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Tour Highlights 
                                               
• Watching the great bustards at Nennhausen 
• Spectacular views of 6,000 cranes in one field 
• Watching white-tailed eagles and hen harriers hunting 
• Immense flocks of mixed geese and duck being hunted by white-tailed eagles 
• Unique views of a hovering great grey shrike 
  



 
 

Day 1: Thursday 13 October  
I flew into Berlin’s Tegel airport and met most of the group, and we then headed off in the minibus out of 
Berlin. Lots of local common magpies and hooded crows were in evidence even around the airport and 
huge flocks of rooks that had recently arrived from the north and east were feeding at the roadside and in 
the open fields as we headed west. A few flocks of distant geese were seen in the air as well as common 
buzzards that were in the main sitting on the fields planted with an emerald carpet of emerging winter 
cereals. A single red kite was also seen. 
 
We stopped off at Nauen and found a lovely Polish restaurant where we took a bowl of pumkin, orange and 
ginger soup with bread and a drink before heading to Rathenow where another member of the group, Julia, 
was waiting after her earlier train journey from Munich. 
 
More flocks of very distant goose were seen as were carrion crows, great egrets and grey herons before we 
drove through many miles of forested mixed woodlands before arriving at Semlin, which was to be our 
base for the next few days. 
 
Many white wagtails, common blackbirds and starlings were seen around the village and greenfinches, 
great tit, blue tit, serin, house sparrows and a single nuthatch were seen beside the tree-lined lake. Some 
mute swans, widgeon, mallard and tufted duck were on the lake as were herring and black-headed gulls 
with dashing cormorants and many great crested grebes. The loud calls from greylag geese alerted us to 
flocks in the sky heading to their roosts and around the sheep fields close to the lake we watched a very 
late migrant, a female common redstart and a dashing common kingfisher and jay. 
 
Later that evening we took dinner and retired after a long day. 
 
Day 2:  Friday 14 October 
We awoke to a very cold and cloudy start with only 3oC registering on the thermometre! A short recce on 
the lake showed the same birds as the previous day and after breakfast we headed off to the wet 
meadowland towards Havelberg . Very soon we stopped to watch groups of common cranes feeding on the 
cut maize fields and a little further on we again stopped where small flocks of feeding tundra bean geese, 
white-fronted geese and greylags were seen feeding at many sites. 
 
A short while later in the same area we saw an adult white-tailed eagle in flight being followed by some 
common magpies and a few crows. We then decided to explore some of the tracks and quickly saw a 
hunting female hen harrier, more red kites, common buzzards and, to our delight, another white-tailed 
eagle that rose from the ground and flew towards some tall bare trees where a further three white-tails 
were perched. We stopped and set up our telescopes and watched this lovely sight. There were many 
fieldfares flying around, calling and dropping down to the fields to feed as many great tits passed by quickly 
and ducked for cover as a dashing sparrowhawk came in at speed. Hunting common kestrels were very 
much in evidence hovering at many places and there was a huge group of over 60 great egrets sitting close 
to the road in a meadow. 
 
The weather had been a bit dull and a cold easterly wind had been blowing since dawn but as we drove 
towards the great bustard area around Garlitz and Buckow we saw large flocks of skylarks and brambling. 
We saw a group of five great bustards feeding close to the protective area at Nennhausen and went in to 
speak with one of the coordinators, Torsten Ryslavy, who opened the small meeting room where there’s a 
permanent display of photos, information and a good size collection of museum species of birds that can be 
found in the area. Staying out of the wind we ate our picnic lunches at the centre and heard the news 
about the continuing success of the breeding programme for the great bustards. 
 
After lunch we searched different areas for both the adult female groups as well as the males but there was 
a lot of harvest activity in the areas where they had been sighted by members of the biologists at 
Nennhausen, and by the time we checked out these sites the birds had flown the coup…so to speak. 



 
 

Undaunted we had a bonus of watching a goshawk come over and scatter a flock of northern lapwings and 
starlings that were happily feeding on the ground near Pessin. 
 
Later we drove back to the Nennhausen area and visited the two tower hides in the area. We had one of 
those magical moments finding a great grey shrike hunting along the track leading to one of the hides. The 
shrike was watched for some minutes hovering in mid-air with extremely rapid wind beats not too 
dissimilar to that of a hunting kestrel but with more rapid and energetic wing-beats. The bird dropped 
down to the ground and came back up again repeating the same hunting technique then perched on top of 
a dog-rose bush covered in rosehips. There were several close views of hen harriers and common buzzards, 
many of which were of the northern variety that have extremely white plumage.  
 
Our way back through some beautiful beech woodlands didn’t give us any new species and we arrived back 
at Semlin and our hotel later in the afternoon. 
 
Day 3: Saturday 15 October 
Having decided on an early start we left the hotel at 7am after loading our sleepy selves into the minibus 
and headed over to the large lake called the Gulpersee. 
 
An unbelievable cacophony of noise from over 2,000 cranes and 20,000 geese species that were preparing 
to leave the lake at first light rang through our ears as we arrived at the lake. There was a light easterly 
breeze and the air was cold as the birds started to leave in small groups then in huge flocks. The geese, of 
which were mainly greylags but there were also tundra bean geese and white-fronted geese too, had been 
in the centre of the lake and the common cranes had been roosting overnight around the eastern edge. It 
was a fantastic sight as the sun rose slowly and the air was filled with large birds and noise. All at once a 
white-tailed eagle came past us heading straight over the lake as the place erupted with fleeing birds 
heading off in all directions. There must have been another eagle working with the first bird across the far 
side of the lake that was obscured from view by the tree line close to our position. So much confusion and 
the note of the calls from all the species had changed dramatically form joy to alarm. 
 
We stayed for an hour or so watching and listening as eventually there were less and less birds on the lake 
before heading back for breakfast. As we were walking back to the minibus we were treated to a troop of 
around fifteen long-tailed tits of the white-headed race. 
 
Later that morning we drove to the Strengsee, another lake south of Berlin where we took a leisurely walk 
down the tree-lined canal to a large tower hide that had a good views over the lake. During our walk we 
stopped to watch bramblings, siskins, greenfinch, yellowhammers and chaffinches that were feeding on 
alder seeds. A short while later, a single kingfisher was watched by Janet and a bearded reedling was seen 
by Ray. Several reed buntings were seen and heard feeding in the reed beds, and penduline tits could also 
be heard.  
 
On the lake we watched teal, pintails and mallards, with little and great crested grebes, mute swans, 
greater cormorants, grey herons and many great egrets. There were some ravens around, as well as some 
jays, blackbirds, hooded and carrion crows and jackdaws, as well as stock dove, wood pigeon and a few 
collared doves. 
 
After lunch we drove through Brandenburg and on the outskirts of the city we saw a single adult white-
tailed eagle flying close to the River Havel so we stopped at another nature reserve to see if we could 
access the point where it was last seen but had no luck. 
 
It was late in the afternoon when we got back over to the Gülpersee to watch the incoming flocks of geese, 
duck and cranes coming in to roost for the night. A solitary white-tailed eagle was making the birds nervous 
and some huge flocks from the other side of the lake took flight causing a deafening noise across the water. 
We were watching three swans flying quite far out and when they landed we could see through the 



 
 

telescopes that they were whooper swans and that one had a ring on its neck. Close to the shore there 
were four barnacle geese in between white-fronted and greylags, and scanning through a flock of northern 
lapwings we found two grey plovers. 
 
It had been a long day but very productive, so we drove back to the hotel, had dinner, chatted over a few 
drinks and went to bed. 
 
Day 4: Sunday 16 October 
Another early rise to head up to the Gülpersee at 7am was slightly thwarted by thick mist which hadn’t 
been forecast and was obviously quite a local lakeside occurrence. It was getting light when we arrived 
there and thousands of geese and cranes were giving it full volume with their calls. A brown hare came 
running along through the rough grasses at the shoreline right in front of us, which was lovely to watch. The 
animal stopped a few times then took off once more and was lost from sight.  
 
The misty weather delayed the wildfowl’s take off until an adult white-tailed eagle came in to the middle of 
the lake to look around. Panic broke out and basically over the next few minutes the water cleared of geese 
and ducks. The cranes, however, stood their ground, watched the eagle make a few passes in and out of 
the gloom, missing each time then finally settled for a lone great crested grebe that played hide and seek 
with the huge eagle. It’s difficult to imagine such a creature hovering for any length of time but this one had 
lots of stamina and hung in the air where the poor bird had dived down to wait, only to see it come up for a 
quick gulp of air and disappear once more below the lake’s waters. Time and time the eagle tried to 
calculate where the bird would come to the surface but each time it was in the wrong place and in the end 
the bird gave up, turned and flew into the mist out of sight. Slowly the geese and ducks came back, landed 
and everything was fine once more. 
 
Slowly, the rising sun shone enough light for us to see the long shadowy figures of the cranes out on the 
water, which gave a soft ghostly effect. We could now scan with our scopes and pick out more detail 
through all the various wildfowl and Julia found the barnacle geese and a pintail amongst the white-fronts, 
tundra bean and greylag geese. A few hirundines flew past which included many sand martins, a few barn 
swallows and a couple of house martins. One or two great spotted woodpeckers also flew close to the 
woodland 
 
Feeling puckish after such a great start to the day we left the lake and headed back to our hotel for 
breakfast.  
 
It’s a fairly long drive across the country roads to Linum where the old fish ponds provide a great roost at a 
safe stop-off point for most of the wildfowl and cranes that will eventually continue down to winter in 
France, Spain and Morocco. By late morning most of the geese and cranes were already feeding in the 
fields around Linum. The mist didn’t seem to be clearing as was forecasted, so we bought some drinks and 
scoped one of the large ponds and found some new birds, which included moorhen, common pochard and 
gadwall. A very tame Eurasian wren came in and landed right beside us to see what we were doing as we 
enjoyed the sight of tufted duck, northern shoveller, mallard, wigeon and many mute swans. There were 
also many cranes and geese flying overhead as well as great egrets, grey herons, coots and cormorants 
along the reed-lined edges. 
 
Later we ate lunch by the water’s edge and then visited the NABU centre which is the German equivalent of 
the RSPB. The centre at the town gives visitors lots of information about common cranes, their routes, 
breeding, migration and feeding habits. After leaving the visitor centre we drove to the agricultural land on 
the outskirts of the town and found a huge feeding group of 6,000 cranes in one field! This was an amazing 
site to see and as we drove back towards our hotel there were many places where cranes, geese were 
feeding as well as some huge numbers of starlings that rose and fell in murmurating flocks. 
 



 
 

Our last destination was to see if we could watch some bustards around Nennhausen. Again the birds were 
elusive but the sun was coming out and lit up a hunting white-tailed eagle across a meadow and we had 
good views of a lovely male hen harrier hunting across the green fields. We saw a good number of variable 
forms of common buzzards and we found yellowhammers, chiffchaffs, skylarks, bramblings, chaffinch and 
tree sparrows at various places. 
 
We had had another long day but it had been a hugely satisfying day our in the field. In the evening we took 
dinner and prepared for our final day of the tour. 
 

Day 5: Monday 17 October 
Early morning mist seemed to linger, but fuelled with our breakfast and our bags packed and loaded in the 
minibus, we said our farewells to the hotel staff and made our way towards Nennhausen. Passing many 
groups of greylag and white-fronted geese, single grey herons and white egrets, we stopped to find a group 
of five juvenile great bustards near Buckow. The thick mist hugging the ground was particularly frustrating 
as our views of these rare birds were far from ideal. With the poor visibility still dominating what we could 
see we drove over to Buschow. Fortunately we saw another group of eight great bustards feeding in a 
rapeseed field. Flocks of lapwings, skylarks, brambilngs and white wagtails kept us occupied, as did a few 
yellowhammers and small parties of fieldfares and single redwings. Tree sparrows were seen flitting across 
the road as we left the area and made our way back eastwards towards Berlin. 

At Nauen we strolled through the old town admiring the recently renovated buildings before arriving at a 
restaurant near the main centre. After lunch we walked back to our minibus and drove into Berlin, arriving 
in plenty of time to return the vehicle and walk the short distance to the terminal at Tegel airport. 

 

 
ANNOTATED LIST OF BIRDS RECORDED 

Common pheasant Phasianus colchicus  A few seen at a different sites. 
Barnacle goose  Branta leucopsis  Four birds seen on two consecutive days at the Gülpersee. 
Tundra bean goose Anser serrirostris rossicus Flocks were flying overhead on all days and watched at many 
sites. 
Pink-footed goose Anser brachyrhynchus  Good numbers seen every day. 
Greylag goose Anser anser  Very common and seen in huge numbers each day. 

Greater white-fronted goose  Anser albifrons albifrons  Seen on every day of the tour. 

Mute wwan Cygnus olor  Numerous and seen every day. 

Whooper wwan Cygnus cygnus  Three birds, one with a neck-ring were seen on the Gülpersee. 

Gadwall Anas strepera  Common at most wetland sites. 

Wigeon Anas penelope  Fairly common on the lakes especially at the Gulpersee. 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos Common and seen every day. 

Northern shoveler Anas clypeata   Common at some lakes. 
Northern pintail  Anas acuta Seen in small numbers on two days. 

Eurasian teal Anas crecca   Common. 

Pochard Aythya ferina  Common at most lake sites. 
Tufted duck Anthya fuligula  Seen on four days.  

Little grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis  Very common. 
Great crested grebe Podiceps cristatus  Abundant.  

Grey heron Ardea cinerea   Common and seen every day. 

Great egret Ardea alba  Common and seen on every day often in groups of over 40 birds. 
Great cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo sinensis. Some roosts seen most days.  

Common kestrel Falco tinnunculus   Seen in one’s and two’s most days. 



 
 

Peregrine falcon  Falco peregrinus   Seen on two days. 
Red lite Milvus milvus  Seen on all days. 
White-tailed eagle Haliaeetus albicilla Great views of five birds on Day 2, then misty views of other birds on 
three other days.  
Marsh harrrier Circus aeruginosus  Singles seen most days. 

Hen harrier Circus cyaneus Seen on three days with some excellent views of males and females around 
Buschow. 
Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus  Several birds seen. 
Northern goshawk  Accipiter gentilis   One bird seen on tour. 

Common buzzard Buteo buteo   Seen most days including the very light Scandinavian birds. 
Great bustard Otis Tarda   Good views views of both males, females and juveniles on several days. 
Moorhen Gallinula chloropus  One to a handful seen and heard most days. 

Coot Fulica atra  Abundant and seen most days, often huge flocks. 
Common crane Grus grus  Seen every day with maximum of 60,000 present during our tour. 

Lapwing Vanellus vanellus  Large flocks seen most days. 
Grey plover  Pluvialis apricaria  Two birds seen at the Gülpersee. 

Common gull Larus canus  Only a few present at Semlinersee. 
Black-headed gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus Abundant both on water and in the fields. 
Feral rock dove Columba livia domestica Numerous seen every day. 

Stock dove Columba oenas   Small groups in flight and seen in the surrounding fields in low numbers. 
Wood pigeon Columba palumbus  Numerous and seen on every day. 

Collared dove Streptopelia decaocto  Common around towns and villages. 
Barn owl Tyto alba  Heard twice in the night at Semlin. 
Tawny owl Strix aluco  Heard only once at Semlin during the early morning.  
Common kingfisher Alcedo atthis  Single birds seen on two days. 
Great spotted woodpecker Dendrocopos major  Fairly common seen on four days. 

Green woodpecker Picus viridis   One bird seen at Semlin. 
Great grey shrike Lanius excubitor One adult bird gave us great views hunting near Buschow. 

Jay Garrulus glandarius  Fairly common, een every day. 

Eurasian magpie Pica pica   Abundant. 
Western jackdaw Corvus monedula  Common around smaller towns; one large colony at Semlin. 
Carrion crow Corvus corone   Seen every day but less common than the hooded crow. 
Hooded crow Corvus corix  Numerous and seen every day. 
Rook  Corvus frugilegus   Small numbers seen on only one day. 
Northern raven Corvus corax  Seen in small numbers twice. 
Great tit Parus major  Fairly common and seen every day. 

Blue tit Cyanistes caeruleus  Fairly common and seen every day especially in the hotel gardens. 
Long-tailed tit Aegithalos caudatus europaeus   Several groups seen a few times. 
Penduline tit  Remiz pendulinus   Single birds heard and a few seen fleetingly. 
Bearded Reedling Panurus biamamicus  Seen and heard twice at Gülpersee and at Strengsee. 

Skylark Alauda arvensis   Huge flocks on several days.. Hundreds near Garlitz. 
Chiffchaff   Phylloscopus collybita  A single bird watched feeding. 
Eurasian wren Troglodytes troglodytes  Two birds seen and heard and seen twice on tour. 
Barn swallow Hirundo rustica  Seen on three days with 40 birds at Linum and several small parties at the 
Gülpersee. 
House martin  Delichon urbicum  Seen on three days. 
Sand martin Riparia riparia  Seen twice. Small numbers at Semlin and Strengsee and also 40+ birds at the 
Gülpersee 

Nuthatch Sitta europaea  Fairly common this year. 
Eurasian treecreeper Certhia familiaris  Seen on two different days. 

Starling Sturnus vulgaris  Very common. 

Blackbird Turdus merula  Fairly common and vocal. 



 
 

Fieldfare Turdus pilaris  Watched on a few days with early migrants arriving. 
Redwing  Turdus iliacus  A few seen. 

Robin Erithacus rubecula  See and heard on three days. 
Black redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros Seen every day. 

House sparrow Passer domesticus  Common and widespread. 
Tree Sparrow Passer montanus  Good numbers in the countryside.; seen most days. 

Meadow pipit Anthus pratensis  Only seen on two days of the tour. 

Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs  Seen most days 

Greenfinch Chloris chloris  A few birds seen and heard most days. 
Serin Serinus serinus  Seen once and one male was calling during a display flight. 

Siskin Spinus spinus  A group of eight seen only on one day. 
Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis   Seen on three days. 
Linnet Linaria cannabina   Seen on three days.. 
Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella   A pair seen near Bushow. 
Corn bunting  Emberiza calandra   Fewer seen this year. 
 

MAMMALS  

Roe deer  

Red fox  
Stoat 
Racoon (road kill) 
Hedgehog (road kill) 
 
 
BUTTERFLIES 
 
Small white 
Clouded yellow 
Peacock 
Painted lady 
 
 
DRAGONFLIES 
 
Southern hawker 
 
 


