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Tour participants: Stewart Woolley (leader) with six Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Saturday 20th May 

The Moray coast is reckoned to be the driest area in the UK: unfortunately, it looked like today was going to 

buck the trend! Steady rain greeted us at Inverness train station, and remained our constant companion as we 

headed south along the shores of Loch Ness and up through Glen Sheil, Kintail, Lochalsh and onto Skye. As a 

repeat of last year, just as we de-bussed at the ferry terminal at Uig the rain ceased and we saw a steady 

improvement in conditions as we waited to board the MV Hebrides for the just short of two-hour crossing to 

Lochmaddy.  

 

Uig bay gave us a smart summer plumaged Great Northern Diver, a handful of Common Eiders and several 

Black Guillemots, the first of many today. A small meadow at the back of the village once again yielded plenty of 

Northern Marsh Orchids, and the summer feel was supported by singing Sedge and Willow Warblers.  

 

The bulk of the crossing was pretty quiet bird-wise with a single Manx Shearwater, two Puffins, a handful of 

Northern Gannets and a small pod of Porpoise being the highlights as we crossed the Little Minch.   Heading 

into Lochmaddy bay we stood port side and looked over the rugged lower slopes of Li a Tuath, traditionally a 

good spot for White-tailed Eagle, and we were soon rewarded with a sitting adult some distance away. This was 

soon followed by a second, receiving a very hard time from a local Raven! 

 

Pleased with our first sightings of these magnificent birds, we disembarked and started on the short drive south-

west to our fabulous “home” for the week at Langass Lodge. We had hardly left Lochmaddy when a group of 

birds on a roadside loch drew the attention: two cracking Black-throated Divers showed well and were very 

welcomed by those of the group who had not encountered this superb species before. 

 

 Moving on towards the hotel we saw our first Stonechats; a family party going about their business as we 

watched. Common Cuckoo are often surprisingly numerous in north-west Britain and the Uist breeding 

population seems to be thriving, so a calling male just outside the hotel was no surprise, but still welcomed.    

 

Checked in and “ready for off”, we ventured a short distance to the dead end road along the southern shore of 

Loch Euphort. Parties of Greylag Geese with goslings were evident, as were numerous Red Deer very close to 

the road, almost giving the impression that they were farmed; totally non-plussed by our presence! At the road 

end we got out and very soon spotted yet more Divers, again Black-throated, with six birds displaying and calling 

on the nearby Loch Obasaraigh,. These allowed us the chance, at a sensible distance, to watch their somewhat 

‘frantic’ displays and the seemingly ‘out of control’ crash landings as they repeatedly took flight. The haunting 

calls of these birds was set off perfectly by the backdrop of Eaval, the highest peak on North Uist, and the 

numerous sea and freshwater lochs that dominate the landscape. A great start and not expected within an hour 

of arriving! 

 

We had hoped for good views of White-tailed Eagle at some point during the week, and a very obliging adult 

male drifted into view and gave us crippling views within a hundred or so yards: stunning and very impressive! 

As if things could not get any better, a second, slightly larger bird, likely the female, joined him and allowed the 
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opportunity to compare and revel in their company. What a start! Red-breasted Merganser, Shelduck, Common 

Gull and our first Northern Wheatear made for a pretty decent supporting cast!  

 

Well satisfied, we returned and sat down to a superb meal with wonderful views and a peaceful relaxing 

ambiance, at least until Stewart got quite excited as a pair of Hen Harrier gave several brief views just outside! 

Day 2 Sunday 21st May 

Those of us who elected to head out for a while before breakfast were greeted by bright sunshine and a stiff 

breeze, as well as by Willow Warbler and Goldcrest outside the hotel. Hopping on the bus for a short drive, we 

headed towards Lochmaddy, hoping for a diver or two on the roadside lochs. We were pleased to find four Red-

throated Divers displaying and calling within 100 yards of our position. A handful of Twite in Lochmaddy only 

gave very brief views, but showed deep ‘v’ tails and tiny bills so diagnostic of this species. 

 

Turning north, we headed in the general direction of Berneray, stopping to watch a drake Wigeon in stunning 

light. Nearby, the small freshwater lochan at Aileodar gave us three more as well as a Common Sandpiper. 

 

The road to Loch Portain can be very good for European Otter, with a mix of fresh and saltwater on both sides 

of the road. Alas today we were unlucky, but the glare of the sun on the water did not help! A great complaint to 

have! The sea lochs held good numbers of Shelduck with a few Red-breasted Mergansers thrown in. Eventually 

we ended up at Tobha Beag. We stepped out and were surprised to see a Tree Sparrow sat on top of a nearby 

Spruce, Cormorant on the sea loch, and a hunting male Common Kestrel were more expected. Aware of the 

time, all too soon we had to make tracks towards breakfast with a Snipe disappearing into cover next to the bus. 

The real highlight of the pre-breakfast excursion had to be a cracking male Hen Harrier as we made our way 

back. He performed briefly but well, much to the delight of us all. A quick check  and count of a small herd of 

swans gave up sixteen Mute Swans and one Whooper Swan, a bird we had hoped to find somewhere on the 

island chain. 

 

Once fed and watered we set off south towards Benbecula, diverting eastward onto Grimsay to follow the short 

loop taking in the shellfish harbour at Kallin. With the weather promising to break, we made tracks for the 

western side of nearby Benbecula, crossing one of the causeways that now connect these once very separate 

islands.  

 

The low lying sandy plain around the small town of Balivanich gives a stark contrast to the jagged rock and peat 

bog landscape of North Uist just a few kilometres up the road. Stopping at Stinky bay, we took in the bracing air 

and watched the mixed waders feeding amongst the piles of washed up kelp. Sanderling in all plumage states, 

Dunlin, Turnstone and Common Ringed Plover all giving us an appreciation of how each species fills its niche in 

a feeding frenzy.  

 

The main purpose for our visit to Benbecula was to try and see the Red-necked Phalaropes that have made loch 

Mor their home for years, at the extreme southern edge of their breeding range. We struggled in the blustery 

conditions, picking up a pair of Gadwall and the ever-present Greylag Geese. Finally admitting (temporary!) 

defeat, we set off north-west, heading for the fabled RSPB reserve at Balranald, passing through Cladach and 

turning off at Bayhead to try for Dotterel that had been seen a few days before. The landscape here is one of 
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traditional mixed farming on the Machair, rich in plant life and invertebrates. We were immediately taken aback 

by the numbers of waders feeding on both arable and pasture, with Dunlin, Sanderling, Ringed Plover, Lapwing 

and Oystercatcher all showing within metres of the bus.  

 

The blast of ‘fresh’ air as we stood on the dunes at Rubh Arnal looking south towards South Uist and Barra gave 

a real feel of just how exposed these islands are. A smart Great Northern Diver just offshore took it all in its 

stride, but the small colony of Sand Martins working the face below us felt like real pioneers, a far cry from a 

river bank in the south of England!  

 

As we headed back along the track we stopped to watch a Dunlin in display flight; an unfamiliar behaviour to 

most of the group, rising up something akin to a Skylark and holding position singing for at least five minutes.  

 

Unsuccessful in our mission to find the Dotterel, we carried on around the Paibeil loop road and were soon 

rewarded with our first calling Corn Crake, rasping away in nettles and long grass in a nearby garden, with a 

second bird soon after. We had heard that not too many had been noted so far this season so were pleased with 

our encounter. We drove a little way north and arriving at Balranald, we were greeted by steady rain, and another 

calling Corn Crake. Sheltering from the elements and taking lunch in the RSPB visitor centre, we were able to 

read about how traditional farming practice has helped species such as Corn Crake and Corn Bunting to survive 

and thrive here.   

 

With lunch done we stepped outside and revelled in an encounter with Corn Crake none of us will forget. Two 

rival males were chasing each other in the open, finally coming to blows with a proper ‘feathers flying’ scrap. An 

unbelievable experience and a superb first sighting of this enigmatic bird for many of the group! 

 

Although we could have watched them all day, they soon moved off so we moved along the sand track towards 

Aird an Runair. This very short drive gave up our first of several calling Corn Bunting, with at least two birds 

giving good views before roads end. The beaches at Balranald usually hold good numbers of waders, and today 

was no exception with plenty of Turnstone, Dunlin, Common Ringed Plover and Sanderling feeding on 

Sandhoppers and flies amongst the piles of washed up weed.  

 

By now the weather had turned pretty fowl but we ventured to the point for a short time to look over the 

Ternery. Quieter than it had been in the past, there were still plenty of Arctic Terns harassing any passing gulls. 

A fly through Ruff landed out of sight at the back of the colony. 

 

As usual, no sooner had we returned to the bus and the weather cleared a little, but we continued back towards 

the centre. Corn Bunting once again called and the small fields around the buildings held plenty of Lapwings 

with chicks of various ages. It was great to watch these tiny fluffy chicks as they fed, independent of their 

parents. Another calling Corn Crake once again gave decent views at the junction and a Brown Hare hid 

amongst the long grass. As if we had not already filled our crake quota, a seventh for the afternoon gave yet 

more wonderful views a little way down the road!  

 

Our next stop on the gradual return to base was at the St Kilda viewpoint at Hosta. From our elevated position 

we could see to the Monach isles and down across Benbecula to South Uist. St Kilda was shrouded in mist and 
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eluded us today, but a fabulous ring-tailed Hen Harrier quartered through giving great views, not really bothered 

by the marauding Lapwing trying to see it off! 

 

How could today get any better? Four Short-eared Owls between Scolpaig and the hotel helped with the first 

being watched as we enjoyed a chunk of cake! 

 

The route home took us along the Committee road, well known for its quality of raptor watching. A very fleeting 

glimpse of a male Hen Harrier over the plantation and further good views of Short-eared Owl proved to be the 

only highlights in the challenging conditions. 

 

Very well satisfied after a day that started with little promise, we sat down to another first class meal, glad we 

were not out in the now driving rain! 

Day 3 Monday 22nd May 

Monday dawned grey and cool with the threat of rain not too far away. The early starters set off south to try 

once more for the Dotterel that had been seen during the weekend. Unlucky again, we were happy to watch the 

huge numbers of waders feeding on the ploughed sandy soils of trackside fields, birds that seemed somewhat out 

of place on arable land included many Turnstone and Common Ringed Plover.   

 

The very rough track eventually led us to the shore-side Machair at Rubha Mor. Here we were treated to great 

views of yet another Corn Bunting, jangling it’s keys on grassy tufts. Skylark, Redshank, Snipe, Rock Dove, 

Oystercatcher and Lapwing were all vocal as we made our way back towards Paibel.  

 

The area around Bayhead is often productive, so stopping for a calling Corn Crake was welcome but not a huge 

surprise, credit to Alison for spotting it amongst the long Nettle and Flag Iris! We could truly say today that we 

had had a breakfast of Corn flakes, Corn Bunting and Corn Crake! 

 

With the weather just about remaining sensible, we all set off north to explore the area around Clachan Sands, a 

vast white sand beach that is stunning in all conditions. Togged up and ready for anything, we tramped off down 

the beach, almost immediately stopping to watch, at distance, a single Bar-tailed Godwit on the waterline: scarce 

this week speaking to other birders. A fly through Great Skua and the harsh call of a passing Little Tern were a 

bonus, as was a Whimbrel that did not linger. A Great Northern Diver in the sound of Berneray was just about 

identifiable at extreme distance, but a pale looking ring-tailed Hen Harrier crossing the sea from the small island 

of Lingeigh gave better views.   

 

The skies were now looking naughty, turning fifty shades of grey! So we made our way a little further north to 

Loch An Sticir, where information boards gave us an insight into life on the island Dun, a well preserved ruin in 

a stunning location. Cuckoo are present here in relatively high numbers, and are thankfully never hard to find in 

north-west Scotland during the summer, so two together sat on wires and being mobbed by Meadow Pipits was 

a treat for us all. 
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Lochmaddy, to the south, is home to the excellent arts and cultural centre of Taigh Chearsabhagh, so with the 

rain now on we set off towards lunch in the busy café, enjoying the chance to look round the small but well 

stocked book store and gift shop. 

 

Re-fuelled, a brief stop near the ferry slip yielded little in the blustery conditions so we decided we would seek 

shelter back at our hotel for a while, as it was due to clear late afternoon. The old road near Lochmaddy proved a 

great spot once again. A worthy detour saw a lovely Short-eared Owl passing just a few yards in front of us, but 

the highlight had to be a displaying pair of Common Greenshank; so elegant and demure yet stunningly pretty 

birds. Several Northern Ravens at a nearby quarry were the last scores before coffee and feet up for a while! 

 

Driving rain and strong winds soon cleared leaving unbroken blue skies, so we all decided to go for a stroll to the 

shores of Loch Langass and its wonderful stone circle, the only one on the Uists. Many of Scotland’s stone 

circles have been preserved and vegetation is trimmed to keep things tidy, but here, nature has been allowed to 

rule which added to the ambiance. A truly breath-taking location was added to by a passing dark phased Arctic 

Skua, with a second, certainly different bird on our return leg. A gorgeous male Hen Harrier high overhead and 

possibly a second one a short time later were well received. The search for Otter proved fruitless but we did see 

several groups of Red Deer with one party scenting us and not hanging around! Pleased with the results of what 

started out as an uninspiring day, we made our way to the hotel in plenty of time for yet another first-class 

dinner. 

Day 4 Tuesday 23rd May 

Just two of us headed out early doors this morning, intent on finding a so far elusive Otter. Motoring towards a 

local haunt, we were stopped in our tracks to admire three stunning Red-throated Divers; such a treat to observe 

them in full summer plumage on a remote moorland loch. Our first Short-eared Owl of the day soon followed as 

we approached Lochmaddy. The conditions were dry but bitterly cold - a surprise as the wind was generally 

southern. Once again Otter failed to show so we had to make do with Common Sandpiper calling in a nearby 

Bay. The return for breakfast produced yet more Red-throated Divers and a superb Black-throated Diver, plus 

another Short-eared Owl. So in one hour we had noted seven Red-throated Divers, one Black-throated Diver 

and two Short-eared Owls: not a bad start to any day! 

 

Setting off after breakfast, Stewart decided that we should drop in and try for Red-necked Phalarope again as we 

had been unsuccessful on our first visit. After a short time we began to think we had failed again, but Paulette 

spotted a male just forty or so yards ahead of our position. It took flight and dropped into grassy cover closer 

still! Many of the group had never connected with these intriguing waders so were very pleased when he, closely 

followed by a stunning female, lifted and flew very close to where we were stood and out of sight to a nearby 

bog. Many of our waders are simply gorgeous in their summer plumage and none more so than a male Ruff, so 

the sight of two copper-coloured males on Loch Mor delighted all of us. Loch Fada played host to yet another 

cracking bird, with a summer plumage Black-tailed Godwit feeding on the far shore. 

 

As tempting as it was, we forced ourselves to move on from this hot spot and set off down the Peter’s Port road, 

a single track ribbon of tar weaving through a very extreme landscape of sea loch and barren rocky moorland. 

The small commercial slip at road’s end gave us another Great Northern Diver and a handful of Red-breasted 
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Mergansers. Re-tracing our steps and heading for South Uist, a pair of Shelduck with fourteen ducklings 

entertained us as the youngsters looked like a child’s pull-along caterpillar toy, trying hard to keep up! 

 

The contrast between the ruggedness of the south-east corner of Benbecula and the flat grassy farmland of 

north-west South Uist is stark. Lapwings were everywhere as we went off road again at Lochdar, with youngsters 

in good supply. Dropping in at the excellent Hebridean jewellery workshop for a quick coffee, we added 

European Wigeon to our daily tally. The ‘Range’ is a unique area of mhachair and farmland, owned by the MOD 

and used as a missile test range. Unfortunately access was denied today with red flags flying, denoting when the 

range is live. We did get as far as the point at Aird a Mhachair and enjoyed the comings and goings of the large 

feeding flock of Sanderling and Dunlin. 

 

Roads with signposts saying ‘No Photography or Public Access’ are always worth a look, so we nipped up the 

side of Ruabhal to the radar array. Here, on a clear day (not today!) it is possible to see St Kilda to the west, 

down to Barra, over to Skye and right up through Benbecula, North Uist and Harris to the north. Although 

limited, we could still take in the enormity of this landscape. 

 

A short distance south lies the nature reserve of Loch Druidibeag, a wonderful place on a sunny day, and a good 

spot for lunch on a wet one! The conditions had, by now, deteriorated to the point of not being funny anymore! 

But a small bed of Heath Spotted Orchids brightened the mood! 

 

With a need for a stretch, we soon made our way to Rubha Ardvule, a well known sea-watching point with a 

slightly brackish lagoon. Exposed to the Atlantic, we walked out to the point and saw several Northern Gannets 

close in, but no Skuas passing north. This was no surprise as, for a second consecutive year, there had not been a 

significant passage of these aerial pirates. Lots more waders, mainly Dunlin and Turnstone, were present and a 

particularly feisty Oystercatcher latched on to the tail of a Common Gull flying through. We had wanted to 

complete a circular walk of the promontory but decided to re-track as we did not want to disturb the myriad of 

Lapwings and Oystercatchers present. Inquisitive Common Seals kept a tab on us as we slowly made our way to 

the bus. A large feeding flock of gulls got a thorough grilling as Stewart tried to find a ‘white winged’ amongst 

them, but Shelduck and Eider were the best on offer. The single track roads that thread along the western side of 

South Uist are worth a look, and heading north, Angie picked out a smart Short-eared Owl on a roadside post at 

Staoinebrig. We all got to look at the yellow of its eyes without binoculars! Just before re-joining the main road at 

Howmore, a rasping Corn Crake avoided detection, but was much appreciated. 

 

As time was now marching on, we decided to give the Range another go, hoping that by 5pm military goings-on 

would have finished. With the flags now down, our route took us through Geirinis, past the security barriers and 

on to the vast area of short grazed Mhachair farmland. Usually full of birds, the weather had conspired against 

us, yielding modest numbers of the commoner waders we were now so used to seeing. Stewart had been saying 

all day that there are white winged gulls on the islands, and that the areas we had explored were historical hot 

spots, but it was still a huge thrill to pick up a first year Iceland Gull, feeding amongst the feet of cattle at Aird a 

Mhachair.    

 

Another calling Corn Crake left us feeling well satisfied with the day, seeing as the conditions had been 

challenging at best! A direct route home saw us back at Langass, with the resident Willow Warbler, who had 

been standing sentry on the same tree for five days, still in song 



Wildlife of North and South Uist - The Outer Hebrides Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     July 17 7 
 

Day 5 Wednesday 24th May 

Damp and cold, that’s how Wednesday started, and had the promise that it would stay that way! With no takers 

for the early start (we had had a great meal the night before!) Stewart set off alone to Lochmaddy, determined to 

find an Otter, returning an hour later still looking!  

 

With the group being a particularly hardy bunch, we ventured again to Balranald and the chance of a longer walk 

around the point. A quick comfort stop yet again saw more Corn Crakes calling in fields around the small RSPB 

visitor centre. Corn Bunting jangled nearby as we slowly drove along the sand track to Aird an Runair. Two Corn 

Buntings showed very well as we de-bussed and an overhead Northern Fulmar was, oddly, a new bird for our 

trip. Suited and booted, we set forth leaving Mary and her watercolours to provide a beautiful memory of an 

amazing place. 

 

The beaches here are piled with weed, washed in from Atlantic storms, and are rich pickings for hundreds of 

waders, voraciously feeding just yards from where we watched. The Sanderling proved especially popular and it 

was noted by some that they are vicious little Devils! 

 

The full walk of around three miles was simply stunning, taking us past the ternery and the island of Eilean 

Trostain. Tessa pointed out a medium-large sized wader on shoreline rocks, giving everyone a chance to watch 

their first Whimbrel of the trip: two more soon followed with one calling. Other highlights of the circular walk 

were Great Northern Diver, lots of Northern Wheatears and yet more Corn Buntings calling and showing. A 

lunch stop at the centre saw us surrounded by Corn Crakes, and by the time we left, no fewer than ten 

individuals had been noted! A Corn Crake along a nearby road had given great views earlier in the week, and 

today was even better - less than twenty feet away, out in the open, eventually rasping so loudly it felt like it was 

in the bus too! 

 

After briefly returning to the hotel, we drove to Lochmaddy, acting on a tip off from another birder about Otter. 

A fabulous male Hen Harrier showed well, but did not linger. Almost immediately after we had arrived on site, 

Liz called out the longed-for words “I’ve got one”. A big dog Otter was feeding out in the bay and the whole 

group saw him well as he caught at least one substantial fish. Unfortunately, we did not have long with this great 

animal as we had to head south to the island of Grimsay. 

 

We took the loop road to Kallin where we met up with Nick and his boat ‘Lady Anne’, for an excursion through 

the sheltered waters around the island of Ronay. With the weather best described as fair but cold, we set of anti-

clockwise around Ronay. Passing Flodaigh Mor and the lower slopes of Eaval, we ventured into a sheltered inlet 

to look at Shag and Black Guillemot. A little further round we diverted again and immediately stood in awe as a 

male White-tailed Eagle lifted from near his cliff nest. He gave us a wide berth and moved a little way away and 

sat on a nearby summit. Male White-tailed Eagles are huge birds, but nothing compared to the female who 

approached our stern. She was much bolder and passed directly overhead, giving all on board ample chance to 

be amazed at her size. She moved away so we carried on and soon found two Black-throated Divers in a distant 

bay, followed by a single, much closer. They are astonishing looking birds: no matter how many summer 

plumaged Black-throated Divers one sees, they never disappoint! 
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Talking of not being disappointed, Nick took us into another sheltered water with a large cliff face at the head of 

the loch. Here we saw the highlight of the trip: a gorgeous sub-adult Golden Eagle just sat and watched us from 

no more than two hundred yards, eventually flying a short distance and landing. White-tailed Eagles are 

impressive enough, but a Golden Eagle has a sense of majesty and the true wild about it!  With the eagle finally 

moving on, we returned to port, totally full of wonderful sightings. Thanks once again to Nick and his extensive 

knowledge of the challenging waters. We had had quite a day with some incredible wildlife encounters, so we set 

off back to our hotel for a well-earned tea and feet up! 

Day 6 Thursday 25th May 

Thursday dawned foggy and damp, but there was a noticeable change for the better in temperature, and much 

less wind. There were no takers for the pre-breakfast jaunt, so Stewart just took a stroll to Langass loch. The 

path-side vegetation was literally, in places, hanging with the caterpillars of both Garden Tiger and The Drinker. 

Willow Warbler, Goldcrest, Common Kestrel and Red-breasted Merganser showed as breakfast called. 

 

By the time breakfast was done, the sun was offering to show, so we walked out and were astonished as 

overhead, a Short-eared Owl mobbed a Golden Eagle: absolutely amazing, and right on our doorstep!  

 

Today’s plan was to spend the day on Berneray, a charming island between North Uist and South Harris. 

Venturing forth, we diverted again to Lochmaddy in the hope of spotting Otter, but yet again he failed to play 

ball, so we carried on and pretty soon made our way over the stone causeway to Stewart’s favourite island in the 

chain. Turning left, we drove along the tarred road through the Borve Mhachair, an extensive area of short 

grazing and arable land. With Lapwings calling all around us, we parked at the cemetery overlooking the sound 

of Berneray and took a walk around the point of Rhubha Bhoisnis. A wonderful summer plumaged Great 

Northern Diver allowed decent telescope views and a very smart White Wagtail fed amongst nearby rocks.  

 

With the sun now shining from a cloudless sky, we took in the astonishing view northwards along the length of 

the West beach, up towards the islands of Pabbay and Harris. The waters were a mix of aquamarine, cerulean 

and royal blues, and the beach a huge expanse of wind-blown white shell sand. Our first good view of Little Tern 

soon followed with a feeding bird working the waterline; hawking then diving from quite some height. A few 

Northern Gannets passed north close in as we wandered along part of the beach. Relaxed and revelling in the 

bright sunlight, one or two hardy souls thought they were in the Caribbean and soon had boots and socks off, 

dipping their toes in the Atlantic! The walk back towards the bus gave us wonderful views of three more Little 

Terns with a pair occasionally landing close to us and food passing: such exquisite birds. Nearby Arctic Terns 

gave a good size comparison and showed us just how small Little Terns are. With the air full of Skylark song and 

the calls of passing Common Ringed Plover, we slowly made our way towards the super Seal watchpoint at Loch 

a Bhaigh. 

 

Something you don’t see every day is a flock of sheep being loaded onto a small boat to be taken to a remote 

island for the summer, but we all stood, fascinated by the scene, chatting with the wonderfully friendly local 

farmers who seemed pleased to have folk taking an interest in their craft. Moving on to the well signed 

watchpoint, we enjoyed the many Common Seals that were hauled out on rocks just below us, in the Common 

Seal ‘banana’ pose looking so relaxed with the sun on their bellies. 
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Just across the bay lies a small enclave of converted traditional ‘Black-houses’, modernised tastefully into tourist 

accommodation, so we drove round for a closer look and some photographs. As we stood a Twite called from a 

nearby rock face, allowing us to pick him up in the telescope: common in these islands, but still great to see. 

 

Lunch today was taken in the wonderful little Lobsterpot Tearoom, not far from the Berneray ferry slip. With 

fresh crab sandwiches all round we basked in the now hot sun before moving on towards the East beach, 

overlooking the sound of Harris. As we de-bussed, the harsh calls of yet more Little Terns were obvious and the 

mixed feeding flock of waders on the beach were thoroughly scanned. Plenty of Sanderling, one with a 

combination of colour rings, Dunlin, Common Ringed Plover and Ruddy Turnstone busily went about their 

business whilst four Red Knot took it easy. A dead gull at the north end of the beach unusually turned out to be 

a first winter Iceland Gull: maybe a victim of its own solitary habits? An unexpected addition to Stewart’s 

collection! 

 

Our last port of call on the glorious Berneray was to Loch Bhrusda, roughly centrally placed. Common Snipe and 

several Lapwings fed in the fields as we ventured off-road and made our way to the white sands of Maol Bhan. 

We walked through the dunes, stepping around the many Pyramidal Orchids and set foot on yet another 

spectacular beach. Northern Gannet passed close by as did yet more Little Terns.    

 

All too soon, as hard as it was, we had to tear ourselves away and head towards North Uist. A day that had 

started with little promise ended up being a fabulous experience with some great birds and truly world class 

scenery and beaches. Berneray has a unique relaxed atmosphere and is always well worth a visit. 

Day 7 Friday 26th May 

Day seven saw a bright sunny dawn, the first of the week, so Stewart and Alison set off for the daily jaunt, out 

for an hour before breakfast. And what an hour! Venturing once again to the dead-end road at Loch Portain to 

search for Otter, we stopped en route to watch a stunning roadside Short-eared Owl, soon followed by a second 

quartering nearby. At least five Common Sandpipers gave good views at Aileodar, and just after turning off a 

breath-taking male Hen Harrier flew within a few metres of the bus, his yellow eyes piercing as he passed. A 

distant large raptor upon our return turned out to be a Golden Eagle and the unexpected find of an adult 

Peregrine, resting on a moorland rock, was an added bonus. Shelduck, Common Cuckoo, Red-breasted 

Merganser and an unidentified distant Diver made the early start well worthwhile. 

 

Being our last full day on the islands, and with the sun shining, we set off for South Uist as there were several 

sites we had not had time to visit earlier in the week. Our first stop was about ten yards from the hotel front 

door as a male Hen Harrier passed overhead! We had been so fortunate to have seen so many harriers this week, 

a pity they are not as easy in much of upland Britain. Goldcrest and Willow Warbler sang from the small hotel 

plantation and Stonechat sat on wires as we went south. The viewpoint at Ruabhal on South Uist had been veiled 

in cloud on our last visit, so a quick stop here gave everyone the chance to drink in this incredible landscape of 

lochans, moorland and mountains to the north and east, sand dunes and Mhachair to the west and grazing 

pasture to the south, a breath-taking sight on a bright sunny day.  

 

Our next port of call was a return to the NNR at Lock Druidibeag, this time able to actually see the loch. We 

slowly made our way towards the sea loch at Loch Sgioport, having to stop and let the feral Shetland ponies 
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cross! Stonechat, Northern Wheatear, Common Kestrel and Common Cuckoo all showed well.   Stopping for 

another look at the freshwater loch, Paulette found several patches of Common Butterwort, an insectivorous 

plant of moorland and bog. Looking out over the loch, Stewart called out “Golden Eagle”, but the bird in view 

was in fact a juvenile White-tailed Eagle. It passed very low to the water’s surface and vanished out of sight just 

as quickly as it had appeared. The local Ravens and Hooded Crows were able to settle again after the 

disturbance, and we too decided to carry on to our next site.  

 

Not far south, still on South Uist, we parked at the church near the Howmore river, to be greeted by a rasping 

Corn Crake calling from riverside vegetation, such wonderfully evocative Hebridean birds. It showed briefly to 

most of the group before teasing us once again! The short walk was pleasant but added little, with the usual 

selection of waders, all in small numbers. A Common Ringed Plover showed classic behaviour by feigning injury 

and leading us away from its well-hidden nest. White-tailed Bumblebees and many Green-veined White 

butterflies worked the meadows as we strolled slowly back towards the bus and lunch overlooking the early 12th 

century ruins of a Christian chapel system. The marsh behind was home to more Common Snipe and Lapwing, 

with the distant and constant Corn Crake still giving voice! 

 

Glad to have stopped for a while and well rested, we continued with our journey and took yet another dead-end 

road, this time to one of the most spectacular viewpoints on South Uist. Parking up at Loch Aineort, and setting 

up the telescope, we soon found several Red-breasted Mergansers and a single Red-throated Diver far out on the 

loch. Being a sea loch, it played host to a large number of Common Seals, many hauled out on a rocky island mid 

loch, with well over 100 animals between the island and the rocky shores. They were fun to watch, many bent in 

the classic Common Seal banana pose. 

 

There is a wonderful small area of woodland here that has been expanded by a local resident over the years, with 

a path leading through the trees and out onto the rocky moorlands beyond. Although not usually full of 

birdsong, today a Chiffchaff, the first of our trip, gave song, as did a Willow Warbler close by, with both birds 

showing well just metres apart for all to watch and compare. Setting up the telescope just past the wood, Stewart 

very quickly picked up a splash just off-shore on the opposite bank. We were all soon watching two Otters, 

probably a mother and cub as they fed and played together. A great sight and one we had hoped to see at this 

spot. Wanting a steadier view in the stiff breeze, Stewart moved his telescope just a few metres to the stability of 

a large nearby rock. With just fifteen or so seconds since our last Otter view, they had vanished, seemingly into 

thin air, not to be seen again. 

 

The views here are truly magical, with moorland, sea loch and high rugged peaks in the vista - nothing much was 

being said, as each group member seemed to be in their own place! Feeling a little guilty at the suggestion of 

moving on, we ventured back to the bus to find that Mary had produced another watercolour sketch, beautifully 

capturing the colours and feel of this very special loch. 

 

With a need for a coffee and a little retail therapy, we went just a few kilometres south to the Kildonan museum 

and Barbara’s café, an amusingly dysfunctional eatery, but a welcome (eventually) hot drink. The small shop was 

selling local art and crafts. Watching a nearby hillside from our table, another male Hen Harrier worked the 

ridgeline, occasionally halting to pursue a local Common Buzzard.  
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With our thirsts quenched, we wanted to visit the birthplace of Flora Macdonald, the heroin of South Uist. A 

collection of ruined buildings, some little more than stone piles, stood in an area of open rough grassland, 

perfect for yet another male Hen Harrier, picked up by Alison. He passed though, never stopping, allowing just a 

few record shots to be taken. 

 

Acting on a tip off, and with the time marching on, we set off north to visit Loch Mor on Benbecula once again. 

We had heard that there had been a beautiful white male Ruff on site. We had seen two red ones here earlier in 

the week and were all keen to see another. Alas it was not to be, but with the air full of drumming Common 

Snipe, Lapwing, piping Redshank and Skylark, we ended our last full day well satisfied and exhausted! 

Day 8 Saturday 27th May 

It was our last day and an early start for us all, as our ferry crossing back to Skye was due to sail at 7.30am. 

Wrenching ourselves away from our fabulous hotel, we were greeted, as we had been every morning, by ‘our’ 

Willow Warbler, faithful to the same tree top all week! Arriving at Lochmaddy, it seemed as if half the British 

army were also booked on our ferry; the same troops we had seen on Benbecula earlier in the week. No doubt 

there would be a long queue for bacon rolls on board! As we boarded and made our way to the upper deck, 

Stewart picked out a tell-tell wake in a distant bay as an Otter fished, soon joined by a second, probably a cub. It 

was great to see them in a truly wild place, and a species we had struggled to find many of during our stay. 

 

As the MV Hebrides set sail, heading out of Lochmaddy bay, two ‘blobs’ on a distant rock turned out to be a 

pair of White-tailed Eagles. We had had spectacular views of these birds on our first full day on the islands, and 

several other memorable sightings since, so watching this pair, standing guard over their territory as we sailed 

was magic! 

 

The crossing was largely uneventful, with a flat calm sea and few birds. A handful of Northern Fulmars crossed 

our wake and small groups of Black-legged Kittiwakes fed close by. Two Atlantic Grey Seals mid way between 

Skye and Uist showed that they don’t spend all their time hauled out on rocks! As we approached Uig on Sky, 

two or three Great Skuas headed west and a small pod of Common Porpoise passed by our port side. The 

occasional Black Guillemot and several Shags moved out of our path as we entered Loch Snizort to berth at Uig. 

 

The Drive through Skye is always impressive, and with bright clear weather, the views over the rugged peaks of 

the Black Cuillin were simply awe-inspiring as we slowly made our way to the Skye bridge.  Stewart decided we 

would take the scenic route back to Inverness, so turning north just after Lochalsh, we made our way past the 

glorious Loch Carron, along Glen Carron to Achnasheen and followed the river Bran through Strathconnon. 

 

With the sun beating down, but a forecast of heavy rain, we stopped for lunch at a lovely (if a little midgy) spot 

near to loch Luichart. Stewart commented that it looked a likely place to find a Tree Pipit, and sure enough, the 

first bird singing as we got out was performing its classic parachute display song flight. Long-tailed Tit and 

Blackcap were also additions to our weekly tally! 

 

Part of the reason for taking this route was to see if we could add Red Kite, and passing Tollie, two birds at the 

roadside with a couple more later proved us right. Common Swift, Jackdaw, Whitethroat and House Martin 
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bumped our list up a little more. Soon heading over the Cromarty and Kessock bridges, with heavy hearts we 

entered Inverness, knowing we were at journeys end.  

 

We had had a fabulous week’s wildlife watching with some wonderful encounters and experiences of behaviour 

that many had not seen before. We will all remember the savage fight between two Corn Crakes out in the open 

at Balranald, and the very lucky sighting of a sub-adult Golden Eagle just sat watching us from his cliff-top 

vantage point. Although the weather had not always been kind to us, we made the most of it and saw all the 

target species we had come for, and plenty more besides!  

 

This trip is never a ‘listing’ exercise, but it’s fun to keep a tally, so finishing with 106 species left us all satisfied we 

had “given it a good go!” Stewart thanks the group for a great week and cannot remember the last time he had so 

much fun sober! 

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. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

Having a good time 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only; juv = juvenile; ph = pale phase) 

 
    May 

  Common name Scientific name 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

1 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus               

2 Greylag Goose  Anser anser          

3 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor         

4 Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus   1             

5 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna          

6 Eurasian Wigeon  Anas penelope   4+ 4+         

7 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos         

8 Northern Shoveler  Anas clypeata   3+           

9 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca                

10 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula         

11 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima          

12 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator 4+        

13 Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata 3+ 4 1 9+       

14 Black-throated Diver  Gavia arctica 8+ 1 1 3         

15 Great Northern Diver  Gavia immer 1 1 2   1 1     

16 Northern Fulmar  Fulmarus glacialis               

17 Manx Shearwater  Puffinus puffinus 1               

18 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis       4        

19 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea         

20 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus          

21 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis          

22 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo          

23 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla 4+       2   1juv 2 

24 Red Kite Milvus milvus               4+ 

25 Northern Harrier  Circus cyaneus 2 2 2  1     

26 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 1 1       

27 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos         1 2 1   

28 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus   2       1 1  

29 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus                

30 Corn Crake  Crex crex   7  3 10   1   

31 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus   1             

32 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra                

33 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus 1 1       

34 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 1 1   1    

35 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria                

36 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula   1  1      

37 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago   1  1     

38 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa                

39 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica                

40 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus        3+     

41 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata   1            

42 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus 1 1       

43 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia     2+ 1         

44 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos 1 2+   1 1  5+  

45 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres     1 1     

46 Sanderling  Calidris alba     1 1      

47 Dunlin  Calidris alpina     1 1     
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    May 

  Common name Scientific name 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

48 Red Knot Calidris canutus                

49 Ruff Philomachus pugnax                

50 Red-necked Phalarope  Phalaropus lobatus       2         

51 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla 1      1      

52 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus 1    1    

53 Common Gull  Larus canus 1    1    

54 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides                

55 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus 1    1    

56 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus 1    1    

57 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus 1 2             

58 Little Tern  Sternula albifrons          8+     

59 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo 1           

60 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea 1        

61 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua     1         3 

62 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus     2+   3 1ph 1   

63 Common Guillemot Uria aalge 1              

64 Razorbill  Alca torda 1              

65 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle 20+       1      

66 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica 2               

67 Common Pigeon (Rock Dove) Columba livia      1    

68 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus 1             

69 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto       1    

70 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus 1  3   1     

71 Short-eared Owl  Asio flammeus   4 1 3   1 2   

72 Common Swift  Apus apus                

73 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula                

74 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix 1    1    

75 Northern Raven  Corvus corax 1  6+  1    

76 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis 1    1    

77 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia        1     

78 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica 1    1    

79 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum                

80 Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus 1    1    

81 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita               

82 Sedge Warbler  Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 1            

83 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla                

84 Common Whitethroat  Sylvia communis                

85 Goldcrest Regulus regulus   1           

86 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes          

87 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris 1    1    

88 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula 1    1    

89 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos 1    1    

90 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula 1    1    

91 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola 1         

92 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe 1        

93 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus 1    1    

94 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus 1 1             

95 Dunnock  Prunella modularis 1          

96 White Wagtail Motacilla alba alba                

 
Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrelli 1    1    

97 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis 1    1    
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    May 

  Common name Scientific name 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

98 Eurasian Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus        1     

99 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs 1    1    

100 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris                

101 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis             

102 Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea 1             

103 Twite  Linaria flavirostris              

104 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina 1             

105 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula                

106 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra   3+ 2+   4+       

Mammals                   

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus           

2 Red Deer Cervus elaphus           

3 Common (Harbour) Seal Phoca vitulina             

4 Atlantic Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus              

5 European Otter Lutra lutra         1     3 

6 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena                

7 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus                

8 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus                

Other sightings 

The Drinker -  caterpillar Garden Tiger - caterpillar Carpet species - moth 

Green-veined White - butterfly Red Admiral - butterfly  

 

Northern Wheatear 


