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The tiny road that meanders out of 
Dumfries towards the Glencaple and 
the Solway coast was becoming 
warmly familiar and the evening sun 
tempted me to cycle in this direction 
to fi nd a camping spot for the night. 
Having not done a lot of wild camping 
on my own, I was a little nervous and 
to say the least, pretty terrible at pick-
ing a good spot. I had nearly reached 
Glencaple on my rickety bike and 
the sky was beginning to turn purple 
when I spotted a small mowed grassy 
layby along the road with a path and 
view of the river. As soon as my tent 
was up a vehicle pulled in to park. 
Worried I was going to be in trouble, 
I poked out my nose gingerly to meet 
the smile of a man carrying a pair of 
full waders, a small netted shoulder 
bag and a wooden mallet (lethal if 
you are a fi sh); a Haaf netter, I was 
camping in their car park! After sever-
al failed attempts to sight this ancient 
Viking form of fi shing previously, I 
was delighted by this coincidence and 
the fi sherman’s generous willingness 
to let me satisfy my curiosity and 
watch.
He retrieved one of the Haaf nets, 
from the high edge of the river bank, 
where they are kept during the sea-
son and they seem to be safe. In the 
past they were sometimes stolen by 
poachers desperate to make some 
pennies higher up in the river. The 
net’s wooden frame is huge, the 
length of a Viking ore, traditionally 
made from shaved cedar wood and 
slightly lopsided to make carrying 
more balanced. They have two large 
poke nets on either side, hand knitted 
from fl ax of nettle fi bres. They do not 
use any bait or mechanism to lure the 
fi sh into the nets. They simply posi-

The foundations and development of 
Dumfries town lies in the historic heart 
of the River Nith with its legacy as a 
trading port. The Nith was navigated 
by ships as far up as the Whitesands. 
Dumfries traded internationally, stone 
exported as far as New York, initially 
trading a larger load than Glasgow’s 
Clyde. Tiny Glencaple, as a ship building 
port employed over 50 tradesmen in-

cluding sail makers, rope makers, cloth 
weavers and cabinet makers. The fi rst 
Nith born ship to reach America was 
called ‘Success’ and imports included 
lime, coal, groceries, timber, rum, port 
wine, dried fruit, and animal bones, the 
main exports were local stone and farm 
products. An unimaginable quantity of 
tea and tobacco was imported, carrying 
a high tax bill, (leading to the refi ned art 

Dumfries exists because of the Nith

Hannah Brackston

of smuggling in the Solway.) In one year 
the quantity of tea imported was enough 
to make 14 million cups of tea and in 
another the tobacco imported could’ve 
fi lled 750 million pipes!
As shipping was replaced by rail and 
road and the Nith became harder to 
navigate, the presence of boats on the 



Welcome to the nith. An ink and paper voice of the River Nith, through the narratives of people who relate to it. This began as an artistic quest to understand the rela-
tionship between people in Dumfries and their River. This newspaper is part of the outcome of a research led Public Art Project embedded in a series of creative events 
called Inbetween: Dumfries, commissioned by local Public Arts Organisation; The Stove. This has been made to bring to you the history, the hidden stories, the personal 
experiences and knowledge and the inspiration to understand the Nith (and maybe get your toes wet). With a bicycle and a back pack I have taken a journey of conver-
sations, into the Nith, along the river banks, into homes, offi ces, museums, libraries, a swimming pool and a hatchery. The diagram below shows my voyage according 
to journal entries I wrote. The following pages are a representation of my discoveries and ideas distilled from this journal. I invite you to complete this adventure with me 
during a week of experimental workshops on the Whitesands and share in the challenge of fi nding a new perspective to the river, to see the unseen bottom of the Nith. 

Hannah Brackston
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An Artists Journey

a reading

a conversation

a sighting

a cycle

a visit

a making

an immersion

an investigation

The following activities make 
up the journey artist Hannah 
Brackston used set up a dia-
logue with the River Nith. The 
journey was an exploration of 
many of the various dimen-
sions to the River.

The Nith District Salmon Fishery Board 
(NDSFB) www.river-nith.com

The Nith Inshore Rescue 
www.nithrescue.org.uk

The River Nith Society
www.rivernithsociety.co.uk

Intersections Public Art 
www.intersectionspublicart.org.uk

Dumfries Museums
www.dumfriesmuseum.com

Scottish Environmental Protection agency 
(SEPA) www.sepa.org.uk

Civic Pride Dumfries
www.dumfriescivicpride.co.uk

The Nithsdale Amatuer Rowing Club
www.nithsdalearc.com 

The Dumfries Sub-aqua Diving Club
www.dumfries-divers.com

Further Information Contact

Tony Mckay
Graphic Designer & Illustrator
tmckay119@hotmail.co.uk
www.behance.net/tmckay119

Hannah Brackston
Artist
han_brackston@hotmail.co.uk
www.hannahbrackston.wordpress.com

Rowan Brackston
Mechanical Engineer
rowan_brackston@hotmail.co.uk

1 A Local Writer

2 Dumfries’ Museums

3 Dumfi res’ & Glasgow’s Libraries

4 Dumfries to Glencaple, via 
   Kingholm Quay

5 The Public at Whitesands

6 Chartered Geologists

7 River Geologists / Master student
   in Eco Poetry 

8 River Nith Society

9 Dumfries’ Lecturer of 
   Environmental Stewardship & 
   Carbon Management

10 Dumfries to Caerlaverock, visiting
     Wild & Wetlands Trust

11 Nith District Salmon Fishery
     Board

12 Nith Amateur Rowing Club

13 Civic Pride

14 Otter at the Whitesands

15 Pitlochry Hydro Dam & Visitor
     Centre

16 Wading in the River Nith

17 Producing a Bathyscope using 
recycled objects

18 Hatchery at Auldgirth

19 Haaf-Netter

20 The Nith Inshore Rescue

21 DIY Underwater viewing scopes

22 The Dumfries Sub-aqua Diving
     Club

23 Bathscopes become ‘Nithscopes’,
     a fi nalisation of previous 
     experiments

24 The debris from a smal fl ood on
     vthe Millgreen

25 A dive in Sub-aqua Diving Club
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Daniele Sambo
Photographer
dansambo@gmail.com
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Where did the Nith get its 
name? How 

many old 
mooring posts 

can you fi nd be-
tween the White-

sands and the end 
of Dock Park?

Remembering the River
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‘Nith’ 
in Gaelic 

is known as 
‘ Abhainn 

Nid’

‘Nith’ 
could come 

from the descen-
dant of a prince of 

Cumbria who owned 
the land of Annandale 

and Clydesdale, 
called Nuath

‘Nith’ 
comes 

from the 
Latin 

‘Novius’

Following  
this latin transla-

tion, could lead to the 
welsh word ‘newydd’ 
deriving from ‘Novius’ 

meaning ‘New’ or 
‘Fresh’

‘Nith’ could 
originate from the 
old Scottish word 

‘Nit’ for ‘nut’ relating to 
the hazelnut bushes 
growing along the 

Nith‘Nith’ 
could originate 

from the Gaelic word 
‘Nead’ meaning ‘nest’ or 

‘haven’ suggesting the Nith 
is a safe haven in the Solway.
‘Nith’ could also be linked to 

the origin of the name for 
the river ‘Ness’ meaning 

to fl ood or wet
Early maps 

show this land was 
occupied by the ‘No-

vantae’ Tribe, who took 
their name from the Latin 
name for the river. Its be-
lieved they were known 

as the ‘Niduari’: 
Nith people

water slowly ebbed completely, aside 
from solitary canoes and rowing boats. 
When the low cycle bridge was built at 
the end of Dock Park, this put a cer-
tain end to any possibility of passage 
for future ships, from the coast to the 
Whitesands. It was an era that ended 
with resistance. The building of this 
bridge was delayed by the mooring of a 
protest boat which obstructed the water, 
demanding a free right of people to bring 
boats up the Nith. Dumfries was the fi rst 
safe crossing point of the Nith within the 
Solway. The River functioned as a barri-
er, between the two towns; Dumfries and 
Maxwelltown with a little rivalry. The fi rst 
bridge, Devorgilla Bridge, constructed 
initially in wood and then sandstone was 
the earliest offi cial connection between 
the two. The river divides and the bridge 
unites. It functioned as a busy Toll 
bridge, only quietened once in history, by 
the dreadful Cholera outbreak, claim-
ing the lives of 800 people in Dumfries. 
Townsfolk believed the disease was air 
bourn, burning huge barrels of tar to try 
to eradicate it from the town. It was only 
hindsight that revealed the polluted River 
Nith was the source; for a short time is 
was a river of death.
 The Mills of MillGreen were 
powered by a water wheel driven by the 
river water fl owing over the specially 
constructed Caul. The suspension bridge 
was constructed as a foot bridge to take 
the ladies to work at the Mills across the 
Nith, narrated daily by the clattering iron 
chatter of the women’s clogs marching 
over this bridge at the end of the working 
day.The Whitesands functioned as a 
vibrant market place, a thriving trading 
hub of the community, cluttered with wet 
hooves of cattle and horses that had 
crossed through the Nith to market at 
the lower ford points. The Whitesands, 
re-created throughout history is a social 
space, agricultural, performing, meeting, 
car parking space, a multi-layered land-
scape.

Dumfries exists...
Continued from the front page

THE RIVER BY NIGHT
It’s strange to hear that clear bell toll over
the containers’ nocturnal manoeuvres:
it reminds of pensions in foreign towns
with the shutters open wide and, as here,
lights strung out along a river. The water
ruffl es like old fl esh; each eddy drawing
a meniscus of light: an infi nite
tremor of energy. In such domains
I read the capacious remedies of love,
the twisted spools of memory, which burn
but don’t go out. Yet this night river soothes
something deeper still, I can no more name
or touch than foretell where tomorrow’s gulls
will land – or try the hunger of their beaks.

‘The River by Night’ is an extract
from ‘The River’ by Tom Pow,
Rough Seas (Canongate, 1987).

www.tompow.co.uk

vantae’ Tribe, who took 
their name from the Latin 
name for the river. Its be-
lieved they were known lieved they were known 

Hannah Brackston

Right: 
Spot the 
old mooring 
posts whilst 
walking aside 
the Nith
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   Nith memories forgotten and living

...the Mill Green full of 
hooves of deer

...watching large Salmon 
leaping at the Caul and 
trying to fi nd the salmon 
holes

...there used to be a 
Well providing wa-
ter to the town near 
the Whitesands and 
Devorgilla bridge, just 
inside the river

...children playing on 
the little ice rinks in 
winter, when the riv-
er fl ooded into fi elds 
near Dumfries and 
froze

...braving a dive off 
the old bridge into 
the Nith, sometimes 
tourists threw penny’s 
wrapped in paper, into 
the river for boys to 
fi nd

...playing in the river at a 
place called the ‘Stank’ 
opposite Swans Vennel 
where water trickled 
over the cobbles

...fl ooding of the White-
sands back dating 
centuries of damage, 
navigating the vennels 
by boat during its worst, 
and making mountains 
out of sandbags

...feeding fl ocks of white 
swans that used to nest 
at the Whitesands

...hundreds of bare feet 
swimming in the river on 
sunny summer days

v...washing clothes and tex-
tiles in the river



Haaf: Old 
Norse 
word for 
‘sea’

Right: An 
evening Haaf 
netter, on the 
Nith, keeping 
a close eye 
beneath the 
surface of the 
river
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“If your nets in the water 
you’re in with a chance”

Haaf netter’s proverb

tion themselves roughly waist high in the 
river, according to the height and tide and 
stand waiting and hoping a fi sh will swim 
into the net, trying to catch them at their 
own game. He explained that in recent 
years the catch has been terrible, Salmon 
stocks seem really low and all evening he 
wasn’t lucky, despite coming frustratingly 
close. It’s like a game of chance, you wait 
and hope and you never know when one 
may swim your way. He has had some 
pretty big catches in the past but it would 
be his dream to catch a really massive 
salmon, so you have to keep trying be-
cause any time this could happen.
I hadn’t appreciated how completely 
dependent on the tide Haaf net fi shing is. 
They fi sh when the tide is coming in or 
out, facing different directions depending 
on which it is. When the salmon aren’t 
in season to migrate to the spawning 
grounds higher in the river they still come 
curiously into the Nith with the tides, just 
a little way and then back out to sea as 
the tide retreats, the aim is to catch them 
on one of these journeys. Haaf netters 
therefore know the tide times like the 
back of their hands. On this evening I was 
warned not to be alarmed if a car pulls up 
in the dark at high tide and as someone 
may come to fi sh (I thought to myself that 
I would probably be very alarmed). I also 
was fascinated to learn that Haaf netters 
know that at the quarter moon cycles 
(fi rst and last quarter) more fi sh come 
up stream, whether this is because of 
the change in tides or their sense of the 
moon’s gravity, it is known as a good time 
to fi sh, and this time was now.
 Haafnetters understand the in-
visible shape of the murky riverbed, learnt 
through their feet, although recognising it 
can change in a moment with the move-
ment of sediment. The Nith Inshore Res-
cue team also map the river bed here in 
the estuary regularly, due to its changing 
deposits to assist their rescue work, using 
GPS equipment. The edges where I was 

struggling to stay upright were mud banks 
and the middle channel much deeper and 
rocky. For some reason the Salmon tend 
to prefer to swim up the shallower parts of 
the river rather than the deepest middle, 
perhaps trying to brush some of the sea 
lice off their skin, against the sand and 
pebbles. Higher up the river in fresh wa-
ter, the lice fall off and die anyway. I also 
hadn’t understood that although at this 
part fresh water and salt water merge, the 
salt returns each time to the sea when 
the tide goes back. Sometimes fi shermen 
touch the water to their tongues to detect 
salt, in clarifi cation of whether the tide is 
in or out.
Watching the Haafnetter stand so fi rmly 
in the water, even as cold drips of rain 
began to fall, I was distracted by thoughts 
of climbing into extra jumpers and yet 
was struck by the perseverance and the 
physical strength it must take to stand 
against such strong water fl ow and in 
such temperatures, not knowing if you 
would catch anything. It is a beautiful ac-
ceptance of the unreliability of nature, and 
perhaps we cannot hope to ever fully un-
derstand or harness it. When a fi sh does 
come they must very quickly lift the net 
up, so as to trap it before it swims back 
out, there is no hook to hold it in place, a 
very simple natural and non-aggressive 
form of fi shing, until the catch is out of 
the water. Very little has changed from its 
Viking roots. Once he caught a seal and 
was incredibly lucky that it swam back 
out of the net again without damaging it, 
sometimes the fi shermen are accompa-
nied by otters but they are too clever to 
swim too close. The rest of the handmade 
net is fi lled each time with the rivers other 
content; leaves, litter, and small twigs 
from the day.
 The Haafnetter caught a fl at 
fl ounder fi sh while I stood there, strug-
gling not to sink into the soft silt rich 
shore. Apparently this isn’t a very exciting 
catch, but he offered it to me as a good 
camping breakfast; a complicated dilem-
ma for someone who from birth has been 
brought up vegetarian and has never 
eaten meat or fi sh. Slightly embarrassed 
about the potential awkwardness of 
explaining this to a fi sherman I surprised 
myself stumbling across the fi rst and only 
time I have been almost tempted to try it. 

Not because it appealed as a tasty meal, 
I had no comparison but because in the 
long fascinated time I had stood there I 
was developing such a deep respect for 
this method of fi shing, the grit and deter-
mination and an appreciation of the deep 
connection these men have to the natural 
world of the Nith, knowledge and under-
standing of it which I could only hope for.
Also in these moments there was an 
awareness hatching that in my pursuit to 
understand the relationship between a 
river and people I found myself confront-
ed with the sense that I too was forming 
my own relationship with the Nith, through 
my experiences. I had never before 
considered how incredible it might be to 
ingest something that has come directly 
from this river. The fi sh has depended 
on the Nith and everything it contains to 
survive and it seemed a powerful thought 
to refl ect on the physical relationship 
with the river that exists if you physically 
consume, take into your own body, a life 
form that the river has nurtured. Despite 
these fl ickers of thoughts I turned down 
his persuasive offer, as he held it fl apping 
in his bare hand (with fl ickers of concern 
that I’d have no idea how to gut or cook it) 
and he instead asked if I’d like to see it? 
Recognising my own wariness of these 
creatures I said yes, and within an instant 
he had fl ung it unexpectedly towards me. 
It landed splashing silt and river water 
over me, head to toe, at my feet where it 
lay motionless, camoufl aged completely 
in the sand. I crouched down and could 
make out its kind of squinty face and two 
uncomfortable eyes, completely motion-
less. Naively I panicked, thinking guiltily 
that it was dead for a few seconds, until 
with a sudden burst of effort it fl ipped 
it-self back in to the water. He laughed ‘It 
doesn’t like you very much!’
Like many others, he had been a Haaf 
netter for over 60 years, learning from his 
father, the last of his brothers to fi sh. His 
grandson started when he was 15 and 
seems keen to continue. Generally how-
ever there is an understanding that it is 
very hard to engage the younger popula-
tion unless the net has a computer screen 
on it or a steering wheel; everything in 
life is faster now. As well as struggling to 
survive through generation challenges 
Haafnetters are also in constant confron-

tation with a minority of rod fi shers who 
think that Haaf netting should be illegal 
as they catch all the fi sh before they can 
reach the higher grounds, this was taken 
to court and found not to be true but the 
issue remains a present battle. Haaf 
netters must all buy permits which are for 
different sections of the estuary. It does 
allow them to sell their fi sh but there are 
rarely enough, which is different to rod 
anglers who cannot sell. Haaf netters 
must also stop fi shing in September to 
allow the fi sh to reach spawning grounds 
but rod anglers can continue until the end 
of November. Traditionally many people 
made a living by this means but now with 
lower fi sh numbers this wouldn’t be possi-
ble for any fi sherman here.
As I fi nally decided to leave him in peace 
to fi sh and gingerly tried to tiptoe through 
the sinking silt, he called out directions, 
invisible paths to tread over the mud 
banks to reach the grass where the silt 
banks were stronger. Above the Nith at 
my little tent another man arrived with 
some binoculars; heading down to see 
if his friend had caught anything. When 
they returned empty handed, as I battled 
with my camping stove, they both seemed 
a little concerned for my choice of camp-
ing spots. Twenty minutes later, still with 
a fairly raw dinner, another vehicle pulled 
up, The second man and his wife kindly 
insisted I at least come and camp in their 
garden a short way down the road, and by 
the time I had battled with the darkness 
and tent poles and reached their house, 
they had generously set up a bed for me 
in their caravan. It was cosy and safe and 
in my exhaustion from the day, sleepily 
surreal. They were incredibly warm and 
welcoming, and we talked for many cups 
of tea in the morning in a home they built 
nearly entirely themselves, right on the 
shore of the Nith. I learnt many things 
here about the birds and wildlife that they 
are surrounded by, ravens, hawks, pheas-
ants, foxes, badgers, deer and many 
wilder species, the resilient patchwork of 
rural Solway life.

Unexpected 
encounter
Continued from the front page

Hannah Brackston

nith | november 2012



Life as a salmon is a struggle for survival; 
from navigating the ocean and all its dan-
gers to confronting obstacles such as weirs 
and waterfalls as they travel up the river to 
reach their spawning grounds, as well as 
slyly avoiding the nets and rods. Climate 
change is altering water temperatures and 
food availability both in the rivers and at sea 
and pollution is affecting the quality of the 
water they live in. The numbers of salmon 
and many other fi sh species have declined 
over the last few decades. The Nith is re-
nowned for its really big salmon or “Grey-
backs” as they are known locally. Essen-
tially it is the responsibility of every human 
being to maintain the quality of our water 
ways and preserve their biodiversity. Our 
roles in reducing the impact of global warm-
ing and our treatment of waste all play a 
part in preserving the life cycle of a salmon.
 The Nith District Salmon Fishery 
Board is a statutory body whose remit is 
to protect salmon and sea trout under the 
Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Scot-
land Act 2003 whilst the Nith Catchment 
Fishery Trust is a charity concerned with 
the conservation of all fi sh species in the 
Nith catchment. These organisations work 
together closely to maintain and manage 
the salmon and fi sh stocks within the Nith 
catchment and they have many important 
roles including education and awareness 

The Hydro-electric Dam at Pitlochry is an 
extremely enormous harsh structure of 
140 metres wide, 16 metres high, 33,000 
metres cubed of grey concrete generat-
ing 55 million units of electricity per year 
from a river which at Pitlochry is a simi-
lar width to the Nith at the Whitesands. 
It has a special feat of engineering de-
sign to enable the passage of salmon 
and other fi sh through the dam, one 
of the deepest concerns from the out-
set of planning for this power station.
 The fi sh ladder itself is one of 
two designs that could have been used 
to assist the migration of fi sh. The alter-
native is the Borland lift, which acts like 
a canal lock, enticing fi sh into a chamber 
which, as it fi lls with water, is sealed by 
sluice gates and the fi sh lifted with the 
movement of water. It was also noted 
that as dams can create rapid changes 
in the depth of the river water, measures 
are taken to secure compensation water 
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A Salmon’s Life

which protects the fi sh from being subject 
to very shallow conditions. The ladder 
here is 310 metres long, with 34 pools 
including 3 resting pools and each pool 
50cm higher than the previous enabling 
the fi sh to bridge the total height of 15 
meters. There is a fl ow discharge of wa-
ter and generator which attracts the fi sh 
to locate the ladder and screens which 
discourage them from entering the dam. 
There are paths and steps which enable 
visitors to walk the whole snaking route of 
the ladder and understand its principles.
 A small permanent building invites 
people into a salmon viewing chamber, 
with a dark, short narrow passage pass-
ing by two large softly lit glass windows 
each in the centre of a different step in the
salmon ladder, half a metre or more be-
tween the top of the windows and the 
top of the water. The sensation is of be-
ing truly under the water, in the depths of 
the ladder. Due to the large size of the 
window and quite narrow passage you 
are pressed close to the glass and cup-
ping your hands around your eyes and 
pressing your face to it you can fi ll your 
vision with the murky depths of the riv-

A Scottish 
Salmon 
Ladder: 
310 metres
long!

raising, research and carrying out habitat 
restoration. They run an incredible hatchery 
program from their base in the centre of the 
catchment. In the autumn/winter months the 
team use electrofi shing equipment, basically 
a pole with a hoop on the end which omits a 
slight electrical current, to attract and catch 
the fi sh safely and alive. They are trans-
ported back to the hatchery in a large white 
container on a trailer. At the hatchery the fi sh 
are kept for a very short time while the eggs 
are carefully taken from the bellies of the fi sh 

Secrets of 
a Salmon

and then the adults are returned back to the 
river to start their journey back to sea. The 
eggs are incubated until they hatch. Once 
they have grown for a couple of months 
the young alevins are released to areas in 
the catchment that have low populations of 
salmon to start their lives with a higher hope 
of survival. School groups are often invited to 
participate and the children are taught how 
to softly strip the eggs out of the hen salmon, 
lots of lovely squeals at fi rst from the girls 
but they turn out to be brilliant at it. Some of 

We 
live in the 

Nith for the fi rst 
1-3 years of our life, 
so there are always 

some of us in the river 
hiding under the 

surface

We 
can travel 

hundreds of miles 
out into the ocean but 

we always return to the 
Nith, to the same spawn-

ing ground we were 
hatched in to lay 

our eggs

We change 
colour throughout our life, 

when we are in the ocean we 
are a silvery shiny colour and when 
the males are trying to impress us 

they turn an impressive reddish brown, 
colour and develop a big bottom jaw 

called a kype, we fi nd this 
very attractive. When we are 

close to spawning we turn 
almost brown.

Our eggs 
are bright orange 
because of all the 

crustaceans we eat in 
the oceon. The orange 

pigment from the 
shells is stored in 

our fatty cells

We are all 
genetically different 
according to the part 
of the river we grew 
up in. Obstacles, like 
waterfalls, affect our 

development dif-
ferently

We need a 
variety of different 
sizes of gravel on 
the bottom of the 

river for our young 
to grow up in

er water. It is surprisingly dark despite 
lighting and refl ective white tiling in the 
tank and the water so full of particles 
and movement that it’s hard to focus. 
There were many levels of looking at it, 
searching for the bottom darkest depths, 
meditating on the incredible patterns 
of light and constant refl ections as you 
look towards the hint of day light at the 
top or focusing on following a twirling 
leaf trapped under water in the currents.
 You can’t be guaranteed to 
see a Salmon; autumn migrating sea-
son is perhaps the most promising. Set 
in a window in the outside of the view-

the school children are involved in the Trusts 
‘Salmon in the Classroom Project’ a brilliantly 
practical way to engage children in learn-
ing about the salmon’s life cycle. Tanks of a 
hundred salmon eggs are carefully set up in 
the school for the class to nurture and ob-
serve. After the eggs hatch, the children are 
involved in the exciting release of these back 
into the Nith to start a happy wild river life.
 The Hatchery during its quiet sum-
mer months couldn’t be further from my con-
jured imagination of something similar to an 
aquarium. There are no glass tanks smeared 
with greasy fi nger and nose prints, no arti-
fi cial dim lights, or cowering creatures living 
in captivity. The colours and atmosphere of 
this place was of incredible shades of dark 
green, light green, whites, terracotta and 
a vibrant row of bright blue rubber gloves 
all poised for activity across a pipe. It was 
clean and calming, an almost agricultural 
space, lines of large olive green and cream 
nets and aprons neatly waiting with a sense 
of something quite unique about to happen.

ing chamber a digital screen updates a 
number each time a fi sh passes. On av-
erage 5400 fi sh go up the ladder every 
year and this is measured by an electric 
beam which crosses the ladder detecting 
any creature over 18 inches (which most 
mature salmon are.). As well as being a 
valuable resource for collecting details for 
environmental monitoring this counter is 
a fascinating window into the invisibility 
of movement below the surface of rivers.

Hannah Brackston

Hannah Brackston, edited by 
Debbie Parke and Jim Henderson

Left: Pitlochery 
Samon Ladder, 
a safe journey 
for fi sh.

Above: An illustration showing the stages through which a Salmon develops
Above: Transport used to take the Salmon to the 
Hatchery once removed from the Nith

nith | november 2012



Himalayan 
Balsam

Giant 
Hogweed

Japanese 
Knot weed

Be Wise about plants. If you’re a 
gardener, learnt these INNS and don’t 
allow them to grow in your gardens or 
dump any waste plant material near 

water courses!

Civic Pride Dumfries organise rough-
ly two River clean ups a year, May 
and then September for World River 
day. It involves the co-ordination of 
lots of volunteers and groups and the 
Burgh Anglers who get into the water 
in their waders to pull things out, 
some of these Invasive native non-
living species identifi ed includebikes, 
traffi c cones, wheel chairs, lamp-
posts, shopping trolleys, needles, 
bottles, bags, etc.

Estuary mud is one of the most productive 
habitats on the earth. Every cubic metre con-
tains 200,000 tiny living creatures, from lug-
worms on the surface to Shell fi sh, Cockles, 
Sand gropers and invertebrates too small to 
see with the naked eye.
 Walk along the Nith towards the 
coast, and soon your feet start to sink into 
the silty river beach. Crouch and let your 
hands feel it, incredibly tactile, sticky, almost 
like clay, you can gently mould it into simple 
shapes with the tiniest tips of your fi ngers, 
feeling the tension in the river water trapped 
between these grains of mud and sand.
Try to break it down in your head to get to 
the microscopic every last particle and how 
it was made and carried to this exact place 
by the river where some of it will stay, and 

6

Originally from: 
Eastern Asia, introduced by the Victori-
ans as an ornamental garden fl ower.

Identifi cation: 
1-3 metres tall with green reddish stems, 
leaves 15cm long and lance shaped of-
ten in three’s and green and shiny, pretty 
fl owers between purple – pink – white 
and shaped like tiny slippers, seeds are 
in green pods and explode with contact!

Originally from: 
Asia and India, introduced by the 
Victorians as an ornamental garden 
fl ower.

Identifi cation: 
2-3 metres tall, green stems with 
purple speckles and little branches zig-
zag pattern, leaves shaped like shields 
up to 12cm long, fl owers are tiny and 
cream coloured present mainly in 
august – October.

Originally from: 
The mountains of Georgia and Russia, 
introduced by the Victorians as an orna-
mental garden fl ower.

Identifi cation: 
Stems 5.5metres high and 10cm thick 
and hollow, with purple blotches and 
bristles, leaves up to 2.5 metres long 
green, rough and spikey with hairs on the 
underside, small white fl owers on huge 
umbrella shaped heads!

some of it will be moved on by the next tide 
or heavy rains. It is a poetic autobiography 
of the entire landscape of the Nith’s catch-
ment, sediments from the hills, soils from 
the forests, minerals from the rocks, invisi-
bly eroded and transported by the constant 
movement of water. It is the same silt that 
washes into doorways and contaminates 
Dumfries when it fl oods and that also natu-
rally fertilises the farm land.

Silt of 
the 
Earth

Below: Silt at the edge of the river, muddy in appearance 
and full of life

Invasive Non
Living Species

What you can do as an INNS Detective?

Check your equipment and clothing 
for any living species when leaving the 
river. Clean it and leave anything living 
behind at water. Dry your equipment 
after use to prevent spread of living 

organisms that love moisture!

Get involved with the work to prevent 
these, for example to assist with the 

control of Himalayan Balsam along the 
River Nith contact – trust@river-nith.

com

Report anyone that spots an INNS 
growing can report this and help ad-

vance the knowledge of their spread, for 
example; http://planttracker.natureloca-
tor.org/where you can also download a 

handy app for your phone.

Everyone needs to have a pride in the 
place where they live, work, rest and 
play.  If we hate a place we move if we 
can.
I am glad I belong to a group – Dumfries 
Civic Pride – who are not just proud of 
Dumfries but are actively engaged in 
caring for it. We dearly love our town and 
have, for example, organised clean ups 
of the town’s river. With help from other 
volunteers we have pulled many items 
out of the river and tidied up the banks. 
What this has shown us and our help-
ers is that the river is seen by a minority 
as a dumping ground for all manner of 
things. Do they, the minority, believe that 
the things they throw in will not be seen 
or disappear? Do they sometimes see 
a muddy river or overgrown banks and 
islands as uncared for and say another 
bit of rubbish will not make any differ-
ence?  Is it the same with littered streets 
and highways? Do the same people act 
like that in and around their own homes?  
Have citizens lost their way and expect 
the State/Parliaments/Councils to do 
everything for them?
Plenty is trumpeted about rights but what 
about responsibilities? What about Care?  
Care for each other , care for our imme-
diate environment , care for the world?
Before acting we think.  Or should do! 
Think before spoiling the river.  Think 
what visitors will think when they see a 
bicycle in the river or a plastic bottle or 
beer can fl oat past.  Good impression?

A message from 
Civic Pride
Morris Service
(Civic Pride)

Hannah Brackston
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The Nith suffers with the invasion of 
three non-native plants; Giant Hogweed, 
Himalayan Balsam and Japanese knot-
weed. They are themselves very beauti-
ful attractive big plants that emerge all 
along the river banks of the Nith but their 
species have been brought into the U.k. 
either by people for their gardens or 
cross contamination and because they 
aren’t native, they can be very damaging 
to our river banks. They can cause dam-
age to the economy, environment, health 
and lead to the extinction of our native 

Invertebrates: animals without a back 
bone, aquatic invertebrates live in the 
water!

Monitoring Aquatic invertebrates can act 
as an early warning system for assessing 
the water quality of the Nith, and anyone 
can do it, with wellingtons, waders, nets 
and dishes and a little training. These tiny 
creatures cannot survive in water that is 

Mink are a wide spread problem in 
Scotland and for the Nith, non-native to 
the u.k. they are escapees from mink 
farms and breading in the wild, their 
diet and lifestyle causes detrimental 
impacts on native salmon populations, 
sea birds and water foul.

For August 2012, The Millgreen had a 
beautifully woven stick sculpture twist-
ing along the river side, created entirely 
by the high river. A complicated crafted 
collection of sticks and straw washed 
from the surrounding forests and farm-
land; wood and twigs of every shade of 
brown and ranging states of decomposi-
tion. There were reeds and roots, bark 
and beechnuts, timber, nails, petals, 
vodka bottles, a drowned bird, logs, fi re 
wood, grass cuttings, leaves, feathers, 
a lighter and a ladybird. As surprising 
were the scattered tree trunks and huge 
branches, lifted and dropped by an in-
credible strength of natural water power. 

Whitesands 
species to spot:
Kingfi sher, Sand martin, 
Marsh Marigold, Heron, 

Goosander, Comfrey, Eel, 
Grey wagtail, Lamprey, otter, 

Salmon, Golden Eye, Mallard, 
Meadow Cranesbill, 

Mute Swan, 
Bats

Invasive Non 
Native Species

Water Quality Monitoring with the assistance of invertebratesThe debris of 
a small fl ood

Above: The debris of a fl ood, indicating the levels 
to which the water rises and reaches on shore
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Left: A polystyrene 
container used to 
take samples of river, 
to check for certain 
species of fl ies which 
indicate the water 
quality

species as these invasive species tent to 
be strong and fast spreading (Japansese 
Knotweed can grow through tarmac!) 
taking space, water, nutrients away from 
what lived their previously. If these take 
away too many native plants then this 
effects the food chain dramatically and 
the creatures that depend on our native 
species to survive! The Nith is also home 
to the non-native destructive Mink causing 
many problems for the animal kingdom.
It is believed that the area of land taken 
up by Giant hogweed in the UK is the size 
of London!

Land taken 
up by hogweed   
the size of 
London!

Mischievous Mink!

“

”

“I often swim up to the Whitesands in 
Dumfries to see what you are up to, but 
to make it more fun for me I try to hide 
or sneak up when its dusk and no one’s 
looking, but you may spot my slippery 
brown back or tail diving or my little nose 
watching you when I’m not feeling too 
shy. Occasionally I treat myself to a fi shy 
picnic on the gravel Islands.”

Spot me if you can

Hannah Brackston

Become an 
INNS detective

Hannah Brackston

A Glimpse of 
Geology
Dumfries sits on two rock groups 
dominant in the area; Appleby group 
(Sandstone and subordinate Brec-
cia – sedimentary bed rock settled 
approximately 248-290 million years 
ago as a result of windblown deposits, 
erosion and transportation) and the 
Stewarty group (from a similar period 
but also including conglomerates that 
were created at a time when the land 
was dominated by hot desserts, where 
evaporation was greater than precipi-
tation.)

(According to the BGS Geology of 
Britain viewer)

Thousands 
of  birds which 

fl y and migrate from 
Norwegian Islands be-

tween October and April, 
such as Svalbard geese, 

Pink footed Geese, 
Shell ducks, Whooper 

Swans, Lap wings 
& Red Shanks

Estuary 
species 
to spot

Waders

Peregrine
 Falcons

Sea
Asters

Oyster
Catchers

Merlins

Cerlews

Dwarf
Shrubs

Thrift

Pompoms

Hannah Brackston

polluted and so through surveying their 
presence in the river bed, we can have 
an indication of any potential problems 
with the water quality. This information 
plays a valuable role in the detailed 
monitoring practiced by SEPA (Scottish 
Environmental Protection Agency.)
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Hannah Brackston, edited by 
Debbie Parke and Jim Henderson
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1 Using a pair of scissors, cut 
through the recycled bottle roughly 
three quarters the way down. Try 
and make the cut as smooth as pos-
sible, as this edge will align the cling 
fi lm or other substrate later. This 
will act as a lense, and will be more 
effectice if the cut is straight.

2 - Take the cling fi lm, or any other 
transparent substrate you can fi nd 
and cut a square sheet. Make sure 
the sheet can fi t around the diame-
ter at the bottom of the bottle, and 
also cover at least a third of the 
length of the bottle to make sure 
there is room for the tape to be ap-
plied, in order to hold it in place.

3 Using gaffer tape, or any other 
water resistant tape, attach the cling 
fi lm to the bottom by fastening it. 
Bear in mind that the sheet taped 
onto the bottle will have to resist the 
force of the waves within the river, 
and fasten it securely so you don’t 
lose your lens whilst scoping!

4 The Nith Scope is now complete. 
It is used by dipping the tip of the 
scope in the water and holding it 
securely, in order to peer down and 
get a clear view of the river’s sur-
face. By immersing the scope in the 
river, the water’s pressure forces 
the cling fi lm sheet up the bottle, 
creating a concave shape which 
acts as a lense. This allows you to 
get a clear glance at what exists at 
the river surface!

1 To begin the measurement, one 
person should use a measuring 
tape, and take a specifi c distance 
between one point of the river and 
another. The distance should be a 
mathematically kind number, like 
10 or 20, as the sum at the end of 
the process could prove quite diffi -
cult if we go into decimal points.

2 The other person at hand should 
stand at the top point of the two 
which sets the difference. This 
person will drop an orange into 
the river,  at the same time setting 
a timer which will time how long it 
takes for the orange to go from the 
fi rst person’s position to the other 
person’s position further down the 
river. The second person could be 
helpful and yell to the other when 
the orange reaches the point at 
the end of the distance taken. 

Caution should be taken by those who choose to make a Nith Scope and use 
it within the river. Due to possibly strong current and other factors, the activity 
could be considered dangerous and should be given strong consideration and 
consent if needed.

Find one more ‘How to’ 
on page 10!

3 Once the orange reaches the 
second of the two points, the person 
at this point will use the fi shing net, 
makeshift or shop bought (though 
preferrably makeshift), and fi sh the 
orange from the river. If you let the 
orange carry on down the river, you 
will simply lose an orange.

4 At this point, you have both the time 
which passed between the fi rst point 
and the second point. The distance 
has already been recorded also. With 
these gems of knowledge, one can 
now acquire the true speed of the 
River Nith. 

By using the equation given above, 
which many may recognise from 
physics in High School or less, we 
can fi gure out the speed at which 
the river runs through. It’s not unlike 
knowing the volume of the sea and 
is quite an interesting fact to know. 
Though it many change very soon so 
keep up!



There is a room in the geology de-
partment of Dumfries university with 
a wonderful smell of soil samples and 
vegetation and an unusual instrument; 
a bathyscope. It is a large kind of cone 
shape, luminous orange, with a wide 
Perspex lens on the bottom, face seal 
and handles, which can be pushed 
into water, and the narrower end used 
for viewing. It allows someone who is 
either in the river, leaning over a boat, 
or at a good water bank to directly view 
what is under water, the hidden land-
scape of the river bed. The Nith Inshore 
Rescue have two of these which they 
also use to assist with their work: sim-
ple scientifi c instruments. 

Nith Scopes can also be made using found objects such as re-
cycled pieces of inner tube, tuba wear, remains of shower seal-
ant, dumped industrial piping salvaged from waste grounds…

Nith Scopes made from pipes, guttering, 
tubes etc. are a brilliant way to see the 
bottom of the river, but the Nith is con-
stantly unpredictable. Near the end of its 
journey at Dumfries it is full of sediment 
and carries the weight of most of the 
water it had collected on its journey from 
the catchment. When it rains the river 
rises fast and the silt it carries is stirred 
up like soup, when this meets the incom-
ing tide after the Caul the bottom of the 
river can quickly become deep and murky 
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Above & Below: Variations of Nith scopes 
made from a range of recycled materials.

Discovering 
the Nithscope

Depending on the water 
conditions you will need to 
decide on a desired depth 
for your scope; the deeper or 
murkier the water the deeper 
the scope will need to go for 
you to see the river bed. In 

Left: Hannah 
Brackston 
peering 
through the 
scope to see 
the river bed

Right: A 
selection of 
various  Nith 
scopes

Finding the correct weight of rocks 
to steady your Nith Scope

fi g. 2

fi g. 3

Constants

Rock density       2300  kgmˉ³

Water density      1000  kgmˉ³

fi g. 1

order to push the scope into 
the water, rocks are needed 
to weigh it down and coun-
teract the buoyancy of the 
hollow scope. The amount 
of rocks needed depend 
on the density of the rocks 
used since the rocks also 
experience a buoyancy 
when underwater (fi g. 1). 

This table shows the weight 
of rocks required (in kg) for 
each depth and scope di-
ameter. The formula used to 
calculate this, and the rock 
density are shown below (fi g. 
2 and 3).

Measure with a stick how deep 
you want to push your scope into 
the water. Use the table above 
to calculate the weight you will 

need to add to hold it to this 
depth in the water, depend-
ing on the width of your Nith 
scope pipe. Measure out 
the number of river rocks or 
weights that the table states 
you need, using kitchen or 
fi sh weighing scales. Put 
these into a small net and 
strap them to the bottom of 

your Nith scope with a bicycle 
inner tube or something simi-
lar and you are ready to go…

Hannah Brackston

Hannah Brackston

and with the pressure of the 
water pushing up as you push 
your Nith scope into it, it can 
become quite a struggle to 
use. Sometimes the river just 
has to be left alone to calm 
itself, at other shallower times 
viewing can be helped with the 
assistance of a few river rocks, 
a net, fi sh weighing scales, 
a measuring stick and a little 
maths.

A little engineering 
challenge

Table 1:
Desired Depth

Calculations by
Rowan Brackston



Waders are not too hard to fi nd, try 
Gumtree, Freecycle, even Ebay or bor-
row a neighbour’s. Finding the perfect 
day to step into the river with them is 
slightly harder. Check the tide times, be 
aware of how much recent rain there 
is and as a general rule if the water 
seams fairly low and the top of the 
Caul is visible then it is probably safe 
and up to your waist, just be cautious 
and aware of the water, don’t take risks 
and do take a wading stick. Putting the 
boots on the fi rst time is perhaps a little 
odd and you feel slightly clumsy and 
restricted but as your push your fi rst 
foot into the river you realise you’re a 
kind of invincible, you’re in the water 
and completely dry!
Nervousness at fi rst is completely 
normal, the river wants to be respected 
and it is powerful and busy on a path to 
the ocean. The initial steps may revive 
the sensation of being an inquisitive 
child pushing a curious barrier to fi nd 
out something new and exciting. The 
current and water pressure is always 
stronger than it looks on dry land, you 
have to fi ght a little, fi nd your balance 
and the seemingly rigid rubber of the 
boots becomes miraculously soft, and 
fl attens against your feet and thighs 
with the weight of the water. Perhaps 
with the strong strange sensations 
you won’t notice the temperature, but 
a moment managing to stand still and 
the icy nip of the Nith is distinctive and 
fresh, pressing into your body and up 
from the surface of the raging river with 
an invigorating perception of being very 
alive.
Your palms will probably get a little wet, 
perhaps with an attempt to trust your 

waders to stay up, holding hopeful-
ly onto them. The water, whatever 
the days colour brings to it, you will 
notice is clean and clear. This close 
to the surface you may begin to see 
the cloudy murkiness of it as tiny 
twirling particles, grains of silt and 
sand and pirouetting leaves. Some-
times there are spiralling circuses 
of water on the surface, these are If you take an early evening stroll along 

the Niths Lovers Walk, you may catch 
glimpse of a ripple of ores and the 
smooth gliding of rowing boats prac-
ticing in the water. The Nith in Dum-
fries is home and water course for the 
Nithdale Amateur Rowing Club. The 
busy boat house is tucked away along 
the far end of the Greensands with a 
spacious garage at ground level wall to 
wall with families of boats. The up-
stairs hosts changing rooms, meeting 
spaces, a small gym and a lounge bar 
for events. The walls wear a wonderful 
collection of old photographs, compe-
tition achievements, and local famous 
rowers. Rowing fi ts into the more re-
cent heritage of Dumfries yet resiliently 
developing and changing with current 
times, meaning it is still a popular activ-
ity, not just traditionally.
Originally, in the early days of Nith 
rowing, the boats were different lengths 
and made from wood, whereas todays 
are incredibly light white fi breglass. 
Most of their names derive from 
famous rowers of the club, famous 
people in Dumfries (there was indeed 
a Burns boat) and one had been 
called 800 when the town celebrated 
the burgh octocentenary. They also 
include the three letters NTH on the 
sides. One of the boathouse images 
illustrates a race in 1980 demanding 
very brave rowers who dared a race up 
to Dumfries from Glencaple fi nishing 
at the Whitesands. In 1958 the con-
crete steps were put in to allow easier 
access to the water. The club is incredi-
bly self-organised, run by dedicated 
volunteers, teaching mainly children 
and young people almost every night of 
the week and extremely popular.

 The regular route for rowing 
is from the road bridge just before the 
whitesands to the Viaduct in Nunholm. 
The club have been involved in the 
public events such as the Dragon boat 
race, but don’t usually row onto the 
Whitesands river stretch and the Caul 
is generally considered too danger-
ous. Annually they also host a regatta 
in the town, inviting visiting clubs to 
race from places such as Cumbria, 
Glasgow, Chester-Le-Street and they 
organise their corporate challenge 
race, which is a fun event inviting local 
businesses to submit a team of enthu-
siastic people who have never set foot 
in a rowing boat. That fi rst exciting 
experience is of course underlined by 
a fear of falling in, so everyone brings 
spare dry clothes.
 The boathouse can also fall 
victim to the Niths’s fl ooding, luckily it 
only reaches the ground level of the 
building where the boats are, but the 
boats have to be quickly tied down to 
avoid them fl oating their own journeys. 
The river can rise so incredibly fast, 
within half an hour it can be spilt out 
fromthe river channel and up to your 
knees in the boat house. The river 
channel upstream from Dumfries is 
as changeable as that at the White-
sands. Rowers tell the story of their 
river obstacle, a farmer’s fence that 
for a while ran from the edge into the 
middle of the river. This is because 
when the water level is low his fi eld 
boundary effectively moves, reaching 
into the centre of the riverbed and the 
fence had to be in place to keep his 
livestock in. Ironically with this wet 
summer this fence hasn’t appeared 
but the River Nith has remained busy 
with rowers, not deterred by rainy 
showers. 

The Art 
of Wading

Rowing 
the River 
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called eddies, the effect of the cur-
rent, and if these get too big then it 
is time to get out.
Your feet will be having their own ad-
venture, trying to navigate the tricki-
ness of the invisible riverbed. Some 
places you will fi nd fi rm foot holds on 
river rock and in others a softness 
of silt placed by the river in resting 
pillows, but be careful with the loose 
pebbles and rocks, gravelly depos-
its, tiny caves for caddis fl ies. 
At some point don’t be alarmed 
when your ears catch up and you 
realise you may be going deaf, you 
are not, but the voice of the river is a 
relaxing roar, it is all and everything 
you can hear. You are truly inside 
the Nith.

1 Take a pair old trou-
sers, and tie the rope 
around the knees, stop-
ping any objects falling 
through the trouser’s 
legs. knot the rope and 
test if the rope is tied 
fi rmly enough.

2 Fill the trouser legs 
with the plastic bottles, 
fi lling from the rope-tied 
knees, to roughly just 
below the trouser pock-
ets. Make sure that the 
lids of the bottles are 
well sealed.

3 Using some more of 
the rope, tie another 
length around the trou-
sers where the pockets 
start, and knot the rope 
fi rmly. This should seal 
in the bottles, creating 
what is basically a fl oat.

4 Hang the pelvis of 
your trousers over your 
shoulders, keeping the 
leg bottoms in hand. Fi-
nally, tie the rest of your 
rope around your waist, 
attaching the trousers 
to you and witness your 
DIY life jacket!

Hannah Brackston
Hannah Brackston, 
edited by Martin Mckeown

Above: A pair of ‘waders’ allowing the user a 
close up enjoyment of the river
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Some members of this Diving group know 
the bottom of the Nith better than any of 
us, because they have actually seen it. 
Dumfries Sub-aqua diving club hold weekly 
training in the pool at DG1 and organise 
exciting diving adventures for the group to 
local coast lines and beyond. Visually it’s 
quite striking to watch their bodies in the 
pool, covered nearly completely in the dark 
shades of a dry suit, heavy tanks of air, 
goggles, masks, breathing pipes, tubes, 
elongated fl ipper feet, they are bold and 
almost mechanical fi gurines, gliding effort-
lessly through the water.
The Nith itself however, is not a popular 
diving spot. The main people who dive in 
rivers are the police divers or marine/fresh 
water biologists. The water is too shallow; 
the deepest part of the Nith near Dumfries 
is next to the Greensands where the river 
bed has what is referred to as a slump 
here, a pool which is at most about 6.5 
metres deep. Under the fi rst of Devorgilla 
bridges arches, near the bridge house, 
there is also a slightly deeper pool.
 At times some of the group have 
been in the Nith, to assist and cover health 

It is called a ‘Try dive;’ practicing in 
the pool, swimming and breathing 
underwater for perhaps the fi rst time 
in your life. Excitement slowly grows, 
fi ngers of anticipation as you are 
sourced a suitable fi tting infl atable 
life jacket, a mask that will suc-
tion to your face when you breathe 
in and fi ns that your feet are snug 
in. At the side of the pool you are 
taught which straps to tighten, how 
to infl ate/defl ate the jacket to adjust 
your buoyancy and how to use the 

and safety for public events. They say 
most of the river bed is mainly rock but 
more gravelly towards the edges where 
it is also shallower. The side of the river 
along the Whitesands is, in fact, deeper 
than the Millgreen side. They laughed that 
you go into a river to dive and come out 
green and slimy! The currents are really 
strong and hard work in a river, much 
harder to swim against than the ocean. 
There are wonderful examples of things 
found in the river here, such as lemonade 
bottles from the very old lemonade factory 
that used to be on the Whitesands.
 The Solway is somewhere divers 
have explored and the group describe the 
experience of being underwater and look-
ing at the bottom and life within the water 
as simply incredible, people have no idea 
what is down there. It’s sad to see that 
even in the ocean there is a lot of litter that 
fi nds its way to the sea bed and cannot 
decompose or be removed unless divers 
individually collect it. The psychological 
sensation of being metres under water can 
put some people off, because when you 
look out to sea you are confronted simply 
by a huge black wall. For outdoor diving 
you also wear a dry suit so all of your 
body is kept entirely dry and sealed. The 
Solway itself is apparently the shortest 
route here from Scotland to England. 
There used to be a viaduct, a wooden 
construction across the Solway, eventually 
destroyed in hard frozen conditions and 
there are now potential plans to build a 

The Art of 
Diving
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Dumfries Sub
Aqua Diving 
Club

vital breathing tube. As the fi nal strap of 
the diving jacket is tightened you feel a 
surge of eagerness, this is part of the 
whole experience of kind of stepping 
into this role, this uniform of a diver. A 
wealth of straps and pipes hang around 
you and once the air tank is loaded onto 
anyone with quite small shoulders there 
can be a moment of panic, your entire 
concentration channelled towards stand-
ing simply upright on dry land with the 
colossal weight, never mind remember-
ing to breathe.
 Perhaps totally convinced that 
with this huge weight on your back you 
are going to sink with a thump to the 
bottom of the pool, you will be aston-
ished when your whole body just bobs 
with a weightless ease with the air in 
the jacket. It is only the slow releasing 
of this air that allows you to go under 
water. The fi rst underwater moments are 

wave barrage to create electricity.
 Divers have to learn a lot in 
relation to scientifi c/biological/mathemat-
ical aspects to understanding the human 
body and its relationship to water. This is 
largely concerned with understanding wa-
ter pressure changes and oxygen intake 
and calculating carefully the complicated 
quantities needed for different bodies and 
depths. Each person needs a different 
amount of oxygen, we have different sized 
bodies and lungs, people who are athleti-
cally fi t have stronger bigger more effi cient 
lungs and smokers less so, on average 
men need slightly more air than women. 
The air taken by divers into their tanks is 
normal air but compressed by 220/240 
times (Bar.) So for example tanks of 12l or 
15l carry approx. (12l x 220 = 2440l of air.) 
Divers will always try to come back with 
a reserve of, for example 50 Barr. They 
must also take in to account that for every 
10 metres deeper you swim the pressure 
increases by 1 Barr, meaning you may 
need 3 or 4 times the oxygen.
The physics laws they must study are 
Boyles Law, Henrys Law, Gay-Lussac Law 
and Dalton Law. Although this information 
is less relevant to our Nith with its shallow 
depths, it is a window to thinking about the 
limits and abilities of the human body in 
relation nature and how the development 
of technology and our understanding of 
science is part of the possibility to cre-
ate some of these otherwise impossible 
experiences. In terms of the underwater 

a mental struggle of mind over lungs, 
convincing you that it’s ok to breathe 
despite instinct. The other adjustment 
is the surreal lack of balance, from 
the weightlessness, yet drifting large 
tank on your back, it’s hard to get in 
control of your movements. After a 
little fl oating around, the experience is 
one of the most relaxing and serene 
swims, everything pale blue, bright 
and clear. You may have an impulsive 
urge to just fl ip your fi ns and swim all 
around everywhere, like a child who 
has just learnt a new skill. You may 
have never been so aware of your 
body breathing, as your lungs fi ll full 
with air, this is enough to start your 
body slowly fl oating upwards and to 
reach the very bottom you have to 
push every last drop of air out of your 
chest and slowly you descend. 
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So the River Nith fl oods! But so do other 
rivers. What then makes the Nith differ-
ent?

Well we have tidal water meeting heavy 
rainfall water but we are told that this 
makes little difference when the sheer 
volume of heavy rain “overcomes” the 
tidal water. But does “overcomes” mean 
it looks for somewhere to go? Does it 
then spill over on to the low lying areas 
beside the river below the Caul? And 
what happens when we have an abnor-
mal tide - a high tide experienced at cer-
tain times of the year pushed upstream 
by a strong south westerly wind accom-
panied by very low pressure? All this in 
an ever decreasing river bed gradient 
from Dumfries to the Solway Firth, due to 
normal and abnormal tidal deposits and 
gravel and sediment carried downstream 
from forestry drained hillsides, fi lling river 
and estuary. Experienced river users and 
watchers will verify these changes to the 
river and the effects described above. Is 
it not time we all got together and found 
a way of surmounting these problems?

Morris Service (Civic Pride)

Nith Floods

landscape of the river, we can think about 
it not just as a hidden landscape because 
of its visual limitations but also by genet-
ics. We are physically divided from under 
water species, we cannot survive under 
water and not much of the life in the river 
bed can survive out of water. The pos-
sibility to do something which should be 
biologically impossible and allows us to 
cross these boundaries, such as swim-
ming under water for 20 minutes is simply 
incredible. 
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When you are all set up, fi nd a good bank 
or step near the Nith edge and push your 
Nith Scope into the River, lens down and 
press your face to the open other end of 
it. It will take a bit of practice to get really 
good at Nith Scoping, it requires some 
strength and balance but if the water con-
ditions are good then by holding the scope 

...why 
Nithscope?
Nith scoping is about the adventure of 
discovering something hidden. It focuses 
on the simple but fascinating act of look-
ing, using simple found objects to enable 
underwater viewing of the river bed. It 
can be enjoyed by people of all ages and 
abilities, all year round and can be done 
right in the town centre of Dumfries!

...how to 
Nith Scope

Try Nithscoping 
for the fi rst time! 

as still as possible near the river bed you 
will be rewarded with exciting clear under 
water views. Move the scope around 
different locations, enjoy the fascinating 
different textures and surfaces, if you 
are lucky you will catch sight of fi sh and 
invertebrate and little underwater plants.

Equipment

Nith Scope: 
The most important piece of equipment is 
your Nith Scope - this can be home made 
from recycled pipes, buckets, tubes, using 
clingfi lm and tuba-wear to make lenses. Nith 
Scopes can have a strap added to allow 
them to be comfortably carried across your 
shoulder.

Measuring Stick:v 
This can come in handy when surveying the 
depth of the river. A good length for a  Nith 
Scope is 1 metre long so if the river is very 

Clothing and Footwear

Wellington boots: 
Nith scoping is practiced along the banks of 
the Nith or at steps leading into the water, 
therefore it is important to consider appropri-
ate footwear with good grip and preferably 
wear wellington boots so you can stand at 
the water’s edge without getting wet.

Rain coat: 
You can Nith scope in any weather as the 
rain doesn’t affect the image under water but 
raincoat always comes in handy and dress 
warm for winter Nith Scoping. 

deep you will have to postpone, so that you 
can reach the river bed with your Nithscope.

Health and safety

Tide times and weather forecast:
To help you to fi nd the best time and water 
conditions for safely using your Nith Scope 
it is advised to keep this information to 
hand.

A friend or guardian: 
All children under 16 years should always 
be accompanied by an adult and should 
Nith Scope in the safer water above the 

Caul, near the Greensands, Nith Scoping 
should always be done in two’s.

Common sense: 
It’s important to be respectful of the river, if it 
looks too fast or full, simply wait for another 
opportunity to Nith Scope and take great care 
not to slip or run etc near the edge. Sitting/
kneeling can reduce risks; you can also place 
temporary non slippery surfaces to the steps 
such as pieces of carpet or shower mats.

Life Jacket: 
As you are leaning very close to the river’s 
edge you must put on a life jacket.

People of Dumfries are invited 
to share in this experience of 
the River, all equipment hand-
made and provided for you 
with riverside assistance.

Before you start...


