
HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS 

 

SOLWAY FIRTH 

 

5-12 NOVEMBER 2022 

 

 

Guides  Sally Nowell and Kate Mennie 

 

Guests  Margaret Mowbray, Gillian and David Smith, Melanie and John Parker,  

Katherine Drake, Pam and David Petts, Pam and Malcolm Mundy,  

Mary and David Penton 

 

 

Day 1  Arriving in Castle Douglas for our week, Sally and Kate meet all guests before 

dinner to chat about the weeks plans.  

 

Day 2  Our first morning starts a bit dull, so after breakfast we all wrap up and take  

a wander down the road to nearby Carlingwark Loch to get used to our 

surroundings. It is a breezy morning, so we take a bit of shelter behind trees  

to scan the freshwater loch. There are Little Grebe close in, Coot, Mute Swans, 

male and female Goldeneye and Tufted Ducks in the distance. We spot  

a Goosander pair showing nicely and Sally spots a Great Crested Grebe and 

sees a Kingfisher fly past. In a nearby large Alder tree there are a lot of small 

birds feeding on the cones, such as Goldfinch, Siskin, Chaffinch and we also spot 

Treecreeper up one of the branches. We try to look for the Kingfisher but the 

rain comes in, so we start heading back, looking at the cathedral tower for 

Peregrine that sometimes roosts here. 

 

 We dry off and pack up the vans back at the hotel before heading off for the 

rest of the day. We head north out of Castle Douglas turning off onto a small 

road following the River Dee. We spot Canada and Greylag Geese in the field, 

Brown Hare jumping through and Kate spots a Kestrel that lands on the 

telegraph pylon. We reach the Ken Dee reserve car park where a distant look 

to the reserve gives us Teal and our first Red Kites circling over. We take  

a walk from here up the path with hedgerows in hope of finding Willow Tit. 

There is a large flock of Chaffinch on the path, so we scan them in case there 

are any Brambling amongst them. A little further David spots a Goldcrest  

in a tree and Kate finds some Redwings showing nicely. We enjoy strolling  

up the path reaching the woodland area where Brown Hare are running in the 

field, and we start to listen out for Willow Tit. There is a flurry of activity with 

half a dozen Bullfinch, Long-tailed Tits and Coal Tits but despite all  

14 of us searching, no Willow Tit with them. Before heading back, we walk  

a little further where Kate points out a few Crossbills flying overhead. On the 



way back we see Jay and many Red Kites dotted about the sky. We have lunch 

back at the minibuses to shelter from a passing shower.  

 

 A short drive and we arrive at Bellymack Kite feeding to get settled on the 

platform for the 2pm feed. The Red Kites line the trees and fly overhead  

in preparation for their regular feed that this independent farm has been 

providing for about twenty years as part of the Galloway Kite trail. As the food 

goes out the Kites begin to gather in the sky and one or two dive down to get 

their pick of food. After a few minutes more Kites gather and dive down  

in front of us, the sound of their wings swooping down. We are mesmerised 

watching them and seeing them close through our binoculars.  

 

 We head on our way and take a small road west of Lauriston, stopping first  

in a woodland car park to have a treat and see if there are any Crossbills in the 

spruces here. Only Siskins and Long-tailed Tits are heard so we carry on to the 

open land where we hope to stop and scan for raptors. Unfortunately, a rain 

cloud comes over, so after a few minutes of Kate and Sally looking, we carry  

on driving slowly along the road. A Kestrel hovers beside the road and Pam 

spots a Fox, but when we reverse we could not find it. The last light is shining 

down on the coast as we make our way through the golden moorland into 

Gatehouse of Fleet then back to the hotel.  

 

Day 3 The day starts wet, so we head for the WWT reserve of Caerlaverock south  

of Dumfries, one of the reserves where the Svalbard Barnacle Geese stay for 

the winter. On our drive towards the reserve, we are greeted by a field  

of a couple of hundred Barnacles, listening to them as they took off from  

the field. We also see many gull species in a field on our way including  

Lesser Black-back. Arriving at the reserve, we wrap up and are greeted by the 

staff who advise us the best places to be today. Starting off, Kate suggests  

we head to folly hide whilst it’s high tide as the waders come into the pond. 

We are greeted with many wader and wildfowl species and get ourselves set 

up to scan. Teal, Shoveler, Wigeon, Mallard and Gillian spots Little Egret on the 

edge of the pool. On the far bank there are many Black-tailed Godwits that fly 

in and Golden Plover resting. David P spots some Roe Deer in the field, Kate 

and Melanie admire Snipe through the scope. David S also spots a single Dunlin 

feeding on the shore. David sees a Gadwall, with its ‘vermiculated’ markings,  

as it snoozes amongst the Teal. A huge variety to start our morning. 

 

 We continue along the path, noticing some feeders with small birds like 

Chaffinch, Goldfinch, Tree and House Sparrows. We make our way to the 

furthest hide, the Saltcot Hide. We set up our scopes on the more sheltered 

sides of the tower. The tide is going out quickly, but most waders are too far 

out unfortunately. This can be a good lookout for raptors so we’re hoping  

to see something today. David sees some Pintail and Goosander in a pool along 

with Great black-backed Gulls. There are many Little Egrets on the marsh and 



Kate spots a much bigger one, a Great Egret. As Kate speaks to Pam, they 

notice movement on the path below, it’s a Weasel. It is very fast, but we watch 

it scurrying on the bank and through the grass. The rain lets up and we have 

seen plenty from here, so we begin to pack up to leave. Suddenly Kate spots  

a small raptor flying towards the tower and over the gorse, a Merlin, which 

eventually lands on a fence so we manage to look at it through the scopes. 

David and Gillian get a fabulous eyelevel view as it whizzes past and had  

a Peregrine from their viewpoint.   

 

 We make our way down to the Peter Scott building for lunch where the 

wildfowl pool is full of Geese and Swans. The reserve volunteer comes to talk 

to us about the way they are helping the birds on the reserve and gives them 

some food so we can watch the Whooper Swans close and see their 

interactions. After staying warm and dry for a while we go out to explore the 

rest of the reserve, making our way down a very boggy path to the Avenue 

tower. It is very awkward to set up our scopes here, so we just scan around 

where we see Roe Deer, Barnacle Geese and Kestrel over the fields down 

below. We stop in at the hide halfway back, where another pool provides 

lovely views of Pintail and Shoveler and Kate spots a pair of Stonechat sitting  

on the reeds. The rain returns as we end our time at the reserve and whilst  

we wait in the car park there are Long-tailed Tits calling from the trees and  

a Sparrowhawk suddenly darts through. We drive slowly back along the 

entrance road and round towards the coast following the River Nith estuary.  

It is a bit wet now, so Kate gets out to scan, seeing Redshank, Teal and  

Little Egrets. We make our way through Dumfries and back to our hotel. 

 

Day 4 We set off towards the Galloway Forest Park for the day today and the 

overnight rain lingers as we take a small road from Gatehouse of Fleet. Driving 

slowly, we look out for wildlife when we are met with a large puddle not 

knowing how deep it was. Pam comes to the rescue with her wellies and tests 

the depth to make sure it is safe to drive through. Along the road we spot 

Buzzard waiting to hunt and Kate spots a Grey Squirrel, unfortunately not the 

red we were going to see. The road opens where we see the hills and 

heathland around and see a large flock of Chaffinch, Fieldfare and Meadow 

Pipits, so we park to have a look. We search the Chaffinch to see if there are 

any Brambling before they fly away. As Sally gets out of the van she nearly steps 

on a Brown Hare and we see it settle in the field. Scanning over the hilltops 

there are large numbers of thrush flocks moving through the area. As the rain 

has stopped, we notice Buzzard and Red Kite taking to the wing. 

  

 We carry on the road and turn down towards the Big Water viaduct with  

a beautiful autumn light shining on it. We pass the Cliffs of Dromore and arrive 

at Cairnsmore of Fleet. We use the facilities and see flocks of Fieldfare near the 

car park. There is a mixed flock of Goldfinch, Redpoll, Reed Bunting and 

Meadow Pipit as we reach the end of the track to have a walk. There has been 



recent tree clearing in the forest making it easier to scan for birds in the trees, 

so we keep an eye out for any woodland birds we are hoping to see here.  

We hear Goldcrest and notice some Larch trees further up. Sally suddenly 

spots two birds at the top and realises they are Crossbills, our target species. 

Without wanting to scare them, we set our scopes up and have a good look  

at the Crossbill pair as they pose in the sunshine long enough for us to have  

a good view. We walk to the next corner, before returning to the minibuses.  

 

 We use the visitor centre and the benches outside to have our lunch as the 

weather is staying fine. Flocks of Fieldfare are close and we hear the cronking  

of Ravens over the cliffs. After a few minutes, David S suddenly says there  

is a ‘large raptor’ coming up over the hill towards us, it’s a Golden Eagle! Kate 

runs to get the others as most people manage to watch it make its way across 

the hill in front of us before drifting off over the forest. An amazing, and slightly 

unexpected, sighting. Numbers of Golden Eagle in this Southern part  

of Scotland are increasing but there’s little evidence as to their numbers a 

nd locations. This was a young bird possibly from a year or so ago.  

What a lunch spot!  

 

 We slowly drive out of the nature reserve now towards Creetown, stopping  

to scan for the Eagle as we go. As we descend into the town we stop beside 

Moneypool Burn which has a lot of water in it but is a gorgeous spot to have  

a wander and look for Dipper. We watch from the bridge where a very vocal 

Wren is singing and Long-tailed Tits in the trees. We continue now, turning off 

the road before Newton Stewart toward the Galloway Forest Park. The sun 

stays out as we stop at a parking area with nice mixed woodland looking 

towards the hills. Two Buzzard are our only sightings, so we continue, seeing  

an impressive waterfall and some Feral Goats as we drive. The scenery is lovely 

but unfortunately the weather closes in as we reach Clatteringshaw Loch. 

Nothing appears to be on the loch so we carry on our drive to New Galloway 

and warm up in a lovely café and arts centre.  

 

 On our return journey we see the extent of the rain on Loch Ken and pull into 

the Raiders Road in the hope to look at a different loch. With the sign reading 

that we might get locked into the park until it reopens in March, we decide  

to leave it and carry on! We stop on the banks of Woodhall Loch, where the 

calm water looks ideal for Otter, but not on this occasion. As we reach 

Laurieston, the sky is full of Red Kites and we follow them all the way back  

to Castle Doulgas. Some of us take an impromptu wander down to the loch  

to catch the last bit of light. Scanning the church steeple on the way past  

we are stopped in our tracks when Kate spots a Peregrine perched on the 

outer section of the steeple. Even in the fading light, we can see every feather 

and face marking as it sits and preens. We get good views before it flies over 

our heads and away.  

  



Day 5  The day is clearing as we head off after breakfast towards Stranraer to the west. 

After an hours journey we stop in at Glenluce for toilets and wander down  

to the burn to look for potential Dippers. We turn off the main road again 

towards West Freugh and through the hedgerow we see a large flock  

of Pink-footed Geese and wetland of Lapwings. There is nowhere to park,  

so we carry on this road for now. We take the small road round the old airfield 

and with the sun shining we get out to have a scan. We are overlooking marsh 

land, so it is a great place for raptors and geese. As we begin to scan, we notice 

something landing in the tree less than 10 metres away. Realising it is a Merlin, 

we all gather round to get a view of it. But it stays here for at least ten minutes 

enjoying the sunshine and preening giving us excellent views of it so close.  

Back on the marsh there are Roe Deer but nothing else appears this time,  

so we continue along the road. Kate pauses when she notices some Geese  

in the field and Sally has Twite grazing alongside. We pull in to look at a flock  

of White-fronted Geese grazing in the distant field. These are some peoples 

first ever White-fronted Geese, so it is good to have seen them. Just as we all 

get back into the vans to continue Kate and Sally both spot a Hen Harrier  

being chased by crows over the field and flying straight over the vans, we all 

manage to see it as it gets chased off over the fields. We stop down at the farm 

where we get a better view of the Pink-footed Geese and Lapwing flocks  

we saw earlier.  

 

 On to Stranraer now, and the banks of Loch Ryan to spend some time sea 

watching. A lot of the ducks like Wigeon and Scaup are close in to view.  

With many of us having our own telescopes we spend a good amount of time 

scanning the water, spotting Great Crested Grebe, Common Scoter, David has 

a distant Great Northern Diver. It is such a good spot that we stay here  

for lunch and enjoy the views out onto the loch. We run into Stranraer before 

stopping at the harbour in case anything is there sheltering. There is Little 

Grebe and Great Crested Grebe in the bay and Katherine spots  

a Red-throated Diver in the harbour mouth which plays a good game of hide 

and seek. Kate spots a Black Guillemot in its winter plumage towards the boats, 

and it is the first time a lot of people have seen them in this plumage so Pam, 

David, Malcolm and others walk along and enjoy some really close and 

prolonged views.  

 

 We move round the bay up to a peninsula known as ‘the Wig’ and slowly drive 

along the shore. There are Twite and Greenfinch feeding on the seaweed  

on the beach and a flock of Brent Geese on the water as we reach the end.  

On the rocky shore, Ringed Plover, Turnstone and Dunlin are huddled together 

and Sally spots a single Grey Plover flying in and landing on the shore.  

The moving tide disturbs a flock of Golden Plover that fly above our heads, 

their colour showing in the afternoon sunshine. With time ticking  

on, we go back round to the south end of Loch Ryan to enjoy the Scaup and 

we see a single Knot in with the other waders there.  



 With the light fading fast, we head back to a known Harrier roost in hope  

of seeing more Hen Harriers to end the day. After scanning the fields, spotting 

Roe Deer, it isn’t long until we see our first Harrier, a female, in the distance 

swooping over the heath and then a male closely behind. After a few minutes 

Mary spots a male, with its ghostly grey appearance flying close-by over  

a lochan before coming over the road beside us. It hunts over the fields, 

perching briefly on the ground. Our attention turns back to the other side 

where we see at least another two Hen Harriers before disappearing into the 

grass for the evening. So we call it a day and head back east to our hotel.  

 

Day 6  It is a windy start to the day, but before we head out, we take a wander round 

from the hotel to search for the Peregrine on the church tower. We see  

it perched in one of the corners trying to get shelter from the wind. It stays 

nicely for us to have a look at it. We set off towards Dalbeattie now and stop 

down in the little village of Kippford. We hope to look for Greenshank in the 

estuary here, but the tide and wind is making it tricky and unfortunately,  

we don’t see any. There are, however, lots of Wigeon resting on the shore. 

Kate spots a single Goose in the tall grass on the opposite side which starts  

an identification discussion about whether it could be Bean Goose. Its head 

features look right but we wait in anticipation to see its leg colour, which turn 

out to be pink rather than the orange we had hoped for. With the wind picking 

up and making it chilly we carry on out of Kippford. As we are driving along 

David suddenly spots a Green Woodpecker following beside us and further  

on, a Sparrowhawk dashes out in front of the minibus. As we head round 

towards New Abbey the rain really sets in, so we park beside ‘Sweetheart 

Abbey’ and find a charming café that invites us in for a nice warm drink.  

 

 We head south again and take the small road towards Mersehead reserve.  

The first field we get to has a large flock of Barnacle Geese including one white 

leucitic that is a regular visitor to this reserve every year. After meeting one  

of the reserve staff and using facilities in the centre we make our way onto the 

reserve and walk towards the first hide. A big flock of Golden Plover fly over, 

their wings shimmering in the sun as they land in a nearby field. We get great 

views of the Golden Plover and Lapwings in the field in perfect light. David 

spots a Goldcrest in the hedgerow as well as Chaffinch and Tree Sparrow.  

We spot a Brown Hare running through the flooded field and Malcom is happy 

to get a perfect photo of it. We get into the first hide in time to have our lunch. 

Plenty of species to see here too, with Pintail showing up nicely in the sun light, 

Wigeon, Teal, Barnacle Geese and Roe Deer walking through the tall grass. 

Quite a few Snipe are seen flying up from the reeds. After enjoying this lunch 

spot and with the sun still shining some of us make a move. Just as the rest  

of us are about the leave a Sparrowhawk causes all the ducks and Snipe  

to wake as it dashes past. 

 



 We walk towards the second hide, seeing another flock of Barnacle Geese 

grazing in the fields. Through the trees we stumble across a bird feeder that  

is very active with small birds like Blue Tit, Great Tit and Chaffinch. We get  

up to the second hide, where Malcom comes in with a fantastic picture  

of a Nuthatch he had just seen. We stay at the hide for a few minutes, but  

it is very quiet so we slowly walk back, pausing down at the feeders in hope  

of catching a glimpse of a Nuthatch. We get back to the minibuses and make 

our way slowly back along the road from Mersehead, stopping down  

at Rockcliffe to have a look. The wind and rain has returned so we don’t get 

out, but we can imagine what it would be like on a nice day and that it would 

be good for waders with the right tide. We end our day back at Kippford for  

a second try for Greenshank but a after a few minutes, and with the light fading 

we call it a day and head back to the hotel. 

 

Day 7  Our final day of the holiday and it is a very windy day, but unseasonably mild  

as we head toward the area of Wigtown. As we reach the banks of the River 

Cree, we pull into a parking space where the tide is half out so we hope  

to look for waders. Holding onto our scopes, we can see hundreds  

of Oystercatchers feeding in the mudflats, Wigeon on the riverbank and a little 

further up, Black-tailed Godwits and Redshank. The wind is strong, so we carry 

on into the town of Newton Stewart for a comfort stop before heading inland 

down a twisting country road towards Cree. We watch for any Red Squirrels 

that may be scampering through before stopping at the first Wood of Cree car 

park where it is calm to listen for birds.  

 

 As we are getting out of the minibuses, Sally spots a Nuthatch on the tree 

above us, but after the fleeting view we stay around to try and get another. 

There is lots of activity in the trees and we hear at least three more Nuthatch, 

catching glimpses as they speed around. A Great Spotted Woodpecker sits  

on top of a tall tree and Long-tailed Tits move through the trees. We slowly 

carry on, reaching the second car park and first take a wander to the ‘Otter’ 

platform overlooking the river. No Otters today but a peaceful couple  

of minutes looking out, seeing Buzzard over the woodland. We wander back 

and some of us take a walk up the hill towards a gorgeous waterfall through 

this ancient part of oak woodland. The stonewall covered in moss and 

interesting fungi hiding under the leaves. On return, Sally spots a Dipper on the 

little stream and we all get great views of it swimming and posing on the rocks.  

 

 To get to our lunch spot, we retrace our steps and head past Wigtown to the 

small village of Garlieston. The tide is in but it is sheltered from the wind,  

so we enjoy our lunch outside overlooking the bay with only Mallard and 

Gadwall as company. We walk to the harbour where Rock Pipits  

and Greenfinch are feeding on the seaweed. We walk a little further where  

a local tells us there are lots of Waders sitting on nearby rocks, but when  

we see how far it is we stop. A few Redshanks fly past us though.  



 We head next to Crook of Baldoon as there had been reports of a Black 

Redstart here. It is a very windy spot but once we get out, we see lots  

of Little Egret out on the mudflats, Grey Plover in the distance and a fast Merlin 

chasing small waders along the beach. After speaking with the RSPB volunteer 

and not seeing any sign of the Redstart we move on, spotting Canada and  

Pink-footed Geese on our way out. We stop at Wigtown harbour, where most 

of us take a walk along to the bird hide overlooking the estuary. A good facility 

for scanning we see plenty of Teal and Wigeon, gulls and a brief Greenshank  

on the river mouth. To let people enjoy the historic town of Wigtown, we stop 

in the centre and have a wander round the bookshops and cafes.  

 

 As it is now getting dark, we take a small road out of Wigtown, seeing Merlin 

and geese on the way. Past Creetown, we take the small road toward 

Cairnsmore to do an ‘owl drive’ in hope of some final birds for our tally.  

We take it slow along the country roads watching for any eyes or birds  

on posts, but all very quiet apart from a Brown Hare before the rain sets  

in, so we get back to the main road and to our hotel. We enjoy a drink in the 

bar area before our final meal and check list. Running through our highlights  

of the week, it is clear that the weather did not dampen our favourite moments 

and the great wildlife we saw throughout the week in this relatively unexplored 

area of Scotland.  

 

 After breakfast the next morning we all leave for our journey’s homeward  

or beyond after our week with this great group in stunning Dumfries  

and Galloway.  

 

  



Species of the Trip 

Merlin got an outstanding vote as well as Golden Eagle, Hen Harrier, Crossbill, 

Lapwing, Black Guillemot and Brown Hare. 

 

Place of the Trip  

Mary and David  Viaduct/ Cairnsmore of Fleet  

Gillian  Cairnsmore 

David S  Stranraer  

Margaret  Caerlaverock  

Melanie  West Freugh  

John  Mersehead  

Pam P  Bellymack Red Kites  

David P  Stranraer 

Malcolm  West Freugh  

Pam  The Whole area  

Sally N  Wood of Cree 

Kate  Mersehead 

 

Magic Moment 

Mary  Weasel  

David  Red Kites  

Gillian and David S Golden Eagle at lunch  

Margaret  Red Kites  

Melanie  Golden Eagle  

John  Lapwing ‘murmuration’ at Mersehead  

Pam P  Red Kites  

Malcom  Getting a perfect photo of the Hare in sunlight  

Pam  Golden Plover in the sunlight  

Sally  Golden Eagle  

Kate  Harriers at the roost  

 

  



BIRDS 

Mute Swan  

Whooper Swan 

Greenland White-fronted Goose  

Pink-footed Goose  

Greylag goose  

Canada Goose 

Barnacle Goose 

Pale-bellied Brent Goose 

Shelduck 

Mallard 

Gadwall 

Pintail  

Shoveler  

Wigeon 

Teal 

Scaup 

Tufted Duck 

Eider 

Common Scoter 

Goldeneye 

Goosander 

Red-breasted Merganser 

Pheasant 

Red-throated Diver  

Great Northern Diver  

Little Grebe  

Great Crested Grebe 

Cormorant  

Shag 

Little Egret  

Great Egret  

Grey Heron 

Red Kite 

Hen Harrier 

Common Buzzard  

Golden Eagle  

Sparrowhawk 

Kestrel  

Peregrine 

Merlin  

Moorhen 

Coot 

Oystercatcher 

Ringed Plover 

Grey Plover 

Golden Plover 

Lapwing 

Knot  

Turnstone 

Dunlin 

Redshank  

Black-tailed Godwit 

Curlew 

Snipe 

Black-headed Gull 

Common Gull 

Herring Gull 

Great Black-back Gull 

Lesser Black-back Gull  

Black Guillemot 

Guillemot 

Feral Pigeon 

Woodpigeon 

Collared Dove 

Great Spotted Woodpecker 

Green Woodpecker 

Skylark 

Rock Pipit 

Meadow Pipit 

Pied Wagtail 

Dipper 

Dunnock 

Robin 

Stonechat 

Song Thrush 

Redwing 

Mistle Thrush 

Fieldfare 

Blackbird 

Goldcrest 

Wren 

Great Tit 

Coal Tit 

Blue Tit 

Long-tailed Tit 

Nuthatch  

Treecreeper 

Magpie 



Jay 

Jackdaw 

Rook 

Carrion Crow 

Raven 

Starling 

House Sparrow 

Tree Sparrow 

Chaffinch 

Linnet 

Twite 

Redpoll 

Goldfinch 

Greenfinch 

Siskin 

Bullfinch 

Crossbill 

Reed Bunting 

Yellowhammer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MAMMALS  

Grey Seal 

Roe Deer 

Red Deer 

Feral Goat  

Brown Hare 

Rabbit  

Fox  

Weasel 

Grey Squirrel 

Fallow Deer 


