HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS
SPRING BIRDS IN SPEYSIDE
23-30 May 2015
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Day 1

Arriving at the Steading, our base for the next week, set back from the road
a quiet retreat with birds and wildlife all around us, we make ourselves
comfortable. Our first bird to see is an Osprey circling above our heads,
with Willow Warbler, Song Thrush and Swallows singing also. We enjoy our
first evening meal cooked by Sharon and then whilst we have tea/coffee
Chrissie runs through the activities of the week.

Day 2

After breakfast we set off for our day, with van loaded with lunch and drinks
for everyone. The valley is busy with bird life as we spot Mistle Thrush
and Song Thrush in the field where a great comparison is shared.
Oystercatcher, Lapwing and Curlew feed and Willow Warblers flit about the
trees nearby. A close view of a Dipper on the fast flowing stream
is photographed and enjoyed.
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At the end of the valley we walk across the bridges and scan the hillside, our
first spot is two Mountain Hare running around giving fantastic views,
it is great to see them moving, they only have white socks now and most
of the fur is brown. Siskin call and flit in the Pine trees behind us, also giving
great views. Still scanning Chrissie spots another two Mountain Hare sitting
motionless on the lee side of a peat bank, with the others still scampering
around the hillside.
The valley is a brilliant place to visit at any time of year with the start of the
drive the trees surround the road, eventually opening into a fertile grassland
home for sheep and cattle, then further along, the hillside gets steeper as the
valley opens even further with a great view up or down the river. Red Deer
prefer the upper slopes and can be seen in herds. If you are lucky a Golden
Eagle may appear alas not today. Buzzard and Kestrel are the birds of prey
today, still always great to watch soaring or hovering over some prey.

We take a drive up onto the Farr Road, and find Red Grouse aplenty, the
views over this well managed Grouse moor are spectacular, a patchwork
of habitats created especially for the Red Grouse, with tracks trailing away
into the distance and out of site.
Returning to the Steading we take a short walk down the river, we watch
Sand Martins flying up and down the bank side, Meadow Pipit call in the
fields. Through the woods Spotted Flycatcher flit and then an Osprey
is seen, we do not stay long as the bird flys up and around. Viewing from
afar it is a brilliant view of this fabulous bird, a great end to the first part
of our day. Back for dinner then out again.
A fabulous dinner set us up for the night in our mammal hide, set in the
middle of the woods, with trees all around. Chrissie puts out the bait and
we settle in for a couple of hours. As the light fades a Wood Mouse pops
up and starts taking the peanuts. On the other side we are visited by a host
of birds, now taking a liking to peanut butter, they include Blue Tit, Chaffinch
and Great-spotted Woodpecker.
Sitting patiently we soon see a Badger lumbering up the track towards the
food, followed by another, so two Badgers feed, while we watch one leaves
and then a Pine Marten comes in and actually feeds on the ground within
a short distance of the Badger this is incredible as they do not normally
tolerate each other, so what a sight! Then as they both run off at the same
time, Chrissie looks out the front and there is a male Pine Marten sitting
munching on peanuts, we have had a great day and night, and with all this
excitement we eventually head back to our base.
Day 3

An earlier start today as we set off for the West coast and Handa, stopping
en-route at Black-water falls and seeing a Grey Wagtail but no Dipper.
Driving up past Loch Droma and through some fabulous scenery Chrissie
spots a pair of Black-throated Divers on a loch close to the road, so we stop
and get out quickly to have a better look through the telescopes, a great bird
to see in summer plumage.
Stopping for coffee and getting prepared to go onto Handa for a few hours
we set off again to Tarbet for the ferry across to the Island, on arriving
at a brilliant sandy bay we go with the volunteer wardens for a brief
introduction to Handa. Enjoying lunch by the bothy before setting off across
the island to the stack.

We are accompanied by Wheatear, Meadow Pipit and Great Skuas, some
sitting bold on a grassy mound, others flying over our heads and calling, when
landing they leave their wings up in the air for a few seconds before settling.
Always a pleasure to watch and as we do not go off the pathway we are not
getting attacked by them.
As we reach the cliff edge, at a little lochan we watch Bonxies bathing and
have six Red-throated Divers swimming around and displaying to each other
what a spectacle to behold, and to hear the haunting call, echoing around
us is amazing. Over the edge of the cliff Fulmars fly and are sitting on nests,
Guillemot, Razorbill and an odd Puffin is spotted from here also.
Again Wheatear hop around in front of folk, a fabulous sight.
Walking around to the stack we settle for a wee while to scan and watch
another spectacle as Chrissie counts at least 62 Puffins in and around the
stack a great number this year, with Kittiwake collecting nesting material from
the grassy banks and returning to build their nests. Guillemot and Razorbills
share the cliff edges in good numbers.
On our return another pair of Red-throated Divers are spotted on a distant
lochan, and as we walk back along the board walk Arctic Skuas start
appearing in good numbers also, so agile and a much slimmer bird to the
Bonxie, with some dark and light phase birds to be seen. When we arrive
at the beach the queue for the boat is long, so while we wait on this lovely
sandy beach we see Sanderling in summer plumage rushing around by the
water’s edge, dodging the waves, a lovely sight.
Our return journey is back through the mountains and lochs and the scenery
is still as amazing as going, we are very lucky to watch a Golden Eagle soaring
above the mountainside and then closer over a forest, we could not have
had a better view, we stop for dinner on the way home and after dinner
come across some Red Deer really close to the road, so cameras are out
again, eventually we get back to the Steading and head to our rooms after
a fabulous long day.
Day 4

We are staying local today and set off after breakfast only to stop quickly
as Chrissie spots three Ospreys flying over a loch, what a start. Driving
on we head up to the car park for the Cairngorm funicular and wrapping
up warmly we take a train to the top station. The windchill today is below
minus, but still we head off up the track in search of high mountain species.

There is still a lot of snow around and walking up the side of the fence
to reach the track we saunter stopping and scanning regularly. We do not
see much on the way up but reach the top of the Cairngorms with stunning
views after a fairly easy walk.
On the way down we again stop and scan and find Ptarmigan sitting
on a rock on the ridge giving great views. Further down the track we watch
Dotterel flying and running around the slopes in front of us, great to see
these birds back on the mountainside, with the stunning plumage of the
female birds, but blending in to the background scrub very easily. We walk
back down to the train and enjoy lunch. Meeting Darren in the car park and
having a quick catch up, he had been watching a Ring Ouzel and
it is not long before he shows us where it is, another great view.
Stopping at the lower car park just to have a scan, we hear another Ring
Ouzel but do not see, but whilst scanning, a Mountain Hare appears right
in front of us and scampers along the hill giving us great photo opportunities.
A hiker is coming down the track but in front of him are a small herd
of Reindeer feeding and walking oblivious to the fact folk are about, they are
from the Reindeer herd in the valley below, they come very close and
everyone again takes photos.
We stop by the loch side and watch Swallow, Sand Martin and Swifts
hawking over the water catching flies. Just as we are about to leave a female
Goosander comes swimming by really close to the shore, amazing.
We return for dinner and checklist after another great day.
Day 5

We enjoy another great breakfast and set out again, stopping to watch a Red
Grouse with chicks going through the heather by the side of the road, always
an ‘ahh’ moment. Further along we stop for a Curlew also with chicks
brilliant. Then Chrissie gets her eye on an Osprey hovering over the loch
ready to go fishing, as we watch it dives and crashes into the water,
an amazing sight, and yes it was successful and comes out of the water with
a fair sized fish, still watching as it gains height and flies off back to the nest
with the catch. It is always a pleasure to watch these magnificent birds
fishing we were lucky.
Travelling on to the mouth of the River Spey, Spey Bay is our next stop,
as always there is a lot of bird life flying, feeding, preening and just there.
So as we scan through the flocks we find Goosander, Red-breasted
Merganser, Mute Swans, most of the Gull species and Shelduck with

Yellowhammer and Reed Bunting singing from the top of the Willow trees.
On the shingle shore we watch one Little Tern amongst a flock of Arctic
Terns and out at sea Gannets fish.
It is always worth spending a good hour or so here to keep scanning
as we watch out to sea a Bottlenose Dolphin is spotted then more what
a pleasure, as we watch them fishing and then leaping in the air twisting and
turning, some just swimming by. Also another Osprey is fishing and with
a hover then a dive out it comes with a fish, trying to fly off it lands and tries
to eat his catch only to be mobbed by Gulls and Crows, he keeps flying a bit
further along the shingle bank, but in the end he has to fly off as the
harassment is too much, another great sighting for the day, we return back
to the Steading for dinner and checklists.
Day 6

Up bright and early we head onto the mountain road in search of late lekking
Black Grouse, we are lucky as we scan over the moorland Chrissie spots one
bird on the site just sitting, but as we watch another bird appears above the
trees and they start performing, brilliant birds to watch as they strut their
stuff in scope view. Another bird flies from behind the trees and out of sight,
we are happy though as the other two stay a while before flying off.
A Mountain Hare decides to hop by not bothered by us clicking away with
our cameras, a great start to the day.
Returning for breakfast, which is very welcome for the early risers, we then
pack up and go out for the day. The forest is our destination for the day,
and as we walk around the trail Redstart are singing but proving very hard
to see! Further along Chrissie sees one flitting about with a pair of Spotted
Flycatcher, so we all take time to see all the birds and even get some brilliant
photos with the Spotted Flycatcher staying still. On the loch Greylag Geese
are swimming around but not much else, so we walk on eventually after
seeing Coal, Blue, and Great Tits we hear and see the most sought after bird
the Crested Tit with some fantastic views. We do search for Crossbills but
they did not appear today, but still everyone is quite satisfied with the day,
so we head back to base.

Day 7

Our last full day of the holiday we drive to the Black Isle, at Udale Bay the
tide is receding and the first bird we see is an Osprey with a fish flying onto
a nearby post to eat his catch, what a brilliant view, it is getting harassed
by a Crow and keeps flying to another post and back again, but does not
give up on his catch. Then not long after another Osprey flys onto the same

post and proceeds to eat his catch also, how lucky were we. We knew they
were separate birds as they had different coloured leg rings so great
to watch and photograph.
The bay is always busy and we watch Common, Black-headed, Great
Black-backed and Herring Gulls bathing in the fresh water stream running
into the Cromarty Firth. Shelduck, Heron, Redshank and Curlew are on the
exposed mud flats. In the trees around the hide Yellowhammer and Reed
Bunting sing, and on the field opposite a Ringed Plover with a chick is also
being watched.
The drive along the coast line towards Cromarty is good, as we count the
number of Riggs that have been brought into the Firth for either repair
or maybe no work at the moment. Along the shore Eider Duck and Mute
Swan are on the water. We watch Red Kite flying over as we drive around
the lanes over the farmland, Red-legged Partridge are spotted in the grassy
fields, more Yellowhammers and Skylark are singing high in the sky, a lovely
song to hear. The day has gone fast as we have to return for our last dinner
and final checklist.
Day 8

After breakfast we bid fond farewells to all and hope for a safe journey
home, maybe already planning another Speyside adventure.
Best species were Dotterel and Osprey, with the best places, Handa, Spey
Bay, Night hide, and Cairngorm Mountain. Magic moments included, Osprey
catching fish, Slavonian Grebe, seeing Dotterel, Pine Marten, seeing Crested
Tit and watching Pine Marten and Badger feeding on the ground together,
an amazing trip.

BIRDS
Red-throated Diver
Black-throated Diver
Little Grebe
Slavonian Grebe
Fulmar
Gannet
Shag
Grey Heron
Mute Swan
Greylag Goose
Shelduck
Teal
Mallard
Tufted Duck
Scaup
Eider
Common Scoter
Goldeneye
Red-breasted Merganser
Goosander
Red Kite
Common Buzzard
Golden Eagle
Osprey
Kestrel
Red Grouse
Ptarmigan
Black Grouse
Red-legged Partridge
Pheasant
Coot
Oystercatcher
Ringed Plover
Dotterel
Lapwing
Sanderling
Dunlin
Snipe (h)
Woodcock
Curlew
Redshank
Common Sandpiper
Arctic Skua

Great Skua
Black-headed Gull
Common Gull
Herring Gull
Great Black-backed Gull
Kittiwake
Sandwich Tern
Common Tern
Arctic Tern
Little Tern
Guillemot
Razorbill
Puffin
Woodpigeon
Collared Dove
Cuckoo
Swift
Great-spotted Woodpecker
Skylark
Sand Martin
Swallow
House Martin
Tree Pipit
Meadow Pipit
Rock Pipit
Grey Wagtail
Pied Wagtail
Dipper
Wren
Dunnock
Robin
Redstart
Wheatear
Ring Ouzel
Blackbird
Song Thrush
Mistle Thrush
Sedge Warbler (h)
Willow Warbler
Goldcrest
Spotted Flycatche
Long-tailed Tit
Crested Tit

Coal Tit
Blue Tit
Great Tit
Treecreeper
Jackdaw
Rook
Carrion Crow
Hooded Crow
Raven
Starling
House Sparrow
Chaffinch
Greenfinch
Goldfinch
Siskin
Linnet
Common Crossbill
Bullfinch
Snow Bunting
Yellowhammer

Reed Bunting
Jay
TOTAL BIRDS: 108
MAMMALS
Wood Mouse
Red Squirrel
Brown Hare
Mountain Hare
Pine Marten
Badger
Feral Goat
Red Deer
Roe Deer
Bottlenose Dolphin
Grey Seal
TOTAL SPECIES: 119

