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Tour participants: Bob Elliot (Leader) with nine Naturetrek clients. 

 

Summary 
 

A wonderful nine days aboard the Seahorse II exploring the coastlines and islands of the west of Scotland. The 

high wind speeds meant we had to stay within the sea area (the Minch) between the Inner Hebrides, Small Isles 

and Sky and the Western Isles choosing quiet, sheltered and wildlife rich anchorages overnight. Some absolutely 

stunning wildlife encounters including with many dolphins including bow riding Common Dolphin, feeding 

Basking Sharks, Minke Whales, White-beaked Dolphin and many thousands of seabirds close to the boat. The 

eagle watching was spectacular with many White-tailed and Golden Eagles seen. Due to the time of year being 

early August, we had the opportunity to see some unusual species, one example being a single Sooty Shearwater 

and some returning northern breeding waders on island shorelines.  

 

Top of the list for the trip was a truly lovely visit to The Shiant Islands. The islands are in the middle of the 

north Minch between the Isle of Lewis and the north of Skye. Here wheeling Puffins flying in and feeding chicks 

in burrows was a nice surprise, and quite late in the year. The majesty of the landscapes was really breathtaking - 

the contrast between the gentler islands of Coll, Iona, Treshnish and Vattersay, (the latter with its beautiful and 

rare wildflower Machair dune habitats) with the remote and intimidating vistas of Rum, Shiants and Mull was 

very evident. Otters put in appearances, particularly on the final morning, with a female and well grown cub 

feeding on the shoreline and coming ashore in front of us. Along with great food, accommodation and company, 

the Hebridean islands wildlife did us proud.  

Day 1                                                                               Monday 2nd August 

Oban to Ardnamurchan 

 

We all met at the Dunstaffnage marina north of Oban for the start of our wonderful tour to explore the 

Hebrides and we boarded the Seahorse II, our home for the next 9 days. We set sail up the Sound of Mull in 

sunny and calm conditions enjoying a lovely afternoon tea of home-baked scones as we watched the scenery pass 

by. The first Black Guillemot, Shag, and Common Guillemots were seen in the calm waters and a dark phase 

Arctic Skua chasing feeding Arctic Terns was a special highlight. We arrived at our calm anchorage in Loch 

Sunart off the peninsula of Ardnamurchan and enjoyed the first of our delicious evening meals cooked by our 

chef Andrea.  

Day 2                                                                               Tuesday 3rd August 

Ardnamurchan to Canna  

 

After a restful night’s sleep and an early start for some to scan for Otters on the nearby shoreline,  we made our 

way ashore for a short walk along to two secluded bays for more Otter spotting. There was plenty of evidence of 

Otters with spraints (poo) on the jetties and boulders close to the shore. No Otters were seen this time, but a 

distant White-tailed Eagle whetted our appetites for more to come. 
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Reboarding Seahorse II we weighed the anchor and headed off to Canna. On our way out of Loch Sunart and 

approaching the Ardnamurchan Lighthouse an adult Peregrine Falcon was seen making a mid-air food pass to a 

juvenile, the two birds twisting and turning in the air. Our route continued along the gentler coast of Muck and 

Eigg and along the awesome stark geology of Rum with some distant Red Deer on its hillsides. A small pod of 

Common Dolphin was spotted off the front of the ship. Sure enough, they came over to us (which is typical of 

this species) and rode the pressure wave at the front of our boat with us looking down on them a few metres 

away - absolutely stunning! As we continued up the Sound of Rum a Merlin was seen, presumably crossing from 

Eigg to Rum. Turning west towards the Sound of Canna large numbers of seabirds were noted on the water, 

including Common Guillemots (many young chicks were calling in the water) with Razorbill, Shag, Arctic Tern 

and Gannets passing by. We arrived at Canna harbour to anchor overnight. Some of the group took the kayaks 

out for a paddle before dinner. 

Day 3                                                                          Wednesday 4th August 

Canna to Lochmaddy   

 

After a restful night at Canna we went ashore for a walk on this lovely island. Almost straight away we had great 

views of a Golden Eagle soaring over the nearby crags, the bird obviously taking advantage of the morning 

thermals. On the shore, and in the bay, were Common Seals, Eiders diving for shellfish and Ringed Plover 

feeding on the muddy shores near the bridge separating Canna from the sub-island of Sanday. After a chat with a 

National Trust for Scotland work party we continued along the path, scanning for more raptors along the nearby 

cliffs. We were not to be disappointed with four Golden Eagles watched interacting together (two juveniles and 

two adults), hanging in the breeze and scanning for prey below - rabbits are common on Canna. A pair of 

Ravens and a single Buzzard were also seen.  

 

After returning to the boat for lunch we set sail for Lochmaddy with all on board scanning for seabirds from the 

open decks as we made our way up the Little Minch. We passed by large rafts of Manx Shearwater and many 

hundreds were seen ‘shearing’ over the wave crests and swells as they moved to new feeding grounds. Our first 

Storm Petrels were seen pattering above the waves and a dark phase passing Arctic Skua harassing the seabirds 

was a dramatic sighting. Once again Common Guillemots and Razorbills were noted, and the occasional Puffin 

was seen flapping away like a small clockwork toy to avoid our boat. Then the cry of “Minke Whale” with an 

individual breaching the water in front of us – completely stunning in the low sunshine. A Sooty Shearwater was 

a very nice addition to the afternoon’s sightings.  

 

Later we pulled into the sheltered waters of Lochmaddy on North Uist. As we were anchoring a huge full adult 

White-tailed Eagle flew over us, resplendent in the sunshine showing its pale head and white tail. Later, a few of 

us went ashore for a walk along the shoreline and others got the kayaks into the water or snorkelled. We then 

enjoyed another delicious evening meal and caught-up with our wildlife log and chatted through our sightings so 

far.  

Day 4                                                                              Thursday 5th August 

Lochmaddy to Shiant Islands   
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The next morning whilst Seahorse II replenished its water supplies, we headed ashore for a walk along the 

shoreline beside the bays and pools that characterise the area, noting a flock of Twite feeding in the shelter of a 

small conifer planation, while a quartering pair of Short-eared Owls were seen over the marshy areas.  With the 

light rain clearing away we made our way back to our boat before weighing the anchor and heading back out of 

Lochmaddy and back into The Minch, travelling north to the Shiant Islands. Regretfully, the decision had been 

made that we would not be able to make the push to St Kilda and would not be able to leave the relative shelter 

of The Minch due to the worsening weather conditions and increasing wind speeds west of the Uists and Harris.  

 

However, our journey north with the wind to help us along, didn’t disappoint, with cries of “dolphin!” soon after 

leaving Lochmaddy. Distant White-beaked Dolphins and closer groups of travelling Common Dolphin kept us 

busy along with the large numbers of Manx Shearwater rafting and flying close to the boat. A Minke Whale 

showed well in the rolling swells and increasing numbers of Puffins were seen in the water all around us. With 

the coastline of Skye to the starboard side and the contrasting landscape of Harris and Lewis to port we were 

treated to some stunning coastal views.  

 

We arrived at the south of the Shiants in the early evening and anchored in the shelter of the two islands Eilean 

an Taighe (the island of the house) and Garbh Eilean (the rough island) which are joined together by a narrow 

boulder and shingle spit. After dinner we headed over to land near a small bothy and walked to the boulder spit 

and looked between the islands towards the third island in the archipelago, Eilean Mhuire (Mary Isle). We were 

all stunned by the atmosphere and sheer grandeur in front of us - the towering sea cliffs and the almost caldera 

like look of the scenery. A feeling of remoteness, wildness, and a real seabird city. Many thousands of Puffins 

were ‘wheeling’ over the slopes of Garbh Eilean as adults brought in food for chicks still in burrows. Great 

Skuas were harassing incoming birds with two seen to be devouring an unfortunate Puffin in the bay in front of 

us. As the light began to fade, we reluctantly made our way back to our boat for a dram or two in celebration of 

a fabulous day.  

Day 5                                                                                   Friday 6th August 

Shiant Islands to Vattersay  

 

We had another lovely breakfast at anchor in the lee of the Shiants and made our way off on a circumnavigation 

of the islands. The rugged and awe-inspiring coastlines and cliffs supporting lingering Guillemots, Puffins flying 

in and away, and many Shags on the lower rocks. The ever present Great Skuas were complimented by a couple 

of Arctic Skuas chasing and harassing the feeding Arctic Terns.  

 

Later we turned south again, and again the call of “dolphin” was heard. Sure enough, a distant pod of Common 

Dolphins was seen off the port bow and the animals soon came over to join us leaping and bow riding in front 

of our boat. Storm Petrels were more common amongst the rafting Puffins and increasing numbers of Fulmar 

and Gannets were seen close to us, taking advantage of the lift from the gentle rolling swells. Guillemots and 

Razorbills were very common, many with chicks ‘piping’ their calls to a parent bird in the water.  
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Towards the late afternoon we approached Vatersay to the south of Barra. As we turned west into the sheltered 

bay, we passed by the small island of Maol Dolmhnaich and had great views of an adult White-tailed Eagle 

soaring above the hill. Another juvenile was seen close by. A single Bottle-nosed Dolphin welcomed us into the 

bay on our arrival. We launched the small boat and went ashore for a short walk along the beach and flower 

filled Machair grassland before dinner back aboard Seahorse II.  

Day 6                                                                               Saturday 7th August 

Vatersay to Coll  

 

After a restful night and a lovely breakfast, we made our way ashore again for a walk on Vatersay. Ringed Plover, 

Oystercatcher and a few Sanderlings were feeding on the shoreline with Twite and Skylark seen around the 

flower rich dunes of the Machair and around the small croft houses. Ringlet and Meadow Brown butterflies were 

noted flitting amongst the late flowers in the sunshine. We departed Vatersay in the late morning and had our 

lunch whilst underway in the very calm sea conditions. The wildlife viewing was breath-taking once more with 

Common Dolphins bow riding on the front of the boat in the calm sea and then interacting with two White-

beaked Dolphins with lots of chasing and high-pitched calls we could clearly hear from the deck. Another group 

of Common Dolphins joined us later, bow riding and turning over in the pressure wave from our boat, just 

metres from us. 

  

A large feeding congregation of seabirds caught our eye. Manx Shearwater, Gannets, Fulmar, Storm Petrels all 

plunge, or shallow diving, accompanied by two Minke Whales including one animal very close to the boat. Two 

Basking Sharks lazily making their way through the water was also a magical moment. We passed through the 

narrow channel between Coll and Tiree before arriving at the sheltered southern side of Coll at Crossapol Bay 

for about 6pm. We took the small boat ashore for a short walk along the shoreline. Many paths and sprainting 

sites of Otters were noted on the grassy knolls. A large haul-out of Common and Grey seals were seen on the 

outer rocks. After dinner back aboard the boat we went ashore again for a late evening walk up the rocky island 

interior where Bob led a discussion on crofting and farming on these remote islands. A single Brown Hare was 

seen bounding away from us. Great views were had across to the northern Feall Bay for a lovely sunset to round 

off the day. 

 

Day 7                                                                                 Sunday 8th August 

Coll to Treshnish Isles (Lunga) and Staffa to Iona 

 

We awoke to a sunny and calm morning and set sail after breakfast, making our way toward the east to the 

Treshnish Isles and the island of Lunga. We were followed by Fulmars Gannets and the occasional Storm Petrel 

with many Guillemots and Razorbills seen in the water around us. Arriving at Lunga were went onshore for a 

walk on the island to view the Kittiwake colony still occupying the ledges beneath the Dun Cruit sea stack and 

the occasional Puffin was seen flying in close to us, bringing food to chicks still in burrows. A delicious packed 

lunch was enjoyed whilst marvelling at the view - the Treshnish archipelago stretching away from our high 



St Kilda & the Hebrides – Island on the Edge of the 
Atlantic 
 

Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     May 22 5 
 

viewpoint in the sunny conditions. On returning to our boat, we continued westwards to circumnavigate Staffa, 

the gently rolling swells breaking into the famous Fingal’s Cave with its basalt rock columns. We anchored in the 

Sound of Mull and went ashore on Iona, walking past the Abbey and onto the northern shoreline noting many 

garden passerines on the way and Arctic Terns fishing just offshore. A brief sighting of two Corncrakes in an 

isolated stand of tall grass was a very exciting moment before we returned to our boat for another delicious 

dinner cooked by Andrea.  

Day 8                                                                                Monday 9th August 

Iona to Mull   

 

Four Bottle-nosed Dolphins were a real pre-breakfast treat for the early risers - the dolphins blowing loudly, 

leaping and spy hopping around our boat. A great start to the day! We had our breakfast at anchor and then 

moved off south down the Sound of Mull. As we did so 12 Bottle-nosed Dolphins joined us for a short time, 

keeping pace with our vessel before departing back up the Sound of Mull. Our journey continued along the 

south coast of the Ross of Mull through rafting seabirds and a single Black-throated Diver passed by. Huge 

numbers of Manx Shearwater were resting on the calm sea, distinctive in their black and white plumage. We were 

now much closer to the cliffs of Mull and were able to scan for eagles. We were not to be disappointed with our 

first sighting being of a White-tailed Eagle and a Golden Eagle close together, the size difference between the 

two being obvious. Later we had good views of an adult White-tailed Eagle riding a thermal and a single juvenile 

sitting below on the low tide rocks. A single Golden Eagle flew close by later and two Kestrels hanging in the 

breeze finished our raptor watching session. A pod of seven Harbour Porpoises moving quickly past a headland 

was a special sighting.  

 

We arrived at our anchorage in the picturesque Loch Spelve, on the west side of Mull, during the late afternoon. 

We went ashore at the mussel farm and walked round the bay passing through woodland and riverine habitats to 

a small lochan covered in white Water Lily. Tree Pipit was a special highlight along with a calling juvenile 

Sparrowhawk over the woodland. After admiring some very calm Highland cattle, a distant Golden Eagle and 

confiding Red Deer we returned to the boat for a lovely final dinner with a special treat of fresh mussels as a 

starter. Kayaks were launched and we chatted into the evening recalling our favourite sightings. 

Day 9                                                                             Tuesday 10th August 

Mull to Oban 

 

A pre-breakfast scan for wildlife from the decks of Seahorse II yielded two Otters fishing in the loch edge just 

across from us. We frantically indicated the presence of the animals to two of our party who just happened to be 

out in a kayak, we all then had stunning views of the mother and well grown cub both in the water and on the 

shoreline. A female Hen Harrier was a nice surprise, seen flying across the boat making its way to the far heather 

clad hillside. What a superb end to our trip into Loch Spelve. 

  

After breakfast we made our way up the Firth of Lorn past Oban to Dunstaffnage, once again, many seabirds 

were in the water including Puffins, Razorbills and Manx Shearwater. We finally arrived back at Dunstaffnage 
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where we said our final farewells to our fantastic crew and thankful for a stunning voyage, incredible wildlife 

seen, and new friends made. 

 

 

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. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Species lists 
 

Birds (H = Heard only) 
 
      August 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 Greylag Goose  Anser anser   ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓     

2 Canada Goose  Branta canadensis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓          

3 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos     ✓             

4 Common Eider  Somateria mollissima   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

5 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator ✓                 

6 Black-throated Diver  Gavia arctica     ✓             

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 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo   ✓       ✓       

14 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos   ✓ ✓         ✓   

15 Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus               ✓   

16 White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla   ✓ ✓   ✓     ✓   

17 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo       ✓           

18 Corn Crake  Crex crex             ✓     

19 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓       ✓   

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/


St Kilda & the Hebrides – Island on the Edge of the 
Atlantic 
 

Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     May 22 7 
 

      August 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

20 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus               ✓ ✓ 

21 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula     ✓ ✓ ✓         

22 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago   ✓   ✓   ✓       

23 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata ✓   ✓             

24 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus         ✓         

25 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia                 H 

26 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos     ✓         ✓   

27 Black-legged Kittiwake  Rissa tridactyla ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

28 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus 
ridibundus 

✓   ✓             

29 Common Gull  Larus canus   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

30 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

31 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

32 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo ✓                 

33 Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

34 Sandwich Tern Stema sandvicensis ✓                 

35 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

36 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓         

37 Common Guillemot Uria aalge ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

38 Razorbill  Alca torda ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓   ✓ 

39 Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle ✓ ✓ ✓           ✓ 

40 Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     

41 Rock Dove  Columba livia   ✓   ✓   ✓       

42 Feral Pigeon  Columba livia 'feral'   ✓               

43 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus               ✓   

44 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto   ✓               

45 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus   ✓               

46 Short-eared Owl  Asio flammeus       ✓           

47 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus               ✓   

48 Merlin  Falco columbarius   ✓               

49 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus ✓                 

50 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   

51 Northern Raven  Corvus corax ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓           

52 Starling Stumus vulgaris ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓       

53 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus ✓                 

54 Great Tit  Parus major ✓                 

55 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis ✓   ✓             

56 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia           ✓       

57 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica   ✓     ✓ ✓       

58 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum                   

59 Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus     ✓   ✓         

60 Common Whitethroat  Curruca communis ✓                 

61 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓     

62 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris       ✓ ✓         

63 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos ✓ ✓ ✓             

64 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓             

65 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola               ✓   

66 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe   ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓       
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      August 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

67 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓     

68 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea             H     

69 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓         

70 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓     

71 Tree Pipit  Anthus trivialis             ✓     

72 Eurasian Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus           ✓ ✓     

73 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs   ✓   ✓           

74 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris             ✓     

75 Twite  Linaria flavirostris     ✓   ✓         

76 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina     ✓   ✓         

77 Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea     ✓             

78 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis     ✓             

79 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus     ✓             

 
      August 2021 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  Mammals       
 

            

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus     ✓             

2 Minke Whale Balaenoptera 
acutorostrata 

  ✓ ✓ ✓           

3 White-beaked Dolphin Lagenorhynchus 
albirostris 

      ✓ ✓         

4 Bottle-nosed Dolphin Tursiops truncatus         ✓   ✓     

5 Common Dolphin Delphinus delphis   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓       

6 Harbour Porpoise Phocoena phocoena ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓       

7 Harbour (Common) 
Seal 

Phoca vitulina ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   

8 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   

9 Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra     ✓         ✓   

10 Red Deer Cervus elaphus   ✓           ✓   

11 Feral Goat Capra aegagrus hircus               ✓   

12 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus           ✓       

                        

  Other species                     

13 Basking Shark Cetorhinus maximus           ✓       

14 Ringlet Aphantopus 
hyperantus 

          ✓       

15 Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina           ✓       

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Green Sandpiper 


