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Tour participants: Dave Jackson and Steve Gater (Leaders) with 10 Naturetrek clients 
 

Summary 

 

A chance to visit the wild and wonderful 50 square-mile peninsula of Ardnamurchan is an experience to look 

forward to, particularly when the weather is kind as it was during this excellent week.  

 

Driving along the winding single track roads, studded with bright Yellow Flag and mauve Rhododendron 

bushes, ushered a sense of adventure that was duly revealed on every day of our trip. What a delight to see Pine 

Marten daily, White-tailed Eagles, River Otters, Chequered Skipper and Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary 

butterflies. There was a wealth of seabirds and amazing geology to enjoy along with many interesting botanical 

finds, butterflies and other invertebrates. This was an all-round treat for ten very happy wildlife lovers, who were 

left with many enduring memories and photographs to savour. 

Day 1                                                                                     Friday 18th June 

Following separate pick-ups by two minibuses at Glasgow airport and Glasgow stations we drove along the 

western side of Loch Lomond, picturesque in the sunshine, to our rendezvous some two hours later at the 

Green Welly stop in Tyndrum. This served as a comfort break and, most importantly, place to stock up on liquid 

supplies that might be difficult to buy during the week. A further two hour drive took us through more rugged 

Scottish scenery, including the towering sides of Glen Coe, wild and magnificent. 

 

The short ferry crossing over Loch Linnhe at Corran took us onto the Ardnamurchan peninsula where we 

quickly assimilated the change of scenery and sense of remoteness. Our arrival at the Ardnamurchan bunkhouse 

at Glenborrodale, allowed the group to meet up with two other clients who had driven directly but not to settle 

in yet. Our mission was to arrive at the Glenborrodale Natural History Centre only five minutes away, where our 

convivial hosts, Richard and Vicky, would have our evening meal awaiting. We duly arrived on time to enjoy the 

first of our delicious meals and establish the pattern of well-ordered dinners and breakfasts for the week ahead. 

 

Then back to the bunkhouse, now with a chance to settle in. It also gave time for Dave to start his daily routine 

of making jam sandwiches, not for our well-fed party of course, but to entice any Pine Martens in the locality to 

feed at a trestle table immediately outside the lounge window. An elaborate stack of logs was created, with the 

sandwiches, nuts and other tasty nibbles hidden amongst, as an inviting challenge. This was quickly accepted by a 

svelte-looking female Pine Marten, whose appearance thrilled us all, giving wonderful photographic 

opportunities for a considerable time. We never stopped marvelling at this privileged experience that was 

repeated daily throughout our stay. 

Day 2                                                                                Saturday 19th June 

The day began at 6.30am, cool and cloudy, with a short drive to Glenmore Bay to look for Otter. We were 

unsuccessful, but huge clouds of midges certainly found their target species - us! However, we enjoyed great 

views of Red-breasted Merganser, Greylag Geese and Oystercatcher, so were off to a good start. We swapped 

from being breakfast to enjoying our own breakfast from a good choice of dishes that quickly resulted in 

porridge becoming a firm favourite in the week with Vicky sharing her cooking secrets along the way.  
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More promising weather was emerging and a sunny afternoon reaching 23°C augured well for the week. Our 

drive took us east to the small village of Salen, with a short pier as a look-out over the loch, plus toilets and shop. 

Canada Goose, Shelduck and Common Sandpiper were seen and we were fortunate to have the DIY skills of a 

local to secure a faulty door on Dave’s bus. Onwards to the bird hide at Garbh Eilean, overlooking an island 

heronry where adult and juvenile Grey Heron were in good numbers, along with 20+ Eider. More Red-breasted 

Merganser were on the loch, Common Tern, Goosander, Oystercatcher and various gulls. Common Seal were 

swimming and pulling themselves onto the rocks, where a single Common Sandpiper was located. A number of 

Shags, adult and juveniles were also seen there. 

 

The local amenities at Strontian offered good coffee and close views of Barn Swallow on a gate, well 

photographed by the group. A Spotted Flycatcher was spotted in the low trees, along with Chaffinch, Robin and 

Song Thrush. Then a short drive took us to our lunch spot at Ariundle, where we considered whether to search 

for Chequered Skipper before or after eating. Rod quickly settled that debate by finding a beautiful individual 

only yards away from our buses. It was settled on Thistle and displaying its intricate wing markings and furry 

body to our delight. Photographing this very scarce local butterfly was so easy and, not surprisingly, we were 

reluctant to move away. However, there was more to explore and see in the open wooded valley of the Canoch 

River. 

 

Several other butterflies were on the wing, with good numbers of the colourful Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary, 

Green-veined White and Peacock seen. Four-spotted Chaser Dragonflies were hawking over the Heather, 

Beautiful Demoiselle was spotted. Beetles were identified – Tiger Beetle, Dor Beetle – along with hoverflies and 

scorpion-flies. A most obliging Slowworm lay coiled up at the edge of the path, much to the appreciation of the 

eager photographers. 

 

A cuckoo was heard as well as Wood Warbler, Garden Warbler, Blackcap and Treecreeper then a female Merlin 

flashed by. Common Buzzards soared gracefully above, altogether 12 were seen during the day 

 

Wetter areas towards the river were well stocked with sedges, rushes and grasses. The small white flowers of 

Heath Bedstraw were conspicuous, much larger Foxglove flower spikes were emerging and the tall Water 

Figwort was in bud. A second session in this area after lunch allowed us to enjoy even more its richness of 

habitats and species before we headed off for dinner, calling into the bird hide once more for an optimistic, but 

unsuccessful look for Otter. 

 

Another fine dinner was enjoyed, followed by our quickly establishing routine of evening checklist and viewing 

of Pine Marten. It had been a full and most enjoyable day. 

Day 3                                                                                   Sunday 20th June 

We were anticipating a thrilling boat trip and were not to be disappointed. Breakfast was conveniently en route 

to the departure point at Kilchoan. The sea was calm and birds were quickly picked up as we set off in mild 

weather. Red-throated and Black-throated Divers were much appreciated in their summer plumage. Black 

Guillemot, Razorbill and Cormorant flew by as we headed out of the bay towards the Isle of Mull. The boat 

skipper suddenly slowed to take advantage of playful Bottle-nosed Dolphins tracking our boat, an instant hit 
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with everyone on board. This went on for quite a time before the skipper decided he must push on, with the 

dolphins following in our wake. 

 

First landfall was onto Staffa Island, with an option to explore the world-famous Fingal’s Cave or walk up to the 

top where passing seabirds were the attraction. Sea Thrift, Early Purple Orchid, Northern Marsh Orchid and 

Roseroot were all in colourful flower, Sea Plantain and Carnation Sedge were less showy but still admired. Seeing 

Fingal’s Cave for the first time was an amazing experience, the massive and so well-ordered columns of Basalt, 

stunning and intriguing evidence of volcanic activity some 60 million years ago. A one hour stop was all too 

short, but a two hour stay on Lunga Island was next up, and a sea bird paradise not to be missed. More close 

sightings of Dolphins were enjoyed on the way. Harbour Porpoise were also seen. 

 

Once on dry land, a short walk led us to Puffins guarding burrows feet away from our feet. Razorbills were 

seemingly stacked one upon the other, each incubating its single egg that was nestled directly on the rock. The 

island was well populated with, and flown over by Kittiwake, Fulmar, Common Tern, Black and Common 

Guillemot. Nesting Great Skua were aggressively seeing off any human (or other) visitor approaching too closely, 

and nesting Shag were not too welcoming either. Ravens wheeled overhead along with several gull species, 

looking for tasty morsels, e.g. Puffin, on the ledges below. 

 

Once again, we were reluctant to leave, but mindful that one passenger had nearly been stranded on Staffa by 

being late, we hurried along to the rocky beach to embark. Dolphins entertained our boat and another as we 

departed. The wind picked up as we returned, creating an exhilarating ride for those hardy enough to sit on top 

deck. We stopped to enjoy tea and cake at a local hotel before having dinner and returning to the bunkhouse, 

some taking a short walk, to share some wonderful experiences. 

 

And, yes, the Pine Marten showed again. 

 

Day 4                                                                                   Monday 21st June 

An early morning trip to the nearby RSPB nature reserve at Glenborrodale was in search of Wood Warbler 

which was neither seen or heard on this occasion, but was on a later visit. Climbing up the steep wooded path 

revealed a wonderful display of yellow-flowering Common Cow-wheat amongst fresh stands of dark green Hard 

Fern, with its fertile and sterile fronds, in amongst Bracken and Downy Birch. The white inflorescences of 

Pignut was common as were the dark pink flowers of Lousewort. 

 

Before setting off for breakfast the Pine Marten made an unexpected early visit to feed on the trestle table, so we 

were well ready to enjoy our own meal shortly afterwards. But a return to look for Otter at Aperitif Point wasn’t 

a success - this mustelid was proving to be elusive. A meandering drive along single-track roads to the coast at 

Sanna followed. The beaches here were cool, unpopulated bar wild cattle and a few hardy visitors set for sailing. 

A high sand dune was pitted with Sand Martin nests where young were being fed by their busy parents. 

 

A burn running through to the sea hosted Golden-ringed Dragonfly and Large Red Damselfly. Orange-tip and 

Common Blue butterflies were on the wing. Ringed Plover and Turnstone were on the beach, Great Black-

backed Gull and Herring Gull flying over. Three-spined Sticklebacks were swimming in the burn, Whirlygig 
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Waterboatmen on the water, Sea Anemone in the rockpools. Marram Grass was holding together sand in the 

dunes. 

 

Turning inland, we walked further into the dunes and disturbed a small group of Twite in summer plumage. 

Then we discovered a lovely patch of orchids that included Lesser Butterfly, Heath Spotted, Fragrant, Common 

Spotted and Northern Marsh Orchids. What a display! We passed a very conspicuous crescent of Bottle Sedge, 

then came to an area where Yellow Saxifrage was coming into flower. The yellow stamens of Sea Plantain stood 

out and we were able to compare Sea Arrow-grass with the smaller Marsh Arrow-grass growing close-by. 

 

On our return for dinner we stopped at a look out point to see yet more Common Buzzard, making a total of 10 

birds in the day. Two Cuckoo were seen and heard, Hooded Crow and Raven flew over the hilltops. Two White-

tailed eagle were seen high in the sky and a possible Golden Eagle but too distant to be sure. Below the lookout 

point, in amongst a mire were interesting plants – insectivorous Butterwort and Sundew, Marsh Arrow-grass, 

Grass of Parnassus (in leaf only at this time of year) and Bog Myrtle. We couldn’t access the field beyond which 

hosted white orchids – they had to remain unidentified. 

 

A final stop was just above our bunkhouse where seven very rare Père David’s Deer were observed at distance, 

watching us watching them with a nervous eye. Seven Red Deer were feeding further down the track and, being 

less wary, allowed for closer views than their counterparts, so more amenable to being photographed. 

 

We had a good checklist to compile before waiting to see if the Pine Marten might reappear. We were shortly 

blessed by the visit of one, then two individuals, making a total of four sightings during the day. Fantastic 

viewing on each occasion. 

Day 5                                                                                Tuesday 22nd June 

On the drive back from breakfast an Otter was seen from the bus by two clients, but not seen again after we 

stopped to survey the loch with great expectation. We drove on to Salen for a short viewing from the pier, then 

on to the bird hide at Garbh Eilean once more, a favourite spot for Otter, for a longer scanning of both water 

and rocks. We were now familiar with the wildlife on show here and enjoyed sightings of species seen previously. 

Tufted Duck, Goosander, Common Greenshank and Common Tern joined the many herons and gulls. 

 

This time the group took advantage of a 700 metre walk through the wood to a second car park at Rubha cam 

Feannag, seeing Wren, Nuthatch, Treecreeper, Spotted Flycatcher and Tree Pipit on the way. The Leaders 

brought the buses along and all then explored the wider burn outlet to the loch. Beautiful Demoiselle Damselfly, 

Large Red Damselfly, Four-spotted Chaser Dragonfly, Orange-tip butterfly were noted. The large fronds of 

Royal Fern were seen on the walk, then Marsh Arrow-grass, Sea Mayweed, Spear-leaved Orache growing beyond 

it. Sea Thrift, Sea Plantain and Common Glasswort grew amongst the slippery rocks at the loch edge. 

 

After coffee at Strontian we chose to drive towards Polloch, through a dense conifer plantation, stopping to scan 

Loch Doilet and a large reedbed. But both reedbed and loch were quiet and only a few gulls were on the water. 

Hoverflies on Common Hogweed included Sericomyia silentis and Dasysyrphus albostriatus, Buff-tailed Bumblebees 

were visiting Brambles.  
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Views were spectacular on the drive back down to Ariundle where we once again enjoyed our lunch and another 

fine walk on and off the track in the flat valley bottom. There was a chance of finding the long-established 

American Black Duck nearby, but on this occasion neither it nor fellow Mallard were seen on the river.  

 

So we drove to Glenborrodale for dinner and back to the bunkhouse to complete the daily checklist. We were 

joined by our host Niall Rowantree, Gamekeeper and Head Stalker on the Estate for the past 25 years, who 

generously gave us a most enjoyable and illuminating talk. We learned about the history of the highlands, wildlife 

and conservation concerns that included an explanation of the presence of the Père David’s Deer seen the day 

before. 

 

Food was duly prepared for our late evening visit of Pine Marten that did not happen this time. But as night 

drew in it brought Badger and an unceremonious demolition of the logpile and sweeping up of the bait. 

Day 6                                                                            Wednesday 23rd June 

Watching the bird feeders and area from the lounge window picked up Great Spotted Woodpecker, Jay, Blue Tit, 

Great Tit, Robin, Wren and Blackbird. Then, after another filling breakfast, we were viewing more Red-breasted 

Merganser (very close views this time), Mallard and Teal and ducks on the water at Loch Shiel from a convenient 

pier at Acharacle. The sign at the local surgery warned drivers to be aware of Red Squirrel, so we were all aware, 

but disappointed. The only squirrel seen was the one on the sign.  

 

What the village had to offer in profusion though was orchids. We first found some 15 Lesser Butterfly Orchid 

plants near the pier, then a bank hosting at least 100 individuals. Adding Common Spotted, Heath Spotted and 

Fragrant Orchids to this list made many a botanist in the group most happy. 

 

We headed to the ruined Castle Tioram, the early remains of a 12th Century fortress nestling on the tidal island 

Eilean Tioram in Loch Moidart. Hidden from the sea, in its day it controlled access to Loch Shiel. A low 

causeway was passable with the tide being out and the walk across was pleasant, admiring different plants such as 

Ragged Robin. forget-me-nots, speedwells, trefoils, ferns, grasses and sedges. Views from the castle mount were 

greatly admired and even more so when a White-tailed eagle was spotted at roost above its nest, high in a Scots 

Pine tree. A low cloud was obscuring wide vision, but all had tremendous views through binoculars and 

telescope of this massive and un-missable bird. With care, its chick could also be spotted in the nest as it raised 

its head and flexed its wings. Stunning! Unfortunately, Dave wasn’t with us at this point and when we caught up 

with him the mist had rolled down and eagle-watching was over. A family of Spotted Flycatcher was flitting 

around the trees, some of which were covered in Tree Lungwort Lichen, aptly named for the lobed shape of its 

thallus. 

 

A visit to the nearby coast took us through Kentra Moss where we stopped to listen to and watch Snipe, Skylark 

and Curlew. Meadow Pipits were flitting around, Wheatear and Stonechat seen. The insectivorous plant, Sundew, 

was just in flower in the low vegetation amongst various Sphagnum moss species, Lousewort and Star Sedge. A 

Common / Palmate Newt was briefly seen. Nearby Ardtoe Aird Tobha warned of dangerous MOD ordnance, 

so we didn’t stray too far but saw Red-breasted Merganser, Heron and Shag, Common and Herring Gull.  



Ardnamurchan – Wild Scotland in Spring Tour Report 

 

 

6  © Naturetrek     September 21 
 

 

By now we were ready for good views of Otter, so revisited the promising sighting points at and Glenmore 

before heading off for dinner. Several of our party chose to walk back to the bunkhouse on a warm evening, 

meeting up there for our daily checklist and wait to see the Pine Marten – it arrived at 9.15pm with much light 

still available and giving much joy to all. 

Day 7                                                                                Thursday 24th June 

Our last full day started off wet and continued to be murky throughout, but that was not enough to dampen our 

spirits which were raised at 5.45am – finally we managed to see our elusive Otter swimming in the loch! We had 

decided to start out 15 minutes earlier, the tide was in and the extra early start was thought to be propitious, and 

so it was. Although our collective view was brief it was immensely satisfying for all. We stayed on Otter watch 

for a further hour before returning to the bunkhouse to freshen up and heading off for a well-earned breakfast. 

 

Suitably refuelled, we drove to Mingary Pier from where we had set off on our boat trip, but today the rain was 

too heavy to do anything but get wet! A retreat to the nearby Information Centre offered shelter and a chance to 

learn more of the amazing volcanic geology of this part of the peninsula. The weather forecast was poor – heavy 

rain easing to light rain – and not offering much solace until much later in the day. The joint decision was to 

regroup at the Glenborrodale Natural History Centre for coffee and a rethink. 

 

Once there, Richard kindly offered free entrance to the small museum, at one end of the café/shop, which told 

more of the natural history and conservation of Ardnamurchan. Two entertaining films of the Highlands were 

also a mine of information. Some of our party chose to visit the neighbouring Ardnamurchan Distillery, a 

relatively new venture, learning aspects of its special techniques and longer-term expectations. All met up at the 

bunkhouse for a leisurely lunch and relaxing afternoon watching Red Deer from the lounge and birds on the 

feeders. A few ventured down the road to enjoy wildlife on local walks, including Maggie who did a little 

videoing on her mobile phone. This is her account of what happened next.  

 

‘it had been a seriously wet morning and I took the opportunity to check the bay near when things had improved 

a bit in the early afternoon. I walked to Aperitif Point and stood quietly on the viewing platform. Splashes and 

movement indicated not one Otter, but two - an adult and a juvenile, approaching from the west - repeatedly 

diving at intervals, catching and eating a mixture of fish and crustaceans, judging from the sound and activity. 

They moved across the bay and came up onto the nearby rocks and seaweed to enjoy their catch quite clearly 

and audibly, after which they continued diving, moving into the next bay. My phone clips show how occupied 

they were with this activity. It was a great pleasure to see them so completely at home in their environment.’  

What luck, but being there was by design, not luck, so a brilliant move by Maggie and an amazing way for cap a 

wonderful week. See her video clips here [LINK?] 

Dinner was a special affair, a celebration of our week in Ardnamurchan with tatties n neeps and much more 

Scottish flavours, thanks to our excellent providers Richard and Vicky. Our last evening was spent with a final 

checklist, admiring Maggie’s video clips and yet another close viewing of Pine Marten. A wee nip was also 

enjoyed, thanks to Jan and Sue. 
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Day 8                                                                                   Friday 25th June 

An early rise again to be ready to hit the road south at 8am. Red Deer were near the bunkhouse and birds at the 

feeder. The log stacks were pushed over, so probably another nocturnal badger visit? Breakfast was at 7am, Full 

Scottish for some, watching the loch simmering in bright sunshine, we paid a fond farewell to clients who were 

travelling separately, and we all headed off. The main group needed to be back in Glasgow by 1pm for onward 

travel, so the drive was only punctuated by short stops at the Corran ferry, Glen Coe for photographs and Green 

Welly Stop for the services.  

 

Eider and Goosander were seen as we waited for the ferry to reach our side of the loch. The weather had 

improved overnight and the sunshine lit up Glen Coe, offering glorious views once more. Broom was a dazzling 

yellow in bloom and the yellow-flowering Tormentil dotted the hillside. Common Buzzard was seen en route as 

we left our remote holiday spot with many memories to recall and enjoy. It had been a marvellous week; the 

group had gelled well with a shared passion for nature and warmth for Ardnamurchan. Ninety species of birds 

were seen and more than 200 species of animals and plants identified on this trip. We had seen all that we 

expected and wanted to find and, if we continue to visit, perhaps one day we will even see a wildcat – you never 

know. 

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.  
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Green Sandpiper 


