
CAC Kids Scotland Adventure April 3rd – 6th 2013 
 
April has become the traditional month for our annual big trip and this was, in terms of distance, 
our most ambitious to date - four days exploring the history, the wildlife and the landscape of the 
county of Dumfries and Galloway. As the UK's first officially designated dark sky park, stargazing 
was also high up on our itinerary. 
 
Setting off from Bristol in the middle of Tuesday night we congregated first thing in the morning   
at Motte of Urr, an extraordinary medieval motte and one of Scotland's largest earthworks.  
 

 
Motte of Urr 

 
This was the scene of a legendary encounter between Robert the Bruce, the English knight Sir 
William Selby, a certain Mrs Sprotte and a bowl of porridge. Details can be found in the trip 
booklet. 
  
This legend was the inspiration for our Motte racing, to stretch some legs after the long drive from 
Bristol. The bank made a perfect track and with the referee atop the motte, we had two heats for 
the children with Jaimee and George winning one apiece. The adult race was equally gripping! This 
was also a perfect spot to relax, with clear blue skies and just a few remains of recent snow on the 
ground. 

 
Atop the Motte! 

 



But there wasn't too much time to rest; the next stop was Cairnholy and two fantastic chambered 
tombs of the Carlingford-Clyde variety.  
 
Our McCAC packs were distributed here, comprising badges, stickers and plenty of activities 
designed for rainy indoor days, which in the event, would not need to be called upon. 
 

 
Cairnholy I 

 
At Cairnholy we encountered an American gentleman, who apparently was so drawn to this 
monument that he moved to the area and has spent 5 years studying its alignment, particularly 
relating to the sun and surrounding landscape. This of course is a well explored topic and both 
Cairnholy sites conform to the usual east-west ish orientation of this type of monument, Cairnholy 
I more so than Cairnholy II. He gave an entertaining impromptu talk to our CAC Kids, pointing out 
landscape features and revealing some of the "secrets" of the monument. Most usefully, he 
showed us an elusive cup and ring mark. Pete and Jaimee made a superb rubbing of this. The cup 
and ring stone that was revealed in the 1949 excavation by Terence Powell and Stuart Piggott is 
presumably stashed away safely somewhere. 
 

  
Pete and Jaimee’s rubbing and Sophie contemplating the landscape 

 
 
Our CAC Kids set about some measuring, focussing on the cairn itself (48 metres) and the central 
chamber. Much of the cairn has gone, probably now making up much of the stone walls in the 
vicinity. The forecourt is the most striking of features, with eight most impressive orthostats 



marking the transitional space from the "party" area to the more serious burial activity in the 
chamber and curious anti-chamber (this is a CAC Kids interpretation!). 
 
Moving on to Cairnholy II, another stunning monument just a couple of hundred yards away. Our 
CAC Kids wasted no time in exploring the chamber and creatively applying a modern use to the 
ancient construction, in the form of what appeared to be a game of hide and seek. We had 
discussed with our American friend the possibility that some architectural features creating 
alignments were perhaps not entirely Neolithic. He made the very valid point and one we embrace 
at CAC Kids, that it doesn't matter if the stones have been moved, it is all about what the 
monuments mean to people at any given time. Today, the main chamber was a cool hiding place! 
 

 
At Cairnholy II – it is under there somewhere 

 

 
…and from the east 

 
 



And so, with our brains full of such philosophical musings, it was time to head to the Cree Cafe in 
Newton Stewart for bacon sandwiches. 
 
Any concerns over the quality of modern youth hostels were soon allayed as we subsequently 
settled into our very comfortable accommodation, a former school in Minnigaff, just over the river 
from Newton Stewart. A large garden, spacious rooms and a well equipped kitchen were ideal for 
our group and manager Derrick proved to be an excellent host. 
 
With the afternoon came another opportunity for a stretch of the legs, this time in the nearby 
Knockman Wood. We took a leisurely stroll across moorland and through the woods to Boreland 
Cairn, coltsfoot creeping up through the path marking the beginning of spring. Boreland Cairn is 
another Carlingford-Clyde style monument but this time unexcavated and still covered in stone 
cairn. The stone piles recorded around the monument in the nineteenth century are still there and 
clearly visible with the bracken very low. As we lay relaxing in the afternoon warmth, our only 
concern was a lack of sun cream. On the stroll back we spotted deer tracks in the snow, but the 
animals themselves remained elusive. 
 

 
The whole team in Knockman Wood 

 

 
On route up to Boreland Cairn 



 

  
Boreland Cairn – note the piles of cairn, and the team relaxing in the sun 

 
Returning back to the hostel, it was time for supper of spaghetti, a few beers for the adults and 
presentation of the "tammies" or "tam o'shanter, to the CAC Kids. These are Scottish hats that first 
started to be worn in north western Europe in the 15th century. Ours were in the colours of each 
of the CAC Kids family tartans. Did we detect a hint of envy of this elegant headwear amongst the 
adults? We think so, it wasn’t long until Ellie was sporting Niamh’s! 
 
As the evening wore on it became apparent that there was a very viable chance of clear skies.  
Strolling up the hill opposite the hostel and onto the golf course we found a perfect spot to set up 
George's 4.5 inch reflecting telescope, and were joined by another family staying at the hostel for 
a look at some classic celestial objects, including the Orion Nebula, Pleiades and Jupiter. The sky 
was fantastic, even given a spot of low light and smoke pollution from some nearby houses.  
 
We awoke on Thursday to another sunny day and everybody was up in good time and ready for an 
action packed day. Our first stop was Torhouse stone circle, the nicely manicured grass making a 
perfect spot for some measuring and navigational experiments.  
 
With our CAC clipboards bearing compass points we soon worked out the orientation of the site 
and applied this to the landscape using Ordinance Survey maps. Our views of the River Bladnoch 
and Wood Hill matched the map perfectly. 
 
We also measured the diameter of the stone circle with our tapes along the north-south and east-
west axis and concluded that the circle was almost, but not completely, circular. 
 
We also had a look at the Torhouskie stone row in the next field that is associated with the stone 
circle. 



 
Torhouse Stone Circle 

 

  
Torhouse measured, and turned into a giant compass 

 

 
Map reading 

 

 

 
Torhouskie stone row 



From Torhouse we headed to Druchtag Motte, a smaller version of Motte of Urr, but nonetheless 
very steep requiring a rope to haul yourself to the top - which all our CAC Kids managed. From the 
top we enjoyed good but breezy views over to the sea.  
 

 
The route to the summit 

 
Our next stop was indeed the sea, a short journey to Monreith Bay for a picnic lunch and our 
Highland Games. We had an extraordinary and most impressive display of wellie throwing from 
both Rachel and Jaimee Ellwood. Abby won the prize for the longest, indeed the only, backward 
throw. Next up was the tug of war with Team George showing great determination and teamwork 
to win a hard fought battle. 
 

  
Highland Games 

 
 
 



From the beach we set off for Wigtown, Scotland's book capital. At the Martyrs Stake we had a 
great view over the estuary and saw plenty of bird life through our binoculars.  
 
 

 
Ornothology for Niamh   

 
Next we headed for tea, cake and perusal of the local book shops. 
 
Returning to the hostel for fish and chips, a number of our CAC Kids honed their financial skills in a 
competitive game of Monopoly. We also took the opportunity to get the CAC microscope out and 
study some insects. This was followed by an excellent football match with the other hostel guests 
on the lawn. Kick off had to be postponed as two deer had strayed onto the pitch, but once play 
was underway a close fought contest ensued with George proving to be a great striker scoring lots 
of goals and Jaimee a most useful midfield player. The game finished in darkness, and once again 
our telescope was set up on the golf course, this time fully functional with new batteries. 
 

  
Monopoly and microscopy 

 



This proved to be the highlight of the entire Astrokids year as Pete managed to locate comet Pan-
STARRS (C/2011 L4) that had eluded us in Bristol on its approach in March. We could easily see the 
bright nucleus and long fan shaped tail. Not only that, but it was right next to the Great 
Andromeda Galaxy. For the astronomers amongst us, this was very exciting. For the non- 
astronomers, it was very cold. 
 

 
Our effort at photographing the comet  

(you will need to look carefully with a touch of averted vision!) 

 
We also enjoyed good views of the double cluster in Perseus, a couple of globular clusters (M13 
and M92) in Hercules and a glance of a fascinating area of sky at the North Galactic Pole. 
 
Friday dawned with great anticipation of a special treat - a day in the Galloway Forest Park with 
the Forest Rangers. Arriving early to take full advantage of the excellent adventure playground at 
Kirroughtree, we met with rangers Marian and Lucy and our activity began with some den 
construction in the woods. Divided into two teams, we had about an hour to make a den that 
would provide shelter from the fierce Scottish elements, not that we would need them on what 
was yet another sunny day. The key point about this task was the ability to construct a shelter 
entirely from natural material found on the floor of the forest. Maybe we should try this on our 
next camping trip? 
  

 
A completed den 
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The two impressively constructed dens were judged a draw and we headed back to the 
playground for a picnic lunch and some zip wire fun before setting off with the rangers to the deer 
hide. There are hundreds of red deer in the forest park and the hide makes for good viewing of a 
herd of thirty one. We had an excellent talk prompting some very good questions as we watched 
the deer relaxing lazily in the sun. 
 

  
In the hide and the deer park 

 
An insect poster in the hide draw a lot of interest from the CAC Kids, particularly the wolf spider 
that we learnt (these rangers know everything) does not weave a web, but hunts its prey on the 
ground. 
 
Leaving the deer, we headed off with rangers to the deserted Galloway village of Polmaddy, with a 
brief stop to enjoy a view from the shores of Loch Clatteringshaws. The tour from Marian and Lucy 
was part historic and part natural history and we enjoyed and absorbed a lot of information. As 
luck would have it, the Polmaddy landscape is the perfect habitat for our wolf spider and we soon 
spotted plenty of these little creatures, presumably hunting in the grass. 
 

 
Hunting for Wolf Spiders 

 
Looking over the ruins, Polmaddy seemed idyllic, cottages, an inn, mill, pond and the Polmaddy 
burn meandering its way through the valley. However, we suspect it was really a very harsh 
environment from which to scrape a living in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It is also 



very striking how quickly a thriving village, once deserted, can be absorbed back into the natural 
landscape.  
 
 

 
The Inn at Polmaddy 

 
It was here that our forest rangers, left us, and we must thank Marian and Lucy for an excellent 
day of fun and education. On the scenic drive back we stopped at Bruce's Stone to enjoy another 
lovely view over loch Clatteringshaws. 
 

 
Loch Clatteringshaws 

 



The evening bought us yet another crystal clear night for astronomy and we had another good 
look at the comet. 
  

   
PanSTARRS through the telescope by Jaimee, Hannah and George 

 
 

 
Niamh at the eyepiece 

 
Saturday was our final day and we packed up early and our first priority was the CAC Kids 
presentations where certificates were ceremoniously awarded under the CAC Kids flag. 
 

 
A jubilent Sophie receives her award 

 



 
Certificates (and tammies) 

 
It was not without some regret that we departed the youth hostel, particularly Hannah who had to 
say goodbye to her new friend, Fraser.  
 
The first site for the day was Threave Castle. Built by Archibald the Grim in 1369, the castle is 
idyllically situated on an island in the River Dee. Access requires the summoning of the ferryman 
by means of a brass bell which our CAC Kids managed most efficiently. The castle itself was closed 
for safety reasons, but the atmosphere, scenery and serenity of the island made the boat crossing 
worthwhile. 
 

 
The voyage to Threave Castle 



  
All rather relaxing 

 
This was our last official site, although half the group stopped just outside Dumfries on the way 
home for a picnic at the Twelve Apostles - the largest stone circle in Scotland. A couple of stones 
had natural water formed cup marks which made us wonder how many cup marks at other Bronze 
Age sites might have been erroneously attributed to human endeavour. 
 

 
A big stone circle – The Twelve Apostles 

 
Finally, we had one last treat in store. In our trip booklet reference is made to the origins of the 
Scottish flag - the saltire (page 10), and how in the 9th century, the Picts were inspired to victory 
against the Angles by the appearance of a white cross formed by the clouds against the blue sky. 
This became the flag of St. Andrew, and we too witnessed the same phenomenon, and as far as 
we are aware, for the first time in 1200 years! 

 

 



We were certainly inspired to return to Scotland. 
 
And so ended another excellent CAC Kids trip. We are conscious that there were a number of 
projects, intended for wet days, which we didn’t complete – for example the secret missions and 
the heraldry. Fear not, we shall have another go at these during the course of the year. 
 
We would like to thank: 
 
Everybody who attended, the CAC Kids, parents and guests all of whom behaved impeccably and 
so enthusiastically participated in all our ridiculous games and projects. We have had lovely 
feedback and it worth reiterating that you don’t need to bring children to enjoy a CAC Kids outing.  
 
Donovan Hawley and Ellie McQueen who helped out with the artwork on the booklets, badges and 
stickers 
 
The Scottish Youth Hostel Association and in particular, Derrick at Minnigaff  
 
The Forestry Commission at the Galloway Forest Park, especially Marian and Lucy  
 
Mike Alexander at the Galloway Astronomy Centre who tipped us off on the whereabouts of 
comet PanSTARRS, and invited us to visit the observatory (which unfortunately proved impractical 
on this occasion)  
 
Pete and Jaimee Ellwood for joining us and helping with the recce last year 
 
We recommend very, very highly the Galloway Forest Park to all the members of the Clifton 
Antiquarian Club. Whatever your favourite interest – wildlife, flora, history, walking, archaeology, 
astronomy, there is absolutely loads of stuff to keep you occupied in this fantastic landscape. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  


