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Tour participants: Sara Frost (leader) with 12 Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Saturday 27th May 

Our wonderful tour of the Hebrides started in the vibrant seaside town of Oban. Most of the group dropped off 

their luggage with Sara between noon and 1pm and wandered around the town and had lunch to the sound of 

bagpipes ringing across the harbour. We met again at 3pm and made the short journey to board the Elizabeth G 

– our home for the next week. We were greeted with prosecco, scones (with strawberry and cream) and canapés, 

and set off up the sound of Mull into drizzle. Within half an hour of travelling we saw a group of seven Harbour 

Porpoise from the back of the boat. As we continued up the sound we saw Common Terns, Gannets and gulls. 

As we were scanning the waves, a huge shape came speeding towards us from the starboard side of the bow, 

flying close to the water – it was a White-tailed Eagle! We could not believe our luck as it flew right across the 

bow over the water, about 15 metres in front of us. What a great start to the trip! 

 

We slowed down at Tobermory to load some extra fuel that was brought out to us in a small boat, and used the 

opportunity to have a good scan of the harbour and its surroundings, where we saw a Red-breasted Merganser. 

We then continued into Loch Sunart and anchored for the evening at Glenmore, enjoying a wonderful view as 

we had the first of many superb evening meals. After polishing off our last course of wine and cheese, Sara gave 

the group a presentation introducing the marine wildlife we could expect to see on our journey. We then went 

outside to look for Otters but, due to the heavy cloud cover, we only had 20 minutes of searching before it 

reached 11pm and was too dark to look for them (clear evenings here will stay light until midnight in high 

summer), so we planned to resume in the morning. Before we retired inside we heard Tawny Owl and Cuckoo, 

both close by.  

Day 2 Sunday 28th May 

This morning Sara joined Chris out on deck at 6.45am. Fortunately our luck was better this time and within five 

minutes an Otter was spotted, swimming along the shoreline, although it was difficult to distinguish from the 

seaweed, especially in the low light with morning mist. On closer inspection we saw that there were two Otters, 

although immediately after spotting the second it dived under the water and we didn’t see it again, but we were 

able to keep our eyes on the first as it stayed on a rock amongst some kelp for 10 minutes before going under the 

waves.  

 

We enjoyed a delicious cooked breakfast at 8am and set off at 9am. As we moved away from the sheltered sound 

and into open water, the sea became increasingly choppy with a few white horses indicating Sea State 3. Sara 

pointed out distant glimpses of occasional Common Dolphins which were travelling singly or in pairs. Single-

travelling Common Dolphins are rare – more likely they are swimming on the fringes of a much larger group 

that are out of view. After an hour of Sara trying to find the main group as we continued sailing, they all swam 

over to the boat! The dolphins showed off with spectacular acrobatics, performing high jumps and splashes and 

rode the bow for 10 minutes, much to the delight of the group, before disappearing as quickly as they had 

arrived. As we continued to sail west we saw hundreds – if not thousands - of Manx Shearwaters on the water, 

appearing close to the boat as well as moving clouds on the horizon. We also saw lots of Storm Petrels flying low 

over the waves, as well as Guillemots, Razorbills and several Puffins sitting on the water.  
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An hour later a Minke Whale appeared right in front of the boat, seen by James (skipper) and Sara. Despite 

stopping and searching for 20 minutes (which is the normal dive time of a Minke Whale) we couldn’t find it 

again, and so continued to Eriskay. Due to a low tide we anchored outside of the bay, and were run onto shore 

in the zodiac. While Sara went with the first group, the second group were able to enjoy watching Porpoise 

surfacing in the calm water from the boat.  

 

Once all on shore we walked along a quiet sunny road, stopping to admire the flora such as Yellow-flag Iris and 

Northern Heath Orchids. We also watched Wheatears, Meadow and Tree Pipits, and many Starlings carrying 

nesting material and grubs for their young, before crossing a beautiful beach with clear turquoise waters. We 

stopped off for a refreshing drink in the island pub “The Politician”, named after SS Politician, which famously 

sank in February 1941 en route to Jamaica in the waters near Eriskay. All crew were rescued, and the islanders 

helped themselves to some 40,000 cases of Scotch whisky! As we made our way back along the beach there was a 

pair of Red-breasted Mergansers on the shore, which we were able to approach relatively closely to photograph.  

 

When making our way back along the road a Cuckoo flew in front of us, being mobbed by two pipits (the 

Cuckoo being an infamous nest parasite of the pipits). It landed on a rock in front of us for a few seconds, 

before taking off again with pipits in hot pursuit. We walked back to the bay and, now the tide was higher, James 

had brought the Elizabeth G into the harbour and so we only had a 30 second ride back to the boat, where we 

enjoyed another delicious evening meal. After dinner, James and Sara reluctantly announced that the forecast for 

the next two days had changed considerably, with strong (40 mph) winds and rough seas on the way, and with an 

18-foot swell at St. Kilda. Unfortunately, making the crossing to St. Kilda was no longer going to be an option 

for us, and we made alternative plans to sail to the Monach Islands the next day.  

Day 3 Monday 29th May 

We set off at 7.30am this morning and, just as we had sat down to breakfast, Bottle-nosed Dolphins appeared at 

the front of the boat. Sara called for the group to abandon their plates and run to the bow, where two dolphins 

rode with us for 25 minutes. As they swam, they twisted and turned on their sides to look straight at us peering 

over the bow at them. Being able to look a wild dolphin in the eye really is a magical moment!  

 

We continued north to Monach Islands, arriving at 12.30pm, and the whole group had landed on the island with 

packed lunches by 1.20pm. The Monachs lie approximately four miles west of North Uist, the main part of them 

being made up of three islands: Ceann Ear, Shivinish and Ceann Iar, although at low tide they all join to form 

one island which can be walked across. The islands have been inhabited since 1000 AD, and a nunnery was built 

here in the 13th century. The island only had small (fluctuating) population of around 100 people and was 

abandoned in 1933, but the Stevenson lighthouse was still staffed until 1942, when automated lighthouses could 

then be used. The Monachs are home to one of the largest colonies of Grey Seals on Earth, and hundreds of 

them could be seen along the shoreline, both hauled out on the rocks and heads bobbing in the waves. The 

islands are also home to hundreds of birds. Oystercatchers, Black-backed Gulls and Lapwings in particular were 

all prevalent and made their presence unmissable with their loud calls. As we made our way along the shoreline 

we saw Common Eiders in the bay, Common Redshanks on boulders ahead of us, and discovered what 

appeared to be the dried remains of a Grey Seal. Seals have very few predators here (apart from rare passing 

pods of Orca) and so it was likely this had died of old age or disease, rather than injury from a predator.  
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We found a delightful spot to have our picnic lunch looking over the beach, sea and shoreline, and enjoyed 

watching fluffy Black-backed Gull chicks exploring their new surroundings only metres from us, all under the 

careful eye of their parents! Continuing our exploration of the island, we stopped to look at a lake next to an old 

settlement which had Tufted Ducks, Coots, Black-headed Gulls and Mute Swans on it. On our way back to the 

beach we discovered three exposed eggs in an unattended Oystercatcher nest on the ground, and hoped the 

parents weren’t far away. We met back on the beach at 3.30pm and got back on board to sail for Vatersay.  

 

The sea was calm en route (the calm before the storm!) and it progressively dropped to a total “mirror calm” as 

we sailed south, with low clouds, mist and drizzle preventing us from seeing the horizon. Just as dinner was 

being served Sara saw a single Bottle-nosed Dolphin from the wheelhouse, 200 metres away – perfect timing by 

the wildlife as always! Sara shouted to the group, and some came out on deck to join her watching a single 

dolphin riding the bow. After a few minutes it was joined by a companion. The rest of the group slowly (and 

somewhat reluctantly – a testament to the excellent food) came away from their dinner to watch, and soon 

enough we had five Bottle-nosed Dolphins swimming with us, curiously turning on their sides to look at us.  

 

After dinner we ran through the checklist over cheese and wine, and Sara gave a talk about marine conservation 

issues in the UK, touching on salmon farming, trawling, overfishing and then the history of whaling and shark 

finning, finishing about 10.15pm as we came into Castle Bay on Barra. Unfortunately our beloved chef, Tamara, 

was not feeling well and so we needed to anchor in Castle Bay, instead of neighbouring Vatersay, so that she 

could see a doctor. Fortunately she was given the all clear to continue the cruise. The talk from Sara sparked a lot 

of discussion amongst group members, all of whom sat discussing marine conservation over the last of the wine, 

before sleepily drifting off to bed by 11.15pm.  

Day 4 Tuesday 30th May 

As we were harboured alongside the pier in Castle Bay this morning, guests were able to go for a walk around 

the harbour; although it was drizzling so we didn’t see much birdlife. In the late 19th century Castlebay (the 

principle town on Barra) was a very active and prosperous herring port with a fleet of over 400 boats using the 

harbour. This was started by James Methuen in 1869 with associated curing and packing industries to take 

advantage of the herring boom.  

 

Once back on board, we then set of at 10.30am for Vatersay. The sea was fairly bouncy en route, and we 

anchored in the sheltered Vatersay Bay at noon, running ashore with packed lunches. Vatersay, whose economy 

is based on sheep, cattle, farming and fishing, is linked to Barra by a long-awaited causeway which was completed 

in 1990. To send cattle to market they traditionally swam across the Sound of Vatersay to Barra to meet the 

ferry, but when a prize bull, Bernie, drowned in 1986, the resulting publicity at last helped to persuade the 

Government to build the causeway! 

 

We walked amongst houses of the local islanders, with many Starlings flying overhead. Then, just as we 

approached a large silver gate, we heard a Corn Crake calling loudly from within the field we were about to enter. 

There was a mad rush to the gate and frantic scanning with binoculars in the hope we might catch a glimpse of 

this rare and wonderful bird. As the calling continued, we hoped we weren’t being fooled by Starlings mimicking 

a Corn Crake call. However, after looking for five minutes, Sara caught a glimpse of the Corn Crake, 50 metres 
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away scurrying from some long grass and onto open topsoil, before disappearing quickly from view. Exhilarated 

that we were listening to a real Corn Crake, we scanned and scanned until Ger also saw one. This one was much 

further down the field (and closer to us) than Sara had seen, so there may have been two of them. After five 

minutes of searching, the whole group were treated to a wonderful full view of the Corn Crake as it emerged 

from some long grass and scurried back into some foliage, subsequently sticking its head up and down as it called 

a couple of times before submerging and not resurfacing.  

 

Elated, we continued our walk up a grassy, marshy hill that was covered in orchids. We sat and had lunch, 

enjoying the spectacular view looking over the bay from where we had walked, and of the Elizabeth G 

harboured in the peaceful bay sheltered from the wind. Most of the group continued our walk up to the highest 

point of the hill and, upon summiting, were exposed to the hammering winds that had prevented our voyage to 

St. Kilda. Looking down to the sea beneath us on the west side of the island, angry white waves crashed across 

the surface as far as the eye could see. No birds could be seen flying over the waves. Looking back down to the 

calm bay where Elizabeth G was anchored, it was a world apart, with no movement in the tranquil turquoise 

water. Directly to the south we could see the island of Sandray, and to the south-west Flodday, Pabbay and 

Mingulay. 

 

We made our way around the coast, undulating over the hills and watching two Great Skuas soaring effortlessly 

over our heads. We walked back down the slightly steep orchid-covered hill to the call of the Corn Crake 

blowing in the wind. Upon entering the field where we had originally seen it, we strained our ears, taking 

advantage of calm conditions we had now returned to. It was difficult to decipher where the call was coming 

from, but we slowly followed the sound every time it called. Suddenly, a scurrying came from the grass only 

centimetres from some members of the group and a Corn Crake ran through the grass for half a metre in front 

of us before taking to the sky and flying over to the other side of the field, giving us a superb in-flight view, 

before it landed back into long grass, giving the group quite a shock – we hadn’t expected it to be so close! 

Lauren then saw another Corn Crake behind us, in the long grass where we had first seen one, but it quickly 

disappeared. We were elated to have gotten good views of the pair, which will likely have had a nest in a more 

covered area of the field. 

 

We walked back to shore and walked along the beach for an hour and a half, enjoying the calming sound of the 

lapping waters, before going back on board for 6pm. Our surroundings of beautiful, turquoise waters looked 

positively tropical! Once back on board the group relaxed over beers and chatted excitedly about the good 

sightings of the day. Sara also put on a documentary about wildlife in the Scottish Hebrides which the group 

watched over drinks for an hour before enjoying another delicious dinner and retiring to bed after a long day! 

Day 5 Wednesday 31st May 

This morning we departed Vatersay to sail to Mingulay which, in 1993, was designated a Site of Special Scientific 

Interest and a European Bird Protection Area. We had an unforgettable morning of sailing around the famous 

granite stacs and sea cliffs. Thousands of Guillemots, Razorbills and Fulmars surrounded us, along with many 

Puffins. James skilfully approached within only a few metres of the cliff edges, placing us right in the heart of the 

action. A White-tailed Eagle could be seen flying along the cliffs right in front of us, which was being mobbed by 

a Great Skua.  
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We then attempted to land on shore, but unfortunately the wind picked up very quickly and the group had to 

turn back and get back on board. We sailed back over the Sea of the Hebrides and in between Tiree and Coll. 

James spotted a Minke Whale, and so we stopped, waiting for it to surface again. Most of the group got a good 

view – or at least a glimpse – of the whale, which judging by its repeated back-and-forth movements, was 

feeding. We then continued and anchored on Uvla for the evening. After dinner Sara and several members of the 

group sat out on deck trying to find an Otter, but with no success. We decided to get up early the following 

morning and try again! 

Day 6 Thursday 1st June 

Ger, Chris and Chris joined Sara out on deck at 6am and we patiently scanned the shoreline for two hours before 

breakfast. No Otters could be seen, although there were 13 Red Deer visible on the neighbouring hillside. We 

then set off and made our way to Lunga, in the Treshnish Isles. Lunga has been described as a ‘green jewel in a 

peacock sea’ which sounds a rather extravagant description until one lands on it and realises the truth of it – 

Lunga has a beauty all of its own. Upon landing we climbed the steep, lush, green slope up to where the Puffins 

have their burrows. We stood in amazement as hundreds of these delightful little birds went about their daily 

business, totally unperturbed by our presence. We spent three hours slowly exploring the island and watching the 

Puffins. Some of the group walked along to a cliff where hundreds or Guillemots and Razorbills were nesting. 

We also heard a Corn Crake calling from amongst the ferns next to the Puffins, although we couldn’t see it. As 

we left the island to go back on the boat, most of the group witnessed two Great Skuas attacking and killing a 

Kittiwake in the shallow waters, and quickly start to devour it.  

 

Once back on board we started sailing and had lunch as we headed around the north of Mull. Sara spotted a 

Minke Whale en route, which was lunge feeding, although it didn’t come up again for the group to see it, despite 

stopping the boat. We continued and arrived into the vibrant town of Tobermory for 5pm where we would 

spend our final night. Guests were able to come and go as they pleased for the evening, and we all got off the 

boat for a wander around the town or a drink.  

 

We were all back on board for 7pm for a final delicious meal, and Sara showed “Wild Islands”, a 10 minute film 

which she produced and presented about the wildlife in the Hebrides. Sara then went outside for a last “Otter 

watch” and found one just 15 metres away from the boat. It was very low light, so seeing the Otter itself was 

difficult, but we could easily make out the silver streak of disturbed water behind it, and the obvious splash every 

time it flicked its tail to dive. We watched it for 15 minutes before it disappeared and, very satisfied, most of the 

group went to bed.  

Day 7 Friday 2nd June 

Sara, Chris and Steve were out on deck around 6am this morning in the hope of seeing the Otter again, but our 

luck had run out. We set sail for Oban at 7.30am, stopping at a White-tailed Eagle nest on Mull. The (almost 

adult-sized) chick was clearly visible in the nest for a few moments when it stood up, but quickly sat back down 

again out of view. However, we were treated to a full view of one of the parents perched in a tree next to the 

nest, spotted by Mary. After a couple of minutes of watching it, the eagle flew off over the boat showing us the 

fantastic huge wing span for which the eagle is so well known. As we stayed to admire the large nest, another 
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eagle (most likely the other parent) flew over to the nest from a distant hill. It soared high over the nest, circling 

several times and disappeared into the cloud. It was great to have seen the whole family!  

 

We then reluctantly continued our journey to Oban, where we disembarked at 11.45am. The group said goodbye 

to one another and left with memories of a wonderful voyage around some of Scotland’s wildest and most 

enchanting islands.  

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 Lists 

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

      May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 27 28 29 30 31 1 

1 Greylag Goose  Anser anser           

2 Canada Goose  Branta canadensis            

3 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos           

4 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula            

5 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima          

6 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator           

7 European Storm Petrel  Hydrobates pelagicus         

8 Northern Fulmar  Fulmarus glacialis       

9 Manx Shearwater  Puffinus puffinus      

10 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea       

11 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus      

12 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis      

13 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos   2+         

14 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla         

15 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo   H         

16 Corn Crake  Crex crex          H 

17 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra            

18 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus      

19 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus           

20 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula           

21 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus            

22 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia   H         

23 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos            

24 Dunlin  Calidris alpina            

25 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla        

26 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus            

27 Common Gull  Larus canus          

28 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus       

29 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus       

30 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus      

31 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo      

32 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea          

33 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua       

34 Common Guillemot Uria aalge      

35 Razorbill  Alca torda       

36 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle      

37 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica       

38 Feral Pigeon  Columba livia 'feral'         

39 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus        

40 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto          

41 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus H  H   H H 

42 Tawny Owl Strix aluco   H         

43 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix       

44 Northern Raven  Corvus corax           

45 Starling Stumus vulgaris       

46 Great Tit  Parus major            

47 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   Prob         
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      May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 27 28 29 30 31 1 

48 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis         

49 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia            

50 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica           

51 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes         H H 

52 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula         

53 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos          

54 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus       H     

55 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula         H 

56 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe        

57 White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus             

58 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus        

59 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba         

60 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis        

61 Tree Pipit  Anthus trivialis            

62 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs           H 

63 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina           

Mammals               

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus          

2 Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata         

3 Bottle-nosed Dolphin Tursiops truncatus            

4 Common Dolphin Delphinus delphis           

5 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena          

6 Harbour (Common) Seal Phoca vitulina        

7 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus       

8 River Otter Lutra lutra            

9 Red Deer Cervus elaphus          
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Map of Route Taken 

 


