BIRDWATCHING POSTCARD – MERSEHEAD, DUMFRIESSHIRE

There is a positive side to global warming. Still, bright December days, with the temperature edging towards 10( Celsius, are becoming ever more common here in South West Scotland. I even think twice before putting my waterproof coat in the car boot alongside the hiking boots and binoculars – but it’s best to be on the safe side.

I’m off for a spot of birdwatching at one of my favourite locations – Mersehead Nature Reserve, just over 15 miles south of Dumfries on the western side of the Nith Estuary. 

As an attraction for serious birdwatchers, Mersehead is probably overshadowed by the major Wildlife and Wetlands Trust Reserve at Caerlaverock on the other side of the Nith estuary - but I have always preferred Mersehead. The scenery is more varied, from the rocky crags in the north where a raven might hover through woodland and hedgerow to the merseland and beach. You can also get far closer to the birds than you generally can at Caerlaverock, including the large flocks of wintering barnacle geese for which the larger reserve is famed.

It’s a beautiful day as I drive through the historic village of New Abbey and past Sweetheart Abbey, home of Lady Devorgilla, who so loved her husband she tore his heart out when he died and was buried with it herself. As I sweep on down past Carsethorn near the family home of John Paul Jones, founder of the American Navy, a bright gleaming vista of water and sand opens to my left. Here you can see for miles across to the Lake District in England.

Mersehead is almost deserted as I park and donate the £1 that represents the total cost of my visit in a wooden box. In the Visitors’ Centre one of the wardens is sweeping the floor, and tells me on request where I am likely to see a twite. Almost immediately after starting along the road, I see one close up in the hedgerow and I know my luck is in.

It’s a strange fact about birdwatching walks that you often make a large number of interesting sitings in a short period of time. Whether it’s because of the stillness of the day or the lack of people around, the birds today are almost posing in the hedgerow and the low, brilliant sun makes it easy to pick out their colours. Today the first half hour is definitely the best. Within quick succession, I’ve enjoyed excellent views of yellowhammers, a goldcrest and male and female stonechats – the first time I’ve seen the females close enough to identify. Then there are lapwing and curlew working the fields, treecreepers in the wood and any number of chaffinches and linnets flattering around the edges of the farm fields, as well as the statutory barnacles, constantly chattering in their large gatherings.

The rest of the walk reveals less birdlife. The wetland behind the woods is pretty much deserted apart from a few pintail. As the wind gets up, I find I have a use for my coat after all and follow the beach trail into the declining sun. The tide is far, far out and presumably that’s where the waders will be. My eye is caught by the silhouette of two large pieces of driftwood in the distance, sprawled like two monstrous sunbathers on the sand. Back at the Visitors’ Centre, where I haven’t even bothered to check out the snipe, a friendly tree sparrow greets me.

The thing about Mersehead apart from its vast views is that you can keep going back and always find it has something to offer. I’ve seen the wetlands so busy that they resembled an airport, with whooper swans crashing in every two minutes like garrulous concordes. Today there were no skylarks, but on other days there have been scores of them, singing hard from crazy heights in the sky. I still haven’t seen the merlin or the peregrine falcon, but I know they are there…

