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Islay, widely known as the’ Queen of the Hebrides’ is rightly regarded as the most beautiful of all the
Inner Hebridean islands. Memorable landscapes abound with rugged sea cliffs, white sandy beaches,
wild open moorland, verdant rolling pastures and extensive tidal mudflats, all contributing the
essential ingredients for some of the best birdwatching in Britain. In late autumn, large flocks of
Barnacle and Greenland White-fronted Geese are newly arrived from their Arctic breeding grounds,
along with other wildfowl including divers and grebes. Stately Golden and White-tailed Eagles,
adorable Red-billed Choughs and diminutive perky Twite constitute notable resident birds, whilst
playful Eurasian Otters can be found amongst the kelp beds and rocky inlets of quiet sea lochs. A
wonderful birding spectacle awaits those who venture north.
Our quest on this tour was to see and enjoy as much of the wildlife as possible and to take in the
splendours of this wonderful island. The group comprised Penny Chambers, Anne Clarke, Jean Cook,
Alan and Caroline Crockard, Angie and Mick Edwards, Joyce Hickman, Mary Virden and Hilary
Woodhead. Lance and Nick were the Birding Abroad leaders.

Thursday 21 October: The group had assembled the previous evening in the quaint fishing village of
Tarbert, nestled on a picturesque inlet of Loch Fyne in Argyll and Bute. After a very wholesome
Scottish breakfast there was time for a pleasant stroll along the harbour front from where small fishing
boats work the waters around the Kintyre peninsula. A small party of Red-breasted Mergansers were
diving here, as were several European Shags, two species that became frequently encountered on
each day of the tour. Waders included Eurasian Oystercatchers and Eurasian Curlew, whilst several
Grey Herons were stalking the harbour shallows and utilising small islets in the loch. Overhead parties

of Redwings were on the move, showing how the west coast acts as a migration route for many
incoming winter visitors. Hooded Crows had largely replaced their close relatives the Carrion Crow in
this area, though a few individuals appeared to show intermediate features. Some 15 Black Guillemots
in their less familiar winter plumage were watched feeding contentedly in the mirror calm waters
where they provided great photographic opportunities.

Black Guillemot in winter plumage
In fine weather, it was soon time to make the short drive to the Kennacraig ferry terminal where the
Caledonian MacBrayne MV Finlaggan was soon in distant sight, incoming from Islay. As the passenger
ferry drew closer to the harbour, we spent a few minutes looking offshore where a Common
Greenshank, a small party of Common Redshank and several Common Scoters were noted, as well as
our first Great Northern Divers of the trip, two handsome adults transitioning from summer to winter
plumage. A lone Brambling called as it flew overhead before it was time to board the ferry. With our
two vehicles safely on the ship’s car deck, we ascended to the passenger lounges and observation
decks and were soon sailing our way through the calm waters of West Loch Tarbert. A few more Black
Guillemots and Great Northern Divers were seen as well as the first Slavonian Grebes of the trip, two
appearing close to the banks of the sheltered sea loch before we entered the more open waters on
the two-hour crossing to Islay. Here, mid-voyage, Black-legged Kittiwakes were the dominant species,
with a Razorbill and a few Common Guillemots moving aside as the ferry advanced. The views across
to the mountains of Jura were quite splendid before we finally drew into Port Askaig. Upon
disembarkation we drove south across Islay towards Port Ellen and our sea front hotel. We made our
first roadside encounters with groups of Barnacle Geese, splendid birds with intricate black and white
plumage marks. A brief stop at Loch Indaal produced a flock of 60 Pale-bellied Brent Geese and
offshore a group of 20 Whooper Swans flew past to the south, part of a day total of 64, these birds
still on active migration from Iceland to Irish wintering grounds. A pleasant evening meal complete
with our daily bird log ended a first and very promising day.

Friday 22 October: Another fine hearty breakfast had us energised for a full day in the field on Islay.
We drove a few hundred metres to the beach alongside Cairnmore Woods, where we scanned the
sheltered waters of Kilnaughten Bay. Here we watched small parties of Red-breasted Mergansers and
four hunky Great Northern Divers still retaining much of their summer plumage, plus a single Redthroated Diver for comparison. The woodland edge yielded a few Redwings, Eurasian Blackbird,
Eurasian Bullfinch, a Yellowhammer, at least 15 Chaffinches and a calling Goldcrest all making first
appearances on the passerine list. From here we continued down the narrow single-track road that
wends its way through the rather barren wilderness across the Oa peninsula. Reed Buntings were
noted in a small willow copse and a couple of Common Buzzards watched on telegraph poles. In
brightening weather, we set off on a walk of about two miles on the spectacular Oa coastal path. A
flock of 30 Twite flew overhead giving their distinctive call notes and we were soon in Golden Eagle
territory with two birds giving prolonged views both perched and in flight near the towering cliffs of
the Sgeirean Buidhe promontory. From here the hills of Northern Ireland and the cliffs of the Mull of
Kintyre were both visible across the sea where a few Northern Gannets sped past. A single Red-billed
Chough flew in and landed on the grassy cliff top and we watched as it fed in the short turf. We rested
for a while on reaching the imposing American Monument, which commemorates two troop ships
HMS Tuscania and HMS Otranto, which sunk off Islay along with their sailors during the First World
War.

As we walked back to the vehicles a male Hen Harrier chased passerines, followed shortly by a Red
Kite, a much more unusual sighting on Islay. With the sun shining, we were delighted to take our picnic
lunch al fresco, and in some comfort too with our folding chairs and table complete with refreshing
hot drinks. Whilst enjoying the rest, we kept an eye on the winter finch bird feeding station, which
duly yielded 25 Twite at very close range.

The RSPB Oa reserve is managed for the benefit of Twite and other farmland birds
For the afternoon session, we opted for a leisurely drive along the south-east of the island. Leaving
Port Ellen, we passed three of Islay’s most famous distilleries; Laphroaig, Lagavulin and Ardbeg, each
of which produces its own peaty flavoured single malt whisky. Along the way, several small bays
complete with small sandy beaches and offshore islets provided a very picturesque backdrop. Several
close Great Northern Divers were located as well as large aggregations of Red-breasted Mergansers.
Grassy fields held a flock of over 1000 Barnacle Geese and a smaller number of Greenland Whitefronted Geese. A dolphin species came quickly in and out of view and many Common Seals plus a few
Atlantic Grey Seals were noted. The habitat looked ideal for Eurasian Otter and after a couple of hours
of searching we were delighted to spot one fishing playfully amongst the sea-weed and rocks just
offshore.
Our drive back was broken with a stop at the Kildalton Cross, a monolithic high cross of Celtic form,
carved in the 8th century AD and situated in the churchyard of the former parish church of Kildalton.
As dark approached, a male Fallow Deer grunted from nearby woodland, eliciting several does to
sprint across a grassy field.
Another fine evening meal complete with the daily bird log rounded off a very pleasant and successful
day in the field.
Saturday 23 October: This morning we headed for Loch Indaal, and with showers set for the morning
we utilised the observation platform at the Gaelic Centre near Bowmore which afforded some shelter.
Scanning the loch, the shallow edges produced 40 Pale-bellied Brent Geese, 10 Whooper Swans, many

Eurasian Wigeon and several commoner waders including Ruddy Turnstones and Bar-tailed Godwits.
The deeper waters of the loch produced the diving ducks, namely eight very nice Long-tailed Ducks,
two Common Scoters and 80 Red-breasted Mergansers. Five Slavonian Grebes and three Red-throated
Divers added quality to the list, topped no doubt by the lone Little Auk which flew straight towards us
and settled on the sea.
We drove on to the RSPB reserve at Gruinart, where the fields for miles around were covered in geese,
including a day estimate of some 30,000 Barnacles and 140 Greenland White-fronted Geese. The RSPB
visitor centre provided some shelter alongside lots of information on the reserve and its management
plan.

Barnacle Geese were everywhere
Our afternoon stroll was taken at Machair Bay, where the extensive white sands are reminiscent of
the coastlines of the Outer Hebridean islands. Here, we first stopped at the Kilchoman Cross, another
example of an early century Celtic carved cross. Two Red-billed Choughs and Rock Pipit were watched
nearby and a flock of 20 Twite buzzed around. A pleasant walk on the flat sands of the beach produced
a few new waders for the trip including Sanderlings and Common Ringed Plovers, whilst a
Mediterranean Gull in first-winter plumage was a nice surprise. As we walked back to the vehicles,
we were treated to a close fly over by two impressive White-tailed Eagles, creating a lot of excitement
as they passed overhead.
We ended the day with a drive along the eastern shore of Loch Gruinart towards Killinallan. The second
Little Egret of the day bore testimony to the northward expansion of this species into Britain. Geese
filled the skies all around us as they manoeuvred around their feeding fields. As evening drew close,
their silhouettes and calls produced an amazing and evocative sight as they moved in their thousands
towards roosting sites.
It was dark by the time we skirted Loch Indaal, so we took our evening meal at a restaurant in
Bowmore for a change, which was enjoyed by all.

Sunday 24 October: We headed to the north of the island this morning, via Loch Indaal where 12
Long-tailed Duck and four Common Goldeneye were enjoyed. At Loch Gruinart, geese filled the fields
either side of the road. We would come back to check them later but our prime aim today was to
explore the delightful grassy sand dunes of the Ardnave Point. The whole area has much short turf
which has been fertilised over the years by cattle and sheep dung, producing excellent feeding
opportunities for Red-billed Chough. Half way through the walk, we were thrilled to spot seven birds
which went on to show very well through telescopes.

A little further along where we overlooked the narrow strait to Nave Island, a showy flock of 25 Twite
entertained until a magnificent White-tailed Eagle flew close overhead. On the island itself, we noticed
a number of Atlantic Grey Seals with young calves, which not surprisingly, had attracted the attention
of a further three White-tailed Eagles. Always an imposing sight, the sheer size of these ‘barn doors’

never fails to impress. The panoramic views were quite spectacular too with the island of Colonsay
clearly visible to the north and the Atlantic waves tumbling in from the west.
Lunch was taken at RSPB Gruinart where we began a more careful check of the thousands of geese
scattered across the area. We were rewarded with a sighting of a Cackling Goose, a ‘needle in a
haystack’ perhaps, but the bird showed well and we discussed how this small goose, a full species in
its own right, came to be separated taxonomically from its close and larger relative, the Canada Goose.
Try as we might, we couldn’t locate the Red-breasted Goose which had been present in the area for a
couple of weeks. Two Pink-footed Geese found during our examination of the goose flock were new
for the list.
We then enjoyed a stroll through the Hazel woodland to the viewing platform and hide overlooking
Loch Gruinart, noting Northern Pintail, Northern Shoveler and a small group of three Black-tailed
Godwits. The waterfowl were edgy though and we soon realised the reason why. A lovely male Hen
Harrier, later followed by a female, quartered the flooded fields and then a Golden Eagle soared over
the far bank of the loch, reminders of why Islay is so special.
We concluded the afternoon with a return to Killinallan. Waders in the estuary included two Common
Greenshank, 25 Red Knot and over a hundred Dunlin. A White-tailed Eagle sat out on the mud flats
was scoped from the track and a Peregrine Falcon whizzed past. Meanwhile the geese just kept coming
and coming, adding to our memories of the brilliance of Islay.
As dusk approached, we returned to Port Ellen for our evening meal, after another excellent day in
the field.
Greenland White-fronted Goose is in decline with currently only 20000 left in the world, of
which 6000 spend the winter on Islay

Monday 25 October: The weather forecast looked rather bleak this morning but we remained
steadfastly determined heading firstly to the north-east of the island at Bunnahabhain, location of a
famous whisky distillery set in a quiet sheltered bay overlooking the narrow Sound of Jura. On the
journey between Bridgend and Bunnahabhain, several groups of Greenland White-fronted Geese
were noted grazing at the roadside, easily picked out even at range from the larger and paler Greylag
Geese by their dark colour tones. Luckily the rain abated and we had a stroll around the distillery area
occasionally scanning offshore where four Great Northern Divers, five Northern Gannets and three
Black Guillemots were located. The woodland bordering the bay produced a mixed group of tits
including five Long-tailed Tits, Common Chaffinches and Eurasian Bullfinches. We couldn’t resist a visit
to the distillery shop where there was an opportunity to buy various types of the whisky produced
here from small specimen sized to larger bottles, along with other souvenirs.

Just a short drive away is Finlaggan Loch and visitor centre, hosting the ruins of a castle and chapel,
home and administrative stronghold for Lordship of the Isles during the 13th to 15th centuries. Here
a member of staff gave a fascinating talk outlining the history of the ruling factions of Islay from
medieval times, when the clan MacDonald ruled much of western Scotland. Turbulent times followed
with much murder, intrigue and bloody battles before the Campbell clan succeeded, later yielding
their power to Stuart royal lineage, who eventually assumed power for the whole of Scotland from
1493.
Lunch was again taken at Gruinart, where we spent the afternoon consolidating on our views and
experience of the geese; some 250 Greenland White-fronts being our best estimate for this corner of
the island. A female Hen Harrier ghosted across the fields, and four White-tailed Eagles were observed
over nearby hills. It was soon time to drive back to Port Ellen for our final evening together, reflecting
on what had been a most enjoyable stay.

Tuesday 26 October: After a final breakfast, we said our farewells to the hotel staff and drove a short
distance to the ferry terminal in Port Ellen. The crossing took just two hours, with single Great Skua
and Atlantic Puffin seen, plus six fly-through Purple Sandpipers all being added to the trip list which
ended at a respectable 103. Great Northern Divers were a dominant species, and we suspected many
were still coming in from Iceland and beyond with a very good count of 45 made during the sea
crossing. Three Slavonian Grebes were feeding in West Loch Tarbert where we had our final views of
Black Guillemots too. A lasting memory for the group will be the two White-tailed Eagles sat on a
small skerry just a couple of miles from the ferry port at Kennacraig, which watched the ship pass, as
if to bid us farewell. We said our final goodbyes as we returned to the car deck and then started the
long road journey south and eventually home.
Thank you to all the group for making the trip so enjoyable, even through the occasional shower, and
to our hosts on Islay who made us feel so welcome. Thanks also to Alan Crockard for use of his fine
photographs.
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