
A Sense of Rightness Regained 

 

FROM THE APEX of its soaring, spiralling ascent on a spring morning of the most enticing 
thermals it had ever known in its young, wandering life, a four-year-old white-tailed eagle 
embraced all the world that is Assynt in a single sunrise-gold-eyed glance. 
 
  Let’s guess – somewhere between 5000 and 6000 feet, one Canisp on top of another (for Canisp 
was the mountain directly beneath the level wingtip-to-wingtip stillness that pinned the eagle’s 
taut circle to the flat roof of air where it paused) – the eagle was high enough to evaluate that 
land-and-seascape’s every possibility from its clutch of landmark mountains to its hundreds of 
watersheets, headlands, sea lochs and islands, its ocean. 
 
  This particular spring would mark the end of the eagle’s wandering years. From a Hebridean 
sea cliff nest it had already travelled as far north as Shetland, and had heeded some stray 
seduction of race memory to attempt the sea crossing to the coastal Norway of its Lofoten 
ancestors, but the north-east wind was so enthusiastically locked into a south-west-making 
furrow that the young bird yielded. It turned back and flew before the wind, then followed the 
south-making passage of humpback whales, because there seemed to be wisdom and purpose in 
it. 
 
  The eagle made landfall again in Caithness. From a high flank of Morven it responded to the 
tug of an array of stand-alone mountains far in the west, each of them enthroned on space; it was 
a summons as inexplicable as any other in any other eagle’s wandering apprenticeship. Now, 
with the spring opening up like the flower heads of purple saxifrage in a high corrie, the eagle 
paused, circling slowly and far above that summoning land, looked down  on a long, slender loch 
shaped like an otter with its muzzle nudging the flat shore of Inchnadamph, its tail curving and 
tapering into Little Assynt. 
 
  And this eagle knew about otters. Those young, wandering years dedicated to the diverse arts of 
feeding and surviving had covered many hundreds of miles from the heart of the land to its 
furthest-flung extremities, and many of the landscapes would be spontaneously chosen and 
somewhere along the line fate always takes a hand and moulds a particular bird to a particular 
land. Quite why one will choose a Cairngorms pinewood and one a sea cliff on Mingulay is part 
of the allure of the species. Our eyes and our minds tell us that logic plays no part in it. Nature 
would tell us if we cared to ask that that is because we don’t have eagle eyes and we don’t think 
like eagles.  
 
  There is also this: we read too many field guides and field guides deal in generalities, helping us 
to identify but not to understand. And in many of nature’s tribes there is noticeable individuality 
for anyone with the inclination to notice. Just as a Scots pine sapling from Abernethy won’t 
thrive if you transplant it to the banks of the Kirkaig, a sea eagle thirled to a heartland pine forest 
will exhibit different skills and traits from one that has learned its trade on the north-west coast 
and the Northern Isles.  
 
 



 
  And so a four-year-old sea eagle with just such a background, hanging on the air high above 
Canisp and finding sprawled far below its wide-open wings a loch that looked like an otter might 
have registered the resemblance and taken it as a good omen. For this eagle knew otters. 
 
  The coastlines, river mouths and island shores of the eagle’s young years were well-populated 
with otters, and the ultimate generalist among predators (for such is the nature of sea eagles) had 
also become something of a specialist. It happens. The otters that haunt coastal waters like 
Assynt’s endless succession of bays and sea lochs were always worth checking out, because they 
often haul ashore fish too large to be eaten in the water. Once otter and prey are on the land they 
are on eagle terrain too and the bird judges itself entitled to compete for the fish. No point in the 
otter dragging it back into the water, so it either has to defend the fish where it stands, or more 
often than not, concede defeat. Especially if the eagle in question has evolved a particular 
technique. 
 
  A few minutes of standing over a catch while the sea eagle closes in again and again with talons 
lowered and wings pounding is an ordeal most otters don’t much care for. The sight of that 
seven-to-eight-feet-wide wingspan closing in at eye-level is the most intimidating force in all 
nature that a West Highland otter must confront on land, and calls for quick decision-making 
with potentially grim consequences for a wrong call. It stands with one foot on the midriff of the 
fish. The eagle rushes down, its shadow like a suffocating blanket for a moment, the otter ducks 
its head, then turns head and neck to watch along its back as the eagle tips a wing to execute a 
tight vertical turn and homes in again, and again, and again.  As the presence of sea eagles 
consolidates in Scotland’s north-west, and that particular confrontation becomes ever more 
familiar to otters (and to the otter-watcher with the time and the patience to linger and watch and 
wonder), they are quick to learn when to try and stand their ground and when to concede, 
knowing that there are plenty of other fish in the North Atlantic shallows. 
  
 Among its many character traits, the sea eagle can be a singularly accomplished bully, a trait 
that wins many meals consisting of creatures it did not kill. 
 
  So, this young sea eagle still lingered where its climb had come to rest on its airy stance high 
above Canisp. That climb was deceptively achieved by way of the cloak of apparent ease with 
which it was disguised, and for as long as it lingered it was almost as if the eagle had nothing 
better to do; that series of tight and level circles on wide, unbending wings that appeared to 
anchor it to the apex of the climb…that too had an aura of loitering without intent about it. But 
the purpose lay hidden beneath the cloak. For this was an eagle in search of a territory. Nature 
had whispered in the eagle’s ear, “It’s time.” After the next annual moult, the white tail feathers 
would grow in, and these are the tribal crest of the mature bird, the white-tailed eagle. Its head 
and neck would pale, and that hooked slab of a beak would glow vivid yellow, a cross between a 
banana and a machete, the final flourish of a bird as head-turning and eye-catching as any 
creature in the roll call of all wild Scotland, just as Assynt is in the roll call of all Scotland’s 
landscapes. 
  
  Alone in that sky, the young sea eagle broke its own spell with a suddenness that spoke of a 
creature newly aware of its own fully mature powers of flight. The wings folded, the bird fell. 



It fell and fell, a bird in its own avalanche, a fragment of wildness let loose and folded into a 
streamline of exquisite purpose, spilling thousands of feet in seconds. The otter-shaped loch – 
Loch Assynt of course – awaited its coming, a moment of destiny, a turning point, a moment of 
wild upheaval. 
 
  A hundred feet above the surface, the wings unfolded. the bird swooped up in a fast curve that 
took it clear across the water and into a low and level flight, into the orbit of Quinag, and this too 
had purpose. From that airy, land-scanning apex of the climb, the eagle had marked perhaps the 
whole of Assynt’s least conspicuous feature, a blunt-topped rock that gathered up all the land to 
the west of the Bealach-Leireag, but the eagle had also recognised it as a landmark where eagles 
have landed forever. Creag na h-Iolaire, which in the language that named this landscape is 
Eagle Crag. There it landed on its own shadow, there it perched, there it grew still.   
 
There are many such rocks across Highland Scotland that bear the same name. Some denote 
eagle nest sites, some are simply places where eagles like to perch and feed, some look like 
eagles when seen from the communities that named them. And here is the crucial factor for this 
particular white-tailed eagle: these rocks are known to be favoured by both Scotland’s species of 
eagle, and also to be contested. When a golden eagle appeared round a shoulder of Spidean 
Coinich where it had been prospecting for ptarmigan and pointedly changed course, it is safe to 
assume that the sea eagle on Creag na h-Iolaire knew what to expect. The golden eagle launched 
a shallow dive with wings half-folded. The sea eagle waited until the last moment and ducked. 
The golden eagle climbed, turned, dived again, and again, and again. 
 
  The sea eagle knew it wasn’t in physical danger, this was gesture politics. It held still. When the 
fourth flypast dragged a talon along its lowered neck it leaped in the air and with a kind of airy 
shuffle landed again ten yards away. The golden eagle took possession of the rock. Honour, or 
something like it, was satisfied. Mostly the two eagle tribes get on. Mostly golden eagles nest 
higher than sea eagles, mostly sea eagles hunt the coasts. If it comes to a dispute in the air, the 
golden eagle almost always wins because in every way it is the superior flier. If it comes to a 
tussle on the ground over prey, the sea eagle can mostly muscle the golden eagle away. They 
both know this. So mostly, they get along. 
 
  Abruptly, the sea eagle flew, driven as much by hunger as anything else. It flew north-west, low 
above the bealach and through the glen beyond, down to sea level when it reached Loch Nedd, 
through the narrows before the world suddenly burst apart into the great maw of Eddrachillis 
Bay. 
 
Almost at once there were eiders, a small raft of birds adrift among that shoreline scatter of tiny 
islands, skerries, and anonymous rocks. At the first hint of the eagle’s approach they dived.  The 
eagle circled, waiting. When they surfaced again they were a tighter-knit group, a more difficult 
target. One drake swam alone, 50 yards away. The eagle made for it, knowing it would dive 
again. But the eider does not have eagle eyes and it does not think like an eagle. When it 
surfaced again the eagle was there, poised in a singularly ungracious hovering manoeuvre. You 
might call it monstrous. The eider died somewhere in mid-air above the bay, held in the 
formidable grasp of huge yellow talons. 
 



 
  The burdened eagle swung in a low, wide circle above the ocean, and as it flew over the islands 
of Calbha Beag and Calbha Mor and faced south again, it tilted the whole mountain mass of 
Assynt with a simple adjustment of its wings and felt a sense of rightness regained, an awareness 
of an ancient bond between the tribe of white-tailed eagles and this place on its very own map of 
the world.   
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