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Prologue:
The Nature of the Beast


Landscape is a work of the mind. Its scenery is built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock.


Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, 1996


We do not come to nature as impartial observers. We all have an emotional and cultural attachment to all the life with which we share the earth, from the smallest weed to the tallest tree. Such experiences and interests have the power to enrich and enhance our relationships with nature. They also have the power to complicate and destroy them.


This is worth remembering as we explore stories of the conservation efforts underway at Mar Lodge Estate National Nature Reserve. With its ancient pinewoods, subarctic mountains and rolling bogs and moors, the estate sits at a complex and often awkward juncture between these real and imagined landscapes. It is a deeply beautiful place, with the power to affect humans in ways that few other British landscapes can. It is a place of soaring eagles and roaring stags, a refuge for some of the rarest creatures in Scotland, a place of deadly cold, avalanches and remoteness, where the redstart still sings in the spring birch budburst and the salmon still runs up cascades. It is an ancient landscape which provides us with links to our past and refuge from our present. But it is also a contested place, which has been damaged by conflicts that blight the nature of Scotland and continue to divide its people.


In recent years it has become a place of cooperation and compromise. It is cared for by a bewildering array of people. This book is about that work, the people who do it, and the creatures that inspire them to do it. Their work is not easy. In fact, it is often extremely difficult. It has led to acrimony and hostility. It remains controversial, difficult, hard to pin down and understand. Yet this book is a collection of stories of regeneration, redemption and reconnection, of chances taken to fight the destruction of the environment, of collaboration and communication between different groups and cultures to make a better future for everyone. These are stories of people from all walks of life coming together and striving forwards to a new, biodiverse future, where humans can forge new relationships with nature, in new, enriched landscapes of the mind. In a world of mass extinction, these are rare stories of hope.


The whole, unabridged story of Mar Lodge Estate stretches back 10,000 years and more. It is a story involving queens and kings, princesses, dukes, earls, hunters, Jacobites, crofters, scientists, poets, adventurers. This is the place where a young Byron nearly met his end, and where Nan Shepherd was inspired to write her greatest works. This land has been buffeted by centuries of human use and abuse, by grand tides of history and Events with a capital E, by wars and Clearances, by lawsuits and climate change. Events have a great bearing on this story. But it is not always grand actions and heroic deeds which make the world a better place. It is often the gradual accumulation of small acts of kindness and curiosity and skill. So this book is filled with these little events: a person looking for wood ants, another counting trees, another stalking a deer. These little events, over time, become big events, gain traction, then movement, and slowly the world becomes a better place.


The catalyst that set many (but by no means all) of these remarkable little events in motion happened in 1995, when the National Trust for Scotland, with significant help from a number of people and organisations, acquired 30,000 hectares of some of our most celebrated land. It was to be held in trust for the benefit of the nation.


This book is a celebration of that Event. It tells some stories from the front line of environmental conservation. I’ve been on the scene in a minor capacity at Mar Lodge for the last few years. I’ve been given a ringside seat to some of the most exciting, progressive conservation stories currently playing out in Britain. The future is far from certain, and our environment faces greater challenges than ever before, but these stories show that there is still hope for the future.


Mostly though, this book is my way of answering a thorny question which has dogged my career. It is posed at parties, social events, any time I have met someone new, or even reunited with someone I’ve not seen for a few years. It is an annoying question because to answer it properly takes slightly longer than the socially acceptable amount of time that one has to answer a question about one’s job.


‘What does an ecologist actually do?’
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Introduction: Three Trees


For words, like Nature, half reveal
And half conceal the Soul within.


Alfred, Lord Tennyson, ‘In Memoriam’, 1849


May is the finest month in Scotland, and it is sacrilege to spend even one May day indoors. There are hundreds of thousands of trees on Mar Lodge Estate, and millions of seedlings and saplings. But there are three particularly interesting specimens, and I’m setting out on a minor pilgrimage to see them.


It’s a cold, clear, still day. I’ve started early because it is a very long walk. I leave from the old stables, eaves thronged with house martin nests, walk out past the blackcap singing in the willow by the burn, and head along the back road. I walk past Mar Lodge itself. It is a grand, imposing, red granite, red-tiled mansion, with two large wings stretching out east and west. It is not as old as it looks – Queen Victoria laid the first stone in 1895. The wildlife is in overdrive at this time of day. A brown hare lopes across the lawn, a red squirrel scampers up an old pine, its claws making a distinctive pitter-patter against the pine bark. I take a turning off into Doire Bhraghad,* 1 the wooded brae, the Mar Forest. It’s open woodland, grand old pines and birches, interspersed with thousands of young trees crowding the path. A mile or so on I surprise a black grouse. Unlike red grouse they don’t call out your rudeness with an affronted ‘go-back go-back’. But they do still make a meal of their departure, all ruffled feathers and hurt pride. It gives me pause to stop and listen. It’s a gorgeous morning, and the clear air is full of song; willow warblers, tree pipits, redstarts, tits, chaffinches, crossbills, siskins, cuckoos. There’s a great spotted woodpecker calling, and a minute after I hear a green woodpecker, which is something of a novelty this far north.


May is the finest month in Scotland because it combines the best weather with the most wildlife. Sometimes you can walk around the Cairngorms without seeming to find any wildlife at all. But not on a fine day in May. It is a strange thing in Britain to come across a landscape that is literally full of wildlife, and yet here it is.


Mar Lodge Estate sits in the heart of the Cairngorms, the mountains in the middle of Scotland. It is a two-hour drive from Edinburgh in the south and from Inverness in the north. The area covers the land to the west of the village of Braemar, renowned for its Highland games, and to the east of Glen Tilt, from the waters of the Dee to the peak of Ben Macdui.


It is a place of extremes and contradictions. It forms part of the largest stretch of high subarctic ground in Britain. It is the largest National Nature Reserve in Scotland; 50 per cent larger than the next biggest and 3,500 times larger than the smallest. It sits slap bang in the middle of the Cairngorms National Park, the largest national park in Britain. It takes three days to walk the estate’s march, the boundary, if you’re fit. The land boasts fifteen Munros (hills over 3,000 feet/914 metres) and four of the five highest mountains in Scotland. It has the highest source of any river in Britain. It is the coldest, windiest, snowiest place in Scotland. It holds its snow all year round, and snow can fall in any month of the year. It has eleven national and international environmental designations, a bewildering array of initialisms and acronyms, SPA, SAC, NNR, SSSI, SAM, NSA, WLA, GCR, designed to protect it from the worst in ourselves. Over 5,000 species have been recorded on the estate, well over 10 per cent of all the species found in Scotland. It is an ancient landscape of granite hewn over hundreds of millions of years, hunched over by time and hollowed out by ice, but it is also a landscape of seasonal renewal and growth. It is wild land, often inaccessible, yet it has as rich a human history as anywhere in Scotland. It is thrumming with wildlife, and yet its soils are thin and acidic and spent. It is home to some of Scotland’s most charismatic creatures but is missing many more species which were driven to extinction in Scotland by humans. It has suffered at our hands for centuries, yet remains one of the best places in Scotland for wildlife.


And here, in the Mar Forest, on a beautiful early morning in May, it is full. And here is our first specimen – the second largest recorded Scots pine in Scotland.


Scots pines are the trees of the Cairngorms. And what trees! There are few greater pleasures in life than walking through a pinewood after a downpour, breathing in the resinous smell and listening to the chaffinch’s tinkling, jangling song, knowing that you can walk for an hour and not reach the limit of the wood. To see a glen draped in thousands of giant, ancient pines, with their shaggy, gingery red bark and dark green needles, is to see one of the last great natural spectacles afforded to us in the UK.


In 1993, the renowned Cairngorms scientist Dr Adam Watson sat at the foot of this particularly magnificent granny pine and was interviewed for the TV show Scottish Eye. Watson had spent his life studying, living with, and striding around the Cairngorms. As a child he had explored Mar Lodge’s woods and mountains. He had worked here as a ghillie for a spell in the 1950s. He knew the ground as well as anyone alive. By the 1990s he was known as Mr Cairngorms, a title that suited his somewhat wild appearance, with his long gingerand-white beard and loping gait. He was also known as a thorn in the side of the Establishment.


The heather and blaeberry around him were clipped low. A dead deer calf that had starved that winter was decomposing by the tree. What concerned Watson was that there were no young trees. They had all been eaten by deer. In fact, almost all of the young trees that had been produced by the Mar Lodge pines for the last two hundred years had been eaten by deer. Watson told the TV crew that the greatest challenge for wildlife in the Highlands was an overabundance of red deer, which was suppressing woodlands, causing them to age, and die, and not be replaced by younger trees. ‘It’s an old place,’ he said, in his soft Aberdonian accent, ‘but it’s a decaying place.’ He argued that big Highland sporting estates which manage the land so that people could shoot deer for sport were destroying the land for the rest of us. He pointed out that after centuries of forestry operations, the number of deer at Mar Lodge was far higher than what the already depleted woodland could support. In fact, there were more deer on the land than at any point since the last Ice Age.2 If nothing was done, he said, the Caledonian pinewoods, which always had been a part of the Scottish landscape and culture, would be lost.†


In 2011, volunteers with the Woodland Trust made the same journey to the big tree. They were the ones who measured its girth and found it to be the second largest recorded Scots pine in Scotland at 6.09 metres.3 Look at the photos they took, and you’ll see that the landscape is similar to how Watson had found it eighteen years earlier, all low clipped heather and blaeberry, and no young trees.


Change happens very slowly and very quickly in woodlands. The tree is a fair yomp from the path, through thickets of birch and pine and waist-high heather. I startle pearl-bordered fritillaries into flight, but it’s still cold and they’re not quite ready to go yet. The tree has grown in girth no more than 5 centimetres further since 2011. Two enormous limbs have been lost, each the size of a tree itself. But now the pine is surrounded by new growth: young birches, rowans, willows and pines crowd for attention, from knee height to twice my height.


The tree is a monster. It’s not as old as people think – more than two centuries old, but not much more than that. Its remarkable size is actually a product of human history: for the last 200 years, high numbers of red deer, managed for sport, have browsed away other trees that might have grown up to compete with it. Its size will ultimately prove to be its undoing, as it has made it unstable in the regular high winds that blow up along Deeside from Atholl. Sitting on a broken limb worn smooth by previous sitters, I look around at the explosion of life. Spring comes late to the Cairngorms, and the birches are not quite in full leaf yet. But one day soon they will be, all of them, all of a sudden, just like that. Under a bough, I see a rib from a red deer calf, and the find is just a tad on the nose for my taste.


I could write that what has emerged at Mar Lodge is a demonstration project of what can be achieved when groups with different interests and different ideas about our landscapes work together, somewhat harmoniously, for the common good. But, as we shall see, it is fairer to say that the truth of the matter is much more complicated than that.


It’s still cold, and I have many miles to walk, so I move on, deeper through the Mar Forest.


The woodland opens up a couple of kilometres away at Black Bridge, which is actually a red bridge. Glen Lui, whose flanks were cleared of Caledonian pinewood in the eighteenth century, is the gateway to the southern Cairngorms. It now appears as a wilderness, but like all the Cairngorms glens its human history is as old as the pinewoods themselves. The fertile floor, now a lush green wildflower meadow, was under the crofter’s plough for centuries. The footprints of their shielings and blackhouses litter the glen. The crofters were first cleared in 1726 to facilitate forestry operations, and again in 1840, to make way for deer to hunt. Humans and pinewoods have both flourished and suffered in equal measure in this glen.


Carn a’ Mhaim and Derry Cairngorm, gatekeepers themselves to Ben Macdui, hove into view. There are snow patches on their eastern flanks, and I look forward to stomping through them in several hours’ time. One time here I saw a juvenile golden eagle flying down the glen, attacked simultaneously by two buzzards, a kestrel and two hen harriers, but today I make do with just a buzzard. These largeish raptors, with their beautiful mewing call, were rare enough creatures themselves just a couple of decades ago. If they weren’t competing with eagles for our cultural affections, we would think of them, perhaps, with the respect they deserve. As it is, I have started calling them ‘justabuzzards’, so regularly do I see them and think that they might be something rarer. Justabuzzards are a conservation success story: when we think of once-rare creatures as blithely as I think of justabuzzards, that is a sure sign of success.


I share the glen with two walkers, weighed down with large rucksacks, looking to spend a couple of days up here in the heart of things. They don’t see the justabuzzard, or maybe they have and, like me, have dismissed it out of hand for its newfound ubiquity. There are tree plantations in the glen from in the 1970s. The Trust is working to make them less like plantations and more like native woodlands, removing non-native tree species, thinning clearings and increasing the amount of deadwood in them. It’s a slow process, and for now they remain slightly incongruous square blocks of trees. Willows and birches are growing, sometimes densely, sometimes sparsely, along the length of the open glen, for the first time in perhaps two centuries. Above all else, though, my eyes are drawn to the young pines. They pack themselves densely along the open sandy soils of the burnsides. They cluster around the older trees and woodland edges. They grow strongly in some patches, weaker in wetter areas, between knee height and well over head height. They send scouts across the landscape, their silhouettes breaking the skyline. One way or another, they are everywhere in this glen.


I head past Derry Lodge, the grand hunting lodge, and into Glen Derry, which is as remarkable a glen as any in Scotland. Caledonian pinewood drapes the lower reaches of the glen for a couple of miles, obscuring the hills. A merry band of Scottish crossbills calls from the tops of the trees. At Derry Dam, the pines begin to thin out, a relic of the forestry operations of the eighteenth century. Here the glen is laid bare; a vast U-shaped valley, hewn out by a monstrous glacier over 10,000 years ago, bounded by four Munros. Four great corries sprawl along its western flank, while scree slopes slouch the length of the eastern wall – a giant drystane dyke. To the north sit the tors of Beinn Mheadhoin, the middle hill, and further still, the great forest of Abernethy.


The scree slopes are the reason I’m here. I climb up to an outlying cluster of pines, isolated from the edge of the wood. It’s tough going in the rough scree, but I notice small, wind-stunted pine seedlings popping through the rocks at my feet. These are the latest trees in a very special lineage. These are the descendants of Mar Lodge’s oldest known tree. There it is, a lone pine, gnarled and twisted, with a sparse canopy, set back even from the other members of this isolated group.


Were it not for the magnificent location, you’d be inclined to find this tree something of an anticlimax. But then, that is somewhat the point. Its location, cold and exposed and lacking in nutrients and firm anchorage, has stunted its growth, and in so doing allowed it to last to an older age than is usual for Scots pine. It is dated to at least 1477, but it probably started growing sometime in the 1450s, making it one of the two oldest known Scots pines in Scotland.4 When Queen Victoria wrote about the ‘fine firs’ of Glen Derry in her diaries, it was already an exceptionally old tree.5 It was old even when Glen Lui was cleared of people to make way for deer to hunt. It was getting on for three centuries old when the last wolves of Scotland were killed, and when tens of thousands of trees were lost from the glen in the forestry operations of the eighteenth century. It was two centuries old, and more, when ‘Bobbing’ John Erskine, 23rd Earl of Mar, raised the banner for the ’15 rebellion, only to forfeit the estate and flee to France. It was a century old when Mary, Queen of Scots hunted in Mar and Atholl for deer and wolves.


Sitting under its ancient boughs, I expect to think lofty, Ozymandian thoughts about the transience of human life and the enduring reality of nature. Facing such exceptional age, with a tree which had seen so much of the comings and goings of humans for half a millennium and more, I expect to feel some communion with nature. As it is, I mostly feel cold and uncomfortable. I slide about on the scree, struggling to find a snug spot, and eventually make do with an awkward seat, one leg keeping me balanced, the other flopping around uselessly. So much for lofty thoughts.


In Scotland, the largest parcels of lands are sporting estates. In a British context, they are enormous. They are the principal reason that, in 2012, 50 per cent of Scotland’s land had just 432 owners.6 A single owner has a huge amount of influence, for better or worse, over how that land is managed. Mar Lodge Estate is just such an estate, and a big one at that. It is an ancient, royal forest – its land set aside for the joy of the hunt for a privileged elite.‡ It was a place foris, subject to its own laws. As we shall see, this has had an enormous bearing on its history and how we understand the land to this day. For a thousand years and more, the estate has had a single owner at a time. This owner has changed with the political whims and caprices of the age, with the competence of the owners, and with their ability to produce heirs. But it has always had pedigree. The original earls of Mar are among the oldest lineage of nobility in the world. The fortunes of the people of the estate were largely dependent on whoever happened to own the land at the time.7 The highest number of people living and working on Mar Lodge came at some point in the early eighteenth century. They were foresters and crofters. They would use the woods for fuel and construction, their cattle would roam through the pinewoods and summer high in the hills. Following the Jacobite rebellion of 1715, the Earl of Mar forfeited his land, and the estate eventually made its way into the hands of William Duff, later to become the Earl of Fife. The crofters were cleared, first, to make way for forestry operations, then to make way for deer to hunt. By the 1850s, the land was a playground for the aristocracy. Foresters and crofters were replaced with gamekeepers, paid to produce high numbers of game by whatever means necessary. Every year Queen Victoria would arrive at nearby Balmoral for the season. She would ride out and enjoy the Mar woods, already by this point depleted by centuries of felling for timber, and lament the loss of the pines of Creag Bad an Eàs, felled earlier that century and not regrown. Prince Albert would hunt stags on the Mar Lodge ground. In the late nineteenth century, following the marriage of the Earl of Fife to Princess Louise, first daughter of King Edward VII, it became a royal hunting lodge. In 1959, following the death of Princess Alexandra, the estate passed to a nephew, Captain Ramsay.§ In 1962, the majority of the estate was bought by the Panchaud brothers, Swiss hoteliers who thought Mar Lodge could be turned into a ski resort. It could not, they eventually realised, but not before they had bulldozed vehicle tracks into the heart of the mountains in preparation for ptarmigan shooters and downhill skiers who would never come. In the 1980s the land made its way into the hands of John Kluge, an American oil tycoon. By 1995, the land had been managed first and foremost as a Highland sporting estate for almost two centuries, while field sports had been undertaken on the land for getting on for a millennium. In that time the culture of Highland sport and gamekeeping had emerged across the Highlands, and people had become used to the ways of life of a Highland sporting estate.


Whoever the owner, and whatever their outlook and management of the land, gradually, over the centuries, the great pinewoods of the Quoich, the Derry, Luibeg and Glen Dee were reduced to remnants. The woods and scrub of the mountains and burns were lost, the bogs became eroded and scarred. So too went the people, who had eked fields out of the unforgiving soils, leaving behind them the ruins of townships and shielings, and no less than seven illicit whisky stills. So too went the big mammals, the lynx, the boar, the beaver, the wolf, lost either through the destruction of their habitat or at the hands of hunters. Myriad other species, too small to notice or record for posterity, were lost, and we’ll never know for sure what they were. By the nineteenth century the last remaining large mammals were red deer, the monarchs of the glen. And they remained in their thousands.


The image of a stag against a heather-clad purple moor is iconic, totemic even, and people will travel from across the world to see it and to stalk stags and shoot grouse on the open hill. For many, Highland sporting culture, the deer, the grouse moors, is what makes the Highlands special and beautiful. But for many others, the grazed, burned, drained moors and dying woodlands are a landscape of environmental and cultural destruction. This is the clash that lies at the heart of environmental conservation in the Highlands.


The early 1990s were an interesting time for the Scottish landscape. A new environmental watchdog, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), had recently been formed and was keen to show its teeth.[image: Illustratiion] Conservationists, buoyed by successful woodland regeneration projects in places like Beinn Eighe, Creag Meagaigh and Abernethy, were keen to pile the pressure on what they saw as an intransigent sporting industry. Sporting landowners, feeling the heat, and considering themselves to be the true guardians of the countryside, argued that if the tree-huggers had their way there would be no deer left in Scotland, and that with them would go the centuries-old Highland sporting tradition, and with that, the jobs and money. It was in this febrile atmosphere that one of the most prestigious sporting estates in Scotland was put on the market.


In retrospect, it seems inevitable that a charity like the Trust would be a good fit for a controversial landscape at a controversial time. The Trust was already responsible for the protection of a fair chunk of the ‘jewels in the crown’ of the Highlands: Glencoe, Torridon, Ben Lawers, Kintail, St Kilda. The Trust saw the value of conservation for the sake of biodiversity and for the great benefits of functioning ecosystems and beautiful landscapes being open for everyone to enjoy. But the Trust could also be respectful of culture, history and cultural landscapes. To put it simply: less tree-hugger, more tartan and tweed.**


At the time, however, the purchase was far from certain. The problem was that even if the Trust wanted to purchase the estate, it couldn’t afford it. This simple fact brought together a disparate group of people and organisations to put it into Trust hands. Mar Lodge’s owner, John Kluge, was happy to sell the estate to the Trust at well below market value, a bargain price of £5.572 million. Scottish Natural Heritage were excited by the prospect of saving the Mar Lodge woodlands. They would enter into a 25-year management agreement with the Trust worth around £125,000 a year. The trustees of the National Heritage Memorial Fund would provide £1.5 million for the purchase of the estate. The Heritage Lottery Fund provided £8.015 million to act as an endowment for future management, and a further £732,000 towards capital works to the Lodge and other areas in the surrounding policies.8


The final piece in the puzzle was a £4 million gift from the Easter Charitable Trust, an organisation that no one had heard of before, principally because it had been set up directly to help the Trust buy Mar Lodge Estate. This money came with three conditions, presented here in their entirety:


1. The Trust shall manage the Estate so as to conserve its valuable ecological and landscape features in harmony with its maintenance as a Highland Sporting Estate for so long as field sports remain legal.


2. It is intended to demonstrate that the practice of field sports can be reconciled with the Trust’s statutory obligation to promote public access.


3. The part of the Estate lying to the south and west of the River Dee and comprising heather moorland shall be sensitively managed to promote its proper conservation in terms of grouse habitat, nature conservation and landscape.9


From these conditions, and the principles of management drawn up by the Trust at the same time, came the three pillars which have informed all management decisions since then. The land would be managed for environmental and cultural heritage conservation, Highland sport and open access for all. From the outset, whatever management the Trust undertook would have to keep happy SNH, the Easter Trust and the Trust’s own 300,000 members. Tough gig.


There was much speculation at the time as to who the mysterious benefactor behind the Easter Trust might be. In 2002, it was made public that the secret donor was Ann Marie Salvesen, of the Salvesen shipping family.10 Ann Marie shunned the limelight, and devoted her time and money to charitable works. She was a keen birdwatcher who also left money to the RSPB in her will. She had the means to improve the lives of those around her and did so. On her death her brother, Andrew Salvesen OBE, took over responsibility for the Easter Trust. Andrew is a trustee of the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust and retains an active interest in the management of Mar Lodge Estate.


Ann Marie’s generosity facilitated the protection of some of Scotland’s finest land for the benefit of the nation, and, as we shall see, the beginnings of the return of the land to something like its former glory. She ensured that there would be a continuity of sporting tradition and culture at Mar Lodge. She also forced together two groups with very different opinions about how Scotland’s landscape should look.


One thing was immediately clear – the Trust was going to make some serious changes to the management of the land. An ambitious 200-year vision was drawn up. With 30,000 hectares to play with, the Trust would endeavour to recreate one huge, functioning ecosystem, where different habitats could blend into one another. In two centuries, Mar Lodge Estate would be a place where:


Landscape and habitats have been restored, and woodland regenerated to a natural treeline below the montane plateaux, with grazing animals managed at sustainable levels enabling native species and semi-natural habitats to flourish . . . Management of the land for field sports as well as the functions of a Highland sporting estate have been fully integrated with conservation aims and access.11


A 550-year-old tree, and a 200-year management vision. I could sit under this tree for a year and not get my head around such timescales. I am surrounded by young trees, themselves stunted, not much more than waist height, poking out of the scree. These trees are the direct descendants of the first pines to colonise the area some 8,000 years ago. These trees will have wandered, some near, some far, from their ancestors. Faced with such exceptional age, the two-century vision to which the Trust is working, which is now one-eighth completed, seems a rather quaint idea.


Then, realising how this whole glen was a pinewood not so long ago, and how close it has all come to destruction, and how arbitrary the reasons for both its destruction and its survival, and how thin the line of people striving to stop it from being destroyed, my stomach drops.


It’s hard to say how long the Old Tree has left. It is already well past its sell-by date. I wonder whether I’ll outlive it. A peregrine glides nonchalantly up the glen, scaring grouse as it goes, as peregrines have done here for thousands of years. One of my legs has gone numb. It’s time to leave off and take in the airs of the high hills.


The Hutchison’s Memorial Hut is remarkable for several reasons. One is its location, high up in Coire Etchachan, an amphitheatre of rock and snow. Another is that, like all Scottish bothies managed by the extraordinary Mountain Bothies Association, it is open to all and free to use, a haven high up in the Cairngorms. It is a good place to muster forces for the steep ascent to Loch Etchachan, and then on to our third tree of the day.


The hills have not always been open for all. The fight for access to the countryside was long and bitter. Back in 1995, much was made of the Trust’s lauded open access policy – like all of the Trust’s land, Mar Lodge was to be open for all to go where they pleased and when they pleased. Such forward thinking has been superseded by some of the most remarkable legislation of recent years, the Scottish Outdoor Access Legislation of 2003. This broadly allows anyone to go anywhere they like, so long as they behave responsibly. But the Trust’s commitment to open access, the upkeep of footpaths and the protection of the wild-land qualities of the place remain undimmed.


The juniper is returning to this, the juniper corrie,†† alongside cold and wind-stunted pines, rare mountain-specialist willows, northern blaeberry and tall herb communities. Keep an eye on this place, come back in 2050; I assure you it will be all the more remarkable. A wheatear alights a rock near the hut, singing its sweet but forgettable song. There’s no time to linger here, for the peaks are calling, but it is worth reciting the lines by Coleridge that adorn the bothy wall:


So will I build my altar in the fields,
And the blue sky my fretted dome shall be,
And the sweet fragrance that the wild flower yields
Shall be the incense I will yield to Thee12


Up to Loch Etchachan, the highest large loch in Britain, sitting at Munro height, and largely frozen over. Up higher, around its own encircling cliffs, I crunch through snow patches, not because I have to, but because I find walking through snow in May to be among the greatest of life’s pleasures. The next tree takes a bit of finding, but I have a grid reference. It is a rowan, the mountain ash, and it is, we think, the second highest-altitude tree in the country. I’m 1,096 metres above sea level, and I’m on the Cairngorm plateau. I’ve found it, which is good, because I was half expecting it to be buried in snow.


It’s not exactly a tree. It is knee-high, heavily grazed by mountain hares, red deer and reindeer from the Cairngorms’ semi-wild herd. It’s at least twenty years old, and probably much older. But it’s here, on the roof of Scotland, a subarctic landscape of rock, snow, ice, moss and lichen.


This is truly wild country now. Few species can survive up here, a handful of arctic birds and arctic-alpine plants and not much else. This is a place of roaring winds, white-out and ice. But today, under a blue sky, it is a tonic. And even here, a rowan has managed to make a living.


Rowans are ephemeral trees, often short-lived, but catholic in taste. They are extremely hardy but also delicious to herbivores, which means that in Scotland you tend to find them on remote cliff edges, seemingly growing out of rock like this one, far out of the reach of nibbling deer. But up here, way into the subarctic tundra, is really a bit much, even for a rowan. This is a special scrap of twigs, if only for its willingness to survive against all the odds. It is an erratic – a blip on the graph, noise in the dataset. It will never be joined by other trees, nor will it ever grow any higher than half a metre or so above the ground. Hundreds of metres below us is Loch Avon. To the west is Ben Macdui. I can see the sea from here, the Moray Firth and the North Sea. I’m reminded of a story one of the mountain rescue team told me, of a group lost on nearby Lochnagar, at night, looking desperately for the torchlight of help, and wandering towards the lighthouse at Peterhead, sixty miles away.


The highest, the largest, the oldest, these are all human distinctions. The trees themselves don’t seem to worry. And yet these three trees are pushing at the limits of what we know that trees can do and reminding us that nature has the capacity to surprise us. This scrappy rowan is the extreme high-water mark of the great revival of the landscape that is currently underway below us.


It’s a long way back from here, and I decide to take the direct route over Derry Cairngorm. It’s a bit of a trek over to the top, but I’m joined by the occasional ptarmigan, dapper grey with red eyebrows, croaking away. A mountain hare is cooling off in a snow patch, conspicuous in its blue-brown summer wear. There’s moss campion and trailing azalea and three-leaved rush at my feet, plants which thrive in the cold and snow. A final twenty minutes to pick my way through a boulder field that is always more taxing than I remember, and I’m at the summit, 1,155 metres up.


From the summit I can see the whole estate, and much more besides. The Caledonian pinewood stretches out to the south and east. You can pick out a green fuzz across the open heather: hundreds of hectares of young trees, the next generation. Some parts are thick with growth, others less so. This is good – much of the ground is entirely treeless, and will remain so owing to quirks of ground conditions. To the east sits the Beinn a’ Bhùird plateau, hunching over Glen Quoich. It is a huge hulk of a mountain, and yet it is only the eroded stump of a hill that once reached as high as the Himalayas. Glen Quoich is home to its own pine and birchwoods, and the Quoich Water, an untamed, braided river that feeds into the Dee at the floodplain of the Quoich Flats, which are something of a haven for long-legged, long-billed wading birds.


To the south is the River Dee. You could see its source from here but for the mass of Ben Macdui. Further south still sits Carn Bhac, a handsome hill and the southern edge of the estate, ten miles away. Following the Dee, we see more of the pinewood, through the gorge at the Linn of Dee, and out into the wetter, more open landscape of the west. Here sit the remote Munros An Sgarsoch and Carn an Fhidhleir, lumpy bumpy things, twelve miles away at the western limit of the estate, a vast expanse of moorland and bog, home to large heath butterflies, golden plover and short-eared owls. This is the Geldie beat, proper sporting country, a place of stags, grouse and salmon, of long wet days and peat-stained trews. North of the Geldie burn slouches the mass of the Cairngorms proper: Beinn Bhrotain, Monadh Mòr, Bod an Deamhain (The Devil’s Point), Cairn Toul, Sgor an Lochain Uaine, Braeriach, Carn a’ Mhaim, the names a liturgy for the Scottish adventurer, their distance and height leg-aching to look at. Dominating the foreground is Ben Macdui. The cliff face of Sputain Dearg is still covered in snow patches, and Lochain Uaine remains shrouded in ice. A raven cronks overhead, seeking me out for sandwich crumbs.


Further out, beyond the march, Beinn a’ Ghlo, the misty mountain of the wilds of Atholl, sits to the south-west; Cairn Gorm is to the north, its weather station obvious. Further round: Beinn Mheadhoin; Bynack More, the edge of the Cairngorms; Ben Avon, with its tors; Lochnagar and the Mounth hills to the south-east; Morrone, Braemar’s hill, of the foot race fame; Glen Ey and the expanse of the Grampians. Further afield, even: the Monadhliath, the Lawers group, and is that Schiehallion?


Derry Cairngorm sits in the heart of the largest contiguous stretch of land managed primarily for nature in the UK. To the north and west of the Mar Lodge march lies Cairngorms Connect, a partnership of private, public and charitable landholdings that comprises 600 square kilometres of land managed for wildlife, stretching from Glenfeshie to Abernethy. These are also sites of remarkable environmental regeneration, where the pinewoods are once again reclaiming the giant glens. Combine Mar Lodge and Cairngorms Connect and you get 900 square kilometres of land managed principally for wildlife, landscape-scale ecosystem restoration and the wider benefits that nature brings. It is a giant landscape of hope in the middle of Scotland.


Scotland is a nature-depleted place; the UK is ranked 189 out of 218 countries for the intactness of our biodiversity.13 Over the centuries we have destroyed our island’s wildlife and wild places, and the trend of extinction is increasing. Mar Lodge Estate retains only a part of what was once an incomprehensible ecological assemblage. But on a beautiful day in May, sitting on top of Derry Cairngorm, you’d struggle to notice.


Ecology is the study of the rules, processes and relationships that guide the proliferation of life on earth. It is rather beautiful.


Environmental conservation is, on the face of it, applied ecology, and should therefore also be beautiful. In actuality, environmental conservation is among the most complicated, underfunded, political, vitally important activities that a person can do. It is often rather ugly.


Environmental conservation is always an exercise in crisis management. For the conservationist working to save a species or a landscape, there is never a correct solution to a problem, only a least-bad solution. Conservation is a practice forged in the Anthropocene, the epoch in which humans have emerged as the primary agent of ecological and geological and climatological change on the earth. ‘Preservation’ and ‘conservation’ are poor words for what the anthropologist Thom van Dooren calls the ‘practice of care that aims to nourish and sustain species and their living participants in far-from-ideal conditions, where the most desirable options simply are not available.’14 Conservationists have always occupied philosophical and geographical edgelands, all too often forced to decide not which creatures get to live, but instead which creatures must be sacrificed so that others may survive. Perhaps because the movement has grown out of the margins, it has always been underfunded and often unappreciated. Sadly, it has become the norm that our national natural treasures are protected by a thin line of charities, subject to the whims and caprices of their members and the economy.


It is wrong to think that all conservationists see the world in the same way. Conservation is an evolving discipline. There is often fierce debate within conservation circles as to the best way to protect our environment. Many conservationists believe in their heart of hearts that the natural world is doomed, and with it will go not only that which sustains us and brings the greatest source of richness of human experience, but also the myriad ways of life that make up the infinitely complex tapestry of life on earth. From a human perspective, the true nature of this tragedy is that this great richness, the chance to interact with something infinitely more complex than the mere human, will pass by largely unnoticed.


And yet. The Mar Lodge experience, the complicated, messy business of conserving the creatures and plants and landscapes and cultures which forge what is best in humanity, shows us that hope for the future still exists. Humans and nature are adaptable and perhaps more resilient than we often think. Conservation work is hard, and underpaid, or not paid at all. It is often a case of fighting a rising tide. Yet for all its difficulties, environmental conservation can be a deeply holistic experience: as anyone who has planted a tree, or hauled a rock into place in a footpath, or stalked a deer can attest, it provides a link to the natural world which all of us crave, however unconscious that craving may be.


Conservation is changing. New crises and continuing losses to biodiversity are challenging the old ways of doing things. New words like ‘rewilding’ are entering the mainstream. A growing group of ecologists, anthropologists, green critics and activists is questioning long-held paradigms that have framed how we understand the environment for centuries. What do we mean when we say ‘wilderness’, ‘wild land’, or even ‘wild animals’? How do we best go about saving the environment? In light of these questions, the anthropologist Hugo Reinert locates ‘the wild’ at a ‘complex, awkward juncture in contemporary human–nonhuman relations: simultaneously an object of control and withdrawal, absence and intimacy, wildness and impurity; a site of complex and intractable controversies—but also, perhaps, of hope’.15 It is this juncture that one sees at Mar Lodge: wildness and impurity, complex controversies, but also hope.


This book celebrates twenty-five years of Mar Lodge being under the protection of the National Trust for Scotland, a complicated, decidedly imperfect organisation, but one whose guiding aim is the protection of Scotland’s heritage for the benefit of its people. This book is far from being the complete story of this land, its wildlife and its people, if such a book could ever be written. Instead, it is a collection of stories from the edge of environmental conservation. All these stories are ‘edgy’ in some way or another. Some use cutting-edge technology, genetic sampling, synthetic pheromones, satellite tracking. Others are politically edgy, pushing for new ways of visualising and interacting with the Scottish landscape. Some stories are of niche species and niche conservationists, at the edge of what most people would consider worth being interested in at all. Many of the species and habitats involved are on the extreme edge of their world distribution; still others are on the edge of extinction. We’ll be exploring the highest, coldest mountains, the clearest waters, the remotest corners of Scotland. We are being kept company by some of Scotland’s most exciting wildlife: golden eagles, rutting stags, salmon. We are also being kept company by people working at the top of their game, forging new and innovative ways of protecting and enhancing the natural world for the rest of us, and in some instances from the rest of us. We are venturing to the conceptual edges of conservation, posing questions, dissecting the assumptions and science and cultures that underpin some of the biggest questions of all: what is nature? What does it mean to conserve the environment, and how do we do it? Why bother?


This book is an account of the work of just some of the people who dedicate their lives to the creatures that others neglect, abuse and destroy. This book is about the myriad motivations that fuel their work: the love, the rage, the sheer sense of injustice which all people who would call themselves conservationists must eventually hit up against. It is conservation on the edge: dangerous, exciting, challenging, confusing, difficult, controversial, contradictory, experimental, fun.


I’ve split this book into three parts. From an ecological perspective, this is entirely arbitrary. From a human perspective, this is essential. For these three landscapes, and the challenges that face them, are bound to the cultural conventions that have arisen from their perception by humans. First, we’ll be delving into the ancient woodlands, a fragment of an almost lost landscape. Here, we’ll meet gamekeepers, bryologists, geneticists, climatologists, mosses, capercaillie, deer. We’ll be looking at how the woods were saved and discussing what they may look like in the centuries hence. Next, on the moors, we’ll be delving deep into one of the most politically controversial landscapes in Scotland. We’ll be stalking deer, fishing for salmon, satellite-tagging rare birds of prey, tracking down rare wading birds, and seeing how we can help the landscape help us in the fight against climate change. We’ll be looking at some of Scotland’s most difficult conservation conundrums. We’ll meet conservationists coming up against rampant illegality and wildlife persecution and see how the moors came to be loved and loathed in equal measure, and how our attitudes towards them need not be so polarised in the future. Finally, we’ll be heading up into the mountains. We’ll be finding out what drives people to visit this beautiful, dangerous place, how conservationists protect it from those very people, and what people are doing to save the creatures that call it home. We’ll be rediscovering lost ecosystems, pondering the effects of climate change, and wondering what might be in the future.


In 1995 a new owner, working to keep the land in trust for the benefit of the nation, took on responsibility for this remarkable land. It would be a haven for the UK’s rarest wildlife, with flourishing woodlands under a ceiling of mighty, subarctic mountains, open for everyone to enjoy. It would be a model sporting estate, where shooting and conservation worked hand in hand for the benefit of all, human and beast alike. What could possibly go wrong?


 


* Most of the place names at Mar Lodge have Gaelic roots. I’ve provided rough translations to English where useful for the reader. For a fuller treatment of the place names of Mar Lodge, I’ll push you in the direction of Adam Watson and Elizabeth Allen’s The Place Names of Upper Deeside (Rothersthorpe: Paragon, 1984).


† Adam Watson looms large over this book. He was a prolific writer and researcher. A quick look through the references of this book will show you how influential his decades of research have been on our understanding of the nature of the Cairngorms.


‡ A ‘forest’ refers to this mode of law, rather than to the presence of trees. This is why so many of Scotland’s deer forests are, paradoxically, treeless.


§ To confuse matters, the neighbouring Mar Estate remains in royal hands. Mar Estate takes in the land between Braemar and Glen Ey and is managed as a sporting estate. It’s a good spot for black grouse and curlew, among other things.


[image: Illustratiion] To make matters more confusing, in 2020 SNH undertook a major rebranding and so is now called NatureScot, which is apparently better.


** Others have put the often cosy arrangement between the Trust and the landed gentry in stronger terms. Andy Wightman, another thorn in the side of the Establishment, wrote in The Poor Had No Lawyers (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2013) that ‘Scottish landowners embraced the heritage industry as a means of justifying the existence of large estates, mansion houses and titles and monopolised control of the National Trust for Scotland until relatively recently’. Given that the Trust’s president from 2003 to 2012 was the Duke of Buccleuch, at the time the largest landowner in Scotland, Wightman might well have a point.


†† A possible translation of the Gaelic Coire Etchachan, favoured by Adam Watson, but no one’s quite sure where the name comes from.










PART ONE



IN THE WOODS






For the connoisseur of British woodlands, the Cairngorms’ Caledonian pinewoods take some beating.1 They are ancient landscapes. The grand old trees, the carpets of juniper, heather and bright green blaeberry, the sounds and smells: the Caledonian pinewoods have their own quintessence. These are places where trees have grown uninterrupted through natural processes for 8,000 years. In so doing, they have adapted to the land and have become genetically distinct from Scots pine in other parts of the world. Of all the iconic landscapes of Mar Lodge, it is the Caledonian pinewoods which are the most celebrated. They are home to an incomprehensible assortment of creatures: crossbills, red squirrels, pine martens, black grouse, capercaillie, siskins and bramblings, spotted flycatchers, redstarts, tree pipits, goshawks, owls, ospreys, golden eagles, red and roe deer; rare plants: twinflower, orchids, wintergreens, globeflower; and invertebrates: wood ants, pearl-bordered fritillaries, longhorn beetles. Then there are the birches, the willows, the junipers, the aspens, the rowans. They have an authenticity, a presence, a continuity. ‘To walk through them is to feel the past,’ wrote H. M. Steven, the pioneer of Caledonian pinewood conservation, back in the 1950s.2


And yet there are two Caledonian pinewoods: the pinewood of history, myth and culture, and the pinewood that exists in the glens. The two have a very difficult relationship. To talk of Caledonian pinewoods is to evoke the ghost of a lost great forest, swarming with bears, wolves and Picts, which spread from coast to coast in an impenetrable wall from which even the mighty Roman legions recoiled. It is a habitat which evokes national pride, harking back to an earthier, wilder nation of great power and untamed spirit. Since its first coining by those very Romans who failed to conquer Scotland, the Caledonian pinewood has suffered from the overbearing weight of mythology. It has been othered, made into a wild place, an uncivilised landscape, a place to visit rather than linger, where the visitor may reconnect with their lost origins, but only for a holiday. This does a great disservice to the people who have made their homes and living among the pinewoods for thousands of years, and indeed, to the history of our forests. The truth of our relationship with the woods of Mar Lodge is much more gloriously complicated than the myth of the great wood of Caledon.


Nevertheless, such mythologies are potent, and valuable in their own right. They call out to the wild heart lurking within us all. They tell us how we want to think about ourselves, and what is missing from our lives. Complications of history and myth aside, the remnants of the Caledonian pinewood are truly a last, vital link to a ‘deep time’, one which stretches beyond the surface world of the postmodern. Wildcats may not wait behind every tree, but then again, they just might. To walk through the woods is to feel the past, but also to be haunted by the ghosts of what has been lost, and the portents of what might yet be.


The challenge for conservationists, then, is to unpick the truth from the myth, to navigate the thorny questions about what consists of the reality of the Caledonian pinewood and what does not. Step forward Paul Ross, dendrochronologist and climatologist from St Andrew’s University, who is here to get some samples for his PhD thesis. Paul is part of a team that has been studying the history of Scotland’s Caledonian pinewoods for the last decade and more. I join the team, Paul, Rob Wilson and Emily Reid, for a day of sampling in the Dubh Ghleann, a particularly remote and beautiful remnant of the pinewood at the top of Glen Quoich on a cold March day.


As I am driving us up the glen, Paul tells me what the team’s up to. Actually, he doesn’t, at least for a while, because Paul’s an ecologist both by training and by inclination and we keep seeing wildlife that excites us both. Behind us, Rob and Emily are getting impatient with our conversation, so Rob jumps in. ‘We take tree core samples from old pine stands across Scotland. These give us all sorts of information about the woods, beyond how old the individual trees are. Ultimately, we want records of all the surviving pinewoods in Scotland, and we’re nearly there. We’re working further afield now too. I have just got back from Argentina, and have a similar project going on with monkey puzzle trees. Actually, Emily’s currently looking to set up another, similar project in the Yukon.’


Rob’s been here a lot since 2006,3 when the project started. It’s thanks to him that we know how old the Old Tree is. He also runs the ridiculous Lairig Ghru race, a marathon and more through the mountain pass that cleaves the settlements north and south of the Cairngorms massif. ‘I’ll keep doing it until I get a time that I’m happy with,’ he says, which perhaps explains the remarkable output of his team.4 He points out the jungle of newly regenerating young trees that we are travelling through. ‘I don’t remember all this,’ he says, ‘where’s all this come from?’


We get to work, eventually. The Dubh Ghleann is at the furthest extent of the pinewood, and we are walking right to the treeline. Here, Scots pine is getting close to the edge of what it can cope with climatically. We are working 550 metres above sea level. The team works meticulously, with the skill and jocularity that come with competence. (One of life’s great joys is working with competent people.) As with most ecological sampling equipment, their kit is both extremely clever and extremely spartan, designed to cope with the demands of decades of underfunding. The tree corer is a fantastic piece of Swedish design, unchanged for more than a century. It has the gravitas of kit that is both functionally perfect and aesthetically pleasing, like crampons and Trangia stoves. It is essentially a small but long, hollow screw with a handle and a long insert, which extracts a tiny core from the tree. This allows you to determine the tree’s age, and much more besides, without harming the tree in any way. These cores are then stored in large drinking straws, labelled and capped with masking tape. This storage solution, despite being extremely homemade, is apparently infallible. Emily is pleased to be back working with pines. Monkey puzzles, she says, are horrible to work with. But pines give excellent cores.


Rob shows me a core. It’s a beautiful thing, a long cylinder of tiny bands of alternating light and dark wood. But more than that, it’s a record of the age and growth rate of the tree. More even than that, by comparing the different amounts of ‘late summer growth’ and cross-referencing them with known summer temperatures from recent decades, the team can work out the summer temperatures from centuries ago. It’s a beautifully neat example of ecological and climatic interactions. The pinewoods are a living record of centuries of summer weather.


Rob is a climatologist by trade, and this was actually how the whole project started. Rob realised that by collating and referencing the growth rates of trees across Scotland he could draw a picture in time of average summer temperatures going back, in theory, for as long as there have been trees in Scotland. He was originally drawn to pine for its longevity in the landscape. A study like this can’t work with other Highland tree species like willow, birch and aspen, which do not grow to a ripe age and also rot quickly. ‘I love working in the Cairngorms – the trees here behave themselves. There’s less noise in the data than the west-coast pinewoods.’


Noise?


‘Disturbances in the tree-ring data. One-off events like felling large areas of trees can affect the growth rates of surviving trees, which produces inconsistencies in the data.’ The problem, says Rob, is more significant in the West Highlands. ‘I’ve not come across a single pinewood in the west which is behaving itself. It has warmed up in recent years, so they should be growing more. In fact, we’re seeing the opposite. Why is that?’


He corrects me on my coring technique – I’m too wobbly, and keep breaking off the most recent decades of growth. ‘We’ve got a wobbler here! Paul won’t be impressed. Those most recent rings are the important ones for his work!’


In fact, it is the noise – the inconsistency in growth rates between trees in the east and the west – which is the focus of Paul’s work. ‘My research is on the ecological relationship between trees, climate and the ground flora around the trees.’ Paul is indeed unimpressed by my coring technique. He’s even less impressed when, carried away with conversation, I core a dead tree instead of a live one.


‘I don’t think we should tell anyone about this,’ I say.


‘Oh yes, I think the whole team needs to know!’


For Rob, the ageing of individual trees is a by-product of generating climate information. But it is a by-product that has greatly improved our knowledge of the recent and not-so-recent history of the pinewoods and has provided a huge amount of information on ecological hypotheses that were once untestable. ‘At first all we were interested in was the old trees, but now they are less important to our work.’ What gets Rob really excited now is sub-fossil pine, ‘the stuff you find preserved at the bottom of lochs’. This stuff can be hundreds or even thousands of years old, so it pushes the information back further in time than the live trees we are working with today. His plan is to create a pine-based chronology of summer temperatures going back through the Holocene, the time after the most recent Ice Age. ‘We have material going back eight thousand years, although it will likely not be possible to create a continuous record back to that point. Two thousand years is theoretically possible, however. We already go back to the tenth century.’ He’s talking me through it – how they’re looking for pine beams in old buildings, and searching out new lochans to go scuba diving in for pine stumps – when I notice a red kite, a rarity here, and start shouting at Paul to inform him of the fact. Paul’s suitably impressed, but Rob is obviously less pleased to have an avian distraction. ‘Bloody ecologists,’ he mutters, and I’m only fairly sure that he’s joking.


So what can the team tell us about the Caledonian woods? And what of Mar Lodge?


Rob is keen to sort the facts from the myth. ‘It’s a lot more complicated than some people think.’ The idea that there was once a continuous wall of pines stretching from coast to coast across the Highlands is wrong. First of all, the Caledonian woodland wasn’t all pines, it was a mixture of tree species, depending on local soil, weather, altitude, aspect and the local population of herbivores. Instead of a great, dark, impenetrable wall of trees, ecologists now imagine a more diverse and indeed biodiverse landscape, of wooded glens and open hill tops, where trees naturally graded into bog, moor and tundra. This was a rich tapestry of broadleaves and pine, where the interactions of woody plants, grazing animals and human and animal hunters created a web of open glades, dense thickets and mature woodlands. This complex history puts the lie to our notions of woodlands as being landscapes with trees and moorlands as landscapes without trees. The natural ecology of Scotland is much more complicated than that.


This is not to say that Scotland was not once much more wooded than it currently is. The greatest extent of the pinewoods, and indeed woodland cover in Scotland, was around 6,000–7,000 years ago.5 Since then, the woods have retreated through the twinned impacts of human actions and historic climate change, with human activity becoming by far the greatest cause of deforestation in the last two millennia. In fact, the lowest extent of woodland in Scotland occurred around the late eighteenth century, when woodland cover was as low as 4 per cent of the landmass (it’s now hovering around 18.5 per cent, though much of this is non-native, often environmentally unfriendly spruce plantations, and it remains well below the 38 per cent European average).6


The oldest record of pines in Deeside is from around 8,000 years ago, roughly the same period as the arrival of humans to the area (both of these records are from Mar Lodge ground).7 8 There certainly used to be much more pinewood at Mar Lodge. Go back 2,000 years and there was a pinewood in Glen Geldie, which is now a rather nice blanket bog, where ancient pine stumps emerge out of the peat. Historic climate change has a part to play in the story of the retreat of the Mar Lodge woodlands. But from the Middle Ages onwards, and particularly post seventeenth century, the Mar Lodge pinewoods have been subjected to a long war of attrition at the hands of humans. The woods were a source of fuel for local crofters and of timber for the navy.9 Glen Geusachan, the little pinewood glen, which now hosts a mere handful of birches and rowans, probably held a remnant of Caledonian pinewood until the early modern era. A map of the estate from 1703 shows no trees in Glen Geusachan so we can be fairly sure that by this point there was, at most, an unharvestable number of trees left in the glen. But the fate of the Glen Geusachan pinewoods remains uncertain.10 A number of sawmills were in operation on the estate in the eighteenth century, the ruins of which can still be seen in the Derry and the Quoich. The first record of sawmills on the estate comes from as far back as 1695, and we can be assured that the woods had been used as a timber resource for centuries beforehand.


But so long as the forest can regenerate, with young trees replacing old, forestry operations are not enough to destroy a pinewood. Indeed, the longevity of the Cairngorms’ pinewoods points as much to the sensitive use of the pinewood resource by centuries of local inhabitants as it does to the difficulty of extracting the wood from remote glens. Paul reminds me of the startling fact that the pinewoods ‘move’. New seedlings most readily grow in light areas, outside of the shade of the current extent of the woodland. Over the generations, this means that the trees move about in the glens. Back in the eighteenth century, this fact was observed in legal documents pertaining to the Mar Lodge and neighbouring woodlands – at this point, grazing was not halting regeneration, though there is evidence of foresters being annoyed by local cattle grazing on newly emerging pines.11 The pines have ebbed and flowed across the country in waves, as climate and grazing pressure has changed. Sometimes they will have been able to survive higher up the glens; other times their extent will have retreated. Now, we are seeing pines racing up the hills, growing far higher than people thought was possible.


According to the wandering Reverend Charles Cordiner, who toured the Highlands in the eighteenth century, by 1776 a large part of the woodlands in Luibeg and Glen Derry had been felled, but there was also young regeneration coming up in Glen Quoich.12 Rob shows me a core. ‘I’m an impatient man. What I like about tree cores is you can see what’s going on immediately.’ His expert eye points out that this tree is about 250 years old. This is one of the young trees seen by Cordiner all those years ago.
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