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Recent observations on bats and certain other mammals on Bute 
 

Billy Shields 

Stable Cottage, Mount Stuart, Isle of Bute, PA20 9LP. 

 

Two species of bat have long been known on Bute: the Brown Long-eared Bat Plecotus auritus and 
the Common Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pipistrellus (e.g. Gibson, 1980).  Gibson (2000, 2004) reported 
that bat detector records of their calls supported the identification on Bute of Daubenton’s Bat, 
Natterer’s Bat and the Soprano Pipistrelle, increasing the number of Bute’s bat species to five. 

For Natterer’s Bat Myotis nattereri, the bat detector evidence is confirmed by the specimen de-
scribed by Richard Sutcliffe in this volume (Sutcliffe, 2008).  Personally, I have not come across this 
species on Bute, but I can provide additional information on the Soprano Pipistrelle and Dauben-
ton’s Bat. 

Soprano Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pygmaeus 

Schofield (2002) provides a helpful description of the separation of the Soprano Pipistrelle from the 
Common Pipistrelle.  In the second half of the 1990s bat researchers recognised that differences in 
appearance among Pipistrelle bats went along with differences in their calls.  Pipistrelles with more 
pointed muzzles and light brown or pinkish faces tend to have higher pitched calls, with echoloca-
tion calls peaking at 55Hz.  Pipistrelles with bulbous muzzles and dark brown faces tend to have 
lower pitched calls, with echolocation calls peaking at 45Hz.  Subsequently DNA evidence con-
firmed that these were two different species.  The Soprano Pipistrelle is often referred to as the “55” 
and the Common Pipistrelle as the “45” Pipistrelle. 

The single most effective way of distinguishing the two species is to use a high quality bat detector, 
but it is reassuring to be able to see differences with a bat in hand, even though some individuals 
cannot be distinguished with certainty in this way.  Bats can only be handled under license but the 
opportunity to do so has arisen when visiting some of the roosts of both “55s” and “45s” that I have 
recorded in order to sex the bats and to check their health.  This has provided clear visual evidence 
that both species are present on Bute. 

Soprano Pipistrelles have the largest bat roosts in Bute.  One roost in Rothesay has up to about 560 
individuals.  The largest known roost of Common Pipistrelles on Bute has about 150 individuals.  
To date, twelve roosts of Sopranos have been discovered (in 10km grid squares NS05, NS06, and 
NS15 and NS06), compared to six roosts of Common Pipistrelles (NS06 and NS15). By way of 
comparison, only three roosts of the Brown long-eared bat Plecotus auritus are known, two in 
Rothesay and one at Mount Stuart.  Each roost has between 15 and 20 individuals. 

Daubenton's bat Myotis daubentonii  

No Daubenton’s Bat has been studied in hand, but there is now ample evidence of their presence 
using bat detectors and droppings have been found with the characteristics of this species’ diet of 
aquatic insects.  In addition, three feeding roosts are known in the vicinity of the lochs of central 
Bute, in 1km grid squares NS0861 and NS0762.  They can also be seen feeding around Rothesay 
Castle.  

 

Red Deer Cervus elaphus 

The tables in Gibson (1980) indicate that Red Deer were recorded in south-east Bute (10km grid 
square NS15) sometime during the period 1951 to 1975 with earlier records elsewhere on Bute but 
none after 1975.  That remained the situation until 2005 when, in November of that year, I saw a 
small group near Shalunt.  Deer are known to be capable of swimming across stretches of seawater, 
especially when pursued, and that is presumably how they arrived from the mainland.  Parties of 
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Red Deer have been seen since, with a maximum count of 15, and as far south on the West Island 
Way as the vicinity of Cnocnicoll Wood (Grid Ref. NS093606.) 

Feral Goat Capra hircus 

Sightings of the Feral Goats of North Bute are infrequent, so it seems useful to record that ten indi-
viduals were seen on Ronalds Knowe on June 15th 2008.  The party included two kids. 

Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris 

As with the Red Deer, Gibson (1980) indicated records of Red squirrels on Bute in 10km grid 
square NS15 sometime during the period 1951 to 1975, with earlier records elsewhere on Bute, but 
none after 1975.  In 2005, two forestry men witnessed a Red squirrel being run over by a car near 
Beaver Wood.  It was still warm when I received the body.  It was presented to Bute Museum and 
prepared for display by Duncan Ferguson of Kelvingrove Museum who had to repair the specimen 
with parts from other individuals.  It was returned to the Museum in October 2005 for display. 

In November 2007 the Museum received a report from Alan Ewing that he seen two red squirrels 
in a field at Shalunt Farm.  The location was re-visited by Ivor Gibbs on two subsequent occasions, 
but with no more sightings. On 17th May 2008 shortly before 9am, wildlife photographer Phil Kirk-
ham saw a red squirrel run across the road just south of Bogany Point.  It ran from the grass above 
the shore into a garden on Craigmore Road.  Phil is very familiar with red squirrels, having photo-
graphed them at Formby, Lancashire, near where he lived prior to moving to Bute. 

Grey squirrel Sciurus carolinensis 

Gibson (1996) reported a sighting in 1994 of a Grey Squirrel on Bute.  This sighting was from an 
authoritative source, but I have no personal knowledge of further reports of this species on Bute. 

Seals  

It is well known that two species of seal are present around Bute, Harbour Seal (= Common Seal) 
Phoca vitlulina, and Grey Seal Halochoerus grypus.  It is appropriate to mention recently published 
observations of unusual feeding strategies in these species.  Phil Kirkham has described a Harbour 
Seal hunting, killing and eating male Eiders.  What is presumed to be the same individual seal was 
seen (and photographed) engaging in this activity along Bute’s eastern shorelines during winter 
months between November 2006 and March 2008 (Kirkham 2008).  Moore (2001) described similar 
behaviour in the Grey Seal Halochoerus grypus off Great Cumbrae in the period March-April 2001.  
In this case it was judged likely that more than one individual seal was involved, and female eiders 
were targeted as well as males.  
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