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Tour participants: Chris Murphy (Leader) with seven Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This new tour saw Chris Murphy and seven Naturetrek clients take the coastal route to Tory Island, following 

closely the itinerary for the previous summer’s inaugural holiday forged by members of RSPB Sevenoaks.  

 

With a smattering of folklore and plenty of “craic” this week of gentle walks and wildlife watching took us to 

wide variety of habitats and landscapes including fens, moorland, forests, offshore islands, sea loughs and remote 

lighthouses. Against an ever-changing backdrop, in mostly fair weather, we explored Titanic Belfast with its 

towering, yellow gantries, Rathlin Island, the Giant’s Causeway and northwest Donegal from where we sailed to 

Tory. Highlights along Ireland’s ‘Wild Atlantic Way’ included fine views of Corncrake, Great Skua, Red-billed 

Chough, Red-throated Diver, Manx Shearwater, Storm Petrel, Peregrine, Little, Arctic and Sandwich Terns, 

Black Guillemot and Puffin. Inland, we enjoyed a wealth of small birds and water birds including Whinchat, 

Dipper and Siskin in the Antrim hills and Whooper Swan, Pochard, Shoveler and Tree Sparrow around Lough 

Neagh. 

Day 1 Monday 17th June 

Having arrived on various flights, we assembled at Belfast’s International Airport at 10.30 am, loaded up our 15-

seater minibus and drove the 18 miles into Belfast. Here Chris explained the city’s connections with the 

luxurious Royal Mail Ship ‘Titanic’, the Battle of Jutland and ‘Game of Thrones’ before guiding us through the 

vast harbour estate to an important wetland he was involved in saving, which is now an RSPB reserve. A vagrant 

Long-billed Dowitcher in full summer plumage was surprising to find among a throng of colourful Icelandic 

Black-tailed Godwits. Greenfinches and Lesser Redpolls were also on view while a cacophony of Black-headed 

and Mediterranean Gulls and Arctic and Common Terns ensured plenty of action. The nesting gulls and terns 

were kept busy feeding and defending their young as predatory black-backed gulls patrolled the sky with 

fearsome intent. By early afternoon we were up on the Antrim Plateau far removed from Belfast’s helter-skelter 

enjoying two of Ireland’s endemic subspecies, the distinctly dark-bellied Irish Dipper and the equally distinct 

Irish (Mountain) Hare with its relatively short ears and reddish hue. Grey Wagtail, Meadow Pipit, Mistle Thrush, 

Whitethroat, Wheatear, Whinchat, Raven and Siskin were also observed while a Cuckoo was calling in the 

distance.  

 

From the hills we descended via Glenarriff to follow part of the Antrim coast road to the seaside town of 

Ballycastle overlooking Rathlin Island. It was from Ballycastle that Guglielmo Marconi, the Italian pioneer of 

radio transmission, made his breakthrough discovery in 1898 sending the world’s first ‘wireless’ message to 

Rathlin Island. Eastward from our hotel we could see Marconi’s Cottage at the foot of Fair Head with the Mull 

of Kintyre and the mountains of Argyle beyond.  

Day 2 Tuesday 18th June 

The short walk to the harbour office where Chris collected our ferry tickets was enlivened by Black Guillemots, 

Common Gulls and Rock Pipits. At 10am we boarded the Calmac ferry to cross the Sea of Moyle, six miles of 

open water to where, according to legend, the children of King Lir were banished by their jealous stepmother. 
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Another story relates to the dispute over whether Rathlin belonged to Ireland or Scotland, the matter finally 

being settled in Ireland’s favour on the basis of there being an absence of snakes on Rathlin – St Patrick having 

banished them from the Emerald Isle, of course. Availing of the Puffin Bus saved us a two-hour slog to the West 

Light, although we chose to walk the last mile in order to make the most of the panoramic views across the 

island to Scotland and the Irish mainland. Pausing to scan for hares, we spotted some Greylag Geese which 

breed on the island, as well as Skylarks, Song Thrushes and Stonechats. A profusion of heathland flora included 

Bell Heather, Bog Asphodel, Common Butterwort, Lousewort, Milkwort, Heath, Spotted and Lesser Butterfly 

Orchids, Tormentil and Thyme. At Kebble NNR a pair of Great Skuas, a recent addition to Ireland’s breeding 

birds, was holding territory and a pair of Barnacle Geese was unusual to see in summer.  

 

Nesting on Kebble’s cliff-ledges and flat-topped stacks were over 60,000 Guillemots, Razorbills, Kittiwakes and 

Fulmars (so we were told). On one of the stacks a recently fledged Peregrine was waiting to be fed. Our eventual 

arrival at the RSPB visitor centre was met with the warmest of welcomes from staff and volunteers from whom 

we learnt how the breeding season was going. After coffee we watched a film showing the extraordinary and 

moving bravery of Razorbills and Guillemots in defence of their eggs and chicks from the island’s many 

predatory birds, before descending the lighthouse steps to get a closer look at the nesting Puffins.  

 

Prior to taking the ferry back to Ballycastle we spent half an hour in Church Bay watching the playful antics of 

‘porpoising’ Harbour Seals and learnt how to distinguish them from their much bigger and more numerous 

cousin, the Atlantic Grey Seal; it helped to have them side-by-side. Likewise, numerous Cormorants and Shags of 

various ages made for easy comparison when observed together through Chris’s telescope. Walking around the 

bay to the pier, kelp-covered rocks of basalt and chalk made a most attractive backdrop for watching families of 

Eiders, Shelducks, Oystercatchers, Ringed Plovers, Rock Pipits and Pied Wagtails. 

 

Back on the mainland we had some free time in Ballycastle before walking in the footsteps of two giants: 

Ireland’s Finn McCool and his Scottish adversary, Benandonna, aka The Red Man. According to one myth the 

Giant’s Causeway’s, 40,000 honeycomb-like columns were created by Finn to allow The Red Man of Scotland 

(who couldn’t swim) to meet him face to face. Having worked tirelessly to build the causeway the Irish giant was 

in no mood for fighting, especially when he caught sight of the much bigger Benandonna. Unfortunately for 

Finn he’d been spotted, too. Returning fast to Ireland Finn looked to his wife Una for help. Quick as a flash she 

had him tucked up in bed dressed as a baby. When Benandonna arrived Una invited him in to wait for Finn to 

return and to see their ‘baby’. Benandonna scratched his head and decided he wouldn’t wait after all, legging it 

straight back to Scotland and smashing up the causeway as he went. (Other explanations are available.) 

Day 3 Wednesday 19th June 

Early risers joined Chris for a walk by The Dark Hedges – a hauntingly beautiful avenue of Beech trees planted 

in 1775. Better known to fans of Game of Thrones as the King’s Road, it has become the most photographed 

landmark in Northern Ireland. Haunted or not, we saw plenty of birds in the trees including Treecreeper, Coal 

Tit, Goldcrest and nearby a Sparrowhawk.  

 

After a mighty breakfast our first destination leaving Ballycastle was Kenbane Head, a few miles west. Here we 

walked out to a medieval castle perched on a spit of rock from where we could look back into sea-caves where 

Rock Doves, House Martins and Jackdaws nest. Further along the north Antrim coast we peered down on 
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another iconic landmark, the National Trust-owned rope bridge, Carrick-a-Rede. Continuing through Bushmills, 

past the world’s oldest distillery (licensed since 1608) and the spectacular ruins of the 16th century Dunluce 

Castle we arrived at the manicured fairways and greens of Royal Portrush Golf Course, as it prepared to host to 

this year’s Open Championship. After a gap of 68 years this was only the second time The Open had been 

played outside Great Britain. (Post script: the champion golfer of 2019 was to be Ireland’s own Shane Lowry). 

Keeping with golfing theme we had lunch overlooking another famous links, Castlerock, before watching 

Curlew, Black-tailed Godwit, Sedge Warbler and Reed Bunting on the adjoining bird reserve.  

 

We headed through Co Londonderry, over the River Foyle and out of the UK via an invisible border into Co 

Donegal to Inch Lake and the recently established bird reserve. With Grianan of Aileach, the impressive ring fort 

dating back to 1700 BC perched above us we scanned Inch’s marshy fringes with its breeding Icelandic Whooper 

Swans and exotic-looking (feral) pair of Black Swans. As hundreds of Swifts hawked above the thick hawthorns 

we used the lake’s embankment to look down on the wet grassland with its Wigeon, Teal and Shoveler and 

nesting Lapwing, Snipe and Redshank. Another shortish drive brought us to a forest where we walked in mixed 

woodland with attendant flocks of small birds, Coal Tit, Treecreeper, Spotted Flycatcher, Siskin and Lesser 

Redpoll among them.  

 

Nestled behind Horn Head, at the head of a broad sea inlet sits the popular resort of Dunfanaghy and the 

welcoming, well-oiled Arnold’s Hotel. Looking out on Sheep Haven’s pristine sands we saw a solitary Bar-tailed 

Godwit then a frenzy of Arctic Terns pursuing a shoal of sprats on the incoming tide. Around the headland 

came a flight of Curlews attached to which was a pair Red-throated Divers in full summer plumage - one of a 

handful of breeding pairs. Once beyond the village they broke away, flying inland to their nest on some remote 

moorland loughan.  

Day 4 Thursday 20th June 

After another hearty breakfast we set off to explore the huge sea-cliffs of Horn Head. Undeterred by wind and 

rain we pulled into a viewpoint at Flaggy Faugher to watch a juvenile Peregrine make its maiden flight before 

landing on a nearby outcrop. As the rain eased and then stopped we waited and watched, hoping to see it fly 

again or for an adult to appear. Thousands of Razorbills and other seabirds were on the sea far below us. We 

picked out a Great Skua which appeared to be dwarfed by a marauding Great Black-backed Gull that was intent 

on stealing its prey; despite its greater size the determined gull was eventually fought off.  

 

After half an hour we resumed our exploration, now in warm sunshine. We were given permission and guidance 

by the landowner on how to negotiate a peaty promontory at Croghaclougher in order to see one of Horn 

Head’s Megalithic Tombs. On the way we were richly entertained by the antics of Red-billed Choughs – 

‘cavaliers of the cliffs’ – a party of Ravens, and a lone fox cub and its parents. Peering over the edge at a natural 

arch took some nerve before we focused our attention on a pair of Ringed Plovers with two spritely, recently 

hatched chicks. Cute. There were Northern Wheatears everywhere and the spongy heather hid dozens of Small 

Heath butterflies that would briefly rise on our approach. By late morning, in warm sunshine, we were deep 

among Dunfanaghy’s sand dunes, awash with orchids which included many thousands of Common Twayblades.  

 

After lunch in Dunfanaghy’s village square we loaded up the bus and continued the short distance westward to 

the church ruins of Ray (pronounced ‘Rye’) where stands an enormous ringed, or Celtic, cross – the largest and 
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oldest in Ireland. Ray is remarkable for its links with St Columcille, with no fewer than four important abbots at 

the monastery he founded on Iona coming from Ray. Our next stop was Magheraroarty from where the ferry to 

Tory would soon be leaving. The crossing was smooth enough, taking a little under an hour. After a welcome 

cuppa in the Harbour Hotel we were refreshed and ready to go again, eager to set eyes on one of the many 

Corncrakes we could hear from the hotel.  

 

As well as being home to a close-knit community of native Irish speakers, renowned for its music, singing, story 

telling and painting, Tory has become famous as one of the last places in these islands where it is still possible to 

hear the Corncrake’s rasping call. Hearing a Corncrake is one thing, seeing one quite another. First, we tried to 

pinpoint approximately where the closest calls were coming from. Then, choosing a high point, which was not 

easy, we began to search in earnest.  

 

Perseverance, like practice, has a habit of paying off and slowly but surely the combined straining of eight pairs 

of eyes locked on to one of these inveterate skulkers. Keeping it in view we all eventually obtained fabulous 

scope views and over the next hour or so of intensive watching enjoyed clear views of three Corncrakes out in 

open whilst another three kept calling. The best views were of a pair that crept, head bent down, through dense 

stands of nettles before venturing out whereupon the male displayed. He stood in front of the female, fluffing 

himself up to look 50% bigger than he really was, his head and neck extended upward, his wings half open, 

pointed downward and forward all the time quivering to flash rarely seen orange wing coverts. Mission 

accomplished; next up dinner, and a glass of Guinness. 

Day 5 Friday 21st June 

The morning was spent making a slow, circular exploration of the west end of Tory as far as the lighthouse 

compound and a small Commonwealth graveyard. Some of the island’s characteristic species that we 

encountered included Lapwing, Oystercatcher, Dunlin, Little Tern and Tree Sparrow; the latter despite a 

complete absence of trees – ‘ruins sparrow’ might be a more appropriate name. Rock and Meadow Pipits nesting 

side by side in a crumbling earth bank cum rabbit warren made for textbook comparison. At our farthest point 

we rested to look out to sea (next land St Johns, Newfoundland) beyond an area of rose-coloured boulders that 

was home to a mixed colony of Arctic Terns, Common Gulls and Oystercatchers, which kept up a din.  

 

Apart from the occasional Otter visiting from the mainland there are no predatory land mammals on the island, 

which is just as well. Imagine the presence of Hedgehogs, Rats, Badgers, Ferrets or Foxes – how quickly would 

be lost Tory’s hugely important populations of ground nesting birds. By Lough O Thuaidh, fringed with 

marshes, a cryptically disguised Eider duck was just visible through binoculars as she sat on her nest. Nearby, 

two broods of Greylags were in the water while Redshank, Dunlin, Snipe and Lapwing gave alarm calls or sang 

from little mounds of earth. In this western quarter of the island we estimated a minimum of 60 pairs of waders 

of six species, c.200 pairs of Arctic Terns, a handful of Little Terns and several hundred pairs of five species of 

gull.  

 

After lunch and a short nap we went out to see Ireland’s last professional Rabbit catcher as a filmmaker recorded 

his work for posterity. Having explored the wader-rich, eastern half of the island we slowly made our way up the 

multi-ramparts that once defended a promontory fort of Balor, an evil, one-eyed Fomorian (a race of monsters 

from Irish mythology). At the top of the hill we marveled at the sheer precipice of the Anvil, topped by An Tor 
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Mor adorned with Puffins and a cairn built by the island’s youth of yesteryear, just for laughs. This is where a 

pair of White-tailed Eagles always nested before being visited by the renowned Victorian collector, Howard 

Saunders. With luck they will return, and may do something about all those rabbits! With mixed success we 

tested our nerve by attempting to cast three pebbles onto the precariously located Wishing Stone before retracing 

our steps to West Town via Port Doon, with frequent stops to watch the Great Skuas, Ravens, Rock Doves, 

Black Guillemots, Wheatears and Red-billed Choughs.  

Day 6 Saturday 22nd June 

The morning sailing from Tory was enlivened by close sightings of Manx Shearwater and Storm Petrel, and by a 

young man swimming across nine miles of open sea for charity. In Falcarragh, Ireland’s largest Gaelic-speaking 

town, we stopped for a bite of lunch before taking a minor road towards the mountains and peatlands of Slieve 

Muckish and the Glenveagh National Park.  

 

With the sun coming out again after a brief shower we pulled off the old bog road onto a freshly gritted parking 

place, a distant turf cutter the only person in view. A Dark Green Fritillary fluttered by, a Buzzard soared over 

and soon we were immersed in the comings and goings of small birds nesting across the road: Sedge and Willow 

Warblers, Meadow Pipits, Lesser Redpolls and Siskins, all with young. And all the time, behind us, the back of 

the bus is sinking!  

 

We quickly got the bags out and tried lifting, pushing and driving. The harder we tried the deeper she sank. We 

needed a tractor. Madge (the turf cutter) was soon on the case. Donal, a passing motorist who we flagged down, 

is the head coach of Donegal GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) – motto ‘Never Beat’. With Donal onside and 

Madge on the phone to her neighbour we’re feeling lucky. Before long a big van is spotted coming over the hill 

and is duly flagged down by all 10 of us. Its only two mechanics on their way to the next stage of the 

International Rally of Ireland driving a specially adapted vehicle equipped for pulling rally cars and minibuses out 

of bogs. It’s a miracle, Chris says, as the lads pull us out. No harm done, thanks all round and we’re on our way 

again.  

 

As we reached Letterkenny we see how popular this Rally of Ireland is by the number of souped-up Fiestas. It’s 

late afternoon by the time we reach the shores of Lough Swilly where an unseasonal Scaup is noteworthy and 

former rarities, Little Egret and Mediterranean Gull, are still not common this far north. Colonies of Common 

and Sandwich Terns plus several pairs of Whooper Swan, Wigeon and Teal were to be expected, along with 

Whitethroats, Bullfinches and Yellowhammers in the thick hedgerows below Muff castle. Back in the ‘north’ we 

passed thousands of disappointed Derry fans coming away from an all-Ireland Gaelic Football semi-final, having 

just lost to Laois. Then it was over the Glenshane Pass and downhill all the way to Lough Neagh, Ireland’s 

inland sea – Europe’s largest eel fishery – and our country inn hotel where ‘a pint of plain is your only man’ 

before enjoying our last dinner together.  

Day 7 Sunday 23rd June 

Loughs Neagh and Beg comprise the largest freshwater Special Protection Area and Ramsar site in Ireland and 

the UK. A winter destination for tens of thousands of diving duck, in summer the attraction is the colonies of 

gulls, terns, Great Crested Grebes together with a variety of breeding wildfowl and waders. Our first port of call 
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was to Cranfield Bay where we walked through a wildflower meadow to a ‘rag tree’ and wishing well. A raucous 

colony of Black-headed Gulls and dozens of nesting Great Crested Grebes were tending their offspring as a pair 

of bugling Whooper Swans flew low overhead; this would be a new site for a species that first nested in Ireland 

as recently as 1992 and is now well established. We listened to the songs of Sedge Warbler, Blackcap and Reed 

Bunting but it was not easy to see them among the waving foliage. Further up the lough we found more colonies 

of Black-headed Gulls and Great Crested Grebes together with nesting Little Grebes, Pochard, Shoveler and 

Gadwall.  

 

For refreshments we called into the recently opened Seamus Heaney HomePlace in Bellaghy. The British 

Council was hosting the International Jaipur Literary Festival, the largest literary festival of its kind in the world, 

with Mahatma Ghandi’s grandaughter, Tara Ghandi Bhattacharjee and members of Seamus Heaney’s family in 

attendance. Chris wasted no time reminding such distinguished delegates of the importance of protecting Lough 

Beg, Lough Neagh’s ‘little sister’ (‘beg’ means small). Later, in the private grounds of Ballyscullion Park (a Game 

of Thrones location), we enjoyed views of Lough Beg, where as many as six pairs of Whooper Swans are 

breeding.  

 

All too soon it is time to leave the environs of Loughs Neagh & Beg and make our way to the airports. First 

goodbyes at the international and then at the George Best, the latter via Belfast Harbour estate where the masses 

of Black-tailed Godwits at the RSPB’s ‘Window on Wildlife’ were joined by Redshank, Dunlin and Knot. Thanks 

to all for sharing the experience (and the photos), I think we were eight kindred spirits.  

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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