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INTRODUCTION 

 

Chris Smout 

 
 

The annual meeting of the group was held in the A K Bell Library in Perth on 10 November 2011, on the theme of 

community forestry, with about 75 members attending. It was our sixteenth meeting. All those years ago, George 

Peterken  suggested at a one-day conference in Battleby, that forming a discussion group might be the best way to 

carry forward woodland history studies in Scotland, and after a decade and a half there are more of us coming than 

ever. We had invited George to join us this year: but family illness kept him away. However, with Ben Lennon he had 

written a paper for the occasion (that Ben presented to us) dealing with the history of  community involvement in the 

Forest of Dean, in the light of the strong reaction of the local people to the Government’s proposals to privatise state 

forestry. They showed how ancient was the tradition of defending  rights of grazing and wood utilization within the 

forest, associated with the free miners and others, and how by direct action in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries 

the community had resisted exclusion from ‘our forest’. The modern Forestry Commission are seen not as owners but 

as stewards acting on their behalf, to resolve disputes and to maintain rights, and that any change, like disposal to a 

charity or even to some newly constituted community organisation, was seen as an unwarranted interference by 

Parliament in their liberties.  

 

Were similar community traditions to be found in Scotland? Fiona Watson and Chris Smout surveyed the historical 

scene and emphasised a tradition where the power of the landowner was, on the face of it, less restricted than south of 

the Border. But there were many uncertainties, especially about medieval practice. Even when the law was clear, 

landowners might allow considerable customary leeway in order that their tenants could get the wood they needed for 

farming, housing and fuel. This, however, was a matter of grace and favour unless reinforced by a legal servitude 

granted by one landowner to another (comparatively rare) and from the eighteenth century the landowners moved 

from a system of allowing wood gathering by tenants through a system of fines in the barony courts, to one of direct 

sale, where the estate forestry staff gathered the wood and sold it to the tenants. This brought about a divorce in 

Scotland between farming and forestry, and the alienation of communities from practical woodmanship, which has 

only begun to be reversed in recent decades. 

 

John Barrett then presented his research into eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century improvers in Moray, where a 

busy set of modernisers set themselves to change the landscape of the largely treeless lowlands. They did this partly 

by setting out plantations in the less fertile corners, but also by obliging their tenants to plant trees in the new field 

boundaries, and around the yards of the farms and crofts. Consequently, the Moray countryside now has a wealth of 

ancient trees of many species (pine, larch, sycamores, rowan, holly, gean, ash and more) spaced out in its old dykes. 

As soon as we saw the pictures, many in the audience recognised the pattern as familiar—no doubt we shall now be 

able to trace similar trees in other parts of Scotland. 

 

After lunch, the track of the day’s proceedings changed from considering historical events and traditions, to following 

developments in recent times. Robin Callander outlined the story of the Forest of Birse, describing how woodland 

history had been used for the common good. The Finzean community, by recovering the tradition of the old 

commonty and taking control of its heritage and resources, and through a strong democratic structure, had become a 

model for modern rural Scotland. Bob Frost then outlined the Forestry Commission’s policy, describing how it 

facilitated community forestry either through selling woods to community organisations, or through working in 

partnership with communities to plant and run woods in and around towns. The future here looked bright, providing 

forest management could adapt to work with the full range of Scotland’s communities. Lastly, Gordon Gray Stephens 

mused on the problems of engaging communities in the history of their woods, emphasising how empowering it could 

be, but also how difficult it was to persuade people to back away from ideas of the imaginary wildwood and to 

understand how woods had been part of local work and culture for centuries. This was important, if only to counteract 

the belief that the best way to manage a wood was to neglect it, under the mistaken belief that neglect equalled 

conservation. 

 

It was a good day, and before we broke up we agreed that the next meeting should be constructed around the notion of 

woods and water—how the trade in wood was carried on by sea and river, how ship-building and woodland 

interacted, how wood was processed by water power. There is enough there to keep us busy. 
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COMMUNITY RIGHTS AND THE FOREST OF DEAN: PAST, PRESENT & 

FUTURE 
 

George Peterken & Ben Lennon 
 

 
One can easily see that the Forest of Dean is important to its inhabitants. The local papers not only have ‘forest’ in 

their titles, but they commonly carry forestry articles on the front page. Earlier this year (ie 2011, ed), forests became 

even more prominent, with numerous articles and letter pages that had to be expanded just to accommodate all the 

forest-related correspondence. The reason, of course, was the new Government’s proposals to ‘sell off’ the state 

forests, a policy that had far more resonance locally than, say, the collapsing economy. In effect, a substantial part of 

the local population rose up against the whole idea, and in particular the suggestion that the Dean be ‘sold’ to some 

local committee, or indeed to another organisation, such as the National Trust, to manage it on their behalf. This talk 

is about this protest and its historical roots. But first a short description of the Dean as one sees it today. 

 

For those not familiar with the Forest of Dean it lies on the southern Marches of England and Wales (Illus 1). The 

Dean today can be seen to be a compact tract of woodland in west Gloucestershire sandwiched between the Rivers 

Severn and Wye. There are many outlying woods, however, the largest of which is Highmeadow, re-acquired for the 

Dean in the 19th century. Unlike the New Forest, only small tracts of the ancient wood-pasture and heathland survive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Illus 1  Forest of Dean: location maps 

  

  

 

The origins of the forest lie in the mists of time. Certainly it was formed by the time of the Domesday book (Illus 2a) 

where it is mentioned obliquely. It seems to have been created from the residue of the landscape not directly 

incorporated into Anglo-Saxon manors. This is not to say that this land was unused; rather it existed as a common 

pool of resources available to the occupiers of the surrounding manors. From this emerged the Hundred of St. Briavels 

(Illus 2b) which to all intents and purposes become synonymous with the administration of the Forest. 
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Illus 2a  Domesday settlements Illus 2b  The Hundred of St. Briavels 
 

Through the processes of assart, purpestre, corruption and mismanagement the forest and crown demesne gradually 

shrunk to its current extent (Illus 3) by around 1600. This was last officially perambulated in 1833 and marked with 

boundary stones. 

 

 

 
 
Illus 3  The Statutory Forest of Dean 
 

 

Today there are still many old oak plantations (Illus 4a), established 200 years or so ago, and about half the forest is 

stocked with conifers, which still provide the main revenues from timber. It is not picture-postcard countryside, but a 

district with a strong industrial past, with many relicts in the form of slag heaps, quarries and tramways (Illus 4b). It is 

a place where it is interesting to discuss the issue of when industrial dereliction becomes industrial archaeology. 

 

  
Illus 4a   Old oak plantations Illus 4b  Industrial heritage 
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The recent protest was a reaction against government proposals regarding the future of the public forest estate. On the 

29th October 2010, Defra wrote to MPs outlining its intention to fundamentally reform the public forestry estate, with 

diminishing public ownership and a greater role for private and civil society partners. The public consultation on the 

proposals was published on 27th January 2011 under the title ‘The Future of the Public Forest Estate in England’, and 

ran for 12 weeks. 

 

By early November 2010 there was already a growing concern about the nature of the reforms and the transmission of 

large areas of woodland out of national ownership. The 38 Degrees ‘Save Our Forests’ petition was highly successful. 

As with all petitions of this kind they do not deal with the subtleties of the debate but are more a barometer of public 

opinion with relation to a specific issue. 

 

 

   
Illus 5a  HOOF Illus 5b  Tie a yellow ribbon Illus 5c  Burning ‘Big Ben’ effigy 
 

The recent protests and other local responses in the Dean were co-ordinated by a newly-formed organisation known as 

HOOF – Hands Off Our Forest – and they made themselves very visible (Illus 5a). A sentiment involving the tying of 

yellow ribbons around oak trees quickly gathered momentum and became a flagship action (Illus 5b).  

 

What made everyone even more excitable is that the Dean is a swing constituency that currently happens to have a 

Conservative MP, who is himself a junior member of the Government. So, when protesters burned the Houses of 

Parliament in effigy on 3 January 2011 (Illus 5c) and feelings were obviously running high, the MP found himself in a 

difficult position; should he support the Government’s proposals, or represent the view of a majority of his 

constituents? He ‘had difficulty’ finding time to visit the constituency to hear what was being said, and when at last he 

did come he did so at one day’s notice, hiring a small hall, in which he sought to justify the proposed disposal. He also 

later complained of the riotous behaviour of the large crowd that could not get into the meeting. 

 

 

 
Illus 6  Community protests; mass trespass at Bircham Wood 
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The protests continued and included a ‘mass trespass’ in Bircham Wood (Illus 6), one of the outlying woods that had 

recently been sold. But they also took more constructive forms in reasoned contributions to committees, visiting 

enquiry groups, etc. including the latterly–formed independent panel on Forestry led by the Bishop of Liverpool. 

 

The interesting question is: why did the Dean people protest so strongly? After all, many other well-forested 

districts faced much the same proposition but did not seem half as vocal, and the proposal was to hand the Dean to a 

newly constituted organisation on which local people would be represented. It was not to be sold to purely 

commercial, private interests.  

 

To judge by their comments, Dean people saw this as unnecessary. They took the view that they already owned the 

place, that it was not the Government’s to sell, and that the Forestry Commission were satisfactory managers, 

reasonably responsive to local opinion, despite the fact that they are a national body subject to national policies. 

 

So, let’s try to answer the question posed above. There are many factors that have come together, but there is a strong 

historical element to most of them. 

 

1. The Dean has been a Royal Forest for centuries. It has a long history of public ownership, from the Office of 

Woods to the Forestry Commission, and symbolised by retention of the offices of Deputy Surveyor and Deputy 

Gaveller. So it is not simply a wood bought by the Forestry Commission in the 20th century, there to be unloaded in 

the 21st century. 

 

2. It is widely thought to be subject to common rights, but in fact these were abolished in 1668. At that date, half the 

forest was enclosed to grow timber, but inclosure was limited, thereby giving tacit permission for ‘commoners’ to 

continue grazing, and at the present time these ‘rights’ are exercised by ‘sheep badgers’. Likewise, dead wood was 

customarily taken as fuel, and everyone had access to the forest. Some local people also have a right to mine coal, iron 

and stone – free miners (Illus 7) – whose activities are regulated by a Deputy Gaveller. In a judgement for an earlier 

century, free miners and common graziers were allowed to use the forest, but ‘out of charity and grace, not of right’. 

In fact, these ‘rights’ are exercised by very few, save for the assumption that anyone can go anywhere. 

 

 

  
Illus 7  Free miners of Dean, past and present 
 

 

3. What the present ministers and civil servants probably did not know was that, down the centuries, the Dean has 

seen many attempts to enclose and privatise the forest, raid the timber, and limit customary practices; and a 

corresponding tradition of resistance of which HOOF is just the most recent (Table 1). Many of these attempts led to 

civil disobedience and riots, far more violent than the modern symbolic protests and rowdy meetings. The Dean even 

has its own ‘radical history society’ which developed from 19th century riots. 
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Table 1: Privatisation and protest in the post-medieval Forest of Dean 
 

 1612-13  Coppices sold for charcoal. Attempts to enclose thwarted. 

 1620-32  Woods sold or leased. Riots. 

 1640-45  Mineral and timber rights sold to private buyer. Inclosure fences destroyed; buyer flees. 

 1649-68  18,000 acres enclosed. Timber sold to the same private buyer. 

 1777-88  Mine Law Court outlawed. Riots. 

 1806-16  11,000 acres enclosed. Inclosure fences destroyed. 

 1828-31 Inclosure fences destroyed. Warren James riots. 

 1991  Privatisation proposed: FC land sale. House of Lords gave Dean special protection. 

 1993-4  Privatisation proposed: FC land sale. Forest Enterprise created. 

 

 

The Forest Riots were sparked by the 1808 Dean Forest (Timber) Act which allowed for the inclosure of 11,000 acres 

of forest. Foresters were denied access to the enclosed areas. In particular, they lost their ancient grazing and mining 

customs. After Foresters had endured much hardship for many years, Warren James finally called the Free Miners to 

action (Illus 8). A notice, dated 3rd June 1831, instructed them to meet on the following Wednesday ‘for the purpose 

of opening the Forest’.  

 

 

 

 

Illus 8  Warren James and the Free Miners’ resistance movement 
 

 

On Wednesday 8th June 1831 a group of over 100 foresters proceeded to demolish the fences. Machen (Deputy 

Surveyor) and about 50 unarmed Crown Officers were powerless to intervene. On the Friday a party of 50 soldiers 

arrived from Monmouth, but by now the number of Foresters had grown to over 2000 and the soldiers returned to 

their barracks. By Saturday night, there was scarcely a mile of unbroken fence in the Forest, but the next day 

reinforcements arrived from Doncaster and Plymouth and The Foresters’ resistance was overcome.  

 

Warren James was arrested, and committed to trial at Gloucester Assizes on Monday, 13th August 1831. The judge 

sentenced James to death, but within two weeks this was commuted to transportation to Tasmania for life. He was 

pardoned in 1836 but stayed in Hobart, presumably unable to afford the passage home. He died in 1841 just 10 years 

after the riots he instigated began. 

 

Speaking as an incomer (from the New Forest), I (ie George Peterken, ed) view this tradition of resistance to 

privatisation wryly. When the administration of the Forest declined from 1780 onwards, many outlying parts were 

squatted, and these squatter properties were legalised in the 19th century. The forest is now ringed by old squatter 

settlements. I live in one. So, it is privatisation by remote government and large private interests that they resisted, not 

privatisation by locals. 
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Many people have a long family history in the Dean. Even in-comers tend to stay. This is the opposite end of the 

spectrum from the rapid turnover in some urban and commuter-country communities. The forest is important to them 

because it retains the spirit of their ancestors. As one protestor put it in 2011: 

 

‘I am here because I am a local. My ancestors go back to nearly the 1600s and there have been many campaigns in 

the past to save the Forest and also our rights within the Forest. One of my direct ancestors has his name on a 

petition in the 1600s to save the rights of the Forest, so we’ve always been involved.’ 

 

As in all regions where mining and other dangerous occupations form the basis of the economy, there is a 

corresponding intensity of community spirit,  as captured in this verse of a poem published in the Dean Forest 

Mercury, 1884. 

 

‘Arouse ye, free miners, who delve in old Dean, 

And all ye freeholders with rights o’er its green, 

‘Tis time to be stirring for danger is nigh; 

And if ye bestir not, you’ll find by and by, 

That truth, and truth only, is this I now tell, 

They’ll suck out the egg if they once prick the shell.’ 

 

The community considers the land to be inalienable and a space imbued with the spirit of past users through the 

continued practices of common rights and privileges dating back to the Normans.  It is not a true commodity, because 

it is embedded in social relations. Originating in the use of land as a shared resource, that commonality now resides in 

the shared sense of cultural identity. Over the centuries, the forest community has developed a moral economy.  

 

Geographically and socially the Dean is isolated and distinct, somewhat cut-off from the rest of Gloucestershire. It is 

not Wales (although many of its traditions and customs relate to a Cumbric origin), nor is it entirely in England. It is 

certainly distinct from the chocolate box villages of the Cotswolds on the left bank of the Severn. It has large 

woodlands, extensive commons, a local dialect and a somewhat proletarian social make-up, in contrast to the rest of 

rural Gloucestershire. People are defined by the place where they live: Dean people have an identity of their own. 

 

Table 2 The occupational structure of the Hundred of St Briavels in 1608 
Source: Buchanan Sharp (1980) In contempt of all authority. University of California Press 
 

Occupation Number Comments 

Gentry 47  

Farmers 112 Yeomen and Husbandmen 

Merchants, retailers & other professionals 19  

Mining, metalwork & other minerals 122 Mines, iron ore, lime, millstones 

Wood and animal products 98 Eg, carpenters, shoemakers, tanners 

Cloth, related trades, food production 112 Eg, weavers, butchers, tailors 

Miscellaneous traders 39 Eg, sailors & tilers 

Servants 131 Includes some servants of artisans 

Labourers 151  

Sons and others given no status 98  

 

 

I have said that Dean is somewhat proletarian. Its sources of employment have included timber, coal, stone, often 

associated with common rights (Table 2). Now the local economy still has some quarrying and mining, but is more 

concerned with light engineering and recreational elements, both linked to the history and survival of the forest. There 

are few social links to central government and the higher civil service, which is a distinct contrast with the New 

Forest.  

 

Today, the main customary right is unfettered access: for cycling, adventure, rambles, horse-riding, etc. The Forestry 

Commission restricts some forms of activity, and this sometimes causes resentment, but they also: provide car 

parking; clear up the fly-tipping; keep the trees safe near roads and tracks; and provide leisure facilities, from bird-

watching and Go-Ape to art exhibitions. FC ‘interpret’ national policies sensitively, and the Forest of Dean still 

produces 60 000 tonnes of timber each year. 

 



NWDG Woodland History Conference: Notes XVI (2011) 

 

 

 7 

The Dean is not a small wood seen in the distance. It is large enough to dominate the district. The forest is the 

environment, enveloping a whole community, who feel they live in it, not near it. It is hardly surprising that what 

happens to it matters. Probably few think that association with trees improves health and well-being, though they do, 

and it is doubtful that trees enhance property values here - sometimes it can be quite the opposite. 

 

 

 

 

 

Illus 9  Life, work and community in the Forest of Dean 
 

 

The strong sense of community derives from Dean’s isolated location, past industries, cultural heritage, strong kinship 

ties, vernacular language, extensive voluntary projects and social enterprise initiatives. It’s not just surroundings: 

people use it, work in it, and identify with it (Illus 9).  

 

Big Society sounds fine, but not if the central resources are no longer available to supplement local resources; and not 

as a charity answerable only to a Secretary of State, not the local people. Forestry Commission are seen as managers, 

regulators and stewards, not owners. They enable the forest to be used for cycling, walking, horse-riding, voluntary 

group access and continued communing and free-mining. Their aim is to achieve a balance of interests across the 

competing objectives of environmentalism, economics and social justice. It is not seen as an external body: in fact, 

many of its employees are locals, and many others aspire to become locals (after sufficient generations have passed). 

 

Successful community forestry depends on the local physical and legal conditions, funding and resources, 

management expertise, protection from free market and future disposal, and shared values of the community. Where 

these values are under threat we can expect the people of the Forest of Dean to be in the vanguard of its defence. 
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OWNERSHIP AND RIGHTS IN SCOTTISH WOODLANDS PART 1:  

UP TO 1700 
 

Fiona Watson   

 
 

These two papers together cover, very generally, the situation with regard to common rights – or, more precisely, the 

lack of them – over Scottish woodlands for the best part of 1000 years. This first paper will take the story up to 1700, 

or roughly the period before mass industrialisation and the accompanying changes in both the environmental and 

social/economic history of Scotland. In talking about rights and customs in relation to trees – which, both singularly 

and en masse have a multitude of uses to humans, from timber, most obviously, to leaf fodder to acorns for pigs 

through to cover for deer and shade and grass for pasture – we must surely start by accepting that, in a society that had 

been hierarchical for thousands of years, the attitudes to, and structures set in place to uphold, ownership are essential 

to our understanding of the history of Scottish trees, woodlands and forests. Ownership is, of course, the ability to use 

and dispose of things or subjects as our own, except as we are limited by the law or agreement. This naturally implies 

that everyone else is prohibited from using or disposing of the same, without consent, even if there is not a law 

explicitly in place to stop it. However, the actions of king and parliament in terms of legislation guide us to an 

understanding of those trespasses which most commonly occurred and also to areas of concern and/or ‘good practice’ 

which the top echelons of Scottish society wished to see applied at particular times. Unfortunately, there is a lack of 

public discussion on woodland management until as late as the fifteenth century, which leaves us to conclude that 

most of it took place at an entirely local level – presumably in the barony court, presided over by the landowner – and 

is therefore largely lost to us. In the main, we are talking about competing land use and local, comparatively small-

scale exploitation. However by the end of the sixteenth century, and most particularly in the period when James VI of 

Scotland became James I of England, thus opening up his northern kingdom to potential investors, markets and new 

ideas, we must also contend with larger-scale industrial exploitation by both native and foreign concerns, at the same 

time as landowners also began to plant on an unprecedented scale. 

   

Forest laws are attributed to William the Lion, who supposedly died in 1214 but perhaps rather later – though I note 

that the new parliament website [rps.ac.uk] does not include them. What we can say is that they were being translated 

from Latin into Scots from around the later 14th century. The problem we have is the extent to which something 

which is clearly English in origin actually applied in the Scottish context. It is worth stating again, of course, that 

forest laws refer to hunting, which played such a key role in medieval noble exercise and social and diplomatic 

interaction. The concern with trees is for the protection of the environment in which deer might flourish and men 

might take their pleasure. Thus access was strictly controlled, for pigs, sheep, dogs, and most particularly goats. The 

competing uses are however already evident – and this is the huge caveat to the blanket statement about property 

rights given above. A price and time were to be stipulated for the collection of foggage (second growth of grass, 

presumably for animal feed); there was also ‘the time of pannage’, given under licence, which had to be paid for; a 

free tenant was allowed to follow his dogs into a royal forest ‘as far as he can cast his horn or leash’ (which was surely 

not all that far, but gave him a moment to collect himself and get out) and so long as he laid down his bow and arrow, 

which again makes the point. Unfree men were to pay a fine if their beasts were found pasturing in the forest. A fine 

was also to be paid by anyone cutting down greenwood (vert – anything that grows a green leaf), especially of oak 

(which may well be a reflection of English concerns). We should, at this point, make the clear distinction – as 

medieval society did – between woods that were enclosed – by bank, ditch, and/or fence and gates - and those that 

were not. It is perhaps also worth stating that I cannot think of a single occurrence in my entire career as a historian 

reading anywhere that our ancestors were, as a result of further research, proved to be less sophisticated than we had 

otherwise thought; it is always the reverse. 

 

Medieval charters do, of course, mention trees of lot, underlining the fact that the person to whom the land was being 

granted had full property rights over all aspects of those things that were in situ above and below his ground (those 

things, like deer or even whales, which happened along on occasions, belonged, generally speaking in Scots law, to 

whoever caught them, which made the policing of forests that much more essential). The very earliest Scottish 

charters are not concerned with rehearsing the various rights and privileges that the landowner enjoyed within his 

boundaries, but more the freedoms – particularly if the landowner was the church – that they now had from 

interference, most particularly the payment of various taxes and exactions - from laymen beyond them. But by the late 

11th century – in particular the grant made at some point between 1070 and 1093 by King Malcolm III to the church 

of Dunfermline – we have the various components of the lands specified and the phrase ‘with all its pertinences’. This 

may well have included access to timber, among other resources, and clearly infers that the attributes of each land 

division was already well-established by that point, even if it was not written down. By 1095 (the reign of King Edgar) 
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we have reference to all lands and woods/forests/timber (silvis) and water and tolls and right of wreck and all other 

customs pertaining to certain dwelling-houses in Berwick that were being granted to Durham cathedral. By the 14th 

century, charters are much more complex in their listing of the attributes of a particular piece of land, which allows us 

greater access to what was on the ground, give or take the problems inherent in translation. Sir James Cunningham, for 

example, held his lands of Hassinden in Roxburghshire, as it had been in the time of King Alexander, over 30 years 

before, in woods (boscis) and plain, meadow/grassland and pastureland, etc. In the same year, Duncan Campbell was 

granted and confirmed in his lands of Loudoun and Stevenston in Ayrshire in a similar rubric, including woods 

(boscis), again as the first entry. Charters could give even more detail, but I don’t think we’ve done a systematic 

enough analysis to know, for example, whether later charters simply seem to repeat what had been written down 

previously or whether there was an attempt to cover what was actually there. 

 

Parliamentary activity is noticeable by its absence, in relation to trees, until the 15th century – and the return of James 

I from captivity in England, where he learned how kings operated in a much more centralised form of government. 

The gist of his legislation seems to have been to ensure that property rights, especially those of the Crown, were being 

respected. By the middle of that century, tenants were to be ordered ‘to plant woods and trees, make hedges, and sow 

broom’, a clear indication that all was not well in the Scottish landscape, in the south at least. Half a century later, in 

1503, it was explicitly stated that ‘the wood of Scotland, being utterly destroyed’; however, this may in part be a result 

of the king, James IV’s desire to build a navy and finding that he might have to go much further afield than central 

Scotland in order to find sufficient timbers. Nevertheless, a remedial programme was instituted, which saw the selling 

or burning of green wood to be punished with a fine set at the extraordinary sum of £5 (old legislation on the subject 

otherwise to remain in force); landowners had to make parks for deer, stanks, cuningars (rabbit-warren), dowcots, 

orchards, and hedges, and plant at least one acre of wood ‘where there is no great wood or forest’. These acts were 

revisited on occasions throughout the 16th century and the fines increased. The reiteration of parliamentary 

legislation, with regard to tenants planting woods and trees, making hedges and sowing broom, in barony court books 

suggests that some landowners at least saw the sense in what was enacted and strove to comply with it. How 

systematically this was done is, however, entirely unknown. 

 

Barony court records, though the main regulatory mechanism across Scotland, have not survived before the 16th 

century and it is really only in the 17th century that we get systematic accounts. From them, it is clear – as on the 

estates of the Menzies’s of that Ilk at Weem and North Rannoch - that landowners largely accepted the need of their 

tenantry to access timber for most aspects of daily life and essentially, through a fining system, levied a charge for its 

use. The extent to which a system of management, or even oversight, was implemented would depend on whether or 

not there was a plentiful supply of timber, population pressure, the uses to which the landowner wanted to put the 

resource and the distance of the tenants from effective policing. That there was a native understanding of how to treat 

trees, despite the fact that they did not own them, is not to be doubted – the habit of the Scots in ‘cutting high’ (which 

may result from the need to protect trees from grazing animals, the tenants’ own highest priority) is mentioned from 

the 17th century to the 20th as something that should be got rid of, in terms of silvicultural best practice. Foresters, 

too, could be highly skilled, knowing exactly what had been cut and able to match a cut piece of timber to a stump. 

However, rights in common and the practical, day to day, activities of tenants – apart from the laments of landowners 

for contraventions of acts designed particularly to keep animals out of parkland – are lost to us. Fortunately that 

picture was set to improve with the rest of the landscape as we move into the eighteenth century. 
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OWNERSHIP AND RIGHTS IN SCOTTISH WOODLANDS PART 2:  

THE 18TH AND 19TH CENTURY  

 

Chris Smout 
 

 

The intention of these two joint papers is to set the historic background to the idea of community woodland in 

Scotland. Fiona Watson explained what the situation was down to the start of the 18th century—and it is full of 

uncertainties and ambiguities, things perhaps understood at the time but often relatively undefined in the legal sense. 

 

By the 18th century, there is greater clarity, which comes about through the emergence of unambiguous law as 

codified by theorists like Viscount Stair. The Scottish situation is now seen to be very simple. Except in two 

circumstances, the rights of the woodland owner, the landowner, are absolute—all the trees belong to him, the ground 

belongs to him, the right to cut and sell are his alone. This contrasts markedly with the situation in much of England, 

and also in some other European countries, like Denmark. Here, whereas the ground might belong to the lord, trees 

under a certain size often belonged to the peasants: once they grew above that size they reverted to the lord, so in 

Denmark rather few were allowed to grow big, which was the root cause of fundamental changes to the Danish law in 

early 19th century, driven by the elite, vesting all the trees in the lord, while allowing public access for gathering 

berries or dead wood, and compensating the peasants for loss of grazing. Nothing like that took place in Scotland 

because it was not needed—the laird had all the power already. 

 

The two exceptions in Scotland were when a wood was an undivided commonty or common, but this was so rare here 

that I know of only one instance, the Forest of Birse which Robin Callander discusses later. The other exception (not 

so rare, especially in the Highlands) was when a landowner granted a servitude to cut wood to someone else, often 

another landowner who was his feudal vassal or someone from whom he had borrowed money on the security of his 

land, known as a wadsetter. Such servitudes, which involved the right to fell timber or take small wood without 

reference back to the original landowner, could be reclaimed and annulled by repaying the loan. 

 

Disputes over servitudes are well documented in lawsuits, most famously in Mar in the 18th century, when Lord 

Braco, later the Earl of Fife, who lived at Duff House in Banff, quarrelled with many holders of servitudes over his 

pinewoods in Deeside, but especially with Farquharson of Invercauld in a lawsuit of 1758-1760. It revolved around 

one of Farquharson’s tenants grubbing up trees and cultivating land within the forest of Mar, which Braco owned. 

Braco said this exceeded the terms of the servitude, Farquharson denied it, and the case partly revolved around the 

public good—did Scotland need more cultivated land or more pine trees? Braco, as Earl of Fife later, proved expert in 

making the many servitudes with which his land was burdened unworkable. For instance, where tenants had exercised 

their landlord’s servitude rights to cut timber to repair their houses or mills, he imposed conditions making it 

necessary for them to travel ten or twelve miles to the extremities of the estate to cut them down, and then only 

allowed small branches or refuse wood to be taken away. In this way the exploitation of the resource by the peasant 

communities of those landlords who held servitudes was minimised, and William Lorimer the forestry expert and 

commentator recommended his example to others similarly burdened. 

 

Normally, therefore, a landowner could pretty well do as he liked in his woods, and tenants had no entitlements in law. 

However, all landowners knew that their own communities had to have wood to function economically, and at the start 

of the eighteenth century, normally, they either granted ‘woodleave’ or ‘allowance’ (which could be revoked at any 

time) to permit the tenants to take what they needed for their houses and tools and fences and so on. On Cameron of 

Lochiel’s estates before 1745 the laird designated one particular wood for the community (Glen Loy) while 

disallowing access to others (like the Loch Arkaig woods) that were kept particularly for timber or other purposes of 

the estate itself. Very often the landowner operated his control through a forester, who gave permission for cutting, in 

conjunction with the baillie of the baron court, where people were charged a fine for taking wood. The fines were, as 

Fiona has explained, often more a payment system of cutting fees graduated according to what the peasants needed, 

and took, rather than a system with punitive or deterrent intent. With the decline of baron courts especially after 1746, 

this changed (in an important way) to a system in which the wood was sold to the tenants by the factor on a straight 

commercial basis. 

 

Sometimes any control was difficult to achieve in practice because of lack of peasant co-operation. One example may 

suffice—on the Argyll estates in 1748 the duke, through his factor, told the tenants of the Barony of Glenaray, on the 

very doorstep of Inverary, that they would have to seek permission before they cut any wood. Hitherto they had been 



NWDG Woodland History Conference: Notes XVI (2011) 

 

 

 11 

allowed to take what they wanted according to their needs, with minimal control and no payment. This announcement 

was promulgated through the baron court. Next year it was promulgated again, suggesting it had not worked. And next 

year again. And again. This went on for seven years until the duke lost patience and summoned the offenders. Plainly 

there was a sense of disbelief in the community that he could be serious, as was shown by the fact that no fewer than 

72 tenants were indicted and their offences went back over many years. Some had just taken the odd tree to repair a 

house, serve for a plough or mend a fence, but some had been cutting far more of the duke’s timber than they had 

sought permission to fell and even sold some to outside buyers. For them, the game was now up, but it had taken 

seven years to enforce the landowner’s will even on lands almost visible from his own windows. 

 

One important effect of the exertion of all this landed power was to divorce the tenants from woodmanship and 

forestry. Having no rights in the wood or in any individual tree, they had no pressing interest in looking after the 

timber or preventing overgrazing—they also had no right to cut fodder from trees they did not own, which may be 

why this practice is apparently so rare in Scotland. Community woodlands were not, in Scotland, rooted in past law 

and practice as they so frequently were in countries like Norway, France or England, where peasant woodland 

operations were often protected by immemorial custom that had the force of law. That was a critical legal difference 

that had cultural implications for the rural population. It took some effort and persuasion to begin to overcome 

prejudice by farmers against caring for woods in Scotland, when community woodlands were reborn towards the end 

of the second half of the twentieth century. 

 

[For further details, please see our book, T.C.Smout, Alan R.Macdonald, Fiona Watson, 

A History of the Native Woodlands of Scotland, 1500-1920 (Edinburgh, 2005), especially Chapter Six.] 
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REGULAR REFORESTATION: WOODLAND RESOURCES IN MORAY, 

1720 - 1840 
 

John R Barrett 

 
 

During the later decades of the eighteenth century, a mania for estate improvement gripped Scottish landowners. 

Sweeping changes transformed the landscapes of lowland Scotland in a regular revolution, characterised by rectilinear 

fieldscapes within which agriculture was regulated by written tacks and printed rules. A parallel regular revolution 

adopted neoclassical concepts of order and symmetry into vernacular architecture and rural settlement plans. As a 

distinct craze-within-a-craze, a mania for tree planting effected a regular reforestation that was integral to the wider 

rural revolution. 

 

The regular revolution took root in the Moray firth lowlands (the laich of Moray), in northeast Scotland, around 1760. 

And when Samuel Johnson and James Boswell visited the Laich in 1773, many aspects of improvement - including 

reforestation - were already well established. However, Johnson, affecting a theatrically curmudgeonly persona, chose 

rather to fix an image of Scotland as a treeless wasteland declaring, ‘A tree might be a show in Scotland as a horse in 

Venice’. Johnson persisted in this conceit throughout the tour. And, after arriving at his ultimate destination in the 

treeless Hebrides, he facetiously suggested that his lost walking stick must have been stolen: ‘Consider, Sir, the value 

of such a piece of timber here.’ The literary odd couple travelled through Moray on 26 August. At Banff, 

unfortunately, the Earl of Fife was away from home, so the tourists were disappointed of breakfast at Duff House, and 

an opportunity to admire Fife’s parkland and plantations. At Cullen Johnson declined (and Boswell ate) a late 

breakfast of broiled haddocks. Johnson also declined an invitation to walk through the Earl of Findlater’s forestry 

plantation,  declaring ‘he was not come to Scotland to see fine places, of which there were enough in England; but 

wild objects, - mountains, - waterfalls, - peculiar manners’. They travelled by chaise to Elgin, where Johnson admired 

the cathedral ruins, disparaged the burgh’s couthy neoclassical ‘piazzas’, and was served a dinner he could not eat. 

 

Now Johnson (with an empty belly) and Boswell (with a full one) drove westwards on the new Great Road through 

fertile cornland, in which he could scarcely expect to find extensive forests; crossing the Findhorn to visit Hardmuir, 

where tourists were shown the blasted heath where Macbeth met the witches. Here Johnson declaimed several 

passages from Shakespeare. His literary enthusiasm, however, blunted his topographical sensibility. He failed to 

notice plantations and semi-natural woodland flourishing within sight of ‘Mack Beath’s Hillock’; he also managed to 

overlook the tree-studded hedgerows and parkland planting established by Mary Sleigh, the improving Lady of 

Brodie, and the thousands of acres of the Earl of Moray’s nearby Darnaway forest. 

 

Johnson’s impressions - coloured by irony, comic exaggeration and indigestion - have helped to fix a false impression 

of tree cover in Scotland. William Roy’s military survey of 1747-55, however, showed trees covering some 3% of 

lowland Scotland and 8% of the Highlands. In Moray Roy mapped regular plantations at Moy and Brodie in the 

western laich, and on Stynie Muir in the east. Roy surveyed oak woods beside Elgin; and in Kinloss he recognised 

significant, if patchy, semi-natural deciduous woodland. This, though, represented only a small part of the 

laichlanders’ timber resources. The main woodland supplying lowland Moray lay in upland parishes - accessible 

through the close interdependencies that linked the laich with its high hinterland parishes.  

 

Moray folk took a broad view of their communal resources - a view that extended beyond the boundaries of the 

township, barony or parish. Thus laichland cattle were sent in summer to graze the shielings of highland Strathavon. 

Highlanders, meanwhile, imported laichland barley, which they sold back to the lowlands as whisky. Oak bark from 

woods above Pluscarden was sold to Elgin tanners until the 1830s. Wrights in the upland parish of Dallas, around 

1790, exploited their ample timber resources in a significant manufacture of carts and wheels and fencing for lowland 

farmers.   

 

The structure of landholding in Moray also expanded horizons. The Earls of Fife possessed estates in the laich (Innes, 

Mosstowie, Monauchty), and the forested lands of Mar on Deeside. Sir Robert Gordon of Gordonstoun (in Duffus) 

also possessed an upland estate in Dallas - which was combined under the Gordon-Cummings (from 1795) with the 

thickly wooded estate of Altyre on the Findhorn. Thus, within an individual landowner’s estates (and those of his 

familial connections) corn-rich lowland communities might enjoy access to upland timber. Moray’s wider horizons lay 

in upper Strathspey, Glenmore and Glenfeshie. Pinewoods here, belonging to the Dukes of Gordon and a variety of 

Grants, supplied the laich from the seventeenth century onwards. Timber was floated down the Spey to supply the 
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laich, and notably to sustain a substantial shipbuilding industry at Speymouth. But even without Strathspey pine, 

Moray was well supplied with timber from parochial semi-natural woodlands that were accessible through the wider 

network of the estate economy. Roy’s map shows this (chiefly deciduous) woodland flourishing on the uncultivated 

and ungrazed spaces between township lands. Meanwhile, in several parishes peat cutting yielded a bounty of 

bogwood, which, when dried, was suitable for firing, or crafted into country furniture; large bogwood in Birnie was 

reportedly even used for crucks in tenants’ houses. 

 

Timber resources were meticulously managed. Acts of the Scottish parliament had obliged landowners to plant trees, 

from the fifteenth century onwards. However, apart from parks planted around gentlemen’s places - and the fruit 

orchards for which Moray was widely celebrated - there is little evidence for deliberate planting before about 1720. 

Nor, probably, was there any need for it. Managed semi-natural woodland was adequate for local needs. A slew of 

legislation defined and protected landowners’ rights over estate timber; and these rights were vigorously defended in 

baron and sheriff courts in order to ensure the sustainability of the communal resource. In practice, despite legal 

prohibition, township folk routinely harvested growing timber; and they routinely confessed their misdemeanours in 

the baron court, paying modest fines which resembled a licensing measure rather than a criminal penalty. The 

landowner’s forester probably took a more serious view of thefts from estate woods than ever his master did: it was, 

after all, the forester’s responsibility to account for the timber under his care. And, indeed, the diligent forester was 

personally acquainted with every tree. Periodic stock-takings counted the trees in each tract of woodland: for example, 

in 1734 the wood of Burghenerich in Strathavon was inventoried and found to contain 3900 trees worth a total of 

£443. This regime of micro-management continued into the 1770s, for example mapping the township lands of upper 

Strathavon, where the Delavorar and Torward woodland of birch, alder and hazel was mapped and assessed ‘fit for 

common use’ -  involving the meaning ordinary use, with a sense of community use.  

 

The Strathavon woods survive today, preserving ample evidence of past exploitation and sustainable management, 

with timber cut (and cut again) for common uses through coppicing of birch and hazel on the steep slopes below 

arable terraces, with coppicing of alder and pollarding of willow by the river. ‘Common use’ included timber for 

implements, furniture and creelwork. House-building was a major consumer of timber, with turf-and-cruck the rural 

vernacular in Moray. Cruck-framed dwellings also accommodated labouring folk in Forres and Elgin, where, in closes 

behind the stone-built facades of merchants’ houses, occasional couples survive today, incorporated into the walls of 

later buildings. A flimsier mud-and-stud vernacular survived into the nineteenth century - specified (as stake-and-rice) 

for tollhouses on the turnpike roads. Turf-and-cruck dwellings predominated in the laich until around 1780; occupied 

in Strathavon into the 1860s. 

 

House timber was a valuable commodity. Around 1720 a pair of crucks might be worth around £2 Scots; a door and 

door-frame from one to three merks. The principal timbers of township buildings might be claimed by the landowner 

when a tenant departed, though in practice local arrangements varied. Nonetheless, when tenancies ended, timber in 

buildings was appraised by community birleymen. Their inventories suggest substantial dwellings, whose mismatched 

structural elements, promiscuously combining oak, fir and birch, suggest histories of repair and renewal through, 

perhaps, several generations. The small houses of upland Moray extended to two or three bays, with byres of similar 

size - either as separate buildings or extending the dwelling in longhouse style. Detached kilnbarns were of similar 

dimensions, sited to catch a breeze for winnowing. In the large townships of the laich, tenants occupied three-roomed 

dwellings (firehouse, spense/benner-house, and chamber), with a suite of outbuildings (barn, byre, stable, sheepcote, 

grasshouse/haybarn).The crucks (with cabers, sides and doors) consumed timber worth £60 or £70. This was a 

significant quantity of woodwork. However, the persistence of this vernacular - from the early middle ages until the 

close of the eighteenth century - suggests a sufficient, and sustainable, timber resource for rural communities. 

 

From around 1730 written tacks came into vogue as an improvement upon customary tenure. These early tacks (unlike 

improving leases introduced from around 1760) did not significantly alter the manner in which land was occupied; and 

possessions continued to be exploited under common-field regimes that had endured for generations if not for 

centuries. However, these early tacks included a striking clause (perhaps codifying an unrecorded earlier custom), 

which obliged the tenant to plant a specific number of trees - typically around his yard-dyke. Saplings for planting 

were supplied by estate gardeners from proprietors’ nurseries. The tenant was obliged ‘to nurse and conserve’ the 

growing trees. The timber, of course, belonged to the laird. Arguably, the yard-dyke trees, which were emphatically 

associated with a particular tenant’s house, were earmarked to supply crucks and roofing for the next generation of 

tenant dwellings.  

 

Documentation of these yard-dyke plantings in tacks is supported by remarkable survivals in the field. In upland 

Moray, especially in Glenlivet and Strathavon, yard-dyke trees were never harvested. The trees were conspicuous 

landscape features, worthy of notice by ordnance surveyors during the 1860s, and recorded on the first edition 1:2500 
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maps. They survive today in various stages of magnificent maturity or terminal decrepitude - rooted in the turf-and-

stone walls of pre-improvement township corn and kailyards. A preliminary survey of old yard-dyke trees, conducted 

by the Strath Avon Survey under the Scotland’s Rural Past project supervised by RCAHMS, has identified a broad 

range of species, though with no particular pattern - except a general conformity with the tack specification for 

‘barren’ (native) species. 

 

Knockando parish: 

 Delnapot wood - rowan and Scots pine (Plate 3) 

 Lynemore (new land in the 1750s) - rowan and gean (See Front Cover, top right) 

 

Cromdale parish 

 Altyoun - gean and holly 

 

Mortlach parish 

 Glack Harness - larch and Scots pine (Plate 5) 

 

Kirkmichael parish 

 Altnaha - Scots pine 

 Badeach ( a settler improvement on Morinsh commonty) - sycamore 

 Belon - ash, larch and Scots pine (Plate 6) 

 Delavorar - ash 

 Lyne - Scots pine 

 Ladderfoot – birch (Plate 1) 

 Quirn - rowan and Scots pine (Plate 2) 

 Tervieside - unidentified twisted dead trees 

 Torbain (a new farm established c.1750 on Auchnahyle shieling) - Scots pine (Plate 4) 

 

 

 

  
Plate 1  Yard-dyke birch trees at Ladderfoot in 
Glenlivet. 

Plate 2  Yard-dyke rowan tree on a settler farm at the 
limit of cultivation at Quirn, below Carn Daimh in 
Glenlivet. 
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Plate 3  Yard-dyke Scots pine on a pre-improvement 
farmstead on Hill of Delnapot in Knockando parish. 

Plate 4  Yard-dyke Scots pine on the farm of Torbain 
in Strathavon - established around 1750 on a shieling 
place belonging to adjacent township of Auchnahyle. 

 

 

 
Plate 5  Yard-dyke Scots pine on a settler farm in Glack Harness below Ben Rinnes in Mortlach 
parish - established as a marginal improvement around 1800. 
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Plate 6  Yard-dyke ash tree on a pre-improvement township of Tomnacroik of Belon, in Strathavon. 
 

 

The larch and sycamore are, of course, not native; but were perhaps were sufficiently widespread by the mid-

eighteenth century to be acceptable in yard-dyke planting. 

 

Yard-dyke trees have survived because, just as they were reaching maturity, a mania for large-scale planting took hold 

among improving proprietors. Archibald of Monymusk - who made himself famous as an improver - claimed he 

planted fourteen million trees. The Earl of Moray was credited with planting twelve million, mostly at Darnaway. 

Moray landowners began raising tree seedlings in their hundreds of thousands in estate nurseries, and what the estate 

gardeners could not supply was bought in from neighbours or commercial growers. Fife’s oakwood at Spynie was 

seeded with acorns from Braemar while Ballindalloch purchased acorns in London for planting in Inveravon and 

Knockando. 

 

Land that could not be improved for arable was planted with trees. Improving leases frequently contained clauses 

allowing the landowner to take over uncultivated muir on tenants’ farms for planting. Thus upland peat-cuttings and 

grazings, formerly enjoyed as a communal resource by township husbandmen, vanished under regular swathes of 

forestry.  Larch and Scots pine predominated, though initially some landowners regarded softwood as having little 

value except as shelter for hardwood. 
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Plate 7  Clumps of planting (established around 1770) by the Earl of Fife to take a crop from the poor 
gravel soils of glacial hillocks on his Innes estate in Urquhart parish. 

 
The Earl of Fife was especially proud of his conifer ‘clumps’, which took a crop of timber from gravelly glacial 

hillocks in the laich (Plate 7). As they matured, though, pinewoods proved their worth. Sneddings were sold to 

improving farmers for laying in undersoil brushwood drains, or fashioned into flakes and palings to enclose their 

fields for improved agriculture. Laichland plantation timber supplemented Speyside pine to supply the Speybay 

shipbuilders. And pine spar wood was exported, notably as pit-props to the Northumberland coalfields. 

 

 

 

 

Plate 8  Hawthorn hedgerows and standard 
hardwood trees planted as part of the Earl of 
Fife’s improvement (from 1770 onwards) of Innes 
estate in Urquhart parish. 

Plate 9  Whin hedgerows and a clump of planting on the Earl of Fife’s 
Innes estate, in Urquhart parish. 
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As part of the planting boom, a few landowners experimented with hedgerows, despite a general belief that hawthorn 

would not grow in Moray. However, thorn hedges flourish on earthen banks on the Innes estate (Plate 8). Further 

hawthorn hedging is evident on the Westfield estate of Moray’s exemplary improver, Patrick Sellar. Holly hedges 

near Urquhart village might trace their ancestry to berries collected by the Innes House gardener during the 1720s. 

Whin (gorse) hedges were planted in Urquhart parish (Plate 9), and also to enclose improved fieldscapes in Glenlivet, 

Strathavon and on the Hardmuir commonty in Dyke & Moy.  

 

Whin hedges were quick-growing and stockproof. Evergreen gorse hedges might be browsed by cattle in the fields 

they enclosed, or cut for winter feed. And whins were, furthermore, supposed to improve the flavour of milk and also 

to cure worms in horses. It seems likely that whin hedging was more widespread than is now apparent - and that some, 

at least, of the gorse that straggles on roadsides and field edges is descended from forebears planted as hedging in the 

newly-enclosed landscapes of early improvement. 

 

In general, though, hedgerows are rare in Moray. Standard trees along field boundaries and roadsides grow from flat, 

bare earth, not from hedgerows; nor even from earthen dykes. Arguably, enclosure - the prerequisite for agricultural 

improvement - was effected by paling fences through much of Moray: the palings supplied from landowners’ 

plantations. Stone dykes were an expensive luxury and are absent from large areas of both laichland and upland 

parishes. Imperfect enclosure with flakes and palings may have been the only fencing of many Moray fieldscapes until 

the arrival of barbed wire in the later nineteenth century. However, this meant opportunities aplenty for small boys to 

earn a wage herding cattle protecting the growing crops of improved agriculture, a wage that helped to ease the social 

transition of displaced township families, from subtenant or cottar to farm labourer. 

 

Hardwood trees of the initial planting mania survive along roadsides and field boundaries on a few laichland estates. 

There is, though, little conspicuous deciduous woodland in the Moray landscape, other than the extensive forest of 

Darnaway on the Findhorn. Many hardwood plantations were harvested young, then replanted with conifers for a 

more rapid turnover and profit. The Earl of Fife planted extensive acreages of oak, saugh (willow), beech, elm and ash 

in Urquhart, though most woodland here is now mostly Scots pine and larch. And Fife’s Oakwood by Elgin, which 

was managed to supply bark to burgh tanneries, is now chiefly a plantation of Scots pine, with some beech. 

 

 

 
Plate 10  Oaks planted by Ballindalloch estate from around 1780 in small stone-walled parks on 
the slopes below arable terraces along the River Spey in Knockando parish. 

 
Ballindalloch planted large acreages with English oak and ash, of which a small number of specimens survive in neat 

stone-walled parks and on steep slopes above the Spey in Knockando (Plate 10). But there are no swathes of scarlet 

oak and Turkey oak on Fife land in the Vale of Pluscarden. Extensive plantings of sweet chestnut survive only in an 

avenue at Darnaway, two roadside specimens at Orton and a solitary tree near Innes. And the roadsides near Elgin are 
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no longer ornamented with the yellow-flowered laburnum, planted by Fife in 1817 (following a recommendation by 

Monymusk a generation earlier). 

 

The availability of straight-grained, machine-sawn softwood, meanwhile, facilitated a Great Rebuilding. The laichland 

housing stock was comprehensively renewed between 1760 and 1840. Turf-walls and cruck frames were replaced with 

stone walls, and roofs of rafters and sarking. Cheap panelling (or lath and plaster) replaced creelwork linings. Timber 

for this work came, chiefly, from within the estate. Elgin Town Council, however, owned no communal woodland or 

estate plantations and so Abernethy spars were specified in 1784 for roofing the town’s fisher houses in the new 

village of Lossiemouth. 

 

Even though the planting craze was integral to the wider regular revolution, it was pursued also for aesthetic reasons: 

a treeless landscape was a naked landscape. Regular reforestation effected a dramatic change in the Moray landscape: 

clothing bare moorland and softening topography; concealing the irregularities of gullies and crags in upland parishes, 

which offended the rational sensibilities of improving gentlemen. Regularly planted woodland satisfied refined tastes 

for landscape and scenery. And some new woodland was valued as a recreational resort. 

 

 

 
Plate 11  Stone wall in Knockando parish, constructed to a precise written specification around 1820 
to define and enclose new plantations of Scots pine on Ballindalloch estate. 

 
 

For example, the wooded environs of Loch na Bo were frequented by Sunday picnic parties from Elgin, from around 

1820. More usually, a regiment of jobsworth pindlers and foresters ensured there was no casual enjoyment of the 

laird’s wood. This regime was stamped upon the landscape at the woodland margin by elaborate stone walling, 

defining the plantation and deterring access (Plate 11). Enclosure and regular reforestation rewrote the relationship 

between the community and the woodland on its doorstep. Exemplary court cases during the late eighteenth century 

emphasised the exclusion of the community and the end of communal grazing and wood-gathering. Under improving 

regimes access to woodland became, arguably, more restricted than at any time in the past, as the communal resource 

was privatised into the exclusive, industrialised, commercial enterprise of the landowner.  
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THE FORESTS OF BIRSE: USING HISTORY FOR THE COMMON GOOD 

 

Robin Callander 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

This paper uses Birse parish on Deeside in Aberdeenshire, as an example of how local woodland history can help 

transform local community development. In Birse, local history has enabled the community to re-establish a 

traditional pattern of three common good forests that underpins a wider strategic approach to promoting the common 

good of the inhabitants of the parish. Birse has a rich forest heritage with many different aspects, including the three 

early 19th century water-powered wood mills that still operate in the parish – the Finzean Sawmill, Turning Mill and 

Bucket Mill.  This paper, however, is about what local woodland history has helped deliver in Birse and therefore 

about the application of history rather than the history itself. 

 

BIRSE PARISH 

The civil parish of Birse covers 120 square kilometres (50 square miles) of Mid Deeside, south of the Dee from 

Aboyne and immediately east of Glen Tanar (Illus 1). Birse can be considered the most easterly parish in the 

Highlands with, for example, Scotland’s most easterly surviving Native Caledonian Pinewoods, nesting Golden 

Eagles and hills over 600 metres (2,000 feet). 

 

 

 
Illus 1  Map of Birse Parish 

 

The parish has four main parts:  the three rural communities of Finzean, Birse and Ballogie and fourthly, the largely 

uninhabited Forest of Birse covering over a quarter of the parish. Each of the communities consists of scattered 

settlement in a strath or glen that radiates out from the Forest of Birse, with agriculture on the lowest ground, then 

rough grazings and woodlands rising to heather moorland. The Forest of Birse, which has an area of nearly 4,000 

hectares (ha), mainly consists of moorland. However, self-sown pinewoods cover approximately 500 ha. 

 

LOCAL HISTORY 

Historically, the three local communities had used the Forest of Birse for summer shielings and other shared uses. 

Within the last 30 years, local history research established that nearly all of the Forest of Birse was still legally 
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constituted as the Forest of Birse Commonty over which ancient medieval shared land use rights still survived and that 

these rights had been described historically as being for the common good of the inhabitants of the parish of Birse.  

 

Local woodland history was a vital component of that research. This included using evidence on the ground and in 

local sources to establish that the eastern half of the pinewoods in the Forest of Birse Commonty was genuinely native 

pinewood. Local history also showed that there had been two other main Forests or Commonties in the parish – 

Slewdrum and Glencat – which were described historically with the Forest of Birse Commonty as belonging to the 

parish ‘in property, or at least by servitude’ and all producing timber. 

 

APPLICATION 

This local history informed the development of a strategic approach by the community for how the ancient rights over 

the Forest of Birse Commonty and ownership of two other common good forests in the parish, could transform the 

wider common good of the inhabitants of the parish.  Now, as a result, the community in Birse parish holds the ancient 

rights over the Forest of Birse Commonty and also owns both the former commonty of Slewdrum Forest (170 ha) and 

Balfour Forest (240 ha), which is in the area where the Forest of Glencat once was (Illus 2).  The community therefore 

now manages nearly 1,000 ha of woodlands in three common good forests. 

 

 
Illus 2   The Three Forests 
 

There has also been a wider transformation within the local community as a result of the strategy based on the forests.  

Two measures of the success of that strategy in strengthening or ‘empowering’ the community in Birse parish over the 

last 15 years, are described below. The paper then ends by considering the importance of the forests to on-going local 

community development in the parish. 

 

DEMOCRATIC INFRA-STRUCTURE 

The first measure of the success of the strategy is the strength of the local democracy that the community in Birse 

parish now has.  The parish has a population of approximately 800 in 300 households, with half the population in 

Finzean and the other half shared more or less equally between the smaller communities of Birse and Ballogie. 

 

Fifteen years ago, there were two Community Associations in the parish with one barely operating. Now everyone on 

the electoral registers for the parish is a voting member of three democratic community bodies.  Firstly, each of the 
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three communities has an active Community Association that looks after the identity of that community, manages its 

village hall and has a lead role in the social life of that community. Secondly, each half of the parish has a Community 

Council to represent local views to the local authority and others.  Thirdly, the whole parish has a community 

business, Birse Community Trust or BCT, through which the community can implement projects and other initiatives 

to promote the common good of the inhabitants of the parish.  These six local community bodies (Table 1) also meet 

together on a regular basis as the Birse Parish Liaison Group. 

 

Table 1  Democratic Community Infra-Structure 

Community Associations     THREE  Finzean, Birse, Ballogie  
Community Councils             TWO  Finzean, Birse & Ballogie  
Community Business           ONE  Birse Community Trust  
 

Each of the six community bodies is managed by democratically elected local members and at any time, this involves 

at least 30-40 different individuals. This means that 10% or more of the parish’s households are directly involved at 

any time. The number of people involved also provides for strong networks with the range of other local groups in the 

community, including those associated with the Church and School and using the three village halls. 

 

This structure of community associations, community councils and community business makes for a strong and active 

local democracy in Birse.  This is also indicated, for example, by the levels of response to independent postal ballots 

in 2006 and 2009 on BCT’s proposals to buy Slewdrum and Balfour Forests.  The response rates from the 620 voters 

in the parish were 75% and 80% respectively, with over 98% support in both cases. 

 

COMMUNITY ASSETS 

The second measure of local empowerment is the dispersed estate of land and buildings that the community now owns 

and manages through BCT to promote the common good of the community. Fifteen years ago, the community did not 

own any land or buildings. However, the community has since acquired or taken over the management of more than a 

dozen properties through BCT to safeguard buildings and areas of the land that are important to the community’s 

identity, well being and future development. These properties are spread across the parish and include core 

community buildings such Birse village hall and Finzean old school buildings used for community offices and the 

Parish Archive. They also include other important historic buildings like the old parish Kirk and the Finzean wood 

mills (Illus 3), while the areas of land include the parish war memorial site and community woods (17 ha), as well as 

the three forests (1,000 ha) and rights over the 3,500 ha of the wider Forest of Birse Commonty. 

 

 
Illus 3  Finzean Sawmill and Turning Mill 
 
Together these properties form a dispersed community estate that gives the community a direct say in the management 

of 25% of the parish’s land area.  As part of this management, BCT also cooperates closely with the three large, 
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traditional private estates in the parish, Finzean, Birse and Ballogie Estates. This includes working together on parish-

wide land management initiatives and other projects.  Through this, the community has an interest in the overall parish 

landscape. 

 
TRANSFORMATION 

The details of how the community has achieved such changes over the last fifteen years are, like the local history 

research from which they developed, not the subject of this paper.  However, the two measures described reflect that, 

in Birse parish, there is now a strongly organised inclusive and democratic community with a substantial stake in 

managing its own surroundings. 

 

The way in which the community in Birse has been strengthened or ‘empowered’ by these developments might be 

considered an impressive achievement over fifteen years.  The change appears all the more significant against the 

1,000 year documented history of Birse. For the first 500 years, the parish only had one owner, the Crown and then 

the Church. Since then, ownership of the parish has been dominated by the three large estates and until less than forty 

years ago, ‘community’ was about estate communities.  

 

The emergence of the residents of the parish as a strong democratic community that safeguards and promotes its local 

common good as a community, marks a striking development within the context of that long history. 

 

THE THREE FORESTS 

While the notion of the three common good forests was central to these changes in the community, the three forests 

themselves are also a key component in the sustainability of the community’s approach. The three forests are spread 

across the parish, with one in each of the parish’s three communities and they also complement each other in the 

nature of their woodlands.  Half of the 1,000 ha is the native pinewoods in the Forest of Birse Commonty, which BCT 

manages to conserve and expand as an important habitat. The only timber harvested is some small scale extraction to 

supply the Finzean wood mills. All three mills are within a mile of each other, just downstream from the Commonty 

and all within native Caledonian pinewood that is continuous with the Commonty. 

 

Neither managing the pinewoods nor maintaining the mills is economic for BCT, but it carries out both. This is 

because for the community, the combination and continuity of the ancient medieval commonty rights, the native 

Caledonian pinewoods and the three unique water-powered Finzean wood mills, are a special part of the parish’s 

heritage to conserve, as well as being of wider significance as an important part of Scotland’s forest heritage. 

 

In contrast, both Slewdrum and Balfour Forests are former Forestry Commission plantations planted around 50 years 

ago.  They consist predominantly of Scots pine, but Slewdrum also has a significant proportion of non-native conifers.  

BCT is managing the forests to develop them as productive native forests that, amongst other benefits, provide a long 

term sustainable and regular income from timber sales. 

 

The nature of the two forests complements each other in terms of an on-going schedule of alternate relatively small 

scale harvesting.  The regular income to BCT will not be large, but it will be sufficient to make a key contribution to 

help meet BCT’s annual core operating costs.  The forests also have the capacity to act as a bank, for example, by 

bringing forward some harvesting if BCT has a particular need at some time to raise funds that cannot be met from 

other sources. 

 

BIRSE AS AN EXAMPLE 

For some years, the achievements of BCT and the community in Birse have been recognised more widely in Scotland 

as a leading example of successful rural community development.  The role of BCT as an innovative and pioneering 

community business has been central to this and the three forests have provided BCT and the community with the 

asset base needed to underpin successful community development. Lying behind all that is the original local history 

research into the ancient commonty rights and tradition of common good forests.   

 

Thus, within the context of the Conference’s title of ‘Community, woodlands and perceptions of ownership; historical 

perspectives’, Birse provides a notable example of using history to promote the common good of the local community.  
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT IN SCOTLAND'S STATE FORESTS 
 

Bob Frost 

 

 
Note: this paper is based on the author's contribution to the following article: 

Lawrence, A, Anglezarke, B, Frost, B, Nolan, P & Owen, R 2009 ‘What does community forestry mean in a devolved 

Great Britain?’ International Forestry Review Vol.11 (2). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In Scotland over the last decade community involvement in forestry, including the country's state forests (national 

forest estate (NFE)) has significantly increased reflected in the expansion of community woodland groups from 51 in 

2002, to 138 in 2007. Furthermore, the principle of involving local people in the planning and management of forests 

is becoming better established and good practice examples are emerging across the country reflecting a wide range of 

different approaches to involving people - based on the objectives of specific communities and land managers.  

 
COMMUNITY FORESTRY IN SCOTLAND 

Traditionally community ownership of woodlands, and/or community control over woodland related decision making, 

has been used to define ‘community forestry’ in Scotland. The focus on geographical communities rather than 

‘communities of interest’, with community woodland groups described as ones which are ‘geographically defined that 

have a significant proportion of the local population as members’ (Reforesting Scotland 2003), predominates in rural 

Scotland with a majority of successful groups being located in the Highlands and Islands area, for example, Laggan 

Forest Trust (Plate 1). 

 

 
Plate 1  Laggan Forest 

 
In urban areas a ‘community woodland’ approach has been evolving since its initial introduction in the early 1980s. 

The initial focus of this approach was on the physical rehabilitation of post-industrial landscapes by establishing new 

‘community woodland’. The model was strongly championed by urban local authorities as a means of improving areas 

of vacant, derelict and under-utilised land to enhance the image of these former industrial areas. More recently the 

community aspects of much of this work have started to move towards actively engaging local people as partners. 

 
In addition to these two broad approaches, a number of other forms of community involvement in forestry exist; with 

communities of interest, place and/or identity being involved with woodland owners and managers as consultees, users 

and in a wide range of different partnership arrangements.   
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GENERATING MOMENTUM 

Wider political drivers in the 1990s had a significant impact on the community woodland sector and provided a boost 

to asset-based community development across Scotland. The main driver was Scottish devolution and the 

establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1999. One of the first Acts to be introduced by the new parliament was the 

Land Reform Act (2003). This not only codified a general right of responsible access to land but also introduced the 

‘Community Right to Buy’.  

 
In 2000, Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) published the Scottish Government’s first Scottish Forestry Strategy. It 

identified ‘helping communities benefit from woods and forests’ as one of its strategic directions and included as 

‘priorities for action’ the provision of greater opportunities for greater community involvement in forestry and support 

for community ownership where it brings local benefits.  

 
Also in 2000, the Forest for People Panel was established to advise FCS on how to improve community engagement. 

As a result of the Scottish forestry strategy and the work of the panel a number of new forestry policies were 

introduced including ‘Working in Partnership’ which clearly stated the principles for engaging local people in 

managing the NFE. In 2005, the National Forest Land Scheme (NFLS) was introduced to provide a mechanism for 

community organisations to apply to acquire any part of the public forest estate, if it can be demonstrated that it would 

be in the public interest, even if the land was not being sold. The mechanism was based on a number of the principles 

adopted for the statutory ‘Community Right to Buy’. 

 

 

 

 
 Plate 2  North West Mull Community Woodland gathering 
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Box 1: National Forest Land Scheme (NFLS) case study 

 

 
 

MAINSTREAMING OF COMMUNITY FORESTRY 

The impact of these policies has been a mainstreaming of community engagement in the management of the NFE. 

However, the developments in forest policy and practice driven by the Land Reform agenda have largely delivered 

benefits to people and communities in rural Scotland. A further political driver that has had a greater impact on urban 

communities and their local woodlands was the social inclusion agenda and the concept of ‘Environmental Justice’ – 

everyone having the right to a quality environment. The majority of Scotland’s most deprived communities (low 

incomes, poor health and low educational attainment) are found in urban Scotland and with socially deprived areas 

being synonymous with poor quality environments the Scottish Government began to increase its focus on these areas 

during the 2000s.  

 

In response FCS developed the Woods In and Around Towns (WIAT) programme. This programme provides funding 

to manage existing woodland, create new woodland and more importantly work with local people to help them benefit 

and enjoy their local woodlands. This broadening of the social forestry agenda into more urban areas, focusing on 

improving the health and well-being of people living and working there, has reinforced the importance of FCS 

maintaining a flexible and responsive approach to working with communities.  

 
CURRENT STATUS 

In 2009, FCS renewed its commitment to community forestry and launched its policy statement ‘Working with 

communities: our commitment’. The policy states that: 

 

‘We [FCS] want to work with the full range of communities and stakeholders in ways that help deliver shared 

objectives.’ 

 
In delivering this commitment FCS is currently working with over 40 community groups under formal partnerships 

arrangements, has facilitated 22 completed sales under the National Forest Land Scheme (involving 2,800 hectares) 

and acquired over 4000 hectares of land to create new woodlands close to urban communities.  

 

North West Mull Community Woodland Company, Dervaig (Plate 2) 

By purchasing land under the Commission’s National Forest Land Scheme, the community at Dervaig 
are providing many social benefits for local people. 

Dervaig is a small community of around 350 people in north-west Mull; the community applied to buy 
two woodland areas so that they could maximise the resource for local people. 

The North West Mull Community Woodland Company purchased around 700 hectares of land at 
West Ardu and Langamull.  

Benefits of the community owning the land include: 
 Total control of how the woodland is managed for the community’s benefit 

 The potential to harvest 60,000 tonnes of timber 

 Use the woodland as a source for fuel 

 Potential for local employment or business opportunities 

 Improve access to the woodland for local people 

 Use of the woodlands as an education resource for the school 

They also have great plans to transform the recreation and mountain biking facilities in the 
woodland, boost affordable housing and create forest crofts, establish a Forest School and manage 
the woodland in a commercial yet sustainable manner. 
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Box 2: Community partnership case study 

 

 
INCREASED PARTNERSHIP WORKING  

Partnership working, both within the Community Woodland sector as a whole, evident by the creation of the 

Community Woodland Association in 2002, and with government bodies such as FCS in supporting the delivery of 

social benefits has become increasingly important. These partnerships provide linkage between community groups and 

a range of delivery partners not traditionally involved in forestry. Woodland owners and managers are using these 

partnerships to meet the expanding needs of local people. Interaction with health care and education providers are 

helping to deliver social benefits to a wider population. Forest Research (2008) concluded that the rapid increase in 

partnership working reflects a new “collaborative dynamic in Scotland’s ‘social forestry’ sector”. 

 

 

 
 Plate 3  Balloch Wood, Creetown 
 

Balloch Wood, Creetown (Plate 3) 

Members of the Creetown community have joined forces with Forestry Commission Scotland to help 
turn Balloch Wood into a welcoming woodland. 

Before the Balloch Wood Community Project, the woodland was inaccessible, with no clear access or 
paths. Today, the woodland has been opened up and improvements to the woodland include:  

 restoring three wildlife ponds 

 creating a network of paths to cater for all users  

 building a wooden roundhouse to provide a place for interpretation and meetings 

 local school children have put pen to paper and come up with Haiku poems that depict the 
local woodland. The poems have been inscribed on seven granite standing stones that have 
been erected at one entrance 

 regular litter picking. 

Visitors are drawn to Creetown by the Gem Rock Museum and the stunning drive from Gatehouse of 
Fleet. With the improvements, visitors can now stop off and take an enjoyable walk through the 
woodland. 

Many more people are now using and benefiting from this local woodland. Activities include music 
and dance events orchestrated by local people.  

The community has also been successful in securing funding for a project officer to explore whether 
the woodland has potential for an ‘eco-lodge’ proposal. This would see the construction of eco-
friendly holiday accommodation available for tourists as a demonstration site for this technology. 
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FUTURE CHALLENGES 

Predicting how community involvement on the national forest estate will evolve is not simple. To help plan for the 

future FCS and its community partners and stakeholders are starting to discuss the following questions: 

 

 What interest and demands will communities have on their local forests in the future? 

 Will our existing models and mechanisms remain ‘fit for purpose’? 

 How do we continue to work with the full range of Scotland’s communities? 

 
FCS monitors the health of its community partnerships and is developing a more comprehensive approach for 

evaluating its social forestry programmes. The feedback from project monitoring needs to inform future practices. 

Through this, combined with regular dialogue with the wider community sector, it is hoped that the work with 

communities as consultees, users, partners and/or co-managers on the national forest estate will continue to evolve to 

sustain the range of benefits delivered to date. 

 

REFERENCES 

Forestry Commission Scotland  2005 & updated in 2010   National Forest Land Scheme 

Forestry Commission Scotland  2005  Working in Partnership 

Forest Research  2008  The economic and social contribution of forestry for people in Scotland 

Reforesting Scotland   2003  A review of Community Woodland in Scotland: context, status and future directions for 

the community-led woodland movement 

Scottish Government  2000   Scottish Forestry Strategy 

 
 



NWDG Woodland History Conference: Notes XVI (2011) 

 

 

 29 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT WITH WOODLAND HISTORY 
 

Gordon Gray Stephens  

 

 
There are some good examples of community engagement with woodland history, however these are not as common 

as an enthusiast of both woodland history and communities might hope. The ways in which communities get the 

‘history bug’ can be categorised, and we can speculate upon the reasons why more communities do not engage with 

the history of woodlands. This paper takes a broad view of the definition of community, taking in community of 

interest as well as community of place. As for the definition of woodland, the definition of ‘silvus’ provided today by 

John Barrett, as anything related to forests, trees or timber seems appropriate! 

 
 
WAYS IN WHICH COMMUNITIES ENGAGE WITH WOODLAND HISTORY 

 

Utilisation 

Perhaps the most successful examples of communities becoming involved in the history of woods have revolved 

around timber utilisation. In the 1990s as awareness of native woodlands as well as the understanding that 

communities could become involved in woodlands underwent dramatic changes, several groups developed based as 

much on a community of interest as a community of place. The Argyll Green Woodworkers Association explored the 

way in which oak timber had been used as a building material. Founder members Peter Quelch and Steve Hunter 

provided new roofing materials for the Auchindrain Crofting Museum, and AGWA subsequently created a new cruck 

frame building at Barran Daimh (Plate 1) 

. 

 

 
Plate 1  AGWA members erecting the new cruck frames at Barran Daimh 
 

 

Gaelgael brought together a cocktail of ingredients, largely informed by the vision of one man, Colin Mcleod. The 

collapse of industrial boat building around Govan had far reaching social impacts, and Colin set out to rebuild a 

culture with links to west Highland history, where many Glaswegian residents had their roots. He also reached back to 

a different form of boatbuilding, the Birlinn, the mediaeval galley which had allowed the Lords of the Isles to 

establish their Kingdom in the west. Traditional boatbuilding skills are being harnessed to give a community a new 

perspective on life. 
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Local food 

Historic orchards have also excited community interest in woods. Apples were much grown in Scotland, and orchards 

blossomed with the monastic houses established by King David, spreading across lowland Scotland, and reaching up 

into the Highlands. The Clyde Valley remained a centre of apple production into the second half of the twentieth 

century. The community at Newburgh, on the south side of the Tay, have revived the apple growing habit which 

stretches back to the mediaeval period, planting new orchards in the school grounds. This historic revival chimes well 

with the increased interest in local food, for example the ‘Fife diet’, and uses history to raise awareness of the 

increasing need to look for local produce. 

 
The iconic value of wood 

On occasion old trees or timber can gain an iconic value for communities. The Rotten Bottom Bow provides an 

example of the ways in which a community group can use history to their advantage. This yew bow, dating from 

c.5500 years ago was found in the peat above Carrifran in 1990. A replica was put to good use by the actor Robert 

Hardy during the Borders Forest Trust fundraising appeal to acquire Carrifran for their Wildwood Project in 1998 

(Plate 2). The combination of a household name with a prehistoric artefact and a community reforestation programme 

proved to be a strong draw for the media at the time. National papers and television both covered the story. However 

it should be noted that Google searches in 2011 did not easily lead to this story: sometimes those interested in 

woodland history overestimate the impact of their subject! 

 

 
Plate 2  Robert Hardy aiming to use history to raise money for Carrifran (Photo Philip Ashmole) 
 
 
It can also be argued that individual veteran trees have an iconic status, and examples such as the Fortingall yew and 

the Birnam oak spring to mind. Some of these veterans also link into a local community, and the Capon Tree at 

Jedburgh can be argued to have an iconic status. This substantial tree is a remnant of the Forest of Jedburgh, and it 

plays a part in the annual Jedburgh Callant Festival. The oak tree forms a part of one of the Festival rides, with the 

appointed Callant collecting a sprig of oak from the tree. The Callant Festival was created in 1947, so the association 

with a veteran tree is interesting. 

 
Woodland history as a lever 

Communities can use woodland history as a lever to acquire, or regain, control over woodlands. Birse provides the 

best example of this, and Robin Callander has already done justice to the subject. 

 
Woodland history and the tourism trade 

History and culture are an important part of Scotland’s ‘offer’ to tourists, and although woodlands may never compete 

directly with tartan and castles, they can play a part. Reconstructions of 19th century earthburns in Argyll provide a 

link between the Historic Scotland managed iron furnace at Bonawe and the oakwoods that form the Glen Nant 
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National Nature Reserve (Plate 3). Interpretation panels which make use of the gaelic tree alphabet are used in a 

number of contexts. 

 

Woodland history for history’s sake 

The Sunart Oakwoods Research Group’s ‘The Sunart Oakwoods, A Report on their History and Archaeology’ was 

one of the more impressive outputs from the Millennium Forest for Scotland Project. John Dye and Jim Kirby started 

with aim of exploring the history of the woodlands. However while they were doing this, they also drew on 

community effort to survey woodlands and provide oral history, they sourced training for their volunteers, and they 

raised awareness of the importance of the history of the Sunart Oakwoods. 

 

 
Plate 3  Recreation of earthburn charcoal making at Glen Nant National Nature Reserve as part of 
an open day run at the Bonawe Iron Furnace 
 
 
FACTORS WHICH LIMIT COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN WOODLAND HISTORY 

 

Pre 20th century woodland history does not ‘fit’ in every community wood 

Some community woods are made up of conifer plantations from the twentieth century, and this curtails the 

exploration of woodland history. However the Touchwood project (Tittensor 2007) provides a good example of the 

way in which 20th century history can be recorded. 

 
Not every community woodland has a history enthusiast 

Much community work in woodlands relies on the enthusiasms of individuals, and there are many communities where 

those who have an interest in history do not have an interest in woodlands.  

 
Communities may be more interested in making history 

Community groups who take on the ownership and management of large areas of plantation and woodlands have 

many responsibilities and priorities. At the vanguard of the community ownership movement in Scotland, these groups 

are often driven by people who focus on the future and on changing current systems. This may mean that they pay less 

attention to history than groups such as this would wish! 

 
A cultural disconnect 

The cultural disconnection between people and woodlands in Scotland might be seen as an underlying constraint on 

community engagement with woodland history. The case can be made that Scots have for much of history been 
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excluded from the control of woodlands, and that this is a part of the reason for the absence of a ‘woodland culture’ in 

Scotland.  

 

Some of the earliest records on the control of woodland utilisation come from the records of various Barony Courts, 

and many of the cases brought to the Courts concerned the felling of wood. It has been suggested that there are so 

many such cases because the Court was being used as a means of regulating wood use. To me, it suggests that the 

owners and the occupants might have had different ideas about the use of woodlands.  

 

Today, we have heard from John Barrett on eighteenth and nineteenth century tenancy conditions that required tenants 

to plant trees. Sir Duncan Campbell of Glenorchy imposed similar conditions at the beginning of the seventeenth 

century. In the twentieth century the expansion of plantation forestry was largely driven by external agents. The 

Forestry Commission often appeared to be something of a colonial service, and with the exception of the occasional 

celebrity, it was anonymous investors who bought hill ground to create tax efficient plantations. Perhaps history 

provides some of the reasons for the difficulty that we have in engaging the twenty first century agricultural 

community in woodland management. 

 

 
Plate 4  A plantation at Pennyghael is branded Mull Forest 
 

 

Another aspect of the cultural disconnect can be seen in misunderstandings associated with Scotland’s woodland 

history. Many Scots (when they think about the history of woodlands at all) have taken on board the original version 

of the Great Wood of Caledon story, and do not recognise the more complex story about woodland cover and 

woodland utilisation which is now regarded as a more complete explanation of woodland history. 

 

The role of advisors 

Although there are some woodland consultants, agents, NGOs and government employees who have an understanding 

of woodland history, there are many who do not recognise its importance. The advice that communities receive will 

depend upon the people that they consult. 
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Plate 5  Organisers and tutors at the first Woodland History Group woodland archaeology training 
event in Sunart 
 

 

CONCLUSION 

People will engage in woodland history if they have an interest, and government and NGOs can encourage this 

interest and help to develop it. However woodland history will always be a bit of a specialism within forestry, which is 

itself a bit of a minority pursuit! 
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