
 

 

 

Clyde branch outing to Isle of May 

Friday 30th May  
 
Participants: 23 
 
Weather: Sunny intervals with a moderate southerly wind 
 
Number of bird species recorded:  46  (including mainland sites before boarding the boat) 
 
Leader: Donald Wilson 
 
So here we were again, after last year’s huge disappointment of a last-minute call-off due to unfavourable 
weather conditions!  
 
The Isle of May is an iconic place for birds. Not only is it an extremely important place for breeding sea 
birds, but it also has a long history of being a good spot for scarce and rare migrants. Some have been 
trapped & ringed as the whole island is a bird observatory run by Nature Scot, with seasonal staff and a full-
time warden David Steele (a proud Geordie, self-confessed).  
 
The optimum time for both the breeding birds and the hope of lucking into a scarce or rare passerine 
(perching bird) is usually the last week of May or the first week of June, although anytime during the spring 
or autumn migration can produce something special.  
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On top of that, there is a good chance that the weather at this time of year will mean a good day’s birding, 
in decent conditions. I had been keeping an eye on the sightings and the weather. On the latter I was 
confident that there would be no last-minute disappointments; on the former it wasn’t looking likely for a 
scarcity - but there is always a chance. 
 



 

 

What would be a “scarcity”? A nice spring Bluethroat, Icterine Warbler, Red-Backed Shrike or Marsh 
Warbler, to name a few, but literally anything could turn up. We would see what transpired. 
 
The plan was to meet up at Anstruther harbour at 14.00 for the 15.00 sailing, a late one due to the tides. 
However, I did forward some sites in Fife to the group to go to if anyone fancied some local birding before 
the meet. That’s what I did, and the three passengers in my car were happy with that plan with two targets 
in mind, Yellow Wagtail & Corn Bunting.  
 
Yellow Wagtail is a scarce breeder in Scotland with south east Lothian being the hotspot and with a few 
pairs in east Fife around the Crail area. The same location has also in recent years had a real conservation 
effort to embolden the local Corn Bunting population and so I was confident that we would at least 
encounter this species. For the Yellow Wagtail a little luck would be needed, but I had an approximate 
location in which to look, so fingers crossed!  
 
We arrived at our destination, and it was a case of have a cuppa and wait and see, but alas, no joy. I 
decided to have a little stroll in the area and soon heard the “jangly keys” call of a Corn Bunting nearby. A 
quick scan and there it was sitting on a sign, singing away, then it flitted down to the roadside verge. We all 
had lovely views, which was great, as it was a lifer for some.  
 
Next, a ten-minute drive took us to Fife Ness after a little wander in Denburn wood.  
 
Denburn is a community woodland, which over the years has yielded some impressive birds. Personally, I 
have seen Collared Flycatcher, Red-Flanked Bluetail and both Pallas’s and Yellow-Browed warblers. Today 
we had the usual woodland suspects such as Chaffinch, Treecreeper, Blackbird, Chiffchaff, Robin etc. 
Nothing out of the ordinary, but some welcome trip birds.  
 
At Fife Ness there is a sea watching hide owned and managed by Fife bird club. Alas today there was no 
one here, which was ominous, so we satisfied ourselves with a quick scan out to sea and a wander around 
the point itself. Species seen were Linnet, Manx Shearwater, Kittiwake, Fulmar, Gannet, Great Black-
Backed Gull. 
 
Unbelievably time had caught up with us and it was time to head off to Anstruther. Soon all the troops were 
gathered - well almost - and on the May Princess we sailed.  
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It was just over an hour’s sail to the May with a bit of chat from the skipper. The passage included a sail 
around part of the island. Soon we were on to our first Puffin, followed by all the usual suspects of 
Guillemot, Razorbill, Gannet, Fulmar & Kittiwake etc. 
 
Then approximately halfway across I heard “Skua!” - I looked up and saw an adult skua with long tail 
steamers, but it was only a very brief view as it disappeared around the boat and out of sight. I fumbled for 



 

 

my camera, limiting the time spent on the bird, to no avail! Some observers said “Arctic Skua” but in my 
mind this bird was undoubtedly an adult Long-Tailed Skua. There was some chat and ultimately 
disagreement apart from myself and Sandy McNeil, but I’m sticking to my guns and very happy with the 
identification. It was the right time of year for one, but it just wasn’t on my radar!  
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We soon landed on the island, and we had just under two hours in which to explore this excellent 
archipelago. It is just a magical place to observe the array of breeding sea birds at their nesting sites,  with 
all the sights and sounds associated with them.   
 
Alas, the only migrant was a solitary Chiffchaff, and the only other birds seen, apart from those already 
mentioned, were Pied Wagtail, Rock Pipit, and of course Eider Ducks, some with crèches of their newly 
hatched youngsters. 
 
All too soon six o’clock had arrived and it was time to head back.  
 
Soon we were back in Anstruther and of course we all made straight for a very welcome fish and chips. At 
this point it was every man and women for themselves, so there wasn’t much of a debrief or goodbye but 
I’m sure we all had a thoroughly enjoyable day out.  
 
Maybe the May again in May next year? 
 
Donald Wilson 
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No of bird species recorded: 46   (including mainland sites before boarding the boat) 
 
 

Pheasant 

Shelduck 

Eider 

Swift 

Feral Pigeon 

Woodpigeon 

Oystercatcher 

Kittiwake 

Great Black-backed Gull 

Herring Gull 

Lesser Black-backed Gull 

Long-tailed Skua 

Guillemot 

Razorbill 

Puffin 

Fulmar 

Manx Shearwater 

Gannet 

Shag 

Cormorant 

Grey Heron 

Magpie 

Jackdaw 

Rook 

Carrion Crow 

Skylark 

Swallow 

House Martin 

Willow Warbler 

Chiffchaff 

Blackcap 

Whitethroat 

Wren 

Treecreeper 

Starling 

Blackbird 

Robin 

House Sparrow 

Dunnock 

Pied Wagtail (yarrellii) 

Rock Pipit 

Chaffinch 

Greenfinch 

Linnet 

Corn Bunting 

Yellowhammer 

 
 
Other mammals: 
 
Grey Seal 
 

 

  
Eider © Billy McKellar Eider with chicks  © Ania Owsianka 

 


