HOLIDAY HIGHLIGHTS
SPEYSIDE 24/7
23 -30 APRIL 2016

Leader:

Craig Round

Guests:

Janet & Clive GIlbert, Eve Wee, Paul Bennett, Liz & Chris Piper

Day 1

After all meeting up at the Steading and enjoying the first of many
delicious evening meals cooked up by chef Sharon, we run through the plans for
the week ahead.

Day 2

Overnight there has been a dusting of snow and it’s a cold but sunny start
as we head out, and take a short walk from the steading. Newly arrived Willow
Warblers are singing and we get some great views of two Crested Tits singing
from the tops of the Scots Pine Trees, what a great start! Spring migrants have
arrived in force this morning and we see a smart male Redstart singing as well
as a brief Tree Pipit, and a small number of Sand Martins. A flock of 50+
Meadow Pipits are in the fields along the river, two Oystercatcher fly over and
an incredible gathering of 14 Wheatears are also seen! Star of the morning for
spring migrants though has to be the cracking male Ring Ouzel we see perched
in the top of a tree! A little further on our local pair of Ospreys are settling
in along the river and we watch the male Osprey fly in and proceed
to re-arrange some of the nest material, as two Crossbill fly over calling.
Seventeen Sand Martin fly through pushing north and more Sand Martins and
Swallows are sweeping low over a flooded field as two Goldeneye fly overhead.
Good numbers of Greylag Geese are also here and we also get some fantastic
flight views of the male Osprey as he circles right overhead.
After some welcome hot drinks and shortbread back at the steading we drive
up into the Findhorn Valley on the look out for upland species, passing breeding
Oystercatcher, Lapwing and Curlew in the roadside fields as well as three
Golden Plover and the first two migrant Common Sandpipers along the river.
A little further up the glen we come to a stop and get some great views of two
immature Golden Eagles soaring and sparring over the ridge opposite!
Incredibly, whilst watching the Eagles an immature female Goshawk also flies low
over the hillside, attempting to catch an Oystercatcher before getting mobbed
by a Raven and finally drifting off out of sight. Amazing stuff!

Our next stop is higher up in the glen for lunch, Common Buzzards and a few
Kestrels are soaring over the ridges here also a few Sand Martins hawking over
the river. After lunch we take a walk out across the glen and see several
Mountain Hares including one still in it’s white winter coat. Three Ravens
are seen as well as a pair of Wheatear and at least four Red Grouse, as Curlew
call around us. As we walk back Craig spots two immature White-tailed Eagles,
sparring in mid air over the hills in the distance and as we drive back another
immature Golden Eagle goes over giving us some great views!
What an amazing day in the Findhorn Valley for raptors!
Back at base and after our delicious evening meal, it's time to head out again for
a visit to our mammal hide on a nearby estate. We pass a large herd of Red
Deer feeding in the fields on the drive across to the hide, before we arrive at the
hide and Craig puts the bait out. As dusk falls we settle down inside to see
what appears, several Woodcock fly over ‘roding’ and a pair of Tawny Owl fly
through the trees calling, as the first Roe and Red deer are seen making there
way out of the forest. The first mammals to appear at the bait around the hide
are the resident Woodmice making short work of the peanuts, and a little later
two stunning Pine Martens show up along with a single Badger! We get some
great close views of these superb mammals feeding together just outside, before
they make their way back into the forest, and we head back to the steading for
some well earned rest!
Day 3

Today dawns to snow falling!! After breakfast we drive over to the Black Isle
near Inverness, and as we cross onto the Black Isle we get stunning views of two
soaring Red Kites, and also get nice views of some typical farmland birds including
Yellowhammer, Reed Bunting and best of all two to three+ Tree Sparrows,
a farmland bird that sadly is in serious decline these days. Some heavy snow
showers sweep in as we drop down to the shore of the Moray Firth near Avoch
where we see a male Red-breasted Merganser along with a few Wigeon
amongst the many roosting Herring, Common and Black-headed Gulls.
Next stop is on the coast at Chanonry Point, and as we drive down to the
point through the golf course we find a smart White Wagtail on the golf
course. There is a strong and cold wind at the point but at least the sun
is out as we walk out at the narrowest point of the Inner Moray Firth.
Our luck is in as we arrive, and we soon find at least two Bottlenose
Dolphins just off the beach!
Whilst enjoying the views of the
Dolphins there are also birds passing offshore including six Common
Terns, three Sandwich Tern, two Red-throated Divers along with
Fulmar, Kittiwakes, Razorbill, Guillemot and Cormorants. Several Common Seals

are also seen as they surface just off the point, and the weather continues
to swing wildly from winter to spring with snow showers one minute and warm
spring sunshine the next!
Moving on for lunch, we stop at Udale Bay RSPB Reserve overlooking the
Cromarty Firth as the tide starts to come in, and get some shelter from the cold
wind and snow showers in the hide here. There are large flocks of 600+
Pink-footed Geese feeding nearby and we also get close views of a few late
Wigeon, Shelduck and a pair of Red-breasted Merganser here. There are also
a scattering of waders out in the bay including Oystercatcher, Curlew, Redshank
and Lapwing, as well as another two roosting Sandwich Terns
After lunch here we drive alongside the Cromarty Firth and stop to get some
fantastic views of a pair of Scaup close in to the shore with another raft
of 100+ Scaup more distantly offshore along with a few distant Eider duck.
Offshore from Cromarty we find there are Gannets passing offshore and get
stunning close views of at least six Long-tailed Duck including one male in full
summer plumage, before with time getting on we make tracks back to base.
Day 4

Day four dawns to another dusting of snow overnight and with more snow
showers falling! After breakfast we head out to explore some local freshwater
lochs and the Caledonian pinewoods. We make our first stop of the day
at a local Osprey site. Here we get fantastic views of the pair of Ospreys, with
the female Osprey on the nest and the male Osprey flying in carrying nest
material and getting mobbed by crows! A few Goldeneye are on the loch here
and six more fly over, and there are lots of Sand Martins and the odd Swallow
hawking for insects low over the water in the cold weather. Two Common
Sandpipers noisily chase each other along the shore and we also see a pair
of Teal along with two male Goosander, 32 Meadow Pipits that fly over, and
a Red Squirrel in trees by the river.
Moving on we wait out another heavy snow shower in the minibus, before
looking at a couple of lochans. At the first lochan we find three Little Grebe
along with a couple of Greater-black backed Gulls, a few Goldeneye, Teal and
a Common Sandpipier. Whilst at the second lochan nearby we strike ‘bird
gold’ and find a pair of stunning Slavonian Grebes, they really are breathtaking
birds to see in their spring finery in the spells of warm spring sunshine!
Also here are three Little Grebes, two Common Sandpipers as well as more
Goldeneye and Tufted Duck, before as another heavy snow shower rolls
in we make a dash back to the minibus!

Some pools near Boat of Garten hold our first Moorhen of the trip!
As well
as lots of roosting Black-headed and Common Gulls, a few late
Pink-footed Geese, Tufted Duck, Teal, Little Grebe, Common Sandpiper and
Lapwing and Redshank calling and displaying.
From here we drive down to the River Spey. Sand martins hawk low over
the river and a Dipper is seen here perched, and typically tucked in under
the riverbank. three Goldeneye fly over, and a flooded field nearby has
a good selection of birds on it including Redshank, Lapwing, Oystercatcher
and some Teal.
After lunch by the river in Nethybridge, we take a walk in the Caledonian
pinewoods near Loch Garten, part of the RSPB’s Abertnethy Forest Reserve, and
a fantastic remnant of the once "great wood of Caledon". On our walk through
the forest we hear several flocks of Crossbills flying over and get fantastic views
of four+ Crested Tits as well as numerous Coal Tits, Chaffinch, Wren, Tree
Creeper and a Sparrowhawk that flies over a couple of times. The loch here
also has a few Teal and Goldeneye on it and two smart Reed Buntings fly into
land in the tops of the trees.
Moving on we make our next stop overlooking Loch Insh, where in the cold and
snowy conditions an incredible arrival of Hirundines is apparent with at least
800 Sand Martins hawking insects low over loch!! Two summer plumaged
Red-Throated Divers are also out on the loch together with a few Goldeneye
and Tufted Duck, and two summer plumaged Dunlin, two Ringed Plover and
a Common Sandpiper are on the loch shore.
Day 5

This morning dawns very cold and sunny with frost, ice and another dusting
of snow on the ground as we head out for a pre-breakfast visit to Loch Garten
RSPB reserve for 'caper watch'. Sadly the aforementioned Caper fails to put
in an appearance from the Osprey hide, though we do get some nice views
of the female Osprey ‘EJ’ sat on the nest, with her back covered in a layer of frost
after such a cold night, Brrrrrrr! Whilst driving we also see three different
Red Squirrels out and about and we make a stop nearby on Tulloch Moor where
we hear a Cuckoo calling, which is our first of the spring, as well as lots of Willow
Warblers. From Loch Garten we take a drive up onto Cairngorm where there
is even more snow and ice on the ground. Here we get some fantastic close
views of a single Snow Bunting which plummets from high out of the sky
to perch right next to us on the wall of the viewpoint! We also hear and see
several Red Grouse calling from the mountainside before we head back to the
Steading to warm up and for a well earned breakfast.

After breakfast we drive back up onto Cairngorm, making a stop at Loch Morlich
en-route. Here along with a few Sand Martins, a Tree Pipit and nice views
of a displaying Grey Wagtail we find two Black-throated Divers distantly out
on the loch before we drive further up onto the mountain and take the funicular
railway up the mountain to the top station. It's still very much winter up here
with plenty of snow and ice around and spring seems a million miles away at this
altitude. Scanning out from the viewing terrace here through the scopes we get
great views of a pair of Ptarmigan feeding by scratching through the layers
of snow and ice with their feet to get to the vegetation beneath, before we head
back inside the centre to warm up. Arriving back down into the ski carpark
a smart male Ring Ouzel is singing from the top of one of the ski tows and
a single Snow Bunting is seen along with bizarrely a Dunnock! And surely the
highest Dunnock in Britain right now!
After lunch at Rothiemurchus we head up onto the moors, where we get some
great views of Red Grouse calling and displaying beside the road, and a female
Wheatear. Around the loch nearby we find lots of Meadow Pipits around the
shore in the rough weather as well as five Redshank, Oystercatchers and a single
Common Sandpiper. Also a Kestrel and Sparrowhawk fly over before with the
wind getting up and heavy snow falling again we head back to the steading.
After our evening meal and some time off, we are off out again for our night
drive 'spotlighting' on a local estate. And yes it’s snowing again! The night
drive gives us views of lots of Roe Deer in the fields as well as several herds
of Red Deer and we also pick out several Brown Hares and hear Snipe
drumming in display overhead in the darkness. Best sighting though has to be a
Badger that is spotted ploughing through the snow as it crosses an open field!
Day 6

Day six dawns to bright sunshine with thick snow on the ground, a stunning
winter wonderland! After breakfast we head for the west coast, and see
several herds of Red Deer as we drive through spectacular scenery and past
dramatic snow capped mountains. Dropping down to the coast overlooking
Gruinard Bay and Island the sea is lovely and calm, ideal spotting conditions and
we manage to pick out 6+ Great Northern Divers just offshore, including one
in almost full summer plumage. Craig also spots a lone Great Skua perched
on top of Gruinard Island opposite. As we drive further around the coast
we manage to see more Great Northern Divers along with three Slavonian
Grebes in summer plumage and a pair of Red-breasted Merganser, before
we make a stop a little further around the coast for lunch. Our lunch spot
by the sea is spectacular with a dramatic backdrop of snow capped mountains,
and whilst here we find a single Whimbrel out on the rocks along with
a Common Sandpiper and Ringed Plover.

At Aultbea we find another summer plumaged Great Northern Diver as well
as a slightly mixed up male Red-breasted Merganser that is displaying
to a Herring Gull! Around the coast near Laide we find three Whimbrel along
the shore along with two stunning summer plumaged Greenshank and two
White Wagtails, though all the birds suddenly take off alarming, when a huge
juvenile White-tailed Eagle soars incredibly low right over us! What a bird, and
what a view as this flying ‘barn door’ of a raptor looks down on us circling for
some time overhead before finally drifting off.
At our last stop of the day we take a walk on a stunning shell sand beach nearby,
where there are three Dunlin, two Ringed Plover and two White Wagtails.
Whilst around the crofts and gardens here we find five+ Wheatears, Skylarks
along with masses of migrant Meadow pipits and two late Redwing, one of which
is of the ‘icelandic race’. Simon manages to pick out a cracking male Merlin that
is perched up on a nearby ridge eyeing up the many migrant birds below, and
it soon takes off to a cloud of alarming Meadow Pipits, skimming the hillside and
chasing after the many birds. A great end to the day!
Day 7

Our last day, dawns to, you guessed it, more snow falling! Today we drive
north over to the Moray coast and make our first stop overlooking Findhorn Bay.
The sea is quite rough here in todays strong NNE wind but we manage to pick
out some birds offshore from the dunes here including a few Velvet and
Common Scoter, Long-tailed Duck and a few Kittiwakes.
From here we drive around the coast to Roseisle and see our first House Martin
of the spring hawking with some swallows over the fields, and looking out across
Burghead bay we find a pair of Red-breasted Merganser as well as a few
Sandwich Tern offshore and a flock of Crossbills flies over the dune forest here.
At Burghead we take a walk out on the beach and get great views of a flock
of 31 Sandwich Terns resting on the beach, and also find a Rock Pipit along the
sea wall nearby, before having lunch overlooking the rocky foreshore.
Sandwich Terns are seen passing along the coast as well as lots of Kittiwakes and
there are Gannets further out to sea and some smart male Eiders fly close
by. But the best is yet to come, as whilst casually scanning Paul spots an odd
looking bird offshore, which turns out to be the reported White-billed Diver!
A real rarity, we all get great views through the scopes of this rare diver aka
‘banana bill’, with its obvious white bill glowing brilliant white in the bright
sunshine. What a great bird, and a great ‘self find’ Paul!
Our last stop of the day is around at Lossiemouth, overlooking the estuary.
There are lots of roosting Herring, Common and Great-black backed Gulls here
as well as our first Lesser black-backed Gulls, and a few Redshank and

Oystercatcher are feeding along the edge of the estuary. An Osprey flies over
and hovers ‘kestrel like’ over the river channel before diving down and
splashing into the water to catch a flatfish right in front of us! A great way
to finish the week!

Species of the Trip:

Pine Marten, Slavonian Grebe, Ptarmigan, Long-tailed
Duck, Divers

Place Of The Trip:

Loch Garten, Ballintean, West Coast, Mellon Udrigle,
Gruinard Bay

Magic Moment:

Low White-tailed Eagle, Osprey fishing, White-billed
Diver, First morning around steading

BIRDS
Red-throated Diver
Black-throated Diver
Great-northern Diver
White-billed Diver
Little Grebe
Slavonian Grebe
Fulmar
Gannet
Cormorant
Shag
Grey Heron
Mute Swan
Pink-footed Goose
Greylag Goose
Shelduck
Wigeon
Teal
Mallard
Tufted Duck
Greater Scaup
Eider
Long-tailed Duck
Common Scoter
Velvet Scoter
Goldeneye
Red-breasted Merganser
Goosander
Red Kite
White-tailed Eagle
Goshawk
Sparrowhawk
Common Buzzard
Golden Eagle
Osprey
Kestrel
Merlin
Red Grouse
Ptarmigan
Red-legged Partridge
Pheasant
Moorhen
Oystercatcher

Ringed Plover
Golden Plover
Lapwing
Dunlin
Common Snipe
Woodcock
Whimbrel
Curlew
Common Redshank
Greenshank
Common Sandpiper
Turnstone
Great Skua
Black-headed Gull
Common Gull
Lesser Black-backed Gull
Herring Gull
Great Black-backed Gull
Kittiwake
Sandwich Tern
Common Tern
Guillemot
Razorbill
Black Guillemot
Rock Dove
Collared Dove
Woodpigeon
Cuckoo
Tawny Owl
Great Spotted Woodpecker
Skylark
Sand Martin
House Martin
Swallow
Tree Pipit
Meadow Pipit
Rock Pipit
Grey Wagtail
Pied Wagtail
Dipper
Wren
Dunnock

Robin
Redstart
Stonechat
Wheatear
Ring Ouzel
Blackbird
Song Thrush
Redwing
Mistle Thrush
Willow Warbler
Chiffchaff
Willow Warbler
Goldcrest
Long-tailed Tit
Crested Tit
Coal Tit
Blue Tit
Great Tit
Treecreeper
Jackdaw
Rook
Carrion Crow
Hooded Crow
Raven
Starling
Tree Sparrow
House Sparrow
Chaffinch
Greenfinch

Goldfinch
Siskin
Linnet
Lesser Redpoll
Common Crossbill
Bullfinch
Snow Bunting
Yellowhammer
Reed Bunting
Total Birds: 122
MAMMALS
Wood Mouse
Red Squirrel
Rabbit
Brown Hare
Mountain Hare
Stoat
Pine Marten
Badger
Feral/Mountain Goat
Red Deer
Roe Deer
Harbour Porpoise
Bottlenose Dolphin
Common Seal
Total Species: 136

