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Introduction
The journey down the River Cree takes us from a small loch, Loch Moan, a distance of 52km, to the mouth
where it enters Wigtown Bay. | do not subdivide the text with headings or provide an index, but a guide to the

pages on which the main features, and the detailed tabulations of watermills, are to be found, follows.
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4. River Cree

The River Cree flows out of from Loch Moan,
in the midst of a swathe of country largely
devoid of human habitation. The loch is very
irregular in shape, oriented approximately
south-west/north-east, and extends over
55ha; there are 4 islands, two of which White
Island and Black Island, each occupy
cl¥zha. The wintry photograph shows Black

Island, viewed from the south; trees are

absent, though there are a few on White

Island, but this is in contrast to the banks of the loch, since almost the whole circumference has been planted
with coniferous trees, including the north bank, shown in the photograph. Planting in this, the Glentrool Forest,
began in the 1930s, and it occupies a large part of the northern Galloway Forest, which extends over 77400ha;
there are visitor centres and cycling trails catering for some leisure activities, but many would argue that the
extensive afforestation of Galloway has done little for upland vistas, while the environment of densely packed

evergreen trees only suits a limited range of wildlife. The forest will be much in evidence along the River Cree.

Water seems to leak out of the west end of the loch, but soon forms a distinct river channel, at OS Grid Point
NX 342 858 and at a height of 200m. The boundary between the present-day districts of South Ayrshire and
Dumfries and Galloway runs along the north shore of Loch Moan, and from there, follows the course of the
River Cree for 17%km. At an earlier date, the next stretch of the river separated the old counties of
Kirkcudbrightshire and Wigtownshire for a further 34%km, following the low-water river course through the
estuary and out into Wigtown Bay; the river was then a county boundary along its whole length. Almost
immediately after its formation, the river is joined by a small south-flowing, right bank tributary, the Cairnfore
Burn; the only reason for mentioning it is that the River Cree would be 4km longer if measured from its source,

but I shall stick with convention. As for other rivers, the course is shown in sketch maps in the Appendix.

As suggested earlier, the river taking a
winding course westwards, is in the forest
from this point onwards, albeit that there are
some cleared areas, either newly planted or
being prepared. After a few kilometres, the

river swings south-west, then south, still

winding and still with densely packed trees

near each bank. At this point the river is joined by a right bank tributary, the Black Clauchrie Burn, shown near
to the confluence in a photograph | have taken, along with a few others from a website,
jimzglebeblog.blogspot.com; the stream flows through what looks like an Irish Bridge arrangement which allows
higher flows to pass over the road surface. The burn flows from a source 340m high on the west flank of Fell

Hill; firstly as the White Clauchrie Burn, and immediately enters the forest, through which it flows until it joins



with the Shalloch Burn. There it becomes the
Black Clauchrie Burn, and flows past a
mansion of ¢1900 to which it gives its name,
and quickly arrives at the River Cree. |
believe that the said mansion, built
according to the Arts and Crafts genre and
shown in the photograph, was the subject of
a television programme concerned with
rescuing country houses from ruin, and that
the house and cottages nearby built for

domestic staff, are now a holiday venue. At

any rate it is the first building of note
encountered on this journey, and looks quite impressive with its clean lines. In viewing the present landscape,
it is difficult to realise that a hundred years ago the rivers, now almost lost amongst trees, flowed across bare
heather and rough grass moorland. Then, they were much more accessible and there are cairns and buried
tombs which suggest the presence of man in pre-historic times. However, in these upper reaches of the River
Cree and its tributaries there is an absence of hillforts and other fortalices, which suggests that there was little

habitation from the beginning of the Iron Age (1000 BC) onwards until the trees were planted.

A few kilometres downstream the river
emerges from the forest, north of where it is
crossed by the A714, which links Newton
Stewart to Barrhill and Girvan in Ayrshire.
The Google view looks north (upstream) and

shows the river winding away from forest in

the background. However, the river dives
back into forest again, and has travelled another 6%2km before it emerges into open countryside, which here
includes a few walled fields of pasture. Thereafter, the River Cree flows south and then makes a tight corkscrew
bend to the north before heading off eastwards. At the apex of the bend the boundary between South Ayrshire

and Dumfries and Galloway continues west, parting from the river which has dropped below the 100m contour.

A few kilometres further, and the river swings
south to arrive at the first settlement on its
banks. Bargrennan comprises no more than
a scattered of houses, a hotel, and a church,
built in 1839, but now disused, all on the right
bank of the river. Its name has been given to
a type of chambered cairn, unique to the
South-West of Scotland, one of which is fairly

close to the left bank of the river. As can be

seen in the photograph, a cross slab sits
above a stone-walled rectangular trench, which served as a burial site. There would have been stones built up
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around the monument which might have housed more than one burial. In truth the distinctions made between
different classes of chambered cairn seem fairly slight, and will not be detailed here, but there are many cairns

of different configurations in the River Cree catchment, dating back 4000 years or more.

The Southern Upland Way crosses the river
on the 19t century bridge carrying the A714.
A short distance downstream, Clachaneasy

Bridge carries a minor road over the river; a

bridge is shown on ™
century, but it has been replaced by another
19  century structure, shown in the
photograph, with a single segmental arch
spanning cl7m, carrying a narrow
carriageway, 3.6m wide. Not far
downstream,, the River Cree arrives at the
meeting point with its largest tributary, the
Water of Minnoch, shown on the Google
view, albeit rather obscured by trees. Both
flow from the left, with the tributary higher in
the frame. | shall have more to say about

flow rates later, but for the moment it is

enough to say that on average, the tributary,
the Water of Minnoch, supplies slightly more water than the River Cree. As is normal in these accounts | shall

track upstream to the source of the Water of Minnoch, and follow it downstream.

The Water of Minnoch rises from a spring in
a patch of rushes, a few metres east of a
minor road between Bargrennan and
Maybole; the source is at OS Grid Point NX
347 926, in South Ayrshire at a height of
c400m, The road here, is near the crown of
a pass known as Nick of the Balloch, which
reaches a high point of 392m, in connecting
the catchments of the Water of Minnoch and
the River Stinchar; a challenging but popular

test for cyclists. The streamlet flows for all of

50m in the open moorland beyond the
boundary of Carrick Forest, before coniferous trees close in towards each bank. Travelling south it receives a
left bank tributary, the Pilnyark Burn which is shown flowing along the north west edge of a forest plantation to

the confluence. The photograph gives an idea of the appearance of the moorland, outside the forest with small



patches and larger banks of heather,
amongst grass, with the inevitable densely
packed trees massed on the sides of the little
valley. About 2%km from the source the
Water of Minnoch emerges from close

confinement by trees, though they are very

much in evidence at greater distance; the
photograph shows it flowing southwards across a moor; it is perhaps surprising, given that it has received a
number of tributaries, that it has not grown larger. The photograph was taken from a bridge named for Maggie
Osborne, a woman who was burnt as a witch in Ayr in 1629. The bridge itself is neither old nor distinctive, but
presumably it had a predecessor, with which a legend was connected. Apparently the alleged witch was in the
habit of visiting the normally deserted area for reasons not recorded, but on one occasion she saw a funeral
cortege, with people she knew following the coffin. To avoid recognition she turned herself into a beetle, but
was nearly trampled by the horse pulling the coffin. She took this personally and arranged for misfortune and
unexpected deaths to assail the family. It s h-westod

the aforementioned Nick of the Balloch road, to which the same tale is sometimes attached.

The next few kilometres of the course of the river are an excellent illustration of the fact that a map reading that
the river is flowing through a forest landscape can mean different things. The trees have a life cycle between
planting of saplings (growing from seed to a half-metre sapling would normally take place in a nursery) and
harvesting of a mature tree; at least 35 years for Sitka spruce, to perhaps 50+ years for other conifers.
Obviously, it makes sense to plant and harvest quite large blocks, so as to utilise equipment and manpower
efficiently. So an upland river can pass through large areas, which are shown on maps as forest, but harbour
no trees at all, as the ground is being prepared for replanting; other areas will be populated by small saplings,
and plantations of nearly-mature trees may seem widely spaced out. | guess the state of the market for soft
woods will also influence the timing of planting and harvesting. It seems that at present, the Water of Minnoch
flows through many areas in which there are no mature trees and the appearance is of moorland, though it is

drained and prepared moorland, sometimes populated with small saplings, hardly visible from a distance.

The river continues south for c5km, in a
landscape of trees and this slightly artificial
moorland, receiving tributaries at fairly
regular intervals; some draining small
lochans, like Kirriereoch Loch. Having

flowed from its source in South Ayrshire, the

river picks up the boundary between that
county and Dumfries and Galloway, but only for little more than a kilometre before it enters the latter county.
Curiously, the Water of Minnoch passes less than a kilometre east of Loch Moan, the source of the River Cree,
though there is no path for water between them, (perhaps things were different before the last ice age, when
deposition of moraine created a scattering of lochans, and could have changed river lay-outs). At this point the
river receives left bank tributaries flowing a few kilometres from the western slopes of The Merrick, which at a
height of 843m, is the highest peak in Southern Scotland. The photograph rather bears out the suggestion that
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it is a challenge for hill walkers rather than mountaineers, and its isolation means that it is less well-known than

lower peaks in the South of Scotland.

Continuing southwards, the Water of
Minnoch has entered Glen Trool Forest,
where the pattern is as before, with
plantations of mature trees interspersed with
cleared areas, but the names of 2 small right
bank tributaries, Low Mill Burn and High Mill
Burn, suggest that corn must have been
grown in the neighbourhood at some point in
the past, when the appearance of the land
must have been very different, but none is SN 8 sEeme et R !
on an old map nor does any trace of a mill survive. The first authenticated mill on the downstream journey along
the Water of Minnoch is at Glencaird, where remains of a corn drying tower, invariably part of a mill complex,
are marked on a 19" century map, though again, there is nothing to be seen now, apart from a modernised
farmhouse. Immediately downstream, the Water of Minnoch is joined on the right bank by a vigorous tributary,
the Water of Trool. Actually, this stream is only about 3km long, emerging from west end of Loch Trool, which
is itself 2%2km long, but rarely more than a few hundred metres wide; the photograph conveys that shape and
the fact that the banks are mainly forested. The loch is the downstream link in chains of lochs, namely, Loch
Arron, Loch Neldricken, Loch Narroch and Loch Valley which drain into the west end of Loch Trool by way of
the Gairland Burn, and Long Loch of Glenhead, and Round Loch of Glenhead, which drain through Glenhead
Burn. Only a ridge extending south from Dungeon Hill separates these lochs from the headwaters of the River
Dee. Were this account other than peripherally concerned with hiking and hill-walking in fine countryside, it

would dwell for long on this area, but the emphasis in a historical journey must be different, so | shall move on.

Loch Trool is famous for a battle, perhaps no more than a skirmish, which is thought to have been a turning
pointin King Robertth e Br ucedés attempt to establish himself

occupying forces, and perhaps a majority of Scots, at that time; it is sometimes forgotten that division between
the Bruce and Balliol/Comyn factions gravely weakened the resistance to King Edward | of England while he

was trying to conquer the country. King Robert had been crowned at Scone, near Perth, in March 1306, a month

after he had murdered his rival f or t h erintaBundriesechurcld, o h n

an atrocity for which he was excommunicated. In June 1306, Aymer de Valence, the commander of King

as

Edwardds English army moved to Perth, where he was

Comyns. Nonetheless, King Robert may have had more soldiers, possibly 4000, though few were cavalry, but
disastrously, he allowed himself to be attacked, while unprepared at Methven. Unable to recover he fled, but
with only 500 men, leaving most of his army at the mercy of de Valence who had orders from his king to give
no quarter, and obeyed. King Robert moved north-west, but he was defeated again by the MacDougalls of Lorne
at the Battle of Dalrigh. After a winter spent in hiding, in the lands of the MacDonalds, during which the famous
spider was alleged to have inspired him to persevere, he landed in the spring of 1307 in Carrick, south of Ayr,
but his cause had already suffered more disasters. His brothers, Alexander and Thomas, had been sent to

recruit in Ireland, and landed a force near Stranraer, but they were crushed by a MacDougall associate,
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captured, and taken to Carlisle to be butchered alive on the orders of King Edward I; the same fate had already

befallen another brother, Nigel.

The first sign that the tide might turn for the
Scottish king was the recapture of his

familyds castle at T
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army, probably numbering only a few
hundred, was beside Loch Trool. Accounts
of what happened are vague, but it seems
that the King occupied high ground near the
east end of the loch, and rolled boulders onto his enemy, before his force charged downhill and inflicted heavy
losses on a disordered adversary. This was a setback for the English, but in no way decisive, and with
MacDougall reinforcements, they attempted to redress the situation, but King Robert escaped a trap set for
him. His victory seems to have transformed the morale of his small army and his confidence in his own
generalship, and in May 1307, having recruited a few more soldiers, he won a more significant victory at Loudon
Hill, though again greatly outnumbered by de Valence. This, along with the death of King Edward I, transformed
his prospects, and eventually led to his triumph at Bannockburn, 7 years later. Much is unknown about the Loch
Trool battle, apart of course from its result, so t
bank of the loch in 1929 (600 years after King Robert died) cannot be directly linked to a proven aspect of the
battle. The inscribed boulder shown in the photograph, rests on a cairn built of smaller rocks, a reference to the

role of such artefacts in the victory.

The Water of Trool, flows south-west for only
a short distance, but by way of the feeders
into the loch, it drains a large upland area, so
it carries a substantial amount of water, as
indicated by the photograph. There are a
number of rapids, one of which is shown,
and a few small waterfalls, along its length.
The Southern Upland Way is alongside the

river between Bargrennan and Loch Trool.

Mention should be made here of Glen Trool
village, a scattering of newish white-washed houses. It is actually beside the Black Burn, a tributary of the River
Cree, some distance east of the Water of Minnoch, but counts as the only settlement in its catchment.
Downstream from its junction with the Water of Trool, is the old Bridge of Minnoch, one of many wrongly called
Roman, but it most likely dates from the late-17t or early-18t century as suggested by the RCAHMS site; some

square that circle by c¢claiming that what has been

he |

me an:



do not give that much credence. As can be
seen in the photograph, one of many
excellent views on the website,
highlanderimagesphotography.com, it is a
fine example of a packhorse bridge, without
parapets; unusually, the arc of the arch
seems to exceed a semi-circle, and may
span c¢5m over the narrowed river, while it
carries a track, ¢3.5m wide. The fabric of the
bridge is granite rubble and the arch ring is
made up of unevenly cut voussoirs of very
varied lengths. The approaches have been
built up and hardened with embedded

stones, and there is a pronounced slope

from one end of the bridge to the other. |

dondt t hi n kherguitelikedt iniSsotlandnamd | am perplexed as to why it is not Listed.

Downstream from the bridge, the Water of Minnoch widens and continues south-westwards, still in Glentrool
Forest, until just short of its junction with the River Cree, it emerges into farmland, albeit that coniferous
plantations are still near at hand. The Water of Minnoch is 19km long, and carries, on average, 81000 gallons
of water per minute into the River Cree; the flow in the parent river is measured at Newton Stewart as 166000
gallons per minute, but by that point it has received more water from a number of tributaries. So at the confluence
with the Water of Minnoch, the tributary may contribute 20% more water than the River Cree. The surrounds of
the Water of Minnoch are almost entirely the result of human intervention, represented by the coniferous forests

which cloak its banks, yet the signs of any human habitation in the past 3 millennia are almost negligible.

eeeeeeeeece.

Looking at the OS map, it may seem that little
has changed when the journey downstream
along the River Cree is resumed, with areas of
trees on both sides of the river, which has
dropped below 30m. In fact the dense packed
coniferous forests have been largely replaced
by a succession of deciduous woodlands,
especially on the left bank of the river. The
centre-piece is the Wood of Cree, extending
over 280ha, owned by the Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds (RSPB), which contains areas of ancient woodland, and has been extended in recent years
by planting 200000 young trees on newly acquired farmland. Within the confines of the wood, the Pulhowan
Burn, a small left bank tributary of the River Cree tumbles over the waterfall shown in the photograph. High

Camer Wood is to the north, and Knockman Wood to the south, while on the right bank, Glenrazie Wood is like



