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Welsh Islands and Coast Spectacular  
 Saturday 30th June to Friday 6th July 2012 

 
Skomer Island - green cliffs burgeoning with puffins, ledges packed with guillemots and razorbills, stacks of 

kittiwakes, and the unbelievable noise and spectacle of thousands of nocturnal shearwaters.  Then with the ocean 
and islands in your blood, take to the water for more – Grassholm Island and its gannets, seafaring shearwaters, 

Ramsey Island, home to peregrine, chough, lapwing and deer.  Stopping at the Teifi Estuary, we then move north in 
search of the wonderful coastline and the famous dolphins of Cardigan Bay.  Finally we explore another watery world 

– the Dyfi Estuary at Ynys Hir, the new home of Springwatch and go in search of ospreys. 
 

Outline Itinerary: 
Saturday 30th June – Slate Mill Lodge and the Pembrokeshire Coast Path 

 
                    Ox-eye daisy on Pembrokeshire verges 

 
Sunday 1st July – Tuesday morning 3rd July – Skomer Island 

 
next 2 days.  
Skomer Island offers 3 star accommodation.  Please note that, as Skomer is a small island, power and water are 
carefully managed, so as a result rooms are not en suite.  There are adequate power sockets for charging batteries, 
phones, laptops etc,  but as the supply is solar powered only, you will not be able to use higher power consumption 
devices such as hair dryers or travel irons / kettles.  Please also note that there isn’t a shop on Skomer, so please 
bring all you need with you. 
 
Our time on the island is very flexible, to take account of the weather and to make the most of any sightings, such as 
pods of dolphins or harbour porpoise that frequent the waters round about.  Meals will be provided by Welsh 
Wildlife Breaks at the Farmhouse, with lunch generally eaten outside so as not to miss any wildlife-spotting!  
Evenings at the Farmhouse  are convivial, exchanging stories and photographs of the day, exchanging knowledge of 
photography, photo-editing and good birdwatching places around the UK and the world.  We may also be able to 
persuade one or more of the researchers to provide a talk on their work, such as the amazing migratory behaviour of 
Manx Shearwaters.  With a relatively short time on the island, we’ll want to make the most of our wildlife-watching.  
We’re lucky in that we’ll have the island to ourselves on the Monday, as there are no day visitors that day, so we’ll 
plan our time on the island so we can spend time to ourselves in some of the more popular spots.   Welsh Wildlife 

Meet at Slate Mill Lodge, our 4 star accommodation, just after 5pm.  
Transport is available from Haverfordwest Station to meet the train 
arriving around 4.30, if required.  Refreshments, then directly out to catch 
our first glimpse of Skomer and Skokholm Islands, and walk some of the 
Pembrokeshire Coast Path, looking out for summer visitors such as the 
stonechat, and the evocative calls of flocks of chough that frequent the 
short turf of the cliffs around the Deer Park at Martins Haven.  There are 
fabulous cliff views and the jewelled colours of wild flowers of the 
maritime heath and roadside verges.   
 
We’ll get back to Slate Mill Lodge just before 7pm, for a quick run through 
of our arrangements and timings for the week and what wildlife to look out 
for.  We’ll discuss arrangements for the morning Skomer embarkation 
following an update from the warden.   Then we have the treat of one of 
the Lodge’s famed dinners…. 
 
We’ll aim for a relatively early night in readiness for an early start. 

We’re off to Skomer Island!  Subject to safe sailing, we’ll have an early 
breakfast in order to get our luggage down to Martins Haven in time to 
meet an early sailing of the Dale Princess.  On the short sea journey 
across to the island, we’ll be greeted by puffins and other seabirds – and 
we might even have a gull hitching a lift on the boat on the way over. 
Skomer staff will meet us at the island’s North Haven landing stage, to 
take our luggage up to the visitors’ accommodation, although there are 
some steps to negotiate first!  We’ll have a quick introduction to the 
island before making our way up to the farmhouse, our home for the 
next 5 days and where the kettle will be on waiting for us. 
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Breaks’ Sue Wolfe will be leading walks to key parts of the island, pointing out where to look for particular species, 
and where to find the best photo opportunities.  Island staff will also help with their specialist knowledge, for 
example with cetacean-watching for harbour porpoises and dolphins!  You’ll also have the chance to go exploring on 
your own – part of Skomer’s charm is to be able to discover some of its secrets for yourself…..   Sue’s island walks 
will include: 
 

 
 
Owl Watch 

 
 

Shearwaters at Night 

 
 

Small Birds – the LBJs of Skomer (Little Brown Jobs…!) 

Up Close and Personal – an Evening with Puffins at the Wick 
Puffins have been nesting on the Wick for many years, and as 
individual birds are long-lived, up to 40 years + in some cases, and 
often use the same burrows year after year, birds at the Wick are 
very used to people.  While remembering puffins always have right 
of way, and that we shouldn’t obstruct the entrance to their 
burrows, we’ll find that patience will be rewarded by some very 
close encounters.  Puffins are extremely curious, and will readily 
investigate new objects in their vicinity!  We’ll be able to observe 
their behaviour – and they ours! -  at close quarters as evening falls 
and they all return from the sea. 

Skomer boasts both breeding little owls and short-eared owls – 
both day-flying -  and even barn owls have nested in the old 
farmhouse in past years.  While numbers have been affected by 
harsh winters recently – which impacts on the Skomer vole 
population, their principal food – they are still very much in 
evidence on Skomer.  Little owls in particular are very skilled at 
remaining motionless and blending into the background, so we’ll 
explore likely habitats and hiding places, keeping an eye open for 
the diminutive birds amongst rocks and walls.  The graceful glide of 
the short-eared owl, out hunting, may be spotted over the swathes 
of red campion, and it is likely to be feeding young during May – 
but we’ll need to keep our eyes peeled! 

The nocturnal miracle of returning shearwaters is arguably the 
main highlight of a stay on Skomer Island.  Skomer and 
neighbouring Skokholm together host around 128,000 breeding 
pairs, a significant proportion of the world breeding population 
of Manx Shearwaters.  Designed for life at sea, they are clumsy 
on land, but they have an extremely long breeding season, from 
around April to August, breeding in burrows, often old rabbit 
burrows, which pepper the island. 
Only coming in off the sea late on dark nights, to avoid 
predation by greater black-backed gulls, their indescribable 
eerie calls haunt the black night as they call to their mates deep 
in their underground burrows.  So hope for at least one dark or 
damp night, and sacrifice some sleep for a never-to-be-
forgotten lifetime experience. 
 

Skomer is home to a whole host of small birds in the late spring and summer – some residents, some summer 
visitors and some just passing migrants.  Everywhere we’ll find birds like this spotted flycatcher, linnets, larks, reed 
buntings, sedge warblers, pipits, dunnocks, wrens, whitethroats, goldfinches, swallows and martins……….. We’ll try 
to hone the knack of recognising some of these birds without ever having to pick up our binoculars. 
All sorts of rarities can turn up on passage from time to time, like bluethroats, hoopoes, turtle doves – but we will 
have to be lucky to spot these! 
And maybe, just maybe, we might spot the endemic Skomer Vole, numerous but very hard to spot.  It’s bigger 
than its mainland cousins, and main food source for the owls. 
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                                 Spotted Flycatcher         Juvenile Skomer Vole 

 
Rabbit Rabbit Rabbit – History and Archaeology of Skomer 

 
 
Pond Life, Beasties and Bugs 

 
 

Tuesday 3rd July – Sea Safari and the Dale Peninsular 

 
Gannets Nesting on Grassholm Island 

The legacy of over 1000 years of human habitation has shaped 
the landscape and the wildlife of Skomer.  From hut circles and 
ancient field boundaries to the recently renovated farm buildings 
and newly built warden’s house, there is evidence everywhere.  
Cattle used to graze Skomer island in the summer, and then 
swim back across the Sound to the mainland for the leaner 
winter months.  Rabbits were farmed on Skomer for hundreds of 
years, and the Skomer rabbit now has some very special island 
characteristics – you’ll find a whole range of colour variations 
have evolved, like this ‘Dutch’ style variation, chocolate brown 
and black rabbits, and even rabbits with blue eyes!  We’ll go in 
search of some of Skomer’s historic legacy. 
 

Skomer’s not just seabirds and rabbits - there’s a host of 
beetles, moths and other invertebrates, toads, lizards and a 
colony of slow worms (right).  We’ll look out for these on our 
walks, and see how many we can identify.   
The pond at Moory Mere often offers all sorts of surprises, 
like shoveler ducks and nesting shelduck and a wide range of 
waders such as curlew, dunlin, godwits and oystercatchers.  
It’s a favourite spot for kittiwakes, and you’re certain to get a 
close-up view of them bathing and collecting nest material.  
The Moory Mere hide is also an excellent dry place to watch 
birds during any rain showers! 
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It’s time to head back to the mainland, so we’ll pack our bags and go down to North Haven for a goodbye to the 
puffins, guillemots, razorbills and seals.  As the line from the poem goes, “If once you have slept on an island, you’ll 
never be quite the same” – and so we’re off, changed, to explore the sea and other islands!  We’ll drop our luggage 
back to Slate Mill Lodge en route, and, depending on the weather, decide whether to have a picnic lunch or eat early 
indoors at the lodge before we venture further.   
 
We’ll drive the short distance to Dale and having spoken to the boatman, we’ll establish whether a lunchtime or 
evening sailing for our sea watching trip is best.  Our sea safari will last around 2½hours and will take us around the 
Skomer cliffs, then maybe out to Grassholm Island or out in search of great rafts of shearwaters.  As with any safari, 
we’ll not know exactly what we’re going to find, but for sure there’ll be some surprises….. 

 
Raft of Shearwaters near Grassholm Island 

 
The rest of our time on Tuesday will be spent exploring the coast path and forts of the Dale Peninsular further, 
maybe going up to the lighthouse at St Anne’s Head, or exploring some of Dale’s salt marsh lagoons, close to the 
village.  Finally, with a host of sightings to reflect upon, we’ll make our way back to Slate Mill Lodge for another 
sumptuous dinner. 
 
Wednesday 4th July – Ramsey Island and St David’s Head. 

 
Colourful boats moored at St Justinian’s, with Ramsey Island behind to the right. 

 

 
               Colourful and unmistakeable chough 

 

After a relatively early breakfast, we head off north at 8.15am to 
the lovely St David’s Peninsular, about an hour away, to catch the 
boat from St Justinian’s life boat station to fabulous Ramsey 
Island, an RSPB reserve, and Site of Special Scientific Interest for 
chough.  Ramsey couldn’t be more different than Skomer – it’s 
grazed by sheep, to keep the turf short for the chough, and has a 
couple of high peaks to scale if we’re feeling energetic!  We will 
spend the whole day exploring this beautiful island, with its 
chough, peregrine, lapwings and herds of deer and ponies, and 
rare plants like the golden hair lichen. We’ll find a good spot while 
we’re there for a picnic lunch, and make the most of the island’s 
‘tuck-shop’ with its tea and coffee. We return at 4pm to the 
mainland, where we’ll set off for Cardigan Bay, about 45 minutes 
away. 
 



5 
 

We’ll stay at the wonderfully situated Gwbert Hotel, right at the mouth of the Teifi Estuary and directly adjacent to 
Poppit Sands, right at the southern end of Cardigan Bay.  The hotel has a great bistro restaurant for our evening 
meal.  Once you’re settled in, you could either explore the estuary a little before dinner, explore the footpaths to 
catch a glimpse of Cardigan Island, just past the mouth of the estuary, or just relax, and maybe make the most of the 
hotel’s sauna and jacuzzi. 
 
Thursday 5th July – Dolphin Watch and Honey Bees 
 

 
            Bottlenose dolphins near Skomer Island 

Atlantic grey seals also breed in small coves giving birth to their young from late summer. 
 
We’ll depart from New Quay harbour for our 2 hour boat trip along the Cardigan Bay coast looking out for seals, 
porpoise, dolphins and a host of other marine wildlife.  We’ll be accompanied by one of the marine research team, 
who’ll be able to answer any questions you might have.   

 
otherwise there’ll be a range of exhibitions to browse as well as the Arts Centre shop.  We’ll then go on to our 
accommodation at Plas Dolau Country Estate at Lovesgrove, a lovely setting only 10 minutes out of Aberystwyth, 
where we can have a quiet stroll in the late light and reflect on what we’ve seen over the week.  It’s worth looking 
out for red kites close to the house, herons at the end of the drive, and pipistrelles circling and feeding as night falls.  
If you’re up early in the morning, there may even be otters and kingfishers down by the bridge. 
 
Friday, 6th July – Estuaries and Ospreys 

 
                      Looking over the estuary at Ynys Hir towards Aberdovey 

 

This morning we continue 25 miles northwards to New Quay, an old fishing 
village, fiercely proud of its marine heritage.  Back in 1991 a petition from local 
people called for a voluntary marine project to be established involving the 
local authority, and today it is recognised across Europe as being a Special Area 
of Conservation (SAC).  Over 200 bottlenose dolphins are thought to be 
present in Cardigan Bay and much research work is carried out now in New 
Quay, in conjunction with Aberystwyth University - we will visit the Marine 
Wildlife Centre to find out about new emerging research.    Two groups, the 
voluntary Marine Heritage Coast and the statutory Cardigan SAC have 
observation areas along the coast monitoring dolphin & porpoise populations. 

Disembarking from the boat, and dependent on the time, we’ll 
head inland a short distance to the New Quay Honey Farm for 
something a bit different - a fascinating live exhibition of 
honey bees housed in an old Welsh Chapel – and all sorts of 
honey products including mead.   
We’ll then continue north to Aberystwyth, where we’ll stop by 
the fantastic Aberystwyth Arts Centre for a delicious informal 
early dinner.  With its panoramic view out over Aberystwyth 
and Cardigan Bay, Aber Arts Centre at Aberystwyth University 
provides an amazing range of live performances, dance, 
exhibitions and cinema throughout the year.  If there’s 
something of interest, you might like to stop to see it, 

We can take our time this morning, leaving around 9.00am 
and continuing 20 minutes north to Ynys Hir, the home of 
Springwatch.  We can check out the woodlands for young tits, 
warblers, pied flycatchers and redstarts, stopping off in the 
treetops hide in case that holds any gems.  We can visit the 
marsh hides, and look across the estuary to see what 
breeding waders can be seen, and we’re bound to see groups 
of swallows feeding. 
We’ll spend the morning at Ynys Hir – any less time really isn’t 
long enough – and have an early picnic lunch overlooking the 
lake by the car park – or on the covered balcony of the visitor 
centre, watching feeding finches and tits. 
       



6 
 

We then move on to the final highlight of our holiday.  Just 10 minutes from Ynys Hir is the Dyfi Osprey Project at the 
Montgomeryshire Wildlife Trust’s Cors Dyfi reserve.  A few years ago, a pair of ospreys was seen investigating an 
artificial nest by the railway.  They’ve been coming back each year since then, and finally, in 2011, ‘Monty’ and ‘Nora’ 
bred successfully, the first time ospreys have bred in the Dyfi Valley for 400 years!  On 5 June 2011 the first osprey 
chick emerged, the second on Monday 6 June 2011 and the third on 7 June 2011, comprising one female and two 
males. The young ospreys are named after local rivers that flow into the River Dyfi; The female is Leri and the two 
males Einion and Dulas.  So we should keep our fingers crossed for 2012, and if successful, we’ll look forward to 
seeing next year’s chicks on the nest. 
 
And so, we complete our tour of the islands and coast of the southern half of West Wales on the high note of Welsh 
ospreys – what a finish!   
 
For those travelling by rail, we’ll take you to the station at Machynlleth, about 20 minutes away, in good time for 
your late afternoon train.  For those travelling by car, we’ll make arrangements with you regarding where to leave 
your car and arrangements for getting back to it. 
 
Note: 
Boats will only sail if it’s safe to do so.  If there is unusually severe weather, sailing schedules may be affected.  In the 
unlikely event that our landings / tours are affected, Welsh Wildlife Breaks has planned some excellent alternative 
wildlife watching activities in coastal and inland Pembrokeshire and Ceredigion until sailings resume. The Wildlife 
Trust of South and West Wales does not provide any refund for delayed sailing schedules. 
 
What’s included: 
Transport (including to and from rail stations), and all meals from dinner on 30th June 2012 to lunch on 6th July 2012.  
It also includes accommodation and fees (boat fares, landing fees, entrance fees etc) from arrival at Slate Mill Lodge 
at 5pm on Saturday 30th June to taking you to your transport home on Friday 6th July 2012. 
 
Price: 
The price of Welsh Wildlife Break’s Welsh Islands and Coast Spectacular is: 
 
Per person sharing  ………………………………………………………………………….   £929.00 
 
A deposit of £190.00 per person is requested by the first week of October 2011, to secure Skomer and mainland 
accommodation, with the balance payable by 30th April 2012. 
 
Should you need any assistance in booking trains to Haverfordwest or from Machynlleth, or if you have any other 
queries, please don’t hesitate to contact Sue Wolfe on 07887 861045 or at info@welshwildlifebreaks.co.uk  

mailto:info@welshwildlifebreaks.co.uk

