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Outline Itinerary 

Day 1 Meet and overnight in Oban.  

Days 2 - 7 Excursions around Coll including a 

boat trip to Treshnish Isles  

Day 8 Final excursion and ferry to Oban  

Departs 

May/June/July  

Focus 

Birds, Botany, Mammals and General Natural 

History 

Grading 

A/B. Easy to moderate Day Walks but mostly on 

uneven terrain.  

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code GBR211)  

Highlights 

• 10% of UK’s Corncrakes breed on Coll.  

• Rare orchids including the coccinea Early 

Marsh Orchid and Irish Lady’s-tresses.  

• Otters are frequently seen 

• The chance of Basking Sharks and cetaceans. 

• Visit a seabird colony including Puffins  

• Rare flora on secluded bogs and moorlands  

• Perfect for the all-round naturalist 

 

 

 

Corncrake, Lesser Butterfly Orchids and Cairns of Coll 
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Introduction 

The small Hebridean island of Coll, roughly six miles to the west of Mull, is only around 3 miles wide and 

12 miles in length and yet, it supports an astonishing range of wildlife situated out in the Atlantic Ocean. 

Reaching the island with a ferry crossing from Oban, the stunning white, sandy beaches and beautiful 

scenery are major attractions for those wishing to ‘escape’ from modern life – the wildlife is equally 

dramatic and exciting! Around 150 people live and work on Coll and it’s a wild but working landscape 

with extensive, low-intensity grazing, often using rare breeds. Several small businesses make a living 

here, be it from honey to shellfish. We will ensure that all our walks respect those working on the land 

and do not interfere with their work of course.  

 

Over 120 species of birds regularly occur on 

the island and the RSPB reserve (which 

occupies a big chunk of the island) supports 

more than 10% of the UK Corncrake 

population! Corncrakes arrive onto the island 

in late April and in the breeding season, share 

the reserve grasslands with waders (including 

Snipe and Redshank) while in the winter large 

numbers of Barnacle and Greenland White-

fronted Geese descend from the arctic.  Other 

delightful birds you may encounter include 

Hen Harriers, Red-throated Divers and Twite.  There is even a 

small population of Snow Geese present all the year round.  Around the island’s many bays and sheltered 

areas, non-breeding Black-throated and Great Northern Divers can be found, whilst coastal cliffs are the 

area to spot a Black Guillemot, Shag or Fulmar.  

 

As we navigate around the island, we are likely to come across flocks of terns (including Arctic, Common 

and Little Terns), which may also draw in the likes of Arctic Skuas that will persist in getting a meal, whilst 

the gulls around may also attract the much larger Great Skua. Neighbouring islands (within a short boat-

ride) have large sea-bird colonies including confiding Puffins, which we shall visit, and the evening seas 

are often full of Manx Shearwaters preparing to return at night to their breeding grounds on Rum. There 

is a small but healthy Sand Lizard population, being the only place in Scotland where this rare reptile 

occurs. The Short-necked Oil Beetle occurs here in good numbers and is regularly seen – it is only known 

from three or four other locations in the whole of the UK!  

 

The island supports a rich array of rare flora. Up to ten species of orchid are present, including the 

seldom-seen Lesser Twayblade and very localised Irish Lady’s-tresses. Other locally specialised flora 

Black Guillemot 
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includes Mountain Everlasting, Lesser Meadow-

rue, Mossy Saxifrage and Pyramidal Bugle, as 

well as a myriad other species. 

 

The coastal waters have an exceptional 

population of Basking Sharks during the 

summer months, but their visibility is entirely 

weather dependent and sightings are of course 

not guaranteed. As one of the best areas in the 

UK to see them, they can often be seen from any 

coastal stretch where the water is calm. Rest 

assured, we will regularly stop and scan for 

them! Grey and Common Seals are a regular 

feature of Coll’s coastline and, further out, 

several cetaceans, including Harbour Porpoise, 

Bottlenose and Common Dolphin and Minke 

Whales are frequently encountered, while 

Risso’s Dolphin, Humpback Whales and even Killer Whales can sometimes be viewed from the island. 

 

Lastly, Coll is an internationally recognised dark sky community, so star-gazing is an additional activity 

after dark.  

 

An excellent supporting cast is provided by the northern moths/butterflies, ubiquitous otters, 

archaeology and geology. Led by an expert of the island who has a deep understanding of its overall 

natural history, this holiday is set to be a fascinating exploration of this charming island. 

 

 
 

 

Wildflowers on Coll  
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Itinerary 

NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse weather & other local 

considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the course of the tour, though this will always be 

done to maximise best use of the time and weather conditions available. 

Day 1  Meet in Oban to overnight 

Today we will meet in Oban and spend our first night at a comfortable hotel. We shall enjoy dinner 

together with an outline of the adventure ahead and have a relaxing evening before the early ferry 

crossing to Coll the following morning.   

Day 2  

It will be an early start this morning as our ferry typically departs Oban before 8am. As we sail out of the 

harbour, Black Guillemots and Shags will be most conspicuous. As we enter the Sound of Mull, Manx 

Shearwaters, Gannets, Kittiwakes and Guillemots will be in evidence, with the chance of a White-tailed 

Eagle or an Arctic Skua causing a commotion among them.  Cetaceans are regularly seen on this voyage, 

including Harbour Porpoise and Bottle-nosed Dolphins, and there is even the possibility of a Minke 

Whale. This is sure to be an exciting three-hour journey through these wildlife-rich seas! 

 

We will arrive on Coll late morning and transfer to our accommodation where there will be free time to 

explore the immediate area and after a wonderful lunch, we will go for a scenic drive becoming familiar 

with the island and the wildlife hotspots that we will visit during our time on this remote Scottish island.  

 

Day 3-7 Activities on Coll 

Over the next five days, we have a fantastic 

range of activities to take part in, all to 

maximise our chances of finding the best 

wildlife on Coll. The days will be adapted to suit 

the conditions and the itinerary kept flexible 

but details of the activities we will be seeking 

to cover during our stay are described here.  

 

Each morning, for those who wish, there will be 

the opportunity for a pre-breakfast excursion 

close to our accommodation. The sea loch right 

outside our accommodation is a superb area to 

watch for otters and we shall be sure to check 

it out at first light to give ourselves the best chance of success.  

 

A dawn chorus walk can also be spectacular. The ubiquitous Corncrake can be heard during the early 

hours alongside the more familiar songsters such as:  Cuckoo, Reed Bunting, Linnet, Lesser Redpoll, 

Argent and Sable Moth 
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Sedge Warbler, Common Whitethroat, Chiffchaff and Willow Warbler, and occasionally Grasshopper 

Warbler, Twite and Whinchat combine to create quite a plethora of bird sound and it’s a wonderful way 

to start our day.  

 

Most evenings, we will run a moth-trap and guests are invited to join-in to help identify and record the 

species early the following morning.  Interesting species we may come across include Map-winged Swift, 

Fox, Flame Carpet, Clouded Buff, True Lover’s Knot, Clouded-bordered Brindle and Beautiful Golden Y 

as well as many more.  Out in the field Belted Beauties (a Hebridean speciality) are regularly encountered 

at this time of year, as are Six-spot Burnet and Emperor, with a chance of the scarce Argent and Sable.  

 

Another early morning offering may be to try and observe Sand Lizards in one of the sand dune areas. 

A small population of these special reptiles are found on Coll and, while they’re not easy to see, we could 

usefully try to monitor them.  

 

After returning to our guesthouse for 

a hearty breakfast we will head out as 

a group to various special locations 

around the island to take leisurely 

walks and explore the different 

habitats on offer. This is very much an 

all-round natural history holiday and 

our leader has a deep understanding 

of the island and its wildlife! From 

Otters to many birds-of-prey, to oil-

beetles and orchids, everything will 

be appreciated and enjoyed as we 

explore at a pace that is fitting with 

the relaxed way of life on this remote 

island.  

 

At the Totronald RSPB reserve we have an excellent chance to find Corncrakes. Corncrakes start to arrive 

on Coll from late April and leave again at the end of the summer. Notoriously difficult to see, Corncrakes 

are best looked for early in the season when the grass and associated vegetation is still relatively short, 

increasing our chances of viewing these special birds. Though we can’t promise we’ll see them, we can 

more or less guarantee that we’ll hear their impressive and at times deafening “crex crex” call! Hen 

Harriers and Twite are regularly seen on the reserve, and the sounds of Redshanks, Lapwings and 

‘drumming’ Snipe will be a joy to experience.  

 

At Crossapoll Dunes and Ben Feoll, we hope to find some of Britain’s best wildlife. The machair grasslands 

on this part of the reserve are outstanding with superb plant communities and associated invertebrates.  

Among the orchids we would hope to see is the rare var coccinea form of Early Marsh Orchid, Peregrine 

and Raven and a variety of birds and insects are also encountered on this reserve, as well as beautiful 

white sandy beaches.  

 

Sunrise on Coll 
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During visits in July, two of Britain’s rarest plants can be found in flower and are well-established on Coll. 

The Irish Lady’s-tresses (Spiranthes romanzoffiana) and Pipewort (Eriocaulon aquaticum). In addition to 

these over 500 species of wild flower have been recorded on the island!  

 

At Killurnaig, a walk along this lovely stretch of shoreline will result in a variety of wild flowers across 

different habitats and hopefully Short-necked Oil Beetles. It was thought that this beetle had been extinct 

in the UK since the 1940s but in 2007 a small population was found in Devon and in 2010, 40 beetles 

were found on Coll. An extensive survey in 2014 found 150 beetles on the island making Coll the most 

important site in the UK for this special insect. Both Common and Grey Seals will often be found spying 

on us as we make our way along this beautiful coastal stretch, giving us the chance to spy on them in 

turn and take in the distinguishing characteristics between them. 

 

 

We will choose one day during our stay to 

take a half-day boat trip out to sea, 

travelling to the Treshnish Islands off the 

coast of Mull. We shall be keeping sharp-

eyed on our way for cetaceans and 

seabirds of course and once around the 

islands we will enjoy the Guillemots, 

Razorbills, Shags, Fulmars, Kittiwakes and 

wonderful Puffins which will have arrived to 

breed once again from the open ocean. 

The sight, sound and smell of a bustling 

seabird colony is a very special experience 

and these birds arrive in April and leave 

again in August. We will aim to make a 

landing on Lunga and walk on this small 

island for a couple of hours in amongst the Puffins! If the sea conditions are not suitable for a landing, 

we will still be able to tour around the islands and see the seabirds at close quarters.   

 

The intention will be to make a landing on Lunga if the conditions allow us to and more often than not 

this is possible. It is a semi-wet landing onto a rocky shore with uneven rocks and seaweed, which of 

course will be slippery. There is then a 10-15 minute walk across this shore and up a hill to the areas 

where the seabirds can be found at close range. If you find it difficult walking on uneven and slippery 

terrain then this excursion may prove to be more challenging. There will be leaders on hand to support 

you across the rough rocks but you can stay on the boat if you would rather.  If you would like further 

information on the walk then please do not hesitate to give us a call at the office and ask to speak to 

Tom Mabbett, the tour’s Operations Manager.  

 

N.B In severe weather conditions the boat trip may not be possible at all and the safety of the group 

will always come first of course. We will do all we can to get out on the water but the decision will be 

ultimately with the skipper. If we can get out, whether a landing is possible or not this is sure to be a 

Garden Viewing Area 
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superb day out and as we are chartering the vessel we can dictate where we go, for how long and also 

stop for wildlife whenever we wish.  

 

There are a whole range of special areas to explore on Coll and each day we shall take a packed lunch 

out with us, picking a scenic spot to break up the day before more exploring in the afternoon. It’s a small 

island so there will be no long minibus journeys and a lot of time out on foot in the fresh air.  

 

In the afternoons we shall continue to 

search remote shorelines for Otters, 

Little Terns, Arctic and Great Skuas and 

we are sure to encounter a host of 

wildflowers often including Mountain 

Everlasting, Lesser Meadow-rue, 

Cowslip, Primrose, Kidney Vetch, Bloody 

Cranesbill, Lady’s-bedstraw and Mossy 

Saxifrage.  

 

Exploring the moorlands and bogs we 

will keep an eye out for the island’s 

breeding birds which include Red-

throated Diver, Hen Harrier, Merlin, 

Short-eared Owl and Twite. Such specialities as Arctic and Great Skua also breed here sporadically on 

the moorlands in very small numbers and breeding waders we might encounter include Lapwing, 

Oystercatcher, Dunlin, Redshank and Ringed Plover. Of course, when exploring the area we will be sure 

not to disturb any breeding activity and will always be observing in a most respectful way. The bogs will 

also reveal themselves as botanical hotspots as we will safely search for their hidden gems. Brookweed, 

Lesser Water Plantain, Bogbean, White Water Lily, Water Lobelia, Marsh St John’s-wort, Yellow Flag Iris, 

Bog Pimpernel, Common and Pale Butterwort, all three species of Sundew, all three species of 

Bladderwort, Marsh Lousewort, Marsh Cinquefoil, Black Bog-rush, White Beak-sedge, Spring Quillwort 

and Great Fen Sedge are all present with one of the UK’s most important populations of  Slender Naiad. 

 

Coll provides one of the best examples in the UK of very old, vegetated dune systems which hold an 

exceptional richness of vascular plants. We will explore this habitat with our leader, who is very 

knowledgeable on the island’s botany, and 

we will acquire an impressive list of wild 

flowers and grasses as well as the birds, 

mammals and insects. We will also search 

the machair (flower-rich sandy grasslands), 

nutrient-rich lakes, alkaline fens, coastal 

shingle and dry grasslands.   

 

Butterflies may include Dark Green 

Fritillary, Green Hairstreak and Grayling 

with dragonflies including Black Darter, 

Our accommodation 

Black Darter  
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Four-spotted Chaser, Emerald Damselfly and the range-restricted rather special Northern Emerald which 

enjoys the boggy pools and is seen from May – September with June and July as the peak.   

 

The waters around Coll are some of the best anywhere in the world to encounter Basking Sharks – the 

second largest fish in the world! They arrive here in the spring and summer and feed on plankton blooms 

in the warming waters. Although sightings are always hard to predict we shall scan the seas for them 

and they can often be seen from land on Coll! Their arrival and abundance can change year to year 

depending on water temperature but tends to begin in May and peak in August. Later in the summer is 

the best time for Basking Sharks, so if you’ve got the flexibility, the July option will be best for you.   

 

As we explore, we will also learn about the fascinating geology of the island (there is much more to it 

than Lewisian gneiss) and famous archaeology on Coll, which includes standing stones, burials, crannogs 

and hill forts. A hoard of bronze weapons (broken swords and spearheads) thought to be around 3,000 

years old was found on the island in recent years!  

 

Once evening is upon us, and after dinner, the 

option will be there to attend several talks 

throughout our time here. Such topics may 

include the Hebridean archaeology, the wild 

flowers of Coll and the birds on Coll too. 

However, if the weather is suitable, we will 

instead head out into the nearby bays to scan 

for any Otter activity – an idyllic evening on 

Coll’s tranquil shores searching for Otters is one 

of the finest wildlife experiences one can have. 

With such a special night sky on Coll once 

darkness fall, those who wish can step outside and enjoy the stars.  

 

Day 8 Travel to Oban 

Before our early afternoon ferry, we will enjoy our final explorations of the island before departing. We 

will aim to leave the hotel late morning and set sail for Oban just after midday. Again a range of exciting 

species may be seen on the ferry crossing, where we can reflect on a superb trip to this remote Scottish 

island. 

 

As we enter the Oban harbour, Black Guillemots will greet us, before we dock and we say our farewells.  

 

Tour Grading & Focus 

This tour is generally focused on all aspects of natural history. Our leader has a deep knowledge of all 

aspects of natural history. He knows the island well, having been a regular visitor over many years and 

currently lives there.  We will search for birds, mammals, plants and flowers, butterflies, dragonflies, 

cetaceans and even fish – with Basking Shark a distinct possibility. The varied focus of the range of 

European Otter  
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activities are designed to cater for everyone’s needs. There will always be the option to get up early or 

have a more relaxed start to your day. During the day, we will be undertaking short walks at a relatively 

slow pace to observe the flora and fauna of this superb island. The conditions under foot can be wet 

and rough, but the tour is suitable for all ages though it will involve early optional starts each day, and 

some optional late finishes. Around 3-5 miles can be expected to walk during a day on paths and across 

fields and sometimes boggy areas but of course you don’t have to commit to walks you don’t wish to. 

All walks are at a slow naturalist’s pace stopping at starting.  

 

One of the main objectives will be to provide participants with observations of the above-mentioned 

species and habitats and all aspects of natural history will be observed and recorded during the course 

of the week. There will be some excellent photographic opportunities too. 

Weather, Clothing and Equipment 

The weather can be very pleasant during these months but wind, rain and cold temperatures are possible 

in the Hebrides at any time of year. Although some of the wildlife on this tour can be observed from our 

accommodation and vehicle, this is an active, outdoor tour so please bring waterproof clothing and stout 

footwear to make the most of your week. Binoculars are probably required to get the most out of the 

tour and if you have a telescope, it would be worth bringing it.  

What’s Included 

Everything is included in the cost of the holiday, except for dinner on night 1 in Oban. You will meet 

your leader this evening at the hotel and have an introduction and briefing about the adventure ahead 

and the plan for the following morning in terms of catching the ferry together. The ferry travel to Coll is 

included, as is all the accommodation and food on Coll until you board the ferry back to Oban. All 

guiding and transport on Coll is of course included.  

 

Evening meals on Coll will be 2 courses and the option to have a 3rd course if you wish and this will be 

at added cost..  

Travel arrangements and joining the tour 

Please aim to arrive at Oban on Day 1 at a time of your choice, preferably early to mid-afternoon 

where you will be able to check-in at the hotel. The first night will be spent at the Muthu Alexandra 

Hotel https://www.muthuhotelsmgm.com/muthu-alexandra-hotel. You will meet your leader Greg 

Smith at 6pm for a briefing before dinner together. For those driving to Oban, cars can be left in 

the hotel car park while on Coll for £10 per day. Please just let us know if you wish to do this and 

the hotel can be paid directly once there. This parking is subject to availability. Information on other 

long stay car parking options, some of which being more cost effective, can be found on this link 

https://www.oban.org.uk/about-oban/local/.  

 

On Day 8, we will be arriving into Oban around 3pm where the tour will end. We will have the 

minibus so people can be dropped off at their cars, at the bus or train station. If you would like us 

to book you an extra night at the hotel, please let us know and we will arrange this for you. 

https://www.muthuhotelsmgm.com/muthu-alexandra-hotel
https://www.oban.org.uk/about-oban/local/
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Train 

Trains to Oban from Glasgow Central can be researched and booked at 

https://www.thetrainline.com/train-times/glasgow-to-oban   

Flights  

Flights to Glasgow International airport can be booked with the following airlines:  

 

British Airways   Fly from London Gatwick and London Heathrow  

www.britishwairways.com  

EasyJet   Fly from London Gatwick, Luton and Stansted as well as Belfast and Bristol 

www.easyjet.com  

Coach & Bus  

For those travelling to Glasgow via coach or bus, these can be booked via both National Express 

(www.nationalexpress.com) and Megabus (https://uk.megabus.com).  

Your Health and Safety 

Although the health and safety of group members is treated with the utmost importance on all of 

our tours, it is particularly important at this current time.  

Extending Your Holiday 

Whilst there are no set extensions for this tour, some clients enjoy continuing on to other parts of 

Scotland and the dates may well combine with other holidays we offer in Scotland such as our tours 

to Ardnamurchan, Mull and the highlands. 

Transport 

We will travel in a 9-seater minibus and with very short driving distances on Coll most of the time 

will be spent walking and exploring. If you would prefer to drive in your own vehicle and follow the 

Naturetrek vehicle this is an option but you would need to book your car onto the ferry at extra 

expense.  

Accommodation  

We will be staying at the small, family run guesthouse of Tigh na Mara. This is ideally located and perfect 

for our explorations. The guesthouse has 7 rooms and all are a little different. Two of the rooms share a 

bathroom and have a lower single room supplement of £120. Of the remaining 5 rooms, 2 are a little 

larger and have a supplement of £75 per person for the tour. Please enquire about room types available 

and all are subject to availability.  All the rooms are very well appointed, and we will be very well looked 

after during our stay by our hosts.  

https://www.thetrainline.com/train-times/glasgow-to-oban
http://www.britishwairways.com/
http://www.easyjet.com/
http://www.nationalexpress.com/
https://uk.megabus.com/
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More information on the rooming is below:  

 

Staffa: A small double room with sea view and shared facilities with Iona Room.  

Iona: A small double room with sea view and shared facilities with Staffa Room. 

Treshnish: Double with sea view and small ensuite. 

Coll: Double rear facing with small ensuite. 

Skye: Twin rear facing large ensuite  

Tiree: Upstairs, large room with 1 double and 1 single, sea view, separate private facilities along 

corridor. 

Canna: Ppstairs, large room, with 1 double and 2 single rooms. Side view, private lounge and facilities 

in own private area. 

 

Reading List 

Bowler et al, Wildflowers of Coll and Tiree 2008 Cinquefoil Publishing ISBN 978-0-9558202-0-5 

Bowler & Hunter, Birds of Tiree and Coll 2007 Paircwood Publishing ISBN 1-905601-01-8 

Gibson, Pocket Nature: Seashore 2008 Dorling Kindersley Ltd ISBN 978-1-4053-2862-3 

Pearman & Preston, A Flora of Tiree, Gunna and Coll 2000 Privately Published ISBN 0-9538111-1-5 

 

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for 

example extension requests, at the time of booking. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and 

new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

