
HEBRIDEAN ADVENTURE 
RUM AND CANNA
30th May - 4th June 2014 

Tour Participants: Paul Collins (leader), George Byrom (leader) and ten clients 

Following the success of last summer's Hebridean Adventure to the Isles of Eigg and 
Canna, we returned with a larger group to Scotland’s Small Isles, exactly 53 weeks after 
our 2013 trip. A notable amendment of the tour was made to include the iconic Isle of Rum,   
with its volcanic landscapes, abundant red deer population and warm community feel.
________________________________________________________________________________


Day 1 - Friday 30th May - Arrival in Rùm

Meeting the group at Mallaig harbour, the gateway to the Hebridean Islands, we boarded 
the Caledonian Macbrayne ferry for the short crossing to Rum. Based on last year’s 
reports back, we were keen to sample the ferry's famed Cheesy Chips (they're not on the 
menu, so you have to ask and do a knowing little "nudge nudge wink wink”). This cut into 
valuable sea-watching time, and those deeply immersed in their chips sadly missed out on 
a sensational common dolphin sighting just minutes after departure (they’d argue that, 
the cheesy chips were worth it). Nevertheless everyone was rewarded with a fine 
smorgasbord of pelagic birds - Common Guillemot, Razorbill, Gannets in a feeding 
frenzy, Kittiwake, and a few Manx Shearwater, hopefully the first of many. As we pulled 
into Loch Scresort - more of a bay than a loch - the waters were peppered with Red-
Throated Diver, which we marvelled over at close range. A Great Skua mobbing some 
Greater Black-Backed Gulls was a nice addition. 



We continued to indulge in these views as we set up camp by the shoreline of the loch. 
From here we had an unsurpassed gaze across the waters and into the heart of Rum. 
Slightly less welcome were the swarms of midges! Fortunately the little shop by the pier 
supplied head nets and insect deterrent, which we bought in copious amounts but proved 
pretty futile against larger horseflies. Despite this slight discomfort, we enjoyed good 
peaceful views and birdwatching over the loch - Red-Throated Diver graced every scan of 
the binoculars, Eider and raucous Oystercatchers among the shallow waves; and a close 
investigation of distant Common Guillemot revealed a single Black Guillemot, much 
more smartly coloured than its commoner counterpart, and a male Goosander. 

After settling in, we decided to have an explore of the village and grounds of Kinloch 
Castle. ”Village” is a very loose term for a small courtyard of farm buildings which have 
been recently converted into a post office, shop and community hall cum cafe. Although 
small and purely functional, the courtyard clearly serves as the centre of the community, 
which nowadays numbers around 40 people. The history of how this tight community came 
to be is worth a brief mention; plenty more is detailed in the Community Hall's 
"archive" (two folders full of newspaper clippings) and on the island's website. Until the last 
five years, the population was about half that, and comprised entirely of Scottish Natural 
Heritage volunteers. The island of Rùm, back in the mid 1900s, was a hunting ground 
owned by Lancashire industrialist George Bullough (later Sir George), with Kinloch Castle 
at its heart. Not content with just a castle, Sir George had a grand garden designed 
complete with greenhouses for peaches, melons and other Mediterranean and warmer-
climate fruits. There was also reportedly a palm house full of exotic creatures from 
hummingbirds and birds of paradise to alligators and snapping turtles. His subsequent 
marriage to Lady Monica resulted in major redesign and renovation within the castle itself 
so, whilst Sir George made his mark on the land, his wife was adding her own feminine 
touch to the house's furnishings. When George passed away in 1939, Lady Monica 
resided in the house but eventually passed it on to the Nature Conservancy Council in 
1957. The NCC subsequently joined forces with Countryside Commission to form what is 
now the Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) - and from 1957 until 2008, Rùm has been in 
SNH's possession. Today it is no longer the regal red-stone gem it once was, now in a 
sorry state of disrepair; but, despite this, it’s a major tourist attraction for the island’s day-
trippers. 

Settling for dinner with a dram of whisky on the beach (the midges left us in peace), we 
were serenaded by cuckoos and willow warblers. Late evening saw three grey herons 
returning to their loch-side roost in the treetops, a couple of buzzards and a treecreeper. 
But as this is a Scottish tour, the big interest was a pair of red deer stags feeding along 
the shoreline, remarkably approachable. Most of the deer can be found at the north of the 
island at Kinloch, so it was a pleasant surprise to see them so close to camp. 
________________________________________________________________________________


Day 2 - Saturday 31st May - Kinloch, Rùm 

We awoke to a hot sunny morning and just as many midges as the night had seen in, so 
were quick over breakfast and packing our bags for our day trip to Kinloch. The reason for 
going to Kinloch, other than being marked more boldly than anywhere else on our map 
and therefore an obvious choice for a visit, was to see the resident population of red deer. 
The walk is pleasant and gentle, with only a slight incline in parts, and with the rapids of 
Kinloch Burn on one side and the imposing volcanic peaks of Hallival, Askival and 
Barkeval on the other. To the west lies the brilliantly named Trollaval, one of the lower 
peaks at just 700m, and home to the Manx Shearwater. Trollaval means "Hill of the Trolls" 



and is so named because Vikings believed that the eerie call that shearwaters make were 
the sounds of trolls. About 100,000 birds nest here, which amounts to a third of the entire 
world population. They can be seen on specially arranged night visits up Trollaval and the 
Rùm Cuillin, although the weather was so poor in the evenings that we didn't make the trip. 

What we did see though were plenty more of that iconic species the Red Throated Diver - 
about 8 or more, as we left Loch Scresort, and continuing well along the Burn, where we 
saw a pair flying over Hallival's ridge. A couple of Skylark announced our entrance into 
peaty moorland habitat, where we also started to see an abundance of insect life. Not just 
midges and horseflies, but a few interesting beetles such as the Green Tiger Beetle, the 
jazzy purple Rhysodes Sulcatus and a single representative of the orange and black 
Nicrophorus Vespilloides. Typical peatland flowers included the banana-peel 
Butterwort, dainty yellow Tormentil, baby blue Milkwort and, everywhere, one of my 
favourite mountain species, the Bird's Foot Trefoil. Along any body of water, whether it be 
puddle or stream, there were Large Red Damselflies - too early in the season for any of 
the scarcer odonata. A flash of black and white revealed a Dipper. 

The one stony track breaks off into two directions - left (West) goes to Harris, and right 
(North / North East) goes to Kinloch. Butterwort became more profuse, the land became 
peatier, and in turn we saw a rise in insect species - more of the aforementioned beetles, 
plus some butterflies: singles of Peacock, Green Veined White and a lovely little Green 
Hairstreak. Dayflying moths are relatively few on Rùm so easy to identify, not least the 
large Fox Moth which flew across our path. A new species for me and for most in our 
group, an Argent & Sable moth, which is localised and quite rare, was very distinctive with 
boldly marked black and white wings. Treble Bar moths were common along this stretch. 

No red deer yet, but bird sightings picked up on the final leg to Kinloch. A bit of forest on 
our left produced a very close-by Cuckoo which, once done with calling, flew out across 
our path along the tree-line. 4 female Stonechats sat upon the peat, serenaded by a 
male, which I tried to draw over (to the amusement of the group) by imitating its call by 
clacking two stones together (it has worked for me in the past, but not on this occasion). 
Two Wheatear and a very vocal pair of Curlews. 

As we neared Kinloch, we now saw our first Red Deer! Admittedly at a bit of a distance, 
one a good 300m away in the grass, and one proudly silhouetted atop a peak. We were to 
see many more, within touching distance, when we reached the cottage and farm houses - 
each sighting brought us closer and closer to these apparently very tame creatures. 
Scrambling down to the white sand beach, it was some surprise for some of the group to 
see deer eating kelp at the water's edge - a unique photo opportunity! 

The beach, with views of the deer feeding, made a fine lunch spot in the sunshine. And 
with views towards Canna and Skye, an even better cetacean spot. A long back and small 
dorsal fin broke the calm water - a long breach eliminated any dolphins, and a confirmation 
with the camera showed a Minke Whale. Unsurprisingly, for a whale, we didn't see it again 
for some time - just the one breach, and it was gone. Some twenty minutes later, we 
caught up with the whale again, this time some way out towards Canna. Satisfied with our 
first whale sighting, we focussed on what else we could see at sea - Arctic Tern, a dozen 
smart Black Guillemot, and not one but two diver species: the ubiquitous Red-Throated 
Divers, plus a very special and distinguished Black-Throated Diver near to shore, one of 
the species we’d all hoped to find up in Scotland. 



Everyone was quite sleepy once we returned to camp, and with our evening meal, we 
enjoyed further Red Deer on the shores of Loch Scresort, and the wailing calls of divers. 
________________________________________________________________________________


Day 3 - Sunday 1st June - Harris and Loch Scresort, Rùm 

Heavy rain throughout the night and into the morning meant little enthusiasm for a long 
walk, but it seemed odd to leave Rùm without having visited the beach and acropolis of 
Harris. This would mean a 16km walk, most along the same trail as that to Kinloch, with a 
split west deep into the hills. We gave up soon after midday because the rain got pretty 
intense (at least no flying biting insects), and wildlife sightings were low with just 1 Skylark 
on the bird front, and 1 Fox Moth, 4 Treble Waves, 1 Large Red Damselfly, and a couple 
of the Rhysodes Sulcatus beetle. 

Disappointingly the heavy rain continued, without any sign of stopping. Everyone was quite 
happy to see it out in the community hall, which had a pingpong table, darts board and a 
homely cafe serving rooibos tea and homemade cheese scones. From the patio of the 
hall, we could also enjoy the two Red Deer stags again at the loch side at even closer 
range and photograph them in the rain whilst we were in the dry! A Common Sandpiper 
was a nice new addition to the Red Throated Divers, Oystercatchers, Hooded Crows, 
Dunlin and Eider which we also saw in good numbers. Through the rainstorms, a very 
persistent Cuckoo called - it seems cuckoos will call through any weather conditions, and 
at all times of day, as we found on Eigg last year.
________________________________________________________________________________


Day 4 - Monday 2nd June - To Canna and Sanday

Rain, thick clouds and very poor visibility over Loch Scresort didn't fill the group with much 
hope for our crossing to Canna. Our ferry crossing was at 12:45 so, despite a late rise, 
there was enough time for a brisk walk along the North Trail. Just a couple of Curlew near 
the croft, a Skylark and heard a few Willow Warbler. We did however spot plenty of 
evidence of Otter: that is, a couple of footprints in the fresh mud, certainly no more than a 
few hours old, and a couple of rocks lined with white spraint.

Back along the loch, walking back to camp, there were the usual suspects: 22 Greylag 
Geese in their usual corner near the Community Hall, as well as the 2 Red Deer braving 
the wet; Willow Warblers and one Chiffchaff, lurking in the trees but making their 
presence known clearly; an elusive Cuckoo. The rain was bringing out a lot of insects and 
worms, which in turn enticed some of the garden species we'd been expecting to see, but 
had somehow so far missed, out into the village: singles of Blackbird, Song Thrush, 
Chaffinch, Greenfinch and even a male Siskin. Near camp, there were now 2 Common 
Sandpipers and, on the walk with baggage to the pier, a skulking Blackcap.

By the time our ferry crossing came, although the rain ceased and humidity soared, 
visibility was still very poor, so we didn't spend much time out on deck. A sighting of 60 
Moon Jellyfish bobbing near the water surface raised dampened spirits, and a vast raft of 
150 Manx Shearwater which took off moments before our ship cut deep into the mist. The 
remainder of the crossing was quiet, until we reached Canna some 70 minutes later - the 
white mist lifted, revealing little by little pockets of water with Guillemot, Razorbill, Arctic 
Tern and Shag.



Once on Canna, the weather transformed, the shore lit in mesmerising light. Birds seen on 
the shoreline were 20+ Oystercatcher, 10+ Wheatear, 1 Buzzard, 2 Ringed Plover, 1 
Rock Pipit, 5 House Sparrow, 1 Pied Wagtail, 10 Greylag Geese, 1 Hooded Crow, plus 
a fly-by Peregrine Falcon and a Buzzard. Canna has a sister island, Sanday, which is 
accessible by a footbridge near the camp. Whilst roughly half of the isle's inhabitants live 
up in the hills near Canna pier, the remaining half live on Sanday, the part nearest to the 
footbridge bridge, which looks back towards Canna and over the bay. We took a late 
afternoon walk onto Sanday, towards the Church of Edward the Confessor. A pair of Great 
Skuas were seen over the far end of the island, one circling its huge territory and the other 
perched in silhouette upon a rock, scanning the horizon. Walking down the middle of the 
island, where the land is hillier, we stumbled upon a Skylark and her nest. We stopped 
very briefly to peer at the nest and the one mottled brown egg within, but I ushered the 
group on so that the adult bird could return. We saw a few Twite on our loop back to the 
bridge, near the white sand bay which, in the early evening, shimmered with newly made 
fractals. The fractal sands are a spectacular sight, etched with subtle intricacy. The white 
sand, grey lace-like fractals, and the azure water and white foam, together made a 
wonderful summer evening sight for our landscape photograph

Two fledgling Wheatear chatted on the rocks behind us. Still covered in downy feather, 
their flight was restricted, but they made up for this by enthusiastically flicking their tails 
and white rumps and running along the dunes. 

Other birds seen were a Cuckoo (heard), 5 Eider, 4 Black Guillemot, 8 Wheatear, 1 
Buzzard, 2 Hooded Crow, 2 Rock Pipit, 5 House Sparrow, 12 Common Guillemot, 1 
Manx Shearwater, Great Black Backed Gulls, 10 Greylag Geese

An evening stroll to the showers and new village shop by Cafe Canna resulted in much the 
same birds (with the addition of 2 House Sparrow fledglings near the diesel generator and 
a Collared Dove). A Reed Warbler churred amongst the Yellow Iris, a large roost of 43 
Oystercatcher settled for the night near the harbour, and there was a decent count of 6 
Red-Breasted Merganser.
________________________________________________________________________________

 
Day 5 - Tuesday 3rd June - Canna

Yesterday’s clouds had completely cleared and we were in for a beautiful day. After 
breakfast, we wandered to Canna’s northern peaks towards Garrisdale for a spot of clifftop 
and seabird photography. It’s an easy ramble along the spine of the island, with stunning 
coastal views towards Rùm and Muck. 20 minutes in, we veered uphill to get sensational 
clear views towards the Outer Hebrides and Skye. For birds too, this was a good decision, 
as within minutes we spotted a male Hen Harrier, numerous Buzzards, a Peregrine, and 
our only Golden Eagle of the trip, which gave fantastically close fly-by views for everyone. 
We also managed to flush a Snipe from its peaty seat. With our attention now drawn to 
ground level, some interesting lepidoptera finds included a delicate Green Hairstreak 
butterfly, some Treble Wave and a Brown Silverline moth, and the larvae of a Fox Moth 
which won the admiration of a few of our photographers. 

On the higher peaks, we now had a decent view back towards Rum and an excellent vista 
towards Skye. Far below us, large parties of Common Guillemot congregated, 
interspersed with Razorbill, whilst at a distance floated a small raft of Manx Shearwater. 
Great Skuas took any opportunity they could to harass these sedentary birds and, when 



they tired of this, entertained in chasing Fulmars around the sea stacks and arches, where 
the latter had set up colony. 

Our afternoon activities were focussed on macro photography and seaside landscapes 
around the south of the island. Settling on A’Chill Beach for a late lunch, we enjoyed some 
gentle birdwatching of Wheatears, Skylarks, Shags, Black Guillemots, Oystercatchers 
and Cuckoos, and some particularly nice views of Harbour Seals basking on the rocks 
towards Sanday. Canna House and Gardens delivered for macro photography 
opportunities with profusions of Bluebells and smelly Wild Garlic, some attracting Green-
Veined White butterflies. The song of Willow Warblers and various finches trickled from 
the wisteria.  

Sunset looked exceedingly promising for some time-lapse landscape photography, so we 
headed to Canna Harbour early to get some compositions showing Canna and the St 
Edwards Church, with boats rocking in the harbour. Luckily for us, Harbour Seals and 
even a few water birds like Eider and Red-Breasted Merganser decided to grace our 
photos, adding the cherry on top of a merry scene. One of the seals leaped onto a Brown 
Trout and fed happily on this a short distance from us, whilst a Sedge Warbler reeled in 
the Yellow Iris plantation behind us. Rock Pipits and Wheatear were very confiding; and 
as dusk fell, Pipistrelles swooped out of their roosting places. 

As a final evening treat, we had a barbecue and melted marshmallows with whisky on 
A’Chill beach. On this wonderfully calm and warm night, we could hear the eerie calls of 
Manx Shearwaters floating across from Rum. And a rustle in the sandy grass alerted us 
to something none of us expected to see - a little mouse, which briefly sniffed at one of our 
rucksacks and zoomed across our feet! This caused excitement because it was not an 
ordinary mouse but a Canna Woodmouse, a subspecies endemic to this island. A rare 
sighting to end the evening. 
________________________________________________________________________________


Day 6 - Wednesday 4th June - Canna / Departure

Despite a comparatively late start to the day at 8:30am, we were all down at Sanday’s 
white beach by 9am for a final spot of fractal photography - this time experimenting with 
long exposures and flash to create interesting effects with water on the sand. Basking in 
the sunshine, we enjoyed breakfast on one of Scotland’s finest and remotest white sand 
beaches - who needs the Caribbean when you’ve got Canna? To top this magic moment 
off, a small flock of Twite flittered down into the grasses nearby, our first encounter of the 
trip with this endearing ‘dumpling’ finch. 

With the rest of the morning ahead of us, we ventured to A’Chill Beach, veering up through 
the bluebell woods to the island’s higher peaks. From here we had an excellent lookout 
towards Rum and Skye, glancing back to the "tripod arch” (two geological arches 
conjoined at the top, like a tripod). The weather couldn't have been any more favourable 
for landscape photography. The sea was mirror calm, perfect for cetaceans, and within 
seconds we spotted the unmistakable shape of a Minke Whale cutting through the water. 
From way up here, it was a quality bird’s-eye view. Barely moments later, a Common 
Dolphin followed in its trail, and a closer inspection of the ripples it made in its wake 
revealed 8 Moon Jellyfish glowing beneath the shimmering blue. Around the “tripod arch”, 
both Black and Common Guillemot dashed about, and one of our group made a 
gruesome but interesting discovery of a Puffin skull nearby. We had stellar views of 
Fulmars nesting on the cliff sides and slightly more distant views of Manx Shearwater 



rafts on the sea, but best of all was a Peregrine providing a thrilling fly-by around the 
headland, with 3 angrily cronking Raven in hot pursuit. And of course, a walk is not 
complete without a Fox Moth - this time, a larvae. 

In spite of all this, the wildlife highlight of the trip? Oh yes - it came just before we boarded 
the ferry back to the mainland! Enjoying hot cross buns and hot dogs by the pier, we 
passed an hour scanning for cetaceans in advance of our boat trip. The water was 
absolutely crystal clear, and teaming with Moon Jellyfish - perhaps 40 at a rough count in 
one small area, but assuredly many more. The mild winter must play some part both in the 
high count and in these jellyfishes' proximity to shore (although the Moon Jellyfish is more 
littoral than other British species). Among these was a shoal of 200 Sprat, a species of 
herring, which weaved in and out of the kelp forests. And then - certainly my favourite 
sighting of the trip, overshadowing even the Minke Whales - was a second type of jellyfish: 
the remarkable Comb Jelly. No larger than a walnut perhaps, its silk-like barbs drifted 
behind it, shimmering in an incredible oscillating light display of reds, greens, blues and 
yellows. Like a creature from the dark deep ocean floor, these tiny creatures had us all 
transfixed and gasping and squealing in delight. 

And in an instant, their lights intensified as a large white ghost swept over them, billowing 
through the waves - a third jellyfish, at least 1 metre in length, excluding its barbs. A 
formidable Barrel Jellyfish! Its bell shaped like a cloud burst or a cauliflower, this huge 
creature has become gradually more common in Scotland and in Cornwall. With the Moon 
and Comb Jellies beside it, it was a giant among dwarves, and a great cause of 
excitement for every naturalist in the group. 

The 2h30 ferry back to Mallaig held great promise as we were all on high alert. We were 
rewarded with 2 Harbour Porpoise, a dozen Grey Seals, more Moon Jellyfish, and a 
delightful spread of seabirds: Gannets, Arctic Terns, Manx Shearwaters, Guillemots, 
Razorbills, Black Guillemots, Common Gull and Shag - and a few Red Deer feeding on 
Rum’s Kinloch Beach. Topped off with some iconic cheesy chips, a fitting end to the trip! 
________________________________________________________________________________


