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EDITORIAL 

Ben Averis 

Welcome to the Autumn 2013 newsletter.  Most of this is about the Arisaig/Knoydart 

excursion in May.  Thanks to all who contributed reports – I hope you’re happy with their 

presentation here.  There is also an article discussing woodland naturalness/nativeness, a 

Forest Policy Group update, reviews of two recent publications and information about 

NWDG events in 2014.  Other 2013 NWDG activities will be written up in the Spring 2014 

newsletter, and remember – if you want to write about any woodland-related matters that 

may be of interest to NWDG members, feel free to do so and send it to me. 

 
 

General notes for contributions to the newsletter:  The copy date for the Spring 2014 newsletter is 15th March 2014; it 

should then go out in April 2014.  We welcome contributions such as group or organisation reports, woodland 

reports/updates, articles about anything to do with woodland, shorter items of news, letters to the editor, reviews of 

books or other publications relating to native woodland, and illustrations.  Contributions should aim to be less than 

1500 words long (though some understandably end up longer), in Microsoft Word and sent to me along with your 

contact details.  Thanks very much.  My contact details are as follows: Ben Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East Linton, 

East Lothian, EH40 3DX; tel. 01620 870 280; email benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

New publications: If you have written or co-written a book or booklet which would interest our members, we can 

enclose your fliers with our mailings.  This service is free to individual members.  There is a charge of £20 to cover 

postage & packing, for organisations and non-members.  We can also get books reviewed – just send a copy to the 

editor.  If you would like to review a particular book, please let the editor know.  We are usually able to obtain a free 

review copy from the publisher, and if you review it the book is yours to keep. 

Electronic copies of the newsletter: If you would prefer to receive future editions of the NWDG newsletter 

electronically (as pdf files) and not in printed form, please send me an email requesting this and include the email 

address you want the newsletter to be sent to. 
 

 

 

NATIVE WOODLANDS DISCUSSION GROUP NEWS 

 

Notes from the Chair 

Coralie Mills 

The role of people in influencing woods often seems central to 

our overlapping interests, as is reflected in various ways within 

this newsletter, for example with items from the Forest Policy 

Group and an article on the long relationship between human 

beings and woodland development. 

The shaping and utilisation of our native woods, past, present and future, actual and 

desired, will be further explored in our provocative theme of ‘Native Woodlands: What’s the 

Use’ for our very special 2014 NWDG 40th anniversary event (21st-25th May), which we 

hope as many of you as possible will attend. Based in Kingussie, we will have a huge 

range of interesting native wooded environs to explore together, with plenty of time for 

debate and celebration built in too. Further information is given within the newsletter. 

As ever the information and booking details for this and all our events will also be posted 

on the website www.nwdg.org.uk as soon as available. It is worth having a little rummage 

around the website for all the other goodies it has to offer, for example various archives 

including the History Conference Notes, and lots of other useful stuff. 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/
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The contents of this newsletter consist mainly of the reports from the spring Excursion to 

Arisaig and Knoydart.  Other 2013 NWDG events – the lower plant identification 

workshops and the Woodland History Conference on Plantations – will be reported in the 

next newsletter. Many of you have participated in at least one of our events this year, and I 

hope you agree that our combined interests in the ecology, management and history of 

native woodlands continue to be well served and well aired. Reviews in this newsletter of 

recently published books on highly relevant themes by authors well known to NWDG 

reflect this continuing body of interest too. 

Those of you present at our last AGM will know that we have been looking carefully at 

our finances and that our operating costs inevitably continue to rise, while our 

subscriptions income is currently pretty static and projected to decline below the level 

needed to cover our costs if we make no changes. Given the great majority of us are – 

ahem – over a certain age and not getting any younger, more and more of us would 

become eligible for a concession rate, which is now significantly lower than the ‘per 

member’ cost of providing the membership benefits and operating the society. Your 

committee has realised we will have to make some changes to the subscriptions structure 

to ensure the society is on a sustainable path. So we will be putting forward a motion at 

the next AGM to adjust our subscription structure, while trying hard to keep membership 

affordable for everyone. We are very aware that many of our working age folk are on 

modest incomes as well as those of retirement age and are trying to be as fair as possible. 

There will be more news of this next time and in the pre-AGM papers next year, and I 

hope you will be able to support us in this. 

The other important strand to this is to do all we can to recruit new members, to ensure the 

lifeblood of NWDG continues – a particularly important consideration as we approach our 

40th year as a society. The website carries all the information about how to join, should you 

wish to point anyone in our direction, and there is also a handy promotional leaflet which 

you can print to take to events – at www.nwdg.org.uk in the ‘Join Us’ section. There is 

even the option there to gift a year’s membership to someone. Perhaps you know someone 

who would benefit from such a unique gift. 

Finally, if you use Facebook, please do consider joining our fairly new NWDG Facebook 

group. It is one of the initiatives to help to attract new members as well as serving our 

existing membership; there is a separate little item in the newsletter (see next page) on how 

to find us on 

Facebook.  

With very best 

wishes,  

Coralie 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/
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NWDG Administration: Treasury, 

Membership & Website (very brief 

update) 
Alison Averis 
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On 26th November 2013 we had 159 members and the bank balance was £8732.50. 

Many thanks to everyone for continuing to support the NWDG, and welcome to those 

who have joined in the last few months.  Please note that if you pay by cheque, 

subscriptions are now due for 2014.  You can download the subscription form from the 

website at www.nwdg.org.uk. 

We will be sending out a mailshot in January 2014 with details of the events planned for 

next year, so please let me know if there is anything you'd like me to include. 

 

 

NWDG on Facebook – an invitation to join in 

Coralie Mills 

Interest in our NWDG Facebook group is steadily rising, with more people joining all the 

time, though still quite small and definitely friendly. If you use Facebook, or are willing to 

try, please do consider joining. It’s proving quite a dynamic and informal way to share 

relevant news, events, photos and so on, and complements our other forms of 

communication, as well as promoting membership of our society more widely.  The 

Facebook Group name is ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’ so searching on that within 

Facebook should find us, otherwise the full link is: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup/ 

Our Facebook group is intended to be a celebration of the NWDG in all its facets: we hope 

it will facilitate communication between our members and also encourage new folk to join 

our society. Therefore we allow both NWDG society members and genuinely interested 

non-members to join our Facebook group. Your contributions would be very welcome, or 

if you simply wish to see what others are posting, that is fine too.  Now set up as an ‘Open 

Group’, it is publicly visible on Facebook, so that interested folk can find it, although only 

admitted members of the group can post to it. The NWDG Facebook Group ‘admins’ – 

Christine Byrne, Juliet Robinson and Coralie Mills – will be delighted to admit any NWDG 

member to the group (just apply to join the group within Facebook) or to help with any 

queries. Our email addresses are also given on the final page of this newsletter. 

 

 

NWDG Merchandise 

Bryophytes of Native Woods: A Field Guide to Common Mosses and Liverworts of Britain and 

Ireland’s Woodlands by Carol Crawford is available direct from Carol.  The cost is £7.50 

(including p&p.  Cheques should be made payable to Carol Crawford and sent to Carol 

Crawford, Peak Ecology Ltd, Gibbsyard, Auchincruive, Ayr, KA6 5HN.  There are 

discounts for orders for three or more copies: contact Carol at 

carolcrawford@peakecology.co.uk for more information. 

 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/
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2013 EXCURSION: ARISAIG AND KNOYDART 
 

Introductory notes 

Ruth Anderson 

 

Arisaig House 

Our excursion this year was kindly hosted in sumptuous splendour at Arisaig House 

Hotel, by Sarah Weir (one of the owners) who voluntarily took on the NWDG and all its 

special little ways.  Sumptuous, but with the gentle comfort of an old country house and 

the unflappable ministrations of Sarah and her team.  There wasn’t room for all of us to 

stay there (and those of us who did felt sorry for those who didn’t), but campers amongst 

the group dispersed themselves in the garden, and our evening events and eating all took 

place in the house.  The gourmet barbecue (local venison, fish and Sarah’s own vegetables) 

in sparkling sunshine on the terrace on the last evening (which was going some after storm 

force winds and snow on day one), and drifting in and out from the ceilidh later to watch a 

full moon rise over Loch nan Uamh and its lovely rugged hills, was a pretty memorable 

finale.  The terrace also afforded the unusual pleasure of witnessing some of our number 

enjoy a jolly game of croquet.  Thanks to Sarah, family and staff for the great hospitality.  

For anyone who hasn’t been to Arisaig House, the advice would be to go – a really great 

place whether for a private visit or as the venue for a group excursion.  And look out for 

the painting ‘Letters and News at the Lochside’ by Henry Tanworth Wells, which hangs 

just inside the main door.  Local love of this painting has saved it from a museum’s sale 

plans, and it features a young Millais in a boat on Loch Eilt, in days before the railway, 

with other companions including the great grandfather of our first speaker on the 

Wednesday evening, local historian Allan MacDonald. 

 
Arisaig House        Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

 

Wednesday evening: talk by Allan MacDonald on Clan Ranald’s Woods, the sawmill 

and the canal at Arisaig 

The oak woodlands along the north shore of Loch nan Uamh, stretching out to Arisaig and 

beyond, are part of the big tract of woods which were Clan Ranald’s.  For anyone who has 

scrambled along the shore through these really beautiful woods, it is easy to think of them 

as native and pristine, but in fact this whole woodland was successively felled and 

replanted in the past, providing a source of funds to chiefs more and less canny with their 
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money, over many decades.  The visits on day two were both over this ground.  The 

present day Glen Beasdale SAC (coastal oak woodland east of Arisaig House) comprises 

the remains of oak plantation, and west of Arisaig House, a mosaic of grazed woodlands 

and regeneration coming up on open ground which was a forest felled comparatively 

recently.  The Arisaig Canal (which is just a couple of hundred yards out of Arisaig on the 

Rhu road) was formed from a burn flowing past the sawmill at Mains Farm, for the 

purpose of floating timber down to waiting boats in the bay.  More information about Clan 

Ranald’s woods will shortly be available at the Land, Sea and Islands Centre in Arisaig 

(http://www.arisaigcentre.co.uk/). 

 

Introduction to Knoydart, by Grant Holroyd 

Knoydart Foundation and the Knoydart Forest Trust are the same but different.  Similar 

objectives (social/environmental) and both are community controlled; different in that they 

are separate companies.  Knoydart Foundation owns the land and runs community 

businesses including deer management, the hostel and the hydro scheme, while the Forest 

Trust manages the Foundation’s woodland through a management agreement, but also 

manages neighbouring, privately owned woodland.  Any financial surpluses from this 

activity are returned to management of the community-owned land.  The Knoydart 

peninsula as a whole is in multiple ownership, with a sporting estate right next door to the 

Foundation’s land.  Good neighbourly relations rely on fencing (deer density c.14 deer/100 

ha).  Interestingly, there is some very localised regeneration outwith these fences, along the 

shores of Loch Nevis. 

Humbly assuring us we were not being taught to suck eggs, Grant presented some old 

thoughts about regeneration in a new mathematical format: 

R = (Gp x S) ÷ Browsing 

Expanded, this reads:  Regeneration = Ground Preparation (whether by natural 

event/process , machine, kids on motor bikes, bombs, etc) multiplied by the amount of 

Seed available, and all this divided by the Browsing pressure.  For example, with good 

ground preparation and seed availability you can achieve good regeneration even with 

high browsing; or with low browsing you can get regeneration even with poor seed 

supply. 

There are other variables to throw into this equation.  What about the importance of the 

sequence of events (i.e. T for Timing)?  Ideally you would want ground preparation first 

(e.g. heavy trampling) followed by seed supply, then low browsing.  Or a war or 

something...  And we didn’t discuss how humans fit into the equation.  Our visit to 

Knoydart the next day brought out more discussion of this theme. 

 

 

Thursday 23rd May 2013 (morning): Scottas Wood 

Alan Crawford 

 

We had a hugely interesting visit on Thursday 23rd May to Scottas Wood near Inverie, led 

very ably by Grant, the Forester with the Knoydart Foundation. 

 

Some of the woodland was thought to have been planted with sessile oak about 200 years 

ago. The remainder is a mosaic of semi-natural wet woodland (National Vegetation 

Classification type W7) and base-rich upland woodland (NVC W9) with marsh marigold, 

http://www.arisaigcentre.co.uk/
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Ash and hazel in Scottas Wood (photo: Alan Crawford) 

flag iris, cuckoo flower, Herb Robert, 

lesser celandine and opposite leaved 

golden saxifrage all seen from the 

path. Tree species present included 

ash, alder, hazel, holly, oak (growing 

on crags and clearly not planted), 

birch, rowan and willows. There 

were some particularly lovely spots 

with mature ash – possibly remnants 

of old wood pasture – that were 

covered in a lush assemblage of 

lichens and bryophytes, with the 

understory infilled with younger 

mixed broadleaves. 

 

Grant mentioned that as part of the 

woodland management sheep were 

removed from the area about 20 years 

ago, and regeneration was 

encouraged with a combination of 

fenced enclosures and occasional 

planting. As is often the case the 

regeneration was more prevalent 

inside the enclosures than outside, 

though oak regeneration was sparse throughout. Excessive shade and deer browsing are 

thought to be the major determinants of the low levels of oak regeneration, although it was 

also noted that the number of acorns produced had also been low in recent years. 

 

A discussion then ensued centred around how to encourage better rates of regeneration. 

There was discussion about the virtues or otherwise of felling some of the mature oak to 

create gaps and encourage regeneration, though it was noted that a reasonable number of 

oaks would have to be removed in order to create a large enough area for potential 

regeneration and doubts were cast as to whether this was appropriate in a wood of this 

size. Perhaps if there was a was a need within the community for timber then that may be 

the time at which to give the thought some more serious consideration, with the possibility 

of fulfilling two objectives with one set of actions. Not surprisingly a discussion then 

followed on deer numbers and deer management, with Grant explaining that the Forest 

Trust managed 17,000 hectares of open hill with a deer density of 11 per hectare (not 

considered low enough for natural regeneration), so in the main they relied upon deer 

fencing to establish woodland regeneration. There was also a discussion that highlighted 

the difficulties of deer management within a catchment where different owners have 

differing management objectives. 

 

In the area slightly up the hill from the established wood there were many young trees – 

some planted and some regenerated from the woodland below. Ash was a prominent 

component of both the planted and regenerated areas (with the regeneration quite thick in 

patches).  Their presence stimulated a discussion about the management of the site, with 

particular reference to ash, prompted in part by the recent outbreak of Chalara (ash 

dieback). The relative merits of planting versus natural regeneration were discussed along 

with the practical difficulties associated with making such decisions in real time. Further 
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discussion centred around whether the site could or should be managed for timber, and 

whether therefore the regenerating ash should be thinned. In the main I think most people 

(including Grant and others in Knoydart) saw the site as probably best managed as semi-

natural woodland. Assuming that the planted ash were clear of disease when planted, 

there was some hope raised for relatively isolated areas such as ‘Scottas Wood’, and 

indeed for Knoydart more widely, that such areas may escape the ravages of Chalara and 

that trees here may have a significant contribution to make to the long term viability of ash 

in Scotland. 

 

 
Young trees in Scottas Wood            Photo: Alan Crawford 

 

Before we entered a spruce wood to 

discuss the restructuring of the 

woodland, we passed through an 

area of young birch woodland with 

some rowan and willow. Lazybeds 

provided evidence of earlier human 

habitation; their presence stimulated 

discussion about the social history of 

the site and caused many of us to 

contemplate the nature of the lives of 

our ancestors. 

 

All in all it was an interesting 

morning in a beautiful spot, and 

early enough in the year to be 

relatively midge free... just lovely. 
... caused many of us to contemplate the 

nature of the lives of our ancestors. 
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Thursday 23rd May 2013 (morning): Inverie plantation, etc. 

Jake Willis 

 

A band of wind-driven sleet drove the group into the relative shelter of the Inverie forestry 

plantations (who would want to be a deer on the open hill in a snowstorm?) where Grant 

introduced the restructuring process that the Forest Trust has been overseeing over the 

past 15 years as the plantations reach maturity. Discussions centred around whether to 

exploit the timber resource for sale into the local economy or external markets and 

whether to favour selective extraction or clearfelling when harvesting. The Trust has 

indeed taken a diversity of approaches to reflect the windfirmness or otherwise of the 

crops and the potential markets for the mainly Sitka spruce stands.  A partnership with 

Scottish Woodlands has resulted in several coupes being taken out by barge, with smaller 

volumes left in situ for the Forest Trust to develop biomass and sawn timber supply in the 

community. In areas of less accessible and badly formed Lodgepole Pine, the approach has 

been to fell-to-recycle. 

 

By restocking with a 

mix of native 

broadleaves, Scots Pine, 

and minority conifers 

such as Western Red 

Cedar, European Larch 

and Douglas Fir, the 

restructuring process 

aims to generate a more 

diverse forest with more 

potential for continuous 

cover management and 

generating a wider 

range of end uses in 

local construction and 

added value. 

 

We plodded on following a ride, past of one of the high seats used in deer control, and 

emerged into a clearfelled area where we joined the forest road network (mainly tractor 

and 4WD access), climbing up to a shelter for walkers and mountain bikers with a fine 

view over Loch Nevis.  Here we stopped for a bite and, as if by magic, alcoholic apple juice 

began to flow freely out of the back of a Land Rover... 

 

At the next stop on a pleasant path through a planted pinewood, Grant described the 

obsessive approach taken to eradicating Rhododendron ponticum which has been very 

successful to date, involving huge amounts of both grant-funded and voluntary effort. We 

discussed the relative merits of different eradication methods (often referred to 

unambitiously as ‘control methods’), both traditional cut-burn-spray techniques and the 

Lever-and-Mulch method developed by contractors from Morvern.  We touched on the 

Long-term Forest Plan and approaches to Planted Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) 

restoration at the next stop, the latter being driven partly by the need to harvest sensible 

size coupes and leave windfirm edges between felling phases. 
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On the way back to the shore, Grant outlined the Forest Trust’s imminent plan to build a 

woodfuel processing area and dry store (with Scottish Rural Development Programme 

(SRDP) support) to improve the current biomass supply, currently using a homespun 

Knoydart tattie box. The site will eventually house a forestry office and workshop with 

timber processing capability. 

 

It was exciting to see how 15 years of hard graft and inventiveness by a relatively small 

group within the local community has turned these remote, inaccessible plantations into a 

diversifying resource, providing jobs, wood energy, materials for houses, venison, and 

places for recreation, as well as expanded and better connected habitats for wildlife. 

 

 

Minutes of Native Woodlands Discussion Group Annual 

General Meeting at Arisaig House, Beasdale, on evening of 

Thursday 23rd May 2013 

Ruth Anderson 

1. Highlights from the Chair (Coralie Mills) 

Coralie welcomed everybody to this 39th annual excursion of the NWDG, in sumptuous 

surroundings!  Matters arising from last year’s Annual General Meeting would be covered in the 

course of the meeting. 

Last spring’s excursion to Galloway had been a great success – well-attended and much enjoyed.  

Other events throughout the year had been similarly successful - workshops on lichens 

(Glenmore, October) and on bryophytes (Oban area, October) and the History Conference (Perth, 

also October) on the theme of ‘Woods, Boats and Trade’. 

Thanks to Ben Averis for producing the newsletter, and thanks also to Arlene Riley at Woodland 

Trust Scotland for posting that out.  Members please remember - Ben would welcome articles or 

other snippets on suitably woody or related subjects, including new publications, and in 

particular was keen to encourage more discussion-type articles or letters.  Next newsletter 

deadline around end September.  Contact Ben at benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

Costs of maintaining the group were rising (especially printing and postage) and the 

concessionary rate now no longer covered the annual costs associated with servicing a 

membership.  At the same time, some of those paying the concessionary rate might actually  be 

better off than others paying the full rate.  It was felt that the full rate of £18 (by standing order) 

was very good value in comparison to several other membership organisations.  In order to hold 

that rate, the committee asked the meeting to consider abolishing the concessionary rate.  

Suggestions from the floor included keeping a concession for students only (which would help to 

encourage recruitment of younger members).  The meeting briefly discussed the pros and cons of 

having a PDF version of the newsletter for those on the concessionary rate (save printing/postage 

but additional admin required for two types of entitlement, and the newsletter was lovely and 

good advertising for the group).  

Members to email the Chair coraliem@hotmail.co.uk with views and suggestion on this.  The 

Committee would work on this issue and bring a proposal forward for a vote at the next AGM. 

 

2. Admin Report (Alison Averis) 

Finances:  Income for the year April 2012-April 2013 was £9571, expenditure £8535.   Bank 

balance on 3rd May 2013 was £9509 but note that this a high point in the annual fluctuation, which 

included all membership subscriptions (which come in in the spring) but not the anticipated nett 

cost for this year’s excursion.  All of the year’s events had more or less covered their costs (though 

mailto:benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk
mailto:coraliem@hotmail.co.uk
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this was not always the case).  Thanks to Forestry Commission Scotland for the grant of £500 

towards the History Conference.  Fuller details of the Annual Accounts for 2012-13 would appear 

in the autumn newsletter (Alison). 

Membership: 167 on mailing list.  As usual, all members were encouraged to pay by standing 

order (and benefit from £2 discount).  Members - please be sure to let Alison know if your payee 

details change.  

New Member’s Prize:  Remember remember… Full details of the New Members’ Prize were on 

the NWDG website at www.nwdg.org.uk/competition_16.html.  Entrants (anyone who had 

joined NWDG in the last 3 years) should send their submissions to Coralie 

coraliem@hotmail.co.uk by 5th November.     

Website: Did it need to be more streamlined? – some thought yes; others thought it simple, 

attractive and easy to find things on.  Any suggestions to Alison alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk. 

 

3. Woodland History Report (Coralie Mills in absence of Jonathan Wordsworth) 

This year’s conference, to be held on 31st October, would be on the theme of ‘Plantations’, again at 

the AK Bell Library in Perth (having asked them to tighten up on details of service and IT). 

 

4. Proposed Workshops (Ruth Anderson) 

Winter Tree identification workshop to be held probably January/February 2014.  Focus on native 

trees, but with additional tuition on trees in context (ie woodland types and conditions).  

Potentially one centrally (possibly Callander Wood, Falkirk), and one in Argyll (Gordon Gray 

Stephens to help with this since Argyll Green Woodworking Association (AGWA) members 

would be interested).  Ruth to organise.  Participants probably from wider than NWDG – 

farmers, community woodlanders, maybe also some agency staff – therefore a need to advertise 

widely.  

Drama workshop, March/April 2014, date and place tbc (somewhere in Strathspey).  

An inspirational workshop to develop drama elements for the excursion to celebrate the 

40th Anniversary of the NWDG. This would take place over 2 days and have indoor and outdoor 

elements. Workshop to be led by Juliet Robinson and Ruth Anderson - sure to be a fun and 

rewarding experience.  No experience necessary.  Contact Juliet julietpcrobinson@gmail.com. 

Also on the list: 

 Specialist willow identification workshop – possibly spring 2014 

 Basic tree identification (in leaf, and along same lines as winter one) – summer 2014? 

 Conifer identification - tbc 

 Woodland art (drawing/painting) – tbc, see under Any Other Business below. 

Any suggestions about workshops, and especially regarding tutors, locations and invitees for 

Winter Tree identification, would be welcomed – contact Ruth ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk.   

NWDG current (and long-standing) policy was that workshops were for the benefit of members; 

non-members therefore had to join to attend one – thus workshops were a way of recruiting new 

members. 

 

5. Forest Policy Group (FPG) 

The spring newsletter had carried an update of the FPG’s activities.  Given FPG’s limited funds 

and the sectoralisation of land use, the group found it hard to break out of the forestry sector 

(where it had gained some recognition) to reach a wider audience and to follow up its work with 

the necessary advocacy (for instance to a Parliamentary audience, or the wider public).  So it was 

now planning a networking meeting with other similar (small) organisations working on the 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/competition_16.html
mailto:coraliem@hotmail.co.uk
mailto:alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk
mailto:julietpcrobinson@gmail.com
mailto:ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk
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sustainability agenda in different sectors.  As ever, suggestions or comments would be welcomed 

at any time, to Ruth at FPG admin@forestpolicygroup.org.   

With reference to Andy Wightman’s work for FPG on forest ownership in Scotland, the 

suggestion was made that FPG should recommend bringing back provision for small blocks of 

woodland under the revised Scottish Rural Development Programme (SRDP) (2ha used to be 

covered), which would encourage management of small woodlands, including farm woods 

(Ruth). 

 

6. Election of Committee 2013-14 

Thanks to Phil Friston-Reilly for responding to the Committee’s call for a new member – 

gratefully accepted (and proposed Jeanette Hall, seconded David O’Brien).  Committee as 

follows: Coralie Mills (Chair), Alison Averis (Admin – Membership, Treasurer & Website), Ruth 

Anderson (Secretary & Events), Jonathan Wordsworth (History Group), Mairi Stewart (History 

Group), Ben Averis (Newsletter Editor), Alasdair Bolton (Ordinary Member), Sarah Toulson 

(Ordinary Member), Juliet Robinson (Ordinary Member) and Phil Friston-Reilly (Ordinary 

Member). 

 

7. 2014, 40th Anniversary Excursion (Juliet Robinson) 

A sub-group of Juliet, Ruth and Sarah Toulson had started developing ideas for next year’s event, 

with input from other members of the committee, as follows: 

 Normal excursion with site visits, but also including a conference (presentations 

interspersed during the programme), and some drama. 

 Working title for the event was “Native Woods, what’s the use?” – a reflection on native 

woods and their use in history, through the present, and a look forward at their uses and 

potential in the future. 

 Location probably Strathspey (Kingussie?) since 1974 meet was Aviemore.  Sites might 

include Glen Feshie, Creag Meagaidh, Insh Marshes (and aspen), Rothiemurchus but with a 

bigger audience, more sites than usual would be needed – suggestions of other sites/contacts to 

Juliet julietpcrobinson@googlemail.com (and note, email address in last newsletter was incorrect).  

Action for Mountain Woodlands (Glen Feshie) and Ryvoan were suggested from the floor. 

 The meeting agreed to make the event longer than usual – run from Wednesday evening to 

Sunday lunchtime to allow more people to attend at least some part of it. 

Coralie now joining the sub-group, and Rachel Avery interested in helping with the drama.  Ruth 

to check what plans the Pinewood Managers’ Group were making for 2014. 

 

8. 2015 Excursion 

Torridon/Loch Maree/Rassal had been on the list for some years now, and the meeting agreed to 

retain this for the 2015 outing. 

 

9. Any Other Business 

Highland Biological Recording Group had arranged an exchange programme for adult learners 

looking at landscape – Romania in July, Slovenia in September, Poland in spring 2014.  Some 

places still available – contact David O’Brien for details david.obrien@snh.gov.uk. 

Potential NWDG trip to Norway? or Romania?  To look at woodland management and culture.  

Arch Network which formerly funded overseas trips was now closing but there were other 

opportunities (Grundvig?).  Jen Anderson (new member) and Peter Quelch to investigate. 

Proposal from Peter for an NWDG workshop on painting and drawing trees – Peter contact Ruth. 

On recruiting new student members, Phil Friston-Reilly offering to attend student 

events/freshers’ weeks; David O’Brien to print up posters.  Both to liaise with Sarah 

mailto:admin@forestpolicygroup.org
mailto:julietpcrobinson@googlemail.com
mailto:david.obrien@snh.gov.uk
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sarahtoulson@googlemail.com who already covered some student outreach. Members – please 

download the NWDG publicity leaflet from the Join Us section of the website, to promote NWDG 

at other events www.nwdg.org.uk/join_us_5.html. 

Meeting agreed to purchase of portable PA system for talks in windy woods (Coralie and Sarah). 

NWDG’s new Facebook group was now up and running. The address is 

www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup.  The group’s existence (but not 

its content) was visible to anyone on Facebook but membership was at approval of those running 

the group (Coralie, Juliet and Chris Byrne). Anyone who was a member of NWDG would of 

course be readily admitted.  Once there was groundswell of NWDG members in the group other 

genuinely interested individuals would also be admitted, because one aim was to attract new 

(dare we say younger) members to our wonderful group. (Note, since the AGM quite a few excursion 

photos have been posted to the Facebook group and more are appearing – please do join if you can so you 

can have a look.  Also note that you will not be able to find or access this group unless you are a member of 

Facebook, so if you are not currently a member you will need to sign up). 

To create a repository for members’ photos of excursions and other NWDG happenings, which 

would be accessible to all and provide an archive of photos for the website and Facebook group, 

Phil would investigate the best option (as soon as possible).  More info on this to come to 

members as soon as something was arranged.  Grant Holroyd at Knoydart Forest Trust (KFT) 

would be interested in accessing some of this year’s photos for KFT’s use. 

 

10. Vote of thanks 

The group expressed its thanks to all those hosting and helping its excursion this year – Allan 

MacDonald for his talk on local woodland history; Grant Holroyd, Lorna Schofield and others at 

Knoydart; James Colston of Arisaig Estates; Mary Elliott (ecologist for Arisaig Estates); Martin 

Faulkner and Corrina Mertens of SNH; Elizabeth MacDonald and fellow local historians for 

information in the coastal oakwoods; Ian Sinclair and Alan Bennell of the Larachmhor Garden; 

Ruth for organising; Alison for back-up.  Special thanks to Sarah Winnington-Ingram, our hostess 

at Arisaig House, for her unsolicited offer of discount hospitality in style and surroundings to 

which we are not accustomed! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Woodland discussion on Knoydart (photo: Coralie Mills) 

mailto:sarahtoulson@googlemail.com
http://www.nwdg.org.uk/join_us_5.html
http://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup
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Friday 24th May 2013: Arisaig Estate Woodland 
 

This part of the visit was hosted by James Colston (farm manager) and Mary Elliot 

(ecologist).  Arisaig has 2000 acres of woodland, most within the Special Area of 

Conservation and Site of Special Scientific Interest. Two main areas were visited: Brunery 

Wood, north of the Brunery Burn (NM 67 85; visited in the morning; report below by Jen 

Anderson), and a 15 year-old regeneration/planting scheme around Loch Dubh, south of 

the Brunery Burn (around NM 67 84; afternoon visit; report below by Mick Drury). 

 

 

 
Birch regeneration on Arisaig Estate      Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

 

Brunery Wood (Friday morning) 

Jen Anderson 

 

Introduction 

 

Arisaig estate runs to 10,000 acres (4046 ha) with a range of management options beyond 

farming: woodland management, stalking, hill-farming, rented houses, 2000 acres (809 ha) 

of high ground for good stalking and now 2000 acres (809 ha) of woodland latterly aiming 

for continuous cover woodland for wildlife. The estate are studying hydro possibilities 

with other estates and have recently established a successful shellfish farm along the lines 

of the ‘milk cheque’. James is the estate worker, and they use Mary Elliott (consultant) and 

Scottish Agricultural College for land management advice. Shellfish farming and the 

development of the new A830 trunk road have impacted the estate. 

 

We headed west through the estate... 
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Compensation area 

 

Trees in the area for the A830 road uptake were 40-60 years old and their removal left ‘a 

big hole’, but there is now extensive young native woodland from natural regeneration 

and planting; the remaining woodland is coastal oakwood rich in lichens and bryophytes. 

The compensation area is 91.6 ha, open to deer and stock-fenced for cattle. Scottish Natural 

Heritage helpfully advised on minimising the impact on the Special Area of Conservation 

(SAC) (tunnel v. ditching; ditching was used); road uptake took in 8 ha including 3 ha of 

original woodland damaged or obliterated. Natura 2k (Natura 2000) compensation is 

focused on the area adjacent to the Glen Beasdale SAC which had been grazed by sheep 

until 15-20 years ago. The aim here was to identify compensation habitat in the form of 

existing/potential ancient woodland. Borrodale (40 ha) is the result – an ecological win. 

Transport Scotland has responsibility of getting that area into acceptable status. This is a 

first for Scotland (and the UK): the Channel Tunnel is the only equivalent compensation 

agreement and in that case the compensation went to France. Within the 40 ha is modest 

ancient woodland and dense rhododendron where initial clearing and spraying has been 

very effective and there is annual follow-up. Two large exclosures in Borrodale encourage 

natural regeneration; other areas are regenerating well without this protection. One 

exclosure now has tree and ground flora returning where rhododendron had left 

everything ‘sterile’. It has mattered to understand how deer use land, travelling from one 

place to another, within a naturally big heft; the knowledge of land managers should 

inform what happens with grant support in such areas. 

 

Old Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS) 

 

Leg of Mutton Loch was the start of Brunery Wood (north of the river) and Loch Dubh 

natural regeneration scheme of 210 ha (south of the river). A decade earlier the Brunery 

Wood area was part of a Livestock Exclusion Annual Premium (LEAP) scheme, which 

gave rise to a lot of Molinia caerulea (purple moor-grass), birch regeneration and ticks – a 

‘terrific waste of a woodland’. James had then responded to a Press & Journal newspaper 

article looking for suitable candidates for pilot schemes on cattle grazing and woodland 

regeneration – the first time in James’ experience that farmers/managers were being asked 

what they thought should happen to woodland in their management. He felt farmers 

almost need to admit to their own expertise. 

 

Woodland grazing pilot scheme – lessons for involving famers in development and 

application 

 

The aims for this area are to control birch regeneration, to recover impassable tracks and to 

create open areas including grazed glades. James is now a convert to the presence of 

primroses, violets, anemones and wider biodiversity for which monitoring shows annual 

increases in species including birds and butterflies. A lot of monitoring is expected and it 

is important to be able to adapt guidance to the area in hand (five previous monitoring 

forms had been morphed into a single more user-friendly form). Monitoring spots are not 

quite random but not dogged, and digital photos help tell the story. 

 

Cattle management changed from greater numbers (and challenges) 30-40 years ago to 12-

15 yearling weaned calves (all Luing, and placid) in an area of 100 ha in recent years. After 

six years with birch not being controlled as hoped, a change to cows made over the last 

year alternating with calves and on an all year round presence has succeeded. James noted 
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that he had wrongly predicted anticipated favourite places, and also wished he had 

switched the balance (of cows v. calves) sooner. The whole area was bracken and Molinia 

until 2006/07.  Cows have had a big impact on bracken and birch, the latter particularly 

during winter. 

 

 
Cattle in Arisaig woods       Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

The grazed glades visible now had been full of bracken, then sprayed with herbicide, 

trampled by cattle and thus opened up. Grazing and dung encourage species such as 

fescues and various herbs. Attempts to manage the ‘hammering’ of cattle in places by 

laying feed blocks around edges hadn’t worked and the area was left to the cows to 

manage. There is good birch regeneration despite deer: proof of their ability to co-exist. 

Thickets of regenerated birch here and elsewhere have helped protect regenerating patches 

of oak.  The estate monitors flexibly. If there is evidence of browsing, five or six deer are 

culled in the autumn/winter. There is no culling target though, and they recognise deer 

heft and use of the area. Birch grows on the sides of well-used cattle paths here, with oak, 

hazel and rowan protected. 

 

There is real advantage in the manager being on site and knowing intimately what any 

damage is. This contrasts with the option of reliance on management companies which 

may lack that local understanding and level of care about an area. 

 

User feedback to the quadrat monitoring scheme had initially been “No Way!”, so this had 

now been simplified to a tick box approach and the scheme was the first to involve an 

adaptive management approach, hopefully proving to Government that people can do 

relatively simple monitoring, adapting as needed, and achieve aims. It was a very good 

pilot scheme by comparison with Scottish Rural Development Programme (SRDP) 

woodland management and had been designed because the LEAP woodland grazing 

scheme didn’t work as intended in getting farmers/managers interested in what to do with 

their woodland. 
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Pine and most hardwoods in this part of the estate were planted in Victorian times, 

nibbled by the estate sawmill and many flattened in the winter storm of 2011/12. The cost 

of removing is almost equal to the value of the flattened timber so they are using this 

wood for house fuel. 

 

Rush bog areas are not really managed (other than incidentally – for example to deal with 

road flooding), as drainage is expensive and isn’t good for wetland ecology.  Within 

ditches dug for road flooding were old drainage tiles. More recent drains/ditches have oak 

planks at the bottom to keep the tiles in place. The tiles came in as ballast on puffers 

coming in to Arisaig to take estate timber out.  The early drains were dug by squads of 

Irish workers. 

 

 
 

Luing cattle are not too heavy for this type of ground. Currently there is a Simmental bull 

and 35 cows. All calves are sold. The estate would like higher numbers but this level is 

manageable in current circumstances. They sell at Oban market (good for native 

breeds). No roughage supplement is given. The feeding between December and spring 

costs £1 per head per day. The estate has to buy in feed and hay. The previous regime – of 

silage and sending cattle off to fatten up – did not profit the estate.    However, if 

subsequent support schemes change, the estate will have to change its management. 

 

James admitted to being thirled now to this scheme [‘thirled’ = Scots term for being tied to, 

obliged to, etc – Ed], though when the WGS had ended he had been unsure what to do with 

the woodland. WGS had not allowed for thought as to how the fence would be 

maintained. Now the annual payment covers the fence cost, and the fence should last 20 

years.  Deer and cattle coexist well and don’t compete with each other. Deer won’t go to 

the cattle-dunged areas. Deer can be kept at appropriate numbers and cattle used to open 

areas up. Deer are manageable and not the demon often thought. Deer numbers were 

about six reds in this 200 ha area of the estate with roe deer which he can do nothing 

about, and some sika.  In the two year gap while the estate got into the SRDP, things had 

drifted and deer got into this area, so deer are currently excluded (night-time shooting).  

The aim in this area is to maintain a fence and have no deer. Monitoring here is as 
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categorical as possible; there was stock exclusion and then bracken eradication, so there is 

strong birch regeneration. On the higher ground there are around 20 each of red deer 

hinds and stags over 6000 acres (2428 ha) – this amounts to 30-40 red hinds maximum 

between the woods and fields. There are no exclusion periods, there is always deer 

grazing, and thickets have made progress in the last six years. 

 

 

Loch Dubh area and Drumindarroch oakwood (Friday 

afternoon) 

Mick Drury 

The Loch Dubh exclosure is 210 hectares in size and was fenced in 1996, mainly for tree 

regeneration. Cattle were introduced here in 2012, the objectives being to break up thickets 

and swards to create grazed glades for butterflies including Chequered Skipper 

Carterocephalus palaemon, and around Loch Dubh Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) to 

open up loch margins and break up tussocks of Molinia caerulea for the benefit of the 

nationally rare Club Sedge Carex buxbaumii. This is one of only six Scottish Rural 

Development Programme (SRDP) grazing schemes approved within the Forestry 

Commission’s Highland Conservancy area. Some bracken control was undertaken 

initially; then 12 cows were introduced, grazing from November to June and fed pellets 

only. There are concerns about where cattle are fed; they tend to stay within half a mile of 

the feed troughs as winter progresses, leading to problems with poaching and damage to 

young Scots pine and rowan. With this in mind, James intends to move the troughs 

around. 

 

 
Loch Dubh        Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

An area of 50 hectares has been stock-fenced to protect trees planted 15 years ago. Lack of 

access for feeding and monitoring cattle, and culling rogue deer, is an issue; the cows need 
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checking, especially as the Luing breed can wander into the boggy margins around the 

loch. The scheme is not considered financially viable without SRDP support (currently £89 

per hectare). As regeneration was not forthcoming 120,000 trees were planted in 2005, at 

year 10 of the Woodland Grant Scheme. This was done via mounding, with phosphate 

added.  The trees were mainly Scots pine and birch.  There has been some salt damage to 

pines, but otherwise the trees are doing well. There was some discussion on the value of 

this new woodland to the Estate including the possibility of roe deer stalking in future. 

 

Drumindarroch oakwood. This area of 60 hectares has been included in the grazing 

scheme, but grazed during the summer only. A large area of rhododendron has been 

cleared. The objective is to get the site to Special Area of Conservation (SAC) standard. The 

recent road improvement scheme has led to re-alignment of the A830 Fort William-Mallaig 

road, with some loss of woodland and some new fencing and tree-planting. 

 

Thanks to James and Mary for an inspiring visit! 

 

 

 

 

Discussion in woodland on Arisaig Estate     Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

 

 

Arisaig Estate, with Isle of Eigg in the distance     Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 
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Friday 24th May 2013: Beasdale woods Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC) 

Phil Friston-Reilly 

Our guides were Corrina Mertens ad Martin Faulkner, both from Scottish Natural 

Heritage. 

The building of the A830 road into Mallaig was the first project to have compensation 

without public enquiry. In the original scheme, 8 hectares of the oak woodland Special 

Area of Conservation (SAC) (which hadn’t been designated as SAC until late in the 

development process in 1995) would have been lost, fragmenting the habitat into three 

distinct segments. The woodland was designated an SAC because of its sessile oak 

woodland – but in the field it looked as though pedunculate oak had either crept in or 

hybridised in some areas. 

The SAC was classed as being in unfavourable condition due to a lack of tree regeneration, 

and after being designated it was absolutely brimming with the dreaded Rhododendron 

ponticum. Fire from the passing steam train during summer months is a real risk to the 

habitat also. In 2007 rhododendron was removed from Druimindarrach (which translates 

as oak ridge) and the operation was considered a success story (though some 

rhododendron has since grown back). NWDG members helped to remove rhododendron-

lings where possible but a re-removal in the interior and the hard-to-reach areas is 

probably a good idea if ever there was one. 

After a bit of a trek through the woods (and the removal of the first layers of the day) we 

were guided towards Prince Charlie’s cave by Elizabeth MacDonald. Local oral tradition 

tells us that the fleeing prince was able to avoid capture by government forces. The cave is 

to be found almost immediately at the bottom of the gardens at Arisaig house on a western 

rock outcrop and is roomy enough to hold yours truly or a fleeing Monarch comfortably. 

 

 
Prince Charlie’s cave                Photo: Coralie Mills 
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”Onwards and upwards!” the NWDG members called and we all headed into more of the 

SAC. It was good to see the positive effect the deer fence (erected around 1996) was having 

on regeneration in the woodland, as there was a marked difference between the fenced 

and unfenced areas. Birch were springing up quite happily and there were probably little 

oak seedlings in there too. On our walk I was informed that the Arisaig area has the 

highest otter population, although we didn’t see any of the blighters. 

After a bit of a trek through some lovely coastal oak woodland we arrived at a bizarre 

swirl etched into some grass on a headland at the location of a vitrified fort. “What is a 

vitrified fort?” I hear you ask, and don’t feel alone as I too didn’t know either. It turns out 

people don’t really know how they were vitrified, except to say that they are examples of 

stone used in fortifications that have been partly melted. One theory is that the stone was 

melted during construction of the fort, for extra stability; wood that was built into the 

walls was set alight and the intense heat melted the stonework. Another theory put 

forward is that the stone was melted when the forts were attacked from the outside. I think 

I prefer the former theory but if anybody has any other theories I’d love to hear them. 

 
...we arrived at a bizarre swirl etched into some grass...             Photo: Coralie Mills 

Moving on from the fort (and accompanying swirl) our guide Martin gallantly risked his 

own safety diving after a lovely yellow specked moth. I managed to get a good look at it 

before it was released and flew away. More layers were removed as the heat increased and 

we trudged through some rather soggy areas to arrive at the ruined homesteads at 

Borrodale. Three families used to live here before being cleared out of the land. Elizabeth 

told us that around 400 people lived on the Rhu peninsula before being cleared off. The 

architecture was really rather interesting here as the building’s corners were rounded, 

presumably to escape the harsh winds coming off the sea, channelled up and buffeting the 

homes. I was surprised to hear that the buildings were probably thatched, associating 

thatched roofs with the technique involving reeds favoured in England, not realising that 
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thatching was the use of any dry vegetation. Sorry Scotland, I thought you guys either 

used wood or stone. 

The heat forced us to stop a while (and to let us take some marvellous pictures) and we 

talked on a good many topics. One topic of discussion was the potential for nationalising 

deer stalking, including the implications of the logistics of managing the scheme and the 

prevention of poaching. Other topics were touched upon and our second guide told us 

that when the compensatory habitat reaches a similar stage of species structure it will be 

subsumed into the SAC, but that currently it is not part of the designated area. A pearl-

bordered fritillary – a lovely butterfly – was caught in a net (I am told no gallantry was 

involved, although I doubt that) and we had a close look at it before it was released, after 

which we resumed our yomp through the wood. 

This SAC may be made up of native plants, but is it natural? This question was asked (by I 

think Alasdair) in response to the fact that higher up away from the sea, many of the oaks 

seemed to have been planted in twos, an old planting practice to ensure you had at least 

one tree survive. The trees were markedly taller than the ones closer to the sea and much 

less gnarled in appearance. The salt gradient was quite evident over what I thought was a 

relatively short distance. We then climbed a bit further and found what was probably a 

charcoal platform. Charcoal would have been made inside the wood and the bark stripped 

to extract tannin – a more valuable commodity than the charcoal produced in the wood. 

The material was then transported down to the shore where it would have been left to be 

collected by boat. 

 

 

 
 

 

Our walk was nearly over and after this sighting we spirited ourselves away (or were 

spirited away because we spent too long at the charcoal pit) upwards and over to the train 

station at Beasdale. This ended our time in a lovely oak wood, but we still had more time 

in Arisaig (and a ceilidh) to look forward to. I thoroughly enjoyed this session and will 

definitely have to visit the area again. 
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Saturday 25th May 2013: Larachmhor Garden, Arisaig 

Scott McG. Wilson 

 

For a group that often considers the best ways to get rid of the pesky Rhododendron 

ponticum from native woodlands, the final visit of this year’s NWDG Annual Excursion 

was something of a departure. Here we were looking at a dedicated project, pursued over 

the last 85 years, to encourage species of Rhododendron and other exotic trees and shrubs 

from around the world! 

 

 
Larachmhor Garden, Arisaig   Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 

 

Our hosts for the morning visit to Larachmhor Garden (just south of Arisaig) were Alan 

Bennell of the Royal Botanic Gardens Edinburgh (RBGE), and Ian Sinclair (ex RBGE), an 

intrepid modern-day plant collector. Larachmhor extends to 28 acres of woodland 

gardens, most nestling within a sheltered bowl in the landscape, providing a temperate 

micro-climate. The site is thought to have been the former kitchen garden of the 

Clanranald Estate at Arisaig and is still owned by the Arisaig Estate. Following 

abandonment of that use in the 1800s, parts had reverted to native birch woodland, with 
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much of the rest being planted with ‘policy woodlands’ of beech, spruce, western hemlock 

and silver fir. These now provide additional ‘side and top shelter’ for the frost and 

exposure-sensitive exotic shrub and tree collections. 

The latter were initially established within the woodland during the 1920s and 1930s by 

John Augustus Holms. A wealthy and eccentric Glasgow stockbroker, and descended from 

one of the prominent Paisley textile dynasties of the nineteenth century, Holms’s first 

garden project was at Formakin Estate in Renfrewshire, where he had commissioned an 

Arts and Crafts mansion by Robert Lorimer (known as the ‘monkey house’ from the 

curiously carved stone figures surrounding its prominent gate-house). However, he 

believed that the climate there was too exposed for his prized Rhododendron collections and 

sought a west-coast garden. This was at the time when Inverewe, Benmore and Arduaine 

had already become famous and Sir George Campbell was creating his Rhododendron and 

exotic tree collection at Crarae. Holms reached agreement with the then owners at Arisaig, 

the Astley-Nicholson family, to lease Larachmhor and install there a resident head 

gardener, John Brennan. The site was attractive due to the proximity of the Mallaig 

railway, allowing the easier arrival of specimens and guests from the south, at a time when 

most west coast gardens depended on the steam yacht and the puffer for access. Holms 

and Brennan built up a fine collection of over 200 species Rhododendron and other exotics 

between 1927 and Holms’s death in 1938. Larachmhor was credited with having the first 

flowering UK specimen of Rhododendron sinogrande, much to the chagrin of the Royal 

Botanic Gardens, Edinburgh at that time. Some noted specimens were dispersed to other 

collections following Holms’s death, but Brennan remained on site unpaid and managed 

to preserve much of the Larachmhor collection through the war, when much of the estate 

was used for commando training, and until the early 1960’s. 

Since 1962 the gardens have been progressively restored by a team of dedicated weekend 

volunteers from the RBGE who took on the lease from Arisaig Estate. Although personnel 

have changed much over the intervening years, the current team proudly celebrated the 

50th anniversary of their initiative in 2012. Many new introductions have been made in a 

number of genera (Rhododendron, Magnolia, Trachycarpus, Eucryphia, Araucaria, etc), 

stemming from the conservation works of the RBGE in China and South America 

(including the Conifer Conservation Programme) and Ian Sinclair’s own expeditions. Some 

specimens were in full flower in late May 2013, giving a spectacular and colourful visual 

display. The gardens are opened to the public on a casual basis but do not form part of the 

formal RBGE network. A number of sustainable “club huts” have been created within the 

gardens to facilitate informal RBGE volunteer weekend work parties.  Recent challenges 

have included the construction of the new A830 bypass road below the railway line at the 

top of the garden. Although original suggestions of a routeing through the main body of 

the gardens were ‘headed off’ by effective scientific persuasion, the revetment of the new 

road has caused some drainage modification that is currently being remediated within the 

gardens. Some shallow-rooted shelter trees have blown over in recent westerly gales, and 

preservation of ‘top shelter’ of beech and western hemlock remains both essential to the 

garden and a challenge. Several ‘leggy’ specimen Rhododendrons have blown over but 

continue to survive and flower. 

The dedicated custodians of Larachmhor do share one aspiration with many of the other 

sites that NWDG have visited on this and previous excursions – the invasive Rhododendron 

ponticum from the Caucasus is on their list for removal too, as it competes all too 

effectively with its more ‘delicate and interesting’ Himalayan and Chinese cousins in their 

collection! 
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More scenes at Larachmhor Garden, Arisaig (photos: Scott McG. Wilson) 
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ARTICLES 

Paradigm shift? 

Alasdair Boulton 

Recently there have been many interesting discussions provoked partly by James Fenton’s 

article and the responses to it. The original article approached the concept of ‘naturalness’ 

and how we use this concept to decide how we should manage land. The responses from 

Peter Quelch and Scott McG Wilson rightly challenged some of the more controversial 

aspects, but in my opinion these discussions largely omitted the most crucial part of the 

issue: the place of people in the development of the landscape and how decisions made by 

individual people affect the environment. Peter Quelch and Scott McG Wilson appear to 

readily accept the recent influence of humans on woodlands but overlook that this 

influence has been strongly felt over a very long time-period. James Fenton appears to 

deny long-term human influence in a different way – in terms of place rather than time. 

The development of woodlands in the Scottish Highlands happened at the same time as 

the development of human settlement and the spread of human culture. Separation of the 

two is not possible. The main areas which James Fenton talked about, the north-west 

Highlands, bring this debate into sharp focus because people may even have reached the 

area before some tree species – species usually thought of as ‘native’. Ash, for example, did 

not spread north of the Great Glen until around 4,000 years ago. 

 

 

Figure 1. Isochrone map of the empirical limit of Fraxinus excelsior pollen in the British Isles. The 

isochrones are based on data from the sites represented by dots and are shown as radiocarbon years BP. 

Sites where there is no pollen-analytical evidence for local presence are shown as open cirles. Reproduced 

from Birks 1989 by permission of the author. 
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Humans have lived in coastal areas of the north-west Highlands since at least 10,500 years 

ago, and quite possibly since the end of the last glaciation, long before ash trees reached 

these areas. If ‘nativeness’ as a concept is based on the supposed natural spread of tree 

species, without human intervention, it is hard to apply it here. Humans were doing 

things in the west-coast Highlands that would surely have affected the spread of trees like 

ash. This makes the native/non-native debate much less relevant in these places and in fact 

highlights just how artificial a concept ‘nativeness’ can be. Should ash be considered non-

native north of the Great Glen? Like beech, it got there after the people, and conceivably, 

like beech, it was transported and spread by people, particularly as it is so beneficial for 

livestock. 

Because trees are so big and live for so long we tend to think of them as natural. A tree I 

plant might live for five times as long as I do, yet appear part of a ‘natural’ woodland 

ecosystem, thereby eventually, as a veteran, becoming seen as ‘semi-natural’.  When, as 

ecologists, we consider the environmental factors associated with semi-natural woodland 

we tend to study the relative differences between different sites as sampled at one point in 

time. This enables useful comparisons to be made between different woodland areas, and, 

by referring to the original sampling as baseline data, to compare the same site at two or 

more points in time. It is the basis of classifications such as the NVC and Peterken’s ‘stand-

types’. 

However, site-based surveys centered on a site through time rather than on ‘woodland’ are 

much more useful for illustrating long-term change in woodlands. The site and the 

woodland are not the same: the woodland changes over time, the site does not; differences 

between sites affect how the woodland changes. Recent work, such as that by Richard 

Tipping at Torbhlaran in Argyll, is showing how it is possible to study long-term changes 

at individual site level. 

Furthermore, we know now that individual plant species responded differently to climate 

change at the end of the ice age and spread at different rates, in some cases forming plant 

assemblages that have no modern analogues (e.g. pine/hazel mixes). Plant communities, 

even woodland types as defined by various classifications, are artificial human constructs. 

We tend to think of ‘ashwoods’, ‘beechwoods’, birchwoods’, ‘oakwoods’ and ‘pinewoods’, 

but these do not really exist. These names are actually just concepts, tool-words which are 

the mind’s best method of dealing with the many complicated objects located in a place. 

Because woods with trees that are strong and old tell us many things about ourselves and 

the way we see the world around us we tend to want to compare these woods to other 

woods and even to identify woods as individuals. They are not really this either. 

Although some parts of the Highland landscape are very lightly touched by human 

influence, Highland woods are clearly not entirely natural. They are part of a land affected 

by our ancestors in ways we can hardly now imagine. Although we may have thought of 

‘naturalness’ as being a guide to the way we manage woodlands, ‘naturalness’ itself has 

always been our own concept. From the time the first hunter’s spear killed a Highland 

wolf we have been responsible for actions which affected the environment and its 

‘naturalness’. 

Yet I can still see the value of envisaging different ‘degrees of naturalness’, because so 

many of us find the concept useful. Maybe we should also be aware of the connection 

between ‘naturalness’ (or ‘un-naturalness’) and technology, and in particular of the 

connections between technology, management and ‘ownership’. 
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The aesthetic or romanticised ideas of designed and ‘natural’ landscapes introduced by 

landowners in the 19th Century were often counter to actual natural processes. These ideas 

have also affected many parts of the Highlands; among others, long-term effects on the 

landscape have resulted from species such as Rhododendron introduced at this time. 

James Fenton’s original article mentioned plantings of Scots pine in the north-west 

Highlands. Some of these plantings achieve nothing in terms of adding biodiversity, and 

are almost certainly going to be carbon sources, rather than carbon sinks. In some ways 

they are as bad as the afforestation of the Flows, since they are done by people who should 

know better, funded on the premise that they are ‘enhancing biodiversity’. It is hard to see 

how a rocky moorland landscape, such as that shown below, could have been effectively 

managed by people at any point in history. The peat is shallow and interspersed with 

rocky debris. There is sprawling dwarf juniper, so burning must have been rare. In the 

areas of deeper peat there is not even evidence of the prehistoric pine stumps seen so often 

in the Highlands. 

 

 

Figure 2. Mounding for new native planting of Scots pine near Gairloch, March 2012. The 

mounding extends above 400 m altitude into sub-montane habitat. Mounding visible as dark 

dots in central part of photo (see arrows).  Photo: Alasdair Boulton. 

 

The Flow Country afforestation was once, like these schemes, promoted as ‘green’. I think 

that a common denominator between these projects, as well as many others, is a desire by 

individual people to show that they can influence and, fundamentally, that they can ‘own’ 

the land. I can also conceive that this may be at the root of many people’s objections to 

plantations, particularly to plantations with strongly defined boundaries. Without these 

boundaries the land at least has the appearance of being ‘natural’, owned ‘in-common’ and 

unalterable. Of course I may be wrong, and it may all be economics... 

Outside Wester Ross there are many Highland glens de-populated and de-forested which 

would be much more suitable locations for the expansion of woodland and woodland-

based communities. The restoration of Planted Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) (and of 
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some afforested areas near ancient woodlands) would also be a better option in many 

places than the planting of open hill and wood pasture that we saw on excursion visits at 

both Alladale and around the Wood of Cree. 

At a strategic level we should make consensual decisions on plant-health and biosecurity, 

and on the protection of biodiversity and carbon balance, but fundamentally, without an 

almost unworkable amount of bureaucracy there is no universal ‘woodland strategy’ in 

Scotland. Again, decisions should be site-based and balance woodland and non-woodland 

interests. Funding mechanisms should reflect this. To be meaningful for woodland, which 

is a large-scale ecosystem with large-scale processes, we need to consider large sites or 

groups of sites and the complexities within them, recognising also the land that is never 

likely to be woodland. The ‘wilderness approach’ to nature conservation (which has no 

defined outcomes) referred to by James Fenton therefore becomes increasingly relevant 

when we look at the ecosystem as a whole, rather than just the parts of the landscape with 

trees. 

The philosopher Heraclitus said over 2,500 years ago: “no man ever steps in the same river 

twice”; at different times, both the man and the river are different. The woods and bogs of 

the north-west Highlands must be very different today from what they were when the 

Athenians were themselves clearing Mediterranean scrub. But today, with the information 

resources available to us, we are also very different from the Ancient Greeks or the 

inhabitants of Scotland 2,500 years ago. We should be in a far better position than them to 

understand that we have always influenced our woodlands and that we continue to do so, 

even the ones we think of as the most natural. 

 

 

In Frank Herbert’s original novel ‘Dune’, a book with a complex environmental theme, the 

Mentat Thufir Hawat, Master of Assassins, says:  “A process cannot be understood by 

stopping it. Understanding must move with the flow of the process, must join it and flow 

with it.” . We need to recognise that woodland and all other plant communities are only 

episodes in the landscape and that all are dynamic ecosystems. Some places change 

quickly, some stay in stasis for long time periods; the processes that affect these dynamics, 
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how humans influence the processes and the impact of modern human technology are the 

real determiners of ‘naturalness’. Of course we cannot preserve the processes, but we can 

allow them the place – and time – to occur. Seeing what is really happening in woods is 

not easy, but the first step towards this should be to recognise that our ideas of how woods 

should be is not always a reflection of what they really are. 
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NEWS FROM OTHER WOODLAND ORGANISATIONS 
 

Forest Policy Group news – November 2013 
Forest Policy Group 

This has been a busy year for FPG, and next year is shaping up similarly.  We have had 

two physical meetings since my last report (March newsletter) but there has been a lot of 

sparky conversation throughout the year via the e-group, and numerous strands of work 

are now in hand or somewhere in the cooking stage.  One feels that in a subtle way part of 

this energy relates to the quiet buzzing going on in Scottish society at the moment about 

next year’s big vote.  Of course FPG is about policy and is not political, but our 

deliberations cannot help tripping over the question of independence and what it might 

mean.  Thinking hard about forestry in a small country needing more trees and more 

opportunities for its people is one very real way of imagining the future, in which the 

opportunities and 

obstacles in 

forestry seem to 

mirror many of 

those facing society 

as a whole – 

localisation versus 

centralisation, 

quality and 

diversity versus 

quantity and 

uniformity, long 

term versus short 

term, the wide 

economics of well-

being versus the 

narrowly-derived 

numbers on the 

balance sheet. 
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Our energised state also owes much to good fortune in the funding department – we are 

delighted and very grateful to have received grants this year from the Schiehallion Group 

and the Network for Social Change.  Thanks as well to NWDG members for the share of 

your subscription which comes to FPG each year, and thanks equally to Reforesting 

Scotland, the Community Woodlands Association, Borders Forest Trust, Dynamic Woods 

and the Patsy Wood Trust. 

 

Woodlots 

It has also been exciting to witness the rising star of the Scottish Woodlot Association 

(members of FPG) with establishment of Scotland’s very first woodlot (new form of tenure 

in this country, based on a system established in British Columbia), on Corsewall Estate in 

Wigtownshire (see www.scottishwoodlotassociation.co.uk and 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kUo5lraLyL4).  This great step forward was followed 

by a very promising debate in the Scottish Parliament based on a motion by Aileen 

McLeod MSP: “That the Parliament…considers that promoting a diverse Scottish forestry 

sector that encourages people to become involved in managing woodland for themselves 

is a positive development for rural Scotland”.  Watch this space! 

 

Development planning and forestry 

Our October meeting was enlivened by a presentation from Neil Sutherland, architect and 

builder (Makar Ecological Homes), on the difficulties of getting planning permission for 

houses or small business premises in woods.  What chance of securing 25% woodland 

cover if we are discouraged from living in association with it?  Should we instead impose a 

condition of planting a few hectares of woodland on permissions to build?  That might be 

a very painless way to increase forest cover.  We hope to publish this paper on our website 

next year.  This led us into a brief discussion of the mad gulf between our current forestry 

and construction industries.  Construction presently consumes ever more non-renewable 

resources, for ever shorter-lived buildings, but might one not logically expect production 

of construction quality timber, of all types, to be one of sustainable forestry’s main 

purposes and drivers? 

 

Forest ownership 

Our submission on forest ownership to the Land Reform Review Group (LRRG) seems to 

have been on target and has provided LRRG with a useful basis for deliberations (in 

dialogue with Andy Wightman) about the types of information Scotland needs to gather, 

to progress with land reform.  Interestingly, the Scottish Affairs Committee of the 

Westminster Parliament recently held its own consultation on land reform in Scotland 

focussing mainly (not entirely) on reserved aspects, asking how Scotland’s pattern of land 

ownership compares to that in other countries, what are its benefits and disadvantages, 

and to what extent this pattern is reinforced by subsidy and taxation arrangements.   FPG’s 

response summarised findings from the work Andy Wightman did for us, and noted that 

grants and tax relief currently favour an investment model of forestry which is not 

maximising the full range of benefits and which distorts land values.  We are now looking 

into some further mini-topics on land tenure. 

 

Deer 

Our submission to the LRRG on deer has led to collaboration with Scottish Environment 

LINK’s deer task force, which recently gave evidence to the (Scottish) Rural Affairs, 

Climate Change and Environment committee (RACCE), on the premise that ‘damage 

http://www.scottishwoodlotassociation.co.uk/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kUo5lraLyL4
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caused by high deer populations to natural heritage assets – in the absence of natural 

predators – is one of the most pressing conservation issues in Scotland’.  (See the proposal 

‘Getting deer numbers under control’ on our website, and the LINK paper here 

http://www.scotlink.org/public/itemlisting.php?id=915).  This work will be on-going into 

2014. 

 

Meeting with Forest Enterprise (FE) 

At the end of January 2014 we are meeting (in the Trossachs) with Simon Hodge and other 

FE staff to hear about (and see some of) their work and plans for productive broadleaves.  

Other topics on that agenda are FE disposals, forest holdings, woodlots and hutting, and 

deer management. 

 

Beyond the Big Tent 

The last Big Tent festival at Falkland (Fife) was the most successful ever, but so big it has 

had to become a victim of that success.  The Centre for Stewardship (also an FPG member) 

has an alternative plan for next June, to hold a craft collaboration event.  This will 

comprise a four-day summer school based on the Geddes principle of ‘learning by living’, 

including various different learning streams led by other organisations.  FPG has been 

invited with Reforesting Scotland to contribute to a theme related to wood, wealth and 

well-being.  Dates are to be confirmed, but meanwhile more information about this event 

is available on the Centre for Stewardship website (or by email to 

info@centreforstewardship.org.uk ). 

 

Economics 

Another plan for the coming year is to do some thinking about the economics of forestry, 

looking at how we measure its workings, and asking whether we are measuring all the 

right things.   The current model of forestry uses economic justifications, but as we all 

know a highly-centralised, mechanised and uniform industry imposes a lot of hidden costs 

and misses out many of the benefits of something more diverse, locally driven and locally 

responsive.  Small sawmills like Scottish Wood in Fife, picking up on timber rejected by 

the bigger mills, make a lovely range of useful products not available elsewhere, and 

create a lot of jobs per log.  Anyone with thoughts or suggestions on this topic, please 

contact me (details below). 

 

Your voices 

Last but not least, we are presently rebuilding our website and will be launching the new 

site shortly.  This will still be the repository for all of FPG’s papers and will feature a sign-

up facility for anyone interested in downloading our work.  It will also feature a blog, and 

we would be delighted to hear from any of you who might like to contribute to this.  At a 

recent NWDG committee meeting we talked about how social media and dynamic 

websites are changing the ways in which organisations and individuals can share and air 

their thinking.  Not an original thought maybe, but using the FPG blogspot to air some of 

the very considerable collective wisdom represented in NWDG seems like a no-brainer.  

So if you have a burning issue about Scottish forestry, or just a little niggle, or a good idea 

(and which of you doesn’t!), please do get in touch (Rick Worrell rick@thinkingtrees.co.uk 

is the contact for this).  Blogs can be anything from half a side of A4 you might dash off in 

an hour, up to 3 or 4 pages, so feel encouraged!  I will let you know when the new website 

goes live.  Meantime, if you have any comments, queries or suggestions about FPG’s work, 

please do get in touch with me, Ruth Anderson, via admin@forestpolicygroup.org or on 

01796 474327. 

http://www.scotlink.org/public/itemlisting.php?id=915
mailto:info@centreforstewardship.org.uk
mailto:rick@thinkingtrees.co.uk
mailto:admin@forestpolicygroup.org
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FORTHCOMING EVENTS AND TRAINING COURSES 

 

NWDG Excursion and 40th Anniversary Celebratory 

Conference; 21st -25th May 2014; based at Kingussie 

Ruth Anderson 

Next May will be the time to celebrate 40 years of the NWDG – the first 40, that is. 1974 

was the first meeting (indoors in Inverness, no woods) of what then called itself the Native 

Pinewoods Discussion Group, later broadening to Native Woodlands, and spawning the 

Native Pinewood Managers Group along the way.  So, a good time to reflect on what has 

been achieved during that 40 years, and have a think about the next 40 and beyond. 

At the Galloway excursion in 2012 we visited Castramon oak wood, formerly coppiced but 

long out of use, now a really lovely Scottish Wildlife Trust reserve in which two or three 

tiny pockets had been felled experimentally.  We had a lively discussion there about felling 

say one third of the whole wood, and re-starting coppicing like they are doing in Cumbria.  

This led on to the economics of felling and extraction – big lorries want big loads, big mills 

don’t want funny shapes and sizes, but might the local sawmill not be interested?  There is 

a good market for oak flooring in Scotland (we currently import tonnes of it from France), 

and a need for jobs and opportunities in the locality.  What was striking about this 

moment was how much in agreement we all were that use would be the best way to 

ensure the long term survival of the wood and all that’s in it, and to deliver more besides – 

timber, jobs, skills, local resilience.  That seemed like a very ‘mature’ moment for the 

NWDG, and it is from that basis that we are planning next year’s event, to look at how we 

have used native woods in the past, how we are using them now, and how, if we made 

more use of them, we might better safeguard and expand the resource for the future. 

The event this time will run over four days, from Wednesday evening till Sunday 

lunchtime, hopefully allowing more of you to attend for at least some part of it, and 

welcoming a wider audience than usual.  It will combine a mix of indoor presentations 

and discussions, investigating the use of native woodlands from the past to the future, 

with the usual outdoor fun in a range of woods chosen to illustrate this spectrum – 

pinewoods of course, but other, broadleaved woodlands from montane down.  It will of 

course also include a ceilidh and perhaps a subtle element of celebratory drama.  We are 

delighted to have kind offers of support from Forestry Commission Scotland and the 

Cairngorms National Park. 

Fuller details of the programme and a booking form will come to you at the start of next 

year.  Meantime, we hope you will be tempted to put the dates in your diaries and pass the 

word around.  Any enquiries or suggestions to Ruth Anderson, 

ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk or tel. 01796 474 327. 

 

mailto:ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk
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NWDG workshops in 2014 

 Bryophyte and lichen workshops: probably in autumn 2014 (the usual time of year for 

NWDG lower plant workshops); no details available yet, but probably available some 

time in spring 2014. 

 Winter Tree identification workshop to be held probably January/February 2014.  

Focus on native trees, but with additional tuition on trees in context (ie woodland 

types and conditions).  Potentially one centrally (possibly Callander Wood, Falkirk), 

and one in Argyll (Gordon Gray Stephens to help with this since AGWA members 

would be interested).  Ruth to organise.  Participants probably from wider than 

NWDG – farmers, community woodlanders, maybe also some agency staff – therefore 

a need to advertise widely.  

 Drama workshop to be held during March/April 2014; date and place to be confirmed 

(somewhere in Strathspey); an inspirational workshop to develop drama elements for 

the excursion to celebrate the 40th Anniversary of the NWDG. This would take place 

over two days and have indoor and outdoor elements. Workshop to be led by Juliet 

Robinson and Ruth Anderson – sure to be a fun and rewarding experience.  No 

experience necessary.  Contact Juliet julietpcrobinson@gmail.com. 

 

Also on the list of possibilities: 

 Specialist willow identification workshop: possibly in spring 2014. 

 Basic tree identification workshop: trees in leaf; along same lines as winter one; 

possibly in summer 2014. 

 Conifer identification: to be confirmed. 

 Woodland art (drawing/painting): to be confirmed. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

 

The Ancient Pinewoods of 

Scotland: A traveller’s guide by 

Clifton Bain 

Published by Sandstone Press, Dingwall, April 

2013. 224 pages; hardback, with colour 

photographs and diagrams and black-and-

white illustrations.  ISBN 978-1-908737-25-0. 

Cost £24.99. 

Review by Alison Averis 

 

The shelves in Scottish bookshops groan 

under the weight of guidebooks written for 

visitors to the mountains, lochs, towns, castles 

and other monuments of Scotland.  Where to 

go – what to see – where to stay – it's all there.  

Why, asks the author in the introduction to 

this book, has nothing similar been done for the pine woodlands, an equally distinctive 

and precious part of our landscape and history? 

 

It is partly for this reason that The Ancient Pinewoods of Scotland: A Traveller's Guide has 

been written.  It invites readers to make their own journeys of exploration, not just to the 

big, well-known pinewoods of the eastern and central Highlands with their visitor centres 

and noticeboards, but to the hidden fragments in the remote cold glens of the far north, or 

among the intricate folds of the western hills. 

 

The book begins with a concise but informative introduction to the ecology, wildlife, 

cultural uses, history, conservation and management of pine woodlands.  This section 

succeeds in presenting the information in a way which will not confuse the lay reader, 

while at the same time not talking down to the specialist – a fine achievement. 

 

One big difference between this and the average guidebook is that it aims to encourage the 

visitor to visit the woods using public transport, a bicycle and his or her own feet, rather 

than add to the interminable queues of traffic that already blight so many Highland roads.  

This reflects the way that the author himself travelled to and around the sites he describes.  

There is a well-written section on access to the woods, describing the old tracks, bridges 

and passes that lead into the hills and even giving some advice on how to avoid coming to 

the attention of midges and ticks.  The photograph of the author in action shows that you 

don't even need a proper mountain bike to follow his routes, though as someone who has 

done a lot of off-road riding in Scotland I might have suggested to readers that a bike with 

big tyres and decent front suspension would possibly be more comfortable. 

 

The largest part of the book is devoted to 38 pinewood sites, divided into the seven groups 

– based on ecology and geography – that were identified by Steven and Carlisle in their 
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study of Scottish pine woodlands in 1959.  The first group includes the isolated and little-

known pinewoods of the far north.  Then come the woods of Wester Ross, exemplified by 

the magnificent stands on the shores of Loch Maree but also including a tiny relict stand in 

a ravine on the western slopes of An Teallach.  Next described are the well-known and 

extensive woods around Glen Affric, followed by those extending down the Great Glen to 

the west coast at Barrisdale, in Knoydart.  These are followed by the best-known woods of 

all, and the ones that come to mind when the Caledonian forest is mentioned: the forests of 

Strathspey (one group) and Deeside (another group).  Finally there are the southern pine 

woods between Glen Orchy and Rannoch Moor, including the Black Wood of Rannoch. 

 

Each account includes a brief description of the wood, giving its size and location as well 

as a summary of what is known about its history and use.  Some of these snippets of 

information are quite fascinating.  For example, there's a pine tree in Glen Loyne that is 550 

years old: it has been growing since the 1460s and is still living in a world utterly changed 

from the time in which it germinated.  The pine trees on Shieldaig Island were planted to 

provide poles for fishermen to dry their nets on.  In the 18th century there was a pine with 

a girth of 5.5 m in the woods beside Loch Arkaig.  In Abernethy forest there is the only 

British population of a beetle that lives in the pools that form when trees blow down and 

leave a crater in the ground. A photograph of Sgurr Ghiubhsachain (peak of the pine trees) in 

Cona Glen is a common embellishment on the lids of shortbread tins.  And the children 

who lived in Glen Einig in Sutherland had to cross the river on stilts to get to school and 

back each day.  However, most of the information in each account is about management 

past and present, rather than about ecology and wildlife, which is interesting but perhaps 

a missed opportunity to show that pine woods are not only valuable habitats but also vary 

enormously over their range. 

 

These descriptions are followed by notes for travellers: how to get there from the nearest 

railway station, where to leave your bike, and where to stay for the night.  The routes into 

the woods are clearly described and would be easy to follow even without a map, though 

the Ordnance Survey map number and grid reference are also supplied.  Finally, there are 

translations into English of the local place-names: another nice touch which gives more 

clues about the vegetation and land-use in these areas in earlier times. 

 

One of the best things about this book is that it is lavishly illustrated with photographs 

that are not only stunningly beautiful but that also really put across the feel and 

atmosphere of the Highland pine woodlands.  You only have to look at some of them to 

wish yourself there: exploring those woodlands; following that path as it winds away 

through the heather; breathing in that sparkling, resin-scented air and listening to the birds 

singing. 

 

There are some proof-reading errors here and there, for example where some scientific 

names are given in italics and others in plain text, and where a misplaced comma could 

make the reader pause for thought before the meaning of a sentence becomes clear.  

However, there are probably not enough of these to annoy people who aren't as obsessive 

about these matters as I am! 

 

Although it's more of a coffee-table book than an academic texbook, this one contains more 

useful information than most.  I think it will inspire readers to visit pine woodlands and 

find out more about them.  If I had a coffee table I would be happy to have this book on it. 
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Plants and Habitats: an introduction to common plants and 

their habitats in Britain and Ireland by Ben Averis (2013) 
396 pages; illustrated with colour photos and B&W drawings.   

ISBN 978-0-9576081-0-8.  £25 + p&p. Available from www.nhbs.com and 

www.benandalisonaveris.co.uk.  Production supported by financial contributions 

from Forestry Commission Scotland and Scottish Natural Heritage. 

 

Review by Sandy Coppins 

As a lapsed lichenologist, I was looking to turn my attention to 

getting to know flowering plants better, so Ben’s book has come 

along at just the right moment. What a delight this book is – such 

a useful, friendly, easy-to-use guide to flowering plants, and (and 

this is the clincher) their habitats. Some years ago (1977), Barbara 

E. Nicholson completed a series of 15 habitat posters for the Natural History Museum: 

paintings illustrating plants typical of each habitat (and the little monogram BEN 

appeared in the lower right corner of each poster). I remember poring over these, but of 

course, they were huge (75 x 50 cm, a bit smaller than A1), so not comfortable to refer to. 

There are of course many books on the identification of flowering plants of the British 

Isles, so what is different about this book? As Ben says: “It’s written in plain English”, 

without recourse to botanical terms, and that certainly helps to give confidence for those 

starting to look at plants; for example, instead of describing a leaf as ‘ovoid-lanceolate’, 

Ben simply says ‘narrow oval’. 

What is included? The layout plan is on one page and is simplicity itself: the species are 

ordered into three main sections – Woody, Grassy and Other. Even I can follow that – but, 

can an ID book on plants really be as simple as this? Yes, it seems it can, and this is the 

strength of Ben’s book – that he has gone back to basics and laid out the plan to follow in a 

completely easy format. If you have decided your plant is not woody or grassy, the ‘key’ to 

get you started with attempting to ID your specimen is contained on half a page – there are 

six categories to choose, based on leaf shape and arrangement. So, for example, if you 

decided your plant had ‘whorled, leaves undivided, in groups of three or more’, (and there 

is an small photographic illustration to give you a hint as to interpreting this basic 

description), then you go to page 212. Here you find a page describing the main plant 

groups contained in this category, with a simple summary table of the main features. 

Then, pages of examples of closely similar species within the Bedstraws (main group), and 

others, which includes Horsetails. 

It is a book that requires discipline though – you won’t get far just flicking through to look 

at pictures. You have to look carefully at your specimen. So often, if you are trying to 

identify from photographs of plants you could find you haven’t captured the crucial 

features. A plant in the hand is worth two on the screen. And Ben does say that you should 

be able to use the book even if flowers are absent. But the thrust of the book is to attempt 

to put individual plants into the context of their habitat and vegetation, so it is strongly 

geared to linking with the National Vegetation Classification (NVC), but also to 

management. The identifying physical characteristics of individual species are given 

(usually with a colour photograph), together with the habitats in which it is likely to be 

found, plus the relevant NVC categories, and then (where appropriate) a comment on how 

habitat management is relevant, e.g Devil’s-bit Scabious Succisa pratensis is found in 

unimproved grassland, and is palatable to grazing animals. This is all such useful stuff, 

but very compactly delivered. 

http://www.benandalisonaveris.couk/
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I am particularly keen on Ben’s diagrams of plant parts, especially what features to look 

for in attempting to identify, for example, rushes. The diagrams of arrangements of 

dormant buds on broadleaved trees (included as a running head on the broadleaved trees 

and shrubs section) are particularly useful. So much detail is packed into these pages. The 

drawings of the main parts of a plant at the end of the book are clear, uncluttered and easy 

to understand: another example of Ben’s careful skill and artistic talent. 

It works, that’s the great thing. Is it fool-proof? Yes, I think so, as I took it away with me 

from looking at saltmarsh and sand dunes in East Lothian, to species-rich chalk downland 

around Salisbury, up the acid-heathy slopes above Loch Carron in Wester Ross (where the 

Devil’s-bit Scabious was flowering profusely), and even a stab at the flora of Jersey, and 

felt pretty happy that I was able to arrive at what seemed to me to be the right species. 

However, with only 700 species in the book, you can stumble upon something that is not 

included; everyone is going to find that one or more of their ‘favourite’ species is missing – 

for me there were no Toadflaxes Linaria spp. or Hedge Mustard Sisymbrium offinale.  And 

although Dogwood Cornus sanguinea is included, the similar Buckthorn Rhamnus cathartica 

is not. But perhaps to offset this, Ben has been fairly comprehensive about including 

several agricultural or non-native species which have escaped the field and garden and are 

commonly found on field and road margins and waste ground: for example Oil-seed Rape 

Brassica napus, Black Mustard B. nigra, Charlock Sinapis arvensis, White Mustard S. alba. 

There are useful sections which help to differentiate ‘look-alike’ and easily confused 

plants, such as Wild Basil Clinopodium vulgare, Marjoram Origanum vulgare, Woundworts, 

Hemp Nettles, Mints, Betony, Red dead-nettle and Self-heal. I always struggle with these, 

so was happy to be able to see them grouped and their differences clearly described. 

There is a section on ‘Mosses and other moss-like plants’, which starts off with a simple 

introduction:  ‘A few things about how these plants look and how we can look at them’, 

which is fundamental with getting to grips with bryophytes. Thirty-two pages are devoted 

to bryophytes, with a particularly useful section on Sphagnum. And lichens? Yup, one 

page: ‘A few lichens’. God bless him. Five species (or species aggregates such as Usnea 

species) are listed and illustrated, which is good, as this book could not deal with greater 

detail about lichens, but it is so important that they are mentioned, as they are of course a 

significant part of British vegetation. 

Maybe another strength of this book is that there appears to be a slight bias on upland and 

northern flora, which is a refreshing change from the majority of flower identification 

books which seem focussed most strongly on the southern English flora. There is also a 

strong emphasis on putting plants into the context of their habitats, understanding what 

grows with what, where and why. Hence a very useful little summary giving 

straightforward explanations of terms such as ‘acid rock’, ‘basic rock’, ‘mineral soil’, 

‘eutrophicated’, etc. At the back of the book are 39 pages describing (and illustrating) 

habitats – the book is certainly worth getting for this alone. There are detailed summary 

lists of the NVC communities, plus tables of Phase One habitats (codes, common names 

and NVC equivalents), UK Biodiversity Action Plan habitats, Annex 1 Habitats of the EU 

Habitats Directive, etc., in fact all a struggling ecological consultant craves to find 

described and listed in one place! In addition (and here perhaps the upland and northern 

bias of the book is most evident), there are seven pages (earlier in the book) devoted to 

Heather condition, with photographs to illustrate various stages and effects on heather 

moorland under different management regimes over time.  What an amazing 

compendium. 
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NATIVE WOODLANDS DISCUSSION GROUP CONSTITUTION 

Name: The organisation shall be the Native Woodlands Discussion Group. 

Aims and objectives: The purpose of the group is to encourage interest in native woodlands, their 

ecology, management and history. 

Membership:  Membership of the group will be: (a) Individual, (b) Family (1.5 x full rate) or (c) 

Concessionary (0.5 x full rate).  Membership of the group will cease 18 months after the payment of 

an annual subscription. Committee will advise the Meetings Organiser for the year of the fee for 

attendance of non-members. 

Officers and committee: 

a. The group elects a committee. The committee shall co-opt or appoint such officers 

as are considered necessary. Officers will be eligible to vote at committee meetings. 

b. Committee members shall serve for three years, but shall be eligible for re-election. 

c. The chairperson shall be nominated by the committee and endorsed by the Annual 

General Meeting. 

d. All members are free to attend committee meetings. 

Accounts: 

a.    The financial year shall be the calendar year 

b. The committee will set the annual membership fee before the end of October. 

c. The treasurer will keep accounts and present a financial report by 15th March each 

year. The accounts shall be independently audited by a competent person before 

presentation. 

Annual General Meeting: An AGM shall be held at such a date as is determined by the committee. 

Notification of that meeting shall appear in the newsletter at least one month prior to the AGM.  

Business at the AGM shall be determined by a simple majority except changes to the constitution 

which shall require a two-thirds majority of those members present.  Family membership entitles up 

to two votes if both are present.  The chairperson and the treasurer will each submit a report at the 

AGM. 

Meetings: The committee shall organise or authorise any member to organise such meetings as 

considered desirable. 

Publications: The committee shall approve such publications as are considered desirable, and which 

carry the group's endorsement. 

 

NWDG OBJECTIVES AND ACTIVITIES 

Objectives: The purpose of the Group is to encourage interest in native woods, their ecology, 

management and history, with a particular emphasis on Northern Britain. 

Activities: 

 Organise at least one Field Meeting with related discussion each year. 

 Organise Workshops on subjects suggested by members (initially two per year). 

 Issue Newsletters (currently two per year) with an emphasis on members’ contributions. 

 Maintain contact with like-minded organisations through the membership. 

Membership: This is open to any interested individual. (There is no corporate membership.) 

Subscription: According to the following categories -  

   Ordinary individual   £20 per year 

   Family     £30 per year 

   Concessions./Unwaged   £10 per year 

Subscriptions should be sent to the Membership Secretary (Alison Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East 

Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; tel: 01620 870 280; email: alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk).  There is a £2 

annual discount for those paying by Standing Order: please ask for a form. 
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NWDG COMMITTEE CONTACT DETAILS 

Chair: Coralie Mills; tel: 0131 669 9385; email: coraliem@hotmail.co.uk 

Minutes Secretary: Ruth Anderson, Dundavie, Glen Fincastle, Pitlochry, Perthshire, PH16 

5RN;  tel/fax: 01796 474 327; email: ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk 

Treasurer & Membership Secretary, and Website Editor: Alison Averis, 6 Stonelaws 

Cottages, East Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; tel: 01620 870 280; 

email: alisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

Newsletter Editor: Ben Averis, 6 Stonelaws Cottages, East Linton, East Lothian, EH40 3DX; 

tel: 01620 870 280 / 07767 058 322; email: benandalisonaveris@tiscali.co.uk 

Field Meeting: Ruth Anderson, Dundavie, Glen Fincastle, Pitlochry, Perthshire, PH16 

5RN; tel/fax 01796 474 327; email: ruth@dundavie.wanadoo.co.uk 

Woodland History: Mairi Stewart;  email: mairi_skye@hotmail.com 

Woodland History: Jonathan Wordsworth; email: 

j.wordsworth@archaeologyscotland.org.uk 

Member: Alasdair Boulton; email: alasdair_boulton@hotmail.co.uk 

Member: Sarah Toulson; email: sarahtoulson@googlemail.com 

Member: Juliet Robinson; email: julietprobinson@gmail.com 

Member: Christina Byrne; email: christina.byrne@cyfoethnaturiolcymru.gov.uk; tel: 07968 

146 829 

 

NWDG website:  www.nwdg.org.uk 
 



 

 

      

 

 

NWDG excursion visit to Beasdale woodland on Arisaig Estate on 24th May 2013 (photos by Coralie Mills) 



 

 

 

Arisaig Estate in May 2013 (photo by Scott McG. Wilson) 
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