base for the week. As usual we travelled with some spouses who were not as keen as their other halves, and during our stay heard tales of visiting King's College Chapel, and Anglesey Abbey. But there was a certain lack of stamina in this sub-group this year, as they had all disappeared by Thursday!
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The weather forecasts were predicting showers for most of the week, and we juggled sites depending on the availability of hides and the likelihood of precipitation. Tuesday then became the day for Paxton Pits, home of up to 30 Nightingales. We heard Nightingale several times, but only in short bursts, unfortunately missing out on the usual prolonged serenade. A singing Garden Warbler allowed us excellent views, and we saw both Green and Great Spotted Woodpeckers. Exitting from the Hayden Hide, we froze, watching three Bullfinches foraging on the ground. We picked up the first pair of Gadwall returning to the reserve for the summer, heard Pied Flycatcher, and once again, the Cuckoos called.
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After some difficulty in acquiring lunch, we spent the afternoon at the RSPB's Fen Drayton reserve. At last we discovered some waders – Lapwing, Oystercatcher, Redshank and one or two others. Sand Martin was picked out from among the many other hirundines and Swifts, Pochard and Chiffchaff were seen, and Nightingale was heard again.
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Wednesday's forecast was the worst of the week, and thus our destinations were Weeting Heath and Lackford Lakes, both with hides. In the event only a little mistiness interfered with our day. At Weeting, just a few yards from the visitor centre, we were watching a Spotted Flycatcher bringing in material to a nest site. Within just a few minutes more we were watching the prehistoric-looking Stone Curlew, a pair with a juvenile, feeding with their dart-and-stop tactics, and a single sat firmly on the nest, tail-on and difficult to see. The short turf, mown religiously by numerous rabbits, also hosted Lapwing nests, and was a feeding ground for a Mistle Thrush. The Woodland hide brought in sightings of Coal Tit, Chiffchaff and Yellowhammer. We stopped in Brandon for lunch, at a pub called the Flintknappers Arms, and found, to our pleasant surprise, that the food was free that week!
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At Lackford, we found the usual mix of lakeside birds, the highlights being Marsh Tit and Sedge Warbler around the feeders outside the visitor centre. Another Tit species, Long-tailed, appeared alongside the Sailing Lake, while the Slough hosted a lonely Barnacle Goose and a Little Ringed Plover (identified from one of Derrick's excellent images). As we left the reserve, two Red-legged Partridges escorted us out of the gate. We repaired to the Three Kings in Fornham All Saints for a little R&R, not to mention dinner, where we were joined by  the non-birders.
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As dusk approached we all made our way up to West Stow, and set off across a clearfell area, recently replanted with young pine trees. We quickly picked up Tree Pipit in the short vegetation, and then Woodlarks appeared, the stubby tails and black-and-white flash at the bend in the wing confirming their identity. We took a track through the woods and when we turned back we caught the croaking noise of a Woodcock's roding flight above the canopy. We returned to the clearfell, moving towards the middle to improve sight lines. Six more Woodcocks made individual appearances while we were waiting there, or later on the walk back. And finally, as the last of the light died, we caught the lazy flap of a Nightjar as it headed over the trees, and shortly after, a second bird. A Cuckoo called. And then from the other side of the clearing came the churring of the Nightjar, which accompanied us on the walk out, putting a fullstop to a magical evening.

The next day was our visit to RSPB Lakenheath, which is a huge reserve, and requires some time spent watching, just to capture sight of most of its avian treasures. As we left the Visitor Centre, we heard the instantly identifiable “wet-my-lips” call of a Quail, close by. The VC emptied quickly as most came out to listen, and as we moved carefully away from the building, the Quail flushed from the field ahead and flew low to the right to disappear behind trees.
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The New Fen viewpoint was our first stop and here Buzzard, Marsh Harrier (male and female seemingly engaged in food passes) and Hobbys (eating dragonflies on the wing) were all seen. A Bittern flew away from us at the far side of the fen, unfortunately only seen by a couple of us. Then one of our number looked behind us, finding a bird in bare branches. Quickly identified as a Cuckoo, it was the first the group had seen during the week. On top of the undergrowth, Whitethroats played out their scratchy song as we moved down to the New Mere Hide. Here patience was rewarded with good looks at Sedge Warbler and sightings of Jay and Green Woodpecker. A Water Rail squealed from the reeds. We walked back along the dyke of the River Little Ouse, seeing Little Egret, and having Cetti's Warbler calling to us at the Washland viewpoint.
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On Friday, as we made our way home, we stopped at Grafham Water, where our first Great Black-backed Gull of the week sat on a buoy. A Willow Warbler (again another first for the week) kept us entertained, gathering a beakful of insects in a hawthorn. And we finally turned the sound into a sighting of Little Grebe. Cuckoo, Red Kite, Hobby and Lesser Whitethroat all made themselves known to us. And suddenly our week was over, as we made our way back to Sandbach and dispersed. Some excellent birdwatching in the countryside of East Anglia, proving that inland sites have their own special attractions. We saw and heard 94 species over our 4 days away.

We were very lucky in that the Macclesfield RSPB group undertook a similar trip in 2011, and their experience provided an organisational framework upon which it was very easy to build our own trip – our thanks go to Ian and Lydia Taylor for their help. Grateful thanks too to Derrick Bradley (DB) and Dave Millington (DM) for their photographs.
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   Displaying Great Crested Grebes          DB

















   Displaying Great Crested Grebes    DB
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Red Kite overhead, Eldernell  DB
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Three birds on a bridge at Eldernell. “Are they still looking at the Cranes?”        DB
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  Bullfinch   Paxton Pits    DB
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  Pochard Fen Drayton          DM
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   Stone Curlew    Weeting Heath      DM  
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 Little Ringed Plover  Lackford  DB
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�


   Woodlark   West Stow      DM
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  Such hard work!    Lakenheath Fen             DB
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   Whitethroat   Lakenheath Fen   DB
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     Cuckoo    Lakenheath Fen    DB
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    Willow Warbler  Grafham Water  DM
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   Little Grebe    Grafham Water       DM
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 Moaning about Squirrels stealing the bird food? Just                   


       be glad it isn't a Muntjac!   Paxton Pits    DB
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