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EDITORIAL 

Ben Averis 

Welcome to the Autumn 2017 newsletter, which consists mainly of 

the reports from the NWDG Excursion based at Killin, 

Stirlingshire, in May-June 2017, and a piece about the late Donald 

McVean, a very eminent pioneering Scottish ecologist and past 

NWDG member. As always, many thanks to those who contributed to this issue. Please do 

send me anything that you would like to see in future editions of this newsletter (see notes 

below on newsletter contributions). 
 

NOTES FOR NEWSLETTER CONTRIBUTIONS.  Next deadline (for spring 

2018 newsletter): 15th March 2018.  We welcome any woodland-related material, 

such as group/organisation reports, news items, letters, book reviews and 

illustrations.  Please send written material (ideally <1500 words long) by email, with 

your contact details.  NEW PUBLICATIONS.  If you have written or co-written a 

book/booklet which would interest our members, we can enclose your fliers with 

our mailings (free to individual members but a £20 charge, to cover postage & 

packing, for organisations and non-members).  We can 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 can usually get a free review copy from the publisher, and if you 

review it the book is yours to keep.  PDF FILE.  If you want to receive future 

newsletters electronically as PDF files and not in printed form, please send me an 

email requesting this and tell me the email address you want the PDF file to be sent 

to.  Thanks. 

Ben Averis.  Email: ben.averis@gmail.com  Tel: 01620 830 670 / 07767 058 322 

 
 
 
 

NOTES FROM THE CHAIR 

Kate Holl 

Goodness, what a whirlwind of a year it has been – as I sit here by the fire listening to the 

wind gusting around outside, tearing the leaves off the trees, and reflect on how much has 

happened in these past six months. 

For me personally this year has been dominated by my Churchill Fellowship Where have 

all the flowers gone?  to visit woods in different parts of Europe where there are no or 

few large herbivores. 

The idea for my project grew out of re-visiting one of Peter Wormell’s exclosures on the 

last day of the NWDG Excursion to Mull in 2015.  I was so astonished at how quickly the 

species-rich luxuriant vegetation inside the 30 year-old exclosure had been degraded once 

the deer and livestock had been let back in.  After less than two years, what had been a 

little oasis now looked no different to the rest of the Mull’s overgrazed and degraded 

landscapes.  If I had not seen what it had looked like beforehand with my own eyes, I 

would not have believed that it could ever have been so lush. 

As a result of the long decades and centuries of overgrazing, Scottish woods have lost a 

huge part of their biodiversity.  It’s as if they are missing their ‘filling’ – they have a canopy 

mailto:ben.averis@gmail.com
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and a ground layer….but everything in between has been eaten out!  The flowers, and the berry-

bearing shrubs, the climbing plants and all the other creeping and trailing species that fill 

up the understorey have mostly gone, but even if they are still there, they rarely get to 

flower and fruit.  Consequently, there is little food for the insects, small mammals and birds 

and nowhere for them all to make their homes.  This must have devastating and far 

reaching consequences for woodland biodiversity and productivity. 

Now that I knew what was possible, I had begun to think about how different the 

vegetation of Scotland might look if there were quite a lot fewer munching mouths 

around… and that gave me the idea of travelling to visit woods in other countries where 

there is already low herbivore pressure, and where the climate and geology are comparable 

to Scotland to see what the understorey of these woods would look like. 

During my six week fellowship I visited some very beautiful and inspiring woods – from 

the Pyrenees to Iceland, and you can read all about what I saw in my blog: 

https://wherehavealltheflowersgonesite.wordpress.com/  I also hope to write in a little 

more detail about my findings in the next NWDG Newsletter. 

In the meantime, to whet your appetite – here (on back cover) is a photo of a typical 

Icelandic birchwood where large herbivores have been totally excluded for around 100 

years.  As you can hopefully see from the photo, this Icelandic wood is literally stuffed full 

of flowers.  Most of the woods in Iceland that I saw were like this.  Unlike our species-

poor, grassy woods, the field layer of these ungrazed woods was dominated by flowering 

herbs.  All of the flowering plants in the photo above are also native in Scotland, but you 

will rarely see them growing in such profusion here as they do in these Icelandic woods. 

If woods can be this productive, and have so much biodiversity with no large herbivores 

present, it makes you wonder about the role of large herbivores in native woodlands… but 

perhaps that’s a subject for another discussion! 

Because I was away travelling in May, I wasn’t able to join this year’s field excursion to 

Highland Perthshire, which by all accounts was, as usual, a very full, fun and interesting 

event – so if, like me, you were unable to come along this year – you can read all about 

where they went and what they saw and discussed in the Excursion reports in this 

Newsletter. 

We also have a report on the Herbivore Impact Assessment workshop that the NWDG 

ran in the spring.  Although this particular workshop was well attended, we have found that 

interest in our ‘traditional’ bryophyte and lichen workshops has been right down this year.  

So we would like to hear from you: perhaps there are other workshop topics you would 

like us to cover instead? 

The Organic Research Centre and the Soil Association have this year been running well 

attended workshops on agroforestry in Scotland, as this type of land-use has once more 

become a ‘hot topic’ in policy circles.  However, it has not yet had much take-up with 

farmers in Scotland.  I attended a workshop held last month on Andrew Barbour’s hill 

farm in Perthshire where we saw how he has integrated the planting of native woodlands 

with his hill-sheep enterprise to improve the profitability of that business, while at the same 

time enhancing the biodiversity and timber potential of his farm.  There is a huge potential 

for more of this kind of integrated land use, and thus more trees, in the Scottish hills, but 
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perhaps there is first a need for more ‘pioneering’ farms to demonstrate and persuade 

others of the considerable merits of this system. 

I should also mention that we have just held another successful woodland history 

conference – our 22nd – and for a change we went outwith our normal venue of Battleby to 

the designed landscape at Murthly Castle, Perthshire.  There were interesting talks about 

the significance of Perthshire as ‘Big Tree Country’ for the first North American conifers 

which were planted here are now among the largest trees in the country.  As usual, there 

will be a Conference Report in due course with write-ups of all of the presentations, so 

look out for that if you didn’t manage to make it along to Murthly. 

We are in the midst of planning next year’s field excursion, to be based in the Strathglass 

area.  It looks set to be packed full of interesting woods, so we look forward to seeing you 

at this, or one of the other events planned for the year! 

Best wishes, 

Kate 

 

 

 

 
 

NWDG ADMIN REPORT 
Alison Averis 

At the time of writing, we have 171 paid-up 

members and I am waiting to hear from a further 

nine who have been sent reminders.  If you are one of these people, please can you let 

me know whether you are going to continue as a member or would like to be removed 

from the data-base. 

Email communications to one or two members are being returned as undeliverable 

each time I send out a mailshot.  If you didn’t get the information about the recent 

history conference, you are one of these people.  So, if you wish to hear about 

forthcoming NWDG events and have changed your email address in recent months, 

please can you send me a message (alisonaveris@gmail.com) and I’ll amend your 

details.  Many thanks. 

The bank balance currently stands at £10,927.09. 

Although I am keeping the website up-to-date with events, it’s becoming increasingly 

difficult to maintain it and to add documents and photographs in its current form: we 

really need to change to a more modern platform.  If anyone out there is an expert on 

websites, or has had particularly good experiences with a particular platform or 

provider, please get in touch. 
 
 

mailto:alisonaveris@gmail.com
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2017 EXCURSION – STIRLINGSHIRE / PERTHSHIRE 

This year’s excursion, from 31st May to 3rd June 2017, was based at Killin, at the south-west 

end of Loch Tay.  A total of 72 people took part, and from what I’ve heard they all had a 

pretty good time visiting a very varied lot of places, discussing what they saw, listening to 

evening indoor talks, having a ceilidh and being generally sociable. 

Here is a map showing the locations of the places visited; this is followed by a series of 

written reports from the excursion. 
 
 

 
 
 
Talks at Killin Hotel on evening of Wednesday 31st May 2017 

Tim Collins 

Graham Findlay (Environmental Manager for Forest Enterprise Scotland – Tay Forest 

District): The Black Wood and its management 

Graham introduced the south Rannoch forests, and their relationship to the 1000 hectare 

core that is the Black Wood. He described an emerging habitat network to the south, with 

links to the east and west as well. He focused on the on-going efforts to manage a healthy 

Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland (ASNW) core and new habitat networks through tactical 

work on the extant riparian corridors, by restoring native pine and broadleaf woodland on 

the Planted Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) and attending to a significant montane 

restoration opportunity. He closed by asking the NWDG assembly to consider the 
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presentations and the walks and talks that would touch on the ecology, the social histories, 

the cultural ecology, the monitoring and what all of this means in terms of the Black Wood 

and its place in Scotland’s future: what is it for, and who is it for? 

David Edwards (Social Scientist at Forest Research): Cultural ecology, biodiversity and ecosystem 

services 

In the light of Graham’s talk, David asked: what would happen if we let go of the idea of 

naturalness and embraced a continuum from natural to cultural? How do the spiritual, the 

aesthetic and the cultural aspects of a forest find a foothold in a field where complex 

forests are reduced to the provisioning and regulating services they produce for society? 

Isn’t biodiversity tied in some ways to this non-utilitarian experience and value of forests? 

He asked how we might reveal and enable the complicated histories and narratives of 

places like the Black Wood. How to secure a discursive public interest in these forests for 

the foreseeable future? Finally, if we embraced the cultural alongside nature, conservation 

science and forestry management, would these places look any different? Would we do 

different things in them, monitor and manage them differently or find new ways to 

respond to them? Or would we begin to engage with these forests or with each other in 

ways that we cannot predict? A follow-up question asked about humans as essential and 

historic components of Scotland’s ecosytems and the relationships between cultural 

ecology and local economic development. The response raised additional questions about 

locating the value of places like the Black Wood amongst national as well as regional 

interests. 
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Rick Worrell (forest ecology consultant): Scotland’s native forest apple 

Rick outlined a project on native crabapples (Malus sylvestris) which is supported by the 

Scottish Forestry Trust amongst others. A write-up of some of the issues raised in his talk 

can be found in Reforesting Scotland Journal 56: Wild Again. In conclusion, the project 

engendered the support of numerous experts in the field and amongst the membership of 

NWDG – as they struggled to find 200 trees, whose identification was often complicated 

by escaped domestic apple trees. The final maps would show gatherings of trees in 

Dumfries and Galloway, Ayrshire and the Trossachs. The project has identified plenty of 

trees in the eastern borders and areas of Highland Perthshire. The project team would not 

identify a single publication or journal article on the crabapple in the UK. He closed with 

an overview of the historic migration of wild apples of Asia moving along the silk road, 

hybridizing with crab apples in Greece and Turkey before moving into northern Europe. 

 
 
Creag an Lochain (in the Ben Lawers range) – Thursday 1st June 2017 

Claire Winsch 

Our excursion was led by Andrew Warwick, the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) site 

officer for the Ben Lawers area.  Ben Lawers is Scotland's tenth-highest mountain at 1214 

m.  It became NTS property in 1950, through the generosity of Percy Unna, in order to 

conserve its arctic and alpine flora.  The Meall nan Tarmachan range (including Creag an 

Lochain – the site of our visit in 2017) was bought in 1996 and is managed for restoration 

of its montane willow scrub.  The base-rich rocks and soils support a very rich flora. 

 

 

Creag an Lochain (in the Ben Lawers range)           Photo: Claire Winsch 
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The Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) undertook the initial management planning for 

Ben Lawers, with the objective of maintaining the diversity of plant species.  For example, 

there are numerous willow species including mountain willow Salix arbuscula, woolly willow 

S. lanata, net-leaved willow S. reticulata and, on steeper hillsides, downy willow S. lapponum. 

Dark-leaved Willow S. myrsinifolia also grows well here. 

Willow scrub is found just above the tree-line in mountain areas, but also occurs with sub-

montane woodland up to and above the tree line.  Willows and tall herbs grow together on 

Meall nan Tarmachan. 

The one pollen core taken at the lochan showed no willow, but now Salix arbuscula is 

abundant, growing close to the surface on higher ground. (Willow pollen does not show 

well in cores because it is insect-pollinated.  Pollen cores tend to show what was growing 

within a 15 to 20 metre radius.) 

When the NTS and NCC took over management, there was a very small population of 

downy willow: when the biggest plant fell down it represented a 30% loss of the 

population.  This situation led to the creation of experimental enclosures: more permanent 

enclosures were built with the help of financial donations. 

A 7 km fence now encloses a core area of 193 hectares of mostly steep ground.  The fence 

is an off-set electric fence 1.2 m high.  It keeps out sheep and red deer, but not roe deer. 

The electricity is not always switched on as it seems that once stung, the animals remember 

to steer clear of it and the herds learn to avoid the fence even if individual animals have not 

encountered it.  The fence has a low visual impact, to reduce bird strikes (on ptarmigan, 

black  and red grouse), and ridge-line locations have been avoided in order to minimise its 

landscape impact. This section lies within a much larger fenced area that reaches to Killin, 

within which the grazing rights are controlled by the NTS. 

It is difficult to regenerate populations from small numbers.  For example, woolly willow is 

dioecious, occurring as either male or female trees.  Unlike other native catkin-bearing 

trees, female catkins of woolly willow are insect-pollinated rather than wind-pollinated.  

Birch also needs cross-pollination, but there is low viability in birch seed, with only 3 to 6% 

germination. 

20,000 willows have been planted, and it is hoped that they will become a seed source.  The 

willows were planted at only a year old, to avoid the risk of canker in the nursery. 
 

 
Net-leaved willow (Salix reticulata) at Creag an Lochain           Photo: Alison Averis 
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Juniper was also in decline, with no sign of regeneration.  A total of 10 juniper plants were 

known to exist, all on inaccessible ledges, but they declined by 30% in 10 years.  These 

junipers did well until they fell off (the ledges were insecure).  It is a dynamic habitat and 

rock falls cause plant deaths. 

The remaining junipers were all female.  Seed was collected from the Mar Lodge area every 

second year for 10 years.  Juniper seeds germinate in the second year after collection, and 

may still be viable after three or four years.  The seeds are crushed and left on sand through 

the winter.  They are sifted out in the summer and put in the dark to eliminate liverworts, 

and are then laid out again on sand.  Junipers are planted at six years old; they take 10 years 

to produce seed.  There was much die-back last winter, but the surviving trees are now 7 to 

10 years old. 

There are mountain hares here, in small numbers.  They bite off the apical shoots of 

shrubs, but this stimulates branching.  Another local hazard is a fungus which attacks 

blaeberry sometimes to the extent that the species disappears from the hillside, but it may 

be replaced by cowberry. 

We were shown the site of a shieling at about 550 m above sea level.  A Ben Lawers 

archaeology project identified 9,000 year-old Mesolithic remnants including burnt willow.  

There are many Bronze Age cup and ring marks and many shielings; this is the densest area 

of such ruins in Scotland, and indicates the fertility of the land. 

Cattle transhumance continued until the mid-1700s.  Sheep were introduced in the 

eighteenth century, with consequent human depopulation.  The cattle grazing had been low 

intensity; this is confirmed by pollen analysis which indicates there was open woodland 

here until the 1550s.  It is thought that those woodlands were managed.  Cattle droving 

started in the 1550s and the woodland then disappeared very quickly, due to a hugely 

increased demand for cattle.  The pollen analysis showed there was hawthorn, hazel and 

birch.  Andrew Warwick commented that hawthorn can be established fairly easily but 

hazel is difficult to grow. 

Some intrepid souls ascended to the top of the ridge to look at a denser population of 

willows, while others explored the botanical diversity of the lower slopes.  Many plant 

species were identified by the group, including roseroot, mountain sorrel, mountain avens 

and alpine ladys’-mantle.  A green-veined white butterfly was spotted, and also buzzard, 

willow warbler, raven, meadow pipit, a possible peregrine and definitely a pair of kestrels. 
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Creag an Lochain (low-ground option) – Thursday 1st June 2017 

Carol Crawford 

A small group took the low ‘road’, led by Helen Cole (National Trust for Scotland Visitor 

Manager at Ben Lawers).  Helen has been here for over 20 years, starting as a ranger, so she 

has great knowledge of this site and how it has changed as a result of the montane scrub 

restoration project.  All the plants have benefitted: there is more growth and flowering as a 

result of deer pressure being minimised. 

Our route was still undulating and challenging, but pleasantly enriched by the company and 

the flora.  We saw most of the montane scrub species: juniper, downy willow Salix 

lapponum, mountain willow S. arbuscula, dark-leaved willow S. myrsinifolia as well as the more 

usual grey willow, eared willow, birch and alder, mostly planted (though all present in the 

area before planting took place).  Helen was encouraged to see the mountain willow taking 

root in a recent landslip. 

Among the plants flowering cheerfully were early purple orchid Orchis mascula, heath 

spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza maculata, yellow saxifrage Saxifraga aizoides, mossy saxifrage S. 

hypnoides, moss campion Silene acaulis, alpine bistort Persicaria vivipara, alpine lady’s mantle 

Alchemilla alpina and the more familiar primrose, wood anemone, water avens and violets. 

We headed to an impressive white quartz outcrop (see photo on back cover), which you 

feel sure was important to our ancestors who camped nearby.  Roseroot Sedum rosea grew 

by the outcrop. On the way back to the minibuses, the first globeflower Trollius europaeus of 

the year was spotted. 

 
 
Tombreck – Thursday 1st June 2017 

Mary Winsch 

Tombreck farm, which lies on either 

side of the A827 below Ben Lawers, 

was a traditional Loch Tay sheep farm 

until Tobar Brown inherited it from his 

mother.  The buildings and fields were 

essentially derelict.  With the help of 

friends and new tenants and the expert 

advice of his wife, an eco-architect, the 

farm has been turned into a thriving 

and innovative ‘organic’ enterprise.  It 

comprises about 100 hectares, of which 

about a third is woodland, some being 

designated a Site of Special Scientific 

Interest.  There is also rough grazing on 

Ben Lawers.  Tobar has sold some of 

the grazing rights on the National Nature Reserve to the National Trust for Scotland. The 

tenant who currently has sheep on the fields and rough grazing is retiring.  The numbers of 

Tobar Brown 
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sheep will be reduced, and cattle brought in.  Pigs are already stocked in the bracken 

patches. 

The old farm buildings were re-roofed and converted into homes and long-term lets.  

Enough building conversions were sought to trigger the planning rules which permit 

clusters of new homes to be built in the countryside.  The new self-build houses include 

straw bale structures.  A large community centre was constructed out of local timber, with 

sheep’s wool insulation, solar power and reed-bed sewage treatment.  As a community 

build it attracted Big Lottery Fund grants.  It is used for council meetings, training courses, 

scout events and social gatherings and has a professional kitchen and art studio.  On site is 

a venison larder and a farm shop, and large kitchen and herb gardens. 

There were existing lochside woods that have been protected from grazing and are re-

coppiced.  New 15m-wide strips of native species have been planted around the fields on 

the poorest land, all protected by deer-fencing.  Tobar wants to create a community trust 

farm.  The new small-holders would each get 16 hectares of field with attached wooded 

margins to utilise.  The farms on the loch used to be ferm touns, so this development 

would bring people back into the neighbourhood. 

Mairi Stewart explained the history of the area.  It was part of the Earl of Breadalbane’s 

estate.  A 1769 plan shows the ferm touns, which were to be restructured into single 

tenancies, the numbers of sheep increased and the land management system 

compartmentalised, so that the woods could be exploited separately.  The old Tombreck 

longhouses are on a terrace below the modern farm buildings.  There are ruins of farms 

above the road, but these were occupied for only a generation or so.  Many of the farmers’ 

sons were drafted into the Fencibles during the Napoleonic Wars, and subsequently the 

people migrated away from the loch. 

On the lochside are oakwoods that were last cut for pit props in the 1950s.  Historically, 

they were cut for tanning bark and charcoal, some of which was used at Taymouth Castle 

and probably also in the local smithies.  Later, much bark went by water to Perth, where it 

was used in the textile dye works.  Another use for the wood was to make spokes. 

Tobar was unable to show the group his farm but Andrew Warwick, who lives there, took 

us down through the oak, ash, alder, willow, hazel and aspen woods to the lochside where 

we saw a cuckoo, merganser, mute swans, hirundines and a common sandpiper. 
 
 
Boreland Estate ashwood, Glen Lochay – Thursday 1st June 2017 

Donald McPhillimy 

This was a delightful walk down through an enclosed oak/ash/hazel wood, in the company 

of the keeper/forester Morven Frost.  Morven grew up on the estate in Glen Lochay where 

his father was gamekeeper.  She gained some experience in Caithness and Sutherland and 

has recently returned to the glen, to his father’s job. 

The wood is probably around 20 hectares in size and is unmanaged, with a deer fence 

around it.  The fence is starting to break down after being in place for 20-25 years, and 

there are a few deer in the wood.  No deer have been culled for 4-5 years.  The ash and 

rowan are regenerating but there are very few specimens between 30 cm and 3 metres in 
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height.  The soil is base rich, leading to a good diversity of flora.  Wood ant hills and 

badger runs were observed. 

Star of the show was a veteran coppiced oak which had several rowan seedlings growing 

within its forks.  Excursion members decided to measure its circumference by seeing how 

many people it took to encircle it.  The answer was 7.3 ‘hugs’, equating to an estimated 350 

years of age. 
 

 
Old oak at Boreland, Glen Lochay     Photo: Donald McPhillimy 
 
 

Editor’s note.  Alan Crawford had been a possible joint report writer for this site visit, but 
he reckoned the above piece by Donald said it all.  This is what Alan wrote in a brief email: 

Not much to add as it was a fairly brief visit, but it was a lovely spot, and by the 
wee burn especially it felt fresh. Oak and beech ferns were particularly easy on the 
eye. And the big oak was a pretty impressive highlight. 

 Just short comments from Alan but I’ve included them here because I like his use of 
words to convey the feel of that place, and because I think it’s OK to allow little extra bits 
and pieces like this in between the more ‘formal’ ones. 
 
 
Moirlanich Longhouse – Thursday 1st June 2017 

Judith Anderson 

The last visit on Thursday was to Moirlanich Longhouse.  It had been a long day and 

everyone was flagging a bit by this time, so I did wonder if this wee building would keep 

people’s attention!  However, most folk seemed to love it and took their time poring over 

photos and artefacts and examining details of the structure.  Moirlanich is special because it 

is a very rare and well preserved example of its type, complete with some internal fixtures 

and fittings. 
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A longhouse is basically a long rectangular building with human accommodation at one 

end and a byre for livestock at the other, separated by a timber partition. It was a common 

form of dwelling across rural Scotland in the 18th and 19th centuries.  Moirlanich was 

acquired and restored by the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) in 1992: we were met by 

Eleanor Murray of NTS, who gave us a potted history of the site and its inhabitants.  The 

building dates from the 19th century and was home to four generations of the Robertson 

family, and was last lived-in in 1968.  The family were horse breeders and also kept dairy 

cows, a brood sow and a ‘fierce black bull’. 

Construction and use of timber 

Moirlannich uses an old traditional system of construction commonly known as cruck-

framing.  Pairs of naturally curved timbers (called couples in Scotland, and crucks in 

England) are joined in an A-frame and support the whole weight of the roof down to the 

ground.  The walls are not load-bearing and can be clay, turf, wattle or, as at Moirlanich, 

stone. 

Moirlanich’s roof timbers have been analysed and dendro’d by Anne Crone and Coralie 

Mills.  The couples are mainly ash with some elm and one piece of sycamore.  While native 

oak and pine have been researched to establish chronologies against which samples can be 

compared to work out felling dates, this is not yet true for ash, elm and sycamore.  There 

was some pine used for smaller timbers in the roof – the purlins and cabers – but these 

were too small to yield useable data. 

The two timbers of each couple are pegged at the top and braced by short timber collars, 

forming the A-frame.  Between each pair of couples are purlins which support rows of 

cabers (poles) of pine on which is laid a layer of turf (grass side down).  On the turf are 

layers of thatching material which would be periodically renewed.  This included areas of 

bracken, rush, rye straw, wheat straw and cereal straw thatch. 

In about 1940 the thatch was covered by a corrugated iron roof, which is what you see 

today.  ‘Crinkly tin’ was first patented in 1828 and was commonly used from the later 19th 

century as a replacement for thatch.  The cottage looks quite low and small from the 

outside and, because of its 

corrugated roof, does not look 

particularly special.  However, inside 

you can see the old roof couples and 

also remnants of the thatch.  

Everyone remarked that internally 

the space was impressive, especially 

in the kitchen and byre end where 

the full height of the roof couples 

was visible.  Other features of 

interest are the hingin’ lum (hanging 

chimney – i.e. chimney to hang 

meat/fish in to smoke), several box 

beds, some items of furniture and 

clothing original to the house and 24 

layers of wallpaper! 
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Black Wood of Rannoch – morning of Friday 2nd June 2017 

Steve Brown 

Black Wood of Rannoch – one of Scotland’s most iconic Caledonian pinewood reserves, 

subject to Special Area of Conservation and Site of Special Scientific Interest designations, 

is monitored and managed by Forest Enterprise Scotland, primarily for biodiversity 

conservation and low-impact outdoor recreation. 

The morning of our visit was dry and clear as our party drove for about an hour and a half 

through a wonderfully varied landscape of lochs, rivers, mountains and forests.  We were 

greeted at the Black Wood by Doug Howieson and his staff from Forest Enterprise 

Scotland, who manage the reserve. 

Following a short walk through the forest we stopped at a clearing that overlooked the site 

of an old settlement.  This proved to be an appropriate spot for our first speaker Mairi 

Stewart.  Mairi is currently a freelance historical researcher specialising in environmental 

history.  She has written a paper commissioned by Forestry Commission Scotland on the 

history and management of the Black Wood of Rannoch through the ages, and gave our 

group an enjoyable and informative description of its history and culture. 

The Black Wood of Rannoch is closely linked with the Robertsons of Struan who owned 

the wood for 500 years from the 14th century until the mid-1800s. Alexander Robertson of 

Struan, a fierce Jacobite supporter, has perhaps the unique distinction of being ‘out’ in all 

three rebellions, surviving them all.  His estates were forfeited by the government and 

placed under state control from 1752 until 1784.  The system of selective felling in 

existence when the government took over was continued during their custody.  Veteran 

trees were left to grow old as smaller more manageable pines were removed.  Species other 

than pine were not valued and estate workers were encouraged to remove both birch and 

alder for local use.  The Black Wood went out of Robertson ownership in 1855 when it 

was sold to the Wentworth family of Yorkshire.  The wood continued to be exploited 

during the Napoleonic wars, during the First World War and finally during the Second 

World War.  The Canadian Forestry Corps set up camp during the Second World War at 

Dall, building a sawmill, the remains of which can still be found.  It is estimated that 12,431 

cubic metres of timber was removed at this time.  The wood was bought by the Forestry 

Commission in 1947 at a time when the ‘Commission’ focused on building a strategic 

supply of timber; managing native pinewoods was not then seen as a priority.  Despite this, 

the Black Wood was recognised for its conservation value and almost from the very 

beginning the wood has been monitored to measure its ecological health. 

Throughout history, the Black Wood has supported craftsmen such as wood workers, iron 

makers and saw millers, foresters and tenant farmers, and has been a steady source of 

income for the laird and for the area.  Despite long and continued management the wood 

has shown great resilience and survives as a living museum of past culture, history and the 

Gaelic language, and a place that has become a natural reserve offering a sense of 

wilderness. 

We then continued along a track to a small clearing beside a large granny pine.  Beside the 

large pine stood a stand of pole stage pine that had apparently regenerated on an area that 

was previously cleared for growing potatoes.  It would be unusual for Scots pine to 
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germinate naturally and grow well in such an enriched site, but this may be an exception 

that proves the rule. 

We were then introduced to David Edwards, a Forest Research social scientist based at the 

Forest Research Northern Research Station, and two artists, Tim Collins and Reiko Goto, 

currently working in the Black Wood.  Tim and Reiko are environmental artists who have 

been working together since 1985.  They are interested in the ways that creativity can 

contribute to ethics and human culture, and collaborate with a range of disciplines, 

communities and living things.  According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, culture is 

the sum of attitudes, customs and beliefs that distinguishes one group of people from 

another.  Culture is transmitted through language, natural objects, ritual, institutions and art 

from one generation to the next.  As a large Caledonian pinewood remnant, the Black 

Wood is an important location as a natural biodiversity reserve, and it is on this premise 

that past management ideas have been focused.  Tim Collins postulates that it is also a 

place of artistic inspiration and spiritual experience, and offers a complex aesthetic.  It is 

also important as a cultural heritage reserve for the Gaelic language and customs, and there 

is a sense of identity and belonging from the local community.  Tim Collins is an 

interesting and engaging speaker who thinks deeply about the environment and introduced 

us to the concept of the ‘cultural decoy’.  A ‘cultural decoy’ is intended to lure the 

participant into a relationship with the environment.  This concept seems to have hunting 

connotations.  As a hunter can set a trap for the prey then the prey can use a decoy to 

confuse the hunter.  Mention was made of an old hunter’s ladder, laid against a tree to 

access a deer seat.  This is now reverting back to nature and is gradually being subsumed by 

the forest, but this object invites passers-by to think about its purpose within the forest and 

to think more deeply about the forest itself.  The artists are perhaps putting forward the 

idea that the main focus on conserving the natural habitat is restricting the value of the 

woodland, and that other factors such as cultural significance, artistic inspiration and 

spiritual experience are also equally valuable.  This thought-provoking talk certainly 

encouraged us to talk about the community of trees and the hidden secrets within the 

Black Wood of Rannoch. 
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Black Wood of Rannoch – afternoon of Friday 2nd June 2017 

Scott McG Wilson 

The afternoon of our visit to the Black Wood of Rannoch focused on two major aspects - 

(i) the exceptional record of ecological monitoring at this site and (ii) the factors that 

should be taken into account when deciding on future management. 

At a discussion stop at the terminus of one of the ‘Peterken-Backmeroff’ transects, we 

heard from Graeme Findlay, Richard Thompson and Rob Coope, of Forest Enterprise 

Scotland, as to how the site is subject to a suite of ecological monitoring techniques.  The 

oldest of these (Forestry Commission Experiment 49/1 – a deer-fenced regeneration trial 

exclosure) dates back to the immediate post-war period, shortly after Forestry Commission 

acquisition of the wood. This has shown the significant effect that deer can have in 

restricting regeneration, as the pinewood has recovered from selective wartime fellings.  

More recent sets of plots and transects have studied the development of stand structure 

and natural regeneration levels over time, by means of repeat monitoring.  These include 

the meticulous ‘Peterken-Backmeroff’ and regeneration survey transects in the north-

eastern sector of the reserve area.  Erection of a perimeter deer fence, and a continuous 

programme of deer culling within, have allowed natural regeneration of Scots pine, birch 

and rowan to be recruited and a complex stand structure to develop.  There remained 

uncertainty among participants that current levels of pine seedling and sapling regeneration 

were sufficient to perpetuate the stand.  One could visually identify two or three cohorts of 

post-war pines, but the youngest of these now looked to be 15-20 years old. The dense 

Calluna-Vaccinium-Molinia-Sphagnum ground vegetation might act to restrict seedling 

establishment without disturbance. 
 

 

 

Graeme Findlay addressing the group in the Black Wood of Rannoch  Photo: Scott McG Wilson 
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We also considered the balance between biological, ecological and socio-cultural factors 

which should influence any future management within the Black Wood of Rannoch.  This 

discussion was framed by Tim Collins and Dave Edwards in terms of cultural history and 

artistic/literary perspectives.  Previous management here has been primarily determined by 

biodiversity conservation priorities and associated designations, particularly given the 

geographical remoteness of the site from centres of population (by contrast, for example, 

with the Speyside pinewoods).  It is currently maintained as a limited-intervention Forest 

Reserve.  This can be caricatured as the preferred approach of a specialist elite ‘green 

cognoscenti’, with possible vulnerabilities of future public grant-in-aid to management.  

However, an improved understanding of the social and historical significance of these 

pinewoods leads some to feel that the Black Wood should in future be managed for a 

wider range of objectives, including public access and interpretation and local community 

sustainable offtakes, along Scandinavian lines (e.g. woodfuel, game, berries and fungi) – a 

living historical landscape approach.  The latter would be likely to require changes to 

implementation of conservation designations and a significant loosening of ‘policy control’.  

The balance of opinion seemed to lie on the side of maintaining the current biodiversity 

reserve approach to management at this remote and iconic site, though perhaps not 

elsewhere. 

During the afternoon we saw parts of the canal system created in the wood during the 

Napoleonic Wars, allowing timber to be floated to a water-powered sawmill at Dall – 

evidence of the fundamentally different objectives prevailing in the Black Wood’s past. 
 
 
Castle Menzies – Friday 2nd June 2017 

Judith Anderson 

Castle Menzies was the last visit on Friday, following on from the Black Wood of 

Rannoch.  The castle was completed in 1577, and after falling into dereliction in the 1950s 

was bought and restored by the Menzies Clan Society to be opened to visitors.  We were 

met by the Castle Manager, Major David Henderson who gave us an excellent and 

entertaining welcome to the site. 

The origins of the castle are uncertain, but it is likely that part of the structure dates to the 

early 16th century before it was enlarged into the present z-plan form.  Castle Menzies is 

one of a large group of fine Scottish houses dating from the late 16th century, and features 

many of the trappings of castellated architecture – turrets, gunloops and corbelling – 

without much serious military intent.  Most, Menzies included, were built round the core of 

an earlier tower and were surrounded by fine walled gardens, orchards and parks. 

Roof timbers:  The main purpose of the visit was to look at the roof structure in the 

castle’s Lang Garret or Long Gallery.  The roof has massive A-frame joists of native pine – 

traditionally thought to be from Rannoch or Meggernie forests.  Again, Coralie Mills had 

done some analysis and dendro work on these timbers and reported a felling date of 1572 

from sampled timber from 55-90 years old. The bulk of the timber in the roof was even 

younger than this, implying fast-grown trees. 

The felling date fits closely with the date of 1577 carved on one of the dormers and the 

contemporary Chronicle of Fortingall which records in the summer of 1577 the castle of 
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Weym was “byggth and ended” – built and finished.  Coralie pointed out that the roof of the 

NE tower was oak and looked to be re-used timbers.  There is no budget (yet) to date 

these, but it may be that they were part of the pre-1577 roof. 

The investigation of the roof timbers was part of a major multi-disciplinary project – The 

Scottish Pine Project – analysing native pine as a resource primarily to map climate change 

but with many applications for archaeology, building history and land-management.  

Samples studied include sub-fossil recovered pine (growing c. 8000 to 500 years ago), living 

trees (oldest about 500 years old) and pine from buildings such as Castle Menzies.  Read 

more about this project at : https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/catch/projects/the-scottish-

pine-project/ 

On the way out of the castle many folk stopped to read about Archibald Menzies.  The 

early plant collector was born near the castle in 1754: a surgeon, botanist and explorer he is 

most famed for bringing back the monkey puzzle tree.  His most important discovery was 

Pseudotsuga menziesii – but of course David Douglas got all the credit for that one! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Castle Menzies 

 
 
 

https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/catch/projects/the-scottish-pine-project/
https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/catch/projects/the-scottish-pine-project/
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Minutes of NWDG Annual General Meeting at Killin Hotel on Friday 2nd June 2017 

Ruth Anderson 

1  Minutes of 2016 AGM. Approved (proposed Rachel Avery; approved Simon Stuart). 

2  Highlights from the Chair (Alan Crawford, in Kate Holl’s absence). Kate Holl was unable to 
attend the meeting, having gained a Winston Churchill Travelling Fellowship to look at herbivore 
impacts in woods in other countries. In her absence, Alan Crawford referred (topically!) to SNH’s 
recently published Deer Management Review and highlighted one or two of its main findings, including 
this “Grazing by deer and other herbivores is a major cause of unfavourable condition of natural 
features in protected areas”. 

3  Admin Report (Alison Averis). Due to pressure of work, the accounts for the year April 2016 - 
April 2017 were not yet available but would be audited and published in the autumn newsletter. The 
bank account had a balance of £9291.25, and membership stood at 184 members. The History 
Conference had made a profit; last year’s excursion had covered its costs; this year’s excursion would 
likely do the same or be close. The Lower Plants workshops had run at a small deficit (as per agreed 
policy) but this was due to high sign-up and running some of them twice to welcome all comers. 

4  Social Media (Coralie Mills, in absence of Sarah Toulson and Tim Collins). There had been 
quite a lot of new people joining the NWDG Facebook Group, several through Reforesting Scotland 
and Rewilding Scotland. It was agreed to share news with like-minded groups (Reforesting Scotland). 

5  Woodland History Report (Noel Fojut; apologies Mairi Stewart). Following on from another 
successful conference in 2016, plans for the 2017 conference were in hand. The proposal was to hold 
and indoor-outdoor event at Murthly Castle where there was early planting of natives and exotics and 
the family had a history of active involvement in woodland management. The format would be 
presentation of 3 or 4 papers in the morning, followed by lunch and a walk/discussion in the afternoon. 
The venue was limited to 60 people so NWDG members were to be given first option for booking. 

6  Workshops (Alan Crawford). Four workshops had been held since last AGM – 2 bryophytes (Ben 
and Alison Averis; 1 beginners, 1 improvers); 1 lichens (Andy Acton) and 1 herbivore impact (Helen 
Armstrong, Kate Holl and Richard Thompson).  All four expected to be held again in the coming year.  
In addition, a workshop looking into the future of sycamore in base-rich woods would be held at 
Woodhill Wood, Alloa, on 1st July 2017. New suggestions for the future included woodland fungi 
(maybe autumn 2017 or 2018) and a series of workshops looking at the ecology of particular species of 
trees, led by whoever proposed the workshop (eg, Rick Worrell with crab apple). Alan Crawford was 
the contact for all workshop enquiries and suggestions. 

7  Election of committee. Kate Holl (Chair); Alison Averis (Admin.); Ruth Anderson (Secretary); 
Mairi Stewart & Noel Fojut (History); Alan Crawford (Workshops); Sarah Toulson, Tim Collins & 
Coralie Mills (Social Media); Alasdair Firth (General); Ben Averis (Newsletter). Proposed by Annie 
Griffiths; seconded Coralie Mills. 

8  Forest Policy Group (FPG). In reviewing whether to continue its support for FPG, the meeting 
noted that the policy group offered NWDG (and other organisations such as Reforesting Scotland) the 
opportunity to engage in and have some influence on policy critique and development, albeit indirectly. 
For example, FPG was presently collecting examples of places where Sitka spruce was being planted on 
previously un-afforested ground (e.g. farmland at Morenish, E of Killin). It was agreed to continue 
supporting FPG to the tune of £350 per year. The committee would ask FPG to provide two reports 
annually for the NWDG Newsletter, and any occasional updates/notifications to NWDG social media. 

9  Future Excursions. With the aim of having at least 2 years’ options identified and agreed in 
advance, the meeting voted for the following options: 2018 – Strath Glass and Glen Affric (including a 
visit to Trees for Life who were always well represented at excursions); 2019 – Argyll (including a revisit 
to Knapdale and hopefully meeting up again with Peter Quelch). Other options for consideration in 
future: Assynt; North of Assynt (including Anders Povlsen’s estate at Eriboll, and the Balfours' at 
Scourie); Angus Glens/Glen Esk and Edzell area; Bute. 

10  Proposed NWDG socio-cultural conference (Noel Fojut with Tim Collins). A one-off event, 
in 2018 or early 2019, focusing on the cultural elements of woodland (philosophical, artistic, spiritual, 
etc). Should not overlap with or dilute the annual history conference (in terms of timing or content), 
which is now established as a strong and successful event. 
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Loch Tay Crannog – Saturday 3rd June 2017 

Alison Averis 

On a bright and breezy morning, 25 NWDG members assembled at the Visitor Centre at 
the Loch Tay Crannog. 

A crannog is a partly or entirely artificial island, built in a loch, river or estuary using locally 
available stone, turf, clay or timber piles, and typically topped by a conical timber dwelling. 
There are at least 350 examples in Scotland, and as many as 500 if the entirely stone-built 
structures on the Western Isles are included. They were in use for thousands of years. The 
earliest examples date from Neolithic times (over 3000 years BCE), although the peak of 
construction and occupation in Scotland was between 800 BCE and 200 AD (data from 
Wikipedia), and there is historical evidence of crannogs being inhabited as late as the 17th 
century (www.crannog.co.uk). The Loch Tay Crannog is a reconstruction on a new site 
using the presumed traditional materials and methods of construction, not a restoration of 
an existing archaeological structure. 

Never having been in a crannog before, I had little idea of what to expect as our guide Dirk 
Sporleder ushered us out along the timber walkway towards the small dark doorway in the 
side of an immense cone of reed-thatch. 

The inside of the building at once felt sheltered, warm and secure compared to the outside. 
A ring of sheepskin-covered benches surrounded a central hearth of clay enclosed by a ring 
of stones. The vast vault of the inside of the conical roof gave a sense of spaciousness, and 
tests have shown that the smoke from the fire is drawn up into this space and through the 
thatch, leaving the air in the living area fairly fresh. There was a wall-to-wall carpet of dried 
bracken, and the outer walls and internal divisions are made from wattle hurdles. As was 
the case until recent times, central heating was provided by keeping domestic animals 
inside part of the building during the winter. 

 

Inside the Loch Tay Crannog          Photo: Alasdair Fagan 
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Dirk explained that the crannog was constructed using a foundation of oak and alder, with 
hazel for the walls and reeds from the River Tay for the thatch. The basic structure is an 
open-plan room that would have been divided up by movable internal partitions to form 
the desired layout for particular families or uses. Thought to have been home to an 
extended family, crannogs could easily have been defended against attack by other people 
or by large predators, though they are equally likely to have been built as status symbols – 
the Iron Age equivalent of the Big House. Displays in the visitor centre set out the 
archaeological evidence for crannog construction and use, discovered underwater in Loch 
Tay. 

Dirk also spoke about the abundant evidence for a sophisticated society, trading goods 
with mainland Europe and producing a wide range of high-quality tools, weapons, clothes 
and household utensils. Some of the latter are essentially identical to items still in use in 
rural Europe. 

Outside again, we were shown a range of pole lathes as well as tools for stone-drilling, 
grain-grinding, wool-spinning and making fire by wood friction – all totally fascinating and 
a great insight into the energy and industriousness of Iron-Age life. How much more must 
clothes have been valued, for instance, when you first had to shear your sheep, clean and 
card the wool and then spin several miles of yarn to make a single garment? 

Dirk was a delightful host, with a charming style of presentation and a humbling amount of 
knowledge about life and times in the Iron Age. We are most grateful to him and all the 
staff at the Scottish Crannog Centre. 
 
 
 
 

 

The Loch Tay Crannog           Photo: Alasdair Fagan 
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REPORTS OF OTHER NWDG EVENTS SO FAR IN 2017 
 
Herbivore Impact Assessment workshop in Perthshire on 25th March 2017 

Ned Rundell 
 

 
Photo: Ned Rundell 

On 25th March 2017 the NWDG hosted a workshop focused on introducing members to 
a revised Herbivore Impact Assessment method.  The workshop leaders were Helen 
Armstrong (Broomhill Ecology), Richard Thompson (Forest Enterprise Scotland) and 
Kate Holl (Scottish Natural Heritage).  In my own work at Eamonn Wall & Co I had done 
some consultancy projects involving assessing browsing pressure, and was therefore keen 
to develop my knowledge.  I made the journey up from my home in Edinburgh to the 
village hall at Grandtully, Perthshire, excited for what lay ahead.  It didn’t disappoint. 

We began with a presentation in the hall, where we were given an outline of the method, 
purpose, and general raison d’être of the herbivore impact assessment that we were being 
introduced to.  We were told that the method was created as a means to standardise 
assessments; previous quantitative methods were seldom used, and this new technique was 
thought to be quicker and more easily interpreted. 

The general principle of the method was to use approximately 10 plots per site, plots being 
analysed by recording what could be seen within 25 m2.  In each plot the woodland 
structure class would be discerned, along with the level of impact of seven key browsing 
indicators, which were given a numerical score.  Once all plots are assessed the most 
common woodland structure class is recorded, along with the most representative impact 
score for individual indicators and overall. 

After being introduced to the method, we ventured into the woods ourselves (the nearby 
Balnaguard reserve) with plans of assessing two plots that afternoon.  After a packed lunch 
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in unexpectedly pleasant sunshine we began our attempt.  We managed to assess only one 
plot, with discussion amongst the group frequently going off-topic with various distracting 
but nonetheless interesting meanders; all part of the benefit of such days. 

After practising the method – albeit just once – the process became a lot clearer to me.  
The method isn’t fool-proof, and still hinges on a significant knowledge of various 
elements: plant palatability, general plant identification, and an ability to discern age of 
browsing damage and which animal committed the act to name a few.  Also I would be 
interested to see how this score-based assessment would then be translated into a more 
publically digestible format for non-specialists.  That said I can see how the method – with 
practise – could be carried out swiftly, and provides a systematic, more consisted means of 
assessing herbivore impacts. 

I learned a great deal during the day – and I hope it rubs off onto my own work; as a 
relatively new member of the NWDG (and the forestry industry as a whole) it was a great 
introduction, and it was refreshing to spend time with another side of the wider 
conservation world.  I am looking forward to future workshops and excursions. 
 

 
Photo: Ned Rundell 

 
 

FORTHCOMING NWDG EVENTS 
 
2018 Excursion to the Cannich- Strathglass area 

This excursion is to be based in the Cannich-Strathglass area of the northern Highlands, 
about 30 km WSW of Inverness. We don’t yet have exact dates (it will be some time in 
May or June 2018) or a schedule, but these will be worked out soon and details will then be 
emailed to all NWDG members (probably in January 2018). 
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NEWS FROM OTHER WOODLAND ORGANISATIONS 
 
Tree Tale Trail Launched at Highland Folk Museum 

(The text below is from a press release issued in July 2017 and passed on to the NWDG newsletter editor 
by Carol Crawford) 

Visitors to the Highland Folk Museum at Newtonmore can take a woodland expert along, 
thanks to a new app developed with support from National Lottery players.  In the Land of 
the Glittering Wood Moss is a story by Alan Crawford about the history, wildlife and 
mythology of the Caledonian pinewood.  It is an abridged version of the story that appears 
in Alan’s book Whispering Woods – Tales from the Caledonian Forest.  A mobile app relays 
recordings of the story in five parts as visitors navigate around the museum’s Scots pine 
woodland, discovering illustrated signs which trigger each new chapter.  Alan is an 
experienced storyteller but also Woodland Trust Scotland’s Ancient Woodland Restoration 
Officer in the Cairngorms, where he advises landowners on looking after and regenerating 
ancient native woodlands.  The stories are inspired by his memories of growing up playing 
in woods and the outdoors.  “It has been a real labour of love producing this story for the 
trail,” said Alan.  “I hope everyone who follows the trail will enjoy the story and be 
inspired to value our native pinewoods – especially the children.  The story is all about the 
past of the woods, but very much with an eye on protecting them for the future.”  The 
story trail was officially launched by pupils from Newtonmore Primary School who 
completed the route with an iPad before meeting the author himself at the museum’s 
township.  Callum Black from the Highland Folk Museum said: “We have worked with 
Alan and Woodland Trust 
Scotland a number of times 
in the past.  It is great to be 
able to bring these beautiful 
stories in his own unique 
voice to all of our visitors.”  
Each chapter of the story is 
played automatically to 
visitors’ mobile devices as 
they move through the one 
mile site.  The story is 
delivered using Audio Trails 
software for iOS and 
Android, which focuses 
purely on the delivery of 
audio.  Visitors don’t even 
need to take their device out 
of their pocket or bag to use 
it.  With no screen 
distractions, visitors can 
breathe in the scene around 
them and listen to Alan’s 
enchanting story.  In the Land 
of the Glittering Wood Moss can 
be downloaded free from 
major app stores.  The story 
can be enjoyed whether at 
the museum or not. 
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Donald in the pinewood at Beinn Eighe NWDG 
meeting in June 1990.  Photo: Neil Mackenzie. 

DONALD MCVEAN (1926-

2017) – A PIONEERING 

SCOTTISH ECOLOGIST 
 
Neil MacKenzie 
 

Donald Neil McVean, who died aged 91 in 

May of this year, was a pioneering Scottish 

ecologist who began his career with the 

newly formed Nature Conservancy in the 

early 1950s.  His name will be familiar to 

many ecologists for his monumental work, 

with Derek Ratcliffe, on the classification of 

upland vegetation in the Highlands of 

Scotland1.  He was a brilliant field botanist 

who undertook upland vegetation studies in 

Scotland, Iceland, Australia and New 

Guinea but also had wider interests in 

forestry, habitat conservation and 

sustainable land use.  Later in his career he 

became an environmental consultant and 

provided ecological advice on many 

development projects in the Middle East, 

India, Malaysia, Chile and in Africa.  Derek 

Ratcliffe, in his autobiographical book ‘In 

Search of Nature’ described Donald as “an 

ecologist of great perception and an enthusiast with a 

real devotion to land use conservation”2. 

 

Early Years 

 

Donald was born in Partick on 2nd March 

1926 and went to Allan Glen’s School and 

then Hutcheson’s Grammar School in Glasgow.  His father, Duncan, was a school teacher, 

later a headmaster, and a gaelic speaker whose family came from Argyll.  His grandfather, 

also Donald, was a ship’s carpenter and one of the few survivors of the Daphne which 

tragically sank with the loss of a great many ship workers whilst being launched at 

Glasgow.  His mother’s family name was MacMillan and they came from Islay.  Donald 

developed an interest in the natural sciences from an early age and read widely on a range 

of subjects.  The family was living in Giffnock and Donald had easy access to nearby 

abandoned quarries where he studied the aquatic life in the pools and collected fossils, 

identifying them either from his father’s geology books or taking them to the Kelvingrove 

                                                
1 McVean, D.N. & Ratcliffe, D.A 1962 Plant communities of the Scottish Highlands. Nature Conservancy 

Monographs No. 1. HMSO. 
2 Ratcliffe, D.A. 2000. In Search of Nature. Peregrine Books. 
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Museum.  By the time he went to Glasgow University to study science he knew more about 

rocks and fossils than was taught in his first year geology course. 
 

In 1943 Donald enrolled at the West of Scotland College of Agriculture and in 1946 gained 

a B.Sc. in Agriculture and also a National Diploma in Agriculture.  It was during this period 

of his education that he became influenced by the writings of Fraser Darling and decided 

to focus on scientific study, which had always been his preferred interest.  Donald then 

went on to Glasgow University to study for a second B.Sc., gaining a first class honours in 

Botany in 1949.  During his student holidays in 1948 he worked on the Scottish Home 

Department’s Fisheries Research vessel ‘Kathleen’ on a trip to Orkney waters to study 

lobsters and make other marine observations.  He eloquently wrote about the trip in an 

essay titled “The Cruise of the Kathleen”. 
 

 

Donald (on left) with fellow botany students on field trip to Island of Great Cumbrae in 1948 

 

Encouraged by Fraser Darling he applied for a job with the Nature Conservancy (NC) but, 

at that time, the new agency only employed scientists with a PhD.  Donald’s immediate 

reaction to this was to ask if the NC would sponsor him. They agreed and, with additional 

funding from a Carnegie scholarship, in the autumn of 1949 he went to Clare College, 

Cambridge to study for a PhD on the ecology of alder under the supervision of Dr. 

Alexander Watt and Sir Harry Godwin two of the most notable botanists of the day.  As 

part of his doctoral research he travelled all over the British Isles investigating the different 

types of alder communities and at the same time indulging in his passion for mosses.  In 

the spring of his last year he undertook an excursion to western Scotland, Skye and the 

Outer Isles with fellow Cambridge research student Richard West and the visiting 

Norwegian botanist Eilif Dahl.  The main aim was to pursue Eilif’s interests in the 

periglacial survival of arctic and alpine plants, and also to collect lichens on the side.  In the 
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summer of 1952 Donald was part of a Glasgow University graduate expedition to study 

landform, geology and vegetation in central Iceland.  Perhaps influenced by his Norwegian 

friend he published his vegetation study, which included the effects of snow patch impacts 

and periglacial refuges in Iceland, a few years later3. 

 

At Cambridge Donald had also met Duncan Poore who was studying the ecology of 

Woodwalton Fen.  Duncan had visited Josias Braun-Blanquet in Switzerland to learn about 

his method for describing and classifying vegetation and which later stimulated Donald to 

also become interested in the classification of habitats.  These early beginnings were to set 

the scene for the most comprehensive survey of Scottish upland vegetation ever 

undertaken, just a few short years later. 

 

The Nature Conservancy years 

 

In late 1952 Donald finally joined the Nature Conservancy as a Scientific Officer and was 

immediately given an area of responsibility covering the west of Scotland from Glasgow to 

Ross-shire.  But this was only the start of it.  Early on he was thrown in at the deep end 

when tasked with a survey of the Beinn Eighe NNR pinewood remnants and to make 

recommendations about the best way to restore and rejuvenate them, in particular Coille na 

Glas Leitir.  It was his report, recommending a non-interventionist strategy, that was 

instrumental in securing the management of Beinn Eighe by the Nature Conservancy when 

there was disagreement with the Forestry Commission about the best way to conserve the 

ancient pinewood and which agency had the experience to manage it.  This was the 

beginning of a long association that Donald had with Beinn Eighe where he instigated a 

range of experiments, studies and management operations that continued for over ten 

years.  It was also at this time that Donald became a close colleague of Fraser Darling when 

they served on the same Nature Conservancy committees and on reviewing each others 

books; Donald on the ‘West Highland Survey’4 and Fraser Darling on ‘Ecology and Land 

Use in Upland Scotland’5.   

 

In those early years the NC staff were able to work on a subject of their choosing and they 

were allowed to undertake research as well as management duties on the new National 

Nature Reserves.  Donald immediately started a research programme to find out why the 

pinewoods were not regenerating.  He established trial plots of Scots pine, birch, alder, 

juniper and other species using different methods of intervention from broadcast seed 

sowing to spot sowing to transplants.  The trials also involved different forms of 

cultivation and phosphate application while he also experimented with mycorrhiza, which 

proved to be the key to successful tree growth.  It was quickly discovered though that there 

were huge losses to deer, which were attracted to the fertilizer and a programme of 

enclosures were established.  The large number of planting trials required lots of trees and 

Donald created, at Beinn Eighe, one of the first native tree nurseries in Scotland.  The tree 

nursery is still in operation today.  Donald also helped, with Peter Wormell, to establish the 

tree nursery on Rum.  At the same time as the planting and regeneration trials Donald 

                                                
3 McVean, D.N. 1955. Notes on the Vegetation of Iceland. Trans. Bot. Soc. Edinb. 36(4), 320-338. 
4 McVean, D.N. 1956. West Highland Survey by Frank Fraser Darling. J. of Ecol. 44(1), 266-268. 
5 Darling, F.F. 1970. Ecology and Land Use in Upland Scotland by D.N. McVean & J.D. Lockie. J. of 

Appl. Ecol. 58(2), 562-563. 
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began a major study on the ecology of Scots pine.  Over this 10 year period Donald 

published about twenty scientific papers on his work at Beinn Eighe, Rothiemurchus and 

elsewhere in the Highlands. 

 

In the early 1950s the Nature Conservancy began a major project, the Highland Vegetation 

Survey, which had the aim of describing and classifying vegetation types in the Highlands.  

It was based initially on Duncan Poore’s survey methodology tested on the Breadalbane 

Hills but, when Donald joined the project in 1954, they decided to visit Norway and meet 

with Professor Rolf Nordhagen and Eilif Dahl in Oslo in order to learn more about the 

Norwegian system of classifying and surveying vegetation, in particular the quadrat-method.  

When Poore left the NC Derek Ratcliffe was employed to work with Donald on the 

survey, which began in earnest in the spring of 1956.  Over the course of the next three 

years these two very fit botanists completed this wide-ranging and monumental project.  

Donald remembers his time in the hills as being very free and easy.  He never asked 

permission from the landowners and rarely saw a keeper or stalker.  Nobody seemed to 

care what he was doing and probably thought he was a hiker anyway.  Both men tended to 

work independently in different parts of the country, Derek (no driving license) travelling 

by bicycle and Donald in a van that he often slept the night in. They spent the whole field 

season from spring to autumn working on the survey returning to Edinburgh for the winter 

to write up their results.  Occasionally, they would spend a day together to discuss any 

issues and plan the next phase of the survey.  Donald was particularly interested in alpine 

vegetation, lichens, mosses and native woodland fragments but also liked to climb to the 

summits in search of rarities.  Derek recollects a day at the back of Loch Maree when they 

had to carry Donald’s collapsible canoe across a treeless moor to reach a remote loch.  

Donald was interested in the wooded islands, which he considered were as near natural as 

one could get in an otherwise treeless landscape.  Later on he would publish a short paper 

on the vegetated islands of freshwater lochs6. 
 

The Highland Vegetation Survey was completed at the end of the 1959 summer field 

season and the Nature Conservancy’s first monograph published as “Plant Communities of 

the Scottish Highlands” in 1962.  This epic study became a benchmark in our 

understanding of vegetation communities and their habitats.  Their map of the pine zone, 

with minor modifications, is still the one used today to guide new native pinewood planting 

while their classification system was an early precursor to the NVC in helping to match the 

most appropriate native trees to specific sites.  The monograph was reviewed in various 

prestigious journals and by several notable scientists, including Rolf Nordhagen in a 1964 

edition of the New Phytologist7.  Nordhagen described the book as an outstanding and 

inspiring contribution to the classification of plant communities, which confirmed links 

with those of the Norwegian mountains yet also pointed to the differences, for instance 

being due to “1) greater oceanicity, including exposure to Atlantic gales; 2) a higher range of summer 

and winter temperatures; and 3) more intense land use with grazing by domestic animals throughout the 

                                                
6 McVean, D.N. 1958. Island Vegetation of some West Highland Freshwater Lochs. Trans. Bot. Soc. 

Edinb. 37(3), 200-208. 
7 Nordhagen, R. 1964. Plant Communities of the Scottish Highlands. A Study of Scottish Mountain, 

Moorland and Forest Vegetation. by Donald McVean and Derek Ratcliffe. The New Phytologist 63(1), 

119-122. 
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year”.  (Point 2 appears to refer to variability within seasons, leading to unreliability of snow 

cover and length of growing season.) 

 

 

Nature Conservancy Scottish staff circa 1957 in Edinburgh:  BACK ROW (From left) John Arbuthnot (Land 
agent), Jim Lockie, Pat Lowe, Derek Ratcliffe, Donald McVean, Nigel Charles, Ken Wallace, Morton Boyd, 
Marion Hamilton..  MIDDLE ROW (from left) Ada Williamson, Not known, Katie Grant, Margaret Johnston 
(Jenkins), Muriel Gray, Olivia McCaulay, Thomas Huxley, Mr. McFadyan, Sheila McConnell, Maureen 
Addington, Trudy Pentland..  FRONT ROW (From left) Mary Peters (librarian), Joe Eggeling, John Berry, Sir 
Basil Neven-Spence, Aylmer Haldane, Grant Roger, Tweedie Bradshaw. 

 

During Donald’s many field visits to different, often remote, parts of the Highlands as a 

keen botanist he would always be on the lookout for rare and interesting flora.  He had a 

passion for mosses and lichens and collected specimens for future identification from 

Norway, Finland, Iceland and Scotland.  He published descriptions of some of his more 

interesting finds such as Cladonia elongata in the Cairngorms (a species new to Britain in 

1962)8, the Arctic lichen, Siphula ceratites9 and Nephromium arcticum, also a lichen new to 

Britain10.  In the 1950s he had written a management plan for the rare and endemic Arran 

whitebeams and while surveying in Glen Catacol he came across a Sorbus tree he could not 

identify.  He collected leaf samples, which were subsequently deposited in the Royal 

Botanic Gardens Edinburgh herbarium.  Some fifty years later these same leaves were 

finally identified by Phil Lusby of RBGE and Ashley Robertson a PhD student, as a new 

species, which became known as the Catacol whitebeam, Sorbus pseudomeinichii. 

 

In the second half of the 1950s Donald, by now a Senior Scientific Officer, was spending 

much of his time on the “Plant Communities” work, but he also had other NC duties.  He 

                                                
8 McVean, D.N. 1962. Cladonia elongata (Jacq.) Hoffm. in the Cairngorms. The Lichenologist 2, 94-96. 
9 McVean, D.N. 1957. Notes on the Occurrence of Siphula ceratites in North-West Scotland. New 

Phytologist 56, 150-153. 
10 McVean, D.N. 1955. Nephromium arcticum (L.) Fr., a Lichen New to Britain. Trans. Brit. Mycol. Soc. 

38(3), 213-216. 
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was continuing his experiments on tree planting on degraded soils and he had 

administrative tasks in the form of monthly progress reports, completing the first 

management plan for Beinn Eighe NNR, identifying native pine and oakwoods that were 

under threat from conifer afforestation and the writing up of his many published papers on 

the ecology of alder, the subject of his PhD.  Another of Donald’s interests at this time was 

the role of unequal snow cover in determining the pattern of mountain vegetation 

communities.  The Scandinavians had already discovered how mountain vegetation could 

predict the local snow regime and routinely would seek the advice of botanists before 

building new roads in mountain areas.  In the Cairngorms Donald and two NC reserve 

wardens recorded monthly snow depths at different altitudes and on different vegetation 

communities over a three year period.  Writing in the meteorology magazine ‘Weather’ 

Donald noted that the “Cockbridge – Tomintoul and Cairnwell roads, both notorious for snow blocks, 

had been routed through extensive blaeberry” a community known to hold snow for extended 

periods11.  Perhaps if these roads had been sited on adjacent vegetation of predominantly 

snow-free ground they would appear less frequently on the winter traffic bulletins. 

 

In the autumn of 1959 Donald was invited to join Duncan Poore on an 18 month contract 

with Hunting Technical Services (HTS) in Pakistan.  An ecologist was required to survey 

the vegetation and provide advice on erosion control and catchment management on the 

Mangla Dam project.  This was an exciting project for a young ecologist in those days and 

would provide him with a wealth of new experience to help his career (or so he thought).  

The NC would not allow Donald leave of absence so he resigned and set off for Pakistan 

in October 1959.  As part of a team of consultants he learned a lot about soils from R. 

Maclagan Gorrie, a retired Indian Forest Service scientist, and he also learned how to map 

vegetation using aerial photography.   As one of the largest irrigation schemes in West 

Pakistan following partition Donald’s survey and recommendations relating to the 

prevention of soil erosion formed an essential component to the success of the scheme.  

Donald heard later from HTS colleagues that his report “was thrown across the room” yet just a 

few years later his recommended catchment management techniques became the standard 

for all subsequent high dam projects in India and Pakistan.  With his colleague Vernon 

Robertson he summarized their ecological survey work in the Journal of Applied 

Ecology12. 

 

In April 1961 Donald rejoined the Nature Conservancy and was immediately posted to the 

Speyside Research Station at Achantoul where he was able to resume his investigations on 

pine regeneration and woodland restoration, including his long-term planting and 

cultivation trials at Beinn Eighe, Cairngorms, Inchnadamph and Rum.  He had also 

completed his final research paper on the ecology of Scots pine13.  This last piece of work 

may have partly been a response to his mild criticism of Steven and Carlisle’s book ‘The 

Native Pinewoods of Scotland’.  In his review of the book in the 1961 issue of the Journal 

of Ecology Donald had praised its content but expressed some disappointment at the lack 

of ecological information on Scots pine14. 

                                                
11 McVean, D.N. 1958. Snow Cover and Vegetation in the Scottish Highlands. Weather 13(6), 197-200. 
12 McVean, D.N. & Robertson, V.C. 1969. An Ecological Survey of Lan Use and Soil Erosion in the West 

Pakistan and Azad Kashmir Catchment of the River Jhelum. J. Appl. Ecol 6, 77-109. 
13 McVean, D.N. 1963. Ecology of Scots pine in the Scottish Highlands. J. Appl. Ecol. 51, 671-686. 
14 McVean, D.N. 1961. The Native Pinewoods of Scotland. By H.M. Steven & A. Carlisle. J. of Ecol. 

49(1), 222-224. 
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Donald c. 1959, during the time of the Highland vegetation survey, possibly on maritime cliff grassland (note the 
climbing rope around his waist) 

 

 

During the 1950s and early 1960s Donald attended a number of meetings that were held to 

discuss the moor burning question.  These meetings were attended by the other experts of 

the time including Professors Pearsall, Wynne-Edwards and Matthews, as well as Frank 

Fraser Darling, Charles Gimingham, Max Nicholson, Jim Lockie, Derek Ratcliffe, David 

Jenkins, R.J. Elliot and a few others.  There had long been concern that moor burning was 

ecologically damaging as expressed by Donald in a report to the committee – “at best the 

regular burning of hill vegetation is biologically unsound and at worst it may lead to serious habitat 

deterioration, including disturbance of the hydrologic regime and various degrees of soil erosion”.   

Subsequent research on this topic proved Donald’s statement to be correct and it was a 

subject he returned to later in his book on land use. 

 

Donald had always been interested in land use conservation but the experience he gained 

in Pakistan, particularly on soils and erosion, and also his agricultural background, were not 

recognized by NC as an asset to the organisation.  Promotion beyond Senior Scientific 

Officer instead depended on an ability to become an administrator.  Donald was not the 

sitting behind a desk sort of person and in 1963 he resigned to take up a post at the 

Commonwealth Scientific, Industrial and Research Organisation (CSIRO) in Canberra, 

Australia. 
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The Australia years 

 

Donald’s work for CSIRO was to conduct a study on the ecology of skeleton weed, 

Chondrilla juncea, which in Australia had become a serious pest of wheat production.  Wheat 

yields were greatly reduced from the competition with this invasive weed and the latex 

exudations from the stems prevented the operation of the harvesting machinery.  After 

about two years of work, including visiting countries such as Cyprus where the plant is 

native, his conclusions were that the best hope for control was a combination of 

leguminous competitors such as clover in a system of rotational cropping, fallow 

cultivation and herbicide application of fresh growth.  Donald published the results of his 

study in the Journal of Ecology15.  Today the species remains a reportable pest species in 

Australia and control practices remain similar to Donald’s original recommendations, 

though with a greater reliance on herbicides. 

 

In 1965 Donald became a Senior Research Fellow with the Research School of Pacific 

Studies at the Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra.  The main focus of his 

research was on the alpine vegetation of Australia, particularly in the Snowy Mountains and 

also in regular field visits to the New Guinea Highlands, especially Mt. Wilhelm where 

ANU had a field station below the summit.  He collected a great many mosses and lichens 

on all his field visits, regularly climbing to the summit of Mt. Wilhelm at 15,000 feet to 

collect rarities. As a plant collector he was making significant contributions to the alpine 

flora of Australia and New Guinea and had a newly-discovered lichen Buellia macveanii Elix 

named after him.  Although he was able to identify most of the species himself he required 

help with many of the bryophytes and lichens.  Donald had been sending specimens for 

determination to his friend Bill Weber, the herbarium curator at the University of Colorado 

in Boulder.  Bill was an expert cryptogram taxonomist with an international reputation and 

had established a herbarium that was keen to obtain specimens from all over the world.  In 

1967 Donald arranged for Bill to come to Australia to work for the ANU for a year in 

order to help with further field collections.  During that time they collected material from 

the Snowy Mountains and Mt Kosciusko and made several trips to New Guinea 

accompanied by Keith Wade, a PhD student of Donald’s, who was studying the vegetation 

of Mt. Wilhelm.  Ben van Zanten, a lichen specialist from the Netherlands, also assisted 

with the collecting, especially in New Guinea.  The bulk of the collected material was to be 

used in the compilation of keys to bryophytes and lichens and the material itself was 

deposited in various herbaria; Australian material to the National Herbarium in Canberra, 

New Guinea mosses to the Colorado Museum and the lichens to the Netherlands.  They 

nearly lost several crates of mosses and lichens from New Guinea when the ship, SS Cap 

Colorado, which was transporting them to the United States caught fire between Honolulu 

and the mainland and had to be abandoned.  Fortunately the cargo was eventually retrieved 

and the crates of specimens arrived at their destination – a year later. 

 

Donald was to continue sending moss specimens to Bill Weber’s herbarium for many years 

after he left Australia.  Bill remembers looking forward to fresh new collections from 

Donald every time he went to work in a new country be it the Drakensberg mountains of 

South Africa, the alpine areas of Iran or the remote Macquarie Island half way between 

                                                
15 McVean, D.N. 1966. Ecology of Chondrilla juncea L. in South-Eastern Australia. J. of Ecol. 54, 345-

365. 
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Tasmania and Antarctica.  Donald had managed to hitch a lift on the relief ship Nella Dan 

when it visited the island for a few days in December 1968 in order to re-supply the 

Australian National Antarctic Research Station.  While there he undertook some vegetation 

surveys, collected mosses and wrote a short paper on his visit16.  He concluded, based on 

the species present and how long they must take to form established communities, that 

most of Macquarie could not have been glaciated, contrary to the thinking at that time.  

Geomorphologists were certain that the entire island had been under ice and that all plants 

had recolonized when the ice melted.  Many years later it was proven that Macquarie had 

never been subjected to glaciation. 

 

While in Australia Donald began work on his book, ‘Ecology and Land Use in Upland 

Scotland’, a subject that interested him enormously because of the huge impact past and 

present forms of land use have had on plant communities and soils.  His vast knowledge of 

the Scottish uplands and his experiences of land use in the Scandinavian countries and 

beyond gave him a unique insight into what Fraser Darling called the ‘Highland Problem’.  

He persuaded his friend Jim Lockie who had extensive knowledge on Scotland’s mammals 

and birds to assist with the work.   The finished book was a masterpiece of sound common 

sense supported by scientific argument and numerous examples17.  Yet, despite their 

graphic descriptions of human-induced erosion, moor burning and exploitative pastoralism 

and their recommendations for more sustainable and variable systems of land use, little has 

changed except perhaps in forestry and native woodland restoration.  Sadly, the book was 

never re-published. 

 

The Consultancy years 

 

Donald left Australia and returned to Scotland in 1970 for family reasons.  He did not wish 

to return to the Nature Conservancy but felt that the time was ripe for a career in 

consultancy work.  His friend Max Nicholson, former Director General of the Nature 

Conservancy, had established Land Use Consultants (LUC) in 1966 and was thinking of 

opening a branch office in Scotland.  In 1971 an office was opened in Pitlochry with 

Donald as Consultant-in-Charge.  However, he was not often there as international work 

frequently took him overseas and two years later the office closed.  (A few years later LUC 

opened an office in Glasgow, which is still functioning today).  In addition to foreign contracts 

Donald also undertook work nearer to home.  He wrote a report and management plan 

related to the environmental problems associated with the Cairngorm Estate for the 

Highlands and Islands Development Board as well as various reports and surveys on 

tourist developments, National Coal Board activities and other developments. 

 

Donald worked as a freelance consultant for LUC, Hunting Technical Services, and, on 

two occasions, for IUCN throughout the 1970s and early 1980s.  His first overseas 

contracts were in Swaziland and Lesotho undertaking vegetation surveys and writing 

watershed management reports as part of the preparatory investigations for dam 

construction and water resources projects.  He was to return to Lesotho on at least three 

                                                
16 McVean, D.N. 1969. A Note on the History and Affinities of Macquarie Island Vegetation.  

Unpublished report to research School of Pacific Studies, ANU, Canberra. 
17 McVean, D.N. & Lockie, J.D. 1969. Ecology and Land Use in Upland Scotland. Edinburgh University 

Press. 
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further occasions including on an IUCN contract to advise the government on the 

management of its national parks and reserves.  He carried out a similar ecological survey 

with recommendations for the management of protected areas in Iran, in particular the 

mountainous Central Alborz region.  Based in Tehran he was able to travel to all the best 

conservation sites in the country returning every day or so to the Marmar Hotel where he 

would spend the evening writing his report.  Donald returned to Iran twice more in 1974 

and 1975 as part of a multi-disciplinary HTS team working on the Iran National Cropping 

Plan project.  He also worked elsewhere in the Middle East and in Africa undertaking 

environmental studies in Oman and in Saudi Arabia, watershed and rangeland surveys in 

the Tigrai region of Ethiopia and in the Tana River area, Kenya and, further afield in Chile 

where he provided advice on erosion control, overgrazing and sustainable land use.  In 

Sarawak he identified areas of biological importance and reviewed the national park 

programme in the peatswamp and dipterocarp forests of the Miri – Bintulu area. 

 

 

Donald (third from left) in Iran in 1972 

 

A particularly interesting contract was for the government of India when, in 1976, he 

travelled by ship to the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.  His remit was to evaluate the 

impact of deforestation and formulate guidelines for appropriate land use after considering 

the ecological situation.  The Prime Minister of India, Mrs. Indira Gandhi had a particular 

interest in this study as it was thought that the islands were a suitable location for 

agricultural re-settlement.  Donald did not agree however, and was forced to explain that it 

was a popular misconception that luxuriant tropical forest indicated immense reserves of 

soil fertility.  It would not therefore be possible to grow rice on soils that were entirely 

unsuitable.  He had the daunting task of summarizing his findings on the Andamans in a 

fifteen minute meeting with Mrs. Gandhi.  Reflecting later, on his one and only meeting 

with a head of state, Donald felt that she had exuded enormous power and charisma 

despite hardly saying a word in response to his findings. 
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During his time on the Andamans Donald had the good fortune to see working elephants 

carrying out forestry operations.  He thought the method of selective felling, using 

elephants to extract the timber, with minimal environmental damage, was ideally suited to 

an area where the rainy season can last for eight or nine months in a year.  His only 

criticism was, that at the end of the elephants working life, they were pensioned-off to 

offshore islands, where they potentially had a damaging impact on the endemic flora and 

fauna. 

 

While Donald was mainly living in Scotland during the 1980s he continued with occasional 

overseas contracts, including a final one to Lesotho in 1988 to provide further 

environmental advice on the Lesotho Highlands Water Project.  His last overseas contract, 

to investigate juniper forests in Saudi Arabia, was cancelled following the outbreak of the 

first Gulf war in 1991. 

 

The Argyll years 

 

In 1970 Donald had acquired a house on the Ardentallen peninsula south of Oban but did 

not properly settle there until about 1979 when his overseas work lessened somewhat.  It 

was in that year the Craignish Conservation Trust was established by Ms. Caroline Younger 

of Craignish Estate with Donald and Jim Lockie as trustees.  Donald would later become 

factor to the Trust so that he could work on Trust funded projects and Duncan Poore then 

became the second trustee.  The three men managed the Trust until it was dissolved in 

2005.  The aims of the trust were to investigate alternate land use systems that are both 

economically feasible and biologically sustainable and to study the plants and animals that 

might play a role in such systems.  The Trust funded a number of small studies over the 

years.  One of the Trust’s first projects was the leasing of several offshore islands on the 

Craignish peninsula for the study of vegetation and grazing impact by sheep (including a 

flock of Hebridean sheep), feral goats and deer.  Over a number of years Donald 

monitored the islands some of which were interesting biologically with remnant tree cover, 

diverse flora and, on at least three islands, high populations of water vole. 

 

Also during this period Donald joined the Scottish Wildlife Trust and helped set up the 

local Lorne members group.  When the SWT bought Balachuan hazel wood on Seil Island 

Donald and his friend Peter Wormell, the now retired former warden of Rum, and the 

Lorne group volunteers helped manage the woodland by planting native trees and 

protecting seedlings using a variety of innovative techniques.  He produced useful guidance 

notes for volunteers on the best ways to plant or regenerate oakwoods without the need of 

expensive fencing and on different ways of controlling bracken. 

 

Another Craignish Conservation Trust project undertaken by Donald was his eight-year 

study of the natural and land use history of the Ardentallen peninsula.  This area included 

remnants of ancient, essentially moribund, oak woodland heavily grazed by sheep 

preventing any regeneration and depriving the woodland of any hope of a future existence.  

As Donald said – “It was always a chastening experience to return home from spreading the word on 

responsible land use in other countries to a prime example of ‘how not to do it’ on my own doorstep”.  His 

study was published in the Scottish Naturalist and contains a wealth of ecological and 
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archaeological information collected and researched by a careful observer18.  It contains 

many interesting observations on how to plant and protect trees and enhance the 

environment within the context of a grazed woodland.  Yet it is also a cautionary tale for 

the conservationist in how not to attempt long-term woodland restoration without some 

security of tenure.  For in 1994 the estate was sold to a new owner unsympathetic to the 

aims of the Trust.  Soon afterwards a new road was bulldozed through the oakwood, old 

oaks were felled and all the sapling trees planted by Donald and his friends were destroyed 

by JCB excavators or during the burning of the bracken.  The situation was so dispiriting to 

Donald, living so close to the destruction of an ancient woodland that he had put so much 

effort into, that he sold his house and moved away from the area altogether. 

 

His new house was on the edge of the small community of Eredine on the south-east side 

of Loch Awe.  Here he put his energies into improving the diversity of the small patch of 

oakwood that he now owned and investigating the floristic interest of the adjacent Forestry 

Commission plantations of Norway spruce.  With Ben Averis he published an account in 

Scottish Naturalist about the transient nature of an unusual mossy ground flora community 

under the Norway spruce canopy19.  He also continued to pursue his interest in 

archaeology, including finding the site of a previously unrecorded old limekiln near his 

house, which he wrote about in the journal Historic Argyll. 

 

Final years 

 

In his final years he occasionally attended local conservation group meetings but his 

increasing deafness made it difficult for him to listen to conversations.  He continued to 

potter about in his garden, experimenting with seed propagation and planting interesting 

plants, ably assisted by his gardener, Harry Kent.  He kept up to date, as best he could 

despite failing eyesight, with the latest science by reading his weekly issue of New Scientist 

and subscribing to several professional journals, including the Journal of Ecology.  He had 

been a member of the British Ecological Society for 67 years and he was also a founder 

member of Plantlife, an organization that he hoped would, one day, be the botanical 

equivalent of the RSPB. 

 

Donald’s wide ranging experience of plants and habitats, and land use across the world and 

in his native Scotland, and his vast breadth of knowledge over a range of subject matter 

reflected his skills as an observer with distinctive knowledge.  It is a rare talent, yet Donald 

was a modest man who lived simply, on his own, without television or computer, in a 

relatively isolated community.  Although he never married he was not a recluse as he 

valued the company of visitors, enjoyed country dancing and had many friends.  His 

passion for plants and plant collecting was a lifelong adventure and he had the distinction 

of being listed in a quirky publication titled ‘Plant Collectors in West Pakistan and 

Kashmir’20. 

 

                                                
18 McVean, D.N. 1996. Ardentallen. The Natural and Land Use History of an Argyll Peninsula. The 

Scottish Naturalist. 108, 3-105. 
19 McVean, D.N. & Averis, A.B.G. 2004. A Distinctive Ground Layer Community in an Open Norway 

Spruce Stand in the West Highlands. The Scottish Naturalist. 116, 29-35. 
20 Stewart, R.R. 1967. Plant Collectors of West Pakistan and Kashmir. The Pakistan Journal of Forestry 

17(3), 337-364. 
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He was well aware that sometimes development companies and governments probably 

accepted his overseas environmental work under sufferance, although he hoped that at 

least some of his guidance would have influence.  Donald once said of New Guinea that “it 

is a paradise for the biologist but I’m afraid they are going to make the same mistake and not think very 

much about conservation until irreparable damage has been done”.   He was especially disappointed 

that Scotland as a modern nation had failed miserably to have a proper land use policy that 

did not abuse and exploit its natural resource base but heartened at least that the Forestry 

Commission was now restoring the old oakwoods that he had tried to save over half a 

century ago. 

 

Donald McVean will be remembered particularly for his two books, ‘Plant Communities of 

the Scottish Highlands’ and ‘Ecology and Land Use in Upland Scotland’, both important 

benchmarks in our understanding of upland vegetation and of land use in the Scottish 

Highlands.  His friends and colleagues will remember him for his energy and strong, 

unswerving commitment to nature conservation and his practical, common sense approach 

to solving environmental problems. 
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The group at Creag an Lochain               Photo: Ian Collier 
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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 (0.6 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 (£18 if paid by Standing Order) 

Family    £30 per year (£28 if paid by Standing Order) 

Concessions (under-25s only) £12 per year (£10 if paid by Standing Order) 

Subscriptions should be sent to the Membership Secretary (Alison Averis, 6A Castle Moffat Cottages, 
Garvald, Haddington, East Lothian, EH41 4LW; tel: 01620 830 670 / 07767 058 318; email: 
alisonaveris@gmail.com).  There is a £2 annual discount for those paying by Standing Order (shown in 
the above figures): please ask for a form. 
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NWDG COMMITTEE CONTACT DETAILS 

Chair: Kate Holl.  Email: Kate.Holl@snh.gov.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 & Website Editor: Alison Averis, 6A Castle 
Moffat Cottages, Garvald, Haddington, East Lothian, EH41 4LW; tel: 
01620 830 670 / 07767 058 318; email: alisonaveris@gmail.com 

Newsletter Editor: Ben Averis, 6A Castle Moffat Cottages, Garvald, Haddington, 
East Lothian, EH41 4LW; tel: 01620 830 670 / 07767 058 322; email: 
ben.averis@gmail.com 

Field Meeting: Ruth Anderson (details as above) 

Woodland History: Mairi Stewart.  Email: mairi_skye@hotmail.com 

Woodland History: Noel Fojut.  Email: Noel.Fojut@scotland.gsi.gov.uk 

Workshops: Alan Crawford.  Email: alancrawford07@hotmail.co.uk 

Social Media: Tim Collins.  Email: timothymartincollins@gmail.com 

Member: Alasdair Firth.  Email: alasdairwfirth@gmail.com 

Member: Sarah Toulson.  Email: sarahtoulson@googlemail.com 
 
 

 
 

NWDG website:  www.nwdg.org.uk  

 
 Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup/ 
or search on ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’ 

 Twitter: NWDG @TheNWDG 

http://www.nwdg.org.uk/


 
 

     

Top photo: Three bearded men in the Black Wood of Rannoch  (Photo: Alison Averis).  Lower two photos: Glen 
Lochay (Alan Crawford). 



        
 

        
 

Clockwise from top left: Tombreck, Perthshire (Mary Winsch) ; downy willow Salix lapponum at Creag an 
Lochain (Ian Collier); quartz rock at Creag an Lochain (Carol Crawford); Icelandic birchwood (Kate Holl) 

www.nwdg.org.uk  


