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

Day 1 Saturday 26th May 

Oban to Mull 

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

their luggage with Sara at noon and then wandered around the town and had lunch at one of the nearby cafes, as 

the sun shone down on the bustling harbour. We met again at 3pm and boarded the Elizabeth G – our home for 

the next week! We were greeted with prosecco, scones (with strawberries and cream) and canapés, and set off up 

the Sound of Mull into glorious sunshine! Within half an hour of travelling up the sound we saw Common 

Terns, gulls, Grey Herons and both Common and Grey Seals.  

 

We continued round the north of Mull, anchoring for the evening at Croig, enjoying a wonderful view of the 

coast from one side of the vessel and sea on the other as we had the first of many superb evening meals. Around 

9pm we went outside to look for Otters and within 15 minutes Sara pointed one out swimming along the shore, 

100 metres away – success! Those on deck watched as it made its way along the shore line, surfacing regularly as 

it hunted for crabs and fish, eventually emerging onto a rock to clean itself before slipping back into the water 

and out of view. Satisfied with a lovely start to our wildlife cruise, we retired to bed to make sure we were well-

rested for tomorrow.  

Day 2 Sunday 27th May 

Mull to Barra 

This morning the engines roared into life at 7.45am to set off for the Treshnish Isles. Before departing we heard 

a Cuckoo close by, which some of the group saw, along with another glimpse of the Otter. We enjoyed a 

delicious cooked breakfast at 8am, admiring the glorious island scenery gliding past our saloon windows as we 

ate! At 10am we disembarked into the RIB (rigid inflatable boat) and were run ashore to Lunga. 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 had a short scramble over some 

rocks before joining a path which climbed a 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. Looking down from the cliffs and onto the calm sea, hundreds more were visible 

bobbing about on the water. We spent an hour and a half slowly exploring the island and watching the Puffins 

coming and going from their burrows, admiring their endearing characters. Some of the group walked further to 

a cliff where there was a brilliant view of hundreds of Guillemots and Razorbills nesting. We could also hear a 

Corn Crake calling from amongst the ferns next to the Puffins, although despite our best efforts we couldn’t see 

it. A small camp had been set up on the island which was occupied by researchers who were studying the local 

Manx Shearwater population. The researchers informed us that the Corn Crakes noisily walk past their tents at 

7am every morning – what a wonderful office!  

 

We were picked back up again at 11.30am, and once back on board we started crossing the Minch. After sailing 

for half an hour we saw a fairly distant Minke Whale which surfaced five or six times, but it was reasonably far 

away – we hoped we’d get a closer encounter at another point on the trip! Lunch was then served (homemade 
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bread and soup) just before we sailed through Gunna Sound, the channel between Coll and Tiree. Sara spotted a 

large black shape off the shore of Coll which, keeping fingers crossed, could be the dorsal fin of a Basking 

Shark… and it was! As we slowly approached the shoreline the shark came towards us, its wide, open mouth 

clearly visible underwater. Rob then spotted a second one only 50 metres away – what a treat! We stopped the 

boat and stood watching the sharks slowly swimming around in an almost trance-like state and couldn’t believe 

our luck when one of them swam alongside and in front of the hull. It was about six metres in length – 

enormous! Basking Sharks are the second largest fish in the world, only beaten in size by the Whale Shark. 

Elated, we decided not to outstay our welcome and continued across the Minch, heading to Barra.  

 

On our crossing we were delighted to see a Minke Whale 100 metres off the bow – it came up several times until 

it did a deep dive (which usually means they’ll be down for up to 20 minutes) so we continued on our way. An 

hour later Sara spotted Common Dolphins about one-and-a-half kilometres away, so we turned around and went 

over to them to see if they wanted to ‘say hello’. Sure enough, they came to play and rode in our bow wave for 

several wonderful minutes before shooting back off down to the depths. Those looking out for seabirds also saw 

the first Manx Shearwaters and Storm Petrels of the trip - the shearwaters calmly and elegantly carving the air 

just millimetres above the waves, while the small petrels flapped frantically over them. We then arrived at our 

lovely anchorage just off Barra for the evening, enjoying another delicious dinner and a view of a Great 

Northern Diver in the bay. 

 

After polishing off our fourth course (cheese and wine), Sara gave the group a presentation introducing the 

marine wildlife we could hope to see on our journey around the Hebrides. 

Day 3 Monday 28th May 

Barra to St. Kilda 

We woke up to another stunning morning of flat calm waters – our opportunity to make the crossing to St. Kilda 

was here! As we set sail the group tucked into breakfast while Sara stayed on watch at the front of the boat 

looking for the local group of Bottle-nosed Dolphins known as the ‘Barra Boys’ which frequent the area. We left 

the Sound of Barra and entered into open water with no sign of the dolphins. Just as we assumed they weren’t 

around, Sara saw them several hundred metres behind the boat (typical!). We turned around to slowly move a 

little closer and once we were within the dolphins’ ‘radar’ they quickly came over to bow ride. We could clearly 

see the size difference between this larger dolphin species (up to 4 metres) and the smaller Common Dolphins 

(2.4 metres) of yesterday. Not wanting to disturb the dolphins breakfast, we left them after five minutes and 

continued our crossing.  

 

By early afternoon we could see St. Kilda on the horizon – looking tantalisingly close, yet still over 40 kilometres 

away. We all stood at the bow of the Elizabeth G for several hours, happily spotting Storm Petrels, Manx 

Shearwaters and auks, while watching the cliffs of Hirta growing ever closer. Sara saw a distant group of four 

dolphins about a kilometre and a half behind us, which were almost certainly Risso’s Dolphins. They were 

heading fairly quickly in the opposite direction, so we didn’t change course. As we neared St. Kilda we saw a 

Minke Whale 100 metres ahead of the boat, which we slowed down to watch surface several times. From the 

boat we could see a group of dolphins in the distant Village Bay, again almost certainly Risso’s Dolphins, which 

after surfacing twice didn’t appear again.  
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Finally, we arrived at our long-awaited destination. Entering Village Bay is an experience few will ever forget – 

slowly sailing along the cliff walls of Dun, we stood open mouthed as tens of thousands of Common Guillemots, 

Razorbills and Fulmars busily flew around the boat, surrounding us with noisy squaks and screams. We anchored 

in the bay and eagerly clambered ashore where we were welcomed by Peter, the warden who introduced us to 

the village and the island’s heritage, before we explored the museum, old church, school, deserted houses and 

graveyard. The museum proved to be a fascinating visit. The lifestyle of the St. Kildans was one of truly 

remarkable self-sufficiency, and the museum information boards were complimented by well-preserved 

photographs, further immersing us into what must have been a truly gruelling way of life. The group had good 

views of the endemic St. Kilda Wren as it flitted in between the dry stone walls and grassy rooftops of the cleats, 

along with smart-looking wheatears and hundreds of noisy starlings. The delightfully tame Soay Sheep (many 

with lambs) grazed among the village buildings, completely unconcerned by our presence. After two hours of 

exploration, tummies were rumbling and we boarded the zodiac RIB for the 30-second ride back to the 

Elizabeth G and another delicious home-cooked meal from Stevie.  

Day 4 Tuesday 29th May 

St. Kilda 

This morning we were served a hearty cooked breakfast to set us up well for a day of walking, and we 

disembarked with packed lunches to start our day of exploration on the main island of St. Kilda - Hirta. The 

group split into two – skipper Rob taking the ‘hiking group’ up to ‘The Gap’ – a stretch of valley directly behind 

the village, leading up a steep hill and ending with a sheer cliff face on the other side, giving wonderful views of 

the other islands. They then continued up to Conachair, the highest point of St. Kilda and the highest sea cliffs 

in the UK at 430 metres. Meanwhile, Sara took the ‘leisurely’ group to explore the island via the (one and only) 

road which led up to the radar station on the top of the island. From here we waited for the hiking group to join 

us and enjoyed marvellous views over the islands of Hirta and Soay, including observing around 70 Great Skuas 

on a body of water below. Keen botanists were kept happy as they admired the delicate Spotted Orchids which 

were growing on the hillside.  

 

Once both groups were reunited we continued across a nearby hill over to the ‘Lover’s Stone’ where we had an 

extremely picturesque picnic looking over the sea cliffs and hundreds of Fulmars and Puffins. After lunch we 

continued our descent to Ruaval (some of the group choosing to head back down to the village to continue 

pottering in the village), walking over rugged undulating hills of wind-swept pink Thrift and grazing Soay Sheep, 

before perching on the sea cliffs to admire the view. With flat calm seas, dazzling sunshine and barely a breeze in 

the air it felt like we had been transported to a tropical oceanic archipelago – who would have thought we were 

sitting on a remote island in the North Atlantic! After a relaxed hour of watching the rafts of auks, patrolling 

Great Skuas and nesting Fulmars, we made our way back to the village.  

 

Once back on board (around 4pm) we enjoyed a relaxed afternoon tea in the sun, excitedly discussing our day 

over tea and freshly made scones. 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 at 9pm.   
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Day 5 Wednesday 30th May 

St. Kilda to Skye 

Walking out on deck we were greeted by another magical morning on the edge of the Atlantic. After breakfast 

we set off around the dramatic sea cliffs of Hirta (the highest in the UK). We sailed beneath thousands of 

screaming auks, Gannets and Fulmars, which dominated the skies, cliffs and surrounding waters. Our route took 

us west, through a narrow channel between Hirta and Soay, before heading east towards Stac Lee, Stac an 

Armin, and Boreray. Upon arrival at the first stac (Stac Lee), everyone on deck stood in awe, eyes gazing 

upwards, speechlessly absorbing the spectacle of a white, noisy cliff face that seemed to move of its own accord. 

Countless nesting Gannets hugged the cliff face from top to bottom, utilising every possible ridge and crevice, 

their nests crammed closely together, leaving no space unused. What used to be grey, volcanic rock was thickly 

plastered in decades-worth of cream-coloured guano.  

 

We slowly sailed around Boreray and onto Stac an Armin, where we saw where the St. Kildan men would leap 

from their boats onto a perilous ledge before scaling the cliffs to gather Gannets, upon which the inhabitants of 

Village Bay so depended for food. Looking at the sheer cliff face from the safety of a sturdy vessel, it was 

incomprehensible to imagine attempting such a feat from a small wooden, unpowered boat that would be 

thrown about in the unforgiving waves. Groups of Gannets circled noisily above us, Great Skuas shooting 

through them, in an attempt to make the Gannets regurgitate their fish.  

 

By 11.30am we made our way into open water (heading for Neist, Skye), and the sea remained delightfully calm. 

Porpoise were seen, along with another Minke Whale. Over lunch Jonathan raised the alarm that several 

dolphins had appeared from nowhere and were swimming alongside the boat. Sara quickly ran to the bow and 

saw two White-beaked Dolphins riding in our pressure wave. She ran to alert everyone in the saloon enjoying 

lunch, although by the time folk had come outside they had disappeared again – a fleeting visit! 

 

We arrived into Neist, Skye at 8.30pm and anchored in a sheltered bay surrounded by beautiful sea cliffs.  

Day 6 Thursday 31st May 

Skye to Mull 

We left our anchorage of Neist at 8am and sailed south while having breakfast. The dramatic sea cliffs of Skye 

had thick morning mist rolling off them and pouring down into the sea like a waterfall – just beautiful! The 

weather was windy when we first set out, with white horses all around, but after half an hour it had settled back 

down into the calm waters we had already been so fortunate to enjoy. It wasn’t long before Rob saw a Minke 

Whale - we stopped and had a good look around for it but didn’t see it again. However, after continuing for 

another half an hour Sara saw one from the wheelhouse, about 80 metres ahead of the boat. We slowed down 

and were surrounded by lots of bird feeding activity (mainly Kittiwakes and black-backed gulls) on the surface – 

a clear indicator that we were sailing into a baitball (a tight concentration of fish), from which the whale and 

birds were feeding. We enjoyed great views of the Minke Whale for 15 minutes while it continued surfacing and 

hunting alongside our boat, then, not wishing to outstay our welcome or interrupt its breakfast further, we 

carried on south, enjoying the marvellous views of the Culins as our ‘backdrop’ as we sailed over the flat calm 

waters.  
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While the group were enjoying lunch (homemade soup and sandwich wraps) Sara saw another Minke Whale 

appear close to the boat from the port side saloon window! Everyone abandoned their plates and ran outside 

(much to our chef, Stevie’s, dismay) and we had good views of the whale from the stern as it surfaced another 

three times – we were certainly getting spoiled with our whale sightings! Continuing on, the islands of Rum and 

Canna grew clearer on the horizon. We sailed in between them (Canna Sound) hoping for more encounters with 

any nearby ‘Minkes’ (as there is a deep trench in between the two, likely to be a productive area for feeding) but 

didn’t see any – not that we could complain with the day’s sightings already!  

 

We enjoyed glimpses of Harbour Porpoise as we arrived into Glen Bay (Loch Sunart) for 3.30pm. Sara and the 

group landed on shore at 3.45pm for a walk while Rob went to dive for scallops for dinner. On the pontoon 

where we landed Sara pointed out several Otter spraints (poo) which clearly showed the remains of crabs and 

fish bones. She then took the group along a narrow winding country road going through oak woodland with a 

lovely variety of songbirds calling and flitting between the trees (Willow Warblers, Blackcap, Siskins and 

Goldcrests) and a Great Spotted Woodpecker flew overhead. We enjoyed a very informative visit to a natural 

history centre about the area’s wildlife (most of which we’d already seen of course!), local culture and heritage 

before being picked back up again at 5.30pm.  

 

Glen Bay was a beautiful place to spend our last night – those who wished sat out on the top deck with a glass of 

wine, relaxing in the warm sun, before Sara showed a short film ‘Wild Islands’ which she produced and 

presented about wildlife in the Hebrides. We then happily tucked into our delicious fresh scallops wrapped up in 

bacon and served in a creamy leek sauce (from the seabed to our plates in two hours – you can’t get fresher!) and 

merrily continued chatting about the highlights of the trip over the next three courses. After dinner most of the 

group were outside looking for Otters but unfortunately we didn’t see one – likely because it was high tide, and 

they are usually most active at low tide when they don’t have to dive so deeply to find their food. Nonetheless, it 

was a beautiful sunny evening and everyone went to bed happy! 

Day 7 Friday 1st June 

Mull to Oban 

This morning Sara ran a final ‘Otter watch’ at 6.15am in the hope of seeing one along the shoreline, but as it was 

high tide again the odds were against us, and indeed we were out of luck. Regardless, it was a stunning morning 

in paradise with glassy, mirror-calm water and clear blue skies – the soft morning light made it look as though we 

were in a watercolour painting! We reluctantly departed for Oban at 7.30am, stopping at a White-tailed Eagle 

nest on Mull where we hoped there would be a pair for us to view. As we approached the nest we saw one of the 

eagles in flight, soaring over the nearby trees with its powerful wings beating as it headed over the hills and out 

of sight. Some of the group had a glimpse of the (almost adult-sized) chick in the nest for a few moments when 

it stood up, but it quickly sat back down again out of view. However, we were treated to a full view of the second 

parent perched in a tree next to the nest. After a couple of minutes of watching it, the eagle flew to another 

nearby tree showing us the fantastic huge wing span for which the eagle is so well known.  

 

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

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

enchanting islands.    
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Species Lists 

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

       May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 26 27 28 29 30 31 1 

1 Greylag Goose  Anser anser              

2 Canada Goose  Branta canadensis              

3 Mute Swan Cygnus olor              

4 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima           

5 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator              

6 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus   H       H   

7 Great Northern Diver Gavia immer              

8 European Storm Petrel  Hydrobates pelagicus            

9 Northern Fulmar  Fulmarus glacialis          

10 Manx Shearwater  Puffinus puffinus            

11 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea             

12 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus           

13 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis          

14 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla  P       P 

15 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo              

16 Corn Crake  Crex crex   H           

17 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus       

18 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus              

19 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago      H       

20 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata              

21 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus              

22 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos             

23 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres              

24 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla       

25 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus             

26 Common Gull  Larus canus              

27 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus         

28 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus          

29 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus          

30 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo            

31 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea            

32 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua          

33 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus              

34 Common Guillemot Uria aalge         

35 Razorbill  Alca torda          

36 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle         

37 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica          

38 Rock Dove  Columba livia             

39 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major              

40 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus            

41 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix            

42 Northern Raven  Corvus corax              

43 Starling Sturnus vulgaris          

44 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus              

45 Great Tit  Parus major              

46 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis   H          

47 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica            
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       May/June 

  Common name Scientific name 26 27 28 29 30 31 1 

48 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum              

49 Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus   H          

50 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla           H   

51 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus           H   

52 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes             

 
St Kilda Wren Troglodytes troglodytes hirtensis       H     

53  Blackbird  Turdus merula              

54 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos              

55 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula             

56 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe            

57 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus              

58 Dunnock  Prunella modularis              

59 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba           

60 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis         H   

61 Eurasian Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus            

62 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs              

63 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris              

64 Twite  Linaria flavirostris              

65 Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea              

66 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis              

67 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus              

68 Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella             H 

69 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus              

 Mammals                 

1 Minke Whale Balaenoptera acutorostrata            

2 White-beaked Dolphin Lagenorhynchus albirostris              

3 Bottle-nosed Dolphin Tursiops truncatus            

4 Common Dolphin Delphinus delphis              

5 Risso's Dolphin Gramphus griseus     P         

6 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena          

7 Harbour (Common) Seal Phoca vitulina       

8 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus       

9 River Otter Lutra lutra             

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

