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In 1982, my wife Angela and I moved up to Lochinver in Sutherland to 
live and work. The interview process for the position of Manager at 
Lochinver Stores, for which I was applying, covered two days, two weeks 
apart, in June of that year. There were wall-to-wall blue skies on both days 
in this most beautiful part of Scotland, which made up our minds that I 
would take the job if offered to me. And it was. 

Once we had settled in, it was clear to me that I would be able to indulge 
my developing interest in the natural history of the area, especially birds of 
prey. When time allowed, I spent the next ten years walking the hills and 
mountains of Assynt, getting to know the animals and birds of the area and 
the various habitats in which they lived. 

Golden eagles 

During that period, I had many visits on and around Quinag and through 
Gleann Leireag. I found out that the glen was a home range for a pair of 
golden eagles so, from the late 1980s onward, and furnished with a 
Schedule 1 licence to disturb golden eagles, I spent time watching them 
during the breeding season. The first national survey of the breeding 
population of golden eagles was carried out in 1982-83 and the second was 
carried out ten years later in 1992. 

As part of the 1992 survey, I was asked to monitor the pair in Gleann 
Leireag, which was a very interesting prospect. Golden eagles mate for life 
and an early visit to the home range showed that the resident pair were on 
territory. One day during the survey, I walked the length of the western 
face of Quinag from below and looked up each of the many gullies for 
signs of eagle activity. In some of the gullies I saw ring ouzels and, in my 
notebook for that date, it states that ‘I saw at least six ring ouzels’ during 
the visit. The nest the eagles selected to use that year could be observed 
without disturbing them and a visit in mid-April showed an adult bird, 
probably the female, incubating. A visit in late May, to check hatching 
success, found the nest empty, which was a big disappointment. 



I found out later, from a contact at the RSPB (Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds), that an egg thief’s house had been raided and a 
collection of eggs, equipment he used and diaries he kept had been found 
and removed. An entry in his diary for 1992 recorded that he had taken 
two golden eagle eggs from a nest in Gleann Leireag. 

In 1993, the eagles used the same nest and had a degree of success, which 
went a long way to make up for the disappointment of the loss in 1992. A 
visit in mid-May to the nest showed two chicks, which were about two to 
three weeks old. In my notebook for that day, I had also written ‘I saw a 
male ring ouzel calling’ as I walked through the glen, so obviously it was 
good ring ouzel habitat. 

As well as a Schedule 1 licence to disturb, I also held a licence to ring 
golden eagle chicks so, in mid-June, I climbed into the nest and ringed the 
two very healthy chicks. Amongst remains of prey in the nest was the head 
of an animal I couldn’t positively identify since the rest of the body had 
been eaten. All the hair on the head had gone through putrefaction, leaving 
ear tufts sticking up. At the time I did think it might be pine marten as one 
had been seen on top of Quinag (a long way from any trees). I found out 
later that a member of staff at Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) was doing 
a survey on pine martens, so I was asked if I could recover the head for 
analysis. 

At the final visit in mid-July to check fledging success, the two chicks had 
flown and were perched on two knolls on top of the crag. As I went to the 
nest site I passed one of the knolls where I found the tail and hind legs of a 
fairly big fox cub which one of the chicks had been eating. The stinking 
mass of animal head still in the nest was removed and, as you can imagine, 
with some difficulty was sent to SNH head office in Edinburgh for 
analysis. The person doing the pine marten survey contacted me to say it 
was in fact a badger cub, so he cleaned up the skull and sent it back to me 
as a souvenir. Seven years later one of these chicks was found dead in 
Glen Catacol on the Isle of Arran, Strathclyde. A post-mortem revealed it 
had died of natural causes. From 1992 to 2004 this pair of eagles 
successfully reared eight chicks. 

Other birds 



During walks through the glen, from time to time I would see other rare 
breeders such as greenshank in suitable breeding habitat, as well as 
black-throated and red-throated divers. 

Most of the days when I climbed Quinag, I left my car at the car park on 
the A894 and veered off the ‘tourist route’ path to the Bealach a’Chornaidh 
and headed up to Spidean Coinich. On the way to the Spidean there is a 
large boulder field which was a favourite spot for ptarmigan. You’re first 
alerted to their presence by the croaking sound they make and, if you sit 
quietly, you are rewarded by the sight of these fascinating birds, as they 
can be quite confiding. An entry in my notebook for 9th June 2001 reads 
‘Quinag – female ptarmigan with two chicks, golden plover calling and a 
golden eagle flying along the ridge’. All in all, a good day on the hill. 

Occasionally I have seen small flocks of snow bunting during the early 
winter months, these being visitors, mainly from Iceland but possibly from 
Scandinavia. On the 2nd July 1999, I was on Sail Gharbh, the highest point 
on Quinag, when I heard a small bird calling from the top of the north 
facing buttresses. I didn’t recognise the call, so I walked on to identify it 
and discovered it was unmistakably a male snow bunting in full breeding 
plumage. The north- facing gullies would be a very suitable breeding 
habitat for them. Apart from the record of the snow bunting that day, I 
noted I had seen a pair of ring ouzels with two fledged young, numerous 
wheatears and meadow pipits. 

Quinag and Gleann Leireag were not a particular bird study area for me. It 
was the monitoring of the golden eagles that drew me there. All the 
information on the breeding status of the pair over the years and that of 
other pairs of golden eagles in Assynt was submitted to the Highland 
Raptor Study Group. In turn the data was then passed on to the Scottish 
Raptor Study Group (SRSG). There are twelve regional Raptor Study 
Groups covering the whole of Scotland which come together to form the 
SRSG. 

The monitoring of the pairs of golden eagles in Assynt over the years was 
in partnership with the Highland Council Senior Ranger, Andy Summers, 
and from time to time we were assisted, for safety reasons, by Richard 
Baines and Chris Warwick. 


