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Tour participants: Tom Brereton (Leader) with five Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Saturday 3rd October 

The trip started with the collection of four clients from a dull and rainy Inverness Airport. En route to our 

afternoon destination, we made a brief stop at Alturie located along the southern margin of the Moray Firth east 

of Inverness, where there were numerous coastal wildfowl including Wigeon, Teal, Eider and best of all a 

Slavonian Grebe.  A Hooded Crow was also seen. We also stopped at a supermarket nearby to buy some goodies 

for the trip mainly in the form of drinks for evenings at the guest house. 

 

We then drove on to Insh Marhses RSPB where we met the other guest on this holiday.  Insh is a wonderful 

reserve for all forms of wildlife including fungi, and there were several Fly Agaric visible under woodland right 

by the car park.  During the afternoon we made a short walk to the two hides picking up en route Goldcrest and 

Redwing.  From the hides, we saw Roe Deer, Teal, Oystercatcher, Snipe, Grey Heron and a small flock of  

Swallow . 

Late afternoon, after a tiring day of travel, we headed to our accommodation for the holiday,  Ballintean 

Mountain Lodge, fabulously located in beautiful Glenfeshie. The accommodation is a large, rustic lodge nestled 

amongst Birch and Pine Forest, close to the fast flowing River Feshie and with the stunning Cairngorm 

Mountains as a backdrop.  The owners have set up a series of hides for bird and mammal photographers, which 

draw birds to the lodge.  A short stroll in woodland surrounding the lodge yielded Crested Tit, Red-legged 

Partridge and calling Crossbill, whilst one of the feeders outside the lodge gave great views of Great Spotted 

Woodpecker, Coat Tit and Chaffinch.  In  the evening, for what was to be the general pattern over the week, we 

settled into the cosy lodge lounge for socially distanced drinks and a log call, followed by a superb three course 

home-cooked meal in the farmhouse dining room. 

Day 2 Sunday 4th October 

An optional pre-breakfast bird walk around the lodge produced Goldcrest, calling Crested Tit and several species 

of fungi including Fly Agaric, plus superb views of Red Squirrel on one of the feeders. After a delicious cooked 

buffet breakfast, with a supporting buffet of yummy locally sourced produce we headed over to Loch Garten 

RSPB Reserve, famed for its Osprey eyrie.  We walked through the boggy ancient Pine woodland around the car  

park picking up Crested Tit (a key target for the group), Brambling, Redwing, Crossbill spp., Treecreeper and 

Great Spotted Woodpecker.  On the feeders we had superb views of Great Tit, Blue Tit, Chaffinch and Coal Tit, 

with several of the latter also being hand fed, but missed the Crested Tit seen earlier here. Across the road, two 

Goldeneye were seen on Loch Garten. 

 

After spending a couple of hours here, we drove up through Glenmore Forest Park past Loch Morlich to the 

Cairngorm Ski Centre Car Park. Here we had lunch and rather optimistically scanned the rocky slopes below 

Cairngorm Mountain for Ptarmigan, Reindeer and Snow Bunting but alas could not find any, perhaps because 

we were a little early in the season and the weather had been too mild.  After lunch some of the group had coffee 

at the cafe, whilst Tom took the remainder a short distance up Cairngorm Mountain, where a flyover Common 

Crossbill and Stonechat were seen.  Though birding was slow, an interesting range of montane plant species were 

seen including Mountain Crowberry, Alpine Lady’s Mantle, Butterwort, Bog Bilberry and Stagshorn Clubmoss.  
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We made a brief stop on the way back to the lodge to look for Red Squirrel at a feeding station in Glenmore 

Forest Park, but failed to locate any.  Back at the lodge, a walk along the beautiful River Feshie produced 

Goldcrest and Stonechat, whilst Red Squirrel was again seen at one of the feeders and a Brown Hare was flushed 

from woodland by the self-catering lodge. 

Day 3 Monday 5th October 

Our destination this morning, Chanonry Point, located on the northern shores of the Moray Firth, is one of the 

most reliable places in the UK to see Bottlenose Dolphins. The morning saw an improvement in the weather 

conditions with sunny spells and light winds, all conducive to diurnal bird migration. En route, we had several 

skeins of Pink-footed Goose, heading south, whilst several Buzzards were also seen.  At Chanonry Point, we 

assembled on the beach safely socially distanced from the gaggle of 50 or so dolphin spotters.   There was a good 

visible passage of birds overhead that included Great Tit, Mistle Thrush, Long-tailed Tit, Goldfinch, Eurasian 

Siskin, Red Crossbill, Common Redpoll, Common Chaffinch, European Greenfinch, 20 Tree Sparrow and 

locally rare Magpie!  We put in a two hour shift in looking for the dolphins in smooth sea conditions and in the 

right tidal state, but alas none were seen.  Compensation out at sea came in the form of Eider, Kittiwake, 

Gannet, Cormorant, Razorbill and Guillemot. 

 

Lunch was taken to the north on the shores of the Cromarty Firth overlooking Udale Bay RSPB Reserve.  On 

the incoming tide a superb selection of waders, ducks and geese were seen including Slavonian Grebe, Wigeon, 

Barnacle Goose, Greylag Goose, Eurasian Curlew, Common Redshank, Bar-tailed Godwit, Black-tailed Godwit, 

Dunlin, Ringed Plover and an impressive flock of 200 Greater Scaup. 

 

We returned late afternoon to the lodge to allow some downtime before our evening activity.  After an early 

dinner, we headed over to Inshriach Nursery where, just after 18:30, we met our guide from Speyside Wildlife.  

We took our positions in the hide, overlooking the illuminated mammal feeding stations and sat quietly as it got 

dark.  Common Pipistrelle Bats came out at dusk. It was not long (a little before 19:00) that we had our first 

mammal species coming to feed - Badger, Over the next hour we had wonderful views of up to four Badgers at a 

time and at point blank range feeding on nuts and other food put out for them.   The next hour was rather quiet, 

although a close view of Wood Mouse was a further bonus and a Tawny Owl was calling. It was getting into 

extra time beyond 21:00, when out of nowhere our prize target for the evening, Pine Marten appeared.  It quickly 

scampered up onto the feeding table where it actively fed before visiting several other strategically placed food 

spots, giving sensational views, providing yet more lengthy photo and video opportunities.  By 21:30 we had 

thanked our guide for all the knowledge he had imparted and  were heading home after a truly memorable 

evening of mammal watching. 

Day 4 Tuesday 6th October 

With good weather forecast, today we ventured out towards the remote Strathdearn (Findhorn Valley), a prime 

birding and mammal watching area in the heart of the Monadhliath range.  On the way, we made a brief stop at 

the head of Loch Insh to photograph the scenic view and enjoyed distant views of Whooper Swan. 

 

During the morning we made numerous stops along this beautiful and remote glen, with careful scanning of the 

moors and mountains yielding some quality species including three Golden Eagle, White-tailed Eagle, several 
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Red Kite, Sparrowhawk, numerous Kestrels, European Rabbit, a flock of Wild Goat, Roe Deer  and several 

herds of roaring Red Deer which provided a wonderfully atmospheric spectacle. On the River Findhorn we saw 

Goosander and White-throated Dipper, the latter at the appropriately named ‘Dipper Bridge’!  It was another day 

where visible migration was much in evidence, chiefly of winter thrushes pouring through the valley, with over 

500 Redwing counted, together with several Brambling, Crossbill, Siskin and Redpoll. 

 

Lunch was taken by the River Findhorn at Coinascallan, where Raven, Buzzard and several Kestrel were soaring 

overhead. After lunch we crossed the river heading west up the hill past the small plantation at 

Coignafeuinternich, where Mistle Thrush and Great Spotted Woodpecker were seen.  We were looking for 

Mountain Hare, which despite ideal conditions for spotting were proving elusive.  We pressed on to the summit 

of Carn Easgainn Mor which afforded wonderful views of the mountain range.  It was quiet for birds, although 

two Red Grouse were flushed.  On the way back down the mountain we noticed a photographer hidden in the 

heather, stalking what was likely to be a Mountain Hare. Without disturbing his activity, we slowly approached 

and sure enough saw a motionless Mountain Hare lurking amongst the heather, affording excellent views.  

  

We drove to the head of the valley scanning again for raptors, then retraced our steps back towards the A9, 

picking up Lady Amherst's Pheasant along the roadside - this quality sighting (though of dubious origin) 

rounding off an excellent day in the glen. 

 

Back at the lodge, a short walk along the River Feshie in a different direction produced White-bellied Dipper, 

Crested Tit and an excellent selection of fungi including Birch Polypore.  Furthermore, a Red Admiral butterfly 

was seen by the lodge entrance. 

Day 5 Wednesday 7th October 

This morning we had an early start with a 35 minute drive out towards Duthill to get to a Black Grouse lek for 

dawn. Everything went to plan with eight males present, lekking as we arrived, though they soon departed.   We 

drove a little further up the road towards Lochindorb looking for Red Grouse, spotting a Goldeneye on a small 

lochan. On our return we had brilliant views of a Brown Hare hiding in grassland by the side of the road just 

north of Duthill. 

 

After breakfast and with most of the likely target species already seen on the holiday, the group were keen to add 

‘cultural variety’ and take in a distillery tour that included whisky tasking (!). This was easily done as Dalwhinnie, 

the highest distillery in the UK, nestled in the Grampian Mountains and on the edge of the coldest village in the 

UK, was less than  a 40 minute drive away . On our way there and following a tip off from a local naturalist, we 

stopped along the back road to Insh Marshes RSPB Reserve at Lynachlaggan and sure enough a herd of Red 

Deer were present, giving much closer views than the herds we had seen in the mountains yesterday.  Roe Deer 

were also present. 

 

After a thoroughly enjoyable whisky tour, we returned to the lodge early afternoon to take advantage of the 

permissive access we were granted to visit the woodland bird and squirrel hides. These did not disappoint with a 

good selection of woodland birds seen and excellent views of Red Squirrel obtained.   A further bonus was 

excellent views of Crested Tit and more fly over Crossbills near the squirrel hide.  Late afternoon a few us 

returned to Lynachlaggan, once gain getting superb views of Red Deer. 
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Day 6 Thursday 8th October 

This day was all about getting better views of or seeing things missed (by some of the group) at previously visited 

sites.   First amongst these was a return to the Black Grouse lek at dawn, which did not disappoint with 13 birds 

watched displaying for over 30 minutes.  We had taken breakfast with us today, so had more time to explore the 

nearby Lochindorb area. It was a beautiful, still, sunny morning and in stark contrast to yesterday Red Grouse 

were very much in evidence all across the moor, some giving amazingly close views.  Noisy flocks of migrating 

Greylag Geese and Whooper Swan were passing overhead, with some briefly dropping on the loch to wash and 

drink -  such a magical sight and so evocative of autumn.  Goosander and Goldeneye were also on the loch. 

 

Our next destination was the car park at Loch Garten RSPB Reserve, where the objective was to get better views 

of Crested Tit.  We were in luck this time as at least one bird visited the feeders on a number of occasions over 

our 45 minute stay, albeit briefly each time.  After this we did a circular driving tour of Abernethy Forest via 

Tulloch Moor, marvelling at this magnificent example of Caledonian Pine Forest. 

We took lunch at the lower Cairngorm Mountain ski park, scanning the mosaic of Pine woodland and moorland 

for Capercaillie, Black Grouse and Reindeer, but none of these showed, though the wonderful views were ample 

compensation. 

 

We paused for welcome hot drinks at a cosy café by the shores of Loch Morlich, after which we took a walk 

through open pine forest at the eastern edge of the loch.  Here we saw White-throated Dipper, Crossbills and an 

excellent variety of fungi. 

 

Our final destination of the day was Insh Marshes RSPB Reserve. From the hides the standout sighting was a 

Hen Harrier quartering over the marshes, coming close at one point and affording excellent views, whilst Snipe 

and a flock of Canada Geese were new birds for the holiday. Our last stop was a walk along the woodland trail at 

Lynachlaggan in the drizzle.  This is a beautiful area of undulating mature Birch  and Pine woodland, with 

scattered Juniper scrub. In the wind and rain bird activity was subdued, though several fungi were recorded, 

along with several Dor Beetle. 

Day 7 Friday 9th October 

Our final morning in the Highlands saw us returning to Strathdearn in the hope of seeing more raptors.  In the 

event Buzzard, Red Kite and Kestrel were again numerous whilst at the road end of the glen we added Peregrine 

Falcon to the holiday list. 

 

For our final stop of the holiday we had lunch on the Moray Firth at Fort George, looking out towards 

Chanonry Point in the hope of adding Bottlenose Dolphin, but none were seen. The highlights were Rock Pipit, 

several Gannets, Curlew and Oystercatcher. 

 

At Inverness Airport we said our goodbyes after what had been a fabulous holiday rich in memorable wildlife 

encounters, in stunning scenery, with a lively and fun group. 
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Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 

Species Lists 

Birds (✓ = recorded but not counted; + = approximate count; h = heard only) 

      October 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Canada Goose Branta canadensis           30   

2 Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis     3         

3 Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus     1000+ 100 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

4 Greylag Goose  Anser anser     200   ✓ 150   

5 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor     10 5       

6 Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus       2+   6+   

7 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope ✓   ✓         

8 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos 60+   ✓     ✓ ✓ 

9 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca 10         15   

10 Greater Scaup Aythya marila     200         

11 Common Eider Somateria mollissima 1   20         

12 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula   2     1 8   

13 Common Merganser  Mergus merganser       1   2   

14 Black Grouse  Lyrurus tetrix         8 13   

15 Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus scotica     2     15   

16 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa 2   3 2 6 6 ✓ 

17 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

18 Lady Amherst's pheasant Chrysolophus amherstiae       ✓       

19 Slavonian Grebe Podiceps auritus 1   1         

20 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus     10       6 

21 European Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis     ✓         

22 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo     ✓       ✓ 

23 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 1   3     1   

24 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos       3       

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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      October 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

25 White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla       1       

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus       1       

27 Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus           1   

28 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo     5 6   3 6 

29 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus 1   ✓       ✓ 

30 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus     30 1   50+   

31 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago           1   

32 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata     ✓       ✓ 

33 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus     ✓         

34 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     12         

35 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa     1         

36 Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica     30         

37 Dunlin Calidris alpina     20         

38 
Black-headed Gull 

Chroicocephalus 
ridibundus     ✓         

39 Common (Mew) Gull Larus canus 1             

40 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus     ✓       ✓ 

41 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus     ✓       ✓ 

42 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla     ✓         

43 Common Guillemot  Uria aalge      20         

44 Razorbill  Alca torda     30         

45 Feral Pigeon Columba livia 'feral'       ✓   ✓   

46 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

47 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto     ✓         

48 Tawny Owl  Strix aluco   ✓ ✓         

49 Red Kite Milvus milvus     3     5   

50 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 

51 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus     1 10   8   

52 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus           1   

53 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius     1 3       

54 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica ✓ ✓ 1         

55 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula     ✓   ✓ ✓   

56 Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

57 Northern Raven  Corvus corax       4       

58 Rook Corvus frugilegus     ✓         

59 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 6             

60 Coal Tit  Periparus ater ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

61 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus ✓ 6   ✓ 2 ✓   

62 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

63 Great Tit  Parus major ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

64 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus   16 10         

65 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   

66 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   

67 Eurasian Treecreeper  Certhia familiaris   2   ✓ ✓     

68 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris     ✓       ✓ 

69 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

70 Redwing  Turdus iliacus ✓     500+ 30 30   
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      October 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

71 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos   ✓           

72 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus   3 3 4 2 2   

73 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

74 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola   3     1 2   

75 White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus     2     1   

76 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

77 Tree Sparrow Passer montanus     20         

78 Dunnock  Prunella modularis   1 2         

79 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea     2   1 1   

80 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba     ✓         

81 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis   3 30     10   

82 Rock Pipit  Anthus petrosus     ✓     ✓   

83 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 20 ✓ 12 10 ✓ 

84 Brambling  Fringilla montifringilla   1   2       

85 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula         3 1   

86 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   ✓ 12         

87 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina     20         

88 Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea   2 5 2 2 5   

89 Scottish Crossbill  Loxia scotica ? 5?           

90 Red Crossbill  Loxia curvirostra     3 5       

91 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis   ✓ ✓         

92 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus   1 5 10       

93 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus     5         

 

Mammals 

      October 2020 

  Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Pine Marten Martes martes     1         

2 European Badger Meles meles     4         

3 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus       ✓   ✓   

4 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus 4     2 2     

5 Red Deer Cervus elaphus       100+ 50     

6 Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris ✓ ✓     5 1   

7 Mountain Hare Lepus timidus       1       

8 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus   1     1 3   

9 Wild Goat Capra aegagrus       12   20   

10 Common Pipistrelle Bat Pipistrellus pipistrellus       1       

11 Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus       1   1   

 

 


