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O Caledonia! Stern and wild,  

Meet nurse for a poetic child!  

Land of brown heath and shaggy wood,  

Land of my sires!  

What mortal hand  

Can e’r untie the filial band,  

That knits me to thy rugged strand! 

From The Lay of the Last Minstrel by Sir Walter Scott
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Welcome to Forestry Commission Scotland’s Learning Resource on  
The Scottish Enlightenment in relation to the development of the 
wooded landscape of this country.

The 7 principles of learning which underpin all learning experiences of the 3–18 Curriculum 
for Excellence will be an integral part of this resource.

1. Challenge and enjoyment  
Learning should be challenging, engaging and motivating. The aim here is that every 
child achieves his or her potential.

2. Breadth 
Whatever they are learning should provide a broad range of experiences.  
This means that subjects will be allowed to overlap more than ever before.

3. Progression 
Each stage of learning should build on what has gone before and children should be able 
to progress at a rate that suits them.

4. Depth 
Naturally this ties in with breadth and enables pupils to draw different strands of learning 
together and achieving higher levels of understanding.

5. Personalisation and choice 
What pupils learn must react to their individual needs and abilities.

6. Coherence 
This reinforces the need for cross curricular work but also highlights that learning 
activities should pull together different strands of learning.

7. Relevance 
The relevance of what pupils learn should always be apparent to their lives in the  
present and the future.

Guidance notes for teachers
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Social Studies: Knowledge and Understanding – People and Events in the Past, Primary 6 & 7; S1 & 2

Challenge  
and Enjoyment

Breadth Depth Progression Coherence Relevance

Developing an understanding of 
distinctive features of life and why certain 
people and events are regarded as 
significant.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Give examples of people and events in the 
past that are important to them in relation 
to their families or their community.

Give examples of stories they have heard 
that give them information about the past 
and describe what they have learnt.

Describe some features of life in the past for a 
particular topic.

Describe the diversity of 
lifestyles of people in the 
past e.g. life of a peasant as 
opposed to a landowner.

Describe some features of societies, people 
and events from the past and suggest why 
they might be significant.

Explain the motives or actions of people in particular 
historical situations.

Explain the values or attitudes that characterised various 
societies in the past.

Explain why particular societies, people and events from 
the past are thought to be of significance.

Pupils will be inspired to investigate, 
question and discuss the evidence and 
enjoy the experience of learning.

Stories associated with forests, woodlands, 
trees and about the people who have lived 
and worked in these areas.

Country estates of their locality.

Local stories about woodlands, forests and 
trees in their area.

How life was different for the traditional 
landowners and merchant landowners;  
the role of women and their influence.

The life of ordinary Scots who worked in the 
landscape.

Different lifestyles and work 
patterns.

The country mansion of the 
landowners and their reliance 
on their servants to maintain 
their lifestyle.

Examine more closely the life in relation to 
the use of forests and woodlands.

The importance of the slave trade – the use 
of the money made from it in creating the 
wooded landscape that we now enjoy today.

The importance of the Scottish Enlightenment to the 
traditional landowners.

The use of reason as a means for changing old ways of life.

Values and attitudes that emerge as a result of the 
Enlightenment.

The Age of Improvement.

The continuance of the use of slaves on plantations even 
after abolition of the trade in 1806.

Understanding the significance of these events in relation 
to Scotland and the outside world.

Change and continuity, cause and effect:

developing an understanding of change 
and continuity over time, and of cause and 
effect in historical contexts.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Give some examples of changes that have 
affected theirownandotherpeople’s lives 
and the life of their community. Develop 
concepts of before, past and present.

Give some reasons why these changes took 
place.

Describe changes that have led to present 
circumstancesinrelation to their own lives; e.g. 
how homes, lighting, clothes etc have changed.

Give reasons why these changes took place.

Give examples of continuity in relation to their 
own lives.

Make a comparison 
between present lifestyles/
circumstances/features 
– what is different? 
– what is the same?

Give some reasons for the 
differences and for aspects of 
continuity.

Identify important features of a development 
that have changed over an extended period 
of time.

Explain in simple terms why these features 
were important and describe what effects 
they had on people’s lives.

Events important to Scotland’s woods and forests 
development in the past with reference to the benefits of 
today.

Periods are put Into their historical context and conclusions 
are drawn about whether decisions made in the past 
affected our way of life today.

Pupils are motivated to compare and 
contrast their lives with those of people 
they are studying in the past. 
– what is different? 
– what is the same?

Investigate existence of local country estate 
and tree planting. Many of these estates 
are the origins of our modern day country 
park e.g. Castle Semple at Lochwinnoch, 
Renfrewshire Investigate where woods exist 
today how old these are and their origins.

Reasons why woodland or forests have been 
destroyed; whether this is beneficial to 
today’s community or not.

Opportunity to investigate how the use of 
forests and woodlands have changed through 
time.

Has anything remained the same over time?

Opportunity to investigate 
how the use of forests and 
woodlands have changed 
through time.

Has anything remained the 
same over time?

The source of the money of the merchant 
landowners, namely slavery, and how they 
used it to develop the wooded landscape we 
enjoy today.

Ethical and moral issues such as hunting can 
be raised and how hunting is regarded today 
in Scottish society.

Periods are put Into their historical context and conclusions 
are drawn about whether decisions made in the past 
affected our way of life today.

Nature of Historical Evidence.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Describe what old photographs, films, etc 
can tell us about people or places in the 
past.

Suggest simple types of evidence that would 
tell youaboutagiven person, event, or 
development from the past.

Describe ways in which 
people remember and 
preserve the past and suggest 
reasons why they do this.

Suggest a variety of sources of information 
about the pastandwhatusethey might be.

Explain the meaning of the term ‘heritage’ 
and give some examples.

Suggest ways in which society’s awareness of its own past 
can affect its development.

Pupils are encouraged to work with source 
material and question the evidence.

In so doing they will be inspired to ask 
questions, evaluate the evidence and draw 
conclusions.

Old prints, engravings, drawings, maps, 
photographs, paintings etc of forests and 
woodlands, and villages where the people 
lived – 
by examining these, pupils are able to 
understand how people of that particular 
time saw the world around them.

Evidence of the period: Objects – items 
in museums, old books – libraries, maps, 
paintings, newspapers, letters diaries, poetry, 
photos oral testimony.

Possible linked visits with local museum, 
National Museums of Scotland, Highland Folk 
Museum and local country estates / country 
parks.

From these pupils are able to see these as 
sources which give us evidence of life in the 
past.

Objects – items in museums 
buildings old books – libraries 
maps, paintings newspapers, 
letters diaries, poetry, photos 
oral testimony.

Pupils learn why people 
record things about their 
lives and the different ways in 
which they do this.

Objects – items in museums mansion house 
and estate old books – libraries, maps 
paintings, newspapers, letters, diaries, 
poetry, National Tree Collections of Scotland, 
Heritage Trees of Scotland.

Understanding the different uses of 
historical evidence and their varying levels 
of objectivity.

From their work the pupils are able 
to understand the meaning of the 
word ‘heritage’ in the context of their 
environment.

From their examination of the evidence pupils can 
appreciate the significance of certain historical periods on 
the develop-ment of their community and the landscape 
they live in.

The importance of loss of forests & woodlands and how it 
has affectedthe local communities.

The growing awareness of the importance of forests and 
woodlands leading to Community Woodlands.
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Challenge  
and Enjoyment

Breadth Depth Progression Coherence Relevance

Developing an understanding of 
distinctive features of life and why certain 
people and events are regarded as 
significant.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Give examples of people and events in the 
past that are important to them in relation 
to their families or their community.

Give examples of stories they have heard 
that give them information about the past 
and describe what they have learnt.

Describe some features of life in the past for a 
particular topic.

Describe the diversity of 
lifestyles of people in the 
past e.g. life of a peasant as 
opposed to a landowner.

Describe some features of societies, people 
and events from the past and suggest why 
they might be significant.

Explain the motives or actions of people in particular 
historical situations.

Explain the values or attitudes that characterised various 
societies in the past.

Explain why particular societies, people and events from 
the past are thought to be of significance.

Pupils will be inspired to investigate, 
question and discuss the evidence and 
enjoy the experience of learning.

Stories associated with forests, woodlands, 
trees and about the people who have lived 
and worked in these areas.

Country estates of their locality.

Local stories about woodlands, forests and 
trees in their area.

How life was different for the traditional 
landowners and merchant landowners;  
the role of women and their influence.

The life of ordinary Scots who worked in the 
landscape.

Different lifestyles and work 
patterns.

The country mansion of the 
landowners and their reliance 
on their servants to maintain 
their lifestyle.

Examine more closely the life in relation to 
the use of forests and woodlands.

The importance of the slave trade – the use 
of the money made from it in creating the 
wooded landscape that we now enjoy today.

The importance of the Scottish Enlightenment to the 
traditional landowners.

The use of reason as a means for changing old ways of life.

Values and attitudes that emerge as a result of the 
Enlightenment.

The Age of Improvement.

The continuance of the use of slaves on plantations even 
after abolition of the trade in 1806.

Understanding the significance of these events in relation 
to Scotland and the outside world.

Change and continuity, cause and effect:

developing an understanding of change 
and continuity over time, and of cause and 
effect in historical contexts.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Give some examples of changes that have 
affected theirownandotherpeople’s lives 
and the life of their community. Develop 
concepts of before, past and present.

Give some reasons why these changes took 
place.

Describe changes that have led to present 
circumstancesinrelation to their own lives; e.g. 
how homes, lighting, clothes etc have changed.

Give reasons why these changes took place.

Give examples of continuity in relation to their 
own lives.

Make a comparison 
between present lifestyles/
circumstances/features 
– what is different? 
– what is the same?

Give some reasons for the 
differences and for aspects of 
continuity.

Identify important features of a development 
that have changed over an extended period 
of time.

Explain in simple terms why these features 
were important and describe what effects 
they had on people’s lives.

Events important to Scotland’s woods and forests 
development in the past with reference to the benefits of 
today.

Periods are put Into their historical context and conclusions 
are drawn about whether decisions made in the past 
affected our way of life today.

Pupils are motivated to compare and 
contrast their lives with those of people 
they are studying in the past. 
– what is different? 
– what is the same?

Investigate existence of local country estate 
and tree planting. Many of these estates 
are the origins of our modern day country 
park e.g. Castle Semple at Lochwinnoch, 
Renfrewshire Investigate where woods exist 
today how old these are and their origins.

Reasons why woodland or forests have been 
destroyed; whether this is beneficial to 
today’s community or not.

Opportunity to investigate how the use of 
forests and woodlands have changed through 
time.

Has anything remained the same over time?

Opportunity to investigate 
how the use of forests and 
woodlands have changed 
through time.

Has anything remained the 
same over time?

The source of the money of the merchant 
landowners, namely slavery, and how they 
used it to develop the wooded landscape we 
enjoy today.

Ethical and moral issues such as hunting can 
be raised and how hunting is regarded today 
in Scottish society.

Periods are put Into their historical context and conclusions 
are drawn about whether decisions made in the past 
affected our way of life today.

Nature of Historical Evidence.

Learning should be challenging, engaging 
and motivating.

Describe what old photographs, films, etc 
can tell us about people or places in the 
past.

Suggest simple types of evidence that would 
tell youaboutagiven person, event, or 
development from the past.

Describe ways in which 
people remember and 
preserve the past and suggest 
reasons why they do this.

Suggest a variety of sources of information 
about the pastandwhatusethey might be.

Explain the meaning of the term ‘heritage’ 
and give some examples.

Suggest ways in which society’s awareness of its own past 
can affect its development.

Pupils are encouraged to work with source 
material and question the evidence.

In so doing they will be inspired to ask 
questions, evaluate the evidence and draw 
conclusions.

Old prints, engravings, drawings, maps, 
photographs, paintings etc of forests and 
woodlands, and villages where the people 
lived – 
by examining these, pupils are able to 
understand how people of that particular 
time saw the world around them.

Evidence of the period: Objects – items 
in museums, old books – libraries, maps, 
paintings, newspapers, letters diaries, poetry, 
photos oral testimony.

Possible linked visits with local museum, 
National Museums of Scotland, Highland Folk 
Museum and local country estates / country 
parks.

From these pupils are able to see these as 
sources which give us evidence of life in the 
past.

Objects – items in museums 
buildings old books – libraries 
maps, paintings newspapers, 
letters diaries, poetry, photos 
oral testimony.

Pupils learn why people 
record things about their 
lives and the different ways in 
which they do this.

Objects – items in museums mansion house 
and estate old books – libraries, maps 
paintings, newspapers, letters, diaries, 
poetry, National Tree Collections of Scotland, 
Heritage Trees of Scotland.

Understanding the different uses of 
historical evidence and their varying levels 
of objectivity.

From their work the pupils are able 
to understand the meaning of the 
word ‘heritage’ in the context of their 
environment.

From their examination of the evidence pupils can 
appreciate the significance of certain historical periods on 
the develop-ment of their community and the landscape 
they live in.

The importance of loss of forests & woodlands and how it 
has affectedthe local communities.

The growing awareness of the importance of forests and 
woodlands leading to Community Woodlands.
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Development of The Four Capacities  
in this resource

1. Developing Successful Learners  
The Resource will challenge children to learn how to use information from different 
sources and use evidence to help them develop critical thinking skills; our suggested 
activities are designed to do this. The suggested activities will also reinforce literacy 
and numeracy skills.

2. Developing Confident Individuals 
The development of cultural identity, a sense of who they are and where they belong 
comes through an understanding of the history, heritage and culture. Those who 
undertake this project will realise the importance of Scotland in the wider world of  
the time and how much of what we enjoy in Scotland today was given form during  
the Scottish Enlightenment.

3. Developing Responsible Citizens 
It is often through looking at examples of human behaviour in the past that young 
people can understand the context of current issues, particularly with reference to the 
importance of trees to our environment and health and wellbeing.

 By understanding what has gone before, pupils can compare and contrast facts 
enabling them to form values and understand values of others.

 The Resource will also enable pupils to develop a sense of stewardship towards  
the landscape in which they live and understand the importance of woods and  
forests around them.

4. Developing Effective Contributors 
With this resource pupils will develop their investigative, creative and critical thinking 
skills as their knowledge and understanding expands of how Scotland’s wooded and 
designed landscape has developed and affected the Scotland that they live in today.

The resource fits into the following social study areas:

People in the Past
•	 People	in	societies.
•	 People	and	events	in	the	past.

People in Place
•	 People	and	landscapes.

The resource is aimed at developing investigative, creative and critical thinking skills of 
your pupils while helping them to understand how modern Scotland has its roots  
in the Enlightenment.

It has been designed to help you with your classroom work and can be used in 
conjunction with a variety of topics including:

The Jacobites
•	 The	resource	highlights	how	the	defeat	of	the	Jacobites	at	Culloden	paved	the	way	

for landowners to develop their estates.
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Slavery (and the Abolition of the Slave Trade remove)
•	 Within	the	resource	the	section	on	merchant	landowners	demonstrates	the	continued	

importance of slavery to the Scottish economy.

The New Town of Edinburgh

The Agricultural Revolution
•	 The	Scottish	Enlightenment	and	the	scientific	discoveries	that	are	associated	with	

it help maintain the momentum of this movement which dovetails into the Age on 
Improvement.

The Industrial Revolution 
•	 Bonawe	Ironworks	is	a	good	example	of	the	importance	of	forests	and	woodlands	in	

the process of iron smelting.

Our Scotland 
•	 Where	we	have	come	from?	Where	we	are	going?	

Scotland at the time of Burns 
•	 Burns	is	work	is	part	of	the	Scottish	Enlightenment	and	Burns	socialised	with	the	men	

who were making these changes to their estates. 

A Local Study
•	 It	can	also	be	used	as	a	stand	alone	topic	in	its	own	right.	

As a topic in its own right this area of study has great scope across the curriculum:

History
•	 The	Scottish	Enlightenment	and	its	effect	on	the	wider	Scotland.

Geography
•	 The	physical	topography	of	Scotland.
•	 Land	use.

Maths 
•	 The	design	and	symmetry	of	the	country	estate.
•	 The	architecture	of	the	time	with	its	emphasis	on	symmetry.

Science
•	 the	use	of	charcoal	in	the	smelting	process.	
•	 the	benefits	of	growing	trees	for	the	environment.

Art
•	 Design	and	making	of	the	country	estate.
•	 Paintings	of	the	wooded	landscape	of	the	period.

English/Literature 
•	 Writers	and	poets	of	the	time	e.g.	Robert	Burns	and	Sir	Walter	Scott .

Music
•	 songs	of	the	period	relating	to	the	countryside.

Citizenship 
•	 landowners	links	to	slavery.
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The following skills, as set out in ‘Principles and Practice for Social Studies’ by Learning and 
Teaching Scotland, will be developed in the activities suggested by this resource:

•	 Observing,	describing	and	recording.

•	 Comparing	and	contrasting	to	draw	valid	conclusions.

•	 Exploring	and	evaluating	different	types	of	sources	and	evidence.

•	 Development	of	curiosity	and	problem	solving	skills	and	capacity	to	take	initiatives.	

•	 Interacting	with	others	and	developing	an	awareness	of	self	and	others.

•	 Planning	and	reviewing	investigation	strategies.

•	 Developing	the	capacity	for	critical	thinking	through	accessing,	analysing	and	using	
information from a wide variety of sources.

•	 Discussion	and	informed	debate.

•	 Developing	reasoned	and	justified	points	of	view.	

•	 Developing	and	using	maps	in	a	variety	of	contexts.	

•	 Developing	and	applying	skills	in	interpreting	and	displaying	graphical	representation	
of information.

•	 Developing	an	awareness	of	sequence	and	chronology.

•	 Presentation	skills	–	oral,	written,	multimedia.

http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/Images/social_studies_principles_practice_tcm4-540397.doc

Active learning will be promoted throughout the resource as a key element in the pupils’ 
learning strategy. Wherever possible, suggestions will be made for outdoor learning and visits 
to museums and other heritage sites.

Experience and Outcomes
In line with the recommendations of The Curriculum for Excellence, the pupils will  
be able to:

•	 Develop	their	understanding	of	the	history,	heritage	and	culture	of	Scotland,	and	an	
appreciation of their local and national heritage within the world.

•	 Broaden	their	understanding	of	the	world	by	learning	about	human	activities	and	
achievements in the past and present.

•	 Develop	their	understanding	of	their	own	values,	beliefs	and	cultures	and	those	of	
others.

•	 Explore	and	evaluate	different	types	of	sources	and	evidence.

•	 Learn	how	to	locate,	explore	and	link	periods,	people	and	events	in	time	and	place.	

•	 Learn	how	to	locate,	explore	and	link	features	and	places	locally	and	further	afield.

•	 Establish	firm	foundations	for	lifelong	learning	and	for	further	specialised	study	and	
careers.
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Social studies: learning experiences and outcomes  
for People, Past Events and Societies

As this resource is aimed at P6/7 and S1/2 these are the levels that will be attained by the 
pupils working on this resource, depending on whether they are in primary or secondary. 

Second Level Third Level

I can use primary and secondary sources selectively 
to research events in the past.

SOC 2-01a

I can use my knowledge of a historical period to 
interpret the evidence and present an informed 
view.

SOC 3-01a

I can interpret historical evidence from a range 
of periods to help to build a picture of Scotland’s 
heritage and my sense of chronology.

SOC 2-02a

I can make links between my current and previous 
studies, and show my understanding of how people 
and events have contributed to the development of 
the Scottish nation.

SOC 3-02a

I can investigate a Scottish historical theme 
to discover how past events or the actions of 
individuals or groups have shaped Scottish society.

SOC 2-03a

I can compare and contrast a society in the past 
with my own and contribute to a discussion of the 
similarities and differences.

SOC 2-04a

I can describe the factors contributing to a major 
social, political or economic change in the past and 
can assess the impact on people’s lives.

SOC 3-05a

I can discuss why people and events from a 
particular time in the past were important, placing 
them within a historical sequence.

SOC 2-06a

I can discuss the motives of those involved in a 
significant turning point in the past and assess the 
consequences it had then and since.

SOC 3-06a
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Working across the Curriculum

The suggested activities within this resource also enable pupils to achieve 
learning experiences and outcomes in Literacy across the Curriculum.

Second Level Third Level

Tools for listening and talking: 
to help me when interacting or 
presenting within and beyond my 
place of learning.

When I engage with others, I can respond in ways 
appropriate to my role, show that I value others’ 
contributions and use these to build on thinking.

LIT 2-02a

When I engage with others, I can make a relevant 
contribution, encourage others to contribute and 
acknowledge that they have the right to hold a 
different opinion.

I can respond in ways appropriate to my role and 
use contributions to reflect on, clarify or adapt 
thinking. 

LIT 3-02a

Finding and using information: 
when listening to, watching 
and talking about texts with 
increasingly complex ideas, 
structures and specialist 
vocabulary.

As I listen or watch, I can identify and discuss 
the purpose, main ideas and supporting detail 
contained within the text, and use this information 
for different purposes.

LIT 2-04a

As I listen or watch, I can: 

• identify and give an accurate account of the 
purpose and main concerns of the text, and can 
make inferences from key statements

• identifyanddiscuss similarities and differences 
between different types of text

• use this information for different purposes

LIT 3-04a

As I listen or watch, I can make notes, organise 
these under suitable headings and use these to 
understand ideas and information and create new 
texts, using my own words as appropriate.

LIT 2-05a

As I listen or watch, I can make notes and organise 
these to develop thinking, help retain and recall 
information, explore issues and create new texts, 
using my own words as appropriate.

LIT 3-05a / LIT 4-05a

I can select ideas and relevant information, 
organise these in an appropriate way for my 
purpose and use suitable vocabulary for my 
audience. 

LIT 2-06a

I can independently select ideas and relevant 
information for different purposes, organise 
essential information or ideas and any supporting 
detail in a logical order, and use suitable 
vocabulary to communicate effectively with my 
audience. 

LIT 3-06a / LIT 4-06a

Understanding, analysing and 
evaluating: investigating and/
or appreciating texts with 
increasingly complex ideas, 
structures and specialist 
vocabulary for different purposes.

I can show my understanding of what I listen to 
or watch by responding to literal, inferential, 
evaluative and other types of questions, and by 
asking different kinds of questions of my own.

LIT 2-07a

I can show my understanding of what I listen to 
or watch by commenting, with evidence, on the 
content and form of short and extended texts.

LIT 3-07a

To help me develop an informed view,  
I can distinguish fact from opinion, and  
I am learning to recognise when my sources try to 
influence me and how useful these are. 

LIT 2-08a

To help me develop an informed view,  
I am learning about the techniques used to 
influence opinion and how to assess the value of 
my sources, and I can recognise persuasion. 

LIT 3-08a

Creating texts: applying the 
elements others use to create 
different types of short and 
extended texts with increasingly 
complex ideas, structures and 
vocabulary.

When listening and talking with others for different 
purposes, I can: 

• share information, experiences and opinions

• explain processes and ideas • identify issues raised 
and summarise main points or findings

• clarify points by asking questions or by asking 
others to say more 

LIT 2-09a

When listening and talking with others for different 
purposes, I can: 

• communicate information, ideas or opinions

• explain processes, concepts or ideas 

• identify issues raised, summarise findings or draw 
conclusions

LIT 3-09a

I am developing confidence when engaging with 
others within and beyond my place of learning. I 
can communicate in a clear, expressive way and 
I am learning to select and organise resources 
independently.

LIT 2-10a / LIT 3-10a

I am developing confidence when engaging with 
others within and beyond my place of learning. I 
can communicate in a clear, expressive way and 
I am learning to select and organise resources 
independently.

LIT 2-10a / LIT 3-10a
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The suggested activities within this resource also enable pupils to achieve 
learning experiences and outcomes in Expressive Arts.

Second Level Third Level

Participation and performance: all 
aspects of learning in expressive 
arts include opportunities to 
present and perform.

I have experienced the energy and excitement 
of presenting/performing for audiences and 
being part of an audience for other people’s 
presentations/performances. 

EXA 2-01a

I have used the skills I have developed in 
the expressive arts to contribute to a public 
presentation/performance. 

EXA 3-01a

I have experienced the energy and excitement 
of being part of an audience for other people’s 
presentations/performances. 

EXA 3-01b

Drama: Through drama, learners 
have rich opportunities to be 
creative and to experience 
inspiration and enjoyment. 
Creating and presenting are 
prominent activities for all 
learners.

I can create, adapt and sustain different roles, 
experimenting with movement, expression and 
voice and using theatre arts technology.

EXA 2-12a

I can create, develop and sustain a realistic or 
stylised character through the use of voice, 
movement and language.

EXA 3-12a

Art and design: Through art 
and design, learners have rich 
opportunities to be creative and 
to experience inspiration and 
enjoyment.

I have the opportunity to choose and explore 
an extended range of media and technologies 
to create images and objects, comparing and 
combining them for specific tasks.

EXA 2-02a

I have experimented with a range of media and 
technologies to create images and objects, using 
my understanding of their properties.

EXA 3-02a

The suggested activities within this resource also enable pupils to achieve 
learning experiences and outcomes in Technology.

Second Level Third Level

ICT to enhance learning. Throughout all my learning, I can use search 
facilities of electronic sources to access and 
retrieve information, recognising the importance 
this has in my place of learning, at home and in the 
workplace. 

TCH 2-03b

I enhance my learning by applying my ICT skills in 
different learning contexts across the curriculum.

TCH 3-04a

The suggested activities within this resource also enable pupils to achieve 
learning experiences and outcomes in Technology.

Second and Third Level

Mental, emotional, and social 
wellbeing.

I make full use of and value the opportunities I am given to improve and manage my learning and, in turn, I 
can help to encourage learning and confidence in others. 

HWB 2-11a / HWB 3-11a

I value the opportunities I am given to make friends and be part of a group in a range of situations. 

HWB 2-14a / HWB 3-14a
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Life before the Scottish Enlightenment

At the dawn of the 18th century Scotland was an impoverished  
nation on the edge of North West Europe. The Union of the Crowns 
in 1603 meant it had lost the focal point of its court, it had been torn 
apart by the religious upheavals around the Covenanting movement, 
known as ‘the killing times’ and the disastrous failure of successive 
harvests at the end of the 17th century meant the country was in a 
state of near famine.

By the middle of the 18th century, however, Scotland was making its mark as part of the 
wider European Enlightenment and preparing to become a major part of the first industrial 
nation in the world and this despite the two Jacobite rebellions in 1715 and 1745. By the 
middle of the 19th century one of Scotland’s cities, Glasgow, would be so significant in 
terms of trade and industry that it would be called the ‘second city’ of the British Empire.  
The influence of Scotland would be found throughout the world.

How did this happen?

The short answer is no one really knows exactly but the next section will explore some of 
the important factors that must be part of the answer.

Contributing causes of  
the Scottish Enlightenment
If we think of the Scottish Enlightenment as part of a meal 
in which it plays the role of an important dish such as a 
special cake then success depends on having just the right 
ingredients	in	the	right	quantities	with	the	right	people	to	
prepare it . Perhaps of course some of the ingredients are a 
secret yet to be discovered.

Some of the key ingredients of the Scottish Enlightenment 
are as follows:

The Church and Schools 

Before the Enlightenment the Scottish Presbyterian Church 
was very powerful and dominated peoples’ lives in a way we 
would find difficult to understand today. One of the aims of 
the church was that everyone should be able to read  

Introduction

Presbyterians wanted everyone  
to be able to read the Bible.
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the Bible. This was done by having a school in every parish. The idea was not to educate 
children in the way we understand today but to make them more religious. The unintended 
result was that children were better educated than in many other countries simply because 
they could read. Access to reading was from the highest to the lowest in the land.

The Universities

The development of the Scottish universities was crucial. There were more of them 
compared with England and they were more accessible to a wider range of young people. 
They increasingly taught in English rather than Latin. Teaching was largely in the hands of 
specialists called professors rather than the old fashioned regent system where one person 
was responsible for all their students’ subjects regardless of their own teaching speciality. This 
professorial system was being used in all Scottish universities except King’s College, Aberdeen 
by 1753. The subject choice offered at Scottish universities also became wider and the 
number of university places increased. Edinburgh University led the way in this new system.

Connections with Europe 

In many ways Scotland had always been a rather cosmopolitan country with connections 
through-out Europe. These connections included:

 The Monarchy  
James V married Mary of Guise who brought with her French ideas that influenced 
aspects of daily life from food to manners. The French chateau was an influence, 
particularly in the way that the French court used the woods and forests for leisure. Their 
daughter Mary, Queen of Scots also brought French influences including French fashions. 

 Priests and Scholars  
Many Scots priests and scholars travelled abroad to study in French and Italian 
Universities. Similarly there were those who found themselves in Scotland. For example 
the late 13th century church building at Howmore, South Uist demonstrates outside 
influences	in	its	impressive	Romanesque	windows.	

 Trading Links 
Scotland had longstanding trading connections with France, the Scandinavian and Baltic 
Countries and Holland. 

 Diplomatic Links  
Scots diplomats were very active in Europe particularly in the Baltic where they  
also undertook espionage such as Sir James Spens who was spymaster for  
James VI in Stockholm.

 The Union of the Parliaments  
In	the	early	21st	century	the	Union	of	1707	is	under	scrutiny	and	question;	it	was	equally	
controversial in its own time but one thing seems certain is that it allowed Scotland 
access to many of England’s lucrative foreign markets which was important for the 
increasingly adventurous foreign merchants particularly those in and around Glasgow.
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What was different about the Enlightenment in 
Scotland to the rest of Europe?
The European Enlightenment is associated with grand aristocratic salons where the 
aristocracy hosted philosophical debates and discussion in the finest of surroundings.  
The Scottish Enlightenment is associated on the other hand with taverns where discussion 
took place over a drink, perhaps of punch, or a meal in convivial company. Where salons 
were held in the cities of Scotland, they were hosted by the wives of professionals rather than 
the nobility. Alison Rutherford, also known as Mrs Cockburn, was one such woman who held 
salons in her home although she was of fairly lowly status. Her own wit and poetic ability 
won her the friendship of Scott, Burns and Hume.

The departure of Scotland’s aristocracy to London for long periods of time after the Union 
of the Crowns in 1603 to attend Court and the Union of the Parliaments in 1707 created 
a vacuum. This was filled by men who had new ideas, which they could try out without 
interference from those who in the past would have been considered their superiors. These 
are the men who brought theory and practise together as will now be seen.

Who brought these ideas together?
If we continue the analogy of making a cake then all these ingredients where brought 
together by a number of outstanding thinkers and practical men. These were philosophers, 
like David Hume (1711–1776); historians, most famously William Robertson (1721–1793); 
scientists, such as Joseph Black (1728–1799); engineers, for example James Watt (1736–
1819); doctors, including William Cullen (1710–1790); poets, Robert Burns (1759–1796) 
and artists, of whom Henry Raeburn (1756–1823) was particularly outstanding. All 
blossomed in this period. Perhaps the most significant of all these people was Adam Smith 
(1723–1790), whose ideas about economics and his influential work on The Wealth of 
Nations are still with us today. Many of these people were what would be described today as 
multi-talented, or polymaths. Sir Walter Scott, for example, was a lawyer, poet, novelist and 
a landowner with a particular interest in trees. Scott was a formidable figure in the Scottish 
Enlightenment. He knew everyone and was a master of social networking.

What was the thinking that underpinned all of this?
While it may be hard today to read the works published by the men of the Enlightenment 
which underpinned all of this activity and change, the key factor to remember is that people 
were encouraged to think for themselves and make their own decisions, not simply accept 
the ideas of others. Sometimes The Enlightenment is known as The Age of Reason and the 
word reason meaning the ability to draw conclusions from information and concepts is the 
key to the thinking of this period.

This way of thinking was as revolutionary in the 18th century as the communications 
revolution of the late 20th and 21st centuries and just as challenging to those in authority 
such as the church and state and could be found at all levels of society.
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David Hume Robert Burns James Watt

Mary Eleanor BowesSir Walter Scott Adam Smith

All of these elements went into the melting pot that enabled Scots to diversify in many 
directions and reinvent their world and the world of others.

Of course, as in any recipe where the cooks favour one ingredient over another or different 
ingredients, so historians have different ideas about the exact nature of the Scottish 
Enlightenment.

What has all of this got to do with the Scottish 
landscape – particularly woodlands and forests?
While we always, to a greater or lesser degree, live in times of change and continuity the 
Scottish	Enlightenment	quickened	the	pace	of	change.	The	changes	affected	every	aspect	
of life and culture and it was at this time that people saw changes in their environment  
in the town and country. This included changes in the landscape and in particular, 
woodlands and forests.
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What were these changes to the Scottish landscape 
and what forces were bringing them about?

The Aristocratic Landowners 
The great aristocratic landowners wanted to improve their estates for a variety of reasons:

•	 They	wanted	to	create	a	more	impressive	and	civilised	country	estate	rather	than	
just live in a fortified house and were enthusiastic to keep up with their English and 
European neighbours. 

•	 They	wanted	to	make	money	and	they	knew	that	the	surplus	products	of	their	country	
estates produced cash. It was realised that timber was particularly important. 

•	 They	realised	that	war	made	Britain,	as	an	island	nation,	very	vulnerable	and	it	could	
be difficult to import raw materials such as timber for ships. Not only would this be an 
additional source of revenue to them, but also there was a sense of honour in being 
able to supply the navy with home-grown supplies. 

•	 They	could	see	that	the	new	merchants	and	industrialists	might	want	to	exploit	 
their lands’ resources, such as timber for the new factories and towns and minerals  
for industrial processes. 

•	 They	do	seem	to	have	had	some	early	environmental	awareness	and	a	sense	of	
stewardship. Stewardship is an important concept in Scottish history. The Royal House 
of Stewart (sometimes spelt Stuart) took their name from the title ‘High Steward’.

The New Merchant Landowners 
Even although the newly wealthy merchants were making their money in trade and industry, 
they always had a desire to invest in land. Buying into a landed estate was still the way to 
achieve social status and power. Political power at a local and national level was based on 
landownership. There was also an element of snobbishness in this but a landowner had a 
great deal of influence. Even at the local level, this would give him an influence in matters 
relating to the church, education and how the poor were treated.

•	 Merchants	tended	to	buy	land	near	their	place	of	work,	so	the	tobacco	and	sugar	
merchants who were trading with America and the West Indies out of the River Clyde 
tended to buy estates in the counties around Glasgow. Some bought the land of older 
landed families who were not doing so well. For example the McDowalls, colonial 
merchants who traded in sugar, bought the old estate of the Semple family near 
Lochwinnoch in Renfrewshire.

•	 The	preferred	option	for	those	with	new	money	was	to	acquire	land	where	they	could	
build a new house and employ the best architects they could afford. On the Castle 
Semple Estate the McDowalls ignored the old fortified building on their estate and built 
an elegant house surrounded by gardens, parkland and woods.

•	 The	new	estate	owners	planned	gardens	which	not	only	looked	attractive,	but	gave	
them access to fresh fruit and vegetables.

•	 They	set	out	parklands	with	views	and	vistas	which	reflected	the	fashion	of	the	day	and	
where they could walk and hunt.
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Tools such as microscopes allowed close observation 
and analysis of the world as never before. 

•	 They	planted	trees	and	woodlands.	These	trees	became	one	of	the	most	important	
parts of their estate as they were an investment for the future and a barrier to the 
world they wished to leave behind. Trees and woodlands could provide a valuable 
income as timber was in such high demand. They also gave the landowner a sense 
of well being. He knew he was doing something for the future and as an attractive 
screening device they protected his estate from onlookers and acted as a buffer 
against the outside world not to mention the wind and the rain. The timber would 
also provide for the immediate needs of the estate such as fencing and cottage 
repairs but also as somewhere to hunt for rabbits, deer and game birds.

The Scientists 
The exact nature of the relationship between science and the Scottish 
Enlightenment is a matter of debate. Some academics see science as central 
and others as more peripheral. You can read about this rather complex 
debate in The Cambridge Companion to the Scottish Enlightenment in an 
article by Paul Wood called Science in the Scottish Enlightenment.  
http://cco.cambridge.org/extract?id=ccol0521802733_
CCOL0521802733A007

It is, however, the case that science was involved in many aspects of the 
Scottish Enlightenment and certainly created an atmosphere in which 
science would later flourish.

•	 Sir David Brewster was connected with studies concerning light. 
As a result of his work on the polarisation of light, he accidentally 
invented the Kaleidoscope which has to have been the toy of the 
Enlightenment, deceptively simple it used light and mirrors to 
create elaborate patterns. We are all drawn to patterns, for reasons 
we are often unaware of. Patterns are part of our make-up, part 
of art and fundamental to mathematics and nature. This may 
be one of the reasons we are so drawn to trees and plants. The 
Kaleidoscope caused such excitement it was practically a mania in 
1817, no fashionable Scot would be seen without one!

 Sir David Brewster was a true Enlightenment figure not only was 
he interested in science but also in many other areas including 
ghosts and aliens! He was interested in gardening and created 
a new garden around his residence at St Leonards College in St 
Andrews. He was also a keen plant collector and corresponded 
on this matter with the novelist Maria Edgeworth.

•	 Today	we	often	find	that	the	various	branches	of	science	
are very separate from one another and certainly separate 
from the arts. The men of the 18th century would not have 
recognised this. To be enlightened was to have wide interests 
and science, philosophy and the arts were all part of the 
whole. While some enlightened people were atheists many, 
especially the Scots, saw no reason why science and religion 
could not exist together. Many of the Enlightenment  
figures such as Sir David Brewster and the historian  
William Robertson were ordained ministers of the  
Church of Scotland.
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•	 Science	in	18th	century	Scotland	tended	to	be	very	practical.	This	was	important	for	
the landscape and attitudes towards agricultural matters including woodlands and 
forestry. Thus one of the most prestigious clubs in Edinburgh was ‘The Honourable  
Society for the Improvement in the Knowledge of Agriculture’ founded in 1723.  
It attracted many of the leading members of Scottish society which meant ideas for 
improving the landscape were not only fashionable but possible to implement at the 
highest level. As S Shapin has written:

•	 Natural	history	subjects	and	collections	were	favourites.	Members	of	such	societies	
liked to hear about the experiences of travellers and to collect unusual specimens. Plant 
material could be stored in bottles or pressed flat in a herbarium. Many of these survive 
and are not only excellent reference works of plant specimens but beautiful works of 
art	in	their	own	right.	These	societies	were	also	keen	to	acquire	publications	relating	to	
natural history; again these form part of many modern library special collections.

•	 More	specialised	institutions	for	the	collection	of	plant	specimens	were	to	be	
established as botanical gardens such as that in Edinburgh. The Royal Botanic Garden 
in Edinburgh was established in 1670 by Dr Robert Sibbald and Dr Andrew Balfour. It 
is the second oldest botanic garden in Britain after Oxford and began life as a small 
physic garden (a garden associated with medicinal plants) at Holyrood park.  
http://www.rbge.org.uk/about-us/history.

Travellers and Explorers 

Increasingly the Scots travelled the world. This was for a variety of reasons; sometimes for 
adventure, sometimes for science, sometimes for war and often for economic reasons. 
Those who came back brought ideas and collected souvenirs. These travels and explorations 
inevitably influenced a whole range of matters including those relating to country estates, 
and horticulture.

•	 Specimens	were	brought	home	to	study	and	to	plant.	Some	of	which	still	have	a	
considerable influence on the landscape we see today. The conifers from North 
America still play a major part in our economy and visual experience of the 
countryside. Other non native species such as rhododendron, introduced from the 
Mediterranean in the mid 18th century, has become a major issue as, while undeniably 
beautiful in spring woodlands, they crowd out other species by depriving them of light.

•	 In	the	18th	century	part	of	the	education	of	the	Scottish	aristocrat	was	to	travel	to	
Europe for an extended period on what was known as ‘the Grand Tour’. This involved 
visiting countries such as France and Italy. This coincided with the rediscovery of the 
classical world of the ancient Greeks and Romans and inevitably these young men 
brought back stories of what they had seen and new ideas which would influence how 
they would build and decorate their homes and design their gardens and woodlands.

Artists 

The idea of beauty was a central theme of the Scottish Enlightenment. Concepts of beauty 
change over time and as the cliché says ‘beauty is in the eyes of the beholder’. Certainly it 
can be said that few visitors regarded Scotland as beautiful before the 18th century and most 
accounts are full of descriptions of how backward and poor the country was.

•	 Few	people	understood	the	geographical	nature	of	the	country	until	the	publication	of	
Mercator’s atlas in 1595. The country was described in the 14th century by Froissart as 
full of envious and suspicious savages. Many commentators, of which Dr Johnson was 
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the most famous, were at the very least patronising but he was not alone – Sir William 
Brereton from Cheshire wrote of Edinburgh in 1636:

‘this city is placed in a dainty, healthful pure air, and doubtless were a  
most healthful place to live in, were not the inhabitants most sluttish,  
nasty, and slothful people.’ 

(D A Low in The New Companion to Scottish Culture edited by David Daiches p334)

•	 It	was	not	only	the	people	and	the	urban	areas	which	were	feared	and	little	understood	
but the landscape as well. Edward Burt a young English officer serving under General 
Wade wrote a series of letters home in the 1720’s, he said of the views of the highlands:

‘I think the most horrid is, to look at the hill from east to west, or vice versa 
for then the eye penetrates far among them, and sees more particularly 
their stupendous bulk frightful irregularity,and horrid gloom...’

(ibid)

•	 Remarkably	by	the	1770’s	this	attitude	had	completely	disappeared	and	not	only	was	
Edinburgh the ‘Athens of the North’ but the countryside was regarded as sublime in its 
awesome grandeur. This had a major impact on artists and the way in which Scotland 
was represented in landscape.

•	 The	landscape	and	more	naturalistic	surroundings	became	popular	as	settings.	Visitors	
were ecstatic about the mountains and sketched tree framed waterfalls and wood 
fringed lochs. Influenced by the French artists Claude (1604/5–1682) and Poussin 
(1594–1665), the sweeping grandeur of the landscape was captured by Scottish artists 
like James Norie (1684 - 1757), Alexander Nasmyth (1758- 1840), Patrick Nasmyth, 
son of Alexander (1787–1831) and John Knox (1778–1845). In addition artists travelled 
to Scotland, most notably JMW Turner in 1801 and 1831.

•	 Both	traditional	landowners	and	the	merchants	wanted	their	family	portraits	painted	
against the background of their houses, for example Raeburn’s painting ‘Mr and Mrs 
Robert N. Campbell of Kailzie’ now hanging in Kelvingrove Museum shows the couple 
enjoying a walk in their estate.

Writers 
The changing views of Scotland and the Scottish landscape which are such a feature of 
the Enlightenment period were assisted by the work of poetry and novels. In this area the 
historian T C Smout has said in his book The History of the Scottish People 1560–1830 that 
the	achievements	in	this	field	were	‘unsurpassed	both	in	quality	and	concentration’.	It	was	in	
many ways to be a short lived explosion of literary activity but the reverberations are with us 
still.

Principally this can be said to be the result of the writing of Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), 
particularly his Waverly novels. Like the landscape artists, Walter Scott was presenting 
a romantic view of Scotland’s history which had an enormous appeal because of its 
sentimentality. He was of course influential as well because of his social status as a lawyer 
and a landowner and his ability to network on an extraordinary scale. Today we find his style 
rather stilted and difficult to read but in the early 19th century he was hugely popular and as 
each of his novels was published there was a noticeable increase in the number of visitors 
to Scotland. Scott undeniably made areas like the Trossachs as important as the Pyramids, 
Machu Picchu or the Great Wall of China are in our own times. Increasingly spending autumn 
in Scotland on the hills and by the streams and in the woods as the leaves turned into their 
palette of reds, golds and browns would become the thing to do as people were captivated 
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by Scott’s works such as The Lady of the Lake, The Lay of the Last Minstrel and The Heart of 
Midlothian. The image that the Victorians had of Scotland and which was later exploited by 
the first travel agent Thomas Cook was that created by Scott .

With regard to how the Scots see themselves today much is owed to Robert Burns  
(1759–1796). Burns was able to reflect not only rural life but traditional cultural activities 
around food and drink, not to mention the lassies, and at the same time write epic ballads 
such as Tam O’Shanter.

Burns was not alone he was preceded by Allan Ramsey Snr (1686–1758) and the tragic 
Robert Fergusson (1750–1774). Others contributed to the success of Scottish literature at this 
time such as James Hogg (1770-1835), Tobias Smollet (1721–1771), John Galt (1779–1839), 
Henry Mackenzie (1745–1831), Susan Ferrier (1782–1854) and JG Lockhart (1794–1854) 
and the period also saw the flowering of Gaelic poetry which produced, as Smout has said, 
some of ‘the finest poets Scotland has produced in any tongue at any time’.

The name of Susan Ferrier stands out simply because it is the name of a woman 
Today	she	is	regarded	as	the	Scottish	equivalent	of	Jane	Austen	but	as	she	had	fewer	
publications than Austen has been largely forgotten. One of the most notable aspects of this 
whole introduction to the period has to be the absence of women as characters on  
the Enlightenment stage.

The influence of women in this period is more as wives, mothers and daughters rather than as 
individuals. Susan Ferrier and Alison Rutherford, the poet, are exceptions. There will be other 
exceptions lost to us now as the history of this period is of men. Women are to a large extent 
invisible through large parts of history including the Enlightenment as their role is seen as one 
of obedience and nurture.

Manners 
One area where women did have influence was in the area of manners, but this was not 
exclusively	so.	To	be	civilised,	to	have	manners	and	to	understand	etiquette	and	deportment	
was an indication that one was enlightened. Perhaps the unkind and unthinking comments of 
earlier visitors to Scotland had left deep wounds. Such conclusions are supported by the fact 
that the elite and others were enthusiastic adopters of not only the latest fashions but also 
anything that helped them to rid themselves of so called Scotticisms in their speech. Elocution 
classes were popular as were publications on manners. The acceptance of all this was a major 
factor behind the desire in Edinburgh to move from the crowded Old Town to the new and 
more exclusive New Town. The evidence would suggest that women were a driving force 
behind this move which was less favoured by the men folk. The experience was not always 
a happy one just as the move in modern times from the crowded city to the suburbs brings 
material gains and social isolation. There was also a desire to have a place in the country and 
live for part of the year as country men and women. Again this could be an ideal which had its 
flaws at least as far as women were concerned as they found themselves isolated while their 
husbands returned to the cities to their work.
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Further Reading and Sources
The Scottish Enlightenment is a complex subject and much of the reading is rather 
academic.	It	certainly	requires	some	distillation	and	interpretation	as	the	amount	of	
information can be overwhelming.

The anthology edited by Alexander Broadie provides an introduction entitled What was the 
Scottish Enlightenment and provides key extracts from the work of David Hume, Adam Smith 
and the other major writers of the period. It would serve to demonstrate to older students 
the range of subjects which interested Scottish writers of the period. Arthur Herman’s book 
on the Scottish Enlightenment is very readable and also looks at the impact on the wider 
world, particularly America. Smout sets the scene for the period and Devine is still the 
authority on the Tobacco Merchants and is particularly useful in demonstrating the landed 
interests of the colonial merchants in the west around Glasgow.

Broadie A. The Scottish Enlightenment – An Anthology, (Cannongate, Edinburgh 1997) 

Daiches D. ed. The New Companion to Scottish Culture, (Polygon, Edinburgh 1993)

Devine T. M. The Tobacco Lords, ( John Donald, Edinburgh 1975) 

Herman A. The Scottish Enlightenment – The Scots’ Invention of the Modern World  
(Harper Perennial London 2001)

Smout T. C. A History of the Scottish People 1560-1830, (Collins/ Fontana, 1973)

Websites
http://cco.cambridge.org/extract?id=ccol0521802733_CCOL0521802733A007 

http://www.rbge.org.uk/home 

http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/scottishenlightenment/index.asp 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/james-norie

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/john-knox 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/alexander-nasmyth 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/patrick-nasmyth 

http://www.nationalgalleries.org/portraitgallery
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Learning Outcomes
This introduction will provide a basic background to the understanding of the Scottish 
Enlightenment against which we will study the topic of Woodlands and Forests in this period 
with particular reference to the role of the country estate.

In Summary pupils should be aware of: 

•	 The	extraordinary	transformation	of	Scotland	in	a	comparatively	short	time	span.	

•	 Be	aware	that	there	will	be	continuity	as	well	as	change.	

•	 Be	aware	that	this	is	a	vast	subject	that	is	of	great	importance	to	our	cultural	identity.

•	 No	one	can	say	with	certainty	exactly	why	this	happens	but	we	think:	

•	 The	Schools	and	the	nature	of	Scottish	education	are	very	crucial	

•	 Universities	are	forward	thinking	

•	 Scotland	has	long	had	important	connections	with	the	wider	world	

•	 The	Union	of	1707	while	controversial	brought	favourable	trading	terms

•	 The	Scottish	Enlightenment	is	different	from	that	in	Europe	but	there	are	connections.

•	 Scotland	produced	some	outstanding	thinkers	and	practical	men.

•	 The	important	philosophical	idea	of	the	Enlightenment	across	Europe	is	the	use	of	
‘Reason’.

•	 Man	should	make	his	own	decisions	not	just	accept	the	decisions	and	ideas	of	others.

As we shall see all of these have an impact on all aspects of Scottish cultural life including 
woodlands and forests, particularly within the setting of the country estate.
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Suggested Activities

The following activities will help your pupils to develop their thinking skills and are designed 
with the 7 principles of the Curriculum for Excellence at their heart . The activities relate to 
the various sections in the Resource.

Going to School
Education was recognised as a route out of poverty and highly valued as it is today in 
Scottish society. There are descriptions of the schools attended by Robert Burns.

Using information on the internet which can be found at the following sites: http://digital.
nls.uk/burns/mainsite/earlyyears/earlyyears.htm http://www.worldburnsclub.com/schools/
learning_resources/the_poets_life.htm Investigate what it was like to go to school in Scotland 
in the 18th century. Create your own 18th century schoolroom

•	 Arrange	the	desks	in	rows	-	there	may	well	have	been	no	blackboard	in	the	class	
because if you were teaching through repetition it was less necessary so you may want 
to arrange the class away from the black /white board.

•	 Girls	and	boys	were	not	allowed	to	sit	together	so	organise	them	in	this	way.	

•	 Everyone	must	sit	up	very	straight	and	must	not	speak	unless	given	permission	to	do	so	
and	must	always	stand	when	answering	a	question.

•	 Give	the	pupils	lots	of	things	to	repeat	e.g.	the	alphabet,	counting	to	100	in	2s;	
counting backwards, read a poem line by line and get them to repeat each line etc

•	 As	the	emphasis	is	on	learning	to	read	the	Bible,	give	them	a	verse	of	passage	to	read.	
There is every chance that there would not have been enough books for every child so 
sharing may be introduced.

•	 While	some	schools	did	teach	their	pupils	to	write,	not	all	did.	If	they	learnt	to	write	
it would be in sand or on a slate as paper and ink were expensive. Quills were not 
difficult to get if the local farmers kept geese! If it is not possible to get a slate for your 
pupils to use, they may be able to try the sand method. You will need an old baking 
tray and some sand - simply form the letters with your finger or a stick in the sand.

Things to think about from this activity
•	 How	important	is	it	to	learn	to	read;	what	opportunities	does	this	open	up	to	you?	

•	 Why	do	you	think	that	learning	to	write	was	not	seen	as	important	as	learning	to	read?	

•	 How	did	it	feel	to	have	such	a	strange	lesson?	

•	 How	do	you	think	the	teacher	felt	today	teaching	you	this	lesson?	

•	 What	things	are	missing	from	the	kind	of	lesson	you	would	have	today?
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From discussion, pupils can write a story about their feelings about how different their lesson 
was to their experience now. They should also think about how limited the subjects were that 
they would have learnt in the 18th century.

Connections with Europe
For this activity you will need a map of Europe [perhaps we can provide one?]. Mark on the 
map the following countries and cities:

•	 Scotland	
•	 France	
•	 Italy	
•	 Holland	
•	 All	the	Scandinavian	countries	
•	 All	the	Baltic	countries
•	 Stockholm	
•	 Edinburgh	
•	 Glasgow	
•	 Aberdeen	
•	 South	Uist

Things to think about
•	 Consider	the	distance	of	these	countries	from	Scotland	–	you	may	want	to	measure	

these. 

•	 How	would	people	have	travelled	from	Scotland	to	Europe	and	vice	versa	and	got	
around the countries while they were there?

•	 What	sort	of	problems	would	the	travellers	have	had	on	their	journeys?	(Think	about	
where they would have got food, would they have taken food with them, what 
problems that would have caused, how would they have packed things for the journey, 
what they would have taken, would they have to stay overnight en route, how long 
these journeys would take etc)

•	 Look	at	where	South	Uist	is	in	relation	to	the	main	cities	of	Scotland	-	why	is	it	
remarkable that Europeans travelled to South Uist?

The Union of the Parliaments 1707
The Enlightenment was an opportunity to debate important and controversial matters.

Divide your class into 2 debating teams and debate the following topic as 18th century 
philosophers. Remember that the Enlightenment is known as the Age of Reason so try to put 
forward arguments relevant to the 18th century.

‘The Union of the Parliaments was a good thing for Scotland as it helped to 
bring about the Enlightenment’.
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Who brought about these ideas?
Looking at the portraits of the men who were important in the Enlightenment make your 
own portrait gallery of these famous people for you classroom. As we continue through the 
resource there will be others to add to this gallery.

Things to think about
•	 Why	do	you	think	having	your	portrait	painted	was	so	important?

•	 What	do	you	think	the	artist	was	trying	to	do	when	painting	the	portrait?

Artists
Turner visited Scotland for the first time in 1801. The Tate Gallery provides an excellent page 
on its website that helps children to understand what travelling on a journey to the north of 
England would have been like. It will give your pupils a good idea about what needed to be 
taken when travelling on any journey.

http://www.tate.org.uk/britain/turner/travels/turnerstravel_ie6.htm

Look	at	the	examples	of	landscape	paintings	in	the	resource.	While	they	may	look	quite	
natural there are certain key elements in them all:

•	 Trees	are	used	to	frame	the	subject	of	the	painting	

•	 The	eye	is	drawn	to	the	light	in	the	centre	of	the	painting	

•	 The	scene	looks	natural

Paint your own landscape using these elements.

Writers
There will be many writers names there that are unfamiliar to school pupils today and which 
are	really	quite	difficult	for	modern	readers	of	all	ages.	However,	it	may	be	worth	exploring	a	
few passages from the various writers to give pupils a view of what was popular.

Pupils will be familiar with the poetry of Burns; you may also wish to explore some of 
Fergusson’s work with them as he influenced the work of Burns so much.

Manners
In 1720 in Edinburgh Adam Petrie published a book called The Rules of Good Deportment,  
or of Good Breeding. This book is available to read online 
http://www.archive.org/stream/cu31924079620047#page/n13/mode/2up 

There are 15 chapters giving advice on everything from what to wear, how to speak, eat and 
drink, how to carry yourself in the way you walk, how to enjoy yourself and much more. 
Here is a selection from ‘The Rules’:

•	 A	Gentleman	ought	never	to	run	or	walk	too	fast	in	the	Streets	lest	he	be	suspected	to	
be going a Message.
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•	 If	you	be	walking	in	a	garden	with	a	Person	of	Quality	it	is	rude	and	uncivil	to	fall	
about plucking of fruits and flowers.

•	 If	you	salute	[greet]	a	Person	of	Quality,	pull	off	your	glove	of	your	right	hand	and	
bow gravely and soberly with the back of your hand to the ground.

•	 The	way	to	live	is	to	speak	evil	of	none.

•	 It	is	sinful	and	of	ill	breeding	to	lie.

•	 It	is	rude	and	folly	to	stun	the	company	with	repetitions.

•	 Writing	to	friends	is	in	every	nation	the	model	of	civility.

•	 It	is	rude	to	come	too	late,	when	invited	to	entertainments.

•	 Do	not	smell	your	food.

•	 Do	not	fill	your	mouth	too	full.

•	 Make	no	noise	with	your	spoon	or	knife.	It	is	rude	to	suck	your	meat	out	of	the	
spoon with an ungrateful noise.

Looking at these rules work out which ones seem familiar even today as signs of good 
manners and which are rather unusual.

Your view of the Enlightenment –  
Identikit Enlightenment Man
You will be beginning to get a picture of what an enlightened man is like so is it possible to 
produce a model figure of the Enlightenment?

As always generalising from the particular is never easy but pupils can put together 
their picture of what a person from the Enlightenment might be like. Not all of these 
characteristics have been be mentioned in the preceding text, so it may be something to 
think about as the topic progresses or can be considered following further reading or visits 
to galleries and museums.

The Very Model of an Enlightened Scottish Gentleman
You will be: 

•	 Male

•	 Probably	the	child	of	a	professional	such	as	a	schoolmaster	or	clergyman.	You	might	
even have had a nanny.

•	 Well	educated	at	the	village	school	then	grammar	school	before	going	to	 
Glasgow, Edinburgh or Aberdeen University at the age of 12. You will have studied 
Latin and Greek. 

•	 A	member	of	the	professional	classes;	that	is,	a	lawyer,	university	teacher,	 
clergyman or merchant.

•	 Religious,	a	member	of	the	Church	of	Scotland	but	of	moderate	and	 
forward thinking views.

•	 Believe	in	property	and	helping	the	poor	but	would	never	miss	a	good	hanging.
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•	 A	‘Whig’	in	political	matters	rather	than	a	‘Tory’.

•	 A	supporter	of	the	Hanovarian	Monarchy	and	King	George	III	rather	than	a	supporter	
of Bonnie Prince Charlie and the exiled Stuarts.

•	 Well	but	soberly	dressed.

•	 Mannered	and	have	bought	a	book	from	Mr	Creech’s	shop	to	help	learn	how	to	bow	
and get in and out of a carriage properly.

•	 Attending	Mr	Sheridan’s	classes	so	as	not	to	sound	too	Scottish.	

•	 Moving	to	the	New	Town	of	Edinburgh	rather	reluctantly	but	the	wife	will	be	happier	
but secretly think it will be too far from the shops.

•	 The	place	in	the	country	is	a	bit	run	down	but	a	young	architect	thinks	he	can	do	
something to brighten the place up and a new beech avenue will be splendid in the 
autumn, a walled garden will be useful for growing peaches and that spare few acres 
will do for some larch trees which should bring in a nice little investment in a few years.

•	 Member	of	several	Edinburgh	Clubs	such	as	the	‘Select’	Club	

•	 Enjoy	good	food	(oysters	are	a	favourite)	and	convivial	company,	drink	rather	too	much	
wine but the water is awful.

•	 Very	friendly	with	Adam	Smith,	David	Hume	and	meet	lots	of	interesting	people	when	
having dinner with Sir Walter Scott .

•	 Learning	to	dance	–	it	wouldn’t	have	happened	in	faither’s	day,	sorry,	‘father’s’	day	–	 
oops must remember not to let the Scotticisms creep in!

Or alternatively would Robert Burns be more of the model figure of the Enlightenment 
for you with his apparently more relaxed approach to life? Robert Burns knew lots of the 
important people of the day too, so did he fit some of the above criteria too?

Pupils can add to the list as the topic progresses.

Enlightenment Timeline
Begin your Enlightenment time line. Remember it is difficult to give precise dates to  
the Enlightenment. You might consider beginning with the failure of Scottish harvests in  
the 1690’s, the so called seven ill or lean years and ending with the death of Sir Walter  
Scott in 1832. Think about what is happening in Scotland, in the rest of the United  
Kingdom and Europe.
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Outside the classroom

Getting a feeling for the Enlightenment
To gain an impression and a feeling for the Scottish Enlightenment plan a visit to both the 
Old and New towns of Edinburgh. The Old Town was dark and overcrowded while the New 
Town	was	light	and	well	planned	and	set	out	in	elegant	streets	around	squares	planted	with	
trees. The New Town is said to be the greatest material example of  
the Scottish Enlightenment.

You can experience the old and new ways of living by visiting two National Trust for Scotland 
properties firstly Gladstone’s Land in the Royal Mile followed by a visit to The Georgian 
House	in	Charlotte	Square.

The Museum of Edinburgh based in Huntly House on the Royal Mile opposite  
Canongate Church is an excellent example of a pre-enlightenment house where it is easy  
to imagine how many different types of people, from a countess to a shopkeeper lived  
in one crowded building.

You can also visit the newly opened Scottish Portrait Gallery in Queen Street, Edinburgh 
which has a Gallery devoted to the characters of the Enlightenment.
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1. The Traditional Landowners 
and the Country Estate

‘A tree might be a show in Scotland  

as a horse in Venice.’

Dr Johnson (1709–1784)

It is on the country estate in the 18th century that we see evidence of 
both the practice of the ideals of the Scottish Enlightenment and the 
widespread planting of trees, as well as, changing attitudes towards 
the planting and management of woodlands and forests. This would 
have a major impact on a country where once widespread ancient 
forests and woodlands had been reduced to a minimum by the impact 
of the environment and humans.

The lack of trees in Scotland became something of a talking point with visitors. Inevitably Dr 
Samuel Johnson, that observer of all things Scottish, had this to say on the matter when he 
visited in the 1770’s with his friend James Boswell:

‘At St. Andrews Mr. Boswell found only one [tree], and recommended it to my 
notice; I told him it was rough and low, or looked as if I thought so. This, said 
he, is nothing to another a few miles off. I was still less delighted to hear that 
another tree was not to be seen nearer. Nay, said a gentleman that stood by,  
I know but of this and that tree in the county.’

A Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland, 1775.

Dr Johnson’s comments always tended to be rather sarcastic and what today we would 
probably describe as having an ear for the next sound-bite. Others, in fairness, would 
comment in the same vein. Daniel Defoe, the author of Robinson Crusoe also visited Scotland 
and was clearly aware of Scotland’s reputation as a desert where trees were concerned and 
saw fit to comment in his Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain (1726) on areas which 
lacked them as well as praising the landowners who were making improvements. Dorothy 
Wordsworth also commented on the lack of trees when she travelled around Scotland in 
1803 with her brother, William, the poet.
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1.1 Why was tree planting concentrated  
on the country estate?

It was the country estate in both the lowlands and the highlands that provided the setting 
for developing a new attitude towards the landscape, the planting of trees and the setting 
out of gardens. These changes were driven by the traditional aristocratic landowners and 
the	more	substantial	lairds.	The	reason	for	this	was	quite	simple	–	there	was	no	other	means	
of implementing change on the land which was held by a handful of wealthy and powerful 
individuals who controlled the lives of those who lived and worked on their land.

It may be surprising, given how important timber was in 
peoples’ lives, that state involvement in the forestry and 
woodland resources of Scotland is a comparatively recent 
development which resulted from the sudden realisation 
in the First World War that Britain was dangerously short 
of timber supplies. This was to a large extent because 
Britain had come to rely on being able to access the 
enormous timber supplies of the Empire as well as from 
the neighbours in the form of the Scandinavian and Baltic 
States.1	The	realisation	that	while	the	sun	was	not	quite	
setting on the British Empire it was at least burning less 
brightly came as a shock and resulted in a number of 
changes in society and the economy. This included the 
formation of the Forestry Commission in 1919.2

Before this Scotland and indeed the rest of the United 
Kingdom had no forestry service and what was more, 
‘there was no formal training of foresters’.3

Forestry was still practiced in the context of estates mainly owned by the 
aristocracy and managed by foresters who had learned the traditional 
management techniques under an apprentice system from their predecessors. 
British Forestry was fragmented, not formalised and far from centralised during 
the entire 19th century most of the forestry remained concentrated in large 
privately owned estates, especially in Scotland, where it served the double 
purpose of ornamental woods, and to a lesser extent, wood production for 
local use.4

It was, therefore, the traditional landowners, who began to make changes and plant trees on 
their vast acreages. The changes they made were part of a wider movement to improve their 
estates and the ways in which Scottish land was farmed as Smout has written:

‘Practically all the earliest improvers were landowners there was, indeed, 
no other class on the land with either, the capital, the power or the mental 
horizons to attempt the transformation of modern farming...’5

This transformation is often described as ‘the Agricultural Revolution’ but in many ways it 
was, for the most part, a slow revolution at least until the late 18th century and might be 
better thought of as the evolution of Scottish farming. It did, however, transform Scotland 
from a ‘country of peasants’ in 1690 to ‘a sophisticated agricultural system with a flexible and 
empirical	attitude	towards	new	techniques	which	was	the	envy	of	Europe’.6 The landowners 
were crucial and so were their estates.

Oak.
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1.2 Who were the traditional Scottish landowners?
For most of the 18th century the improvers and, therefore, those who might have an 
enlightened approach to the management of woodlands and forests were in the minority. 
Nevertheless they had a major impact and were drawn from three main groups of landowners.

Aristocrats

These were the most powerful men in Scotland in terms of the land they held and their 
political power. These men included the Duke of Perth, Duke of Gordon, Duke of Argyll as well 
as the Earl of Stair, the Earl of Haddington and the Earl of Hopetoun. Each of these men took 
an active interest in improving their estates unlike the Duke of Queensbury who preferred to 
leave the work to a competent estate factor.7

These men were active as political representatives in Edinburgh and London and usually had 
houses	in	London	and	frequently	country	houses	in	the	south	too.	They	were,	therefore,	in	
touch with all the latest developments regarding the land even if they were absentee landlords 
for a good part of the year. It should not be surprising that a Scottish aristocrat John Stuart 
Bute, 3rd Earl of Bute (1713–1792) became Prime Minister. Bute owed his position to his 
friendship with the young King George III, but he did not particularly enjoy his time as Prime 
Minister finding the rough and tumble of politics not to his taste. Lord Bute was a refined 
and civilised man who had been educated at Eton and Leyden University. It was the arts and 
science that interested Bute and following his resignation in 1763 he spent most of his time in 
the country. Interestingly it was this Scottish peer who was largely responsible for turning the 
royal estate of Kew into a botanical garden.8

Lawyers

It has often been said that for Scotland the negative aspects of the Union of the Crowns in 
1603 and the Union of Parliaments in 1707 was the tendency of many leading members of 
society to go south to London. As so many of the aristocrats spent time in London, the lawyers 
became, in effect, the leading members of society at least for part of the year. Many of these 
legal men were also landowners and were leading figures in the agricultural improvements. 
These included, Lord Kames, Lord Gardenstone, Lord Monboddo, Lord Nisbet, and Lord 
Hailes. In addition two of the leading figures in the improving movement, Cockburn of 
Ormiston and Grant of Monymusk were the sons of lawyers.

Gentry

Improvers were drawn from the group known as the gentry or what we might think of  
as the more substantial lairds. These included William Mackintosh of Borlum and Thomas 
Hope of Rankeiller.

It is clear from the examples above that those men who were improving their country estates 
were far from being ‘country bumpkins’.9 They were from the highest levels of Scottish society. 
That is not to say they were all successful and indeed not all of these people were good 
businessmen and a number got carried away with the business of improving their land and 
would go bankrupt.
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How many landowners were there?

One of the major commentators on Scotland in this period was Sir John Sinclair the 
compiler of the First Statistical Account, remarkable in that he was the first person to use 
the term statistics and gave Scotland a snapshot of itself in time between1791–92. He also 
wrote General Report of the Agricultural State and Political circumstances of Scotland in 
Edinburgh 1814. Sinclair said that in 1814 there were in total 7,654 landowners in Scotland. 
Based on the valuation of their lands he went on to say that 396 were large landowners, 
1,077 were in the middle and 6,181 were the owners of small properties.10

1.3 What brings about this move to tree planting?

More peaceful times

It is hard to make plans and improve your property if you are at war especially if the  
war is taking place around you. Improvements take place in an atmosphere of  
optimism and confidence.

For centuries Scotland had been a place of conflict either internally or because of war with 
England. Even when there was no war there were constant border skirmishes. It would 
be very hard in these circumstances to think about homes and gardens or the long term 
planting of trees, as your first thoughts would be about survival. Invading armies are very 
destructive which means there was little incentive for decorative improvements. In addition 
war, while sometimes stimulating the economy, can also place huge demands on resources. 
These would include available timber resources.

‘Castles are so last century’

The typical home of the landed élite was not an elegant country house but a castle or 
fortified tower house which was capable of withstanding attack by the neighbours or an 
invading army. Scottish monarchs like Mary Queen of Scots might live at Holyrood Palace, 
but in times of trouble they would retreat to either Edinburgh or Stirling Castles.

The wealthy élites would also have a castle as a preferred form of residence and there are 
many examples, we might consider Caerlaverock Castle in South West Scotland where its 
thick walls, clever design and a moat are all about defence and security not comfort and 
curtains and the same could be said of Craigmillar Castle on the edge of Edinburgh with its 
double curtain walls and keep.

For the smaller landowner there was the tower house, which in effect was a small castle. 
Instead of demonstrating your excellent taste in architecture these tower houses were 
more llikely to demonstrate your understanding of changing warfare, for example replacing 
narrow slit like windows for bows and arrows with wider openings to enable you to use 
guns. An example of this is Barr Castle in Renfrewshire.

The 18th century, by contrast, was a time of relative peace. There were foreign wars fought 
in Europe and America but at home there had been major changes in the relationship 
between Scotland and its auld enemy England. The Union of the Crowns in 1603 under 
James VI and I marked the beginning of a change which was taken a stage further in 1707 
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with the Union of the Parliaments. These developments which were not without controversy (and 
have	consequences	which	are	still	with	us	today)	brought	peace	between	the	two	countries	if	not	
always affection.

Along with a more peaceful relationship came other benefits such as Scotland’s access to wider 
markets in which to buy and sell goods. Scots travelling to and from the south brought back 
ideas which they picked up in London. There is no doubt Scotland was a much poorer country. 
In London the Scots experienced a wealthier country with a more affluent and sophisticated 
lifestyle, with elegant town houses and genteel homes in the country. Rather like suddenly 
buying a celebrity life style magazine today, the London based Scots discovered there was a 
whole new world which they rather liked. In a strange twist it would be the Scots who would  
turn out to be among the most enthusiastic developers of the country estate not only as 
planters of trees but as architects and designers of houses notably by the Adam family but also 
as gardeners. It would also be in the next century that wealthy southerners would in turn travel 
north to Scotland to live out their fantasies of life as lairds on highland estates. This, of course, 
would include Queen Victoria.

A Highland Hiccup

While the broad picture of internal relations in the 18th century is one of peace this 
is not an entirely accurate picture. Changes on the land and urbanisation brought 
their own tensions and occasional unrest, but in Scotland the Jacobite Rebellions of 
1715, 1719 and 1745 did for a while plunge the country into conflict again. These 
rebellions were centred around the idea that the exiled Stuart royal family, who 
had been removed in 1688 in a bloodless coup known as the ‘Glorious Revolution’, 
should be returned. This idea was supported mostly by highlanders and their clans. 
The rebellions were doomed to failure. The Stuarts had little support among most 
Scots, who if they were not exactly wild about the Hanoverian monarchy disliked 
the Stuarts even more for their Catholic religion and despotic tendencies. It was 
also the case that by the 1740s the economic situation in Scotland was showing 
signs of improvement sufficient to pacify those who saw little advantage in the 
union. Few Scots of note joined the rebellions and in April 1746 the rebels were 
defeated at Drumossie Moor, Culloden, near Inverness. This was a disaster for 
the highlanders who were led by the egotistical Prince Charles Edward Stuart and 
manipulated by the French. The battle of Culloden was exactly the type of combat 
which did not suit the highlanders. In the years that followed Culloden the British 
Government’s punishment of the highlanders was often vicious and cruel, but it 
certainly ensured that there would be no future rebellions. The clan system was 
destroyed continuing only as a romantic notion which would be brought back to 
life by Sir Walter Scott in the next century.

With guns, paper and paint box

From the point of view of the improvement of the country estate and the development  
of woodlands and forests, the Battle of Culloden and the defeat of the Jacobites had  
two important implications:

•	 It	was	the	last	pitched	battle	on	British	soil	and	as	such	established	Great	Britain	as	
a peaceful country, at least internally, with a constitutional monarchy. Against this 
background economic and social improvements could take place.
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New machinery was revolutionising agriculture.

•	 The	government	realised	that	Scotland	could	only	be	kept	under	control	if	it	was	 
more accessible and if they had more knowledge about it . The government realised 
they were woefully ignorant about the geography of the highlands. This was  
achieved by doing three things – building fortresses, drawing maps and making  
new roads and bridges.

Work began after the uprisings in 1715 and 1719 when General Wade was commissioned 
to draw up maps to plan and construct over 250 miles of military roads which would link the 
new forts and garrisons. Buildings are shown in detail but we also get an impression of what 
the countryside was like and for example where trees were planted. It was, however, to be the 
1745 rebellion which brought the necessity of maps to the forefront and as a recent study of 
Scottish maps has said there was considerable embarrassment about the ‘want of a proper 
survey of the country.11

The response was to appoint William Roy to undertake a military mapping project. The 
sketches for these maps were produced using ink and water colours in the winter months 
in the drawing room of Edinburgh Castle. While they have a strategic purpose, they have a 
certain beauty. This was due to their chief draughtsman Paul Sandby (1731–1809) who went 
on to become a well known watercolour artist who painted many other scenes in Scotland. 
Sandby’s	technique	of	drawing	trees	for	the	military	survey,	are	echoed	in	his	delicate	water	
colours, for example, of Drumlanrig Castle.

Of course it was many years before anyone other than the military and government would 
have access to these secret maps. However, they not only brought about an increased 
awareness of Scotland simply by virtue of being undertaken, they also brought about new 
standards in drawing maps and plans which would be echoed in estate maps and plans. 
Planning and mapping were not only strategic necessities for defence but in improving  
the land too.

Greater awareness of scientific 
developments relating to 
farming and plants

Science in 18th century Scotland tended to 
be very practical. This was important for the 
landscape and attitudes towards agricultural 
matters including woodlands and forestry.  
Thus one of the most prestigious clubs in 
Edinburgh was ‘The Honourable the Society 
for the Improvement in the Knowledge of 

Agriculture’ founded in 1723. It attracted many of the leading members of Scottish society 
which meant ideas for improving the landscape were not only fashionable but possible to 
implement at the highest level. As Shapin has written:

‘Agricultural Improvement was agreed to be an enterprise in which landed 
classes and men of science could unite and make common cause. From the 
1720’s on, Scottish men of science were taking up problems of practical 
concern to agriculturalists and offering their expert advice in the solution of 
problems in soil analysis, manuring, horticulture and the like.’ 12

While science in Scotland may have been very practical this did not stop people from 
attempting to understand what was happening on a more theoretical level and to provide 
points of reference. There was a great desire to organise and classify material.  
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This found expression in publications such as The Edinburgh Review. It is no coincidence that 
one of the most important publications of the period the Encyclopaedia Brittanica should be 
published in Edinburgh. It was the Wikipedia of its time and for two centuries afterwards.

Increasing numbers of publications were an important means of gaining and spreading 
knowledge, both in agriculture in general and more specifically relating to trees.

John Evelyn’s Sylva, or a Discussion of Forest Trees was read to the Royal Society on October 
15th 1662 and published not long afterwards. As a number of Scots were involved in the 
early years of the Society the book will have been known north of the border. The earliest 
publications on Scottish trees was said to be a letter published in The Philosophical Transactions 
in 1675 by Dr J. Real who urged his readers to develop gardens and nurseries of fruit trees as 
well as experimenting with the seeds of the hemlock tree, spruce and cedars. The earliest book 
on Scottish trees was The Scots Gard’ner published in1683 by John Reid. This was published 
in two parts, the first of contriving gardens, orchards, avenues and groves and the second of the 
propagation of Forest and Fruit trees. Reid’s book was published and republished an indication 
of its popularity. As one commentator points out one of the most interesting editions was that 
of 1766 which included A Short Treatise on Forest Trees by Thomas 6th Earl Of Haddington. 
The Earl had in fact written his own book A Treatise on the Manner of Raising Forest Trees 1761. 
There could be no clearer indication of the interest of the aristocracy in trees not only were 
they reading scientific publications but writing them too.13

Along with publication there was a great need to collect and understand material. Travellers 
brought back materials which were displayed in Cabinets of Curiosity and displayed as 
conversation points or private passions. Many of these collections form the basis of our 
museums. Collections of curiosities found their way into the collections of the members of 
local philosophical societies which again were often the starting points of modern museums, 
of which Paisley and Elgin are good examples. These societies would have regular debates 
and lectures and in this way spread knowledge about scientific developments. Natural History 
subjects and collections were favourites. Plant material could be stored in bottles or pressed 
flat in herbarium. Many of these survive and are not only rather beautiful but provide  
excellent reference works.

More specialised institutions for the collection of plant specimens were established as 
botanical gardens such as that in Edinburgh in 1670 where the gardens first began life as  
a small physic garden.

The Grand Tour

The development of the country estate in Scotland was influenced by what is known as The 
Grand Tour. An extended tour of Europe became something that every wealthy young man 
was expected to undertake as part of the completion of his education and preparation for life 
usually as the owner of a great estate and most likely as someone who would be in a position 
of political power. The experience was partly educational and partly social and taking the 
Grand Tour was a sign that you were learned, sophisticated, well mannered and understood 
the ways of the world.

The experience had evolved in the 17th century as the scientific revolution and philosophical 
developments encouraged the idea of travel as a means of encouraging curiosity and learning. 
For example, John Lock’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding written in 1690 put forward 
the idea that knowledge comes from external senses, and that what we learn comes from the 
physical stimulation produced by what we experience in our surroundings. Today we would 
call this active learning or in other words, travel broadens the mind.
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This experience was only open to relatively few individuals. It was firstly only available to 
men	and	secondly	it	could	take	several	years.	It ,	therefore,	required	considerable	financial	
means. In addition it was far from being a solitary experience as these young men would 
travel with servants, including sometimes a cook and possibly a tutor. Once in Europe they 
would in addition hire local guides. This was well illustrated by a portrait of Douglas 8th Duke 
of Hamilton painted by Gavin Hamilton when he had reached Rome. Now in the National 
Gallery of Scotland it features the young nobleman in an aristocratic pose set against the hills 
and ruins of ancient Rome. The Duke is painted with Dr John Moore who accompanied him as 
his tutor, doctor and companion.

The Grand Tour tended to follow very much the same itinerary with variations on route to suit 
individual needs and interests. Usually leaving from a south coast port, travellers would take a 
boat to France or Belgium with Paris as the first objective. French furnishings always appealed 
to the British country house owner. There would be an opportunity to purchase some French 
fabric or some lace trimmings to take home.

Importantly there would also be an opportunity to visit the Palace of Versailles built by Louis 
XIV the ‘Sun King’ where the visitor could only wonder at the size of the house and gardens. 
Once the parks and gardens of this palace extended to an astonishing 19,000 acres and were 
probably the most extensive gardens ever created in the west. In our own time the grounds of 
Versailles cover 1,890 acres which as the garden’s most recent historian Ian Thompson points 
out is twice the size of New York’s central Park.14 Louis was an obsessive gardener as he was 
in most things and at Versailles he was assisted by the talented gardener André Le Nôtre. The 
formal garden style at Versailles with it’s geometric beds and meticulous main terrace would 
influence Scottish garden design, but in time it was seen as too fussy and formal; nevertheless 
Scottish aristocrats on the Grand Tour would see for themselves what planning could achieve. 
By the late 18th century the French themselves including Queen Marie Antoinette were finding 
the style too rigid and the Queen would create informal gardens at the Petite Trianon.15

From Paris the traveller might take a detour to the Netherlands or to Spain or perhaps even 
travel along the Rhine or visit the Alps.

The main aim of the trip was to visit Italy. In Rome the traveller would admire the ruins  
left by the ancient inhabitants of that city and as the Duke of Hamilton had done it was usual 
to have a portrait painted against a classical background. The portrait could then be sent 
back home to Scotland to grace the walls of the country house. Young gentlemen could also 
practice their artistic skills by sketching the ruins and architectural details to take home.  
It was also an opportunity to see Italian gardens and how they used the landscape as well as 
their use of statues.

The Grand Tour was also an opportunity to collect objects such as coins, medals and treasures 
from the classical past . These portable treasures could be taken home and used in a rather 
sophisticated form of ‘show and tell’ in front of one’s friends and family. These could then be 
displayed in room settings or in ‘Cabinets of Curiosity’ which were really small scale museums. 
On a larger scale, objects such as marble furniture or statues could be purchased or copied. 
The returning traveller usually came home with crates of luggage.

From Rome the young traveller would visit Florence to improve his knowledge of art at the 
Uffizi and then it would be Venice. Here was the opportunity to experience the architecture 
of Andrea Palladio (1508–1580) who perhaps more than anyone else would influence 
country house design in Britain. Palladio was himself influenced by ancient Roman and Greek 
architecture. In Scotland William Adam and his three sons would themselves be influenced 
by Palladio and the classical styles and they would be aware that their clients had seen and 
favoured these styles while on the Grand Tour.
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The heady atmosphere of Venice was followed by Naples and an opportunity to see 
Vesuvius, the volcano which dominated the large bay and which had destroyed the ancient 
towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum in AD79. These newly excavated sites were a must 
for the grand tourists who revelled in the architectural details and the revelations about 
classical life which would hugely influence how people at home designed and decorated 
their country houses and what they would wear. Ancient decorative motifs would be used 
by architects notably Robert Adam, on the outside and inside of their buildings. The success 
of Josiah Wedgewood would be based on his use of classical designs on his ceramics.

Grand tourists might complete their tour of Italy by visiting the temples at Paestum, 
south east of Naples, where they could marvel at the skill of the builders and think about 
recreating the elegant columns at home. Finally some might visit Greece.

The Revolution of Manners

The Grand Tour was an experience open to few but it did have a major impact on houses 
and gardens. Of wider impact was what Smout has called the ‘Revolution in Manners’ which 
also influenced the way in which Scots saw themselves and the way in which they interacted 
with one another and lived their lives.16 What the Revolution in Manners meant was that the 
Scots were becoming more status conscious and aspirational. They were increasingly aware 
of what was fashionable and this included not only what was fashionable in terms of the 
latest styles and fabrics in dress but also in matters relating to food, entertainment, houses, 
enclosures, gardens, trees and plants.

One of the best illustrations of this is the move from the old town of Edinburgh along 
the Royal Mile to the new town built to the north of the city. Edinburgh’s leading citizens 
who were once happy to live in crowded tenements along the Royal Mile beside their 
dressmakers and shopkeepers increasingly found this intolerable and cast envious eyes 
across the recently drained Nor Loch to the new houses being built to Craig’s master plan 
by architects like Robert Adam.

The Revolution in Manners was, however, being felt throughout every aspect of Scottish life:

•	 In	the	country,	landowners	felt	increasingly	uncomfortable	about	their	rather	down	at	
heel homes which were described as: 

‘dismal, ghostly looking mansions: dark and gloomy within, devoid of 
ornament and with very scanty accommodation.’ 17

Sir Archibald Grant of Monymusk was advised to pull down his old house and start again.18 
Fortunately help was at hand and Sir John Sinclair’s Report of 1814 even provided a sketch 
for a model house and guidance for a ‘landed proprietor of moderate fortune’. It suggested 
that the house should be designed with simplicity and elegance, have six bedrooms as well 
as	a	drawing	room,	dining	room,	study	and	nursery,	extensive	kitchen	and	servants	quarters,	
stabling for eight horses and their carriages, a brew house, a hot house and a green house. 
The whole look should be light airy and classical and should ‘embellish the landscape of 
which it forms part .’ 19

•	 Inevitably	this	would	have	an	impact	on	furnishings	as	well:	

•	 Better	quality	furniture	was	essential	preferably	by	London	designers,	for	example	the	
Chippendale furniture at Dumfries House outside Auchinleck.

•	 Wallpaper	became	fashionable.
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•	 Instead	of	old	pewter	plates,	china	and	stylish	glass	ware	were	required.	Favoured	
designs were those reflecting the country’s fascination with the east such as the  
willow pattern. There was a great interest in how the table looked and how it reflected 
one’s taste and bank balance.

•	 Food	too	can	be	a	fashion	victim	and	the	desire	to	eat	in	a	more	elegant	and	
fashionable way was reflected in the publication of recipe books and even a cookery 
school in Edinburgh. If you were wealthy enough, then like the Duke of Buccleuch, 
a French Chef could be employed. So instead of traditional large meals without 
vegetables but with lots of meat, fish and oatmeal, more balanced meals were served 
with vegetables from the kitchen garden. Fruit became more popular, strawberries 
were well known in Edinburgh and the wealthiest might even buy a pineapple for a 
special occasion. These changing tastes influenced what was grown on the country 
estate. As the fashionable dinner hour moved from 2 o’clock in the afternoon further 
into the evening; afternoon tea came to fill the gap with the hostess dispensing tea 
which she had mixed herself from a locked box served with sugar from the West Indies. 
For the men the popular drinks were punch made from rum, sugar and lemons and 
brandy sweetened with a little sugar. French food went slightly out of fashion with the 
Napoleonic Wars in 1803, though not noticeably so with the very wealthy.

•	 Clothes	also	changed.	As	Smout	has	said	for	most	people	it	was	less	a	question	of	 
style	and	more	a	question	of	increasing	amounts	of	clothes.20 For the wealthier 
members of society the effect of improvement and the revolution of manners was 
to simplify clothes. They became less fussy and more elegant and suited to practical 
activities in the country. For country life, clothes were adapted and developed such 
as the riding habit for women or dresses for walking or carriage riding. The fact that 
younger women’s dresses were slightly above the ankle meant walking in the  
country was possible.

•	 Just	as	people	were	given	guidance	about	what	type	of	house	to	build	or	food	to	eat	or	
indeed what to wear, so they were given guidance on how to behave in society. In 1720 
Adam Petrie wrote a book called Rules of Good Deportment which taught people how 
to walk in the street, how to enter a carriage and how to conduct oneself at meals. This 
guidance was, ‘indispensable for people of fashion’.21

 The vogue for self improvement developed into an obsession for what were regarded 
as more refined English manners and this included how one spoke. It was even possible 
to attend elocution courses in Edinburgh famously organised in 1761 by Mr Sheriden 
father of the playwright, Richard Brinsley Sheriden.

As the examples above have demonstrated there were a number of factors, such as the near 
absence of conflict, scientific developments, the Grand Tour and the Revolution of Manners 
which together encouraged the development of the country estate in Scotland and which 
would see enormous changes on the land which among other things would impact on the 
landscape. The changes on the country estate would not only see alterations to existing 
houses but new gardens and parks and an increase in the number of trees planted and the 
introduction of new varieties.
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The Planting Dukes and the Planting Movement
Given the dominance of the landed aristocracy in Scotland well into the 19th century it 
should not be surprising that the greatest tree planters would come from their number. Most 
significant were the 2nd, 3rd and 4th Dukes of Atholl known as ‘the planting Dukes of Atholl’. 
These men were as House and Dingwall have 
written in People and Woods in Scotland, 
to make Perthshire an area of particular 
significance, indeed it became known as the 
‘cradle of the Scottish forest renaissance.’ 
22 For a hundred years from the beginning 
of the 18th century they would plant an 
astonishing 21 million trees on some 15,000 
acres. Their favoured tree was a non-native 
tree, the European larch which would be 
taken up by many of those planting trees in 
Scotland including the lowlands.

Tree rustlers
Their interest was not just in the larch. The 
Murrays of Atholl had long had an interest 
in a variety of trees which went back to the 
1680’s when they were involved in a major 
‘tree rustling’ incident. While they were in 
temporary charge of Inveraray Castle they 
stole some ‘34,000 live trees including sizable 
saplings of silver firs, pines, beech, lime, 
walnut and fruit trees...’ which had been 
planted by the 9th Earl of Argyll. 23

John, 4th Duke of Atholl.
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1.4 Topic Focus 1 

The Planting Dukes  
and the Plant Hunters

‘In my opinion Planting ought to be  

carried on for Beauty, Effect and Profit.’

John 4th Duke of Atholl (1755–1830)
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The Dukes of Atholl and the larch
It was the larch which made the Atholls’ name. It had been known as a specimen tree for 
some time and the Duke had been given 16 larch trees by a neighbour in 1737 and he had 
planted some of these next to Dunkeld Cathedral and some at his home, Blair Castle.

Blair Castle, Perthshire.
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They did so well that the 4th Duke was encouraged to plant more. He realised that there was 
a profit to be made as the timber would be of value to the Royal Navy for ship building and 
for his own estate where it could be used for building and fencing. The Duke’s plans were 
not entirely successful in the long term as the navy found it cheaper to import timber from 
abroad and increasingly ships were being built from iron and steel.

The Dukes of Atholl were highly influential and not only would the 4th Duke also publish 
his own Observations on the Larch, but he was also Lord Lieutenant of Perthshire, a 
Representative Peer of Scotland from 1780–1788, a member of the Masonic Order, a Fellow 
of the Royal Society and a Knight of the Thistle. People would pay attention to what he did. 
Robert Burns paid attention and in 1787 he visited Blair Atholl and suggested the Duke plant 
even more trees:

Would then, my noble master please  
To grant my highest wishes?  
He’ll shade my banks wi’ tow’ring trees,  
And bonie spreading bushes.

Larch.
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The Dukes of Atholl were not the only planters or the only influential people in the 
development of woodlands and forests. Others played a significant role too:

•	 The	6th	Earl	of	Haddington’s	book	Treatise on the Manner of Raising Forest Trees was one of 
the most influential books of the time.

•	 In	the	north	east	Sir	Archibald	Grant	of	Monymusk	had	planted	some	two	million	trees	by	
1754. It has been said that he held the record for tree planting with over 48 million trees.24

•	 The	Earl	of	Fife	at	Duff	House	near	Banff	and	the	Earl	of	Moray	on	Darnaway	Estate	and	
Seafield Estate planted millions of trees to improve their land. This is now one of the most 
heavily forested parts of Scotland.

•	 The	Earl	of	Moray	was	planting	with	Scots	pine	and	between	1767	and	1810	some	
10,346,000 of these trees were planted. These have a particular importance as they were 
collected locally ‘probably from the remnants of the natural Caledonian pinewoods’. 25

•	 At	Drumlanrig	Castle	in	Dumfriesshire	700	acres	were	planted	by	1750.

•	 In	Argyll	the	Dukes	continued	to	be	enthusiastic	planters.	The	9th	Duke,	who	had	had	
his trees stolen by Atholl in the rustling incident, was an enthusiastic planter and even 
had advice from John Evelyn author of Sylva one of the first and most influential books 
on trees. In 1756 the Duke, according to the estate records, planted some 29,657 trees. 
Among these were a number of introductions (that is to say trees which were not  
native to Scotland) including trees from the east coast of North America including 80 
American larch, 67 red cedars, 38 foreign oaks, 55 New England pines, 1 Carolina cherry  
and 17 tulip trees.

•	 The	Adams	of	Blair	Adam	on	the	Fife	Kinross	border	planted	1,144	acres	of	woods	which	
they carefully managed and harvested just as any farmer would have managed his crops.

•	 In	the	lowlands	trees	were	planted	enthusiastically,	but	on	a	smaller	scale,	for	example	 
at Ladybank in Fife and Glamis in Angus. The planters here tended to follow the advice  
of The Scots Gard’ner particularly where it was suggested that oak would be very  
profitable if coppiced.

Landscape designers
Of course the great planters of the period were not always working without advice. In addition 
to the new books and papers about trees there were individuals who provided practical 
assistance as landscape designers. Significant among these was Thomas White (and his son  
also Thomas) who had once worked with the most famous of all landscape designers in this 
period ‘Capability’ Brown.

‘White was to draw up improvement plans for some seventy estates throughout 
Scotland, mainly in the lowlands, though Gordon Castle and Cullen House in the 
north-east were exceptions. He had a distinctive planting style and was ‘very 
partial to larch’ as he said of himself. 26

White’s expertise lay in his ability to plant trees like Scots pine, Norway spruce and larch that 
would enhance the landscape for the owners, but would also bring a nice profit for them when 
they were felled. The vision of the planters and the skills of those that advised them meant that 
the trees had three different functions:

•	 they	brought	financial	gain,
•	 they	enhanced	the	landscape,	
•	 they	improved	agriculture. 27
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What trees were they planting?

For woodlands
The trees which were favoured for woodlands were mainly the native species such as ash, 
alder, elm, oak, birch and Scots pine as well as beech and sycamore. Visitors to Scotland 
tended to complain about the lack of trees but clearly the planters were beginning to have an 
effect as Daniel Defoe was able to say when approaching the capital that:

‘You hardly see a gentleman’s House, as you pass the Louthians, toward 
Edinburgh, but they are distinguished by Groves of Firr-trees about them.’ 28

For plantations
As we have seen the larch was a hugely popular introduction particularly as a result of the 
work of the Duke of Atholl. The Norway spruce was also planted, but this proved a more 
difficult tree particularly as its needs were poorly understood and it was often planted in the 
wrong place. On a small scale the European silver fir was also planted.

In terms of native tree species there was also an increased use of Scots pine which was often 
called ‘fir’ or ‘Firr’. It was being planted for its timber but also to enhance the landscape. It 
was sometimes planted with other broadleaved trees to act as a ‘nurse’, in other words the 
presence of the Scots pine or indeed another conifer would help the broadleaved trees to 
grow straight. Eventually the pine could be cut and provide an income.

Was it worth planting all of these trees?
The tree planting was part of the wider movement for agricultural improvement in Scotland. 
As such it played a vital part in providing shelter in a country where the climate could be very 
difficult for farmers. Planting trees helped to ‘warm’ the land.29 Trees were also a part of the 
nation’s material culture:

•	 Wood	was	one	of	the	basic	materials	which	people	used	to	live	their	lives.	It	was	used	
in the building of houses particularly where the roof construction was that of a ‘cruck’ 
– the curved wooden framework of the roof on which some kind of covering could be 
placed. Internally wood provided material comforts as box beds, tables and chairs, kists 
(wooden chests) and meal bins. At the end of life, wood provided a coffin. Wood was 
also used in bridges and in the building of ships.

•	 On	the	farm,	wood	was	used	to	make	carts	and	agricultural	implements	such	as	hoes	
and sickle handles and winnowing machines.

•	 Wooden	barrels	were	used	for	storage	and	transportation	particularly	in	the	brewing	
and fishing industries.

•	 There	were	growing	demands	for	timber	in	the	mining	industry	and	in	the	cotton	mills.	

•	 Tree	bark	was	used	in	the	leather	industry	and	in	producing	dyes	for	textiles.	

•	 Charcoal	from	trees	was	used	in	the	production	of	iron.

•	 Planting	trees	created	employment	not	only	in	the	actual	planting	of	the	trees	and	
their care in the form of forestry management, but also as a result of the wider impact. 
Roads would have to be constructed to transport the timber and ‘river beds were 
altered to permit the floating of logs from remote areas’.30 The stone dykes which are 
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such a feature of the rural landscape in many parts of Scotland were often built to 
protect trees from animals. Building these dykes and maintaining them was a skilful and 
never ending task.

•	 For	the	landowner,	trees	not	only	improved	the	look	of	their	property	but	provided	
additional income over and above the rental they received from their tenants. Even in 
the 1680’s as Gibson has pointed out the Earl of Panmure noted that the value of his 
timber was the same as the yearly sum he received from his tenants on the estate.31

•	 We	might	also	think	of	the	trees	as	a	metaphor	for	Scotland’s	growing	self	confidence	
in this period. In a developing economy confidence is the most important single 
ingredient. In the years that would follow, Scotland would become a major partner in 
the world’s first industrial nation.

Perhaps the activities and the impact of the planters was best illustrated by the novelist and 
poet Sir Walter Scott who was also a landowner and a most enthusiastic tree planter himself. 
In Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian, Lord Dumbiedykes is dying and gives his son some 
last words of advice:

‘Jock, when ye hae naething else to do, ye may aye sticking in a tree:  
it will be growing Jock when ye’re sleeping.’

The plant hunters
Scots, with their reputation as fine gardeners and hard workers and with a centre of 
excellence at the Royal Botanic Gardens in Edinburgh, were to play a huge part in these plant 
hunting	expeditions,	consequently	introducing	hundreds	of	species	of	new	trees.32

By the end of the 18th century the fashion for planting trees was in full swing and the 
investment seemed to have been worthwhile when the Napoleonic Wars forced up the price 
of commodities like timber and naval warfare demanded more ships and, therefore, more 
timber supplies. The trees which had been planted were a mixture of native species, including 
the Scots pine and introductions, particularly as we have seen the larch. This coincided with a 
new interest in ornamental gardens and parkland to frame country house living.

Perhaps it was inevitable that those with an interest in trees might begin to look abroad for 
new trees which might do well in Scotland. The Scots had of course played a part in the 
opening up of the wider world for a variety of reasons. Where explorers ventured first the 
settlers, missionaries, traders and scientists usually followed. It was, however, sometimes the 
case that the explorers were accompanied by botanists and plant hunters and indeed artists. 
The most famous example of this being Captain Cook’s voyages to Australia.

The Scottish plant hunters would make a major impact on the range of trees available in 
Scotland and they would bring back plants from North America, the Andes in South America, 
the Himalayas, China and Japan as well as Australia and New Zealand. Their discoveries 
would have a major influence on Scottish forestry and the landscape particularly with the 
new range of conifers.
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Archibald Menzies (1754–1842)
‘The red faced man who cut off limbs and collected grasses.’

(Online Dictionary of Canadian Biography)

The gardening brothers
Archibald Menzies was perhaps the most influential of the early plant 
hunters. He was born at Weem in Perthshire and was educated at the 
parish school. The education while basic was certainly in advance 
of anything south of the border. There was obviously an interest in 
gardening within the family as each of Archibald’s four brothers would 
also become gardeners. After a brief spell working for the clan chief Sir 
Robert Menzies of Menzies, who was himself interested in new plants, 
Archibald went to Edinburgh in the footsteps of his brother William 
to work in the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh established by 
Professor John Hope in 1763.

Hope was soon aware of young Archibald’s abilities and encouraged 
him to study at Edinburgh University where he took classes in 
medicine, surgery, chemistry and botany. In 1778 he travelled to the 
West Highlands to collect specimens for two London physicians.

The Caribbean, Canada and Kew
Archibald Menzies would continue to combine his interests in medicine and botany. He 
became a Royal Naval surgeon and saw action in the West Indies. He spent some time in 
Nova Scotia and collected specimens for the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew where Sir 
Joseph Banks (1743-1820) was director. Sir Joseph Banks who had gone 
with Captain Cook to Australia was very influential and was not only in 
charge of Kew Gardens but also held the highly prestigious position of 
President of the Royal Society. Banks who was known to promote the 
causes of young scientists allowed Archibald Menzies to study in his 
library and herbarium when he returned to London in 1786.

The Pacific Coast
It was not long before Menzies was on his travels again and 
in the same year was appointed surgeon on The Prince of 
Wales on a fur trading voyage to the Pacific Coast of North 
America and China. This was to be a particularly important 
destination; it was largely unexplored and:

‘With a latitude and coastal climate similar to 
western Europe, the area of modern-day Oregon, 
Washington British Columbia, and Alaska 
was subsequently to prove a treasure trove of 
gigantic proportions, with an incredible range 
of new conifer species adapted to thrive in the 
British Isles, especially in Scotland.’ 33

Archibald Menzies
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A four year voyage
In 1790 Menzies was appointed naturalist on The Discovery 
under the notoriously difficult Commander George Vancouver 
and the ship left Britain the following year on a voyage of 
exploration and scientific investigation. It would not return 
home for four years. A considerable amount of time was spent 
in the Sandwich Islands (Hawaiian Islands) and many years later 
Menzies having been seen in action as a surgeon and a botanist 
was remembered as ‘the red faced man who cut off limbs and 
collected grasses.’ 34

This voyage was important for several reasons:

•	 On	a	very	practical	note	Vancouver	would	use	the	Douglas	fir	as	replacement	masts	
for his ships, an indication of the strength of this tree and it future importance.

•	 Menzies	also	collected	Sitka	spruce.	This	was	done	originally	to	combat	scurvy	as	
Sitka spruce is a natural source of Vitamin C. The spruce was used to make beer  
for the sailors.

•	 Before	returning	home	the	expedition	called	at	Santiago	in	Chile.	Menzies	stayed	
with the Governor and was fascinated by some seeds which were served for breakfast 
and put some in his pocket. Once on board the Discovery he planted some. These 
were the seeds of the Monkey Puzzle tree which would become all the rage with the 
Victorians in the next century.35

Unfortunately Menzies and Vancouver fell out on the voyage. Vancouver is said to have 
become more and more difficult as the voyage went on and relations became so bad that 
Menzies was almost court marshalled.36 The result was Menzies was unable to bring back 
many of the seeds he had seen. On a positive note, his reports once he returned home 
excited organisations such as the Horticultural Society and plant hunters in general.  
Others would follow Menzies.

Four hundred new species
Menzies would resign in 1802 but he continued to practice medicine in London and to 
study botany. He gained a reputation for his knowledge of ferns and mosses and was 
known as a skilled botanical artist . He published little but between 1783 and 1795 he 
introduced 400 new botanical species, a number of which came from the west coast of 
America particularly Vancouver island. Several plants were named after him and he is 
honoured by having his portrait hanging in Burlington House where the Linenean Society 
has	its	headquarters.37 (The Linenean Society is the world’s oldest organisation dedicated to 
the discussion of natural history.)
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David Douglas 1799-1832  
‘King George’s Chief’  
or ‘the Grass Man’

The person chosen by the horticultural society to 
follow in the footsteps of Archibald Menzies was 
a young Scot called David Douglas whose life, 
although short, was to have a major impact on 
Scotland’s landscape and gardens. What was more 
the life of David Douglas had more than a little of 
‘The Boys Own’ or Indiana Jones flavour to it .

A gardener and collector of 
specimens
David Douglas was born in Scone near Perth, 
the son of John Douglas a stone mason and 
Jean Drummond. He went to the parish school 
at Kinnoull but often played truant preferring 
to explore the countryside and fish. Even as 
a youngster he had an interest in birds and 
collected plants. He worked in the gardens of the Earl of Mansfield at Scone and then in 1818 
for Sir Robert Preston whose garden at Valley Field in Fife was known for its exotic plants. 
Douglas then went to the Botanic Gardens in Glasgow where he assisted with the collection 
of specimens and became a student of William Hooker the Professor of Botany at Glasgow 
University. It was Hooker who would recommend him to the Horticultural Society in London.38

A voyage to Niagara Falls 1823
Originally Douglas was to go to China for the Horticultural Society, but it was decided that the 
country was too dangerous and he would go instead to America and look for fruit trees. He left 
in June 1823 for the East Coast. He was impressed with Niagara Falls:

‘I am like most who have seen them, sensitively impressed with their grandeur 
but particularly with a red cedar which grew out of the rocks, on the channel of 
the river.’ 39

In Upper Canada his guide ran away with his coat and money while he was up a tree. He was, 
however, left with the horse and carriage but he had to hire another driver as the horse only 
understood French! Despite such annoyances he collected specimens from both sides of the 
Niagara River and returned to London in 1824 with fruit trees, oaks and other plants.40

The Pacific coast voyage 1824
The success of the voyage was such that he was soon sent back to North America by the 
Horticultural Society. This time he would travel to the Pacific coast. He left Britain in July 1824 
on a journey that would take 8 months via Maderia, Rio de Janerio, around the treacherous 
Cape Horn to the Galapagos Islands before basing himself on the Columbia River, near modern 
day Portland in the USA. He explored the area between northern California and the Columbia 
basin collecting plant and animal specimens as he travelled. He covered over two thousand 

David Douglas, Planthunter.
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miles and made trips to Grand Rapids in the Cascade Mountains. As a result he was able 
to send home 500 plant seeds as well as the skins of birds and his journals.41 To the Native 
Americans of Columbia he became known as ‘King George’s Chief ’ or ‘The Grass Man’.42

In March 1827 Douglas began his return east assisted by the Hudson’s Bay Company.  
He collected as he went. At the Red River Settlement he remained for a month and 
collected herbarium of 288 species. In Hudson’s Bay he nearly lost his life when he was 
caught in a storm and driven out to sea and the effects of the wet and cold were to make 
him ill for many months to come. Nevertheless he returned with so many plants including 
the	lupin	and	the	Douglas	fir	that	the	Horticultural	Society	was	quite	overwhelmed.

Losing sight, the 1829 voyage
Once again his success meant another voyage and in October 1829 he left again for the 
western coast of North America and Fort Vancouver, arriving in June 1830. This time 
he had as the Dictionary of Canadian Biography points out, a major difficulty in that his 
eyesight was giving him problems. Most likely this was the result of damage by snow and 
sand on his previous expedition. He paid scant attention to this often endangering his own 
life. And on one occasion fell down a ravine where he had to wait in pain for five hours 
before being rescued. Despite the problems of his sight people were amazed by what he 
still managed to do. As one of the Hudson’s Bay Traders was to remark in 1830:

‘I was much surprised to remark the quickness of sight he displayed in the 
discovery of any small object or plant on the ground over which we passed. 
When in the boats he would frequently spring up abruptly in an excited 
manner, and with extended arms keep his fingers pointed at a particular 
spot on the beach or shelving and precipitous rocks where some new or 
desirable plant had attracted his notice. This was the signal to put on shore, 
and we would then be amused with the agility of his leap to the land, and the 
scramble like that of a cat upon the rocks to the object he wished to obtain.43

He continued to work on the Californian coast 
where he came across the giant redwood tree 
and in the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii).  
By March 1833 he had completely lost the vision 
of his right eye and he decided to return home. 
Travelling down the Fraser River his canoe was 
destroyed. Douglas and his guide managed to 
save themselves and some instruments  
but he lost his collection of 400 specimens  
and his notes. They arrived back in Vancouver 
the following month near starvation and 
mentally exhausted.

1834 – accidental death, suicide or murder?
On 18th October 1833 Douglas left for the Sandwich Islands again arriving there just 
before Christmas. Despite the problems with his eyesight there was no stopping him and 
on the 12 July 1834 he was travelling along a trail in the mountains of north Hawaii when 
he vanished. His body was found at the bottom of a cattle trap where he had been gored 
to death by a bull. He was 35 years old and the mysterious nature of his death has ever 
since given rise to theories that perhaps it was not an accident but murder or suicide. 
Certainly he will not have been without his enemies; the native Americans could find him 

Birch bark canoe.
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‘vaguely menacing’ and while the Hudson’s Bay Company assisted with his travels he 
disliked many of the officials and he once said. ‘There is not an officer in it with the soul 
above a beaver skin’.44 This remark resulted in him being challenged to a duel, which he 
later managed to get out of.

The most important trees in Scotland
David Douglas’s impact on the botany of the British Isles was amazing. Although he came 
back with many plants it was his new trees that caught the public imagination, 

‘...encouraging a frenzy for new trees and the establishment of  
specialist collections and arboreta across the land’.45 

Douglas introduced the Douglas fir, Sitka spruce, noble fir, and Monterey or radiate pine.  
It would be the Sitka spruce and the Douglas fir which would come to dominate forestry 
in Britain and particularly in Scotland. The first Sitka spruce in Scotland and indeed 
in Europe was planted at Keillour, between Perth and Crieff in the early 1830’s. The 
Sitka spruce now accounts for two thirds of all timber production in Britain.46 It is the 
foresters’ favourite tree although some would argue that it has been overplanted and has 
environmental implications.

The seeds which Douglas brought back in the late1820’s caused huge excitement.  
The Horticultural Society who had 
sponsored the expeditions sent seed to its 
members and these included many estate 
owners in Scotland. Some of the original 
introductions of Douglas firs can still be 
seen on the Scone Estate, at Dawyck near 
Peebles and at Drumlanrig Castle. There 
was a positive mania for the new trees and 
individual  
specimens of the Douglas fir would be sold 
for 15 guineas each, a vast amount of  
money for the time.

We can put Douglas’ contribution into 
perspective when we consider that when he  
was active as a plant hunter some 92,000 
species of plant were known in the world 
and he alone sent to Britain 7000 species 
mainly from Canada. It has been said of 
him that he is ‘one of our greatest and most 
successful exploring Botanists, to whom the 
world is deeply indebted’.47

Douglas fir on the Tall Trees walk, Reelig Glen, Inverness.
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1.5 Topic Focus 2 

The Country House 
and Estate
If the country estate in 18th century Scotland was the focus of tree 
planting then it is true to say that the country house was the centre  
of that activity.

A romantic view
Even today the country house is very much part of Scotland’s and indeed Britain’s identity. 
The country house and estates are an important part of our economy and attract tourists 
who	want	to	gain	an	insight	into	an	aspect	of	our	heritage.	Equally	it	has	to	be	said	they	are	
important to us and country house visiting is a popular weekend and holiday activity, when 
we can imagine for a few hours what it was like to be those who lived in these houses, or 
often more interestingly, if less desirable, what it was like to work in them.

Hopetoun House.
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Duff House by William Adam. 
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These houses mean different things to different people. On the one hand they are wonderful 
examples of the Enlightenment in the way they represent architecture and design and on 
the other an illustration of a class system which was unfair. Nevertheless our fascination 
continues and the country house is the setting for novels, plays and films. Much of this 
portrayal is of course romanticised and for those ‘below stairs’ the country house represented 
unremitting hard work and unless they were outside servants they would barely be aware  
of the trees and gardens which were being planted and certainly they would not have been 
able to use them.

Talented Architects
It is in the 18th century that the country house ideal really develops as a result of the many 
forces which we have seen at work not least of which were the desire for improvement and 
the experience of foreign travel. Of course change was not confined to the 18th century 
and following the restoration of King Charles II in 1660 improvements were made and ‘the 
classical country house began to make its appearance in Scotland. (Gibson16).

The development of the country house was assisted by some very talented Scottish architects 
such as Sir William Bruce (c.1630–1710), James Smith (1645–1731) and the particularly 
talented	Adam	family.	They	built	houses	such	as	Hopetoun	near	Edinburgh,	unique	in	that	it	
was begun by Bruce and finished by William Adam and Duff House in Banffshire.
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Robert Adam.
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Culzean Castle, Ayrshire.  

Not all were completely new some like Thirlstane a Drumlanrig were 
existing houses which were remodelled. Culzean in Ayrshire which is 
considered to be one of Robert Adam’s masterpieces was remodelled from 
an older building. In contrast William Adam’s Duff House was a new home.

The Adam family which consisted of father William 1689–1748 and his 
sons John 1721–92, Robert 1728–1792 and James 1730–1794 were 
probably the most important architects of the time. His interest in the 
architecture of ancient Rome is reflected in his houses, furniture and 
interior details such as plaster work. His style which we can see at Culzean 
Castle	and	in	Edinburgh’s	Charlotte	Square	(the	north	side	of	which	is	
rather like a country house in the city) has come to represent the country 
house ideal with its clean simple lines and restrained details.

A suitable background for a family picture
It is the outside of these houses with which we tend to be most familiar. They were 
often the background for family portraits of the period so that the country gentleman 
could show off not only his large and accomplished family but his elegant home and the 
landscape that surrounded it . Many of these pictures now hang in our public galleries and 
epitomise the Enlightenment.
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Town and country
The country house was not usually occupied throughout the year. The wealthiest Scottish 
aristocrats would spend much of their time in London where they would attend Parliament and 
the Court and have a town house and perhaps even a country house in the home counties. 
Others in Scotland who owned country houses such as the lawyers would spend part of 
the year in Edinburgh especially when the law courts were sitting and the universities were 
operating. This movement is well illustrated in The Journals of Elizabeth Grant whose lawyer 
father	owned	the	estate	of	Rothiemurchis	but	also	lived	in	Charlotte	Square	in	Edinburgh.	The	
tendency was to move to the country house in the summer and autumn to engage in country 
sports, whereas winter and spring were spent in town for ‘the season’ which would consist of a 
constant round of going to the theatre, balls, routs and other entertainments.

Good design and an army of servants
These houses were built to impress both from the outside and inside. They were designed with 
large families in mind but in the main it was the guests who were the first consideration. The 
family might occupy a relatively small part of the house. The clever thing about these country 
houses is that they were designed in such a way to keep the family and guests and servants 
separate from one another except when they met up at the appointed times for meals and 
entertainment. This was important when you consider that these houses were very rarely free 
of guests. It was also important that the servants should not be seen or heard as they went 
about their duties; it was preferable if they were rarely seen at all.

This was all done by careful interior design, for 
example by using more than one staircase as 
well as a well planned arrangement of rooms 
and by keeping the servants in their own area 
either below stairs, in the attic or in their  
own wing. The servants’ doors were usually 
smaller and covered in green baize to prevent 
any awkward mistakes.

It was of course the servants who made the 
operation of the country house and estate 
possible. Country houses needed a vast 
army of servants to make them function and 
included a House Steward and French chef 
at the most aristocratic homes as well as 
cooks, scullery maids, chamber maids, ladies 
maids, a housekeeper and butler, footmen 
and outside there would be a multitude of 
gardeners, foresters and game keepers as well as 
coachmen, grooms and stable boys.

Domestic service sometimes provided an 
alternative for those who were cleared off the 
land because of ‘improvement’ and they also 
provided good training for the daughters of 
farm labourers as it was seen as a means of 
learning valuable skills which made them more 
attractive to marry. For young men, starting 

Culzean Castle drawing room by Robert Adam
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work as a lowly footman might lead to an important and trusted position as a butler or 
head gardener. The down side of this was that domestic work was hard and relentless and 
as we would say today the servants were more or less on call 24/7. On the other hand 
working as a farm labourer or as a miner was no picnic either. Domestic service became 
one of the main occupations in Britain. Ultimately after the First World War it would be the 
difficulty of getting servants that help to bring about the decline of the country house.

A pattern for country living
The interiors of these houses tended to follow a pattern with grand entrance halls and 
plenty	of	places	to	put	country	clothes	and	equipment.	There	would	be	impressive	spaces	
for entertaining: such as:

•	 the	drawing	room

•	 the	dining	room	

•	 the	sitting	room	for	the	ladies	

•	 the	morning	room	for	more	relaxed	meetings.	

•	 the	library	

•	 the	music	room	(not	in	all	houses)	

•	 the	picture	gallery	(not	in	all	houses)	

•	 the	study	for	the	gentlemen	to	meet

There would also be a large number of bedrooms of different styles and degrees of luxury 
which would be allocated to guests in terms of their importance.

The servants would be summoned by a range of bells and their accommodation would be 
out of sight and very basic. Male and female servants were kept apart . There would also be 
a range of service rooms:

•	 the	kitchen

•	 the	pantry	—	where	food	was	stored

•	 the	game	larder	—	where	game	shot	on	the	estate	was	stored

•	 the	scullery	—	where	all	the	washing	for	the	kitchen	was	done

•	 the	servery	—	from	where	food	was	finally	assembled	to	be	served

•	 the	still	room	—	this	was	where	herbs	were	distilled	into	essential	oils	for	use	in	
medicine and cosmetics which would be gathered from the plants on the estate.

•	 the	strong	room	—	for	valuables	such	as	silver	tableware.	Outside	would	be	a	whole	
range	of	buildings	for	laundry,	carriages,	horses,	garden	equipment,	timber

storage,	sometimes	a	dairy	and	so	on	depending	on	the	owner’s	requirements.

Getting the country house look
Interior decoration tended to follow a pattern dictated by fashion too. In comparison 
to the old Scottish country houses the Adams favoured a lighter look with pastel shades 
as a background for paintings and sculpture brought back from the Grand Tour. Ceilings 
were often of delicate plaster designs favouring classical motifs such as garlands of leaves 
and flowers or rams heads. Green was a favoured colour for dining rooms and it was 
considered appropriate to have very simple curtains here or none at all as food smells 
would cling to the fabric.
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Into these rooms objects were brought which tended to be placed in ordered or symmetrical 
groups such as pairs of mirrors, sofas or candelabras. Furniture was ordered from London or 
Edinburgh and pictures by Scottish artists such as Ramsay or Raeburn were favoured for the 
walls. In the drawing rooms furniture was grouped around tables for conversation or card 
playing and other spaces were filled with Cabinets of Curiosities containing treasures brought 
back from the Grand Tour. Bedrooms might be rather grand for distinguished guests and 
those for ladies rather more feminine than those for the gentlemen. Bathrooms did not exist . 
Chamber	pots	would	be	emptied	regularly	by	chamber	maids.	Guests	who	required	the	use	of	
a bath would have it brought into their room or dressing room and have the water carried in 
by servants. During the course of a day there would be many changes of clothes depending 
on what activities were being undertaken or time of day it was.

The country house gathering
These houses were the location of the house party, that most characteristic of country house 
activities. These were usually held from Friday to Monday (the term weekend would not 
have been used) when guests would arrive and the next few days would follow a well worn 
pattern of drinks and dinner with the men remaining at the table while the ladies withdrew 
to the drawing room only to be joined by the gentlemen for cards and suitable conversation. 
On some evenings there would be music and dancing or the guests would be expected to 
entertain their hosts demonstrating the accomplishments of the ladies at the harpsichord or 
piano forte.

One of the not so hidden purposes of all this, was the house party acted as a dating agency 
whereby parents could find suitable wives or husbands for their children. During the day the 
gentlemen would go out early hunting, shooting and fishing as well as being shown the latest 
plantations of trees. The ladies meanwhile would breakfast in bed and spend the day writing, 
reading and walking in the gardens where they might draw or paint.

A Garden Setting
It was not just a matter of building a country house, it had to be set in the right landscape and 
so the owners would go to considerable effort to set out ornamental gardens and parklands to 
show the house to best advantage. As a result as Gibson says:

‘Designers laid out avenues, terraces, knot gardens, parterres (formal flower 
beds) and borders for aesthetic appeal and for recreation. Water features were 
very popular and existing water courses were turned into ponds, cascades, 
canals and fountains. Statues, sundials and pavilions were essential for any 
fashionable garden. Some of the grander gardens boasted mazes or labyrinths 
which were positioned so they could be admired from the house’.48

As a result of the Grand Tour, French and Italian garden designs tended to be favoured. John 
Reid’s book The Scots Gard’ner which was so influential reflected these formal designs which as 
Gibson says was about ‘controlling nature’, this was in effect the Enlightenment in the garden.49 
The European influence on Reid is obvious:

‘Pleasure Gardens useth to be divided into walkes and plots, with a Bordure 
round each plot, and at the corner of each, may a holly or some such train’d up, 
some Pyramidal, others Spherical, the trees and shrubs at the Wall well plyed 
and prun’d, the green thereon cut in several Figures, the walkes layed with 
Gravel, and the plots within Grass, (in several places whereof may be flower 
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pots) the bordures boxed, and planted 
with variety of Fine Flowers orderly 
Intermixt, Weeded, Mow’d, Rolled and 
kept all clean and handsome.’ 50

This description by Reid brings to mind a picture 
of order and mathematical precision. We know  
it is a geometrical garden even although we 
cannot see it .

Alloa inspired by Versailles
Examples of these formal gardens would be 
created all over Scotland such as that at Alloa 
House by John 6th Earl of Mar. Mar had led the 
Jacobite rising of 1715 and with defeat found 
himself in France where he was inspired by the 
gardens of the Palace of Versailles. Thus his 
landscape included water features, a bowling 
green and wildernesses. The gardens were hugely 
admired although some were not happy about what they described as ‘filthy naked statues’. 
Mar was a clever man with an eye for design and he also managed to combine his work on 
the gardens with a wider vision of improving the town of Alloa providing a water supply and 
drainage. He laid down an avenue of lime trees between the town and the harbour which 
can	still	be	seen.	These	gardens	were	extremely	large	and	if	you	live	in	Alloa	today	it	is	quite	
possible your house is in the Earl’s garden! 51

Kitty’s Garden
The greatest example of the Scottish formal garden of the period was probably that at 
Drumlanrig Castle in Dumfrieshire home of the Duke of Queensberry. Work on the grounds 
had been going on since the late 17th century. In 1739 a plan was produced by the gardener 
David Low.52

This rather elaborate geometric garden may have come about because Charles the 3rd Duke 
of Queensberry found himself unexpectedly spending rather more time at Drumlanrig than 
he planned. The garden may in fact have come into existence because of the activities of the 
Duke’s wife Catherine Hyde or Kitty as she was known. Kitty was ‘a generous patron of the 
arts and a formidable free thinker’. One of her projects was to support John Gay, the poet and 
author of the Beggars Opera which was in fact dedicated to her. When it was performed in 
1728 this work caused a sensation. Gay’s next opera was Polly which ended up being banned. 
Apparently Kitty was so cross, she was angry enough to make her views known personally to 
King George II. The result was that she was banned from Court which led to her and Charles 
spending far more time at Drumlanrig. Kitty continued to be a free spirit and gave rise to a 
great deal of gossip because she not only wore rather unfashionable dress but supported a 
young black manservant.53

Charles and Kitty did not have any surviving male children and so their work was undermined 
by his successor, a cousin, William Earl of March who became the 4th Duke and was known as 
‘Old Q’. Old Q would spend his time gambling and chasing the ladies and gradually frittering 
away his inheritance. This included cutting down the Drumlanrig woodlands and leaving 
Drumlanrig Castle in a poor state with a leaking roof. This would give rise to comment by 

Geometrical garden layouts were much in vogue.
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Robert Burns and William Wordsworth. It also came to the attention of Dorothy Wordsworth 
in her Recollections of A Tour Made in Scotland in 1803 when she wrote of Drumlanrig:

‘The Situation would have been noble if the woods had been left standing; but 
they have been cut down long ago.’ 54

Today it is possible to see the original gardens at Drumlanrig including some of the parterres in 
the process of restoration.55

The making of the original formal gardens at Drumlanrig was ‘achieved by major engineering 
works to cut through the rocky slopes surrounding the castle and form the land into elaborate 
patterns...’ 56 The result was a landscape of terraces, gravel walks, groves of trees, flower 
borders, parterres, a wilderness and a bowling green. The gardens impressed Daniel Defoe 
when he travelled in Scotland in the 1720’s. It was, he said:

‘A palace so glorious, gardens so fine, and everything so truly magnificent, and 
all in a wild mountainous country...nothing can be better designed, or indeed 
better perform’d than the gardens are, which take up the south and west sides 
of the house... At the extent of the gardens there are pavilions and banqueting- 
houses exactly answering to one another, and the greens trimm’d, spaliers and 
hedges are in perfection.’ 57

The true state of perfection can be seen in an engraving of 1739 by landscape surveyor John 
Roque	for	Volume	4	of	the	Vitruvius Britannicus. The plan shows the Duke’s Cascade which was 
served	by	an	aquaduct	two	miles	long	dropping	down	in	steps	to	a	canal.58

A New Informality
In the later part of the 18th century there was a reaction against this very formal country house 
garden. While there would be an element of formality around the house, in general rigid 
geometric designs made way for a more natural look which appeared to be less controlled.

Picturesque	views	and	long	sweeping	vistas	were	important.	Trees	were	used	along	with	
gently sweeping lawns to lead the eye over what would seem to be the owners never ending 
property. There was less definition in the landscape between formal gardens, walks and areas 
where animals were grazing. Sheep for example would appear from the house or terrace to be 
wondering happily at the middle distance, not attempting to come too close. In fact they were 
carefully controlled by a hidden ditch called a ‘ha ha’.

Gently curving river walks were important as were occasional gazebos or pavilions, where 
you could stop and admire the view and take refuge from a shower of rain or have a picnic. 
Where these were placed at a high point in the landscape they were known as belvederes. This 
change reflects a reaction against some of the formality of the Enlightenment which would 
come to be known as Romanticism and we see it in poetry and painting as well.

Examples of the change towards less formality can be seen in John Ainslie’s 1790 plan of 
the estate at Eglinton Castle in Ayrshire, and a 1774 plan of Erskine House in Renfrewshire 
by Charles Ross. The gardens of Lord Blantyre at Erskine for example shows a far less formal 
approach with the small formal garden set in an orchard some distance from the house, lawns 
sweeping down to the river Clyde and the working farms screened by plantations of trees. 
Winding carriage ways lead through the estate to the estate offices and the church as well 
as the Erskine Ferry. The plan clearly shows a Chinese style pagoda on one side of the estate 
surrounded by trees and a small castle like building in the sheep park which would give a 
view of the estate and the river. The plan shows the clever use of trees on the one hand in 
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plantations which could be cut for income and groupings of trees to please the eye. 
There was even an area set aside between two fields to grow willow. This had important 
uses on an estate as the raw material for baskets and for hurdles to act as mobile fences  
to enclose animals.59

Reading the 18th century designed landscape
These apparently informal and effortless 18th century landscapes were actually rather 
formulaic. While using the natural landscape and its water courses the landscapes tended to 
have one or more of the following features as McGowan and Dingwall have highlighted in 
their work. These features help us to identify these landscapes even today.

Buildings  
The most important building was the mansion house and stables, estate cottages and lodges. 
In addition there would have been the garden buildings such as various follies and ‘eye-
catchers’, as well as dovecots, ice-houses and walled gardens with glasshouses, conservatories 
and bothies. There may also have been a shell house.

Enclosures  
These included hahas, terrace walls and balustrades, estate fences, field boundaries and estate 
walls. These looked attractive but provided protection from animals without it being too 
obvious and of course from the outside world.

Landform  
This used the natural landscape in the form of terrace banks, ground-moulding, causeways 
and rockwork. This showed that it was possible to incorporate rather than fight against natural 
features.	In	leading	the	visitor	to	a	picturesque	vista,	it	might	also	provide	the	‘wow	factor’.

Circulation  
Given that the estate was not only a working business but a form of conspicuous consumption 
and display it was important that people moved around it so that it was seen to best 
advantage. This was done using drives, estate roads, rides, walks, footpaths, steps and bridges. 
The	modern	equivalent	of	this	would	be	the	visitor	attraction	or	exhibition.

Water features  
These may have been adapted natural watercourses such as rills, cascades, glens or  
formal elements along with canals, lakes, artificial rivers, ponds, pools and fountains.  
These were often very dramatic and considered particularly romantic.

Views and visual structure  
In the 18th views, vistas and panoramas were considered to be a 
very desirable part of garden design. Access to these was usually 
manipulated through a network of walks and linked spaces using  
walls and trees. The idea was that the view should be presented  
with maximum impact.

Planted features  
The planting of trees and shrubs in this new landscape often looked very  
casual and natural but it was as controlled as every other aspect of the estate.  
The planted features of the estate might include parkland with clumps, groups  
and individual trees; avenues; boundary tree belts; shelter belts; roadside and 

Fountains were 
popular focal points.
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boundary trees and hedges; shrubberies; ornamental woodland and arboretums; policy 
woodland; forestry plantations and areas of semi-natural woodland; kitchen gardens and 
other gardens in all their variety.

As	McGowan	and	Dingwall	point	out	each	of	these	elements	not	only	required	careful	
planning but also rather expensive and time consuming maintenance. The legacy of this can 
be seen in the 21st century cost of repairing even a metre of dry stone walling.60

From this section it can be seen that it is possible to ‘read’ and interpret an 18th century 
landscape just as one would read and interpret any other form of historical evidence. 

McGowan P. A and Dingwall C. Conserving and Managing Trees and Woodlands in Scotland’s 
Designed Landscapes (Forestry Commission Scotland) 2011. This document available from 
the Forestry Commission Scotland (231 Corstorphine Road, Edinburgh, EH12. 7AT) not only 
provides the historical background of Scotland’s designed landscapes but, is a tool for the 
modern management of these landscapes. It also contains advice about legislation. The 
illustrated document may well be of interest to older pupils interested in thinking about a 
career in forestry, land or heritage management.

Significance and Change
The country estate was as we have seen a very important aspect of aristocratic life in 
Scotland. It was a very self contained and powerful organisation.

The newly restored house or the brand new Adam Mansion was a place where the family 
could gather and be together, but it was primarily a place to entertain and display wealth 
and good taste. It was a place for parties and for leisure activities. It was all made possible 
by the availability of large numbers of domestic servants.

The	setting	of	the	country	house	was	equally	important.	The	country	estate	not	only	
beautified by the house but it provided employment and essential products for the business 
of being a gentleman. There were opportunities for hunting, shooting and fishing and even 
playing bowls but the estate also provided fruit and vegetables as well as timber. For women 
the estate also provided leisure opportunities. Their world was a very restricted one but on 
the estate they could walk, ride, paint and engage with visitors; they would probably also 
meet their future husbands.

Trees played an important role in all of this as a source of income and as a means of 
enhancing and beautifying the estate. This was made possible by the enthusiasm of the 
planters who took advantage of changing circumstances and their position in society to 
bring improvement, and the extraordinary plant hunters who risked their lives.

These country estates are still to be found dotted about all over Scotland. Some are still 
in operation, some have been turned into schools, golf clubs or hotels. Many have gone 
and it has been estimated in the 20th century that over 500 country houses have been 
lost in Scotland.61 Many of the estates have been swallowed up by housing and retail 
developments, their former existence sometimes only remembered by a street name. 
Sometimes it is possible to see from the trees in the landscape where country houses and 
estates have been. Even when the house has long gone the trees often remain incorporated 
into the landscape of the housing development or the motorway service station. That this 
is	a	more	democratic	use	of	land	and	trees	is	undeniable,	but	the	question	remains	why	are	
we still so fascinated by the country house and its estate. Perhaps the trees have the answer; 
they have often seen it all.
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Further Reading and Sources
It is a rather frustrating fact that much of what is available at least regarding secondary 
material and material for schools at the present time on the traditional landowners and the 
country estate seems to be based on the experience south of the border. This may of course 
say all sorts of things such as how we perceive our history or something about the state of 
research in this subject. This is odd considering the role of Scotland in this area as improvers 
and country house builders. It has to be said that of course the experience did not probably 
differ too greatly and as we have seen the Scots aristocrats were also resident in England.

Maps and Plans
The National Library of Scotland provides access to a vast collection of digitised maps online. 
These include estate maps as well as General Roy’s Survey. http://maps.nls.uk

Printed Sources
Defoe D., A tour thro’ the whole Island of Great Britain, divided into circuits or journies. 
1724-1727. Available at http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/text/contents-page.jsp?id=Defoe

Groom F.H. Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland: A Survey of Scottish Topography, Statistical, 
Biographical and Historical. (Mackenzie, London) 1724-1727. A very useful starting point as it 
often makes reference to country estates in Scottish locations which are listed alphabetically.

Wordsworth D., Recollections of A Tour Made in Scotland A.D. 1803, ( James Thin, 
Edinburgh), 1981. This is an account of a six week journey which Dorothy Wordsworth 
made to Scotland with her brother, the poet, William Wordsworth and Coleridge. As the 
introduction to this edition says it was undertaken at a time when English travellers had only 
just begun to venture north and was like a trip today to Outer Mongolia. Dorothy was very 
observant about the state of the landscape.
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reprinted). 
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2007.
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Watt H.B., Early Tree Planting in Scotland a paper read 25th October 1910 to The Natural 
History Society of Glasgow.

Boyd D.A. and Paterson J.,( eds.), The Journal of the Natural History Society of Glasgow, Vol. III 
1911. Available as an on-line resource at  
http://www.archive.org?details/ glasgownaturalis03ande

Photographs and Images
There may well be collections in your local library or archives but you should also consult 
SCRAN the online learning resource at www.scran.ac.uk which is operated by the Royal 
Commission on Ancient and Historic Monuments in Scotland (RCAHMS) who also have a 
database called Canmore. This is less aimed at schools but may well be worth consulting to 
see what relates to your area. http://www.rcahms.gov.uk/canmor.html

Libraries and Archives
Your local library and archive will have material relating to any country estates that exist or 
have existed in your area. Those close to the urban centres might consider contacting the 
appropriate librarian or archivist . The Mitchell Library in Glasgow and Edinburgh City Library 
are two examples. Glasgow City Archives is also well worth a visit; it is also based at the 
Mitchell Library.

In Edinburgh you will find the National Archives for Scotland and the National Library 
of Scotland. In the past these have seemed rather daunting places to visit but in recent 
years both have become very focused on making access a priority and this is reflected in 
their facilities. If any of these institutions hold material relating to your area in significant 
quantities	it	may	well	be	worth	organising	a	class	visit .	There	is	nothing	quite	like	the	
opportunity of being in close proximity to original historical documents. You should contact 
the Learning and Access staff in the first instance.

Museums and Galleries
Your local museum and art gallery would be a good point of contact on a variety of levels. 
They may hold material relating to local country estates and where there are natural history 
collections there may well be a herbarium collection. Paisley Museum is one example. There 
may also be examples of the types of furnishings and objects which were popular in country 
houses. Art galleries will almost certainly have examples of country house portraits.

Those living within close proximity to Edinburgh should consider a visit to the National 
Gallery and the newly refurbished National Portrait Gallery and the National Museum 
of	Scotland.	A	visit	to	Charlotte	Square	gives	an	instant	flavour	of	Georgian	architecture.	
The	NTS	Georgian	House	in	Charlotte	Square	while	a	town	house	gives	a	good	picture	of	
Georgian interiors and taste.
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Visiting the country house
The National Trust for Scotland cares for and makes accessible many of our country houses 
and estates which can be visited. It would be wise to consult their website for details of the 
properties and to contact Access and Learning staff as these properties normally charge for 
entry. Pollock Country House in Glasgow is interesting as it is, in effect, a country house in 
the middle of a city. http://www.nts.org.uk

Other ocuntry houses are run privately and your local library or Visit Scotland should be able 
to provide information.

Useful Websites
Online Dictionary of Canadian Biography available at http://www.biographi.ca

On the relationship between explorers and gardens see for example  
www.explorersgarden.com/explorersgarden/...david-douglas.html

www.historicscotland.gov.uk/heritage/gardens

Specifically on Trees
There are many useful guides to all sorts of aspects of British trees. The Collins guides for 
example and in addition there are useful websites such as that of the Woodland Trust  
http://british-trees.com

Forestry Commission Scotland has a range of learning resources relating to woodlands and 
forests as well as more specific environmental information at http://www.forestry.gov.uk/
scotland On the broader aspects of Scotland’s natural heritage see Scottish Natural Heritage 
at http://www.snh.gov.uk

The National Tree Collection http://www.ntcs.org.uk/index.html provides information on 
Scotland’s specimen trees and where to find them.

Heritage Trees of Scotland http://www.forestry.gov.uk/heritagetreesscotland is a very useful 
resource for all of Scotland’s oldest trees and where they are.

Film and television
While not specifically Scottish, films and television dramas based on the books of Jane 
Austen give a flavour of country house living at the end of our period. They convey the 
constant movement from town to country and very accurately show how the houses and 
estates were used for matchmaking. This was no mere entertainment especially where 
‘marrying off ’ girls was concerned. There are many others but of course the suitability of 
viewing and the films certification needs to be considered.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 That	it	was	on	the	country	estate	in	Scotland	that	changing	attitudes	towards	the	landscape	
were seen. It was here that improvements were made, trees were planted and gardens and 
parklands set out.

•	 The	country	estate	was:	

•	 The	setting	for	change.

•	 The	means	of	making	that	change	happen.	The	reasons	were:	

•	 The	country	estate	was	the	centre	of	power	and	wealth	in	Scotland.	

•	 The	estate	owners	wanted	improvement	for	a	variety	of	reason.

•	 There	was	no	overall	plan	for	forestry	and	woodlands	in	Scotland.	The	involvement	of	
the state in the form of The Forestry Commission does not happen until the 20th century. 
Individual landowners were in control.

•	 That	economic	and	social	changes	such	as	new	attitudes	to	woodlands	and	forestry	take	
place when a variety of factors come together to make change possible. These included:

•	 An	absence	of	conflict,	particularly	the	relationship	with	England	after	1603	and	1707.	
(The Jacobite Rebellions being the exception, but which had an impact on change). 

•	 Scientific	developments,	such	as	new	farming	techniques	and	increasing	numbers	of	
publications. 

•	 Travel	in	the	form	of	the	Grand	Tour,	which	brought	back	new	ideas.

•	 The	impact	of	the	Revolution	in	Manners	and	the	driving	force	of	fashion	and	the	
desire to keep up with the neighbours.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	John	Reid	as	the	author	of	the	first	book	on	Scottish	trees,	 
The Scots Gard’ner published in 1683.

•	 Name	and	describe	the	‘Cabinet	of	Curiosity’	as	a	means	of	show	and	tell	and	as	an	early	
form of museum.

•	 Know	that	a	collection	of	plant	specimens	is	called	a	herbarium.	

•	 Pupils	should	have	an	understanding	that	travel	changes	peoples’	ideas	and	perceptions.

•	 They	should	be	able	to	recognise	France	and	Italy	as	important	influences	on	many	matters	
including country house and garden design.

•	 They	should	be	familiar	with	the	major	sites	of	the	Grand	Tour,	Paris,	Rome,	Venice	
Florence, and Naples and be able to locate them in an atlas.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	of	the	importance	of	the	Palace	of	Versailles	in	influencing	formal	
garden design.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	of	the	significance	of	the	planter	Dukes	in	Scotland	as	leaders	of	
the tree planting movement and of estate improvement.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	identify	the	Dukes	of	Atholl	and	the	Dukes	of	Argyll	as	leaders	of	
this movement. They should understand that Perthshire and Argyllshire were a focus of 
planting activity. They should be able to locate Blair Atholl Castle and Invereray Castle on a 
map of Scotland.

•	 They	should	recognise	the	importance	of	the	larch	in	the	activities	of	the	Planter	Dukes.

•	 Pupils	should	know	that	trees	in	Scotland	are	divided	into	native	and	non	native	trees	and	
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understand the difference. They should be aware that the trees brought into Scotland from 
other countries are called ‘introductions’.

•	 An	essential	part	of	this	topic	is	the	development	of	skills	enabling	pupils	to	identify	and	
understand the uses and characteristics of different trees as part of our bio-diversity. Pupils 
should therefore be able to:

•	 name	native	trees	–	ash,	alder,	elm,	oak,	birch,	beech	and	sycamore	as	well	as	the	Scots	
pine.

•	 name	the	introductions,	such	as	the	larch,	Douglas	fir	and	Sitka	spruce.

•	 use	tree	identification	books	and	online	resources	to	identify	trees	and	plants.	(The	
internet	is	useful	but	there	is	nothing	quite	like	going	for	a	walk	with	a	pocket	guide.)

•	 identify	a	tree	not	only	by	its	picture	but	by	its	size,	feel,	and	smell	and	its	habitat	
which we can only appreciate by being outside. (The use of our senses are important in 
identification too.)

•	 have	a	basic	appreciation	that	wood	played	an	important	role	in	18th	century	lives	
from the cradle to the grave.

•	 give	some	basic	examples	of	wood	use	such	as	a	baby’s	cradle,	furniture,	farm	tools	and	
storage items like barrels and finally a coffin.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	of	the	role	played	by	Scots	in	plant	hunting	particularly	Archibald	
Menzies and David Douglas:

•	 They	should	be	aware	of	the	extraordinary	lengths	these	men	went	to	for	science.
•	 Be	aware	of	the	time	that	travel	took	and	the	dangers	it	involved.
•	 Understand	the	difficulty	of	bringing	specimens	home.
•	 That	our	landscape	and	our	timber	resources	have	changed	because	of	them.
•	 Appreciate	the	thirst	for	learning	in	the	18th	century.

•	 Pupils	should	understand	the	powerful	nature	of	the	country	house	–	as	a	business,	a	family	
home, a community and as a force for change.

•	 It	was	very	much	a	self	contained	unit .

•	 It	employed	major	Scottish	architects	and	designers	such	as	Robert	Adam.

•	 Both	house	and	estate	were	a	means	of	demonstrating	wealth	and	taste.

•	 Social	importance	of	the	house	as	a	place	to	bring	up	family	but	very	much	to	impress.

•	 Changes	in	design	took	place	on	the	country	estate	in	the	18th	century	-	houses	
became more classical and gardens less formal.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to:

•	 Name	Robert	Adam	and	say	which	countries	influenced	him.

•	 Name	a	Scottish	country	house.

•	 Be	able	to	recognise	an	estate	plan	and	its	principal	features	such	as	water,	farm	
buildings and explain the different uses of trees by reference to the plan e.g. for shelter, 
timber, training the eye, hiding the neighbours etc. and identify the change from formal 
to informal gardens.

•	 Understand	that	many	of	these	estates	still	exist ,	many	have	changed	use	and	many	
have been lost, but it is possible to identify where they have been either through visual 
clues such as the remains of tree plantings or maps.

•	 Learning	from	the	Practical	Activities.	The	activities	suggested	will	reinforce	the	themes	
outlined in this topic and are designed to help the development of the pupils’ skills 
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outlined by LTS in Principles and Practice but with particular emphasis on:
•	 Observing,	describing,	recording.
•	 Comparing	and	contrasting	to	draw	valid	conclusions.
•	 Exploring	and	evaluating	different	types	of	evidence	and	sources.
•	 Development	of	curiosity	and	problem	solving	skills.
•	 Interacting	with	others.
•	 Developing	and	using	historical	maps	and	referencing	them	to	modern	day	maps.
•	 Practical	presentation	skills.
•	 Encourage	imaginative	thinking	and	active	learning.
•	 Help	to	understand	the	importance	of	attention	to	detail	which	was	such	a	part	of	

country house and estate living.

•	 Outside
•	 Pupils	studying	this	topic	will	become	more	engaged	with	the	themes	explored	if	they	

have the opportunity for outdoor visits.
•	 Activities	such	as	visiting	a	country	estate	will	help	them	to	appreciate	the	nature	

and extent of the country house and estate and to see for themselves how trees and 
gardens work in the landscape.

•	 Help	them	to	use	reference	material	and	the	evidence	of	their	engagement	with	trees	
to identify and appreciate native and non native species of tree.

•	 Encourage	walking	and	rambling	by	giving	these	activities	a	focus	and	purpose.
•	 Promote	healthy	lifestyles	and	encourage	physical	and	mental	wellbeing	among	young	

people.
•	 Underline	just	how	important	our	landscape	is	and	how	it	has	been	shaped	by	natural	

forces and by man.
•	 Emphasise	how	important	trees	are	to	all	us.
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Suggested Activities

Construct
A country house portrait
You are an 18th century artist who has been commissioned to paint Lord Tartantrews, Duke 
of Inversnook and his family in front of their new mansion designed by the famous architect 
Mr Adamant, who uses examples of architecture from classical times.

You have seen several examples by the artist David Allan and know that you can create 
something far more stylish.

John Murray, 4th Duke of Atholl and his family, 1780 by David Allan.
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Your picture should include:

•	 the	house

•	 some	aspect	of	the	garden,	perhaps	framed	by	trees

•	 trees	that	have	come	from	a	foreign	country

•	 the	owner

•	 his	wife

•	 his	children.
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Use a variety of fabric and materials such as wool, lace, buttons, feathers, flat backed jewels 
etc to give an expensive but not too gaudy overall effect to the costumes you design for the 
family members.Remember these were people of restrained good taste. Frame the image 
with gold paper just like the frames seen in galleries.

This can be produced as a frieze on the classroom wall with the pupils working in a team or 
as an individual piece of work.

You have now been transported into the 21st century and the portrait has arrived in the 
Museum that you work in. You have been given the task of displaying it in a new exhibition 
‘Life on a Scottish country estate’

•	 Compose	a	brief	label	for	the	picture.

•	 Prepare	an	information	sheet	which	you	can	then	give	to	museum	visitors.

•	 Organise	a	visit	by	another	class/parents.	As	the	museum	guides	explain	to	them	the	story	
that the picture tells. You could include:

•	 The	name	of	the	architect.

•	 Who	lives	in	the	house.

•	 The	kinds	of	things	they	like	to	do	to	impress	visitors.

•	 What	their	fashions	say	about	their	life	-	expensive	clothes	but	not	too	fussy	as	life	in	
the country is about getting out in the fresh air.

•	 The	type	of	gardens	around	the	house:	formal,	informal	or	mixture	of	both.

•	 The	features	the	country	gentlemen	and	ladies	liked	to	have	in	their	gardens	–	water,	
statues, pavilions, belvederes etc.

•	 The	kinds	of	trees	that	have	been	planted	and	the	reasons	why

•	 Whether	the	trees	were	in	the	garden	or	parklands	and	the	reasons	for	planting	them	-	
to	make	money	and	equally	show	how	wealthy	the	owner	was,	to	hide	the	house	from	
the outside world.

A Model Estate
The plan

Country House plans from the 18th century are usually large, so large they are on 
several sheets of paper which have to be laid out on a large table to get the full effect. 
They are beautifully painted and contain a lot of detail.
As a class activity use an example of a country estate plan such as that at Erskine to produce 
your own ideal country estate.

Pupils can be given sections of the estate to work on, but remember the plan will have 
to come together so there should be a discussion about team work in advance with an 
agreement about colours of paint, style of lettering and such like. It’s a bit like a giant jigsaw 
that needs to come together as a whole. Pupils can consider whether they want their estate 
garden to be geometric or more informal. If they opt for the formal style as in the Drumlanrig 
Gardens designed by Kitty, they will need to investigate the use of symmetry in their design.
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The model

18th century architects often made models of the buildings and the estate they had designed 
as a way of selling their ideas to their client. Using an estate plan as a guide, either a real 
plan or the one you have made in class, create a 3 dimensional model of the estate. Once 
again this is a team exercise to produce the end product. Things to remember to include and 
suggestions of things you can use:

•	 The	house	–	anything	can	be	used	for	this	from	supermarket	boxes	to	shoeboxes	
depending how large the house is to be

•	 The	outbuildings	–	remember	if	the	house	is	large,	the	outbuilding	must	be	in	
proportion so smaller boxes for these.

•	 The	garden	buildings	–	an	ornamental	“Temple”,	“Pagoda”	or	pavilion	can	be	made	from	
egg boxes.

•	 A	water	feature	–	a	garden	pond	can	be	made	from	a	CD.

•	 Trees	–	pieces	of	a	bath	sponge,	painted	and	mounted	on	the	sticks	provided	to	stir	
coffee or lollypop sticks and stuck in plastercene or modelling clay would make one 
variety of tree. 

Architectural models are still used today. Here is a modern example to inspire you.

Reading the Landscape
Organise a visit to a local country estate preferably one 
where you know there were 18th century improvements and 
set the pupils the task of actively exploring the estate and 
‘reading’ the key aspects of a planned landscape.

You might like to consult The Inventory of Gardens and 
Designed Landscapes administered by Historic Scotland at  
www.historicscotland.gov.uk/heritage/gardens

It would be advisable to contact the appropriate learning 
staff in advance and obtain a map of the estate.

•	 Prepare	a	simplified	version	of	the	estate	map,	on	
which pupils can mark the essential parts of the 
landscape as they find them.

•	 Take	photographs

•	 Pupils	will	require,	pencils	and	clip	boards	and	a	wet	
weather contingency such as a plastic folder to keep the paperwork dry.

•	 Use	the	following	tick	sheet	to	prompt	pupils.	It	might	be	a	good	idea	not	only	to	have	
some background before the visit but to make sure pupils understand the words used 
to describe aspects of the landscape. It maybe that pupils decide that a feature fits 
more than one category. A folly may be an eye catcher and a ‘wow factor’ as well.
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Buildings
•	 Mansion	House
•	 Stables
•	 Estate	Workers	Cottages
•	 Follies

Eye Catchers  
(something artificial in the landscape used 
to get your attention)

•	 Dovecots
•	 Ice	Houses
•	 Walled	Garden
•	 Conservatories
•	 Home	Farm
•	 Farm	Workers	Bothies	(a	basic	

shelter)
•	 Shell	House

Enclosures
•	 HaHa
•	 Terrace	walls
•	 Balustrades
•	 Estate	Fences
•	 Estate	Walls
•	 Field	Boundaries

Landform
•	 Terrace	Banking
•	 Ground	Moulding
•	 Causeways
•	 Rockwork
•	 Wow	Factor

Circulation
•	 Drives
•	 Estate	Roads
•	 Rides
•	 Walks
•	 Footpaths
•	 Steps
•	 Bridges

Water Features
•	 Rills	(small	stream)
•	 Cascades
•	 Glens
•	 Canals
•	 Lakes
•	 Artificial	Rivers
•	 Ponds
•	 Pools
•	 Fountains

Views
•	 Vistas	(a	long	narrow	view	often	

between trees)
•	 Panoramas	(a	wide,	unbroken	view	

of a surrounding area)

Planted Features
•	 Parkland	with	clumps	of	trees
•	 Parkland	with	Groups	of	trees
•	 Parkland	with	individual	trees
•	 Avenues
•	 Boundary	tree	belts
•	 Shelter	belts	of	trees
•	 Roadside	Trees
•	 Hedges
•	 Shrubberies
•	 Ornamental	Woodland
•	 Arboretum	(a	place	for	the	

cultivation and display of rare trees)
•	 Policy	woodland
•	 Forestry	Plantations
•	 Kitchen	gardens
•	 Other	types	of	garden

Other features  
not mentioned above

The ‘E’ Factor!
Fashion and Style in the 18th Century Garden Tick List
Has this garden got what it takes to have The Estate Factor? As you explore this designed 
landscape use the following check list to see if the estate would have had to be one of 
Scotland’s most fashionable gardens. You could award points for each feature.
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Back in the classroom
Use what you have seen and discovered to construct a large scale map of the estate and 
illustrate with all the features.

You could of course also make a three dimensional version of the estate.

You might also think about how you would feature the estate on a website advertising 
the features which make this a must visit garden for tourists.

Other things to think about:

•	 Some	general	background	on	the	estate

•	 Do	we	know	who	built	the	estate?

•	 What	was	their	background	?

•	 Were	they	aristocratic	or	did	they	make	their	money	in	trade	and	industry

•	 What	does	the	estate	say	about	them?

•	 You	have	been	reading	the	landscape,	do	you	think	what	you	have	read	about	 
the estate and the owners is the same as what they intended you to read?

•	 Do	we	know	who	designed	the	house	and	gardens?

•	 What	was	the	feature	you	found	most	interesting	and	why?

•	 If	you	were	designing	an	estate	garden	in	the	21st	century	what	features	would	 
put in it to impress your friends and neighbours.

Compose

A sales opportunity
The Duke and Duchess of Inversnook are coming to Edinburgh from London on their 
way to inspect the progress of their new house which Mr Adamant is designing. The shop 
keepers of Edinburgh hear the money jingling in their pockets already.

Country garden catalogue
Imagine you own a shop which provides everything the new country house owner might 
want for his garden. You have heard the Duke of Inversnook is in town. and you are 
dashing to meet him at the coffee house and are taking your new Catalogue for 1750.

Design a catalogue, showing the Duke what he must have in his garden to be 
fashionable. Include the latest must have trees and plants as well as statues, water 
features, benches, a Chinese temple, a secret grotto and a bowling green. Remember that 
old French style of gardening just won’t do any more.

Country house catalogue
Imagine you own a shop which provides everything the new country house owner might 
want for the inside of his new house. You have heard that the Duchess of Inversnook is in 
town and you might accidently on purpose run into her as she is getting into her sedan 
chair. You just happen to have your new Country House catalogue with you.
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Design a catalogue full of things which the Duchess might like – new chairs, vases, 
cabinets, a four poster bed, statues, clocks, a harpsichord, a dressing table and all those 
other must haves for the new country house. You know all the Edinburgh Cabinet makers 
and have the latest in curtain fabrics. You can include fabric samples to help the Duchess 
makes her choice.

Comedy

Sketch
As a class or in groups write and perform a short sketch about the Duke and Duchess of 
Inversnook and their encounter with the shopkeepers of Edinburgh.

Create

An Adam ceiling
This is an opportunity to get creative and make you own classically designed ceiling 
just like Robert Adam using icing sugar! As a background for your shapes, you can use 
marzipan rolled out thinly.

Empty a packet of icing sugar into a bowl and add water sparingly until it becomes 
possible to use it to form shapes. If you want to make very fine detailed decoration you 
will have to make a piping bag with greaseproof paper made into a cone shape with 
a nozzle at the end to make the shape. Fondant icing can also be used to cut shapes 
of leaves and flowers. This does not have to be large; the size of a small kitchen or 
bathroom tile will be ideal.

Ceiling in Culzean Castle.
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A country house for today
You have inherited a rundown country estate from a long forgotten relative. You have 
modern ideas about the environment and resources. On paper prepare a brief for your 
architect saying what your vision is or if you wish assume the role of the architect and design 
a country house and estate for Scotland in the 21st century.

•	 What	would	your	country	house	look	like?
•	 What	materials	would	you	use?
•	 Where	might	you	get	them	from?

You might want to consider such issues like:
•	 Your	carbon	footprint.
•	 How	you	are	going	to	heat	and	light	the	house	-	what	about	a	bio	mass	boiler.
•	 Where	you	are	going	to	get	water	from	-	could	you	sink	your	own	bore	hole?
•	 What	about	sewage?
•	 Materials	already	available.
•	 Which	trees	you	will	plant	for	future	sustainability.

You could also turn this into a discussion as well and add different scenarios like the sudden 
discovery that your estate has a sight of special scientific interest or an archaeological 
discovery. You know that European money may be forthcoming if you preserve the sites  
and make them accessible.

Cabinet of Curiosities
On return from the Grand Tour, the young 
aristocrats brought with them all sorts of 
treasures and souvenirs which they put in cases 
or large cupboards, often with glass doors, to 
show off to their friends. Increasingly these 
became more specialised so that one Cabinet 
might be devoted to shells while another might 
have specimens from the natural world or bark 
samples and dried leaves and berries from trees.

Make your own Cabinet of Curiosities.

You will need:

•	 A	box

•	 Cardboard

•	 Pencil	and	ruler

•	 Glue	or	sellotape

•	 Scissors

•	 Cellophane

•	 Objects	to	put	in	your	‘cabinet’

This can be done as a whole class task using 
a large box from a supermarket or as a small 
group or individual task with a shoe box.

•	 Decorate	your	box	first ,	both	 
inside and out. Prized ‘curiosities’ from afar were displayed for 

ease of inspection and study.
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•	 Put	the	box	on	its	side	and	depending	on	the	size	of	box	used,	make	shelves	for	the	
inside of the box – you’ll probably need your ruler here so that you cut the card to the 
right size. Fit them inside.

•	 If	you	are	using	a	shoe	box,	cut	a	large	window	into	the	lid	and	cover	it	with	cellophane	
– this is your ‘door’. If you are using a large box with no lid you will need to attach the 
cellophane on to strips of card slightly larger than your box to create your own ‘door’.

Now you have made your ‘Cabinet’ fill it with Curiosities.

Plant a garden for the future
The Dukes who planted their trees and planned their gardens did so for future generations of 
their family as they would not see how their vision would turn out. This is a difficult concept 
to understand in today’s world where it is possible to buy fully grown trees to plant, so that a 
garden	can	come	together	quite	quickly	and	look	well	established	in	a	short	time.

This is an activity for P7 pupils.

Plan and plant a garden for the future

Pupils in P7 will plan their garden incorporating trees, possibly fruit trees, flowers and 
vegetables with a view to not seeing how it will turn out. This is a garden they will leave behind 
in the care of future classes as they will be going to secondary school.

In their garden they must consider:

•	 how	to	make	it	look	beautiful

•	 how	to	make	money	out	of	it	so	that	is	can	be	self-sustaining.

They must remember that if it is colourful and pretty, others will want to be part of it in the 
future and if they have fruit and vegetables as part of their garden these can be sold within the 
school to buy more seeds for future projects within the garden.

It may well be possible to arrange a visit of back to the garden in 4 years time so that the S4 
pupils can see the progress of their vision.

For trees for the garden please contact FCS http://www.forestry.gov.uk/scotland and the 
Woodland Trust http://www.woodlandtrust .org.uk

Local garden centres may be able to help out with flowering plants and vegetables. Parents 
keen on gardening may also be willing to provide cuttings and seeds.

Discover

Tree Hero
Investigate further the story of David Douglas

Think about how long these journeys were. For example:

•	 what	would	he	need	to	take	with	him	on	such	an	expedition

•	 what	kind	of	food	would	he	have

	•	how	would	he	bring	back	his	seeds

•	 why	would	illness	be	of	concern	on	board	ship.

Consider how travel has changed today.

Plot his journey on a map.
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Tree Hunt
Use the story of David Douglas as the basis of an outdoor activity.

This activity has at its core the idea of being explorers in your own back yard. Think about 
what landscapes with trees are immediately accessible to you.

Organise your pupils to map, record, photograph, sketch, measure and thoroughly 
investigate their immediate surroundings, identifying the trees.

A simple way to measure the height of a tree is by looking through your legs; this was a 
method developed by Native Americans to judge whether the tree was the right size to use 
to make a boat. Simply you will need a partner and a long tape measure:

•	 one	of	you	must	walk	away	from	the	tree	chosen	to	be	measured,

•	 after	you	have	walked	a	short	distance,	though	it	will	depend	on	the	height	of	the	
tree you wish to measure, stop and with your back to the tree bend over and look up 
through your legs,

•	 if	you	can	see	the	top	of	the	tree	you	need	go	no	further;	if	not	you	need	to	move	
forward until you can,

•	 your	partner	now	needs	to	measure	the	distance	you	are	from	the	base	of	the	tree	—	
this will give you the approximate height of the tree.

When you bend over and look through your legs you are creating an angle of 45°  
so	the	height	of	the	tree	is	the	equivalent	to	the	distance	you	are	from	that	tree.	 
You have just used trigonometry.
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2. ‘Most Spirited Cultivators’ 
New Merchant Landowners and their relationship  
to Scottish Trees, Woodlands and Forests

‘...they were men of prodigious wealth  

and at the same time highly elevated  

and enlightened minds, who form a sort  

of nobility.’
Robert Chambers1

2.1 The Best of all Improvers?
It was not just the old aristocratic landowners and the wealthier lairds who began to take 
an interest in improving their estates and planting trees. In the west of Scotland the highly 
successful colonial merchants invested their considerable fortunes in buying land in and 
around Glasgow. Just like the traditional aristocrats and gentry they were interested in 
improving their land by adopting new methods such as growing new grasses and root 
crops as well as making use of new tools and machines. Indeed many writers at the time 
considered that the new landowners were far better at managing their estates than the  
old aristocrats. For example Adam Smith the Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow 
University famously wrote:

‘Merchants are commonly ambitious of becoming country gentlemen, and, 
when they do, they are generally the best of all improvers. A Merchant is 
accustomed to employ his money chiefly in profitable projects; whereas a 
mere country gentleman is accustomed to employ it chiefly in expense.’ 2

Sir John Sinclair, a landowner, writer and politician who was probably the most informed 
person about agriculture in 18th century Scotland and himself an improver also noted the 
effect of the new money on the Scottish landscape saying in his famous 1814 report on the 
agricultural state of Scotland, when commenting on Renfrewshire that:

‘It is in this tract, there is a great display of gentlemen’s seats, and  
opulent manufacturers and other individuals connected with commerce  
in their respective towns. Some of the landed proprietors, who have  
been and still are manufacturers, have also distinguished themselves as  
most spirited cultivators.’3
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Sir John Sinclair.

We have to be careful of taking these views too far. As we have 
seen many of the great landowners were themselves very spirited 
and as Devine has said the traditional landowners of Ayrshire were 
far from timid.(4) Nevertheless the colonial merchants and also the 
industrialists had a major impact on the land and in planting new 
trees. This is illustrated by the writer of the Old Statistical Account 
who commented on the tree planting of William McDowall, a West 
India Merchant who purchased the estate of Castle Semple in the 
parish of Lochwinnoch, Renfrewshire:

‘There are not above 30 acres of natural wood in this 
parish, but the proprietors of Castle Semple have made 
very extensive plantations, which, from the goodness 
of the soil, and the attention paid to them, are in a very 
flourishing state. They extend at present to above 400 
acres, and will probably receive considerable additions 
from the present proprietor.’ 5

As illustrated in the text above, it seems to have been the trees which were planted by the 
merchants and the manufacturers that caught the imagination of the commentators of the 
time. Thus the estate at Drumpellier bought by Andrew Buchanan in 1735 and which consisted 
of around a thousand acres was said in 1806 to contain ‘many valuable plantations’. The estate 
of Sandyhill bought by Colin Dunlop, another Glasgow merchant, the lands were notable for 
their thin grass and barren soil. As Devine has noted, Dunlop ‘... began to plant Scots Firs and 
was imitated by his fellow proprietors’. The result of this was soon apparent to any visitors 
approaching the vicinity as they were met with ‘... a beautiful plantation of firs, pines, larches 
etc’. While beautiful to look at it was an investment as has been pointed out:

‘The investment was not intended to produce immediate gain; rather the aim 
was to increase the amenity and economic value of the estate for subsequent 
generations of the family.6

2.2 Who were these Colonial Merchants and  
why was this activity centred on the west coast 
around Glasgow?

If you visit Glasgow today you will find a cosmopolitan city, centred on the River Clyde. Its 
inhabitants	are	known	for	their	sense	of	adventure,	style	and	optimism	frequently	exhibited	in	
difficult circumstances.

In many ways these characteristics are historic ones and you would find similar attitudes in the 
18th century. It was of course the case that the growth of Glasgow was not just down to the 
nature of its residents but also to the sudden advantages provided to Scotland’s only western 
city by the Union of the Parliaments in 1707. This event, which continues to be controversial, 
did have one undeniable advantage to the Scots traders of the west coast – it provided them 
with access to the lucrative Colonial American markets previously dominated by English 
merchants. It was of course the case that the canny Scots merchants had already secretly been 
trying to get round the fact they were excluded from certain trading activities by operating 
through ports like Whitehaven. Much of this would be defined as ‘smuggling’.
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 Trade and the slave economy powered Scotland’s 18th century economic boom.

Exploring	the	centre	of	Glasgow	quickly	reveals	connections	with	the	colonial	merchants	
not least in the street names which we probably take for granted. These are a mix of place 
names such as Virginia Street and Jamaica Street and family names such as Buchanan Street, 
Glassford Street, Ingram Street, Oswald Street and Gordon Street.

These reflect the places to which Glasgow Merchants traded, principally to Virginia in the 
United States for tobacco and to the West Indies for sugar.  
The family names reflect the major players in this trade who helped to lay the foundations of 
Glasgow’s greatness and in the process made themselves very rich indeed.

The most influential of these men have come to be known as the Tobacco Lords.  
They were the Merchant Princes of Glasgow and were apparently not above advertising their 
importance by swaggering around the city with their distinctive appearance which consisted 
of powdered wigs, tricorn hats, silver topped canes and magnificent scarlet cloaks.

They did business together on the floor of the Tobacco Exchange, they socialised together 
in the city’s clubs where they drank Glasgow Punch based on that other great 18th century 
import sugar. They also inter-married strengthening family and trading links and of course 
their fortunes. They built houses and created gardens in Glasgow and increasingly they 
acquired	landed	estates	in	the	counties	around	Glasgow	where	they	behaved	like	landed	
gentry and the aristocracy and used their commercial wealth to improve their houses and the 
surrounding countryside particularly in the 1770’s and 1780’s.

How many people are we talking about?
Devine has estimated that there were 140 Glasgow Merchants involved in either the tobacco 
or sugar trade. After the American War of Independence broke out in 1775, trade in sugar 
with the British West Indian islands rather than America dominated this route until 1815.7
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In his extensive examination of the record of Scottish 
property transfers known as ‘The Register of Sasines’, 
Devine revealed that 78 of these men (or 55%) owned 
land at some point during their lifetime. Of course 
there	were	others	who	acquired	land	after	1815.8

In addition to the Merchants the new industrialists 
were also buying land such as Kirkman Finlay 
who	acquired	Auchenwellan	in	Argyllshire,	Henry	
Houldsworth who bought Coltness in Lanarkshire 
and David Dale of New Lanark fame who purchased 
Rosebank in 1801.9

Most of these people were buying land of more  
than 500 acres.

2.3 Why were the Colonial Merchants so interested 
in buying land and planting trees?

It might well be assumed that the merchants and indeed the new industrialists of the west 
of Scotland might have more than enough to occupy them without the added burden of a 
country estate to run. After all organising sailing ships to carry cargoes across the Atlantic 
cannot have been an easy task. The problem was, no matter how rich trading in tobacco, 
sugar or other commodities such as cotton made these men, being a merchant was 
considered	less	important	than	being	a	landowner.	It	was	partly	a	question	of	snobbery	and	
the old landed families looked down their noses at the ‘new money’ of the merchants.

However,	there	were	also	the	more	practical	questions	of	prestige	and	power:

•	 Land	brought	with	it	influence.	It	was	possible	to	have	a	major	say	in	the	politics	of	the	
country just because one you owned land. Devine points out in his book The Tobacco Lords, 
the Speirs and McDowall families who owned land in Renfrewshire dominated the major 
political interests in this county. 
They favoured different political parties and could therefore influence the balance of 
power. Without land they would not have had this power.

•	 Merchants	were	not	always	happy	for	their	children	to	become	merchants	in	their	
turn. They were more enthusiastic that their children be landowners or enter the legal 
profession, the church or the army. Merchants realised that land ownership would make it 
more likely that their sons and daughters could marry into the landed aristocracy.

•	 On	a	practical	economic	level	the	upward	movement	of	food	prices	made	land	an	
attractive investment. The produce of the land could be sold for more money.

•	 Land	represented	security	just	as	a	house	does	today.	The	down	side	of	this	was	it	could	be	
difficult to sell an estate if cash was needed in a hurry.

•	 We	should	never	underestimate	the	web	of	connections	and	interests	that	linked	not	only	
these families but also their various business interests. Many merchants invested in the 
leather industry in Glasgow. The leather industry relied on oak bark for tanning. It seems 
reasonable to assume that merchants buying land and planting trees would make this link. 
It was also the case that many of the products of the leather industry in Glasgow such as 
shoes, boots, saddles and horse harnesses were sold to the American market.10

Virginia Street.
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•	 The	power	and	influence	of	landowners	was	felt	everywhere.	An	Act	of	Parliament,	The	
Patronage Act of 1712, gave landowners the power to choose the minister and therefore 
influence the conduct of the church and its congregation locally. They also had a say in the 
running of the local school and often provided the funds for its construction. Merchants 
could themselves become Justices of the Peace, Commissioners of Supply and Lords 
Lieutenant. Owning land was about total political, social and economic control.

•	 Merchants	were	interested	in	the	minerals	which	they	could	
exploit on their land such as coal and iron important for the 
development of industry and transport.

•	 The	merchants	were	keen	to	be	seen	as	gentlemen	who	could	
involve themselves in gentlemanly pursuits such as country 
sports notably hunting.

•	 Taking	an	interest	in	gardens,	parks,	woodlands	and	forests	
was another indication that one was clearly a gentleman, as 
was developing a knowledge and understanding of them. 
Nothing was a better indication of status than a morning spent 
demonstrating the progress of the fruit trees in the heated 
walled garden and being able to present home grown peaches 
or apricots at dinner. A great piece of showing off would be to 
conduct visitors to examine a specimen tree such as a Cedar 
of Lebanon. This tree in particular was, as the Woodland Trust 
says,	a	‘key	accessory’	in	this	period,	the	equivalent	in	modern	
times to having a home cinema or swimming pool.11

Today this area of Glasgow is known as The Merchant City.
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West India Merchant.
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Tobacco Exchange, Merchant City, Glasgow.
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•	 Just	as	people	today	consciously	or	unconsciously	compete	with	one	another	through	the	
size and decoration of their homes and gardens so the merchants felt obliged to improve 
their estates and provide their families with appropriately grand surroundings. This included 
not	only	the	house	and	outbuildings	which	were	frequently	remodelled	or	begun	from	
scratch but the approach to the house and the landscape in which it sat . Inevitably the role 
of trees was significant and what could be better than a designer home, built far from the 
madding crowd, nestling in attractive woodland and approached by carriage along a grand 
avenue of trees. Why one could almost forget that one’s money was new and not made in 
trade and so with luck would everyone else.

2.4 Why was so much land available  
for the Colonial Merchants to buy?

It	seems	that	these	merchants	were	able	to	acquire	land	with	very	little	difficulty	in	the	late	
18th and early 19th centuries. This seems strange given that once people are in possession of 
land they are notoriously reluctant to part with it . For several reasons it seems that a number 
of traditional landowners in this period found they had little choice but to sell their estates to 
those with new money to spend.

•	 The	historian	Smout	has	suggested	that	the	‘Revolution	in	Manners’	played	a	large	part	in	
the difficulties of many traditional landowners.12 There was feeling that to be fashionable 
it was necessary to have more elaborate clothing and furnishings, to participate in a 
whole range of leisure activities, eat fancier food and of course improve the country 
estate and town house. All of this had a demand on incomes which could bring them to 
breaking point. Colonel William Fullerton writing about the Agriculture of Ayrshire noted 
the number of estates changing hands and put this down to extravagance particularly,  
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A Glasgow Merchant’s House.
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‘...entertaining, drinking, electioneering, show equipage  
and all the concomitant attacks upon the purse’.13

•	 The	failure	of	the	Ayr	Bank	(Douglas	Heron	and	Company)	brought	widespread	financial	
disaster to many. In the summer of 1775, 114 of the 226 partners in the Bank were 
bankrupt. Many were landowners and the need to repay their creditors meant they had to 
sell land. The merchants were there with their ready cash.

•	 A	combination	of	high	taxes	to	pay	for	the	American	War	and	high	interest	rates	on	loans	
resulted in high rates of bankruptcy among traditional landowners.

2.5 Where were the Colonial Merchants  
buying land?

The Colonial Merchants were buying land in the counties around Glasgow where they had 
their counting houses (offices) and were close to the facilities for their ships at Greenock and 
Port Glasgow. As we have seen, land was available here and it made sense to have a country 
property that was only a short horse or carriage ride from Glasgow or the ports.  
Thus John Glassford bought in Dumbartonshire, Alexander Spiers in Renfrewshire, Andrew 
Buchanan in Lanarkshire, Robert Dunmore in Stirling and so on. Some of these men held 
land in more than one county. William McDowall III for example had land in the counties of 
Renfrew, Lanark, Ayr and in Glasgow.14
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2.6 What and who exactly was paying  
for all the new trees?

The Colonial Merchants were making their money by importing and in some cases re-
exporting goods. Chief among the imports were tobacco and sugar. This trade made the 
merchants some of the wealthiest people in the land. They were clever in managing to have 
many other business interests such as in iron, leather, rope making, leather, glass, pottery and 
textiles such as linen and cotton.

Glaswegians of the time admired the new town mansions of the political élite while country 
people watched the progress of new mansions being built with their avenues of new trees. It 
is very unlikely they had any idea that behind the new plantations enhancing the views and 
the purses of the merchant élite were the back breaking efforts and spirit crushing effects of 
work on the plantations of estates in Virginia and Jamaica.

This work was undertaken by slaves who were owned by the Glasgow Merchants. It is a rather 
chilling fact that Scottish country estates were enhanced with new gardens, woodlands, 
parks and specimen trees by money from the efforts of Africans 
forcibly and violently removed from their homes and transported 
in the most unbearable conditions to the Caribbean or along 
the Potomac and James Rivers in Virginia and Maryland. If they 
survived the notorious ‘middle passage’, they would be sold and 
put to work to produce tobacco and sugar for the enjoyment 
of Europeans and the financial benefit of Glasgow’s merchant 
élite. There may even be a link between some wooden products, 
grown from timber on Scottish estates such as handles for hoes 
and	other	agricultural	equipment	which	was	known	to	have	been	
sent from Glasgow to the plantations.

One of the best illustrations of this connection is the family 
portrait of John Glassford of Dougalston (1715–1783) by 
Archibald McLauchlan which is owned by Glasgow Museums. 
The setting is a room in Shawfield Mansion, Glasgow around 
1767. We have a view into pretty gardens on the one hand and in 
the mirror is reflected the hub of the city’s commercial activities, 
the Trongate. Around Glassford and standing on a most luxurious 
looking carpet are his wife and family in fashionable clothes holding flowers from the garden 
or musical instruments showing their accomplishments and education. A lavish bowl of 
fruit may well be the produce of their walled gardens and glass houses. This portrait once 
contained another figure, that of a black manservant standing behind Glassford. It was highly 
fashionable to have a black servant and perhaps the figure that once stood here was a slave 
from Glassford’s tobacco plantations in Virginia. At some point perhaps during the growing 
anti-slavery movement of the 19th century the figure was painted out. This is a perfect 
example of how histories become hidden.

Merchants relied on advertising like this to 
fill their required workforces.
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2.7 Topic Focus  

The McDowalls and  
Castle Semple Estate

‘Its bosom is gemmed with three small wooded islets; its shores are decked 
with park and lawn trees; it’s flanks shelve upward, with rich embellishment of 
hamlet, mansion and farmstead, to picturesque ranges of distant heights; and 
its waters contain pike, perch, braize, and a few shy lake-trout whilst on them 
swim swans and teal and other waterfowl.’

Groom 15

Leaving Glasgow by train for Ayrshire towns such as Prestwick and Largs the railway 
line	passes	through	Paisley	and	Johnstone	and	is	quickly	out	into	attractive	open	rolling	
countryside. Not long after leaving Johnstone the train passes on the right, Castle Semple 
Loch and the Barr Loch with the village of Lochwinnoch in the distance. It might just be 
possible to glimpse the remains of the once elegant Castle Semple House in its woodland 
setting. The major part of this 18th century mansion house was destroyed by fire early in 
the 20th century, although a section has been restored as a home and it is surrounded 
by smallholdings. Most certainly it will be possible to see the striking tower ‘reminiscent 
of a Chinese pagoda’ on Kenmure Hill which overlooks the estate that once belonged to 
the McDowalls and provided a vantage point for them to survey their new estate and its 
woodlands, parks and gardens.

The wide main village street in Lochwinnoch is testimony to the role the McDowalls played 
in laying out the village and their influence and interests can be seen in the parish church, 
the old village school and the remains of an early cotton mill which has been converted to 
flats. The kirkyard of the ruined St John’s Church, known locally as Auld Simon, contains the 
graves of some members of the McDowall family.

The McDowall family

Although they represented new commercial money the McDowalls were far from a ‘rags 
to riches’ story. In any case this idea of the businessman is rather mythical. They were 
landowners from Garthland in Wigtonshire in South West Scotland. Colonel William 
McDowall was a younger son who left Scotland to find fame and fortune in the 
West Indies. He emigrated to St Christopher’s (also known as St Kitts) and Nevis 
around 1700 where he married his first wife Mary Tovey (herself a sugar 
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‘The present Castle Semple is an 

elegant edifice, rebuilt on the site of  

its predecessor, and standing amid  

a splendid park.’

Groom16

heiress) and purchased sugar plantations.17 He also took a large part in the Islands’ affairs. In 
1724 he returned to Scotland and set himself up in business in Glasgow in partnership with 
James Milliken. McDowall created a commercial empire in sugar and rum based of course 
on the slave trade. The McDowalls were among the richest commoners in Britain at the time. 
McDowall bought the estate of Castle Semple in 1727 from Hugh the 11th Lord Sempill 
whose family had held it since the 14th century. The family fortune had declined somewhat 
and in any case Hugh as a professional soldier, who would fight at Culloden, had little time 
for estate matters.

Improving Castle Semple Estate

Colonel William McDowall immediately set about improving his new estate. This included 
demolishing the old Castle Semple which as a tower house was too old fashioned building a 
new fashionable house. In what one might consider a typical Scottish sense of economy a lot 
of the old building materials were re-used. The new Castle Semple was designed and built by 
Robert Hunter of Ayr in the fashionable Palladian Style and completed in 1735.18

There had already been some attempts at improvement by the Sempills chiefly concerning 
drainage work which had begun according to Groome’s Gazetteer in 1680. McDowall was 
anxious to take this further. Drainage was seen as a key aspect of agricultural improvement.19

It is evident from McDowall’s correspondence, that between 1727 and 1730 he employed 
the services of William Boutcher ‘a landscape improver’, to undertake various projects on the 
estate.20 This included further drainage work on the loch which can be seen on General Roy’s 

map 1747-55.

The work begun by William in 1727 was continued by his successors. If anything 
William McDowall the second was even more enthusiastic and was determined 

to come to grips with flooding and land reclamation. He did a lot of work 
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deepening	and	“canalising”	the	Black	Cart	River	which	flowed	from	one	end	of	the	loch.	He	was	
also responsible for further tree planting as well as ponds and a hot house.26

William McDowall the third ‘planted numerous trees’ for example in 1793 he planted 89 Scot’s 
acres in ‘Skiff park’ with ‘all the different varieties of trees’ and by 1809 the plantations on Castle 
Semple Estate were the largest in Renfrewshire and were valued at £30,000 or more than £1.65 
million today.27 The map drawn by Ainslie in 1796:

‘shows the estate to be heavily afforested, with ornamental and radial plantations 
around the summit of Parkhill and around the ‘temple’. The drives and rides 
through the policy woodlands are shown with sweeping curves made fashionable 
by contemporary landscape pioneers, such as Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown.’ 28

What trees were the McDowall’s planting  
on Castle Semple Estate?

It is important to remember that three generations of this family were planting trees. They 
thought ahead to what might benefit their children and grandchildren but also had an eye on 
what was profitable as well as what would make others think they were fashionable.

An Agricultural Survey of Renfrewshire was undertaken by John Wilson of The Hurlet and 
published in 1809.29 He looked at the ‘natural woods’ in the county and at the plantations of 
‘forest trees’. Most of the natural woodlands were not in and around McDowall’s estate at Castle 
Semple but, mainly in the Parishes of Paisley, Houston and Eastwood. Almost half of these trees 
were in Eastwood. Even so the acreage he said was nothing compared to the neighbouring 
county of Dumbarton. Wilson comments on how valuable these trees had become particularly 
as there was a growing demand for alder and birch timber from the new cotton mills. The price 
of oak bark had also been steadily increasing throughout the period of the French Revolutionary 
War 1792–1802 and the Napoleonic War 1803–15. In 1784 oak bark was sold at £5 a ton; but 
by 1795 it was £8 per ton and in 1809 had reached £17.30 Oak bark was used in the tanning of 
leather and the demands for leather products were high not only because of war, such as an 
increased need for horse harness and saddles but also from the improved agricultural industry 
and the demand of shoes for export.
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Visitors to Clyde Muirshiel Park may study the story of the estate.
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None of this will have been lost on the McDowalls. It has been said that one of the attractions of 
this estate was the opportunity for drainage work which as we have seen was already begun by the 
Sempills. Oak in particular needs good drainage. As it turned out drainage work was not as easy as 
McDowall might have thought and an expert was brought in to work on the flooded meadow that 
is now called Barr Loch. This met with the derision of local farmers and it is interesting that today 
it remains a flooded meadow which does indeed look more like a loch. Perhaps for this reason 
John Wilson does not mention oak on Castle Semple in his survey of 1809.

In his survey John Wilson notes that the climate of Renfrewshire was ‘very favourable for forest 
trees’ and that ‘extensive plantations are to be seen flourishing on the estates throughout the 
country’. He notes with some disdain that in some cases it was the practice to plant ‘Scot’s fir 
alone without any admixture of other trees’. The landowners with ‘more taste and foresight’ were, 
however, interspersing their plantations with ‘all the varieties of trees to be found in the kingdom’. 
Trees	clearly	were	as	much	a	question	of	fashion	as	anything	else	in	a	period	somewhat	pre-
occupied with style. Wilson hoped that this would mean that some of the ‘naked and barren’ parts 
of Renfrewshire would soon be ‘covered with thriving plantations’.31

A predilection for the larix

John Wilson commented on how enthusiastic the Renfrewshire landowners were for one 
particular tree, showing ‘...a very just predilection for the larix’ (larch).

This tree was apparently first planted in Renfrewshire in 1746. The larch appeared to flourish in 
the climate and as we saw earlier was capable of fetching a high price compared to other trees. As 
John Wilson was at pains to point out in his survey, 380 of these trees could be planted on each 
Scots acre which planted 4 yards apart would produce ‘trees of considerable size’. At anything 
from 12–22shillings, ‘the valuable produce which may be obtained from a plantation of larches 
may easily be calculated’. Wilson must have known that his readers were sufficiently aware of the 
usefulness of the larch as he wrote:

‘It is unnecessary here to enumerate the properties and the durable nature  
of the timber: they are sufficiently known, and have been fully detailed by different 
authors.’

His references on the larch were essays by the Rev. Mr Hart and D. James Anderson which must 
have been well known and widely available as well as the famous ‘Gerard’s Herbal’ which he also 
mentioned.’ 32

A Mixed Plantation

John Wilson noted that in 1809 the mixed planting of 89 acres in Skiff Park at Castle Semple were 
already doing well and thriving, in situations where they are ‘well sheltered and the soil good’. 
He listed the trees with their circumference measured at three feet off the ground as follows to 
illustrate	how	quickly	the	larch	grew	in	comparison	to	the	other	trees:

Larix (or larch) 33 inches in circumference 
Scots Fir  25  
Birch  23  
Alder  23  
Elm   23  
Beech  16  
Spruce fir  16

Larch.
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In addition to the many commercial uses of the plantations and their role as a setting and 
screen for the country house, they provided sources of timber on the estate itself and as 
Wilson himself observed there was the sporting environment to consider and:

‘A few pheasants have lately been turned out in the woods and plantations of 
this county: they have already increased in number, and if left undisturbed,  
it is hoped they may soon abound in the district.’ 33

The Impact of the McDowalls’ Plantations

By the early years of Queen Victoria’s reign the full impact of the work of the McDowalls 
on Castle Semple Estate could be seen. This was well illustrated in an engraving of 1840 
which is held by the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historic Monuments. (RCAHM)34 It 
was also the case that by this point the McDowalls had ceased to own the property which 
had been sold to a Colonel Harvie (or Harvey).

The reason the McDowalls no longer owned the property was that they had come close to 
financial ruin in the last decade of the 18th century. They had already been wounded by 
the American War of Independence and then were hard hit by the French revolutionary 
wars. There were also a series of damaging slave revolts. By this point their main business 
interests in the Caribbean and the United States were tied up in the business of Houston 
and Company. The company was involved in a series of speculations over the future price 
of slaves (they were anticipating the emancipation of the slaves) which was ill judged. This 
combined with a general rise in prices and poor economic outlook brought the company 
and the McDowalls to bankruptcy. This affected William McDowall the third and his 
brother James who had become Lord Provost of Glasgow. Inevitably Castle Semple had  
to be sold. The McDowalls did manage to retain a portion of the estate called Garthland 
but their later attempt to buy the whole estate back came to nothing. The McDowalls 
fared better than some of their colleagues who were utterly ruined probably because  
they had business interests elsewhere. Today descendants of the family still hold some 
property in the area.

In the invaluable survey of Scotland, the New Statistical Account 1834-45, the ministers 
reported on the condition of their parishes just as their predecessors had done for the Old 
Statistical Account of the previous century.35

The Minister of Lochwinnoch reported in 1845 that Castle Semple Estate had ‘well 
cultivated fields and thriving plantations’, moreover this was not just the estate house 
and	grounds	but	quoting	Robertson’s	work	of	1818,	A General Description of the Shire 
of Renfrew, he saw that the impact was notable on the farms of those who rented from 
the estate whose houses were ‘...each set down under the shade of a few old trees in 
the midst of a well cultivated spot of ground, the whole strath has a warm and cheerful 
appearance’.36 Again it was the trees which caught the imagination of the minister and he 
even recommended that visitors take up the best vantage point to see the estate and its 
trees from the rising ground on the south side of the parish. There one would see that the 
estate was ‘laid out with the greatest skill’, and that:

‘It contains about 900 acres, sub-divided into a great number of enclosures 
and pervaded by above 12 miles of roads and walks and above all it is 
ornamented with many large plantations and scattered trees. The eminences 
are crowned with woods, which in some places descend into the valleys, and 
exhibit a delightful variety of elevation, as well as of shade.’
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In some places there are rows of trees, and solitary trees are here and there 
scattered over the lawns. Even the background and distant scenery add to 
the beauty of the policy. The heights are covered with plantations which are 
disposed with the greatest skill and the best effect. The scene is as varied as it 
is at every point beautiful. In moving along the face of the elevated ground, 
on the south side of the loch, the prospect is constantly varying under the eye, 
and is everywhere delightful.37

One of the reasons for the success of the estate was the excellent management of the trees 
by ‘a skilful forester’ who was not only attending to the older trees but ‘has lately planted 
a large assortment of the finest trees of the forest which could be collected and which are 
thinning well’ Thus more than a century after William McDowall purchased the estate and 
began planting, the work continued ‘in the best possible manner’ and ‘with great skill’.38

Gardens for vegetables, fruit and flowers at Castle Semple

It would seem that the McDowalls took most interest in the landscape of the estate. Work 
in terms of gardens for flowers, fruit and vegetables seem to have been of more interest to 
their successors when the estate was sold to John Harvey (or Harvie) in 1813. The National 
Archives of Scotland have plans of Castle Semple at this time including the lawn in front 
of the house and the plan for a new vegetable, fruit and flower garden both of which were 
drawn up in 1824.39 The minister writing in the New Statistical Account is a little critical of 
the	mansion	house	which	while	‘neat’	he	feels	is	‘not	equal	to	the	situation’.	He	is,	however,	
full of praise for the new gardens:

‘...But the gardens on the rising ground a little to the north of the house are 
one of the best features of the landscape. These gardens were lately formed 
at great expense. They contain two large enclosures surrounded and sub-
divided by high walls, covered with fruit trees. Along the cross walls in the 
centre there is a great extent of glass house; containing not merely vines, 
peach trees etc., but a variety of flowers and shrubs. On the north side of the 
garden there is a large pinery, and behind it a store house for propagating 
tropical plants and shrubs. On the south side there is a large green house; and 
in the foreground an extensive flower garden, surrounded with shrubbery, 
and subdivided into plots of different forms and planted with shrubs and 
flowers of every name and hue, encircled by grassy borders, and pervaded 
by gravel walks, ‘shaven with the scythe and levelled with the roller’. In the 
North-East side of this fine garden there is an extensive rockery, covered with 
rock plants, and encircling a pond in whose centre a beautiful jetteau rises. I 
understand, though there are some gardens more extensive, and others more 
remarkable in one or another development yet there are few formed on a 
better plan, and in all respects more competent and excellent.’ 40
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‘The largest tree of the Cedar of 
Lebanon, except one’!

In 1845 the minister of Lochwinnoch parish 
writing about Castle Semple in the New 
Statistical Account was proud of what had 
been achieved on the estate he wrote that:

‘...there are many fine old trees – beech, 
oak, Scotch and English Elms, and large 
variegated planes; larch firs, silver firs 
of remarkable size, and the largest tree 
of the Cedar of Lebanon, except one in 
Scotland.’ 41

The Cedar of Lebanon was an important status 
symbol for the Scottish landowner and they 
were usually planted as focal points in estate 
gardens. They are evergreen coniferous trees, 
which are related to pine trees. They have 
thick trunks and wide spreading branches 
growing to a height of about 40 metres or 140 
feet tall. The elegant wide spreading branches 
have stiff needles which grow from 1.5 to 
5.1 centimetres. These grow in tufted masses 
which are usually bluish green. The Cedar 

Cones are from 8 to 13 centimetres in length and stand upright on the branches. The cone 
scales contain two winged seeds each.

The Cedar of Lebanon (cedar libani) is native to the eastern Mediterranean, and it is found 
not only in Lebanon but also Israel, Jordan, Syria and Turkey. Its popularity probably has 
something to do with the fact that it is connected with the Holy Land and is mentioned 75 
times in the Bible. The wood from this tree has been important to many ancient civilisations 
for their ships, houses, places of worship and palaces. It was used by Hebrew priests in their 
ceremonies and its oils were used by the ancient Egyptians in the process of mummification. 
The Temple of Solomon given to him by King Hiram of Tyre was built from wood from the 
Cedar of Lebanon. It has played a traditional healing role and its oils have an antiseptic 
quality	which	are	said	to	be	beneficial	to	skin	problems.	The	wood	is	believed	to	be	
unattractive to moths (but some say it may just hide the smell of wool) and has therefore 
been sought after for the interiors of wardrobes, chests of drawers and trunks.

Other examples of Cedars of Lebanon in Scotland include those at Eglinton Country Park 
near Kilwining, Ayrshire; Culzean Country Park in Ayrshire; Dalzell Estate in Motherwell 
Lanarkshire; Inverary Castle Argyllshire and Polkemmet Country Park, Whitburn. There is a 
beautiful description of ‘the Cedar of Lebanon and the Sparrows that nest in its branches’ in 
the magnificent Aberdeen Bestiary which makes clear the trees association with the Bible and 
in particular in the Song of Songs. Here Christ is described as ‘...the tall Cedar of Lebanon’.

A number of these magnificent trees have been destroyed over the years usually by storms 
including that which once graced the lawns of Castle Semple.42

Cedar of Lebanon.
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Conclusion

The McDowalls were one of many merchant families who purchased land in and around 
Glasgow in the 18th century and began a process of improvement. In doing so they 
transformed the look of the landscape most dramatically by their tree planting. There were 
others whose estates are now swallowed up in developments in and around Glasgow but 
whose names can be seen in the streets in ‘the second city of the empire’.

For modern minds it is difficult to comprehend that the landscape created in part by 
the McDowalls through a planned process was paid for by slavery. The same man who 
quite	tenderly	might	consider	where	best	to	plant	a	beautiful	specimen	tree	would	not	be	
troubled by the inconsistency of putting a disobedient slave on his sugar plantation to the 
lash or even to death. Colonel William McDowall was capable of both. McDowall does not 
come across as a very likeable character and it is said that his relationship with his tenants 
was often strained because he failed to understand that that he did not have the same 
power over his tenants at Castle Semple as he did over his slaves on St. Kitts.

We do of course have to remember to be careful of looking at the past with 21st century 
sensibilities. The McDowalls were not alone, there were other Renfrewshire slave owners 
and indeed slave owners in other parts of Scotland. This was despite the fact that in Scots 
Law it was impossible for one man to own another.

It is hard for us to understand how people like McDowall who seem on the one hand to 
be part of the Enlightenment and of progress could on the other hand be so despotic and 
cruel. It is not too difficult to find other such examples of apparently conflicting behaviour. 
We might draw a comparison by looking at America’s third President Thomas Jefferson 
(1743–1826) and the chief author of The Declaration of Independence which so inspired 
The Enlightenment. This extraordinary man, who was a scientific farmer, who experimented 
with new crops and improved his flower and herb gardens at Monticello in Virginia was 
also a slave owner.

Closer to home it also one of the ironies of history that if our national poet Robert Burns 
had not had such success with the Kilmarnock edition of his poems and had gone to 
Jamaica as he planned, would have been an overseer on a slave plantation. Instead he has 
become an enduring symbol of the Scottish Enlightenment and the author of poems which 
reflect on ‘man’s inhumanity to man’. Burns was also to write a poem called the Tree of 
Liberty. Perhaps just as trees bend with the wind so sometimes does humankind.



Trees, People and the Country Estate94

Notes and References

1. Chambers R. and Chambers W., Chambers Edinburgh Journal, (London, Orr and Smith, 
1833) Vol.1, p.349. Available on Google Books.

2.	Smith	A.	An	Inquiry	into	the	Nature	and	Causes	of	the	Wealth	of	Nations,	(London,	
Strathan and T Cadell, 1778.) Book III, Chapter IV, How the Commerce of the Towns 
contributed to the Improvement of the Country. p.494. Available on Google Books

3. Sinclair Sir John, General Report of the Agricultural State and Political Circumstances of 
Scotland, (Edinburgh 1814), vol. I, p27.Available on Google Books

4. Devine T. M. Glasgow Colonial Merchants and Land 1770-1815, in Ward J.T. and 
Wilson, eds., Land and Industry-The landed Estate and The Industrial Revolution, 
(Newton Abbot, 1971). p206, fn.

5. The writer was the Reverend James Steven who was returning his description of the 
Parish of Lochwinnoch for the editor of the Statistical Account of Scotland which was 
drawn up in 1795 and edited by Sir John Sinclair. This is a most useful starting point 
for looking at the history of any Scottish parish. It is in many ways a concrete example 
of the Scottish Enlightenment and demonstrates the need to know ones environment. 
Agriculture is always mentioned and there are usually references to woodlands and 
trees. The Statistical Accounts are a good introduction to pupils of printed original 
historical sources. They are usually available in local reference libraries and are available 
on line at Google Books.

6. Devine T. M. The Tobacco Lords, (Edinburgh, 1975), p29. Professor Devine’s publication 
based on his doctoral thesis Glasgow Merchants in the Colonial Trade, c1770-1815 2 
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11. See the Woodland Trust website  
http://www.british-trees.com/treeguide/cedars/ nhmsys0000457003

12. Smout T.C., A History of the Scottish People 1560–1830, (London 1973), p265ff. 
Smout amusingly describes the impact of the desire to be ‘polite’ in his section on 
‘The Revolution of Manners’ which helps to understand where the sudden desire for 
woodlands, gardens and parks was coming from. People felt their old castles were run 
down or as we would say today in need of a ‘makeover’.

13. Devine, op cit ., Glasgow Colonial Merchants, p 218.

14. For the landholdings of Glasgow Colonial Merchants see Appendix 2, p248, ibid.

15. Groome F. H. Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland, A Survey of Scottish Topography, 
Statistical, Biographical and Historical, (New edition in 3 vols. originally published 1882), 
(William Mackenzie, London), Vol. 1, p251.
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17. Much of the most recent work on the McDowalls in the West Indies is summarised 
in Clyde Muirshiel Country Park’s A History of the Semple Estate which is available 
on their web site at http://www.clydemuirsheil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/
History-of-Castle-Semple-Estate.pdf  
Much of the content her is provided by Dr Stuart Nisbet whose research and invaluable 
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field work on the Island of St Kitts has brought a whole new dimension to the traditional 
works on the colonial merchants. Additional information on Castle Semple comes from the 
Renfrewshire local history Forum and the local Community.

18. The style of the Venetian architect Andrea Palladio (1508–1580) had a huge influence on 
the British Country house and his work was pioneered in Scotland by James Smith( c1645–
1731). Smith’s work can also be seen at Low Parks Museum in Hamilton and at Drumlanrig 
Castle, Old Surgeons Hall in Edinburgh and in many other buildings and alterations.

19. Groome, op.cit .

20. Clyde Muirshiel History of Castle Semple Estate, op.cit . 9. William Boutcher who died 
in 1738 must have been working at Castle Semple at the end of his career. He is thought 
to have worked mainly in and around Edinburgh where he was a nurseryman and garden 
designer. He was a Nurseryman member of the Honourable Society of Improvers in the 
Knowledge of Agriculture in Scotland. His style is said to be similar to Charles Bridgeman 
(1690–1738). Influenced by the French style he was a key figure in the natural landscape 
style who designed the round pond in Kensington Gardens. Boutcher was capable of 
‘formality, variety and irregularity’. He advised the Duke of Argyle at Inveraray and the Earl 
of Stair at Castle Kennedy as well as at Auchincriuve for the Cathcart family and others. His 
son also William (d c1780) Wrote A Treatise on Forest Trees (R. Fleming, 1775). See Parks 
and Gardens UK at http://www.parksandgardens.ac.uk/ component/option,com_parksand 
gardens/ task,person/i d,174/Itemid,/ also Brogden,W.A. ‘Boutcher William’, The Oxford 
Companion to Gardens, ed. Jellico, G. and S. et . al (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991, 
p69. For examples of the work of Bridgeman in England see Garden visit .com

21. Roy’s map showing Castle Semple with the drained Barr Loch can be seen in the Clyde 
Muirshiel History of the Country Estate, op.cit . figure 8 page 10. Alternatively it is very easy 
to access The Roy Military Survey of Scotland 1747–1755 through the National Library of 
Scotland’s Website. John Watt’s plans are in Birmingham City Archives

22. Reverend Robert Smith, Parish of Lochwinnoch, The New Statistical Account of Scotland 
1834–1845. See The Statistical Accounts of Scotland 1791–1845  
http://stat-acc- scot.edina.ac.uk/sas.asp?action=public  
The New Statistical Accounts are also available on Google Books.

23. The Castle Semple Estate Plan 1754–1767 is part of Renfrewshire Council’s collections 
held	by	Paisley	Museum.	It	is	not	on	permanent	display	but	can	be	viewed	on	request.	Two	
sections of this map can be viewed on Scran at www.scran.ac.uk

24. Clyde Muirshiel History of Castle Semple Estate, op.cit . p9 
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26. Clyde Muirshiel, History of Castle Semple Estate, op.cit .,p11 
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39. Like the McDowalls the Harveys (sometimes spelt Harvie) were connected with the 
Caribbean. References to the plans of the gardens of Castle Semple can be seen on the 
website Scotland’s Places http//www.scotlandsplaces.gov.uk They are not reproduced here 
but may be consulted at the National Archives of Scotland in Edinburgh.
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Further Reading and Sources
Much of the work on the Colonial Merchants is aimed at an academic audience and that 
written in the 1970s tends to be very focused on economic history. Nevertheless books such 
as	T.M.	Devine’s	“Tobacco	Lords”	is	an	invaluable	source	and	contains	information	about	the	
McDowall’s and other merchants.

Maps and Plans

The National Library of Scotland has an excellent website providing access to over 20,000 maps 
of Scotland including the Roy Military Survey of 1747–1755, Ordnance Survey Maps and Estate 
Maps a selection of which have been digitised. These can be found at  
www.maps.nls.uk

The complete Estate Plan for Castle Semple drawn between 1754 and 1767 is held by 
Renfrewshire Council at Paisley Museum and Art Galleries, High Street, Paisley. It is not on 
permanent display but may be consulted by arrangement. Two sections have been digitised by 
SCRAN www.scran.ac.uk (a charity and online learning resource which is part of RCAHMS and 
has 360,000 images with free access to local authority schools) but the original is worth seeing 
at	close	quarters	as	it	is	both	beautifully	drawn	and	impressive	in	size.

Your local library, archive, museum and indeed planning department may well hold estate plans 
from your locality. It is worth investigating.

Printed Sources

Groome F. H. Ordnance Gazetteer of Scotland: A Survey of Scottish Topography, Statistical, 
Biographical and Historical, (William Mackenzie, London). Usually available in reference libraries 
this invaluable guide to Scotland was first published in 1882. Descriptions of towns and villages 
are given with their history which usually mentions landowners and their country estates to a 
greater or lesser degree. Castle Semple has it’s own entry. It is a useful starting point for your 
locality. It is available also on the internet at  
http://www.gazeteerofscotland.org.uk/

Jones Directory of Glasgow 1789 or Useful Pocket Companion for the Year 1789 containing an 
Alphabetical list of the Names and Places of Abode of the Merchants manufacturers, Traders 
and Shopkeepers of Glasgow with Introduction and Notes. This useful book is the 18th century 
equivalent	of	the	telephone	directory	or	the	yellow	pages.	It	will	give	pupils	an	idea	of	what	
Glasgow was like in this period as it lists names and occupations and businesses.

Phillips H. Sylva Florifea: the Shrubbery historically and botanically treated: with observations  
on the formations of ornamental plantations, (London, 1823) available as an electronic text  
at http://www.archive.org/details/sylvafloriferash02phil contains interesting background on  
the larch or larix.

Smith A. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, (London, Strathan 
and T Cadell, 1778.) Book III, Chapter IV, How the Commerce of the Towns contributed to the 
Improvement of the Country. p.494. This is obviously not a particularly appropriate book for 
younger pupils, but it is worth demonstrating as a product of the thinking of the time and it is a 
source	of	many	quotations	and	was	very	influential.	Available	in	paperback	or	on	Google	Books

Sinclair Sir John, General Report of the Agricultural State and Political Circumstances of Scotland, 
(Edinburgh 1814), Available on Google Books.
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Statistical Accounts of Scotland

These are probably among the most important sources for the historian of modern Scotland. 
The Old or First Statistical Account was published between 1791 and 1792 by Sir John 
Sinclair of Ulbster, The New or Second Statistical Account of Scotland was organised by the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland between 1834 and 1845. There was a third 
Statistical	Account	begun	in	the	1950’s.	The	first	Statistical	Account	asked	the	same	questions	
to the ministers of over 900 parishes. It has been said this was the Scottish Doomsday Book. 
The accounts not only mention Castle Semple and Lochwinnoch, but give details of all 
parishes and again should be a starting point for information on the landscape in your area. 
They are accessible in many local libraries and reference libraries as well as by subscription 
to http://edina.ac.uk/stat-acc-scot Alternatively they are freely available on Google Books. It 
is, however, worth seeing a whole shelf of the Statistical Accounts in a library to appreciate 
the achievement of people like Sir John Sinclair and the ministers of Scotland.

Wilson J., (of the Hurlet), General Account of the Agriculture of Renfrewshire, with Observations 
on the means of its Improvement and an Account of its Commerce and Manufactures. (Paisley 
1812) Chapter X p116 Woods and Plantations. Available on Google Books

Secondary Sources

Devine T.M. The Tobacco Lords, A Study of the Tobacco Merchants of Glasgow and their Trading 
Activities c. 1740–90, ( John Donald, Edinburgh, 1975).

Devine T.M. Scotland’s Empire 1600–1815, (Allen Lane London 2003). Chapters on America 
and also on the Caribbean World.

Hochschild A. Bury The Chains, The British Struggle to Abolish Slavery, (Pan, Great Britain 
2006) 

Millar A.H. The Castles and Mansions of Renfrewshire and Buteshire: illustrated in sixty five views 
with historical and descriptive accounts (Glasgow, 1889).

Smout T.C. A History of the Scottish People 1560–1830, (Fontana, London, 1972) This 
has chapters on the landowners and a particularly good section on the ‘Revolution in 
Manners’ which Smout suggests is a reason so much land came onto the market which was 
subsequently	bought	by	the	Colonial	Merchants.

Ward J.T., Wilson R.G. Land and Industry, the Landed Estate and the Industrial Revolution. 
(David and Charles, Newton Abbot), 1971. Contains a chapter by T.M. Devine on Glasgow 
Colonial Merchants and Land

Photographs and Images

The Canmore website of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 
Scotland has three images of Castle Semple on its website and lists a further 52 photographs 
and (prints and drawings relating to Castle Semple: 
http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk/en/site/42330/details/castle+semple
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Useful Websites

http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/scotlandshistory/jacobitesenlightenmentclearances/tobacco/
index.asp

Clyde Muirshiel Country Park A History of the Semple Estate, which is available at  
http://www.clydemuirsheil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/History-of-Castle-Semple-
Estate.pdf is particularly useful if you wish to put the McDowall Estate into its wider historical 
context and it also expands on the McDowall activities in St Kitts and Nevis.

For parks and gardens generally see the website for Parks and Gardens UK at  
http://www.parksand gardens.ac.uk This is not comprehensive but is rather a developing 
website where there are opportunities to contribute your local research. Castle Semple is not 
mentioned at the time of writing but for example Haddo House in Aberdeenshire is. 

Where parks and gardens are mentioned there is a map as well as a brief description of 
the site and a brief history. The School Zone while aimed at the Key stages of the national 
Curriculum in England and Wales has some very useful ideas for projects and things to do 
which	are	equally	appropriate	in	Scotland	and	especially	where	Schools	in	Urban	areas	may	
be restricted to their local park or gardens.

For Information on the Cedar of Lebanon, The Woodland Trust website  
http://www.british-trees.com/treeguide/cedars/nhmsys0000457003

For an early indication of the high regard in which the Cedar of Lebanon was viewed pupils 
can view the Aberdeen Bestiary at www.abdn.ac.uk/bestiary This illuminated manuscript was 
written in England in c1200 and is now part of the historic collections of the University of 
Aberdeen where it has been digitised in its entirety. Interestingly the manuscript which has 
a fascinating history was first recorded in the old Royal Library at Westminster Palace in the 
reign of Henry VIII.
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Learning Outcomes

•	 Money	earned	in	trading	overseas	by	Scottish	Merchants	was	reinvested	in	the	countryside	
and often had a major impact on the landscape particularly in terms of trees woodlands 
and forests.

•	 The	money	for	the	new	trees	was	made	mainly	by	growing	and	trading	tobacco	and	sugar.

•	 Glasgow	and	the	surrounding	counties	were	particularly	important	in	this	process.	Pupils	
should be able to: 

•	 identify	Glasgow	and	the	River	Clyde	and	the	ports	of	Greenock	and	Port	Glasgow	

•	 name	some	Glasgow	streets	with	merchant	connections	

•	 position	Castle	Semple	Estate	as	an	example

•	 be	aware	that	this	was	partly	because	of	the	availability	of	land	in	these	areas	and	for	
the simple practical reason of getting to and from Glasgow by horse

•	 be	aware	that	the	desire	to	own	land	was	very	strong	in	the	18th	and	early	19th	
centuries and brought with it political social and economic power. Status and moving 
up the social ladder were very important motivations 

•	 understand	that	owning	land	brought	with	it	powers	such	as	control	over	the	local	
community, the church and education.

•	 This	was	a	long	term	process;	merchant	landowners	were	improving	the	land	for	future	
generations of their family. They thought in terms of a legacy.

•	 They	were	well	aware	that	the	growing	of	trees	was	not	an	instant	process	and	that	
they might never see the trees in maturity. They also knew that it would be future 
generations who would benefit financially when the trees were coppiced or felled and 
sold.

•	 The	merchants	like	the	traditional	aristocratic	and	gentry	who	were	improving	their	estates	
and planting trees were doing so for a variety of reasons :

•	 It	was	fashionable	to	take	an	interest	in	trees,	it	showed	that	one	was	enlightened	and	
forward thinking. 

•	 They	helped	the	man	in	trade	prove	he	was	a	gentleman.	

•	 Trees	made	the	country	estate	more	attractive	and	created	a	suitable	environment	for	
the merchant’s family.

•	 Trees	might	provide	sporting	opportunites	for	the	merchant	anxious	to	prove	he	could	
engage in traditional country activities. 

•	 Trees	acted	as	shelter-belts	from	the	weather	and	created	privacy.	

•	 Trees	had	economic	advantages	as	the	timber	might	have	a	variety	of	uses	on	the	estate	
itself or in other industries in which the merchants had an interest . There were also 
growing demands for timber from the developing towns. Connections are important 
here. The merchant who owned land and planted trees might also own a cotton mill or 
have an interest in a leather tanning business which needed timber. Thus the planting 
of trees had more than one purpose.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	the	main	trees	which	were	being	planted	as	woodlands	and	
forests such as those on Castle Semple Estate and be able to name the Cedar of Lebanon 
as a specimen tree. Encouragement should be given to learn to identify these trees.
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•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	that	merchants	often	sought	the	advice	of	specialists	such	as	
landscape	gardeners	or	nursery-men.	The	trees	had	to	be	cared	for	and	would	require	the	
services of a forester. Thus planting trees brought business and employment opportunities 
for others.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	that	one	person’s	economic	and	social	advantage	often	comes	at	
a cost to others. Sometimes we are unaware of this and sometimes we choose to ignore 
it . The cost of the new trees which graced the policies and gardens of the merchant 
landowners was slavery in America and the West Indies. In other words a beautiful 
landscape was often paid for by the lives of others.
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Suggested Activities

Design
Botanical illustration
You are an 18th century nursery and tree specialist from Edinburgh who has been called 
to visit Colonel William McDowall, a wealthy West Indian Merchant who has made his 
money in sugar and recently bought the Country Estate of Castle Semple near Lochwinnoch. 
William McDowall has decided to make some improvements to his new property and wants 
to order some new trees for the gardens. You specialise in providing Cedar of Lebanon as 
a specimen tree. After your long journey from Edinburgh you arrive at Castle Semple with 
your promotional material in your saddlebag, a hand coloured print of the tree and a list of 
reasons why McDowall must have this tree.

Using books on tree identification and internet resources such as the Woodland Trust 
website, design your own Botanical illustration to sell your product to McDowall. This should 
be done on a sheet of white drawing paper using pencil or black ink for the outline.  
This can then be coloured carefully with water colour paints. Leave room to draw a detail of 
the branches, needles and the cone. The name of the tree should be added in script writing. 
On a separate sheet of paper write a description of the tree and some reasons why Mr 
McDowall should buy this tree. Think about how shops get you to buy things. Your selling 
points might be:

•	 All	the	Aristocratic	landowners	are	buying	them	

•	 It	is	so	fashionable	

•	 People	will	know	you	are	a	gentleman	

•	 You	have	the	ideal	spot	for	such	a	tree	on	the	edge	of	the	loch;	people	will	see	it	from	
the road from the other side of the loch and from the hills above. 

•	 The	sunlight	on	the	blue	green	branches	is	wonderful	at	any	time	of	the	day.	

•	 The	rain	drips	off	the	branches	so	romantically	

•	 In	the	snow	it	looks	spectacular	

•	 Your	wife,	family	and	friends	will	appreciate	you	and	your	friends	will	envy	you	

•	 Just	imagine	having	afternoon	tea	sitting	under	the	tree	on	a	summer’s	afternoon	in	the	
dappled sunlight

•	 A	biblical	tree	–	you	must	be	such	a	man	of	integrity	and	principles	–	Just	the	man	for	
our church
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Drama
As a class write, produce and perform a short play based on McDowall’s Cedar of Lebanon. 
You can alter the details to suit your class needs but the following are suggestions.

Title

The Cedar of Lochwinnoch. 

Time

The 18th century; a sunny afternoon. 

Place

Castle Semple House, Lochwinnoch.

Characters

William McDowall: a wealthy Colonial Merchant and Landowner Mrs McDowall his wife A 
visiting minister Some posh friends. Other members of the class can be estate workers busy 
planting, weeding, cutting the grass etc or family members perhaps sketching or painting or 
playingon the lawn.

Setting

A table and chairs are set up by servants under the cedar. It is set with a cloth, cups and 
saucers, teapot sugar etc. Tea will be in a box. Mrs McDowall will make the tea – it is too 
expensive for the servants to make. For Mr McDowall there is a bowl containing punch and 
some glasses. It is a perfect scene.

Synopsis

Mr McDowall is sitting in his garden with his wife and family having afternoon tea. They are 
entertaining their neighbours and showing off about the new trees on the estate which they 
have all seen after a walk. He is particularly keen that they should appreciate the Cedar of 
Lebanon for its beauty but also the larches which are doing so well and will hopefully yield a 
good profit . All is as a result of a successful trading empire in the Caribbean.

Mrs McDowall is serving the ladies with tea and cakes using sugar from her husband’s estates 
in St Kitts and Mr McDowall is serving the gentlemen with his favourite Glasgow Punch made 
from Rum from his estate also on St Kitt’s.

One of the guests is a possible new minister for the local church; the afternoon is in effect 
his interview, but all goes horribly wrong when he suggests that the rum, the sugar and the 
new trees have been bought because Mr McDowall’s wealth is based on slavery and the most 
appalling conditions in the plantations of the West Indies. It is everyone’s nightmare of the 
party that goes wrong, but remember everyone will be terribly polite.
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Discussion

This does not happen today – or does it?
•	 Are	there	any	parallels	with	the	way	the	McDowalls	made	their	money	and	paid	for	their	trees	

and today and indeed us? Remember the McDowalls may have been profiting from their trade 
with the West Indies but they were only feeding consumer demand. The demand for sugar and 
tobacco was enormous.

•	 Many	consumer	goods	are	really	very	inexpensive	now.	They	are	often	the	goods	we	want	
most like trainers and jeans. How much thought do we give to where they come from and who 
makes them and what they are paid for?

•	 It	is	true	the	McDowalls	improved	the	landscape	by	planting	trees	in	Scotland.	It	came,	
however, at a price for others. It is possible to look at the contents of Castle Semple on the 
death of the first William McDowall; there is a second list of his belongings on his plantations 
and they are all slaves. Our demands for consumer goods and food in the 21st century global 
market are often not improving landscapes but destroying trees in other countries. There is for 
example the issue of trees elsewhere such as the rainforests. Our demand for food, medicines 
and the exotic timbers found in our homes threatens these forests and the people and animals 
who live in them. See the Rainforest Alliance website http://www.rainforest-alliance.org

•	 The	200th	anniversary	of	the	abolition	of	the	slave	trade	was	marked	on	25th	March	2007	and	
yet UNICEF estimated that 1.2 million children worldwide were the victims of slave trafficking 
every year, many to work in factories producing consumer goods.

•	 One	area	where	there	is	a	link	between	slavery	and	a	modern	consumer	product	is	chocolate.	
For an image of the Cocoa tree see the Kew Royal Botanic Gardens website  
www.kew.org/plants-fungi/Theobroma-cacao.htm

•	 Next	time	that	box	of	chocolates	is	passed	around	or	you	acquire	that	very	expensive	pair	of	
trainers ask yourselves if there are any possible parallels with the McDowalls?

•	 Investigate	the	Fair	Trade	Movement.	The	Scottish	Government	is	committed	to	make	Scotland	
one of the world’s first fair trade nations. www.scotland.gov.uk Organise a fair trade event in 
your school with a group such as Traidcraft which sells many wooden products, all fairly traded.

Discover 1 

Plan a visit to Castle Semple and Paisley Museum

Paisley Museum

It is here that the coloured map of Castle Semple Estate is kept and can be viewed by 
arrangement with the Education Officer at the Museum.

Castle Semple

Although the house is no longer standing you can visit the Castle Semple Estate which is part of 
Muirshiel country park. Information about the park facilities can be found at this website:  
http://www.clydemuirshiel.co.uk/park-sites/

Of the Estate the remains of these building can still be seen:

•	 The	ice	house	–	an	early	form	of	refrigeration;	ice	was	taken	from	the	Loch	in	winter	and	
used to keep foods cool. It can only be seen from the outside.
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•	 The	grotto	–	used	as	a	stopping	place	when	the	McDowalls	were	out	hunting.

•	 The	‘Temple’	on	Kenmure	Hill	–	used	as	a	viewing	point	by	the	McDowalls;	sometimes	
described as a ‘folly’. 

•	 The	Collegiate	Church	–	belonged	to	the	original	Sempill	family.

Information on what remains of McDowalls’ estate can be found at:  
http://www.discoverclydemuirshiel.co.uk/parkhill/pages/history/historical_sites.htm

The tree plantations of the McDowall family can be seen today and give the area its 
reputation for natural beauty.

It is possible to travel to Paisley and Lochwinnoch by train. The park is about a 30 minute 
walk from the station. The RSPB reservation is near the station and is also on the grounds of 
what was once Castle Semple Estate.

Discover 2

Tree Study The Larch (or Larix)
As we have seen one of the trees that the McDowalls were most interested in planting 
was the European larch. The McDowalls were not alone this was popular throughout 
Renfrewshire and elsewhere. The merchant landowners were mirroring the activities of the 
great aristocratic landowners who were planting this tree on a vast scale.

Using the background of the Castle Semple estate pupils should familiarise themselves by 
investigating this tree using resources available in the class room and their community. Are 
there any larch trees located near the school? Guidance will be available from a variety of 
places for example:

•	 The	Forestry	Commission	Scotland	www.forestry.gov.uk/scotland 

•	 The	Woodlands	Trust	www.woodlandtrust .org.uk

•	 The	National	Trust	for	Scotland	www.nts.org.uk 

•	 Scottish	Natural	Heritage	www.snh.giv.uk

•	 The	Royal	Botanic	Gardens	Edinburgh	www.rbge.org.uk 

•	 Local	Authority	Parks	Departments	

•	 The	local	museum	and	library	

•	 Local	heritage	societies.

Pupils should be encouraged to research the larch by themselves but as a guide their report 
should include the following which is based on the Woodland Trust Website to which pupils 
should be directed as one of a number of sources of information.

Some historical uses made of the larch after felling: 

•	 High	quality	furniture	and	paneling	

•	 Herring	barrels	

•	 Whisky	mash	tuns

•	 Fences	and	gates	

•	 Ships	

•	 Larch	poles	were	used	in	the	foundations	of	Venice	

•	 The	flowers	have	been	used	medicinally	for	centuries	as	a	laxative
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In the Mood for Larch

Creating a Mood Board

Designers often create a mood board to impress and influence their customers as well as 
gathering their own thoughts; for example interior designers, dress designers or people 
working in advertising. They will draw designs, stick on samples of fabric, paint on samples 
of colours etc. It is rather like a scrapbook on one page. The idea is to be as creative and 
imaginative as possible.

Imagine you are a garden designer and can travel back in time to the 18th century.  
You are meeting your customer and want him to buy a larch.

•	 You	will	need	a	large	sheet	of	card,	pens	pencils,	scissors,	paint	and	glue.

•	 You	can	use	newspapers	and	magazines	for	articles	and	images.	

•	 Think	about	the	different	colours	and	textures	of	the	larch.	

•	 Investigate	historic	uses	of	the	larch.

•	 Think	about	what	impresses	people,	such	as	larch	being	used	in	the	 
construction of Venice.

•	 Think	about	what	wildlife	might	it	attract.

•	 Investigate	whether	there	are	there	any	poems	or	quotations	about	the	larch.	 
(Clue: Keats wrote a poem called Meg Merrilees based on a Sir Walter Scott character. 
In the poem, the sisters of Meg are described as ‘larchen’.)  
http://www.everypoet.com/archive/poetry/John_Keats/keats_meg_ merrilies.htm

•	 Explore	folklore	stories	to	see	if	there	are	any	about	larch	 
http://medicinalherbinfo.org/herbs/Larch.html#Legends

The mood board can then be used as a visual aid to help pupils give a short talk or dramatic 
presentation about the larch.

The mood board can be repeated for all the trees featured throughout this Resource,  
such as the Scots pine and the Cedar of Lebanon.

The table overleaf can copied and used with other trees that are featured in this Resource.

Mood board.

Et vit ea porem eos exerit 
arum, sum quiam reiust, 
ommolorem ipsam qui 
volupta tionest magnit illabo. 
Exeribus quo tem derum 
estiat quaeAximporatum 
inctori sequist quatectio. Et 
omnia nus Et vit ea porem eos exerit arum, sum quiam reiust, ommolorem ipsam qui volupta tionest magnit illabo. Exeribus 

quo tem derum estiat quaeAximporatum inctori sequist quatectio. Et omnia nus 

Et vit ea porem eos exerit 
arum, sum quiam reiust, 
ommolorem 

Et vit ea porem 
eos exerit arum, 
sum quiam reiust, 
ommolorem 

Et vit ea porem 
eos exerit arum, 
sum quiam reiust, 
ommolorem 
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Tree Facts

Generic name Larch

Latin name Larix deciduas  
(the Latin name is used throughout the world so that wherever you 
come across this tree it is universally identifiable)

Family name Pine

Latin family name Pinaceae

Broadleaf or conifer Conifer

Evergreen or deciduous  
(loses its leaves In autumn)

Deciduous

Average height 12–30m. It grows quickly which is why it is so popular; averages a 
metre a year.

Type of leaves/needles Soft thin needles with 2 stripes underneath

Colour Grass green in summer/gold-orange in autumn

Leaf arrangement In bunches

Budding Early spring

Type of flower Single flower

Flowering season Mid spring

Tree/flower gender Both male and female

Fruit colour Straw coloured at first, turning brown later

Type of seed body Cone

Seed dispersal Wind

Bark Pinky brown with wide criss-crossing ridges

Native to Scotland/non native Non native: Europe from Switzerland to southern Poland; believed to 
have been introduced into Scotland in 1725

Preferred environment Likes light, does not do well in the shade

British conservation status Frequent

Hardwood/softwood Hardwood

Historical uses • High quality furniture and paneling  
• Herring barrels  
• Whisky mash tuns  
• Fences and gates 
• Ships  
• Larch poles were used in the foundations of Venice

Medicinal uses Flowers used as a laxative
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3. Aristocratic Women and the 
Country Estate 

So far in our story of woodlands, forests and gardens in the age of the 
Scottish Enlightenment, we have concentrated on the relationship of those 
with power and influence on trees. 

That relationship as we have seen has been dominated by two groups:

•	 The	traditional	landowners	–	the	great	aristocrats	and	the	gentry	including	powerful	
interests such as the lawyers.

•	 The	growing	numbers	of	merchants	who	were	making	their	money	in	foreign	trade	and	
investing in land. The second group would also increasingly include those who made their 
money in industry.

For both groups the focus of their relationship with trees was the country estate. The traditional 
and the new landowners had one thing in common they were almost exclusively men. What 
then of the other half of the 18th century population? What were women’s relationships with 
trees, woodlands and forests?

3.1 The problem with history
History has been largely told through the pens of powerful men. The records that exist tend to 
reflect their relationship with the past. Sometimes we can do little more than draw inferences 
about ‘the others’, although in more recent years there have been concerted efforts to focus on 
the histories of individuals or groups who have been marginalised for one reason or another. 
We should ask ourselves why this has been the case and there are a number of possible 
reasons:

•	 Many	people	did	not	leave	written	records.	We	have	to	remember	that	while	working	
people in Scotland could usually read they did not necessarily write.

•	 Most	people	worked	so	hard	they	had	little	time	to	write	about	themselves	even	if	they	
wanted to. For some the only evidence of their existence might be in the records of others 
as a birth, marriage or death. They might be someone’s tenant or appear as someone in a 
court of law. Perhaps they are a name in a grave yard.

•	 If	they	did	leave	written	records	they	may	not	have	been	considered	important	enough	to	
retain. Until relatively recently the history of our country was seen through the eyes of the 
great and powerful, working class experiences were not considered important.

•	 For	some	oral	traditions	were	more	important	in	society	than	written	ones	such	as	in	
highland culture. Voices inevitably get lost .

•	 Across	the	social	divide	it	is	undeniable	that	women’s	experiences	have	been	unknown,	
undervalued or ignored. It is only occasionally that we glimpse the impact of changes, 
such as during the Enlightenment and agricultural improvement. Where there is 
information on women then it is only women of wealth.

Scottish women in this period are a particularly neglected subject of study. There were, 
however, a small number of aristocratic women who left some indication of how they were 
affected by the new interest in trees and developments on the country estate in general.
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Mary Eleanor Bowes

3.2 Women and the 18th century  
landscape in Scotland

There were few really powerful women in 18th century Scotland and few would have 
had much say in the laying out of plantations and gardens. It was mostly a man’s world. 
On the other hand the relationship between women and the Enlightenment may be 
more complicated than we have assumed but this is an area in which study is only just 
beginning.1 However, the Enlightenment itself in the work of people like Francis Hutcheson, 
the	philosopher,	did	begin	to	question	the	traditional	views	that	there	were	natural	laws	
governing the relationship between men and women.2 There was an emerging belief that the 
ideal	marriage	was	one	that	would	be	based	on	equality.	It	would	of	course	be	many	years	
before this was a widely accepted view and many would argue has still some way to go. 
Others like Sir Walter Scott believed that adopting a chivalric ideal where men behaved  
like knights and women as damsels was a way for women to gain respect and cease to be  
the slaves of men.3

Many women if not slaves in the true sense of the word experienced a life in which they 
were little more than the property of men. Much of this of course was the result of the 
legal position of women and what happened to their property when they married. In effect 
there were no rights in marriage or law. Often their attraction had less to do with looks and 
rather more to do with the property that came with them. This property was controlled by 
the husband. Sometimes women managed to overcome the gilded cage which the country 
estate could represent for them.

There were a number of examples of what we might call planting women.

3.3 Topic Focus 1  

‘That strange and 
eccentric woman,  
Lady Strathmore’
William Hickey (1749–1809)4

One rather extreme example of this was the experience of 
Mary Eleanor Bowes, (1749-1800) Countess of Strathmore 
and Kinghorn. Mary was considered to be one of the most 
scandalous and eccentric women in Britain and she was also 
one of the richest heiresses. Mary would find herself in a series 
of unhappy relationships, the worst being her second marriage to Andrew Robinson Stoney 
(1747–1810) in which her life became truly appalling. Stoney not only had an eye for her 
fortune, but was cruel and controlling.

Ironically from our point of view Mary was something of a botanical expert and would play an 
important part in bringing new plants to Britain. This was despite the fact that her first husband 
Lord	Strathmore	had	‘nothing	but	disdain	for	this	enlightened	spirit	of	enquiry’	preferring	
‘drinking, gambling, cock-fighting and horse racing’.5 The Earl did, however, indulge his wife 
who was one of a number of well educated and wealthy women who took up botany.
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There was a royal precedent for this, as George III’s mother Princess Augusta (1719– 1772) 
was involved in setting up Kew Gardens and his wife Queen Charlotte (1744–1818) was 
an enthusiastic supporter. The great aristocratic ladies followed suit and began collecting 
enormous numbers of plants. This growing interest in botany and plant collection was assisted 
by the work of Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778) who introduced the binomial 
classification of species to Britain.6 Women were not allowed to go to university, so they were 
not allowed to participate in the formal study of the subject or to be members of the Royal 
Society.7 Linnaeus’ system helped them to operate in the field of botany without the formal 
study that was denied to them.

Mary began collecting plants and building greenhouses as well; she bought from specialist 
nurseries and employed a gardener. As Wendy Moore has pointed out in her biography of Mary 
she was keen to go one step further than simply attending to and cataloguing her collection. 
She wanted ‘to become a scientific patron in her own right and perhaps even have her name 
ascribed to a new botanical marvel’.8 Mary became friendly with Daniel Solander (1733–1782) 
who was cataloguing the British Museum’s Natural History specimens, James Lee (1715–1795) 
the nursery owner and John Hunter (1728–1793) the Scottish surgeon and anatomist who also 
had one of the largest natural history collections in Britain.9

Despite the fact that Mary was unable to join the Royal Society she followed everything that 
was going on with great interest and decided she wanted to finance her own plant hunting 
expedition to South Africa. Possibly through her connections with Solander and Hunter she was 
introduced to William Paterson (1755–1810) the son of a gardener who worked on an estate 
near Glamis Castle, the Scottish home of the Strathmore family. Paterson had a great interest in 
botany and a real spirit of adventure. He left Plymouth on 9th February 1777 for South Africa 
where he would make several expeditions to the interior of ‘the Cape’ as the area was known. 
He was one of the first Europeans to do so and travelling on horseback he braved the African 
mountain ranges and the grasslands with its swollen rivers and dangerous wildlife. He made 
contact with the Khoikhoi and Xhosa peoples. He survived on ostrich eggs, boiled hippo meat 
and termites. He would shoot a ‘spotted camel’ as the giraffe was known and bring its skin 
back to Britain. He displayed a schoolboy’s enthusiasm for his task describing his finds with 
excitement, on one occasion for example writing:

‘Here I found a species of erica, which was quite new...with a spike of long  
tubular yellow flowers, the most beautiful I had ever seen.’ 10

The expedition was not without its problems particularly as Mary’s ability to pay the bills was 
being undermined by those who sought to control her. This rather damaged the relationship 
between the Countess and her plant hunter. Despite this, a number of Cape Exotics were 
introduced. These included many of the geraniums, gladioli, mesembryanthemums, euphorbia’s 
and ixias which have now become such a feature of the British summer garden border.11 
William Paterson would eventually write about his experiences in South Africa in a book 
entitled A Narrative of Four Journeys into the Country of the Hottentots and Caffraria in 1789. 
Many of the specimens which William sent Mary were preserved in her Cabinet of Curiosities.

Mary would go on to have a life which reads like fiction, but reveals the limitations of the lives 
of upper class women in the 18th century. For women of this class perhaps plants provided a 
refuge and stimulation in what might be a comfortable but otherwise dull life.



Trees, People and the Country Estate112

3.4 Topic Focus 2

A lady forester, Helen Hope  
Countess of Haddington
The Countess of Strathmore was not alone in her passion for plants. Other women were 
interested too. Traditionally the heavy work of the garden – the trees, woodlands and forests 
– were the male preserve and women, when allowed, took an interest in the more  
decorative aspects. There was at least one 18th century exception seen in the work of the 
Countess of Haddington.

Helen	Hope,	Countess	of	Haddington	(1677–1768)	is	quite	astonishingly	for	the	18th	
century described in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography as a ‘forester’. Helen was 
married in 1696 to Thomas Hamilton the 6th Earl of Hopetoun and they lived at Leslie 
House in Fife before moving in 1700 to her husband’s family home Tyninghame House, 
Haddingtonshire. The house had been let to tenants who as so often happens had not taken 
care of the property and it had an air of neglect about it . Helen was immediately struck by 
the lack of trees. The local people were not terribly enthusiastic saying that there was little 
point in planting saplings as they would not survive in the salty air of the coasts and the east 
winds	would	soon	destroy	them	anyway.	Equally	unenthusiastic	was	Helen’s	husband	who	
by his own admission was more interested in ‘sports dogs and horses’ and further more had 
no manner or inclination to ‘plant, inclose or improve my grounds’. However, Helen was 
allowed to make some small improvements which were a success and the Earl soon began to 
take an interest himself and began reading about trees and supporting his wife’s work.

They decided they would like to lay out ‘a fashionable wilderness’ and as soon as that was 
done Helen decided she wanted to enclose and plant the Muir of Tyninghame. The Earl  
once again was not convinced it could be done but soon found himself involved in planning  
walks through an area which was then planted with trees and became known as Binning 
Wood after their son. The Earl was now a convert and soon became something of an expert  
himself. He wrote a treatise which, as we have seen earlier, was very influential in Scotland.  
In his writing the Earl acknowledged the role his wife had played in his development as  
a tree planter.12

3.5 Topic Focus 3

A collector in Canada and India,  
Christian Ramsay Countess of 
Dalhousie
There were other aristocratic women who made their mark on Scottish gardens such as 
Christian Ramsay, Countess of Dalhousie (1786–1839). Christian was born near Lochmaben 
in Dumfriesshire and was the daughter of an Edinburgh lawyer. In 1805 she married George 
Ramsay (1770–1838) who became the 9th Earl of Dalhousie in 1815. In 1816 he was 
appointed Governor General of Nova Scotia and the couple went to live in Halifax where the 
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Maria Graham.

Countess soon developed an interest in scientific and agricultural education. The Countess also 
began to collect local plants and to send specimens home to Dalhousie Castle.

In 1828 the Earl was promoted to the post of Governor in Chief of British North America 
and they moved to Quebec. As befitted their new position they bought an estate and rented 
another. The Countess set about creating a garden and a farm. They returned home in 1824 and 
started to plan an extension to the gardens at Dalhousie Castle. Christian’s abilities were such 
at this point that their gardener Joseph Archibald (an award winning grower of grapes) would 
comment that ‘few ...attained such proficiency as her ladyship in the science’.13 Unfortunately 
work on the gardens had to stop when the Dalhousies were badly affected by the bankruptcy 
of their agent in 1825. Money problems meant a return to Canada in 1826. Lord Dalhousie’s 
political influence at home also began to fade at the same time and the couple moved to India 
in 1829 when he became Commander in Chief of the British Army.

On the long journey out to India, Christian collected plants on the islands of Maderia and St 
Helena and from the Cape of Good Hope on the southern tip of Africa. In India Lady Dalhousie 
continued to pursue her passion and presented a large collection of plants from Simla and 
Burma to the Hooker family herbarium at Kew. A further 1200 specimens were presented to 
the Botanical Society of Edinburgh where she became an honorary member in 1837. A great 
number of rhododendrons were also sent back to Dalhousie Castle. They returned to Scotland 
in 1834 and Lady Dalhousie became a familiar and important member of Edinburgh society.14

3.6 Topic Focus 4

A collector in South America,  
Maria Graham
Another woman who was given a relatively free range to collect plants was Maria Graham 
(1785–1842) who would later become Maria, Lady Callcott . Maria was, unusually for the period, 
a female writer of travel books as well as an illustrator and collector of botanical specimens.

Maria was born in Cockermouth in Cumberland, the daughter of 
George Dundas a naval commander and a member of the powerful 
Dundas family which was enormously influential under Henry 
Dundas, Viscount Melville who became ‘the government’s manager 
or minister for Scotland’.15 They were not strictly speaking an 
aristocratic family but an off shoot of the lairds of Arniston in the 
Lothians and like so many powerful families in Scotland they were 
well represented in the legal world. Henry would become Solicitor 
General in 1766 and Lord Advocate in 1775.16 Henry Dundas ran 
Scotland and through his control of patronage was able to influence 
life at home and abroad. The 41 metre high column and statue of 
Dundas	dominates	St	Andrew’s	square	in	Edinburgh.	He	became	
President of the powerful East India Company and was able to find 
influential positions for members of his family and friends. In this 
way Maria’s father became head of the British East India Company 
dockyard in Bombay. In 1808 when George left for India he took 
the 23 year old Maria with him and on the long voyage to Bombay 
she met a young naval officer, Thomas Graham from Fintry in 
Stirlingshire, whom she married once they arrived in India.
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Maria did not have the happiest of childhoods; she did not see her father for many years 
and	her	mother	died	when	she	was	quite	young.	She	was	sent	away	to	school	and	was	soon	
aware that her intellectual interests were not approved of by the teachers or those of her 
own age.17 One of her great pleasures was walking in the countryside where she liked to 
read Shakespeare’s plays for references to plants and use a botanical guide to identify plants. 
When she left school she spent time with her family in Edinburgh where she met with some 
of the leading Enlightenment figures of the day such as Dugald Stewart and John Playfair. They 
indulged	her	and	readily	answered	her	questions.18

As	Hagglund	has	shown	botany	quickly	became	a	part	of	Maria’s	life	and	features	throughout	
her many travel writings. Her botanical work was more than just a hobby and she skilfully 
managed to mix traditional folklore about plants with accurate scientific observation. Maria 
also	quickly	understood	that	many	plants	had	an	economic	value	for	example	she	said	of	the	
Saguerus Rumphii (sic) 

‘a kind of palm, from which an excellent sago is made. It is also valuable on 
account of the black fibres surrounding the trunk at the insertion of the leaves, 
which afford a cordage for ships, said to be stronger and more durable than that 
made from any other vegetable substance.’ 19

In	other	words	Maria	was	quickly	aware	that	the	plant	was	a	source	of	food	for	local	people	
and could produce an income if it was made into ropes to sell to ships.

In 1821 Maria and her husband left for South America where Thomas was to patrol the 
Brazilian coast. In April 1822 soon after the ship had made the infamous journey around Cape 
Horn, Thomas died of a fever. Maria was at first inconsolable. Despite many offers of help she 
soon decided that she would stay in Chile and rented a cottage in Valparaiso. Maria chose 
to ignore the British community to a large extent which would not have made her popular. 
Instead, she spent her time collecting plants for William Hooker (1785–1865) who was 
Professor of Botany at Glasgow University and later became Director of Kew Gardens.20 Again 
this was no mere hobby to amuse and distract a recently widowed woman. It was undertaken 
in great seriousness and she not only collected plants and seeds but drew them and labelled 
them. Her labels included the location, time and date where the plant was found. Maria often 
used a microscope to obtain greater detail.21 Just as the male plant hunters found on their 
collecting trips Maria soon became aware of the problems of drying specimens in the climate 
of South America. In January 1825 she parcelled up 22 species of fern to send to Hooker with 
a letter explaining this practical difficulty. As she said:

‘In the first place many of the plants are of a nature that will not dry as they are 
so fleshy – and these are the most beautiful and strange - in the next place the 
heat and damp of the climate especially in the flowering times is very much 
against success – the mould is worse than the insects then all is so full of life 
that the very plants themselves under their skins often contain the seeds of 
destruction or degeneration...we will do our best’.  22

Maria’s life was like that of some literary heroine of the period. In fact in her later 
Reminiscences she tended to write about herself in that vein. In Chile she would witness  
one	of	the	country’s	worst	earthquakes	and	for	a	period	she	was	a	tutor	to	the	daughter	 
of the Emperor of Brazil and a good friend of the Empress which did not go down well  
with the Court.

When she returned to London in 1825 she became part of a literary and artistic circle that 
included the poet Thomas Campbell (1777–1844) and the publisher John Murray (1737–
1793). In February 1827 she married Augustus Callcott (1779–1844) the landscape painter 
who was knighted in 1837.
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Maria, Lady Callcott continued to write and to travel in Europe and shortly before her death 
in 1842 she was working on a book about biblical plants. Maria Callcott’s name lives on in her 
many travel books and in 1827 her mentor Hooker ‘named an entire genus after her because of 
the seeds she had gathered in Chile and later called the Escallonia Callcottiae after her.’ 23

3.7 Why was there a problem with women in the 
estate or garden?

It might seem strange that such an apparently harmless occupation such as tree planting or an 
interest in woodlands and forests might appear to be limited to a handful of rather exceptional 
women at the top end of the social spectrum. Why did the nation of planters not contain 
the names of more women? We have to remember that in the 18th century these planned 
landscapes were as Sue Bennett has pointed out in Five Centuries of Women and Gardens, that 
these were ‘landscapes of power’ which were mainly designed by men to send out messages 
to other men. In some cases men could read each other’s political views by the type of 
statues in their gardens. Most women were ‘still mainly spectators, able to add the occasional 
embellishment to the prospect before them’. 24 There were a number of reasons for this:

The 18th century landscape –a masculine domain
Landscapes were not just about creating spaces for leisure. They were also about economics 
and managing the landscape: they were the setting for other agricultural improvements and 
producing products such as timber to sell. These creations of different functions in different 
spaces were male considerations and, therefore, male spaces.

•	 Trees	were	often	planted	as	cover	for	hunting	and	for	certain	game.	Hunting	and	shooting	
was mainly a male activity.

•	 The	‘Ha	Ha’	might	be	a	clever	device	for	keeping	animals	out	of	the	garden,	without	having	
a fence, but it also ensured that any guests looking out of the window or walking on the 
terrace would just happen to see your carefully bred cattle or prize winning sheep as they just 
happened to pass into full view. It is rather like leaving your new car on the driveway so the 
neighbours can see it rather than putting it in the garage. In the 18th century showing off was 
very important for the landowner.

•	 These	landscapes	especially	those	which	appeared	to	be	informal	were	in	fact	terribly	
complicated. Sophisticated ideas from the Grand Tour were mainly limited to men who 
experienced the tour. Women as we have seen were largely excluded from this experience.

The limitations of women in the landscape
An evergreen tree of diabolical knowledge

•	 It	was	mainly	men	who	had	access	to	education	beyond	the	basics	of	reading	and	writing.	
This was particularly the case regarding the classics. How could you lay out a garden full 
of statues representing aspects of ancient Greece or Rome if you had no knowledge or 
understanding of that world? In other words even upper class women were limited in what 
they could do (assuming they would be allowed to) by being denied access to learning. If you 
are denied the tools you cannot do the job or at least not easily.

•	 From	a	21st	century	viewpoint,	this	is	difficult	to	understand,	but	above	all	women	had	to	
be very careful about what they showed an interest in. It was every well-to-do parents’ hope 
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that their daughters would marry and marry well. ‘Too much masculine knowledge 
was unfeminine and might prevent a girl from making a good marriage’.25 The novels 
of Jane Austen demonstrated just how much time was spent in trying to make sure 
girls married well. The upper class women were not expected to be educated, but to 
be ‘accomplished’ and that meant being able to dance, sew, sing, draw and paint and 
perhaps press flowers or, as we shall see, do ‘shell-work’ .

The concerns felt about educating girls were wittily highlighted in R. B. Sheridan’s (1751-
1816) play The Rivals where much was made of the problems that might arise from the 
increasing availability of books and libraries for women as one of the characters Sir 
Anthony Absolute saw it:

‘a circulating library in a town is an ever green tree  
of diabolical knowledge.’26

One of the other characters, Mrs Malaprop, expressed the wider concern about 
education for girls:

‘I would by no means wish a daughter of mine to be a progeny of learning;  
I don’t think so much learning becomes a young woman, for instance  
I would never let her meddle with Greek or Hebrew or algebra...’ 27

It was no wonder that another character in The Rivals, a young heiress with romantic 
ideals, Lydia Languish, finds it necessary to hide her books so that she is not seen reading 
and her books were not about ancient Greece, but were romances. Romance was not 
considered a particularly sensible basis for marriage.

The Queen and the politics of gardens
The dangers of seeming to be too well educated as a woman appear as comic devices 
in The Rivals, but the appearance of trying to be educated combined with politics could 
be dangerous even for the highest in the land. Queen Caroline (1687–1760), the wife of 
George II for example was ridiculed for her allegorical garden at Richmond.

Caroline was a keen gardener but struggled like her female subjects to get the support of 
her husband and enough money for her projects. Caroline went to great efforts to prove 
that despite being German she and the King were very British in outlook so she tended to 
encourage designs that were more informal. She redesigned Hyde Park and Kensington 
Gardens in London.

At Richmond Lodge she created a garden with the help of Charles Bridgeman (d.1738) 
and William Kent (c.1685–1748) that was on the one hand a private space for her own 
pleasure but on the other was designed to be ‘read’ by visitors to the garden showing 
how British the monarchy in fact was.28

Visitors were guided around the garden using a plan. This plan would eventually lead 
them to the highlight of the tour when they reached ‘The Hermitage’. This was a building 
set in a mound and surrounded by trees and shrubs. On the outside it was designed 
to look like a ruined temple but on the inside, ‘all was order, a bookcase, daybeds, 
and marble busts of scientists, philosophers and theologians including Dr Samuel 
Clarke, William Wollaston, Isaac Newton, John Lock and Robert Boyle.’ 29 Visitors would 
hopefully draw the conclusion that science determined God’s creation and, therefore in 
demonstrating this, how enlightened their new monarchs were.

On the tour visitors would also come across Merlin’s Cave where they would find 
waxworks of real and fictional Britons and even a real hermit called Stephen Duck.  
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The Queen’s idea was that people would remember not only the legendary Court of King 
Arthur but the prophecy of the Wizard Merlin that the true heirs of the ancient kings of 
Britain would return one day to rule at Camelot. This was a flagrant piece of propaganda that 
today we would see as the work of a modern wizard or ‘spin doctor’. It was expected that 
people would see King George and Queen Caroline as these heirs and therefore  
improve their popularity.

Unfortunately for Caroline the idea backfired and the Queen’s enemies suggested that Merlin 
was really the Prime Minister Robert Walpole, clearly an evil wizard! The problem was the 
Queen and Prime Minister were seen as being rather too friendly so the opposition to the 
government saw the chance to make mischief. It was unkindly suggested that the Queen had 
neither learning nor taste. The implication being ‘that’s what happens when a women tries 
to interfere in a man’s world’. Even the King was unsympathetic saying to his poor wife ‘I am 
very glad of it ... you deserve to be abused for such silly childish stuff ’.30 Evidently in the 18th 
century gardening was both a gender and a political issue and even the Queen could get it 
wrong. In some ways her critics were  
proved right because at her death she was in debt to the tune of £20,000 largely because  
of her gardening activities.

3.8 Spaces for men and spaces for women
What developed in the 18th century was a separation of spaces for men and women:

‘To be a gentleman was to possess an estate, to look out on far distant 
prospects, both sure and certain signs of economic and social success. To 
be a gentlewoman was to cut the roses in the flower garden, safely tucked 
away behind the house, and to be part of rather than the possessors of the 
landscape.’ 31

In other words the estate was divided into the masculine and the feminine. Few women were 
like the planting countess and operated in the masculine spaces and, as we have seen, when 
they did there could be problems.

A woman’s place was in the grotto
Just as in the country house where women were expected to occupy certain areas like the 
drawing room and their bedrooms but not the library or billiard room so in the garden 
they were expected to stay within certain boundaries and defined parts of the estate. For 
women the flower gardens and shrubberies which were interlaced with gravel walks were 
appropriate, as were places where one could take shelter should it rain or engage in the 
increasingly fashionable tea drinking. Young women might also see the garden as a place of 
romance.	In	“The	Rivals”	Lydia	the	heiress	imagines	her	romantic	tryst:

‘How often I have stole forth, on the coldest night in January, and found  
him in the garden, stuck like a dripping statue! There he would kneel to me  
in the snow.’ 32

Of course for the upper classes it was still not considered necessary to base a relationship on 
the idea of romantic love, indeed this was considered a rather silly basis on which to proceed 
and would only lead to trouble. A marriage was best based on property. Friendship was 
considered an added bonus. Within this arrangement men and women were largely expected 
to remain within their appropriate areas.
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One area which was considered most appropriate for women was the grotto or hermitage 
and hopefully you would have your own hermit living on the premises. The decoration 
of the walls of a grotto was considered the work for a gentlewoman. It combined the 
growing interest people had with foreign countries, the new Enlightenment ideas about 
the classification of nature and the view that an interest in decoration was a suitable 
accomplishment for a woman. There was also an element of controlling nature by turning it 
into patterns and shapes of your own making.

With changes in fashion and their delicate nature not many shell grottos have survived, but 
sometimes there is archaeological evidence of where they once existed such as at Newhailes 
House near Edinburgh.

The shell house at Newhailes
Newhailes, set in a designed landscape, was built in 1686 by the architect James Smith as his 
family home and in 1709 was bought by Sir David Dalrymple (1665–1721).

Dalrymple was one of the commissioners who negotiated the Union of Parliaments in 
1707. Once the house was purchased Sir David Dalrymple set about building work and 
commissioned William Adam to build a new staircase and hall. There were various other 
additions by the Dalrymple family in the years that followed including a remarkable library 
said to have been visited by the leading Scottish Enlightenment figures. Given the restrictions 
on women at the time, it is clear female influence is present in the gardens which included 
flower gardens, a water garden, a lady’s walk, a tea house and a shell house.33

The	shell	house	is	thought	to	date	from	around	1785	and	it	is	quite	possible	that	ideas	
would have been obtained from a leading publication of the time, Thomas Wright’s Arbours 
and Grottos 1755–58.34 The shell house at Newhailes is now ruined although some parts of 
the walls and flooring remain. A recent investigation revealed that this rather rustic building 
was a sophisticated structure with its own heating system and running water suggesting that 
there was a water feature of some sort . An examination of the rubbish that lay in and around 
the shell house provided clues to its use and decoration. The remains of British and exotic 
foreign shells were found as well as broken glass including the remains of wine glasses from 
the period around 1725–70. There were also minerals from such as crystals and agates.  
The remains of iron fixtures hint at the possibility of statues being attached to the property.35

The Shell Queen – Mary Delany

‘The highest-bred woman in the world,  
and the woman of fashion of all ages.’

(Edmund Burke)

It	is	likely	that	the	Dalrymples	were	acquainted	not	only	with	the	work	of	Thomas	Wright	,	
but also of Mary Delany ‘the doyenne of grotto builders’.36 Mary Delany (1700–1788) was 
one of the most appealing 18th century characters and while she was based in the south of 
England she was a familiar figure to the Scottish aristocracy who were of course spending 
increasing amounts of time in London. Mary, for example, knew Lord and Lady Bute and 
the Duchess of Gordon and was in fact a cousin of another character mentioned earlier, 
Kitty Hyde, wife of the third Duke of Queensberry. It has been suggested that she may have 
developed an interest in shell collecting as a diversion from her most unhappy first marriage. 
At the age of 17 she was married at the insistence of her uncle Lord Landsdowne to the 
60 year old Alexander Pendarves of Roscrow in Cornwall. The wedding took place on 17th 
February 1718 and Mary wrote:
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‘I was married with great pomp. Never was woe drest (sic) out in gayer  
colours, and when I was lead to the altar, I wished from my soul I had  
been led, as Iphigenia was, to be sacrificed.’ 37

For the next seven years Mary led the most dreadful life. Her jealous husband had his servants 
spy on her and increasingly she found herself acting as his nurse, as gout and other health 
problems affected him. One night in 1724 Mary and her husband retired to bed and when 
she awoke she found he had turned black and was lying dead beside her.38 Mary would later 
marry Patrick Delany an Irish clergyman who was not wealthy like Alexander and of whom her 
parents disapproved but it was to be a happy marriage and Patrick would encourage his wife’s 
botanical interests which in addition to shell work included needlework, painting and drawing 
and gardening as well as the incredible paper collages that would make her name.

Conclusions
In general on the estate, trees particularly in the setting of forests and woodlands were a male 
affair. A few mainly aristocratic women were able to transcend this and become planters, 
collectors and scientists in their own right; these were in the main women from the higher 
reaches of society. They were often regarded as eccentric like Lady Strathmore or like the 
Queen ended up in trouble because gardening was not only full of gender issues, it could be a 
political nightmare as well.

In general it seems true to say that apart from these exceptional women not enough is known 
about how women interacted with the landscape except as aspects of its decoration. It is easy 
to write about landowners and the estate because they are men and the records are more 
extant. This is unsatisfactory but indicates how women’s history has been largely ignored. 
The motivations of the women highlighted above are hinted at and we might suggest that 
in addition to curiosity and stubbornness there seems to be a stronger theme of loss as a 
motivating force behind women and gardening but that as they say is another story. Perhaps  
it will never be possible to adjust this balance as the historical evidence may just not exist  
but it is also a matter of how we approach history and as the American actress Jane Fonda  
has said in 2012:

‘The sad fact is gender inequality is so deeply ingrained in our culture,  
most people don’t realise there is a problem’.39 

Our	culture	is	defined	and	framed	by	the	past	and	we	have	seen	the	gender	inequality	 
was a feature of the 18th century garden just as many would say it was a feature of the  
very first garden.
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Further reading and sources

Secondary Sources
Australian Dictionary of Biography at http://adb.anu.edu.au like the Canadian Dictionary of 
Biography very useful where British plant collectors have been active in their countries.  
They also have free access.

Bennett S., Five Centuries of Women Gardening,(London, National Portrait Gallery), 2000

Devine T.M. The Scottish Nation 1700-2000, (London, Penguin, 2002)

Hagglund B., The Botanical Writings of Maria Graham, Journal of Literature and Science, 
vol. 4, no.1 (2011),1ssn. 1754-646X., p.3 at http://literatureandscience.research.glam.ac.uk/ 
media/files/documents2011-10-28/JLS_4.1_Hagglund_44-58.pdf

Hayden R., Mrs Delany Her life and her Flowers, (London, British Museum Press), 2008. 
Available in the British Museum Book shop or by post. This beautifully illustrated publication 
will give pupils an awareness of the skills of many of the 18th century women and provide 
inspiration for their own paper flower collages.

Moore W. Wedlock, How Georgian Britain’s Worst Husband Met His Match, (London , 
Phoenix), 2009. A suitable text perhaps for older pupils which as well as illustrating one 
woman’s interest in botany describes some of the worst excesses of a Georgian Upper Class 
marriage. This is a biography which reads like a novel and contains useful guidance for book 
clubs.

O’Brien K., Women and Enlightenment in 18th Century Britain, (Cambridge), 2009.

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography at www.oxfordnb.com a subscription service but 
available usually with membership of your local library.

Photographs and images  
Museums and Galleries 
Your local Museum may well have an Herberium as part of its natural history collection.  
This will give pupils an idea of how people in the 18th century collected and recorded plants. 
Museums may well have other collections which feature botanical subjects such as ceramics 
and costume. Flowers were very popular images on ladies dresses and men’s waistcoats in the 
18th century.

Your local art gallery may well have collections which feature paintings of 18th century 
landscapes or even paintings which show women in the landscape. They are also a visual 
source not only of costume but how people saw themselves in the landscape.

If you have the opportunity to visit Edinburgh then the National Gallery and the Scottish 
National Portrait Gallery should be on your list . The Scottish National Portrait Gallery has a 
gallery devoted to the enlightenment.
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Places to visit
The Royal Botanic Gardens Edinburgh www.rbge.org.uk 
The Royal Botanic gardens began life in the 17th century as a physic garden. It has one of 
the world’s largest collections of living plants. There are also regional gardens at Benmore 
in Argyll, Dawyck in the Borders and Logan in Dumfries and Galloway. There is an 
extensive education and learning programme for schools.

Botanic Gardens Glasgow http://www.glasgow.gov.uk/en/residents/parks_outdoors/
parks-gardens/ botanicgardenshtm Although this is really a 19th century development 
the Glasgow Botanic gardens give an idea of the sort of plants people were collecting 
and give a feeling of what it was like to be in the tropics or temperate zones. There are 
good collections of orchids, begonias, tree ferns and tropical plants. There is also a 
downloadable heritage guide and a map. Ranger tours can also be organised.

NTS Newhailes House http://www.nts.org.uk/Property/Newhailes Further archaeological 
work has been carried out on the Shell House; for more information please contact Dan 
Rhodes, the NTS archaeologist . It is possible to see the Shell House in the grounds of 
Newhailes on a school visit . The National Trust for Scotland has an extensive learning 
programme and details can be found at http://www.nts.org.uk/Learn

Useful websites
British Listed Buildings 
http://www.britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/sc-10915-newhailes-house-shell-grotto-inveresk

The National Trust for Scotland  
http://www.nts.org.uk?property/Newhailes

Natural History museum website  
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/science-of-natural-history/ biogrphies/linnaeus/ 
index.html

The Royal Commission on Ancient and Historic Monuments for Scotland  
http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk/en/site/53819/details/musselburgh+newhailes/

Royal Botanic Gardens Kew  
http://.www.kew.org/heritage/people/hooker_w.html
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Learning Outcomes

Understanding
•	 That	the	relationship	between	landowners	and	trees	was	dominated	by	men	as	owners	or	

controllers of the country estates.

•	 That	women	represented	half	of	the	population	but,	history	is	usually	told	through	the	
eyes of men. This reflects not only male dominance in the past but, the fact that for 
various	reasons	some	groups	like	women	do	not	leave	written	records	in	any	quantity.	Our	
understanding of history is limited by the material. Silence is important too and so is how 
interpret that silence.

•	 There	were	a	smal	lnumber	of	aristocratic	women	who	had	Scottish	connections	who	have	
left some indication of their relationship with trees.

•	 The	relationship	between	men	and	women	was	governed	by	the	law.	The	law	was	based	on	
property. Women had almost no rights.

•	 In	the	Enlightenment	we	see	the	beginning	of	a	change	in	attitude	to	women	by	some	
thinkers but , this would take a long time to develop. Some like Sir Walter Scott thought the 
solution lay in a reinvented medieval world with an emphasis on courtly behaviour, chivalry, 
knights and damsels.

•	 Where	women	did	become	involved	in	trees	and	gardens	it	is	clear	from	the	examples	that	
they made an impact despite the circumstances in which they operated.

•	 That	these	women	while	excluded	from	formal	study	often	had	a	wide	network	of	very	
influential people in the Botanical world who valued their interest and knowledge.

•	 Aristocratic	women	like	the	Countess	of	Strathmore	were	wealthy	enough	to	sponsor	plant	
collecting expeditions but, their husbands could and did interfere to hinder progress.

•	 Designed	landscapes	were	designed	by	men	for	men.	Women	were	seen	as	having	a	
decorative function and were confined to their own spaces.

•	 Women	had	to	be	very	careful	not	to	show	an	interest	in	things	that	were	considered	male	
preserves. They might be considered unfit for marriage.

•	 Gardens	could	be	political.	

Knowledge
•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	three	aristocratic	women	planters:	

•	 Mary	Bowes	Countess	of	Strathmore	and	Kinghorn	

•	 Helen	Hope	Countess	of	Haddington	

•	 Christian	Ramsey	Countess	of	Dalhousie

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	that	in	a	sense	permission	to	become	lady	planters	was	signalled	by	
the Royal family.

•	 Know	that	women	were	excluded	from	university	and	therefore	the	formal	study	of	Botany.

•	 The	system	of	classification	developed	by	Carl	Linnaeus	enabled	women	to	become	
involved in Botany. It provided a scientific background to work they could do at home. 
They could catalogue collections of plants.
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•	 Pupils	should	have	a	knowledge	of	the	location	of	these	countries	in	which	these	women	
either had an interest or visited. They should also be aware of the length of time these 
voyages took and just how full of dangers they were.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	William	Hooker	the	influential	Professor	of	Botany	at	
Glasgow University and later director of Kew Gardens.

•	 Be	aware	of	the	physical	difficulty	of	collecting	plants	and	of	preserving	them	 
in challenging climates. 

•	 Know	that	there	were	areas	of	the	designed	landscape	that	were	for	men	and	for	women.

•	 Be	aware	that	in	the	18th	century	it	was	considered	a	good	thing	for	women	to	be	
“accomplished”	but	not	to	be	too	well	educated.

•	 Pupils	should	know	what	it	meant	to	be	‘accomplished’.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	of	the	political	garden	of	Queen	Caroline.

•	 Be	aware	of	the	terms	‘grotto’	and	‘hermitage’.

•	 They	should	be	able	to	give	an	example	of	the	Shell	House	at	Newhailes	near	Edinburgh	as	
an appropriate place for a woman in the garden.

•	 Be	able	to	name	and	explain	the	work	of	Mary	Delany.	

•	 Have	some	understanding	that	gardening	at	the	aristocratic	level	was	not	a	simple	hobby	it	
was about power and politics and about the role of men and women.

Learning from the practical Activities
The Activities suggested will reinforce the themes outlined in this topic and are designed 
to help the development of pupils skills’ outlined by LTS in Principles and Practice but with 
particular emphasis on:

•	 Interacting	with	others	through	debate.	

•	 Exploring	and	examining	evidence	or	the	lack	of	evidence,

•	 Developing	and	using	maps	

•	 Practical	presentation	skills	

•	 Encouraging	imaginative	thinking	and	active	learning

•	 Observing	describing	recording

•	 Comparing	and	contrasting	to	draw	valid	conclusions

Outside
•	 Pupils	are	encouraged	to	become	more	engaged	with	their	local	community	and	to	engage	

the community in the work of the school.

•	 Pupils	are	encouraged	to	undertake	outside	activities	which	will	help	them	to	become	
more engaged with the themes in this section as well as promoting wellbeing.
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Suggested Activities 

World connections
In earlier sections pupils have been marking the routes of the Grand Tour, tobacco merchants 
and plant hunters. Now the routes taken by the women, or men on their behalf, of this 
section can be added to their map.

•	 Paterson	on	behalf	of	Lady	Strathmore	–	from	Plymouth	to	the	Cape	of	South	Africa	and	its	
interior

•	 Christian	Ramsay,	Countess	of	Dalhousie’s	journeys	to:	

•	 Canada	-	from	Scotland	to	Halifax	in	Nova	Scotia	and	then	Quebec	and	 
back to Scotland. 

•	 Scotland	to	India	stopping	off	en	route	at	Madeira,	St	Helena	and	the	 
Cape of Good Hope. 

•	 While	in	India	journeys	to	Simla	and	also	Burma

•	 Maria	Graham’s	journeys	to:	

•	 Bombay,	India	

•	 From	Portsmouth	to	Valparaiso,	Chile,	via	Cape	Horn

Creative writing
The year is 1777. Imagine you are William Paterson, the young Scottish gardener who was 
sent by Mary, Countess of Strathmore to South Africa.

Few people have ever travelled inland from the coast of the Cape before. You are on 
horseback, the landscape is mountainous, there are flooded rivers, dangerous wild animals 
such as lions and snakes. You come across people never seen before by Europeans. What 
are these Khoikhoi and Xhosa people like? There are lots of new flowers you’ve never seen 
before like geraniums and gladioli all in the most magnificent colours.

Write and illustrate a diary entry for one day of your adventure hunting for plants to send 
back to the Countess.

It will help if you have an atlas of South Africa and can use the internet to look up 
background information on South African plants and animals.

To give your diary an authentic 18th century look sheets of plain paper can be aged by 
soaking them in strong cold tea for a day or two and then drying them. Alternatively adults 
can be persuaded to age some paper by placing it in a low oven where it will brown.

You may even like to try pen and ink but it can be messy.



A nation of planters during the Scottish Enlightenment 127

Investigate 
We know about the Shell House at Newhailes because of the archaeological work on this 
part of the garden.

1. An Archaeologist’s Report
Archaeology is not just about digging in the hope of finding buried treasure. It takes place 
in all sorts of places including woods, forests and gardens. Scientific analysis of the site and 
finds	are	written	up	in	carefully	compiled	reports.	They	can	be	quite	complicated	and	use	
unfamiliar words and terminology, but it is from such reports that conclusions are drawn 
about the past.

Pupils could be given the following report on the excavation of the Shell House at Newhailes 
by the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historic Monuments for Scotland:

A comprehensive investigation of the c.1770–80 shell-house within the water gardens to the 
NNW of the mansion was undertaken. Clearance of the interior revealed a well preserved 
diagonally patterned polished floor with marble insets.

‘A drawn and analytical record was made of the standing fabric, which deduced 
many details of its internal decoration and lost roof structure and provided a 
record of its intra-qmural heating system, external decoration and secondary 
ogee-headed window to the south.’

Analysis was made of an extensive assemblage of recovered fallen decorative materials that 
include both inshore and exotic (far eastern) shells; fragments from a variety of broken glass 
vessels, including wine glasses of the period c.1725–70, minerals such as crystal masses and 
agates; and industrial waste products.

An evaluation trench to the rear of the structure elucidated-details of the original stoke hole. 
An evaluation trench some 6m to the west of the shell house examined masonary remains 
that were found to represent an ashlar-lined entrance area leading to a brick vaulted tunnel. 
Iron fixtures suggested statuary had formerly been attached, while lead piping indicated 
the possibility that it had incorporated a water feature. The structure had been deliberately 
infilled, apparently in the 18th century. While only a limited part of the structure was 
exposed, it had possibly been a subterranean grotto like construction that was superseded by 
the existing Shell House.

The full report can be found at 
http://canmore.rcahms.gov.uk/en/site/123529/details/musselburgh+newhailes+grotto/

Identify unfamiliar words and terms such as ogee headed, assemblage, agate, elucidated, 
ashlar, subterranean, and grotto.

In building up a picture of the Shell House from the archaeological evidence it helps to ask 
questions:

•	 What	is	the	significance	of	the	date	c.	1770–1780?

•	 The	significance	is	that	the	little	‘c’	is	from	the	Latin	‘circa’	meaning	around	the	dates	
given. In other words we do not know exactly.

•	 What	does	NNW	mean?	

•	 This	is	an	abbreviation	for	North	North	West	in	other	words	you	are	being	given	a	
location with reference to the position of the mansion house.
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•	 What	does	the	description	of	the	floor	tell	you	about	the	quality	of	the	building?	

•	 It	tells	you	that	it	is	of	high	quality	and	considerable	care	has	been	taken	in	its	
construction. The floor has been laid in a pattern and has been polished and marble, a 
high	quality	substance,	has	been	used.

•	 What	might	suggest	this	space	in	the	garden	was	something	more	than	a	shelter	 
from the rain? 

•	 The	report	notes	that	there	was	a	heating	system.

•	 What	does	the	report	tell	you	about	what	was	used	in	the	decoration	of	the	building?	

•	 Shells	crystals	and	minerals	were	probably	used.

•	 How	do	we	know	these	were	used	in	decoration?	

•	 We	can	make	a	deduction	like	a	detective	because	we	know	from	other	sources	that	
shell decorated buildings were popular in gardens in the 18th century.

•	 What	find	indicates	that	this	building	might	have	had	a	social	function?	

•	 The	fragments	of	wine	glasses	were	found.

•	 What	else	leads	you	to	think	this	was	quite	a	sophisticated	building?	

•	 The	brackets	for	statues	and	the	presence	of	running	water	are	an	indication	of	this.

•	 Was	this	the	first	building	on	the	site?	

•	 The	report	indicates	the	presence	of	an	earlier	subteranean	structure.

Now pupils could write their own report of the Shell House for a tourist brochure so that the 
information is presented about this exciting place to visit which reveals how the garden was 
used in the 18th century.

2. Excavation in the classroom
This activity will probably be familiar to teachers from museum visits. This is a small version 
that can be done in the classroom.

Prior to the activity in the classroom the teacher will need to create the ‘dig’. This can 
be done using a large shallow plastic box with a lid. These are easily and inexpensively 
purchased from DIY shops. Fill the box with washed sand from a builder’s merchant. You may 
wish to add large stones to create a more interesting landscape but it is not necessary. Hide 
small objects in the sand such as shells, beads, bits of jewellery and coins.

Alternatively using 2 boxes, divide the class into 2 teams and have them each create a dig 
which the other team will excavate. It could be that a papier-mâché landscape is created in 
which to hide small objects. Use the lid as a map of the landscape. With masking tape divide 
the lid into 8 sections.

For the dig

Your tools for excavating: 

•	 a	small	trowel	-	if	this	is	not	readily	available	then	a	dessert	spoon	could	be	used	

•	 broad	brush	

•	 a	fine	brush	

•	 a	ruler	

•	 a	pair	of	gloves
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How to excavate

•	 The	lid	of	the	excavation	box	is	marked	out	into	8	sections,	so	you	can	use	the	lid	as	a	map	
of your excavation site. 

•	 Use	the	trowel/spoon	to	scrape	away	the	sand.	If	you	think	you	see	an	artefact,	use	the	
brushes to push back the sand gently and reveal the artefact. It may be very fragile so do 
not pull it out of the sand.

•	 Before	you	lift	the	object	out,	look	very	carefully	at	where	it	is.	It	is	important	to	record	
where you have found it ‘in situ’ so the lid of the excavation box will be marked out into  
8 sections – the lid will be your map of your excavation site.

•	 When	you	are	ready	to	move	the	artefact	you	have	found,	put	the	gloves	on	and	 
carefully lift the object and place it exactly where you found it on the lid that is being  
used as the dig map.

Return to your excavation and begin the process again.

When you have made all your discoveries, mark them on your own site map as shown here. 
It is just the same layout as the lid of the box. 

Site Map

Each object should be given a find number. For example we might call each object 
something like 1/SMP/ 2014 which would mean the 1st object found at St Mary’s Primary on 
the excavation of 2014. The next object would be 2/SMP/2014 and so on.

Once the objects have been excavated it is important to look at them carefully.

Archaeologists often draw pictures of the objects they have found.

Draw a picture of the object you have just looked at. Label any important features that may 
help you to remember facts about it .

Pupils might also like to keep a record card for each object with the find number, a 
description of the object and their drawing or a photograph.
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Design
Imagine you are a young trainee estate agent. With the aid of time travel you find yourself 
in the 18th century. Your skills become known to the local lawyer who asks for your help in 
trying to sell a country property.

You have been given the task of providing images and text on the Shell House for a new 
brochure and cards for a window display.

Of course you have no camera because it does not exist . So you must draw or paint two 
views of the Shell House. One of the inside and one of the outside and then you will need to 
write the description. Design the perfect advertisement for the sale of the Shell House.

To give you ideas you could have a look at your local newspaper or the window of local 
estate agents. Look at the kind of language they use. Remember people like to have their 
houses	described	as	“unique”,	“exclusive”	and	are	“much	sort	after”.

Choose one object you have dug up and answer these questions.

What is the object made of?

Is it decorated?

If it is decorated do the 
decorations tell you anything 
about the object?

What was the object used for?

Who would have used this 
object?

What are the measurements of 
the object?

Any other observations?
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Create – The Power of Flowers

1. A wall of flowers
Create your own paper collage picture in the style of Mrs Delany. There are many pictures of 
Mrs Delany’s work on the internet and many find it hard to believe they are made of paper 
and not painted.

For this activity you will need: 

•	 an	A4	sheet	of	white	card	

•	 black	ink	or	a	water	based	black	paint	

•	 glue	–	you	could	try	using	flour	and	water	or	egg	white	as	Mrs	Delany	did.	Egg	white	is	
particularly sticky. 

•	 a	selection	of	water	coloured	paints	to	touch	up	your	painting	or	add	detail	

•	 a	sheet	of	lined	paper

•	 a	selection	of	scrap	paper	of	different	colours,	shades	and	thicknesses.	The	colours	
should be most like the colours of the flower you wish to create. 

•	 Scissors,	pencils,	paintbrushes.

What to do

If possible bring a flower to school. Otherwise find a picture of a flower that you like. 
Remember, however, that Mrs Delany made her flower collages by copying real specimens in 
front of her. It will be most useful if your flower also has some of its stem and leaves.

Take your sheet of white card and give it a wash of black ink like Mrs Delany or you can 
use black water colour paints. The paper will then need to dry. You may also want to use a 
second coat of wash, but the patchy washed effect can look rather good.

While the wash is drying select some coloured papers that most represent the colours of 
your flower specimen.

Paying close attention to your specimen draw the shapes you need on the paper - stem, 
leaves, petals etc. and cut them out. You may wish to add paint effects such as shading. 
Leave them to dry.

Arrange the paper cuts on your painted card and then when you are happy with the 
arrangement carefully glue them down. Use a fine brush to add the glue. Start with the stem 
and then the leaves and then the flower.

You can then add any detail such as stamens by cutting up extremely fine pieces of paper or 
you may wish to add this detail with paint or coloured pens.

While	your	picture	is	drying	cut	a	piece	of	lined	paper	say	about	12	cm	square.	Using	your	
own knowledge and a flower identification book write the details about the plant such as its 
common name and if possible the Latin name. If possible say where and when you got the 
flower from; if you are using a picture it will give you information about the flower. Glue this 
to the back of the flower picture.

Your picture is complete and with the rest of the class, you can create a Wall of Flowers.
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2. A Reminiscence Project – Memories of Flowers and Trees
Encourage your pupils to engage with older members of the community by setting up a 
reminiscence project on the subject of memories of flowers or trees. This could be done by 
interviewing relatives or inviting older people into the school or perhaps organising a visit to 
a day centre.

Here	are	some	suggested	questions	to	get	things	started:	

•	 Do	you	have	any	friends	who	were	named	after	flowers?	

•	 How	do	you	make	a	daisy	chain?

•	 Did	you	ask	if	your	friends	liked	butter	using	a	buttercup?	

•	 When	you	were	a	child	did	you	have	a	garden?	If	so	what	did	you	grow	in	it?	

•	 What	are	your	favourite	flowers?	

•	 Did	you	get	flowers	for	Valentine’s	Day?	If	so	what	kind?	

•	 Did	you	wear	a	flower	in	your	button	hole	at	a	wedding?	If	so,	what	flower	was	it?	■	Did	
you press flowers and leaves as a child?

Pupils might have some flowers or pictures of flowers to jog memories. They could also take 
photographs of their Wall of Flowers to show to the person being interviewed.

Using this information pupils could then make a memory book to give to the person  
they have interviewed.

3. A Day of Flowers
Using your wall of flowers as a backdrop, pupils might consider having a fundraising day for a 
project in the community.

Invite parents and friends to the school for a day of flowers. For a small entrance fee they will 
be able to see your wall of flowers in the style of Mrs Delany.

•	 Encourage	pupils,	staff	and	parents	to	come	in	flowery	clothes,	dresses,	ties,	hats	etc.	

•	 Have	a	range	of	stalls	and	activities	with	a	floral	theme	such	as:

•	 Name	that	flower	quiz

•	 A	cupcake	stall	with	the	cupcakes	decorated	with	iced	flowers	

•	 Handmade	cards	and	bookmarks	using	pressed	flowers	

•	 Most	flowery	outfit	competition

•	 If	you	have	the	facility	floral	teas	could	be	served.	Small	tables	could	be	set	up	with	floral	
print table cloths, jam jars of flowers in the centre. Floral cupcakes could be served or 
scones with rose petal jam etc. Teas could be a selection such as jasmine and mint.

The theme would inevitably have some appeal for the local press as well as involving the 
children in the community.
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4. A Concert of Flowers and Trees
As a project highlight pupils could perform a concert of music, songs poems and sketches 
with	a	theme	of	gardens	and	flowers.	This	could	equally	be	the	finale	to	the	day	of	flowers.

Songs might include: 

•	 The	Bluebells	of	Scotland	

•	 Paper	Roses	

•	 Lavender’s	Blue	

•	 Scarborough	Fair

•	 The	Teddy	Bear’s	Picnic

5. Botanising
18th century ladies and gentlemen were very fond of what they called botanising – 
identifying plants in the wild was very popular as an activity.

Organise a walk around the school grounds, local park or further afield if possible.  
Use a book or app on the identification of wild flowers. Pupils should note as many things as 
they can about any flowers they see; sketching too is very useful. Pupils can be organised to 
photograph the flowers for identification back in the class.

This would also a good opportunity to talk about why wild flowers should not be picked. 
Record these finds and see if any of the flowers you found are part of your wall of flowers.

6. Open Gardens
Using the school grounds, your family garden or a local garden imagine you are planning an 
open day to raise awareness of the importance of gardens and planting.

Draw a map of your garden with the major features and points of interest and organise a 
visitor trail around the gardens with a start and finish. Then with string mark it out in the 
school grounds. Watch out for obstacles, like large stones, as you plan.

7. Grottos and Hermitages
On a fine day use the school grounds to construct your own grotto or hermitage  
like Queen Caroline.

Pupils might do this in groups using objects found in and around the school. Really the 
Queen’s grotto and hermitage were posh dens. What items of interest might you fill them 
with, will there be a hermit or a historical character?
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8. Spaces for boys and spaces for girls
If your school has sizeable grounds, find two areas where you can create a boys’ space  
and a girls’ space.

Divide the class into boys and girls and tell them they have to create a space appropriate for 
boys and girls just as people did in the 18th century in their gardens.

To raise awareness about gender issues give the boys the job of designing the girls’ space and 
the girls for the boys.

If there is no available area outside, use part of the classroom to create the spaces.

Debate and discuss

Having created these spaces, look very carefully at what the boys have done for the  
girls and vice versa.

Consider carefully what these creations say about how we think about each other and about 
how easy it is to make assumptions about people.

Think about whether it is right to have separate spaces. Discuss situations in the world where 
boys and girls are kept apart .

Looking at the 18th century concept that’’men and women should have separate spaces in 
the garden’, debate within your class whether this could still be true today.
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4. Ordinary Scots and their 
relationship with woodlands, 
forests and gardens 
‘Curiously, though, these Lowland clearances were a silent revolution.’

T. M. Devine1

4.1 Experiencing change and continuity

If it is possible to speak of ‘ordinary people’ in any situation, then we 
can only wonder at the reaction of most Scots to the changes that were 
taking place on the country estates in 18th century Scotland. They must 
at times have found the nature and scale of change as overwhelming 
as many find technological change in the 21st century.

Those who lived through a considerable part of the 18th century will have experienced both 
continuity and change. There was continuity, because change in the early part of the century 
was slow, but this was followed by rapid change in the second half of the century. This rate of 
change has led some to talk of agricultural and industrial change in Scotland as amounting to 
a ‘revolution’. These changes were the result of forces created by many factors, including the 
Enlightenment and the fashion for improvement. People would gradually see the changes to 
the landscape coming about as the landowners began to build or rebuild country houses and 
make changes to the surrounding landscape. These would include not only changes to field 
systems, crop planting and animal husbandry, but also resulted in new plantations of forest 
trees, woodlands and highly planned landscaped gardens.

New Horizons
As the result of a long period of deforestation, Scotland had always been short of trees and 
was, therefore, short of timber. For this reason imported timber particularly from the Baltic 
had been significant to the Scottish economy.2

For people who were used to very little in the way of forests and woodlands in their lives 
they must have looked out slightly incredulously at the spectacle of vast acres of trees being 
planted. This would have been irrespective of whether or not these plantations were for 
ornamentation, for protection against the elements, as part of beautifully laid out estate 
gardens or for timber. Perhaps it was rather like our 21st century experience of looking out  
of our car or train windows and suddenly seeing acres of wind-farms springing up all over 
the countryside. We are oddly fascinated by them, but not entirely sure if we like them.  
The reason for this is that they change the landscape we are used to.
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4.2 Change in the countryside  
a positive experience for everyone?

For many ordinary Scots on the landed estates the changes which took place might be called 
‘improvements’ as far as the landowners were concerned, but from the standpoint of many of 
the farming community they might be seen as anything but improving. This was particularly 
the case for the cotter families.

The cotters were the largest group of people in rural Scotland. They held a very small amount 
of land from the tenants of the landowners in return for a number of days labour in the year 
and also sometimes some rent.3 The cotter might also have another occupation such as 
being the local blacksmith or weaver. These families were the typical Scottish farming family 
who managed their small farms, often did other work of a craft nature and provided the bulk 
of the labour force at planting and harvest time.4 The improvements on Scottish estates often 
meant that these families left their communities as their land was enclosed and their homes 
destroyed. This was sometimes through choice and sometimes through force. While we know 
a great deal about the highland clearances we know very little about the lowland clearances.

The impact of improvements on the cotters
Improvements to the land might have had benefits to the landowner by enabling him 
to increase his income through greater productivity, but planting trees on common land 
or marginal land (land which was previously considered too poor to cultivate) was not 
necessarily a good thing for the cotters. One powerful man’s improvements could mean 
the destruction of another man’s way of life and means of making a living. It has to be 
remembered that most Scots were living at what amounted to subsistence levels which might 
well compare with many underdeveloped countries today. Even small changes to a carefully 
balanced way of life could have disastrous effects:

•	 As	common	land	or	‘commonties’	and	waste	land	was	taken	into	cultivation	or	enclosed	
for stock or planted with trees the cotters found their economic position became more 
difficult . They relied on these lands for most of their needs.

•	 These	were	the	places	from	which	they	obtained	their	building	materials	such	as	stone,	
wood, heather and bracken.

•	 From	these	lands	came	peat	and	turf	which	they	needed	for	fuel.

•	 Both	the	small	tenant	farmers	and	the	cotters	relied	on	these	lands	to	graze	their	
animals. Increasingly the landowners looked at these areas as ones they could cultivate 
or plant on and which they could enclose or exclude people from.

Another way of excluding people was by raising the rents. The tenant farmers and landlords 
realised that rather than have all these people hanging around for a few days work a year in 
return for land they would much rather pay landless labourers a daily wage for an agreed 
daily job and have the land for themselves. There was also the fact that the old cotter houses 
were rather poor and scruffy looking and this was not in keeping with the new ideal of how 
an improved estate should look.5

Those who seek to impose or benefit from change have a vested interest in telling others  
that proposed changes are a positive thing and by implication what has gone before  
must be negative.



A nation of planters during the Scottish Enlightenment 137

Our view of the old agricultural way of life in Scotland tends to be rather negative. This is 
largely because the improvers were very successful propagandists. It was probably the case 
that the old way of life where cotters had a few scattered pieces of land suited a farming 
system when labour was only needed at certain times of the year. As Devine says the new 
intensive system of agriculture demanded a constant supply of labour and one which was 
under the direct control of the farmer.6 It was easier for the farmers to hire these men and 
their families by the year. The cotters were viewed as having no need of their own land. 
Farming and estate management was becoming a business.

The impact on the countryside in general
This is an area where there still needs to be a great deal of research but it is evident that 
the impact of the improvements on the estates in the Scottish lowlands would change the 
countryside forever.

•	 The	whole	nature	of	a	rural	way	of	life	which	was	communal	and	inter-dependent	
began to change as long established communities were destroyed and the small farm-
touns on which the cotters lived ceased to exist .

•	 In	many	parishes	the	rural	population	began	to	fall	quite	dramatically	in	the	second	
half of the 18th century.

•	 Planned	villages	grew	up	as	means	of	absorbing	these	shifting	populations.	These	
villages were planned by the landowners to fit in with the look of their new estates. 
Lochwinnoch beside the Castle Semple estate is an example of a planned village.

•	 Thousands	of	Scots	found	their	way	of	life	changing	and	many	who	had	existed	for	
generations as country people with country skills found themselves either as landless 
labourers or being encouraged to find work in the planned villages that were  
inevitably also controlled by the same landowners who had made their way of life  
on the land impossible.

Behind the elegant new country houses, gardens, parklands, woodlands and forests are other 
stories of human beings whose way of life was denigrated and whose voices are largely 
silent. If all else failed the landowner could and did use the threat of force. This threat faced 
the tenants as much as the cotters. The Earl of Panmure was advised as Devine notes to 
appoint	salaried	officials	to	supervise	the	improvements	on	his	estates	in	Angus.	He	quotes	a	
memorandum of 1767 which said:

‘...That those who do well may meet with the Applause justly due them:  
That the Backward may be spurred on and that the Obstinately Negligent and 
Deceitful may be Undone and turned off as an Example In Terrorem of others.’ 7

If this was the threat that faced the tenants there was little chance for the cotters.

4.3 Was there any protest about the changes  
to the land?

Strange as it may seem there was very little protest about the changes that were taking place. 
It was not just because the landowners held all the cards but there were other reasons why 
large scale protest was avoided. Devine has identified the following reasons:

•	 The	cotters	were	losing	their	land	at	a	time	when	employment	was	booming	in	
agriculture and industry.
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•	 There	was	plenty	of	work	in	construction	in	the	new	towns	and	in	the	construction	of	
roads, canals and bridges.

•	 Scottish	population	growth	was	slow	compared	with	the	rest	of	Europe,	therefore,	
employers were having to pay high wages to attract workers.

•	 In	the	industrial	villages	there	was	also	plenty	of	work	in	weaving,	spinning	and	all	 
the	new	tasks	that	improved	farming	requires	such	as	hedging,	ditching	and	the	 
building of stone dykes.8

Social unrest seems to have been diffused by the availability of alternatives. This does not, 
however, take into account how people actually felt about the change in their lives. We can 
only guess at the emotional impact of change and a loss of a way of life.

Protests in Galloway
While there is surprisingly little in the way of protest about change that is not to say there was 
none at all. There was some protest particularly in Galloway in 1727 where people destroyed 
the dykes that were built and trees that were planted to section off grazing land for cattle. They 
were known as the Galloway Levellers because they levelled the dykes.

This protest was the direct result of eviction particularly of small tenants. The lairds and the 
larger tenants had been doing very well selling cattle south of the border. The small tenants 
were, however, more dependent on the old subsistence way of crop growing rather than cattle 
farming. Unfortunately a series of bad harvests meant they had falling incomes and could not 
pay their rent. This provided the opportunity for the larger tenants and the lairds to evict them 
and turn the arable lands into pasture for cattle. This land was also enclosed by dykes. Inspired 
by a number of local leaders and encouraged by a ‘mountain preacher’ who attacked the 
landowners and larger tenants for enclosing common land:

‘Several hundred armed men rose up and overthrew the dykes,  
broke into the laird of Baldoon’s park and killed fifty three Irish cattle.’ 9

As matters worsened the government sent in six troops of dragoons and order was restored. 
For months attacks on enclosures continued and although one or two were arrested there 
were no executions. The revolt faded. Interestingly the authorities were surprisingly light 
handed about the affair, clearly having no wish to make any martyrs. There was in any case a 
general view that the Galloway landowners had not handled this at all well and were regarded 
as rather ruthless even by other landowners. This may be the reason why the levellers who 
were arrested were not treated more harshly. As William Mackintosh of Borlum wrote in 1729:

‘Justice and gratitude fixes an indelible obligation upon us to use our  
commons well.’ 10

What Mackintosh realised was that this was no way to undertake or achieve improvement 
and believed that the result was to turn the Scottish peasant against the idea of improvement 
which had led to widespread but uncoordinated attacks on dykes and interestingly the pulling 
up of young trees.11

Mackintosh seems to have been a remarkably perceptive man who realised that it would be 
better if as we say in the modern world the peasant was ‘on board’ by seeing that they might 
also benefit from improvements just as the landowners were. He wrote:

‘The commons of Scotland have as much right to live in Scotland and pay rent as 
any landlord has to live there and receive it: and as God Almighty has destined 
them to earn their bread with the sweat of their brow, he gave them Scotland 
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for their theatre to act their toilsome part on. They are certainly as heritable 
tenants as we are landlords.’ 12

If there was not exactly sympathy for the peasants there was clearly a feeling that the 
Galloway landowners had gone about things in the wrong way. This coupled with all the 
reasons we have discussed above combined with a lack of local leadership meant the 
opposition to changes in the landscape which included building dykes and planting trees 
as well as changes to arable and stock farming was short lived. In any event as Smout has 
pointed out rural religion in the form of Calvinism meant that people often accepted their lot 
in the certain belief that they would be rewarded in the next world.13

Did the failure of rural protest against  
improvement really matter?
In one important sense the failure of rural protest did not really matter as it is clear that the 
standard of living of most people rose. Fewer people were able to produce more food as a 
result of improved methods of farming and estate management. On the deficit side Scotland 
lost a way of life that was rooted in rural tradition and cooperation. This was in contrast with 
the Scandinavian and Baltic countries which retained a more community based approach. 
Perhaps this goes some way to explain why in modern Scotland even today, aspects of rural 
life such as farming, fishing and forestry appear to be so separate. It may also explain in  
part, along with a lack of resources, why it is hard to identify a woodland or forest culture  
in Scotland when compared say to a Baltic country such as Estonia ‘which has a very  
distinct wooden culture’. 14

4.4 Wood a precious commodity
It is the case that for centuries Scotland has been notoriously short of trees and therefore 
timber. Where it was grown it was often very difficult to access and so Scotland early 
on began to rely on imports. The relationship between the east coast of Scotland and 
Scandinavia and the Baltic has always been important for this reason.

Five thousand years ago things looked very different and it is possible that more than half  
of Scotland was covered in woodlands. The gradual disappearance of woodlands was the 
result of two factors:

The impact of climate change
Climate change is nothing new and the warm summers and cold winters of the prehistoric 
period gradually changed to cooler, wetter summers and milder winters. This was less 
suitable for tree growth and instead produced peat bogs on which trees do not develop well.

The impact of humankind
Man began to clear the land of trees as his farming skills improved and as Smout says by the 
time the Romans arrived much of Southern Scotland was cleared of trees.15

As a result of these factors, by the 18th century only 4% of the land was covered in woods 
a position that was not greatly changed by the 20th century despite the efforts of the tree 
planters. It was this picture which finally brought about the establishment of the Forestry 
Commission in the 20th century.
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Why was nothing done to reverse this position?
There are as Smout has written in People and Woods in Scotland – A history probably three 
main reasons for this:

1. The use of timber for fuel was not so important in Scotland. There were alternatives  
such as peat and coal so there was no real encouragement to produce and manage woods 
for this purpose.

2. It was very easy to import timber from the Baltic. Norway was only a two day sail away.

3. Little consideration was given to conserving supplies of timber particularly where the 
overwintering of animals was concerned. This is an issue today in parts of the world where 
deforestation is carried out for immediate gain at the expense of the future. Sometimes 
poverty is such there is little choice.

4.5 What was the relationship  
between people and wood?

There can be little doubt that we all feel deeply connected with trees and the products 
that derive from them. In the 18th century almost every aspect of people’s lives had some 
connection with wood. This was particularly the case with that most important of  
human needs shelter.

Housing
As Stewart points out the relationship between people wood and housing was a 
relationship determined by geography. How much wood you used in the building of your 
house depended on where you lived. In the northern and western isles where there was 
little wood driftwood collected from the beaches was highly valued and inevitably homes 
were built using mostly stone and turf.16

A summer house – sheiling huts

Sheiling huts were one of the most basic forms of shelter found in Scotland. They were 
quite	simply	a	refuge	for	use	by	women	and	children	as	their	livestock	grazed	the	remote	
pastures in the summer months. They were a feature of Lewis until the 1940’s. In more 
recent times they were made of corrugated iron but were usually of stone domes which 
looked like beehives. On Jura they were made of wood and were covered in turf and 
resembled American First Nation tepees. These were observed by Thomas Pennant in 1772:

‘sheelins, the habitations of some peasants who attend the heards of milch 
cows. These formed a grotesque group; some were oblong, some conic, 
and so low that entrance is forbidden, without creeping through the little 
opening, which has no other door other than a faggot of birch twigs, placed 
there occasionally: they are constructed of branches of trees, covered with 
sods; the furniture a bed of heath, placed on a bank of sod; two blankets and 
a rug; some dairy vessels, and above certain pendent shelves made of basket 
work, to hold the cheese the produce of the summer.’ 17
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Cruck cottages

In the lowlands there was usually enough wood to meet local needs with the addition of 
timber from abroad.

Where woods were very much in evidence, such as in Glenmoriston, whole buildings might 
be made of timber. This was usually a mixture of pine and birch.18

Where woods were less common only the most important buildings such as the home of 
the highland chief was made of wood; for example the home of Cameron of Lochiel whose 
house was described in 1723 as ‘all built with fir planks the handsomest of that kind in 
Britain’. This house was destroyed by the Redcoats in 1747.19

Most highland homes were made of ‘creels’ that is to say poles were set into the ground 
and flexible saplings were woven between the poles to about 8 feet. The gable ends were 
constructed in a similar manner. The largest pieces of timber were the ‘crucks’ which 
were placed at either end of the house and pinned together. They were then linked and 
strengthened by ‘purlins’ or beams, infilled by ‘cabers’ and thatched with heather bracken or 
turf. The wattle walls were then insulated with turf.20 Surprisingly as it may seem stone houses 
in the highlands were unusual until the improving movement in the later 18th century.  
The reason of course was that as woodlands were increasingly managed for profit . 
Highlanders had less access to wood and ordinary people were encouraged to turn to  
stone for building. Increasingly people relied less on natural woods for their needs and  
had to purchase timber.21

The cruck cottage was not confined to the highlands. It was found, as Fenton notes, 
everywhere from Caithness to Galloway. There was the exception perhaps of the islands. 
Generally speaking it was regarded as the laird’s responsibility to provide these timbers. 
They were the most valuable part of the house and often referred to as the master wood, 
master’s timber or great timber. Tenants who moved often took their timbers with them. This 
sometimes resulted in legal action. Long after crucks became unnecessary, because walls 
were sufficiently load bearing they continued to be used  
as Fenton says:

‘...the combination was really an anachronism, a pointer to 
a technique so ingrained in the traditional knowledge of the 
people that it could not be easily discarded.’ 22

The favoured wood for roofing work was the alder, a strong, pliable  
timber which was resistant to rot and therefore most suitable for  
Scotland’s damp climate.

Wood in the home
The country house which we examined earlier was the experience of very few 
people.  
The experience of most Scots in the 18th century was a life lived in a small, 
cramped rural home. The farmer, his family and their servants often lived 
in the same home under one roof with their animals separated only by a 
dividing screen of wooden boards. Commonly the head of the house hold 
and his wife slept in a wooden box bed which had doors to keep in the 
warmth and to give them privacy. If this seems rather miserable it was nothing 
compared with the conditions that many cotters lived in. Their homes often 
amounted to little more than tents made of mud walls and thatched roofs.

Wooden washing dolly or posser.
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In our modern world it is hard to understand how few possessions our ancestors had, 
but what is clear is that despite often being in short supply, wood was important in the 
home. For the tenants they had in addition to their box beds probably a stool or two and 
the all important chest or kist . It is likely that even their plates were wooden. Some of the 
more substantial tenants might have tables and chairs as well as kists for clothes and other 
possessions. The cotters had even less - perhaps a meal kist , a cup, plate, spoon and a 
cooking pot and possibly a stool. As Smout has written:

‘Such a complete absence of material goods may be found today in the peasant 
societies of underdeveloped countries: we might guess that nearly half the 
Scots lived in such a world.’ 23

Even by the 1760s little had changed even for the better off tenant living on the estate.  
A man with over a hundred acres might still basically live in two rooms known as the ‘but’ 
and	the	‘ben’.	The	‘but’	was	the	kitchen,	dining	room	and	sleeping	quarters	for	most	of	the	
family. It had an earth floor, a large fire place around which were arranged wooden benches. 
The room would also have wooden box-beds and a large wooden table. Other wooden items 
would include a dresser, chests or kists and perhaps a spinning wheel.

The ‘ben’ was the private area for the farmer and his wife. There would be a wooden floor 
and perhaps a wooden ceiling. Around the fire place would be arranged the better pieces 
of furniture, perhaps some ‘scotch elbow chairs’, tables, comfortable chairs, a chest for the 
best	linen,	better	quality	box	beds	and	perhaps	a	mirror.24 In the ‘ben’ a cradle would form a 
child’s first contact with wooden objects just as at the end of life a coffin would be a person’s 
final contact with wood. Wood was part of Scottish life from the cradle to the grave.

Slowly all this began to change and the effects of improvement began to filter throughout 
Scottish	society	and	the	better	off	tenants	and	small	owner	occupiers	acquired	not	only	
more substantial farm houses but more sophisticated furniture made of imported wood, 
such as mahogany. One of the objects which farming families particularly aspired to was a 
grandfather clock. Usually the works were bought in and a wooden case constructed locally. 
These valuable items were often the source of family disputes after death.

For	those	who	lost	their	land	as	a	result	of	agricultural	improvement	it	was	difficult	to	acquire	
much in the way of furniture. The reason being of course, that they were hired by the year or 
half year and so could be constantly on the move from one farm to another. It was, however, 
a wooden object in the form of a large kist with which they became most closely identified.

The kist would contain the family’s most prized possessions, their best clothes, some blankets, 
a few treasured pieces of blue and white pottery and the family bible. In a small locked 
compartment to one side of the kist they would keep any valuables and money. The kist also 
had a practical purpose. Given that country people made their own entertainment, it could 
be transformed into a portable stage and take the weight of a fiddle player, poet or ballad 
singer. The simple wooden kist was, therefore, a form of storage, a way of transporting goods, 
a means of security and an imaginative platform for entertaining. Many who were forced off 
the land by the improvements particularly in the next century in the highlands would leave 
Glasgow by ship for America or Canada with all their worldly goods in the family kist .

For the farmer’s wife wood played a part in her everyday activities such as washing. Clothes 
would be washed in barrels with a wooden dolly or posser, as it was sometimes called and 
pegged out on the line supported by wooden poles using wooden clothes pegs made locally 
or purchased from travelling people. The washing would be carried in baskets made of willow 
or hazel. If the weather was bad the clothes would be dried in front of the fire on a wooden 
frame often called a clothes horse or winter dyke. In the kitchen the housewife would cut her 
bread on a wooden bread board and do her baking on a wooden baking board.
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Families would have their own home made wooden draught board or a ‘Tod and Lamb board’ 
which was a popular game in Dumfriesshire and was played on a perforated board using 
wooden pins. A tod was another name for the fox. In some parts of the country this was called 
Fox and Geese. Children might also have a few simple wooden toys.25

Wood on the farm 

Tilling the Soil

The	use	of	wood	on	the	farm	was	ubiquitous.	Animals	were	separated	in	the	byre	or	the	stable	
by wooden boards and outside, the fencing used to keep stock apart was largely of wood.  
The	‘old	scotch	plough”’	was	of	a	wooden	construction	with	an	iron	sock	or	share	and	coulter.

Ash was a favoured timber for plough making. Even James Small’s new improved plough 
which did so much to transform Scottish agriculture originally had a wooden mouldboard.26 
In the highlands it was often difficult to till the land with a plough and the wooden spade or 
caschrom was of vital importance and like the plough it was often made of ash. The caschrom 
dates back to at least the 17th century and it evolved in rocky areas because it could undercut 
grassed areas and turn it over as well as leveraging up large stones:

It is a kind of spade and lever in one. In the hands of a skilled worker it is said to have been 
four times as fast as the ordinary spade. A team of twelve, one working alongside the other in 
echelon, each taking a step backwards as each spit was turned, could till an acre in a day.  
A season’s work with one from Christmas till late April or mid-May, could till enough ground  
to feed a family of seven or eight with potatoes and meal for a year.27

Stewart has pointed out that the ash was often known as the ‘husbandman’s tree’ because of  
its suitability for farm tools.28

Harvesting the grain

The ‘huik’ or sickle had for centuries been the main means of cutting or shearing the stalks 
of grain. The sickle had a wooden handle and a toothed cutting blade which acted like a saw 
against the bunch of stalks to be cut. It was later replaced by a smooth blade which was faster. 
This was also reflected in the fact that women had used the saw toothed blade but they were 
increasingly replaced by men who were usually stronger and could cut 50% more than the 
women with the old blade.29 The scythe was later used to cut grain but until the 19th century 
this was largely a tool for cutting grass and hay. It had a long curved blade attached to a long 
wooden handle.

James Small of Berwickshire patented his chain plough in 1767.



Trees, People and the Country Estate144

Threshing the grain

Hand threshing was the means by which the grain was separated from the stalk. This was the  
grain which would be used to feed animals and people and to sell. It took a great deal of 
time. It was, however, very simple and effective and was achieved by hitting the grain against 
a solid surface such as a clean clay floor or a wooden threshing platform with a wooden stick 
or flail, the flail being two pieces of wood. The first piece is the hand-staff which obviously 
is held by the thresher and the second piece is the beater. They are held together by leather 
thongs through a drilled hole. These thongs might be of sheep, goat or even eel skin. 
Interestingly the two parts were usually made of different wood. Ash or larch was favoured 
for the hand-staff and ash, hazel, thorn or any wood that did not split easily for the beater.30 
Even the world’s first threshing machine invented in 1786 by Andrew Meikle was a largely 
wooden affair of fluted rollers, drums and wooden teeth.31

The dairy

Milk, butter and cheese were important aspects of Scottish farming life as part of the diet 
and as items which could be traded. A large cheese or ‘kebbock’, was a popular present as we 
know from the letters of Robert Burns.32 The dairy was also a female space and Robert Burn’s 
wife Jean Armour found that after her marriage she was expected to be an expert in this area. 
It was also an area of life on the estate where once again, timber products played a vital part . 
Cows were milked by the woman sitting on a small wooden stool, the milk was collected 
in a one handled wooden bucket called a ‘luggie’. Where milk was used to make cream; it 
was poured into a shallow broad dish made of wooden staves called a bine (or boyne) and 
the cream was skimmed off using a wooden fleeter which was a flat paddle shaped wooden 
vessel. Interestingly in South Uist where wood has not been plentiful the islanders used a 
scallop shell instead of a wooden fleeter.33

Butter was made using a variety of ingenious methods but the ‘must have’ tool of choice was 
a wooden plunge churn or kirn. This was a very costly item which as Fenton mentions is born 
out in the fact that they were items left in peoples’ wills. These were made of wooden staves 
and milk was churned using a kirn staff which acted like a plunger. Towards the end of the 
18th century these were being replaced by barrel and box churns which rotated on a stand 
using a handle.34

Cheese	was	either	eaten	quite	quickly	in	the	form	of	soft	cheese	and	crowdie.	If	it	was	to	be	
kept	for	any	length	of	time	it	had	to	be	pressed	to	remove	the	whey.	This	required	a	wooden	
cheese vat. The cheese was wrapped in a cloth and pressure was applied to the lid, the whey 
came out through holes in the wooden staves.

Elsewhere on the farm, wood was part of most activities. The slaughter of animals such as 
the pig was usually done by tying it to a slatted wooden hurdle with short legs and handles 
which could be placed over a wooden barrel to catch the blood which would be made into 
black puddings. Root crops were harvested using willow or hazel baskets and produce was 
transported on wooden carts or by horses with baskets tied to their backs. Stone dykes were 
repaired by hauling the stones on wooden slypes or sleds.35 Wood was part of every aspect 
of rural life in the 18th century.

4.6 Working in the landscape
We have seen that for some the changes which were taking place on the Scottish Country 
Estate	in	the	age	of	Enlightenment	and	improvement	were	quite	dramatic.	For	some	like	
members of the cotter class this could and did mean that they left the land.  
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As was so often the case, however, change can mean that while some lose out, for others 
there are new opportunities. The dramatic changes which take place on the landscape 
particularly from mid-century with the new trees, plantations, woodlands and gardens meant 
that new roles were developed for people in the countryside. These included foresters, game 
keepers and gardeners.

Foresters

The renewed interest in tree planting in Scotland in the 17th and 18th centuries was, as 
we have seen, largely the result of the enthusiasm of the large landowners both those 
who were Scotland’s traditional aristocratic landowners and those who had made fortunes 
through trade. They were encouraged by the spirit of Enlightenment and the enthusiasm for 
improvement. They needed not only scientific knowledge to make their new interests work 
but practical foresters who could manage the enterprises on a day to day basis. James Miller 
has written that those forestry skills which had survived tended to be in the Strathspey area 
where an extensive logging industry had developed in the 18th century.36 It was in this area 
that pine, oak and birch were felled and floated down the Spey in rafts for export or ship 
building. Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus described this in her Memoirs of A Highland Lady. 
Elizabeth described how:

‘The logs prepared by the loppers had to be drawn by horses to the nearest 
running water and there left in large quantities till the proper time for sending 
them down the streams. It was a busy scene all through the forest, so many 
rough little horses moving in every direction, each dragging its tree, attended 
by an active boy as guide and remover of obstructions...This driving, as it was 
called, lasted till sufficient timber was collected to render the opening of the 
sluices profitable... In order to have a run of water at command, the sources 
of the little rivers were artificially managed to suit floating purposes ...The 
night before a run, the man in charge of that particular sluice set off up to 
the hill ...and reaching the spot long before daylight opened the heavy gates; 
out rushed the torrent, travelling so quickly as to reach the deposit of timber 
in time for the meeting of the woodmen... The duty of some was to roll the 
logs into the river. The next party shoved them off with longer poles into the 
current...they were then taken in charge by the most picturesque group of 
all, the younger, more active of the set, each supplied with a clip, a very long 
pole, extremely thin and flexible at one end, generally a young tall tree; a 
sharp hook was fixed to the bending point, and with this skipping from rock 
to stump...this agile band followed the log laden current... One or two of these 
streams carried the wood straight to the spey or to some saw mill near it...’ 37

Once the logs had reached the river, the Spey floaters took over. These were according to 
Elizabeth men who lived around Ballindalloch who ‘came up for the season at the first hint of 
a speat’, as a rise in the river was called.

These men were so skilful that Elizabeth Grant described them as ‘water rats’. It was, however, 
very dangerous work steering these logs down river. This Strathspey logging industry would 
reach its height as Miller says during the Napoleonic Wars. The profits enabled the Grants to 
live	in	Charlotte	Square	one	of	the	most	exclusive	addresses	in	Edinburgh’s	new	town.38

Elizabeth Grant says in her memoire that a great number of people were employed in  
forestry work on her father’s estate. It has been suggested that the actual figure was  
about 300 people.39
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The forester for much of this time was Duncan Macintosh who at first was supervised by 
Mr Osbourne who was in charge of the felling while Duncan was put in charge of the work 
gangs. He was also a talented fiddler who played at the Floaters Ball the social event of the 
year which was held at Christmas time. The day of the ball always began with a game of ‘ba’ 
an early form of Shinty and ended with ‘a feast of mutton and beef, drams of whisky and 
punch made in the wooden washing tubs with of course plenty of dancing’.40

Later writers would criticise aspects of the forest management on Speyside and in the 
aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars it ceased to be as important, as trade with Europe 
started again. However, it did produce a forest culture which was active for about a century, 
probably helping to preserve something of the foresters’ art . To a large extent the large scale 
reintroduction of forestry as a profession would have to wait until the creation of the Forestry 
Commission after the First World War.41

Gamekeepers

Gamekeepers looked after supplies of game on the moorlands such as deer, but also in the 
woodlands which provided cover for certain types of birds. The gamekeepers helped to rear 
the	birds	required	for	the	shooting	season	and	were	responsible	for	keeping	down	vermin	
which would eat the eggs of birds such as pheasants. In the spring they also kept an eye on 
crows which could attack new born lambs.

These men were experts at trapping. They were also experts at finding poachers. Poaching was 
a means by which country people added to their diets, principally by catching rabbits as well 
as some of the precious game birds and the occasional deer. It was illegal and the penalties 
were severe. In Paisley Museum there is a man trap which was used to deter poaching. It 
could cut off a man’s leg and was a reminder of how powerful the land owners were.

Gardeners

The planted landscapes of the new country estates with their seemingly effortless curves and 
vistas	were	as	we	have	seen	actually	highly	planned	and	required	armies	of	gardeners	to	keep	
them	looking	so	informal.	There	were	orchards	of	apple,	plum	and	pear	trees	which	required	
careful pruning. Then of course there were the walled gardens with their carefully espaliered 
fruit trees growing against heated walls which needed constant attention.

The kitchen and flower gardens had also to be maintained as well as the glass houses 
containing their more exotic fruits and flowers which were used for grand dinner parties in 
the house or even sent to Edinburgh for the family’s town house.

Scots gardeners became experts in their field and highly valued. Many made their way south 
and the typical gardener on the country estate in the south of England was indeed a Scot.  
Their tasks could often be tedious such as that undertaken on a summer’s morning when the 
lawn was covered in dew. A team of gardeners would brush the dew off by hand with brooms 
so that they could cut the dry lawn in the afternoon.42

For the tenants and farm workers, who still had their own garden, it was a place of refuge 
from their daily toil for other people and it enriched their diets. Country people became 
experts at growing peas, beans, potatoes, onions, leeks, turnips and kale as well as flowers 
many of which were edible. Weavers became known for their expertise at growing pinks. The 
garden was also a place for fruit bushes, the gooseberry, known as a groset in Scotland, being 
a particular favourite, and also black and red currants. 

Gardening became very competitive and gave rise to all sorts of local societies and 
competitions. This interest continues today in Scotland where local flower and produce 
shows continue to be a lively and very competitive feature of many village calendars.
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4.7 Woodlands, forests and gardens  
as a source of cultural identity

Despite the rationality brought to Scottish life by the Enlightenment and the feeling that 
improvement was transforming the nation there were areas where it was hard to break with the 
past. While new trees and gardens changed the landscape and the old communal ways were 
making way for a more business – like approach to farming there was much that did not change. 
Most Scots held deeply ingrained ideas about a whole range of matters including the landscape. 
Despite the deep grip that Presbyterian religion had on the country, many people still managed 
to retain old customs and beliefs. Hallowe’en, for example, was a festival rooted in pagan belief 
and there were centuries old customs relating to the major points of life –birth, marriage and 
death. In addition people lived their lives by the passing of the seasons and the length of the 
days all of which were marked by age old customs and beliefs. Many of these customs and 
beliefs concerned the natural world and its trees, plants and flowers.

A special relationship

Trees are much more than aspects of our environmental and economic lives, they are part of 
our cultural and emotional identity. Trees, forests, woodlands and gardens exist in our mental 
landscape as well. They are important to our health and well being. We know the rainforests 
are a key to our existence on earth and their destruction upsets us deeply. At the local level any 
accidental or deliberate damage to trees usually produces an outcry. Our relationship with trees 
seems to be very fundamental and it almost seems that we have a spiritual need for them. We 
know that when we touch them we are touching the past as well as the present and the future. 
In many cases they have existed since before we were born and will continue to live long after 
we are dead.

Places of shelter and safety

Trees are important to us as we seem to have an understanding that they have a nurturing 
role. Science has shown us that they oxygenate the planet. We know that trees improve our 
landscape and they have many practical functions including providing shelter and warmth and 
opportunities for trade and industry.

Forests and woodlands have always been places of refuge providing somewhere to hide or be 
concealed in times of trouble. This is the reason why we are so attracted to the story of Robin 
Hood. Robin hides in the forest from the wicked Sherriff during a time when a bad king rules. 
The forest provides shelter, food and camouflage as Robin and his men take on the appearance 
of the trees in their Lincoln green clothes. The forest keeps them safe until the good king returns. 
We associate this story with eastern England, but in fact versions of it are found elsewhere 
including Scotland. It has been traced to Edinburgh in 1492 and Aberdeen in 1508 where it 
played a part in the springtime festivities. There is also an early reference to the story in Robert 
Bower’s Scotichronican of 1445.43

Places of Imagination

From our European heritage we have a rich source of stories about woods and forests which 
often play on our fears about these being places where we get lost and where bad things 
happen. Despite this we seem to like them. They are also places of enchantment where things 
get resolved. In the late 18th century many of these stories were collected by the Brothers 
Grimm and were published in 1812. In at least two of these, Snow White and Hansel and Gretel 
the action takes place in the forest . In the Tale of The Two Brothers, they go into the forest and 
following discussion come to an agreement. The forest is a place, therefore, where things are 
worked out. Some writers say this is because the forest as a place of re-birth representing the 
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mother. Nearer home the legend of King Arthur features woodlands and forests as places of 
conflict . One of the stories also has Merlin (who may have Scottish origins) trapped in an oak 
tree. In Gaelic culture the Scots Pine was associated with kings, chiefs and warriors. A number 
of trees were associated with the faeries and the rowan tree has long been associated with 
having the power to keep witches away.44

Folklore and Healing

Many trees were associated with either their healing properties or their ability to act as 
charms. This was important at a time when medical help was difficult to come by and even 
then limited in its scope. The following examples are drawn from Tess Darwin’s book  
The Scots Herbal and A handbook of Scotland’s Trees edited by Fi Martynoga.

Juniper ( Juniperus communis) 
Scots Name: aiten Local names: aitnach, melmont.  
Gaelic Names: aiteal, aiteann, aittinn, samh

This tree is no longer found to the extent it once was and is considered a threatened species. 
The	berries	were	once	collected	in	large	quantities	to	send	to	Holland	to	make	gin.	The	
berries were also used to add flavour to meat, particularly game.

The tree’s twigs and berries were believed to have the power  
to keep away evil. Juniper wood was used to make teething  
rings in Sutherland to protect babies. Sprigs of Juniper were  
tied to horse’s tail to keep them safe. Young juniper twigs were 
used to smoke hams and baskets called sculls were woven  
from the withies.

One of the reasons juniper is rarer than it used to be is that its 
wood when burned produces almost no smoke. It was for this 
reason favoured by those who operated illegal whisky stills as the 
excise men could not see the evidence so easily.

The berries were used to cure stomach pains. They could also be used to make tea, wine and  
a yellow or brown dye.

Scots Pine (Pinus sylvestris) 

Also known as the Scot’s fir.

Gaelic name: giubhas, giuthas (meaning juicy tree)

The Scots Pine was considered to be a powerful tree associated with the old 
Caledonian Forest that once covered Scotland. It was associated with the 
powerful members of society and was a symbol of life. It was planted on warriors’ 
graves.

The pine resin was mixed with beeswax and pig fat as a cream for skin ailments. 
The bark was used for fever and the buds for scurvy, an illness caused by lack of 
Vitamin C once common in sailors.

The timber was favoured by boat builders. They believed that the timber should 
only be cut when the moon was waning as the sap was tidal and the timber 
would not be so resinous. The resin was also used in tar and paints. A light brown 
dye was produced by the cones.

Scots Pine.

Juniper.



A nation of planters during the Scottish Enlightenment 149

Yew (Taxus baccata)

Gaelic Name: iuber.

The yew can often be found in Scottish churchyards as a symbol of immortality.  
It is one of the trees associated with the faeries.

It was traditionally used as a druid’s wand of office.

The Fortingall Yew near Glen Lyon is said to be the oldest tree in Europe. In 1870 
it was said to be 3000 years old. It became a tourist attraction after a visit by the 
traveller Pennant in 1769.  As souvenir hunters attacked it and it began to fall apart .  
It has since been protected.

Holly (Ilex acuifolium) 

Scots Names: hollin, holine, holing.

Gaelic Names: chuillin, cuileann.

The holly is found throughout Scotland with the exception of the 
far north. It was believed to guard against evil and was disliked by 
both faeries and witches.

Holly was used to decorate houses at Hogmany when the faeries 
might be around looking for trouble.

It was thought to be bad luck to fell the tree.

It carved well and was used to inlay weapons and tools.

It was a useful hedging plant.

Alder (Alnus glutinosa) 

Scots Names: aller, allertree, aar, arn.

Gaelic names: fearn (a), drumanach.

The holly is found throughout Scotland with the exception of the 
far north. It was believed to guard against evil and was disliked by 
both faeries and witches.

Holly was used to decorate houses at Hogmany when the faeries 
might be around looking for trouble.

It was thought to be bad luck to fell the tree.

It carved well and was used to inlay weapons and tools. It was a 
useful hedging plant.

The alder was found along river banks and on wet ground.  
It was associated with secrecy and as a place where outlaws and  
lovers could meet.

It is very resistant to rot and is one of the trees used as the 
foundation of the buildings in Venice. It was often used to make 
the soles of clogs.

The weary traveller would find the leaves made a soothing plaster 
for sore feet. The bark could be made into a skin tonic and a 
gargle for sore throats. The bark being rich in tannin made both 
black and brown dyes.

Yew.

Alder.

Holly.
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Birch (Betula pendula, B. Pubescens) 

Scots Names: birk, birken tree Gaelic 
Names: beatha, beith.

The birch features widely in Scots folklore. It 
represented the bride at spring festivals and 
dreaming of a green birch was considered 
an ill omen.

Many household items were made from 
birch and its fine twigs made very good 
broom. A yellow dye could be made  
from the leaves.

A tea made from the leaves was believed 
to be a cure for rheumatism and for the 
urinary system. Wine was also made and 
a recipe for this appeared in F. Marian Mc 
Neill’s The Scots Kitchen in 1929 which was 
based on a much earlier recipe.

Elder (sambucus nigra) 

Scots Names: bountree, boon-tree, 
bourtree, boretree, borral tree.

Gaelic Names: droman, dromanch, ruis.

The elder – which is usually called the 
bourtree in Scotland – was, like the rowan, 
regarded as a useful protection against 
witchcraft . If a rowan was placed at the 

front of the house then Darwin says the elder was often found at the back. Gifts of milk and 
freshly baked cakes would be placed underneath for safe keeping.

The wood was useful for making musical instruments and bellows for use in the forge  
and domestic fires. It is still said to be one of the best materials for making wooden  
spoons and bowls.

The elder had lots of medicinal uses. All parts could be used as a laxative. The bark and root 
were useful in treating problems with the kidneys and the heart . An ointment was made 
from the leaves to treat a whole range of ailments from bruises and burns to measles and 
inflamed eyes. The flowers when made into a drink, made people sweat. It was, therefore, 
useful in treating colds and flu. The berries were used to help rheumatism.

The berries could be made into wine or cordial and the flowers into tea or a sparkling drink. 
From the berries it was possible to get a dye which ranged from blue to purple. From the 
leaves came yellow and green and the bark produced grey or black. The dyes from this plant 
were important in the manufacture of tweed.

The bourtree was widely believed to be the tree from which the wood for the Cross of Jesus’ 
Crucifixion was taken. This is unlikely although the tree was long associated with death. 
There was a song associated with the tree:

‘Bourtree, bourtree, crooked rung, Never straight and never strong Ever bush 
and never tree Since our Lord was nailed to ye.’

Birch.
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Hazel (Corylus avellana) 

Gaelic Names: alltuinn, calldainn, callduinn, Caitlin, colluin, coll.

The hazel was native to every county in Scotland. In the Celtic world this was a sacred  
tree. Eating the nuts was said to bring wisdom and the ability to tell stories and write  
poetry and songs.

Witches were also said to favour hazel for their broomsticks. Hazel nuts were part of 
Hallowe’en. It was considered that the nuts would help to bring about marriage by 
revealing	who	your	sweetheart	was.	Young	women	would	ask	the	nut	questions	and	then	
throw	them	into	the	fire	and	as	the	nuts	jumped	about	they	would	answer	the	questions	
depending on which direction they went.

Hazel wands were used by Druids and Christian Bishops had their crooks of hazel. Hazel 
walking sticks were a protection against evil and were also used to find water by dowsers.

In the home and on the farm hazel wood had many uses and was used to make handles 
for tools and shepherds’ crooks. The stems were used to weave baskets and fences, 
hurdles and lobster creels. The stems were also used as a framework against which to 
grow peas and beans.

The above are a sample of trees which demonstrate not only their uses but their 
significance in a whole number of ways. These can be explored more fully elsewhere. 
In addition the woodlands and forests provided a whole range of other plants which 
had medicinal properties or which could be used to add variety to what was a fairly 
monotonous diet . Wild garlic in the spring would for example add flavour to soups and 
stews and in the autumn sloes from the blackthorn could be made into gin and brambles 
could be made into wine and a range of desserts and for those who could afford sugar 
into jams. In recent years there has been a renewed interest in eating from the wild  
which not only coincides with an interest in surviving in difficult circumstances but also 
how we might enhance the world’s food supplies by looking at the past. Pupils should of 
course be advised that eating from the wild can be very dangerous and that plants can  
kill as well as cure.

Hazel.
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4.8 The importance of coppiced woodlands and  
the development of Scottish trade and Industry  
in the 18th century
‘The significance of coppice management for ecologists can hardly be 
exaggerated...leaving a legacy of semi-natural woodlands upon which  
our knowledge of the natural vegetation of Britain is founded.’

(Peterken 1981)45

What is coppiced woodland?
Coppiced woodland is based on the premise 
that if cut periodically the trees will grow 
from cut stumps (known as stools). In this 
way coppicing allows a genuinely sustainable 
crop of underwood to be harvested at 
regular, usually predefined intervals.46

The physiology  
of coppiced species
All broadleaved species will coppice  
while conifers with few exceptions will not.  
The species which will regenerate most easily are the following trees shown in tabular form 
with their Latin name. 

On the other hand birch (Betula spp.) and beech (Fagus sylvatica) respond less  
well to coppicing.47

Recently coppiced hazel stool.
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Common Name Latin Name

Ash Fraxinus excelsior

Oak Quercus spp.

Hornbeam Carpinus betulus

Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus

Lime Tila spp.

Alder Alnus spp.

Hazel Corylus avellana

Sweet Chestnut Castanea sativa

Wych Elm Ulmus glabra

Field Maple Acer campestre
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OLd oaks on the Oak Coppice trail.
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How does coppicing work?
Once cut, reproduction works as shoots or suckers grow from the stools. These 
shoots can arise from dormant buds situated on the side of the stool at or near 
ground level. Alternatively they can shoot from adventitious buds which ‘develop in 
the cambium layer in the callous tissue around the periphery of the cut surface’.48

Tools and timing
While in modern times the chain saw and bow saw are used, in coppicing in the 18th 
century it was achieved with edged tools such as the axe or a variety of bill hooks. It was 
desirable to have a clean cut with no separation of bark from wood and the cut was made 
on an angle so that rain water would run off. This would make sure that the tree did not rot.

The coppicing was usually done when the trees were dormant between October and 
March. This was also the time when labour was more available on the estate.49

Coppiced woodland in Scotland
It has been said that coppiced management of woodlands did not really take place in 
Scotland before 1550 and then on a limited scale until around 1700.50 Monastic records, 
however, suggest that this practice might have been happening much earlier. For example 
in 1250 there was an annual grant of 100 loads of hazel rods to Lindores Abbey in the 
Parish of Newburgh in Fife. The peak of activity for coppiced wood in Scotland was 
between 1690 and 1880 and the main outlets were tan bark for the leather industry  
and charcoal for the iron smelters.

Bill hook.
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4.9 Topic Focus 1

Leather tanning

Introduction
Bark from the coppiced trees of broadleaved woods was a vital part of the leather 
industry. Oak was the favoured tree for tanning though it took up to 24 years to grow. Its 
great advantage as a woodland product was that it was light to transport. Until the 18th 
century the demand for leather was localised and was used by a whole range of trades 
and craftsmen. The main focus of the leather industry would, however, become Edinburgh 
which placed heavy demands on the surrounding woodlands at Humbie and Roslin. The 
Napoleonic Wars would encourage leather production as never before as prices rose and 
the demand for leather goods increased.

Leather
‘A material made from the skin of an animal by tanning.’

(Oxford English Dictionary)

Using the skins of animals to make leather is a very old process. Man has relied on animal 
skins for thousands of years. Few products can compete with it for lightness, durability and 
indeed beauty. In our own time there are those who dislike the use of animal products 
which they regard as cruel and exploitative. In the past there was little choice, but even 
today it is not easy to find good alternatives for items such as footwear. It has to be said 
that while the end product is often the production of stunningly attractive products the 
manufacturing process is as we shall see far from glamorous and few who have worked in 
or lived near a tannery will ever be able to forget the smell.

Leather in Scotland 

Shoemakers and Skinners
Leather was made in Scotland from earliest times and evidence of the organisation of 
manufacturers can be seen in the fact that the Edinburgh cooperation of ‘cordiners’ or 
shoemakers was established around 1449. The skinners, as the makers of leather were 
called, were organised in 1586 as an ‘incorporation’. Their businesses were governed by 
regulation made by Edinburgh Town Council. There were also several Acts of Parliament 
passed to protect and regulate their trade.

Edinburgh was the main focus of leather manufacture and by 1778 there were several 
tanneries on the outskirts of the city and the skinners were kept very busy. Shoes were 
made	in	great	quantity	both	for	the	home	market	and	‘a	large	export	trade	in	those	articles	
was done with the West Indies’. 51 In addition several British regiments were supplied with 
Edinburgh shoes. The Napoleonic Wars would place an enormous demand on the leather 
industry for boots and for horse harness and saddles. Edinburgh also had several specialities 
including the manufacture of leather snuff boxes, pen cases, drinking mugs and other small 
objects. The particular appeal was that the manufacturers could make the leather look 
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like highly polished tortoiseshell. One of the largest and oldest Edinburgh manufacturers 
was Allan Boak of West Port where part of his works had been ‘used as a tannery since time 
immemorial’. 52 Boak specialised in the preparation of pig skins and as such was one of the 
largest manufacturers in Britain.

How was leather made?
There were two major parts to the process – that carried out by the tanner and that by the 
currier.	These	processes	were	described	fully	by	David	Bremner’s	survey	of	“The	Industries	of	
Scotland,	Their	Rise	Progress	and	Present	Condition”	which	he	surveyed	in	1869	and	from	
which the following information is taken.

Tanning

This	takes	up	the	most	space	and	requires	the	most	careful	management	of	all	the	processes.

•	 The	purpose	of	tanning	is	to	prevent	the	animal	skin	from	rotting.	This	is	done	by	
steeping	the	skins	in	an	astringent	liquid	made	from	tree	bark.	The	bark	contains	tannin	
or tannic acid which forms a chemical reaction with the skin.

•	 The	bark	of	the	oak	tree	was	the	most	desired.	Other	substances	were	tried	such	as	
heath, myrtle leaves, wild laurel leaves, birch bark and oak saw dust. The results were 
mixed and inevitably manufactures went back to oak.

•	 Treating	the	skins	with	oak	bark	was	a	slow	process.	It	was	found	later	that	the	addition	
of Italian mustard seed would speed up the process considerably. It also enhanced the 
colour as it removed more lime from the hides.

•	 Hides	or	skins	arrived	at	the	tannery	either	fresh	from	the	slaughter	house,	salted	or	
dried. Dutch hides were usually salted and those from America or the East dried.

•	 The	animal	hairs	were	removed	by	steeping	the	hides	in	lime	in	6	feet	deep	pits.	They	
are then removed and placed on a sloping bench and scraped with a large knife. The 
skin was reversed and the fleshy side is cleaned.

•	 Those	hides	or	skins	intended	for	boots	and	shoes,	harness	and	coachwork	which	
require	the	leather	to	be	‘dressed’	need	any	additional	grease	to	be	removed.	This	was	
done by soaking the leather in a solution of pigeon dung.

•	 The	hides	or	skins	were	then	softened	by	being	beaten	for	15-20	minutes.	They	were	
then	taken	to	the	tan	yards	which	resembled	lakes	divided	by	walls	into	square	tanks.	
Each tank could be filled and emptied separately.

•	 On	site	there	would	be	a	bark	mill	where	the	oak	bark	would	be	infused	with	water.	
The hides are then steeped in a weak solution of bark for 4 to 6 months. Then they 
were removed and placed in a new and slightly stronger solution. Every day they were 
moved about in the solution.

•	 After	several	months	the	hides	were	removed	and	spread	out	on	top	of	one	another	
with a layer of oak bark between them. The pit was then filled with strong oak bark 
solution and they were left for another 4 to 6 months. It could take 12 months to tan a 
heavy ox hide. At all times the object was to force the bark into the pores of the skins.

Currying

The hides were finally removed from the tan pits and taken to the currying shops.

•	 The	main	point	here	was	to	scour	the	leather	and	prepare	it	for	use.	It	was	all	done	by	
hand and was very labour intensive.
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•	 Hides	were	weighed	and	examined	and	selected	for	various	purposes.	A	decision	
had to be made as to which was suitable for horse harness, saddles, shoes  
and patent leather.

•	 One	of	the	problems	was	that	the	process	of	removing	the	skins	when	the	animal	
was slaughtered was not always done carefully enough and the leather often 
contained cuts and flaws. These were not suitable for horse harness.

•	 The	main	work	carried	out	by	the	currier	was	the	shaving	of	hides	to	make	sure	they	
were	of	equal	thickness.	This	was	done	on	a	narrow	upright	board	or	beam	“rising	
from	his	waist .”	The	currier	stretched	the	hide	across	the	board	and	“by	dexterously	
operating	on	it	with	a	knife	of	peculiar	construction,	reduces	it	to	equal	thickness	
throughout”.	He	would	at	the	same	time	constantly	pinch	the	leather	between	his	
fingers checking the thickness. It was a very skilled job.

•	 After	being	“shaved”,	the	hides	were	soaked	in	water,	then	rubbed	well	on	a	stone	
table	with	a	tool	called	a	“slicker”.	This	got	rid	of	all	the	wrinkles.	This	process	was	
called	“scouring”	and	was	followed	by	a	day	or	two	of	soaking	in	a	hot	solution	of	
shumac and water which brightened the colour. (53)

•	 The	next	process	was	stuffing,	that	is	to	say	the	hides	were	rubbed	on	the	hair	side	
with oil and on the flesh side with oil and tallow. This made the leather more pliable 
and stopped it from going hard. The leather was then finished in a number of ways. 
The excess stuffing was removed and the surface polished with a smooth stone or 
piece of glass. Some leather used for harness and coach work would go on to be 
enamelled or japanned.

It is obvious that the bark of the oak tree played a key part in the process of leather 
manufacture and that leather was a most important part of Scotland’s economy. In the 
21st century Scottish leather from the Bridge of Weir Leather company, which can trace 
its	roots	to	1758,	is	a	major	provider	of	high	quality	leather	products	which	have	included	
The Model T Ford, Concorde and the Houses of Parliament.
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Bonawe Ironworks.

4.10 Topic Focus 2

The iron industry 

Bonawe Ironworks
The burning of charcoal was a vital part of the manufacture of iron and 
had been practised in Scotland for centuries. It played an important 
part in the woodland culture of the western highlands. It involved the 
coppicing of woods and there is still evidence of this early industrial 
process in the form of charcoal burning platforms.

Why the highlands?
The charcoal iron industry was attracted to the highlands by the abundance of timber  
for charcoal burning.

‘The Charcoal Burner has tales to tell.’

A. A. Milne
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Where was this taking place?
There is evidence of iron production using charcoal in a number of places in the form of 
slagheaps and traces of bloomery hearths. There are, however, three main sites in Argyllshire 
where there is rather more substantial evidence of iron smelting:

•	 Glen	Kinglass:	this	is	the	least	complete	site	but	has	evidence	of	a	furnace	which	 
dates from the early 1720s.

•	 Loch	Fyne:	a	furnace	was	built	here	in1755	and	the	associated	buildings	survive	 
quite	well.

•	 Bonawe,	Taynuilt:	

‘undoubtedly the most important monument to this early phase of  
iron working...’ 54

The most important monument to early iron working

‘Bonawe, a village on the western verge of Glenorchy parish, Argyllshire, on the 
left bank of the river Awe, immediately above its entrance into Loch Etive.’ 55

On this site the furnace built in 1755 survives as well as the ore shed, charcoal sheds, 
houses and the pier. It has been restored in the words of John Hume ‘with all the care more 
commonly reserved for castles and abbeys.’ 56 At Bonawe the production of iron employed 
around 600 seasonal workers who were mostly Gaelic speakers and who worked mainly in 
the woodlands between Morar and Knapdale as well as woodlands on Jura and Mull. A small 
core of around a dozen workers was employed at the furnace. The permanent employees 
were English speakers brought in from Cumbria.

Businessmen from England
The Bonawe Ironworks was founded in 1753 by Richard and William Ford, James Backhouse 
and Michael Knot as the Lorne Furnace Company. (57) They were from Furness in Lancashire 
and were attracted not only by the availability of charcoal from the surrounding woodlands 
but also the fast water supplies which were needed to power the huge bellows. They 
produced pig iron from haematite ore which was imported on to the site from Cumbria.

The Bonawe Works was one of the most successful operations of its kind. Many others  
failed. Stewart has suggested that this was for two reasons. Firstly, luck – being in the right 
place at the right time and secondly good management and the support of an already  
successful English business:

•	 The	major	piece	of	luck	was	getting	the	supplies	of	charcoal	by	persuading	the	two	
local landowners Sir Duncan Campbell of Lochnell and the Earl of Breadalbane to 
agree to long contracts to supply coppiced wod for charcoal. In the case of Campbell 
he agreed to a contract for 150 years. He came to regret this as he lost out financially.58

•	 The	Bonawe	managers	seem	to	have	run	a	very	business-like	operation,	especially	
when compared with others running short lived operations such as the dubious 
activities of the York Buildings Company at Abernethy or the ill fated activities of 
Roger Murphey at Glen Kinglass. As Stewart says the fact that Murphey was hanged for 
murder in 1732 ‘does suggest that senior management was a little unreliable’. 59

A major reason for the success of Bonawe may have been that the company skilfully created 
an infra structure to support the business and this included housing, a school and a church.
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What was the impact on 
the woodlands?
Inevitably this industrial activity had an 
impact on the woodlands. As Stewart 
says it was in the interests of the 
ironmasters to practice an efficient and 
considered method of coppicing and 
over the period that Bonawe operated, 
they would have coppiced the trees 4 
times. The evidence suggests that some 
woodlands were left in poor condition 
but on the other hand the woodlands 
that were supplied by Duncan Campbell 
around Muckairn were relatively well 
maintained and ‘support some of the 
best examples of Atlantic oak woodland’. 
60 The company did not have control 
over all its suppliers of coppiced timber 
and there was little they could do if the 
landowners failed to take important 
steps such as enclosing coppiced woods 
after cutting. The problem here would 
be that the trees would be destroyed by 
grazing animals nibbling the shoots.

Inevitably the demand for oak for this 
process meant ‘a reduction of species diversity’. Trees that were considered unsuitable were 
removed and replaced with oaks grown from acorns that were not always local. The woods 
around Loch Maree had been described as growing:

‘plenty of very fair firr, hollyn, oak, elm, ashe, birk, and quaking asp, most high, 
even, thick and great ...(with)... great oaks, whaer may be sawin out planks of 4 
sumtyms 5 foot broad.‘ 61

As Stewart says, this mixed broad leaved woodland tended to be replaced by oak alone. 

The market for Bonawe iron
The iron ore from Bonawe was used to make cannon balls for the Napoleonic Wars. Perhaps 
this was the reason why the workers at Bonawe were the first in Britain to erect a monument 
to the memory of Admiral Lord Nelson the hero of the battle of Trafalgar.

Closure
The furnace closed in 1876. The Bonawe Works maintained about 10,000 acres of 
underwood and produced 700 tonnes of iron a year using 3,500 tons of wood. It has been 
calculated that this used 73 acres of well stocked coppice a year. 62

Bonawe Ironworks.
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Did coppicing have any other benefits other than providing 
raw materials for industry?
Coppicing creates additional benefits such as creating ‘ideal conditions for certain 
woodland herbs’.63 It is also known that woodland supports more species of butterflies than 
any	other	habitat	and	that	some	butterflies	benefited	from	coppicing.	Equally	there	is	a	view	
that coppicing did not suit other species of butterfly and was not particularly favourable to 
the growth of certain lichens.64 This seems to be a matter of debate.

Conclusions
The use of coppiced bark in Scottish industry declined because industrial processes 
changed particularly in terms of the iron industry. Once coal in the form of coke was  
used in the production of iron, the fires of the industrial revolution were truly lit and  
Britain produced iron on a massive scale. Of course coal is just another form of trees,  
only millions of years old.



A nation of planters during the Scottish Enlightenment 161

Notes and References

1. Devine T. M. The Scottish Nation 1700-2000, (London, Penguin), 2000, p150.

2. Of the scale of timber imports there are no real figures before the 17th century but even 
by the 1580’s between spring and late autumn a third of Dundee’s shipping was involved in 
the timber trade with Norway. Lythe S.G.E. Lythe and Butt J. An Economic History of Scotland, 
(Glasgow, Blackie), 1975, p59-60.

3. A sentimental view of the cotter was written by Robert Burns in The Cotters Saturday Night, 
1785. 

4. Devine, op.cit ., p130. 

5. ibid., p147ff. 

6. ibid., p149.

7. Ibid., p146. William Maule Ist Earl of Panmure 1700–82 was a soldier and MP. 

8. Ibid., p151.

9. Smout T.C. A History of the Scottish People, 1560–1830, (London, Fontana) 1973, p304.  
The identity of the mountain preacher does not seem to have been known.

10. Quoted in ibid., p305. 

11. ibid., p306. 

12. Quoted in ibid., p306.

13. ibid., p309 Scottish Protestantism was heavily influenced by John Calvin (1504-1564) the 
theologian and reformer and the idea that man had to put up with his lot in this world and 
the rewards would come in the next world as a result of divine grace.

14. The authors are grateful to Alyne Jones of Vanishing Scotland for sharing her recent 
experience of a study trip to the Baltic. http://www.vanishingscotland.com

15. Smout T. C., People and Woods in Scotland A History, (Edinburgh, Edinburgh University 
Press), 2005, p1.

16. Stewart M., Using the Woods, 1600-1850, in Smout ibid., p89.

17. Jones D., Living in One or Two Rooms In the Country, in Carruthers A., ed., The Scottish 
Home, (Edinburgh, National Museums of Scotland), 1996, p38.

18. Stewart, op. cit ., p89ff. 

19. ibid., p93. 

20. ibid., p20. 

21. Ibid., p95.

22. Fenton A. Country Life in Scotland Our Rural Past, (Edinburgh, John Donald), 1987, p67. 
23. Smout, op.cit ., A History of the Scottish People, p141. 

24. Ibid., p283-284.

25. The Game of Tod and Lamb was drawn to our attention by ethnographer Alyne Jones. 
It was known for example in the village of Tynron in Dumfriesshire and is referenced in 
Shaw’s Tynron Glen, 1992 a manuscript made available by Jones. The Dictionary of the 
Scots Language (www.dsl.ac.uk) describes one in 1836 from G. Penny Traditions p117: ‘Tod 
and Lamb Board was another game here, which was played on a board formed by four 
intersected	squares	of	lines,	three	rows	of	holes	in	each	square,	in	all	32	holes	...for	which	
there were 15 small pins placed on one side, and in the centre a large one, the tod; the small 
ones were the lambs. Between the holes diagonal lines were drawn which the lambs were 
allowed to traverse; the tod at same time moving in a similar direction: the object was to 
hem in the tod.’



Trees, People and the Country Estate162

26. Fenton, op.cit ., p100. 

27. Ibid., p104. 

28. Stewart, op.cit ., p91. 

29. Fenton, op.cit ., p108. 

30. ibid., p126.

31. ibid, p129

32. See for example the letter from Robert to his cousin James Burness of 21st June 1783, ‘My 
mother sends you a small present of a cheese, tis but a very little one as our last year’s stock 
is sold off...’ in Mackay J.A. Robert Burns The Complete Letters, (Ayr, Alloway Publishing) 1990, 
p58.

33. An example of such a shell used in the dairy can be seen at Kildonan Museum on South 
Uist . 

34. Fenton, op.cit ., p157. 

35. Shaw,op.cit ., Tynron Glen, p37. 

36. Miller J., The Foresters The Story of Scotland’s Forests, (Edinburgh ,Birlin), 2009.

37. Grant E., Memoirs of A Highland Lady, (Edinburgh Canongate), 2003, p269 

38. Miller, op.cit ., p16. 

39. ibid., p17. 

40. ibid., p16.

41. Ibid., p18.

42. The source of this remark is unknown, but was made to the authors of this text during a 
costumed interpretation event at Kellie Castle in Fife. It is just one example of the attention to 
detail which a vast army of domestic servants was able to make. We must not forget as well 
that the lawns were being hand cut at this time.

43. Knight S. Robin Hood Anthology of Scholarship and Criticism, (Cambridge, Brewer) 1999, 
p158.

44. For folklore associated with trees in Scotland see Darwin T. The Scots Herbal, The Plant 
Lore of Scotland.(Edinburgh ,Mercat Press) 1996. And Martynoga F. A Handbook of Scotland’s 
Trees, (Glasgow, Saraband ) 2011.

45,	Peterken	quoted	in	Waddell	C. An Examination and Critical Appraisel of Coppicing as a 
Consevation Tool in Woodland Management. (unpublished dissertation, University of Glasgow) 
2001. p8. The authors are grateful to Chris Waddell of the National Museums of Scotland for 
making this dissertation available and for sharing his knowledge.

46. ibid., p12.

47. ibid., p14.

48. ibid.,p 14. 

49. ibid., p16. 

50.	Peterken	quoted	in	ibid.,	p23.	

51. Bremner D, The Industries of Scotland Their Rise, Progress and Present Condition (1869).
Reprinted (Newton Abbot, David and Charles) 1969. p352. 

52. Ibid., p353.

53. Shumac or sumac was a bush growing widely in southern Europe. The leaves and shoots 
were used to make the colour of the leather fast . It was used especially in bookbinding.

54. Hume J. The Industrial Archaeology of Scotland, 2 The Highlands and Islands, ( London, 
Batsford), 1977, p56.



A nation of planters during the Scottish Enlightenment 163

55. Groom F. H. Ordnance Gazetter of Scotland, A Survey of Scottish Topography, Statistical, 
Biographical and Historical, 1882, (London, William Mackenzie) vol. 1 p200.

56. Hume op. cit ., p46-47. 

57. ibid., p150. 

58. Stewart, op.cit ., p109. 

59. ibid., p111.

60. ibid., p112. 

61. ibid., p112. 

62. Waddell, op.cit ., p23. 

63. ibid., p28. 

64. Ibid., p28.



Trees, People and the Country Estate164

Further reading and sources

Printed Sources
Cleland E. A New and Easy Method of Cookery 1775, A Facsimile Edition with an introduction 
by Peter Brears (Paxton, Prospect), 2005. This book gives an important view of the type of 
food being eaten in Scotland in the Enlightenment period. It is particularly interesting to see 
the range of plants that are used in recipes. There are recipes for using fruits from the garden 
as well as elderflowers and nuts gathered from the woods and hedgerows.

Grant E. Memoirs of A Highland Lady, (Edinburgh, Canongate), 2003. An invaluable 
account of life in the higher reaches of Scottish Society in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries. Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus paints a vivid picture of life in London, new 
town Edinburgh and on her family’s highland estate. This is an extensive work but selected 
passages would give pupils an idea of life in Georgian Scotland as seen through the eyes of a 
wealthy family who benefitted from forestry.

Martin M. A Description of The Western Islands of Scotland c.1695 (Edinburgh, Birlinn), 2002.  
A fascinating account of life in the Western Isles and how people used a landscape where 
trees are in short supply. There are accounts of the folklore around plants and their uses in 
health and wellbeing.

Secondary Sources
Darwin T. The Scots Herbal ,The Plant Lore of Scotland, (Edinburgh, Mercat), 2000. A highly 
readable account of the plants of Scotland with a good introduction and a section on the 
Scottish enlightenment.

Devine T.M. The Scottish Nation 1700–2000, (London, Penguin ) 2000.

Fenton A. Country Life in Scotland Our Rural Past, (Edinburgh, John Donald), 1987.

Frazer J. G. The Golden Bough A study in Magic and Religion, (London, Macmillan), 1957.  
This is a classic folklore study. It would not be a particularly easy text for pupils, but as a 
starting point for teachers it gives some excellent examples of how the worship of trees  
and the belief of tree spirits can be found in different cultures all over the world.  
The idea that trees and rocks have a spirit just as people do makes an interesting basis  
for imaginative story telling.

Hume J. R. The Industrial Archaeology of Scotland, 2 The Highlands and Islands,  
(London, Batsford), 1977.

Martynoga F. A. ed., A Handbook of Scotland’s Trees or The Tree Planters Guide to the Galaxy, 
Reforesting Scotland, (Glasgow, Saraband) 2007.

Miller J. The Foresters The Story of Scotland’s Forests. (Edinburgh, Birlin), 2009. This is mostly 
an account of forestry since the creation of the Forestry Commission in the early 20th 
century, but the first chapter sets the scene with its description of Forestry as ‘All but a Lost 
Art’. There are some excellent photographs which give an idea of the nature of forestry work.

Smout T.C. A History of the Scottish People 1560–1830, (London Fontana), 1973

Smout T.C., ed., People and Woods in Scotland A History, (Edinburgh, Edinburgh University 
Press), 2005. For the purposes of this section there are two very useful chapters by Mairie 
Stewart on ‘Using the Woods’.
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Sprott G. Robert Burns, Farmer, (Edinburgh, National Museums of Scotland), 1990. An 
illustrated book describing what it was like to be a farmer in Scotland in the 18th century and 
reminding us that Scotland’s national poet was a farmer for most of his life.

Learning Outcomes

•	 That	in	18th	century	Scotland	most	people	lived	their	lives	on	the	land:

•	 Only	a	tiny	minority	of	people	owned	and	lived	in	country	houses.	

•	 The	majority	at	the	beginning	of	our	period	were	cotters,	peasants,	who	lived	in	small	
houses with little land and a few animals.

•	 They	paid	a	very	small	rent	but	gave	their	services	to	the	tenant	farmers	at	planting	and	
harvest time.

•	 They	would	probably	see	little	benefit	in	all	the	tree	planting.

•	 They	were	the	main	workforce.

•	 At	the	end	of	our	period,	because	of	improvements	brought	about	by	the	
Enlightenment many of these people had become landless labourers.

•	 Not	everyone’s	experience	of	improvement	was	positive.

•	 That	trees	were	in	short	supply:

•	 Trees	had	been	a	scarce	commodity	in	Scotland	for	a	long	time.	

•	 The	loss	of	woodland	cover	had	been	the	result	of	climate	change	and	human	activity.

•	 There	had	been	little	incentive	to	plant	as	it	was	easy	to	get	timber	from	elsewhere	and	
there were alternative fuel supplies.

•	 Poor	peasants	were	more	concerned	about	the	present	food	supply	than	the	future	of	
the land. 

•	 There	was	less	of	a	woodland	culture	in	Scotland	when	compared	with	other	countries.	

•	 Scotland	relied	on	timber	imports.

•	 That	landowners	saw	agricultural	improvements	as	giving	them	a	number	of	advantages:

•	 They	could	raise	rents.	

•	 Tidy	up	the	look	of	the	estate,	the	old	cotter	houses	were	not	in	keeping	with	
Enlightenment and improvement. 

•	 Have	a	more	efficient	workforce	producing	more	food	and	creating	more	income.	

•	 Pupils	should	understand	that	this	changed	the	way	of	live	for	many	people	forever.	

•	 Pupils	should	understand	that	there	were	lowland	as	well	as	highland	clearances.

•	 That	there	was	some	protest	about	change:

•	 This	was	particularly	strong	in	the	south	west.	

•	 In	general,	however,	there	was	little	resistance	as	there	were	other	alternatives,	such	as	
better paid work in new factories.

•	 There	was	an	understanding	among	the	landowners	that	improvement	would	not	come	
about if the cotters were treated too harshly.

•	 That	timber	was	a	precious	commodity:

•	 Few	buildings	were	made	completely	out	of	timber.
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•	 Timber	was	so	valuable	in	houses	that	it	was	often	reused.

•	 Despite	the	scarcity	of	timber,	wooden	objects	were	very	much	part	of	everyday	life	
in the home and on the farm. They featured in cooking, cleaning, washing as well as 
planting and harvesting.

•	 The	wooden	family	kist	was	an	heirloom	which	contained	people’s	possessions	and	
identity. That there a number of different ways of working in the landscape other than 
what we think of as farming.

•	 That	the	improvements	taking	place	on	the	country	Estates	including	the	planting	of	 
trees, forests and planned landscapes and gardens, brought new opportunities.  
Examples of this include: 

•	 Forestry	Work

•	 Game	keeping	

•	 Gardening

•	 That	despite	enlightenment	and	improvement	people	clung	to	old	customs,	ideas	and	
folklore. Many of these customs concerned Trees and other plants: 

•	 Hallow’een	was	a	festival	that	continued	to	be	celebrated.	

•	 Trees	and	plants	were	used	in	folk	medicine.

•	 Trees	and	plants	were	sources	of	dyes	for	textiles.

•	 That	trees	are	part	of	our	cultural	identity:

•	 They	give	us	a	sense	of	well	being.	

•	 They	are	a	place	of	safety	and	of	fear.

•	 They	form	part	of	our	mental	landscape	particularly	in	childhood	as	stories.

•	 That	coppiced	woodlands	were	an	important	part	of	two	aspects	of	Scottish	 
trade and industry:

•	 Leather	tanning	using	oak	bark.

•	 Iron	smelting	using	charcoal	from	oak	coppice.

•	 Pupils	should	be	familiar	with	the	term	Galloway	Levellers.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	understand	the	term	cotter	and	describe	their	way	of	life.

•	 Pupils	should	be	familiar	with	Robert	Burn’s	poem	The	Cotters	Saturday	Night.

•	 They	should	be	familiar	with	the	term	‘But	and	Ben’.

•	 Understand	the	concept	of	the	highland	sheiling	and	how	timber	was	used	 
in its construction.

•	 Pupils	should	know	how	wooden	crucks	and	creels	were	used	in	the	 
construction of houses.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	describe	how	wood	was	used	to	make	objects	in	the	home	
and on the farm, such as; the kist , box beds, flail and hand-tools.

•	 Pupils	should	understand	that	for	a	long	time	the	major	parts	of	a	 
plough were wooden. 

•	 They	should	be	able	to	name	the	caschrom,	the	wooden	spade	used	in	the	highlands.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	the	Alder	as	a	tree	used	in	building	because	it	is	resistant	
to rot. They should be able to name the Ash tree as a favoured source of wood for farm 
tools because of its strength.
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•	 Pupils	should	understand	the	importance	of	wood	in	the	dairy	and	give	one	example	
of how people used their initiative to create objects when there is little or no wood. 
(scallop shell on South Uist)

•	 Understand	that	woodland	products	were	used	for	storage	and	transport	for	example	
baskets, carts and sledges.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	give	a	brief	description	of	what	foresters,	gamekeepers	and	
gardeners do on an estate.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	Elizabeth	Grant	as	an	important	source	of	information	
about forestry because of her journal.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	relate	a	fairy	story	which	involves	trees.	

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	that	the	story	of	Robin	Hood	is	found	in	Scotland	as	 
well as England.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	and	describe	the	Rowan	tree	as	a	tree	associated	with	
protection against evil particularly witches.

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	a	selection	of	trees	found	in	18th	century	Scotland	such	
as ash, birch, alder, Scot’s pine etc.

•	 Pupils	should	be	aware	of	how	complicated	and	how	clever	the	process	of	making	
leather was and is. 

•	 Pupils	should	be	able	to	name	Bonawe	as	a	major	site	of	iron	production	in	18th	 
century Scotland and explain why it was successful when compared with other  
similar enterprises.

•	 Above	all	else	pupils	should	be	aware	of	the	benefits	and	the	pleasure	to	be	gained	 
from being outside among the trees.

Learning from the Practical Activities.

The activities suggested will reinforce the themes outlined in the topic and are designed to 
help the development of pupils’ skills outlined by LTS in Principles and Practice.

This section has a particular emphasis on interacting with others and encouraging 
imaginative thinking and active learning.

It is also designed to help pupils to rediscover outdoors and to promote healthy life styles  
and well being.

It is also the intention of this section to promote an interest and awareness of Scottish  
Culture and language.
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Suggested Activities

Exploring and evaluating

Protest
Imagine you are an 18th century cottar on the imaginary Estate of Auchendoom. Your family 
have lived in the same cottage on the same piece of land for years. You have a few precious 
acres for oats and kale and you are allowed to graze your animals on the common land. You 
and your family happily grow a few vegetables and gather wood for the fire from the few 
trees around the farm. In return you give the tenant farmer a very small rent and a several 
days of labour a year at planting and harvest time.

Rumour has it that the landowner, The Earl of Doom, has come back from Edinburgh with 
new	ideas	about	how	the	estate	should	be	run.	He	has	appointed	a	couple	of	“advisors”.	
There is talk of a fancy new house, of new plantations of trees and a new herd of prize 
winning cows which will need to be fenced in with dykes and protected from the weather 
with a plantation of trees.

The gossip is that stone dykes are already being built and that even worse your beloved 
cottage is to be flattened and put on the midden. The Earl of Doom has become very posh 
and he thinks your home looks like a hovel which will be an embarrassment when his new 
friends from London come to stay. The talk is that you and your family are going to be 
encouraged to go into the landowner’s new cotton mill and planned village on the edge of 
the estate. You and your friends are outraged. On the other hand the harvest has been poor 
and you do not have the money to pay the rent. You have also heard that wages in the mill 
are pretty good. In addition the Earl’s ‘advisors’ are known to be a little on the mean side.

Divide	the	class	into	2	groups	—	1	for	the	tenants	and	the	other	for	the	landowner	 
and his friends.

The tenants
•	 Organise	a	protest	meeting	with	placards.	

•	 Write	a	protest	song.	

•	 Write	an	article	for	the	local	newspaper	outlining	your	opposition	to	the	new	ideas	and	
why you want to stay in your home.

•	 Organise	a	debate	at	your	meeting	the	motion	being:

‘This class believes that the new trees and stone dykes be levelled as they are 
destroying our way of life’.

Make sure you invite the landowner and his friends.

The landowner and his friends
•	 Write	a	newspaper	article	highlighting	all	the	good	things	that	improvement	will	bring	

for everyone. 

•	 Attend	the	meeting	and	take	part	in	the	debate	organised	by	the	tenants.	Have	lots	of	
information to show how wonderful it will be if the tenants are moved to a planned 
village. Vote on the debate – aye or nae.
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Compare and contrast 

‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’ by Robert Burns
Use this topic as an opportunity to study one of Robert Burn’s poems about country life in 
the 18th century, The Cotter’s Saturday Night. This poem is about the family coming together 
to enjoy the Saturday evening together.

•	 What	time	of	year	is	this	gathering	taking	place?	

•	 From	the	poem,	work	out	what	jobs	the	cotter	was	doing	on	the	land.

•	 Is	it	possible	to	work	out	whether	the	cotter	has	a	large	family	or	not	-	how	many	
children do you think there might be?

•	 Who	else	joins	the	family?

•	 Why	is	the	mother	interested	in	the	new	arrival	to	the	gathering?	

•	 What	do	they	eat	for	their	meal?	

•	 What	happens	after	the	meal?	

•	 What	does	the	poem	tell	us	about	life	on	a	farm	in	Scotland	at	the	time	of	Burns?	

•	 Do	you	think	this	poem	is	an	accurate	portrayal	of	the	cotter’s	life	or	a	bit	romantic?	

•	 Why	do	you	think	this?

But and ben
Make a but and ben using a shoebox or larger box if you prefer, but remember it had just 
two rooms. 

•	 What	was	each	room	used	for?	

•	 What	covered	the	floor?	

•	 Where	were	meals	prepared?

•	 Where	would	you	get	washed	and	dressed?	

•	 How	much	room	would	you	have	as	personal	space?

•	 What	would	you	miss	most	about	21st	century	life?	With	your	knowledge	of	the	cotter’s	
life and what it was like to live in a but and ben, investigate aspects of modern day 
child poverty and compare and contrast the conditions in which they live with those of 
the 18th century.

The kist
Imagine that you have been pushed off your land and have been moved to a new planned 
village. The kist will contain all your family’s belongings. These will include:

•	 a	Bible	

•	 some	money	

•	 a	shawl	that	is	kept	to	wrap	the	baby	in,

•	 some	Sunday	clothes	that	are	kept	for	best	

•	 a	couple	of	ornaments	

•	 a	cooking	pot	

•	 some	wooden	bowels	and	plates

•	 a	fiddle.
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The kist was also used as a stage to perform on.

Write a story about your journey and the memories of your old home. You could include what 
was the last story or song you heard performed on your family kist . You may also think about 
how worried you are about your new home, but perhaps also a little excited. There may be 
things about you new life that are similar to your old life, but there will also be many changes.

Packing
Imagine you have to leave your home in a hurry. You are only allowed to take a small bag or 
suitcase with you.

•	 What	would	you	take?	

•	 Why	have	you	picked	these	things?

Pupils should be encouraged to talk about their choices and the reasons for their choices.

Pupils can also compare and contrast other journeys where people have had to make choices 
about what they take for example evacuee children of World War II.

Wood audit
We have seen how important wood was even in the most basic of 18th century homes. 

•	 Make	a	list	of	the	wooden	items	you	would	expect	to	find	in	a	cotter’s	house.	

•	 Now	make	a	list	of	the	wooden	items	in	your	home.	

•	 How	does	this	compare?

•	 How	important	do	you	feel	things	made	out	of	wood	are	to	you	and	your	family?	•	
Having studied this topic, how has it made a difference to the way you view trees and the 
landscape you live in?

•	 	Do	you	have	anything	precious	to	you	made	of	wood?

Investigate 

Tree study

The Alder

The alder was a favourite tree for rural building.

Investigate this tree. 

•	 Why	was	it	so	useful?	

•	 What	were	its	special	properties?	

•	 Where	does	it	grow?	

•	 Are	there	any	in	your	area?

•	 How	many?	

•	 Map	them	around	you	school	or	home.

The tree does not always look very remarkable but in the late winter and early spring, it is 
seen at its most beautiful when set against a clear blue sky. The budding alder appears to be 
surrounded by a purple haze.
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Look at the tree against the blue sky.

Think about creating a big picture book of the wooded landscapes. Think of the colours the 
blue of the sky the purple haze and the dark wood of the winter tree.

If you would prefer something smaller, use a cardboard framing mount for detail (it reduces 
distraction) and paint what you see.

Alternatively you could design a new fabric or wallpaper for your house

Language – Scots words
Use the Scots Dictionary to see if there is a Scottish word for some words we use in everyday 
life. A tod for example is a fox.

•	 Is	there	a	Scottish	word	for	a	spring	onion?	

•	 The	word	kebbock	is	used	in	The	Cotter’s	Saturday	Night.	What	is	ist?

•	 What	about	the	names	of	trees	and	plants?	For	example	what	in	Scotland	do	we	call	
the mountain ash?

Logging
Imagine you are a tree in the forests around Speyside at the beginning of the 19th century.  
One day you are cut down and you begin your journey down the Spey.

•	 What	happens	to	you?

•	 What	do	you	see?

•	 Who	is	watching	you	from	the	bank?

•	 Who	is	jumping	on	you?

•	 What	are	they	sticking	into	you?

•	 How	fast	is	the	water?

•	 Where	do	you	end	up?

•	 What	is	a	saw	mill	like?

•	 What	are	you	made	into.	(Possibly	you	may	be	a	ship	that	fights	Napoleon?	How	long	
do you last? Are you still around in the 21st century?)

Stories
Using your imagination and your descriptive powers write two short stories. Both are called 
It was a Dark and Stormy Night in the Woods. Write one story from the point of view of the 
poacher and the other from the point of view of the gamekeeper. The time place and events 
can all be the same just seen from different points of view.
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Nutrition

Grow your own cottage garden

Using the school garden if you have one or if not a whole range of inexpensive pots can be 
acquired.	Make	an	edible	garden	of	salad	vegetables	such	as	lettuce	and	radishes	etc,	but	
also edible flowers such as chives and nasturtiums.

You can then sell them to your friends and other teachers and use the proceeds to buy more 
seeds for your garden.

Butter and Cheese

Where this topic is being studied in secondary schools arrange with the home economics 
department to make butter and possibly cheese.

Think about creating some dishes using the ingredients one might find in the country side 
like wild garlic, brambles.

Culture Folklore
Hallowe’en is still celebrated with some enthusiasm in Scotland particularly in rural areas.

This is an excellent opportunity to examine many of the customs that surround our trees and 
plants. For example the rowan tree which graces so many gardens is to ward off visits from 
witches. There are also the divination rites associated with hazel nuts.

Find out what customs and superstitions exist in your area associated with Hallowe’en. You 
may have other celebrations locally that date back far into the past. Investigate their origins 
and whether they have any beliefs associated with woods.

Our European legacy

The sources of our most famous fairy tales are from Europe. Many are about forests.

•	 Why	do	we	know	these	stories	rather	than	Scottish	fairy	tales?

•	 See	if	you	can	find	out	any	local	stories	about	woods	from	your	grandparents	and	their	
friends.

•	 Select	one	or	two	fairy	stories	that	are	about	woods.	Discuss	which	pupils	like	most.	Do	
they think they are scary? How does this make them feel about woods?

Health 

‘I’m no weel’

Many trees and plants have healing properties. Some have been given in the last section.

Investigate what wild plants and trees grow in your area that would once have been the 
source for old remedies. Are there any plants used in today’s medicine?
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Visit
The Forestry Commission Scotland operates throughout the country so no matter where you 
are located there will be an opportunity for you to visit a forest or woodland. Here there are 
many opportunities to find out more about how to live in wooded areas and the importance 
of trees. Rangers are able to provide an insight into the life of the forester and how important 
trees are to us today. http://www.forestry.gov.uk/website/fchomepages.nsf/hp/Scotland

The National Museum of Rural Life at East Kilbride This excellent museum is part of  
the National Museums of Scotland. It has modern facilities and offers a range  
of learning opportunities.

The purpose built museum exhibits a whole range of objects associated with Scottish rural life 
including many examples of mnay of the farm implements mentioned in this resource. They 
can also organise object handling sessions for classes. Butter making sessions can also be 
organised for a visit .

Set within the grounds and part of the museum is an 18th century farmhouse which has 
remained unaltered since the 1950’s. It provides an opportunity to see one of the more 
substantial farm houses of the period in a wooded setting. There are also sometimes 
opportunities to make butter. http://www.nms.ac.uk/our_museums/museum_of_rural_life.aspx

Visit the Cruck House in Torthorwald, Dumfriesshire http://www.pgreen.net/host/cruck_
cottage/home.htm

Visit Paisley Museum and the NTS Weaver’s Cottage at Kilbarchan Farmers, especially the 
cotters, often had other occupations such as blacksmiths or weavers. Paisley Museum has a 
number of looms and a specialist weaver.

Organise a visit to see the looms in Paisley Museum. You will see the wooden construction 
of the looms. They are very simple looking but are complex machines which worked a bit 
like computers. http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/ilwwcm/publishing.nsf/Content/els-jcp-
PaisleyMuseum

The Weaver’s Cottage at Kilbarchan could be visited on the same day. They often have a 
weaver operating the loom in the cottage and welcome schools to come and see what 
weaving was all about. http://www.nts.org.uk

The Highland Folk Museum, Newtonmore http://www.highlandfolk.com This is the best  
place to see how ordinary people lived in the highlands of Scotland.

Bonawe Iron Works is managed by Historic Scotland and can be visited in the from April 
throughout the summer http://www.historicscotland.gov.uk

Auchindrain Open Air Museum near Inveraray is open April to September. It is an original 
highland township and really gives the flavour of what life was like before the landowners 
started to make their changes to their estates. http://www.auchindrainmuseum.org.uk

You might also like to contact your local museum to see if they have any relevant material. 
There are also a number of expert weavers working privately in Scotland who may be happy  
to provide a demonstration or who may be part of an organised craft open day in your area.
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Finally 

‘A Nation of Planters’
As we have seen Scotland in the 18th century was transformed. Above all it was transformed 
by changes in the landscape which took place on the country estates. This landscape was not 
something that happened naturally, it was a designed landscape. This was the case not only in 
regard to the wonderfully informal yet highly controlled landscapes of the parks and gardens 
on the country estate but in the woodlands and forests too.

Scotland which had been so short of trees and was often ridiculed by visitors had become in 
the words of Sir Henry Steuart in 1828 ‘a nation of planters’. This change had been brought 
about by the landowners who represented both Scotland’s old aristocratic leaders like the 
Dukes	of	Atholl	and	those	who	had	newly	acquired	fortunes	through	trade	and	industry	
such as William McDowall. New trees were brought back to Scotland by the efforts of some 
remarkable people for example, Archibald Menzies and David Douglas. These men risked 
their lives in a spirit of scientific discovery and adventure. Aristocratic women like Kitty Hyde 
at Drumlanrig and the Countess of Haddington played an unexpected role in the changing 
landscape despite the restrictions they lived under.

For most people, the transformation of the landscape would mean the transformation of their 
lives. The desire for improvement and the pursuit of profit would mean that a whole level of 
society tended to disappear. The cottars and their way of life disappeared, replaced by an army 
of landless labourers. Many left the land altogether to find work in the new industries and 
growing towns. Some emigrated to North America. There was some resistance but the forces 
of change and the alternatives were more attractive at least in the short term.

This transformation which was brought about in the name of ‘improvement’ was the direct 
result of a much greater change in Scottish and indeed European Society. This was the 
movement which we call the Enlightenment and it’s very specific manifestation, ‘the Scottish 
Enlightenment’. This was a philosophical movement which placed at its very centre the 
idea of reason. Man was responsible to a large extent for his own fate; science was a key to 
understanding. This new view of man’s place in the world loosened the old communal ties 
with one’s neighbour and promoted individualism.

It was Enlightenment thinking, which gave the landowner permission to make changes which 
in some cases had a negative impact on others. Decisions based on reason cut the old ties of 
paternalism and gave the landowners free reign in improving their estates.The clearing away of 
untidy cottages and the building of smart planned villages to absorb migration from the land, 
made sense from the landowner’s new point of view. It did not, however, take into account the 
feelings of those who willingly or unwillingly were moved because of new field patterns, stone 
dykes and tree plantations. Improvement was seen as good and the old country ways as bad. It 
was in the interests of the improvers to say this. There was, however, a way of life that was lost .

It has to be remembered that industrialisation took place first of all in the countryside. We 
have seen how the woodlands were a source of raw material for the leather industry and for 
the developing iron industry. The importance of the woodlands as a source of fuel in the form 
of charcoal was such that it was worthwhile bringing the iron to the woods. In the future the 
fuel would more usually be taken to the site of industrial activity.

The processes begun in the country, such as iron ore production and cotton spinning would 
gradually move to more urban locations and of course the population moved too.  
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Scotland’s people at the start of our study lived overwhelmingly a rural existence they were, 
however, gradually becoming urbanised and concentrated in what has become known as  
the central belt . Here the names of country estates have become the names of housing 
estates or retail outlets.

The work of the 18th century planters, the designers of the landscape, would help in the  
19th century to transform Scotland into an attraction for tourists and sportsmen.  
The landscape increasingly appealed to artists, painters and poets who saw a romantic 
country of streams, lochs, wooded glens and country estates with couthy country people, 
wise foresters and knowing gamekeepers. This was all encouraged by Sir Walter Scott, no 
mean tree planter himself.

Those who made their fortunes in industry and the towns increasingly looked to the Scottish 
countryside as somewhere to escape to and relax as well as demonstrate their wealth. 
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert made the Scottish country estate fashionable with their 
purchase	in	1848	of	Balmoral	on	Deeside.	Others	quickly	followed	and	Scotland	became	the	
destination of choice in the late summer and autumn for hunting shooting, fishing and being 
Scottish. This was of course assisted by the development of the railways and the steamships.

In the 20th century the attractions of the Scottish landscape would become more democratic 
as the youth hostelling movement became a popular means of seeing the countryside 
particularly in the 1930’s.

At	the	same	time	the	question	of	landownership	and	changes	to	the	land	has	continued	to	
be political. There have been major issues around crofters and the land. There have been 
issues around personalities owning trees for tax purposes. There has been a growing interest 
in the community buy out of land. An article in The Independent on 25th February 1996, 
said that half of Scotland was owned by 500 people and that patterns of ownership were 
changing as land passed into foreign hands. Trees are a powerful metaphor and give rise to 
strong emotions but all of this is, as they say, another story.

It seems that despite urban lifestyles and the never ending demand for ‘stuff ’ we all still 
have a very basic need to be in countryside among trees and in gardens with plants. We are 
beginning to see that economic growth has its limitations. Perhaps there is much to be said 
for the Chinese proverb that ‘falling leaves return to their roots’.

It is interesting to note that as these last sentences about trees in 18th century Scotland are 
being written a featured item on the morning news is about the growing popularity of forest 
schools and the positive impact they have on pupils. For many young people schools without 
walls seem to work, so why not have your school in the forest, just for a day, go outside 
among	the	trees,	you’ll	feel	the	benefit .	If	you	sit	quietly	enough	and	long	enough	in	the	
woods you will hear the trees singing. As Robert Burns wrote:

Amang the trees where humming bees 

At buds and flowers were hinging,

O, Auld Caedon drew out he drone, 

And to her pipe was singing. 

Robert Burns
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Contact
Forestry Commission Scotland 
National Office 
Silvan House 
231 Corstorphine Road 
Edinburgh 
EH12 7AT
Tel: 0131 334 0303 
Fax: 0131 316 6152 
E-mail: fcscotland@forestry.gsi.gov.uk 
Web: www.forestry.gov.uk/scotland
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