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Tour participants: Jonathan Willet (leader) with three Naturetrek clients 

Day 1                                                                           Saturday 31st October 

The day was forecast to be one of rather awful weather, but we got lucky and managed to dodge the showers and 

had some lovely sunny spells and bursts of sunshine and, of course, a rainbow or two! I met Lorraine and Claire 

at the Airport and then drove to Inverness to pick up Danny. After we had all said our hellos, we headed to our 

first stop, which was the Merkinch Local Nature Reserve. This little gem is right on the Beauly Firth and behind 

the seawall, it has brackish wetlands and woodland. We stretched our legs and started off to see what we could 

find. There were some Cormorants perched on the old ferry slipway and some “guillybills” which turned out to 

be Guillemots out on the water. We marched on to the brackish pools and we saw our first Teal and Wigeon and 

a roosting flock of Redshank. Redwings were about, and we got some good views of them feeding in the 

Hawthorn bushes. There were also some great views of Long-tailed Tits flitting about. 

 

We moved on to the opposite side of the firth at North Kesssock for our lunch stop (in the sun) House 

Sparrows and Starlings were ticked off but alas the Otter did not make an appearance but we did see some seal 

snouts. Then it was on to Arturlie Bay and loads of waders - Knot, Lapwing, Bar-tailed Godwit and Ringed 

Plover. A Peregrine Falcon shot past scattering all these waders, it had the wind behind it so it was travelling at a 

rate of knots! 

 

From here we headed inland towards the moors, stopping at Dulsie Bridge and watched the raging River 

Findhorn below. Lorraine spotted a Dipper but no-one else got onto it. We travelled over Dava Moor, but all 

was quiet. As the skies darkened, we arrived at our lovely hotel, and were welcomed by the owners and got 

settled in.  

 

Day 2                                                                            Sunday 1st November 

Around Aviemore; Loch Insch, Loch Morlich, Loch Garten and Abernethy 

As it was quite windy, we decided to stay low and in the forests. The day began before breakfast, as the sun was 

rising. We took a stroll from the hotel down to Loch Alvie. In the Snowberry bushes by the car park we saw 

Dunnock, Robin and heard a Wren. Later in the week it would yield our first Rabbit. Before we got to the loch, 

there was the djeep, djeep of a crossbill, most likely a Scottish Crossbill the most common species in this area. 

The wee blighter landed atop a tree and I got a good view through the ‘scope ,but the guests with their 

binoculars only saw a distant bird. This was to be our only perched crossbill of the tour. We got down to the 

loch and soon spotted Goldeneye, as Claire soon told us she never got a good view as they always started 

swimming away, which of course the ones that we were watching did. This turned out to be a theme of the week. 

 

After all this excitement we had breakfast and headed off to Loch Insch, where we saw the famous Osprey nest 

there and Blue, Great, Long-tailed and Coal Tits plus a lovely close view of a Treecreeper. After a drive along the 

back roads, we arrived at Loch Morlich for our first walk in the pinewoods. It was busy with people but quiet 

with birds. There were lots of Goldcrests about, all rather high up and I head a faint call or two of Crested Tit. 

As we returned I took a detour down to the loch edge to see what was there. An old Goldeneye nest box 
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without a bottom to it was the first sighting (these all date from the 1980’s when they successfully encouraged 

overwintering Goldeneye to stay and nest) then we heard a flock of mixed tits and lo-and-behold, a Crestie! We 

all managed to get a good view of it and its magnificent crest and subtle colouring, brief but very memorable.  

 

We then moved on to lunch by the loch accompanied by around 50 Mallard. We had a brief visit to the 

snowfields of the Ski Centre car park, but it was rather windy here. On the way down we spotted the 

domesticated Reindeer herd in their large enclosure. They originate from animals brought over by a Swedish 

Reindeer herder Mikel Utsi in 1952. We headed on to the Abernethy Forest, stopping at Loch Garten on the 

way. There we saw someone who appeared to be in the act of praying with hands upturned, interesting. This 

turned out to be someone awaiting the birds to come down to feed of his hands. In time Coal Tits and 

Chaffinches did. It was quite a sight. 

 

Our walk in Abernethy was really quiet, beautiful but little to be seen or heard apart from Goldcrests. We did 

spot a Roe Deer and Treecreeper at the end of the walk. We also me an old colleague of mine Jack and his lovely 

dog Ruadh (roo-a, meaning reddish-brown in Gaidhlig). 

 

After all this excitement it was time for home. 

Day 3                                                                          Monday 2nd November 

Moray Coast Day 

We headed over to Dava Moor on our way to the Morayshire Coast, looking for Red Grouse primarily. Danny 

was the first to spot them and we got great views of a male and female. The male having obvious red wattles 

above his eyes - these get much bigger in the breeding season. We then headed on to Lochindorb for more Red 

Grouse views, very close Red-legged Partridge, swimming away Goldeneye and then some cronking. Our first 

Ravens! There was one, so where was the mate, oh there it is, no that’s a Red Kite, oh there the other Raven, oh 

is that the Red Kite again, NO! A female Hen Harrier. Alas it was a fleeting glimpse, but this was made up for 

over the next two days. 

 

Our first stop was at Findhorn Bay. There were Linnet, Yellowhammer and Meadow Pipit on the wires and lots 

of Pink-footed Geese flying about and plenty distant waders and duck. There were about 40 Shelduck, three 

groups of Whooper Swans (presumably, who had just arrived from Iceland), Curlew, Oystercatcher, a flock of 50 

Goldfinch and a few Redwings. As we moved towards the main road a flock of Rooks took off and in amongst 

them was a Magpie. I had explained to the group how this species was really uncommon up north and we get 

excited by seeing them up here. I was suitably excited. 

 

The beach at Findhorn was bracing. We saw a big haul-out of mainly Grey Seals c.50 with several Harbour Seals 

with them. Our first Great Black-backed Gulls were seen and also Gannets. Out on the water there were some 

big flocks of Eider Duck with a smaller duck there too. Long-tailed Duck! There were a few hundred of each 

species and you could see the size and colour difference. Way too far away were some Common Scoter. But the 

group had spotted a bird closer in, Red-throated Diver in winter plumage. We got great views of that and some 

Red-breasted Merganser. All that and the toilets were open in the car park too. 
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We took a brief detour to the forested sand dunes of Roseile. These were planted in the 1930’s to stop the dunes 

blowing onto farmland. From our vantage point on to of a high dune above the beach we scanned the sea. As I 

had hoped there was a Common Scoter flock in binocular view. With my ‘scope I could see some Velvet Scoter. 

Amazingly as I pointed out where they were the bird in question flapped its wings and everyone saw the white 

on the wing, so it was a tick! 

 

After all that excitement it was time for lunch at Burghead. We parked up by the rocky shore and got to see a 

beautiful Rock Pipit in its Olive-brown winter plumage and dark red legs too. We also saw Curlew, Ringed 

Plover, Turnstone and Oystercatcher. Out at sea there were more Red-throated Divers and distant Gannets. 

Over at the Harbour we got to see an impressive bull Grey Seal awaiting scraps from the fishing boats. 

 

Thence it was on to Lossiemouth and a great close up view of a juvenile/ female Goosander only 6 feet from the 

shore. At the Lossie estuary, there were hundreds of Wigeon, Curlew and thousands of Gulls. Interspersed 

between them were Teal, Grey Heron and Redshank and a few Bar-tailed Godwits. 

 

We had one more stop before the journey home, Spey Bay. The sun was close to setting by the time we arrived 

but the light was great. We clambered over the shingle beach admiring the power of the mighty Spey in piling up 

all the beach stones that have washed down from mountains 80+ miles away. Red-breasted Mergansers were 

about and some Red-throated Divers and a Pied Wagtail. Claire called out and she’d seen some Dolphins! 

Bottlenose Dolphins. These get hard to spot once the main Salmon run ends, so we were lucky. There appeared 

to be at least two pods with 3-6 individuals in them, just a fantastic sighting at the end of the day. 

 

So we drove back in the dark and looked forward to being able to have a drink with our meal as the restrictions 

had lessened today. 

Day 4                                                                          Tuesday 3rd November 

Upper Strathspey 

Our first visit of the day was to Insh Marshes, on the way we stopped a few times for a great Red Squirrel and 

then some Fieldfare and Redwing that landed in a tree and below them. A bit further back a group of Red Deer 

hinds with a stag and some juvenile “staggies” yet to be kicked out of the maternal group. Over the last few days 

we had heard some distant roaring, but this morning there was none from the group we saw. 

 

At Insh Marshes we went to the Lookout hide and we enjoyed the activity at the bird feeder, where we saw our 

first Great-spotted Woodpecker of the trip. Plenty of the usual feeder birds were in attendance. On the marsh 

there were plenty of Wigeon and Teal, even Whooper Swans and some Roe Deer. There were also several 

groups of Pink-footed Geese and some recently arrived Greenland White-fronted Geese. Plus I met Audrey and 

Bob, old acquaintances who gave me some local news and a new site or two to visit. We headed over to Creag 

Meagaidh NNR for a Black Grouse sighting  but we didn’t manage that unfortunately.  We did see Ardverekie 

House where “Monarch of the Glen” was filmed and we had a lovely walk on the nature trail with Treecreeper 

and Goldcrests for company. At lunch we had a flypast from the Greylag Geese feeding nearby and lovely views 

of Fieldfare. 
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After lunch we headed for Garva Bridge that dates from the 1730s, it is situated on the upper reaches of the 

River Spey. The area round the bridge is perfect Dipper habitat but alas this species remained elusive, although 

we did see a couple of Goosander downstream and on the way there and back we saw several Brown Hare, tens 

of Red Deer stags and a rather fine Hen Harrier and Kestrel. We headed back to Insh Marshes to see if there 

were any Hen Harrier coming into roost but it got too cold so we headed home to warm up before Danny’s 

knees froze. 

Day 5                                                                     Wednesday 4th November 

Strathspey. Tulloch Moor, River Nethy, Carrbridge, Dava Moor and Tomvaich Woods 

Our Black Grouse quest continued, Danny was desperate to see them, this time at Tulloch Moor. Again, no joy, 

they were proving elusive. Danny had mentioned he had a good view of a Dipper near Nethy Bridge, it was on 

the way so we stopped and went for a walk and were rewarded with amazing views of a Dipper at four metres 

distance. We saw it bobbing, preening and blinking its white eyelids. It was my best view of a Dipper all year, 

simply superb. 

 

Buoyed by this we headed up a dead-end glen for lunch. It was rather quiet save two very late Meadow Pipits and 

a great view of a Kestrel hovering. We did see lots of Capercaillie, unfortunately they were wooden and painted. 

They are part of Carrbridge’s new claim to fame as the Cairngorm National Park’s Capercaillie village. 

 

We headed back up the road to Dava Moor for some more Red Grouse but before we saw them, we caught site 

of male Hen Harrier in flight - beautiful. Not so marvellous was that it landed in the long heather and we 

couldn’t see it, but those 20 seconds of flight were well worth it. 

 

Our last stop of the day was at a wood near Grantown-on-Spey, we tried very hard, but no crossbills appeared. 

There were a few distant calls, but they were being frustratingly elusive. Wild birds, eh! 

 

We finished early and enjoyed a rather fine dinner, four Sea Bass please, before heading off to the wildlife hide 

and maybe a Pine Marten. We arrived got settled in and as the lights were turned on the Pine Marten appeared, 

we had a great ten minutes watching her feed away on peanuts, once she got to the egg, she took it in her mouth 

and then was off. The Wood Mouse kept us (okay me) entertained until one of the fattest Badger I had ever seen 

appeared. Too “well-upholstered” to scratch his muzzle with his hind leg, this Badger would have a fine Winter. 

Much snuffling and many peanuts later, it trundled away, made a brief reappearance and then was off. A really 

good hide visit to end a great day. 

Day 6                                                                         Thursday 5th November 

Uath Lochans and Strathdearn 

We tried hard for Crossbills this morning. First, we went to Uath Lochans where the reflections on the water 

were amazing. After a fruitless wander in the woods, we were extremely fortunate to see two young Red Squirrels 

chasing each other up and down some big Scots Pine trees. We could hear the scrabbling of their claws on the 

bark, there was also the distraction of a Crested Tit and a Roe Deer so it was a very good little side-trip. We 
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travelled a little further to the woods beside my friend Duncan’s house.  He assured me this was a crossbill 

hotspot, alas not today. Sometimes you try hard but aren’t rewarded. We had a short trip up to Dava Moor to 

check out a Black Grouse lek site and see if a Hen Harrier would re-appear, it didn’t but we got more Red 

Grouse. 

 

We then made our way up to Strathdearn, sometimes called after the river the Findhorn Valley. Why the 

different names? Well, since you asked. The river was called the Earn originally (maybe meaning water or Ireland, 

no-one is sure), but the port at is mouth was on a pale sandy beach, so it became known as the Fionn-Earn, the 

blonde earn, this turned into Findhorn. The name for the port transferred to the name of the river, if you wanted 

to update the Gaidhlig name it would be Strathfindhorn or the broad U-shaped valley of the Findhorn. We 

headed up the strath and at the first stop we found some Red Deer stag lazing about near the top of a hill, 

Buzzards were flying about and far away were a family of Ravens harassing a Red Kite.  

 

We moved on to the top car park finding a bit of shelter as it was really windy. Around a crag, there was a fair bit 

of activity with Buzzards, Kestrels and a Sparrowhawk all flying about together and at one point. Further away 

there was a Raven or two and a very distant big bird that turned out to be a Golden Eagle, not everyone saw it 

but later on we all saw another one at distance for about 20 seconds and then it was gone. Another big bird flew 

along the river, a Grey Heron. It was struggling a bit to stay upright in the wind. We braved the walk to a hillside 

to see if there was a Mountain Hare about, we scanned and scanned but there were only stones that didn’t move. 

We got blown back to the vehicle and it was time to make our way back to the hotel. 

Day 7                                                                              Friday 6th November 

Black Isle. North Kessock, Chanonry Ness, Udale Bay and Monadh Mor 

Our last day was arguably the best of the whole trip.  

 

We got up and left at first light (7am conveniently) for a new Black Grouse lek my friend had told me about. We 

arrived at the site and about 300 metres away there were a number of black dots on a rounded hilltop. Bingo! 

They could only be Black Grouse. These non-breeding Autumn leks just have the males strutting their stuff no 

female required until Springtime. We were treated to jaw-droppingly good view of Black Grouse having an 

Autumn lek – tails fanned, stuff strutted, clawing the ground and all the vocalisations. Just birdwatching heaven! 

We headed back to breakfast (only ten minutes late) very happy indeed. 

 

We packed up and said goodbye to the very friendly staff and owners of the hotel. We were off to try and see an 

Otter. The tide times were in our favour so our first stop was at a reliable Otter spotting spot! We scanned the 

water and got a Harbour Seal, Cormorants and another seal. NO! AN OTTER! It was on the other side of the 

firth but you could follow it surfacing, feeding on the surface and moving on. Everyone saw it, as it swam into 

the shadow it came out of the water onto the rock armouring of the harbour and had a good shake, then went 

back into the water and we lost it. But what a great start to the day. After that we headed to Chanonry Ness 

where there were some Guillemots fairly close in and not much else. 

 

The same could not be said for Udale Bay. It was heaving with waterfowl. Thousands of Pink-footed Geese, 

some Barnacle Geese, a few Greylags. Hundreds of Wigeon, Oystercatchers, many Curlew, Shelduck and 
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Redshank all seen in the sunshine. Before Udale, we passed through Jemimaville and the smallest Post office in 

the Highlands open two hours a week, (on Thursdays since you ask), to the Ivy Cottage Car Park. There we saw 

a few hundred Greater Scaup and interspersed with them a few Slavonian Grebes in their monochrome winter 

plumage. 

 

As a good sighting of a crossbill was being requested I took the group to our last site, Monadh Mor. The weather 

was great, the light perfect but all was quiet apart from the faint djeep, djeep, djeep I heard only once. Frustrating 

as this was, we had enjoyed our trip and seen lots with some amazingly memorable sightings; so all in all, a rather 

fantastic week. 

 

On the way back to drop everyone off at the station or airport it was decided that the Otter, Pine Marten and 

Black Grouse were the species of the week. 
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Species Lists 

 
Birds 
 

      Date: 31/10/20 - 6/11/20 

Common name Scientific name Trip 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Black Grouse  Lyrurus tetrix X             X 

Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus scotica X     X   X X X 

Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa X     X     X   

Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus X X X X X X X X 

Barnacle Goose Branta leucopis X     X         

Greylag Goose  Anser anser X X   X X X   X 

Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus X     X       X 

White-fronted Goose Anser Albifrons X       X       

Mute Swan  Cygnus olor X X   X       X 

Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus X     X X       

Shelduck Tadorna tadorna X     X       X 

Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope X X   X X     X 

Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos X X X X X X X X 

Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca X X   X X     X 

Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula X     X   X     

Greater Scaup Aythya marila X X           X 

Eider Duck Somateria mollissima X     X       X 

Velvet Scoter Melanitta fusca X     X         

Common Scoter Melanitta nigra X     X         

Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis X     X       X 

Goldeneye Bucephala clangula X   X X X X     

Goosander Mergus merganser X     X X   X X 

Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator X     X       X 

Feral Pigeon Columba livia 'feral' X       X X   X 

Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus X X X X X X X X 

Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto X             X 

Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus X X             

Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra X X             

Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis X X   X         

Slavonian grebe Podiceps auritus X             X 

Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus X X   X       X 

Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus X X     X     X 

European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria X X             

Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula X X           X 

Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata X X   X       X 

Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponia X X           X 

Turnstone Arenaria interpres X     X         

Knot Calidris canutus X X             

Common Redshank  Tringa totanus X X   X       X 

Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus X X   X       X 

Common Gull Larus canus X X   X         

Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus X X   X       X 

Green Sandpiper 
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      Date: 31/10/20 - 6/11/20 

Common name Scientific name Trip 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Herring Gull Larus argentatus X X X X X X X X 

Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus X     X         

Guillemot Uria aalge X X           X 

Razorbill Alca torda X     X       X 

Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata X     X         

Northern Gannet Morus bassanus X     X         

Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo X X X X       X 

Eurasian Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis X     X       X 

Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea X X   X X X X X 

Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos X           X   

Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus X           X   

Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus X     X X X     

Red Kite Milvis milvis X     X     X X 

Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo X X   X X X X X 

Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major X       X X     

Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus X     X X X X X 

Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus X X             

Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica X     X         

Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula X X X X X X X X 

Rook Corvus frugilegus X X X X X X X X 

Carrion Crow Corvus carone X X X X X X X X 

Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix X X X X X X   X 

Northern Raven  Corvus corax X     X X   X   

Coal Tit  Periparus ater X   X X X X X X 

European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus X   X       X   

Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus X   X X X X X X 

Great Tit  Parus major X   X X X X X X 

Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus X   X   X   X X 

Goldcrest  Regulus regulus X   X   X X X X 

Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes X   X X X     X 

Eurasian Treecreeper  Certhia familiaris X   X       X   

Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris X X   X X X   X 

Common Blackbird  Turdus merula X X X X X X X X 

Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris X X     X       

Redwing  Turdus iliacus X X     X   X   

Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos X X   X         

Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus X           X   

European Robin  Erithacus rubecula X X X X X X X X 

Stonechat Saxicola rubicola X     X X X     

White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus X         X     

House Sparrow  Passer domesticus X X X X X X X X 

Dunnock  Prunella modularis X   X   X X X X 

Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba X     X       X 

Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis X         X     

Rock Pipit Anthus petrosus X     X         

Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs X   X   X X     
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      Date: 31/10/20 - 6/11/20 

Common name Scientific name Trip 31 1 2 3 4 5 6 

European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris X             X 

Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina X     X       X 

Common Redpoll  Acanthis flammea X             X 

Scottish Crossbill  Loxia scotica X   X           

European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis X X   X   X     

Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella X     X         

 

 
Other fauna 
 
  

      

Common Name Scientific name Trip 

River Otter Lutra lutra X 

Pine Marten Martes martes X 

European Badger Meles meles X 

European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus X 

Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus X 

Red Deer Cervus elaphus X 

Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris X 

Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus X 

Brown Hare Lepus europaeus X 

Mole (hill) Talpa europaea X 

Atlantic Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus X 

Harbour Seal Phoca vitulina X 

Short-tailed Field Vole Microtus agrestis X 

Wood Mouse Apodemus sylvaticus X 

 


