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Introduction

Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

The Isle of May lies at the mouth of the Firth of Forth about five miles from

Anstruther. A National Nature Reserve (NNR) since 1956, the May is the largest

island in the Firth and home to vast numbers of seabirds and seals, making it an

internationally important site for wildlife. The long history of the island has included

hunters and farmers, saints and pirates, warriors and scientists. Today the only

people living on the island are researchers and SNH staff who welcome around

7,000 visitors to the island each summer. Everyone who lives around the coast of

the Forth should at some time visit the Isle of May and experience the mystery and

grandeur of this magnificent island - the Jewel of the Forth.

Aims of this Pack

Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) has produced this pack as a resource to help

teachers and leaders wishing to make use of the Isle of May as an educational

resource. A visit to the island is a memorable experience and SNH wish to

encourage more school visits.

The Isle of May Expedition Pack activities have been designed to fit within the

5-14 National Curriculum Guidelines, focusing on Environmental Studies.

The activities are designed for Level C to E but many are also suitable/adaptable

for Level F. The pack is therefore designed for pupils aged between 10 and 14

years old.

The Isle of May
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Introduction

Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

SNH are happy to offer help and advice to teachers interested in undertaking a

project about the Isle of May. All trips to the island are met by the reserve staff.

SNH staff are happy to work with visiting school groups when given prior notice.

You are, of course, welcome to explore the island independently. Please feel

free to contact the SNH Cupar Office on 01334 654038, to help make the

most of your island exploration.

This pack contains activities and background information for the Isle of May. It

includes activities for use on the Isle of May and school based activities for use

before and/or after an island visit. Many activities can be used independently of

an island visit. However, we hope that you will consider including a visit to the

island in your coastal project.

The activities in this pack are grouped into two sections or “expeditions”.

Expedition “Jewel of the Forth” focuses on the diverse natural heritage of the

Isle of May. The activities meet the Attainment Outcomes described in the

“Science” component in Environmental Studies. It focuses on the island’s

seabirds and seals and why they are drawn to the Isle of May.

Expedition “Island of Lost Souls” looks at the rich social and cultural heritage

of the May. The activities come under the Attainment Outcomes described in

the “Social Subjects” component in Environmental Studies. It focuses on the

island’s religious history, its lighthouses, its significance during times of war and

the people who live and work on the island today.

There is a wide variety of activities in the two expeditions, enabling you to pick

and choose and so plan out your own class project as you wish.

Some of the activities have worksheet master copies. However, activities on the

island tend not to have worksheets. For practical reasons, loose sheets of

paper tend to end up rather creased, tattered and soggy, lost or even blown

away during a trip to the island. Instead we recommend that the pupils take

small notebooks (spiral bound reporters’ note books are good) or pupils could

make their own expedition field notebooks. A suggested design is described in

Pre Visit Activities in the Expedition Planning section.

How to Use This Pack



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Expedition Planning

5

Section 2:
Expedition Planning

- getting a class to the Isle of May
isn’t as difficult as you might think
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When can you go?

The ferry service operates from Easter to the end of September - though the

best time to see the birds is from late April to mid summer.

How do you get there?

By boat from Anstruther with Anstruther Pleasure Trips. The May Princess

carries up to 100 passengers and has a snack bar and toilets on board.

Anstruther Pleasure Trips and Scottish Natural Heritage have agreed to

subsidise ferry tickets for school groups. Contact the SNH Cupar Office for

subsidy details. To book the ferry, contact the Anstruther Pleasure Trips

information line on 01333 310103 or the booking line on 01333 310054, or visit

www.isleofmayferry.com or email: info@isleofmayferry.com.

There is also a small, fast boat, which can take up to 12 passengers. This boat

runs from North Berwick on Wednesdays and Thursdays. Contact Aquatrek (tel.

07790 929656) or visit www.aquatrek.co.uk.

How long does the trip take?

The May Princess crossing takes an hour each way which includes

circumnavigating the island to see the seabird cliffs and seals. Depending on

the weather and tides, you will have 2 or 3 hours ashore. So the whole trip will

last about 5 hours.

Where can we get help with transport costs?
Scottish Natural Heritage and Anstruther Pleasure Trips have agreed jointly to

provide substantial subsidies on tickets for school groups on the May Princess.

Contact SNH for details.

Natural Connections is Fife’s Outdoor Learning Programme which can help

affiliated schools with transport costs to Anstruther. More information can be

found in Section 6 - Resources, Advice Sources. For details contact The

Natural Connections Coordinator on 01592 741212 or email

admin@naturalconnections.info. The web site is www.naturalconnections.info.

Taking a class to the Isle of May might seem a little daunting - it would be much

easier to go to something on the mainland, wouldn’t it? Well, maybe it would but

then the class would miss out on an amazing experience. Just 5 miles off shore,

the Isle of May feels remote, wild and adventurous, where the wildlife is in charge.

To experience something similar you would have to take the class on a trip to the

Shetlands or the Faroes. Yet it only takes a hour on the safe daily ferry that is a

great experience for the class in its own right - the ferry tours the island giving the

best views of the cliffs, seabirds and seals possible.

Introduction

FAQs
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What can we do if the ferry is cancelled due to bad weather?

This is a very rare event but if you think the weather is looking poor, call

Anstruther Pleasure Trips before you set off from school. If you arrive and the

weather has worsened and the boat is off, don’t waste your trip to Anstruther -

visit the Scottish Fisheries Museum instead (telephone 01333 310628

www.scotfishmuseum.org or email: enquires@scotfishmuseum.org) and

reschedule your expedition to the May.

Alternatively, if you can’t manage a trip to the Jewel of the Forth, the Scottish

Seabird Centre in North Berwick has a whole section devoted to the Isle of May

with interactive displays and even a live visitor-controlled camera and audio link

to the May. It also offers a very good 5-14 Environmental Studies Resource Pack.

A remote camera on the May can be accessed via the web on www.seabird.org.

What should we bring?

The weather on the Isle of May is often lovely but remember it can change

quickly and there is little shelter. The sea breeze can also be quite cool. Pupils

and teachers should bring suitable warm, windproof and waterproof outdoor

clothing and sensible footwear with good grips. A hat is a good idea. Not only

does it keep the sun or rain off your head, but it also helps with swooping birds!

Backpacks are useful for holding activity materials, packed lunches, plenty of

drinks, sun cream, etc. and they keep your hands free. Something waterproof to

sit on will add to your comfort – even a plastic bag will do.

What facilities are there on the island?

The island has a network of paths, clearly marked with blue topped posts, to help

you explore the island safely. Viewing points are marked with red posts. The

information centre and toilets are situated close to Kirkhaven Harbour, where the

ferry comes in. There is no shop or visitor accommodation on the island, though

there is limited accommodation for island staff and researchers.

Is the island suitable for visitors with a disability?

Due to the remote nature, rugged terrain and basic facilities on the island, access

may be physically challenging. However we will try our utmost to help any visitors

with special needs - medical, physical, behavioural or learning difficulties. Please

contact the SNH Cupar Office (tel. 01334 654038) in advance of your visit, who

can supply more detailed information on access, facilities, etc.

What happens if there is a problem on the island?
The island is always staffed by SNH in the summer months. If you have a

problem contact a member of staff or the crew of the May Princess, which will

remain in Kirkhaven harbour during your visit. There is always a designated first

aider on the island and SNH carry VHF radios. SNH staff will co-ordinate any

casualty evacuations.

FAQs
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Are there Risk Assessments specifically for school  visits to the Isle of May?

SNH can help you with information to prepare risk assessments in advance of

your visit. Please ensure that all adults accompanying your class are familiar

with the risk assessments.

What regulations are there?

For any school visit there will be essential procedures and forms to be

completed according to your school or Local Council regulations. Please

ensure you have met all these criteria before arriving on site.

Can SNH help with our visit?

All ferries are met by the SNH staff who can tell you what to see and will be

happy to answer your questions. If you give the island staff some notice of your

class’s visit, they will try to accompany you around the island.

The SNH office in Cupar (telephone: 01334 654038) will be happy to
provide further advice and assistance.

It is important, in the interests of conservation and the environment, that good

practice is demonstrated to pupils at all times but especially during field visits. This

is particularly important when recording, sampling and measuring, to ensure

minimum impact. Pupils should be encouraged to consider the impact of their

activities on the habitats and communities they are studying. They should also be

encouraged to respect their environment in general, whether it is a National

Nature Reserve or not.

Island Guidance

When visiting the Isle of May, please concider the following:

Stay on the Footpaths

The waymarked paths will lead you easily and safely around the May.

1. You will avoid disturbing nesting birds. If a nesting bird is scared off, it will fly

off with a loud alarm call. Birds nearby will do the same and within a minute

hundreds of birds will take to the air. In the resultant confusion gulls are

quick to take advantage of the free meals (eggs and chicks).

2. Some birds such as eider ducks have very well camouflaged nests and

chicks. It will ruin your day and the eider’s if you step on a chick or egg.

3. Birds such as puffins nest in burrows which are up to 1 metre long but very

shallow. If you leave a path, your weight could collapse a burrow killing a

chick within. This rule also applies to photographers! When you are trying to

frame a shot, it is all too easy to ignore what is happening around your feet.

FAQs

Ground Rules
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Please Be Careful Near Cliff Edges

The cliffs around the west coast of the Isle of May reach 50m in height and

SNH ask all visitors to stay away from the edges. Even with sure footing,

sudden gusts of wind are not uncommon and can easily knock a person off

balance.

No Dogs, Other Than Guide/Assistance Dogs

Even well trained dogs disturb nesting birds with similar results to people

leaving the paths.

No Fires

In summer the island can become very dry. If a fire gets out of control we are a

long way from help. Wildlife and people would all suffer - it is not worth the risk.

Please Take Your Litter Home

In summer up to 20 people live on the island. All their rubbish is taken to the

mainland for proper disposal or recycling.  Please do the same with your

rubbish.

Ground Rules

Before you take the class to the Isle of May you could...

Brainstorm

Encourage the class to think in a positive and constructive way about their

expedition.They need to feel a sense of ownership for the project. Allow the

class to have some input into the content of the project by brainstorming

ideas. Let the pupils suggest topics (possibly in the form of questions) about

the Isle of May. The pupils can be guided by the teacher in listing, grouping

and then summarising their suggestions under the themes that the teacher

wishes to focus on, e.g. Wildlife of the May or History of the May. Most of the

suggestions should hopefully be covered by the pack. Any appropriate

additional suggestions could be covered by group discussions, research or

ask SNH to help out!

Establish Ground Rules

Discuss the ramifications of your class’s behaviour when on an expedition.

What behaviour is/isn’t appropriate? What could be the consequences of

dangerous or inappropriate behaviour? Draw up the class’s Expedition Code

for a visit to the Isle of May. Get everyone to sign it and remember to take a

copy with you on your visit! The pupils could design posters emphasising

one of the points on their code.

Set Up Expedition Field Notebooks
As mentioned in the introduction, during visits to the Isle of May, we

recommend that pupils take expedition field notebooks instead of having lots

Pre Visit Activities
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of loose paper and worksheets which can become impossible to use unless

the weather is perfect. Pupils would also need to take along clipboards.

Therefore the activities designed for the island do not have worksheets

associated with them.

The expedition field notebooks should be simple and easy to carry around;

A5 is a good size. They should preferably have a hard backing board (card

or plastic) to make writing easier in the field. The notebooks could be

decorated with artistic covers after the expedition – it would be a shame for

the covers to be damaged during the visit. The covers could also be

laminated to prolong them. The notebooks can be used by the pupils for all

their work on the island – encourage them to use them as journals, recording

their experiences, thoughts, feelings, about their visit to the island and the

project as a whole.

Some simple games to play whilst waiting for transport, lunch break etc.

Activity 1: Who’s Who - An introductory activity to identify the island’s breeding

seabirds in a simple, fun game.

Activity 2: Top Twitchers - If your class has worked through Activity 2: Top

Twitchers they could take their cards with them and play on the bus or whilst

waiting for the ferry.

Activity 3: Wild Race - An energetic, fun team game based on “pictionary” to

encourage the class to identify the island’s wildlife.

Zoom - a fairly quiet “circle” game

Form a circle. One pupil starts by saying “zoom” to the pupil to their left and that

person says “zoom” to the pupil to their left, and so on around the circle as fast

as possible. Each pupil is allowed to put the breaks on once. To brake they

shout “eeeeek!” instead of “zoom”. This reverses the direction of the “zoom” -

the pupil to the right says “zoom” next.

I went to the Isle of May and I saw... - an alphabetical memory game

The first person starts with something beginning with “A”. The next person

repeats the “A” word and adds a “B” word. Continue through the alphabet until

someone gets it wrong or until everyone has had a turn. Eg “I went to the Isle of

May and saw an ant, a butterfly, a chapel, a dragonfly and eider ducks.”

Isle of May Whispers - Simply “Chinese Whispers” but with an Isle of May theme.

Pre Visit Activities

Quick Games
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Dawn chorus - a noisy but surprisingly relaxing game

Ask each pupil to think of a simple phrase that sums up how they felt first thing

this morning. Give them a few moments to translate their words into rhythms by

clapping, humming, whistling, etc. Eg “wide awake this fine day!” becomes “clap

clip-clap clap claaaap clap”. Let each pupil to play their rhythm so everyone can

hear it. The leader conducts the chorus by tapping pupils on the shoulder to let

them start repeating their rhythm. Start quietly with just one or two pupils then

tap more shoulders and slowly bring the dawn chorus to a crescendo then

slowly tail it away by tapping the pupils’ shoulders again to let them stop.

Make a rainstorm the same way - with drizzle, heavy rain, thunder, lightning,

etc. Again start quietly with each pupil tapping a finger on their palm. Then get

louder and faster with claps, stomps, cries, etc. Then let the storm abate to a

final drip...

May Scenes - a fun themed drama game

In a small, flat area, tell the pupils to become something from the Isle of May.

For instance, “In ones, make a puffin!” and each pupil should try to look,

behave and sound like a puffin. Then ask them to make something in pairs. For

instance, “In pairs, turn yourselves into a grey seal” and each pair should try to

impersonate a single grey seal. Next get pairs to double up, for instance, “In

fours, make a gannet/ferry/seaweed/shipwreck...” Keep increasing the group

sizes, making each group work as a team, until all the pupils are in one large

group, all working together to make the pose.

You could extend this by splitting into teams and to create Isle of May scenes.

Secretly give each team a scene to represent, then give them a few minutes to

work out their tableau. They need to be quiet so the other teams don’t figure

out their theme! One team at a time should create their tableau - using just their

bodies and voices, whilst the other teams try to guess what they are portraying.

Mink Mayhem - an energetic “tag” game

Set the boundaries of the game - only a small area is needed. Choose a pupil

to be the mink who has to lie flat on the ground. The rest of the group are the

seabirds and each must put a finger on the mink’s body. When the leader

shouts “mink mayhem!” the seabirds run away as the mink, crawling on all

fours, tries to tag them. Everyone tagged becomes a mink for the next round.

You could follow this up by discussing the consequences of introducing mink

(or other non-native species) to a seabird colony. Where do mink come from?

Why were they brought to Britain?...

The Tangle - a fun game, but make sure everyone plays gently

Form a circle with arms outstretched towards the centre. Each pupil must hold

the hands of two different people - and not someone standing next to them.

Once the group is in a really good tangle, the pupils must try to undo the knot

without letting go of any hands, so that they end up in a circle again still all

holding hands.

Quick Games
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Walking Knot - This takes concentration but can be really rewarding.

If your group is larger than about 15 pupils, you could split the group in half at

first. With a leader at the front of each group, the pupils should hold hands to

form a long line. The leader should then walk slowly - the line shouldn’t break -

weaving in and out. The leader could then walk a spiral. When the leader

reaches the centre they can turn around and spiral back out. More intricate

knots can be made by passing under the arms of pupils etc.

You could end the knots walking with a sitting circle. Walking into a circle, let go

of hands and get everyone to turn to the right. Tighten up the circle so

everyone is pressed up against the person in front and behind. Then when the

leader shouts “on my knees please!” everyone tries to sit on the knees of the

person behind them.

Best and Worst - A simple activity and good gauge of the day.

At the end of the trip, title one side of a piece of paper “Best” and the other side

”Worst”. Let the class anonymously write their favourite and least favourite thing

about the trip to the island

As time on the island is limited to about 2 1/2 hours, you will need to plan out your

activities carefully before your trip. Remember to leave time for toilet breaks, lunch

break, time for moving from one site to the next and, importantly, some activity-

free time for the pupils to just soak up the May’s atmosphere. You probably only

want to schedule about 3-5 activities on the island, though you could have a

couple more on the ferry trip too. Below are three suggested themed activity

programmes for class trips to the Isle of May - but feel free to design your own.

Theme: The Isle of May (A mix of Natural and Social History activities)

Activity   9: Spotters’ Challenge (15 - 30 mins on ferry)

Activity 10: Wild Encounter (1 hour)

Activity 28: Exploring the Priory (15 mins)

Activity 30: View from the May (45 mins)

Activity 16: Reflections (15 mins)

This is quite a lot to cram into one visit. Whilst half the class is doing Activity 10:

Wild Encounter, the other half could be doing Activity 8: View From the May and

Activity 6: Exploring the Priory, then after an hour the groups could swap round.

The whole class should come together to do Activity 16: Reflections.

Quick Games

Island Activity Programmes
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Island Activity Programmes

Theme: Expedition Jewel of the Forth (Natural History activities)

Activity 15: Plankton Trawl (15 mins on ferry, 45 mins in island visitor centre)

Activity 10: Wild Encounter (1 hour)

Activity 11: Puffin Hunt (15 mins)

Activity 14: May Memories (15 mins)

Whilst half the class worked on the plankton trawl in the visitor centre, followed by

Activity 11: Puffin Hunt, the other half could be doing Activity 10: Wild Encounter.

The groups could then swap over before coming together for the final activity.

Theme: Expedition Island of Lost Souls (Social History activities)

Activity 28: Exploring the Priory (15 mins)

Activity 30: View from the May (45 mins)

Activity 31: Shipwreck! (30 mins)

Activity 32: Lighthouses (15 mins)

Activity 33: Signs of War (30 mins)

Run this expedition as a chronological activity walk around the island. Start at the

Priory, then walk up to the Main Light for the “View from the May” activity. Then

continue past the Main Light and over towards the Low Light and onto Holyman’s

Road for the “Shipwreck!” activity. Continue along the road back to the picnic area

for lunch and a quick game of “Lighthouses”, then walk up Fluke Street to the Main

Light again, looking out for “Signs of War”. You could split the class up with half

doing the “View from the May” activity whilst the other half do the “Signs of War”

and “Lighthouses” activities, then the groups could swap round. However, this

would mean that one group would not do the activities in a chronological order.
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Section 3:

Expedition

Jewel of the Forth

- exploring the wealth of natural

history on the Isle of May

Laurie CampbellLaurie Campbell
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So, what wildlife can you see on a trip to the May?

Most of the wildlife your class will see on a visit to the Isle of May will be

seabirds. They will grab your class’s attention - not only are they the most

numerous by far, they are also the most active and the noisiest!

There are 13 species of seabird which regularly breed on the Isle of May, - eider

ducks, puffins, guillemots, razorbills, fulmars, kittiwakes, shags, Arctic terns,

common terns, Sandwich terns, herring gulls, lesser black-backed gulls and
greater black-backed gulls. Most of these are easy to identify. There are also

several other species of bird that can be seen around the Isle of May including

rock pipits, pied wagtails, wheatears, wrens, shelducks, curlews, redshanks,

turnstones, oystercatchers and purple sandpipers.

Up to 3,000 grey seals breed on the May every winter and over 1,000 pups can

be born each autumn. This is the largest colony on the east coast of Scotland.

The seals spend much of the year hunting off shore but there are usually around

100 grey seals hanging about around the island in summer. The smaller
common seals are rarely seen near the May.

Why is there such an amazing concentration of wildlife on the May?

Well, the May is a very rare place. There is no other place quite like it on the east

coast of Scotland. In fact there are very few places like it anywhere on the east

coast of Britain. Seabirds are particularly picky about their breeding sites. As

they are so well adapted to life at sea they are generally not very comfortable on

land. So they need to find very specific conditions to nest. They all need slightly
different things but generally they want a site with easy access to food, suitable

nesting sites and minimal disturbance and predation. The Isle of May fits the bill

for over 200,000 seabirds, many of which migrate to the island every spring after

flying hundreds or even thousands of miles to reach their ideal home.

The May is about three miles offshore so there are no predators such as foxes

or rats and little disturbance from people. It has extensive, tall cliffs which

provide suitable nesting ledges, boulders at the base of the cliffs for shags and

turf covered soil on top of the cliffs which is ideal for puffin burrows. The Fife
mainland is only a short swim away for young eider chicks, where they can find

food and safety away from the island’s predatory gulls. The Isle of May is also

located in the mouth of the Firth of Forth, one of Britain’s biggest estuaries. The

estuary is rich in nutrients which encourages the growth of plankton, tiny floating

plants and animals. These in turn provide food for fish such as sandeels, sprats

and herring which are caught by people in famous fishing grounds such as the

“Wee Bankie”. These fish are also the food essential for the survival of the

island’s seabirds and their chicks.

It also helps that the May is a National Nature Reserve which is actively

managed for the benefit of its wildlife.

Introduction
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This tiny island in a large sea is also a lifesaver for migrating birds in the spring
and autumn. Many birds probably use it as an obvious landmark on their route

and often stop off to rest and feed before resuming their epic journeys. Others

become lost and welcome the refuge provided by the May as they regain their

bearings and strength before setting out again. The Isle of May truly is the Jewel

of the Forth.

Introduction
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Activity 1: Who’s Who

Location: This could be played anywhere,

even whilst waiting for the ferry.

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 15 minutes

What’s it about?

An introductory activity to identify the island’s

breeding seabirds in a simple, fun game.

Begin by explaining to the class that they are

going to play a quick game about the seabirds

that breed on the Isle of May. Tell the class that

this is a guessing game and they shouldn’t spoil

the game by reading out the labels.

Stick a label to each pupil’s back but don’t let
them see it!

To start the game, let the class mill about the

room. Then tell them to ask questions and try to

work out which seabird they are. The others

can only answer “yes” or “no”. Once a pupil has

worked out which species they are, give them

another label and they can start again.

Once the game is in full swing, you could add in some extra labels, with species

such as grey seal, human, rabbit etc. Warn the class that there are some new

species and they are not all seabirds.

You will need:

o Marker pen

o Post-its (or sticky

labels)

The class need some knowledge of the breeding seabirds found on the May before
this activity. Let the class brainstorm and research about Scottish seabirds.

In advance, write the names of the breeding seabirds onto the post-its or labels.

(You could let the class produce their own list – research using the Isle of May

leaflets). You can have several labels of each species - so there are enough for one

per pupil and several spare.

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Breeding seabirds

found on the May:

Puffin

Eider Duck

Common Tern

Arctic Tern

Sandwich Tern

Guillemot

Razorbill

Shag
Fulmar

Kittiwake

Greater Black-backed Gull

Lesser Black-backed Gull

Herring Gull
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Ask the class if they know what a “twitcher” is –

it’s a slang word for an extremely dedicated bird

watcher. Discuss bird watching – do any of the
class know anyone who goes bird watching?

Where do they go? Are there any bird reserves

nearby? Any hides?

Tell the class they are going to make and play

their own version  of Top Trumps. Has anyone

played it before? Do they have any cards with

them?

First of all they need to make the cards. Give

them a copy of the bird list and several copies of

the Activity Sheet 2. They should work on one

card at a time. First of all they should draw the

creature or stick on a copied photograph. They

will then need to research the species to fill in the

facts. If they really can’t find a particular fact -

leave it blank. However, if that category is chosen

Location: In the classroom, play anywhere

Group Size: Whole class or smaller groups

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A class-made version of Top Trumps looking at

the diversity of birds on the May. It will help pupils

identify bird species found on the May in the

summer while discovering facts about them.

You will need:

o Copies of Activity
Sheet 2

o Research materials

(Isle of May leaflets,

bird books, internet

etc)

o Drawing materials

o Scissors

What to do...

Many of the class will have played Top Trumps before. If not, the rules are very

simple.

Each pupil will need a set of 20 cards.

Research sources: Seabird Fact Files in this pack

www.rspb.org.uk/birds/guide

www.bto.org/birdfacts

www.seabird.org

Birds of the May

Puffin

Eider Duck

Common Tern
Arctic Tern

Guillemot

Razorbill

Shag

Fulmar

Kittiwake

Greater Black-backed Gull

Lesser Black-backed Gull

Herring Gull
Shelduck

Sandwich Tern

Gannet

Manx Shearwater

Curlew

Redshank

Oystercatcher

Turnstone

Teacher’s tips

Activity 2: Top Twitcher
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and they can’t give an answer, they lose the card. The Bird Fact Files in this pack
has many of the facts needed. Some of the facts have a range of answers. The

pupils should write down the highest value they find - so long as they can justify it!

The teacher should be the final arbiter of a dispute, using answers in the Bird Fact

File where possible.

Once they have completed their sheets of cards they can cut them out. They could

be laminated first to extend their life.

Remind the class to write their names on each card so they can get them all back
at the end of each game.

Aim:

The aim of the game is for you to win all your opponent’s cards.

Rules:

The rules are very straightforward. The game is played in pairs – choose a

partner! Each player will have their own set of cards – check both have the

same number of cards. Each player keeps their own cards and shuffles
them.

To find out who starts, both players turn over their top card. The player with

the highest island population starts (Player 1). Put these cards into the middle

of each player’s pack.

Player 1 looks at their top card and selects a category that they believe has a

higher value than that on their opponent’s card - no peeking at Player 2’s card

though!. The winner is the card with the highest value in the chosen category.
The winner will get both cards and starts the next round by choosing a cat-

egory from their next card. A draw means both players keep their own cards

and Player 1 starts again. If the players dispute a fact – find out who’s right

and continue.

The game is over when one of the players has all the cards.

Sort out the cards so both players have their own cards back at the end of the

game and can play someone else.

Activity 2: Top Twitcher

The class could set up a Top Twitcher league.

The class could take their cards with them on a trip to the May. Then they

could play it on the bus trip or while waiting for the ferry. The cards could also

be used to identify the birds seen on the island.

Follow on ideas...



Activity Sheet 2
Top Twitcher

Pupil’s name:

Species name:

Isle of May population (pairs):

UK population (pairs):

Max. eggs each year:

Adult length (cm):

Max. life span (yrs):

Max. weight (g):

Pupil’s name:

Species name:

Isle of May population (pairs):

UK population (pairs):

Max. eggs each year:

Adult length (cm):

Max. life span (yrs):

Max. weight (g):

Pupil’s name:

Species name:

Isle of May population (pairs):

UK population (pairs):

Max. eggs each year:

Adult length (cm):

Max. life span (yrs):

Max. weight (g):

Pupil’s name:

Species name:

Isle of May population (pairs):

UK population (pairs):

Max. eggs each year:

Adult length (cm):

Max. life span (yrs):

Max. weight (g):
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Form the class into equal teams of eight or so pupils.

The teacher should sit centrally with the wildlife list

on a clipboard, a pencil and the wildlife guide book.

Each team has paper and a pencil and should be

spaced equidistant from the teacher.

The first pupil from each team races up to the

teacher and all have the first animal on the list

whispered to them eg “eider duck”.

The pupils race back to their teams and silently draw

the eider duck. The rest of the team have to guess

what it is. The drawer can’t write any clues but can

draw them.

When a team guesses correctly the next pupil races

up to the teacher and tells the answer. The teacher

can mark the list to keep track of each team. If the

team is right, the teacher whispers the next species

to the pupil and the race continues. All the pupils in

the team must have a turn.

The first team to guess all the species on the list

wins.

Activity 3: Wild Race

You will need:

o Pencil per team

o Several sheets of

paper per team

o A clipboard for the

teacher

o If outside, a hard

surface for drawing

on (clipboard, etc)

o Wildlife guide book

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Location: This could be played in the

classroom, playground or on an

island visit.
Group Size: Whole class in teams

Time: 15 minutes

What’s it about?

An energetic version of “Pictionary” themed on the

diverse wildlife of the May.

The teams need to keep quiet or the other teams could hear the answers!

This activity needs some space to run about.

Isle of May list:

Eider duck

Oystercatcher
Kittiwake

Razorbill

Basking shark

Fulmar

Fishing boat

Bottlenose dolphin

Gull

Tourist

Guillemot
Ferry

Shag

Jellyfish

Herring gull

Rabbit

Shelduck

Gannet

Me

Tern
Reserve staff

Grey seal

Puffin
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Location: In the classroom and during a

visit to the island.
Group Size: Whole class or smaller groups

Time: 15 minutes each time

What’s it about?

A group of activities looking at the class’s

changing perceptions of the island before,

during and after a visit to the island.

11111

Before your class’s visit to the Isle of May

Let the class look at leaflets, photographs and
maps of the Isle of May.

Give each pupil a copy of Activity Sheet 4 and let them fill it in.

Discuss the class’s preconceptions of the island. What do they think the

island is like? Would they like to visit the Isle of May? Is it a special place?

Would they like to live there? Does everyone feel the same about the island?

How would they feel about being there at night, in winter, on a summer’s day

with their friends, on their own?

During your class’s visit to the Isle of May

Ask the pupils take out their field notebooks and pencils and to sit quietly with

their eyes closed.

You could help them relax using a simple breathing exercise. Speaking

soothingly, ask them to breathe in slowly through their nose, hold it for a count

of 2, then exhale slowly through their mouth. Ask them to breathe in again but
slightly deeper and longer, holding it for a count of 3, then exhale slowly

through their mouths. Repeat this several times, depending how the class

responds to the activity.

With their eyes still closed, ask them to feel the island using their other

senses. Tell them count on their fingers 5 words to describe what they sense

about the island. Give them just a couple of minutes to do this. Let them write

down their 5 words in their notebooks, under the heading “Island

Impressions”. Now give them a couple of minutes to write down 5 things they
can see that sum up the island for them.

You will need:

o Research materials

(posters, photos

leaflets about the

Isle of May)

o Two copies of

Activity Sheet 4a

per pupil

o Class’s field note

books

o A copy of the post

card in Activity

Sheet 4b per pupil

o Scissors

o Drawing materials

What to do...

Activity 4: Island Impressions
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Back in the classroom

Give each pupil their second copy of Activity Sheet 4 and let them fill it in.

Discuss how the pupils felt about the island after visiting it. Did they all have

similar feelings about the island after their visit?

Let them look at their first copy of Activity Sheet 4 and compare their

answers. Discuss the differences and similarities in their answers. Has

visiting the island changed their ideas and feelings about it? Or were their
preconceptions fairly accurate? Would they like to visit the Isle of May again?

Did it feel like a special place? Would they like to live there?  How would they

feel about being there at night, in winter, on a summer’s day with their friends,

on their own? Does everyone feel the same about the island?

Then let them look at the 10 descriptive words they wrote about the island

during their visit. How do they differ from their feelings on the “Island

Impressions” Activity Sheets? Let them add to their descriptive words, using

their “Island Impressions” sheets.

Hand out a copy of Activity Sheet 4b to every other pupil. Let the pupils cut out

the post cards and take one each. Then ask the class to write a word pool

poem (or prose) on their postcards to a friend who has never been to the Isle

of May. They should use as many of their collected descriptive words as they

can. How did the island look, feel, sound? What did they feel about the Isle of

May? Did they enjoy their visit?

Let them draw a picture of their visit to the Isle of May on the other side of
their postcard. Or stick on a photograph taken during their visit.

Write a Haiku poem describing their feelings about the Isle of May.

Use the descriptive words the pupils have collected to write an imaginative

story about the island. They could try to incorporate their preconceptions and

feelings after visiting the island.

Ask SNH if any other school has visited the island recently. Contact them and

let the pupils email each other with their impressions of the island. This could

be extended to photographs, classwork, etc.

Activity 4: Island Impressions

Follow on ideas...



Activity Sheet 4a

Island Impressions

Your name: Date:

Before my visit to the Isle of May      After my visit to the Isle of May
(circle which one)

How do you feel about the Isle of May? Tick one of the boxes to record

your feelings. Add 2 of your own feelings too.

I think the Isle of May is...

small

crowded

beautiful

drab

messy

remote

calming

safe

peaceful

wild

dull

fun

quiet

friendly

worth protecting

..................................

..................................

large

open

ugly

colourful

tidy

central

exciting

dangerous

hectic

tame

interesting

boring

noisy

threatening

not worth protecting

..................................

..................................



Activity Sheet 4b

Island Impressions

Island postcards: write your island impressions to a friend who has never visited

the Isle of May. Draw a picture of your visit to the island on the other side.

Your name:

Date:

Your name:

Date:
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Location: In the classroom or playground

Group Size: Whole class or large groups

Time: 15 minutes

What’s it about?

Simple food chain and food web activities to show

how species are interconnected.

Food Chains

Ask the class what they have eaten recently. Then ask if they can think of

anything they have eaten recently that comes from the sun. All food starts

with energy from the sun - though scientists have recently found some deep

ocean ecosystems that get their energy from hot sulphur gasses.

Did anyone eat crisps? Crisps are made from potatoes which need the

sun’s energy to grow. Sun  à Potato Plant à Pupil

Did anyone eat some fruit? Fruit grows on plants which need the sunlight

(energy) to grow. Sun  à Fruit Plant à Pupil

Did anyone eat a chicken sandwich? Chickens eat grain which need the

sun’s energy to grow and the bread is made from wheat which also needs

the sun’s energy to grow. Sun  à Plant à Chicken à Pupil

Sun  à Wheat Plant à Pupil

Did anyone eat chocolate? Chocolate comes from cocoa and milk. Cocoa

is a bean from the cocoa plant. The plant needs the sun’s energy to grow.

Milk is made by cows which eat grass which needs the sun’s energy to grow.

Sun  à Cocoa Plant à Pupil

Sun  à Plant à Cow à Pupil

You will need:

o Images of phyto-

and zooplankton.

o Post-its

o Marker pen

o A pair of scissors

o Ball of wool

(preferably yellow or

orange)
Teacher’s tips

This activity links very well with Activity 16: Plankton Trawl.

The Sir Alister Hardy Foundation for Ocean Research is a great site for plankton

information and images at www.sahfos.ac.uk. Click on the plankton image library at

the bottom of the home page or go to the education section on the home page and

click in the introduction, then open the Key Stage 3 section.
The best time to do this activity is just after the class have eaten lunch.

What to do...

Activity 5: Everything’s Connected
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Let the class make their own food chains showing where the energy from
their meal came from.

These are simple food chains. They show how energy, collected from

sunlight by plants, passes from creature to creature until it reaches an animal

on which no others feeds. These are called top predators such as humans,

sea mammals, seabirds, etc. Now the class can work out some food chains

for the wildlife of the Isle of May.

Marine food chains start off with the sun just as with all food chains. Billions
of phytoplankton (microscopic marine plants) float freely in the sea, drifting

with the wind and tide and use the sun’s energy to make food. The

phytoplankton (plant plankton) is then eaten by tiny herbivores (plant eaters)

in the animal plankton (zooplankton). Other zooplankton are carnivores (meat

eaters) and eat the herbivore zooplankton. Zooplankton is made up of all sorts

of amazing looking creatures, some of which are the larval stages of bigger

marine creatures such as crabs, lobsters, jellyfish, barnacles, etc. Plankton

is one of the main sources of food (energy) in the sea. It is eaten by many

marine creatures from barnacles mussels to fish and even whales.

Sun  à Plant (phytoplankton) à Herbivore (zooplankton) à Carnivore

(zooplankton) à Larger carnivores

Discuss plankton with the class, using plankton images if possible.

Tell the class they are going to make their own food chain. Ask them to name

a seabird that breeds on the Isle of May. Choose one of the pupils to stand at

the front of the class as that seabird.

What does the seabird eat? Seabirds mainly eat fish. Whoever answers

correctly, get them to stand in front of the seabird and be a fish.

Ask the class what the fish eats? Keep it simple at first - fish eat plankton.
Whoever answers correctly, get them to stand in front of the fish and be

plankton.

Amazing Fact!

Phytoplankton produces nearly 50% of the world’s oxygen through

photosynthesis. More than is produced by the rainforests.

The total weight of  plankton is more than the weight of all the whales,

dolphins and fish in the sea.

Phytoplankton remove about 3 billion tonnes of Carbon Dioxide from the

atmosphere each year - helping to reduce global warming.

Activity 5: Everything’s Connected
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Where does the plankton get its energy from? The sun. Whoever answers
correctly, get them to stand at the front of the line as the sun.

In their field notebooks, ask the pupils to choose another bird that breeds on

the Isle of May and draw out a food chain for it.

eg Sun  à Phytoplankton à Zooplankton à Sandeel à Guillemot

To make more complex chains they may want to research their chain using

books and the internet.

Food Webs

Ask everyone to form a large circle. Explain to the class that in real life, food

chains tend to be quite complex. There are so many types of organisms in

the marine ecosystem that the energy doesn’t follow a simple chain but is

linked in different directions like the threads of a spider’s web, called a food

web. Each organism relies on the organisms it is connected to for its own

survival.

Ask for a volunteer to be the sun and stand in the middle of the circle. Write

“sun” onto a post-it and stick it onto the pupil’s shoulder.

Ask the class what is the smallest thing in the sea which catches the sun’s

energy - phytoplankton. Write “phytoplankton” onto a post-it and stick it onto

the pupil’s shoulder. Cut a length of wool and give one end to the sun and the

other end to the phytoplankton. The wool represents the flow of energy.

Now ask the class for another, larger group of plants that lives in the sea that

catches the sun’s energy - seaweed. Again give the pupil who answered

correctly a post-it label and join them to the sun with another piece of wool.

What eats phytoplankton? There are lots of creatures which eat

phytoplankton - zooplankton, barnacles, sea anemones, sponges, jellyfish,

herring, basking sharks, whales.... Give them post-it labels and join them with

wool to the phytoplankton.

What eats seaweed? Limpets, sea urchins, winkles etc. Again label and join

them into the web.

Now what eats all of these different creatures? Very quickly you will end up

with a complex food web.

What happens if an organism dies? Its energy is recycled by scavengers

such as crabs, whelks, gulls, etc which in turn are eaten by other creatures...

Continue to build the food web until everyone is included in the web. Now see
if there are any additional links between the organisms. Sandeels are eaten

by seabirds, whales, seals, other fish...

Activity 5: Everything’s Connected
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Where do humans fit into their marine food web?

Once the web is completed the class can see what happens if the web is

disrupted and how each organism is important to the whole marine

ecosystem. Remove one of the organisms with a plausible excuse - the

phytoplankton have died out because of global warming, the herring have

been over-fished, the sun is blotted out by dust in the atmosphere from a

huge volcanic eruption, an oil tanker has spilt tonnes of crude oil into the sea

off the Isle of May killing the seals and seabirds, etc. To remove the organism

tell the pupil representing it to gently fall to the ground. As the pupil falls down,
they should pull on all the wool connections they hold. Each pupil that feels

their wool connection tug should then gently fall down as well. This continues

until everyone is on the floor. This shows that all the organisms in the

ecosystem have been affected in some way by the removal of just one

organism.

Below is a simple food web for some of the May’s marine organisms.

Use the post-it labels and wool as the basis for a food web wall display.

Extend the display with researched information and illustrations about the

organisms in the web.
Research plankton, then let the class design their own weird plankton

creatures adapted for life in the sea around the May. They should justify their

designs - what do they eat, how do they move, etc. Make a class wall display

of their microscopic marine world.

Follow on ideas...

Activity 5: Everything’s Connected
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Location: In the classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A worksheet based activity investigating how

different seabird species have adapted to

minimise competition for resources.

You will need:

o A copy of Activity

Sheets 6a & 6b

per pupil

o Seabird research

materials

o Newspaper property

pages

Teacher’s tips

This activity links well after Activity 11: Puffin Habitat Game, which can be played

on the island or at school and Activity 10: Wild Encounter, which looks at a seabird

cliff on the May.

Teacher’s Answer Sheet is provided with the Activity Sheets.

What to do...

Discuss why seabirds spend the summer on the Isle of May. Many seabirds are

superbly adapted for living far out to sea for most of their lives. The one thing they
can’t do is nest out at sea. Why can’t they do that?

As they are so well adapted to life at sea, living on land is difficult for them and they

have vey specific needs. For instance, webbed feet that are good for flying and

swimming often aren’t good for walking or holding on to tree branches, so many

seabirds nest on cliffs where they can just step on and off. Can the class think of

any other special requirements for nesting seabirds? They may need to research

this. They need a site with no ground predators as eggs and chicks in cliff nests

are very vulnerable to ground predators such as mink, rats, cats and foxes.
Seabirds also need access to good fishing grounds to feed their young.

Many seabirds will also only breed in colonies. Suitable cliffs are few and far

between and so many birds congregate on them. Why would this also be an

advantage for seabirds? Large numbers of birds are better able to keep a look out

for predators and also defend their nests from predators. Nesting in colonies also

gives the seabirds access to more choice of mates. These advantages mean that

some seabirds need  to be in a busy cliff colony to trigger mating behaviour.

Different seabird species have developed their own distinct adaptations for nesting

on these busy seabird cities. This is often to allow them to co-exist with other birds

and species.

Activity 6: Seabird City
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Ask each pupil to draw Seabird City with a cliff showing the location of the

nesting seabirds, based on the information in Activity Sheet 6.

Create a class issue of the Seabird City Observer with articles, adverts,

advice page, letters, cartoons, crosswords, sport page, etc.

Follow on ideas...

Give the class Activity Sheet 6. You can either give them the answers too (Activity
Sheet 6b) or let them research the birds and discover their own answers.

Discuss the answers in the class. Why do many of the birds only have 1 or 2

eggs? Can they think of reasons why the guillemot egg is pointed at one end? Why

do puffins spend so much effort digging a burrow instead of nesting on a ledge?

Why might shags have more eggs than other cliff birds? Shags have very untidy,

large nests to which they proudly add flotsam. What is flotsam? Why can it pose a

threat to the shags and their chicks?

Habitat Advert

Let the class look at the newspaper property

pages, then tell then they are going to produce a

property page for the “Seabird City Observer”. In

groups or individually let them choose a seabird

that breeds on the Isle of May. It’s easier if they

use the ones in Activity Sheet 6 as they contain a

lot of the information. They could use other

species too (see Activity 1: Who’s Who for a
breeding seabird list).

Let the group discuss their seabird and its habitat

needs (a nesting site, access to food and

protection from predators). Ask the pupils to

create adverts for their birds.

Maybe...

It has lost its nesting site and desperately needs to find a
new one for the start of the breeding season.

It has a site but no mate and so needs to attract a new

mate for spring.

A new development for their species has come on the

market - there has been a rock fall, exposing a new cliff

face with lots of potential...

The pupils could also add graphics to their adverts -

images of the birds, location, opportunities, etc.

Once all the adverts are complete they could be laid out

as a newspaper Property Page and added to a school

web site or a Power Point presentation for the island.

Wanted for quick

exchange

Beautiful  cliff based boulder

in a desirable location near

the South Horn. Access to

plenty of  interesting flotsam

and lovely seaweed. Wing

drying room.

Close to good fishing area.

Rock Fall

A New Luxury

Development for

Kittiwakes

Several executive,

high rise nest sites.

The narrowest ledges

for extreme nesters.

Free from land

predators. Superb

sandeel and fishing

boat offal feeding

opportunities.

Activity 6: Seabird City
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Discuss feathers

Birds are warm-blooded and have to keep their body temperature at about

40oC, warmer than our bodies (37oC). One use of their feathers is to keep

them warm. Feathers are remarkable, they are what makes birds unique in
the animal kingdom. As well as insulation, feathers are used for camouflage,

advertising, waterproofing and, of course, flying. Feathers probably originally

developed from reptilian scales. They are very light and strong and are made

from keratin, just like our hair and fingernails (beaks are made of keratin too).

Feathers have to be kept in top condition - the bird’s survival depends on it.

So a bird will spend a lot of time preening them - this is essential

maintenance in which each feather is zipped together by the bird’s beak and

oiled. The oil comes from a gland above the root of the bird’s tail. The oil

conditions the feathers and keeps seabirds waterproof. Parasites and dirt are
also removed by preening. However feathers don’t last forever. To cope with

all that wear and tear they have to be replaced at least once a year in a moult,

usually after breeding and before migration, when brand new feathers are an

advantage.

Draw different types of feathers

Birds have several types of feathers, each with their own jobs. The main

feathers are flight feathers, contour feathers and down feathers.

Investigate these feather types. Flight feathers are big, stiff feathers that

Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class (split into

smaller groups for some of

the activities)

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A series of activities looking at the properties of
seabird feathers.

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

This is a series of activities which can be done

together or separately.

Not all the materials are needed for each activity.

Ask  in advance if SNH in Cupar Tel: 01334 654038

have a supply of eider feathers.

Remember  a few children are allergic to feathers.

You will need:

o French dictionary

o Research materials

(bird books, web

sites)

o Eider feathers or

similar - ask SNH in

Cupar for a supply

o Copy of Activity

Sheet 7 per group

o Eyedropper per

group

o Hand lens per group

or a microscope

o Water

o Baby oil

o Images of seabirds

(bird books, etc)

Activity 7: Fantastic Feathers
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push the bird through the air. There are three types of flight feathers -
primaries which are long, secondaries which are shorter and coverts

which cover the base of the other flight feathers. Contour feathers are

smaller feathers which lie flat against the bird’s body and head to protect it

from the elements while giving it a streamlined shape for flight. In cold

weather these are the feathers that are fluffed up. Discuss why birds have

this response to cold weather. It traps a layer of air in the feathers which

helps insulate the bird from the cold. Do we have anything similar? Goose-

bumps! Down is the tiny, soft feathers which lie against the bird’s skin and

provide insulation. Ask the class to sketch a seabird showing its different
feathers. Annotate the sketch describing the feathers’ functions.

Downy Duvets

Ask the class what they sleep under at home - most of them will sleep under

a duvet. Do they know where the word “duvet” comes from? Let them look it

up in a French dictionary. It means “down (on a bird etc)” in French - “duvet

de l’eider” means “eider down”. Do they know any other names for a duvet?

Some people call it a “downy”, again from “down”. Why do we name our

bedding after feathers? Does anyone sleep under a real feather duvet? Is it
heavier or lighter than a synthetically filled duvet?

Eider down has long been famous and no artificial substitute has been found

to be warmer and lighter. All the best, and most expensive, duvets, duvet

jackets and sleeping bags are still made from down. The down is collected

from the nests. A single eider nest can be worth £3.00 or so. Down comes

from the breast of the female eider and the best quality down is taken just a

few days before the eggs hatch. Some countries encourage eider nesting by

providing artificial nest sites which are sustainably harvested.

Falling Feathers Activity

Collect all the feather types (sterilise them in the microwave). Split the class

into small groups and give each group a set of feathers and a copy of Activity

Sheet 7. From a set height, release all three feathers at once and observe the

order they reach the ground. Look at how they move too - plummet, floats...

Have 5 trials and record the results on the activity sheet. Summarise the

results in each group and discuss in the class why the feathers behaved as

they did and how this relates to their use.

Feathers Close Up Activity

Split the class into small groups or pairs. Give each group a flight feather, a

contour feather and a down feather. Have them look carefully at the different

feathers and their structure and then think about their different uses. Now let

them look at the feathers with a hand lens or microscope. They should be

able to see the details of the feather’s structure. Each feather has a central

hollow shaft or quill which supports a flat area on either side. The flat area is

called the vane. Discuss the other meaning of the word “quill”. The vane is
made up of many side branches called barbs which are set at an angle to the

shaft. Branching from the barbs are two sets of barbules. There are hooked

barbules and spoon-shaped barbules. Their hooks fit into the spoons and

Activity 7: Fantastic Feathers
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Follow on ideas...

Look at bill adaptations. Create a game where pupils try to “eat” different

foods (foam packing, rice, fruit juice for nectar, paper fish, nuts, smarties, etc)

with different types of beak (use plastic spoon, chopsticks, eye dropper, fork,

tweezers, slotted spoon, etc). Compare the suitability of the utensils and food
types. Discuss bird bill shapes and their food types.

give the feather strength and maintains its shape. Birds have to keep
checking their feathers are in top condition by “zipping up” the barbules on

each feather with their bills. Let the pupils experiment un-zipping and zipping

up the feather’s barbules. Get the pupils to draw a feather and label its

structure.

Oily Issues

Split the class into small groups. Give each group a set of feathers. Let the

pupils put a drop of water onto each feather and record their observations.

Discuss the results, and ask why water rolling off the feather can help the
bird. Did it roll off all the feathers? What would happen if they put oil on a

feather? Remember that this is a petroleum-based oil and will not condition a

feather like the organic oil that birds produce for preening. Have them

experiment to find out how oil affects one of the feathers. Then have the

pupils see how water reacts on the oily feather. They should discover that the

oil saturates the feather and that water no longer rolls off it. Discuss in the

class what happened to the feathers and why. How can birds get oil on their

feathers? Discuss how birds can be in danger if they get oil on their feathers.

They won’t be able to fly or keep warm and they will ingest the oil while trying
to clean their feathers which can cause internal injuries.

Colour Schemes

Let the class look at images of diving seabirds. What are the predominant

colours? Black and white. Why would these colours be an advantage? It is an

advantage when hunting for fish whether flying, swimming or diving. From

below, white is hard to distinguish from the sky, which is an advantage when

hunting fish from above. From above, black merges with the water and can

help hide a bird from other predatory birds. Penguins and many predatory
fish including sharks have similar colour schemes for the same reasons.

Eiders have to be different though. Drakes (male eiders) like to stand out -

they are the only seabird on the Isle of May with white uppers and black

below! Females don’t show off like the big males. They need to blend in as

they don’t want to reveal the location of their vulnerable eggs or chicks in their

nest on the ground. Chicks, likewise, are beautifully camouflaged to blend in

with their surroundings. Even so, they are often found by predators (both land

and bird) as they nest in very accessible locations. Let the class look at all
the breeding seabirds of the Isle of May and discuss the advantage of their

colour schemes. Remember to look at male and female colour schemes.

Activity 7: Fantastic Feathers



Activity Sheet 7

Fantastic Feathers

Names: Date:

Fill in the table, writing the order that the feathers reach the ground

(first to land = 1, second = 2 and third = 3). Describe how the feathers moved in the Flight
Observation section. Summarise your results below.

Summary
Order of feathers:

Description of flight movement:

Why did the feathers behave in this way?

Flight Observations

1

2

3

4

5

FlightTrial DownContour
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Make models of the new species using modelling clay etc and display them.

Design other species for the May - seals, rock climbers, land animals...

Make human ducks - Have a pile of duck making equipment. Discuss what

the items could represent. Then dress up 2 volunteers (a boy and a girl) as

eider ducks. Use: duvet jacket (down), flippers (webbed feet), scarf (wings),

tennis balls (eggs), folded new insole (wide bill), straws  (hollow, light

bones), baby oil (oil gland for plumage maintenance), girl wears camouflage
clothes/hat (camouflaged plumage), boy wears white clothes, tin foil, etc

(bright plumage). Then act out the human eiders!

Follow on ideas...

Discuss how seabirds are adapted to land life. Focus on nesting, feeding and
avoiding predators. Eiders - warm feathers, good camouflage. Puffin - large beak

for lots of small fish, burrow to protect chicks...

Divide the class into pairs. Tell them they are going to design a new seabird for

the Isle of May. Discuss where their seabird nests and what it eats. Does it have

any predators? Does it predate on anything? Does it have any special adaptations

(behavioural or physical)? Birds have primitive kidneys and have difficulty

excreting salt. Seabirds more efficient at removing salt than other birds as they

live in a salty environment. Is it camouflaged or does it have bright plumage? Let
the pupils name and describe their new species, its life, behaviour and

adaptations, including annotated drawings of the new species.

Discuss in pairs where and when can it be seen on the May. Is its population

under threat from anything? Is it adaptable? What would it do if its main food

source failed or if rats infested the Isle of May? Does the bird provide anything

useful for people (eggs, feathers, meat, etc)? Could it be harvested sustainably?

In other words, could humans use it without destroying the wild population? Let

the pupils write their thoughts on these questions.

You will need:

o Paper

o Pencils

o Art materials

Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class
Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A simple activity designing seabirds adapted

for life on the May.

What to do...

Activity 8: Designed For the May
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Activity 9: Spotter’s Challenge

Back in the classroom the pupils could write up their species list in their
field notebooks.

Follow on idea...

You will need:

o May Princess’s

Isle of May

posters or bird

books

o Activity Sheet 9

per team

o Pencil per team

o Binoculars if

available (not

essential)

Location: Ferry trip to the May

Group Size: Adult lead small teams

Time: 15 minutes +

What’s it about?

A fun team game to quickly identify the island’s

seabirds and other marine wildlife.

The pupils need some previous knowledge of the May’s wildlife.

If the class used Activity 2, take Top Twitcher cards to help identification.

Follows on nicely from Activity 6: Habitat Hunt
The activity could be run on the outward and return ferry journey, and the results

compared afterwards.

Begin by explaining to the class that they are going to play a competitive wildlife

watching game on the ferry. Split the class into teams, each with an adult leader.

The aim of the game is for each team to spot as many different species as they can

- seabirds, seals, dolphins, porpoises, jellyfish or even a basking shark! Tell the

teams that they will collect points for each species they have seen and have named
correctly, so the more species they spot, the more points they will get. They can

only count each species once. Also things that are rarer or harder to see will earn

the spotter higher points.

The teams should then choose a position on the boat to spot from. Each adult

leader should give their team exactly 15 minutes for spotting. During this time, when

a pupil spots something they have to tell their team’s leader. The leader then writes

the species on the group’s copy of Activity Sheet 9. The sheet gives a list of wildlife

they might spot. The team can get 5 points if they see and identify correctly anything
that’s not on the list.

At the end of the game, teams should add up their scores. The team with the most

points gets to go ashore first. The teams can compare their species lists. What

were the most common species spotted? What were the most unusual things

spotted? Was there anything they couldn’t identify?

Teacher’s tips

What to do...



Activity Sheet 9

Spotter’s Challenge

Team names: Date:

Spot and correctly identify as many species as you can. The rarer the

species or the harder they are to identify, the more points you can collect.

  2 points Puffin

  2 points Eider duck

  5 points Tern (common, Arctic or Sandwich)

+ 2 points if you can tell which species .........................................

  2 points Guillemot

  2 points Razorbill

  5 points Shag

  2 points Kittiwake

  5 points Black-backed gull (Greater or Lesser)

+ 2 points if you can tell which species .........................................

  2 points Herring Gull

  5 points Gannet

10 points Manx Shearwater

  5 points Grey Seal

10 points Dolphin or porpoise

+ 2 points if you can tell which species .........................................

10 points Basking Shark

  5 points Jellyfish

10 points Minke Whale

 -2 points Flotsam (floating rubbish!)
+ 3 points if you can tell where it came from (ferry, fishing, blown

offshore...)  ....................................................................................

  5 points Other wildlife
(list them below, + 5 points per species)
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Location: Isle of May Seabird View Points

- the best sites are Lady’s Bed,

Altarstanes & Palpitation Brae.

For safety, Pilgrims Haven is too

steep to use.

Group Size: Adult lead teams

Time: 1 hour +

What’s it about?

An in depth observation and recording activity

looking at the island’s seabird cliffs.

Pupils will need some previous knowledge about

the seabirds found around the Isle of May.

The best time to observe the seabirds is during the

breeding season (April to June).

Wildlife doesn’t perform! Your class might not see exactly what they expect on the

cliffs.

Keith Brockie’s “One Man’s Island” shows beautiful field sketches. Collins “Birds of
Britain & Ireland”, by Dominic Couzens has simple field sketches.

If you used Activity 2, take a set of Top Twitcher cards to identify the birds.

If the weather is too poor (wet/windy) to use field notebooks, the class could take

photographs or digitally record the cliffs and the leaders could write down basic

observations. Or the team could just observe the cliff life and write it up from

memory from the warmth of the classroom!

Make sure the leaders know how to use any digital equipment and that all the

batteries are charged up.

If you take binoculars or a telescope, let the pupils and leaders practice with them
before your visit.

What to do...

Introduction

Explain to the class that research scientists are always working on the May

because it is such an important wildife site. Many of the scientists are
biologists, researching the behaviour of the seabirds and grey seals that

breed on the island. The scientists simply ask questions, then try to answer

them. Over months or years they will watch, record and then write up their

theories and results. Tell the class they are going to be teams of Expedition

Biologists who describe what they see in their field notebooks. Look out for

signs of scientific research around the island during your visit.

You will need:

o Field notebooks

o Pencil per pupil

o Plastic bags for

pupils  to sit on

o Field Guides

Any of the following,

if available:

o Binoculars

o Telescopes

o Cameras

o Digital cameras

o Digital camcorders

o Camera phones

o Digital sound

recorders

Teacher’s tips

Activity 10: Wild Encounter
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The class should be split into teams with at least one adult leader per team.
Each team should choose a Seabird View Point and then go there. On the

way, discuss how the team should behave for a successful expedition. What

does this team of Expedition Biologists want to learn about the seabirds and

seals by observing them? How could they go about it? Take a note of the

team’s ideas and try to incorporate them into this activity.

Location

Once at the Seabird View Point, find a comfy spot, out of the wind and with

good views of the seabird cliffs. The team should just sit and watch for 5
minutes – absorbing the sounds, smells, colours and movement of the

seabird cliffs. This lets both the pupils and the birds settle down. Remind

them to keep relatively quiet and still.

Weather

Let the pupils write down the date and time in their field notebooks. Describe

the weather. Could this affect the behaviour of the wildlife?

Atmosphere
Ask the pupils to describe where they are - the seabird cliffs, the noise,

smells, movement - the general atmosphere around the seabird cliffs.

Seabird City

Ask the teams how many different seabird species they can see. Let them

write their list in their notebooks. Where are they nesting on the cliffs? Let the

pupils draw a section of the cliff showing generally where the different species

nest. They could also note what the nests are like and any obvious behaviour.

Seabird Counts

Then they should try to “guesstimate” how many of each species the team

can see. One way to do this is to work out how much room 10 (or 100) birds

take up then count how many 10’s (100’s) they can see. Come to a team

consensus on the counts and write them beside the species list.

Tag a Shag

There is a long-term study of the Isle of May seabirds. It began in 1973 and is

now the most comprehensive study of its type in Europe. The scientists study
shags, kittiwakes, guillemots, razorbills, fulmars and puffins. Some birds have

been ringed to study how long seabirds live for. Most rings are metal with

etched numbers and the birds have to be caught every season or the number

read using a telescope - both tricky things to do! A few birds have unique

combinations of coloured rings on their legs - which are much easier to read

but there is only a limited combination of red, blue, green, yellow and white

rings. Some of the birds that were ringed at the start of the study are still alive

- making them much older than you are! The team studied a shag for 17

years and it became a favourite. He was called Yellow NP, after his ring. He
was involved in lots of different studies and has carried various harmless

electronic gadgets over the years. He survived a population crash in 1993-4

Activity 10: Wild Encounter
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by sadly died in the next one in early 2005. The coloured rings are quite
obvious - can the pupils can spot any ringed birds? The pupils could note

down the ring colours and describe the species and their behaviour.

Remember to look out for other signs of scientific research on the island too.

Digital Recording

If available, the pupils can digitally record the sights and sounds of the island

with cameras, mobile phones, camcorders etc.

Detailed Observation
Ask each pupil to choose a seabird species to study – ones they can easily

observe. They should identify it, write its name and draw several field

sketches (you don’t need to be an artist – most scientists can’t draw! Even

stick birds will do!) Show the bird’s main features – shape, beak, plumage,

legs, wings, tail etc. Different poses are useful too – swimming, diving, flying

or on nests and maybe some detailed drawings of their main features ie head

or wings etc. Annotate the sketches, describing the shape, size, colour –

anything of note. What are the seabirds doing? Resting/sleeping, washing,

preening, nest brooding, flying, swimming, fishing? How do they fly – do they
glide or beat their wings very fast?  Do they look calm or alarmed? Write a

few lines about the species behaviour. Roughly what percentage of the birds

on the cliff are their species? Where on the cliff do they nest? What nesting

materials do they use? Do they have eggs or chicks? Are they bringing in

food? Are they interacting with other species? What might the behaviour

mean? If possible pupils should take digital records too.

Seals

Ask the group if they have seen any seals whilst bird watching. If so, what
species are they? (Grey seals are common here and they are large with big

Roman noses. Common seals are rare around the May). How many seals

can the team see? Are there any pups or juveniles? Where are the seals?

What are they doing? If they are diving, how long do they stay underwater?

Time them. See if the team can hold their breaths that long! Why do seals

dive? The team can write up their observations in their field notebooks.

Back in the classroom the pupils could write up their results just like a real

field biologist. This would involve improving field sketches, expanding their

descriptions and summarising their results.
This activity links well with Activity 17: Island Guide

Use any digital recordings or scanned photographs to develop a

Powerpoint presentation or web page.

Write newspaper articles about their bird watching experience.

Write a story from an Isle of May seabird’s point of view.

The seabird monitoring study is run by the Centre for Ecology and

Hydrology (www.ceh-nerc.ac.uk). Have a look at their latest reports on the

island - the summaries are quite straighforward.

Follow on ideas...

Activity 10: Wild Encounter
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Begin by explaining to the class what is meant by a habitat. A habitat is the place

where an animal lives but it is more than that. It also has to contain all the

resources that creature needs to survive. Ask the class what they think seabird

populations need to survive. For seabirds to reproduce and to maintain their

populations over time they must have food, shelter and space to live. Land animals

also need another resource – fresh water. Ask them specifically about puffins: what
kind of food do they need? Mainly sandeels, sprats and herring. What kind of

shelter do they need? Burrows. Why do they need space? They need enough

space to forage for food, dig their burrows and rear their young – their territory. If

they are too crowded, competition for resources will be too great and they won’t be

able to breed or even survive.

Ask the pupils to count off in fours. All the number ones should go to one area and

the rest go to another. Mark two parallel lines on the ground about 5 metres apart

(you could place adult leaders or even jackets etc, at either end to indicate lines).
Have the ones line up behind a line and the rest line behind the other line.

Tell the ones that they are now puffins. Ask the pupils again what habitat resources

a puffin needs to survive. The puffins have to find food (fish) and shelter (nest

sites). When a puffin decides it needs food it clamps its hand over its stomach.

When it needs shelter the puffin closes its hands over its head. A puffin can choose

to look for either habitat resource at the start of each season (round of the game).

However, the puffins can’t change what they are looking for once the game is under

way. Some pupils might try to change their symbol according to what their friends
are or to what resource is available!

Location: Isle of May picnic area

or classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 15 to 30 minutes

What’s it about?

A fun game which introduces the concept of

habitats and explains that habitats must include

essential components for survival.

What to do...

This game may seem to have a lot of instructions, but once it gets going it is very

simple and can also get across quite a complex message.

Keep the pace of the game brisk and the class will enjoy it more.

Teacher’s tips

Activity 11: Puffin Hunt
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The rest of the pupils are food and shelter – the habitat’s available resources. At the
beginning of each season, each pupil chooses which habitat resource they will be.

The pupil depicts the habitat resource in the same way as the puffins do.

The game starts with all the players lined up shoulder to shoulder, on their

respective lines, facing away from the other line of pupils. No peeking! Tell them it

will take all the fun out of the game if they can see what the other line is doing.

Ask the pupils to make their chosen symbols. Remind them that once they have

chosen a symbol they have to stick with it for the season. Once everyone is ready,
ask them all to turn around and face each other on the count of three.

The line of habitat resources should stay still. When the puffins see the resources

they need (showing the same symbol as each other) they race to them. Each puffin

that reaches its resource takes it to the puffin line (where it becomes a puffin for the

next season). This represents the puffin successfully meeting its needs and so it

survives and breeds. If a puffin dies (it doesn’t find its habitat resource) it becomes

part of the habitat line for the next season. If more than one puffin reaches a habitat

resource, the first one there survives. If a habitat resource isn’t chosen it stays
where it was for the start of the next season. Keep the rounds going until all the

available resources have been used up.

At the end of the game the clss should gather together in a circle and discuss the

activity. The class should have seen that the small number of puffins at the start

grew whilst the habitat was healthy (had all the resources they needed). But as the

season went on, the number of puffins became too great for the available

resources of food and shelter. At that point puffins starved or couldn’t breed and

became part of the habitat.

You could then start again and complicate the game. Experiment by secretly asking

most of the habitat line to be shelter – this would represent a season where the

fishing has failed. What happens to the puffin population by the end of that round?

You could then do the opposite by making most of the habitat line fish with only a

couple of shelters – this would represent habitat loss – maybe their burrows have

been built on (a nice tea room and souvenir shop selling toy puffins...) What

happens to the puffin population by the end of that round?

You could add a predator into the game. Tell the class that some rats have

managed to get onto the island and they just love eating puffin eggs. Ask two of the

pupils (or adults) to become rats that scurry around between the lines trying to

catch puffins as they race past to reach their resources. If a puffin is caught, its

eggs have been eaten and it becomes a rat for the next season. Quickly you will

end up with lots of rats and no puffins.

Discuss what happened this time. What will happen to the rats now all the puffins

have been eaten?

Activity 11: Puffin Hunt
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Activity 12: Tough Turf

Location: Isle of May visitor centre
garden

Group Size: Half the class

Time: 15 to 30 minutes

What’s it about?

An investigation of the wildflowers of the May.

What to do...

You will need:

o Field Notebooks

o Pencils

o Digital camera per

group if available

Let the pupils look at the wildflowers in the visitor centre garden. Discuss how

plants are adapted to the May. Their main problem is finding and keeping water. The

island is rocky with shallow soil and is exposed to salty winds that dry out the

plants. Many coastal plants have a thick skin on their leaves to reduce water loss
through evaporation. Many plants have hairy, grey leaves which keeps the wind off

their leaves and reduces water loss. Some plants grow in dense mounds (thrift and

stonecrop) which shelters them from the wind. Often cliff species have small,

narrow leaves which reduces water loss. Many coastal plants are able to cope with

the salty air which would kill other plants. Some plants have thick, fleshy bodies that

store water and also reduce evaporation (stonecrop). Rabbits and seabirds affect

cliff plants too. Constant grazing by rabbits affects the distribution of plants. Some

are more susceptible to grazing than others. Rabbits were introduced in medieval

times by monks. Trampling by seabirds can be severe around the puffin burrows -
keep a look out for signs of erosion. Rabbit and puffin burrowing damages roots

and dries out soil. Thrift has very long roots (1m +) which help it to survive by puffin

burrows and also anchor it  in thin soils. Seabird poo can be a great fertiliser: sea

campion is unpalatable to rabbits and loves the nitrogen rich manure. However,

often there is such a lot of seabird droppings that it kills off all the plant species.

Let each pupil draw  one of the plants in their field notebooks, annotate the sketch

describing its flowers, plant shape, leaf shape etc. Describe where they have seen

it growing on the island and how it is adapted to life on the May.

Split the class into groups and use a hula-hoop (or 4 x 50cm long strips of

card) to make a quadrat. Place the quadrats a safe distance from the edge of

the cliff. Count the different types of plants in the quadrat (identify the species

if possible). Record the results. Move to the middle of the island and repeat
the survey and again on the east coast. Discuss the class’s results and

compare the sites. What could affect the distribution of the plants? Rabbits,

prevailing wind, soil, water, shelter, etc.

Back in the classroom, create a key to wildflowers of the May. Research the

species on the internet and in wildflower guide books.

Follow on ideas...
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Tell the class that they are

standing on a piece of ancient

history, much, much older than

the Egyptian Pharaohs or even
the first humans or even

dinosaurs...

The Isle of May was formed

around 300 million years ago

when the land that would

become Fife and the Isle of May

was a very different place.

Massive volcanic eruptions
were occurring - evidence can

be seen from St. Andrews to the Bass Rock and of course the Isle of May. Discuss

how the Isle of May could have formed. Then tell them the following potted history of

the island’s geology...

Geology of the May

Volcanic Start

The Isle of May is a huge lump of volcanic greenstone or teschenite rock. It
wasn’t thrown through the air, landing in the Firth of Forth (that would have

been something to see!). It was a more gentle birth than that. An underground

eruption causing molten rock to ooze into cracks in the sandstone and

Location: Around the Isle of May paths

Group Size: Class or large groups

Time: 1 hour +

What’s it about?

A hunt around the island for signs of its amazing

geological past - and future...

You will need:

o Field notebooks

o Pencil per pupil

o Cameras

Locations of Geological Features

Hexagonal pillars - Pilgrims Haven

Tilted island - Everywhere

Exposed greenstone - Kirkhaven Harbour
Rock arch - Return trip on ferry

Sea stack - Return trip on ferry, Mill Door

Sea cave - Return trip on ferry,

Bishop’s Cove

Glacial scratch marks - Alterstanes

Raised beaches - East coast,

   South of Kirkhaven

Fault lines - Black Heugh from Kirkhaven

Glacial erratics/shipwreck ballast - Coast

Remember to stick to the paths!

Keep an eye on the time - you only have an hour for the hunt. Don’t worry if you

don’t have time to see all the geological features.

You could encourage the pupils to spot geological features as they move around the
island for other activities too.

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Activity 13: Rock Detectives
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limestone above. The molten rock slowly cooled and solidified. As it cooled
some of the rock shrank and cracked forming regular hexagonal pillars.

These can still be seen today in parts of the west cliff around Pilgrims Haven

and on some of the sea stacks.

Upheavals

The island has suffered many upheavals in the earth’s crust. Some have even

been able to tilt the entire island. This has resulted in 60m high cliffs on the

west coast which slope gently downwards to the east coast.

Erosion

Over millions of years the softer rocks (sandstone and limestone) above the

greenstone has been eroded away by wind, water and ice. This has left much

of the greenstone exposed at the surface of the island. This on-going

process has eroded some of the rock so much around the coast of the May

that rock arches, stacks (pillars of rock in the sea that were once part of the

cliff) and sea caves have formed along the cliffs on the west coast.

Several Ice Ages have come and gone and at times the island was covered
by hundreds of metres of ice. These massive glaciers slowly moved, carving

out the land beneath it. The bottom of the ice sheets collected broken rock -

from dust to boulders - as it eroded the land beneath. These bits of debris

rubbed away at the rock beneath, smoothing it into rounded shapes.

Sometimes the debris left scratch marks behind on the rocks. Glacial

scratch marks can be seen on exposed rocks at Alterstanes.

Changing Levels

The Ice Ages have also caused changes in sea levels. The tremendous
weight  of the ice sheets pressed the land down during the Ice Ages. When

the ice melted, it released huge quantities of water into the seas, causing the

sea level to rise. The weight compressing the land was released as the ice

melted too, allowing the land to rebound very slowly. The end result of all this

change in levels has been the formation of raised beaches. On the east

coast of Isle of May there are sections of the old shoreline that now lie about

15m above sea level. One of the best spots to see this is south of Kirkhaven,

where the raised beach (a nice piece of flat, well drained land - valuable for

agriculture) has been divided up in the past by stone walls to create fields.

Faulty Rock

The shape of the island has also been affected by fault lines in the rock

which run east - west across the island. The earth’s upheavals caused these

weak points to split open. The rocks around these faults are cracked and

weakened, which has allowed erosion to take hold. Some of the fault lines

have been so scoured out by the sea that they have divided the island into

three - North Ness, Rona and Main Island.

Activity 13: Rock Detectives



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Expedition Jewel of the Forth

50

The deep-sided valley called Black Heugh, that runs from Kirkhaven in the
east to Mill door in the west: Could it be another fault line? Discuss amongst

the class. Yes, it is another fault line.

Puzzling Boulders

There are some puzzling features about some of the boulders found on the

Isle of May. In several places boulders are found made of granite, sandstone

and other rocks which do not otherwise occur on the island. Some of these

can be explained away as glacial erratics - rocks which have been carried

here by the ice - though it seems that others are remnants of ballast
deposited from shipwrecks around the May over the centuries!

Using a map of the island and list of geological features, let the class decide the

best route to explore as many of the geological features on the island as they can -

but remember you only have one hour to complete the hunt. Encourage the pupils

to touch, take notes, sketch, photograph and discuss the features they can see.

Back in the classroom, look at maps of the island as well as the pupils’ notes in

their field notebooks and any photographs they took of the geological features.
Discuss their observations in the class.

Did the class see any of the odd stones? What are glacial erratics and what is

ballast used for?

Discuss and research the hexagonal pillars at Alterstanes - where else do you get

natural hexagonal stone pillars? Fingal’s cave, Giant’s Causeway. Are they made of

the same type of rock? Were these made by the same processes?

Discuss whether the land is still being shaped by geology or is that all in the distant

past? It is on-going!

Discuss, research and write about geological issues that have been in the news -

erosion in the south of England - global warming leading to possible sea level rise...

Activity 13: Rock Detectives
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Location: Isle of May

Group Size: Doesn’t matter

Time: 15 + minutes

What’s it about?

A gentle, artistic activity creating a memento of

each pupil’s visit of the island.

What to do...

You will need:

o Small plastic bag

per pupil

o Wool or string

o 2 pairs of scissors

Teacher’s tips

Let the class collect interesting objects throughout the day to use on their memento.

Don’t let them collect anything living, anything that is too big to fit in their plastic

collecting bag or that is potentially dangerous.

They could tie all the objects together back in the class if necessary. If so, attach the

items to 2 sticks tied in a cross and use different colours of wool to wrap around the

crossed sticks and items.

Remember to get the class to wash their hands after this activity and before eating.

Explain to the class that, to help keep the memory of their amazing visit to the Isle of

May, they can make a unique memento of their trip. They should collect small

objects when they walk around the island. These objects should be special to them,
as they need to justify their inclusion -  things that remind them of their day, of the

island, of how they felt and things that they would like to share with friends and

family who haven’t visited the island today.

Tell them the rules - they can’t collect anything living (though a single petal from a

flower - not the whole plant and roots! - from an abundant species in a large clump

is OK), anything that is too big to fit in their plastic collecting bag or that is potentially

dangerous. It has to be able to be attached to their memento.

Once they have had time to collect their items give them time to sit down and they

should start to tie their objects together with lengths of wool. They might want to

start with their biggest item and attach all their other found objects to it - maybe start

with a large flight feather from a gull... The pupils should incorporate descriptive

words about their trip, wishes for the island, etc, written on scraps of paper from

their field notebooks.

Once the pupils have finished, let them describe their May Memories to each other.

Keep the May Memories safe and take them back to school. Display them in the

class, with a paragraph of text by each pupil, describing their mementos.

Activity 14: May Memories
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Location: Classroom before visit, ferry to
or from the Isle of May and

classroom or visitor centre to

study the catch.

Group Size: Class split into two groups

Time: 15 minutes for trawl and 1 hour

studying the catch

What’s it about?

A study of the plankton in the sea around the May

including making plankton nets, trawling for

plankton and studying the catch.

Contact the SNH office in Cupar and let them know

you would like to do this activity. They can provide

the class with microscopes to study the plankton in

the Isle of May Visitor Centre.

This activity links well with Activity 5: Everything’s

Connected.

Plankton can be surprisingly easy to collect - but of

course there is always the chance you won’t find

anything.
Remember there can be quite a drag on the

plankton net, make sure it is strongly constructed.

Practice making a net at home before letting the class make their own.

Take along some spare material to repair the nets if necessary.

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Discuss the importance of plankton to the wildlife of the Isle of May. Plankton is the

building block of life in the sea. Read over the explanation of the importance of

plankton in Activity 5.

Let the class discuss how they could study plankton on their trip to the Isle of May.

Make Plankton Nets

Plankton nets are expensive to buy, and anyway it is much more fun letting the

groups make their own!

You will need:

For 2 plankton nets

o 2 x old pair of tights

o 2 x wire coat hanger

or lengths of strong

plastic coated wire

o Pliers

o Insulation tape

o String

o 4 x plastic jars

o 2 x 10m of rope

2 x plastic buckets

o Sticky tape

o Coins to use as

weights

o Large thermos flask

per group

o Magnifiers - either:

bug boxes with

magnifying lids,
hand lenses or

microscopes

o Dark shallow trays

Activity 15: Plankton Trawl
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To make a net for each group:

Make a hoop with a diameter of about

30cm, out of a metal clothes hanger or

any strong wire - use pliers to help.

Tape the ends together with insulation

tape. Cover any rough spots on the wire

with more tape.

Put the wire hoop into the top of the pair of
tights. Secure the hoop strongly  to the

waistband of the tights. To do this fold the

waistband over the wire, make a small

hole through both sides the waistband

and tie with one end of a 30cm long length

of string. Tie on 3 more 30cm lengths of

string, equally spaced around the hoop.

(See diagram)

Tie the other ends of the lengths of string

securely together, as far away from the

tights as possible.

Cut off the feet from the tights and tightly

attach a plastic jar to the end of each leg

with a length of string.

Then tie a 10m length of rope to the 4
joined strings at the top of the net. Store

the rope in a plastic bucket. First of all tie

the loose end onto the bucket’s handle -

you don’t want the whole lot in the sea!

Don’t coil the rope - instead, feed it into the bucket. The rope might look a

mess but it should come out without snagging when you throw the net.

Check the nets are strongly made by dragging them quickly through a bath
full of water or take them to the swimming pool for a test run!

Trawling for Plankton

The nets should be used from the May Princess or whichever boat you are

going out to the May on. Tell the operator in advance that you would like to try

plankton trawling, using your own nets. Remind the skipper of the ferry when

you board too and they will tell you when to set the trawls - the boat will have

to be moving slowly - and where on the boat it should be done - you don’t want
to tangle with the propellers!

Activity 15: Plankton Trawl



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Expedition Jewel of the Forth

54

Split the class up into two groups, each with at least one adult leader per
group. One group should go to each side of the boat, to the area the skipper

indicated.

Ask one of the pupils to hold the bucket tightly on the deck. Ask another pupil

to drop the net into the water at the side of the boat and let it drag behind the

boat. The net should float just below the surface. If it floats on top, pull it back

out, dry the jars and stick a coin on each one to weigh it down. Haul the net

slowly back to the boat. The net only need to be moving through the water

properly for a couple of minutes to collect a sample of plankton.

Don’t untie the jars, just push them up through the hoop by turning the tights

inside out, one leg at a time. Tip the contents of the jars into a thermos flask

and try to keep cool. This will help keep the specimens in a reasonable

condition for later study.

Let other pupils in the group use the plankton net and store the specimens in

the same way until the flask is full.

Studying the plankton catch

Tip the catch into a dark coloured, wide shallow tray or a clear tray, aquarium

or even a large glass jar. Put a black card behind or under the clear containers

to make the plankton easier to spot.

Most of the plankton (but by no means all) is small and often transparent,

making it hard to see, but their amazing, alien looking forms and iridescent

colours can be breathtaking.

Use magnifiers (hand lenses, magnifying glasses, bug boxes and

microscopes) to study the plankton if at all possible. This will give the pupils a

much better view of the plankton, allowing them to identify and observe

different types.

Plankton Identification

In a good trawl there will be lots of plankton. Often it is swamped by debris

such as barnacle legs. Barnacles have to shed their exoskeleton to allow
growth like many other hard shelled marine creatures (crabs, lobsters, etc).

Plankton trawls can sometimes contain huge amounts of barnacle legs,

making it hard to spot the plankton, but persevere. It might be easier to see

larger plankton by removing plankton to a smaller container with a large bulb

dropper.

Phytoplankton

Most plant plankton is too small to be caught in a tights net.

Herbivorous Zooplankton

The main plant eating plankton you will see are types of copepod. Calanus

is the largest and most common copepod.

Activity 15: Plankton Trawl
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Activity 15: Plankton Trawl

If the plankton catch is disappointing, look at some plankton images. The Sir

Alister Hardy Foundation for Ocean Research is a great site for plankton

information and images at www.sahfos.ac.uk. Click on the plankton image

library at the bottom of the home page or go to the education section on the

home page and click in the introduction, then open the Key Stage 3 section.

Let the class design their own weird plankton - draw them and write about
their life cycle, behaviour, adaptations, etc.

Follow on ideas...

Sea

gooseberry

Spider crab

larva

Barnacle

larva

Copepod

Arrow

worm

Hydroid

Jellyfish

Carnivorous Zooplankton

There is a huge diversity of animal plankton that eat phytoplankton and

other zooplankton. Sea gooseberries catch copepods with their sticky

tentacles. Arrow worms are common. They are fast moving predators

which particularly go for fish larvae.

Immature Animals

These are young forms of marine animals which, if they survive life as
plankton, will develop into shore animals, animals of the ocean floor or

even fish. These include the larvae of crabs, lobsters, shrimps, jellyfish,

barnacles and starfish.

Recording

Let the groups observe the plankton, then draw, name and describe it. They

could also count how many of each type they have caught. They can research

their catch in books and on the web. Discuss and compare the two groups’

results. Discuss again the importance of plankton to the seabirds and seals of
the May.
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At the end of the class’s visit to the Isle of May, before they get on the ferry, ask

them to form a circle.

Then ask them to lie down on their backs like the spokes of a wheel, with their

heads in the middle. Ask the pupils to take three slow deep breaths and calmly
close their eyes and be still and quiet.

Then ask them to think about their visit to the Isle of May. Tell them that they will

never be here again. They will hopefully visit the island again but it will be different -

they will be with different people, the weather will be different, they will see and do

different things or they may feel different. Give them a couple of minutes to take that

in, think about their day and to experience once again the sounds, smells, textures

and feelings of the Isle of May.

Tell the class to keep nice and quiet. They should raise their hands if they want to

say something and only when their hand has been touched by the teacher can they

speak. Then ask the class questions about their visit to the island, the activities

they did, the concepts they looked at and ask them all what the highlight of their day

was.

Let them sit up, then pass round the sheet of paper and pencil. Ask them to write

anonymously on one side of the sheet of paper, their favourite thing of the day and

Location: End of visit to the May. A dry,

quiet spot for the group to lie

down without being disturbed.

Group Size: Class
Time: 10 to 15 minutes

What’s it about?

A reflective activity looking back on the day’s

achievements and experiences.

You will need:

o Plastic bags to lie on

o Sheet of paper

o Pencil

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

The class should be tired by the end of the visit and they could get fractious. If you

don’t think they will lie down easily you can try running the activity with everyone

standing up.
This is a good ending activity for the class’s expedition.

Write at the top of one side of the sheet of paper “Best Thing” and on at the top of

the other side “Worst Thing”.

Activity 16: Reflections
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The pupils could then write down their reflections in their field notebooks.
The class could use their reflections as the basis for short stories,

newspaper articles or poems about their visit to the Isle of May. These could

even be posted on the school’s web site or sent to SNH in Cupar to tell them

about the trip.

The best and worst page would be very useful for SNH to evaluate the pack.

Follow on ideas...

on the other side of the paper, their worst experience of the day. This is useful for
organising other trips and as feedback to SNH. It also allows the pupils to comment

on their experience and know that their feelings have been acknowledged.

Activity 16: Reflections
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 2 hours +

What’s it about?

An activity drawing together the class’s

research, observations and experiences to

produce a comprehensive guide to the seabirds
of the Isle of May.

You will need:

o Field notebooks

o Paper, pens, etc

o Nature Guides

o Isle of May leaflets,

posters, booklets,

etc

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Explain to the class that they are going to use all the
information they have collected about the seabirds

and seals on the Isle of May. They are going to write

guide books to the seabirds and seals of the May.

Brainstorm about nature guides. What are nature

guides for? Have you used any? What should they

consist of? Look at some local leaflets and wildlife

identification and nature guides books. Sources:

Collins “Birds of Britain and Ireland”, Keith Brockie’s
“One Man’s Island”, wildlife guides, Isle of May

booklet and leaflet, etc.

Each pupil has to produce a short guide (one or two

pages) to a species which can be found or that the

class saw on the Isle of May. Each pupil should

choose one of the species they either observed on

the island or find interesting. Try to have at least one

pupil working on each of the species breeding on the
May and preferably to each of the other wildlife they

observed on the island too.

This activity follows on well from Activity 10: Wild Encounter.

Classes can still do this activity even if they haven’t been able to visit the island.
They can research the details from books, leaflets, web sites, etc.

If the class completed Activity 2: Top Twitchers, they could use the facts and

illustrations to help with this activity.

The pack’s Seabird Fact Files could provide useful information for this activity.

Breeding Seabirds:

Puffin

Eider duck

Common tern

Arctic tern

Sandwich tern

Guillemot

Razorbill

Shag
Fulmar

Kittiwake

Greater black-backed gull

Lesser black-backed gull

Herring gull

Other Wildlife

Shelduck
Curlew

Oystercatcher

Grey seal

Activity 17: Island Guide
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As the class are all going to help make the guide books, all the species descriptions
should look the same and contain the same type of information. The class should

look again at some field guides, previous activities, their field notebooks and any

digital recordings they took during their visit. Through discussion the class should

decide on the best layout and content for their class’s guide. The guide should be

clear and easy to read with headings and short paragraphs of description. It should

also, of course, contain lots of images of the species being described. It should

contain the pupil’s name as the guides will be swapped later. Write out an agreed

blank layout and contents for the class to follow. Below is a suggested blank for the

species guides.

Pupil’s name:

Species name:

Fact File:

(Could be based on Top Twitcher cards)

Isle of May population (pairs):
UK population (pairs):

Number of eggs laid each year:

Adult  length (cm):

Maximum life span (yrs):

Maximum weight (g):

Depth dives (m):

Distance migrates (km):

Annotated sketches:
(Could be several field sketches, photos, etc. Try to have several

images showing the animal in different poses - swimming, diving, flying,

nesting, eggs, young... Highlight important features.)

Physical description:

(A paragraph describing the species’ distinctive features - shape, beak,

plumage, legs, wings and tail. Maybe some notes on how to spot it.)

Behaviour:
(A paragraph describing its behaviour - feeding techniques, adaptations,

etc)

Breeding:

(A paragraph on breeding -  when it breeds, where it breeds, breeding

behaviour. If it  breeds on the May, draw a location map. Describe

nesting site, nesting materials, eggs, young, etc.)

Additional facts:
(Any other interesting details gleaned from research and observation.)

Activity 17: Island Guide
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Once the species guides have been written, each pupil should find a guide to each
of the other species which have been described and take a copy (a scan and print

or a photocopy) so that everyone in the class ends up with a complete collection of

species guides.

Now that the pupils have their guide to the wildlife of the island, they need to write a

short introduction to their guide and to the Isle of May, using their field notes and the

island’s leaflets. Their introduction could include a map of the island, their field

sketches of the seabird cliffs, what the island felt and sounded like, the island’s

geology, topography and weather, a list of all the species their team (or the class)
saw on their visit, how many they counted and what they were doing. The pupils

could use any digital recordings to help and even include them in their introduction.

Lastly, the pupils should design a cover page and back page for their guide book.

The covers could even be laminated. The front cover needs to include the title of

the guide book, pupil’s name and date. The cover design could be:

A simple drawing or map of the island and/or its wildlife, the ferry, etc.

A printout of a computer design using digital photographs taken on the
island.

A collage of cut out images (or scans of them) from leaflets, books, etc.

The guides can then be bound together (simply with staples or sewn together with

string or bound using a ring binder) to produce each pupil’s unique and

comprehensive guide book to the seabirds and seals of the Isle of May.

A class copy could be made too - to take on any subsequent visits to the

island.

The class could use any digital images to produce a Powerpoint version of

the guide.

The guide could be added to the school’s web site.

Follow on ideas...

Activity 17: Island Guide
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Location: Classroom before or after a

visit to the Isle of May

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 30 minutes

What’s it about?

An activity researching common and grey

seals, followed by a quiz.

What to do...

You will need:

o Research materials

for seals - nature

guides, Grey Seal
Fact File...

o Field notebooks

o Pencils

o Copy of Activity

Sheet 18 per pupil

Teacher’s tips

Make sure the class know the main differences between the two seal species

before they start the quiz. The quiz answers are provided.

Ask the class if they know the two species of seals that live in the seas around

Britain - the grey seal and the common (or harbour) seal. Only grey seals breed on

the Isle of May. Common seals are rare visitors to the island. If you visit the island

you will most likely spot some grey seals gathered at the north or south ends of the

island. These are their favourite spots to haul out at low tide. They also like to patrol
the waters beneath the cliffs on the west side of the island. The Isle of May is the

most important breeding site for grey seals in eastern Scotland. Has anyone in the

class seen seals close up - maybe in a marine aquarium such as St. Andrews

Sealife Centre or Deep Sea World at North Queensferry? These centres often have

rescued seals that visitors can watch.

Tell the class that they are going to have a quiz to see if they can tell the difference

between the two species of seals. Either individually or in small teams, give them 15

minutes to research the differences between grey and common seals. They should
write their discoveries in their field notebooks. They should also try to find out about

their pups – that is one of the main differences between the species.

Give the pupils a copy of Activity Sheet 18. This is a list of statements about seals.

The pupils have to guess which seal said each statement - either “Grey Seal” or

“Common Seal”. Some statements fit both species, so they should write “Both”. Tell

the class that there are also some completely wrong statements. If they think the

statement doesn’t fit either seal they should answer “Rubbish!!”.

The pupil with the most correct answers wins!

Activity 18: Real Seals



Activity Sheet 18

Real Seals

Your name: Date:

Complete the quiz below. Tick the appropriate box when you have decided if a statement is true

for grey seals, common seals, both seal species or if the statement is just rubbish!

1) I am the largest British seal.

2) I have a dog-shaped head.

3) I am the most common species of seal around the Isle of May.

4) I am a type of whale.

5) Around 3,000 of us breed on the Isle of May each autumn.

6) I have a big Roman nose.

7) I am only found in the North Atlantic.

8) I have “V” shaped nostrils, which face forward.

9) I like to hunt guillemot chicks.

10) My pup has white fur and stays on land for 4-5 weeks after it

is born, until it can swim.

11) I am the smallest species of seal in the UK.

12) I am well known for attacking humans.

13) My pup can swim as soon as it is born.

14) I have “W” shaped nostrils, which face sideways.

15) The Isle of May is our most important breeding ground on

the east of Scotland.

16) Fried haddock and chips is my favourite meal.

17) My pup is born around mid summer.

18) I am a warm blooded mammal, like a human.

19) I only raise one pup a year.

20) I used to be hunted for my skin.

21) The Isle of May is closed over the winter to protect my

breeding grounds.

22) I have a horse-shaped head.

23) I am found in both the North Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans.

24) I can breathe underwater.

25) When I sunbathe on rocks I can bend like a banana.

TOTAL:     ___

        25

Grey

Seal

Common

Seal Rubbish!Both



Answer Sheet 18

Real Seals

1) I am the largest British seal.

2) I have a dog-shaped head.

3) I am the most common species of seal around the Isle of May.

4) I am a type of whale.

5) Around 3,000 of us breed on the Isle of May each autumn.

6) I have a big Roman nose.

7) I am only found in the North Atlantic.

8) I have “V” shaped nostrils, which face forward.

9) I like to hunt guillemot chicks.

10) My pup has white fur and stays on land for 4-5 weeks after it

is born, until it can swim.

11) I am the smallest species of seal in the UK.

12) I am well known for attacking humans.

13) My pup can swim as soon as it is born.

14) I have “W” shaped nostrils, which face sideways.

15) The Isle of May is our most important breeding ground on

the east of Scotland.

16) Fried haddock and chips is my favourite meal.

17) My pup is born around mid summer.

18) I am a warm blooded mammal, like a human.

19) I only raise one pup a year.

20) I used to be hunted for my skin.

21) The Isle of May is closed over the winter to protect my

breeding grounds.

22) I have a horse-shaped head.

23) I am found in both the North Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans.

24) I can breathe underwater.

25) When I sunbathe on rocks I can bend like a banana.

Grey

Seal

Common

Seal Rubbish!Both
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

An activity developing identification keys for

gull-like seabirds that breed on the Isle of May.

You will need:

o Copies of Activity

Sheet 19a per team

o Copies of Activity

Sheet 19b per pupil

o Scissors per pupil

o Pencil per pupil

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

To speed up the activity you could cut up sets of seabird cards in advance.

Explain to the class that even scientists, who spend a lot of time studying wildlife,

can’t always identify everything they see. To make this easier they have devised a
method of identifying species from the similarities and differences they can see.

This method is called a key.

Brainstorm about classifying, sets and keys. What are “identification keys” used

for? Can you find keys in any nature books? Plant books often have keys as

classifying plants can be particularly complex. Try using a key to identify birds or

wildflowers you have seen in the school grounds, park or garden.

Tell the class they are going to work out the differences between the gull-like
seabirds that can be found on the May. There have always been a lot of gulls on the

island. The island’s name probably comes from the Norse word ”Ma-ey”, meaning

gull. The class will only be looking at the adult birds in summer plumage, as the

plumage of younger birds or adults in winter can be quite different.

Working in teams of 2 or 3, give each team a copy of the Activity Sheet 19a. They

will need to cut out their set of 8 gull cards.

Now the teams can work through the key on Activity Sheet 19b. Read out the first
statement to the class and ask the pupils to make two piles of gull cards according

to the answers. Go on to the next question for each pile of cards and subdivide

these into smaller piles. The teams will eventually work through the key and end up

with one species in each pile. Each pupil can then write the species names in the

appropriate spaces on their own Activity Sheet.

Adapted from Argyll SNH’s Going Native learning programme

by Joyce Gilbert and Julie Watson.

Activity 19: Gull I.D.
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Let the class make up their own keys to the other seabirds of the May, shore

birds of the May or a simpler key: the two species of seal found in UK waters.

This key only works for adult gull-like seabirds. Some birds have very different

markings when they are younger. The class could research and design an
identification key to juvenile gull-like seabirds that are found on the May.

Some birds have different markings for males and females and/or over the

winter months (discuss why this can be useful to the species).

Follow on ideas...

Activity 19: Gull I.D.



Activity Sheet 19a
Gull I.D.

Fulmar

This is not a gull but a

large petrel. To protect

itself it has a yellow bill

with a tube nose above

which squirts a foul
smelling oil. It flies with

stiff wings and has a

white head.

Kittiwake

This delicate gull looks like it

has dipped its wing tips and

legs into a bottle of ink. It

nests on precarious cliff

ledges. It has a slim yellow

bill without a red spot.

Lesser

Black-backed

Gull

This gull looks less heavy than

the greater black-backed gull. It

has yellow legs and a yellow bill
with a red spot on it. It has dark

grey wings with darker wing tips.

Common Tern

This tern has a

black cap and a
black tip to its red

bill. It has long

angular wings and

flies with a buoyant

flight.

A chunkier shaped bird than the Arctic tern.

Herring Gull

It has a red spot on its yellow bill

and has pink legs.

This silver-backed

gull likes to break

open shellfish by

dropping them from a

great height onto a

hard surface.

Greater

Black-backed

Gull

This huge gull has black back

and wings. It has a yellow bill

with a conspicuous red spot.

It is a voracious predator. It

has pink legs. Only a few

pairs live on the May.

Arctic Tern

This is a tern, not a

gull. It has a graceful,

delicate shape with a

long forked tail and a pointed

blood-red bill. It is the most

common tern found around

the Isle of May.

Sandwich Tern

This is the largest tern
in the UK. It has pale

grey wings and a

yellow-tipped black bill.

Like all terns, it  dramatically plunge-dives

to catch fish.
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 2 hours +

What’s it about?

An art activity using images of seabirds and

seals to produce simple but stunning banners

with the look of batik.

What to do...

Teacher’s tips

Explain to the class that they are going to design

banners themed on wildlife and flowers of the Isle of

May.

First of all they need to decide on the shape of their banner. It should be rectangular,
either long and narrow, short and wide or even square. A typical banner could be

40cm wide by 120cm high – if the banners are too small the work becomes fiddly.

Tell the pupils that they will need to leave a 6cm hem along the top and one side of

the banner. This is to attach the banner to bamboo poles for hanging at the end –

but don’t worry sewing isn’t essential!

The pupils should then draw their design, to scale, onto the paper. Tell them to keep

their design very simple, just simple outlines and a limited palette of solid colour fills

– no shading. Explain to them that to make the full sized banners they will need to
cover the design lines with masking tape, so the lines need to be simple and not too

close together. They can use all the sketches, photos, etc they have collected

already to help choose their subject – maybe the multitude of seabirds, a puffin’s

head with a beak full of sandeels, seals and seabirds diving amongst the kelp to

catch fish, an island landscape with thrift and eider ducks... They could even include

a short bit of text – “Jewels of the May”, “Seal Song”, etc.

You will need:

o Images of seabirds,

seals, flowers,

landscapes, etc of

the May -

illustrations, photos,

pupils’ sketches,

etc.

o Paper and coloured

pencils/pens

o Roll of narrow

masking tape per

pupil

o White or cream

cotton material

(calico, cotton

sateen, muslin, etc)

o Acrylic or fabric

paints

o Paint brushes

o Plastic sheeting or

bin bags to protect

desks

o Apron per pupil

o Bamboo, etc to

hang banners.

This may appear complex at first but once you get

started the techniques are really very simple. Try

making a small practice banner to give you the

experience and to use as a finished example for the

class.

As well as banners, these can be designed as wall

hangings, flags or even tee shirts.

Follow the instructions for the fabric paints.

Activity 20: Jewels of the Forth
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Once they are happy with the design, they can draw it full size with a pencil, onto
their cut to size piece of material.

Next comes the time-consuming bit! They have to cover all of their pencil design

with masking tape. For curves, use lots of very short pieces of tape.

Once they have outlined their design in tape, they can paint it. First tape plastic

sheet (bin bags) onto the desk to protect it. Then tape down their banner material.

Now they can paint in blocks of colour. They shouldn’t leave any of the material

unpainted.

When the paint has dried the pupils can peel off all the masking tape to reveal their

finished design. Their original outlines should now show up clearly as pale

unpainted lines. If the pencil lines are very obvious they can be rubbed out carefully

with a hard rubber.

The banners can then be hung by simply sticking them to walls. Alternatively the

pupils can staple, glue, tape or sew the hems along the top (and probably down

one side of the banner) and fit to bamboo poles. They could then be displayed,
hanging in the classroom, stuck into the grass of the playing fields, paraded at

assembly on Eco Schools Day, hung from the ceiling, etc...

These techniques could be used with other Isle of May themes -
lighthouses, medieval illuminated lettering, environmental issues...

Follow on ideas...

Activity 20: Jewels of the Forth
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 30 minutes

What’s it about?

A poetry based activity themed on puffins and

the other wildlife of the Isle of May.

What to do...

You will need:

o Pencils, paper, etc

o Images of puffins

and the other wildlife

of the May.

o Pupils’ work on the

wildlife of the May.

Explain to the class that like many creatures, seabirds can have many names: old

and new names, common, scientific, local and in  different languages. Does anyone

in the class know any local seabird names?

Look at the list of puffin names on the following

page. Discuss the names. Why have Puffins

had so many names and what might some of

the names mean?

Ask each pupil to make up their own name for

puffins.

Read to the class the accompanying Norman

MacCaig poem about puffins. Then discuss the

poem. Would the pupils describe the noise of a

puffin as grunting? How else could they describe

it? He writes how the puffin “whisked home” and

“whirled off “.What is he describing? Can the
pupils think of any good word to describe how a

puffin flies? They could even be made up words.

Then let the pupils to write down their 12

favourite descriptive words for a puffin –

describing what puffins look like and maybe how

they behave, where they live, how they sound,

how they make the pupil feel, etc.

Let the pupils use their puffin names as the title

of puffin poems. They should use a different one

of their 12 descriptive words in each line of their

poems.

Puffin

Where the small burn

spreads into the sea loch
I found the mad, clever

clown’s beak

of a puffin.

How many times

had it whirled into its burrow

with a six-fold whisker

of tiny fishes?

How many times

had it grunted love

to its parrot faced lover?

I clack my own beak

by my own burrow

to feel how many little fishes

I’ve whisked home, and

I grunt and grunt
before whirling off again

into the huge sea spaces.

Norman MacCaig

Activity 21: Puffin Poems
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Puffin Names

Common name: Puffin

Scientific name: Fratercula arctica

Fratercula is Latin for “Little Brother or Friar” referring to the Puffin’s habit of
clasping its feet together like hands in prayer. Arctica comes from Latin

“articus”, meaning “of the Arctic”.

Puffins have many names in Scotland, older Scots names include:

From the Hebrides: Bouger or Bulker, Ailsa Cock, Ailsa Parrot

Fife: Cockandy, Marrot

Morayshire, Banffshire: Rednebbit Pussy

The Orkneys: Tammie Norie
Gaelic: Budhaig (Bird with a belly), Seamus Ruadh (Red Jimmy, after its big

red feet)

Of course other countries have their own names for puffins too. Lundy is a

NNR island in the Bristol Channel famous for its seabird population. It’s name

is Norse – what could they have named it after?

European Names:

Danish Lunde Welsh Pâl

Finnish Lunni Dutch Papegaaiduiker

German Papageitaucher French Macareux moine

Icelandic Lundi Norwegian Lunda

Italian Pulcinella di mare Portugese Papagaio-do-mar

Polish Maskonur Swedish Lunnefågel

Spanish Frailecillo

Follow on ideas...

Research different names of other seabirds found on the May.

Make poems from the letters of a seabird’s name, for example:

Plump, plumaged perfection living

Under the ground,

Flying, fishing friar with a

Funny fat face

Into its burrow with its

Nose painted bright.

Activity 21: Puffin Poems
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Location: Classroom
Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour +

What’s it about?

A data interpreting activity exploring the

relationships between the Forth’s seabirds,

fishing and climate.

What to do...

You will need:

o Copies of Activity

Sheets 22a & 22b

per pupil

o Pencils, graph

paper, rulers, etc

o Admiralty chart of

the Firth of Forth

area

Explain to the class that each year, throughout the seabird breeding season (April to

October), a team of scientists lives on the Isle of May. They stay in the old

lighthouse keepers’ house on Fluke Street. They are on the island to take part in a

long-term study of the island’s seabirds which began in 1973. They study puffins,

shags, kittiwakes, guillemots, razorbills and fulmars. The study has become the

most data-rich and complex study of its type in Europe. The Isle of May is now one

of four key seabird monitoring sites in the UK where researchers, who come from

all over the world, collect information on how long the seabirds live, how many

chicks they rear and also what they eat. To do this, some birds have rings attached
to their legs which means their behaviour can be studied throughout their lives. With

data stretching back over so many years the scientists can study changes in the

seabirds and can try to work out what is causing them. So all this data can help to

answer some of the big ecological questions in the world today.

If the class visited the island, ask them if they saw any signs of research on the

island during their trip. If any images were taken, show the class.

This activity is going to concentrate of the data collected by the researchers about
kittiwakes on the Isle of May. The class should research kittiwakes - or review any

information they have gathered in other activities about these seabirds.

Teacher’s tips

The pupils could use ICT skills to copy the data from Table 1 into a spreadsheet

programme and then convert the data into line graphs.

This activity can be linked to Activity 17: Island Guide.

The seabird research is run by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH). Look

at their website for summaries of their projects at www.ceh-nerc.ac.uk.

For monthly weather data from 1957 to the present at the May’s nearest weather

station, look up www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/stationdata/leucharsdata.txt

Activity 22: Fishy Tales
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Give each pupil a copy of Activity Sheets 22a and 22b as well as a sheet of
graph paper. Table 1: Kittiwake Population gives the estimated (and rounded

up) numbers of “apparently occupied nests” observed on the Isle of May each

year for kittiwakes over a 22 year period. This is one way to count the number

of pairs of birds breeding on the island each year. They do this by observing

the nests through telescopes - it take a long time to count them all!

Ask the pupils to use the data in the table to construct a graph showing the

changes in the island’s kittiwake populations from 1984 to 2006. The pupils’

graphs should show that the kittiwake population increased until 1990 and then
decreased for the rest of the data period. Then, using their graphs and tables,

ask the class to fill in part one of Activity Sheet 22b.

Tell the class that the most startling fact

shown in the data is that kittiwake numbers

have halved during the 1990’s (8,000 to

4,000 pairs). Can the class think of any

reasons why the kittiwake population has

declined so much - in a place committed to
wildlife conservation and research? The

researchers studying the seabird

populations on the Isle of May have been

trying to answer this complex question too.

There are many factors that can affect

seabirds - disturbance, poor weather,

pollution, predation... but in 1990 something

started in the Firth of Forth - a new fishery.
The sandeel fishery was in the fishing

grounds on the Wee Bankie, Marr Bank and

Scalp Bank that lie 30 - 50km east of the

Isle of May. In 1993 alone 100,000 tonnes of

sandeels were caught near the Isle of May.

These fishing grounds are known to be

important feeding areas for many seabirds

during the breeding season. Kittiwakes rely

heavily on sandeels and in particular need
small (young) sandeels to feed their chicks.

Ask the pupils to find the sandeel fishing grounds on a nautical chart and work

out their longitude and latitude, depth, etc.

Tell the class that the scientists studying the May’s seabirds discovered that

the sandeels were getting smaller – and so the kittiwakes have to catch more

sandeels to provide enough food for their chicks. The sandeel fishery probably

also reduced the number of sandeels which in turn led to fewer kittiwake
chicks being reared and adult kittiwakes not living as long. In 1999, people

Sandeels

Sandeels are rather

insignificant-looking little fish,

eel-like, thin and about 20 cm

long. They bury themselves in

the sand to hide from predators

- an entire shoal can disappear

into the sand in seconds. They

are very important to other fish,
seabirds and marine mammals

in the North Sea - they eat lots of

sandeels! We don’t eat

sandeels, well, not directly...

Vast quantities of these tiny fish

are caught in the North Sea in

industrial fisheries and are

turned into fishmeal and fish oil.

Fishmeal is a cheap oil-rich food
which is often mixed into farm

animal feed. Fish oil is used in

processed foods as a substitute

for butter - you’ve probably eaten

fish oil in biscuits recently.

Activity 22: Fishy Tales
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were so concerned about the impact of the sandeel fishery on the seabirds of the

area that the EU Fishery Ministers agreed to ban sandeel fishing in a 20,000 square

kilometre area off the east coast of Scotland and north-east England in 2000.

Ask the class to fill in part two of Activity Sheet 22b.

The closure of the fishery seemed to have an immediate, positive effect on seabird

breeding success. Kittiwakes’ breeding success returned to near pre-fishery levels.

However, things are not that simple...

Ask the pupils what they think should have happened to the kittiwake population

once the sandeel fishery closed. The scientists assumed that the population would

increase as the kittiwakes would be able to catch more sandeels. Let the pupils look

at their graphs again. What actually happens to the kittiwake population trend after

2000? The kittiwake population doesn’t increase much. The scientists realised
something else must be affecting the birds too. What do the class think could be

affecting the kittiwake population? The scientists believe that the climate is getting

warmer and this is affecting the seabird populations too. Ask the class if they know

what “Global Warming” is. You could discuss and research global warming issues.

How could global warming be affecting seabird populations? Well, the scientists

have discovered that the young sandeels don’t survive well in water even slightly

warmer than normal. So after a warm winter there are fewer young sandeels to feed

the kittiwake chicks on. Therefore the scientists have discovered that the sandeel
fishery and global warming both seem to have reduced the kittiwake population, and

probably many other species too, over the years.

Ask the class to predict what will happen to the kittiwake populations in the future

based on the trend they have seen in their graphs. The scientists predict that if the

sea temperatures stay as they are now the kittiwake population on the Isle of May

will continue to slowly decline. If the sea temperature increases by just 0.5oC the

number of kittiwakes will plummet. They also predict that if the sandeel fishery was

re-opened the decline would be even faster.

Activity 22: Fishy Tales

Follow on ideas...

Use the weather data from Leuchars on the Met Office web site

(www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/stationdata/leucharsdata.txt) to construct

graphs of the average monthly temperatures, sun hours and rainfall from 1984

to 2006. Compare these graphs to the kittiwake population graphs and

discuss the results.

Let the pupils investigate sandeels on the web, in books, etc. They could draw

or collect images of the fish and write up a page describing them. If they

completed Activity 17: Island Guide, they could add a page on sandeels.
Research sandeel fisheries on the web.

Design posters about global warming issues.

Ask the class to write articles for a nature magazine/web site discussing the

population decline in kittiwakes, the sandeel fishery and global warming.
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Follow on ideas...

Year 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989

Shags 1,000 1,100 1,400 1,600 1,600 1,500 1,300 1,900 1,300 1,700

Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Shags 1,400 1,500 1,600 700 400 500 500 500 600 250

Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Shags 500 700 700 900 700 300 500

Activity 22: Fishy Tales

Let the class look at the data collected for the May’s shags, research them,

draw graphs, and analyse the trends and compare results with kittiwakes.

Table 2: European Shag Population



Activity Sheet 22a
Table 1:

Kittiwake Population

1984   6,000

1985   5,500

1986   5,500

1987   7,000

1988   7,500

1989   7,500

1990   8,000

1991   6,500

1992   7,000

1993   7,000

1994   7,000

1995   7,500

1996   6,000

1997   6,500

1998   4,500

1999   4,000

2000   4,500

2001   3,500

2002   3,500

2003   3,000

2004   4,000

2005   3,900

2006   3,200

 Kittiwake

Pairs
 Year



Activity Sheet 22b
Fishy Tales - Data Quiz

PART ONE

  1) How many years does the data in Table 1 cover? _________________________________________

  2) What is the highest number of kittiwake pairs recorded and in which year?

Highest number of kittiwake pairs  _________________          Year recorded _________________

  3) What is the lowest number of kittiwake pairs recorded and in which year?

Lowest number of kittiwake pairs  _________________          Year recorded _________________

  4) What is the population trend in the kittiwake graph from 1983 to 1990? (Circle your answer)

Population increasing Population stable Population decreasing

  5) What is the population trend in the kittiwake graph from 1990 to 2004? (Circle your answer)

Population increasing Population stable Population decreasing

  6) What happens to the numbers of kittiwakes on the Isle of May between 1990 and 1999?

____________________________________________________________________________________

  7) What do you think could have happened to the kittiwakes during the 1990’s? _______________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

PART TWO

  8) What is the main fish kittiwakes catch during their breeding season? _______________________

  9) Why do fishermen catch sandeels? _____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

10) What happened to the kittiwakes on the Isle of May when the sandeel fishery was operating?

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

11) How did the Isle of May seabirds study help the kittiwakes? ________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________
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Section 4:
Expedition

Island of Lost Souls

- investigating the intriguing and varied
social history of the Isle of May
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Isn’t this a wild place?

The Isle of May is a National Nature Reserve and if you approach by sea during

the seabird breeding season, you’ll soon understand why it is seen as one of the

most important reserves in Scotland. The name “Nature Reserve” conjures up

visions of a glorious wilderness untouched by humans, yet anyone who lands on

the island can’t help but notice brick and concrete structures dotted all over the

island. Some are fairly obviously associated with the May’s long and honourable
history with lighthouses. Other remains are less obvious - from ancient religious

ruins to stark utilitarian structures which are grim reminders of a time when the

May played a small but significant part in world conflict.

Why has this tiny island been so interesting to people for so long?

The Isle of May is rich in natural resources and it is also strategically located in

one of the busiest estuaries in Scotland.

8,000 years ago, when people migrated northwards as the last ice age retreated,

they would most likely have stopped at the May Isle to fish and hunt seabirds and

seals. They would possibly even have travelled by sea, making islands such as

the May obvious bases.

By the 7th century A.D, early Christian monks were required to live in wild and

remote places, such as the Isle of May, where they would be free of worldly

distractions and able to enter into a closer communion with God. Saint Ethernan

used the island as a spiritual retreat whilst trying to convert the people of Eastern
Scotland to Christianity. Though the Isle of May can seem remote today, in

medieval times it would often have been easier to travel by sea than overland. So

far from being remote, the island was well placed to allow the monks to visit

settlements around the Forth by sea. For over 850 years the May was an

important Christian site. A priory was built and a shrine to St. Ethernan which

attracted pilgrims from all over Scotland, including royalty. Eventually the Isle of

May’s religious popularity declined and the island was sold in 1549, ending a

thousand years of religious use. The caves and bays of the island also provided

ideal cover for smuggling in the 18th century.

The May Isle sits astride one of the busiest shipping lanes in Scotland and has

claimed many ships over the centuries. In 1636, the island’s enterprising owner

built a 12 metre beacon which became Scotland’s first lighthouse. The lower

floor is still sound, located on the highest point of the island. In 1815, the Northern

Lighthouse Board bought the Isle of May and instructed the famous Lighthouse

Engineer, Robert Stevenson, to build a new light. He designed the impressive

Main Light - which still operates today, and is also still the most prominent

structure on the island. There has now been a light on the Isle of May for over
360 years - a record to be proud of.

The May’s strategic location again became important when the German navy

began to flex its muscles at the end of the 19th century. By the outbreak of the

Introduction
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First World War, a naval dockyard had been built at Rosyth and the Grand Fleet

was anchored above the Forth Rail Bridge. Throughout the war, the May

performed a vital function as a signal and lookout station. Two torpedo boats

were stationed at the island to provide a fast response to any U-boat sightings.

German Zeppelins also used the island to fix their bearings before heading up the
Forth.

The Battle of May Island was one of the darkest hours in the island’s history. It

began as a training exercise in the Firth of Forth, during the First World War. It

involved warships and the navy’s latest vessels, the huge, steam-powered K-

class submarines. A catalogue of errors and collisions meant that 2 K-boats

were sunk, many vessels were damaged and, tragically, 103 lives were lost.

During the Second World War, Rosyth was still an important naval base and the
Royal Navy returned to May Island. A hi-tech defence system, known locally as

“the boom”, was based on the island. It was designed to detect friendly and

enemy ships and submarines entering and leaving the Firth of Forth.

The island’s situation means it has also always been important for wildlife as well

as people. The May is a haven for grey seals and hundreds of thousands of

seabirds with its perfect nesting sites and access to fishing grounds. The island

is also a vital site for migrating birds; it is used as a waypoint and refuge for

resting and feeding on their long journey. The Isle of May Bird Observatory, based
at the Low Light, was founded in 1934 because of the island’s amazing bird life. It

is now the oldest continuously run observatory in Britain. However, the first

seabird record on the May was compiled in 1710. As well as the Isle of May Bird

Observatory Trust, The Centre for Ecology and Hydrology and The Sea Mammal

Research Unit all have long term studies based on the island, and researchers

from all over the world also come to study the Isle of May. The May is now one of

the four strategic seabird monitoring sites in the UK.

There is always evidence of the research being carried out on the island, from

the Arnott Trap for catching migrating birds, and researchers out with their

telescopes counting the nesting seabirds, to seals and seabirds sporting

colourful identification tags.

The outstanding wildlife value of the Isle of May was recognised many years ago

and it became one of the earliest National Nature Reserves in 1956. The May

was bought for the nation in 1989 and is now managed by Scottish Natural

Heritage, the government’s conservation organisation, though a few key sites,
such as the Main Lighthouse, are still owned by the Northern Lighthouse Board.

The island is of international conservation importance and has many additional

designations including Site of Special Scientific Interest and Special Protection

Area for its breeding seabirds, and it is also proposed to the EU as a Special

Area of Conservation, to protect the seals and the rocky reefs around the island.

The chapel is also a scheduled ancient monument.

Introduction
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Old Images

View of Kirkhaven
from the “Fair Morn”,

1955

Main Lighhouse,

the Beacon and

the Signal Satation

Tom Weir, 1954

Unloading Paraffin for

the Lighthouse,

1959
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Old Images

St, Andrew’s
University Aerial

Photograph,

1954

The Signal Station

and Radar Hut

Disembarking Visitors

for the May Isle
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 15 minutes

What’s it about?

An introductory activity looking at diets on the

island through the ages.

What to do...

Discuss with the class what they have eaten today.

When were these foods first eaten? Where do they

come from and how were they stored? The variety and availability of food we have

today is a very recent development mainly due to advancing technology - electricity,
refrigeration, fast transport links, agricultural developments, genetic modification,

preservatives, packaging, etc. But what did people eat in the past, especially on the

Isle of May, a small, isolated island?

Ask the class when they think the first people lived on the Isle of May and why they

went there. People probably settled on the Isle of May 8,000 years ago. They were

Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, expanding into new areas after the last Ice Age. They

travelled by skin boat, so islands and the coast were easier to reach than inland

areas. Hunter-gatherers were people just like us except that they hadn’t invented
farming so they collected much of their food - limpets, winkles, oysters, etc, from

the shore; roots, berries and eggs from the land. They also fished and hunted for

meat. What animals would they have hunted for on the May? Seals and seabirds -

possibly Great Auks - a huge, flightless seabird that once lived around the coast of

Britain. Research what happened to the Great Auk.

For millennia seabirds were a major part of the diet in island communities.

Research how people used to catch and eat seabirds. Look at websites on St.

Kilda, the Faeroes, Iceland, etc.

As technology developed over the ages, so the food that the people of the May ate

changed. People learned to preserve food, farm, improve breeds, import food... In

the Middle Ages, the monks living on the Isle of May made extra income for the

church by exporting rabbits and sheep to the mainland - the island must have been

farmed well to provide enough food  for all its inhabitants (together with the wild food

gathered on the island - seabirds, fish, etc.) and have enough left over to sell in Fife.

The rabbits on the island today show signs of genetic isolation from mainland wild

rabbits. The monks possibly even crossed the wild island rabbits with other breeds
to produce a better strain to sell for meat. If the class visit the island have a good

look at the rabbits, do the pupils think they look different from normal wild rabbits?

Are rabbits native to Britain? No, Romans introduced them. Why were they

You will need:

o Copy of Activity

Sheet 23a & 23b

per pupil

o History of the May

research materials
(Guide to the Isle of

May, leaflet &

booklet on the May

and Section 6 in this

pack “The Story of

the May” )

Activity 23: Making a Meal of It
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Follow on ideas...

Research important dates in the history of the Isle of May (look at The Story
of the May in the Resources section, and leaflets, booklets and books of the

May). Then create a timeline showing what occurred when on the island.

introduced? As a source of meat. Do the rabbits cause any problems on the island?

They graze all accessible vegetation and cause erosion by burrowing. On a good

note, their burrows are sometimes used by nesting puffins.

Let the pupils complete Activity Sheets 23a and 23b. They have to work out which
menu fits which date and which person. They may have to do some research to

complete this.

Answers:

Menu 1 = Benedictine Monk 1250 AD

Menu 2 = Lighthouse Keeper 1860

Menu 3 = NNR Warden Today

Menu 4 = WW2 ROC observer 1942

Menu 5 = Hunter-gatherer 6000 BC
Menu 6 = St. Ethernan’s Disciple 700 AD

Put the menus in chronological order. Discuss how and why diets have changed

over time. Which seems the tastiest menu? The most healthy and least healthy

menus?

Activity 23: Making a Meal of It



Activity Sheet 23a

Making a Meal of It

Your name: Date:

Match up the food with the list of dates and people in Activity Sheet 23b.

Date:____________________

Person:__________________

Menu 1

rabbit

salted & fresh fish

bread
porridge

seabirds

gull eggs

hens’ eggs

vegetables

herbs & spices

honey

beer

Menu 2

potatoes

rabbit

herring
meat pies

chicken

carrots

tea

cocoa

bread

suet puddings

scones

sugar

Menu 3

Quorn burger

oven chips

frozen peas
Spanish tomatoes

Dutch mushrooms

New Zealand kiwi fruit

Caribbean bananas

Zambian mango

ice cream

Iron Bru

crisps

Kit Kat

Menu 4

spam

corned beef

white bread

broth
margarine

rabbit

gulls’ eggs

tinned jam

bacon

tinned/dried fruit

daily tot of rum

Menu 5

shellfish

(limpets, winkles, etc)

fish

grey seals
seabirds

(great auks, eiders,

razorbills, shags)

seabird eggs

berries

Menu 6

oatcakes

beer

fish
seals

seabirds

seabird eggs

mutton

Date:____________________

Person:__________________

Date:____________________

Person:__________________

Date:____________________

Person:__________________

Date:____________________

Person:__________________

Date:____________________

Person:__________________



Activity Sheet 23b

Making a Meal of It

Dates:

Today

1942 AD

1860 AD

1250 AD

700 AD

8,000 years ago (6,000 BC)

People:

Disciple of St. Ethernan

Victorian lighthouse keeper

World War 2 ROC observer

Mesolithic hunter-gatherer

National Nature Reserve warden

Benedictine monk
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Location: In the classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A geography activity looking at early Christian
sites on islands around the coast of Britain.

This can then be extended by looking at

pilgrimage in the Middle Ages.

You will need:

o Copy of Activity

Sheet 24 per pupil

o Access to maps

and atlases

Teacher’s tips

Pupils should have a basic understanding of maps and scales before this activity.

For more details about the religious history of the Isle of May, read the class the

religious section in Section 6: “The Story of The May” in this pack.

Ask the class to think about and discuss the location of the Isle of May. Do they

think it is isolated, central, easy to reach...?

For over 850 years the Isle of May was an important Christian site which attracted

pilgrims from all over Scotland. A chronicle kept on the Isle of Iona records a man

called Ethernan who lived in the 7th century. This holy man (his name means

“eternal”) was probably trained on the Isle of Iona. He went with other Celtic

missionaries to convert the Picts who lived around the Firth of Forth to Christianity.
It is likely that he founded the first monastery on the Isle of May and another 5

miles away at Kilrenny on the Fife mainland. Converting the Pictish people was not

an overnight process and probably took generations of missionaries, hundreds of

years. Ethernan came to be regarded as a Saint and according to a long held

tradition was buried on the Isle of May in 669 AD. St. Ethernan’s name appears in

place names and in medieval church dedications throughout eastern Scotland,

north of the Forth.

Ask the class why St. Ethernan chose the Isle of May for his first monastery in this
pagan land. In these early years of Christianity in Scotland the monks followed an

ascetic tradition which required them to live in wild and remote places where they

would be free of worldly distractions and able to enter into a closer communion

with God. Islands and headlands such as the Isle of May, Kilrenny in Fife, Isle of

Iona, Whithorn, Lindisfarne in Northumbria, Holy Isle off Anglesey in Wales and the

Skelligs off the west of Ireland are but a few such retreats that became early

Christian monasteries. Although these sites seem very remote today they were

What to do...

Activity 24: Island Retreats
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probably less so in medieval times. Roads in Scotland, and the rest of Britain too,

were either nonexistent or in terrible condition - rutted, muddy and probably quite

dangerous to travel - and it would often have been easier to travel by sea than

overland. From this perspective the Isle of May, far from being remote, was well

placed to allow the monks to visit settlements all around the Forth by sea. As well
as being evangelists those early monks were probably excellent sailors as well!

Give the pupils a copy of Activity Sheet 24 to research and fill in. They will need

access to maps to complete the sheet.

Ask the class to research these and other early Christian monasteries found around

the coast of Britain. They can mark the other sites on their map too. They could

write a paragraph about each of the sites they have mapped: when they were

founded and by whom; what happened to the sites over the ages. Do any of the
sites still have religious communities living there?

The Santiago Connection

Tell the class that during an excavation of the church on the Isle of May, a burial

of a young man was unearthed in front of the high altar - a very prestigious
location for a grave. The grave dates from the 14th century when the monastery

was at its height. A scallop shell was found in the mouth of the body. This is an

internationally known symbol identifying him as a pilgrim who had journeyed to

the great shine at Santiago de Compostela in Spain. The class should find

Santiago de Compostela on a map or atlas and work out how far it is from the

Isle of May. Why do they think the body ended up buried on the Isle of May?

Discuss how he would have travelled to Spain - by which route and what kind of

transport. How long might it have taken him? Let the class research pilgrimages
to Santiago de Compostela. Do people still make pilgrimages there today?

Write stories or poems about his journeys.

Holy Isles

There are lots of islands around Britain and Ireland that are called “Holy Isle” or

“Holy Island”, for instance, Lindisfarne, Holy Isle off Anglesey, Holy Isle off Isle of

Arran. Let the class research these sites and any others, mark them on their

maps and describe their history. Are any of these islands still holy places?

Follow on ideas...

Activity 24: Island Retreats
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Activity Sheet 24

Mark the location of the following coastal

early Christian sites on the map:

Isle of May, Fife

Kilrenny, Fife

Isle of Iona, Argyll
Whithorn, Galloway

Lindisfarne, Northumbria

Holy Isle, Anglesey

Great Skellig, SW Ireland

Draw a compass

rose, showing

north, south,

east and west.
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Location: Classroom
Group Size: Whole class, split into 2 groups

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

A role-playing activity looking at people’s different

opinions about the construction of a lighthouse on

the Isle of May.

You will need:

o Copy of Activity

Sheets 25a & 25b

per group.

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Don’t let the debate become dominated by one good speaker. Make sure both

groups have an opportunity to get their cases across. Maybe arrange the groups so
there are good speakers on both sides.

Explain to the class that they are going to look at how people felt about building the

first lighthouse on the Isle of May. What do the pupils think - was it a good idea? Do

they think that anyone would be against the idea?

Read to the class the following extract from Section 6: “The Story of the May” in this

pack:

The sea at night can be a dark and terrible place, full of unseen dangers. Most
ships sink within sight of land often after striking unseen rocks. The Isle of

May, sitting astride one of the busiest shipping lanes in Scotland, was

particularly hazardous and has claimed many ships over the centuries. Today

there is a network of lights around the coast of Scotland sending out regular

flashes of light to warn mariners of danger and provide reassurance in a

dangerous world. It was not always so. At the beginning of the 17th century

there were no lighthouses anywhere in Scotland and only a few in England.

The first Scottish lighthouse, forerunner of the familiar lights we know today,

was built on the Isle of May.

In 1549, after many centuries as a place of worship and pilgrimage, the island

was sold by the Church and passed through the hands of several families

before being bought by the Commissioners of Northern Lights in 1815. One of

the owners during this period was Alexander Cunnynghame. Shortly after

taking over the island, Alexander began making plans for the construction of

some kind of light on the Isle. He was not working in isolation. The impetus for

his plans probably came from a petition by local seafarers asking for a light on

Activity 25: Lighting the May
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the May. Not everyone agreed that a light was a good idea. Some felt it was

God’s will that ships sank and it would be wrong to interfere. Others thought

that a light on the May would just cause ships to hit other unmarked rocks. Yet

others were accustomed to helping themselves to the cargoes of wrecked

ships and didn’t take kindly to anything which would reduce the number of
shipwrecks.

Despite the opposition Alexander continued with his plans and a twelve metre

stubby tower with an open fire on top became Scotland’s first lighthouse in

1636. The cost of constructing and operating this beacon was met by

voluntary payments from all the ships which passed the island. The light

operated for several years before Alexander’s son, John, started work on

some improvements. The first improvement, with the help of Thomas

Bikkertoun, was to formalise the system of raising funds for the light. Thomas
asked Parliament to set an official toll, based on each ship’s tonnage. This

would be collected from all ships entering Scottish waters between Dunottar

and St. Abbs Head by customs officers at each of the Forth ports. The toll

was eventually set at two shillings (Scots) per ton for all Scottish ships and

four shillings (Scots) per ton for all foreign ships, including English.

The financial side of things was finally sorted out in 1645 and work began to

improve the light. By 1656 the tower had been raised to a height of 18 metres

and a metal basket called a “chauffer” installed on top. On average a ton of
coal was burnt each night to produce the light, less in the short summer

nights  but considerably more, sometimes over three tons, during winter

gales.

The coal for the light was shipped from the mainland every few days and

dumped in the shallows at Kirkhaven. Initially the lone lighthouse keeper had to

pick the coal out of the water and carry it up to the tower where it was hoisted

to the top of the tower in preparation for the night ahead. For carrying out this
arduous duty every day of the year the keeper was paid £7 per annum plus 30

bushels of meal for his family. It must have been a great relief when an

assistant keeper and a horse was provided after several years’ solitary labour.

Eventually the light was manned by three keepers with two on constant watch

each night, stoking the fire every half hour. Over the decades it became

apparent that the light was not perfect. It was sometimes difficult to distinguish

it from other fires on the mainland. In very strong winds the keepers could not

light the coal on the windward side as they needed to hold on to the iron bars

to steady themselves against the wind. This meant that ships on the
dangerous windward side of the island would not be able to see the light at all.

Despite these problems the beacon remained in service for over 150 years

and it was only after two Royal Navy ships were lost in 1810 that action was

taken. The two ships were on passage from Norway to Leith when their

navigators mistook the fire of a limekiln on the Lothian coast for the May light

and struck rocks off Dunbar. After years of complaints from local fishermen

and other mariners the expensive loss of two Royal Navy ships finally resulted

in action.

Activity 25: Lighting the May
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The Commissioners of Northern Lights purchased the Isle of May in 1815 and

the famous Lighthouse Engineer, Robert Stevenson, was commissioned to

build a new light which is still used today. There has now been a light on the

Isle of May for over 360 years.

Tell the class that, in 2 groups, they are going to discuss the building of a lighthouse

on the Isle of May in an imaginary meeting held in Anstruther in 1636. Each group

will represent one of the different opinions about the construction of the first light.

Split the class into 2 groups, one for the erection of a lighthouse and one against it.

Give the 2 groups a copy of both cases and let them read them over. They may

wish to research further into their case. Then they should try to form a reasoned

argument based on their group’s opinion and countering the other group’s case.

Once the 2 groups are prepared begin the meeting, with the teacher acting as the

chairperson, give each group 5 minutes to tell the rest of the meeting about their

opinion about the lighthouse. Once both groups have spoken, let them debate the

pros and cons of building a lighthouse on the Isle of May. Which side won your class

debate or was it a stand off? Was a lighthouse ever built on the Isle of May?

The groups could design a campaign poster, putting forward their group’s case.

These could be shown at the meeting or made after the meeting.

The groups could write protest letters. Who would they write them to?
The pupils could write newspaper articles about the meeting.

Wreckers and Witches

Let the class investigate the fate of John Cunnynghame, the builder of the light.

The book General Guide to The Isle of May by James Allan gives a good

account on pages 39-40. It is summarised below...

John Cunnynghame (Cunningham) was drowned by a squall when returning

from overseeing the building of the Isle of May light. Stories grew that
wreckers, who were against the building of a light, had hired witches to help

them. Several women from East Neuk villages were accused of witchcraft

and of causing  the fatal squall. The women were tried by the clergy then

burnt at the stake. Between 1643 and 1644, over thirty women were given

the same end, for various alleged crimes of witchcraft, adultery with

warlocks, and suchlike wickedness...

Let the class discuss ship wreckers and witchcraft in Fife. They could then

research and write about these topics.

Follow on ideas...

Activity 25: Lighting the May



Lighting the May

Activity Sheet 25a

Opinion 1: The Builders

Who?

Alexander Cunnynghame of Barns, his son John, James Maxwell of Innerwick and

many of the local seafaring community.

The Case:

o We must do something! These poor lost souls, our lost cargoes! The Firth of Forth

has always been an important seaway. The Isle of May is situated in the middle of

this otherwise clear, safe channel. Far too many ships have come to grief on the

jagged rocks around coastline of the May over the centuries, with many, many lives

lost and the ruination of many families. A lighthouse would warn passing ships

about the dangerous rocks.

o Local skippers have petitioned for many years for some sort of light on the May.

o The government has, after much deliberation, agreed that a light on the May would

be advantageous.

o The costs of the light could be covered by a toll on passing ships. (An unofficial toll

was charged on all ships that passed the May. In 1645, after improvements to the

light, a toll was approved by Parliament. The toll was similar to the charges by

lights already installed in a few locations around the English coast. They could

collect dues of 2 shillings (Scots) per tonne on all Scottish ships and 4 shillings a

tonne on all foreign ships sailing between St. Abb’s Head and Dunottar.

o Lighthouse staff would be able to give fishing fleets advance warning about the

arrival of the vast seasonal shoals of herring coming into the Forth.

o The construction and manning of the light will create local employment.

o The running of the light will support local businesses. The 14m high tower with a

beacon on top burned 380 tonnes of coal a year - coal provided by local company,

the Wemyss Coal Company.



Lighting the May

Activity Sheet 25b

Opinion 2: Objectors

Who?

Skippers - John Cowtrey from Largs, James Lochoir of Kinghorn and their

supporters, religious objectors and other local and national objectors.

The Case:

o There is no need for a light. We’ve never had one before, why do we need one

now?

o A lighthouse would be against God. He designed and located the Isle of May where

it is for a reason and it should not be tampered with.

o A light such as this just wouldn’t work anyway!

o A light on the Isle of May will simply lead to ships being wrecked on the Carr Rocks

off the Firth of Tay.

o Captains of ships that run aground on the Isle of May are idiots and a lighthouse will

not save them from their own stupidity.

o The enterprise will cost huge amounts of money - building, coal, staff and upkeep.

Who is expected to pay for Cunnynghame’s toy?

o Skippers should not be forced to pay a private tax to Cunnynghame for the use of

his lighthouse. Only Parliament should be able to collect taxes.

o The cargo from wrecked ships, and the wrecked ships themselves are a rightful

and vital part of our livelihood. Flotsam, jetsam, wreck and plunder make a valuable

contribution to our meagre incomes.
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Location: In the classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour +

What’s it about?

An artistic activity allowing the class to

visualise the largest operational gathering of

warships ever amassed which occurred off the

Isle of May at the end of World War One.

You will need:

o Art materials - frieze

paper, coloured

paper, glue, pencils,

etc

o Research materials
(access to book

Aboard HMS May

Island and maybe

the web too)

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

A copy of Aboard HMS May Island - The Story of May Island’s Role in Wartime by

Ron Morris 2004, published by Save Wemyss Ancient Caves Society, would be

very useful as it contains more detail about the war years than Section 6: “The

Story of the May” in this pack.

Describe to the class what happened when the German High Seas Fleet
surrendered at the end of the First World War. The description below is para-

phrased from Aboard HMS May Island - The Story of May Island’s Role in Wartime

by Ron Morris, 2004.

This was the greatest spectacle ever witnessed from the Isle of May. At the

end of World War 1, “Operation ZZ”, involved some 260 warships of the British

Grand Fleet escorting 70 German warships into the Forth for inspection before

they were interned in Scapa Flow in the Orkneys - the Grand Fleet’s base.

On the 15th of November, the British destroyer HMS Royal Oak met the

German light cruiser SMS Konigsberg. The Royal Oak guided the German

warship through thick fog and the Forth’s defences to Rosyth to agree hand-

over terms, which was to occur about 40 miles east of the Isle of May.

Around 2am on the morning of Thursday, 21st November 1918, “Operation ZZ”

began. Light cruisers Cardiff, Phaeton and Castor set off early as guide

vessels for the German fleet. They were soon followed by 260 warships, in

what was the largest operational gathering of warships ever. The task force
included 28 British and 6 American battleships, 9 battle-cruisers, 28 light

cruisers and 8 flotillas of destroyers, as well as a token French warship. (A

flotilla consisted of about 24 destroyers with a light cruiser in the lead.) The

destroyer flotillas spearheaded the task force, followed by the battleships, the

battle-cruisers and then the light cruisers, which were divided into 2 columns,

Activity 26: Operation ZZ
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called the Northern Line and Southern Line. The Northern Line passed to the

north of the Isle of May, whilst the Southern Line passed by the island’s south

end. The destroyer flotillas then spread out as lookouts and the 2 Lines of

ships, each more then 15 miles long, set parallel courses, 6 miles apart.

The warships of the German High Seas Fleet had been sailing west across

the North Sea towards the rendezvous point. The German fleet consisted of 9

battleships, 5 battle-cruisers, 7 light cruisers and 50 of Germany’s latest and

best destroyers. The British suspected that the Germans might try to make a

last stand, rather than meekly give up their newest and best warships. When

they met up they trained their guns on the Grand Fleet. However, there was no

fight left in the Germans and at 9am a perfect rendezvous took place.

“HMS Cardiff” led the German ships in a single column; firstly the battle-
cruisers, “Seydlitz”, “Moltke”, “Derfflinger”, “Hindenburg” and “von der Tann”.

Then the battleships “Friedrich der Grosse” (carrying the Rear Admiral of the

High Seas Fleet), “Konig Albert”, “Kaiser”, “Kronzprinz Wilhelm”, “Kaiserin”,

“Bayern”, “Markgraf”, “Prinzregent Luitpold” and “Grosser Kurfurst”. Then

came “HMS Phaeton” which led the German light cruisers, “Karlsruhe”,

“Emden”, “Nurnberg”, “Coln”, “Bremse”, “Brummer” and “Frankfurt”. “HMS

Castor” followed at the head of 49 destroyers which were spread out over 5

columns. The Grand Fleet destroyer flotillas followed behind.

“HMS Cardiff” led the German fleet between the Northern and Southern Lines

of the Grand Fleet. In an immaculately performed manoeuvre, the Lines then

simultaneously turned around to head back to the Firth of Forth, with the ships

of the High Seas Fleet now tucked between their ranks. The mood of the

Grand Fleet crews was one of sober triumph rather than jubilation.

About noon the warships came into view of the Fife coast as the sun came

out. Airships flew overhead and thousands of sightseers watched from the
shore as a seemingly never ending stream of warships sailed up the Forth.

People stationed on the Isle of May would have had an amazing view of the

warships as they steamed past - the Northern Line were less than a mile off

the north end of the island. The German High Seas Fleet and the Southern

Line passed within 1 and 4 miles respectively of the south end of the May.

The German destroyers anchored in Aberlady Bay and the others in Largo

Bay, under escort. Over the next few days the German ships were inspected

and then taken to Scapa Flow. The German sailors, apart from a few left for
care and maintenance, were returned home.

The Treaty of Versailles insisted that the Germans handed over the ships

interned at Scapa Flow as well as another 52 destroyers. If Germany refused

war would break out again. The Allies began to argue over the German

warships too - they all wanted them. The signing of the Treaty of Versailles

was delayed for 2 days before the Germany finally signed it. The Rear Admiral

of the High Seas Fleet didn’t believe the treaty would be signed and thought

that hostilities would resume. On 21st of June 1919, to save his fleet from a

Activity 26: Operation ZZ
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Activity 26: Operation ZZ

humiliating surrender, he ordered the skeleton crews to sink their ships. In

less than 5 hours most of the fleet lay at the bottom of Scapa Flow. The

British managed to save the battleship “Baden”, 3 light cruisers “Emden,

“Frankfurt” and “Nurnbeg” and 11 destroyers by beaching them.

Despite lying at the bottom of Scapa Flow for years, many of the sunken ships

sailed past the Isle of May again. Between 1924 and 1938, most of the

German warships were salvaged and towed to Inverkeithing or Rosyth where

they were broken up for scrap.

Discuss in the class the story of Operation ZZ and the fate of the German warships.

What must it have been like at the end of the First World War, watching all those

warships sailing round the Isle of May and into the Firth of Forth?

Let the class design and make a wall frieze showing the combined Grand Fleet and

High Seas Fleet passing the Isle of May. First of all they can draw a map showing

the mouth of the firth and the Isle of May. Split the class into 3 groups. One group

can draw and cut out simple ship silhouettes representing the German High Seas

Fleet (70 warships). The other two groups can draw and cut out silhouettes for the

Grand Fleet (about 260 warships). The class could label ships using the text above

and then place them on the frieze.

The pupils could write eye-witness accounts of Operation ZZ, from the point of

view of British/German sailors or as sightseers on the Fife coast.

Battleships!

Fold a sheet of graph paper in half and on each half, draw x and y axes, numbered

from -5 to +5. Let the player plot the location of 5 ships on one of the graphs. The

ships must be placed vertically or horizontally within the +5 and -5 axes. The ships

should be: Flagship = 5 points long, battleship = 4 points, battle-cruiser = 3 points,
light cruiser = 2 points and destroyer = 2 points long. The other half of the graph

paper with its corresponding axes should be left blank.

The game is played in pairs. Keep the paper folded; the player can lift the paper to

see their ships. Keep the blank graph flat on the desk so they can record the

locations of their opponent’s ships as they guess co-ordinates. Players take turns

guessing co-ordinates that might be the location of their opponent’s ships. (e.g.

Have you got a ship at x co-ordinate +3, y co-ordinate -5? If the opponent does

have a ship at these co-ordinates they must say yes. The pupil who asked the

question notes the location on their graph). If they choose a co-ordinate where
their opponent has a ship they get another turn. As they play the game, each

player records all the right and wrong co-ordinates on the blank graph paper.

When a player has guessed all the co-ordinates that make up a ship, the

opponent must tell the player that they have sunk a ship. Gradually the players

narrow down the exact location of all their opponent’s ships. The winner is the first

player to sink all their opponent’s ships.

Follow on ideas...
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Location: In the classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour

What’s it about?

An activity investigating the many “firsts” and
“lasts”  that occurred around the Isle of May

during the Second World War.

You will need:

o A copy of the book,
Aboard HMS May

Island

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Tell the class that the Isle of May was strategically important during wartime through

out the ages. Why do they think it has been so important? It guards the entrance to

the Firth of Forth, which leads inland towards Scotland’s capital city.  Leith has been
a very important commercial port for mainland Europe for centuries. In the 20th

century, the Forth contained one of the main naval bases in Britain at Rosyth.

Because of its strategic importance the Isle of May was garrisoned by up to 70 men

during World War 2 and the island effectively became a “stone frigate”, “HMS May

Island”. The Isle of May was never itself attacked during the war but it was the

setting for many, mainly naval, activities - curiously, some of these activities were

significant “firsts” and “lasts” in the war. Discuss with the class the following extract

from Section 6: “The Story of the May” in this pack:

First air raid on British mainland and first shots in the Battle of Britain

The first air raid of the Second World War and the first air battle between the

Luftwaffe and the RAF over UK territory took place on 16th October, 1939. In

the morning several Luftwaffe reconnaissance aircraft were sighted over the

Forth. Their targets were the Forth Bridge and the Rosyth naval dockyards.

One of these was intercepted over the Isle of May by two spitfires from the

City of Glasgow squadron. They failed to shoot down the German aircraft but,

in trying, fired the opening rounds of what was to become known as the Battle
of Britain.

A copy Aboard HMS May Island - The Story of May Island’s Role in Wartime by

Ron Morris 2004, published by Save Wemyss Ancient Caves Society would be very
useful as it contains more detail about the war years than Section 6: “The Story of

the May” in this pack. The General Guide to The Isle of May by James Allan also

describes the war years on the May.

Activity 27: First and Last
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First German plane shot down

Later on the same morning, 12 new Junkers 88 took off in an attempt to find

and sink “HMS Hood”, the Royal Navy’s most famous Battleship. Over the

day there were several skirmishes between spitfires and the bombers. At the

end of the day two Ju88 bombers were shot down and several others
damaged. This was something of a shock to the Luftwaffe pilots who had not

been expecting such strong resistance and the first indication that the Battle

of Britain was not going to follow the pattern set elsewhere in Europe.

First British ship bombed by Luftwaffe

During this momentous day, 3 further JU88’s appeared over the Rail Bridge

and attacked the cruisers “HMS Edinburgh” and “HMS Southhampton”, which

were at anchor just to the east of the bridge. One bomb hit “HMS

Southhampton”. It penetrated 3 decks before exiting through her hull above the
waterline and exploding, sinking the admiral’s barge and a pinnace moored

alongside. Fortunately both were empty at the time. However, 3 men on board

the “Southampton” and 7 on board the “Edinburgh” were injured by flying

splinters. This was the first hit in the war by a German aircraft upon a British

ship.

Last Torpedoed Ships

As well as being the scene of the first shots fired in the Battle of Britain the

Forth saw the last sinking of merchant ships by a submarine in Europe. On
the 7th of May, just 30 minutes before hostilities officially ended in Europe, two

merchant ships were struck by torpedoes about one mile off the SE corner of

the Isle of May. The commander of the “U-2336” claimed that he had not

received the signal ordering all U-boats to cease hostilities and return to base

and knew nothing of the surrender until he docked in Kiel on the 14th of May...

Let the pupils choose one of these incidents, or other firsts and lasts on the May,

research the story and then write a newspaper article about it, with illustrations,
graphics, etc. They will get further information about the stories in Aboard HMS

May Island and the guide to the Isle of May.

Follow on ideas...

Let the class look at and then design their own World War 2 posters. Some

were warnings - “Loose talk costs lives”, some were about rationing “Grow

your own! - Save coupons and enjoy fresh food every day!”

Activity 27: First and Last
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Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Location: Isle of May, site of the Priory

or in the classroom using the

copies of the panels included

in the Activity Kit section.

Group Size: Half the class with an adult
leader

Time: 30 minutes

What’s it about?

A quiz and race letting the pupils investigate the

remains of the religious buildings on the Isle of May.

You will need:

o A copy of Activity

Sheets 28a & 28b
o Clipboard

o Pencil

Take the group to the edge of the ruins and let them look down on them. Discuss

how old the ruins might be. Who could have built and lived in them? Why did they

choose the Isle of May?

Split the group into 4 teams. The pupils will need to remember if they are Team 1, 2,

3 or 4. Tell the pupils that they are going to race against the other teams in a history

quiz. There are 4 panels in the ruins which answer the quiz questions.

The adult leader should stand in a clearly visible location. The leader has the only

copy of the list of questions (Activity Sheet 28a) and the score sheet (Activity Sheet

28b) on a clipboard as well as a pencil. The answers are at the end of this section.

First of all ground rules need to be set. Tell them that the ruins have been here for

centuries - the class need to respect this important religious site and behave

appropriately. They should not climb on, stand on or jump over any of the remains -

they need to stick to obvious routes to the panels. Remind the pupils that other

people are on the island too and to be careful not to get in their way whilst racing
around the site.

This activity could be undertaken by the whole class at once but the ruins will be

somewhat overwhelmed by such a large group.

This activity follows on nicely from the classroom activity, Activity 24: Island

Retreats.

This activity involves an Activity Sheet quiz. Activity sheets tend to get soggy,

crumpled, lost or blown away when used on site. We recommend that only one

copy is taken for the group, and is held by the adult leader.

Activity 28: Exploring the Priory
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Tell the group that the quiz will be scored at the end and that the first team finished

will get an extra 2 points - but they need to try to get as many answers right as

possible as each correct answer will get 1 point (no points for a wrong answer).

At the start of the race the leader tells the teams the first question in the quiz and
the four possible answers. The pupils have to decide which answer is correct. The

answers can all be found on the interpretive panels located around the ruins. Once

the whole team have decided on their answer they all have to run back to the leader,

who can then record it on the score sheet. The leader can then give that team the

next question. (If they think they know the answer without researching it they can

give their answer straight away to the leader.)

Once all the teams have answered all the questions, the scores can be totted up.

They will get 1 point for each correct answer. (The answers are at the bottom of this
page). Remember to give the team which finishes first an extra 2 points. The team

with the highest total score wins.

Follow on ideas...

The pupils could draw details of the remains in their field notebooks and then

describe what they were, how old they are, etc.

The pupils could draw reconstructions of the site in their field notebooks -
based on the illustrations in the panels.

The quiz can be looked at again in the class - how many of the answers can

the class remember? If all the class did this activity, which team got the

highest score?

The class could research and create a timeline for the Isle of May - from the

first inhabitants (or even the formation of the island) to the present day and

beyond.

Answers:

(Don’t show the pupils!)

1) B   2) D   3) D    4) A    5) C     6)C

Activity 28: Exploring the Priory



Activity Sheet 28a

1) What does Ethernan mean?

A Adrian

B Eternal

C Missionary
D Ethereal

2) Who built the Priory here in the 1140s?

A King David I, King of Scots

B Monks from Iona

C The people of Pittenweem

D Monks from Reading Abbey in England

3) Why did the body buried by the high altar have a scallop shell in its mouth?

A He had choked on it and died.

B They believed the spirit needed a token for the ferryman to the underworld.

C Vikings had defiled the grave.

D It identified him as a pilgrim who had been to Santiago.

4) Who raided the island in 875 AD? (clue - look for a drawing of a fight)

A Vikings

B Wreckers

C Pirates

D Picts

5) How many monks lived in the Medieval Benedictine Priory?

A 1

B between 5 and 10
C between 9 and 13

D more than 25

6) Which royal pilgrim visited the shrine of St. Ethernan between 1490 and 1508?

A Queen Victoria

B Prince William

C King James IV of Scotland

D Mary Queen of Scots

Exploring the Priory

QUIZ SHEET

The answers to all these questions can be found on the four interpretation panels on the site.



Activity Sheet 28b
Exploring the Priory

SCORE SHEET

1) What does Ethernan mean?

2) Who built the Priory here in the 1140s?

3) Why did the body buried by the high altar

have a scallop shell in its mouth?

4) Who raided the island in 875 AD?

5) How many monks lived in the Medieval

Benedictine Priory?

6) Which royal pilgrim visited the shrine of

St. Ethernan between 1490 and 1508?

SUB TOTALS:

                           (fastest team gets 2 extra points)

  TOTAL:

Team

4

Team

3

Team

2

Team

1
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Location: Isle of May, site of the Priory

Group Size: Half the class with an adult

leader

Time: 15 minutes

What’s it about?

A role-playing activity acting out a pilgrimage to St.

Adrian’s shrine by King James IV of Scotland in
1503.

You will need:

o A copy of Activity

Sheet 29

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Describe to the class the island’s significance for pilgrims.

The story of St. Ethernan and his martyrdom on the Isle of May was so

powerful that the island soon became a popular place of pilgrimage for people

from all walks of Scottish life. Some visitors to the island were barren women

from the villages of the East Neuk, and further afield, who had heard tales of

miraculous cures from drinking the waters of the Pilgrim’s Well. How many of

these miraculous pregnancies were due to drinking the water and how much
was due to the attentions of the island’s monks is difficult to say.

After the Priory was moved to Pittenweem in the 14th century, Saint

Ethernan’s shrine was tended intermittently by a hermit. Throughout the 14th

century, Fife was growing in popularity with pilgrims. The bones of Scotland’s

national saint were in St. Andrews and the bones of St. Margaret, the country’s

foremost female saint, were in Dunfermline. A popular pilgrim route was to

cross the Forth from North Berwick on the south side to Crail in Fife, stopping

off at  St. Adrian’s Island to visit his shrine on the Isle of May. Adrian was a new
name for Ethernan.

Amongst the pilgrims to the Isle of May were several Scottish Kings and

Queens who came to pay homage at the shrine of St. Adrian. King James IV

visited the island on a number of occasions between 1490 and 1508. On his

first trip he sailed down the Forth from Leith and he seems to have enjoyed

Let the pupils act out their scene within appropriate part of the ruins.

Don’t expect a masterpiece of theatre - this activity should just let the group’s

knowledge and imagination work with the location to bring the scene to life for a few

moments.

Activity 29: Return of the King
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shooting at the seabirds from the boat. In 1503, he made an offering of 9

shillings to the hermit on the Isle of May and gave his boatman, Robert Barton,

five French crowns. What would a boatman from the East Neuk make of

French crowns?

King James went back several times and it was recorded in the Accounts of

the High Lord Treasurer of Scotland that in June 1508, 16 pence was paid for

“...ane rowbote that hed the King about the Isle of Maii, to schut at fowlis...”

Once King James IV was even accompanied by the choir of the Chapel Royal

at Stirling Castle. Today we can only imagine the scene, as the sweet sounds

of the Mass were lost on the winds over the island’s high cliffs!

During this time the clever monks of Pittenweem renovated part of the old
monastery as a hostel for pilgrims. A solitary monk, almost a hermit, stayed

on the island to pray over the grave of St. Adrian, to receive the pilgrims and,

of course, to collect their offerings - a useful source of revenue for the monks!

Pilgrimages in Fife began to go out of fashion in the 16th century and in 1549

the island was sold.

Now tell the group that they are going to imagine being on the island during one of

King James IV’s visits. Activity Sheet 29 describes some of the characters that
might have been present on the island during his visit.

Ask the pupils to choose a character, think about what they would have done,

thought and felt during this splendid, majestic visit to this small, windswept island.

Discuss the characters within the group.

Then let the group act out a five minute scene when the King first reaches the

shrine, amongst the remains.

Follow on ideas...

Back in class the pupils could write their pilgrimage experience as a story,

poem, etc. Maybe as an illuminated manuscript (the pupils would have to

research these rare documents first)

Research and report on King James IV of Scotland’s life.

Activity 29: Return of the King



Return of the King

Activity Sheet 29

Other pilgrims visiting the island

There could have been pilgrims staying in the island’s hostel during the King’s visit. They

may have been visiting the shrine of St. Adrian on their pilgrimage to the other famous

shrines in St. Andrews and Dunfermline, hoping for a miraculous cure or just salvation...

Monks from Pittenweem Priory

Senior monks, and probably the Prior, would have come to the island to look after the King

and perform the Mass - it wouldn’t be left to the lowly hermit. They would turn the visit into

a show of wealth, power and piety of the monks of the Bishop of St. Andrews.

The Isle of May’s Hermit Monk

This would be one of the highlights of his year, the King and his court coming to his island
and his shrine. Much of the year he would live humbly on the island, often on his own,

looking after the shrine, the deteriorating buildings and any pilgrims.

The Boatman, Robert Barton

He would be relieved to have landed safely on the Isle of May with these important

passengers. He would probably feel a bit out of place amongst all these important people.

What would he do with the foreign money he was given as payment: five French crowns?

Members of the Choir of the Chapel Royal at Stirling Castle

These religious singers would be a little out of place on the Isle of May but their king had

requested their presence and they would do their best to appear serene and to sing

angelically during the royal Mass in the priory.

The King’s Retainers

These people were there to make life as comfortable as possible for the King. They would

organise everything he wished, serve, entertain and protect him but they would also be
ambitious and be politically aware.

King James IV
He is the most important man in the country and expects to be treated so. He is on a

pilgrimage and is a devout Catholic. He also likes a bit of sport - shooting at the seabirds

on his trip.
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Location: Classroom, then playground,

then on the Isle of May, by the

Main Light

Group Size: Classroom, whole class

Island, groups with an adult
leader

Time: 30 minutes in the classroom,

30 minutes + outside and 30

minutes to 1hour on the Isle

of May

What’s it about?

A series of activities making and using a

compass, followed by drawing a panoramic

diagram from the main lighthouse on the May.

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

The panorama activity on the island involves the

use of loose sheets of paper. This pack tends to

steer away from using worksheets and loose

sheets of paper on the island for reasons of
practicality. Keep the paper in a plastic folder until

needed and only use if the weather conditions are

favourable - not too wet or too windy. (If the

conditions are less than perfect then the group work

on the same sheet of paper. They could complete

their own versions back in the classroom). Collect

the sheets in after they have been completed to keep them safe. Take some spare

paper in case some are damaged, lost etc. Remind the class that they are working

in a National Nature Reserve and really don’t want  to drop any litter, but if any
papers do fly off in the wind, leave them if they go anywhere near the cliffs.

Make sure the adult leaders are all able to use a compass and map.

You will need:

Classroom, per group:

o compass

o A4 sheet of paper

o pen

o clear glass filled
with water,

o 0.5cm thick, round

slice from a cork

o magnet

o needle

o black insulation tape

o paperclip

Playground, per team

o compass

Isle of May per group:

o A4 sheet of paper

o Clipboard

o Compass

o Pencil, rubber (&
ruler)

o OS map of area, or

equivalent, for the

adult leader

Make a Compass - classroom activity

Look at and discuss compasses with the class. Have any of the class used a

compass? What are they for? Try using one find which way is north - Write a

sign and place it in the north of the room. Do the same for South, East and

West. Look at maps. Most maps are orientated with north at the top.

Activity 30: View From The May
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Split the class into small groups or pairs and give each group the ingredients

for their compass.

First of all each group should place the glass of water on top of their sheet of

paper. Then they should float the slice of cork in the glass of water.

Each group then needs to magnetise their needle by rubbing it over the

magnet - in the same direction each time, about 50 times over.

The groups can then carefully lay their magnetised needles on top of the

floating corks - that’s their compass made!

The compass needle should line up with the earth’s north and south magnetic

poles. Look at the direction labels they placed around the classroom earlier -
do the needles line up with north? They should! Remember to keep the

compasses away from each other and any metal objects - these could  affect

the needles.

The north end of the needle can be marked with some black insulation tape.

The groups can carefully write the directions of North, South, East and West

(and South West, North East, etc. if they want) on the sheet of paper under

the glass.

Try placing a paperclip next to the compass - what happens? Can the pupils

make the needle move round by moving the paperclip? The magnetised

needle is attracted to the iron in the paperclip.

Compass Navigation

This familiarises the pupils with taking bearings with a compass.

In the playground, split the class into small teams or 2 to 6 pupils, depending

on the number of compasses you have available. Give each team a compass.

Each team should choose one of their team to go first. The chosen pupil

should mark their starting point with a stone or twig and then set their

compass to north (360 degrees) by turning the bezel to line up the direction of

travel arrow with north.

The pupil then should look down the direction of the travel arrow on the

compass and pick out a landmark in the distance - a tree, goal post, telegraph

pole, fence post, etc. The pupil then steps out 20 paces (double step paces)

in that direction.

The pupil should then be told to set their compass to 120o.  They should again

line this up with a landmark and then walk in that direction for another 20

paces.

Activity 30: View From The May
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Activity 30: View From The May

For the last time, the pupil should be told to set their compass to 240o. They

should again line this up with a landmark and then walk in that direction for

another 20 paces. They should now have walked a triangle and should have

ended up fairly close to their starting point marker.

Another member of each team should then try the same course. It quickly

becomes a game to see who can get closest to their starting point.

The Lighthouses

Split the class into groups as only about 6-10 pupils can work on these

activities at a time.

Tell the group that the Isle of May is in a strategic location at the mouth of the
Firth of Forth. The Main Light dominates the skyline of the Isle of May, located

on the highest point of the island, nearly 50 metres above sea level. The

lighthouse is over 24 metres high and thus the light is about 74 metres above

sea level. It was built by Robert Stevenson (the uncle of the writer Robert

Louis Stevenson) and completed in January 1816. It took over as the main

light almost 180 years after the first fire was kindled on the May Beacon in

1636. Let the class have a look at the Main Light.

The group will be able to see the remains of the old May Beacon. The
structure had to be lowered as it blocked the new light. The famous writer, Sir

Walter Scott, was visiting the May and persuaded Robert Stevenson not to

destroy this historic building - the first lighthouse in Scotland. Instead it was

“ruined a la picturesque” as was the fashion in landscaping at the time.  The

Beacon was reduced in height to avoid blocking the new light and Stevenson

constructed a new roof over the remaining ground floor level, which still

stands. The lowered Beacon is nearly 400 years old and is now a scheduled

Ancient Monument.

The original Beacon worked for 180 years and would have burned a huge

quantity of coal in that time, probably 60,000 tons. The ash from the fire was

simply dumped at the base of the Beacon. Much of the ash is still there. See if

the class can find it.

Plants have colonised this huge ash heap over the centuries - nettles,

burdock, creeping buttercup, thistles and forget-me-nots all grow in the man-

made soil. Hensbane has also taken root here. This is an interesting but quite
poisonous plant and so is best avoided by the pupils. It grows to about a

metre high, has an unpleasant smell and has hairy sticky stems, jagged

leaves and yellow flowers with purple veining on them.

Island Panorama

On the Isle of May the group should gather by the Main Light. The pupils

should split into pairs. Give each pair a clipboard, a sheet of paper, a pencil

and rubber and a compass. Each pair should then find a spot where they
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Follow on ideas...

In the classroom before visiting the island, map out the school grounds, view or
similar area using a compass and map. This will familiarise the pupils with

compasses and maps.

have a good view of the landscape of the Firth of Forth.

The pair should draw a rough circle on their page. They should imagine that

they are standing in the

centre of the circle by
the lighthouse.

Using a compass they

should work out where

the cardinal marks are

(North, South, East and

West) and mark them

on their paper (see

diagram). They must
remember to keep the

paper orientated the

same way all the time.

They should try to draw

any landmarks they can

see, around the outside

of  their circle as they

turn around in their
circle. If the weather is clear enough they should be able to see Fife Ness, the

towns of the Fife coast including Crail and Anstruther, the Bass Rock, North

Berwick, Berwick Law and the Lothian coast. Can they see any other islands?

Any lighthouses or other prominent buildings? On a clear day they should be

able to see the rail bridge. The pairs can look at the leader’s map to check

what they have seen and drawn, then label them on their diagrams.

They can use their compass to help draw the diagram by working out the
bearings to their landmarks. They can write the bearings on their diagrams

too.

Isle of May

Bass

Rock

(195O)

Fife

Ness

(350O)

Activity 30: View From The May
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Location: Ferry crossing and Island

Rocks from Holymans Road

on the May followed by
research based in the

classroom

Group Size: On the island, groups with an

adult leader

Time: 20 to 30 minutes

What’s it about?

A series of activities investigating shipwrecks
including observing a wreck, researching it and

producing creative writing.

You will need:

o Binoculars if

available

o Field notebooks

o Cameras, etc
o Research materials

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

On the Ferry

As the ferry nears the Isle of May, tell the group that many ships have come to

grief around the coast of the Isle of May over the centuries. The Isle of May lies

at the entrance of the Firth of Forth, a major shipping route for centuries,

providing access to the North Sea for the City of Edinburgh, the villages of Fife

and the naval base at Rosyth. The island’s rocky shores, reefs and currents

have proved very dangerous to shipping but they also provide basking spots

for grey seals and rich habitats for marine life.

The rocks off North Ness, at the north end of The May, are a graveyard for
ships - six or so wrecks lie off this small but dangerous area with its sharp

rocks and strong currents. The Mars Rocks are named after “SS Mars”, a

Latvian steamer which ran aground on 19th May, 1936, on her way to Methil to

load coal. The pupils should be able to see some of its wreckage around the

rocks that bear its name, though most of the vessel lies offshore in about 13m

of water.

Island Rocks gets it name from the steam yacht, “Island”. She belonged to the

Danish royal family and was sailing from Copenhagen to Leith on 13th April,
1937, when she became lost in thick fog. Her skipper was on his last voyage

before retiring, after 260 trips between Iceland, Leith and Copenhagen. The

Ask the skipper of the ferry to point out the wrecks on Mars Rocks and Island Rocks

as you are going on to do a shipwreck activity.

Activity 31: Shipwreck!
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Anstruther lifeboat was called out and was able to rescue all 66 people on

board. Some of the ship’s crockery was salvaged and is still used by bird

watchers in the Bird Observatory in the Low Light. Some of her wreckage can

be seen scattered along the shore by keen-eyed pupils on the ferry. The rest

of the wreckage is spread over the sea-bed between 15m and 20m deep.

Activity 31: Shipwreck!

Wreck of the

Island from

Holyman’s Road

On the May

Once ashore, the group should have a look at one of the lighthouses. Discuss

how a lighthouse works, why it is needed and what it would be like living as a

lighthouse keeper on the island in the past.

The pupils can then view the wreckage of the “Island” by walking along

Holyman’s Road. When the group finds a good viewing spot, they should

record what they see in their field notebooks along with sketches. They should

also take photographs and digital recordings of the surroundings, wildlife and,

of course, the wreckage. What is the coastline like here - is it full of jagged
rocks and reefs or is it a gentle shore?

Let them sit for a few minutes and imagine what it must have been like on the

“Island” that day. They would have been sailing in thick fog, listening and

looking out for other vessels, fog horns, lighthouses and the sound of breaking

waves on reefs, when suddenly they would have felt the ship judder and tilt

beneath them as it ran aground on the May. How would they have felt? What

would they have done? Let them record their feelings in their field notebooks.

Back in the Classroom

Let the class discuss the shipwrecks of the May and their experiences on the

Isle of May.

Ask the pupils to write a story based on their notes taken when observing the
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Follow on ideas...

Each pupil could choose a shipwreck, or submarine wreck, mentioned in the

one of the books, booklets and leaflets about the island. The book The

General Guide to the Isle of May by James Allan, gives lots of details

including the names and dates of several wrecks. Let the pupils research

their chosen wrecks further on the internet. Wreck diving web sites can also

provide useful information and images. Just searching for “Isle of May

wrecks” brings up lots of interesting, useful sites including www.divernet.com.

The pupils should then write a report on their chosen shipwreck, including any

images, possibly in the form of a newspaper article or TV news script.

Some of the shipwrecks have place names on the May named after them,

such as Foreigner’s Point. Research the story of Foreigner’s Point - how did

it come by its name and why were the lighthouse keepers terrified? Let the

pupils investigate other place names on the island associated with

shipwrecks.

Activity 31: Shipwreck!

wreckage of the “Island”. The book The General Guide to the Isle of May by

James Allan, has a wonderful photograph of the “Island” shortly after it ran

aground in 1937.

Discuss with the class if they think the wrecks could be of any value to

conservation. The reefs and wrecks around the May are famous for their

marine life. The broken wreckage of the steamer “Anlaby”, lies off Altarstanes
in 18m of water and shelters fish such as wrasse, saithe and conger eels

whilst colourful invertebrates such as plumose anemones cover the rusting

steel of its hull.

Let the pupils investigate the marine species found around the Isle of May.

Again, diving websites and books can be very useful.
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Location: Isle of May, picnic area or

school playground

Group Size: Half the class with

2 adult leaders

Time: 15-30 minutes

What’s it about?

A fun game explaining the roles of lighthouses, fog
horns and ships.

You will need:

o Blindfolds for half

the group

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Show the group the boundaries for the game (a clear area about 10m by 5m) and

mark the “safe haven“ (finish line) with jackets, bags, rope, etc.

Split the group in half.

Tell one half that they are going to be either lighthouses or foghorns (choose them

alternately). Spread the lighthouses and foghorns out across the area, explaining

that they are marking reefs, rocks and islands that ships have run aground on in the

past but now they have warning signals on them. All the lighthouses shout “LIGHT!”

in this game and the foghorns shout “BAAARP!” Get them to practice loudly.

The other half of the class are ships out in the Firth of Forth on a dark stormy night,
trying to find their way to a safe harbour. Blindfold the group – these ships can’t see

in the dark. As they sail in the dark they will need to advertise their whereabouts.

Ships would sound their foghorns and show their lights so other boats don’t crash

into them. Get all the blindfolded boats to practice saying “Booaaat!” Just loud

enough that lighthouses, foghorns and boats nearby can hear.

When everyone is ready, the lighthouses and foghorns should start their warning

signals. Initially one at a time, later several can go at once, the blindfolded ships

should try to navigate in the dark stormy night through the islands, reefs and rocks
to the safe haven at the far side of the area. They must carefully move through the

Visit some of the lighthouses (Main Light, Low Light, South Horn, or Beacon) and

discuss the function and history of lighthouses, before you play this game.

You could make up labels (post-its) in  advance, showing either a lighthouse or
foghorn symbol.

As some of the pupils will be blindfolded, make sure the area is free of trip hazards,

etc. Make sure all the pupils are happy being blindfolded - it can be scary!

Activity 32: Lighthouses
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area trying to keep away from the warning sounds. If they touch one of the
lighthouses or foghorns, they have been wrecked - they got too close!

A roving helper or two will be needed to keep the boats in the games boundary area

- and to confirm if a boat has been shipwrecked.

When a ship reaches the marked “safe haven,” they have successfully completed

their navigation and can watch the rest of the group take their turns.

Once all the ships have had a go, let the group swap roles.

The game could be extended by complicating the signals. As each lighthouse and

foghorn has a unique warning signal, various lengths or frequency of their signal,

ships use them to help navigate through difficult passages. The pupils could

replicate this by making up different warning signals. The one closest to the start

could say “Light!”, the next could say “Light!, Light!” etc. to the end so that the ships

know when they are getting closer to the safe haven.

After the game, discuss what happens if the system of lighthouses and fog horns
break down. Try the game with one or two lighthouses and foghorns staying silent.

Do they get bumped into - i.e. do any of the ships run aground? Once shipwrecked

pupils could either leave the game or stay where they are and become unmarked

hazards.

Discuss why someone might disable a light and light a fake one else where? Try the

game again. Do any of the ships run aground? What would happen to them and

their cargo?

Follow on ideas...

Technology in the last 60 years has greatly improved navigation. Let the class

research (and maybe use) the new techniques (radar and, most recently,

Global Positioning System - GPS).

Lighthouse Poetry

On the island, let the pupils explore the lighthouse, beacon and horns. Back in

the classroom, let the pupils research Stevenson lighthouses, especially the
Isle of May Lighthouse and the Bell Rock Lighthouse. The book The

Lighthouse Stevensons, by Bella Bathurst, is very interesting. Ask the pupils

to each write a poem about a lighthouse - building it, living in it, a shipwreck, a

skipper navigating by the light, a lighthouse’s environment, etc. Draw a

lighthouse shape on the classroom wall, from floor to ceiling and fill all the

space inside with the pupils’ poems and maybe drawings, photographs, etc,

too. The frieze could be extended out to include rocks, the sea, a supply ship,

a shipwreck, seabirds, vegetation, seals, etc.

Activity 32: Lighthouses
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Location: Isle of May, in the area between

the Main Light and the picnic
area, and back in the classroom.

Group Size: Half the class would be best but

could be done with the whole

class.

Time: 30 minutes

What’s it about?

An activity looking at the island’s role during the

two world wars.

You will need:

o Field notebooks

o Digital cameras if

available

What to do...

Take the group up to the Main Light and then tell them that the Isle of May sits in a

strategically important location at the mouth of the Firth of Forth. In the First World

War a signal station was set up on the May to warn of enemy vessels trying to enter
the Forth. It was built on the hill close to the old beacon but nothing remains now. On

occasion, the station was able to give warning of German Zeppelin airships which

used the May as a landmark to navigate into the Forth. There was also a WWI gun

battery above Kirkhaven, just to the south of the chapel. Nothing remains except the

place name - Battery Park.

Little remains of any of the structures erected during WW1. However, there is one

poignant reminder of those times. Two Royal Navy motor torpedo boats were based

on the island. They were anti-submarine patrol boats, providing a fast and early
response to any sightings of enemy subs. Their patrol area was in the Firth of Forth

and the surrounding North Sea. All that remains of these vessels now is a wooden

grave marker, probably for a pet which belonged to a sailor based on the May.

If the grave marker is available (ask an SNH staff member). Can the group decipher

the carved inscription? They could write it on their field notebooks and even draw a

picture of the grave marker and its surroundings or take a digital photo.

Teacher’s tips

As the pupils are being asked to search for remains of buildings, make sure they are
kept under control and don’t climb on the remains, etc.

Contact SNH before your visit and ask if your group can see the “Wuffy grave

marker” during their visit.

Activity 34 follows on well from this one, and can be played in the same location - it

is a game looking at how the WW2 anti-submarine indicator loop system worked.

Activity 33: Signs of War
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Ask the group about the inscription. What was the name of the pet buried here?

Wuffy. What type of animal would it be? A dog. What happened to it? It drowned.

What could HMTB 28 mean? His Majesty’s Torpedo Boat 28. What does the bottom

line mean? It is the date of the dog’s death, 25.X.14 (25th October 1914).

Tell the group that in contrast to World War 1, there are still quite a few visual

reminders of the island’s defensive role during World War 2. Let the pupils search

for remains close to the Main Lighthouse - but keep to the paths as many seabirds

nest in the turf. They may see large concrete blocks with metal lugs in them. What

do they think these remains could have been for? Give them a clue: it is located high

on the island and helped with communications. They are the  fixing down points for

the Navy’s wartime signal mast and radio masts. Wire ropes (stays) were attached

from the masts to the concrete blocks which anchored the masts - particularly

useful during the island’s frequent gales. The helicopter pad (a concrete circle with
a painted “H” on it) to the west of the Main Light, is a much more recent structure.

Walk the group along the paths past the Beacon, the remains of the original

lighthouse, the first ever built in Scotland. Downhill from the beacon, the group

should spot two WW2 radar huts. One has a hole in its roof for the radar scanner’s

wires. The radar scanner sat on top of the roof. Ask the pupils why the island had a

radar station. Was it to detect enemy aircraft? No, they were mainly to detect

shipping, particularly in bad weather and at night.

Walk the group over to Fluke Street, the group of buildings between the lighthouse

and the picnic area. Fluke Street is thought to have got its name from a street of ill-

repute in Dundee! Tell the group that the white building is where the lighthouse

keepers’ families used to live. During the war, the families were moved into the

lighthouse itself and their homes were taken over as the Naval Officers’ quarters.

Opposite the lighthouse keepers’ houses on Fluke Street is a large flat area covered

in brick rubble. This is the site of the Control Cabin, also called the Loop Room or
the HDA hut. This was the heart of the Firth of Forth’s defence line, an anti-

submarine indicator loop system, known locally as “the boom” - this was top secret,

cutting edge technology during the war. The boom was a system of four

electromagnetic cables laid on the sea-bed across the Firth of Forth from the Fife

coast near Cellardyke and Crail via the Isle of May to the East Lothian coast near

North Berwick. It was able to plot the speed and direction of all shipping and

submarines entering and leaving the Firth. Originally, the Control Cabin was a long

wooden hut which was the only connection to the underwater “boom”. The wooden

hut had three rooms: one was for the monitoring system for the loop, the second
was a radio room and the third was for the generators which provided electricity for

the whole system. However, by 1942 it was realised that a wooden hut was

vulnerable to air attack. If a bomb landed anywhere near it the whole system could

shut down. The hut was soon protected with the addition of substantial bombproof

brick walls on three sides and a reinforced concrete roof. That’s where the massive

amount of bricks came from. Ask the group to imagine what it would have been like

working in the Control Room - a cramped, dark room and the target for enemy

bombers...

Activity 33: Signs of War
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Take the group down to the picnic area. There are concrete shapes on the ground

here. What could they have been? They are the floors of buildings - the Navy’s

wooden accommodation huts for the Chief Petty Officers, Petty Officers and

ratings. Later, in 1942, a Nissen Hut was also built, which served as a canteen and

recreation area. Let the pupils stand on the floors and imagine what it would have
been like stationed here during WW2. Would they have thought it was a cushy

assignment - they could have been on the front line in Europe or Asia? Or maybe

they thought the Isle of May was the back end of beyond, away from the action?

Give the pupils 5 minutes to write some notes in their field notebooks about what

they think their life would have been like as a naval rating on the island during WW2.

Back in the classroom, tell the pupils to pretend to be servicemen and WRENS

stationed on the HMS May Island during WW2. Let them write letters to their families

telling of their experiences, about their work, how they feel about being stationed on
the May, living conditions, what the food rations were like, their friends, the island

and its wildlife. You could then go on it look at censorship - this was an important

defence station and the Navy wouldn’t want sensitive information to leak out!

Follow on ideas...

The pupils could write stories or poems about Wuffy, the torpedo boat dog.

Create a display about life of the Isle of May during WW2.

Use life on the Isle of May during wartime as a topic for creative writing -

stories, poetry, songs, a play or a newspaper article with quotes from fictional
people who worked on the island at that time.

Activity 33: Signs of War
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Location: Isle of May picnic area or

school playground

Group Size: Minimum of 12 pupils

Time: 15 to 30 minutes

What’s it about?

A fun game based on the island’s wartime
indicator loop system.

You will need:

o 4 x 5m or so

lengths of rope

or string

o 12 blindfolds

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

As this game involves blindfolds and moving about, make sure the area is flat and

clear of any trip hazards, etc.

Explain to the class that the Isle of May was at the heart of the Firth of Forth’s

defence during WW2. German U-boats and small surface vessels were thought to

be the principle danger to the ports and shipping in the Forth. One of the main

defences was “the boom” or indicator loop system which could detect ships and

submarines entering or leaving the Firth. The island also had an early form of sonar
(Harbour Defence Asdics) and, by 1942, a radar system.

The boom was  made up of two lines of looped electromagnetic cables laid across

the sea-bed from the Fife coast near Crail and Anstruther to the Isle of May and

another two lines from the Isle of May to the East Lothian coast near North Berwick.

The Control Cabin was on the Isle of May, in the middle of the system. The boom

could detect ships and submarines and estimate their speed and direction.  Any

steel or iron hulled vessel that passed over the loops caused a change in the

magnetic field, creating a small electrical current in the cable. This current travelled
back to the Control Cabin on the May where it was recorded as a zig-zag mark, by

an automatic pen and graph paper drum recorder. When the vessel crossed the

second line it was again recorded and the difference in time and location of the two

contacts gave an estimate of the vessel’s speed and course. Every time a vessel

was detected, the operators told the signal station staff who climbed onto their

wooden lookout tower to visually identify the vessel. The May usually had advance

notification of the vessels but if a contact couldn’t be identified there was a fleet of

anti-submarine trawlers at the ready. At the same time the island’s Harbour Defence
Asdics was turned on to search for enemy subs using its sonar system. There

were many false alarms during the war, usually local boats sneaking out to do some

illegal fishing!

Activity 34: Loopy Subs
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Tell the pupils they are going to play a game

based on the indicator loop system or boom.

First of all you need a volunteer to be in charge

of the Control Cabin on the Isle of May. They

should be blindfolded and then stand in the
middle of the area.

Then you need 8 other volunteers to be the

loops. Form them into pairs and give each pair a

length of rope. One of each pair should crouch

next to the Control Cabin and the other should

stretch the rope out tightly, as in the diagram to

the right. Blindfold each of the loops and tell

them which loop they are (1, 2, 3 or 4).

Tell all the volunteers to keep very still and quiet.

Tell the loops that they need to concentrate on

their lines. If they feel a movement on the line

them have to shout their loop name to the

Control Cabin.

Quietly select a pupil to be a submarine and

blind fold them. Take them towards the loops.
The sub has to try to cross the lines without

being detected. They must go very slowly and

gently.

For instance, if a sub is detected by loop 2, the

loop should shout “loop 2!” to the Control Cabin.

The sub should continue, trying to be more

careful. If the next loop (loop 1) makes contact
they should shout “loop 1!” and the Control

Cabin should decide where the sub is and shout

“Sub at loop 1!”. If they get it right the submarine

is caught. False alarms will happen, as they did during the war!

You could play with more than one sub and even add in an illegal fishing boat as

well to complicate the game.

Control

Cabin

Loop 1

Loop 4Loop 3

Loop 2

Rope

Rope

Rope

Rope

Loop 1 Loop 2

Loop 4Loop 3

Follow on ideas...

The pupils could research the “boom” back in the class.

Let the class play “Battleships” as described in the “Follow on

Ideas...” section for Activity 26, p 102.

Activity 34: Loopy Subs
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Location: Classroom

Group Size: Whole class

Time: 1 hour +

What’s it about?

An investigation into the tragic WW1 naval
disaster off the Isle of May.

You will need:

o Resource materials

(access to the web
& books, leaflets,

etc about the May &

WW1 in the Forth.

Teacher’s tips

What to do...

Show the class the memorial to the men who lost their lives during the “Battle of the

May”. A plinth and plaque were erected in 2002 beside the car park opposite the

Scottish Fisheries Museum in Anstruther.

Explain to the class that they are going to look at one of the most tragic events ever

to occur on the Isle of May. Can the pupils think of any events over the history of the
island that resulted in the deaths of several people? The sacking of the monastery

by Viking raiders, shipwrecks and the Battle of the May are probably the most tragic.

Let the pupils research the Battle of the May. What was it? When and where did it

occur? What happened?

The Battle of the May was a disastrous naval exercise involving submarines and

warships in the waters around the Isle of May on the night of 31st January, 1918.

Chaos resulted as ships and submarines collided in the darkness. In the end, 2
submarines were sunk, several submarines and warships were damaged and,

most tragically of all, at least 105 men were killed - in a mock sea battle without an

enemy ship in sight.

Good sources of information are books on the history of the island, especially

Aboard HMS May Island by Ron Morris and the General Guide to The Isle of May

by James Allan. Also look at “Section 6: The Story of the May” in this pack. Diving

web sites are also a good source of information as the K-class submarine wrecks

are dived now. They both lie on the muddy sea-bed, in 55 metres of water, to the
north east of the Isle of May.

To set up an enquiry choose five pupils to head the enquiry. They will ask all the

questions and judge the responses.

Ask for a volunteer to play the lead roles: the captains and crew of the K-class

submarines and the warships “HMS Inflexible” and “HMS fearless” and also

Activity 35: Battle of the May
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Follow on ideas...

The class could write newspaper articles or web page reports, blogs,

newsround style reports, etc. about the events or the enquiry.

survivors from “K-17”.

Let each character investigate their vessel’s role in the incident. They will probably

need to take notes.

Once everyone is prepared the class can act out their enquiry and draw their own

conclusions.

What were the main causes of the incident? Did the class think anyone was to

blame? What lessons should they have learned? Why did the Lords of the Admiralty

try to keep the calamity a secret?

Discuss advanced communication technology with the class: VHF radio, GPS,

radar, sonar... How would modern communication technologies affect the events of
31st January, 1918?

Activity 35: Battle of the May
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Section 5:
Curriculum Links

- a summary of the pack’s activities
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Introduction
This pack has been produced for use with upper primary and lower secondary

pupils. Though it would be great to take a group of P1 to P3 to the Isle of May,

logistics and island facilities would make the trip difficult.

The activities described in this pack are linked to the Scotland National

Curriculum Guidelines for Environmental Studies 5 - 14.

The pack’s activities fulfil many attainment outcomes for Levels C to E, in Science

and Social Studies and occasionally in Technology.

In particular the pack fits within:

Science: Attainment Outcome - Understanding living things and the

processes of life.

Social Subjects: Attainment Outcome - Understanding people in the past.

Many of the activities also involve:

Skills in Science - investigating

Skills in Social Subjects - enquiry

Developing informed attitudes - Science

Developing informed attitudes - Social Subjects

There are also activities for other curricular links including Information and

Communication Technology, English Language, Mathematics and Art and Design.

The following pages contain a summary of each activity and their Environmental

Studies curriculum links.
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Below are some introductory activities for the classroom and school grounds. Many

of these activities could also be used later on in a project.

Activity 1: Who’s Who         Page 17

Learn how to identify the seabirds in a quick fun game.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Activity 2: Top Twitcher Page 18 - 20

A class-made version of the popular Top Trumps game which will help pupils

identify and discover facts about the May’s wildlife.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 3: Wild Race         Page 21

An energetic, fun team game based on “Pictionary” to encourage the class to

identify the island’s wildlife.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 4: Island Impressions Page 22 - 25

A series of activities asking the class to consider how they feel about the May.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life
Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

The physical environment

Activity 5: Everything’s Connected Page 26 - 29

Food chain and food web activities showing how species are interconnected.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life
Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS   - People and place

Human-physical interactions

Pre Visit Activities

Expedition Jewel of the Forth Activities



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Curriculum Links

127

Activity 6: Seabird City Page 30 - 34

A worksheet based activity investigating how different seabird species have

adapted to minimise competition for resources.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 7: Fantastic Feathers Page 35 - 38

A series of activities looking at the properties of feathers.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

SCIENCE  - Energy and forces

Forces and their effects

Activity 8: Designed For The May         Page 39

An activity to design new seabirds adapted for life on the May.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

Expedition Jewel of the Forth Activities

Below are outdoor activities to use during a visit to the Isle of May. Many of these

activities could be used or adapted for the school grounds or other coastal sites.

Activity 9: Spotter’s Challenge Page 40 - 41

A competitive wildlife watching game for the ferry trip.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

Island Visit Activities
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Expedition Jewel of the Forth Activities

Activity 10: Wild Encounter Page 42 - 44

A detailed bird watching activity at the island’s famous seabird cliffs taking field

sketches and digital recordings, recording species, populations and behaviour.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

The physical environment

Activity 11: Puffin Hunt Page 45 - 46

A fun game which introduces habitats and explains that habitats must include

essential components for survival.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

Human-physical interactions

Activity 12: Tough Turf         Page 47

An investigation of the wildflowers of the May.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 13: Rock Detectives Page 48 - 50

A search for signs of the island’s geological history.

SCIENCE  - Earth and space

Materials from Earth

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

Using maps

The physical environment

Activity 14: May Memories         Page 51

A gentle activity creating mementos of their visit to the island.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

The physical environment
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Expedition Jewel of the Forth Activities

Activity 15: Plankton Trawl Page 52 - 55

A study of the plankton in the seas around the Isle of May, including making

plankton nets, trawling for samples and studying the catch.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 16: Reflections  Page 56- 57

A reflective activity looking back on the day’s achievements and experiences.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

The physical environment

Post Visit Activities

Below are some activities to use after a class visit to the Isle of May, though some

could also be used before a visit.

Activity 17: Island Guide Page 58 - 60

An activity drawing together the class’s research, observations and experiences

to produce a comprehensive guide to the seabirds and seals of the May.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

Using maps

The physical environment

Activity 18: Real Seals Page 61 - 63

An activity researching Common and Grey Seals followed by a simple, fun quiz.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment
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Expedition Jewel of the Forth Activities

Activity 19: Gull I.D. Page 64 - 68

An activity to develop an identification key to the gull-like seabirds which breed

on the Isle of May.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

Activity 20: Jewels of the Forth Page 69 - 70

A seabird and seal art activity – making beautiful but very simple banners or wall

hangings with the look of batik.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Activity 21: Puffin Poems Page 71 - 72

A poetry based activity looking at different names for puffins.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Activity 22: Fishy Tales Page 73 - 78

A data interpreting activity exploring the relationships between the Forth’s

sandeel population and the island’s Kittiwakes.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

The processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology

Resources and how they are managed

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People and place

Using maps

The physical environment

Human-physical interactions

    - People in society

Conflict and decision making in society



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Curriculum Links

131

Pre Visit Activities

Below are some introductory activities for the classroom and school grounds. Many

of these activities could also be used later on in a project.

Activity 23: Making A Meal Of It Page 84 - 87

A worksheet based introductory activity looking at how diets on the island have

changed through the ages.

SCIENCE  - Understanding living things and the processes of life

Interaction of living things with their environment

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology

Resources and how they are managed

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

Change and continuity, cause and effect

Time and historical sequence

Activity 24: Island Retreats Page 88 - 90

A geographical activity looking at Early Christian holy islands around Britain’s

coast. This can then be extended by looking at pilgrimage in the Middle Ages.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

    - People and place

Using maps

The human environment

Activity 25: Lighting the May Page 91 - 95

A role playing activity looking at people’s different opinions about the construction

of the first lighthouse on the May.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

Change and continuity, cause and effect

    - People and place

The human environment

    - People in society

Conflict and decision making in society

Expedition Island of Lost Souls Activities
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Expedition Island of Lost Souls Activities

Activity 26: Operation ZZ           Page 96 - 98

An artistic activity allowing the class to visualise the largest operational gathering

of warships ever amassed, which occurred off the Isle of May at the end of

World War One.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

    - People and place

Using maps

Activity 27: Firsts and Lasts         Page 99 - 100

An activity investigating the many “firsts” and “lasts” that occurred around the

Isle of May during the Second World War.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

Island Visit Activities

Below are some outdoor activities to use during a class visit to the Isle of May.

Some of these activities could be used or adapted for the classroom or school

grounds.

Activity 28: Exploring The Priory       Page 101 - 104

A quiz and race, letting the pupils investigate the remains of the religious

buildings on the May.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past
People, events and societies of significance in the past

Time and historical sequence

The nature of historical evidence

    - People and place
The human environment

Activity 29: Return of The King       Page 105 - 107

A role playing activity acting out a pilgrimage to St. Aidrian’s

shrine by King James IV of Scotland in 1503.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

The nature of historical evidence
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Expedition Island of Lost Souls Activities

Activity 30: View From The May       Page 108 - 111

A series of activities making and using a compass, followed by drawing a

panoramic diagram from the May’s main lighthouse.

SCIENCE  - Energy and forces

Forces and their effects

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

People and place

Using maps

The human environment

Activity 31: Shipwreck!       Page 112 - 114

A series of activities investigating shipwrecks around the Isle of May, including

observing the remains of a wreck, researching it and producing creative writing.

SCIENCE  - Living things and the processes of life

Variety and characteristic features

Interaction of living things with their environment

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

The nature of historical evidence

People and place

The human environment

Activity 32: Lighthouses       Page 115 - 116

A fun game explaining the roles of lighthouses and foghorns.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past
People, events and societies of significance in the past

People and place
The human environment

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology

Needs and how they are met
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Expedition Island of Lost Souls Activities

Activity 33: Signs Of  War       Page 117 - 119

An activity exploring the island’s wartime remains and looking at the island’s role

during the World Wars.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

The nature of historical evidence

People and place

The human environment

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology

Needs and how they are met

Activity 34: Loopy Subs       Page 120 - 121

A fun game based on the May’s wartime anti-submarine indicator loop system.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

People and place

The human environment

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology
Needs and how they are met

Below is a suggested activity to use after the class’s visit to the Isle of May, though it

could be done before. Many of the Island Visit Activities have follow-on activities for

the classroom as well.

Activity 35: Battle Of The May       Page 122 - 123

An investigation into the tragic World War One naval disaster off the Isle of May.

SOCIAL SUBJECTS  - People in the past

People, events and societies of significance in the past

Change and continuity, cause and effect

The nature of historical evidence

People in society

Conflict and decision making in society

TECHNOLOGY  - Technology
Needs and how they are met

Post Visit Activities
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Section 6:
The Story of the May

- a potted history of the island
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The Isle of May lies at the mouth of the Firth of Forth, about 8 km south-east of

Anstruther, Fife, and 17km north-east of North Berwick. Although only 57 ha, it is

of national and international importance for its seabird and seal colonies.

The story of every land begins with the geology, the bones of the landscape. Why

is the Isle of May an island? Why isn’t it connected to the mainland? Why is it the

size and shape it is? Why isn’t it covered in crops or trees? All these questions

can be answered by looking at the geology of the island.

The island is composed of a volcanic greenstone sill which dips gently in a north-

easterly direction and is crossed by a series of trough-like faults of varying depths.

Around 300 million years ago the land, that was to become Fife, was a very

different place. Massive volcanic eruptions were taking place and evidence of

these is visible from St Andrews to the Bass Rock and beyond. The Isle of May

also owes its existence to this time. Basically, the island is a huge lump of

greenstone rock known as teschenite. Although teschenite originated as molten

rock, it wasn’t violently ejected into the air from a volcano, like Krakatoa or

Vesuvius. A precise term for describing the Isle of May is a teschenite sill; a sill is

a sheet of once molten rock which originally erupted underground, oozing into

giant cracks in the

overlying sandstone and

limestone. The molten

rock gradually cooled and

solidified. As it cooled the

rock sometimes

contracted and cracked

into hexagonal pillars

which can still be seen

today in parts of west cliff

around Pilgrims Haven

and in some of the sea

stacks.

This description of the formation of the rock which forms the Isle of May begs the

question, how did this rock which formed deep underground end up on the

surface surrounded by water? The answer is time. Over millions of years the

softer rocks which once covered the teschenite sill have been eroded away by ice,

wind and water. As well as erosion over millions of years there have been other

upheavals in the earth’s crust. Some have tilted the entire island while others

have opened large cracks in the rock. Several ice ages have also come and gone

and at times the island has been covered in hundreds of metres of ice. Scratch

Island Geology and Geography

Sill and Dike formation diagram

Including text from the SNH report, “Isle of May National Nature Reserve - The

Reserve Story”.

The Natural Heritage of the May
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marks from this ice can be seen on rocks at Altarstanes. The ice ages also caused

fluctuations in sea level. When the ice melted sea levels rose. The land, which

had been forced down by the tremendous weight of the ice, also began to rise, but

more slowly. The end result can be seen all over Scotland in the form of raised

beaches, areas that were once on the coast but now lie several metres above sea

level. The Isle of May is no exception and the eastern shore of the island has a

distinctive raised beach 15m above the present sea level.

There are some puzzling features about the rocks found on the Isle of May. In

several places boulders are found made of granite, sandstone and other rocks

which do not otherwise occur on the island. Some of these may have been

deposited by ice during the last glaciation but others seem to be the remnants of

ballast carried by some of the many ships which have been shipwrecked on the

Isle of May over the centuries.

The topography of the island is closely related to its geological structure, with high

western cliffs, rising 50m, and a tilted plateau sloping to a low rocky shore on the

east coast. Fault lines running roughly east-west have been eroded to form steep

gullies or “geos” and there is a fine series of rock stacks, arches and caves along

the west cliff. The rocky shoreline is broken only by two very small beaches of

shell sand and one boulder beach.

The local climate is similar to much of the eastern seaboard of Scotland with an

average rainfall of only 56 cm, somewhat lower than on the Fife or East Lothian

mainland. The prevailing winds are westerly, but prolonged spells of easterly

winds occur annually and gales are especially likely between October and

February. Temperatures are fairly uniform throughout the year, with a difference of

only 9oC between January and July averages.

The Isle of May is rich in wildlife; some of the wildlife is rated as internationally and

nationally important, while other wildlife features are considered of local interest.

The island supports a variety of habitats including maritime grasslands, seabird

cliff communities, old ash heaps and enclosed gardens, and rocky reefs. The

maritime grasslands include cushions of thrift and lichens in the rock crevices,

dense mats of sea spurrey, sea milkwort and scurvey grass and extensive areas

of sea campion and grasses such as fescue, meadow grass and bents. The old

ash heaps (from the original fire beacon) and enclosed gardens are reminders of

the island’s lighthouse history. They now contain large stands of nettles,

umbellifers and hensbane. Trees such as hazel and sycamore have been planted

to attract migratory birds. The rocky reefs where the seals bask are covered with

mosaics of barnacles, wrack and mussels which cover about 80% of the shoreline.

The rockpools contain bright pink seaweeds and anemones.

The Habitats of the Isle of May
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The Isle of May Birds

When looking at the Isle of May, you can’t avoid mentioning the birds which

dominate the wildlife there. In all, over 250 species have been recorded but the

key interest is the 13 species of breeding seabirds.

How many birds live on the Isle of May?

Not a simple question to answer as the numbers fluctuate seasonally and from

year to year. Between March and July, the main breeding season, there are

around 200,000 birds on and around the island. The area of the island is 57 ha

which gives approximately one bird for every 2m2 of island. As much of the island

is unsuitable for nesting (buildings, water, paths, etc) the birds are by no means

evenly spread about and in many places the birds nest within pecking distance of

each other. The numbers also fluctuate from year to year, and sometimes quite

dramatically, largely due to poor weather and/or lack of fish availability. The link

between fish stocks and seabirds is the focus of an intensive study, begun in

2,000, being carried out on the island.

Which birds are the most common?

As we’ve seen, numbers fluctuate seasonally and yearly but to give an idea of

numbers below is a list of common breeding seabirds from most numerous to

least. The figures are estimates of the populations recorded in 2002.

(ind. = individuals, prs. = pairs):

puffins (50,000 active burrows) - by 2006 there were 80,000 active burrows

guillemots (29,000 ind.)

razorbills (4,000 ind.)

kittiwakes (3,600 ind.)

herring gulls (2,367 prs.)

lesser black-backed gulls (1,198 prs.)

eider ducks (1,000 prs.)

Arctic terns (900 prs.)

shags (1,500 ind.)

Sandwich terns (500 prs.)

fulmars (650 ind.)

common terns (140 prs.)

great black-backed gulls (20 prs.)

In the 1940’s over 10,000 common terns, 3,000 Sandwich terns and smaller

numbers of Arctic and roseate terns all flourished on the island. Over the next few

decades the numbers of herring gulls increased considerably. Herring gulls will

quickly devour any unguarded eggs or chicks and as the numbers of gulls

increased the numbers of terns decreased. By the 1970’s there were only a few

dozen common terns left on the island. This drastic decline in tern numbers was

thought to be largely due to the gulls attacking and eating tern chicks and eggs.
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Gull control measures were undertaken between 1972 and 1986. Terns have been

increasing since then with several hundred pairs of common, Arctic and Sandwich

terns breeding. However, things are never that simple. Breeding success has

varied over the years due to fish availability, weather, etc.

On the other hand, puffin numbers have increased dramatically. In the 1950’s the

Isle of May was home to a mere handful of puffins. By 2006 it is estimated that

there were over 80,000 active puffin burrows during the breeding season. Almost

half the total number of birds on the island!

Other nesting birds include; oystercatchers, shelduck, lapwings, pigeons, starlings,

swallows, pied wagtails, rock pipits, meadow pipits, blackbirds, song thrushes,

linnets and crows.

Other Wildlife on the Isle of May NNR

The island is home to other wildlife too - from invertebrates to house mice, rabbits

and grey seals. There are regular sightings of cetaceans in the Firth. Over the

winter of 2006/7 orcas (killer whales) were seen in the Firth, making the national

news and in 2002 minke whales were seen almost every day throughout the

summer.

In 1982, 77 house mice were released on the May from Orkney as part of a

research project in gene hybridisation with May mice. At the time, the May mouse

population was estimated to be between 500 and 3,000. Mice are now controlled

in all the buildings.

Although rabbits have been present on the May since the monks brought them on

in 1329, the colony has never been counted. In the past, rabbits were controlled to

some extent by the lighthouse keepers and myxomatosis. Numbers are at present

unchecked and limited only by the natural carrying capacity of the island.

Britain is home to two types of seal, the smaller common or harbour seal and the

larger grey or Atlantic seal. Harbour seals, as their name suggests, are more at

home in sheltered estuaries, harbours and inlets. Grey seals, on the other hand,

are most common on the exposed west coast where they frequent the most

remote and wildest coasts of Scotland. Every autumn grey seals must come

ashore in large groups called rookeries to give birth to their pups.

Common seals are rarely seen at the Isle of May. However, the Isle of May is the

fourth largest breeding colony of grey seals in the UK and is one of the largest in

the North Sea. It is one of only three grey seal colonies on the east coast of the

UK and the only one on Scotland’s east coast.

Grey seals have been coming to the Isle of May for a long time; one record dated

1508 records the 13 shillings (65p) the Hermit of May was paid for a seal he

supplied to King James IV. The number of seals around the Isle of May fluctuates
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considerably both annually and over longer periods. In the 1970’s numbers

increased sharply as seals were chased from the Farne Islands off

Northumberland, where they were destroying puffin burrows.

For much of the year there are about 100 grey seals to be seen round the island

but this increases in autumn and early winter to around 4,000 as the first pups are

born. Just under 2,000 pups are born each autumn. When grey seal pups are

born they are covered in a fine white coat and are suckled by their mothers for

three weeks. After that they are abandoned and have to make their own way out

to sea.
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People are thought to have arrived in Fife around 8,000 years ago. It is likely that

they travelled to the May Isle to fish and hunt seabirds and seals. The earliest

dateable evidence from the island consists of a few shards of Bronze Age pottery

probably from around 4,000 years ago. Some flint arrow heads and pieces of a

polished stone axe may be even earlier. The island may also have been a sacred

burial ground from a time long before the arrival of the first Christian monks.

For over 850 years the Isle of May was an important Christian site which attracted

pilgrims from all over Scotland but today a few sad ruins are all that remains.

It is possible that the Isle of May was an important religious site for the people

living around the Forth before Christianity reached the area. Archaeological

excavations by Glasgow University between 1992 and 1997 found many graves

on the island, the earliest of which were dated to the 5th century AD. These early

graves were associated with white quartz pebbles, a very ancient practice
suggesting a pre-Christian burial.

In the 5th century most of the people who lived around the Forth were not

Christian and it is likely that the main aim of the monks who settled on the island

was to convert their neighbours to Christianity. This was not an overnight process

and probably took hundreds of years. Medieval documents written several

hundred years later tell of a holy man, Ethernan, who probably lived in the 7th

century. His name appears in place names and in medieval church dedications

throughout eastern Scotland, north of the Forth. In these early years of Christianity

in Scotland the monks followed an ascetic tradition which required them to live in

wild and remote places where they would be free of worldly distractions and able

to enter into a closer communion with God. Islands such as the Isle of May, Iona in

the west and the Skelligs off the west of Ireland are typical of such retreats.

Strangely, although these sites seem very remote today, they were probably less

so in medieval times. Roads in Scotland were either non-existent or in terrible

condition and it would often have been easier to travel by sea than overland. From

this perspective the Isle of May, far from being remote, was well placed to allow

the monks to visit settlements all around the Forth by sea. As well as being

evangelists those early monks were probably excellent sailors as well! Ethernan

came to be regarded as a Saint and according to a long held tradition was buried

on the Isle of May.

Little is known about activities on the May from the 8th to the 10th centuries but

later medieval records tell of an attack by Vikings around 875 AD when a group of

monks were violently slain. A few hundred years later the Viking threat had faded

and times were peaceful enough in the 11th Century for a new church to be built
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over what was regarded as the burial site of St Ethernan. This became an

increasingly important site of pilgrimage. By the 12th Century, David 1 of Scotland

felt it important enough to found a priory which would be occupied by nine

Benedictine monks from Reading Abbey in Berkshire. This control of the priory by

Reading Abbey in England was to become problematical during the later wars of

independence. However, when building of the new priory began around 1200 AD

it was on a scale well beyond the previous simple buildings. It was such a complex

undertaking that it may have taken a hundred years to complete.

The finished priory was built to a plan which was common at that time: four

buildings surrounded a central courtyard or cloister. A church was on the north

side, a meeting room, cellar and second floor dormitory for the monks on the east

side, a dining hall on the south side and the Prior’s house on the west side.

Around the main buildings there would also have been barns and byres, servants’

quarters and possibly an infirmary. All this was paid for by gifts of land and income

from the King and other nobility on the mainland on condition that the monks

prayed for the souls of those who provided the gifts. An early form of life

insurance, perhaps!

The building work was top quality with no expense spared. Stone for walling came

from the island but the high quality sandstone that was needed for the intricately

carved doors and windows was shipped from Fifeness on the mainland while

some roofs were covered in stone slates shipped from quarries in Angus. The

walls were lime plastered inside and out and the white walls would have shone in

the sun, visible on the mainland in much the same way as the lighthouses today.

Floors were covered in beautiful green glazed ceramic tiles and the interior would

have been brightly lit by candles.

As well as receiving income from mainland estates, the monks on the island also

controlled the local fisheries. The cod and saithe from these fisheries, along with

seabirds and rabbits, were an important part of their diet. Descendants of those

rabbits, kept by the monks for meat and fur over 800 years ago, are still found on

the island today. The combination of fish, rabbits, seabirds and livestock would

have made the monks self-sufficient apart from grain. Grain for bread, beer, etc.

Would have been impossible to grow on the island and would have been imported

from mainland Fife.

The priory thrived for a century but towards the end of the 1200’s the Wars of

Independence began. In amongst all the turmoil of the wars the decision by

David 1 to grant the island to Reading Abbey in England came back to haunt the

monks. Ownership was claimed by the Bishop of St Andrews and ownership

passed backwards and forwards until by 1313 ownership of the island finally

passed to the See of St Andrews. Unfortunately, by this time the glory days of the

priory on the Isle of May were long gone. The island was too vulnerable to armies

from both sides in the Wars of Independence and by around 1300 much of the

End of the Golden Age
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monastery was demolished, with the best masonry shipped off the island.

By the early years of the 14th Century the Isle of May priory was in ruins. The

lands and gifts associated with it passed to Pittenweem Priory, a house of

Augustinian canons under the control of St Andrews. That would seem to be the

end of the story as far as the church and the Isle of May was concerned.

Then something very strange happened as the Isle of May became one of the

most important places of pilgrimage in Scotland. Pilgrimage was very important to

medieval Christians living in Scotland and was actively promoted by church and

state as a unifying force in the newly emerged state of Scotland. Fife was the

centre of pilgrimage in Scotland as amongst other relics it was claimed to have the

bones of the national saint, St Andrew, and the shrine of Margaret, Scotland’s

foremost female saint. Interest in earlier Celtic saints was also revived and St

Ethernan’s memory enjoyed a new lease of life under the latinised name of St

Adrian. Once again the position of the Isle of May at the entrance to the Firth of

Forth became an asset rather than a problem.

Pilgrims travelling to St Andrews or elsewhere by boat would stop at the Isle of

May and visit the shrine of St Adrian. The Isle was especially favoured by barren

women and the holy well at Pilgrims Haven was reputed to cure infertility. Although

the Priory of Pittenweem no longer maintained a community on the island the

thousands of pilgrims visiting the island had to be catered for, and it would have

been rather lucrative for the monks too! This need led to the restoration of the

remains of the western building of the old priory and its refurbishment to contain a

hostel for pilgrims and a shrine to St Adrian. This continued until the 1500’s when

troubled times led to fewer and fewer pilgrims visiting the island.

The Isle of May was finally sold to a private owner in 1549, ending a thousand

years of religious use. Several reasons were given for the sale but perhaps the

most important were the small income now associated with the island and its

vulnerability to attack by the English. The island was feued to Partick Learmonth,

the Provost of St Andrews. Later it was sold on and passed through the hands of

several families including the Balfour, Forret, Lamond, Cunnynghame, the Earl of

Kellie and, by the early 18th century, the Scott family of Scotstarvit, by Cupar.

During this time a small village was established on the Isle of May with 12 or 14

families living there. The inhabitants would have been fishermen. However, the

island’s location and its caves and bays were ideal cover for extensive smuggling

which went on in the 18th century. Some even say that before the erection of the

first lighthouse, islanders were known to be wreckers, looting ships wrecked on

the island’s wild coast or possibly even luring ships to their doom on the rocky

reefs. The last villager, John Wishart, died in 1730 and was buried in the island’s

graveyard near the cliff edge at the end of Priors Walk.

The Village
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The sea at night can be a dark and terrible place, full of unseen dangers. Most

ships sink within sight of land often after striking unseen rocks. The Isle of May,

sitting astride one of the busiest shipping lanes in Scotland, was particularly

hazardous and has claimed many ships over the centuries. Today there is a

network of lights around the coast of Scotland sending out regular flashes of light

to warn mariners of danger and provide reassurance in a dangerous world. It was

not always so. At the beginning of the 17th Century there were no lighthouses

anywhere in Scotland and only a few in England. The first Scottish lighthouse,

forerunner of the familiar lights we know today, was built on the Isle of May.

One of the owners of the Isle of May was Alexander Cunnynghame. Shortly after

taking over the island, Alexander began making plans for the construction of some

kind of light on the Isle. He was not working in isolation. The impetus for his plans

probably came from a petition by local seafarers asking for a light on the May. Not

everyone agreed that a light was a good idea. Some felt it was God’s will that

ships sank and it would be wrong to interfere. Others thought that a light on the

May would just cause ships to hit other unmarked rocks. Yet others were

accustomed to helping themselves to the cargoes of wrecked ships and didn’t

take kindly to anything which would reduce the number of shipwrecks.

Despite the opposition Alexander continued with his plans and a 12 metre stubby

tower with an open fire on top became Scotland’s first lighthouse in1636. The cost

of constructing and operating this beacon was met by voluntary payments from all

the ships which passed the island. The light operated for several years before

Alexander’s son, John, started work on some improvements. The first

improvement, with the help of Thomas Bikkertoun, was to formalise the system of

raising funds for the light. Thomas asked Parliament to set an official toll, based

on each ship,s tonnage. This would be collected from all ships entering Scottish

waters between Dunottar and St Abbs Head by customs officers at each of the

Forth ports. The toll was eventually set at two shillings (Scots) per ton for all

Scottish ships and four shillings (Scots) per ton for all foreign ships, including

English.

The financial side of things was finally sorted out in 1645 and work began to

improve the light. By 1656 the tower had been raised to a height of 18 metres and

a metal basket called a “chauffer” installed on top. On average a ton of coal was

burnt each night to produce the light, less in the short summer nights but

considerably more, sometimes over three tons, during winter gales.

The coal for the light was shipped from the mainland every few days and dumped

in the shallows at Kirkhaven. Initially the lone lighthouse keeper had to pick the

coal out of the water and carry it up to the tower where it was hoisted to the top of

the tower in preparation for the night ahead. For carrying out this arduous duty

every day of the year the keeper was paid £7 per annum plus 30 bushels of meal

for his family. It must have been a great relief when an assistant keeper and a

The Lighthouses of the May
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horse was provided after several years’ solitary labour. Eventually the light was

manned by three keepers with two on constant watch each night, stoking the fire

every half hour. Over the decades it became apparent that the light was not

perfect. It was sometimes difficult to distinguish it from other fires on the mainland.

In very strong winds the keepers could not light the coal on the windward side as

they needed to hold on to the iron bars to steady themselves against the wind.

This meant that ships on the dangerous windward side of the island would not be

able to see the light at all. Despite these problems the beacon remained in service

for over 150 years and it was only after two Royal Navy ships were lost in 1810

that action was taken. The two ships were on passage from Norway to Leith when

their navigators mistook the fire of a limekiln on the Lothian coast for the May light

and struck rocks off Dunbar. After years of complaints from local fishermen and

other mariners the expensive loss of two Royal Navy ships finally resulted in

action.

The Commissioners of Northern Lights purchased the Isle of May in 1815 and the

famous lighthouse engineer, Robert Stevenson, was commissioned to build a new

light. He designed the impressive building which is still the most prominent

structure on the island today. Stone for the building was transported to Arbroath,

dressed to shape, then transported out to the Isle of May where a team of builders

assembled the building.

The new light was completed in 1816 and the last fire in the chauffer was allowed

to flicker out at dawn on the first of February, almost 180 years after the first light

was kindled on the island. Piles of ash, which are still visible on the island today,

bear mute witness to the 60,000 tons of coal which must have been burned to

keep the light shining over many decades.

Stevenson’s lighthouse boasted cutting edge technology for its time with its oil

lamp standing 24 metres above the ground and some 74 metres above sea level.

The original light was set to give four rapid flashes which were visible up to 34

kilometres away.

Unfortunately, the old tower obscured part of the light and Stevenson decided that

it would have to be demolished. By chance the writer Sir Walter Scott was visiting

the island and he convinced Stevenson to preserve at least the lower portion of

the first lighthouse ever to be built in Scotland. Stevenson removed the upper

portion of the old tower and added a pitched roof over its ground floor vault.

Thanks to Scott the ground floor of this noble building still stands today, the

whitewashed square building a short distance to the east of the new lighthouse.

Stevenson’s lighthouse continued unaltered until 1843 when a new lamp system

was installed. The following year the low light was constructed on the NE coast.

This was intended to assist ships leaving the Tay Estuary and in particular allow

them to avoid the Carr Rocks. The low light remained in service until the early

years of the 20th century when a lightship was installed at the Carr rocks. The

building eventually became home to the bird observatory.

In 1885 the Isle of May became the first lighthouse to be powered by electricity,
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courtesy of a steam powered generator. This was an extremely powerful light,

which, on one occasion, was seen at a record distance of 61 nautical miles. This

power came at a price and the complex system required seven keepers to

maintain it. It was at this time that most of the buildings in Fluke Street were built,

homes for the extra keepers. The electric light was reliable but very expensive to

maintain so in 1924 it was replaced with an incandescent mantle burning

vapourised oil. This was visible for 21 nautical miles, much the same sort of

distance as the original oil lamps installed by Stevenson. With the closure of the

low light and the replacement of the electric light only four keepers were needed.

In 1972 the island was designated a rock station which meant the keepers no

longer had their families with them, ending a long tradition of families on the

island. Finally, on the 13th March, 1989, the lighthouse was automated and the

last keepers left, ending a presence that had lasted over 350 years.

There has been a light on the Isle of May for over 360 years and in all that time

the light has only gone out on a handful of occasions. One of the most tragic was

in January 1791 when the light went out during a severe storm and remained out

for two nights. When the seas calmed down enough to allow a party to land they

found the lighthouse keeper, George Anderson, his wife and five of their six

children all dead in their beds. As the storm raged sparks from the light had fallen

on to the piles of ash which lay around the tower. Fanned by the strong winds the

ash heaps had begun to smoulder giving off poisonous gases which seeped into

the family’s living quarters within the tower and killed them as they slept. History

does not record what became of the surviving baby.

Keepers
by Nick Keir

Proud men they were who manned the beacon,

A sense of worth was in their mind.

Maybe they’re on shore now, aye, but still on look out

As the doors rattle in an unsensed wind.

The empty room, the untrod stairway,

The only sound the roaring sea.

The tables and the chairs wait for one last supper

As the mist closes in unseen.

Ardnamurchan, Loch Indaal, Rattray Head, The Isle of May,

Not an eye to watch the sea, from Eilean Glas or Copinsay,

Still they guard the shore,

Fair Isles North and Skerryvore.

(recorded on the CD “Keepers”, CDTRAX 174, by the McCalmans)
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The Isle of May is a National Nature Reserve and anyone approaching it by sea

during the seabird breeding season will readily understand why it is seen as one

of the most important reserves in Scotland. The name “nature reserve” conjures

up visions of a glorious wilderness untouched by humans, yet anyone who lands

on the island can’t help but see brick and concrete structures dotted all over the

island. Some are fairly obviously associated with the lighthouses, part of the May’s

long and honourable tradition of preventing loss of life at sea. Others, though,

have no obvious function but are massively built. Reminders of a much grimmer

time when the fate of Europe lay in the balance and the May played a small but

significant part in a much wider conflict.

For many centuries, France was seen as the most likely source of any invasion

and so defences were concentrated along the south coast of Britain. Growing

German naval power towards the end of the 19th century led to a rethink and

consideration of the possibility of a seaborne invasion from the Baltic. The Forth

was felt to be vulnerable and steps were taken to improve the defences. It was

rumoured at the time that the Government was going to fortify both May Island

and the Bass Rock but nothing came of these rumours, probably due to cost.

By the start of the 20th century it seemed increasingly likely that there would be a

conflict between Germany and Britain. The long established naval bases in the

south of England were felt to be too far away to mount a rapid response to any

threat from the Baltic. Accordingly it was decided to construct a naval dockyard at

Rosyth and set up an anchorage for the Grand Fleet above the rail bridge.

By 1914 a signal station had been established on the May and two torpedo boats

were based at the island to provide a fast response to any U boat sightings. When

war broke out, one of the first wartime emergency measures involved the

extinguishing of all navigation lights. For the first time in centuries the light on the

May was deliberately extinguished. Not surprisingly, this made the work of the fast

torpedo craft much more difficult and several ran aground as a result. To make life

easier for the night patrols three “secret “ lights were set up, one on the Isle of

May, one on the balcony of Elieness lighthouse tower and one at Eyebroughty

Point in the south.

At the beginning of the war the capabilities of U boats were little understood and it

must have come as something of a shock when on the 5th of September, 1914,

“HMS Pathfinder”, a light cruiser became the first warship to be sunk by a torpedo

fired from a submarine. She sank within 5 minutes of being struck by a single

torpedo from “U-21”. The wreck still lies about 14 miles from the Isle of May, a war

grave for the 259 crew who died that day.

The short-lived experiment of turning off all navigation lights was further revised

towards the end of 1914 when it was decided that the May light would have to be

turned on whenever a naval vessel larger than a torpedo boat entered the Forth.

A Short History of the May
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The peacetime light on the May was designed to be very powerful and visible for

many miles. Unfortunately, such a powerful light would also illuminate any warship

entering the Forth and make it an easy target for any lurking submarine. To avoid

this a specially dimmed light was installed which was only visible for 12-15 miles.

By 1916 the May’s light was being operated for five minutes every hour, the threat

from running aground being considered greater than the threat of U-boats.

Throughout the first world war the May performed a vital function as a signal and

lookout station but there are few signs of all that activity visible today. On the

island there is a stone built toilet near Holyman’s Road and a concrete plinth

where the war signal station stood. There is also a wooden grave marker with the

inscription “Wuffy of HMTB 28. Drowned 25.X.14”, a memorial to a canine crew

member of one of the motor torpedo boats stationed at the May.

At the start of the First World War there were conflicting views on the best way to

use the submarine fleets of both sides. Possibly due to the relative weakness of

the German surface fleet the German Navy allowed their submarines to operate

independently or in small groups. The Royal Navy, however, felt that submarines

should operate in close support of the surface fleets of battleships and cruisers. A

problem with this was that battlefleets of the time would normally travel at 21 knots

but the fastest British submarine at the start of the war could only manage 15 ½

knots. To overcome this problem the K-class of submarines were developed.

Initially an attempt was made to produce a fast diesel powered submarine but the

resultant design, the J-class could only manage 19 kts, still not fast enough.

The only way the technology of the time could provide powerful enough engines

to drive a submarine at over 20 kts was to use steam power. The K-class was

born. At 340 feet long and 2,000 gross tons they were twice the length and three

times the weight of any existing submarine. Not only were they big, they were fast,

travelling at 24 knots on the surface. They were bigger and faster than any of the

later second world war submarines and only matched in size and speed over 40

years later by submarines from the nuclear era. The First Lord of the Admiralty, a

certain Winston Churchill, was so impressed by the design that orders were

placed before the prototype was built, let alone tested. Twenty one in all were

built. Despite the great hopes the K-boats were not a success and quickly

developed a reputation for being jinxed. Indeed, looking back in 1961, Rear

Admiral E.W. Leir was moved to state that, “The only good thing about K-boats

was that they never engaged the enemy”. Fast and big they may have been but

using a steam powered engine in a submarine presents significant challenges.

The most obvious problem is the need for funnels. To modern minds the idea of a

submarine with funnels seems very odd but those war time engineers not only

thought it feasible, they actually built 21 of them.

Every time a K-boat dived the boilers had to be doused with water which filled the

boiler room with steam and the funnels had to be retracted and sealed  with large

The K-Boats

A Short History of the May
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heavy hatches. Diving was not a rapid process for K-boats. Once they had

managed to dive the submarines lacked buoyancy and on several occasions only

stopped sinking when they hit the seabed. On other occasions water found its way

down the funnels or through the air intakes. The resultant mix of high pressure

steam, fires and cold seawater tended to cause explosions. At some point during

their service every one of the 21 K-boats suffered an explosion, ran aground or

dived out of control. The worst incident involving K-boats was the Battle of May

Island during which the Navy lost two K-boats, a further two were seriously

damaged, as was a light cruiser, and, tragically, 103 lives were lost. The German

Navy suffered no casualties whatsoever, mainly because there were no German

ships involved.

The tragedy which later became known as the Battle of May Island began with the

planning of a naval exercise to practise linking up large fleets of warships from

Scapa Flow in Orkney and Rosyth in the Forth. On the 31st of January, 1918, a

fleet of 26 battleships, 9 battle cruisers, 4 light cruisers and numerous destroyers

set out from Scapa Flow to rendezvous with the Rosyth fleet. The Rosyth fleet

contained 3 battleships, 6 battlecruisers, 14 light cruisers, numerous destroyers

and, fatefully, 9 K-boats. This fleet started to pass the Isle of May at around 7pm

at a speed of 21 knots. The exercise was carried out in great secrecy with none of

the flotilla showing navigation lights apart from a single blue stern light on each

ship. Unfortunately, the exercise was so secret that 8 armed trawlers sweeping the

mouth of the Forth for mines were completely unaware of the flotilla bearing down

on them.

Just after 7pm an armed trawler passed in front of the first K-boat in the flotilla.

When the submarine’s crew saw the navigation lights of the trawler suddenly

appear out of the darkness, they slowed down and turned out of harm’s way, as

did the next submarine in line. The third submarine, “K-14”, was not so lucky. As

they turned, the rudder jammed for several minutes, turning the submarine round

in a wide circle directly in front of “K-22”, one of the boats following behind. The

two boats collided and were left partially flooded and disabled, floating directly in

the path of the oncoming fleet. The crews of the stricken submarines fired flares

and lit their navigation lights. Fortunately, although the “K-22” was rammed by one

of the battle cruisers, the boats remained afloat and were eventually able to make

it back to Rosyth for repairs.

Two of the “K-22’s” crewmen were killed in the collision with “K-14” but far worse

was to come. In the confusion that followed the firing of distress flares the leading

cruiser, “HMS Ithuriel”, and a further 3 K-boats turned back to render assistance.

The 4 ships attempted to avoid running into the oncoming fleet by turning in a

wide arc away from the fleet before returning to the site of the earlier collision. The

arc was not wide enough and the 4 ships ended up heading towards the rest of

the fleet at high speed in complete darkness. One of the K-boats, “K-17”, was

rammed and sunk by “HMS Fearless”. The crew of 57 had time to abandon ship

A Short History of the May

The Battle of May Island
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but as they floated in the water they were run down by oncoming battleships and

destroyers. Only 8 survived. Even more tragic was the fate of “K-4”, which was

rammed by “K-6” and sank with most of the crew still on board. The few who

managed to scramble clear of the sinking submarine were either sucked under or

chopped up by the propellers of oncoming ships. Today, the “K-4” and “K-17” still

lie on the seabed, about 13 miles east of May Island. “K-4” still contains most of

her 56 man crew and is classed as an official war grave.

In 1937 war clouds were gathering once again. Rosyth was still an important naval

base and the Royal Navy returned to May Island. In the years before the outbreak

of war, communication cables and indicator loops were laid on the seabed

between the Isle of May and the mainland. Initially these loops were not

connected to anything but a portable loop control station was kept in store at

Rosyth.

The Admiralty took over the Isle of May in 1938 and began repairing the old WW1

signal station and building accommodation huts. In August 1939, just a week

before war was declared, the loop control station was shipped out to the May and

connected up. At first the control station was housed in a long wooden hut in

Fluke Street opposite the keepers’ houses. The cabin had three rooms, one for

the loop system and Asdic controls, one for a wireless station and one to house

two diesel generators to power the entire system. In 1942, it was realised that the

entire Forth submarine detection system could be shut down by a single bomb

landing near the control hut. To protect the control station, bomb proof brick walls

and a reinforced concrete roof were built around it. Also in 1942, the loop and

Asdic systems were augmented by a radar station with its own building close to

the loop control station. If an unidentified contact was detected, the commander of

the May could call on a number of anti-submarine trawlers as well as destroyers

from Rosyth.

The combined detection systems seem to have worked as there is no evidence of

any German warship penetrating the inner Forth apart from one incident close to

the end of the war. Most of the alarms were caused by local fishermen sneaking

out at night to fish.

The defence system, centred on the May, was known as “the boom” to the people

living around the Forth. This was something of a misnomer as the system was

designed to detect incoming ships and submarines rather than act as a physical

barrier. The indicator loops, as the name implies, were loops of cable laid on the

seabed. If a steel ship or submarine passed over the indicator loop, the ship’s

magnetic field would induce a small current in the cable of the loop. This would be

amplified and passed to an ink pen. The pen was drawing continually on a sheet

The Second World War

Indicator Loops and ASDIC
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of slowly moving graph paper and

the amplified current would cause

the pen to move, drawing a zigzag

pattern on the paper. In 1940, the

indicator loops were doubled

which meant that the operators

could determine the speed and

course of any vessel detected.

This was especially important at

times of poor visibility and

darkness. When a vessel was

detected, the operators on the

May would make telephone

contact with the mainland and the

vessel would usually be identified

as friendly.

In addition to the loop system

there was also a system of ASDIC

detectors. These emitted a sound

which would bounce off the hull of

an approaching submarine

producing a distinctive echo. The

operators for the Asdic system

worked alongside the loop

operators but they only took up

their station if an unidentified loop

crossing was detected.

Most of the wartime buildings and materials have been removed from the island in

the intervening decades. Some sites are still identifiable including the site of the

loop operations room which was recently demolished as it had become unsafe.

The area is now levelled but the huge amount of bricks used to reinforce the

building are still visible on the ground. It is located in Fluke Street opposite the

lighthouse keepers’ buildings. In addition there are two brick built radar huts just

east of the beacon. One of these has a hole in its roof where the rotating radar

scanner was housed and the wires fed through the roof to the control station

below. In other parts of the island large concrete blocks protrude from the ground.

These were used to anchor the wartime masts and aerials which were so essential

to the wartime role of the May. Various other concrete platforms were bases for

the signal station and accommodation huts.

A rough diagram of the 4 lines

of the Indicator Loop System
- based on the diagram by James
Allan, “Guide to the Isle of May”.

A Short History of the May
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The first air raid of the Second World War and the first air battle between the

Luftwaffe and the RAF over UK territory took place on 16th October 1939. In the

morning several, Luftwaffe reconnaissance aircraft were sighted over the Forth.

One of these was intercepted over the Isle of May by two spitfires from the City of

Glasgow squadron. They failed to shoot down the German aircraft but, in trying,

fired the opening rounds of what was to become known as the Battle of Britain.

Later that morning 12 Junkers 88 took off in an attempt to find and sink “HMS

Hood”, the Royal Navy’s most famous battleship. Over the day there were several

skirmishes between spitfires and the bombers. At the end of the day two Ju88

bombers were shot down and several others damaged. This was something of a

shock to the Luftwaffe pilots who had not been expecting  such strong resistance

and the first indication that the Battle of Britain was not going to follow the pattern

set elsewhere in Europe.

As well as being the scene of the first shots fired in the Battle of Britain, the Forth

saw the last sinking of merchant ships by a submarine in Europe. On the 7th of

May, just 30 minutes before hostilities officially ended in Europe two merchant

ships were struck by torpedoes about one mile off the SE corner of the Isle of

May. The commander of the “U-2336” claimed that he had not received the signal

ordering all U-boats to cease hostilities and return to base and knew nothing of

the surrender until he docked in Kiel on the 14th of May.

Curious Wartime Facts

The Isle of May Bird Observatory, based at the Low Light, was founded in 1934

and is now the oldest continuously run observatory in Britain. However, it was not

the first to record seabirds on the May. The earliest list of seabirds frequenting the

Isle of May was compiled in 1710 by Sibbald, and the first complete censuses

were made in 1921 and 1924 by Baxter and Rintoul. Bird migration has also been

studied here since 1907, with only a short break during the war years. Trapping

and recording on the island is still undertaken by members of the Isle of May Bird

Observatory Trust.

Seabird research began on the island in 1966 and has increased dramatically

since then. Research is undertaken by various universities and research institutes

including The Center of Ecology and Hydrology and The Sea Mammal Research

Unit. The Isle of May is considered one of the four strategic seabird monitoring

sites in the UK along with Fair Isle, Canna and Skomer.

A Short History of the May

Seabird Research
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Nature Conservation

Nature Conservation

The May Isle is recognised as a very important place for wildlife - both nationally

and internationally. It is therefore protected by four different protected area

designations; two designations recognise the island’s international importance and

two are British designations that underpin the international status.

The Isle of May was designated one of the first National Nature Reserves in

Britain in 1956, to protect its very special wildlife. National Nature Reserves offer

wonderful opportunities to discover and learn more about the diverse range of

animals, plants and landscapes within Scotland. They are areas of land, set aside

for nature, where the main purpose of management is the conservation of habitats

and species of national and international significance. In Autumn 2005 there were

66 NNRs in Scotland, ranging from wide expanses of mountain scenery to ancient

woodlands and from remote islands to lowland lochs. Each of these magical

places offers a peaceful haven where people can enjoy and better understand our

superb natural heritage.

In 1983 the island was also made a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI),

because it is the only large breeding seabird colony in Fife, supporting nationally

important populations of shags, kittiwakes, puffins, guillemots and eiders. In winter

the island holds nationally significant wader populations of turnstones and purple

sandpipers. The maritime cliff top grasslands are the most extensive and least

disturbed in Fife. Also, the Isle of May supports the fourth largest breeding colony

of grey seals in the UK, which has almost 40% of the world’s grey seal population.

The colony is also one of only three breeding sites on the east coast of the UK.

The EU is securing a network of high quality protected conservation sites

throughout Europe; this network is known as Natura 2000. The Isle of May is part

of a Natura 2000 site, declared in 1990; the site extends beyond the Isle of May to

cover other islands in the Firth of Forth. Within Natura 200, the Isle of May fits into

two directives. As the island is an important bird site it was classified as a Special

Protection Area (SPA) for its breeding seabirds in 1990. It qualifies particularly

because of its internationally important breeding population of sandwich, common

and Arctic terns and its nationally important numbers of shag, lesser black-backed

gulls, kittiwake, guillemot, puffin, eider and razorbill. The island has also been

proposed within Natura 2000 as a Special Area of Conservation (SAC) to protect

these seals and the rocky reefs around the island’s coast.

The Isle of May is now owned and managed on our behalf by Scottish Natural

Heritage (SNH), the government’s nature conservation body in Scotland. Their

mission is to work with Scotland’s people to care for our natural heritage. SNH’s

functions include advising Ministers, the public sector and the public on matters

that affect the natural heritage.
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Puffins

Scientific name: Fratercula arctica

How many nest on the island? 80,000 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 621,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 1

Length (beak to tail): 30 cm

How long do they live? 30 years (oldest: 44 years)

How deep do they dive?

15 metres or less.

Where do they nest?

At the end of a burrow, a single egg is laid, which hatches after six weeks.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Within 32 km of their burrow.

What do they eat?

Sandeels, sprats and herring.

Where do they go in winter?

Most puffins spend the winter far offshore in the north Atlantic but the May’s

puffins seem to prefer home waters and seldom venture out of the North Sea.

Even so they will spend all winter at sea, rarely if ever coming to land.

Odd Facts

A puffin can hold up to 83 sand eels in its beak.

In 1960 there were fewer than 20 pairs of Puffiins nesting on the Isle of May. By

2006, there were over 80,000 pairs, making them the most numerous nesting bird

on the island.
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Guillemot

Scientific name: Uria aalge

How many on the island? 15,293 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 952,000 pairs

How many eggs do they have? 1

Length (beak to tail): 41cm

How long do they live? 24 years (oldest: 31 years and 9 months)

How deep do they dive?

Up to 180 metres

Where do they nest?

Coastal cliffs on narrow ledges. Despite the apparent chaos in a breeding

colony, paired birds return to the same area of rock to nest each year.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Within 50 km of their colony.

What do they eat?

Sand eels, sprat and herring

Where do they go in winter?
Young birds often cross the North Sea to the Kattegat and may travel south as

far as the English Channel. Older birds tend to stay in the vicinity of the Scottish

coast unless bad weather forces them further afield.

Odd Facts
Guillemots have the smallest nesting territory of any British bird, only a beak

length (about 5cm) around its nest.

Guillemots usually feed near the surface but have been recorded diving as deep

as 180 metres in pursuit of bottom living fish.
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Scientific name: Alca torda

How many nest on the island? 2,975 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 126,000 pairs

How many eggs do they have? 1

Length (beak to tail): 41cm

How long do they live? 13 years (oldest: 36 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?

5-7 metres but they have been spotted by submarines at depths of 120m!

Where do they nest?

Razorbills do not build a nest. Instead, they lay their egg in a crevice or under a

boulder.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Usually within a few km of their nest site.

What do they eat?

Sandeels, sprats and small crustaceans.

Where do they go in winter?
They over-winter in the North Sea and possibly the fiords of southern Norway.

Odd Facts
Razorbills only breed in the North Atlantic, with Iceland holding the biggest

colonies, possibly a million pairs. Britain holds the next biggest colonies, around

80% of razorbills breeding outside Iceland.

Razorbill
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Scientific name: Larus triactyla

How many nest on the island? 3,167 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 380,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 2

Length (beak to tail): 39cm

How long do they live? 10 years (oldest: 28 years 6 months)

How deep do they dive?

They are surface feeders, diving less than 1 metre down.

Where do they nest?

On steep sea cliffs where they build a nest out of seaweed.

What do they eat?

Sandeels, small fish and offal from fishing boats.

Where do they go in winter?

After breeding, adults move south to the Bay of Biscay, then further out into the

north Atlantic. Young birds may travel as far as Nova Scotia and Greenland. Many

adults stay in the North Sea and are often seen following fishing boats.

Odd Facts

The kitt-ee-wayke call of the adult birds is one of the most distinctive sounds

heard on the Isle of May.

Kittiwakes have longer, sharper claws than other seabirds which helps them

maintain their grip on precarious nesting ledges.

For 100 years, until about 1990, kittiwakes were shot for sport or caught to supply

the hat trade with feathers.

Kittiwake



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack 159

Seabird Fact Files

Scientific name: Larus argentatus

How many nest on the island? 2,916 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 144,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 3

Length (beak to tail): 60cm

How long do they live? 19 years (oldest: 28 years 1 month)

How deep do they dive?

They are surface feeders only.

Where do they nest?

Herring Gulls will nest on cliffs but they prefer to nest on level ground or roof tops.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Herring gulls are opportunists and will patrol the island in search of unguarded

eggs and chicks.

What do they eat?

Herrings gulls will eat almost anything they can catch. They forage on the shore

but they also eat discards from fishing boats and are frequent visitors to rubbish

tips. They will eat other birds’ chicks and eggs, even those of other herring gulls.

Where do they go in winter?

Some of the Isle of May birds hang around all year. Many head to Glasgow and

Edinburgh for the winter where rubbish tips and urban rubbish provide plenty of

food. Young birds will travel further with a few Isle of May birds turning up in

Germany and Denmark.

Odd Facts

Herring gulls are the classic “seagull” often heard on radio and TV.

Herring Gull
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Scientific name: Larus fuscus

How many nest on the island? 1,884 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 114,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 3

Length (beak to tail): 58cm

How long do they live? 15 years (oldest: 34 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?

They are surface feeders only.

Where do they nest?

On flatter ground at the top of cliffs, in large groups.

How far do they travel  to feed during nesting?

Locally, within 20 miles.

What do they eat?

Anything. They often feed at rubbish dumps but will also feed on fish when

available

Where do they go in winter?
Many are year-round residents on the Isle of May. However, some, after breeding,

move south as far as the Mediterranean and West Africa but in recent years more

and more have over wintered in England.

Odd Facts

Lesser black-backed gulls, which are seen in Scotland during spring and autumn,

are often migrants from Iceland and the Faroe Islands.

Lesser Black- backed Gull
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Greater Black-backed Gull

Scientific name: Larus marinus

How many nest on the island? 25 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 20,000 pairs in summer, 40,000 pairs in winter

How many eggs do they lay ? 2 - 3

Length (beak to tail): 71cm

How long do they live? Oldest: 24 years and four months

How deep do they dive?

They are surface feeders and never dive below the surface.

Where do they nest?

Pad of grass in a hollow on a cliff top

What do they eat?

They are omnivorous and will eat everything from shellfish and fish to birds, eggs,

carrion and rubbish.

Where do they go in winter?

Many are year-round residents on the Isle of May. In winter this gull is generally

widespread, with over half the European population over-wintering in Britain,

especially on the east coast.

Odd Facts

These gulls are widespread; they are found in northern and central Europe, north

east Russia and north east North America.

It is an effective predator. It can catch and eat puffins and is quite capable of

swallowing a big rat or a rabbit whole.
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Scientific name: Sterna hirundo

How many nest on the island? 99 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 12,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 2-3

Length (beak to tail): 33cm

How long do they live? Typical 12 years, oldest recorded 33yrs

How deep do they dive?

These terns plunge dive from 10-15 metres to catch fish just below the surface.

Where do they nest?

On loose sandy soil on the higher parts of the Isle of May, close to the lighthouse

and on the north plateau.

How far do they travel  to feed during nesting?

Most feeding will be within the Firth of Forth - less than 20 miles.

What do they eat?

Mostly fish, some crustaceans

Where do they go in winter?
They migrate to the west coast of Africa, especially Mauritania and Ghana.

Odd Facts

Also known as the sea swallow due to their forked tails.

Common Tern
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Scientific name: Sterna paradisaea

How many nest on the island? 515 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 53,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay ? 1-2

Length (beak to tail): 34cm

How long do they live? 13 years (oldest: 29 years and 10 months)

How deep do they dive?

Plunge dive from 10-15 metres to catch fish just below the surface.

Where do they nest?

On loose sandy soil on the higher parts of the Isle of May, close to the lighthouse

and on the north plateau.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Mainly within the Firth of Forth, about 20 miles.

What do they eat?

Mainly sandeels during the breeding season. Fish, crustaceans and insects at

other times.

Where do they go in winter?

West and southern Africa, possibly as far as Antarctica.

Odd Facts

Some Arctic terns migrate from the Arctic summer to the Antarctic summer each

year; and so experience more hours of daylight each year than any other bird.

Arctic Tern
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Scientific name: Sterna sandvicensis

How many nest on the island? 1, however 15 birds were seen (in 2006)

UK Population: 17,000 pairs in summer

How many eggs do they lay ? 1-2

Length (beak to tail): 38cm

How long do they live? Oldest recorded: 30 years and 9 months

How deep do they dive?

They plunge dive from a height with a loud smack and splash.

Where do they nest?

They nest in colonies on sand or shingle in coastal dune systems and by lagoons.

Occasionally, in Scotland, they nest on rocky islands and rough grazing.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

They feed well away from their colony, out in the Forth and beyond.

What do they eat?

They catch small fish, especially sandeels, sprats and whiting.

Where do they go in winter?
Scottish birds tend to migrate to Senegal and Angola, with a few south to South

Africa and Natal.

Odd Facts

These are the largest terns found regularly in the UK.

They are very highly strung, are quick to take alarm and are known to completely

abandon colonies, even after laying.

Sandwich Tern
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Scientific name: Fulmarus glacialis

How many nest on the island? 298 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 543,000 pairs in summer

How many eggs do they lay ? 1

Length (beak to tail): 48 cm

How long do they live? 44 years (oldest recorded: 41 years)

How deep do they dive?

They are surface feeders.

Where do they nest?

They nest in colonies on cliff ledges.

What do they eat?

They are attracted to trawlers in large numbers and take the fish waste thrown

from the boats. They also eat offal, crustaceans, squid, carrion, refuse and small

fish.

Where do they go in winter?

Immature birds stay at sea all year round, and do not breed until 9 or 10 years old.

Mature birds stay close to their breeding colony over the winter, with the Isle of

May birds only venturing out into the North Sea, especially in the autumn.

Odd Facts

They are perhaps the longest lived birds in the UK.

They are related to the albatrosses and other petrels.

They were only found in the UK on St. Kilda until the 1900s. The islanders there

harvested the birds for a wide range of uses.

The birds defend their nests by snorting a foul-smelling oil from their nose tubes.

The St. Kilda people prized the oil for its supposed medicinal qualities.

Fulmar
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Shag

Scientific name: Phalacrocarax aristotelis

How many nest on the island? 485 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population 46,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay? 3

Length (beak to tail): 72cm

How long do they live? Oldest recorded: 30 years and 6 months

How deep do they dive?

They dive from the surface, not the air, and can dive down to the seabed.

Where do they nest?

They make nests from a messy heap of weed, vegetation and “found objects”,

including fishing net, etc., which they add to throughout the season. They nest on

sheltered ledges, sea caves and amongst boulders at the bottom of cliffs, several

metres above the spring tide height.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

They stay pretty local to their nest site.

What do they eat?

They catch fish, mainly sandeels and herring.

Where do they go in winter?

They generally remain close to their nest site during the winter, staying within

100km of their colony.

Odd Facts

They were first recorded breeding on the Isle of May in 1918.

Their name is very old and means “tufted” - a reference the small crest on their

head.

They are also known as the green cormorant.

Their feathers are not waterproof. This is to reduce buoyancy when diving but

means their wings become waterlogged and have to be dried after diving.

Young birds are prone to disorientation in poor weather and may end up inland in

large numbers. This is called a “wreck” of shags.

Female chicks lose their voices when they are 5 weeks old and can then only hiss

and click.
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Eider Duck

Scientific name: Somateria mollissima

How many nest on the island? 1,100 pairs

UK Population: 823 pairs (in 2006)

How many eggs do they lay? 4-6

Length (beak to tail): 60cm

How long do they live? 18 years (oldest: 35 years and 6 months)

How deep do they dive?

They dive to about 10 metres max, but usually less.

Where do they nest?

They will build their nest, lined with eider down in all sorts of places, sometimes in

the middle of gull colonies and often close to footpaths. On the Isle of May mainly

on the NE side close to the shoreline.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Shallow water around the island or the nearby mainland.

What do they eat?

Mussels, crabs, shrimps, etc.

Where do they go in winter?

The May Eiders tend to stay around the Firth of Forth in winter and will gather

together in large groups.

Odd Facts

People have collected down since the 14th Century for filling clothes, duvets,

sleeping bags, etc. This almost led to the extinction of Eiders in the 19th Century.

The French name for an eider duck is eider á duvet.
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Seabird Fact Files

Scientific name: Haematopus ostralegus

How many nest on the island? 18 pairs (in 2006)

UK Population: 113,000 pairs

How many eggs do they lay? 2-3

Length (beak to tail): 42 cm

How long do they live? 12 years (oldest: 36 years 2 months)

How deep do they dive?

They are waders and do not dive.

Where do they nest?

All sorts of places from flat roofs to shingle.

How far do they travel to feed during nesting?

Generally they find all the food they need on the island’s shore at low tide.

What do they eat?

Shellfish such as cockles, mussels, but also earthworms when young.

Where do they go in winter?

Some stay in the Forth. Others may travel to the Solway, the Irish Sea or even

Portugal.

Odd Facts

It is possible to tell how an oystercatcher feeds by looking at its beak. Those

with short blunt beaks feed by hammering open shells while those with long

pointed beaks prise shells apart.

Oystercatchers can nest in places such as rooftops as they are one of the few

wader species that carry food to their young.

Oystercatcher
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Section 8:
Resources
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The staff at Scottish Natural Heritage are very happy to help with your project about

the Isle of May - on the mainland or on the island.

On the May, all ferries are met by the SNH staff who can tell you what to see and

will be happy to answer your questions. If you give the island staff some notice of

your class’s visit, they will try to accompany you around the island and help in any

way they can - contact the island staff via the SNH office in Cupar.

Feel free to contact the SNH office in Cupar for further advice, assistance or

additional resources.

Scottish Natural Heritage

46 Crossgate

CUPAR

Fife

KY15 5HS

Phone: 01334 654038

Fax: 01334 656924

Advice

Natural Connections
Natural Connections is Fife‘s Outdoor Learning Programme developed by the

Countryside Section of Fife Councils Community Services.

Natural Connections is based on the belief that the best outdoor learning combines

adventure skills, personal and social development and learning about the

environment.

Natural Connections uses enjoyable and challenging outdoor experiences to

progressively develop skills and understanding. There are 6 experiences or

elements to the programme.

The Isle of May visit would count towards the ‘Caring for Nature’ element (soon to

be changed to ‘Discovering Nature’).

For more information on this programme contact the Natural Connections

Co-ordinator:

Phone: 01592 741212

email admin@naturalconnections.info.

web site: www.naturalconnections.info
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Useful Web Sites
www.snh.org.uk

Scottish Natural Heritage’s web site

www.rspb.org.uk/birds/guide

Great for information and images of birds

www.bto.org/birdfacts

Great for information and images of birds

www.ceh-nerc.ac.uk

Lots of seabird research on the island is run by the Centre for Ecology and

Hydrology. Have a look at their latest reports on the island - the summaries are

quite straighforward.

www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/stationdata/leucharsdata.txt

For monthly weather data from 1957 to the present at the May’s nearest weather

station at Leuchars.

www.sahfos.ac.uk

The Sir Alister Hardy Foundation for Ocean Research is a great site for plankton

information and images. Go to the plankton image library or the education

section; click in the introduction, then open the Key Stage 3 section.

www.seabirds.org

North Berwick’s Scottish Seabird Centre is a fantastic educational centre. Click

on the wildife page and then the webcam for the live images of  the Isle of May

seabird cliffs.

www.sustainablefife.org
A free resource providing lesson plans for 5-14 Environmental Studies.

Concentrating on sustainable development, it describes activities, case studies

and opportunities for field trips and project work.

www.fife-education.org.uk/ecoschools

Information on Ecoschools in Fife.

www.standrewsaquarium.co.uk

St Andrew’s aquarium has rescued common seals

www.audobon.org

US ornithological society’s web site, very comprehensive.

www.usborne-quicklinks.com

A series of web safe sites. Once in site enter the keywords, “spotters birds”.

www.geologyrocks.co.uk

An educational geology web site.

www.links4kids
Safe educational web sites for pupils and teachers.



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

172

Allan, James (2002) General Guide to The Isle of May

Pub. Tervor Ltd, Anstruther

Bathurst, Bella (1999) The Lighthouse Stevensons

Pub. HarperColliins

Brockie, Keith (1984) One Man’s Island

J.M. Dent & Sons, London

Eggeling, W.J. (1960) The Isle of May - A Scottish Nature Reserve

Pub. Oliver & Boyd, Edinburgh

Everitt, D.E. (1972) The K-boats

Pub. New English Library

Hull, Robin (2001) Scottish Birds - culture and tradition

Pub. Mercat Press, Edinburgh

Morris, Ron (2004) Aboard HMS May Island - the story of May Island’s

Role in Wartime

Pub. Save Wemyss Ancient Caves Society

SNH Jewel of the Forth (booklet)

Pub. Scottish Natural Heritage

Yeoman, P. Secrets of Fife’s Holy Island - the archaeology of

the Isle of May

Pub. The Archaeology of the Isle of May,

Fife Council

Bibliography & Further Reading

Acknowledgements
The text and activities for this pack were provided by Kirsti Paisley of Selkie

Associates (selkie.associates@btopenworld.com). Additional text was written by

Owen Paisley of Selkie Associates.

Thanks to all SNH staff for their assistance and patience, especially Therese

Alampo and Lisa Duggan.

Photography is by SNH staff, especially Therese Alampo and also by Laurie

Campbell.

We would also like to thank the following for their copyright permissions:

Ron Morris for his book Aboard HMS May Island

James Allan for his book General Guide to The Isle of May.



Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

Isle of May NNR Expedition Pack

173

Inevitably, some activities in this pack will have been influenced by other

environmental educators’ ideas and activities. Over the years we have used or read

about so many activities and ideas that often it is difficult to trace their origins. We

would like to thank the original authors and hope they are not offended by the

inclusion of their ideas in this educational pack.

Acknowledgements


