FAMILY
WILDLIFE
ADVENTURES
50 BREAKS IN SEARCH OF BRITAIN’S
WILDLIFE BY WILLIAM GRAY
• The first dedicated guide to wildlife adventures in Britain
for families
• A mixture of inspiration and information – full colour throughout
• Supported by a full PR and digital marketing campaign
Connecting with nature. Back to the real world. That’s what this
book is all about. From island-hopping in the Isles of Scilly to wild
camping along Scotland’s Whale Route, Family Wildlife Adventures
is full of inspiration for exploring Britain’s amazing wildlife with
your children.
Family travel expert William Gray has your weekends and school
holidays sorted with exciting ideas for adventures by canoe,
bike, campervan, boat and more. From time travel along Dorset’s
Jurassic Coast to canoe-camping in the Norfolk Broads or sea
kayaking in the Hebrides, you’ll find 60 adventures in this book
guaranteed to fuel any child’s love of wildlife and adventure.
Some of them might reward you with sightings of puffins, otters, eagles or seals. Others may reveal small wonders, like
dragonflies, blennies and lizards. But no matter which adventure you choose, you and your family will be transported to one of
Britain’s special wild places. Armed with all the practical information you need to plan a fun and safe day out, week or weekend
away, this Bradt guide has something for all families keen to discover the natural wonders of Britain – and have unforgettable
adventures along the way.
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SEAL PUP
SPOTTING

TAKE A BOAT TRIP OUT TO BLAKENEY POINT,
HOME TO ENGLAND’S LARGEST BREEDING
GREY SEAL COLONY
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you coming. Naturally inquisitive, one or two will almost certainly surface near
your boat, long before you reach the main haul-out and realise that the beach
is littered with sausage-shaped bundles of fluff and blubber. Look closely and,
depending on the time of year, you’ll see cream-coloured pups lying among the
darker, speckled adults.
Grey seals didn’t start breeding here until the late 1980s, but now over 3,000 pups
are born each winter. What’s so special about Blakeney Point? Conservationists
believe it gets a seal of approval due to its remote location and the sheltered, gently
sloping beach (on rocky shores, seal pups are easily washed away in storms).
It’s not only grey seals that breed here. Harbour (or common) seals give birth
during summer. At any time of year, you can see both species and the best way
to tell them apart is by peering at their noses – grey seal nostrils are like parallel
lines, while harbour seals have V-shaped nostrils and more rounded faces.
Blakeney Point is also an internationally important nesting site for four species
of tern – Arctic, common, little and sandwich. Spot them hovering over the
sea, diving on small fish, then flying back to feed their partners or chicks at the
shallow scrapes they’ve excavated in the shingle bank. Other summer nesting
birds include oystercatchers and ringed plovers, while October sees the arrival
of winter visitors like brent geese.

4

SEAL PUP SPOTTING | CHAPTER 24

FAMILY WILDLIFE ADVENTURES

ACTION PLAN

Getting there

Blakeney Point is part of the Blakeney National Nature Reserve managed by
the National Trust ( nationaltrust.org.uk) and is accessed by boat trips from
Morston Quay ([pc] NR25 7BH, off the A149 Cromer to Hunstanton road).
The Coast Hopper bus stops in Morston village, a 5-minute walk to the quay.

Boat trips

It is not possible to walk to see the seals at Blakeney Point. Boat trips are available
with Beans Boats ( 01263 740505 beansboattrips.co.uk), Bishop’s Boats
( 01263 740753 bishopsboats.co.uk), Ptarmigan Seal Trips ( 01263 740792
blakeneypointsealtrips.co.uk) and Temples Seal Trips ( 01263 740791
sealtrips.co.uk). Lasting around an hour, some trips spend an additional
30–60 minutes landing on Blakeney Point where you can walk to bird hides
and the old lifeboat station.

What to take

Most trips operate in traditional clinker-built boats with little protection from
the elements, so remember to take warm, weatherproof clothing. Although
you’ll get close to the seals, don’t forget binoculars for birdwatching.
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More adventure

Both the Norfolk Coast Path and cycle route NCN30 run along this section of
coast, so you could include a seal watching trip in a cycling or walking weekend.
Alternatively, make it part of a Norfolk wildlife odyssey, touring nearby nature
reserves like Cley Marshes and Holkham. About an hour’s drive southeast along
the coast. Horsey hosts another large colony of grey seals. Be sure to remain
behind the roped-off path in the dunes to avoid disturbing the seals on the
beach below – and keep dogs on short leads.

Also consider

Isles of Scilly See Island-hopping Safari, page xxx
Farne Islands See Puffin and Seal Spotting, page xxx
Orkney Islands See Orkney Wildlife Adventure, page xxx

If you find a seal on the beach…

Do not approach it – seals can give a nasty bite, or you could scare it back into
the sea. If the pup looks healthy (fat and with no visible neck), monitor it from
a safe distance for 24 hours – seal pups are weaned at three to four weeks old
and may not have been abandoned. If you think the pup is injured or distressed,
contact the RSPCA ( 0300 1234 999) or Norfolk’s Seal and Shore Watch (
07498 597448).

Blakeney Point, North Norfolk Coast
Boat trips operate daily Apr–Oct, plus
regular departures throughout winter; grey seals
pup Nov–Dec, harbour seals pup Jun–Aug
HOW LONG
Boat trips last roughly an hour
WHO FOR
All ages; a gentle adventure in small, open boats
ADVENTURE POTENTIAL Boat trips, beach walks, birdwatching
WILDLIFE WISHLIST
Grey & harbour (common) seal, summer terns (Arctic,
sandwich, common & little), oystercatcher, ringed plover,
winter wildfowl (brent goose, teal, pintail & widgeon)
WHERE
WHEN

W

ith their large, round eyes, soft fur and helpless expressions, few animals
are more appealing to children than grey seal pups. They’ll love you for
taking them to see dozens of the endearing little fuzz-balls at Blakeney Point
– the largest breeding grey seal colony in England. Open boats chug out to the
end of the three-mile spit of sand and shingle from Morston Quay. The seals see
Caption to come
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HIKE AND KAYAK
ON SKYE

47 DOLPHIN
BEACH WATCH

45
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SEA KAYAKING
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EAGLE ISLAND
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ISLAND ESCAPE 40
SEGWAY AND SUP
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ISLE OF ISLAY
ADVENTURE

ON THE TRAIL OF
LEAPING SALMON

SEEING RED IN
GALLOWAY

35

PITCH YOUR TENT WITH A VIEW OF BRITAIN’S
RICHEST WHALE AND DOLPHIN SEAS

CAIRNGORMS
WILDERNESS
ADVENTURE

Northwest Highlands
Late spring to early autumn; ideal as part of a
summer holiday adventure in Scotland
HOW LONG
One night minimum, but longer if you don’t mind
basic, no-frills camping
WHO FOR
Adventurous children of any age, but perhaps take
them ‘normal camping’ first
ADVENTURE POTENTIAL Wilderness camping, beachcombing, snorkelling, boat trips
WILDLIFE WISHLIST
Minke whale, orca, common and bottlenose dolphin, harbour
porpoise, common and harbour seal, otter, basking shark,
white-tailed eagle
WHERE
WHEN

ROCK
38 BASS
BOAT TRIP

I

magine adapting your life, for just a few days, to the natural rhythms of tide
and daylight –waking with the dawn and unzipping your tent to breathe in
the briny tang of the sea; sprinting across pristine, rippled sands at low tide;
rock pooling, shell seeking, paddling, snorkelling... but always with a keen eye
on the sea, waiting for that tell-tale puff of breath, or a black dorsal fin rolling

TREE CLIMBING
ADVENTURE

37 36
34

ISLANDS
26 FARNE
BOAT TRIP
GAZING IN
25 STAR
NORTHUMBRIA
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YORKSHIRE MOORS
RAIL & BIKE ADVENTURE
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BIKE GLAMPING IN
THE PEAK DISTRICT

SEABIRD ISLAND
ADVENTURE
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LUNDY ISLAND
ADVENTURE
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ON THE TRAIL OF
BADGERS & BEAVERS
CORNISH COAST
WILDLIFE SAFARI
ISLAND HOPPING
ADVENTURE
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KITE FLYING IN
WILD WALES
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29
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EXMOOR
PONY TREK

7
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NEW FOREST
REPTILE
RAMBLE
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16
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JURASSIC
COAST
ADVENTURE

ISLAND
CAMPERVAN
SAFARI

SPOT WHALES Launched in June 2019 by the Hebridean Whale & Dolphin Trust
( 01688 302620 hwdt.org), the Hebridean Whale Trail ( whaletrail.org) connects
over 30 locations for low-impact, land-based whale and dolphin watching, and
includes routes, transport options and opportunities for joining volunteers to record
marine wildlife.

WITNESS A
MURMURATION

WONDERS
14 WETLAND
ADVENTURE
A DAY IN
THE URBAN 13
JUNGLE
12 BUSHCRAFT
WEEKEND
11

8

REWILDING
SAFARI AT KNEPP

FORAGING
ALONG THE
CANOE
ADVENTURE DEVON COAST
ON THE FOWEY

We spent the best part of a day dawdling along the coast between Ullapool
and Torridon, exploring single-track lanes that fizzled out in lonely hamlets or
kelp-wrapped coves. Eventually, we chanced upon a deserted sandy bay and
pitched our tents facing a broad sweep of mountains, sea and islands, burnished
gold by the setting sun. The exact spot will remain nameless. Wild camping
relies on the lightest footprint. Promoting choice pitches can lead to overuse
and potential damage to the fragile ecology of coastal habitats like sand dunes.
You must simply look until you find your own quiet spot, away from others, and
then ensure you follow the Wild Camping Code (page XXX ) to minimise your
environmental impact.
This is a wildlife adventure that requires a bit of planning. You need to be totally
self-sufficient, bringing everything you need, including fresh water, food, camping
and cooking gear. But once your tent is pitched and there’s a kettle brewing on
the camp stove, you quickly relax into wilderness mode, tuning into the natural
world around you.
It was late August and the sand dunes behind ‘our’ beach were speckled with
purple tufts of scabious. The strandline was equally colourful – a swirl of pink,
green and amber seaweed, punctuated by blue jellyfish beached by the ebbing
tide. Small groups of waders – sanderling, turnstone and ringed plover – scurried
along the beach, following ribbons of foam left by spent waves. Cormorants
arrowed across the sea close offshore, low and purposeful, while gannets plunge-

GO SNORKELLING The Scottish Wildlife Trust ( 0131 312 7765 scottishwildlifetrust.
org.uk) has developed several Living Seas Snorkel Trails along the coast of the Northwest
Highlands (as well as Berwickshire and the Isle of Harris) featuring sheltered locations
like Ardmair and Achmelvic Bay that are ideal for beginners. Download the guide from
the website for detailed maps, a responsible snorkelling code and a spotter’s guide to
everything from butterfish to moon jellyfish. You will need a wetsuit, mask, snorkel and
fins. Remember: never snorkel alone or in rough weather, do not touch wildlife and
always tell people where you are going.
JOIN A BOAT TRIP There are several wildlife boat trip operators along the coast of the
Northwest Highlands. Gairloch Marine Wildlife Centre and Cruises ( 01445 712636
porpoise-gairloch.co.uk) has an excellent information centre on the quayside and
operates 2-hour wildlife survey cruises in search of otters, seals, basking sharks, eagles
and cetaceans. In Ullapool, Seascape Expeditions ( 07511 290081 sea-scape.co.uk)
and Shearwater Cruises ( 0771 325 7219 summerqueen.co.uk) offer boat trips in the
Summer Isles, visiting seal colonies and seabird nesting sites, while searching for minke
whale, orca, common and bottlenose dolphins.
SUPPORT LOCAL CONSERVATION Established by an inspirational group of primary
and high school children, Ullapool Sea Savers (T 0770 279 2596 ullapoolseasavers.
com) will strike a chord with any child passionate about the environment. Campaigning
on everything from plastic straw use to kelp bed dredging, the group raises awareness
of the threats facing marine life. Each member is an ambassador for a key species, from
flame shell to white-tailed eagle.

Caption to come
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A zoologist, conservationist and award-winning journalist and photographer, William Gray has 30 years’
experience writing features for newspapers and magazines. He’s also the author of several guidebooks to
wildlife and family travel. After devoting countless weekends and school holidays to travelling the length
and breadth of Britain with his twin children in search of nature and wild places, Family Wildlife Adventures
is the result. Will’s message is simple: “More than ever, we need to nurture and encourage our children’s
instinctive empathy and enthusiasm for nature – and what better way to inspire the next generation of
conservationists than by filling their childhood with adventures in search of wildlife.”

More Wild Adventures from the ‘Bradt on Britain’ series
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dived; white fluted arrows dropping into the lumpy grey hide of deeper water. A
buzzard hovered over a nearby headland, more carefree, embracing the breeze.
We double-checked its size. Not a white-tailed eagle. Not this time. But when
you’re wild camping on the remote shores of the Northwest Highlands you never
know when one of these majestic birds of prey – large hooked bills and 2m
wingspans – might soar into view.
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DOLPHIN SURVEY
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through the waves. Wild camping along the Hebridean Whale Trail combines
two elemental pleasures that every child should experience: the buzz of sleeping
out in an untamed wilderness and the thrill of trying to spot a whale or dolphin
surfacing offshore.
Extending north from the Isle of Arran, to Mull, Skye and the Outer Hebrides,
this ultimate pilgrimage to Britain’s cetaceans also includes a breathtaking section
along the coast of the Northwest Highlands between Applecross and Cape Wrath.
Deeply notched by sea lochs and crinkle-cut with rocky coves and turquoisefringed beaches, this rugged shore faces the Minch – the most cetacean-rich sea
to be found anywhere around Britain. No fewer than 23 species of whale, dolphin
and porpoise have been recorded in these waters, ranging from summer visitors
like minke and fin whales, gorging on the fishy spoils of plankton blooms, to
resident orca, bottlenose dolphin and harbour porpoise.
You can boost your chances of a sighting by joining a boat trip from the harbour
at Gairloch. Definitely do that – perhaps as a treat at the end of your holiday – but
try not to let anything intrude on your wild camping experience.
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