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EDITORIAL
Ben Averis
Hello, and welcome to the Autumn 2019 NWDG Newsletter containing
reports of this year’s excursion, two workshops, some book reviews and
some people’s thoughts about NWDG’s approach to responding to policy
and campaigning issues. I hope you like it. As always, please send in anything that you think
other NWDG members might be interested in. It would be good to hear your views about
NWDG’s approach to policy/campaigning issues, or your thoughts about James Fenton’s recent
“Woodland or Open Ground?” document
(https://www.fenton.scot/woodland%20history%20and%20ecology.htm); James asked me to
circulate it to anyone who I think might be interested, and it is relevant to much of what is
discussed in the NWDG.

Photo: Ben Averis

The next deadline for newsletter
contributions is 15th March 2020. We
welcome any woodland-related material (ideally
<1500 words): group or organisation reports,
news items, letters, book reviews, illustrations,
etc. Please send it to me by email, with your
contact details. If you have written or co-written a
new publication that might interest our
members, we can enclose your fliers with our
mailings (free to individual members; £20
postage/packing charge for organisations/nonmembers). To get a book reviewed, send a
copy to the editor. If you want to review a
book, please tell me; we can usually get a free
review copy from the publisher, and if you review
it the book is yours to keep. If you want future
newsletters electronically as PDF files (which, by
the way, have all photos in colour!) and not in
printed form, please send me an email
(ben.averis@gmail.com) specifying the email
address to receive the file. Thanks.

NOTES FROM THE CHAIR
Alan Crawford
This year I have been profoundly struck by the extent of ash
dieback, ‘chalara’ in many parts of the country. It feels
desperately sad to see mature trees clearly dying in front of my
eyes, and feeling helpless to do anything about it. As everyone
Photo: Donald McPhillimy
in this group will know the consequences will not be restricted
to the tree itself but also to the wide range of species that associate with ash. It will have a
dramatic effect on our base-rich woodlands, where ash and elm form high canopy woodland, and
will also have a significant effect on the wider landscape with ash a prominent tree outside of
woods. There seems to be no cure for the disease, and little chance of creating a refugia of
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healthy ash trees. Seed banking, assessment of low susceptibility traits and monitoring of
environmental changes in sample ashwoods of high nature conservation value seem to be the
focus of current research looking to retain ash in the landscape. Our hope for native and
naturally distributed ash surviving look like depending upon individual trees having or
developing resistance to the disease.
There would appear to be little we can do about the spread of ash dieback, as the disease is
already widespread and the fungal spores are spread by the wind. That is not the case, however,
with Dutch elm disease. This disease, though present in much of the country, is currently not in
some parts of the north and west. The spores of this fungi are not spread by the wind, but are
spread by the Scolytus beetle, which has a limited flying range. There are also areas of the
country where elm is absent or at least infrequent, and so although it may be a long shot, there is
the potential to create refugia for healthy elm, with buffer zones around these refugia. Woodland
Trust Scotland in collaboration with the University of the Highlands and Islands are developing
a project, ‘Elmwatch’, looking into this and other ways of protecting elm in areas where the trees
are not yet infected. Should anyone want to find out more about this, or be in a position to offer
help, please contact either Alasdair Firth alasdairfirth@woodlandtrust.org.uk or Euan Bowditch
Euan.bowditch.ic@uhi.ac.uk

On a separate subject, I was fortunate earlier this year to spend a week in Slovenia. It is a
beautiful and diverse small country. With little or no intensive agriculture or forestry, the land
and the associated land management practices looked healthy. Slovenia has 62% forest cover,
with 71 native tree species. Only 2% of forests are planted. 9% of forests are primary forests. 89%
are other naturally regenerated forest. Primary forests are protected from human intervention
and left entirely to natural processes. The remaining productive forests are managed following
three principles: to be sustainable; close to nature; and multi-purpose. Timber is produced
through Continuous Cover Forestry (CCF). In state forests, 3% of timber trees are left to become
future veterans, and then deadwood. Clearfell is illegal. It was hugely thought-provoking and I
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am sure that there is much we could learn from our Slovenian neighbours. Although I am still
processing my thoughts and feelings from the trip, it reinforced to me how important it is to
have places where natural processes are the driving force behind the evolution of forests. In a
Scottish context, that would include the most natural of our large remnants of semi-natural
woodland, such as the ‘Cairngorms Connect’ area in the west of the Cairngorms, and others (see
‘Notes from the chair’ in the Spring 2018 newsletter, and a response from Basil Dunlop in the
Autumn 2018 newsletter.)
All the best, Alan

NWDG ADMIN REPORT
Alison Averis
Welcome to all new members: thank you so much for joining us. We hope
to see you at an event soon.
At the time of writing we have 191 members and £10,044.36 in the bank.
This year’s Annual Excursion left us with a modest surplus, as did the Woodland History
Conference. The Fungus Identification Workshop made a small loss, but was well attended and
hugely enjoyed by all who were there.
As you might have noticed, we have now got a super new website, thanks to Graham Stein of
Lynx Web Development who designed it, and to Coralie Mills for doing most of the work on it so
far. The next stage is to find out whether we can set up a method for people to pay their
subscriptions and attendance fees online.
If you have changed your postal address in recent months please let me know, so that we can
continue to send out your Newsletter.
We are having trouble with some of the new Forestry and Land Scotland/Scottish Forestry email
addresses, with emails being returned undelivered when sent out as part of a mailshot to all
members. This is presumably because of spam settings outwith the control of individual
employees, so if you work for one of these organisations and haven’t received any mailings since
the spring, it would be worth letting me have a personal email address as an alternative. Thanks
very much.

Photo: Ben Averis
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NWDG EXCURSION TO ARGYLL, 5-8 JUNE 2019
This year’s excursion, attended by 48 people, was based at Ford, in Argyll, with visits to the
places labelled in upper case in the map below and also including the NWDG Annual General
Meeting and a ceilidh (both at Ford on the evening of 7th June). After the map are the reports of
the visits to all sites except Kilmartin Museum, for which a report is not yet available.

KILCHURN CASTLE
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Wednesday 5th June 2019 (afternoon) – Old Poltalloch (NM 807 008)
Mary Winsch
Our 2019 excursion to Argyll got off to a good start with tea and splendid cakes when Gordon
Gray Stephens invited us to see his house and woodland. The 36 hectare property was bought by
his mother in the 1980s. His impressive cruck-framed house is built on the foundations of a late
17th century stable block. A sandstone Venetian window survives in the west wall. The courtyard
buildings, some of which were originally crucks, have also been renovated for modern use, but
two doocots remain ruined. The crucks are made from oak cut in the woods by Henry Russell.
The ‘barn raising’ was in 1999. Gordon found the need for instant decisions stressful at the time
but is still is happy with the design, apart from one ladder-like staircase. The two-storey house
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cost less than a two-bedroom bungalow. It has underfloor heating and insulated walls. The
electricity used to come from a diesel generator but now comes from a 1.5 Kw micro-turbine. He
cuts eight tons of firewood a year, leaving the felled trees to dry for two years before chopping.

Old Poltalloch from the west, showing the Venetian window (photo: Mary Winsch)

Old Poltalloch (photo: Mary Winsch)
The house is situated near the end of a three mile track which leads from Kilmartin and which is
used and maintained by a quarry, forestry, and a fish farm on Loch Craignish. The old carriage
road, about 3 m wide, takes a different route through the hills. The property was part of the
Malcolm Estate, which also included land in Kent and Norfolk, so the family was ready to
improve the landscape by planting trees in the early 1800s. They established a tree nursery and a
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walled garden. A line of conifers on a ridge might have been planted following an 1824 landscape
report by Monteith. There are some giant sweet chestnuts that still produce nuts. The woodland
is described in the Ancient Woodland Inventory as Long-established Plantation. The site
includes steep hillsides, old raised beaches, valley fields, bogs and loch shore. Gordon regards it
as a big garden. His mother got an early grant for a deer fence and planted oak and ash, both of
which are showing signs of stress. He is planting native species, especially deciduous ones, and
also trying some exotics such as walnuts. He has reusable Blue Cross plastic tubes bought from
America to protect acorns from voles. He uses a bulb planter to extract a core of soil, fits in the
plastic tube, adds the acorn and then puts back the soil plug upside down. He also uses plastic
deer fencing hung from a rope tied to mature trees, to protect young oaks. It is a cheap but
effective method for small areas and can be reused.
As a result of the Malcolm Estate plantings and the work of the Forestry Commission, the land
use between Kilmartin and the sea loch has changed from open grazing to woodland in the last
100 years. As there are no longer any grazing animals apart from deer, and to preserve the views
and the bluebells, Gordon keeps the fields open by mowing. He has cut the bracken three times
each year for 25 years but still finds it sprouting in the grass. Fields that he no longer cuts have
become copses of young alder, birch, hazel, oak, rowan, sweet chestnut and Sitka spruce, which
regenerate despite the deer. The Forestry Commission used to cull the deer heavily, but since a
neighbouring estate changed from sheep farming to stalking their shooting has been reduced.

Old Poltalloch – temporary fencing to protect young oaks from deer (photo: Mary Winsch)
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Thursday 6th June 2019 (morning) – Beavers at Loch Coille-Bharr, Knapdale
Clare Winsch
A select group of excursion participants dragged themselves out of bed at a horribly early hour to
visit the Knapdale beaver release area guided by the Knapdale Environmental Interpretation
Officer Peter Creech. Peter described the history of the beaver introduction and then escorted us
to two lochs where beavers have transformed the landscape. In the distance, we were lucky
enough to espy the adult male, called Bjørn.

Bjørn the beaver in Knapdale, June 2019 (Photograph: Clare Winsch)
Attitudes towards beavers vary around the world according to their relationship with people and
ideals for the future of landscape and environment. In Scotland, reintroduction was opposed by
the National Farmers’ Union, which regards beavers and sea eagles as the greatest threats to
agriculture in some areas; for example, beavers will eat orchard trees and can block culverts.
However, people favouring reintroduction have suggested it is better to manage beavers rather
than kill them, because extermination risks opening up a territory to an incoming beaver that
may do different damage.
Formal reintroduction of beavers in Scotland began in 2009 when four families were released in
Knapdale. Specialist rangers were appointed to monitor and assess the beavers’ impact on the
environment and local economy. Despite the reservations noted above, and after careful
monitoring of the trial introduction, consultation and debate, in 2016 the Scottish Government
decided that reintroduction of beaver was acceptable, but no further illegal releases would be
tolerated. However, it was agreed that 28 additional beavers would be introduced during the
three years from 2017, in order to diversify the gene pool. By 1st May 2019 full legal protection
was in force.
There are currently six beavers on Loch Coille-Bharr/Dubh Loch including two of the originally
introduced animals. New animals have been transferred from Germany and Tayside. One beaver
released from a wildlife park was immediately busy and found a mate, but as a rule,
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introductions need to be done gently. Kits are weaned in three weeks but need family life for two
to three years before they become independent, so they should be translocated together.
The six beavers currently in Loch Coille-Bharr/Dubh Loch include Bjørn, Millie, one older kit
and three young kits. The rangers reckon that four animals have relocated from the loch plus
three others probably of the same family and at least six lochs now have beavers. Beavers do not
naturally move uphill, but they have moved into the Crinan Canal. They will swim in the sea.
Their instinct is always to move to water and not move too far from it.
Adult beavers have no natural predators and may be aggressive and territorial towards
newcomers. Kits may be casually predated by badgers, sea eagles and foxes. The carrying
capacity of an area depends on food and biodiversity. Beavers were introduced into Knapdale
because the habitat was identified as suitable by the Forestry Commission, who had reviewed
other introductions including a French experience. In Finistère, the spread of the population was
limited by the presence of water works associated with a nuclear installation: Knapdale does not
have this kind of limitation.
The Forestry Commission had intended to establish commercial plantations throughout
Knapdale, including the valleys, but the valley planting failed because the ground was too wet
and soft. Beavers could make better use of that ground. In 2009, beavers moved into the
remnant plantation and created a landscape of mixed dead standing timber and wet birch not
seen in the area for 400 years.

A landscape of mixed dead standing timber and wet birch not seen in the area for 400 years.
[Editor’s note: photo taken by Clare Winsch in 2019 – just to clarify, as you might otherwise have thought, quite
understandably, that it was taken by someone else in or before 1619.]

Beavers do their logging in the autumn. We were shown some chewed trees with the sharpenedpencil cut characteristic of beavers. The beavers create piles of willow and birch cuttings
surrounded by water. The piles are then used by roosting ducks. Birds pick over the mud
dredged up by beavers, and animals use the beaver dams as bridges.
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Beavers build dams to keep their lodge entrances below the water and to facilitate management
of their food supply. We were shown a dam 18 metres long and 10 years old.
The consequential reconstruction of the environment supports huge numbers of amphibians,
herons and other water birds, and has stimulated growth of a succession of vegetation types
including new birch woodland. The development of this complex plant ecology has also been
great for bats, woodpeckers and lichens. Rapid plant succession has taken place, but deer are the
biggest threat to such regeneration.
There has also been concern about the impact of beavers on hazel growth and rare lichens in the
area. Impact is being monitored in an ongoing project comprising four test areas each of 50m x
50m divided into 10m bands. Some trees have been protected with wire netting as an
experimental spot treatment to deter browsing.
Scandinavian visitors have asked why dogs are allowed into this nature reserve. However,
beavers and people seem to be living happily together in Knapdale as walkers, dog walkers and
wild swimmers visit the area daily while the beavers flourish.
This very interesting and enjoyable visit concluded with a nice breakfast in Peter’s Wildlife
Centre where we were joined by the rest of the excursion group.

Thursday 6th June 2019 (afternoon) – Barnluasgan
Gordon Patterson
1. Beaver re-introduction project
We were welcomed by the Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT) outreach officer and we went into the
beaver project information centre at our leisure as we ate lunch. She described the reserve area
as being really rich for wildlife – not just for beavers. She had worked on the introduction project
for several years.

10

Before walking to the lochside to hear about the beavers, we were shown a wooden cruck barn
built in traditional style, used by SWT for group activities on the reserve. The roof was tiled with
shingles made from European larch.
Traditionally, local houses had been made of wood until the advent of a significant industrial
value for wood for tanning and charcoal smelting, when the landowner, the Campbell clan chief
Duke of Argyll, ruled that his tenants could build houses only with stone, to keep the timber
resource for his own use.
We walked to the lochside and heard about the introduction trial project which had been
managed by SWT and the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland, working closely with Scottish
Natural Heritage (SNH) and Forest Enterprise Scotland who own this part of Knapdale Forest.
The trial started in 2009, aiming to monitor the survival and health of the beavers and their use
of and impact on the habitat. Initially 16 European beavers were brought from Norway.
Monitoring of their survival, movements and impacts was carried out under the project. The
population was assessed as 8 in 2017. Several more were introduced in 2017 and 2018, to
reinforce the population.
The male beaver of the first pair to breed at Barnluasgan is still alive and is now 14 years old –
this is pretty old for a wild beaver, whose lifespan is normally 6-10 years. The original family
have moved their lodge 4 times in order to rest areas that they had heavily depleted.
We saw a large tree that had been gnawed 2/3 of the way through the stem, and then left.
Apparently beavers are savvy enough to know to avoid felling a large tree on to themselves by
gnawing all the way through, so they stop and let storms do the rest in good time. However, they
haven't yet evolved the technique of chainsawyers who start off with cutting a hinge on the side
they want the tree to fall towards! Many large trees felled in this way by beavers will survive and
resprout or coppice, this then providing a regular source of accessible shoots for them to eat.
Smaller trees and sapling are felled and eaten or carried off to build or repair their lodges or
dams, and to store as a food supply for the winter in their lodge. However, where deer numbers
are high the coppice regrowth may be stunted or absent. This impact of deer on shoot regrowth
and the availability of young growth for beavers is being assessed at present by a PhD study.
Deer densities are estimated at 12-15 per square kilometre, which is common for upland conifer
forests, although the ideal for promoting palatable broadleaved species is less than 5 per square
kilometre. It is generally thought from other areas that aspen is the most selected for/favoured
food species of beavers, but this has not been obvious here. At Barnluasgan, willows are eaten
most, with rowan also popular. There might be family preferences for different tree species.
We saw young rowan and willows cut by beavers up to 35 metres distance from the water, which
is about the maximum distance normally recorded for the beavers here. We also saw an
impressive lodge 2 metres high, which was anchored into the alders at the water's edge.
The rare (red data book) lichen Parmatrena arnoldii grows on alder trees here.
2 Forest management
Alan Stevenson, who had been a key member of Forestry Commission (FC) staff in the forest
here when native woodland restoration started, explained the history of the forest.
The area had a history of exploitation of the broadleaved forest for charcoal for iron smelting
and bark for leather tanning, as well as manufacture of acid and gunpowder. The Forestry
Commission acquired the Knapdale area in 1934.
Conversion to conifers by underplanting and afforestation of bare hill areas followed for the next
few decades, with Norway and Sitka spruces dominating. In 1968 Inverliever forest was badly hit

11

by a gale, which flattened a large tract of forestry. This was one of the early areas of wind damage
to conifer plantations that prompted a rethink on afforestation methods, including the role of
ploughing in creating instability. The replanted forest has already been clear-felled again but
some areas of the original windthrown forest have been left to develop naturally and show
interesting features such as trees growing from root plates and decomposed trunks. We saw a
fascinating example of such a root-plate tree.
Part of the forest at Knapdale was then one of the earliest to undergo conifer removal and
restoration to broadleaves in the early 1980s in response to concerns about afforestation of
ancient broadleaved woods; this was before the general FC broadleaves policy was developed.
Areas of conifer and remnant broadleaves were mapped, and plans were developed to remove
conifers from areas where broadleaves could recover. As the work progressed, SNH and the
Scottish Office were persuaded to put the restoration area forward as a provisional Special Area
of Conservation for Atlantic oakwoods, recognising the high potential for restoring oakwood
habitat. British Petroleum were persuaded to fund restoration work in a suite of sites including
Knapdale, as part of the Scottish Forest Alliance project.
A lot of Planted Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS) have already been restored to native
broadleaved woodland, and we saw that the Knapdale design plan sets out further areas so that a
high proportion of Knapdale will be restored eventually. Some significant islands of conifers are
scheduled to remain in areas outside PAWS sites; some of our group felt that these areas of
conifers would be sources from which conifers could recolonise, and that this element of the plan
should be reconsidered.
We saw a vigorous growth of birch with some rowan, oak
and other species. We did not see many oaks above the
sapling stage; this may be due to deer browsing, as we
noted survival of oaks that were protected in tubes. We
walked through extensive birch defoliation caused by
outbreaks of looper caterpillars in pole stage birch thickets
that had regenerated following the removal of Sitka
spruce. These caterpillars could threaten the survival of
the birch if they persist for more than one season.

Alan Stevenson

The group discussed the issue of rhododendron invasion
in the region and how it is tackled. Here Forest Enterprise
can act, but cleared ground can still be colonized by
rhododendron from elsewhere. The need for co-operation
amongst all neighbours is a major issue. The developing
project at Glen Creran was described by Gordon GrayStephens who has been heavily involved in it for several
years. Despite mostly sympathetic landowners it is a
complex and slow process to bring all necessary
mechanisms and funding sources together. Finding funds
for clearance on private gardens and other land not
eligible for EU rural development grants is a problem;
these areas act as reservoirs for future colonisation. There
remains a reluctance, amongst owners, to commit to EUfunded schemes that might require repayment of grants if
complete clearance is not achieved.
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Taynish National Nature Reserve – Thursday 6th June 2019
Annie Griffiths and Alan McDonnell
Those of us who, somewhat lazily, decided to miss the early morning visit to the beavers and opt
for a more leisurely start travelled in minibuses to Tayvallich. There we transferred to the
occasional excursion ‘feature’ of trailer and straw bales transport to reach our starting point.
We were delighted to meet Peter Quelch there: always a great guide to have on an NWDG visit,
and here in his locale. Peter introduced us to Heather Watkin, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH)
Reserve Manager, who led the visit. Along with Heather were SNH’s Taynish stalwart Gordon
Campbell and some volunteers who know this area very well, and who chatted to us about their
involvement as we walked along.
Heather gave us an overview of the reserve and its aims, and of her work since taking over the
manager’s post. Peter gave an outline of the history of this fascinating area.
For me, an Argyll novice, the outstanding feature was the unusual topography: the knaps
(parallel wooded ridges) and dales (waterlogged valley mires) that led to the naming of much of
the area (i.e. Knapdale!). These are aligned in a north-east/south-west direction and provide a
variety of habitats that support impressive biodiversity. As we walked these features, which
Heather had introduced us to, became evident, making sense of why this reserve is so unique.
The coastline, too, has special interest in that much of it is thought to represent raised beach.
The reserve has many designations, including for otters and Marsh fritillary butterfly, that draw
visitors into the area. However, as a native woodland group we were especially interested to see
the woodland. It is found mainly on the knaps and comprises a mix of species, including birch,
hazel, with some elm hanging on and ash (yet to succumb to Chalara), but it is dominated by
oak. The oak too carries designations for both Upland Oakwood and Western Acidic Oakwood.
Old maps and pollen analysis have shown that the woodland has had a continued presence over
probably millennia, with the oaks that currently make up the canopy being around 130 years old.
These oaks are also important as a habitat for lichen species.

Some of the group at Taynish (photo: Alison Averis)
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Heather discussed the challenges in managing the reserve for designations, some of which
compete. For example: the woodland regeneration versus the maintenance of the specific
conditions needed for the lichen and bryophyte species. She highlighted the perennial excursion
topic of deer and we discussed the visible impact on trees and other species. It was evident that
despite the deer management undertaken, browsing was occurring outwith exclosures and is
suppressing regeneration in much of the reserve.
Although not discussed in detail robust oak regeneration was not greatly obvious. While
browsing is being combated by tubing oak, could other factors also be affecting regeneration
success in oak? Perhaps a lack of big enough spaces in the canopy, a result of the historic
industrial management of Taynish for tannin and charcoal, is inhibiting seedling establishment?
Other herbivores that are having a more positive influence on the woodland are cattle. These
have grazed the woodland, as part of the reserve management plan, for many years. This was
previously managed by local farmers using their own cattle. Since 2014 SNH have had their own
small herd. The cattle are moved around to open up areas and prevent loss of habitat for
important species. We saw the recent herbivore impact reports, which suggest that there are
positive improvements happening albeit somewhat slowly.
Bracken is another challenge, and currently the reserve is using bracken rolling as means of
controlling it and reducing its impact. Inventively, Gordon has established a relationship with
Angus Bevan, an Argyll-based horseman, whose working animals can tow the bracken bruiser on
much steeper slopes than machinery can access. We were sorry to miss seeing this in action, but
having observed the growth for ourselves we can understand the need to put in robust measures
that can be evaluated over time.
A final woodland issue in the current plan is an aim to remove exotic species. Much work has
been done to remove non-native tree and shrub species, but sycamore is present and unless
removed will presumably thrive. The view of some of the group was that, given the unique
qualities of Taynish, there is a strong case to remove sycamore to preserve the native woodland
mix; others suggested that as sycamore is being seen as a replacement for ash it should be left. It
will be interesting to see a definitive stance from SNH on this topic going forward.
Peter has been fascinated by Taynish for a long time, and as we went around he explained why
he considers it an area rich for more archaeological exploration and research. The topography,
history of early settlers in much of Argyll, the indications from previous research and, as we
could see on the site, the current physical evidence, all point to it having been settled for a long
time.
Maps and pollen analyses indicate that the peninsula has been continuously wooded but that
changing land-use has influenced the area of that woodland cover and the mix of species. While
there is evidence of Iron Age settlement it is thought likely that the site was being grazed by
livestock much earlier, possibly back to the late Stone Age. Peter showed us many relics that
probably represent early dwellings and deserve more study.
Much more is known of the use over the last 250- 300 years: estate records and maps show
variations to the woodland areas and indicate changes in management, as well as visible
evidence of dykes, ditches and other structures. Although we did not see the renovated mill, it
dates to 1724 and highlights the presence of arable production as a feature of the immediate area
in the not too distant past. Around the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, oak
became important for more industrial uses. Firstly, this was the supply of bark for tannin and
then the need for charcoal to supply Argyll furnaces such as Bonawe on Loch Etive and, well,
Furnace on Loch Fyne. The oak was coppiced on a regular cycle until the late 19 th century, as
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evidenced both from old stools and the many charcoal platforms scattered in the woodland.
Singled oak from those last coppiced cycles are represented in the current woodland, with the
majority of the oak we saw being even-aged and dating back to this time of management change.
There followed less formal management of the woodland prior to a focus on sporting interests,
and finally, before being sold to the Nature Conservancy Council, a reversion to arable farming.
Walking in woodland with Peter is always fascinating and his melding of the archaeology on the
ground with that of the trees always brings a landscape and the people who lived in and worked
it to life!
Speaking of people, Heather, as we walked back to Tayvallich together, spoke of the ongoing
connections between the local community and the reserve. In her short time as manager she has
seen how it is valued locally, evidenced by the various volunteer and school projects that have
contributed to the delivery of the management plan objectives and the general. Visitors also
appreciate visiting the peninsula, with SNH working on how to enhance their experience while
still protecting the natural environment that they come to explore.
To sum up, the visit was a great introduction to a lovely area and set us up well for the rest of the
excursion.
Link to the Story of Taynish NNR:
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2018-02/Taynish%20NNR%20%20The%20Story%20of.pdf
Link to the Management Plan:
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/201803/The%20Management%20Plan%20for%20Taynish%20NNR%202015-2026.pdf

Oak at Taynish (photo: Alison Averis)
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Friday 7th June 2019 – Dalavich and Mackenzie’s Grove
James Rainey
Dalavich Oakwood (NM 969 139)
We started off our Friday with a wander through the beautiful oakwood at Dalavich, on the
north-west side of Loch Awe. The site is owned by Forest and Land Scotland (FLS), the walk was
led by Richard Thompson (FLS), and site history and management accounts were given by Alan
Stevenson, Peter Quelch and Forest District officers.
Dalavich Oakwood was historically coppiced for charcoal production to help feed the ironworks
at Bonawe; this coppicing last took place in 1870. It was then managed as part of a farm before
being acquired by the Crown Estate in the 1950s. Under state forestry, many of the old coppice
stools were cut away to leave a single leader (‘singled’) in 1955, and the site was underplanted
with non-native conifers in 1957 and 1958: grand fir under the oaks, Sitka spruce in open areas
and Norway spruce somewhere in between. When Peter arrived at the site in 1981 he recalled
how the conifers had matured enough to hide the crowns of the oaks, and that he’d had to crawl
under the Norway spruce to find their old stools.
Looking around, it was difficult to marry up this site history with the woodland today. Peter was
able to pick out traces of the original coppice stools from around the singled oaks, but the only
sign that they’d once almost been lost amongst a sea of conifers were the plumes of epicormic
growth along their trunks (once shaded, now encouraged by an influx of light). What had gone
right?
Alan became responsible for managing the site in 1983, and his decision that Dalavich was
essentially still an oakwood rather than a conifer plantation paved the way for restoration.
Additionally, a small area of the site had been spared coniferisation as a gesture of goodwill to
the local people, and this area attracted the attention of the Nature Conservation Council (NCC).
Alan explained that NCC’s strategy at the time was to designate woods as Sites of Special
Scientific Interest (SSSIs) in an attempt to frustrate further coniferisation, and Dalavich was
duly designated in 1984.

NWDG at Dalavich (photo: Alison Averis)

16

Together, Alan and Peter Wormell drew up the first management plan for a designated Forestry
Commission site. Taking inspiration from work in the Glen Orchy pinewoods, the aim was to
remove non-native conifers to secure the original stand, and reduce deer pressure to allow
regeneration. At first, this restoration work was carried out on a shoestring (£1000), but it was
scaled up during the European Year of the Environment when much more funding was made
available. By the mid-1990s restoration was well underway.

Management by Forest and Land Scotland (FLS) today is focused on removing regeneration of
non-native species and maintaining suitably low herbivore pressure. Surprisingly, deer
management is not being undertaken inside the oakwood itself, but is sufficiently robust at a
landscape scale to permit oak regeneration to take place there nonetheless.
I came away from Dalavich feeling incredibly grateful. A series of good decisions have managed
to undo a series of bad ones, thanks to the dedication and passion of a relatively small number of
people. Today would have looked ‘unrealistic’ 40 years ago when restoration was first
considered, and ‘impossible’ 60 years ago when the conifers were going in.
Mackenzie’s Grove (NM 956 103)
Post-Dalavich we minibused our way 2-3 miles south to Mackenzie’s Grove, a Sitka spruce stand
that is developing old-growth characteristics. It is one of Forest and Land Scotland’s (FLS)
natural reserves, which means that no management takes place beyond rhododendron and deer
control. Richard Thompson (FLS) led the walk and spoke about the site.
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Mackenzie’s Grove was planted on an ancient woodland site by the Crown Forest in 1909-1915.
At that time Scots pine and European larch were favoured forestry species, and American
conifers hadn’t been planted widely outside gardens and demesnes. It was therefore one of the
first sites in Scotland where Sitka spruce and Douglas fir were trialled for their forestry potential,
mixed in with some Norway spruce in case they failed. This was overseen by Mr Boyd, who had
previously worked on experimental plantings at Corrour Estate.
Richard described how the foresters had diligently stuck to a three year thinning cycle, so that
the stand had been thinned eight times up until 1951. This was apparently out of concern for its
success – on this relatively sheltered site with deep soils. The results of their mollycoddling are
impressive: giant Sitka spruce towered above us, some with a diameter at breast height of over 1
m. The ground vegetation was nothing like that in younger unthinned stands, with its abundant
scaly male fern and other greenery in place of dark nothingness.
In 1968, a gale ripped through part of the grove, snapping many trees off half way up and
uprooting others. We didn’t get out to that area, but Richard has documented nurse log and root
plate regeneration, characteristics of old growth conifer forests in the Pacific North-west.
Additionally, a bryologist turned up some species usually more typical of native woodland here,
including Plagiochila punctata growing on Douglas fir. It is hoped that old growth lichens will
begin to colonise high up in the canopy in future.
It was refreshing to see a different side to Sitka spruce: dense 40-year-old plantations are not at
all representative of the species. The site also drives home how stand management can be more
important than composition in generating diverse ground vegetation… could spruce plantations
in the hills be filled with blaeberry if they were thinned and deer numbers reduced? Mackenzie’s
Grove clearly has much to offer for ecological insight into the future.

NWDG at Mackenzie’s Grove (photo: Alison Averis)
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Friday 7th June 2019 – The Ballad of Torran Bay
Alison Averis
The sun shone bright on the banks of Loch Awe
On Friday the seventh of June
As seven bold souls got into their boats
For a kayaking afternoon.
The wind breathed over the silvery waves
As they set out into the bay
In a bid to get through to the next loch along
And look at the woods on the way.
A dark road of water led to the west
Through bottle sedge, kingcups and reeds
Our group of bold paddlers drifted on in
With the lightness of floating seeds.
Dense woods of willow rose up on our left
Knee-deep in the slow-moving stream
Hanging with lichens and dripping with moss
A fairy-tale fantasy dream
Peter and Linda soon forged on ahead
To prove that experience shows
Then P. pointed out the fields on the bank
With conifers planted in rows
Here on this spot, FCS raised its ranks
Of young trees in auld days of yore
Sitka and lodgepole and others like that
To plant out along the loch shore
Soon the still water became a swift stream
And progress then ceased to be free
Anna and Alan went into the bank
And Coralie into a tree.
Suddenly Graham got stuck on the stones
In water just two inches deep
The Universe said we wouldn’t get through
And put all our gas at a peep.
With the current behind us we hastened back down
Till Loch Awe opened out at our feet
Where oak trees arched out from the moss-covered
rocks
Over water dark-coloured with peat.
The sun sparkled down on the dancing blue waves
Ben Cruachan reached to the sky
The soft wind touched our faces so gently
That Alison started to cry
We all turned our boats from the waves and the wind
And headed back into the light
Taking it easy; conserving our strength
To dance at the ceilidh that night.
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Kayaking along the lane between Ford
and Loch Awe. Photo: Anna Lawrence

Minutes from NWDG Annual General Meeting on evening of Friday 7th June 2019 at
Ford Village Hall, Argyll
Alan Crawford
1. 2018 AGM minutes adopted. Proposed by ??, seconded by ??
2. Alan Crawford welcomed everyone to the AGM, and outlined agenda
3. Alison Averis provided an admin report. At the time of the AGM NWDG had 195 members, and
£13868.43 in the bank.
4. Coralie Mills provided a Social Media and publicity report. Mentioning that NWDG Facebook page had
601 members, and the Twitter account 530 followers. Both continue to grow. She commented that
many of the Facebook group followers were also members of Reforesting Scotland and& Rewilding
Scotland groups. There have been a number of themed ‘guest posts.’ These had been varied,
interesting, and well received. She hoped that these would continue.
5. Noel Fojut provided a summary of the 2018 history conference, where Frans Vera among others spoke.
It was well attended (132 attendees), and feedback about the event had been positive. He also outlined
plans for the 2019 history conference, which on the 100th year since the formation of the Forestry
Commission would look at the role of the state in forestry over the last 100 years.
6. Noel Fojut provided an update on the workshops program. There was a successful workshop in April, at
Kinclaven wood, Perthshire, led by Coralie Mills and Peter Quelch, looking at the use of historic maps
in interpreting woodland history. 15 people attended and an article will be written up for the
newsletter. There will also be a workshop in September at Boat of Garten, led by Liz Holden, looking at
the role of fungi in woodland ecology, with an afternoon session focusing on fungi ID.
7. Alan Crawford initiated discussion on future excursions. He explained that due to logistical difficulties
it had proved impractical to prepare for a 2020 excursion to NW Sutherland, and as a result the 2020
excursion would be to Cumbria (the second choice when voted for at the 2018 AGM). That was agreed
as a suitable course of action by members at this year’s AGM. Several ideas for places to visit in 2021
and beyond were suggested. A vote then followed with everyone having three votes. Results were as
follows: SW Ireland 29; Moray 20; N Argyll 19; Loch Lomond Islands 19; Arkaig 16; West Lothian 3;
Angus 0. It was agreed therefore to look at the feasibility of an excursion to SW Ireland, with James
Rainey agreeing to help facilitate that. If it proves impractical then we can look at either Moray, North
Argyll or Loch Lomond Islands as potential excursion destinations.
8. Anna Lawrence provided an update from Forest Policy Group (FPG), where amongst their varied
activities she mentioned that quite a bit of work had gone into responding to the draft Scottish
Forestry Strategy (SFS), which they felt had been weak in promoting alternatives to large scale ‘big
business’ forestry.
9. Gordon Patterson provided a description of, and explanation for, NWDG’s response to the SFS. He
commented that the strategy was weak on promoting the importance and value of ancient and native
woodlands, with little in the strategy to promote improvement of native woodland condition or to
promote native woodland expansion.
10. Given that NWDG has primarily been a discussion group and not a policy group, Alasdair Firth spoke
about the potential of a ‘sister organisation’ to take on the role of advocacy on behalf of ancient and
native woodlands. He noted that there are many other organisations with an interest in policy, such as
FPG, Community Woodlands Association, Society of Municipal Arborists, Reforesting Scotland and
others, many of whom do good work, but that none has a native and ancient woodland focus.
11. There then followed 20-30 minute open discussion on the subject of whether or not NWDG should take
a position on policy issues or not. (That discussion is summarised separately.)
12. The following committee was the proposed and agreed. Proposed committee:
 Alan Crawford (Chair 2018-2021)
 Alison Averis (Admin: Membership, Treasurer and Website; took on joint role 2011 - )
 Ben Averis (Newsletter Editor 2011 - )
 Ruth Anderson (Secretary and Events, 2003 - )
 Mairi Stewart (History Representative 2012 - )
 Noel Fojut (Workshop Coordinator 2018 - )
 Coralie Mills (Social Media 2018 -)
 Gordon Patterson (NWDG representative to FPG 2018 - )
 Steve Morris (Pinewood conference development 2018 - )
 Fi Chalmers (Committee member 2019 - )
 Alan McDonnell (Committee member 2019 - )
The meeting then closed and the ceilidh began.
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Saturday 8th June 2019 – Kilchurn Castle
1. Report by Gordon Patterson
The castle, strategically sited at the head of Loch Awe, had been a stronghold of the Breadalbane
Campbells. Coralie Mills and Peter Quelch carried out a project commissioned by Historic
Environment Scotland to look into the historic landscape around the castle and they outlined
what they had found. They spent three days using old maps and also LiDAR (Light Detection
And Ranging) images as well as field reconnaissance.
The landscape included several areas of woodland, with wet carr semi-natural woods, working
woods used for extraction of timber and firewood, and designated landscape woodland planned
for visual impact (for example a 19th century beech-covered knoll opposite the castle). The
woods on the west side of the loch were extensively used for charcoal for smelting iron. The
Campbell clan had a fleet of boats with oarsmen, usually 6-8 oars, which carried timber to the
furnaces at Bonawe at the south end of the loch. The scattered woods on the west side contain
lots of archaeological interest including traces of huts, fields and charcoal hearths. On the east
side opposite the castle the land showed old runrig cultivation patterns. There had been a small
settlement called Portbeag, though there is no trace now of the buildings. Its function was to
supply the castle with cut peat and milled corn and other supplies. An old road route was also
found here.
Coralie and Peter also discovered from the General Roy map made in the 18th century that there
was a 17th century park on the east side of the loch, and this still contains a few remaining wood
pasture oaks today. Apparently one Earl of Breadalbane, who owned the castle, had goat meat
despatched to him all the way from this pasture to London where he was living, because he liked
it so much. Noel Fojut outlined the history of the castle and its role in the fortunes of the
Campbell clan. The name is derived from Caol a' chairn = the narrows of the cairn. Kilchurn was
owned by the Campbells of Glenorchy. They were a branch of the clan who were great land
acquirers by various means, both fair and foul, and were very powerful locally. The castle dates
to before 1430, the main tower was built by 1450, and it served as the main residence of the
family until 1550 when they relocated to Taymouth castle at Kenmore at the east end of Loch
Tay. After this a series of Keepers lived at Kilchurn and collected rents. The shift away from
Kilchurn to Taymouth was more pronounced after the aftermath of the 1745 Jacobite Rising, and
the castle gradually became neglected and uninhabited.

Oak at Kilchurn. Photo: Alison Averis
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2. Report by Coralie Mills and Peter Quelch
Our final excursion visit in 2019 was to Kilchurn Castle where Peter Quelch, Coralie Mills and
Noel Fojut introduced the group to the history of the castle and its multi-faceted wooded
landscape. After introducing these themes at Kilchurn Castle itself, those who could stay on
visited the magnificent veteran trees, mostly oaks, near Ardteatle, thought to be the remnants of
a Park created for the Earl of Breadalbane in the late 17th century.
The following is a summary of the woodland heritage project that Coralie and Peter undertook
for Historic Environment Scotland (HES), which formed the basis of our guided visits here.
A walkover Historic Woodland Assessment was undertaken for HES (guardians of Kilchurn
Castle) in February-March 2018, complemented by historic map and documentary research, of
selected areas of the cultural wooded landscape around Kilchurn Castle, originally a property of
the Earls of Breadalbane. The objective was to enhance the understanding of the Property In
Care’s relationship with the diverse wooded landscape around the northern end of Loch Awe,
including both economic and aesthetic aspects. The assessment embraced the living biocultural
heritage and its relationship with the built heritage.
Four distinct areas were assessed: Kilchurn Castle and its peninsula, Portbeg and the oak
woodlands at Kinachreachan, Ardteatle historic township and environs, and The Pass of Brander
oakwoods.
The wood on the castle peninsula is a semi-natural wet wood, dominated by willow, with the
grown out remnants of a hedge on its eastern side. Loch water levels are lower now than in the
past, and the castle knoll would have been an island when it was in use. To the east of the castle
at Portbeg, on the eastern loch shore, historically the castle’s mains farm, there are several
historic plantations with enclosing dykes, including an attractive loch-side beech knoll of
probable 18th century origin, and a number of old oak plantations. The latter are not on Roy’s
mid 18th century map but are on the first edition Ordnance Survey six inch, and therefore
originate in the late 18th or early 19th century. LiDAR (Light Detection And Ranging) survey by
HES assisted in tracing the plantation dykes and other archaeological features in areas where
they were hidden within dense modern conifer stands.
The Ardteatle area, further south on the eastern shore, has many interesting veteran trees
around the ruined settlement remains, to the east of the Old Military Road, including an ancient
gean probably planted on the yard dyke of a now ruinous cottage. Nearby, just west of that old
road is a quite different enclosure in which massive old open grown oaks, recently made visible
by the felling of the modern conifers planted into them, indicate the possible location of the
Earl’s 17th century park, mentioned in the estate records as being established at Ardteatle then.
Many of the oaks have massive fused multiple stems, indicative of graze-damaged coppice, and
are an important biocultural survival.
On the west side of the loch, close to the castle, there are extensive relict wood pastures,
including a particularly diverse one on the steep slopes at Creag a’Chuil where the ancient trees
are interspersed with traces of settlement and possible charcoaling platforms. Among the tree
types present are tree-form hazels, like the famous examples at Glen Finglas in the Trossachs. A
little further south, at Coille Leitire, above the railway line, there is extensive old oak coppice,
with many more better-preserved charcoal platforms. These woods would have fed fuel to
Bonawe and the other iron furnaces in the area in the 18th and 19th centuries. The Historic
Woodland Assessment evidence highlights the continued use and development of the estate’s
wooded landscape elements after the occupation of the castle ceased in the mid 18th century.
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NWDG WORKSHOP: AN INTRODUCTION TO USING
HISTORIC MAPS IN WOODLAND STUDIES (5TH APRIL
2019. TUTORS: PETER QUELCH AND CORALIE MILLS)
By Arina Nagy-Vizitiu, edited by Charles Dundas
The day started at Murthly Village Hall with an indoor session on what evidence to look for in a
wood to assess its antiquity and which maps are most useful for this. Most importantly we
discussed how to look at these maps. Let’s just say that there is more than meets the eye. For the
second part of the day we went out to the Woodland Trust Scotland site Kinclaven Bluebell
Wood to look for evidence of what gives away the wood’s antiquity.
The workshop proved very popular and there was a waiting list for this one, so let’s hope that
Coralie and Peter do this again. All participants had a strong personal and professional interest
in woods, and some were real history fiends.
Looking at historic maps is of course a good place to start, but which one should we look at?
Well, Peter showed us no less than 14 historic maps, starting with Timothy Pont’s 1583-1596
maps, all the way to the Ordnance Survey 2nd edition maps of the 1890-1900s.
The maps that stood out to us the most
were Timothy Pont’s because of the
detail they contain and the clarity given
that they were produced around 1583.
Unfortunately these do not cover the
whole of Scotland. Then the William Roy
military survey maps of the 1750s which
are of course fascinating in that they
were produced for military purposes and
therefore were kept secret for a while.
They show Scotland’s landscape just
before improvement. Later in the
workshop it became clear that these
maps are missing some details, which
could be because of human error or
detail missed on purpose for military
reason or because of the woodland
condition. These maps can also be used
in conjunction with historic diaries and
estate papers that could show orders to
plant trees on specific dates and
locations, but historic knowledge is
needed to unearth that aspect.

Kinclaven maps (photo: Arina Nagy-Vizitiu)

The Ordnance Survey maps are the most accurate and a breakthrough in terms of the techniques
used in mapping. Today’s maps are actually not that much more improved compared to the first
OS maps.
Alongside the maps it is important that in woodland studies we also do site visits to gather field
evidence and look at the archaeology of the woods as well as the archaeology within the woods.
There can also be intangible heritage to pull evidence from such as oral stories.
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With this in mind we moved on to look at maps specific for Kinclaven only, before we headed off
for the site visit.
Kinclaven Bluebell Woodland was acquired by the Woodland Trust in July 2017, thanks to a
generous legacy from a supporter. The wood is best known locally for its extensive carpet of
bluebells in spring. We were too early in our visit to spot any purple flowers but we did spot the
green leaves covering most parts of the woodland floor.
The site manager, Jill
Aitken, got help from
Peter Quelch in finding
out more about the
history of the woods
from site visits and
historic maps back
when the wood was
acquired by the Trust.
This helped inform the
wood’s management
plan.
We had seen that the
Roy military maps do
not show Kinclaven
wood on them, but that
it is shown on earlier
maps. Therefore we can
believe that Roy
overlooked it for a
particular military
reason or perhaps the
woodland condition
was bad so it was not
mapped. Then the OS
maps show the south
site of the wood as
‘Welcome’ sign at Kinclaven (photo: Arina Nagy-Vizitiu)
changed in land use
from woodland to fields for agriculture. There is now work ongoing with every planting season to
buffer the woodland and restore it to its former extent.
The woodland is mostly oak but it also has pockets of conifers and some specific features in
bundle-planted beech trees that are hundreds of years old and give a magical quality to the
woods. Peter noted that foresters shape places but there are always ancient woodland giveaways.
The soils harbour intricate species connections and biodiversity. We discussed that although the
land to the south of the woodland has been converted to fields, if we replant it perhaps the
bluebells can come back if the soils are still there and can ensure continuity. This is also why the
Woodland Trust and other organisations want to see plantations on ancient woodland sites
restored where possible to fully bring back their ancient woodland features and naturalness. This
is extremely important for our biodiversity, as ancient woodland sites are some of the most biodiverse habitats.
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Old beech at Kinclaven (Photo: Tansy Lee Moir)
At the entrance to the wood Peter showed us a soil boundary which he called a ‘wood bank’. We
would need more archaeological exploration to understand its intended purpose, but it is a bank
made out of soil that possibly delineates an old boundary. We have no way of proving what it
was there for. Not something I would have thought about if just visiting the woods on my own.
Looking through the wood on our walk, we noted that some oaks look planted and some were
there from a previous wood. Peter said that in the 1920s there was a common technique to plant
oak and conifers such as larch and Norway spruce for commercial timber, in order to harvest the
conifer timber. The oaks were of course left.
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We also found out that although some of the oaks were of differing diameters they could be of
the same age; their growth rates depend on the soils they grown on and this can vary within a
wood, even within a few metres. The best example of this is shown in the photo below where two
sections of tree are shown: they could be the same age, despite the tremendous difference in
diameter.
Safe to say a walk in the woods will never be the same now, as we will all be looking and thinking
about wood banks, ancient woodland giveaways and other features. Thank you to Coralie, Peter
and the other participants for an eye-opening experience.

Photo showing tree sections of around the same age: a beech tree stump felled at Kinclaven
with a much smaller Scots pine found on moorland in Scotland (Photo: Arina Nagy-Vizitiu)
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REPORT ON NWDG FUNGI WORKSHOP LED BY LIZ
HOLDEN ON 21ST SEPTEMBER 2019 AT BOAT OF
GARTEN COMMUNITY HALL
Report by Fi Martynoga
We were a small but highly privileged group: privileged in our setting as the capacious and
beautifully appointed hall backs on to a lovely, rich pine and birch wood; privileged in the day as
it was probably the most glorious of the late summer; but most privileged in our tutor. Liz
Holden has been looking at fungi for forty years. Her knowledge of fungi (“a different kingdom
from plants” she pointed out early on) in Scotland is extensive and thorough and she has even
been responsible for allotting many of their common names. She’s certainly seen them all before
but she is still excited about fungi and has the good teacher’s ability to pass on her enthusiasm.
In our hour or so looking at Liz’s slides indoors we learnt that you need to be patient to get
proper identification for fungi, as spore prints are essential for differentiating similar species.
We mastered some basic terminology to help the identification process, and we took in some
information about mycelium and what may or may not cause fungi to produce fruiting bodies. It
seems likely that bacteria are involved in this process, and also that too much trampling of a
woodland floor may prevent it from happening. Collecting fruiting bodies is not damaging per se
but wholesale collection carries this threat to their environment.

Fungi collected on the course at Boat of Garten (photo: Alan Crawford)
Liz offered us three ecological categories for the fungi we were going to be looking at: parasitic
(which can be involved in plant death), saprotrophic (decomposers that can break down lignin)
and mycorrhizal (important for plants as they facilitate supplies of nutrients). When talking
about the latter, Liz pointed out that artificial fertiliser makes trees ‘lazy’ and they do not
develop the micorrhizal communities they need for long-term growth and will not therefore be a
proper part of the ’wood-wide web’. She also explained that new trees need to be between 12 and
20 m from old trees in order to tap into their mycelium, and noted that dead wood, both
standing and coarse woody debris on the woodland floor, is critically important for maintaining
the diversity of fungi and hence the health of trees. The James Hutton Institute is now doing
some work on these matters.
Liz also pointed out that mycorrhizal fungi do not like fruiting in dense vegetation, so a measure
of grazing is required if you want to see toadstools in the woods. In that respect the upper stretch

27

of the Boat of Garten woods, which is primarily birch with a few rowan and the odd aspen, is
ideal. It has a lovely sward of fine grasses, which revealed fruiting bodies of fungi at almost every
step. We made very slow progress from the gate, where there were already sulphur tufts and a
boletus to look at, through a belt of pines that yielded an amazing bounty including a whole drift
of white angels’ wings, to our designated picnic site at the top of a small hill.
Over lunch we discussed habitat more closely, as many fungi have specific ecological niches.
Then Liz got out some booklets containing keys and took us through the careful routine of using
them. She told us what the spore colours were, as this critical question, which takes a couple of
hours to determine and can’t easily be done in the field, comes early in the process. Under her
guidance it all seemed easy and logical. Indeed it is. But since then I have collected a ‘little brown
job’ in my local woods, taking care to capture the entire stype and to examine it for signs of a
complete veil as well as a gill veil, sorted out the nature of its gills, sniffed it, appraised its colour
and indeed took a spore print, yet I still haven’t quite nailed its identity! The fault there is
certainly my own, coupled perhaps with a reference book that is somewhat out of date, for Liz
Holden taught us thoroughly and with such verve it was a wonderful day. Our thanks go to her,
and to Dorothy, who was local to Boat of Garten and knew the woods would serve the workshop
well.

For a list of the species found on the day, see http://www.nwdg.org.uk/events/workshops/

Forest fungi (drawing by Ben Averis)
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NWDG’S APPROACH TO POLICY/CAMPAIGNING ISSUES
Here is a piece by Alan Crawford, summarizing discussions that took place during the NWDG
2019 Annual General Meeting, followed by a couple of responses. If you have any thoughts
about this, please send them in to the newsletter. Thanks, Ben (editor).
A summary of our Annual General Meeting discussions, by Alan Crawford
Back in November 2018 the committee, on behalf of the group, put in a response to the Scottish
Forestry Strategy (SFS). We felt that the importance and value of ancient and native woods was
not sufficiently reflected in that document, and that it would be remiss of us as a group
passionately interested in native woods if we said nothing about that. Conscious, however, of the
fact that NWDG is a discussion group and not a policy group, and the fact that members, despite
sharing many interests in common, have differing thoughts on a variety of relevant issues, we
kept the response (a copy of which was sent out to members in February 2019) brief, dealing
only with ‘top line’ issues that we were confident would reflect the views of the members.
Given that this was an unusual step for NWDG to take, we allocated some time at the 2019
Annual General Meeting to an open discussion about NWDG’s approach to policy.
Most people at the AGM thought that there was a place for a group to try to represent the
interests of native and ancient woods in Scotland particularly in relation to their status in formal
policy documents. Similarly it seemed accepted that although there were many other
organisations such as Forest Policy Group, Reforesting Scotland, Community Woodlands
Association doing excellent work, much of which many NWDG members would commend, there
wasn’t a small lobby group specifically tasked with advocacy on behalf of the interests of native
and ancient woodland.
During discussions a range of views were articulated and are summarised briefly below:
 Some thought that NWDG should play that role, and suggested that it is incumbent on us,
as a group of people passionately interested in the subject, to voice a collective opinion.
 Others felt that it is not appropriate for NWDG to play that role, noting that the strength
of the group lies in its ability to allow individual participants the opportunity for a free
and honest exchange of views, regardless of any or no other formal work associations.
Related to that, concerns were expressed, on behalf of agency staff, that they may feel
their presence at NWDG events potentially compromised if formal NWDG positions
differed from those of their employers. There were also questions raised about how
meaningfully the wide range of opinions held by different members of the group could be
distilled into a group opinion.
 Some thought that a new sister organisation such as an ‘Ancient and Native Woodlands
Advocacy Group’ could be set up by individuals within and out-with NWDG who had
such interests, and that it could then play that role.
 Others felt that there was not the time/finance/energy to set up another group to fulfil
that role.
 Some thought that we should use our existing representation to the Forest Policy Group
(FPG) to try to raise the profile of native and ancient woods in their thinking, and
therefore in their work, given that we already support them financially in a small way.
 Others felt that that approach alone wasn’t enough.
By the end of the discussions, the majority opinion was that for now we should refrain from
responding as NWDG to formal policy documents or consultations, but that we should lobby

29

FPG to raise the profile of ancient and native woods in their work, and increase the effort on
issues of concern to NWDG. Please send any thoughts on what issues you would like raised with
FPG to alancrawford07@hotmail.co.uk or gordonpatterson@blueyonder.co.uk
Thanks, Alan (on behalf of the NWDG committee)
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A response from Donald McPhillimy
We all love native woodlands. Standing in them (getting eaten alive by midges), talking about
them, listening to specialists, sharing deep wisdom about them. In every woodland are dozens,
hundreds of species desperately in need of human advocates for their continuity and expansion.
They, and I, will have been very disappointed at the decision by the membership of NWDG at its
recent Annual General Meeting in Ford Village Hall not to speak out for native woodland and
the species living there, beyond the confines of the group.
The argument was made that NWDG is a discussion group with no remit to try and influence
policy. This is indeed its primary function but there is no other group to speak up primarily for
native woodlands and there will be occasions, not many, when this voice needs to be heard. One
such is the consultation on Scotland's Forestry Strategy and well done to the committee for
being brave and responding. Another is the Forestry and Land Scotland strategy which is
currently ongoing. It looks like the NWDG has passed this ball to the Forest Policy Group (FPG)
to respond on its behalf (as well as having to respond on a multiplicity of other forest issues).
FPG is another minimally funded Non-Government Organization (NGO) with limited capacity.
So, NWDG relinquishes its role as advocates for the lifeforms which comprise native woodlands,
despite its members being passionate about native woodlands. How sad. How pathetic. And the
reason for this heartlessness? A very small number of staff of government agencies feel they
could be asked some hard questions if NWDG was to make radical comments to occasional
consultations that pertain to native woodlands. How likely is this? How likely is NWDG to say
much more than "We would like more protection for native woodlands, please"?
If people who work for NGOs, small businesses and other quangos can speak up for native
woodlands, why should Scottish Natural Heritage employees in particular have a veto?
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A response from Ben Averis
The NWDG committee asked me to contribute my thoughts about this. Otherwise I would have
kept quiet? Well, this is a country of free speech and anyone can say what he or she thinks, so I
agree with Donald McPhillimy (see his letter above) that if any of us have our own well-founded
views on woodland-related policy or campaigning issues we should feel free to respond and
present our views as individuals. A corporate group view will probably not express the full range
of views of all individuals within that group, because it might be too impractical to present the
full range (e.g. not enough space available in a magazine or an email or on a webpage or
wherever, or a full response might be too long and difficult for a reader to digest) or because the
views of some individuals do not accord with those of either the majority of the group or those of
the most influential members of the group. It is unfortunate that the ways or cultures of many
organizations can make it hard for group members (e.g. staff of organizations) to feel free to
express their own personal views, even if their views could be an important contribution. Hence,
some corporate presentations have a disappointingly reduced range of material or views and lack
the punch or passion that can be expressed by an individual. If an NWDG group response were
to amount, in effect, to little more than "We would like more protection for native woodlands,
please" (as suggested or predicted by Donald) I feel it might not be as lively and effective as a
number of separate responses from people as individuals. There can be some benefits to a group,
for example in its collective people power or other total resources, but such things as personality,
passion, inspiration and creativity – things whose importance in all aspects of human life should
never be overlooked – come from individuals. So, to summarize, I think an NWDG group
response would not necessarily be a stronger and better one and would not necessarily be
representative of all NWDG members, and I think separate responses from individuals can be
more effective through being more lively, more human and more comprehensive in total
coverage.
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FORTHCOMING NWDG ACTIVITIES
Next year’s annual excursion will take place in Cumbria, based at Grange-over-Sands, from 5th to
8th May 2020. Further details will be sent by email to all NWDG members in due course, and will
also be available on the NWDG website www.nwdg.org.uk

BOOK REVIEWS
Note from Editor: Oh dear – my great apologies to Scott McG Wilson for the delay in putting
his review of the Ancient Yew book in the newsletter. He sent me his review a couple of years
ago, and I don’t know how – perhaps due to my being unwell for much of the first half of 2017 –
but it got missed from the Spring 2017 newsletter and then forgotten about until I found his
email recently and had a horrible feeling that the review might have got left out…
The Ancient Yew: A History of Taxus
Baccata (Third Edition) by Robert BevanJones. Publisher: Windgather Press, Oxford. Date
of publication: 2017 (190pp). ISBN: 978-1-78570078-1. Price: £29-95 (pbk) available from Oxbow
Books [www.oxbowbooks.com]
Review by Dr Scott McG Wilson
This is the enhanced third edition under the same
title, first published in 2002. The book contributes
to our understanding of the historical and cultural
status of yew in Britain, Ireland and Europe. After a
brief initial chapter on botanical features, the
second chapter addresses challenges of ageing
ancient yews, very often hollow. Succeeding
chapters deal with cultural contexts – ancient yews
in churchyards, in abbey grounds, near wells and
springs, in woodlands, hedges and gardens and in the wider countryside. A major chapter then
deals with the yew in folklore, primarily of England, Ireland and Wales, with some Continental
coverage. A shorter final chapter places yew in the archaeological record. There is an extensive
bibliography that will be valuable to readers with in-depth interest, and a useful gazetteer (with
map references) of ancient yews referred to in the text. As many lie within churchyards and
parks with some degree of public access, there may be opportunities for those interested to visit
key examples.
The author has collated copious information from secondary (and some primary) literature
relevant to his subject. Coverage is strongest on “home territories” of late Iron Age (druidic) and
Dark Age (early Christian) symbolism and cultivation of yew in Wales, Western England and
Ireland – here the book makes a very valuable contribution. The central impression is of a tree of
spiritual and ritual significance to Iron Age Celts, later adopted for conversion by Dark Age
Christian saints of Wales, Ireland and Cornwall. Previous exposure to Welsh and Irish history
and folklore may assist readers in appreciating some more esoteric references. Apparent scarcity
of ancient yews in Eastern England may reflect geographical patterns of Saxon settlement and
religion between AD 300 and 600. Coverage of other topics, including archaeology and
Germanic/Scandinavian folklores is briefer. Many inferences made are unavoidably speculative,
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and although this was acknowledged, I felt the need for a more explicit critical analysis of
sources, particularly mediaeval literature “referred back” into pre-literate late Iron Age and Dark
Age circumstances – a notoriously problematic approach. The arrangement of evidence can
make the reader’s experience demanding – diligent cataloguing of excerpts and citations tended
to overshadow emergent conclusions in places. This book does not detail the biology and ecology
of yew, and I recommend that it is read alongside the excellent entry in the Journal of Ecology/
Biological Flora of the British Isles by Thomas and Polwart (2003). Surprisingly, the book is
light in its coverage of yew in Scotland, essentially restricting its treatment to the Fortingall yew
in Glen Lyon. Despite doubts on the native status of yew in Scotland, discussed by Professor Jim
Dickson (botanist at Glasgow University) in Scottish Forestry [v48(4), 1994], the Native
Woodland Survey of Scotland (2014) recorded it as a widespread, if minor, component of
broadleaved woodland, particularly in lowland areas such as the Clyde Valley and Lothian. The
map on page 7 of this book, with accompanying gazetteer, might well under-record presence of
ancient yews within those particular districts.
Abernethy Forest – the history and ecology of
an old Scottish pinewood by Ron W Summers.
RSPB. 2018. ISBN 978-1-9999882-0-3. Hardback,
360pp, £29.99.
Review by Ro Scott
Abernethy Forest will be well-known to NWDG
members as the second-largest RSPB Reserve (after
Forsinard Flows) and the largest remaining example of
Caledonian pine forest. It is a fascinating place, and
this is a fascinating book that will be of interest to
anyone who cares about native woodland.
The book begins with a chapter on the nature of boreal
forests and Abernethy’s place within this biome. There
then follows a history of Abernethy Forest from the
retreat of the ice, through colonisation by vegetation, changing ownerships and land uses over
the intervening centuries, from woodland exploitation via settlement for farming, through the
Victorian sporting era, right up to the present day emphasis on nature conservation. A chapter
on fire explains its importance as a driver of boreal forest processes.
Next, Ron Summers guides the reader through the incredible inventory of species recorded at
Abernethy, with chapters on each of the major taxonomic groups: plants higher and lower, fungi,
lichens, invertebrates and vertebrates. These chapters cover all of the expected specialities and
rarities of the Caledonian pine forest without neglecting the matrix of commoner species within
which they are embedded. But this is much more than a treatise on species and habitats. The
final third of the book sets Abernethy in its context as a pinewood reserve and explores the
evolving approach to conservation management since it came into the RSPB’s ownership in
1988.
The book contains a fabulous array of illustrations, from the author’s own (and others’)
photographs to old maps, paintings and documents, which serve to bring alive the wonder of this
magical place. Particularly intriguing are several pairs of photos of the same view at different
times. These clearly illustrate the changes that have taken place in vegetation cover, tree
regeneration and recovery from erosion. In addition to the wildlife, due acknowledgement is
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given to the many human characters who have been involved with the exploration, exploitation
and management of Abernethy Forest over the years.
Appendices give lists of common and scientific names of the species mentioned, place names
with their meanings and grid references, human census information, loch chemistry, some
meteorological data, locations of archaeological sites and methods of ecological study. There is a
separate glossary of technical terms.
The book has been produced to a high standard: it is beautifully bound, the smooth high-quality
paper means that there are no fuzzy photos, and there is a remarkable lack of typos. All facts are
meticulously referenced – the list of references extends to nearly 800 publications. Scientific
information is presented in a way that would be comprehensible to any non-scientist, with many
clear graphs and diagrams. My only quibble would be that, as a large-format hardback, it is a bit
unwieldy for bedtime reading!
With its multiple designations Abernethy Forest is one of the most special places in the UK. The
author’s love for it shines through. This book is a worthy introduction to Abernethy for anyone
still in ignorance, and a treasure trove of information for even the best-informed native
pinewood aficionado. It is remarkable value for its price of £29.99. We have the RSPB to thank
for funding its publication and, of course, the author for writing it.
Woodland Survey Handbook: Collecting Data
for Conservation in British Woodland by Keith
Kirby and Jeanette Hall. Pelagic Publishing, 2019. ISBN
978-1-78427-184-8. Paperback, 220pp, £30.
Review by Ro Scott
This book, published as part of Pelagic’s ‘Conservation
Handbooks’ Series, is a 30-years-on update of the Nature
Conservancy Council’s ‘Woodland Survey Handbook’.
Originally written by Keith Kirby alone, the update now
benefits from the wisdom of two experienced woodland
surveyors, with the co-authorship of Jeanette Hall.
Although the order of chapters is largely similar, the
current volume is much more a summary of the
information available on various aspects of woodland
survey, with pointers as to where to find more detailed
coverage, rather than an all-encompassing standalone
handbook. This is hardly surprising, given the additional knowledge that has accumulated, both
from research and from practical experience of woodland surveys, in the intervening three
decades!
The authors begin by outlining the whys and wherefores of woodland surveys for conservation –
the various reasons why they may be needed, how to ensure that data are curated for the long
term, and the value of collecting data in standard formats (or not).
Different scales of approach are then covered, beginning with assessment at the landscape scale,
placing woods in their overall geographical context. Then comes assessment at the individual
site level, from a basic walkabout survey to more detailed recording of quadrat data. This section
largely focuses on the recording of vascular plant species, including the trees themselves, to
identify National Vegetation Classification (NVC) communities. Reference is also made to earlier
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classifications such as those of Peterken, Bunce, and Birse and Robertson, as well as to
overarching systems such as the European CORINE and EUNIS.
The next sections cover more detailed investigations of woodland structure, tree ageing by
coring, surveying veteran trees, assessing grazing and browsing impacts, archaeological features
and soils.
Another chapter addresses surveys for other groups of organisms: mammals, birds, reptiles and
amphibians, bryophytes, lichens, invertebrates and fungi. All of these are based on advice from
specialists in the groups concerned. They are of necessity short summaries, and anyone
intending to survey these groups would need to seek out some of the references given for more
comprehensive instructions.
The final chapter addresses long term surveillance to detect change, including landscape-scale
change, condition monitoring of designated sites, and the uses and pitfalls of ‘permanent’ plots.
As one might expect, the list of references is considerably longer than that in the original
volume, and there are also many websites referred to in the text. The downside to this is that,
given the frequency with which organisations upgrade their websites, some of them already
return an ‘Error 404 Sorry, the page you’re looking for can’t be found’ message.
Advances in methods and equipment facilitated by new technologies are also outlined. These
include, the use of ‘toughbook’ computers for data-logging in the field, Geographical Information
Systems (GIS) for plotting and analysing data, Global Positioning Systems (GPS) for more
accurate location of features, and DNA analysis, including environmental DNA (eDNA), for
species identification.
The appendices include keys to Peterken’s Stand Groups and to the NVC woodland
communities, using English plant names rather than Latin ones. There is also a list of the
Habitats Directive Annex 1 woodland types recognised as occurring in the UK.
This book provides a comprehensive summary of everything one would need to know in order to
carry out a woodland survey for conservation purposes. It is not a book for taking into the field,
but a sourcebook to be consulted before even thinking of heading out to the woods. Everyone
conducting woodland surveys in the UK should have a copy!
References:
Birse, E.L. (1980). Plant Communities of Scotland. Soil Survey of Scotland Bulletin, Macaulay
Institute for Soil Research, Aberdeen.
Bunce, R.G.H. (1982). A Field Key for Classifying British Woodland Vegetation. Institute of
Terrestrial Ecology, Cambridge.
Kirby, K.J. (1988). A woodland survey handbook. Research & Survey in Nature Conservation
No.11, Nature Conservancy Council, Peterborough.
Peterken, G.F. (1993). Woodland Conservation and Management. Chapman & Hall.
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NATIVE WOODLAND DISCUSSION GROUP CONSTITUTION
Name: The organisation shall be the Native Woodlands Discussion Group.
Aims and objectives: To encourage interest in native woods, their ecology, management and history.
Activities:

Organise at least one Field Meeting with related discussion each year.

Organise Workshops on subjects suggested by members.

Organise Conferences, Seminars or other Events as approved by the membership.

Issue Newsletters with an emphasis on members’ contributions.

Maintain contact with like-minded organisations through the membership.

Undertake any other activities deemed appropriate by the membership.
Membership: Open to any interested individual. No corporate membership. Subscriptions shall be set by the
committee, with approval of the membership, according to the following categories: (a) Individual, (b) Family (1.5 x full
rate) or (c) Concessionary (0.6 x full rate). Membership will cease 18 months after payment of an annual subscription.
The committee will advise the Field Meetings organiser for the year of the fee for attendance of non-members at the
Field Meeting.
Officers/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. Chairperson 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 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: To be held on a date 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 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.
Current subscription rates: Ordinary individual: £20 per year (£18 if paid by Standing Order). Family: £30
per year (£28 if paid by Standing Order). Under-25s: £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.

NWDG COMMITTEE CONTACT DETAILS
Chair: Alan Crawford. Email: alancrawford07@hotmail.co.uk
Minutes Secretary: Ruth Anderson: ruth.anderson@PitlochryFestivalTheatre.com
Admin (Treasurer + Membership Secretary + Website Editor): Alison Averis. Email:
alisonaveris@gmail.com; tel: 01620 830670 / 07387 970667.
Newsletter Editor: Ben Averis. Email: ben.averis@gmail.com; tel: 01620 830670 / 07767 058 322.
Woodland History: Mairi Stewart. Email: mairi_skye@hotmail.com
Woodland History + Workshops: Noel Fojut. Email: noelfojut@msn.com
Social Media: Coralie Mills. Email: coralie.mills@dendrochronicle.co.uk
Member: Gordon Patterson. Email: gordonpatterson@blueyonder.co.uk
Member: Steve Morris. Email: SteveMorris@woodlandtrust.org.uk
Member: Fiona Chalmers: fi@fionachalmers.co.uk
Member: Alan McDonnell: alanm@treesforlife.org.uk

NWDG WEBSITE:

w w w .nw dg.org.uk



Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/NativeWoodlandsDiscussionGroup/
or search on ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’



Twitter: NWDG @TheNWDG
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Beaver habitat in Argyll in June 2019. Photo: Clare Winsch
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