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Tour participants: Stewart Woolley (Leader) with seven Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Saturday 19th May 

A breezy and bright day greeted us as we met at Inverness train station for our run up to the top end of the Isle 

of Skye to catch the ferry to North Uist. 

 

The fantastic clear conditions gave us a slightly unusual opportunity to take in the dramatic scenery as we headed 

south along the western side of Loch Ness, passing the famous Castle Urquhart and stopping briefly at 

Drumnadrochit for supplies. Here a trio of Common Swift screeched by, making the most of perfect conditions.  

Continuing south, we were soon at Invermoriston, where we turned north, pointing us “to the hills”. Glen Sheil 

opens up from lush riverine woodland to open moorland and rugged peaks, with the freshwater Loch Cluanie 

guiding us towards the five sisters of Kintail, a series of connected jagged peaks that beg to be explored. 

Certainly not a “grade A, low level, short walk” !! 

 

Pushing on toward Skye in slow traffic, a Common Cuckoo called briefly, with one or two Willow Warbler heard 

too. The seaweed along the shores of Loch Duich told us we were well west and soon, Loch Alsh came into 

view with the stunning Eilean Donnan castle Just to our left. 

 

Although tempted to catch the fabulous Glen Elg ferry to Skye, we opted for the bridge and the quick route. A 

handful of Red Deer showed close to the road as we made our way to Uig. 

 

Arriving at the ferry terminal in good time, we had a look out over Uig bay, picking up our first Black Guillemot 

and Common Eider. We were hoping for a repeat of last year’s eagle sightings over nearby ridges, but the 

increasingly strong wind soon put paid to that idea, so we satisfied ourselves with a look at a nearby meadow, 

which once again provided a good display of Northern Marsh Orchid. 

  

Boarding the MV Clansman, we were able to watch another Black Guillemot, or “Tystie” closer to the ship, 

allowing us to see its bright red feet.  

 

The now pretty strong wind made holding any optics steady a challenge as we headed west out past the top end 

of Skye and out into the Little Minch. Common Guillemots, a handful of Razorbills and at least five Atlantic 

Puffins, along with several Northern Gannets and Fulmars were the highlights of a quiet crossing.  

 

With the wind gusting to around 47 knots, or force 8, we were soon on the approach to Lochmaddy bay, and the 

Uists. Our first stop was just a short distance away and we were soon checking into the extremely comfortable 

Hammersay House Hotel. With our bags unloaded exploration beckoned, and we set forth to try and find 

Divers. 

 

Our effort was soon rewarded as we all stood and watched a Red-throated Diver on a nearby lochan, familiar to 

most of us as a dull grey shape at sea in the winter, but stunning in summer plumage. Another surprise was a nice 

Greenshank, calling and showing well on the moorland, in an area very close to last year’s breeding pair, so one 

can assume another was sitting on a nearby nest. 
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Pulling ourselves away, a dark, elegant shape overhead turned out to be an Arctic Skua, a not unexpected sighting 

on open wet moorland. With time pushing on towards our evening meal, we took a short drive along the 

Southern shore of Loch Euphort with no great expectations, so we really enjoyed watching at least eight Red 

Deer at the roadside. The mixture of bachelor stags and hinds with yearling calves were so close that it was easy 

to forget that they were wild animals. 

 

Red-breasted Merganser, Common Shelduck, Redshank and Greylag Geese with broods added interest, and two 

Starlings constituting a Hebridean Murmuration!! Ready for a feed and all feeling a little tired, we made our way 

back for some very smart grub indeed! 

Day 2 Sunday 20th May 

Four mad souls met in pretty filthy conditions for a short excursion before breakfast. Setting off north from 

Lochmaddy, we headed for the dead end road that follows the shore of Loch Portain, ending at the Chessebay 

fish farm.  

 

A small loch at Aileodar held Mute Swan with six cygnets and a single drake European Wigeon. Shelduck and 

several small parties of Red-breasted Merganser were to be found on surrounding sea lochs as we ventured east. 

With little expectation in such foul conditions we were delighted to find a pair of Red-throated Divers fairly close 

to the road at Cama Loch. Moving on, a short detour to a patch on conifer scrub gave brief views of a Short-

eared Owl, sheltering from the rain in roadside vegetation, and a Common Cuckoo allowed us to see how similar 

to a small raptor they can appear in flight. Raven, Greenshank, Hooded Crow, Oystercatcher, Greenshank and 

three Common Snipe, plus three young Red Deer were added to the tally before breakfast. 

 

Heading out after a leisurely feed, (which is the Uist way on a Sunday!) we soon stopped just out of the village to 

watch another pair of Red-throated Divers at Loch Sgealtair, and just along the road a cracking pale phase Arctic 

Skua passed overhead. 

 

With our main focus today being Benbecula, we made our way over the causeways from North Uist to Grimsay 

and finally to Graemshall on Benbecula. The contrast in scenery here compared to North Uist just a few miles 

up the road is stark. The landscape consists primarily of low lying salt marsh, open fresh water pools and sandy 

farmland with a coastal strip of short grazing sward - not full machair but certainly rich in flora. The Lochdar 

area held plenty of Lapwing plus a handful of Common Snipe seen airborne, but elusive once on the deck. A 

short stop in Balivanich, the main centre in the Uists, proved to be a good one. Two very smart Great Northern 

Divers, with one showing down to around one hundred yards were popular, as were two Iceland gulls that fed 

amongst mixed Herring, Common and Great Black-backs. 

 

With a howling wind and plenty of rain we opted for a slightly early lunch in the minibus at “Stinky Bay” named 

after the piles of washed up kelp that gather here, the “perfume” whilst we ate also drew plenty of shoreline 

waders for their own feeding frenzy! Hundreds of Ruddy Turnstone, Dunlin and Sanderling, along with 

Common Ringed Plover fed just below our position, the Sanderlings allowing us to compare individuals in 

different states of plumage, from almost white winter birds, to ones with rich tones of reds and chestnut.  
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Benbecula generally holds a few pairs of Red-necked Phalarope here, right at the extreme southern edge of their 

breeding range, but alas, today was a no- show, although we were told they had been seen in previous days - we 

will be back!! 

 

Looking for a little shelter from the worst of the wind, the road east to Peter Port beckoned, and soon gave us 

brief but excellent views of a male Hen Harrier, as he crossed just ahead of us. Really happy, as today looked the 

most unlikely of raptor days, we continued to to the road’s end at Fodraigh. Looking out across the bay towards 

Lingeigh, another Great Northern Diver, soon followed by second further away were welcome. 

 

With the driving rain now easing a little, we decided to make the short hop onto the top end of South Uist, 

turning west almost immediately at Carnan and slowly making our way “off piste” along the rough track towards 

Lochdar. Here, low tide exposes a large area of invertebrate rich sandy mud. Redshank, Ringed Plover, four Bar-

tailed Godwit and a single, very smart Grey Plover fed, whilst a raucous call overhead gave up a Little Tern and 

two Arctics. 

 

Upon discovery that a potential coffee stop was closed on Sundays, we acted on information from passing 

birders, and were soon watching a drake Ring- necked Duck at Buaile Dhubh, this being a new bird for some of 

the group - always rewarding for a guide!!! 

 

With a growing need for a hot drink, we stopped at Grogarry to warm up, and soon set off with renewed vigour! 

Retracing our steps along the coast, another tip off was spot on , and most unusually, we were all soon on to a 

European Turtle Dove as it fed in a cultivated roadside field!! Hard enough to find in Southern England these 

days, let alone the Outer Hebrides!! Having added Norther Shoveler, Little Grebe, Sand Martin and Barn 

Swallow nearby ,we reckoned we had done well in the conditions, so began to trundle back towards the hotel. 

 

As we had spent a fair bit of the day in the bus, a leg stretch was needed, so a short drive to Loch Langas allowed 

us to walk to the Finns People stone circle, the only one on the Uists. Here the landscape takes on a sort of 

tranquil majesty, atmospheric and dramatic at the same time. Hoping for Otter in the flat calm waters below, we 

had to “make do” with a superb, full summer plumage, Black-throated Diver, a real treat, and a species that is 

always at the top of wish lists whilst birding the Uists. With a few of the local midges now putting in an 

appearance, and rain battering down once more, we made for the bus and “home”. The short drive to 

Lochmaddy had a few surprises in store, as a male Red Grouse, two more Red-throated Divers, two Common 

Cuckoos and a handful of Twite in the village left us well satisfied with our efforts today. 

Day 3 Monday 21st May 

“Less than ideal “would be a fair way to describe the weather that greeted today’s early risers. Setting off north, 

we made for Clachan Sands, a stunning ribbon of white sand pointing towards Berneray and Harris. Taking to a 

rough track, a Common Cuckoo passed by as we drove through a great area of short grass, boggy corners and 

small damp Flag Iris beds. Lapwing and Redshank both had broods, Common Snipe dropped out of view and 

Oystercatchers made quite a racket. Of note here were 10 Whimbrel close to the track, giving us a chance to see 

how they compare to Curlew. Looking out to sea, a Great Northern Diver showed well, with others further out. 

Not wanting or needing to get drenched first thing, we slowly ambled back towards the road, with Northern 

Wheatear, Ringed Plover, more Snipe and Redshank making for a busy scene. When birding it’s often possible to 
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say “that area looks good for…..” and the combination of Iris, Nettle, rank grasses and moisture suggested 

Corncrake.. and we were soon watching our first of this year’s trip. Quite showy and very loud, and a great new 

bird for many on the tour. Chuffed with our find we headed back for breakfast. 

 

Heading anticlockwise around the top of North Uist, our optimism started to rise as the conditions steadily 

improved, and birds were more visible as feeding opportunities over the past couple of days had been limited. 

Sand Martins hawked over nearby Lochs, Skylarks, Wheatears and Meadow Pipits were in good numbers and 

Lapwing were everywhere. A large shape picked out high above turned out to be an adult White-tailed Eagle, 

drifting eastward towards higher ground. Delighted, we moved on a little and were stopped in our tracks by a 

Short-eared Owl, quartering next to the road, moving from post to post along the fence, posing really nicely for 

photographs. 

 

With the skies now looking much brighter to the west, and visibility pretty good, the St Kilda viewpoint and 

Hosta was next. Turning off the main road, the distinct rasping of another Corncrake was soon heard, closely 

followed by another, then another, then for good luck, one more!!! This fourth bird teased us, as we knew it was 

close by, but it failed to give us views. Drumming Snipe overhead was a new sound for some, and very evocative 

of this habitat in the late spring/summer. Looking west from near the summit of Cleitreabhal, St Kilda was just a 

hazy shape on the horizon. Lots more Wheatear, Common Buzzard and Meadow Pipit were evident on our 

descent. Our goal today was the elusive Corncrake, so giving ourselves the best chance of good views we headed 

for the RSPB reserve at Balranald, and soon heard the now familiar mechanical rasping. This bird soon showed 

itself, not right under our noses, but well enough, out in the open. Another in the next field remained hidden, as 

did a Corn Bunting that could be heard jangling nearby. 

 

The next twenty or so minutes will stick in the memory of our group for a long time to come. The little 

unmanned visitor/information centre at the reserve has a small rough paddock at the rear, where plenty of 

Nettles and Mares Tails provided just enough cover for a wonderfully showy Crake, which gave views down to 

just a few metres away, standing still long enough for superb views through the scope and camera lens. 

Eventually satisfied, we made for the promontory at Aird an Runair, seeing more Corn Buntings along the way. 

Lunch was taken overlooking Traigh Lar in bright sunshine, with flat calm seas - hopeless for Skua watching!! 

The mass of washed up marine weeds on the beach below held huge numbers of small waders, with thousands 

of Sanderling and Dunlin present, along with Common Ringed Plover, Ruddy Turnstone and a single, very smart 

Black-tailed Godwit. Less obvious were the two Curlew Sandpiper and single Little Stint, these two species 

allowing group members the chance to hone their skills, looking through big mixed wader flocks! Out at sea, at 

least another four Great Northern Divers lingered, with plenty of Arctic Terns feeding in the bay. 

 

 Happy with our “bag” and feeling relaxed we set off to make our way slowly “home”. Our route was to take in 

the well-known Committee Road, cutting through the middle of North Uist. This road heads up over exposed 

moorland with a large conifer plantation to the west of the road. Almost immediately, another Short-eared Owl 

kept moving just in front of us as we made for a suitable viewpoint. Stewart pointed out a female or “Ringtail” 

Hen Harrier low over the heather and a little while later a male, “skydancing” some distance away showed briefly 

to some. Turning back on to the main road at Malacleit and making for Lochmaddy, Stewart stopped the bus 

and enthusiastically ordered everyone out, and we were all soon stood watching a very large, probably adult 

female, Golden Eagle, riding thermals above the upper slopes of Maari and Crogearraidh Mor. This bird was 

being harassed by a Common Kestrel, a mere irritation to such a powerful predator. 
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Today had started with little promise, but had soon turned in to a “Red Letter Day” for many of our group. New 

birds were seen by most, some fantastic scenery and a wide range of habitats were enjoyed, an we finally arrived 

at our digs in time for dinner. With the sun setting gradually and our bellies full we decided to make one last 

foray to catch the last of a great day, looking out over Lochmaddy Bay hoping for the bonus of an otter. Alas, it 

was not to be tonight. 

Day 4 Tuesday 22nd May 

The Lochmaddy area can be very good for Otter, so the early starters set off on foot in bright but very breezy 

and cool conditions. Not venturing too far this morning, we strolled down to the harbour area to look out across 

the bay and its many small islands and weed beds, where several Arctic Terns worked the shallows, and handful 

of Red-breasted Mergansers hugged the near shore. The bracing wind and choppy waters prevented us from 

connecting with our main target, so after a good scan, we strolled back up to our hotel for breakfast. 

 

Bright sunshine with the cool wind continued as we all set off north towards the Island of Berneray, connected 

to North Uist by a road causeway. Some of us had been to the impressive beach of Clachan Sands earlier in the 

week, so we diverted slightly so we could all take in the expanse of white sand and stunning views. Lapwing and 

Redshank, both with tiny youngsters, fed next to the track, whilst a Common Snipe stood on a nearby fencepost. 

Our route north took us past Loch an Sticir, with evidence of its ancient settlement still evident. Stonechats and 

a single Rock Pipit perched on nearby heather, whilst Arctic Terns and plenty of Greylags were on the loch. 

 

Heading over the causeway our first port of call on Berneray was at Borve Machair. The long track took us 

through wonderfully species-rich grazing land with small cultivated strips of sandy, mineral rich soils where 

Skylark song filled the air and Common Ringed Plover and Dunlin fed nearby. The damp grasslands held plenty 

of Lapwing and a handful of Twite never kept still for photos! As we approached the parking area, three Little 

Terns food passed, close to their nests with yet more Arctic Tern giving good size comparison. Now on foot, we 

made for the point of Rubha Bhoisnis, stopping to look at he memorial to Angus MacGaskill, a kindly man who 

stood seven feet nine inches and the tallest man in the Uists!! Heading up over the Marram covered dunes, the 

full length of the West Beach came into view and approximately 3km of white clean sand stretched our before 

us. Here we could see up to Pabbay and Harris in the north, with Boreray west and Lingeigh to the south. This 

year’s very late and wet spring was evident as the flora was yet to burst into life, and more Dunlin took advantage 

of the damp areas and stunted growth as they actively fed just in front of us. “Our” three little terns put on a 

good show as we walked up to the minibus. Very slowly retracing our route , we made for the bay at Loch a 

Bhaigh, where several Common or Harbour seals were hauled out on nearby rocks, Twite called close by and yet 

more Little Terns passed in front of us. A quick look at Loch Bhrusda before lunch produced more Arctic Terns 

but little else, but a short walk through the dunes to the top end of West Beach produced a juvenile Great 

Northern Diver and a single Porpoise, with one or two Northern Gannets heading north past the island of 

Pabbay.  

 

After a tasty lunch at the Ardmaree stores, we headed for the East side of Berneray, and its gorgeous beach 

overlooking the sound of Harris, the clear visibility allowing us to easily see the “Black Cuillins” of Skye, and the 

dramatic peaks of Harris. Earlier in the week, at Balranald, we had been treated to mass flocks of feeding small 

waders, so many birds that it was, at times, difficult to point out individuals, but here the scene is usually less 

frantic, so the few modest sized groups of Sanderling at the water’s edge gave us a great chance to look at the 
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features of birds in different stages of plumage development. One or two were cracking brick red summer birds 

with others holding on to their more delicate greys and light chestnut tones. Happy and relaxed, which is normal 

after a trip to Berneray, we set off slowly for North Uist.  

 

With an hour or two before “home time” we trundled along the road to Loch Portain; this is a wild landscape of 

jagged tidal inlets, moorland lochans, unimproved grazing and, further down the road, a high ridgeline with the 

peaks of Beinn Sgaper, and Beinn Thacleit prominent. An odd shape in the distance caught Stewart’s eye, and a 

scan with the scope produced a beautiful Golden Eagle, just scanning its surroundings. We all had good views, 

with the bright sun really highlighting the golden head, eventually the bird dropped off the ridge and out of sight. 

Well pleased, we continued to the road end and had a very quick scan over Bagh a Chaise, or Cheesebay where 

the tide appeared to be about half flooded, with lots of exposed weed beds and rocks. The peace and tranquillity 

of the scene was soon interrupted as Stewart got “a little excited” (sorry folks!!!) A dog Otter, feeding mid 

channel, soon gave us a superb show as he caught plenty of prey items and then, oblivious to our presence, he 

moved closer into more sheltered waters. Some of the group had never seen an Otter in the wild, so these 

wonderfully intimate views will surely stick in the mind, as will the unbelievable sight of him hauling out with a 

large Octopus, clearly very much alive, as its tentacles, probably a foot long tried to wrap around his head. We 

were astonished just how quickly he “deconstructed” his prey, and moved off out of sight behind a nearby 

island.  

 

Absolutely delighted, we moved on thinking the day was done, but oh how wrong we were!! “Our” eagle had 

returned to its vantage point, so another good view for us all! Sally, scanning the ridgeline, found a second Eagle, 

another Golden sat a little further away. Such a treat to get distant but good views, in a truly wild environment, 

safe from the man made pressures that pairs in mainland territories are increasingly facing. We had hardly set off 

on our way back to the hotel before we stopped the bus, as Barbara had spotted a gorgeous Short-eared Owl just 

below our position. It was quartering the loch side fields and when it went out of sight we soon had a real 

dilemma. The owl was found again, a little further down the road, just as a White-tailed Eagle passed through the 

same binocular view - which one to follow?? The owl landed in full view not far from us, so we stayed with it for 

a while, its piercing yellow eyes clear to see for all. The Eagle had moved on and out of sight, so we decided to 

leave the owl in peace and head for dinner.  

 

Our day had been one of contrasts, with white sands, moorland, rugged sea lochs and a good mixture of wildlife. 

Day 5 Wednesday 23rd May 

Just two of us set out for an early start today, driving a little way south, just out of Lochmaddy. Common 

Cuckoo called as we left the hotel, with Willow Warbler in nearby trees. The first birds of real note were a pair of 

Red-throated Divers on a roadside loch. The next 8 km gave up four different Short-eared Owls, stunning in the 

bright morning light, and although none lingered, a few reasonable record shots were to be had. A quick drive 

along the southern shore of Loch Euphort yielded several Red-breasted Merganser and some extremely 

confiding Red Deer. A couple of Common Seal were noted, with Little Grebe being added on our return trip. 

 

Once breakfasted, we made a pretty direct line for Benbecula once again. We had visited the Loch Mor area 

earlier in the week, in less than favourable conditions, in the hope of seeing the Red-necked Phalarope that had 

been seen the previous week by others. We had been unsuccessful, so decided on another try, and boy, was it the 
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right decision!! Within minutes Barbara picked out a large shape in the distance, flying east high above the lochs 

which turned out to be a White-tailed Eagle, which went slowly out of sight, so we re-focussed our attention on 

the water. Finding a decent vantage point, the whole group were soon able to watch the first of five phalaropes, 

not far from our position, feeding rapidly and constantly, picking invertebrates from the water’s surface. Three 

females and two males kept us entertained for the best part of an hour, with a superb supporting cast including 

two stunning male “Red” Ruff, one of which flew in to within sixty or seventy yards of where we stood. This 

bird was a real poser, and was well received by us and other assembled wildlife watchers. Common Snipe, 

Lapwing, Dunlin, Gadwall, Shoveler, Teal, Arctic Tern, Wigeon, Oystercatcher and Redshank provided for a 

busy scene on a small water.  

 

Eventually tearing ourselves away, we slowly made our way towards the island of Grimsay, positioned between 

Benbecula and North Uist, and connected to both by road causeways. The single track “Loop” road took us to 

the little commercial harbour at Kallin, where the locally caught shellfish are landed and processed. Here we had 

a relaxed lunch before meeting up with the “Lady Anne”, and her skipper Nick for a two hour exploration of the 

sheltered waters around the uninhabited Island of Ronay. Cruising out of port, we headed north soon picking up 

Common Seal plus several groups of Shag and Red Deer on the island. Stewart briefy saw a Golden Eagle over a 

distant ridge, but it failed to re-appear. Arctic Skuas were more obliging with possibly two birds sat on nearby 

rocks. Five Red-throated Divers were found feeding mid-channel and three cracking Black-throated Divers gave 

good close views - close enough in fact for us all to be impressed by how spanking smart these birds are in their 

full summer dress. Nick took us further out, with the slopes of Eaval to the north and the rugged landscape of 

Ronaigh Beag to the south. A wonderfully active, small colony of Arctic Terns on Flodaigh Beag entertained us 

and Black Guillemots passed by at speed. 

 

Slow cruising back inshore, our skipper soon put us on to a glorious adult White-tailed Eagle. Perching just 150 

or so yards from us, he seemed relaxed as we drifted slowly by. The big female of this pair failed to show today, 

so we left him in peace and gradually made our way back to dry land. 

 

After a short coffee stop at the harbour café, we were soon on our way towards North Uist to see the afternoon 

out at Balranald. Taking the Paibeil loop en-route we ventured down a rough sand track, ending at Rubh Arnal, 

overlooking Kirkibost Island. A few small groups of Sanderling worked the shoreline and we were pleased to 

find at least three singing Corn Buntings on nearby fences. Small numbers of Common Ringed Plover worked 

the trackside sandy fields as made our way north. The “front seater” today, Anne did well to pick out a distant 

calling Corncrake from the bus, but we had zero chance of a view as the “garden” it favoured was quite a jungle!! 

The approach road to Balranald was quiet crakewise, so we drove to Aird an Runair for an amble out to the 

point. The massed feeding flocks of shoreline waders still went about their business, oblivious to our presence. 

Dunlin, Sanderling, Common Ringed Plover, and Ruddy Turnstone were all finding plenty to eat amongst the 

piles of washed up kelp, with Pied Wagtail, Northern Wheatear, Meadow Pipit, Sand Martin and Swallow all 

getting a share. Walter pointed out a pair of Common Ringed Plover with two young chicks - great to see among 

the flowering Thrift and Sea Campion. The ternery was as active as ever, with many Arctic Terns all around us. 

Feeling like we had all caught the sun today, we returned to the bus and set for home, as two more Corncrakes 

called from deep within nearby Iris beds. Our route home took us once again along the committee road, quiet 

today with no sign of any Hen harrier or Short-eared Owl.  
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Yet again, some group members had been able to add new birds to their “life lists” today, which is a real buzz 

for a guide. Well satisfied with our day, another tasty meal beckoned, with the last bird of the day being another 

Common Cuckoo, calling as I write this at 23:07! 

Day 6 Thursday 24th May 

Like yesterday, just two of us ventured out before breakfast this morning, to the super little conifer wood at 

Langass, near Lochmaddy. This plantation has not been managed commercially, with windfalls being allowed to 

provide cover and a mixed habitat. The short trip from the village yielded two Red-throated Divers and a Short-

eared Owl, along with a stunning male Hen Harrier, quartering roadside moorland. It was such a treat to see 

these birds, free from persecution unlike so many of their mainland cousins. The walk through the woods was 

generally pretty quiet, with several Goldcrests near the track and a Common Cuckoo in nearby trees, this smart 

bird sitting just long enough for some photographs. 

 

 A trip to Langass woods would not be complete without a visit to the memorial statue to “Hercules” the bear, a 

lifesize wooden carving of the celebrity grizzly bear that travelled Britain in a bus with his owner, only to break 

for freedom whilst undertaking public engagements on North Uist in 1982. With the island in near lockdown for 

three weeks, he was eventually caught by the army, starving and without as much as a mouse harmed during his 

wanderings! 

 

After breakfast, we set off south for a day exploring South Uist, our drive being relatively quiet birdwise, 

although common species were very much in evidence. Red-breasted Merganser, Common Eider, Lapwing, 

Greylags, Shelduck and Redshank were all seen in good numbers. Turning off the main road at Lochdar we 

slowly made for Aird a Mhachair and “The Range”. This is a large open area of sandy farmland and Mhachair 

grassland, owned by the Ministry of Defence, which is used by themselves and partners to “test stuff” - easier 

not to ask!! Stewart did not miss the opportunity to demonstrate to the group how to free a stuck vehicle whilst 

looking for birds off piste!! 

 

Loch Bi at Geirinis held hundreds of Mute Swan, with a distant group of around 40-50 Bar-tailed Godwit and 

two Black-tailed Godwits being noted. Otherwise it was quiet, so we made for the viewpoint just below the radar 

array on the lower slopes of Reubhal. Here the view is quite breathtaking, with the high peaks of Skye and 

Harris, Barra, The Monach Isles and St Kilda all visible on a clear day. 

 

Our next stop was the National Nature Reserve at Loch Druidibeag, a wild, rugged fresh water loch with myriad 

small islands and promontories. Again, this site seemed unusually quiet today (maybe the hot sun and bright 

conditions were playing a part) and the high tops were almost obscured by a light mist and heat haze. Willow 

Warbler and Common Whitethroat singing near Rubha Hamascliet were really the only birds of any note. Heath 

Spotted Orchid were found after a long search, - as species which would be seen all along the roadside in a 

“normal” year. Common Sandpiper called as we made our way out of the reserve and south to Loch Ainort, our 

next port of call, this by contrast to Druidibeag being a sea loch. The waters here are sheltered on all sides by the 

summits of Beinn na tobha, Trinneabhal, Seabhal and Beinn Bheag Dheas, and connected to open sea by the 

narrowest of channels. Lots of Common Seal were hauled out, with some “porpoising”, which was fun to watch. 

The loch also held Black Guillemot, Shag, Great Cormorant, Red-breasted Merganser and at least three Red-

throated Divers.  
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Taking lunch in the fabulous conditions, Common Buzzard and Kestrel were the only raptors noted in an area 

well known for its eagles.  

 

Once “refuelled” we set off on foot through the super little mixed woodland at the head of the loch, - only small, 

but a real oasis of green. Goldfinch, Chaffinch, Willow Warbler and Chiffchaff were all in song, and the noise of 

chicks in the nearby heronry was not something most of us hear every day. Common Red Damselfly were the 

first Odonata noted as we completed the short circular walk. Three fly-over Common Redpoll were seen as we 

made our way back to the bus. 

 

Suitably thirsty, we made a bee line for the Kildonnan Café, just a few kilometres down the road, for a welcome 

coffee and rest. 

 

For stark contrast, our next destination was Rubha Aird A Mhuile, or Ardvule, a promontory on the west side of 

South Uist. The Outer Hebrides played a pivotal role in the protection of Atlantic convoys during the second 

world war, and evidence of this remains at Ardvule in the form of concrete sea walling and the remains of a gun 

emplacement. Here, we walked to the point, passing the fresh water lagoon which held just a few pairs of Tufted 

Duck and a couple of Mute Swans. Arctic Terns plunge preened, and three drake European Wigeon were resting 

on the far shore. Looking out to sea, several Northern Gannet passed close inshore and a small party of six 

Manx Shearwaters eluded some the group as they headed south at a rate of knots!  

 

Concious of the time, we made our way back to the bus, surprised to see a Willow Warbler on a trackside fence, 

with no vegetation anywhere in sight!! 

 

Soon back on a tarred road, we drove through Ormacliet and made for the Howmore River, the closest thing to 

an estuary on the Uists! Stopping to read the interpretive signs at the ruined chapels, one, or possibly two 

Corncrake rasped from deep cover nearby. With zero chance of seeing either, we made our way towards 

Lochmaddy. Passing over the island connecting causeways once again, we were stopped in our tracks at Carinish, 

as a glorious male Hen Harrier worked back and forth over roadside fields. We had all noted that raptors had 

been scarce today so this was a bonus, as were at least two Short-eared Owls near Loch Sgadabhagh, with 

presumably the male, tussling with a Common Buzzard overhead. Our now “regular” pair of Red-throated 

Divers were seen before we arrived back at the hotel, exhausted and ready for another fine meal. 

 

With everybody turned in for the night, Stewart made a short trip to Lochmaddy ferry slip, and just sat quietly in 

a likely spot for half an hour, with patience rewarded by the sight of a dog Otter, first seen at a range of about six 

hundred yards and lastly, about forty five minutes later, down to around forty!! Such a treat to have been gifted 

this intimate time with a truly wild creature, in a truly wild environment. 

Day 7 Friday 24th May 

The wind had swung round to the North East overnight, and had brought much cooler and more overcast 

conditions. This did not put off a full house of eight Naturetrekers for a very early, 5.00 am start to our optional 

pre-breakfast excursion. It was great to see everbody keen for a walk along the northern shore of Loch Langass. 

We had almost come to expect to see Red-throated Divers near Lochmaddy, but its still a thrill to watch these 

stunning birds in a moorland lochan habitat, so we were pleased to catch up with “our” pair once again this 
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morning. A handful of Red Deer, hinds with yearling fawns, crossed in front of us and a Northern Raven passed 

overhead.  

 

Reaching Langass, we made our way through the wooded area close to the lodge, with Willow Warbler, 

Chiffchaff, Robin, Wren, Greenfinch and Chaffinch bringing in the new day. A little further along the damp 

path, a Whitethroat sang, perched in full view atop a stunted willow shrub.  

 

Passing through the Finns People stone circle, a family party of Stonechat kept us entertained as we scanned the 

shores for Otter, regular at this site. Sadly, we failed to find any here today, but the great views we had of both 

male Hen Harrier and Short-eared Owl as we walked out to the point more than made up for any 

disappointment. Common Cuckoo could be heard singing from Langass Woods as we made our way back 

towards the bus, with several Common Seal and Red-breasted Merganser in the loch. The Whitethroat seen 

earlier was faithful to his vantage point and remained in song as we passed. 

 

The drive back towards the hotel produced a male Sparrowhawk, high over the woods and two Red-throated 

Divers not far from the earlier pair. 

 

Being our last full day on the islands, we decided to re-visit the fabulous reserve at Balranald, the western-most 

point of North Uist. Listening out for rasping Corncrake, we were surprised to see a silent bird, in full view just 

metres from the bus. Although not showing for long, we all got super views of this, our only crake of the day. 

People were saying there had not been as many recorded as in previous seasons, so we had to be pleased with the 

dozen or so we had noted during our stay.  

 

The drive along the sand track to Traigh lar produced up to five Corn Buntings, with two showing very well. 

Their song is such a sound of summer, and a real treat to hear. 

 

Our aim for this morning was to take a leisurely route right around the headland at Aird an Runair, a distance of 

some 3.5 kms. Passing the weed covered beaches at the start of the walk, we were once again able to enjoy the 

gathered mixed wader feeding flock. Ruddy Turnstone, Sanderling, Dunlin and Common Ringed Plover were all 

going about their business. The normally raucous Arctic Terns were busy sheltering nests from the bracing wind, 

and a Great Northern Diver, very close inshore, had likely seen much worse conditions! The pathside rocky areas 

held several pairs of Common Ringed Plover, some with tiny young, and one lucky chick was extremely 

fortunate, as half the group had stepped right over it !!!  

 

The remainder of our walk was uneventful birdwise, with one or two Rock Pipit, Northern Wheatear, and Corn 

Bunting visible . 

 

Although we had not seen huge numbers of birds at this special place today, it really did not matter. With the 

fresher conditions, we had the place just about to ourselves, and were able to enjoy the fabulous rocky coastline 

and breathe in the sea air. Feeling suitably refreshed and exercised, we made for Lochmaddy, stopping for our 

final views of the pair of Red-throated Divers, before lunch and a visit to the arts café, Taigh Chearsabhagh. 

With fresh crab Sandwiches washed down with good coffee, we took advantage of an early finish as we all had 

had to be up promptly for our voyage home.  
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Day 8 Saturday 25th May 

Leaving the Outer Hebrides after a fabulous week’s wildlife watching is always a wrench, no matter what the 

weather, so setting off for the ferry at 06:30 with a gentle breeze and bright sunshine was a real torment! 

 

Boarding the MV Hebrides for the journey to Skye, we made our way to the outside upper deck for our last 

views of Lochmaddy Bay.  

 

Scanning the nearby ridgelines, a very brief view of a large raptor in flight soon gave all of us a cracking Golden 

Eagle as it made for the lower slopes of Li a Tuath. Although White Tailed Eagles had not been as apparent this 

week, we had been treated to some wonderful encounters with Goldens, usually in remote parts of North Uist, 

often perched on a distant ridge, totally at ease in an environment where they are free from persecution. 

 

Setting sail at 07:30 we headed out into the Little Minch with a stiff breeze from the north, not many seabirds 

were noted close to the islands, with just a handful of Northern Fulmar and a few Atlantic Puffin seen. Further 

out, Puffin numbers increased with probably well over one hundred being seen during the crossing.  

 

Stewart stayed on deck whilst group members headed for breakfast below, which, for them, meant missing a 

stunning Pomarine Skua, as it headed north over the stern of the ship. Tail spoons trailing, it did not linger. This 

was certainly not a species we thought we would see given the wind direction and calm weather. This bird should 

have been far out to sea, west of the islands, but maybe thought that given the strong wind, a short cut up the 

Minch would save energy. With Skye all too soon coming into view, feeding flocks of both Black-legged 

Kittiwake and Arctic Tern were numerous as we entered Loch Snizort. Common and Black Guillemot with just 

one group of Razorbill fed just outside Uig bay and a very smart Red-throated Diver fished close to the harbour 

as we tied up. 

 

Our scenic route to Inverness took us north from Loch Alsh, past Loch Carron, through Strathconnon and 

onwards to Achnasheen. With a glorious sunny afternoon ahead, we stopped for lunch not far from Loch 

Luichart, and enjoyed the scenery, surrounded by birdsong, with Willow Warbler, Blackcap, Garden Warbler, 

Whitethroat and Wood Warbler all singing in nearby birches. 

 

Needing to be in Inverness for train connections, we added two Red Kites in the Beauly area before our 

journey’s end.  

 

Our time in the Uists had been full of memorable encounters with some iconic wildlife, from the fabulous views 

of Corncrake, new to many, to distant, majestic Golden Eagles, and the superb intimate time we spent with the 

Otter and his catch. Trying to pinpoint a highlight this week is near impossible, but I think, for most of us, the 

opportunities we had to watch the massed feeding flocks of shorebirds, particularly the Sanderlings on East 

beach, Berneray, will stick fresh in the memory for years,  

 

I would like to thank you all for a fabulous week of fun and wildlife. The Uists are a place to share with friends, 

to enjoy for what they are - a truly wild place, sculpted by the sea and wind, and I look forward to seeing you 

there again some day. 
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Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 

1 Willow Ptarmigan Lagopus lagopus scoticus                

2 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus               

3 Greylag Goose  Anser anser         

4 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor          

5 Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus             2   

6 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna         

7 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope             

8 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos         

9 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca                

10 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata               

11 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina                

12 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula         

13 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris                

14 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima          

15 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator         

16 Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata 1+ 6+   7+ 5+ 2+    

17 Black-throated Diver  Gavia arctica   1     3+       

18 Great Northern Diver  Gavia immer   4+ 4+  1+   1   

19 Northern Fulmar  Fulmarus glacialis              

20 Manx Shearwater  Puffinus puffinus           6    

21 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis             

22 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea         

23 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus          

24 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis         

25 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo         

26 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla     1 1 2       

27 Red Kite Milvus milvus               3 

28 Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus    1     3+ 2   

29 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus             2  

30 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo           

31 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos     1 2        

32 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus     1       

33 Corncrake  Crex crex     6+   3 2 1   

34 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus         

35 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus          

36 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria                

37 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola   1             

38 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula           

39 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago           

40 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa               

41 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica               

42 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus     14           

43 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata            

44 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus         

45 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia               

46 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos       2       

47 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres            
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 

48 Sanderling  Calidris alba           

49 Little Stint  Calidris minuta     1           

50 Dunlin  Calidris alpina           

51 Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea                

52 Ruff Calidris pugnax         2       

53 Red-necked Phalarope  Phalaropus lobatus         5+       

54 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla               

55 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus          

56 Common Gull  Larus canus         

57 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus         

58 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus         

59 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus           

60 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides                

61 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis                

62 Little Tern  Sternula albifrons     8+         

63 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo                

64 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea         

65 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua              

66 Pomarine Skua  Stercorarius pomarinus               1 

67 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus 1 2+     2+       

68 Common Guillemot Uria aalge               

69 Razorbill  Alca torda               

70 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle           

71 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica 5+              

72 Common Pigeon (Rock Dove) Columba livia             

73 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus          

74 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto         

75 European Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur                

76 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus 1        

77 Short-eared Owl  Asio flammeus    2 1 4 2+ 3+   

78 Common Swift  Apus apus                

79 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula              

80 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix          

81 Northern Raven  Corvus corax           

82 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus                

83 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis         

84 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia            

85 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica         

86 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum                

87 Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus          

88 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita               

89 Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix               2+ 

90 Goldcrest Regulus regulus                

91 Sedge Warbler  Acrocephalus schoenobaenus              

92 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla                

93 Garden Warbler  Sylvia borin               

94 Common Whitethroat  Sylvia communis           1+   

95 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes           

96 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris         

97 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula         

98 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos          
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 

99 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula         

100 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola 2           

101 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe            

102 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus         

103 Dunnock  Prunella modularis            

104 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii         

105 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis         

106 Eurasian Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus             

107 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs            

108 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris            

109 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus                

110 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis             

111 Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea                

112 Twite  Linaria flavirostris            

113 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina             

114 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra     3+   5+   5+   

115 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus                

Other Taxa                   

1 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus         

2 Red Deer Cervus elaphus         

3 Common Seal Phoca vitulina             

4 European Otter Lutra lutra                

5 Porpoise Phocoena phocoena               

6 Field Vole Microtus agrestis                

7 Common Frog Rana temporaria                

8 Drinker Caterpillar Euthrix potatoria                

9 Octopus (Frilled)                  

10 Large Red Damselfly Pyrrhosoma nymphula                

11 Four-spotted Chaser  Libellula quadrimaculata                

Notable Plants 

Bluebell, Hyacinthoides non-scripta Bogbean, Menyanthes trifoliata 

Broom, Cytisus scoparius Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil, Lotus corniculatus 

Common Dog-violet, Viola riviniana Common Milkwort, Polygala vulgaris 

Common Scurvygrass, Cochlearia officinalis Common Sorrel, Rumex acetosaa 

Creeping Willow, Salix repens Cuckooflower, Cardamine pratensis 

Daisy, Bellis perennis Dwarf pansy, Viola kitaibeliana 

Early Marsh-orchid, Dactylorhiza incarnata Fuchsia, Fuchsia magellanica 

Germander Speedwell, Veronica chamaedrys Gorse, Ulex europaeus 

Marsh Marigold, Caltha palustris Meadow Buttercup, Ranunculus bulbosus 

Primrose, Primula vulgaris Sea Campion, Silene uniflora 

Sea Plantain, Plantago maritama Sea Stork’s-bill, Erodium maritimum 

Silverweed, Argentina anserine Thrift, Armeria maritima 

Wood sorrel, Oxalis acetosella  
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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!  

 

 

Sanderling 

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

