
Wildlife photography expedition cruises 
 to Shetland in 2012 

 
with Elizabeth G  Charters 

and Chris Gomersall 
 
 
 

Cruise dates  
Sunday 3rd to Monday 11th June 2012  PLACES AVAILABLE 
Friday 15th to Saturday 23rd June 2012  PROVISIONALLY FULL 
 
Both cruises begin and end in Lerwick. Pier to be advised. 

 
Cost per  person: £1600  
(based on two people sharing twin berth cabin). 
Price includes full board throughout the duration of the 8-night cruise and 
all sea travel within Shetland, services of the crew and expedition leader. 
Does not include travel to and from Shetland, or items of a personal 
nature such as alcoholic beverages. 

 
How to book 
Please download the Elizabeth G Charters Terms & Conditions, and 
booking form, from http://elizabethgcharters.co.uk  
Forward completed form together with your deposit to Rob Barlow. 
 
For any enquiries regarding booking procedure, or about the ship 
generally, please call Rob Barlow on 07831 225427 or e-mail to 
info@elizabethgcharters.co.uk 
 
For further information about the photography or wildlife aspects of the 
holiday, please contact Chris Gomersall on 01767 260769 or by e-mail to 
chris@c-gomersall.demon.co.uk 



Shetland 
 
Shetland, or the Shetland Isles (never say Òthe ShetlandsÓ!!) i s BritainÕs most 
northerly archipelago, situated some 200 miles north of Aberdeen, and lying closer to 
Norway than the Scottish mainland. There are sixteen inhabited islands in total, the 
largest of which are Mainland (linked to Muckle Roe, Burra and Trondra), Yell, Unst, 
Whalsay, Bressay, and Fetlar. Smaller, more remote islands include Fair Isle, Foula 
and the Out Skerries. The human population numbers some 22,000 inhabitants, in a 
land area of approximately 570 square miles, while the coastline is about 1700 miles 
long, intersected by many deep inlets or voes. The highest point on the islands is 
Ronas Hill, at an altitude of 1480ft, and wherever you happen to be in Shetland you 
are never more than three miles from the sea.  
 

 
The Drongs at Eshaness 

 
The climate is oceanic, with long, mild-ish winters, and short, cool summers. Even in 
mid-summer, itÕs unusual for temperatures to reach as high as 20¡C. Wind and cloud 
are the most common weather characteristics. Rainfall totals about 40 inches per year, 
and there is some precipitation on most days, but the summer months are a little drier 
on average. Fog is fairly common in summer, and can disrupt air travel. 
 
The high latitude means that the Northern Lights are frequently observed on the long 
winter nights, while in mid-summer there is almost 24 hours of daylight Ð a period 
known locally as the simmer dim. 
 
The main industries in Shetland are oil and gas, fishing and fish farming, sheep 
farming, knitwear and tourism. 
 
Culturally, there are strong Norse influences, and these are most evident in the place 
names and distinctive Shetland dialect - and this heritage is famously celebrated at the 
festival of Up Helly Aa in January. Folk music, particularly fiddle playing, is very 
popular throughout the islands and there is an annual international folk festival every 
spring. Summer is the time of the sailing and rowing regattas, and the sheep dog 
trials, which are always major social events in the community. 



Wildlife and Ecology 
 
Shetland is famous for its rugged coastal scenery and spectacular sea cliffs, with 
many beautiful sheltered voes, and interesting topological features such as sea stacks 
and arches, spits and tombolos. The landscape is largely tree-less due to the high 
winds, salt spray and widespread grazing by livestock. There is a great deal of heather 
moorland on the hillier parts, and in the wetter areas of Mainland and Yell in 
particular are extensive tracts of blanket bog broken by networks of peaty lochs. The 
serpentine areas of Unst and Fetlar support a drier, grassy heath and on some north-
facing slopes can be found the moon-like fellfield habitat.  
 
The most obvious and colourful flowers seen as you travel around Shetland in mid 
summer are the red campion and meadow buttercup, with a generous sprinkling of 
heath spotted orchid and northern marsh orchid. In the wetter areas you find cotton 
grass, yellow flag, ladyÕs smock, ragged robin, sphagnum mosses, and the 
insectivorous butterwort and sundew. The delicate blue spring squill is common on 
the drier heaths. On the sea shore are sea pink, roseroot, sea campion, and in one or 
two locations the rare oyster plant. There are 22 species of endemic flowering plants 
in Shetland, the best known of which is the Shetland or EdmonstonÕs mouse-ear 
(Cerastium nigrescens), most easily seen at the Keen of Hamar on Unst. A number of 
other rare arctic-alpine plants thrive at relatively low altitude on the slopes of Ronas 
Hill. 
 

 
Oyster plant 

 
The rich seas around Shetland support many breeding seabirds, notably gannet, 
fulmar, puffin, guillemot, razorbill, black guillemot, kittiwake, shag, arctic tern, great 
skua and arctic skua. The teeming seabird colonies are probably ShetlandÕs biggest 
tourist attraction in summer, luring visitors from all over the world, and thatÕs easy to 
understand when you are sitting within armÕs length of a group of puffins. On some of 



the rat-free offshore islands there are colonies of European storm-petrels (most 
famously in the broch at Mousa), and a few LeachÕs petrels, which only fly in at 
night. Red-throated divers also do well here, with about 700 breeding pairs nesting on 
the loch shores Ð the bulk of the British population. In the absence of ground 
predators such as foxes, stoats and weasels, ground-nesting birds are able to thrive 
and common wading birds include dunlin, redshank, snipe, golden plover, 
oystercatcher, curlew, ringed plover, and lapwing. There are also small populations of 
rarer northern species such as whimbrel and red-necked phalarope, here at the 
southern edge of their breeding range. Of course Shetland is renowned for its rare 
vagrants, and while most of these are spotted on spring and autumn migration there 
might still be some interesting stragglers to be seen during June. 
 

 
Gannets near the isle of Noss 

 
ShetlandÕs most iconic mammal is undoubtedly the Eurasian otter, found at a higher 
density here than anywhere else in Europe. That doesnÕt make them easy to spot 
necessarily, but at least they are generally active in daylight unlike those that frequent 
the rivers further south in Britain. Both Atlantic grey and harbour seals are common 
inshore, and there are occasional records of arctic species such as ringed and bearded 
seal, and even the odd walrus. Cetaceans are obviously a major attraction for us too, 
and weÕll be hoping to encounter a pod of orca close to land as they hunt for unwary 
seals. Otherwise, we might expect to see harbour porpoise, RissoÕs dolphin, White-
beaked dolphin, minke whale, or pilot whale Ð there is no organised, boat-based 
whale-watching around Shetland currently, so weÕll be very much pioneers here. Land 
mammals are few, but both brown hare and mountain hare occur on Mainland. 
 
There are three National Nature Reserves on Shetland; at Hermaness, the Keen of 
Hamar, and the isle of Noss. In addition, the RSPB manages a number of nature 
reserves at Sumburgh Head, Loch of Spiggie, the Isle of Mousa, and the Mires of 
Funzie on Fetlar. Fair Isle is owned and managed by the National Trust for Scotland, 



and there is a famous bird observatory here. There are also 78 registered Sites of 
Special Scientifi c Interest throughout the islands. 
 
 

 
Otter in kelp 

 
 
Elizabeth G 
 
The Elizabeth G is a 76ft, steel-hulled, twin-screw motor vessel, originally 
commissioned and built for the Norwegian Society for Sea Rescue in 1963, and saw 
many years active service supporting the Norwegian fishing fleet until she was 
decommissioned in 1997. In 2004 she came into the ownership of Rob Barlow, and 
two years later underwent a substantial refit and conversion for live-aboard cruising. 
That work included the building of an aft saloon and galley, an observation deck, 
covered walkways, and not least the provision of six well-appointed passenger cabins 
below deck. The ship is also fitted with active fin stabilisers to make your sailing 
experience as comfortable as possible. Cruising speed is between 9 and 12 knots. 
Elizabeth G has a MCA category 1 licence for up to 12 passengers plus crew, is 
equipped with all necessary safety gear (including a 20-man life raft, lifejackets etc), 
state of the art navigation and communications equipment, and a 4-metre tender with 
outboard motor. The ship is normally based at Tobermory on the isle of Mull, though 
she is registered in Lerwick. 
 
Guest accommodation comprises six twin-berth cabins (with bunk beds), each with a 
wash handbasin, storage lockers, port hole/skylight, and 240V AC power socket. (Bed 
linen is provided, but you will need to bring your own towels). There are three 
electric-flush toilets and two showers on board. There is a comfortable saloon with 
large picture windows where we take all our meals and generally relax, and there is a 
small collection of reference books. The interior of the ship is carpeted throughout. 



 

 
Elizabeth G at anchor 

 
To view photos of the shipÕs interior, please see 
http://elizabethgcharters.co.uk/about-elizabeth-g/interior/ 
 
The crew includes the skipper, shipÕs cook, deckhand/assistant cook, and your 
expedition leader. You will be provided with three main meals a day, and our guests 
are usually well impressed with the standard of catering on board ship. We will expect 
to take full advantage of the best available local produce, no doubt including plenty of 
fresh seafood; most special dietary needs and preferences (vegetarian, vegan, etc) can 
be catered for, we just need to know in advance. In addition to the main meals, there 
is a constant supply of hot water for tea and coffee, plus complimentary biscuits, 
sweets and fresh fruit. Beers and wines can be bought at a reasonable price, as well as 
carbonated drinks and bottled water. Spirits are not available to purchase, but if you 
fancy a dram or a gin and tonic you are welcome to bring your own supply. 
 
Each night we will stop somewhere to make sure everybody can enjoy a good nightÕs 
sleep Ð more than likely at a quiet anchorage, rather than tied up to a pier. 
 
 
I tinerary 
 
It would sound flippant to say Òwe make up the itinerary as we go alongÓ but in effect 
that is the very nature of small ship cruising at sea, and a big part of its charm; every 
trip is different. Where we can go each day will be determined by factors such as 
wind, tide, sea state, visibility, and the need to reach somewhere sheltered each night. 
In such matters, your safety is the most important consideration and the skipper will 
always have the last word. 
 



That said, we will be seeking to fully exploit the advantages of our mobility, and an 
eight-night cruise is easily enough time to circumnavigate the islands if we wish to 
and conditions permit. Given favourable weather, we will definitely want to visit Fair 
Isle to the south. Other destinations might include the isles of Mousa and Noss, 
Burravoe on Yell, the Wick of Tresta on Fetlar, Burrafi rth on Unst. Landings on some 
of the smaller uninhabited islands might also be possible. If conditions are 
exceptionally fair, we may even venture to the edge of the continental shelf, about 25 
nautical miles to the north of the Ramna Stacks, which should be a favoured feeding 
area for cetaceans. We will also be guided by the wishes of our guests, within reason. 
The one thing that is sure is that we will leave Lerwick on the afternoon of Day One, 
and return there mid-morning on Day Nine. 
 

 
The Ness of Sound, Yell 

 
More than likely, we will have a walk ashore somewhere each day. This neednÕt be 
strenuous, but the ground can be rocky and uneven, or wet and boggy. You will need 
a fair level of agility for negotiating vertical ladders at piers, and for getting in and out 
of the tender Ð sometimes on slippery rocks. It is possible we may have to make beach 
landings, and this can involve getting your feet wet (so bring Crocs or similar). The 
farthest we are likely to hike would be the trek across Hermaness NNR to the seabird 
cliffs, which is about 45 minutes walk from our landing point, mostly on a well-
maintained boardwalk. You will always have the option of staying on board the boat 
if you prefer. We donÕt expect to be using road transportation at any point, and have 
not budgeted to include such. 
 
This being a cruise holiday, it is inevitable that we spend some time sailing from 
place to place. During these sea passages, guests are encouraged to participate in 
wildlife watching out on deck as much as possible. The more pairs of eyes we have 
available, the more we are likely to see! 
 



Photography 
 
While photography will be a major focus (sorry!) of this holiday, we are anxious that 
nobody should feel left out and want to encourage photographers of all levels of 
experience, whatever their camera equipment. While a zoom or telephoto lens would 
be useful for most wildlife subjects, there are plenty of landscape and flower 
photography opportunities that donÕt require heavy equipment. Kit snobbery is most 
definitely frowned upon, and laptops are banned from the dinner table! And if you 
just want to enjoy the wildlife without taking pictures, thatÕs perfectly alright.  
 

 
Photographing yellow flag 

 
 
Seabird colonies are an obvious attraction for us, and of course weÕll try to get you 
close to puffins (which donÕt demand a long telephoto lens). Fresh fish permitting, we 
hope to ÒchumÓ for gannets, and if successful they can be diving so close to the boat 
they splash your camera. Other likely subjects include fulmar, great skua, black 
guillemot, arctic tern, grey seal and common seal. Otters are not easy or suitable 
subjects for a group activity, but we should be in some good places for them and 
Chris will give guidance on fieldcraft and stalking methods so you can try your luck 
in ones and twos. We will want to take advantage of the long day length of mid-
summer and try to exploit the sweet light of early morning and evening on the finer 
days. 
 
Please recognise that there will be periods whilst sailing between islands when 
photography opportunities are somewhat limited. Be patient, and remember that 
marine mammals can pop up at almost any time, usually when you least expect it. If 
we want to find whales and dolphins, it is important to put in a certain amount of sea 
time, and these journeys can also turn up some of the more unusual seabirds such as 



storm-petrels. At all times weÕll have our lines of communication open waiting for 
any news of orcas in the area Ð in which case, weÕll be well placed to respond. 
 
There will be no structured teaching sessions as such, but Chris will offer constructive 
advice throughout and is always available for answering your questions. The 
emphasis will be on fieldwork rather than theory. We will have a digital projector on 
board (or a HDTV screen) and there will be a couple of digital slide presentations by 
Chris during the week. Guests are also invited to bring along some of their own work 
to share with the group, or in private consultation if they prefer.  
 

 
A confiding black guillemot 

 
Make sure you bring all of the memory cards, storage media, films, spare batteries 
and battery chargers you will need for the duration of the trip Ð there will be nowhere 
to purchase any of these once we have sailed from Lerwick. The power points in your 
cabin are suitable for recharging camera batteries and laptops, any time the ship is 
under way or the generator is on Ð normally during the hours 07.00 to 20.00, or 
thereabouts. 
 
Tripods may be necessary for photography ashore (and these will be stored in a locker 
on the foredeck when not in use), but monopods are more useful on board ship when 
weÕre under way Ð say if you need to support a heavy lens. ItÕs a good idea to protect 
your gear from salt water spray, and waterproof bags such as those manufactured by 
Ortlieb are ideal for this purpose, but a plastic bin bag or carrier bag is a good 
substitute. 
 
 
 



Travel to and from Shetland 
 
There is a daily car ferry from Aberdeen to Lerwick, and the overnight journey takes 
about 12 hours. This will sail in almost any weather and is the most reliable mode of 
transport to and from Shetland. The ferry arrives at Grutness (north end of Lerwick) 
about 7 oÕclock in the morning, so you could plan to arrive on our day of embarkation 
and still have a few hours to spare to look around Lerwick. Similarly, at the end of our 
cuise, there will be ample time to make your connection with the evening ferry 
sailing. 
http://www.northlinkferries.co.uk/ 
 
If you plan to bring a car, for private use before and after our cruise, we will be able 
to advise you about parking facilities nearer to our departure date. Of course self-
drive car rental is also available within Shetland. 
 
FlyBe operate fl ights between Sumburgh and quite a few UK regional airports, 
including Aberdeen, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Manchester, Leeds Bradford, Birmingham, 
Norwich, Cardiff, Southampton, Exeter and London Gatwick. British Airways also 
operate scheduled flights. Please check summer schedules with the airlines. Note that 
fog can often disrupt fl ights, and you would be strongly advised to arrive in Shetland 
at least a day before your embarkation date on Elizabeth G. 
 
 
Rob Barlow 
 

 
 
Having lived in Tobermory on the Isle of Mull since 1975, Rob has spent all his 
working life at sea. Initially working as a scallop diver throughout the Inner 
Hebrides, he did his commercial diverÕs training at the Fort William Underwater 
Centre and worked for 19 years as a saturation diver in the offshore oil 
industry. 
 
Rob bought his first live-aboard charter vessel the Poplar Diver and began 
running wildlife, scenic and diving cruises around the West Coast of Scotland, 
specialising in charters to the more remote Islands such as St.Kilda, the Monach 
Islands and the Flannan Islands. Seven years ago he bought the Elizabeth G, an ex- 



Norwegian rescue ship, and has overseen a major refi t on her. He has over 14 years 
experience of running boat charters around some of the wildest and most precarious 
areas off the west coast of Scotland. A qualified engineer, and a member of 
Tobermory Coastguard team, Rob is one of the safest pair of hands to steer you on 
your Shetland adventure. 
 
 
Chr is Gomersall 
 

 
 
Chris has been working as a full time professional photographer for over 25 years, but 
immediately prior to that he spent three years in Shetland on an ecological research 
study of red-throated divers for the RSPB. During that time he lived on Yell, and was 
close friends with local naturalist, photographer, musician and broadcaster, Bobby 
Tulloch, who was a great influence on ChrisÕs life and career. Subsequently, he has 
visited Shetland many times, on photography assignments for RSPB and 
2020VISION, and tour leading for Shetland Nature with Brydon Thomason. He leads 
many specialist wildlife photography tours and workshops in the UK and overseas, 
under his own name and for other organisations, including Nikon (UK) Ltd, LondonÕs 
Natural History Museum, Cambridge University Museum of Zoology, Naturetrek and 
Northshots. He has also acted as wildlife guide on about twenty live-aboard cruises in 
the Hebrides - several times on Elizabeth G and her sister ships. 
 
ChrisÕs photography has been recognised in several prestigious international 
competitions, reaping six awards in the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 
competition to date, and in 2007 he was overall winner in the GDT European Wildlife 
Photographer of the Year. He is author of the books Photographing Wild Birds 
(2001), and Wildlife Photographer – a creative course in wildlife photography (2012).
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