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Friday 6th July 2012 
 

 

David Saunders arranged this fabulous trip for 10 members of the RSPB Medway group, staying 

overnight on Skomer on Saturday 7th July 2012 to guarantee the “full island” experience. David had 

previously worked as an RSPB volunteer on the island and so used his influence / charm to get us on 

the island during the seabird breeding season. 

 

Group members travelled in 3 separate cars from Kent, some stopping off at various reserves on the 

way to break up / optimise the long journey to the beautiful if remote south west corner of Wales. 

 

Rob and Marie Tilley and Warren and Elizabeth Mann travelled via the WWT Newport Wetlands 

Reserve, while David, Wendy Brownrigg and Giuseppe Raffa travelled straight to the Clockhouse 

Hotel in Marloes. 

 

Richard, Stefan and Chloe Hanman travelled via the RSPB Reserve at Oxwich Bay. Despite it being a 

damp affair which restricted the birdlife and butterflies somewhat, they were treated to 

magnificent close up views of a hawking red kite which tracked the country lanes ahead of their car 

near Camarthen. On a more positive note, the wild flowers were abundant and carpeted the sand 

dunes between the beach and the marshy woodlands at Oxwich Bay.  
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Saturday 7th July 2012 
 

We all met at 8am at the National Trust car park at 

Martin’s Haven, on a morning that was dry if a little 

cool. From here we observed swifts overhead and 

very tame house sparrows and a herring gull which 

was fed daily by the car park attendant. 

 

A quick toilet stop allowed close up views of young 

swallows which had fledged their nests and were 

practicing their flying skills inside the building! 

 

When the ferry boat skipper arrived, he wasn’t 

optimistic of an early morning crossing as the sea 

swell was so high. He consulted with the warden 

and the decision was made. Unfortunately for the 

‘day-trippers’ this meant “no boats today”. 

However, as we were “over-nighters”, the one and 

only crossing of the day would depart at 9am as 

planned.  

 

Relieved, we boarded the ‘Dale Princess’, formed a 

human-chain and quickly loaded all our kit and 

luggage onto the back of the boat and set off on 

the short crossing to Skomer. From the boat we 

observed lesser black-backed gull, gannet, 

kittiwake, razorbill, guillemot and puffin.   

 

We repeated the procedure in reverse once on 

Skomer, and were greeted by the wardens who 

transported our luggage via tractor-taxi to the 

accommodation block as we followed on foot.  © Wendy Brownrigg 
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We quickly settled into our rooms and then gathered for a H&S and ‘do’s & don’ts’ briefing with the 

head warden in the communal dining area. Afterwards, the decision was made to pack our picnic bags 

and complete the 4 mile circular walk around the island. 

 

Our route initially took us south from our Old Farm base in the centre of the island, up Gurse Hill onto 

Moorly Mere, where from the public hide overlooking South Pond we observed bathing oystercatchers 

and squabbling lesser black-backed gulls. 
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We continued on towards The Wick to observe jackdaw, wheatear and then the islands most famous 

residents … the puffins. In the water below, a lone grey seal was enjoying the calmer water of the inlet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For some in the group, this was their first close-up and personal encounter with puffins so understandably 

we stayed at this spot for over an hour to take it all in and observe their behaviour at close quarters. 

 

Some birds were busy gathering fresh nesting material and maintaining the entrance to their underground 

burrows. Others were loitering with curiosity on the grassy banks, soaking up the sun whilst waiting for 

their partners to return from the sea with (hopefully) a beak full of freshly caught sand eels. 

 

The puffin is smaller(26cm-29cm)  than most people envisage, about dove size with a wingspan of 47cm-

63cm. It’s also quite a chunky bird weighing in at 310g-500g and lives for 10-20 years surviving on a diet of 

sand eels, fish and squid. It has strong claws for digging burrows and clinging to wind-swept cliffs, and 

bright orange webbed feet perfectly adapted for swimming under water.  

 

According to the most recent survey, there are approximately 581,000 breeding pairs in the UK, of which 

493,000 are in Scotland, 55,000 breed on the Farne Islands and most of the rest breed on Skomer. Puffins 

reach sexual maturity at the age of 4 years and then lay 1 egg per season in an underground burrow in 

May-June, before returning to the open ocean where they spend most of the rest of their life.  

 

Their oversized bill is covered in brightly coloured plates in the breeding season and has a specialised 

yellow ‘hinge’ allowing it to catch and hold onto its food – the record so far being 61 sand eels and 1 fish! 
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When we finally tore ourselves away from the puffins at The Wick, we headed west past Skomer Head to 

Pigstone Bay where we observed grey seals hauled out of the water basking at low tide on the rocks. Nearby 

was a huge mixed colony of guillemot, razorbill and kittiwake. On the cliff tops rabbits were everywhere, 

including the Skomer black rabbit, (a remnant of an early captive bred population that escaped/was set 

free). Amongst the rabbits we observed meadow pipit, rock pipit and skylark and a rather large toadstool! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Onwards then to Garland Stone where we saw chough, buzzard, raven, magpie, wood pigeon, fulmar and 

cormorant.  Some of the girls (Wendy & Marie) went for a ‘wee stop’ behind a rock and were serenaded by a 

wheatear so please feel free to insert your own ‘white arse’ joke at this point! 
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As we headed back in-land towards our Old Farm base, the ever present herring gulls, lesser black-

backed gulls and great black-backed gulls were gathering in anticipation of their after-dark feast of manx 

shearwaters, whose grim carcasses were strewn on the grassy paths around the whole island! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Some of the group stopped to observe oystercatchers and mixed gulls from the hide over-looking North 

Pond, with Canada geese and jackdaws feeding on the grassy fields. Others caught sight of whimbrel, 

sedge warbler, linnet and reed bunting on the way back to the accommodation block. 

 

After a brief rest and a well-earned cup of tea, we headed back outside to the rear of the old (roofless) 

farm building to try our luck spotting short-eared owl from a raised bank. Although the owls didn’t show, 

we were rewarded with views of blackcap, dunnock, whitethroat, wren and willow warbler (we think!) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

As the sun went down we were treated to an amazing sunset which was our cue to put on an extra layer of 

clothes, fill Wendy’s flask, grab our torches, and head back down towards the landing place to wait for the 

nocturnal arrival of a few (100,000 give or take) manx shearwaters!  
 

On the way down we observed huge flocks of puffins (which I later looked up on google to be correctly 

termed a ‘circus of puffins’) and a very vocal oystercatcher warning us not to get to close! 
 

As it got darker, the stars came out and the first manx shearwater was seen whizzing overhead about 

11pm. For some of the group it was time to head back up the torch-lit path, taking care not to step on the 

numerous frogs or toads on the way. Half way up, a manx shearwater landed on the path at our feet – a 

living, breathing version of the carcasses we had witnessed during the day. The rest of the group 

continued their vigilance for another 30 minutes and were treated to magnificent views of hundreds of 

manx shearwaters silhouetted in front of an orange moon. The birds crash landed like missiles on the path 

and one even brushed Rob’s head! Once on the ground, they clumsily made their way to the safety of their 
burrow, out of sight and out of reach of the predatory gulls. A glow worm was also seen by Warren. 
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Sunday 8th July 2012 
 

An early morning wake up call saw everyone up, showered, dressed, fed and bags packed in time for the 

8.30am tractor-taxi scheduled to take our luggage back to the boat. Around the farm buildings we saw 

house martin, swallows, pied wagtail and goldfinches and heard a curlew calling in the distance. As we 

queued up waiting for the boat, we got our final views of oystercatcher, razorbill and puffins. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Once on the boat, we were stalked by a huge herring gull which hovered effortlessly in the wind a few 

centimetres above our heads. Distant views of gannet were supplemented with brief views of harbour 

porpoise swimming alongside the boat. David and Giuseppe also got a brief glimpse of black-headed gull. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And finally, … as Warren was totalling up the trip list (40 at the time), he declared in a loud voice “a shag, 
I’ve been waiting all weekend for a shag!”. The boat erupted in laughter, and our trip list now hit 41. 
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SKOMER ISLAND TRIP LIST (7th - 8th July 2012) 

Fulmar Barn Swallow 

Manx Shearwater House Martin 

Gannet Rock Pipit 

Cormorant Meadow Pipit 

Shag Pied Wagtail 

Canada Goose Wren 

Common Buzzard Dunnock 

Oystercatcher Wheatear 

Whimbrel Blackcap 

Curlew (heard) Whitethroat 

Herring Gull Sedge Warbler 

Lesser black-backed Gull Willow Warbler 

Great black-backed Gull Magpie 

Black-headed Gull Jackdaw 

Kittiwake Chough 

Puffin Raven 

Guillemot House Sparrow 

Razorbill Linnet 

Wood Pigeon Goldfinch 

Swift Reed Bunting 

Skylark 


