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8. Foresters as naturalists

The massive afforestation programme that started in 1919, and speeded up 
after the Second World War, had a direct impact on the landscape. The most 
visible of this impact is, of course, the change in the landscape that comes with 
the planting and harvesting of forests. There is a sense of loss when a familiar 
landscape is transformed by forestry operations such as planting and tree 
harvesting. It is for this reason that the visible impact of forestry operations 
sparked off the earliest debates about landscape aesthetics and amenity in 
relation to forestry. In the previous two chapters we explored the response to 
the forestry plantations among external organisations and the general public up 
to the 1970s, but the discussion about the visible impact started immediately 
after the Forestry Commission was established, almost before the first trees had 
gone into the ground. The impact of the monotony of rectangular blocks of 
dark conifers across the land was first stressed by John Perkins, a member of 
the Linnean Society and an accomplished botanist, published in the Quarterly 
Journal of Forestry in 1920. He warned about the effect of large single species 
plantations on the landscape:

To plant pure is a sound silvicultural maxim. To follow this out to the 
letter will result in plantations of a severe type - largely consisting of 
rectangular areas of a single species of conifer.1

He predicted that the result would be:

A closely grouped mass of trees of the same kind and pattern with no 
relief to cheer the eye.2

This article set the tone for the discussion about the visual impact of forestry on 
the landscape in the decades that followed.

In 1927 another outsider, William Dallimore, a well known botanist from 
the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, published an article entitled Aesthetic 
Considerations in British Forestry. Dallimore criticised the dark, uniform and 
geometric plantations of non-native conifers that were planted with the sole 
purpose of making money:

1 John Perkins, ‘A Plea for the Consideration of the Aesthetic Side in Restocking Our War-felled Woods’, 
Quarterly Journal of Forestry, 13 (1920), p. 255.
2 Ibid.
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Fancy block after block of the same kind of tree, the trees spaced with 
mathematical accuracy, and only relieved by other blocks of another 
kind of dismal uninteresting tree that can be only looked upon as 
representing so many pounds shillings and pence.3

 

Figure 8.1: Geometric blocks of conifers in the landscape, Sutherland, 
northern Scotland. 

Photo: Jan Oosthoek.

Dallimore goes on to suggest alternative approaches to the geometric layout of 
plantations and the use of shrubs and native trees to make the forests fit better 
into the landscape. Thirty years before Sylvia Crow, Dallimore wrote:

[Foresters] can aim at informal outlines with the dense forest merging 
naturally by groups and isolated trees into farm-land; they can plant 
about the borders of their woods and forests groups of attractive and 
interesting trees or large shrubs, and where vantage points occur they 
can introduce groups of brighter coloured trees amongst those of sombre 
hue.4 

Dallimore made no apologies for the use of non-native conifers and the creation 
of production forests but he advocated development of a more diverse-
looking forest landscape. In another article published a year earlier, Dallimore 
recognised that this would be more expensive but that it was essential in areas 
of natural beauty that are popular as a tourist destination. He also regarded old 

3 William Dallimore, ‘The Aesthetics of British Forestry’, Forestry, 1 (1927) 1, 53-54, p. 53.
4 Ibid., p. 54.
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trees as essential in preserving the character of the landscape and advocated the 
preservation of old trees in the landscape five decades before the preservation 
of so-called veteran trees became an important conservation issue in Britain.5

Dallimore and Perkins were not connected to the Forestry Commission and their 
ideas about aesthetics of forestry in the landscape appear to have been largely 
ignored. As the post-war planting programme progressed with a great sense of 
urgency to establish the strategic reserve of timber, the simple direct and cost 
conscious approach of planting monoculture forest plantations created large 
blocks of conifers in the landscape. Nowhere was this more publicly visible than 
in the Lake District; as discussed before, by 1935 the Forestry Commission was 
involved in a conflict with conservationists. These negative effects of forestry on 
the landscape were increasingly recognised by foresters and gradually the ideas 
of the organic integration of forests in the landscape emerged. By the mid-1930s 
Lord Clinton, one of the original Forestry Commissioners and former Chairman 
of the Forestry Commission, wrote in response to the Lake District conflict that:

One really valid objection to modern planting from the artistic point 
of view is the hard margins and rectangular figure which are generally 
adopted in the layout.6

To prevent hard margins and straight lines Clinton proposed to plant or 
regenerate several species that differ in colour, shape and size in irregular 
patterns at the boundaries of plantations to ‘disguise any straightness in outline 
or sharpness in angle’.7 By writing this Lord Clinton followed in the footsteps of 
Dallimore, Perkins and Sir Walter Scott.

Forestry on ecological basis

Instead of deliberately planting trees in irregular patterns and using a variety 
of species to make forests fit into the landscape, some proposed a more natural 
method to achieve this. This method was Mark Anderson’s forestry on an 
ecological basis, which approaches forests as ecosystems and advocated to plant 
tree species that match the site conditions. Forestry on an ecological basis does 
not seem extraordinary nowadays, but was quite extraordinary for its time and 
according to William Mutch, a former colleague at the University of Edinburgh, 
Anderson was a ‘prophet crying in the wilderness’ in the 1950s.8

5 William Dallimore, ‘The Aesthetic Value of Trees’, Transactions of the Royal Scottish Arboricultural Society, 
40 (1926) 2, 90-105.
6 Lord Clinton, ‘Trees and Landscape’, Quarterly Journal of Forestry, 30 (1936), p. 200.
7 Ibid.
8 Personal comment William E.S. Mutch, 12 August 1998.
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Mark Anderson is probably the most famous forester Scotland has ever produced 
and started his career as a research officer with the Forestry Commission in 
Scotland. In 1932 he resigned from the Commission frustrated that he was not 
allowed to do more scientific research into forest genetics and forest ecology.9 
Another factor seems to have been his dislike for the then Chairman of the 
Forestry Commission, Roy Robinson. Anderson disagreed with the vision of 
Robinson, who was concerned with large-scale plantations and the use of 
exotic trees, in particular Sitka Spruce.10 After Anderson had left the Forestry 
Commission he took up a position in the Irish Forestry Service which culminated 
in his promotion to a directorship. After the war he returned to Britain to become 
a lecturer in forestry at the University of Oxford. He did not feel at home in the 
college world of Oxford and was about to leave Britain for Australia when he 
was appointed to the Chair of Forestry at Edinburgh University in 1951.11

One of the key texts for understanding Anderson’s ideas is his Guide to the 
Selection of Tree Species, from which we gain a good understanding of what is 
meant by forestry along ecological lines, or naturalistic forestry as it was called 
in Germany. Naturalistic forestry is not aimed at fitting forests aesthetically into 
the landscape or the protection of habitats of wildlife; instead it propagated 
the selection of tree species based on a detailed assessment of the local 
environmental conditions, including the biological, ecological, meteorological 
and soil conditions in order to create healthy and productive forest ecosystems.12 
Anderson’s whole outlook on forests was what we call holistic nowadays. In a 
radio talk he described forests as ‘extremely complex associations of organisms, 
living in a delicately balanced harmony, amongst which the trees are merely the 
most conspicuous components’.13

Anderson regarded forests as living communities, a term used by German 
forester Josef Köstler in his book Silviculture, which Anderson had translated 
into English. The concept of the living forest community recognised the 
reciprocal dependence of all biotic and abiotic parts upon the whole of the forest 
ecosystem.  Köstler writes in his book that ‘silvicultural thought and action must 
deal with living communities; it must take the laws of nature into account and 
adapt itself to them’.14 He makes a distinction between the mechanical outlook 
of forestry and the biological outlook. The mechanical outlook regards the 
forest as a productive system controlled by humans and yielding timber as an 

9 Charles J. Taylor, ‘M. L. Anderson’, Scottish Forestry, 15 (1961) 4, 260-262, p. 261; Taylor, Forestry and 
Natural Resources, p. 26; Personal comment William E. S. Mutch; Charles Taylor, ‘Mark Anderson - Scottish 
Forester’, Scottish Forestry 36 (1982) 4, 297-303, p. 298.
10 Taylor, ‘Mark Anderson’, p. 299; Personal comment William E. S. Mutch.
11 Taylor, ‘M. L. Anderson’, p. 261; personal comment William E. S. Mutch.
12 Mark L. Anderson, The Selection of Tree Species (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1950), pp. 4-17.
13 University of Edinburgh Special Collections: GEN 1971/6, ‘Time for Forestry’. Broadcast talk by Professor 
M. L. Anderson, Monday, 2 January 1956.
14 Köstler, Josef, Silviculture, Translated by M. L. Anderson (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1956), p. 3.
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end product, one treating trees in the same way as grain and other agricultural 
crops. The biological line of thought regards forests as part of the natural world. 
It was thought that in a natural state, undisturbed by humans, forests renew 
themselves in perpetual harmony. Köstler regarded the careful study of natural 
forests as essential for learning how to imitate the natural processes in artificial 
forest plantations as a way to secure the health of these forests and the balance of 
nature in these living communities.15 The main aim of these so called naturalistic 
practices was to produce timber without compromising the capability of a 
locality to grow a new crop, a concept that we now call sustainability. Köstler’s 
ideas were rooted in the concept of the Dauerwald, or ‘perpetual forest’ that was 
first proposed in Germany by Alfred Möller in 1913.16

Anderson used Köstler’s distinction between the mechanical and biological 
approach of forestry, although he called it the economic and protection functions 
of the forests. In Anderson’s view, the economic function is obviously concerned 
with the production of timber. Anderson defined the protection function as all 
the benefits of forestry other than wood production: the influence of the forest 
on climate, on soil, water supply, and the provision of recreational areas for 
the community, the improvement of amenity, rural scenery and country life, 
the provision of habitats for plants and animals. Anderson was concerned with 
forestry on an ecological basis and he defined forest ecology as the relationship 
of the forest to its wider environment.17

Anderson’s ideas had developed during the inter-war years long before he 
translated Köstler. He drew heavily upon the forestry tradition that was 
developed in the colonial context, on the continent and from long standing 
Scottish estate forestry practices. This can be observed in his Oxford lecture 
notes of 1928, in which he stated:

…the ideal forest is one which is capable of regenerating itself without 
man’s assistance. With such forests […] the condition of the stand and 
the soil and the nature of local climate are such that seed is produced 
plentifully and germinates abundantly. The balance of nature is such 
that sufficient seedlings survive to form a new stand.18 

At the same time, Anderson realised that this was quite impossible in Scotland 
where most forests had to be grown from scratch because there were no 
forests in existence on the elevated areas where afforestation was to take place.  

15 Ibid., p. 11.
16 A. Pommering and S.T. Murphy, ‘A Review of the History, Definitions and Methods of Continuous Cover 
Forestry with Special Attention to Afforestation and Restocking’, Forestry, 77 (2004) 1, 27-44, p. 28.
17 ‘Time for Forestry’. Broadcast talk by Anderson; Interview Mutch.
18 M. L. Anderson, Lecture notes on nursery management, 1928. University of Edinburgh Special 
Collections, miscellaneous papers Department of Forestry, not catalogued.
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There could be no natural regeneration without an existing forest. ‘In such 
cases’, he wrote, ‘[the forester] resorts to artificial regeneration […] by planting 
out in an area of ground specially set aside for the purpose’.19

The young trees grown in these nurseries had then to be planted out to form 
new forest plantations. This was acceptable for Anderson in the Scottish context, 
but he was not very keen on the uniform blanket forests that the Forestry 
Commission created, especially after the Second World War. Anderson opposed 
the management of blanket forests under a system of clear felling because 
he disliked uniform single species forest plantations and regarded these as 
unsustainable. Anderson thought that uniform plantations were undesirable and 
even impossible in the Scottish context because site conditions are so extremely 
varied and complicated throughout the country that Anderson proposed 
to adapt forestry practice and the species used to the local environmental 
conditions.20 That meant in practice that a forest could become a patchwork of 
different species because soil and aspect, the orientation of a slope to the sun, 
can change considerably over short distances. 

Anderson advocated a forestry practice that was able to grow trees, fulfil a 
number of non-economic functions, such as recreational use and wildlife 
habitats, produce timber and was capable of regenerating itself by natural means 
after it was properly established. Anderson summarised his ideas as follows:

Some foresters, notably the French, are in general opposed to such a 
system [of monocultures and clearfelling] and in favour of a system of 
management which involves no clear felling but clearings over small 
areas only and use the greatest extent possible of the natural process of 
regeneration of the forest.21 

Anderson’s maxim, ‘study nature, follow her if you can, but guide her where 
need be and record what is done and achieved’, was very much in line with 
Köstler’s advice to study natural forests.22

Anderson felt that the tide of history was against forestry on an ecological 
basis after the Second World War. He believed that post-war forestry policy led 
foresters to create forests with the sole purpose of  ‘producing a certain minimum 
amount of produce annually […] enough to pay the annual expenditure […] 
plus compound interest’.23 New economic ideas about return on invested capital 
had emerged during the years before the war and new technology had made 

19 Ibid.
20 Anderson, M.L., The Selection of Tree Species., p. xi.
21 University of Edinburgh Special Collections: GEN 2158/1, M. L. Anderson, Miscellaneous notes, lectures, 
etc. on forestry.
22 Taylor, ‘Mark Anderson - Scottish Forester’, p. 302.
23 ‘Time for Forestry’. Broadcast talk by Anderson.
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it possible to prepare large tracts of land and to wipe out local environmental 
variations. The practice of short rotations of single species was a reaction to the 
demands of post-war forest policy of rapid expansion of the forests and pressure 
from the Treasury to make forestry pay.

To reach the post-war planting targets and to pay the annual expenditure 
foresters faced the task of speeding up the growth of trees. Therefore experiments 
were staged with fast growing exotics and new thinning techniques and the 
application of fertilisers. This fitted in very well with the emergence of Sitka 
spruce as a more robust productive species and the emergence of large scale 
plantations, ‘Canadian style’.24 These forests were treated as a crop, a collection 
of trees grown in a timber farm, which can be removed and converted for use 
and re-sawn like a crop of wheat. Anderson warned against these practices and 
doubted if stimulating fast growth and large scale exploitation saved time and 
money. He stated in a radio talk that any advantage in the rapid growth of forests 
and production of timber ‘may be more than offset by serious troubles later’.25 
With these ‘troubles’ he meant unsustainable practices leading to exhaustion of 
the soil and erosion, attraction of diseases and pests and increasing risks of the 
trees blown over. Anderson did not wish to treat a forest as a crop but instead 
as a

… stand to be conserved in such a way that the material that is removed 
can be replaced with no irreparable damage to the forest as a whole, that 
is to say, either to the soil or to the stock growing on it. [The forester’s 
task] is not to exploit the forest but to ensure its perpetuation as a 
production unit.26

In this quote Anderson describes sustainable forestry long before the modern 
meaning of the concept was introduced in the 1980s! That does not mean that 
he was not interested in the commercial exploitation of the forests. Anderson’s 
aim was not different from the people who advocated large-scale monocultures 
of fast growing species: the production of timber to make a profit, although 
in order to achieve this goal he advocated a different management strategy 
based on ecological considerations. Anderson was convinced that an income 
could be drawn from a balanced and healthy forest in perpetuity and he was 
not concerned with the short-term return on invested capital. Like ecologist 
Frank Fraser Darling, Anderson believed that it would take a long time and 
several forest rotations of 100 to 150 years to create a viable forest ecosystem. 
For Anderson it was the long term that counted and that the creation of healthy 
forests was for the benefit of humankind.27

24 Personal comment William E.S. Much, 12 August 1998.
25 Radio talk Anderson, 2 January 1956.
26 Ibid.
27 Personal comment William E. S. Mutch; Personal comment Jim Atterson, 13 August 1999.
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In a review of Anderson’s translation of Köstler’s book, J. Alan B. MacDonald, 
Conservator of South Scotland, observed that the forestry plantations of the 
Forestry Commission were a far cry from Anderson’s ideas:

We have, however, less reason to be proud of our record for disregarding 
natural laws of the forest in our plantings and clear fellings. For even if 
we admit the necessary and catastrophic war fellings - how many of us 
knew better or felt keenly enough that other and less vandalistic methods 
of reaping and replenishing were possible? Loyalty towards sustention 
scarcely existed then; do we yet possess the ‘strong personalities’ so 
truly required?28

The rapid expansion of monoculture forest plantations in the Scottish uplands 
in the decades that followed since these words were written suggests that there 
were not many ‘strong personalities’ within the Forestry Commission to move 
away ‘from the crude mechanistic ideas of clear felling and low thinning which 
have long cursed our forestry’.29 However there were in fact a good number 
of ‘disobedient foresters’ within the ranks of the Forestry Commission who 
experimented with the less formal methods based on naturalistic forestry 
proposed by Anderson and Köstler and who believed that forests were not just 
production units but ecosystems with additional functions.

Forest ecology

In 1954, in the midst of the post-war planting bonanza James Macdonald, 
Director of research and education of the Forestry Commission, argued that 
research should not just be aimed at nursery problems, pests and diseases, 
genetics and mechanical development and other plantation techniques, but 
that more research should be devoted to increase the ecological knowledge 
of the forests. Macdonald added that successful afforestation of bare hill land 
and moorland depended on the understanding of ecological processes, and he 
regretted that so little work had been done in this field.30 This statement is 
significant because it came from one of the most senior officers of the Forestry 
Commission.

As our discussion of Anderson’s ideas has already highlighted, the importance 
of ecology in forestry was recognised in the inter-war years. Anderson was not 
the only forester to do so. In 1933 A. C. Forbes, Assistant Commissioner for 
Ireland until 1922, published an article entitled ‘Silviculture on Natural Lines’ 

28 J. Alan B. MacDonald, ‘Silviculture (Josef Köstler)’, Forestry, 30 (1957) 2, 195-198, p. 197.
29 Ibid., p. 198.
30 James Macdonald, ‘Forestry Research and Experiment in Scotland 1845-1953’, Scottish Forestry, 8 (1954) 
3, 127-141, p. 130.



8. Foresters as naturalists

139

in an issue of The Scottish Forestry Journal. In this article Forbes discussed a visit 
to a Scottish forest, managed by a system of forestry on natural lines including 
the planting of species related to site conditions and natural regeneration. 
Forbes observed that the result of this type of management was ‘extremely 
attractive’ and concluded that ‘the wood is now practically uneven-aged, and 
resembles a natural woodland in every respect’.31 About a decade later Arthur 
Geddes outlined the theory behind this type of forest management in an article 
published in the Scottish Forestry Journal with the title ‘Landscape and Ecology 
in relation to Afforestation’. Geddes explained in this article that the utilitarian 
ideas of forestry with their straight-line boundaries and uniform plantations 
were a mistaken philosophy. He linked forestry on ecological lines with aesthetic 
considerations and argued that the adaptation of a forestry practice that matched 
tree species to the site would create a forest that looks more natural and blends 
better into the landscape. He based this on the experience gained at Inverliever, 
on the west coast of Scotland, which showed that uniform plantations were no 
longer uniform after ten years due to local differences in site conditions. Almost 
every block at Inverliever showed variable growth and some blocks had simply 
died. A few years later, a new planting method had been worked out linking 
the assemblage of the natural main plant communities on the site with the tree 
that grew best as a part of these ecosystems. The application of this method 
led to the creation of mixed woods and curved lines, not by means of planting 
but by using ecological principles, following the natural boundaries of plant 
communities and soils, which allowed nature to do the landscaping.32

Immediately after the Second World War W. H. Rowe, a forester from Oxford, 
wrote about forestry on an ecological basis in his book, Our Forests. He stated 
that forests are ‘a living community throbbing with life’, and continued: ‘for 
here, indeed, is a colony of individuals - plants, trees and animals, co-existing 
in a communal life’.33 To preserve this, Rowe advocated the use of mixed woods 
and, where possible, natural regeneration to avoid monotonous forests planted 
in straight lines and geometric patterns: ‘The new forests need not become 
monotonous blobs obscuring a favourite view or marring a familiar landscape’.34 
But at the same time the prime objective was in Rowe’s eyes the production of 
timber and selecting tree species based on site conditions was the most suitable 
method for achieving this. This was all very much in line with Anderson’s ideas 
and made the latter less of a prophet crying in the wilderness.

But how common was the practice of planting of trees according to site 
conditions? The conclusion depends on where you look and at what time. 

31 A. C. Forbes, ‘Silviculture on Natural Lines’, The Scottish Forestry Journal, 47 (1933) 1, p. 1
32 Arthur Geddes, ‘Landscape and Ecology in Relation to Afforestation’, The Scottish Forestry Journal, 58 
(1944) 1, 53-57.
33 W.H. Rowe, Our Forests (London: Faber & Faber, 1947), p. 11.
34 Ibid., p. 23.
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During the inter-war period there was a general tendency to match trees to the 
conditions at the site, like in Strathyre in Perthshire. The Strathyre working 
plan of 1951 notes that ‘great care was taken to plan species according to the 
indications of even small vegetational changes’.35 It was here that the local 
forester, Alistair Cameron, the son of Simon Cameron who helped create the 
experimental forests at Corrour, planted trees according to the site. He used the 
local plant communities and soil differences to define where to plant a certain 
tree species and he took also the topography and the resulting microclimates 
into consideration. Cameron believed that planting trees in compact and 
regular blocks of single species would not work very well in the context of the 
environment and landscape of Strathyre because of its varied topography and 
soils, and vegetation assemblies that as well as severe exposure on the upper 
slopes of the mountains. The foresters in Strathyre followed this natural pattern 
of soil, vegetation and climatic variation in order to plant trees to the best 
advantage and an effort was made to match the trees to the site and thus created 
the diverse forests we see at the present day. Although the main species used 
were conifers, on the lower slopes and on the roadsides native broadleaves were 
planted to increase the variety and beauty of the forests.36 The planting method 
used in Strathyre did not go unnoticed and Fraser Darling commented in his 
book Natural History of Highlands and Islands that:

Such is the country either side of Loch Lubnaig where the Forestry 
Commission is changing the face of the hillsides. The varied scheme of 
plantings here can serve as a model to confound those who hold that 
forestry spoils the scenery.37

A 1951 a Forestry Commission guide to Strathyre forest stated with pride, that 
this forest ‘shows how forestry can be enhancing a Highland landscape when 
forethought is given to its future effects’.38

North of Loch Ness, in Glen Urquhart, the Commission’s foresters took a similar 
approach. The Forestry Commission acquired the first part of this estate in 1923 
and the remainder in 1944. Most of the planting here was a mix of conifers, of 
which Scots pine was the dominant species. Where and what kind of species 
were planted depended in the local variations of vegetation and soil conditions.39

The forests around Fochabers in the Speymouth area of northeast Scotland 
are another example of trees matched to the site. The forester in charge of 
this wood, Bob Allison, planted 400 hectares per annum around Fochabers 

35 NAS: FC7/9, History of Strathyre Forest, 1934-1951.
36 NAS: FC7/9 History of Strathyre Forest; Macdonald, The Forestry, p. 49.
37 Darling, Highlands and Islands, p. 23.
38 Forestry Commission, Britain´s Forests: Strathyre (London: HMSO, 1951), pp 5-6.
39 NAS: FC7/35, Working Plan Glen Urquhart 1950-1965.
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during the 1950s. The planting of these extensive areas was possible due to 
the introduction of large-scale cultivation by means of ploughing, but that 
did not make much difference to the choice of species with regard to the site 
conditions. Allison wanted to plant the most suitable species with respect to 
soil and climatic conditions but the problem was that the nurseries did not 
always supply what he needed. The nurseries mass-produced seedlings and 
consequently foresters had to take the trees that were available, but despite this 
problem and the commercial objectives of the Forestry Commission, the forests 
around Fochabers are remarkably diverse. The forests started as plantations of 
spruces, chiefly Sitka, mixed with Scots pine and on the higher slopes lodgepole 
pine. Although the area was ploughed, in order to improve drainage, trees were 
still planted taking soil and climatic conditions in to consideration. A careful 
thinning regime and natural regeneration allowed the invasion of shrubs and the 
creation of uneven aged tree stands, which attracted in turn birds and wildlife. 
The development of a diverse forest happened despite the commercial objectives 
applied to the forests around Fochaber, creating the diverse and mixed forests 
we see today. This was in large part the result of the way that local foresters had 
managed the forests and actively encouraged it to develop into a more diverse 
forest ecosystem.40

However, the conditions in Strathyre, Glen Urquhart and around Speymouth 
are not as wet and windy as along the west coast or in the far north of Scotland. 
In these areas matching trees to the site was practised, but did not result in a 
mix of different species. In Benmore Forest in Argyll very little mixing of species 
was carried out, and planting was almost entirely confined to pure blocks of 
different common conifers, generally large blocks of spruce and smaller compact 
blocks of pines, larches and Douglas fir. During the inter-war period most trees 
here were planted in turfs to deal with the wet and peaty conditions. After 
the war the introduction of new cultivation techniques allowed larger planting 
programmes to be initiated, mainly of spruce. The reason for the predominant 
use of spruces is simply dictated by the fact that these trees as better suited to 
survive the wet and windy conditions of the west coast. The same story applies 
to Ardgartan Forest, part of Argyll Forest Park, where initial planting by the 
Forestry Commission was spruce planted in turfs.41

Loch Ard Forest is situated in the heart of the Queen Elizabeth Forest Park, now 
part of the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park, in the upper Forth basin. 
The forest is predominantly one of spruces, which accounted for more than two-
thirds of the planted area in 1960. The area planted during the inter-war period 

40 J.L. Fergusson, ‘The 69th Annual Excursion in the North-east’, Scottish Forestry, 20 (1966) 1, 248-254, p. 
253; Personal comments Bob Allison, 21 July 1999.
41 NAS: FC7/3, Forest History Glen More Forest, 1925-51; NAS: FC7/1, Forest History Ardgartan Forest, 
1924-51.
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was described in the forest working plan as ‘diverse in character’ and that ‘a 
very intimate choice of species related to site variation was practised resulting 
in a form of group mixtures’.42 After the war the ‘choice of species related to the 
site’ philosophy was abandoned in favour of the large-scale cultivation that was 
made possible by the introduction of ploughing. The working plan described 
this shift in cultivation techniques as follows:

Due to the nature of the sites being planted, their remoteness, plough 
draining and cultivation techniques, combined with manuring, the 
choice had normally been spruce or pine.43

It was the new cultivation techniques that made foresters shift from a forestry 
based on ecological lines to a forestry that was mechanised and able to create 
site conditions that were as uniform as possible over large areas. During the 
inter-war years the choice of species related to the site was the most economical 
way to grow timber, but after the war the new cultivation methods looked more 
promising to create profitable forests because it was more efficient and reduced 
growth times and cost. This can also be observed in the Carron Forest, in Wester 
Ross in northwest Scotland, were most forests were established by means of 
ploughing after the Second World War. The majority, a staggering 93 per cent, 
of all trees planted in Carron Forest were spruce species, of which 79 per cent 
was Sitka spruce.44

The same happened in the forests of Mid-Argyll around Kilmartin, north of 
Lochgilphead, where the plantations are for more than 80 per cent composed 
of spruces planted on ploughed ground. The management objective of these 
forests was to ‘supply the maximum pulpwood to the Fort William pulp mill’, 
highlighting the shift towards an industrial-scale timber production by the 
beginning of the 1960s.45 However, foresters realised that the new mechanical 
forestry practice did often produce forests that were not very suitable for 
multi-purpose use, including the protection of wildlife and the conservation of 
landscapes of outstanding natural beauty. 

In 1964 Andrew Watt, Forestry Commission Director for Scotland, suggested 
that forest research could not afford to neglect the need of more basic 
knowledge on climate, soils, ecology and tree physiology, repeating what James 
Macdonald, Director of Research and Education of the Forestry Commission, 
had argued ten years earlier.46 Macdonald had argued that research should not 
only be aimed at creating efficient forests by developing mechanical and other 

42 NAS: FC7/48, Working plan Loch Ard Forest.
43 Ibid.
44 NAS: FC7/52, Working Plan Carron Valley, 1966.
45 Working plan for mid-Agyll, 1966, NAS FC7/59.
46 Andrew Watt, ‘Some Aspects of Forest Research in Great Britain’, Scottish Forestry, 18 (1964) 2, 105-110.
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plantation techniques, but that a better ecological understanding of the forests 
was also necessary for successful forestation of bare hill land and moorland.47 At 
about the same time there was considerable discussion between proponents of 
ecological forestry and the more economically oriented foresters and part of this 
debate took place in the public sphere through correspondence in newspapers. 
In July 1956 John McEwan, a forester in the west of Scotland, attacked the 
movement opposed to rapid development of highly productive forests in a letter 
to the Glasgow Herald:

This ecological school of thought plans for protective forestry and places 
[it] on a much higher plane than money-making policy.48

In a reply to McEwan, C. Brenshaw, a forester from Perthshire, defended the 
ecological school by stating that, in line with Anderson, long rotations and 
use of native deciduous trees would improve the soil. Brenshaw thought that 
ecology was a necessary component in forestry and that ‘it would be pathetically 
foolish to neglect its revelations’.49 But the tide was against ecological forestry 
and short rotation forestry based on large-scale mechanical cultivation, and the 
use of Sitka spruce became firmly established by the early 1960s.

The break in forestry practice is less dramatic if we bear in mind that both 
the practices of ecological forestry and the new mechanical forestry had the 
same objective: the production of timber to create a strategic timber reserve 
and to make a profit. Despite that their aims were similar, the new forestry 
practice had a profound impact on the appearance and function of the forest. 
The forests became less diverse, larger and their shape had to be rectangular 
because this was easier for ploughing operations. However, the changes do 
not tell us much about the attitudes of foresters towards nature conservation, 
wildlife management and nature in general.

Disobedient foresters

The famous Scottish ecologist Frank Fraser Darling described the upland moors 
and peatlands in a vivid phrase as a ‘wet desert’ and was convinced that these 
areas had to be reclaimed for the restoration of the forests that had once thrived 
there, and he believed if that could not be done through natural regeneration 
then it had to be done artificially. The main purpose of forest re-creation was 
the production of timber, but Fraser Darling was convinced that this would 

47 Macdonald, ‘Forestry Research and Experiment in Scotland’, p. 130; James Macdonald, ‘Progress in 
Forestry Research’, Scottish Forestry, 4 (1950) 2, 40-48.
48 John McEwan, ‘Forestry and land use in Scotland. Attack on the “Ecological School”’, Letter to the 
Glasgow Herald, 18 July 1956.
49 C.M.B. Brenshaw, ‘Case for Native Deciduous Trees’, Letter to Glasgow Herald, 21 July 1956.
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also increase biodiversity in the Highlands, and it was for this reason that he 
regarded the work of the Forestry Commission as important and valuable.50 In 
the 1969 BBC Reith Lectures he praised the Commission by saying:

[The Forestry Commission] preceded State action in establishing its 
own National Forest Parks, which in Scotland have to make do for the 
National parks that the country has been denied. Furthermore, in the 
last twenty years the Commission has planted its new forests with much 
more ecological awareness, using different species.51

From the early years of the Forestry Commission, its foresters had showed an 
interest in other aspects of forestry than simply growing telegraph poles. The 
Forestry Commission used the high forestry system managed with regular 
thinning and clear cutting of the final crop in the hills of Scotland, although this 
system had a few disadvantages. The high forestry system can easily turn into 
a kind of forestry dictated by textbook calculations and data in yield tables, 
turning forestry into a hard-fact science with the aim of producing the most 
desirable product in the most economic time. This was observed by F. Oliver, a 
district officer of the Forestry Commission,52 and he wrote a provocative article 
in the Forestry Commission Journal in 1939. In this article he questioned the 
outcome of the existing forestry management system in use. Oliver was surprised 
that so much forestry literature suggested that foresters have to imitate nature, 
but in his experience the reality was quite the opposite:

… to a forester nature is everything that is bad: she is slothful, wasteful, 
careless, extravagant, and the results she obtains are often deplorably 
poor.53 

He continued by stating that this is quite obvious because in natural forests 
developments occur randomly and result in unpredictable outcomes. In nature, 
trees are never arranged in geometric patterns; it would be ‘uneven, patchy and 
blanky, with much variation of species’.54 The result of the high forestry system 
is the very opposite of irregular natural forests; their whole management is 
tailored to make the plantations as productive as possible. Oliver believed that 
high forests were degraded into ‘pole factories’ and that forestry ‘has inevitably 
become something resembling a mass production business’.55 He even went as 

50 Darling and Boyd, The Highlands and Islands, pp. 66, 69-70, 73-74; Smout, T.C., The Highlands and the 
Roots of Green Consciousness, p. 9.
51 Frank Fraser Darling, Wilderness and Plenty, The Reith Lectures 1969 (London: BBC, 1970), p. 67.
52 F. Oliver started his forestry career as a District Offices of the Forestry Commission in Inverness. In 1937 
he moved to Dumfries to head the forestry district in the South of Scotland. After the war the was the chief 
controller of wood exports in Hamburg, Gemany, before becoming conservator of the East of Scotland in1947. 
He retired in 1964.
53 F. Oliver, ‘Thoughts on Afforestation’, Forestry Commission Journal, 18 (1939), p. 123.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid. p. 224.
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far as saying that ‘proper’ forest management could become mismanagement, 
ultimately doing harm to the landscape and ecosystems. Oliver observed further 
that, under the label of proper silviculture, healthy birch forests were removed 
or ring barked followed by planting with conifers. He concluded his article 
by suggesting that forestry should be less mechanical and allow more natural 
development of the forests. He argued that ‘a measure of untidiness may be 
good forestry, and may be sound both silviculturally and economically. It would 
certainly improve in amenity’.56

Oliver was not the only forester appalled by the ruthless suppression of 
vegetation other than commercial trees. By the beginning of the 1950s, Arthur 
Cuthbert, a former district officer in Perthshire, was employed as a young forester 
in a large woodland survey. In many areas he observed that before planting the 
existing trees were ring-barked. He was appalled by this practice and included 
a long personal letter in the final draft of a survey presented to the Forestry 
Commission to support and official protest against this practice. Cuthbert felt 
that he had not gone into forestry to kill trees but to plant new ones and to care 
for the existing forests.57

Many foresters felt the same way as Cuthbert and wanted to create forests, not 
destroy them, and they had also a general interest in natural history.58 John 
Davies, former Conservator for the west of Scotland, explained in this context:

I think that you must keep in mind that most foresters are keen 
naturalists. I never met a forester that was not interested in birds or 
something like that and therefore were pretty good custodians of what 
they had.59

These words contain the echo of George Ryle, the later Deputy General Director 
of the Forestry Commission, who wrote in 1927: ‘a naturalist is born and not 
made’. He continued:

… and in most cases the factors which go to make the born forester 
also bring out in him the instinct and feelings of the born naturalist. 
In fact, the very life which he leads, with his unique opportunities for 
first-hand observation during all seasons of the year, cannot help but to 
inculcate in him a degree of insight into the ways of the wild which few 
others could obtain in a lifetime of book learning.60

56 Ibid. p. 225.
57 Personal comment Arthur Cuthbert.
58 Personal comment Jim Atterson.
59 Personal comment John Davies.
60 George B. Ryle, ‘The Forester as a Naturalist’, Forestry Commission Journal, 6 (1927), 21-22.
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Ryle, like Davies, suggests that good foresters must be keen naturalists with the 
desire not only to create forests but also to enhance and protect the life contained 
in them. Ryle also expressed his concern that the conversion of bare ground 
into forests would change the local flora and fauna. Therefore, he thought that 
‘foresters and naturalists will be losing opportunities if they do not make a 
study of the changes they are causing to take place in both fauna and flora of 
their charges’.61 He believed that foresters were the custodians of their estates 
and decided what nature should look like. If species declined because of the 
creation of new forests the forester was only following nature by doing nothing 
to prevent this, but if ‘by accident the Forestry Commission is instrumental 
in saving from extinction such creatures as the wild cat, the pine marten, the 
badger and others, every lover of Britain’s small fauna will thank them’.62 The 
forester is here the custodian and creator of nature; a nature that was concerned 
with silviculture guided by the principles of nature itself.

At the forest level there were foresters studying and protecting the wildlife of 
their forests, for instance Donald MacCaskill who studied and recorded small 
mammals and birds living in the forests under his care. MacCaskill was a keen 
naturalist and wildlife photographer who published books on wildlife and birds 
and helped the BBC with the production on a number of wildlife films. MacCaskill 
continued the work that Cameron had started around Strathyre, where he was 
head forester in the 1960s and 1970s until his retirement. However, he went a 
step further than Cameron in that he not only tried to fit the forest organically 
into the landscape but also to have consideration for wildlife. In the case of a 
glen where eagles were known to be nesting he had designed the forest so that 
the eagles were not disturbed. It may not have been the most efficient way to 
plant a production forest but MacCaskill believed that a forest is more than 
a collection of potential telegraph poles.63 The forestry practice he advocated 
did not always find favour with his superiors but that did not stop him from 
practising it. Earlier in his career when he was ordered by his superiors to cut 
down some semi-natural oak woods the banks of Loch Awe he prevaricated and 
delayed because he believed that these trees should be protected. This attitude 
amounted to a refusal to carry out formal forestry policy and by doing so he 
won in the end and the oak trees were saved.64

MacCaskill was not a lone forester interested in forest wildlife and the protection 
of semi-natural woodlands. John Davies recalled the observation of wild cats in 
the Central Belt of Scotland and pine martens in the Great Glen where they had 
been absent for a long time. He wrote about the wild cat:

61 Ibid., p. 20.
62 Ibid., p. 21.
63 Jim Crumley, ‘Don MacCaskill’, The Scots Magazine, 134 (2000), 96.
64 Rennie McOwan, ‘Don MacCaskill’, Herald Scotland, 16 May 2000.
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I well remember the excitement we felt in the 1960s when we found 
them breeding in Carron Valley Forest, outside Falkirk. I have no doubt 
they will continue to move south.65

He attributed the spread of these and other animals to the expansion of the 
forests since 1919 and was convinced that the process would continue with 
the creation of new forests. Forester Fred Donald, Assistant District Officer in 
Kincardine and Angus, recalls that one of his foresters, Struan Stewart, was 
an expert on deer and he would stay up all night to see the deer, record their 
numbers and study their foraging pattern.66 

In a 1960 article in Scottish Forestry MacDonald Lockhart, President of the Royal 
Scottish Forestry Society, stressed the benefits of afforestation for Scotland’s 
wildlife. He argued that the newly planted forests would provide shelter for 
wildlife such as birds, small predators and deer. He was convinced that rare 
animals, like the badger, ‘will increase as our forest area does’.67 However, these 
statements must be approached with caution because Forestry Commission 
sources, such as the annual reports, are silent on wildlife numbers in the forests 
during the 1960s and 1970s. Beyond the concerns of individual foresters, 
wildlife protection was still not part of the merit of the Forestry Commission. 
It is also silent about the attitudes toward ancient woodlands and native broad 
leave trees, which were in many cases under planted with conifers or removed 
as late as the 1980s.

The foresters mentioned here is only a small sample of the many foresters who 
were keen naturalists with an interest in the conservation and protection of 
forest ecosystems. If this is anything to go on it seems that there was a general 
belief among foresters working in the forests that there should be more concern 
for nature conservation within the Forestry Commission. George Peterken also 
suggested this when he wrote that many foresters were (and are) sympathetic 
towards nature conservation.68 According to Jim Atterson, the foresters at 
headquarters had exactly the same ideas as foresters out in the forests, but it was 
just that foresters on the ground could actually do something, although perhaps 
in a small way. They could not really protect wildlife because it was not part of 
their main programme and it was not budgeted for and therefore they had to do 
it during their own time.69

However, during the 1960s this started to change and the protection and 
conservation of flora and fauna became an issue within the Forestry Commission. 

65 Davies, The Scottish Forester, p. 52.
66 Personal comment F.T. Donald, 13 July 1999.
67 S.F. Macdonald Lockhart, ‘Forestry and Wild Life’, Scottish Forestry, 14 (1960) 1, 199-204, p. 203.
68 George F. Peterken, Woodland Conservation and Management (London: Chepman and Hall, 1993, 2nd 
edition), p. 198.
69 Personal comment Jim Atterson.
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In 1964 the Forestry Commission appointed a Wild Life Officer with the task ‘to 
harmonise the conservation of wild life with the need of timber production’.70 
For more than forty years there was no official conservation policy but many 
foresters were keen naturalists. That they did not act like national park rangers 
is understandable because their job was to create new forests and produce 
timber, not to create national parks and conserve wildlife. If that happened 
incidentally foresters regarded this as a bonus. Different attitudes later prevailed 
in the Forestry Commission, and many foresters played an influential part in 
scenic and ecological planting where commercial plantations were fringed by 
deciduous trees or had clumps of mixed species inserted in suitable spots and 
where the needs of wildlife were taken into account. These attitudes formed the 
basis of the remarkable transformation of the Forestry Commission during the 
1980s and 1990s, the subject of the next chapter.

70 Forestry Commission, Annual Report, 1964, p. 11.


