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EDITORIAL 
Alison Averis 
 
Welcome to the Spring 2004 issue of the NWDG newsletter.  It’s another good fat one- many 
thanks to all who contributed.  You’ll see that we have included the booking forms for the 
summer excursion and the lower plants workshops.   There has been a departure from recent 
tradition here - not one of these outings is in Argyll.  We hope this will encourage those who 
live in other parts of the country.  If you plan to attend, please let the organisers know as 
soon as possible. 
 
As promised, we have the report of the study tour to Italy in September 2003.  It makes 
fascinating reading - especially the account of native Italian woodland mammals which 
include wolves, bears and wild boar.  The article shows that such animals can co-exist with 
people, livestock and crops, although local farmers are paid compensation for any damage 
they do.  We would be interested to hear readers’ views on these more natural means of deer 
control and woodland regeneration - do write in with your thoughts. 
 
There is a report from the recent workshop held by the Woodland Grazing Group and, on the 
same subject, an up-date on the hill sheep and woodland project run by the Scottish 
Agricultural College near Crianlarich.  There is also an interesting article about the use of 
whin (or gorse) in establishing woodland without having to erect fences.  The very topical 
piece from the Native Pinewood Managers, on their visit to Glen Feshie in 2003, should give 
you an idea of the treats in store at this year’s excursion to Deeside. 
 
Finally, do take the time to read Donald Kennedy’s superb article on woodland birds - a 
splendid example of nature writing which is exciting and imaginative as well as technically 
informative.  If only more conservationists wrote like this. 
 
Once again, I’d like to remind readers that all contributions to this newsletter are welcome, 
whether they are reports from other woodland groups, articles on woodland matters, letters to 
the editor, book reviews or advance notice of forthcoming events.  We are especially keen to 
have more articles on woodland management and conservation, so if you have any ideas, do 
send them in or, at least, contact me to discuss them. 
 
I hope you enjoy this issue. 
 

 
 
 
 
SUBSCRIPTIONS 
 
If there is a red spot on the address label on your envelope, you have not yet subscribed for 
2004.  If you intend to renew, please could you send a cheque or completed standing order 
form to Jeanette as soon as possible.  Thanks very much. 
 
 
NOTICE - NEW PUBLICATIONS 
 
If you have written, or co-written, a book or booklet which would interest our members, we 
can enclose your fliers with our mailings.  This service is free to individual members.  There 
is a charge of £20, to cover postage and packing, for organisations and non-members.  We 
can also get books reviewed - just send a copy to the editor.  Conversely, if you would like to 
review a particular book, please let the editor know.  We are usually able to obtain a free 
review copy from the publisher and, if you review it, the book is yours to keep. 
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NATIVE WOODLANDS DISCUSSION GROUP NEWS 
 
NOTES FROM THE CHAIR 
Carol Crawford 
 
These are my last notes from the chair as I’m standing down from the committee at the AGM 
(after 7 years!). Though the two years in the chair have gone quickly it feels like the right 
time to go and let someone else hold the reins. I’m leaving behind an enthusiastic, innovative 
group of people who I’ve really enjoyed working with. 
 
Thanks to everyone on the committee for everything they do and to a growing band of 
helpers.  A big thanks to the indefatigable Alison Averis whose “promptings” ensure mailings 
and newsletters go out in good time. 
 
At the time of writing the committee is working flat out getting everything in place for the 30th 
anniversary celebrations and Steve Brown is busy finalising arrangements for this year’s 
excursion in Deeside.  The fruits of our labours will be seen in the various booking papers 
and forms which accompany this newsletter. 
 
The Big Event:  3rd – 6th June 
 
There was an excellent response to the flier about the excursion in the January mailing and it 
looks as if there will be a bumper turnout this year.  Although there are plenty of places to 
stay in Braemar, it is a popular place for holidays and our weekend coincides with the English 
half- term break.  So do book accommodation in Braemar early. Can we also ask you to 
“double up” as much as possible as the B&Bs, at least, are not keen to take single bookings 
this far in advance. 
 
The long weekend will begin with our 30th Anniversary Day on Thursday 3rd June.  We’ve put 
together a good range of speakers to review the past and look at the future.  I didn’t expect to 
be doing a talk myself but was brought round to the idea!  Alison has had a good response to 
the questionnaire and will be revealing the findings on the day.  By 4 pm the way forward for 
NWDG should be clear. 
 
Thereafter the celebrations will begin with a barbecue reception on Invercauld Estate 
followed by The Play back in Braemar.  By the time you read this Ruth Anderson, Juliet 
Robinson and other thespians will have had the workshop at Laggan to organise this drama 
production. 
 
We are inviting as many founder members as we can get addresses for to the day so there 
are going to be many reunions!  Looking forward to seeing you all there and at the 
subsequent excursion. Also looking forward to revisiting some places we went to 10 years 
ago.  And possibly cycling to some woods – a first for NWDG? 
 
Also to Mark the Occasion 
 
The T-shirts.  Joe Hope is organising these T-shirts with our logo and Ben Averis’s drawing of 
a veteran tree. The committee debated long and hard about colours, sizes and slogans and 
eventually eliminated previously-mentioned slogans altogether!  Order now and you’ll be able 
to wear your T-shirt at the June events.  (See enclosed sheet with details of these T-shirts.) 
 
The Back Issues CD.  This will contain every back issue of the newsletter (spring 1974 to 
autumn 2003).  Most are already scanned in and we will soon be ordering multiple copies of 
the CD  to sell at a modest cost.  Richard Thomson at Forest Research has been organising 
this and thanks are also due to Forest Research staff for their help.  It is hoped that the CD 
will go on sale at the June events.  Full details of how others can obtain a copy should be in 
the Autumn Newsletter. 
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Reminiscing.  I had hoped to put down some memories of the 15 years I’ve been a member 
of NWDG in this newsletter, but time has not allowed.  Perhaps in the Autumn Newsletter.  
But it would be great if others put pen to paper on this subject.  Short or long, Alison will 
welcome them all. 
 
Proceedings of the 30th Anniversary Day.  Alison will be putting this together as a separate 
document to the Autumn Newsletter. 
 
Committee make-up 
 
Gordon Gray Stephens has been co-opted onto the committee as Vice-chair and the 
committee has chosen him to take over as Chair in June. 
 
Because of other commitments Ruth Anderson will stand down as Meetings Secretary at the 
AGM, so we are starting to look for a replacement now.  Duties include setting up meetings 
and taking minutes at meetings.  If you are interested in taking on this nice, well-defined but 
crucial role please contact me or Gordon.  Ruth will stay on the committee as an ordinary 
member and, at the time of writing, the rest of the committee wish to continue too. 
 
We recently organised a gift for Nick Marshall as a thank-you from NWDG for all the 
newsletters he put together.  Alison wove a wonderful willow basket into which we placed 
some food items with a woodland theme, and a bottle.  Cheers Nick! 
 
Excursion 2005 
 
Steve Robertson and Pauline Jewett of East Ayrshire Woodlands are still keen to organise 
next year’s excursion to Arran so will also be joining next year’s committee at the AGM. 
 
Membership 
 
In mid-March 105 of last year’s 140 members had paid up, 50% by standing order, and we 
had six new members.  Welcome.  If you haven’t renewed yet please do now – or set up an 
SO – otherwise this will be the last newsletter we send you. 
 
Lower Plants 
 
Though I haven’t made as much progress with Bryophytes 2 as I would have liked,  I’m still 
hopeful it will be published in early summer – ever the optimist! 
 
Have recently been exploring a fantastic bryophyte site in Ayrshire: Ness Glen SSSI which 
disgorges from Loch Doon.  The geology is different from most Ayrshire gorges which are of 
sandstone.  Here there are greywackes and shales which are locally calcareous.  Therefore 
you find Wilson’s filmy fern cheek-by-jowl with Neckera crispa (a characteristic moss in 
limestone gorges). The owner is forging ahead with bryo-tourism projects including restoring 
footpaths, with the help of East Ayrshire Woodlands, and producing some moss postcards 
(from my photographs) to sell in the tea shop at Loch Doon.  So this may be where the new 
booklet is launched. 
 
Asking for volunteers does work!  Events moved quickly on the proposed lichen booklet 
front, since the call for volunteers in my last Notes from the Chair.  First Andy Acton came 
forward and a few emails later we had a group of six (Andy, me, Anna Griffith, Peter Quelch, 
Sandy Coppins and Joe Hope) with Joe as co-ordinator.  We met in January and now have 
our own e-group!  Joe has summarised our deliberations so far in his section below. 
 
Joe is proving a dynamic member of the committee and also has this year’s lichen and 
bryophyte workshops already planned in exotic new locations. See flier. We would love to 
organise a fungi workshop this autumn too so, in a similar vein to above: any volunteers to 
help Joe with this? 
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And finally… 
 
I’m the last left from the committee of the transitional year (1997) after NWDG moved from 
having a secretariat provided by the Forestry Commission, towards becoming an 
independent organisation with a subscription.  It has been great to see the NWDG survive 
and thrive since this change. 
 
Looking back though, it is lower plants matters that have given me most pleasure:  the lower 
plants workshops becoming annual events; the formation of the Lower Plants Section to 
cater for those interested and to raise awareness of these delightful, fascinating and 
important constituents of native woodlands; and the amazing feedback received for my first 
bryophyte booklet. Thanks to all pioneers! 
 
 
TREASURER’S REPORT 
Tim Hall 
 
After my last report I was told that I had to live up to my promise of lots of sex, drugs and 
rock n’ roll in my next report, or at least to ensure I made the report interesting/entertaining. I 
have been pondering this brief for a while now; making the financial report entertaining 
probably would require large quantities of high-quality narcotics, either for myself or the 
reader. I did consider writing the report in the theme of ‘Casablanca’: me a Bogart-type 
character, reflecting on the NWDG accounts as I smoke a cigarette next to the runway of a 
rainy Edinburgh airport; you, the NWDG membership, are Ingrid Bergman …  Sorry, it can’t 
be done; here’s a summary of the 2003 accounts: 
 
Income £ 
Subscriptions 1,722.00 
Donations 51.00 
Cumbria Field Meeting 952.50 
Workshops 830.00 
Italy Trip 1,050.00 
Publications (Carol Crawford’s book) 22.50 
Bank Interest 6.79 
Other (sale of hand-lenses, loan repayment from CCs book etc) 478.50 
Total Income 5,113.29 
  
Expenditure  
Newsletters 1,853.23 
Other publications (CC book refund) 13.00 
Cumbria Field Meeting 977.12 
Workshops 1,546.19 
Italy Trip 1,050.00 
Telephone conference calls 93.26 
Bank Charges 6.92 
Other (hand-lenses, petty cash, postage, 2000-2003 honoraria for Alison Averis) 912.63 
Total Expenditure 6,452.35 
Nett Expenditure 1,339.06 
 
When I first saw the bottom line for our 2003 accounts my jaw dropped and mild panic set in 
(more drugs required): somehow we had spent £1,350 more than we had received...clearly 
my days as treasurer were numbered! However, after looking at the books more closely and 
after a few reassuring e-mails from other committee members; it became clear that about 
£1,050 of expenditure was actually for workshops and other items that took place in 2002. 
They had appeared in 2003 because of delayed invoices. 
 
This means that we have actually ‘over spent’ about £300 in 2003 and about £30 in 2002. 
This is not a huge cause for panic since we had a bank balance at the end of 2003 of around 
£2,000. However, clearly it is not sustainable in the longer term and we should do something 
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about it now or we will regret it; maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but someday 
soon….(sorry, slipping back into Bogart mode there). We therefore decided at the last 
committee meeting that honoraria for committee members would not be agreed until the end 
of the year, when we were sure of the financial position. We will certainly not award more 
than the guidelines agreed and, in all likelihood, it will be a little less, to ensure the books 
balance. Honoraria for mentors at workshops will be paid as before. We also agreed that we 
should ensure that we maintain a reserve of around £750 in the bank, which we should eat 
into only as a last resort. 
 
In summary, we have a healthy bank balance of about £2000 at the beginning of 2004. 
However, we do need to tighten our belts a little to ensure that it continues that way. I should 
point out that these figures have not yet been independently audited, but this is in the 
process of being carried out. If there are any significant changes I will raise them at the AGM 
in Braemar. I’d be more than happy to e-mail anyone more detailed accounts if they wish to 
study them for themselves.  
 
So, another case closed. The fat-man had been arrested and the broad had chosen the 
quieter road. I light a cigarette….all in a day’s work for the NWDG Treasurer. 
 
 
 
 
LOWER PLANTS SECTION 
Joe Hope 
 

 
 

The Lower Plants Section (LPS) is a subgroup of the NWDG, formed to encourage the study 
and appreciation of lower plants in native woodlands. 
 
The definition of the term ‘lower plant’ seems to be rather hazy. A common definition 
includes bryophytes (mosses, liverworts and hornworts), lichens and fungi. The narrowest 
definition would seem to include only those seedless taxa of the Kingdom Plantae – i.e. 
bryophytes and pteridophytes (ferns and allied groups, such as horsetails and clubmosses). 
In the widest sense, the term is synonymous with ‘cryptogam’ (derived from the Greek words 
for ‘hidden’ and ‘marriage’, because the sexual parts are so much less obvious than in 
flowering plants) and thus includes not only bryophytes and pteridophytes, but also fungi, 
algae and lichens.  The inclusion of lichens at the end of that list might be considered a bit of 
a cheat though, because, of course, these organisms are merely certain fungi that have 
taken up the habit of living symbiotically with an alga or cyanobacterium. However, because 
this nature of lichens has been accepted relatively recently, their study has become a 
separate discipline; this has led to the proposal that the best definition of a lichen might be 
‘an organism studied by lichenologists’! 
 
This leads to my reason for including all these definitions – that for our purposes, ‘lower 
plants’ can cover just about anything that interests the members of the LPS. In the past we 
have concentrated mainly on lichens and bryophytes; however, there is growing demand for 
greater consideration of the (non-lichenized) fungi. If possible, we hope to run a workshop on 
fungi this autumn along with the now well-established lichen and bryophyte workshops (see 
below). Ideally, I would like such a workshop to take a more in-depth look at the role of these 
ubiquitous organisms in the woodland ecosystem than is generally found in the ‘fungus foray’ 
type of event, of which many are held through the autumn. What about ferns? So far, the 
LPS has only given much attention to the filmy ferns, which Ben Averis treats as ‘honorary 
bryophytes’ because of their small size and poikilohydric habit. But the larger ferns are often 
conspicuous components of native woodlands and contribute greatly to their aesthetic 
appeal. On the other hand, if it turns out that we have enough on our plates with the lichens, 
bryophytes and fungi too, then we can redefine our remit (and our planty subjects) 
accordingly. 
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Membership of the LPS is open to all NWDG members who do not consider that the ‘lower’ 
in ‘lower plant’ applies to their importance or appeal – a brief note or email to me will do the 
trick (see inside front cover for address). Communication is generally by email; if any 
members have announcements or questions regarding lower plants they are welcome to 
email these to me and I will distribute to the whole group. Apart from the workshops, the LPS 
also organises informal excursions to woodlands to look at such things as might interest us. 
The current plan is to hold one of these on the Sunday after each of the workshops. I know 
that Applecross is a long way for most people to travel for one day but I hope we might get a 
decent turn-out for the Perthshire one. Details of these will follow by email. 
 
Lower plant workshops 2004 
 
This year’s workshops will follow the formula established in previous years, starting with a 
talk on Thursday evening, then field excursions on the Friday and Saturday and microscope 
work on the Friday evening. Both workshops are suitable for both beginners and improvers. 
Costs remain the same as in previous years: £35 for AGWA or NWDG members, £50 for 
non-members. 
 
Woodland Lichens: 23rd – 25th September 2004 
Tutors: Brian and Sandy Coppins; Co-ordinator: Joe Hope 
 
This looks to be a good one! The venue for this year’s workshop will be Applecross in Wester 
Ross. One of Brian’s former students, Gill Fairweather, lives in the area and suggested an 
exploration of some interesting-looking hazel at the edge of the village. We will look at this 
on Friday, along with some Atlantic oakwoods towards the south-west tip of the peninsula. 
Saturday will takes us to Shieldaig to cast a lichenological eye over our most westerly native 
pinewood. An optional bonus day on Sunday (open to all LPS members) will take us just over 
‘the Hill’ to Rassal – Britain’s most northerly Ashwood and a hotspot for Leptogium 
saturninum. Gill has arranged for us to use the Applecross village hall for the introductory 
talk and microscope sessions. Then there is the lure of the Applecross Inn, supposedly 
renowned for its seafood, which will provide congenial surroundings for evening relaxation. 
Early booking of accommodation is recommended (information available on application). 
 
Woodland Bryophytes: 28th – 30th October 
Tutor: Ben Averis; Co-ordinator: Joe Hope 
 
This year’s bryophyte workshop will present an opportunity to get to know more calcicolous 
species than have been encountered on previous workshops. ‘Base camp’ will be Blair Atholl, 
Perthshire and field visits will be to local woods overlying calcareous rocks. One day will 
probably be in woodland along the Tummel near Killiecrankie; the other may be in Glen Tilt 
or elsewhere on the Atholl Estate. Evening sessions will be in the village hall, with meals and 
essential fluids replenishment in the nearby Atholl Arms hotel. Hopefully we will run an LPS 
excursion to some other fine Perthshire woodland on the Sunday following the workshop – 
details will be sent via email to LPS members. 
 
A booking form for both workshops is enclosed with the newsletter, but applications can also 
be made just by contacting Joe Hope (I know all those loose sheets can be easily mislaid!) at 
the address inside the front cover of the newsletter. 
 
Nascent LPS Booklet - Field guide to the lichens of Scottish woodlands 
 
Following the success of Carol Crawford’s bryophyte booklet, it seems to have occurred to a 
few people independently that the obvious next step would be to produce a companion 
booklet for lichens.  This was formally proposed at last year’s AGM, and at the December 
meeting of the NWDG committee it was decided that a small group would be formed to take 
this forward. Such a group, comprising Andy Acton, Sandy Coppins, Carol Crawford, Anna 
Griffith, Peter Quelch and myself, met in the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh at the 
beginning of January, and the conceptual bare bones of the incipient booklet were formed. 
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The purpose of the booklet will be to raise awareness of the significance of lichens in 
Scottish woodlands. It will be a way to allow people to identify some common or important 
species and recognise the major lichen communities.  The target audience is envisaged as 
similar in interests to the membership of NWDG (and particularly the LPS) – i.e. more or less 
anyone with an interest in native woodlands and their associated biodiversity. Although a 
significant part of the audience might be those with a professional interest in woodlands, the 
booklet should also be completely accessible to members of the public with a more general 
interest in natural history. 
 
The booklet will cover lichen species which may be encountered at least reasonably 
frequently in Scottish woodlands, including Atlantic oak and hazel woods, native pinewoods, 
upland birchwoods and lowland mixed broadleaved woods. The number of species to be 
covered is likely to be in the range of 40-50. The broad design concept is to be similar to 
Carol Crawford’s bryophyte booklet. Pages will be A5-sized and species descriptions will be 
generally one to a page, but one or two related species may also be covered on the same 
page. Extensive use of digital photography will be made, with the aim of presenting 
photographs that are both visually appealing and useful for identification.  On of the most 
useful and coherent features of Carol’s booklet was the link between bryophyte species and 
NVC communities. This approach is not possible for the lichen booklet since most woodland 
lichens are epiphytic and the relationship with site type is different from that of ground-
dwelling bryophytes. Instead, the lichen booklet will describe the epiphytic alliances 
propounded by Peter James and others in 1977 and use these to underpin the structure of 
the work. 
 
This summer should see us out in the woods, hunting tasty-looking specimens to be digitally 
captured for the booklet’s pages. Once we have all the images and the text is written, we 
hope to put the booklet together with desktop publishing software. None of us can devote 
ourselves to the project full-time so, all being well, we aim to have the booklet printed some 
time in 2005. 
 
If you have any thoughts or opinions on this project, or would like more information, please 
contact Joe Hope at the address inside the front cover. 
 
 
NWDG MERCHANDISE 
 
Carol Crawford’s first bryophyte booklet: ‘Bryophytes of Native Woods’ is still available direct 
from Carol (see inside front cover for address) at a cost of £6.50. 
 
Eschenbach hand-lenses are available from Ben Averis (see inside front cover for address).  
These X10 lenses are made from solid plastic and do not steam up in the rain.  They cost 
£19 by post - please make cheques payable to ‘Native Woodlands Discussion Group’.  They 
will also be available at the field excursion and at the Lower Plants workshops. 
 
NWDG T-shirts can be ordered now: see enclosed sheet. 
 
 

REPORTS FROM EXCURSIONS AND STUDY TOURS 
IN 2003 
 
DEVELOPING SUSTAINABLE WOODLANDS ON ISLAY: TOUR OF ISLAY 
ESTATE WOODS 25-26 APRIL 2003 
Malcolm Younger 
 
I am the Factor of the Islay Estates Company.  The Company owns approximately 22,000 ha 
stretching from south of Bowmore to the northern tip of the island at Rhuvaal.  I have had the 
great privilege of managing the estate and its woodland for over five years.  The woods here 
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can be quite surprising when you think of the amount of land between here and Labrador!  If 
you live on Islay you will have become not unfamiliar with violent Atlantic storm-force winds 
laden with salt, and it really is incredible that you can find trees of the stature of some of 
those you can see here.  Our crabbed Atlantic oakwood remnants would seem to be nature’s 
solution to the climate so it must have taken some farsightedness - foolhardiness some 
would (and no doubt did) say - to start planting alien forest trees on land that was described 
by one eighteenth-century traveller as “being covered with heath and absolutely in a state of 
nature”, with only “some stunted woods of birch and hazels”.  Ancient and semi-natural jewels 
though they were!  I wonder if the Forestry Commission would have approved or Scottish 
Natural Heritage permitted it if it were suggested today. 
 
The Morrison family have owned the estate for 150 years and before them the Campbells of 
Shawfield were lairds for a similar period prior to going bankrupt.  The fluctuation in estate 
economics over that period have been dramatic, though it’s probably been true most of the 
time that if you want to make a small fortune you should start with a large one and invest in a 
Highland or Island estate!  The old ways involved scores of estate workers - foresters; saw 
millers; the works.  The cost of labour set against the returns from forestry is what you might 
call an unequal struggle - notwithstanding the generosity from time to time of the Forestry 
Commission or the Chancellor of the Exchequer.  So I invite you to think about how these 
wonderful woods are to be sustained in the longer term.  Benign neglect has been tried, and 
to an extent it works, at least for a while, until the drains choke and the rhododendrons close 
over the rides and the ground waterlogs and the trees fall, leaving only an impenetrable 
tangle; or the fences disintegrate and sheep bare the floor of the wood and regeneration is 
prevented.  I should say in passing that we manage to supply the needs of the island’s 
firewood merchant and cabinet maker but that the actual income from these sources is 
negligible. 
 
Islay is very far from most markets for wood products and the cost of transporting timber is 
very substantial.  The use of the woods for shooting - particularly woodcock - give them a 
significant value to their current owners, so they do have a substantial incentive to invest 
their money in woodland management.  But there are real political threats to the future of 
shooting and is it going to be allowed to sustain them in the long term?  Some of our 
politicians want to sweep away the great estates altogether as an alleged anachronism and 
barrier to sustainable development.  If the estates are indeed swept away, and quite hostile 
legislation has already been passed by the Parliament, who then will take on the substantial 
cost and responsibilty of managing the many thousands of acres of large-scale designed 
woodland such as this? 
 
Enough of depressing matters.  There are, perhaps, different methods that can be used to 
manage woods and trees, never forgetting the laws of economics.  We purport to practise a 
form of continuous cover forestry not only because it looks nicer, but also because of the 
effect of the wind.  With the limited resources we have to hand we must target our efforts 
with care.  We can obtain contractor’s machines to do work that would have been next to 
impossible for the teams of foresters of old, but the aftermath may be uglier, at least until 
nature heals the scars. 
 
We now must also consider the management requirements of an important designed 
landscape, gazetted by Historic Scotland and the Garden History Society.  Members of the 
public enjoy walking through the woods and looking at them from a distance, but catering for 
walkers, cyclists and riders creates costs and potential liabilities, not income.  Even here in 
Islay, litter is a problem.  The woods have a wealth of interesting wildlife that may thrive on 
the lack of disturbance.  There are numerous mosses, liverworts, lichens and fungi.  There 
are plenty of deer and there are certainly people who enjoy the fact that they are frequently 
sighted.  I may be one of them, particularly when it is not in proximity to my new plantings.  
Other people pay us money to see them down a telescopic sight.  Yet others might like to 
see them eradicated altogether, if that were possible. 
 
I don’t suppose we are going to solve the problems of managing these beautiful Islay woods 
in one day, any more than we can solve those of the Scottish forestry sector or indeed of the 
rural economy.  I would love to see a greater understanding of these issues on the part of the 
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politicians, but I’m afraid that our neighbour’s pigs are more likely to sprout wings and take to 
the treetops. 
 
I would be delighted to receive any views, advice or even constructive criticism about our 
woods and their management. 
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NATIVE WOODLAND 
DISCUSSION GROUP 
TOUR TO ITALY 
 
 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Richard Thompson 
 
NWDG’s first international tour took place in September 2003. Thirteen members travelled to 
the Abruzzo region of Italy. The trip was made possible thanks to the efforts of Dr Lucio Di 
Cosmo who worked for Forest Research in 2002. You may recall that Lucio succumbed to 
the charms of our group and offered his hospitality whilst mastering the Dashing White 
Sergeant in Adrishaig village hall. I digress…  Whilst in Italy, we were based in the Majella 
National Park and visited Abruzzo and Gran Sasso National Parks. The following three 
reports give you a flavour of our trip. The first is a description of the forest ecosystems, the 
second, an account of our first day and the third, of our last day. We had an enjoyable and 
educational time. No doubt our visit is still discussed in the doorways of Saint Eufemia and, if 
you listen hard enough, you might just catch the echoes of a certain flute resounding around 
the mountains. 
 
 
FOREST ECOSYSTEMS OF THE CENTRAL APENNINES 
Scott McG. Wilson 
 
Throughout our visit to the Abruzzo, Majella and Gran Sasso National Parks in the Central 
Apennines we saw that elevation is the ecological variable that most powerfully determines 
the species composition of this mountainous region’s natural forest ecosystems. This is 
because higher elevations are closely related to more severe winter cold, which limits the 
growth of more sensitive tree species. The north-south mountain chain allows more northerly 
alpine forest types to reach their southernmost distribution in Europe. Soils in the Apennines 
also vary in depth and stoniness, such that the shallowest and most skeletal soils usually 
occur at the highest elevations. However all soils are of relatively high base status due to the 
predominance of soft limestone strata in the region. 
 
In the valley bottoms and on the lower slopes up to ~1200 m asl we found a typical 
xerophytic Mediterranean forest type, characterised by evergreen oaks (e.g. Holm oak - 
Quercus ilex). Much of this most favourable ground has been cleared for agricultural 
production in the distant past – especially vineyards and olive groves. 
 
Ascending to the lower mid-slopes at 1200-1800 m asl the forest changes to a mixed-
deciduous type, with Quercus pubescens, Quercus petraea and Ostrya carpinifolia being the 
main canopy-forming species. These species are mostly light-demanding or moderately-
tolerant, which allows them to colonise rapidly when agricultural clearings are abandoned. 
We visited an area of abandoned grazing land within the Majella National Park where an 
even young growth of oak saplings had already reached 5-10 m in height. The low levels of 
background deer browsing within the Park allow such regeneration to establish much more 
quickly than would be the case at home – there is less need for an intervening “mantle 
vegetation” of brambles etc. to develop first, protecting the saplings. The ground vegetation 
in these abandoned agricultural areas is diverse, with a number of interesting plant species 
being noted by the group. 
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In some localities Pinus nigra (Calabrian black pine) has been planted on former agricultural 
land, rather than allowing old-field succession to proceed. With a tendency to severe snow 
damage in these stands and difficulties with timber extraction, this has not been an 
unmitigated success. As a result management is now being redirected to the restoration of 
native species cover by selection felling of part of the pine crop to favour advance 
regeneration. We did visit one fascinating locality in the Abruzzo National Park, where black 
pine was held to be autochthonous – as a result this was a major seed collection area for 
plantation forestry throughout the Apennine region. Although the soils at this locality were 
perhaps a bit shallower and more calcareous than elsewhere, it was difficult to see which 
natural factor caused the pinewood climax to occur. Hence some suspected that the stand 
was really a long-established planting. 
 
Above ~1800 m asl Quercus spp become ecologically ill-adapted due to more severe winter 
cold. Here beech is the dominant tree species, forming almost pure stands in the absence of 
Norway spruce and European silver fir which would occur in many such forests further to the 
north in the Alps. Beech has been extensively coppiced for firewood and small timber in this 
region in the past. Conventional woodland management “wisdom” in Britain usually holds that 
you can’t coppice beech reliably – even in the south-east of England. This left us wondering 
whether we were dealing with a different genotype of beech, an influence of greater summer 
warmth or even a lack of browsing of coppice. We also saw an area within the Abruzzo 
National Park which had been managed as beech wood-pasture with veteran “candelabra” 
pollards, reminiscent of those found in Epping Forest or Burnham Beeches in southern 
England. 
 
As a late successional, shade-tolerant tree species, beech is less well adapted to rapid 
recolonisation of extensive open ground after agricultural abandonment. Hence clearings 
tend to persist for longer within the beech zone than in the lower oakwood areas. 
 
During our visit to Gran Sasso National Park we heard that the Norway spruce had once 
been native to that region, being sympatric with beech up to and including Roman times. 
Climatic change from ~ 400AD (mainly desiccation) was given as the reason for its retreat 
northwards along the Apennine chain, as opposed to human clearance. However recent 
plantings of the species at high elevations were performing fairly well. This left something of 
a puzzle as to the real ecological situation. European silver fir seemed to have followed a 
similar pattern, but is still represented by one or two very restricted natural stations in the 
Gran Sasso area. 
 
Above the range of beech in the Apennines is a relatively narrow belt where mountain pine 
(Pinus mugo) and juniper are the dominant tree species up to the natural tree line. These 
species tend to form a scrub canopy at ~2 m in height. We had seen an excellent example of 
this during our hike at the “Blockhaus” within the Majella National Park. Relaxation of high 
mountain grazing pressure over the last half-century has allowed Pinus mugo to recolonise 
fairly rapidly, as it is once again a light-demanding species. 
 
In some localities there appear to be semi-natural montane limestone grasslands at or above 
the tree-line which remain open even in the absence of grazing. We saw examples of this 
also at “Blockhaus”. A more complex situation was the high upland plateau at “Campo 
Imperator” in the Gran Sasso National Park. This was supposed to have remained largely 
treeless for centuries, but was surrounded by a rim of hills carrying semi-natural beech 
woodland. Hence it is possible that grazing by cattle and mules, which is still active in the 
area, plays at least some part in keeping the flat area clear of woodland. 
 
The Majella National Park showed us a project to create a new botanical garden, at San 
Eufemia a Majella, demonstrating the different elevational forest communities that occur 
within the central Apennines. Although suffering a few problems of establishment on a very 
dry site with excessively stony soils, this had considerable potential as a public educational 
“honeypot” facility for the area. 
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MAJELLA NATIONAL PARK 
Richard Thompson 
 

 
 
Majella National Park - high elevation beech forest.  Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 
 
 
Thursday began with a sunny walk through St Eufemia village up to the national park offices. 
Several members of staff were on hand to give us an introduction to the park and Lucio 
prepared to begin his role as translator, adding local knowledge along the way. The following 
is an overview of the information presented: 
 
The boundaries of the park were formally designated in 1996. The park comprises two 
mountain ranges: Majella (with 20 tops over 2000m) and Monte Pitze (with summits below 
the natural tree line). The total area of the park is 75,000 hectares, and within this area there 
are 39 villages. 
 
There are two main aims of the park: 
 

1. To protect nature and: 
2. To promote economic development for rural communities 

 
However, as discussed below, it is difficult to reconcile these objectives.  
 
 
Past land-use 
 
Until the early 1900’s, the most common uses of land were coppicing of beech woods (for 
fuel, as charcoal and firewood, for Rome and Pescara as well as local communities) and 
intensive grazing of sheep at moderate to high altitudes as well as cultivation of low-lying 
fields for maize. 
 
Culture and agriculture 
 
Agricultural production has become less economic in these marginal mountain areas, and 
since the 1960’s a lot of farmland has been abandoned. Today, living in mountain villages is 
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seen as undesirable by local young people, because of poor schools, very hard winters and a 
lack of opportunities for employment. Many village houses are now holiday homes. The Park 
recognises that much of the biodiversity in the low-lying agricultural fields is there because of 
a continuity of traditional low-intensity management. They are trying to work with local people 
to encourage recommencement of traditional agricultural methods. Nevertheless, over the 
next few days, we were to see the majority of valley bottoms and lower slopes becoming 
colonised by scrub (typically rose species and blackthorn). As an enthusiast for native 
woodland, it was exciting to see natural processes getting to grips with old farmland. But it 
was also very unsettling and concerning to see an ancient cultural landscape being rapidly 
lost under a sea of thorns.   
 
Fauna 
 
The park authority works with the farming community to manage interactions with wolves and 
wild boar. Hunting of boar is not permitted as they are the main food source for wolves. 
However, €60,000 is paid per annum to farmers for compensation for damage to crops and 
grape vines. The park employs a vet to diagnose cause of death in livestock and pays 
compensation where wolves are proved to be the culprits.  As well as wolves and wild boar, 
macro-fauna includes bears and chamois. There are only 40 bears left in the Abruzzo region 
and they are only rarely known to enter the Majella National Park. Two days before our 
arrival, a bear had been shot in Abruzzo and this was recognised by everyone to be a 
tragedy. The bears in this region are a sub-species of the European brown bear and their 
conservation is a high priority. 
 
Abruzzo chamois are also a sub-species (ornata – referring to their particularly long horns). 
They have been given the highest level of protection of any mammal in Abruzzo. A small 
number of Chamois were discovered in 1913 but none were found in a survey carried out 
after the Second World War. In 1991, as part of a Life Nature project, 30 animals were 
reintroduced. After further reintroductions, there are now 150 individuals in the park and 800 
in the Abruzzo region. Chamois spend the summers in the mountains and the winters in the 
forests or areas without snow. 
 
After an introduction indoors, we headed to a classic medieval village – Rocacaramanico, a 
short distance up the valley from St Eufemia. Under fascism, the inhabitants of the village 
were forced to share the same mayor as St Eufemia. This arrangement continued after the 
war and, deciding it was too much to bear, the community departed en masse for Australia. 
The village now has a ghostly feeling, being inhabited mainly in the summer by holiday-home 
owners. Above the village, we were shown some stands of planted Pinus nigra and P. 
sylvestris. These stands are being thinned to encourage the recruitment of naturally 
regenerated broadleaves (e.g. Quercus pubescens, Fraxinus ornus and Acer campestre). 
This has to be done with caution to avoid snow snap (there is typically 2-3 m of snow at the 
elevation where mixed forests occur). Also, on richer soils, bramble can become competitive 
if too big a gap is created. We were told that similar management is being undertaken in pure 
areas of beech where such stands are on sites which would naturally be more mixed 
woodland.  Walking to and from the stands, we were astonished by the diversity of 
invertebrates and the botanists had to be quietly encouraged down the path. 
 
We stopped for lunch in Campo di Jiove (a picturesque and prosperous ski town). I tried out 
a few words of Italian in a petrol station to be greeted with “you can speak English to me 
mate” in a broad Australian accent! A few years over there learning how to farm sheep the 
modern way seems to be a popular life choice as others in our group were to find out. 
 
We then travelled up alpine switchbacks through extensive Fagus forests. Frequent 
avalanche slips could be seen across the upper slopes, with some forming corridors across 
the road. We were told that the beech stumps usually survive and the different generations of 
trees that we could see as uniform stripes have arisen as coppice regrowth. Heaps of beech 
timber accumulate at the bottom of these slips and, where they are accessible, these are sold 
as firewood. It was difficult to comprehend that these vast tracts of beech forest, clinging to 
steep valley sides, have all been worked intensively in the past and no old growth beech 
stands survive in the region. 
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In the afternoon, we visited a silted-up lake, now hectares of calcareous hay meadows. This 
area is botanically very rich with several endemic species. The river Vera (which flows into a 
sink hole at the top of the valley) contains an endemic species of fish. We then travelled to 
the National Park’s botanic gardens (with views of Quercus ilex on cliff faces on the way), 
where we saw impressive seed collection facilities (containing over 400 species from the 
park) and the gardens themselves with well-presented examples of particularly important 
species for the park. 
 
Throughout the day, we were accompanied by extremely knowledgeable staff from the park 
and old colleagues of Lucio’s from Viterbo university. The enthusiastically-delivered Italian 
was tirelessly translated by Lucio and augmented by his own detailed knowledge of the area. 
 
Following a wonderful meal, Lucio took us to an otter observatory where animals in a large 
enclosure could be viewed in a flood-lit pool. The experience of seeing close-up views of an 
otter with its well-illuminated rich cream and brown colouring was strikingly contrasting with 
my normal twilight sightings on the west coast. Earlier in the day, we were given a detailed 
talk about otter reintroduction in the region. The following are some of the main points from 
that presentation. I have fairly detailed notes if anyone would like further information. 
 
Otters became extinct in the region largely because of hunting and pollution from organo-
chlorines and PCBs. The last record of otters in Majella was in 1993, with no signs in 1997. 
A reintroduction programme was proposed and surveillance commenced to test the suitability 
of the waterways. This included analysis of fish health and numbers together with quality of 
the habitat (using indicators such as the coverage of aquatic plants). Following this, six radio- 
tagged and sterilised otters were released and monitored intensively to assess their use of 
the waterways and survival. After three years, 5 of the 6 original otters still carry their 
transmitters and have been shown to have home ranges of up to 35 kilometres. As the 
remaining Italian population is so fragile, otters from the UK were imported for the initial 
release. Results are still being analysed but, if it is decided to reintroduce breeding otters, UK 
animals will probably be used as they have been shown to have very similar genetic makeup 
to Italian ones. The project has been well-publicised but no consultation has taken place. 
Compensation has so far been paid to a fish farm and a fence provided. 
 
 
PARC NATIONALE DEL GRAN SASSO E MONTI DELLA LAGA, WITH 
HOSTS DANIELLA TINTI AND FABIO CONTI 
Diana Gilbert 
 
The day started hot and dry as we loaded into the minibuses clutching our white paper lunch 
bags.  This time we headed down the valley and across the Tirino River, stopping to admire 
the “Conca di Capestrano”, a Mediterranean riverine landscape of flood plain enclosed 
between steep limestone slopes.  The waters of the river are the cleanest in Abruzzo and still 
support a freshwater crayfish.  The flood plain vegetation is a fenland, including Phragmites 
communis, Iris pseudacorus, and Salix alba.  The slopes support dry calcareous, steppic 
pastures with a Stipa grass species, the endemic and endangered Goniolimom italicum, 
Helichrysum italicum; a curry plant, Linaria purpurea and Solaria leguminana - a trifoliaceae 
that smells of bitumen (it really does!).  The slopes down to the river support mixed 
deciduous woodland with, on the more arid slopes, Quercus ilex, more commonly found on 
the coast, and Buxus and Cistus.  The cultivated slopes support almond (Prunus dulcis), 
olive groves and vines.  The almonds are not native and come in two different forms, one 
with pink flowers and bitter fruit, the other with light pink/white flowers and sweet fruit. 
 
It was with much regret that we have since heard that this wonderful landscape is now in 
danger, including the population of G. italicum, from a proposed 30 ha limestone quarry. 
 
As the temperatures rose, we stopped at the organic vineyards of Senor Gentile, in the valley 
bottom.  A life-time passion for vineyards has turned a hobby into a full-time business over a 
30-year period.  Rows of Monteplucciano, Trebbiano and Cerasuolo vines have been 
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randomly planted with the occasional vine of edible grapes mixed in no particular order over 
eight hectares of level fertile valley bottom soils. 
 
Growing to organic standards, two thirds of the 10,000 kilogrammes of grapes harvested 
annually produce red wine; the rest produce white with a small amount of Rosé.  In 1995 S. 
Gentile embarked on a Reserva from the Monteplucciano grape which spends one year each 
in a vat, an oak cask and the bottle before being sold.  Otherwise the wines are usually sold 
after one year in vats. 
 
This area of Abruzzo is developing a reputation for its Monteplucciano wines.  Being in the 
shadow of mountains running South-east to North-west it is sheltered from the Balkan rains 
and has an annual rainfall of 600mm.  The requirement to irrigate allows for close 
management of the crop facilitating remarkably coincident maturing. 
 
Of course, we had to try the elixir, which was served with slices of rough white bread drizzled 
with olive oil.  After this, Daniella and Lucio had trouble prising us out of the convivial 
atmosphere of the winery, although S Gentile had less trouble prising Euros from us in 
exchange for bottles of this heavenly liquid. 
 
Back on the road we quickly left the busy valley behind and climbed up open dry slopes 
passing villages with evocative names such as Castel Del Monte or Roccacastel, each with 
their church and cluster of buildings on the steep slope or around the hill top.  We climbed to 
lunch at 1600 m asl, in the wide expanses of Campo Imperatore.  This huge grassland, with 
not a tree in sight, has been the backdrop to a number of westerns, and to a version of Don 
Quixote, and is still the home of roaming cattle, horses, mules and sheep.  There was still 
something of the wild west about the lunch stop where we sampled the local “Arrosticcini”, an 
endemic mutton kebab.  We pulled up outside a shack with smoking barbecues outside and 
lots of empty picnic tables.  Very soon skewers full of closely-packed cubes of meat sprinkled 
with salt were sizzling on specially designed charcoal b-b-q’s, and the debate about turning 
only once, no twice continued until they were deemed ready for consumption.  It is easy to 
see how this ingenious way of dealing with mutton developed: very quick to cook with lots of 
rough salt and not too much to chew in one mouthful. 
 
The plain itself under a vast blue ceiling is an amphitheatre walled in by Abruzzo’s highest 
mountains, rising in the west to Corno Grande at 2912 m asl., complete with billowing white 
cumulus.  These slopes are naturally clothed in Fagus sylvatica woodland up to 1800 – 1900 
m asl., with Juniperus communis ssp. communis and alpina above and scattered in open 
areas.  Pinus mugo is not present, although records from the eighteenth century do exist.  
There was some debate about the likelihood of woodland ever having colonised the plain 
itself and there is no clear answer from pollen records.  Consideration of the richness and 
variety of grassland plants and the probability that grazing pressures would have been 
relatively high throughout history suggests it is unlikely.  It is known that wood was cut to 
open grazing on the slopes, and most recently trees have been replanted as part of a job 
creation exercise.  Species native to the area were not necessarily used and those planted 
include Pinus nigra, Larix decidua and Picea excelsior, which was native in Roman times and 
is native in the Alps.  This was thought to be its most southern extent and its removal is 
testament to the quality of its timber.  It has been speculated that changes in climate over the 
intervening period mean the area is no longer suitable for its natural expansion. 
 
The principal botanical interest of the area, however, is the herb flora.  There are 13 endemic 
species in the Central Apennines; this is less than both Greece and the Sierra Nevada 
because these areas are more isolated from plant movements.  The flora of Abruzzo 
includes 3,270 species and subspecies of higher plants: among the highest levels of plant 
diversity in Europe. 
 
The vegetation across the plain ranges from stony areas to dry morainic grassland to 
marginal vegetation around the small lakes and in wet hollows.  One of the biggest 
challenges to Park management is to achieve a balance of numbers and types of grazing 
animals to suit the vegetation.  Cattle are relatively new to the park, a change which has 
been triggered by economic drivers, and have a high trampling impact on the water margin 
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plants.  The park management is proposing to fence some of the lakes to control access by 
animals.  An attractive golden Brachypodium grass species is spreading across some of the 
damper grassland; horses are the only herbivores to eat it. 
 
Some of the plants seen were: Carlina acaulis ssp acaulescense, Cirsium lobelia, Potentilla 
nitida on rocks, previously thought to have been an endemic in the Alps, Gentianella columna  
and Sempervivens arachnoideum. 
 
Among the foothills on the approach to the plain, management and channelling of water has 
allowed for the cultivation of small hollows.  These areas are like oases in the relatively even 
pale green of the uniform grassland.  Potatoes, an indigenous lentil, Triticum sp., and 
Medicago sativa are cultivated in small strips in a regime co-ordinated so that the animals 
brought in from the plain can be let onto to the ground after harvest. 
 

 
 
Looking down onto cultivated fields below San Stefano di Sessanio, Gran Sasso National 
Park.    Photo: Scott McG. Wilson 
 
 
Our route down to the valley brought us to San Stefano di Sessanio, a typical hill top village 
which is now conserved.  We spent some time wandering the alleyways and stone passages 
with our guides.  Many of these villages are growing dormitories for the coastal plains, with 
few if any full-time residents. 
 
The final and welcome stop was a hotel and restaurant in Chiesa di S. Colombo, an old 
monastery, owned by the National Park and now a centre for native flora.  Fabio Conti is a 
dedicated botanist and excellent photographer.  He has personally amassed a collection of 
40,000 Italian plants that he has donated to the herbarium in exchange for the facilities to 
catalogue and conserve them properly.  In addition he and Daniella have embarked on a 
project to gather seeds and tissue cultures for the collection.  The Italian flora seems far from 
completely described: new sub-species and variants are still being discovered. Fabio has a 
number to his name, and the collection aims to provide reference material.  This is a 
massive task and is dependent on students and volunteers, so any keen botanist with some 
time on their hands and a passion for Italy …! 
 
After a welcome drink in the bar and sincere thanks to our hosts, we headed back to the 
Abbergo del Majella for our pasta supper. 
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2003 EXCURSION TO CUMBRIA 
 
ANCIENT SEMI-NATURAL WOODLAND (ASNW) IN CUMBRIA 
Alan Shepley, Wood Education Programme Trust* 
 
Cumbria is a big county with approaching 20,000 ha of semi-natural woodland.  The ASNW 
Inventory (late 1980s) estimated 15,600 ha of Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland (ASNW) in 
Cumbria in woods over 2ha.  62% of this is inside the Lake District National Park.  Virtually 
all (my guess is >90%) has been coppiced at some time or other; and 90% of that is coppice 
with standards. There are also many areas of wood smaller than 2 ha scattered across the 
countryside and along the rivers and ghylls.  The estimate is that there has been 5% 
clearance of ancient woodland, and a 37% replanting with non-native species, with the 
widespread introduction of conifers: so the overall loss has been rather under half so far.  
There are a high number of conservation designations, some of them quite large - Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), candidate Special Areas for Conservation (cSACs), 
National Nature Reserves (NNRs) and other reserves. The main natural communities are 
upland oak, upland mixed ash, and wet woodland (and also juniper). Many Biodiversity 
Action Plan (BAP) species are associated with ASNW in Cumbria. A considerable amount of 
project work is currently being undertaken in Cumbrian woodland. 
 
Notes on the main woodland types 
 
Upland oak woodlands 
 
Typical oak woodlands with oak and/or birch dominant occur mainly in the west of the county 
(Lake District). Many have good Atlantic bryophyte communities with ferns and lichens. Many 
have W9 ash stripes, W7 alder woodland and W4 wet birch woodland as a component, and 
many grade into important upland habitats of equally high conservation value. 
 
The main issues in these woods are grazing by sheep and more recently red deer (the latter 
particularly in the Haweswater and Ullswater valleys) preventing regeneration; and replanting 
with non-natives in the past.  There are some good projects going on at the moment, 
including Planted Ancient Woodland (PAW) restoration at Ashness Woods in Borrowdale 
using horse and sky-line for timber extraction (LIFE funded); PAW restoration at Rainsbarrow 
in Duddon Valley Woods SSSI (Forest Enterprise (FE)).  As for new native woodland - there 
are many schemes but the larger projects are at Falcon Crag (Borrowdale - LIFE & Forestry 
Commission (FC) funded), Seathwaite (Borrowdale – FC funded), Grassguards (Duddon 
Valley - FE) and Geltsdale (north Cumbria). 
 
Upland mixed ash woodland 
 
This includes ash woodland on base-rich soils on limestone as well as base-rich sites within 
generally acidic geology. The limestone ash woodland (National Vegetation Classification 
(NVC) type W8) is concentrated around Morecambe Bay in south Cumbria. It has many rare 
species including endemics like the Lancastrian whitebeam. Many of the limestone woods in 
this area are cSAC and SSSI: also some NNRs. At the moment management is focused on 
coppicing and PAW restoration, much using LIFE funds. 
 
W9 woodlands are found throughout Cumbria on the rich flushed slopes of other woodland 
types. Good examples include beside Haweswater but there are also concentrations in the 
North Pennines. Some rare species are associated with this woodland type. Much work is 
being done in the North Pennines to extend the woodland cover, in particular to improve 
habitat available. 
 
Wet Woodland 
 
Many different types occur in Cumbria, although all are restricted in area.  Wet slope alder 
woodland is often found as a component of other woodland types, but there are also more 
extensive areas. Management of alder at Gowbarrow, Ullswater by coppicing is but one 
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example of relatively small, but widespread alder coppices. Grazing is an issue at Martindale 
preventing regeneration. Stock have been excluded from part of Mollen Woods. 
 
Wet willow woodland is found around many of the lakes. There is little management of it but 
there can be issues with water quality/eutrophication. 
 
Wet birch woodland (NVC type W4) is often found as a component of other Ancient Semi-
Natural Woodlands in the peat filled hollows, and also occurs on lowland raised mires in the 
Solway Plain and around Morecambe Bay. 
 
There is wet woodland along many of the rivers (alder and willow). The Irthing and Kingwater 
Valleys in north Cumbria have some of the finest remaining fragments in the county. There is 
a lot of river-bank management being initiated, much of which will result in wet woodland, 
particularly along the River Eden and its tributaries and the River Derwent and tributaries. 
 

 
 
 
What of the future for ASNW in Cumbria? 
 
There is no doubt in my own mind that the most important practical factor for the future of 
ASNW in the county is ownership. Trying to achieve the BAP target 'to ensure all ASNW 
woodlands are under appropriate management to achieve favourable condition' is going to 
be interesting with so many disparate interests and views! 
 
There will be a continuation of 'new native woodland' creation and PAW restoration projects 
to try to achieve BAP targets (and, hopefully, much more!). Larger schemes, such as those 
in Geltsdale, where Forestry Futures funding is being used to create several hundred 
hectares of new woodland, appear on the face of it to make impact more quickly. 
 
Which leads us to looking at woodland at the landscape level. For what is happening does 
not usually deal with that wide scattering of much smaller woods which have such significant 
impact in the landscape of the county. They need investigating more closely and some 
response to their slow, but steady, deterioration needs to be set in train.  We shall also need 
to consider the integration of woodland management with agriculture - e.g. the adaptation of 



 21 

grazing levels on fell land to allow natural regeneration of native tree species.  Which leaves 
unanswered as yet the question of which management practices to adopt. 
 
*Contact : WEP, Lower Mill House, Staveley Mill Yard, Staveley, Kendal, Cumbria. Tel 
01539 822140, Fax 01539 822443, Email wep@woodeducation.org.uk 
 
Editor’s note: We apologise to Alan for the unsatisfactory account of his talk in the last issue 
of the Newsletter.  The revised text (above) was supplied by Alan himself. 
 
 

ARTICLES 
 
WOODLAND BIRDS IN MORVERN 
Donald Kennedy 
 
Wander through one of our native woodlands soon after dawn on a calm May morning. You 
might not see much moving, especially if new buds have burst and fresh leaves festoon 
every branch and twig… just the odd brief glimpse of a hoodie that saw you coming and 
flapped away annoyed, or a startled chaffinch disappearing behind a mossy trunk. The 
indescribable smells of new life and old leaves mingling in dew completely fill your nostrils 
and you can just sorta taste every molecule of spring as it pervades the air of a new day. An 
early-season midge or two might prick some winter-softened patch of skin and take your 
attention, for a moment, away from the one thing that’s really been filling your senses since 
the moment you arrived here … Put your binoculars away and stop a minute. Just LISTEN. 
 
… Six songs are ringing all at once in the nearest trees around you. A great tit’s singing three 
of them, a blue tit only one… but over & over. And there’s a robin… first with a fruity, sweety 
twitter in the background, then right above your head. You can’t quite make out that tiny 
tinkly silvery bell-like ringy sort of sparkly sound. Is it real music or did you imagine it? Where 
did it come from?  Hey, there it is again… up there somewhere… and there again! It’s a 
micro-bird… how can it possibly exist?… Yup… a wee goldcrest flashes past that branch 
beside your shoulder & doesn’t seem to even notice you & surely doesn’t care one whit 
you’re there. Oh, and there’s a treecreeper, upside downing on that trunk, round & rounding, 
poking his sack-needle under a thick flap of bark. Maybe that was what you were hearing 
after all? But no!… There HE goes now, rounding it all off with a tremulous trinkly trill. High 
pitch, or what? Ice cool dude. He never makes much of a fuss, but every trunk of every tree 
in every wood in Morvern has probably been prodded all over by a needle like that – 
wherever insects might hide (& there’s plenty of them about in the trees, all year round). 
 
Then suddenly the atmosphere explodes in a glass-shattering trill of high descending purer-
than-pure notes, fired staccato from that clump of moss across the next wee burn. 
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Again. Some minuscule fluff of feather flits out of nowhere, pouts & dips on a wee rock and 
every muscle vibrates from top to toe. The whole world trembles as Master, Maestro, 
MISTER wren shoots semi-automatic bullet-music right at you, and at every other wren in 
earshot… Again. Talk about EARSHOT… And there’s another wren, another robin, another 
blue, great… and now a coal tit… somewhere up the hill, somewhere just beyond that first 
clearing over there.  And another… fainter, further off… filling a kind of constant background 
track to all this maximum-volume stuff going on all around you, all the time. This is a total 
soundblast!  
 
And you might remember then that all these local resident guys have been at this same old 
jam-session for maybe a month or more… morning, evening (sometimes the middle of the 
night), just taking a chillout nap around the midday sun to charge batteries awhile each day. 
In a good season a few have already shut up shouting at each other by April, stopped 
strutting their stuff & singing their hearts out to impress the ladies (except maybe for a quick 
dawn or dusk spell). They’re now all sort of frantic &, with their mates, mainly race around all 
day gathering grits & grubs & other grub to fill nestsfull of open mouths… a mouth a minute. 
 
So wander on a bit… maybe 50, perhaps a hundred yards or so, and stop again. There’s so 
much going on you need to stop to make any kind of head or tail of it. Those first fellas you 
heard right around you, now help fill the background chatter, along with others well beyond - 
along the way you’re going - and with those higher up the slope too, as well as down below. 
It’s all go. But just on the way here there’s been many more high, descending crystal musics, 
all tonally correct and clear, all sweetnesses and honeys. Turkish delight sort of 
sweetnesses… oh, real exotic sort of sounds. Belly-dancing, Afro-Med melodies, maybe? 
You certainly haven’t heard them for the best part of a year & can’t quite place them at first.  
But you recall that over the past few weeks or so, willow warblers have been waking you up 
in the mornings and moving straight on into the woods for their quick short season of love. 
And why not? You’d coo too if you were a doo. Wood warblers too are suddenly all around, 
blown in on a warm southerly wind with a touch of east in it last week. Lots of them. Not 
much to look at, but just listen to all those glass marbles dropping on to mirrors all around 
and bouncing faster & faster & faster ‘til coming suddenly to a standstill crescendo. Then up 
& off again. There’s three at it at once over there, and another across that burn… one more, 
no two - just above the shore below. This lot are the real old classics of the western 
oakwoods… They’ve just come back to their second homes for the summer. Vibrating out the 
cobwebs. 
  
And hey! What’s that? Some cocky football supporter of a robin, or what? “Yah, yah, yah, 
sweet little triller I could be. Listen to me, listen to me. Up the Gers, bytheway, by the way... 
Yah boo, up yoos”… Or something… What IS that? Oh…there’s a flash of black & red… 
white stripes… right up on the top of that big tree. Bins out. Hey redstart, man, nice to see 
you back again! Smart strip… for sure. Here’s tae ye, Wha’s like ye?… But you’re up a gum 
tree mate, if you think you can sing! Leave it tae the robins! Shut yer face!… Red Card. 
 
And just a bit further, over that burn & past the boggy bit of path – there’s a tree pipit 
parachuting into a clearing… “coming down,, coming down,,,, pwee pwee pwee pwee pwee 
pwee pwee pwee. MY twee twee twee twee,,, twee twee twee! Getoot my way way way way 
wayway way”. And now you remember… that’s what you heard at the edge of the wood on 
your way in… another up above that first clearing away in the distance. How could you 
possibly have missed them? Background beat to all that harmony up closer, cymbals of this 
cacophony. 
 
Shhh!  Quiet! What’s in the distance? Well, the rest of the percussion must be getting going 
too. There’s a far off drumming (a rough rattle or two, too – and another… getting closer). 
What’s going on round here?… HhhaWhoops! A sudden rush of wind… and now a great 
harlequin-fletched arrow swishing past! A sudden flash of black & white… Is that a spot of 
blood, or what … Great Scot! - It’s a Great Spot!  Ah yes!… panicky mama great spotted 
woodpecker, hurtling about between the trees, checking you out… no doubt stressed out 
about that noisy hungry brood. While old man’s practising his latest drumkit, over there, far 
off, not a care… Heidbanger. Or maybe he’s rattling out a war on his old shillelagh… Aye, 
there’s another old general over there, just in earshot. Keep off my patch! 
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Cuckoo 
Cuckoo 
Cuckoo 
Cuckoo. 
Cuckoo, Cuckoo, Cuckoo. Wooh Hoo. 
Nae worries Mr Echo, Mr Echo… She’ll spy, She’ll fly – to you, to you, Cuckoo, cuckooooh! 
Cuckacuckacuckacuckacuckacucka cuckoo. She’ll no be shy. And you can try, and try again, 
along the hill… across the glen. Fill the whole glen with your lusty lust…. Fill the Sound with 
the sound! Spread it around… Why don’t you? Try every edge of this old wood… get the 
message over from the top of every fence... from the highest branches on the highest trees 
on the hill... But there’s room here for only one or two males per glen, never mind per wood! 
 
Editor’s note:  Donald’s piece is an extract from ‘Birds of Morvern’ which is one section in the 
new publication ‘Exploring Morvern’ by the Morvern Heritage Society. There are also sections 
on vegetation, mammals, amphibians, butterflies, history and archaeology.   It is to be 
published in April and will be available from the secretary, Morag Barnes, Rhemore, Morvern, 
by Oban, Argyll, e-mail: timandmorag@ukonline.co.uk 
 
 
WHIN: A FENCE IN A BAG 
Gordon French 
 
Whin (Ulex europaeus, a.k.a. gorse or furze) is the subject of an old saying which states that 
when the whins are out of flower, kissing is out of fashion.  This refers to the plant’s habit of 
flowering all year round, although its main season for flowering is early summer.  It doesn’t 
refer to kissing whin.  Nobody wants to do that.   Although it is nutritious, grazing and 
browsing animals don’t care to kiss it either and subsequently it is usually the last edible plant 
to be eaten*.  In some places this has led to it becoming overwhelmingly dominant, 
impoverishing local biodiversity and leading to financial loss through diminished grazing.  
Although whin is used by nesting birds, fragmented patches with plenty of ‘edge’ are a better 
habitat for them than dense continuous stands.  Fragmented stands are also much less prone 
to being completely burnt out. 
 
Many attempts to destroy dense whin by burning, cutting or ripping out have done nothing 
other than rejuvenate existing plants and expose the huge seedbanks which large stands 
produce.  The lost ground is rapidly reclaimed.   Sites exist where it is important that whin is 
prevented from colonising further.  This, at its simplest, involves pulling out or digging up 
small plants.  Patches of whin may have an invading front where mature plants are 
colonising by layering.  The first metre or two at this edge generally consists of horizontal 
rooting stems which are easy to lop off and remove.  This measure can take coverage back 
to what it was more than a decade before. 
 
In some locations where continuous large blocks occur, one of the most valuable 
transformations that can be adopted is to infuse them gradually with native trees and shrubs, 
nearly all of which love the conditions created amongst cut whin and grow wonderfully.  As 
they take up air-space and begin to cast shade, the trees naturally break up a dense thicket 
of whin into smaller patches. The protection that cut or growing whin affords to young trees is 
immense and can make all the difference between success or failure.  After an area has 
been manually cleared of whin, trees can be planted and the whin brash piled around the 
stems.  This prevents voles from getting to the trees before they become established.   
Stacking larger stems around the trees can protect completely against larger herbivores even 
where stocking levels are high. 
 
It is as a growing plant that whin has the greatest versatility and benefits for increasing tree 
cover.   It is ideal as a nurse crop to protect young trees until they are above browsing height.  
Massive quantities of fresh, viable seed can be collected in most years.  Harvesting and 
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separation of seed is easy.  Whin is a legume with a hard seed-coat and the time of 
germination can be easily and precisely controlled.  So whin seeds can be sown directly 
wherever it is desired to establish new woodland.  Whin seedlings transplant easily, though 
methods of cultivation vary.  On gravel deposited by a river a simple hole punched by a 
dibber will suffice, but on heavy peaty ground the growing medium needs to be chopped, 
aerated and free of anything other than temporary flooding.  Whin can grow in a wide range 
of soil types from dry to damp.  It is a pioneer of new soils deposited by rivers yet is also able 
to establish in ancient heath.   It can be found from the coast up to elevations of 500 metres 
or so, and everywhere it grows it is fixing nitrogen, enriching the ground below.  Probably the 
most valuable method of establishing whin is to combine both planting and seed distribution. 
 
Whin does away with the need to fence, and it is well understood that fences can be intrusive 
and destructive to wildlife.  Fencing is expensive on anything but a small scale, and even 
small-scale fencing schemes in remote areas can become very expensive.  Fencing also 
needs to be maintained.  On the other hand, each cluster of planted whin becomes, should it 
escape burning, a self-maintaining, living barrier on the ground it occupies.  Although it would 
be an insurmountable task to establish whin as a nurse crop for every new planted woodland, 
it is certainly worth considering for smaller schemes.  A sensible plan might be to establish 
pockets of whin, rather than mass plantings, in order to link up disparate patches of 
woodland, to increase the cover of trees in riparian woodland or to extend existing tree-lines 
higher uphill. 
 
Native trees can be smuggled into the margins of growing whins and will be afforded 
protection by sharing their host’s armoury and by being disguised.  As long as one growing 
shoot tops the developing whin the tree will ultimately win that space.  Eventually, the whin 
will be shaded out by the developing tree-canopy and a more natural woodland ground-flora 
will be able to develop. 
 
 
 
Not only 
can trees 
be planted 
amongst 
whin, whin 
can also be 
planted 
around 
trees. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Native tree 
seedlings which 
may have been 
nibbled back 
annually for a 
number of years can 
be protected from 
browsers by two or 
three whins 
established within 
half a metre of the 
trunk. 
 
 

 
Whin is also valuable in its own right for many species otherwise short of cover.   Economically 
important native species, notably roe and red deer, hares, black grouse and woodcock all 
benefit from the shelter it provides for breeding, for protection against inclement weather and 
from aerial attack by birds of prey. 
 
To summarise:  Whin is a beautiful native species that fixes nitrogen and improves the ground 
it grows upon.  It is not a plant that can spread rapidly in most locations and it is not 
uncontrollable in those areas where it can.  It is of great benefit to many other species and 
fundamental to the presence of others.  It is easily grown and transplants well into a variety of 
suitable ground.  Large established patches of whin can be gradually hollowed out, fragmented 
and used to protect implanted trees.   New areas of whin can be established either by planting 
or by broadcasting seed, both sporadically and strategically, with the aim of using them as 
unfenced tree protection in the future.   Where grazing is preventing the growth of established 
seedlings, whin can be planted around these to protect and ultimately nourish them. 
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If the commitment were made to fund the establishment of a whin planting scheme on ground 
where native trees would be the ultimate benefactors, an individual over the course of a single 
season could plant the equivalent of two complete hectares with approximately 20,000 plants.   
An area of this size would, of course, be fragmented perhaps into scores or hundreds of 
locations within tens of square kilometres, pinpointed in areas where the establishment of 
native woodlands is desirable.   Trees planted in these locations would themselves become 
seed-bearing and have at least some chance of begetting a second generation unaided, 
helping to re-establish a far more pluralistic and vibrant biodiversity on ground which today has 
been impoverished by extinction. 
 
Editor’s note: ponies will browse gorse, and those that habitually do so grow a distinctive fringe 
of coarse hairs  - a ‘gorse moustache’ -  to protect the sensitive skin of their lips.  Whin is still 
cut as winter forage for horses and ponies in Ireland today. 
 
 
 
 
UPDATE ON THE HILL SHEEP & NATIVE WOODLAND PROJECT, 
NOVEMBER 2003 
Meg Pollock, Claire Morgan-Davies & John Holland  
 

 
 
Introduction 
 
It’s four years since tree planting began in Kirkton Glen at the start of the Hill Sheep and Native 
Woodland (HSNW) Project (Hulbert et al., 1999). Since then the sheep have been successfully 
managed under an off-wintering system, vegetation monitoring has been started, research has 
been done on the effects of livestock on tree regeneration, and the trees have grown (albeit 
slowly). The long-term aim of the HSNW Project is to combine sheep production and woodland 
establishment within the same block of land and combine the benefits of both enterprises for 
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the farmer and the local economy. This is a quick update to let members know about our 
progress. 
 
Sheep 
 
During the woodland establishment period, success depended on the removal of the sheep 
from the hills for off-wintering. The off-wintering protocol was designed in autumn 1999, and 
ewes are now into their 5th off-wintering period. From November to late February/early March 
the ewes are on lowland pastures, and have spent the winter at a variety of locations over the 
last four years, including farms near Kilmarnock, Dunblane and East Kilbride.    
 
The off-wintering system, and mating half of the ewes with a more productive breed (Texel) has 
increased productivity. Results from the past 3 years, comparing neighbouring Auchtertyre 
Glen (control glen) and Kirkton Glen before off-wintering started show that average ewe 
performance is improving, with higher lambing rates and lower lamb mortality. 
 
Comparisons of sheep performance in the off-wintered sheep over the past four years with the 
neighbouring Control Glen (traditional system) and with results before the new system was 
adopted, show that the off-wintering system is beneficial. The crossbred lambs were 
significantly heavier, but showed a higher mortality compared to the pure Blackface. Most of 
the improvements in performance derive from the better condition of ewes at mating and 
particularly scanning time (reflecting superior over-winter nutrition during the early stages of 
pregnancy) under the off-wintering system. Ewe weight loss between pre-tupping and scanning 
has a significant negative effect on lamb loss during this period and was one of the factors 
accounting for the difference between systems.  Overall, total weaning weight of lambs per ewe 
has increased by over 60% and sale output from the off-wintering system is more than double 
that of previous years under the traditional system, yielding lambs of better market quality and 
with overall lower levels of lamb mortality. 
 
Whilst off-wintering costs are high (around £8/ewe), the overall feed costs were much lower 
than initially predicted (around £6/ewe). Income from lambs from the HSNW project has 
increased due to their increased weight and numbers. 
 
Vegetation and trees at Kirkton 
 
The vegetation in Kirkton Glen is predominately Nardus stricta and Juncus squarrosus 
grassland, with some calcareous montane grass-heath on the valley sides and wet heath in the 
valley basin. The communities present and the species that grow within them are distributed in 
a complex mosaic (Holland, 2001). Monitoring of sward biomass production, sward structure 
and sward composition indicates only minor changes have occurred in the off-wintered area of 
Kirkton Glen. Inside the woodland, however, sward structure has changed considerably with a 
build-up of dead standing vegetation, and a significant increase in heather height. There has 
also been a large increase in the levels of flowering and fruiting of dwarf shrubs inside the 
woodland. This information provides a valuable baseline against which to chart sward 
responses to future development of tree canopy cover and continued off-wintering.      
 
The species planted in the 220 ha woodland in Kirkton Glen in the winter of 1998/99 were 
predominantly downy birch and Scots pine, with small proportions of alder, willow and rowan. 
Monitoring carried out in 2002 by our German placement student, Marcus Wohlbold, and 
repeated in 2003 shows that tree growth of birch and pine has been much slower than expected 
over the last four years.  Initially, some browsing of planted trees took place (unfortunately 
planting was in progress before the fence was completed) by sheep and deer, but the stock 
fence combined with the electric stand-off is now effective in keeping large herbivores out. 
However, the main problem for the trees is the climate and competition with the ungrazed 
vegetation. The site is high (the boundary fence lies above 600 m at one end of the woodland) 
and trees on the higher ground are smaller and fewer have established than on the lower 
ground. Only trees in the lower part have established sufficiently well for the Woodland Grant 
Scheme five-year payment to be made. However, it has been observed that the alder are 
establishing well throughout the woodland, and the Forestry Commission have therefore agreed 
to let us beat up with a higher proportion of alder on the condition that planting areas have spot-
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weedkiller and spot fertiliser applied. Alder has several benefits: it fixes Nitrogen, increasing the 
quality of the soil for other tree species; it is not very palatable to livestock; and it copes well 
with the cold, wet and windy conditions of upland Scotland, at least for the first few years of its 
life. Alder is prone to die-back before reaching maturity, but even if this happens in Kirkton 
Glen it will have provided a woodland environment which will hopefully stimulate the growth of 
the other tree species. However, for the time being it looks as if it will be some time before 
stock can be introduced to Kirkton Glen woodland. 
 
Research in grazed woodlands with natural regeneration 
 
To find out the range of grazing situations that allow natural regeneration to take place in the 
presence of grazing animals, a study was made of seven such sites across the west-central 
Highlands. Each site was characterised by its size, standing biomass in September and 
stocking patterns (numbers and seasonal timing of presence of sheep and cattle).  The intensity 
of browsing on birch saplings was assessed. The results show that where stocking densities are 
high, browsing on saplings is considerable and vice-versa (Fig. 1). Interestingly, where only 
sheep Livestock Units (LU) are considered, there is no relationship between stocking density 
and browsing rate; where sheep and cattle (LU) are considered, the relationship is positive. 
Caution should be used when interpreting this result, as it was generated from only a small 
number of samples and there was wide variation between the browsing levels on individual 
trees. When looking for sites for this study, Meg visited 28 grazed birch woodlands, almost half 
of which had some level of regeneration. More of the woodlands with cattle/ponies present had 
regeneration than the woodlands with only sheep present. Look out for further information on 
this study, which should be published during the coming year.  
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Fig 1. Relationship between Total Livestock Unit days per ha and average proportion of shoots 
browsed over the course of one year. Bars are standard error. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
During the first few years of the Hill Sheep and Native Woodland Project we have 
demonstrated that: 
off-wintering is a useful way of managing sheep;  
tree regeneration in the presence of sheep grazing is possible (though cattle appear to 
stimulate it); 
relationships exist between stocking rates, biomass of alternative forage and browsing levels 
on tree regeneration. 
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We’ve set up baseline monitoring against which changes in Kirkton Glen can be observed. 
However, due to the slow growth rates of the trees in Kirkton Glen, it will be some time before 
sheep are introduced to the woodland there.  
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WOODLAND COOKERY 
Alison Averis 
 
Beech liqueur 
 
This is a good one.  Collect young beech leaves in spring, just after they have expanded to full-
size and when they are still that pale, almost fluorescent green.  Pack them into a 2-pound (1 
kg) jam jar or preserving jar.  Add about 4 tablespoons of sugar.  Fill up the bottle with gin or 
vodka and screw on the lid.  Shake the bottle each day until all the sugar has dissolved, then 
leave in a cool, dark place.  After a month or six weeks the leaves will have given their 
amazing colour, and an almondy flavour, to the alcohol.  Strain the liquid off the leaves and 
store in a clean bottle. 
 
Woodpigeon 
 
Having spent the winter feasting on spilled and stored grain, and on brassicas in fields and 
gardens, woodpigeons are well worth eating in spring.  They are also very cheap - free if you 
shoot them yourself or know someone who does so. 
 
Like most wild game they have fine-flavoured meat with little fat.  However, this meat consists 
of hard-working muscle and my personal thought is that it responds best to slow and gentle 
cooking.  Variations of ‘pan-fried breasts of pigeon on a red wine jus’ are popular on the menus 
of trendy restaurants, but often the experience turns out to be rather more like hard work than 
one would wish.  And, as a matter of interest, why is it that restaurant dishes are invariably 
described as ‘pan-fried’, rather than just ‘fried’?  Do we really need to be reassured that the 
item is indeed fried in a pan and not, say, a dustbin lid?  Answers on a post card, please. 
 
Anyway, here is an alternative.  Big eaters can manage a pigeon each, but I generally share 
two birds among three people.  You’ll also need an onion, a clove or two of garlic, a carrot, a 
large leek, a large apple (any variety), dry cider or fresh apple juice, seasoned flour, a 
tablespoonful of butter, and herbs for flavouring.  Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme work very 
well despite being a cliché. 
 
Coat the birds with seasoned flour.  Melt the butter in a frying pan (or dustbin lid) and brown the 
birds on all sides.  Peel and chop the onion, garlic, apple and carrot, clean and slice the leek.  
Take the birds out of the pan, add the vegetables and cook until they soften.  Make a bed of the 
vegetables in a casserole and tuck the herbs among them.  Arrange the pigeons on top.  Pour 
about half a pint of cider or apple juice into the frying pan and stir well to incorporate all the 
crusty bits into the liquid.  Pour this over the birds in the casserole.  If necessary, add more 
cider or apple juice until the vegetables are just covered.  Cover the birds with a butter paper or 
greased greasproof paper, put the lid on the casserole and cook in a cool oven (130o C,  250o 
F, gas 1/2) for about two hours. 
 
To serve:  Generally I cut the breasts off the birds, distribute them among the plates and use 
the cooking juices and vegetables just as they are as gravy.  Of course, you can keep the 
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breasts warm in a low oven while you sieve the cooking juices into a pan and reduce them over 
a high heat into a shiny sauce.  Then you can arrange the breasts in an elegant fan of slices on 
top of a pool of sauce.  Accompany them with mashed or baked potatoes and seasonal 
vegetables.  Given the dietary habits of pigeons, I feel it’s only poetic justice to serve them with 
kale or purple sprouting broccoli. 
 
Crystallised flowers 
 
I’m not suggesting that you should raid your local woods for these flowers - but if you have 
plenty in your garden they make a delightful decoration for ice creams, meringues and the like.  
You need edible flowers such as primroses and violets.  Later in the year you can do the same 
with rose petals.  Dip the flowers into lightly-beaten egg-white and then into caster sugar.  
Spread them in a single layer on greaseproof paper and leave to dry for a few days in a warm 
place.  Once they are dry and crisp they can be stored for months in air-tight jars. 
 
 

NEWS FROM OTHER WOODLAND ORGANISATIONS 
 
NATIVE PINEWOOD MANAGERS’ REPORT FOR 2003: VISIT TO GLEN 
FESHIE 
Charlie Taylor 
 

 
 
On the 8th of May 2003, 25 native pinewood managers visited the Glen Feshie pinewood 
remnants.  These comprise a number of small remnants which are split between three 
ownerships – Glenfeshie Estate (Flemming Skouboe), Inshriach (Forestry Commission) and 
Invereshie (Scottish Natural Heritage).  This area has been the focus for a lot of press 
comment in recent years and now forms a core part of the Cairngorms National Park. 
 
Glen Feshie Estate 
 
Thomas Gisselmann (Glenfeshie Estate) described the background to current activities on the 
estate.  The land was traditionally owned by the Macpherson-Grant family and, like many other 
estates, was converted to a sporting enterprise in the Victorian era.  One of the most sporting 
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tenants was the Duchess of Bedford whose companion, Edward Landseer, painted “Monarch of 
the Glen” here.  At that time there was still a lot of trees in the glen – as noted by Queen 
Victoria in her diaries.  In the 1960’s the estate was sold to Lord Dulverton who created 
geometric plantations for deer shelter and controversially constructed a number of prominent 
hill tracks. 
 
In the last decade there has been a series of short-term ownerships – an English businessman, 
an English-based trust (Will Woodlands) and a Danish businessman.  The current owner is also 
Danish who bought it from his compatriot in December 2001.  As a result, there has been little 
continuity of management in recent years.  However, the upside of this is that successive 
owners have invested considerable sums in improving the infrastructure of the estate and the 
accommodation for staff.  The estate extends to 17,000 hectares centred on a U-shaped glen 
rising from 332 meters to 1265 meters.  It is subject to most of the main statutory land 
designations – Site of Special Scientific Interest, Special Protection Area (for birds), candidate 
Special Area for Conservation, National Nature Reserve and National Scenic Area.  This has 
meant it has been in the public eye and subject to significant statutory consultation in recent 
years.  This is likely to intensify with the advent of the National Park.  The current owner 
intends to maintain a sporting tradition while giving an equal weighting to the conservation and 
enhancement of the natural environment, particularly the pinewood remnants.  This includes a 
long-term management agreement with SNH, which dates back to the 1980’s and involved the 
erection of a number of enclosures to secure areas of natural regeneration. 
 
The red deer population has been reduced in recent years - down from approximately 2000 (5 
years ago) to approximately 1250 now.  The deer will be managed by a combination of rigorous 
culling (part of a Section 7 Agreement with adjoining owners) and targeted feeding to reduce 
deer numbers in the woodland areas through the winter.  The cull is presently 400-450 deer per 
annum, of which clients shoot a quarter.  Dung counting monitors the population and the 
browsing impact is measured along 20 vegetation transects.  These transects are being 
checked every two months to see when browsing occurs.  The other main targets in recent 
years have been the removal of deer fences from around the 700 hectares of plantations and 
the commencement of thinning and restructuring.  Another major amelioration has been the 
reduction of the visual impact of some of the hill tracks by careful re-configuration and turfing 
of cut and fill with local vegetation. 
 
Unfortunately, current timber prices and difficult access mean that the thinning and 
restructuring operations have been very expensive.  Last year’s thinning in the Creag na Sroine 
plantation cost approximately £10 per tonne.  However, this operation has had a positive result 
in the areas of Scots pine which are now much more open and the irregular thinning intensity 
has initiated the “naturalisation” process.  The previous thinning and restructuring in Coille an 
Torr targeted the removal of non-native species.  This has greatly improved the visual 
appearance of this prominent plantation in the main glen and the open space and variable 
stocking rates will improve habitat quality with time. 
 
It is hoped to respace the larch in the slow-growing plantation at the Slochd to open up the area 
for future black grouse and capercaillie habitat.  This should prove less costly than thinning at a 
later date, given the long haulage distances involved from this location.  There was a 
discussion on the use of chemical thinning which can be a very cost-effective tool.  However, 
this has to be carefully used as it can cause a negative reaction if done on a large scale in 
public view. 
 
There are some signs of sporadic regeneration since the deer numbers have been reduced, the 
fences removed and the winter feeding initiated outside the main glen.  However, the long-term 
monitoring will be essential to determine whether this management strategy will prove 
successful given the higher concentration of deer on the lower ground in the winter. 
 
Inshriach Forest 
 
David Jardine (Forestry Commission (Scotland)) indicated that this 3500 hectare forest was 
mainly planted in the 1950’s and 1960’s and is over 70% Scots pine (Strathspey origin).  There 
are three small pinewood remnants totalling 35 hectares that will be extended to 500 hectares 
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and classed as Caledonian Forest Reserves (core areas of minimal intervention).  Over 500 
hectares of planted Scots pine is being managed as continuous cover forestry where a 
“naturalisation” process will occur.  This will include the gradual removal of non-native species 
and extended rotations.  The area of continuous cover forestry extends along a morainic ridge 
running along the eastern side of the forest and will provide a long-term habitat link between 
the Feshie remnants and Rothiemurchus. 
 
A planned restoration programme for bog woodlands is supplementing this.  In Allt Mharcaidh, 
40 hectares were restored in 1998 as part of the LIFE Wet Woodland Project.  Lodgepole pine 
and Sitka spruce were removed and the drains blocked.  This followed a hydrological survey 
and has resulted in four main wet areas.  The whole site is now much wetter and there are 
indications of Sphagnum recovery.  The success of this work has now meant that the 
previously adjacent cSAC has been extended westwards to include this site. 
 
Two other issues were discussed – the potential re-introduction of oak and the clash between 
recreation and conservation.  There is a general lack of broadleaves within Inshriach, although 
planting and regeneration are under way.  Oak would only thrive on the better soils, currently 
ear-marked as areas for high timber production.  As the forest opens up due to the improved 
harvesting roads and thinning operations there will be considerable opportunities for increasing 
recreation to take the pressure off Glen More and Rothiemurchus to the north.  However, the 
forest also has important conservation issues (including resident capercaillie) that could be 
damaged by a heavy influx of people.  Both these issues are complex and will require careful 
consultation with stakeholders at the next review of the long-term Forest Plan to try and strike 
an appropriate balance between timber production, conservation and recreation.  However, 
there is sufficient scale in Inshriach and the extensive forests nearby to give hope that effective 
compromises can be reached to accommodate all interests. 
 
Invereshie/Inshriach (part of the Cairngorm National Nature Reserve) 
 
Davy Duncan (Scottish Natural Heritage) outlined the history of the Reserve; the main area at 
Invereshie being purchased by the Nature Conservancy Council from the Macpherson-Grants 
in 1954.  The Inshriach section was acquired in 1970.  The pinewoods have suffered a similar 
decline to the others in the area – conversion to deer forest in the Victorian era and felling 
during the two World Wars.  This included the creation of a loch on the flat ground below the 
Reserve which was used to “flush” pine logs out down a canal to the river and on down to the 
Spey.  As a result only the more inaccessible woods were left by the time of the declaration of 
the Nature Reserve. 
 
The original objective was “to restore native woodland, scrub and tall herb communities”.  
Initially this was achieved by erection of enclosures – planned to be on a rotational basis.  
However, the Nature Conservancy Council achieved full sporting rights in 1975 and Dick 
Balharry gained support for trying to achieve regeneration through culling rather than fencing. 
 
After 25 years there are now good levels of regeneration, even at these high elevations.  Scots 
pine seedlings are now marching up the flanks of Creag Follais to create a natural tree line that 
will match that of neighbouring Creag Fhiaclach – thought to be the highest tree line in Britain.  
However, current managers face the dilemma that while regeneration of Scots pine is good 
(approximately 500 stems per hectare) there is only limited regeneration of broadleaves.  
Although an increase in deer culling might encourage the latter it would also mean a very 
dense regeneration of pine which would be detrimental to the wider conservation interest in due 
course.  Long-term monitoring of vegetation is underway which, together with deer population 
assessments, will provide objective data for managers to improve the basis for future decisions 
on the right balance between deer density and habitat. 
 
Group Discussion 
 
It is now some 10 years since the Pinewood Handbook publication was initiated.  The good 
news relayed by Colin Edwards (Forestry Commission Research) is that the final draft of this 
fabled document is completed.  This will be proof-read this summer with a planned launch date 
in August or September. 
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FC are backing a proposed conference on pinewoods in general.  It is planned for 2004 and will 
be centred on Strathspey.  There was general agreement that one of the areas that should be 
highlighted is that the potential contribution of Scots pine plantations (as opposed to more 
recent native woodland planting) is being under-estimated and inadequately promoted and 
supported. 
 
Peter Quelch (Forestry Commission (Scotland)) indicated that there could be a revision of the 
Pinewood Inventory, including conversion to GIS.  There was general support for this and a 
desire to be involved in any definition of categories being developed for extension to 
pinewoods outwith the remnants originally identified by Steven and Carlisle, later updated by 
Graham Tuley for the current inventory. 
 
The Group agreed that next year’s meeting will be in Lochaber at Glen Loy and around Loch 
Arkaig (Glen Mallie). 
 
 
 
WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE MILLENNIUM FOREST FOR SCOTLAND? 
John Hunt 
 
Milenium Forest for Scotland (MFS) may have dropped out of the news but it is still very much 
alive and kicking.  All the 80 projects have reached “Practical Completion” which is the stage 
where all the main capital works (such as fencing, planting, paths etc) have been carried out to 
an acceptable standard and most are now going through the establishment phase of 
maintaining and developing what has been started.  22 projects have reached “Final 
Completion” but the remaining 58 will not do so until 2005 or later – this being the stage where 
planting or natural regeneration is satisfactorily established and other works are being well 
maintained.  With long-term grant conditions and approved management plans the projects are 
then deemed to be fully established with every prospect of continuing into the future. 
 
MFS Trust itself has been scaled right down and no longer has any full time staff.  There are 
now only five Trustees:  Barbara Kelly (Convenor), David Jamieson, Ken McKay, Willie 
McGhee and Anne Mearns.  Forward Scotland, based at 21 India Street, Glasgow, provides a 
home for MFST as well as administrative and financial support, while Colin Blyth and John 
Hunt monitor the delivery of the projects on a part-time basis.  Remaining grant money is paid 
out against successful delivery. 
 
While most projects are on track to complete as planned, inevitably a small number have run 
into delays or problems.  It would be invidious to single these out but it is worth mentioning the 
main reasons for the difficulties which have arisen.  These are damage to planted trees or 
natural regeneration by deer (red and roe) and by accidental fire, and inadequate maintenance 
of fences and planted trees.  For these projects Final Completion will be delayed but it is hoped 
that most of the agreed outputs can still be delivered.  The outputs for all the projects combined 
are: 
 
New planting       3,567 ha 
Natural regeneration      6,192 ha 
Woodlands into approved management  12,689 ha 
Paths created or restored       209 km 
 
MFST is no longer able to support new projects but it did manage to achieve one final award 
from the Millennium Commission towards enhancement proposals for four existing projects.  
This additional grant of £192,000 is towards new or improved visitor facilities at Abriachan 
Community Woodland on Loch Ness-side, Ardvourlie Woodlands in Harris, Milton Community 
Woodland in Easter Ross and at Cashel on Loch Lomond.  Cashel is the largest of these and 
this funding will enable the Royal Scottish Forestry Society’s Forest Trust to complete the first 
phase of the conversion of the derelict farm steading to provide a welcome for visitors and 
accomodation for education and training groups. 
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WOODLAND GRAZING GROUP HOST SUCCESSFUL WORKSHOP DAY:  
UNANIMOUS SUPPORT FOR “JOINED UP” ACTION FROM DELEGATES 
Gordon Gray Stephens 
 
The Woodland Grazing Group, which operates under the auspices of the Argyll & Bute 
Biodiversity Partnership, is now well under way.  The Group is steered by representatives of 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), Scottish Native Woods (SNW), Farming and Wildlife Advisory 
Group (FWAG)  and Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS).  Lucy Sumsion, Argyll FWAG has 
been contracted to deliver elements of the project. 
 
The main output to date has been a Woodland Grazing Workshop. Over 90 people met at the 
Stonefield Hotel at the end of February.  Most of the audience were from Argyll, and they 
represented three important land use sectors: farming, forestry and conservation. Other 
delegates came from further afield to provide a national perspective on this increasingly 
important subject. 
 
Delegates were introduced to the topic by Gordon Gray Stephens, SNW, who described the 
development of the Woodland Grazing Project as a part of the Argyll & Bute Biodiversity 
Partnership.  Other presentations included an interesting outline of the history of woodlands 
and grazing in Argyll from Peter Quelch, FCS, a look at the way the English do it from Bill 
Grayson of the Grazing Animals Project, and a description of the current Scottish Forestry 
Grant Scheme  by James Ogilvie, FCS.  The rest of the morning was devoted to case studies 
from around Scotland. Chloe Randall, Dunlossit Estate, Bob Black, Argyll Woodlanders and 
Tony Waterhouse, Scottish Agricultural College all gave the audience good talks on practical 
examples of woodland grazing. 
 
The afternoon session was based upon a participatory approach to arranging workshops, led by 
Rachel Avery, Forestry Commisison. Delegates provided their own perspective on woodland 
grazing, and this information was used to determine which subjects should be discussed in the 
workshops. This “organised chaos” aimed to ensure that everyone at the event had a chance to 
be involved and have their say. The day finished up with delegates coming together for a 
discussion session based on the afternoon workshops. 
 
Two common themes emerged, with all sectors of the audience supporting the development of 
woodland grazing for the benefits that it can deliver to the farmer, who will see animals in 
improved condition, and also for the biodiversity benefits that woodland grazing can deliver.  
The second theme was the need for more “joined up” thinking by government agencies; the 
audience was unanimous in its belief that there needed to be long-term thinking on land use in 
Scotland, delivered in an integrated and co-ordinated way by the Scottish Executive. 
 
Fergus Tickell who chaired the day commented: “It was great to get such a large mixed 
audience of farmers, foresters and conservationists coming together, and a really positive sign 
that these different groups, who have often been at loggerheads, could come up with clear and 
unanimous conclusions.” 
 
The Grazing Woodland Project will be producing a full report of the workshop, a newsletter, and 
organising further events. Anyone who is interested should contact the Project Coordinator, 
Lucy Sumsion, Argyll FWAG on 01499 600113. 
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NEW PUBLICATIONS 
 

 
 
Pinewoods of the Black Mount by Peter Wormell, with wood engravings 
by Christopher Wormell.  ISBN: 09543 99315.  Hardback £15.95.  Available 
from The Countryman, Dalesman Publishing Company Ltd, Stable Courtyard, Broughton 
Hall, Skipton, North Yorkshire BD23 3AZ. Tel 01756 701381, Fax 01756 701326, 
Website www.thecountryman.co.uk 
 
John Fowler 
 
This is a delightful book, a pleasure to read both for the interest of its content, the deftness of 
its writing, and the excellence of its production. It is, clearly, written from the heart by a man 
who has lived and worked among the woodlands he describes, an enthusiast and an expert who 
wears his knowledge lightly. Not so long ago the ancient pinewoods he describes were nostalgic 
relics of grander times, in obvious decline and in danger of inevitable death by neglect. It is 
largely through the efforts of enthusiasts like Peter Wormell that our eyes have been opened, 
the case for their conservation has been accepted, funds have been made available and their 
survival and expansion made possible. 
 
Wormell writes with authority. He was chief warden of the Rum Nature Reserve and was senior 
scientific officer of the old Nature Conservancy in Argyll. He has been closely associated with 
the Black Mount pinewoods for many years, working with the landowning Fleming family on an 
enlightened policy of Scots pine regeneration there.   
 
The pinewoods of the Black Mount are not as reclusive as some. You may glimpse some of the 
old survivors and their recent progeny from the car window as you travel northwards beyond 
Bridge of Orchy towards Rannoch Moor; or even more closely, though briefly, from the train 
bound for Fort William as it passes through Crannach woodland, one of the old relict stands on 
the very rim of the moor. But to experience the richness of these woodlands you must wander 
among them – or failing that, let this book be your guiding spirit. 
 
Setting the scene, the author briskly traces the history of the landscape throughout long ages of 
time and evokes the wealth of its natural life, before focusing on the existing fragments of what 
was once extensive forest – testimony, as he says, to ‘the resilience of trees and their ability to 
regenerate over the centuries in the face of climatic change and the ravages of browsing 
animals and human exploiters’. 
 
As an aside, I was intrigued by his reference to the old wood on the southern shores of Loch 
Tulla called Doire Darach – a name commonly interpreted as ‘thicket of oak’ (though no oak 
trees are found there now). Wormell suggests that the word ‘darach’ may be a corruption by 
English-speaking map makers of the Gaelic word ‘daireach’, which means a rutting place. 
Hence Doire Darrach might be a ‘rutting wood’ for red deer stags and their hinds. 
 
Further chapters give a sensitive, indeed poetic, eye-witness acount of the changing seasons in 
these woodlands, grounded on keen and accurate observation. This, for instance, in the 
chapter headed ‘Spring in the woods’: ‘After sunset there is an unseen and scarcely audible 
flurry of activity among the old pines as pine beauty moths Panolis flammea emerge from their 
pupae enclosed in flimsy cocoons below the needle mould under the trees or in deep cracks in 
the lower trunks. The pine beauty is well named; its forewings are delicately patterned with 
brick red and patches of silvery white, so that during the day, when it rests with folded wings on 
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the fine flaky orange bark of the upper pine branches, it is perfectly camouflaged’. This is 
nature writing at its best.  
 
A later chapter headed ‘Pine tree city’ describes the myriad insect forms that inhabit such 
ancient pinewoods; other chapters give an account of the impact on the pinewoods of humans 
– exploitation for timber for shipbuilding and for the rural iron and tanning industries, and the 
more recent encroachment of plantations of non-native species. 
 
He closes with a brief discussion of current trends in woodland management and restoration, 
and calls for foresters, farmers and conservationists to work together for their mutual 
advantage. 
 
Just occasionally I wish the author had allowed himself to be a little more personal. There is a 
fine description of the cone-gatherer’s world high among the gnarled boughs of a rugged pine 
tree – the cone gatherer being (though he is too reserved to say so, no doubt having written too 
many official reports to allow himself the liberty) Peter Wormell in his younger active self. 
Another Wormell, his artist relative Christopher, has created wood engravings which admirably 
complement the text. It’s a book to cherish. 
 
 
Heritage Trees of Scotland by Donald Rodger, Jon Stokes & James 
Ogilvy.  ISBN: 0-904853-03-9.  Paperback £9.99.  The Tree Council, 51 
Catherine Place, London, SW1E 6DY. 
 
Alison Averis 
 
As it says in the introduction to this delightful little book, Heritage Trees of Scotland grew out of 
Treefest Scotland 2002 - a year-long programme of events co-ordinated by Forestry 
Commission Scotland to celebrate Scotland’s trees, woods and forests.  The book is an 
inventory of 100 trees which were selected because of the important part they play in 
Scotland’s heritage of nature and culture. 
 
Inevitably, many of the trees portrayed here are already famous.  The Fortingall Yew, one of 
the better-known trees in Scotland, may well be the oldest living thing in Europe.  It is possible 
that this tree was already growing when Stonehenge was built.  The Whittingehame Yew in 
East Lothian is believed to be the place where the murder of Lord Darnley, second husband of 
Mary Queen of Scots, was planned in 1566.  The Birnam Oak, an ancient tree near the village 
of Birnam in Perthshire, is one of the few reminders of the vast mediaeval forest which once 
lay on the banks of the River Tay and which played such an important part in Shakespeare’s 
version of the story of MacBeth.  The Rannoch Rowan is a well-loved landmark growing out of 
a boulder close to the A82 road as it crosses Rannoch Moor.  The Arran Whitebeams - the 
endemic Sorbus arranensis and S. pseudofennica - are the rarest native trees in Scotland.  The 
Meikleour beech hedge at around 30 m tall is the tallest hedge in the world.  The Birks of 
Aberfeldy were described in a poem by Robert Burns after a visit in 1787. 
 
The book also illustrates many lesser-known trees which are equally important reminders of our 
history and culture.  There are the Act of Union Beeches, on the slopes of North Berwick Law, 
which are the survivors of a wood which was planted in 1707 to commemorate the Act of Union 
between the Scottish and English Parliaments.  There is the Covenanters’ Oak in Lanarkshire, 
where the Reverend John Lauder is supposed to have preached to over 400 covenanters in the 
17th century.  There is the Wishing Tree; a hawthorn in Argyll which is studded with coins 
pushed into the bark by superstitious travellers wanting to have a wish granted.  And there are 
trees of purely local but nevertheless immense importance, such as the Big Tree of Orkney: a 
sycamore about 6 m high, and the King Tree of Falkirk - this ornament of a council housing 
scheme was once in the grounds of the now-demolished Herbertshire Castle. 
 
Some of the trees are truly awesome, especially the oaks and sweet chestnuts.  There are, 
however, also remarkable examples of less imposing species, such as the oldest ash in 
Scotland, near Selkirk; a giant apple tree near St Boswells; a hawthorn reputedly planted by 
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Mary Queen of Scots at St Andrews University; and the extraordinary twisted weeping wych 
elm at Camperdown, Dundee. 
 
There is a colour photograph of each tree or group of trees, and a short piece of descriptive 
text.  The photographs are excellent.  Most are fairly conventional portraits, but there are a few 
more intriguing shots taken with a wide-angle lens.  The text was obviously written with 
enthusiasm and is exciting as well as informative.  It makes the reader want to leap up 
immediately and go out to see some of these trees.   Fortunately, the authors have also 
included information about where the trees are and whether or not there is public access. 
 
There is little to criticise about this book.  The most obvious shortcoming is that the book is 
small, so the pictures are also small and this makes some of the trees look less impressive 
than they would in a larger format.  Some of the photographs suffer from being printed across 
the division between left-hand and right-hand pages, which has distorted the composition.  The 
more successful pictures are those which occupy only one page.  I felt that there is a slight bias 
towards those tree species which are particularly long-lived, such as yews, or particularly 
physically impressive, such as oaks and sweet chestnuts.  Many of the subjects are giant 
specimens of introduced conifers such as Douglas fir, silver fir and larch, and though these 
trees are certainly special and important, it would have been nice to see more examples of our 
native species. 
 
This is a well-researched and very attractive book which would fascinate anybody interested in 
our cultural history as well as in trees and woodland. 
 
 
Wild Flowers of Britain and Ireland by Marjorie Blamey, Richard Fitter 
and Alastair Fitter.  ISBN: 0-7136-5944-0.  Paperback £16.99.  A & C Black 
Publishers Ltd., London.  2003. 
 
Ben Averis 
 
In some way or other the identification of species is at the root of all our writings and 
discussions about woods, which is why identification guides are so important and the quality of 
a guide can make such a difference.  We all need a guide to the identification of vascular plant 
species at some time or another.  The most detailed, comprehensive and authoritative guides 
are essential for botanists but of limited use for many other people because they are so 
technical and contain very few illustrations.  Only two books describe all British and Irish 
species in a single volume with colour illustrations and more readable text.  One is The Concise 
British Flora in Colour by W. Keble Martin, last published in 1969.  Its botanical nomenclature is 
now out of date, it is too big for most field use and its text is quite limited, but it still has an 
important place for the quality and beauty of its illustrations.  The other book is this new Wild 
Flowers of Britain and Ireland which is more compact (about A5 format), describes a larger 
number of species, uses current nomenclature, has more detailed text and in addition has 
distribution maps for most species. 
 
The general appearance and layout of this book is of the familiar type: text on the left of each 
double page spread, and colour illustrations on the right, labelled with species names for easy 
cross-reference with the text.  The usual type of illustration is of a flowering shoot, but there are 
also many smaller and useful close-ups of things such as individual flowers, fruits and leaves.  
The layout of the colour plates is attractive, and colour reproduction is excellent; not too dark, 
light, bright or dull.  The illustrations are generally accurate, though some do lack the feel of the 
species.  On the whole I find the flowers more accurate and life-like than the leaves. 
 
The text is well written and concise, with between three and six lines for most species.  It tells 
us about the general size and shape of the plant, its most useful identification features (with 
detailed measurements where appropriate), flowering months and typical habitats.  There are 
many useful little tables and keys summarizing identification features for certain groups of 
closely-related species.  For the rarer British species between one and three asterisks show the 
degree of rarity. 



 39 

 
Along the left edge of each text page are the distribution maps.  These are small but clear, with 
the areas of distribution in Britain and Ireland shaded green.  Many maps have two shades of 
green, the darker one showing where the species is most common.  Each map is accompanied 
by a symbol to show the extent to which the species can attain dominance in the vegetation, 
and in some cases by upward- or downward-pointing arrows to show if the species is increasing 
or decreasing.  These maps and symbols add a very useful ‘mini plant atlas’ element to the 
book.  This may seem insignificant now that we have the superbly detailed and comprehensive 
New Atlas of the British and Irish Flora by Preston, Pearman & Dines (Oxford University Press, 
2002), but the New Atlas is so big that on some of those occasions when I just want to briefly 
check the distribution of a species or two I actually choose to use Wild Flowers of Britain and 
Ireland instead because I can do it more quickly with this little book.  And if I’m not familiar with 
the species in question, there’s a friendly and helpful picture to go with that map – excellent! 
 
The ordering of species is more or less systematic, but with some deviations.  For example 
ferns are at the end instead of the beginning.  Trees and shrubs are all grouped together in a 
single section within which they are ordered by leaf shape.  All graminoids are in one big 
section within which ordering is by flower shape, so that grasses, sedges and rushes are not 
kept separate from each other.  I don’t mind these deviations except for that last one: I would 
prefer the graminoids to be ordered systematically. 
 
Altogether this is a fine and very useful book - text, illustrations and distribution maps 
presented together for the whole British and Irish vascular flora for the first time.  It’s a very 
‘visual’ book, and being a ‘visual’ sort of person I like that.  As well as being informative and 
useful, it is a book you can enjoy: sometimes I like to go through a random selection of its 
pages just to take myself on a nice, relaxed tour through part of the wonderful flora of our 
islands. 
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