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Tour Leader:   David McAllister 

 

Participants:   Sue Hill 

   Philip Collins 

   Jackie Rymill 

   Julia Curry 

   Sheila Lothian 

   Duncan Fraser 

   Jan Fraser 

   Val Fisher 

   Frances Marks 

   Elizabeth Jobe 

   Anne Broad 

Day 1 Wednesday 30th May 

Weather: Misty, light showers, calm 

We met David in the Aberdeen ferry terminal and after boarding and finding our seats and cabins we came on 

deck to see the ship leaving the busy harbour of Aberdeen, where there were lots of gulls, eider and some 

Sandwich Terns. As we cleared the harbour entrance Philip noticed Bottlenose Dolphins to the north and we 

watched a small group for some time. We got together for our first group meeting in the bar and completed a 

bird list. 

Day 2 Thursday 31st May 

Weather: Sunny, rain, clear 

Some of the group were up on deck soon after 5:00 AM as the ferry passed Fair Isle. We watched the Gannets 

and Fulmars following the ship. As we approached Sumburgh Head the numbers of auks increased and soon we 

were also joined by Bonxies (Great Skuas).  As the ship ran up the Bressay Sound into Lerwick we saw our first 

Tysties (Black Guillemots) with their distinctive white wing patches. 

 

On land we made our way down the long narrow Mainland of Shetland to Sumburgh where we were able to 

leave in our luggage and order packed lunches…then on to Sumburgh Head to see the bird cliffs from the land 

instead of from the ferry. Walking up to the lighthouse we had excellent views of Fulmars, Puffins, Kittiwakes, 

Guillemots and a few Razorbills on the steep cliffs. At the top we sea watched for a time across the Sumburgh 

Roost then went back down to the bus. We stopped at the hotel to pick up lunches then on to Loch of Spiggie 

where we had our “picnic” in the bus as it had started to rain.  However we were entertained by terns on the 

fence beside the bus and duck and Greylag Geese on the loch and banks. After lunch we retraced our steps to 

where some of the group had seen Whooper Swans as we arrived. To our delight the Whoopers had young 

cygnets, the first time they have bred in this part of Shetland since the 1920s.     
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We went on to St.Ninnian’s Isle where we had a rather damp walk on the largest tombolo in the British Isles.  

We found our first Great Northern Divers in the bay to the south of the tombolo.  As the rain slacked we had a 

look around the bay at the waders on the shore. One bird proved rather difficult to identify but we decided that 

it was a Ruff, out of its usual context – Duncan’s experience of these birds in the south proved most useful!  

Then back to the hotel for a well-deserved dinner. 

Day 3 Friday 1st June 

Weather: Cloudy, sunny spells, breezy.  Hail shower in afternoon 

After breakfast we set off for Lerwick. David drove us around the new road system to eventually find the 

Bressay ferry! Crossing Bressay we had excellent views of a pair of Red-throated Divers on the Loch of Brough 

and our first nesting Arctic Skuas on the moor behind the loch. We headed down to the pier opposite Noss and 

waited for the warden to bring over the zodiac then in fives we crossed the narrow sound to the island, leaving 

Duncan behind to explore the coast of Bressay.  

 

Alex Robbins the warden, gave us an introduction to the island of Noss and then we set off on the circular walk 

around the coast. After a stop at the beach to watch waders and seals we climbed up to the Holm of Noss where 

we picnicked overlooking the island with its Puffins, Fulmars, Guillemots and Great Black-backed Gulls.  

Already we could hear the cacophony from the Gannet colony.  As we ascended the cliff edge to the Noup the 

wonderful gannetry, with it parallel ledges and hundreds of birds wheeling in the air, came into view.   

 

From there we walked across the moor at the back of the Noup where we encountered some nesting Bonxies; 

now nesting higher up than David remembered!  From there it was a long walk back along the north coast of the 

island, made easier by views of Twite on the dykes, a pair of nesting Arctic Skuas and hundreds of Kittiwakes 

and other birds at sea. We then had a long journey back across Bressay, the ferry to Lerwick and back to 

Sumburgh.    

 

After a well-deserved dinner a few of the group went out to Grutness to look for Otters. We were entertained by 

a Shetland evening chorus of Blackbirds singing with terns calling over the mixed colony of Arctic & Common 

Terns, Mallards calling their young and Snipe chipping overhead, but no otters. 

Day 4 Saturday 2nd June 

Weather: Sunny spells. Occasional light shower 

In the early morning some of the group joined David for a visit to the Pool of Virkie on the other side of the 

runway from the hotel. We found a selection of local of waders, with good views of Ringed Plovers, Curlew and 

Whimbrel. 

 

After breakfast we packed the bus and then walked down to Jarlshof to visit this iconic Shetland site which was 

occupied for more than 4000 years. We were given an introduction by the warden then explored the maze of 

walls where there are Bronze Age, Iron Age, Pictish, Norse and Medieval habitations. Then into the bus for our 

journey north…   



Shetland’s Wildlife Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     June 12 3 
 

We stopped at Scalloway for lunch then via the Loch of Tingwall to Kergord.  The house here was the original 

administration centre for “The Shetland Bus” operation in the Second World War. It also has the only 

substantial area of woodland in Shetland. We continued on to Toft in the north of mainland where we crossed 

by ferry to the Bay of Ulsta on Yell. On the way north through Yell we stopped at the little fishing village of 

Sandwick to look for otters again. While we were watching the bay David heard Golden Plover calling behind us 

and Duncan quickly found a pair by the roadside which we watched for some time.   

 

We moved on to Gutcher where we discovered the excellent Wind Dog Café at the head of the pier. After coffee 

& cakes we joined the ferry to Belmont on Unst. After a quick look at Uyeasound we moved on to the 

Baltasound Hotel our home for the next three nights and the most northerly hotel in the British Isles. We settled 

into our cabins around the hotel and after an excellent meal five of the group accompanied David to the 

harbour. Almost at once we saw an otter swimming towards us across the bay!  It eventually disappeared behind 

a point on the shore and despite walking along the shore in the cold wind we didn’t find any others. 

Day 5 Sunday 3rd June 

Weather: Sunny, windy, cool 

After breakfast we went up to the Keen of Hamer National Nature Reserve which is very close to the hotel. The 

area is a windblown serpentine debris field which looks bereft of plants at first glance. Almost at once we came 

across mountain everlasting growing in crevices in the rocks then Sue and Jan found our first Edmondston’s 

Chickweed flowers. We searched the area and found many of the extreme arctic-alpine plants for which the area 

is known. 

 

Soon we had to return to the bus and headed south to Belmont. We took the ferry over to Gutcher where there 

was enough time for another visit to the Wind Dog Café before catching the next ferry to Fetlar. We went 

straight to Loch of Funzie, well known for its small population of Red-necked Phalarope. However in the strong 

cold northerly wind we didn’t find any on the loch or at the RSPB hide on the marsh reserve. At lunchtime we 

returned west and called into the new café at Houbie where we consumed excellent soup and bacon rolls before 

going up to the airstrip. Here there were nesting Arctic Skuas as well as the Bonxies we had been seeing all over 

the island. One pair of Arctic Skuas was harassing Oystercatchers and they then settled on the moor and were 

seen to be eating something. Telescopes showed yellow dripping from their beaks, which we presume was from 

the Oystercatcher eggs. 

 

We returned briefly to Loch of Funzie but there were still no Red-necked Phalaropes visible. Just as we left 

Duncan saw a pair flight in and disappear into the marsh area. Another bird watcher behind confirmed that these 

were phalaropes but unfortunately we had to head off to the ferry so were unable to wait to see if they returned.  

The return ferry went straight to Unst but this meant that David had to back the minibus off onto the pier!  As 

this was the Sunday of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Celebrations when we returned to Baltasound we stopped 

at the famous Unst Bus Shelter. This year it had been decorated in a Jubilee theme including cushions 

embroidered by Duncan & Jan’s cousin!  

Day 6 Monday 4th June 

Weather: Sunny spell, showers, cold, windy 
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After breakfast a slightly smaller group set off for Hermaness NNR (Duncan & Jan were visiting their cousin for 

the day). While David parked the bus we visited the visitor centre, then set off across the peninsula to Toolie 

where the path meets the cliffs. First we went south to the Tonga (a side peninsula) where we found a very 

sheltered spot to watch Gannets, and Puffins and to eat our lunch. After lunch five of the group set off across 

the Sothers Dale (a deep valley in the peninsula) to the headland of Hermaness where they had excellent views of 

the Gannet colonies on Muckle Flugga and Out Stack. The latter is the most northerly land in the British Isles. 

 

On the return jouney we called in at Foord’s Chocolates in the old RAF station at Saxa Vord. Having boosted 

our strength with their products we went on north to The Haa at Skaw, the most northerly occupied house in 

Shetland. Then to Haroldswick where there was a good selection of waders and seals before returning to 

Baltasound for dinner. After dinner we went out in the bus again for a last otter hunt along the Baltasound coast 

and at Haroldswick but no luck. 

Day 7 Tuesday 5th June 

Weather: Mild, cloudy, sunny spells.  Showers in the afternoon 

After breakfast we packed the bus for the journey south. We again skirted the coast in the hopes of finding 

otters. On Yell we had another brief stop at Sandwick and had the opportunity for a short walk. On mainland as 

we travelled along Dales Voe Sheila noticed a commotion in the water below us. It was an Otter jumping and 

porpoising across the voe so we quickly got out of the bus to watch it. Heading south we stopped at Voe on 

Olna Firth for lunch in the local pub. Then we went on to Lerwick, where we had a couple of hours to explore 

before boarding the M.V.Hjaltland to sail south.   

Day 8 Wednesday 6th June 

Weather: Heavy cloud, drizzle 

Quite a few of the group got up at 4:00am to look for the Transit of Venus, however the eclipse glasses David 

had brought were not needed as the sky was unfortunately completely overcast… As we approached Aberdeen 

Harbour Philip again spotted Bottlenose Dolphins. We docked just before 7:00am and set off for our journeys 

home. 

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!  

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

Birds ( = recorded but not counted; F = feral   a = adult   j=juvenile) 

      May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 30 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor         

2 Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus  3a, 5j  1     

3 Greylag Goose Anser anser         

4 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna         

5 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos         

6 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca         

7 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula         

8 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima         

9 Common Scoter  Melanitta nigra         

10 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator         

11 Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata         

12 Great Northern Diver Gavia immer         

13 Northern Fulmar  Fulmarus glacialis         

14 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis         

15 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea         

16 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus         

17 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis         

18 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo         

19 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus         

20 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus         

21 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria         

22 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula         

23 Ruff Philomachus pugnax         

24 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago         

25 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus         

26 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata         

27 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus         

28 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres         

29 Dunlin  Calidris alpina         

30 Sanderling Calidris alba         

31 Red-necked Phalarope  Phalaropus lobatus     [1]    

32 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla         

33 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus         

34 Common Gull  Larus canus         

35 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus         

36 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus         

37 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus         

38 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis         

39 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo         

40 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea         

41 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua         

42 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus         

43 Common Guillemot Uria aalge         

44 Razorbill  Alca torda         

45 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle         

46 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica         

47 Common Pigeon (Rock Dove) Columba livia F       F 
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      May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 30 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

48 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus         

49 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto         

50 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula         

51 Rook  Corvus frugilegus         

52 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix         

53 Northern Raven  Corvus corax         

54 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis         

55 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica         

56 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita         

57 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes         

58 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris         

59 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula         

60 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe         

61 Spotted Flycatcher  Muscicapa striata         

62 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus         

63 Dunnock  Prunella modularis         

64 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii         

65 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis         

66 Eurasian Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus         

67 Common Redpoll  Carduelis flammea         

Mammals           

1 Rabbit  Oryctolagus cuniculus         

2 Otter Lutra lutra         

3 Common Seal Phoca vitulina         

4 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus         

5 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena         

6 Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus         

Plants (K = found at Keen of Hamar)      

1 Marsh-marigold  Caltha palustris         

2 Meadow Buttercup Ranunculus acris         

3 Creeping Buttercup Ranunculus repens         

4 Common Nettle Urtica dioica         

5 Pink Purslane Claytonia sibirica         

6 Norwegian Sandwort Arenaria norvegica     K    

7 
Edmondston's Chickweed 
(Shetland Mouse-ear) 

Cerastium nigrescens     K    

8 Ragged-Robin  Lychnis flos-cuculi         

9 Sea Campion Silene uniflora         

10 Moss Campion Silene acaulis     K    

11 Red Campion Silene dioica         

12 Common Sorrel Rumex acetosa         

13 Thrift (Sea Pink) Armeria maritima     K    

14 Round-leaved Sundew Drosera rotundifolia         

15 Common Dog-violet Viola riviniana     K    

16 Cuckooflower  Cardamine pratensis         

17 Common Scurvygrass Cochlearia officinalis         

18 Heather  Calluna vulgaris     K    

19 Bell Heather Erica cinerea         

20 Roseroot  Sedum rosea         
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      May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 30 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

21 Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria         

22 Silverweed  Potentilla anserina         

23 Tormentil Potentilla erecta      K    

24 Bird's-foot Trefoil Lotus corniculatus     K    

25 Kidney Vetch Anthyllis vulneraria     K    

26 White Clover Trifolium repens         

27 Red Clover Trifolium pratense         

28 Gorse  Ulex europaeus         

29 Sea Plantain Plantago maritima     K    

30 Ribwort Plantain Plantago lanceolata         

31 Lousewort Pedicularis sylvatica      K    

32 Common Butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris      K    

33 Greater Burdock Arctium lappa         

34 Dandelion Taraxacum officinale agg.         

35 Mountain Everlasting Antennaria dioica     K    

36 Daisy Bellis perennis      K    

37 Magellan Ragwort Senecio smithii         

38 Common Cottongrass Eriophorum angustifolium         

39 Hare's-tail Cottongrass Eriophorum vaginatum         

40 Spring Squill Scilla verna     K    

41 Bluebell  Hyacinthoides non-scripta         

42 Ramsons (Wild Garlic) Allium ursinum         

43 Yellow Iris Iris pseudacorus         

44 Frog Orchid Coeloglossum viride     K    

45 Heath Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza maculata         

46 Northern Marsh Orchid Dactylorhiza purpurella         

47 Early-purple Orchid Orchis mascula      K    

Other taxa           

1 White-tailed Bumblebee Bombus magnus         

 

 


