2.3 Habitats and wildlife
Cowal’s underlying geology determines the various habitats encountered on
the Way from south-west to north-east:

• coastal • river valley and farmland • woodland • moor and upland.
Coastal

The south-west part of the Way is mainly at or near sea level, and the Way
returns to sea level again at Strachur, Lochgoilhead and Arrochar. Indeed,
nowhere in Argyll Forest Park is more than 5 miles (8 km) from salt water.
Common and grey seals may be seen, watching inquisitively. Grey seals have
more pointed heads than common,
and a heavier body shape. Common
(or harbour) seals have more mottled
coats, and often arch their slimmer
bodies when basking on rocks. Their
nostrils form a distinctive V-shape
when seen from the front.
Sea birds are plentiful, notably redbreasted merganser and eider duck,
the latter easily recognised by its
Eider duck (male)
distinctive ‘ah-ooo’ call. Equally
distinctive is the oystercatcher, a striking bird with black and white plumage
and a long orange bill. These birds often feed in flocks on the beach. When
disturbed, their piercing shrieks and the M-shaped pattern on their wings in
flight are unmistakable.
Male grey seal (Halichoerus grypus)
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Other common seabirds include
gulls, fulmars and gannets.
Cormorants and their smaller
cousins, shags, are often to be seen
on rocks, drying out their wings in
the sun. Gannets are easily
recognisable by their behaviour,
gliding over the water in search of
fish, then climbing and divebombing steeply to make their
catch.
Of particular interest is the Ruel
estuary, where you can see the
transition from marine to river
ecosystem. There’s a heronry beside
Loch Riddon, where otters may also
be sighted. In the same quiet river
pool, just touched by the effects of
a high tide, we have seen both otter
and seal hunting for salmon – albeit
not at the same time.

Grey heron nesting, with chicks

Otter feeding on codling
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Barn owl in hawthorn tree

River valley and farmland
Cowal’s rivers are mostly short in length and very variable in volume – feeble in
dry weather but foaming torrents when in spate after heavy rain. These are
ideal conditions for salmon and sea trout, and several of the larger rivers are
well known for sport fishing. Glendaruel on the other hand is a classic
glaciated valley. As the ice melted at the end of the last Ice Age, the glen was
flooded, firstly from the sea. River silting gradually built up the flood plain,
creating flat farmland very different from the hills on either side.
The rivers and streams, with their many pools, waterfalls and gorges, provide
ideal conditions for native broadleaves, where sheep and deer can’t easily
destroy them. Bluebells and primroses are also common here on road verges,
adding welcome colour to the tarmac stretches of the Way.
Fields, meadows and verges are home to the delightful barn owl, which preys
on mice, voles and rats. It is one of the few owls that can be spotted in daytime,
especially at dawn and dusk. Although the barn owl is widely distributed
worldwide (being found, like the osprey, on every continent except Antarctica)
their population has been declining. This is mainly because intensive
agricultural practice drives out their prey, but Cowal is a good place to see this
rare bird. They nest in traditional sites, using trees as well as undisturbed farm
buildings and outhouses.
Lephinkill Farm, Glendaruel
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Woodland
Argyll Forest Park dates from 1935
and was Britain’s first, set up both
to grow timber and provide for
public recreation. Although
productive conifers dominate its
scenery – with over 70% sitka
spruce – Cowal is also home to a
wide variety of trees.
The Way passes through several
areas of mixed woodland with
oak, beech, ash and rowan, and
also Scots pine. The broadleaf
woodland at Portavadie is a
nature reserve, with good
specimens of north atlantic oak
(quercus petraea). It is home to
rare nightjars and natterer bats
(myotis natteri), as well as
common woodland animals such
Roe deer (doe)
as fox and red squirrel.
Roe deer also prefer the thicker cover of woodland to the open hillside. Smaller
than their red cousins, they travel alone or in small family groups, with hind and
fawn often very close. If you walk quietly, you may surprise them, and see their
pale rumps bouncing as they flee for cover.
Cowal’s climate, similar to that of west coast America, proved irresistible to the
Victorian tree planters. Look out for specimen trees in the grounds of the ‘big
houses’. Many Douglas Fir and Wellingtonia are over 150 years old and some
are more than 200 ft (60 m) high. The Way borders the Lochgoilhead
Arboretum, which boasts several specimens on the Tree Register of the British
Isles.
In spring, native woodland is home to wild flowers such as wood anemone,
wood sorrel, wild garlic, primrose and violet. Rhododendrons and azaleas
abound, with their bright colours adding to those of the heather and gorse.
The Lauder walks at Glenbranter are excellent for bluebells.
Fox in woodland
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Cowal, like Arran and Kintyre, is
one of the last strongholds of the
red squirrel. In autumn these
delightful creatures collect food
and nesting material for winter
storage. The non-native grey
squirrel is present around Lochs
Long and Lomond and threatens
the red population, because
greys carry the squirrelpox virus
that is fatal to reds.
Grey squirrels also compete
strongly for food, each one
weighing twice as much as its
Red squirrel
slender red cousin. So far, local efforts to repel the greys seem to be
succeeding, but protecting the vulnerable red squirrel population of Cowal is a
conservation priority. To report squirrel sightings (red or grey), visit
www.scottishsquirrels.org.uk.

Moor and upland
The northern sections of the walk from Strachur to Arrochar climb steeply
through moorland toward mountain, with a high point of 500 m (1640 ft)
above Lochgoilhead. Vegetation changes along the way, with bracken, conifers
and gorse giving way to rough grass.
Above the tree line is open hillside and crag, terrain favoured by the golden
eagle – iconic bird of the Highlands. It needs a huge hunting area, and Cowal
supports only 3-4 pairs: keep a look-out over high ground. The wings are long
and rectangular, with a span of 5-8 feet (1.5-2.4 m), held straight when soaring,
or flapped with a very slow wingbeat. Typically seen from a great distance,
their size can be hard to judge, but their proportions are distinctive.
Buzzard are much more common, particularly below the tree line. Also known
as the ‘tourist’s eagle’, they have a smaller wing span – about 4-5 feet (1.2-1.5 m).
Their heads look larger in proportion, and the wings make a shallow V-shape
when soaring. Buzzards’ mewing call is also distinctive. Often they compete
with crows for carrion, not always successfully.
Buzzard feeding on rabbit
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Black and red grouse also live on
moorland, but are more often
heard then seen. Relocating the
local black grouse population
was seen as essentail before the
Cruach Mhor wind farm project
could go ahead.
The open hill is also the domain
of red deer, which graze in small
herds on the high ridges.
Spiralling population growth has
led to culling, to prevent death
by slow starvation. Deer feed on
young conifer needles and the
bark of some trees such as
willow and rowan. Telltale signs
include torn bark and broken
Red grouse
stems where new growth has
been nibbled. Scarred trees show where they’ve scraped the velvet off growing
antlers, and black peaty wallows mark where they like to roll.
The beauty of Cowal is that all of
these habitats and their associated
wildlife can be enjoyed in a single
visit. Beaches are overlooked by
high mountains and in the course
of a single day’s walk, you may see
seal, red squirrel, deer and even
golden eagle.

Red deer stag in rut

Golden eagle
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