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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly to Belfast and transfer to Antrim coast. 

Day 2 Giant’s Causeway & Rathlin Island 

Day 3 Londonderry coast and Inch Island. 

Day 4/5 Tory Island. 

Day 6 Glenveagh National Park.  

Day 7 Lough Beg & Fly to London. 

Departs 

June 

Focus 

Birds, History and other wildlife 

Grading 

Grade A. Day walks only 

Highlights: 

• Visit the spectacular Antrim coast and Giant’s 

Causeway. 

• Visit the historic Rathlin and Tory Islands 

• Corncrakes, Choughs and Hen Harriers possible 

• Over 100 species of bird may be expected. 

• Wetlands of Loughs Beg and Swilly with breeding 

Whooper Sawn 

• Flower-rich machair dune grasslands 

• Nesting Dunlins, Redshanks and Common Snipe. 

• Expertly led by local ornithologist, Chris Murphy. 

Crimped Bellflower 

Red-billed Chough  

Hen Harrier  

Giant’s Causeway  
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NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, 

adverse weather and 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.   

Introduction 

This seven-day trip looks at the 9,000-year history of man in Ireland focusing primarily on the natural 

history of mountains, lakes and coast of Counties Antrim, Londonderry and Donegal.  Our ‘Road to Tory 

Island’ begins in Titanic Belfast – a resurgent city bursting with pride – takes us via the nine glens of Antrim 

to Rathlin Island and the UNESCO World Heritage Giant’s Causeway before crossing into the rugged 

Gaeltacht region of northwest Donegal to our ultimate destination, Tory Island, ten miles off the coast of 

Ireland.  

 

Beyond the Tudor city walls of Derry and the fabulous wetlands of Lough Swilly lie miles of pristine, sandy 

shores, winding roads over blanket bogland, hanging oak woods, small estuaries, great sea loughs, 

shallow lagoons and towering headlands. These are the haunts of some of the Wild Atlantic Way’s most 

iconic birds: Whooper Swan, Red-throated Diver, Manx Shearwater, Corncrake, Hen Harrier, Merlin, Arctic 

Tern, Black Guillemot, Puffin, Rock Dove, Irish Dipper, Stonechat, Raven and Chough.   

 

Most remote of Irish islands, in centuries past Tory has been home to both pirates and saints. In the 1950’s 

pioneering students of migration established a bird observatory at the lighthouse, their discoveries 

quickly putting Tory on the ornithological map. Frequently cut-off by strong winds and high seas, the 

observatory was last manned in 1964 and Tory was soon a forgotten isle.  The sea crossing continues to 

ensure that the island's incomparable birdlife and Gaelic culture of the 140 islanders remains intact, while 

thankfully the modern ferry nowadays means it is a comfortable journey of no more than an hour or so. 

In addition to a thriving Corncrake population there are thousands of breeding seabirds including Little 

and Arctic Terns, Storm Petrels and four species of auk, as well as Peregrine, Chough and, despite an 

absence of trees, Tree Sparrow. A long list of migrants and vagrants has also been recorded.  

Day 1  Fly Belfast and transfer to the Antrim coast 

Your leader, Chris Murphy, will meet you on arrival at 

Belfast City or International airport (to be confirmed) 

and the birding will begin. Belfast has a wonderful 

RSPB nature reserve in the shadow of two giant 

Harland and Wolf cranes, named Samson and 

Goliath, while the River Lagan is host to city-nesting 

terns and the Titanic Quarter (home of TV fantasy, 

‘Game of Thrones’) is a great place for watching Black 

Guillemots and Grey Wagtails. After a brief tour of 

Victorian Belfast we’ll follow the Antrim coast road, 

considered one of the world’s most scenic drives, 
Black Guillemot 



Naturetrek Tour Itinerary  Ireland’s Wild Atlantic Way ‘the road to Tory Island’ 

 

 

2 © Naturetrek     January 23 
 

with occasional detours to look for upland birds along the way. Target species include Hen Harrier, Merlin 

and the Irish race of Dipper. Two nights on the north Antrim coast staying at the Marine Hotel, Ballycastle.   

Day 2  Giant’s Causeway and Rathlin Island 

Before breakfast we’ll look for birds and plants along the coastal path leading to the 40,000 basalt columns 

that make up the Giant’s Causeway. Then it’s off to Ballycastle Harbour to catch the Rathlin Island ferry. 

The RSPB manages a fabulous viewing facility at the West Lighthouse overlooking tens of thousands of 

nesting seabirds. Walkers will delight in Rathlin’s car-free lanes that wind through carpets of wild flowers 

including the rare Limestone Bugle to secluded beaches and colonies of Grey and Harbour Seals. Back on 

the mainland there may be the option (weather and availability permitting) for those of an adventurous 

spirit to take an exhilarating RIB (rigid inflatable boat) excursion from nearby Cushendun to the RSPB 

island reserve of Ailsa Craig. It is a great island with much to see in addition to thousands of Gannets and 

would naturally have a special appeal to island lovers with the possibility of seeing Minke Whales, dolphins 

and porpoises on the journey. This trip would be at the additional cost of £60 per person, payable locally. 

For those preferring to stay on terra firma or if the weather prevents this excursion  we will look for Twite 

at the famous Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge before returning to our hotel in Ballycastle. Optional after-

dinner excursion to look for Woodcock and Long-eared Owl. 

Day 3  Londonderry coast and Inch Island 

The coast of County Londonderry is not as spectacular as that of County 

Antrim, however, from a naturalist’s or historian’s point of view it is no 

less interesting. Downhill and Benevenagh provide rich and varied 

scenery while the National Trust’s nature reserve at the mouth of the 

River Bann is an important resting place for shorebirds and the Portrush-

Portstewart coast is home to Eiders, Purple Sandpipers and Iceland Gulls, 

a few of which regularly over-summer. By early afternoon we should have 

reached Inch Island in Lough Swilly, where a wide range of waterbirds 

nest in the extensive marshes that surround Inch Lake. Three species of 

swan breed including one or two pairs of Whoopers, as well as Greylag 

Goose, Teal, Shoveler, Red-breasted Merganser and Water Rail. There is 

a large ternery on one island in the lake and a rare colony of Mute Swans 

on another. Our next destination is Dunfanaghy where we’ll freshen up 

in our hotel before taking an optional drive around Sheephaven Bay to 

Horn Head, the highest and most spectacular precipice on the north coast, home to thousands of seabirds 

including Ireland’s premier colony of Razorbills. The sea pink- and heather-topped cliffs are classic 

Chough country and we should have an excellent chance of encountering a party of these corvid cavaliers. 

Overnight in Dunfanaghy with another optional outing after dinner followed by some traditional music in 

the bar.  Overnight at Arnold’s Hotel, Dunfanaghy.  

 

Razorbill (image by Dani Free) 
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Day 4/5 Tory Island 

We start with a walk through flower-rich machair to a series of 

dune slacks that attract breeding and passage wildfowl and 

waders. Later we’ll sail from either Bunbeg or Magheraroarty 

(depending on time and tide) to Tory Island with the chance of 

divers, shearwaters, petrels, skuas and auks. Arriving into West 

Town harbour we might hear our first Corncrakes, even before 

disembarking; Tory remains a stronghold for this globally 

endangered bird. While we can look forward to hearing the male’s 

distinctive song by day and by night, seeing one is another matter 

though perseverance has a habit of paying off. It helps that we 

stay for two nights in the comfortable and lively Harbour View 

Hotel close to several traditional Corncrake territories and we will 

try hard to get one in the 'scope. The craic on this Gaelic-speaking island can be rather special, too, with 

summer nights in West Town frequently filled with the rhythm of traditional music.  

 

Tory is a little over two miles long and half a mile wide. In many places the coast is bounded by high cliffs 

and isolated tors. The remains of St Columcille’s 6th century monastery in West Town includes a Round 

Tower - housing a colony of Tree Sparrows - and there are also portions of a sculptured high cross, a 

plain T-shaped stone cross and two “cursing stones” said to have been used to effect in 1884 when the 

gunboat Wasp tried to land police and troops to collect taxes from the islanders; the Wasp was wrecked 

with loss of life. 

 

Looking out to sea from the boulder strewn beach below Tory’s historic lighthouse – next parish St John’s, 

Newfoundland – a steady stream of Fulmars, Gannets Kittiwakes and Puffins provides a taste of the island’s 

sea-watching potential.  Golden Eagle and Red-necked Phalarope have passed here though we’ve a 

greater chance of spotting a couple of Basking Sharks or a pod of Bottle-nosed Dolphins, regular summer 

visitors to Atlantic Donegal. Behind the towering 

lighthouse Dunlin, Redshank and Snipe hide their 

nests in the cover of heather and sedges. Apart from 

an occasional Otter there is an absence of ground 

predators on Tory and the shores of Lough Ayes and 

Lough Ahooey support an exceptionally high 

density of nesting birds including colonies of 

Common and Black-headed Gulls, Arctic and Little 

Terns and Lapwing, Oystercatcher and Ringed 

Plover. At the east end of the island, beyond the 

ancient fortifications of a mythological Fomorian, 

Balar of the Evil Eye, thousands of Guillemots, Puffins and Razorbills occupy red, granite cliff ledges, 

crevices, and rabbit burrows and there is a fantastic backdrop of arches, blow-holes and caves with a 300ft  

knife-edged pinnacle, called The Anvil. We have two nights on Tory. 

Day 6 Glenveagh National Park 

Common Redshank 

Corncrake 
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Departing on the mid-day ferry we’ll take the scenic road via Errigal Mountain (2466ft) and Glenveagh 

National Park, where the Golden Eagle now flies again after an absence of 100 years. Here we’ll be looking 

out for Red-throated Diver, Curlew, Common Sandpiper, Cuckoo, Whinchat, Crossbill and Siskin before 

crossing the River Foyle back into County Londonderry. If time and interest permit we might pause awhile 

to admire the many fine buildings within Derry/Londonderry’s 400 year-old Plantation Walls.  From the 

Sperrin Mountain’s Glenshane Pass we drop down to Lough Beg where Sand Martins and Kingfishers dart 

between eel traps and a glass of Guinness beckons on our arrival at the Creeve House Country Inn near 

Randalstown. 

Day 7  Lough Beg & fly to London 

There will be an optional pre-breakfast walk by the River Moyola looking for Irish Dippers followed by an 

exploration of Lough Beg - wellies provided if needed! The location of one of the RSPB’s newest reserves, 

this is probably the finest freshwater lake for birds in Ireland. We’ll learn about the natural and cultural 

heritage of an ancient and bucolic landscape, the childhood playground and inspiration of poet laureate, 

Seamus Heaney. Long threatened by Government plans to build a road through wet meadows that are 

among the most important in Ireland and the UK for wild swans and geese, the fight is being waged 

through the courts and seems destined to reach Brussels.  It is hoped by next summer the future of this 

internationally important wetland (Ramsar, SPA, NNR, ASSI, etc) will have been secured. Lunch in Heaney’s 

Bellaghy Homeplace or somewhere of equal interest before we return to our hotel to freshen up, collect 

our bags and make the short drive to the airport for our flight home. 
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Grading and Focus 

Grade A.  There is no strenuous walking involved although it does involve a few early starts. The focus is 

primarily on birds but we will take time to look at other aspects of natural history and, of course, to admire 

the spectacular scenery and geology of the region. 

Food & Accommodation 

We will be staying in a range of comfortable hotels/guest houses all with rooms with private facilities. The 

tour cost includes all accommodation, transport, breakfast and dinner. Lunches are not included but we 

will stop at suitable cafes/pubs along the way. 

 

Additional Expenses 
 
On this holiday we will be visiting both Northern Ireland and the Republic so we suggest you take some 

Euro currency with you to use in the latter. You will need a small amount of money each day for lunches 

and items of a personal nature. For those interested in the possible trip to Ailsa Craig please take an 

additional £60 with you. 

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 or 

connecting/regional flights, 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/

