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Chapter 1—A short history of the Farne Islands 
 
Between 15 and 28 or more islands, depending on the state of the tide, 
make up the Farne Islands (also referred to less formally as the Farnes). 
They are situated 1½–4¾ miles off Bamburgh in Northumberland, the 
nearest harbour being Seahouses. They are divided into two groups, the 
Inner Group and the Outer Group. Inner Farne is the main island in the 
Inner Group, together with Knoxes Reef and the East and West 
Wideopens (all joined together on very low tides). The Megstone, 
somewhat further to the north, is also part of this group. Staple Island, 
the Brownsman, North and South Wamses, Big Harcar and the 
Longstone are the main islands that make up the outer group. The two 
groups are separated by Staple Sound. The highest point, on Inner 
Farne, is 19 metres (62 feet) above mean sea level. 

The Farnes are constructed from resistant igneous Dolerite outcrops. 
These would originally have been connected to the mainland and 
surrounded by areas of less resistant limestone. Through a combination 
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of erosion of the weaker surrounding rock, and sea level rise following 
the last ice age, the Farnes were left as islands. Because of the way the 
rock is fissured, Dolerite forms strong columns. This gives the islands 
their steep, in places vertical cliffs, and the sea around the islands is 
scattered with stacks up to 19 metres high.  
 
Many of the smaller islands are bare rock, but the larger islands have a 
layer of clay subsoil and peat soil supporting vegetation. The rock strata 
slopes slightly upwards to the south, giving the highest cliffs on the south 
and some beaches to the north. 
 
The earliest recorded inhabitants of the Farne Islands were various 
Culdees (members of contemplative Christian monastic and hermitical 
communities), some connected with Lindisfarne. This followed the old 
Celtic tradition of island hermitages, found throughout Britain and Ireland. 

 
Saint Aidan was the first visitor recorded by 
name, followed by Saint Cuthbert who lived 
here from 676 to 684 and ,after two years as 
Bishop of Lindisfarne, returned to the island 
to die in 687. He built himself a small cell, he 
used half as an oratory (for praying) and half 
as his dwelling place. Sadly, there is no 
trace of this building today. After Cuthbert‘s 
death Saint Aethelwold took up residence in 
his stead.  
 
Among other acts, Saint Cuthbert introduced 
special laws in 676 protecting the Eider 
ducks, and other seabirds nesting on the 
islands. These are thought to be the earliest 
bird protection laws anywhere in the world. 
 

Other hermits followed from the Monastery of Durham and in 1255 they 
established the House of Farne, a small Benedictine monastery on the 
island. There were originally two chapels on Inner Farne. St Cuthbert's 
Chapel is the only one that survives today. It was built in about 1300, 
though there was a pause in construction during the period of the Black 
Death. It was restored in recent times with old material from Durham 
Cathedral. 
 
After the dissolution of the monasteries during Henry VIII's reign, the 

St Cuthbert from a Fresco 
in Durham Cathedral. 
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Farnes were rented out to a succession of tenants.  
 
In 1500 a Pele Tower was built on Inner Farne by or for Thomas Castell, 
Prior of Durham. During the reign of Elizabeth I a small garrison of 
soldiers was stationed there to help defend the coast of Northumberland 
against invasion by the French. 

With so many rocks hidden underwater at high tide, the Farnes have 
always been a dangerous area for shipping. Lighthouses and lighthouse 
keepers have played an important role on the islands ever since 1673, 
when Charles II granted a license to erect a beacon here to warn sailors 
which consisted of a fire which was lit on top of Pele Tower. In 1809 this 
was replaced by the lighthouse which visitors see today. Only one of the 
three lighthouse keepers cottages remains. 
 
Like the monks before them, some tenants tried to grow crops in the thin 
island soils and most exploited the wildlife to sell on the mainland. Seals 
were killed for their skins and blubber, a valuable source of oil. Seabirds 
and their eggs were collected in such large numbers that certain species 
were almost killed off. 

The pele tower with, to the right, St Cuthbert’s Chapel,  
during a storm force 10 in April 1989 
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Today the islands have no permanent population, the only residents 
being National Trust wardens during part of the year: they live in the old 
pele tower on the Inner Farne, the largest and closest inshore of the 
islands, and the lighthouse cottage on the Brownsman in the outer group.  
 
All the lighthouses on the Farnes are now automatic and have no 
resident keepers, although in former years they did. Ruins of older 
lighthouses may be seen, for example on the Brownsman where there 
are two. Before the lighthouses there were beacons on several of the 
islands. The prominent white streak on the cliff facing the mainland is 
often thought by visitors to be bird droppings. Although many parts of the 
islands do exhibit this colouring, in this case it is the result of chalk 
deposits from the many years of spent calcium carbide from the 
lighthouse being thrown down the cliff; this calcium carbide was used to 
generate acetylene which was used as fuel for the light before electricity 
came. 
 
The most renowned lighthouse-keeping family lived in Outer Farne 
lighthouses, first on Brownsman and then on Longstone. Most people 
know the story of William Darling and his 22 year old daughter Grace 

The Longstone Lighthouse. 1989 was the last year it was manned. 
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who were lighthouse keepers at Longstone Lighthouse. In 1838 the SS 
Forfarshire had been wrecked on the rocks of the xxxxx. Grace and her 
father took out a rowing boat in the storm and saved 13 crew members.  

In the mid-19th century the Venerable Archdeacon Charles Thorp bought 
Inner Farne. He set about restoring the buildings, especially St Cuthbert's 
chapel, which had suffered from centuries of neglect. He restored the 
buildings, adding the stained glass windows to the chapel and installing 
fine 17th century woodwork from Durham Cathedral, hence it being 
rather out of proportion in this tiny church. 
 
Thorp also employed wardens to protect the nesting seabirds. Centuries 
of exploitation and a growing number of Victorian tourists and egg 
collectors had taken their toll on the wildlife but it soon began to re-
establish. His work was continued by local bird lovers who formed the 
Farne Islands Association. 
 
In 1925, when the islands again seemed threatened by commercial 
exploitation and large numbers of holiday-makers, they were purchased 
by a public campaign and handed over to the National Trust. Lord 
Armstrong, then owner of Bamburgh Castle and Cragside, also helped 

St Cuthbert’s Chapel. 
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out with the appeal. 
 
During the second world war there were a number of incidents around 
the islands. During a 5 day period in early 1940 no fewer than 4 ships 
were sunk by what was presumed to be the same U-Boat in the vicinity of 
the Farne Island. A few days later another ship, the SS Alexandria, was 
sunk by German aircraft east of Longstone. 
 
Today the Farnes are one of the most important nature reserves in the 
British Isles. The National Trust works to monitor and safeguard the 
wildlife, while enabling visitors to enjoy an experience of wildlife 
unequalled in the UK. 

The view from our bedroom (dormitory) window in the pele tower on Inner Farne. 
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Chapter 2—How did I end up there?! 
  
Throughout my life I have had an interest in the natural world (as is 
documented elsewhere). After leaving school I studied for an HND in 
Nature Conservation Management and, as a result of doing a couple of 
summers voluntary work at Gibraltar Point National Nature Reserve, 
ended up spending the majority of 1988 there. This was my first job, as a 
contract warden for the then Lincolnshire and South Humberside Trust 
for Nature Conservation (now more sensibly the Lincolnshire Wildlife 
Trust) initially looking after breeding shorebirds (Little Terns, Ringed 
Plover and Oystercatcher) but also taking in all aspects of reserve 
management. 
 
It was whilst I was here that I learned a lot of the ―craft‖ of reserve 
management and formed some strong friendships that last to this day. 
Amongst the people here was one Dave Bromwich who, at the time, was 
Assistant Warden of the reserve and who taught me to take pride in my 
work. A forbidden phrase was ―That‘ll do‖! It should always be ―That‘s 
finished properly‖!  
 
It was because of Dave‘s encouragement that I decided to apply for the 
Farnes contract, and with his help constructed the largest, most intricate 
CV you could imagine! Every tool I‘d used, every vehicle I‘d driven and 
every habitat I‘d worked upon was mentioned, all in a well ordered form.  
In this day and age conciseness is the order of the day, but when you‘re 
applying for only your second job you need to do something to try and 
stand out from the crowd. 
 
At that time the Farnes was a male only contract, and what‘s more the 
minimum age requirement was 23. I was 21, and with hindsight, must 
have been quite cocky to think I stood a chance! So imagine my delight 
when I received a letter inviting me to interview at the Hancock Museum 
of Natural History in Newcastle Upon Tyne. 
 
I travelled up to the interview from Birmingham (my home town to where 
I‘d returned to live with Mom and Dad after the Gib contract had finished) 
by train and crossed town to the museum on the metro. I remember 
thinking at the time what a lovely place Newcastle was. 
 
Of the interview I remember little, but for one thing. Peter Hawkey, the 
Chief Warden of the islands at that time, said that it was my 
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comprehensive CV that made them decide to call me for interview. 
Thanks Dave! 
 
A day or so later I got the call to tell me I‘d got the job, and that I should 
arrive at Berwick-upon-Tweed station on the xxxx March where Peter 
Hawkey would collect me and take me to Seahouses to get the boat over 
to Inner Farne, the island where I was to be ―stationed‖ for the summer. 
 
On the eve of my departure, all packed with shiny new combat trousers 
and big jumpers, I got a call from Peter. ―We‘re going to have to 
postpone your arrival for a day or two. There are storms raging at the 
moment and boats can‘t get to land on the island.‖ I think it was then that 
I got an inkling how different my life was going to be over the next few 
months. 
 
A couple of days later I stepped off the train at Berwick to be greeted by 
Peter and a couple of those who were to become my fellow wardens—If 
my memory serves me correctly Brad Robson and Gilbert Gunn. 

We were soon at Seahouses and had our first experience of Billy Shiel, 
THE Farne Islands boatman whose boats serviced the islands as well as 

Seahouses Harbour. At least six of the white dots are Eiders. 
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running a very successful visitor boat service. One other thing that sticks 
in my mind about this day was the number of Eiders in Seahouses 
Harbour, many of them displaying and making the amusing ―Ooooh!‖ 
sound, described by Bill Oddie as the sort of noise made by saucy old 
lady! 
 
The boat set out from the harbour and soon we were crossing the Inner 
Sound towards the islands. It had been a standing joke amongst my 
birding friends that Puffin was my ―bogey bird‖, a relatively common bird 
that I had still to see. So it was that I kept very quiet , in the midst of my 
new companions, when the first Puffins started to drift past the boat! 
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Chapter 3—The Diary—The First Month 

It had always been my intention to keep a diary of my time on the Farne 
Islands. The problem was, I had intended to keep a diary for most of my 
life, but only ever managed to get through the first couple of weeks of the 
year before giving up. This time though I was determined, and even 
brought a blank ―Black and Red‖ notebook with me specifically for that 
purpose. By the title of this chapter you‘ll have guessed that I wasn‘t 
entirely successful. 
 
The diary gives a bit of an insight into life on the island in words written at 
that time. Re-reading it has brought back many memories and has 
helped me to get the ―feel‖ of the islands again which I hope I‘ve 
conveyed in other chapters written more recently. 
 
What is written here differs slightly from the original diary—I‘ve changed 
names to protect the innocent, and removed the more profane or plain 
rude bits! 
 
 
21st March 1989 
The Farne Islands are a collection of rocks sticking out of the sea just off 
the coast of Northumberland around which the wind howls like a dreadful 
howling thing. To steal a quote from Blackadder, the rain beats down so 
hard it makes your head bleed.  
 

The view approaching Inner Farne 
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I‘m based on Inner Farne, the largest of the group of islands. The other 
wardened island is Brownsman, further out. The Longstone Lighthouse is 
also inhabited. 
 
The birds at the moment - Stacks of Eider floating around everywhere 
going ―Oooh!‖ (you have to hear it to believe it).  The way they seem so 
laid-back in the roughest of seas is a sight to behold. They are also 
fearless when approached on land, probably because, being island birds, 
they generally have nothing to fear on land. Puffins are good value too, 
flying past, mainly in whatever direction the wind is blowing and 
seemingly crash-landing into the island. I‘ve been told that they 
sometimes get completely out of control and end up flying into the 
lighthouse and have even crashed through its windows on occasion. Also 
on show are Guillemots and Razorbills, Shags, Rock Pipits, Kittiwakes, 
Fulmars, Purple Sandpipers, Turnstone, Redshank and most of the 
commoner Gull species. Out to sea the odd Gannet and Scoter may be 
seen passing. 
 
22nd March 1989 
Today I saw a Greenfinch which is, apparently, a good record. There 
were no records last spring. It was very windy and the bird was clinging 
to the fence by the tower and looking very ruffled.  
 
We laid a couple of boardwalks today. We should have roped ourselves 
to the island as it was so windy! My ears kept popping whenever I turned 
sideways on to the wind. Pretty strong eh! 
 
There are quite a few dead birds around the island. I have managed to 
add Razorbill and Turnstone to my wing collection so far and will 
probably get Shag tomorrow. I think I‘m doing pretty well not to make any 
innuendo laden jokes about Shags. No doubt I will before the end of my 
time here. I have just been informed that there is a pair of Fulmar wings 
in the basement. I will grab them tomorrow. 
 
This afternoon, as the rain was falling horizontally, we made up the 
interpretive signs (pictures to help people identify the main birds). The 
ones with pictures of terns on will be put up when the terns arrive. 
 
As it was so rough the boat didn‘t come over today. I wonder how often 
that will happen. I completed page ten of my letter to my girlfriend and 
may push on to the twenty page mark depending on the weather, i.e. if 
the boat can get in to collect any mail. 
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I have found a book of Goonshow scripts which I keep dipping into. It 
should keep me going for a few weeks. 
 
I had a game of darts with Andy today. I was winning two out of three 
games when I most generously offered to make it best of five. Two 
games later the score was two all. It all hinged on the last game. I won. 
 
23rd March 1989 
I awoke to see my breath billowing away from my mouth in clouds, 
freezing and then falling like snow onto my feet. It was pretty cold last 
night, but two blankets, a sleeping bag, sheets and a track suit kept me 
pretty warm. 
 
After a huge bacon butty we started the day building a wooden jetty, 
which arrived in kit form, for the visitor boats to offload at. The sun was 
shining but the wind was still pretty wicked. 
 
Cups of tea and a listen to the weather forecast revealed that it may be a 
bit windy tonight. Gales were forecast, force 7-8 and possibly up to 10. 
Still it should keep people away a bit longer to enable us to get the island 
prepared. 
 
The afternoon was taken up with moving the 
benches up to by the lighthouse, a task not 
assisted by the wind, about force 6-7, 
attempting to make us the worlds first duo hang
-gliding team using a bench. We then filled in 
rabbit holes and diggings around the footpaths 
so that visitors wouldn‘t turn their ankles and 
have to stay with us (a horrid thought). Whilst 
we were doing this a Snow Bunting plopped 
down on the middle of the island. Due to the 
wind I didn‘t see it (it had taken cover, and who 
could blame it) until about an hour later. It was 
a female and looked a little scruffy, probably 
because of the wind! A little later I added Wren 
and Song Thrush to my Farnes list. 
 
I remember when I was on the Scillies in 1988 going over the land-bridge 
to Gugh from St Agnes and seeing the first Snow Buntings of the year in 
bright sunshine. Like Gugh, here there is little tall vegetation, only two or 

Snow Bunting 
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three elder bushes. Gugh is somewhat larger. This should make rarity 
hunting in the spring and autumn pretty easy. Hopefully we‘ll jam into 
something incredibly rare but incredibly easy to identify, like a Black 
Stork, although the bushes won‘t be of much use for this. 
 
Tea consisted of a baked potato and chilli and was nice and filling. It was 
improved by a can of Newcastle Brown. Time seems to pass very 
quickly. We get up at about 8.45, have a leisurely breakfast and then 
start work, breaking off for lunch at about 12.30-1.00 and then working 
until 4.30-5.00. Evening meal is then followed by sitting around, talking 
and playing darts. I normally go off to bed at around 9.30-10.00, listen to 
some music and then go to sleep. Sounds dull, but it is really quite a 
good way to spend the day. 
 
Today I saw a colour-ringed Purple Sandpiper. It had four rings – orange 
and green on left leg, red and standard BTO on its right leg. It looked 
quite trendy. 
 
I may wear my new combat trousers tomorrow although it may be a bit 
embarrassing as they are clean, shiny and have seams that you could 
slice salami on. 
 
The table tennis table came out tonight. It is quite difficult to play by 
gaslight! I had a game against Gilbert. I don‘t think I‘ll play him again. He 
won convincingly. Swine. 
 
24th March 1989 
The promised winds materialised preventing any boats getting to us. The 
strength of the wind could be heard on waking. It was about force 6-7. 
Worse was to come. 
 
After a late breakfast (because nobody got up because of the wind) 
Gilbert and I set about wrecking the marine life in a small area of shore 
by removing the growth of seaweed from a path used by boats landing 
visitors at low-tide. This was done by scraping off most of the growth with 
spades and then pouring on Deosan, a strong bleach, diluted with 
seawater which should removed the remaining growth and dislodge any 
well-rooted bits. Whilst doing this I found a rather fine whelk and also 
noted purple topshell in the cracks in the rocks. 
 
By the time we‘d finished this, the wind was beginning to get up. Spray 
was beginning to be blown across the island and the sea was turning 
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white with the foam. The island was almost deserted by the birds, most 
choosing to ride the wind out at sea rather than risk the rock ledges. It 
was incredible to see parties of Eider floating quite happily amongst the 
mayhem going on around them. 
 
Whilst counting Gannets, of which there were about 20 around, I briefly 
saw a bird which appears to have long, thin wings and a black cap flying 
towards the island. Before I could get a good look at it the wind had 
carried it away. I was fairly certain it was a tern, most probably Sandwich. 
Later in the day both Dave and Andy saw tern-like things being blown 
around, so it seems that this is what it was, the first of the year. But 
maybe it was just mass hallucination brought on by lack of beer. 
 
Still the wind grew in strength. A walk to the toilet at one point nearly 
resulted in me being blown off my feet. It made sitting on the loo a bit 
uncomfortable too. 

I decided that a walk around the island to try and find the Grey Wagtail 
that had been seen earlier was worthwhile. I have never experienced 
such a strong wind and virtually had to fight every step of the way from 
the tower to the lighthouse. Spray breaking from waves on one side of 

Storm Force 10 breaking waves over Knoxe’s Reef.  
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the island was flying into the air 60ft or more to come down in the sea on 
the other side of the island. Apparently, at one point, waves were 
breaking directly into St Cuthbert‘s Gut and sending up what appeared to 
be huge douses of shaving foam, bits of which could be seen all over the 
island.  
 
Most remarkably, a shutter from off the Chapel windows, about 8 feet 
long by 4 feet wide and made of solid wood and metal and  which we had 
removed and laid flat, was blown about 50 yards over the Gut, cemetery 
and almost into the sea! 
 
Needles to say I didn‘t see the Grey Wagtail, but I did see a female 
Blackbird sheltering in one of the cracks in the rock, and also a Pied 
Wagtail. 
 
I spent the rest of the day drinking tea, reading and talking. I added 
another two sides to my letter to my girlfriend and did a little more 
seawatching. 
 
As I write, the winds have dropped to about force 5. It has been bright 
and sunny all day and would probably have been quite warm were it not 
for the wind. At Gibraltar Point we only managed to score force 6 or 7 on 
a couple of days for short periods, so these winds for this length of time 
are quite an eye opener. 
 
Radio One were playing an A-Z of rock today, which was quite good. It is 
the first time I have heard old Yes on the radio. They played ―Wondrous 
Stories‖. I wonder what wondrous stories I‘ll have to tell by the time I 
leave here? 
 
One more story from the wind. At the height of the gale I observed about 
16 Purple Sandpipers sheltering in cracks and ledges on a knob of rock 
about three feet high by six feet long on the leeward side. They have 
become quite concentrated today, with about 50 being around. 
 
25th March 1989 
Well, today the wind has dropped considerably. Looking out of the 
dormitory window first thing revealed a comparatively calm sea. This 
means visitors! 
 
After breakfast Dave showed me the ropes, literally. These are the ones 
for tying the visitor boats up alongside the pier. Depending on the state of 
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the tide different moorings are required, a matter of putting the ropes 
around a pin either way out for low tides, or well in for high tides.  
 
On very low tides, when boats can‘t get to the pier, what is called the 
Lady‘s Path is used. This is an area where the rock pavement slopes into 
the sea allowing the boats to get in very close and an aluminium gang 
plank walked down to them. This is the are that Gilbert and I cleared of 
seaweed yesterday. We had to have another go at clearing it today as it 
was still slippy. 

When the first boat came in it wanted to use the Ladies Path, so Dave 
and I put chest waders on and carried the plank out to it, after first 
sanding the pathway. The plank is extremely heavy at the best of times, 
but when walking down slippy rocks in rubber chest waders, with the tide 
coming in – oh dear! Fortunately this was the only boat to arrive by this 
route. 
 
For the rest of the day the boats arrived at the pier. The first boat in 
brought the mail. I got one letter from British Rail about a complaint I had 
made, the second was an Easter card from Mom, Dad and Stee, and the 
third, best of all, a letter from my girlfriend. ―Giant steps are what you 
take, walking on the moon!‖ 
 
Highlights among the boats were a couple of the boatmen, outwardly 
rough types with every other word preceded with f**k, but they were very 
friendly and the only boatmen to talk to me other than to say ―hold the 
rope‖ etc. A boat load of about 20 Germans was quite interesting, as was 
the first winter Glaucous Gull and Great Northern Diver that graced us 
with their presence. 

The difference between extreme high water and low water at the jetties. 
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At the end of the day Phil (who had a badly burned hand and singed 
beard, eyebrows and hair from trying to light an oven which, unbeknown 
to him was full of gas) and Dave came over from Brownsman to collect 
some gear. As it was calm it was decided that we‘d get the Zodiac out for 
a run around the islands to get us used to the boat and to give the 
engines a run. 

What a great experience this was, if a little bouncy at times. They have 
quite a turn of speed! We went over to Brownsman, scattering rafts of 
Guillemots and Eider as we went. We had a look around the Brownsman 
cottage, where Grace Darling once lived with her family, and then had a 
walk around the island. We put up a Short-eared Owl that had been there 
for a day or two and, whilst poking around in the rock pools, I found a 
well marked blue-rayed limpet. 
 
After leaving Brownsman we had a trip around the rest of the islands, 
taking in a haul-out site for Grey Seals. There were about 50 there, an 
incredible sight, with some massive looking bulls. 
 
26th March 1989 
This evening we went to the pub in the boat. The Ship in Seahouses is a 
very nice pub, except for being very crowded due to being Bank Holiday 

Our beloved Zodiac. 
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Sunday. The interior is absolutely crammed with sailing memorabilia, 
mainly brass, and pictures of local fishermen. It would be quite quaint if it 
wasn‘t so crowded. 
 
Many topics of conversation were covered during the evening, most of 
which are not repeatable here, and an awful lot of beer consumed – a 
gallon a piece to be precise. 
 
The trip back in total darkness, aiming for the lighthouse, was very 
exciting – flat out over a calm sea. 
 
27th March 1989 
A huge hangover materialised within my head upon waking this morning. 
My head was pretty thick all morning after an aspirin, cup of coffee and 
some bacon. I was on boats again. There were no real events to speak 
of, except for nearly falling in the sea by slipping on the wooden jetty 
whilst casting a boat off, and a woman getting off a boat and throwing up. 
 
In the evening, when all of the visitors had gone, Dave got the gun out 
and knocked a rabbit off, which I skinned and gutted and fried half of. It 
was a bit tough, although tasty with cheese and chips. I had a couple of 
shots at a target and wasn‘t too bad. I might have a crack at a rabbit or 
two tomorrow. 
 
Birds on the island were good today as there had been a minor fall 
involving Goldcrests, Chiffchaffs, Robins, Wheatears, Fieldfare, Redwing 
and, best of all, a Ring Ouzel. 
 
28th March 1989 
I think that, now we‘ve got into a routine, my scribbling will only be 
confined to the highlights of the day. Thus saying, one of today‘s 
highlights was when, during a break between boats, I noticed two geese 
flying in over the Kettle. Dave managed to get his ‗scope on them and we 
took notes, as any goose is pretty rare out here. At first I thought Pink-
footed, but then it became obvious that they were different. By a process 
of elimination it was decided that the only thing they could have been 
were Bean Geese, a species new to me and to the island list. 
 
The late afternoon saw a trip into Seahouses to collect a tone of coke 
and do a little additional shopping to supplement that which arrived 
today. 
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I was collecting landing fees today, a job which passed off without 
incident or problem. 
 
Dave knocked another rabbit off today, which I skinned and gutted and 
put in the freezer for general use. I had a couple of shots with the rifle 
tonight. I‘m getting a bit better. 
 
29

th
 March 1989 

Another day taking landing fees. Fairly uneventful, although I did get 
some people who didn‘t want to pay. I made them stand on the jetty until 
everyone else had paid, just to make them freeze and worry a bit, then 
let them in for free. Aren‘t I nice. 
 
We were going to the pub tonight as it was Andy‘s birthday. However, the 
weather turned a bit nasty, wind force 5 to 6, and the sea was a bit 
choppy, so we had to give it a miss. 
 
I showed Andy how to gut and skin the rabbit he‘d shot. I asked myself 
why I actually enjoy doing this, as it‘s a bit bloodthirsty and gory. It‘s not 
for the gore, but for the satisfaction of preparing something that you can 
eat from its most basic state. Okay you can do that with plants, but it 
doesn‘t require quite so much skill and dexterity. 
 
30th March 1989 
Dave showed me how to drive the Zodiac. It was good fun, tanking up 
and down the Kettle and turning at the end. Landing at the jetty was a 
little tricky, trying not to wham the boat into the wall and send everyone 
overboard! 
 
We went to the pub tonight. Dave and Phil from Brownsman came too. 
Unfeasibly, Alan Titchmarsh was in there with film crew. They had been 
filming on Longstone for a day or two. We had a gallon or so then blasted 
home. A good evening out. 
 
31st March 1989 
I was on island duty yesterday (looking after the visitors). It was a 
beautiful sunny day and the visitors were well behaved and very nice. 
Mind you, they did ask some silly questions. One young lady asked me 
to explain how Kittiwakes mate. So I did. 
 
After last visitors we had a run into town to look for a Black-necked 
Grebe that had been reported and do a bit of shopping. There was no 
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grebe, so we just shopped. We went into The Farne and ended up 
having a pint. We only went in for dart stems! We also bought essential 
supplies of beer, rum and Viz. 
 
When we got back with our goodies we headed out to the outer islands 
to check for dead seals. We found none but got close to several live 
ones. 
 
1st April 1989 
Today we had no boats as the weather was awful. This morning we 
helped Andy off to Brownsman to take over from Phil who has come 
here. 
 
The afternoon was spent writing and baking bread which has come out 
very well. I shot tea in the Lighthouse Compound, a rabbit about the size 
of a small yak. It was a good kill, straight through the head, no messing. 
 
2nd April 1989 
No boats again today. Main event was putting up some new signs in the 
toilets! New brass signs which must have cost a fortune and were not 
much better than a cheap sign. The only say ―Salt Water‖ and ―Ask 
warden for key‖. We needed a power drill for the holes and used Peter 
Hawkey‘s and a generator which was, unfortunately, crap. 
 
We had a female Merlin on the island which we watched devouring a 
Skylark, very spectacular indeed. 
 
This evening I made sweet and sour pork balls for tea, which was very 
nice, and then we had a table tennis tournament. I was playing pretty 
well but still lost all but one set of games. The game was prematurely 
ended when Gilbert accidentally stepped on the ball! 
 
3rd April 1989 
Today started quietly, in bed, as there were no boats. After breakfast 
(beef burger sandwich) we put in a couple more boardwalks, during 
which time I smashed a huge flap of skin off my finger. Ouch. After 
retiring inside for tea I baked some shortcake which was just ―okay‖. 
 
There were wintry showers all day from time to time and it was very cold. 
In the afternoon we tidied up the path ropes and then had a game of 
cricket! During the game I looked up to see the Glaucous Gull flying over. 
I managed to win the two games of cricket we had by quite a large 
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margin, mainly due to my bowling. 
 
Four rabbits were bagged today. I had Tandoori rabbit for tea followed by 
some shortcake and a bit of Dave‘s fruit cake. 
 
Dave found a dead Puffin today, which I will add to my wing collection. 
 
5

th
 April 1989 

Well, we haven‘t had any boats yet and the reason is quite obvious. 
Outside the wind is approaching a force 8 easterly and this does dreadful 
things to the sea. There is a 20 to 30 foot swell running and an awful lot 
of white water. Spray and waves are breaking over the islands and 
sending water 100 feet or more into the air. Any early nesting cliff birds 
are severely in the shit. 

The forecast appears to be improving, but it may take a while for the 
water to stop moving. Meanwhile the Eiders are sitting unconcernedly out 
on the sea amidst all of this mayhem. I saw a Kittiwake get blown out of 
the air and into the rocks earlier today. About an hour ago (3.35pm now) 
I saw a cloud of waders fly around the north of the island, the leeward 
side, and stick to the cliff face. I went out and, as I thought, there were 

The storm hitting the cliffs of the Wideopens. 
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about 200 Purple Sandpipers, a very high count and a very crippling 
sight.  
 
A Black Redstart is lurking around, but most other things are keeping 
their heads down, and who can blame them! Absolute highlight of the 
day was a full summer plumaged Black Guillemot, found by Brad, on the 
Inner Sound. It was an absolutely gorgeous bird and a tick for me. 
 
Prior to this  we‘d spent the day cleaning the crap out of the water butts 
in readiness for a new batch of rain! We cleaned out the workshop and 
found out what tools we were short of too. The afternoon was spent 
photographing the sea and playing table tennis. 
 
For tea I cooked rabbit in an exciting white sauce with onions and peas 
which was delicious. I think I‘ll have something fairly rabbit like tomorrow 
as our food supplies are running low and there is quite a bit of rabbit in 
the freezer now. The rabbits here don‘t taste as good as the rabbits did 
at Gibraltar Point, mainly due to the fact that there is more vegetation for 
them to eat at Gib! To get some of the Farne rabbits to an edible state 
usually means pressure cooking them for about 20 minutes before doing 
whatever it is you wanted to do with them in the first place and even then 
they are usually a bit rubbery. Why do I eat them? I like the taste! 
 
7th April 1989 
Today went in much the same pattern as previous days, i.e. table tennis 
and then bed. I did, however, manage to make two new table tennis bats 
out of plywood and an old wader (and I don‘t mean an ageing 
Redshank). By the time we finish here we are all going to be shit hot 
players! 
 
Dave and I found another first for the island. We were walking up to the 
lighthouse when a plover landed 30 metres in front of us. We paid little 
attention to it until it got up and flew in front of us calling ―Pee-ooo!‖ It 
was then that I thought it was odd as it had no wing-bar. When it landed I 
could see it had a bright yellow orbital ring. I remarked to Dave ―That‘s a 
Little Ringed Plover!‖. He said ―By golly gosh, so it is!‖ or words to that 
effect, He‘d only ever seen 3 before whereas having been more 
southerly based, I‘d seen them on passage and also breeding at 
Sandwell Valley, my boyhood local patch. 
 
8th April 1989 
Well, the boat finally came in today bringing with it much needed food 
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and post. In all I got six letters, one from Dad, one wedding invitation, 
one letter from the Wildfowl Trust, my copy of British Birds and, best of 
all, 2 letters from my girlfriend. 
 

The day was quite fine but we didn‘t have many visitors. It had been 
pointed out to me that I hadn‘t seen a woman in a week, which must be a 
record. Mind you, I didn‘t exactly leap on the first one to step off the boat. 
Well, she was about 70 with a full set of whiskers. 
 
Before heading to the pub we had a trip around some of the other 
islands, namely Knox‘s Reef and the East and West Wideopens, to 
check for dead birds with rings and to see if any other unusual birds were 
lurking. We found another island tick for me – Canada Goose. This 
individual has been here for 3 years and has a deformed wing so can‘t fly 
off. If you offered it grass and honked at it it came to you! 
 
It was another successful trip to the pub and we visited the chippy on the 
way back where I had a battered haggis and chips which was exquisite. 
When we got to the boats we found that someone had been messing 
about with the ropes and so it took us some time to get them untied and 

Me on my bed in the Dormitory writing to my girlfriend. 
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get on our way. 
 
9th April 1989 
This morning it felt like my head was full of porridge, so I downed two 
aspirin, had a greasy breakfast and started to feel human again. It was a 
lovely day and I was on boats, mainly carrying the bloody heavy gang 
plank down to the boats as the tide was low, a killer of a job when you 
are hung over. After doing this twice we were quite knackered and lay on 
the rock basking in the manner of Galapagos Iguanas.  
 
In the afternoon we got a call from Brownsman. They had got a 
Shorelark! As soon as all of the visitor boats had left we donned 
waterproofs and life-jackets and tanked over there in the Zodiac. After a 
brief search we relocated the bird and had extremely good views of it. It 
was a full summer-plumaged male, resplendent in its black and yellow 
face and throat and two little black horns. It was absolutely stunning. We 
watched it for about half an hour before leaving. Another life tick! On the 
way back we had 2 Shelducks flying over, an island tick for me. 
 
One bird that we didn‘t see was the Great Grey Shrike that dropped in on 
Brownsman for a couple of days during the gales. Apparently it was seen 
from the kitchen window and down to about 50 feet. We couldn‘t get over 
to see it due to the poor weather and so dipped. Good job I‘ve already 
seen one this year, in Maidstone, whilst dipping on the Golden-winged 
Warbler! 
 
10th April 1989 
Yesterday was fairly quiet. The only thing we did during the morning was 
fix a few more signs up in the toilets. 
 
There had been a minor fall, with Blackbird, Fieldfare, Song Thrush, 
Redwing, Goldcrest and Chiffchaff involved. One of the Blackbirds was a 
huge male and must have been of continental origin. 
 
Just as we were settling down for a quiet afternoon we saw two boats 
heading our way. Frantic activity ensued to get ropes ready for landing 
and open the visitor centre. When the boats unloaded there were 120 
French, Spanish and English schoolchildren aged between 14 and 16. 
They were, on the whole, well behaved but I did manage to get in an 
―Oi!!‖ when a couple of them ventured over the ropes and onto the 
beach. 
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The evening was enlivened by a game of table tennis doubles which 
degenerated into a game without bats but with hands, head, chairs, 
radios, first aid kits, match boxes and matches. A good time was had by 
all! 
 
11th April 1989 
Once again we are cut off! The forecast is for the winds to drop (yes, 
drop) to force 6 to 8. At the moment they are 8 to storm 10 and it is pretty 
choppy on the sea. 
 
12th April 1989 
Today was overcast and rainy. Fortunately, before the weather 
deteriorated further Glad Tidings and Jack managed to get our food out 
to us. I hadn‘t ordered much this time, and I got less than I ordered…a 
bag of flour and a chicken. I had ordered a bottle of Captain Morgan 
Rum, but they only had Lamb‘s and Alnwick and so didn‘t send any. I 
don‘t think I‘ll die for lack of it!  We spent most of the morning tidying the 
graveyard. 
 
It was a productive day as regards baking. I made a loaf of bread using 
stoneground wholemeal flour and then went on to make a rather fine 
rabbit pie using short-crust pastry, two rabbit legs and a back, a carrot, a 
potato, half an onion, one and a half mushrooms and some of Brad‘s 
chicken dripping. It is, to say the least, very tasty. I had to use the rabbit 
that we had in the freezer. I would have used fresh rabbit but when I 
went out with the rifle all of the little sods were down their burrows! 
 
At the moment I‘m waiting for the tea to stew before pouring it for four 
eager mouths. The sun is shining but the sky is very grey and it looks like 
it‘s going to be a wet night. 
 
16th April 1989 
We‘ve had visitors almost every day since I last wrote. It‘s been pretty 
quiet though, during the week the maximum number of people on a boat 
was about 10. There have been one or two school parties, the maximum 
on one day being three, one of which was French types, mainly well 
behaved, although I did manage one ―Oi!!‖ 
 
I was on the boats today and have been for the past 3 days. It is my 
favourite job as it is over quite quickly leaving plenty of time for birding. 
Whilst we‘re on the subject of birds there have been one or two goodies. 
The first Arctic Terns joined the Sandwich Terns on Friday (14th) along 
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with a Little Gull in not quite adult plumage. Today we had an immature 
Glaucous Gull and a male Ring Ouzel. On Thursday we had a Hooded 
Crow! 
 
I found the first Ringed Plover nest yesterday with two eggs in it. We 
sorted out which nest records each of us are doing. I‘m doing the Plovers 
and some Kittiwakes and, for the ITE plots, Shags on the Wideopens. 
 
We spent the last three evening in the pub and got a skin full each time. 
I‘m ashamed to say that I‘ve consumed 23 pints of beer in the last three 
days. Surprisingly I haven‘t suffered a crippling hangover. Must be 
getting used to the filthy stuff. 
 
On Friday Brownsman‘s new warden Dean arrived. He seems alright, 
except for the fact that he drinks Guinness. 
 
We found out that on Wednesday we are to start our computer course, 
two and a half days in a Seahouses hotel, with 20 hours work and 
probably more imbibing. 
 
I haven‘t had any post for a while. Hopefully it will all come tomorrow. 
 
We got in to the market on Friday and bought a load of veg and stuff. On 
the way back in the boat we picked up a dead Shag with a ring on. I 
wonder what the chances of us picking it up were? 
 
I had a shoot yesterday and got 2 rabbits. The island is heaving with 
them at the moment. I‘ve just made 2 rabbit pies so I‘m okay for food for 
a while. 
 
Whilst we were disconnecting a water pipe to connect up to our fire hose 
I happened to glance down at the sea. About 5 metres from the shore 
there was an adult male winter-plumaged Long-tailed Duck! I alerted 
everyone to its presence and there was an explosion of expletives. Long-
tailed Ducks in winter plumage are extremely attractive birds. 
 
I think it worth noting here that Annie Nightingale has just play ―Shine on 
you crazy diamond‖ all 15 minutes of it, from the Floyd‘s latest live album. 
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It’s here that the diary I kept on the island finishes. The intention was that 
the letters I wrote to my girlfriend would serve as my diary and I’d be able 
to look back on them. How naïve I was! Although we stayed together for 
another four years I never looked at them, and when I contacted her a 
few months ago, they’d gone astray, as many things do when you’ve 
been split from someone for sixteen years. As I said to her “C’est la vie!”. 
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Chapter 4—A way of life 
 

From the diary section you should have got a flavour of what life on Inner 
Farne was like. Living conditions on the Farnes in 1989 were what might 
be described as ―basic‖ today, although I never felt deprived of any of the 
modern comforts.  
 
Our only means of communication with the mainland was by radio. Each 
morning there was a call at a pre-arranged time when Peter Hawkey in 
Seahouses would talk with the Chief Wardens (Dave R on Inner Farne 
and Dave J on Brownsman) to exchange news, needs etc. The always 
started in a particular way, for example:- 
 

“Brownsman, Brownsman, Brownsman. This is Inner Farne, 
Inner Farne, Inner Farne, calling. Are you receiving me? Over.” 

 
In this age of mobile phones and wireless communication it seems quite 
archaic! Of course, to speak to anyone else meant a trip to the phone 
box in Seahouses with a stack of coins. 
 
On Inner Farne and later on Brownsman we slept in a communal 
dormitory (unheated) which I soon got used to. Only the Chief Warden 
(Dave R on Inner Farne) had a room to himself. The only problems with 
dormitory life was that if you wanted an early night you were often 
awoken by everyone else coming to bed later in the evening. Noise from 
snorers etc. wasn‘t a particular problem and if there was a period of noise 
problems I coped by stuffing my ears with wet toilet paper! I sometimes 
had a slight conflict with Phil, who was a voracious reader preparing for 
return to study later in the year, in that the best light was in the dormitory. 
Sometimes I got to sleep, sometimes I asked him to stop reading and 
turn the light off. 
 
On both islands lighting was provided by gas, as was cooking. Inner 
Farne had a cast iron range, coke fired, which provided a degree of 
heating for the communal kitchen/loafing area as well as keeping a vat of 
water on the boil for cleaning/washing etc. We cooked on gas cookers, 
and some very fine meals were prepared! 
 
Our food was obtained by means of putting together a shopping list 
which went off with the boatmen, was fulfilled by the local Co-op and 
came back to us in boxes again on the boats. During periods when boats 
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couldn‘t land, which is mentioned in the diary section of this book, we 
sometimes had to open up the emergency supplies of tinned food, kept 
for such occasions. When weather allowed we also made visits to 
Seahouses to stock up on supplies from either the Co-op or from the 
market on a Friday. 
 
Food was also supplemented by rabbits, which were shot to keep the 
population (introduced by the lighthouse keepers many years before, and 
hence of a mix of colours) at a low level so that their feeding and digging 
didn‘t adversely damage the soil cap of the island upon which the Puffins 
and Terns depended for their nest sites.  
 
On at least one occasion, whilst waiting for visitors to do their stint on the 
island, the boatmen went off again to fish or to check the odd crab-pot 
that they had set out. As a result of this, if they had a good catch, we got 
a share. We had fresh coley and cod, brown crab and lobster. Delicious! 
 
As part of the control of the population of large gulls on the island, we 
took their eggs (gulls are the main cause of predation of the other 
species of seabirds eggs and young on the islands and a programme to 
limit their numbers had been running for a number of years to the great 
benefit of other species whose numbers grew). Traditionally it had been 
the boatmen of Seahouses who had collected the eggs, but times had 
changed an now it was us. We gave away loads of eggs to the boatmen 
who, in turn, would pass them on to some of the old-timers who used to 
collect them. Gull‘s eggs are much larger than hen‘s eggs and are 
absolutely delicious, whether fried, scrambled, omletted or in a cake. 
 
We didn‘t eat any of the other wildlife on the island, but there were tales 
of previous inhabitants who‘d eaten Puffin and Guillemot, and even 
―roast flipper of Grey Seal‖. None of this appealed to us at the time, but in 
years gone by, of course, such things would have been all some people 
could get. 
 
Fresh water had to be brought over from the mainland in plastic jerry 
cans. These were filled up at the Harbour, brought to us and empties 
sent back for refill. One task that had to be periodically carried out was to 
scour the inside of the transparent containers using beach sand and 
water to remove the build up of algae that occurred after a while. 
 
Our toilet facilities were the public toilets which we kept well cleaned. 
These were flushed by means of tanks of seawater which was pumped 
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up regularly. They discharged directly into the sea at that time. I never 
saw any traces of raw sewage or paper etc, and the amounts from both 
us and visitors can‘t have been massive. The toilets were rather chilly in 
the colder weather, especially when there was a wind blowing! 
 
Over the summer time I kept myself reasonably clean. On Inner Farne 
we had a shower cabinet, albeit without a shower. Washing oneself was 
by means of taking a bucket of hot water from the boiler on the coal 
stove up and pouring it over yourself in the cubicle. This wouldn‘t have 
been quite so bad were it not for the water we used, which came from 
―the well‖, essentially a sump into which rainwater from the roof of the 
Tower drained. We were told in no uncertain terms that this was NOT for 
drinking, being contaminated with solutes of Puffin poo etc. We did drink 
it though, for a short while, when Gilbert filled the drinking water can up 
from the well during a moment of uncharacteristic lack of concentration. 
We were all fine but Gilbert got a bit of an ear bashing. 
 
After the end of one particularly busy and hot day in July we thought it 
might be fun to have a swim in the sea off the jetties on Inner Farne to 
cool off and have a bit of a clean. I stripped down to my pants and 
jumped in. It was sooooo cold! Immediately shocked by the coldness I 
swam straight back to the jetty, probably screaming. That was the last 
time I went in the sea, as it was for most of the others (although Andy 
managed to fall in at least twice from our boat). 
 
Needless to say, a number of us stopped shaving or having our hair cut. 
Most of this took place during the autumn. We had varying degrees of 
success at this. Being just 21 my growth took quite a while and was a bit 
patchy. I remember that when we first met Dave Jones who was based 
on Brownsman during the summer, he was sporting a full set of whiskers, 
which he decided to shave of in the summer, but not before catching a 
fair bit of sun, so that he had tanned forehead, cheeks and nose, but a 
pasty white chin. How we laughed. 
 
By the time I left the islands I was quite hairy. The night we came off we 
stayed in the Bamburgh Castle Inn prior to going our separate ways. I 
was able to shampoo my entire head by that time. 
 
I admit it was probably me most of all who plumbed the depths of being 
unwashed and sought to turn it into an art form. Lord knows what I must 
have smelled like, but nobody complained. I think I actually maintained a 
degree of hygiene (actually washing the worst bits for aroma every few 
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days) which would have prevented complaints and, probably disease. 
Realising that I‘d probably never have the opportunity again to live 
somewhere where it was possible to do this, I resolved to set records of 
filthiness which, so far as I‘m aware, stand to this day.  

So it was that I wore the same pair of underpants for four weeks. They 
were red to begin with. They certainly weren‘t by the end of the four 
weeks. I think they must have literally fallen off in the end, dissolved 
probably. 
 
I wore the same pair of socks, in wellies, for three weeks. I knew it was 
time to change them when I could actually press them against the wall 
and they‘d stick there. Such was my mindset at the time that I thought 
that they deserved something more fitting than simply ending up in the 
bin. So it was, one autumn evening, I solemnly nailed the socks to a 
piece of wood, poured on some meths and pushed them out onto the 
North Sea, tossing a match on to ignite the pyre. A very fitting Viking 
burial for those socks. 
 
I swear that all of the above is true.  
 
The day to day work revolved around the arrival of visitor boats during 

A hairy and fairly greasy me in the Brownsman cottage.. 
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the summer. I was based on Inner Farne, but similar activities took place 
on Staple Island. There were four main tasks that we rotated, spending a 
week on each. These were:- 
 

Boats – This entailed two people ensuring that the ropes required for 
the boats to tie up at the jetties were at the right level (different jetty 
depending on the state of the tide) or if the tide was very low carrying 
out the gangplank to the boat, wearing chest waders, at the Ladies 
Path. We also lent a hand to visitors during embarkation and 
disembarkation. 
 
I have one painful recollection from this task. If the rope fell into the 
water it was common practice to swing the end of it around to dry off. 
There was one occasion I was doing this just as a boat was leaving 
and I hit myself squarely in the family jewels and collapsed to the 
ground, much to the amusement of visitors and boatmen alike. 
 
Collecting landing fees – As it sounds, this involved collecting money 
from island visitors. Sometimes they objected to paying, claiming that 
they thought it was included in the price of the boat trip (despite 
landing fee signs being displayed prominently at Seahouses). Usual 
policy was, if they weren‘t rude, to make them wait until everyone else 
had paid and let them on for free. If they weren‘t co-operative they 
went back down to sit on the boat. Visitors generally had about an 
hour on the island, although sometimes longer stays were arranged. 
 
Manning the Visitor Centre – Much as it sounds, sitting behind the 
desk answering queries and selling the previous year‘s bird report to 
those interested. It was whilst doing this duty that I used to write the 
long letters to my girlfriend. 
 
Island duty – This involved walking around the island, ensuring that 
the birds were safe, answering visitor‘s questions and making sure 
that visitors stuck to the paths. This was the duty that provided most 
opportunity for birding. 

 
Depending upon which duty you were on you were also expected to keep 
a supply of tea coming to all concerned. It was this that gave me, and a 
few others, a taste for rum in tea. You really should try it. It‘s very 
cheering on a cold and miserable day. 
 
After the breeding season a major task was mowing the island – cutting 
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back the vegetation that had grown up during the summer so that, the 
following spring, a short sward was present for the arriving terns. 
 
Many days were spent cutting with a powered cutter, as well as by hand, 
and gathering up the cut material for disposal. During this period visitors 
to the islands had decreased and we adopted a more relaxed way of life. 
 
One of the less pleasant features of cutting the vegetation, particularly 
with the mover, was when an abandoned Eider nest was run over and 
the addled eggs popped (literally popped – you could hear them). The 
stench released was something that made a rapid retreat necessary until 
it had died down. 
 
Despite the ―basic‖ living conditions on the islands in 1989, there were a 
couple of signs that ―civilization‖ was on its way. As mentioned in the 
diary section of this book, we were taken off the islands to attend a 
training course in DBASEIV, then THE database program. The reason for 
this was that we were to begin the task on inputting Farne Islands bird 
records from time immemorial. 

Dave Richardson (R) and Andy Cotton (L) inputting data on Brownsman 



             A Farne Islands Year—1989 

38  

 
The training course itself was quite enjoyable, in a small hotel in North 
Sunderland, just outside Seahouses, with bed, breakfast, lunch and 
evening meals provided. We learned the ins and outs of the task that we 
were to complete and had a bit of a break from island life.Back on the 
islands two Toshiba laptops and a generator were provided for us to 
spend any spare time entering records over the coming months. I‘m not 
sure how far we got with inputting the data, but we spent a considerable 
amount of time on it. Unfortunately the files seem to have gone astray 
and couldn‘t be located when I enquired about them in early 2011. 
 
The presence of the generator also prompted the acquisition of a small 
TV set which was a massive luxury for us! The only thing I remember 
watching was Pink Floyd‘s film of their live album ―The Delicate Sound of 
Thunder‖. I must have watched more but time has erased those 
memories. It‘s only telly after all. 
 
During the autumn seal work there were no visitors to the islands and the 
emphasis was on counting the Grey Seals as their pups were born and 
recording wildlife, as well as any general maintenance that was required.  
 
We occasionally had trips further afield. We were sometimes lucky 
enough to be asked on a boat trip to Holy Island. What would happen 
was that there would be a special late afternoon trip from Seahouses 
which would call at Inner Farne, the visitors would spend time on the 
island and then re-embark, along with us, for the trip to Holy Island. We 
were dropped off on the way back! We also got the bus down to Long 
Nanny, where there was a Little Tern colony. 
 
I got away from the islands just twice during my time there. The first time 
was to trek down to Broadstairs in Kent to be best man at a couple of 
friends wedding, stopping off at Gibraltar Point on the way there and 
back. The second was to spend a week in Bath with my girlfriend. Both 
were memorable occasions for very different reasons, and I can 
remember not wanting to return to the islands. 
 
I did have one other visitor to the islands, and that was the friend of an ex
-girlfriend who was at University in Newcastle. I went off the islands for 
the evening with her and her friend with the intention of getting 
somewhere to stay overnight. I may have had other thoughts on my 
mind, were it not for the friend she had with her. Anyway, to cut a long 
story short, I couldn‘t get a place to stay and ended up spending the 
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night sleeping on the floor of Billy Shiel‘s booking office on Seahouses 
Harbour. Billy was always very good to me, even sharing a family meal 
with me when I got back from an off island trip before it was time to get 
picked up. Unfortunately he couldn‘t put me up but offered his booking 
office instead. 
 
The following day I met the girl again and went back to the islands. When 
she left I got rather a nice kiss from her. It can now be revealed that I 
nearly packed in my old girlfriend in favour of pursuing this girl, and even 
got as far as drafting a letter before reason prevailed! 
 
We spent a lot of time in the boats, whizzing around the islands on 
various tasks. We all wore automatically inflatable life-jackets (slim-line 
and blue), carried a radio in a fluorescent orange waterproof container, 
and a spare outboard motor in case the main one packed up. It did this a 
couple of times and we usually managed to clean the plugs and get it 
restarted. 

The boat was kept at the jetty, and care had to be taken to ensure that is 
was moved depending on the state of the tide, and that it didn‘t interfere 

Getting the outboard going with judicious use of WD-40.  
L-R Dave S, Dean, Dave R, Andy C. 
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with the visitor boats. When severe weather was threatened it was 
beached and firmly secured. 
 
It has to be said that a group of young 
men living alone on an island, 
frequently cut off from contact with the 
opposite sex sometimes elicited asides 
of a sexual nature from visitors. A 
response that Dave R and I often 
made, when boats were leaving, was to 
―mince‖ up the path back to the Tower, 
just for a laugh. One day we found that 
a young lady had left her underwear 
draped over a sign on the jetty for us to 
find! There was also an adequate 
supply of ―gentlemen‘s art pamphlets‖ 
in a drawer that provided solace at 
times of particular stress. 
 
A task that came around every few months, and for which we got some 
beer money for, was to do with the Inner Farne Lighthouse. Unmanned 
for many years, it had been converted to automatic operation with an 
acetylene light controlled by a sun valve. The acetylene bottles needed 
periodic replacement and, although we didn‘t do the actual changing of 
them, we did the donkey work of bringing the empties from the lighthouse 
at the top of the island down to the jetty, and carting the full ones back 
up. As each one was about 10 feet long by about 18 inches in diameter, 
you can probably appreciate the weight of each of them. We carried out 
the task with the help of a trolley, but it still took all of us, working 
extremely hard, to get the job done. 
 
Our main recreational activities during the better weather were games of 
football or cricket or ―keepie-uppie‖ played as a group. Additionally, I took 
up ―bouldering‖, which is a kind of low level, horizontal rock-climbing, 
which I practiced on the walls surrounding the Courtyard on Inner Farne. 
By the time I left I was able to get from the door of the visitor centre to the 
right hand (ladies?) toilets, quite a distance, and taking in a fingertip 
swing along the window-ledge of the visitor centre, a perilous traverse of 
the dry stone wall supporting the garden, and then some rather clever 
braced moves across the toilet doors! I did try a similar exercise once on 
St Cuthbert‘s Chapel, but was quite badly shaken when a bit of it broke 
off and I fell onto some boulders beneath, badly bruising my shin. Don‘t 

Studying a bird book. 
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tell English Heritage. 
 
Sometimes, in between boats, it was just nice to lie in the sun and have a 
snooze, with the breeze gently caressing your face and the sound of 
seabirds all around. An alternative was to listen to some music, and I 
remember vividly feeling very chilled one day, lying in the sun on the 
bank outside the Courtyard on Inner Farne listening to Peter Gabriel‘s 
―Passion‖ album. 
 
While on the subject of music, we did listen to quite a bit of Jethro Tull 
(not to everyone‘s liking), but when we had a bit of a raucous evening we 
usually listened to, and sang along to, a track whose name escapes me 
by a local band called The Cropdusters. On a good night there was much 
banging of heads with tin trays in time to the music. It was also quite 
exhilarating listening to ones walkman whilst tazzing over the waves in 
the Zodiac – a particular favourite for me was Steve Hillage‘s guitar break 
in ―Master Builder‖ on Gong‘s album ―You‖. 
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Chapter 5—Spring goodies 
 
The spring passage of migrant birds doesn‘t usually produce the vast 
quantities of birds that the autumn migration does. This may be because 
the weather is usually a bit more settled and so birds don‘t get ―drifted‖ 
so much, but may also be because the drive to reach the breeding 
grounds is stronger than the urge to return, and so birds tend to stay for 
a short while, feed up, and continue on their way. 
 
There were a scattering of the commoner migrants around the islands 
during the spring. During both the spring and autumn one of the things 
that made birding on the Farnes so interesting was seeing birds out of 
context, such as Pied Flycatchers and Garden Warblers flitting around on 
rocks where you could get excellent views of them. In amongst the 
commoner stuff were a few more unusual species which brightened up 
the day. The sense of anticipation on stepping outside on a day when 
you new that weather conditions had been good for downing a few 
migrants was something I have rarely experienced since. 
 
We managed to get over to Brownsman to see the Firecrest which took 
up residence there over the 30th April to the 1st May. A cracking little bird, 
Dean‘s photograph shows it flitting around outside the Cottage. 
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It must have been via the morning radio call on the 17th May that news 
reached us that Brownsman had a cracking male Bluethroat putting on a 
display. There was a great rush to get geared up and into the boat for the 
short hop across to Brownsman, hoping that it would still be there by the 
time we arrived. It was. 
 
We were able to watch it for quite a while, flitting around the walled 
garden and vegetation cages, looking decidedly long-legged at times, but 
very, very blue and red! 
 
Whilst my photographs aren‘t up to the quality of the modern digital 
images that you see, you can tell what a good looking bird it was. 
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On the 29th May we got a call to say that there was another one, this 
time a female, playing hide and seek on Staple Island. This time it was 
and evening visit and we watched the bird flitting around the bare rocks 
of staple, in and out of gullies feeding as the light slowly failed. 
 
The Icterine Warbler, present on Brownsman on the 20th May, spent 
most of its time around one of the vegetation cages, as you can see from 
the photographs. I had seen only one before, on the Scillies the previous 
November, but this one was a cracker – green and yellow, stocky with a 
stout bill, pale panel in the wing and short primary projection. 

Whilst walking around the island on the morning of the 24th May I put up 
a medium sized, brown and streaky bird, a bit partridge like. It could only 
have been a Quail, but it couldn‘t subsequently be relocated. 
 
Brownsman collected another couple of good birds that we didn‘t 
manage to see – Great Grey Shrike (we were cut off by bad weather so 
couldn‘t get across), and Wryneck, which I seem to remember was a 
short stayer. 
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Chapter 6—The breeding birds. 
 

Of course, the key reason that the Farne Islands are of importance, and 
the reason we were there, was because of the colonies of seabirds which 
breed there. A large part of the job during the breeding season was to 
count and monitor the breeding activity that took place.  
 
As part of the monitoring, and in addition to the whole island counts, we 
participated in the Institute of Terrestrial Ecology‘s cliff nesting bird 
counts. This entailed counting individuals of certain species present on 
randomly selected plots on the cliffs around the islands. Main target 
species were Kittiwake, Guillemot and Razorbill, although other 
incidental species present were also recorded. These counts took place 
at the height of the breeding season, and a number of counts took place 
during June. These were great fun, if sometimes a little seasick making, 
as they involved hanging off the islands in the Zodiac and counting birds, 
whilst one of the team attempted to hold the Zodiac in a good position for 
the counters. 

A particularly dense patch of Kittiwake nests (with Shags at the top) on Stape 
Island. Imagine trying to count that from a moving boat. 
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We also kept nest records on a range of species that nest on the islands. 
Nest recording entails recording when eggs were laid, how many, 
hatching times, fledging times and hence success rates.  
 
Nest recording for ―landbirds‖ is complicated by having to find the nests 
which are often very well hidden and sometimes in inaccessible places. 
No such problem on the Farnes, as seabirds nest in extremely open 
situations and so are easy to find. on a pebbly beach. 
 
What follows is a review of the fortunes of each of the species we 
monitored, and some observations and anecdotes from 1989. 
 
Eider—Somateria mollissima— 1450 nests 

Eiders were the most engaging birds that we monitored. On the islands 
they have little fear of man, sitting tight whenever anyone walked past 
and affording the many photographers who visited the islands 
unparalleled opportunities to photograph them. Having said that, most of 
the birds on the islands were extremely tolerant, allowing approach to 
within a few feet. Eiders, though, were perfect for the nest recorder. If a 
bird was sitting on its nest (and there was even one under a bench at the 
top of the path up from the jetties) you just lifted it up slightly to count the 

Female Eider sitting tight just next to a wall on Inner Farne 
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eggs, getting a nibble of annoyance from the bird, and then placed her 
back! It was quite a strange experience and hard to remember that these 
were truly wild birds. 
 
Fulmar—Fulmarus glacialis  -  229 nests 

Although not present in massive numbers, Fulmars were dotted around 
the islands, including one pair at just above high-tide level on Knoxes 
Reef. As a defence against predators Fulmars (both adults and chicks) 
spit up a distinctively smelling concoction of their last meal. Birds that are 
unfortunate enough to get this on their plumage have one hell of a time 
getting it off and, in extreme cases, can be grounded and die. 
Once, on coming upon the Knoxes chick by surprise, we were treated to 
a display of spitting accompanied by a little squeak. We retreated rapidly 
so as not to cause further disturbance! 
 
Cormorant—Phalacrocorax carbo—304 nests 
 
Compared to other species, Cormorants were present in low numbers, 
and nested in distinct colonies on the flatter rock surfaces of the East 
Wideopens and the North Wamses.  
The first eggs were found on the 9th May, first young on the 9th June 

The Knoxes chick  
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and the colonies were deserted by the 26th July. 
 
Shag—Phalacrocorax aristotelis—1686 nests 

As can be seen from the picture above, 
the nests of Shag‘s contain a great deal 
of vegetation. A great deal of this, mainly 
Scurvy Grass, was ripped up from the 
islands itself.  
 
A great deal of nest building had already 
taken place by the time we arrived on the 
islands, and the first egg was found on 
Inner Farne on the 31st March and the 
first young on the 10th May. 
 
Sub-colonies were present on most of 
the larger islands, Inner Farne having the 
most with 227 nests. In total, the whole 
colony was bigger by almost 300 nests 
compared to the previous year. 

A Shag on its nest, “throat-fluttering” to keep cool in the hot sun. 

A juvenile Shag looking 
distinctly prehistoric.  

 

(Photo by Dean Waters) 
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Oystercatcher—Haematopus ostralegus— 32 nests 

Oystercatchers were the most numerous of the islands 2 breeding wader 
species, with Brownsman hosting most (10 nests).  The photograph 
above was taken on Brownsman with the aid of a small portable hide. 
 
Fist eggs were found on Brownsman on the 13th May, first young 
hatched on Inner Farne on the 19th June. 
 
Ringed Plover—Charadrius hiaticula—14 nests 
 
The Ringed Plover was one of the species I concentrated on for nest 
records on the Farnes. Most of the earlier clutches of eggs were 
predated, so I introduced something I had used the previous year whilst 
Shorebird Warden at Gibraltar Point National Nature Reserve in 
Lincolnshire. There I had learned the art of nest moving and protecting 
igloos (made of chicken wire) for Ringed Plovers. You move nests when 
they are built at a level on the beach that is liable to flooding by high 
tides. The birds locate their nests based on obvious marker stones, so 
moving a nest is simply a matter of making a new hollow and moving the 

Oystercatcher on nest on Brownsman 
(Photo by Dean Waters) 
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marker stones, a few inches at a time and waiting for the bird to re-settle 
on the nest before the next move. In this way a nest can be moved quite 
a long distance. 

The wire igloos prevent large predators from getting to the nest and 
eating the eggs. Once placed over the nest site they need to be watched 
to ensure that the bird returns to the nest and, if not, the igloo is 
removed.  I was rather pleased to find that igloos are still used to protect 
Ringed Plovers on the Farnes to this day. 

A Ringed Plover  with chicks on Brownsman. 
(Photo by Dean Waters) 

A Ringed Plover sitting comfortably under a wire igloo on Brownsman in 2009. 
(Photo by one of the 2009 Wardening Team) 
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Kittiwake—Rissa tridactyla  - 6148 nests 

One of the key cliff-nesting seabirds on the Farne Islands, the Kittiwake 
is probably the bird most remembered by Farne Island Wardens as their 
call, which is the same as their name, can be heard for most of the time 
you‘re on the islands during the breeding season, certainly on Inner 
Farne. 
 
Nest building was first noted on the 6th April, with the first eggs noted on 
Inner Farne on the 27th April. First young were noted on the 23rd May. 
 
Along with the other true cliff nesters (Guillemots and Razorbills in 
particular) Kittiwakes are vulnerable during the breeding season to bad 
weather. Storms and high-seas can easily wash huge swathes of nests 
and eggs off cliff faces, and even a downpour can seriously impair 
survival rates for eggs and young. 
 
Fortunately 1989 was not such a year and Inner Farne held 1,951 nests, 
with Staple Island holding 1,800 and Brownsman 1,144. The remainder 
were scattered over the other suitable islands. Total numbers were up by 
around 300 nest from 1988. 

Kittiwake with well grown chick on Inner Farne. 
(Photo by Dave Richardson) 
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Sandwich Tern—Thalasseus sandvicensis  - 3445 nests 
 
The colony of Sandwich Terns was on Brownsman in 1989, and we had 
great views over them from the stump of the lighthouse adjacent to the 
cottage. We also had a small canvas hide which was set up in order to 
allow both photography and nest recording without putting the whole 
colony up. 
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Lesser Crested Tern - Thalasseus bengalensis emigrata – ½ a pair 
(Female paired with Sandwich Tern) 

The rarest bird that bred on the islands in 1989 was the one that had 
become known as Elsie, the Lesser Crested Tern. She was first sighted 
on the Farnes in 1984. 
 
There are three sub-species of Lesser Crested Tern in the world–  
 

 Thalasseus bengalensis emigrata, which breeds in the 
Mediterranean on islands off the coast of Libya, wintering in 
West Africa. 

 T. b. bengalensis: which breeds in the northern Indian Ocean, 
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wintering to South Africa.  
 T. b. torresii: Indonesia which breeds south to Queensland, 

Australia, wintering in the same area. 
 

It was judged that Elsie, not surprisingly, belonged to the first of these 
sub-species. 
 
The first accepted Lesser Crested Tern record for the UK was in 1982, 
when an adult was present in Cymyran Bay, Anglesey, on the 13th July. 
A bird was seen at various coastal sites in Norfolk in 1983, and the 
following year a bird turned up on the Farne Island. It being such an 
extreme rarity it is interesting to speculate as to whether all records 
referred to the same wandering bird, but we can never be sure. 
 
In 1986 Elsie (LC – Lesser Crested), as she became known, was seen 
associating with a chick in the Sandwich Tern colony. She was present in 
and around the colony until 1997 (12 summers) breeding (with Sandwich 
Tern) with varying degrees of success. She is known to have reared 
three chicks to flying stage. What was presumed to be Elsie was seen at 
a number of locations up and down the east coast during her stay. 
 
During 1989 she was present from 7th May to 1st July. During this time 
the local boatmen ran a number of trips to hang off Brownsman (the site 
of the Sandwich Tern Colony in 1989) for birders to try and catch a 
glimpse of Elsie.  
 
After display with a Sandwich Tern, an egg was found on 28th May. Both 
Sandwich and Lesser-crested Tern Incubated the egg until it hatched on 
the19th June. The chick was fed and brooded by Elsie until 1st July 
when they both disappeared. A Lesser-crested Tern and a Sandwich 
Tern feeding what appeared to be a juvenile Lesser-crested Tern were 
seen at Musselburgh, Firth of Forth, between the 7th and 18th August. 
What does it, and any other offspring, look like now? 
 
Our privileged position as the only people formally allowed to set foot on 
the islands meant that we were able to set up a hide to observe and 
photograph Elsie and, presented here, are a few pictures taken by myself 
and one by Brad Robson. Brad‘s (top) is by far the best! 
 
During her last year on the islands she raised and fledged a single chick 
which was colour-ringed. Incredibly this bird was seen at La Paracou, 
near Sables d'Olonne, Vendée, France, on the 23rd September. 



 55 

A Farne Islands Year—1989       

Since her last sighting on the Farnes there have only be 2 more 
accepted sightings in Britain - once in East Sussex in 1998 and one seen 
on various dates between the 16th and 22nd July 2005 in the Norfolk/
Suffolk coast.  Lesser Crested Tern is, once again, an extremely rare 
bird. 
 
Common Tern— Sterna hirundo  - 313 nests 

Common Terns breed in colonies on coasts and islands and often inland 
on suitable freshwater lakes where they are often assisted by the 
provision of floating "tern rafts" to give a safe breeding area. As such 
they are sometimes a familiar species during the breeding species 
inland, indeed they fly over my house in Little Irchester every summer as 
they breed on the nearby gravel pits.  
 
Common Terns were another of the species we kept nest records of. I 
had a selection of nests in what we called The Garden. The density at 
which the terns nested on the islands meant that some kind of nest 
marking system was required, and this was simply achieved by painting a 
unique number on a flat pebble which was then placed adjacent to the 



             A Farne Islands Year—1989 

56  

nest. Checking the nests was somewhat hazardous, as the worried 
parents would dive-bomb the nest checker and, if they had a load on 
board, defacate in order to drive you away. I was fortunate to only cop 
one load in the mouth. It tasted rather bitter. 
 
Various forms of headgear were adopted ranging from the hard-hat you 
can see me wearing in the picture below (yes, that blur is an attacking 
tern, and yes, that is bird-sh*t on my shoulders) through to half footballs 
worn as a skull-cup underneath a woolly hat. 

Roseate Tern— Sterna dougallii- 12 nests 
 
The Roseate Tern was then, and remains today, and extremely rare 
breeding species. The Farnes Islands was host to a small number of 
pairs which traditionally favoured the outer group of islands, but in 1989 a 
single pair took up residence in the Arctic and Common Tern colony 
adjacent to the lighthouse on Inner Farne.  
 
Roseate Terns are known for nesting in holes in the ground, not as deep 
as Puffins, more of a hollow to get shelter, and on Brownsman they took 
to nest boxes on short stakes very successfully. The Inner Farne birds 

The perils of nest recording. 
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eschewed such niceties and nested in the open, where excellent views 
could be obtained from the paths. Indeed, once they were established, e 
set up a telescope so that interested visitors could view them. 

One day a visiting group appeared led by a very familiar figure in the bird 
watching community, Bryan Bland, known not only for his incredible 
knowledge of birds (and history and classical music which feature in his 
tours) but for his slight eccentricities such as wearing shorts in all 
weathers and, for a while, a bowler hat. Add this to his luxuriant white 
beard and you have quite a character.  
 
I was at the Roseate stake-out when he approached me and we had a 
lovely chat about birds (he is a very nice man) and he commented that 
this must be the most watchable and dependable Roseate Tern to have 
been accessible to birders for very many years, a thought that had not 
struck me until then. Today there are estimated to be only 94 breeding 
pairs of Roseate Terns in the whole of the UK which just goes to show 
what a special event that was. 
 
 

Roseate Tern in its “burrow” on Brownsman in 1988. 
(Photo by Dave Richardson) 
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Arctic Tern—Sterna paradisaea  - 3710 nests 

 
The Arctic Tern is legendary for its migration flying from its northern 
breeding grounds to the Antarctic and back again each year. This 
12,000 mile journey each way means that they see two summers per 
year and more daylight than any other creature on the planet. An Arctic 
Tern ringed as an unfledged chick on the Farne Islands in the northern 
summer of 1982 reached Melbourne, Australia, in October 1982, a sea 
journey of over 14,000 miles in just three months from fledging. 
 

Another bird ringed on the Farnes on the 28th June 1980 was recaptured 
in 2010, making it the oldest Arctic Tern in the UK (birds typically live 13-
15 years). It is still some years away from claiming the title of the world's 
oldest Arctic tern though. That is currently held by a bird ringed in the US 
which reached the age of 34 years. 
 
On first arrival the bill of the Arctic Tern is wholly black, developing its 
blood-red coloration as the breeding season gets closer. The red 
appears from the base, and so some have a black-tipped bill reminiscent 
of Common Tern, but a variety of factors, including tail-streamers 
projecting beyond the wing-tips easily separates them. 
 

Breeding grounds (red), wintering grounds (blue) and migration routes (green). 
(Distribution map by Andreas Trepte) 
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Showing no fear of man on the islands they can be observed displaying 
at very close quarters. The picture below was taken from a bench in front 
of St Cuthbert‘s Chapel, with the terns almost too close for the large lens 
I had on the camera to focus. 
 

As the breeding season progresses and eggs are laid in a small hollow, 
the terns become quite aggressive to anyone getting close to their nests. 
They will dive-bomb visitors, calling loudly, and will even make contact, 
stabbing their beak into the unfortunate‘s head. They can draw blood, but 
holding a hand above your head normally puts them off coming too 
close. As mentioned for Common Terns, we usually wore some king of 
headgear to protect us. Visitors sometimes got unnecessarily panicked, 
and they have been known to knock birds out of the air. Careful advice 
was required at times! 
 
After one spell of particularly windy weather in the spring I found a dead 
Arctic Tern beside the Chapel. It had an extremely bent bill and had 
obviously been blown with some force in to the building. What a sad end. 
 
 

Arctic Terns displaying on the path in front of St Cuthbert’s Chapel 
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Guillemot—Uria aalge - 12,975 nests 
 
Guillemots were one of the most numerous of the island‘s breeding birds 
and were present in large numbers when we arrived on the island in 
March. Guillemots do not make a nest, their eggs simply being laid on 
the bare rock. Their elliptical (pyriform) shape means that they roll in a 
tight circle, obviously an advantage for a ledge nesting bird! 

 
Few birds breed in such close proximity to their neighbours. They jostle, 
shoulder-to-shoulder, as each warms its single egg. Before they can fly 
chicks jump from ledges to go to sea and feed with an adult (usually their 
father). Like Razorbills Guillemots can dive very deeply. One was 
videoed 292ft down at the base of a North Sea oil rig. 
 
When we arrived on the islands the rocks were pretty much clean grey. 
As the season progressed the cliffs slowly turned white with the 
accumulation of guano. When the cliff ledges are full of birds, the air loud 
with calls and reeking of guano, a big Guillemot colony can tickle many 
senses! 
 

Guillemots on Staple Island 
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Roughly 3% of the islands Guillemot population are "bridled", these birds 
having a white ring around each eye with a white streak leading to the 
back of their heads, giving them the appearance of wearing spectacles. 
 
During the autumn, when I was based on Brownsman, we came across a 
rather disorientated individual on the Flats. It may have had a crash or 
something, but we briefly took it in hand, checking it was okay, and then 
released it. From the picture below you can see it is in winter plumage, 
with more extensive white markings on the head. What a privilege it was 
to get so close to one of these creatures! 

Razorbill—Alca torda— 96 pairs 
 
Present in much smaller numbers, the Razorbill is the largest of the auk 
species on the islands. Whereas the Guillemot is a dark chocolate brown, 
the Razorbill is black, with fine white marking on its much larger bill. 
 
Razorbills also lay pyriform eggs, so they spin around their narrow end 
and do not fall off the ledges. However their nest sites are more likely to 
be hidden under a rock or in some sort of cavity and not on an open 
ledge.  

Winter plumaged Guillemot found on the Flats on Brownsman. 
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Birds feed at sea on fish mostly caught by surface diving. In winter they 
range further to the South and many regularly winter in the 
Mediterranean. 

 
Puffin—Fratercula arctica— 26,329 pairs 

One of the most delightful of the inhabitants of the Farne Islands are the 
Puffins. As mentioned earlier, my first ever sighting of them was on our 

Puffins by the lighthouse platform on Inner Farne. 
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approach to the islands, something I kept very quiet. 

I was fortunate enough to be allowed to do nest records for Puffins. 
Fortunate is not perhaps the best term, as there are certain hardships 
involved in accessing Puffin nests. 
 
As you may know, Puffins nest in burrows, often old rabbit burrows, of 
which there is a sufficiency on the Farnes, but they are quite adept at 
excavating their own. In the parts of the island where they nest 
(predominantly the soil cap around the edge of the islands) the density at 
which they nest means that you have to take extreme care not to 
collapse burrows in by walking on them.. Once this had been mastered, 
occupied burrows can be identified and entrances marked with canes 
with a numbered flag on them as a unique identifier.  
 
The next steps were where the hardship comes in. To check the state of 
the nest it was necessary to put your arm down the burrow and feel 
around got egg, nestling or, if you were unlucky (which more often than 
not I was) the bite and scratch of the adult Puffin. In the former case this 
was usually sufficient to ascertain what was down there. In the latter case 

Puffin nest records. Note  canes at hole entrances and head protection close at 
hand. Unfortunately the hard-hat provided no protection from the Puffin’s. 
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it was necessary to grab the bird and remove him or her from the burrow 
temporarily whilst you felt for egg or young, at the same time checking for 
any rings it may have born (many Puffins have been ringed on the 
islands over the years, although none in 1989). 
 
Needless to say, they didn‘t like this and did their best to leave their mark 
on me. In addition to a reasonably powerful beak, they have very sharp 
claws with which they scrabble against you. To this day I still have a scar 
on my left hand from where a Puffin bit me. It is somewhat merged with 
latter scars from bow-saws jumping and cutting me, but it is nevertheless 
still there and I wear it with pride! 
 
The Puffins themselves seemed indignant rather than frightened, and all 
returned to their burrows after their ordeal. I suppose if you‘re tough 
enough to spend the winter out on the North Sea, a quick handling is 
nothing. 
 
One final Puffin anecdote. I awoke one morning to hear a scrabbling 
noise in the dormitory. On investigating I found it was a Puffin that had 
fallen down the chimney! I roused my colleagues to look, only to be told 
by Phil that he‘s woken up earlier and it was perched on the end of his 
bed. As it seemed quite happy there he‘d just turned over and gone back 
to sleep! 
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Year 1989 2010 
Increase or 

decrease 

Mallard 7 9 2  

Eider 1,450 656 -794  

Fulmar 229 258 29  

Cormorant 304 139 -165  

Shag 1,686 925 -761  

Oystercatcher 32 37 5  

Ringed Plover 14 8 -6  

Black-headed Gull 282 367 85  

Large Gulls 1,380 1,379 -1  

Kittiwake 6,148 4,768 -1,380  

Sandwich Tern 3,445 1,019 -2,426  

Common Tern 313 112 -201  

Roseate Tern 12 0 -12  

Arctic Tern 3,710 2,199 -1,511  

Guillemot Ind - 46,355 n/a 

Guillemot 12,975 - n/a 

Razorbill 96 319 223  

Puffin 26,329 36,500 10171  

Rock Pipit 17 22 5  

Pied Wagtail 2 5 3  
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Chapter 7—―How many units per week?!‖ 
 
Now, this may come as a surprise to some people (my Mother especially) 
but when you get a group of men living together behaviour tends to 
deteriorate to a certain extent compared with that expected in ―normal‖ 
society. I‘m not alluding to tales you hear about lonely sailors etc (as 
wholesome as that may be for those with that preference) but rather to 
events surrounding, but not limited to, the consumption of ale. 
 
In the diary there was an account of a Bank Holiday weekend where we 
consumed 23 pints a piece in three nights. These were generally isolated 
incidents, but over the course of the year there were certain events that 
have stuck in the mind. I‘ll attempt to relate a few of these tales to you in 
this chapter, although first I must say, dear reader, enjoy drink 
responsibly! Do not attempt any of the things in the following pages as 
you may end up at the least very ill, and at the worst very dead. 
 
One of the most exhilarating things we did was going to the pub in 
Seahouses in the Zodiac and returning, full of beer, at full pelt across the 
sea in the dark. It was on one of the first of these evenings that I was 
introduced to bioluminescence, that is light emitted by certain marine 
organisms when coming into contact with a solid object. Thus it was that 
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we left a glowing green wake behind us as we sped through the night! 
 
More spectacular than this though was the effect you got when you 
rubbed the rocks on the shore of the island when we landed (we usually 
wore rigger gloves to prevent cutting our hands on the barnacles). It was 
like a mini firework display as little explosions of green light went off 
wherever you rubbed. Cosmic, especially after having had a few. 
 
One very happy day my girlfriend came to visit me. Her family had driven 
up from Bath to spend a few days in Northumberland and would be 
travelling back with me in tow for a week in Bath together a couple of 
days later. I can‘t remember the exact details of how we met up. I think I 
met her off the boat on Inner Farne but I could be wrong! I showed her 
around Inner Farne, in the Tower (in those days women weren‘t allowed 
to be wardens on the island, so she was very lucky!), and then came on 
the boat back to Seahouses where we met up with her brother and sat in 
the pub until her parents came back to pick them up and I went back to 
the islands. I suppose I had about 4 pints during the afternoon, followed 
by a haggis supper before heading back to the islands. 
 
Shortly after I got back the working day ended and, as it was a beautiful 
day, it was decided that we‘d make a trip into the pub. It was another 
textbook evening, with more ale consumed, followed by another haggis 
supper. 
 
All seemed well when we got back. I went to bed feeling not too bad and 
fell asleep. I have a vague memory of waking in the night, but wasn‘t 
prepared for what I found the following morning. There, on my guitar right 
by my bed, was what appeared to be a pizza, but actually wasn‘t. Yes, I‘d 
been sick on my guitar. Fortunately it hadn‘t gone anywhere else and so 
was easy to clean up. Disgusting behaviour I know. 
 
Anyway, a day or two later I left the islands for a lovely week with my 
girlfriend in Bath. I didn‘t tell her about the pizza. 
 
Whilst we always checked the shipping forecast to sea whether the 
weather would be conducive to a trip ashore and back, there was one 
time that we were caught out when a bank of fog confronted us when we 
emerged from the pub. Visibility was down to a matter of yards, and there 
was no way we could navigate back to the island in the dark. There was 
nothing for it but to wait it out on the harbour. 
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We were always quite well prepared for the weather, but even so, trying 
to get some sleep on a foggy harbour was not terribly comfortable to say 
the least. We did the best we could. One of us, it might have been me 
but I can‘t be sure, managed to grab some sleep under an upturned 
dingy. 
 
As time ticked by it became obvious that the fog wasn‘t going to lift. 
Daylight came and we made the decision to give it a go. Although we 
couldn‘t see more than a few yards we knew the sea was calm and we 
had a compass. We reasoned that if we thought we‘d gone too far we 
only had to head west to hit the beach. 

Out of the harbour and into the open sea we went. We didn‘t go quickly, 
as there were a few crab pots dotted around the inner sound, their buoys 
easy to see under normal circumstances (although one night we did 
come to a grinding halt when one we missed ended up wrapped round 
our propeller and we had to spend a fun half hour in the dark in the 
middle of the Inner Sound unwrapping it). 
 
With one of us trying to steer a straight course, one on the compass and 
the rest of us trying to detect if we were drifting, we made our way slowly 
across the water, startling a few seabirds who were similarly 
disorientated as we went. 

Foggy morning on Seahouses Harbour, although not the one in this tale. 
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After we‘d been going for some little while we started to talk about the 
possibility that we‘d missed the islands and were on our way to Norway. 
Literally, the next moment, the cliffs of Inner Farne loomed out of the fog! 
Unbelievable. We‘d navigated perfectly from Seahouses Harbour to Inner 
Farne. I wonder what the chances of repeating that feat would be? 
 
Of course, there were those in Seahouses who had their fun with us on 
occasion. On a couple of occasions we returned to find the ropes to our 
boats had been messed with (impossible knots etc) or the boats had 
been moved. I fortunately managed to miss the most extreme of these 
incidents. 
 
One evening everyone else cleared off to the pub, but I decided to 
remain on the island. I remember having a very peaceful evening, 
soaking up the atmosphere of having the island all to myself. 
 
I went to bed as usual, expecting to be woken later on by the drunken 
mob arriving back, and so was rather surprised to wake up, the following 
morning to find they still hadn‘t come back. Eventually they returned late 
morning. 
 
What had happened was, on getting to the harbour after the evening in 
the pub they found that the boats were missing. They searched 
everywhere for them but to no avail, and in the end they stayed in town 
for the night. The following morning they went down to the harbour and 
happened to look across towards Inner Farne and spotted the boats, 
about a mile out to sea fastened to a buoy. Once the days boat trips 
started they cadged a lift with Billy Shiel who dropped them off at the 
boats before continuing on his way! 
 
We never found out for sure who was responsible, but it was rumoured 
that some of the younger members of the Lifeboat crew were to blame as 
they frowned on us coming in to the pub of an evening and going back in 
the dark. They probably had a point, but they could perhaps have made it 
a bit better, as we carried on doing it until the autumn and the weather 
began to get too unpredictable. 
 
Just in case you think we were totally reckless in pursuit or a pint, I 
remember one day in the autumn when we set off for Seahouses after 
having been cut off for a few days by storms. I was at the helm and all 
looked good for a straightforward crossing. As we came out of the Kettle 
and started to head across to the mainland we realised that all was not 
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well. We had looked at the sea from the lighthouse end of the island and 
the crossing looked fine—no white tops to waves or anything untoward.  
However, it was soon obvious that the sea was still very ―lumpy‖. The 
swell caused by the previous few days weather had not subsided 
(although the winds had).  
 
As a consequence of this we spent a few hairy minutes in a 15 foot swell 
(which, when you‘re sitting on the side of a Zodiac only 18 inches from 
the water, looks bloody massive!) before we decided that discretion was 
the better part of valour and turned back towards the island, although not 
before having had the hair-raising experience of turning the boat in a 
swell and feeling that we were all coming out! 
 
Then there was the time when a couple of friends (couple as in male and 
female, older and supposedly sensible) came up to visit me on the 
islands. Passing them of as my mom and dad (told you they were older) 
they got a free boat trip out and around the islands and, as a thank you, 
took me out for a meal that evening, with the intention that I would stay 
on the mainland with them overnight and return the following morning. 
 
Problem was, we didn‘t eat until late, and by then I had drunk rather a lot 
of beer, the upshot being that, having fallen asleep in their car, I awoke, 
convinced the tide was coming in and, being unable to open the doors to 
get out, ended up banging on the windows and shouting until they came 
to my rescue. Needless to say, there followed a great deal of chundering, 
which my poor unfortunate friends were forced to help me through. 
 
Friendship has never been tested and survived as much as that night, for 
they had me in their tent to sleep! Having said that, I awoke the following 
morning to find that they had dismantled and packed it away whilst I slept 
and were waiting patiently to take me back to Seahouses where they 
could finally dispose of this wretched heap of humanity! 
 
During the autumn, other than the odd trip to the pub during daylight, 
typically on a market day, our drinking was done on the island. On such 
trips we‘d typically each buy a crate of Newcastle Brown, load the boat 
up and head back to the islands. 
 
During the latter part of the year I‘d moved from Inner Farne to 
Brownsman, so had a bit further to go, but when we got there we had a 
large open coke fire to keep us warm in what was originally the cottage 
that the Brownsman lighthouse keepers (including Grace Darling and her 
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father) lived in. We had many enjoyably raucous evenings that autumn. I 
wonder what Grace would have thought. 
 

 
 

A nightcap on Brownsman Legendary owl impression 
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Chapter 8—Autumn Goodies 
 

As mentioned earlier many birds undertake seasonal migrations, whether 
it be from warmer wintering climes to more northerly breeding areas or 
the reverse. Britain‘s location on the edge of Europe and the Atlantic 
means that we frequently get massive movements of birds at these times 
of years, and they frequently drop off or congregate at points along the 
coast. All coasts get a sprinkling of these movements, but it is the east 
coast that is probably best known for this phenomenon. 
 
The Farne Islands has its fair share of observations of these movements, 
and 1989 was no exception. During the early part of the autumn we 
would frequently be outside when clouds of migrating thrushes (Fieldfare 
and Redwing, but also Blackbird and Song Thrush) would pass overhead 
having started out earlier in the day or the previous evening from 
Scandinavia, to cross the North Sea to winter with us in the UK or to 
continue their journey further south. Frequently the islands would literally 
be hopping with birds during this time, resting and seeking food to 
replenish their supplies after their long flight. I remember particularly one 
stormy night going outside with a torch and shining it on a dry stone wall 
only to find a number of Blackbirds tucked into nooks and crannies 
seeking the best shelter they could find, having recently made landfall. 
 
With these flocks of birds there often came the predators, and their 
arrival was frequently accompanied by that of Sparrowhawk, Merlin, 
Short-eared Owls and Long-eared Owls. One particular memory I have is 
of seeing one individual of the latter, obviously freshly arrived, sitting on 
the shoreline having a rest, being too tired to move off far as the tide 
came in! 
 
Unfortunately,  such a trek inevitably takes its toll on some birds, and we 
found a fair few casualties each morning, those that had made a safe 
landing but, perhaps due to harsh weather or not having quite enough fat 
stored, succumbed during the night. 
 
In amongst these regular visitors was the occasional bird out of the 
ordinary. Whilst some of these shared the breeding range of the 
commoner species, and seemingly made a simple decision to ―follow the 
others‖, some were very far from home, and were brought to our shores 
by strong winds or by their inexperience in navigating, having been 
hatched that year. Finding these birds is a particular pleasure for many 
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birders who spend hours in the field during the spring and autumn trying 
to find the elusive rarities. It was an increased pleasure to us as, living on 
the islands, we were the only people who could find them. They were 
―our‖ birds! 
 
Leaving aside things like Yellow-browed Warblers, Firecrests and others, 
which although rarely seen aren‘t actually ―National Rarities‖ as defined 
by the British Birds Rarities Committee, the first of these appeared on the 
7th September, when Dave Richardson saw a small bird flick over a dry 
stone wall. There were a few other migrants around that day in the 
―garden‖ (Pied Flycatcher and Willow Warblers). Initially it was thought to 
be a Reed Bunting, but when we went to look for it I heard a Robin-like 
―tic‖ call from a bunting at the base of the wall. From then on we knew 
what we were looking at as this call from a bunting is quite diagnostic. 

 
There were a few more Little Buntings over the course of the next couple 
of months (four in total), including one on the same day as the Citrine 
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Wagtail (described later) which was feeding with a group of Meadow 
Pipits when it flew up giving its distinctive call. I was lucky enough to find 
one one morning on Brownsman. A small bird flew up and gave the ―tic‖ 
call that I was now fairly familiar with. When it landed I was able to 
confirm its identity.  
 
Having taken notes on each individual we‘d found I was able to produce 
the drawing below which shows the main identification features and the 
differences in head pattern that enabled us to conclude that more than 
one individual was involved (in fact we did see two together on the 28th 
September). 
 
On the afternoon of the 11th September we had a boatload of visitors 
walking around the island when Dave Richardson came to tell us that 
there was a funny looking Yellow Wagtail walking along the edge of the 
paths. Once we had the island to ourselves we were able to take notes at 
our leisure and, after consulting the relevant literature, the bird was 
identified as a first winter Citrine Wagtail. 

This was a species new to all of us, so was particularly celebrated! My 
notes from the time say ―As well as the plumage details noted above, in 
flight all of the wing bars and pale edges made it look similar to an 
Everton mint.‖ Perhaps a little over the top, but it conveys the black and 
white barred contrast that I saw. 
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Citrine Wagtails breed across Northeast and East Russia, West Siberia 
and West and Central Asia, wintering in Southern and Southwest Asia. 
How do they come to be here? Well, the most commonly accepted 
explanation is a phenomenon called reverse migration. Although some 
large birds such as Swans learn migration routes from their parents, in 
most small species, the route is genetically programmed, and young 
birds can innately navigate to their wintering area. Sometimes this 
programming goes wrong, and the young bird, in its first autumn, 
migrates on a route 180o from the correct route. For the Citrine Wagtail 
this means that it heads towards Scandinavia and if it gets caught up in 
strong winds going ―in the right direction‖ it may end up in the UK. 
 
On the 29th October we were sitting around the cottage on Brownsman 
when we got a call on the radio from Inner Farne. They had found a 
funny warbler hopping around in vegetation by the jettys. There was a 
mad scramble for the boat and soon we were on our way across Staple 
Sound. 
 
As we drew near to the island we could see our colleagues standing 
looking at the point describe, so when we landed we had no trouble 
finding the bird. It was a lovely sunny autumn morning, and the light was 
excellent. 
 
On approaching we could see that 
it was obviously a warbler of the 
type similar to Chiffchaff and 
Willow Warbler (a Phylloscopus 
warbler, so called because the first 
of its latin names, it‘s genus, was 
Phylloscopus). Our note taking 
compiled a good list of visible 
features, but it was when it finally 
called that I knew what it was. 
Most Phylloscopus warblers have 
soft whistles, peeps or ―hooeets‖ 
for calls. This bird called quite a 
harsh ―check!‖. Although I‘d never 
seen one before I new this was a 
clincher for Dusky Warbler which is what it was eventually proclaimed to 
be. I remember having an argument with one of my less bird-oriented 
colleagues who couldn‘t understand how you could tell what a bird was 
from its call (and a combination of other features of course).  

Dusky Warbler, although not “our” bird.  
(Phil Lam, Hong Kong January 2007) 
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The remarkable thing is that this bird was some 3000km from its 
breeding range. The Dusky Warbler is a long-distance migrant, breeding 
in northern Asia and wintering in northern India, Burma and the foothills 
of Nepal. In 1989 there were only 5 Dusky Warblers found in the UK. 
Another victim of reverse migration. What was presumed to be the same 
bird was seen on the 4th and 7th November. 
 
In the afternoon of the 3rd October I was walking around Inner Farne 
when, having put up a Woodcock and been buzzed by a Short-eared 
Owl, I heard a call like a Snow Bunting. Initially I was unable to locate the 
bird, but when it called again it was on the ground about four feet away! 
Obviously exhausted, it was a Redpoll but looked like a snowball, much 
larger and very much paler than "ordinary" Redpolls. It was an Arctic 
Redpoll. 

After I‘d alerted everyone to its presence we spent a good while 
photographing it. Unfortunately my photographs were rubbish (as you 
can see!), but I did make the drawing overleaf based on those photo‘s 
and notes that we took. We managed to capture the bird to enable us to 
take measurements from it to add to our field notes before releasing it, 
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but not before it had emptied its bowels on my hand. I thought this was 
rather good in a strange way, although my girlfriend at the time didn‘t 
respond in the same way when I sent her a letter with a bit of it wiped on 
one corner. 

This particular subspecies of Arctic Redpoll is sometimes called 
Hornemann‘s Redpoll, and comes from Greenland. The reason for it‘s 
arrival on the island was made plain when I later saw the synoptic 
weather chart for the previous 24 hours  (see overleaf) – strong winds 
funnelling straight down to the UK from Greenland (where the blue arrow 
is). Our bird got caught up in a storm when on its way to wherever and 
ended up on Inner Farne (the red star). 
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This phenomenon, in which migrating birds are blown off course by the 
winds at the time they are in flight, is known as drift migration. It is more 
likely to happen to birds heading south in autumn because the large 
numbers of inexperienced young birds are less able to compensate than 
the adults heading north in spring. Drift is assisted by disorientating 
conditions such as mist or drizzle, and can result in large numbers of 
birds arriving together in an area in which they are not normally seen. In 
the UK this is called a fall. 
 
This was the first bona-fide national rarity I‘d found for myself and you 
can imagine how chuffed I was when, the following year, my name 
appeared in the Report on Rare Birds in Britain in 1989 in the journal 
British Birds! 
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The bird hung around for the rest of the day but wasn‘t seen 
subsequently. There were 9 other individuals found in the country in 
1989. Since then their numbers have increased so that it is no longer 
considered a national rarity. Whilst writing this article (September 2010) I 
came across photographs of what was the third record of Arctic Redpoll 
for the islands (mine being the first) a few days previously! 
 
Seawatching 
 
Of all of the facets of birding, the one that baffles most non-birders is 
seawatching - sitting on some viewpoint overlooking the sea, often a 
headland and often in atrocious weather, waiting for seabirds to fly past. I 
have to say that, whilst not the best at identifying distant seabirds (due to 
being land-locked for most of my life being my excuse) it is one of my 
favourite pastimes when conditions are right. On quiet days seawatching 
has parallels with angling – long periods of nothing happening 
interspersed with tremendous excitement (sometimes even moderate 
excitement makes do!). When conditions are perfect there can be almost 
too much to see. 
 
The offshore position of the Farnes gives them a 
head-start when it comes to seawatching. A 
further benefit is that it can be done from quite 
sheltered locations (the Tower on Inner Farne, 
the dormitory window at the cottage at 
Brownsman (see picture)). 
 
Whenever conditions were right, at least one of 
us used top set up a telescope to see what was 
passing. Most of the time it was just the regular 
movements of the islands breeding seabirds but 
sometimes, especially during the spring and 
autumn, something more special passed by. 
 
There were regular sightings of Gannets during these periods, as well as 
Arctic and Great Skuas. Manx Shearwaters were not infrequent and so 
were Common Scoters and Red-breasted Mergansers. Later in the year 
small numbers of Little Auks passed through the islands, as they do in 
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most years. There were also sightings of Mediterranean Gull and Long-
tailed Skua.. 
 
Perhaps the best seawatching day that I had was the 9th September 
1989. This was a stormy day and we took turns to watch the passage, 
me from inside the Inner Farne Tower, others more bravely outside. In 
addition to high counts of the commoner species, there were 63 Manx 
Shearwaters and 7 Sooty Shearwaters. 
 
Highlight of the day was a Petrel that flew south, at speed, over Knoxes 
Reef and the Wideopens. From what I saw I was sure it was Leach‘s, 
although Dave R thought it was Storm. Later we found out that there had 
been a major ―wreck‖ of seabirds (where they get storm blown and can 
even turn up at inland waters) including good numbers of Leach‘s Petrels 
so on the balance of probability it seems that I was correct, and it went 
down in the annual report as Leach‘s. 

Not our bird, but this evokes the sort of conditions in which ours passed by. 
(Photo by Ulf Gotthardsson.  Glommen, Sweden October 2009.) 
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The reasons for these conditions can be interpreted from looking at the 
synoptic charts from the previous day and the 9th. During the 8th winds 
were blowing across the North Atlantic from the west, coming from a 
deep depression a little way to the south. These winds then funnelled 
down into the North sea, continuing to do so during the 9th when a 
stationary front sat across their path stretching from Denmark, right 
across the UK to Scilly effectively producing a wall of storms. This, 
combined with the wind veering easterly overnight, effectively pushed 
any seabirds that had been swept up and across the North Atlantic 
towards the coast of Britain.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Synoptic chart for the 9th September, courtesy of the Met Office. The area of low 
pressure can be seen bottom right, winds funnelling east over the North Atlantic 

swinging down to the North Sea where a stationary front was sitting. 
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Chapter 9—Sofas with Teeth 
 
From October to December there was a complete change of emphasis 
as that is the period when the Grey Seal population around the Farnes 
start pupping. It was then our task to count and mark the pups every few 
days to get an idea of numbers being born and survival rates. This we 
did by spraying a patch of dye onto the white coat of the pup (a different 
colour every few days) and then counting the different colours over 
subsequent visits. After 2-4 weeks the white fur moults away to reveal 
the adult type coat, after which we simply counted the number of so-
called ―second coaters‖. 

Whilst this sounds quite straightforward there were a few risks involved. 
Firstly the pups are found above the high-tide level on the many rocky 
islands that make up the Farnes group. This meant that the first 
challenge was to land our Zodiac on the islands, sometimes in quite 
heavy seas. We took turns to pilot the boat and each of us got quite 
adept at manoeuvring in these conditions. The dangerous job was being 
the one to leap off the boat with the bow-line, a task which called for 
good timing and, at times, not a little courage/recklessness. I never 
ended up in the water (other than getting legs wet a few times) but had a 
few close calls.  
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Once we were actually on the island the fun began! I should explain that 
Grey Seals look after their pups, staying with them to suckle in between 
trips out to feed during which they leave the pups on their own. Invariably 
there would be good numbers of mothers with young on the islands we 
visited and they made their feelings about our arrival quite plain, not by 
shuffling off shyly into the sea but by chasing us. 
 
Most times this wasn‘t too much of a problem in the open areas, as one 
of us could draw the mother away whilst another marked her pup. There 
were, however, some hollows in the middle of islands where they would 
congregate, and there was only one route in and out. These situations 
called for more skill and bravado, basically running in, dodging the 
chasing mothers and marking as many pups as was possible before your 
courage ran out. I have to concede that I usually managed to avoid being 
the one who did this, leaving it to the more experienced, and possibly 
more reckless, members of the party. 

 
The thing is Grey Seals are big, and have big, sharp teeth. We were 
―armed‖ with short lengths of broom-handle, primarily intended to be 
used to rub in the dye to the pup‘s coats. These were use in self defence 
when being chased, not to hit the seals with (I doubt whether a poke from 
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a broom handle would stop a maternally enraged Grey Seal in her 
tracks) but to present as an alternative target to bite when they got too 
close. And bite they certainly did, crushing and splintering the end of 
many a broom-handle. I remember laughing hysterically the first time this 
happened to me. It certainly influenced my approach to the job! The size 
and ferocity of the seals resulted in one of our number likening the 
experience of being pursued to ―being chased by a sofa with teeth.‖ 
 
Feminists amongst you will not be surprised to learn that the males 
(bulls) tended to avoid getting involved in all of this silliness, preferring to 
lounge around keeping an eye on proceedings and only moving if they 
felt threatened. Of course, they probably needed the rest because as 
soon as the females had their pups they became fertile again. We did 
sometimes disturb a pair of seals ―in the act‖ and the sight of the male 
flopping rapidly away over barnacle covered rocks, with his boys bits still 
very much to the fore, was something that brought a tear to many an 
eye. Occasionally we‘d witness fights between rival males, and these 
could get quite bloody. 
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Seeing the pups grow over the course of the 2-4 weeks that it took to get 
to second coat was quite an eye opener too. The rich, fatty milk 
produced by the female had the consistency of thick yoghurt, as we 
observed when we disturbed a suckling female. They increase in weight 
and size at a prodigious rate, on average 1.7 kg per day, until they are 
like little barrels. One member of our group, now a prominent figure in the 
mammal world (I mean the study of mammals, not that he‘s big or 
anything) used to delight in tickling fat pups from behind and laughing at 
their inability to do anything about it, being so corpulent that they couldn‘t 
turn their heads to bite him. 

Seal pup approaching  barrel-like proportions. Just right for tickling. 

Grey Seal data 1989    

          

Year No. born 
Total dead 

and 
Overall nos. Mortality 

  lost prior to surviving  

    moult*     

1989 892 412 480 46.2% 

      

*includes pups born dead    
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Chapter 9 — Leaving 
I remember being extremely euphoric on the day we left the islands. My 
thoughts were coloured by the fact that I missed my girlfriend terribly and 
couldn‘t wait to see her again. It‘s only with the benefit of hindsight that I 
see what I was leaving and appreciate the quality of the experience I had 
there. 

 
The boats came to pick us up late morning, and we loaded everything 
onto them. It was a sunny December day, reasonably calm sea, and the 
crossing was uneventful. When we reached the Harbour we unloaded 
everything and it was taken to the lock-up. The boats were hosed down 
ready for storage for the winter, and everything ―put back in its box‖. 
 
We were booked in to the Bamburgh Castle Inn for the night, prior to de-
parting the following day. Here I had my first bath for about four months, 
and shampooed my head and beard! 
 
It was quite a subdued evening really. It seemed quite unreal that we 
were all leaving. I went out and bought a jumper that I‘d fancied for quite 
a while which I still have to this day, although it is a little tattered around 
the cuffs. 
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The following day, after breakfast and saying our goodbyes, I travelled 
with Dean on the bus to Newcastle where we parted company and I got 
the train to Birmingham. My parents and brother were amused to see 
how hairy I had become! 
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Chapter 10 — A lasting impression 
 
Of all of the jobs I‘ve ever had, the Farne Islands is the one that I‘d most 
like to do again. I still have dreams about being there. I feel so lucky to 
have had the kind of experience that most people only read about. 
Perhaps you are one of those people. If so I hope I‘ve conveyed the 
feelings, the excitement, the ups and the downs of life on an island. 
There is nothing quite like it. 
 
At the time I was very much in love with a girl who I had met the previous 
year at Gibraltar Point. Anyone who has to leave someone they care for 
behind, knowing that they‘re not going to see them for a considerable 
length of time will know how this can affect you. I remember sitting one 
day, waiting for a boat to arrive so that I could collect landing fees, and 
thinking ―It‘s 81 days until I‘ll see her again.‖ It made me so depressed 
that I wrote something that, for me, was quite insightful:- 
 
―Travelling miles to see you is easy. It‘s travelling through time to see you 
that‘s so hard.‖ 
 
Were it not for the fact that I now have a lovely wife and two gorgeous 
children, I‘d return there at the drop of a hat, if they‘d have me! 
 

 
 
 

Where are they now? 
 
Summer and Seal Season 
 

Andy Cotton –  RSPB Senior Site Manager, Ouse Valley Reserves. 
Phil Gordon –  Tree Surgeon and Leicester City Councillor for the 

Green Party. Died on 11 May 2010 after a fall from 
a tree he was working on. 

Gilbert Gunn -  Unknown.* 
Dave Jones -  Unknown. 
Dave Richardson -  Unknown. 
Brad Robson -  RSPB's Fermanagh Area Manager. 
David Stokoe -  Unknown. 
Dr Dean Waters -  Mammalogist and freelance ecologist. 
 
*Summer Season only 
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Seal Season 
 

Simon Busittil -  RSPB Reserves Manager, East Scotland. 
MichaelEllison-  RSPB Cliffe Pools Warden. 
Ian Sims –  Unknown.  
 
 

Events of 1989 
 
It was only after coming off the islands in December that I started to 
realize that I‘d really tuned out the events in the outside world. In order to 
put some perspective in time to when all of this happened, here is a 
summary of some of the key events of 1989. We had the radio on a lot, 
but mainly as background and for the shipping forecast. The only one I 
remember hearing about with any certainty was the Hillsborough 
disaster.  
 
Incidentally, it was also the year that Simon Bates went around the world, 
broadcasting from a variety of far flung sites that, up until then only 
Michael Palin had been to. 
 
March 
 
24th Exxon Valdez oil spill: In Alaska's Prince William Sound the 

Exxon Valdez spills 240,000 barrels (11 million gallons) of oil 
after running aground.  

 
April 
 
15th The Hillsborough disaster, one of the biggest tragedies in 

European football, claims the life of 96 Liverpool supporters.  
 
21st Students from Beijing, Shanghai, Xian, and Nanjing begin 

protesting in Tiananmen Square.  
 
May 
 
19th Tiananmen Square protests of 1989: Zhao Ziyang meets the 

demonstrators in Tiananmen Square.  
 
20th Tiananmen Square protests of 1989: The Chinese 
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government declares martial law in Beijing.  
 
30th Tiananmen Square protests of 1989: The 10 m (33 ft) high 

Goddess of Democracy statue is unveiled in Tiananmen 
Square by student demonstrators.  

 
June 
 
4th The Tiananmen Square massacre takes place in Beijing on 

the army's approach to the square, and the final stand-off in 
the square is covered live on television.  

 
21st British police arrest 250 people for celebrating the summer 

solstice at Stonehenge.  
 
July 
 
31st Nintendo releases the Game Boy portable video game system 

in North America.  
 
August 
 
16th/17th Woodstock '89 festival.  
20th Fifty-one people die when the Marchioness pleasure boat collides 

with a barge on the River Thames adjacent to Southwark Bridge.  
 
September 
 
6th England holds Sweden to a 0–0 draw in Sweden, qualifying for 

the 1990 FIFA World Cup. The game becomes famous after Terry 
Butcher sustains a deep cut to his forehead early in the game. He 
receives stitches but plays on the entire game. By the end of the 
game, the front of Butcher's white shirt and shorts are almost 
entirely covered in blood.  

 
22nd 1989 Deal barracks bombing: An IRA bomb explodes at the Royal 

Marine School of Music in Deal, Kent, United Kingdom, leaving 11 
dead and 22 injured.  

 
October 
 
19th The Guildford Four are freed after 14 years.  
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November 
 
9th Cold War: Günter Schabowski accidentally states in live 

broadcast press conference that new rules for traveling from East 
Germany to West Germany will be put in effect "immediately". 
East Germany opens checkpoints in the Berlin Wall, allowing its 
citizens to travel freely to West Germany for the first time in 
decades (November 17 celebrates Germans began tearing the 
wall down).  

 
December 
 
3rd Cold War: In a meeting off the coast of Malta, U.S. President 

George H. W. Bush and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev release 
statements indicating that the Cold War between their nations 
may be coming to an end.  



             A Farne Islands Year—1989 

92  

 


