
flan for a Royal Forejl of Oak in the Highlands of Scotland, by Mr
John Wiltiarts, Mineral Surveyor.

IN this age of Induftry, when improvements are making rapid
progrefs in all other corners of Great Britain, the Highlands of Scot-
land are much neglected.

a Royal'Fore/-of :29
The Highlands may be made the capital FOREST of Great Bri-

tain ; the grand magazine of the nation for (hip- building timber ;
and it is capable of being made a very large one, and, in time, the
beft and moft convenient in all Europe.

There are a great many thoufand acres in the lands of the Duke of
'Gordon, in Lochaber, and in thofe annexed to the crown, in the
fliires of Rofs, Invernefs, and Argyle, which are fituated upon the
'banks of fait water, or navigable lakes, and the_moft remote but a
"fewxiniles from the fea. Thefe lands form a rich ftool of oak in a
deep foil, where the moft luxuriant fhoots are produced in fummer,

:while the goats are in the hills, but they are foon browfed down in
autumn, and kept level with the heath, by the goats and other cattle;
and if any plant chances to raife its head beyond the reach of the
goats, it is foon deftroyed by the ax of the Highlandman, who ftrips
off about four feet of the bark quite round, a little above the root,
and leaves the young tree Handing, to die a lingering death, as a mo-
nument of his barbarous greed.

I have feen, in the lands above mentioned,,::, many thoufands of fine
young trees in this {hocking condition, in all degrees of decay^ and

- fome of them grown above two feet in diameter.

The weft Highlands is particularly convenient for railing a great
quantity of large timber, being every where cut and indented by
fait water lakes, many of which, as natural canals, run up into the
heart of the country. Thefe would make an eafy conveyance for
the timber by fea.

I will point out a few of the places I have feen, in which are ftools
of oak neglefted and browfed down.
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A confiderable part of the eftate of Cromarty, particularly, moft

of the woo<ly, rocky, and heathy parts of Coygach, upon the weft
coaft, and north fide of Lochbroom. A confiderable extent in the
lands of Kinlochmoydart, upon the banks, and within two or three
miles of Lochmoydart.

Several thoufand acres of the eftate of Locheil form a rich ftool of
oak, in a proper foil, fituated along the north fhore of that fine fait
canal, Locheil, and a great deal of it upon the rifing grounds, and in
the glens at the head of Lochyel, where fome fine oak is pretty well
advanced. Upon the banks of the river, and upon the hill fide, and
MI the glens on the north fide of the river Lochy. Along the north
fide of the Loch-Lochy. Both fides of the river Arkaig, and both
fides of Loch-Arkaig, are beautifully aad richly covered with oak,
birch, arid .fir, where a good deal of oak is grown up out of the reach
of cattle. There are alfo very good ftools of oak upon the farms be*
low Fort William, belonging to this eftate.

All the eftate of Callart, which ftretches along the north fhore of
the fait Loch-Leven, is a good ftoop of oak, beautifully interfperfed
with fpots of arable and pafture land.

Some oak appears in part of the woods of Ardfhiel, and a good
deal peeps out of the heath upon the braes of that eftate, in fummer.
All the woods of Ardfhiel'have a good foil, in which it might be pro-
per to drop fome acorns, where the ftool of oak is thin.

There are very extenfive ftools of oak in the Duke of Gordon's
lands, in Lochaber j particularly, in thofe fituated near Lochyel and
Loch-Leven, below Fort William, as well as thofe fituated upon the
fouth bank of the river, and Loch-Lochy j and orv both fides of the
river Spey, and all the way up glen Spey, and the feveral colla-

teral
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teral glens branching off from it. A thick ftool of oak appears a-
mong the heath, over great part of that extenfive moor, which is fi-
tuated between Fort William and the river Spey; and along the
fides of the hills, and up the glens on the fouth fide of that moor.
The Duke has a fpot of the fineft young oak in Scotland, in the farm,
of Tearndrifh j and all the ftools of oak in that extenfive country,
upon the annexed eftates, the Duke of Gordon's lands, and thofe of
Macintofh in Glemoy, &c. are.in the fineft foil for oak. They put
forth the moft luxuriant fhoots in fumraer, and exhibit many ancient
remains of the largeft roots and trunks in Great Britain, which fhew
us what fort of wood has covered thofe countries; and the whole of
them are near water carriage.

The prodigious numbers of roots and trunks which lie rotting, are
a fufficient proof, that this part of the Highlands was formerly a vaft
foreft of oak, of the largeft fize and beft quality.

I have no room, in this fhort paper, to inquire into the reafons for
deftroying the woods in the Highlands. No doubt they were for-
merly looked upon as a nuifance ; and that every method was ufed
to get rid of it, in a country where they had no ufe for, and of
courfe, no idea of the value of fuch a treafure, where no fhips were
built, but fuch as could be drawn on fhore in a ftormy night. But
I think it a more interefting fubject to inquire a little into the caufes
of the prefent general neglect of the woods in the Highlands: I fay
general neglect, for it is not univerfal. Several gentlemen in Argyle-
fhire, and other places, take good care of their woods, and find their
account in fo doing.

The woods in the eftate of Ardnamurchan are of great value to
the proprietor ; and it is a pleafure to fee the woods in the eftate of

, Perth, and ethers in the fouth-weft of Perthfhire, and north- weft of
Argylefliire,
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Argylefliire, which are well inclofed and improved. But w"hy are
the oak woods upon the north-weft coaft fo generally neglected,
where the ftools are fo thick and numerous, the foil rich, and the fi-
tuation fo very convenient for water carriage ?• • -

The weft Highlands, till of late, was very little known> and many
parts of it are fo very inacceffible by land, that they are not yet well
known ; and moft of the men of obfervation, who go to the High-
lands, keep the high road. The late proprietors of the forfeited
lands, were too much embroiled in politics and war, to mind their
real intereft. Many of the great proprietors of Highland eftates live
at a diftance, and feldom or never fee the whole extent of their lands*
And fome of their factors live likewife at a diftance, and only vifit
the Highlands at the terms of collecting the rents, and fetting the
lands; when they fit clofe until bufmefs is over, and then haftea
away. _ . _ . :

The"lands are generally in the hands of great graziers, who have
a great number of herds, fubtenants, and cottars, on each farm j and
every one of thefe dependents has a flock of goats, and every man
his ax, both for cutting fewel, and for peeling bark to tan his leather.
They do not cut down a tree, and take off all the bark, which would
never be mified, but, as I hinted above, they peel off three or four
feet a Hale above the root, and leave the tree ftanding, with the reft
of the bark, to perifh by degrees. All the refident fadtors are great
graziers, and thefe, as well as the other farmers, imagine the care
of the woods, and their intereft as graziers, to be incompatible;
which is a great miftake.

True it is, the ftools of oak muft be inclofed, and the goats muft
be entirely banifhed from the neighbourhood of thofe inclofures, to
the glens behind the hills and mountains, where they can do no

hurt,

nuft, as the woods in thofe glens are almoft huuxeflible, and of little
value, except for feeker to the cattle, and for country ufes.

. AH cattle muft be kept out of thefe inclofures carefully, for the
five or fix firft years : But, after that period, it will be fo far from
being a lofs and inconvenience to grazing, that the inclofed woods
will be a very profitable convenience, as a well flickered winter paf-
ture, which would enable the graziers to keep many more and bet-
ter cattle, during winter, than they can at prefent. And this advan-
taige, gained by the inclofures and flicker, would continue until the oak
Required to be cut for the bark, which, in that country, where the foil is
gdbd, aad the growth haftened by the conftant fummer rains, would be
at the end of every eighteen or twenty years at fartheft. And when
the woods are cut, they muft turn out all cattle again, for other five
or fix years, until the faplings are out of the reach of danger. And
even this inconvenience may be mitigated, and almoft removed, by
cutting down the woods in rotation.

I have hinted here at the common method of managing oak woods
in^the Highlands, which is, to cut all down, except a few ftandards,
when the bark is at the beft, which I muft own is the moft eligible
method for prefent profit, efpecially in the weft Highlands, where
all kinds of fmall wood gives a good price, for charcoal. And, more-
over, this method employs a great number of hands, in cutting down,
managing the bark, and in burning charcoal, Sec. which would make
money circulate, and ^many live more comfortably than they do at
prefent.

This method of managing the woods, if put in practice, would be
a fubftantial improvement of the north-weft Highlands, and a great
bleffing to the country, by employing numbers of poor inhabitants;
but this is not my principal view in writing this paper. We have,

E by
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by the prefent management, BO'timber for (hip-building, unlefs the
few ftandards left happen to thrive extraordinary well. I fay ex-
traordinary well, for they are generally left at fo great a diftance
from one another, that they feldom come to any thing, for want of
flicker.

My principal view is, a ROYAL HIGHLAND FOREST of OAK;
and therefore 1 would advife^ that, ,inftead of cutting down the oak
woods at certain periods, they fhould be only thinned, leayiag the
principal plants thick enough to defend one another from the inju-
ries of the weather ; and, when thefe grow too thick, then thin them
again and again, until they have room enough to advance to full
grown trees, with large fpreading branches.

It is not to be fuppofed that proprietors of fmall fortunes will fall
in with this plan, as it is not the beft for prefent profit j but, if re-
prefented in a proper light, fuch a noblemaaas the Duke of Gordon^
having the future intereft of his family, and the grandeur of the na-
tion at heart,, might be induced to put it in practice.

It is a. certain fad, that the woods on his Grace's eftate in Loch-a*-
ber, may, in about twenty years time, be made to produce a better
yearly income, than the whole lands give at prefent, and the rents of
the lands not diminifhed, but rather increafed, on account of the
commodious winterings the inclofed woods would afford: And if he
would adopt my plan, of leaving^ the ftandards thick enough to come
to the perfection of full grown trees, Fn fixty or eighty years the
woods would be of immenfe value. This would be acting a public
fpirited part indeed, for the future welfare of his family, and of the
nation. In that event, merchant (hips,- and even men of war, might
be built at Fort William ; and the timber might be carried by fea
from thence to any pan of Great Britain. The fame may be faid

of
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of the annexed eftates upon the weft coaft, and they have the farther
advantage, of much more extenfive ftools of oak, near the fea and
fait water lakes: So that, if the woods on thefe eftates in the north-
weft Highlands were inclofed, and properly managed, the benefits
reaped by the country, and by pofterity, would be immenfe. But it
is to be prefumed, that this plan will not be countenanced by the
greateft number of the factors, nor of the gentlemen who refide in
that country, as they are all graziers, and connected with graziers ;
nor would the plan.be popular in the country at firft, until the ad-
vantages of it were in time experienced. ;

I am .perfuaded that the laird of Ardnamurchan has drawn more
money for the woods, fince he poflefled that eftate, than all his other
rents j and why ftiould it not be fo on the eftates .of Gordon, Lochyell,
Cr,omarty,.&c.

Thefe have as much need of the circulation of money as the im-
provements of the wood would occafion, and the poor inhabitants
have as much need of employment. Neverthelefs, they have been
hitherto.neglected, and I am perfuaded they will in a,great meafure
be neglected, until fome better plan of management be adopted, and
fome public fpirited perfon or perfons (hew a laudable example.

Were I permitted to give my advice, I would fuggeft, that the
Honourable Board of Annexed Eftates * mould lead the way, by
chufing a fober perfon of character and abilities, to manage their
woods : One who would have .courage and integrity to follow the
rules of the Board, without being influenced by fear or favour.

That
* This paper "was read before the annexed eftates were reftored.
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That this manager fliould point oirt to the Board what places
ihould be inclofed, and get their orders for that purpofe j and that
the faftors fhould affift him in procuring workmen, and in fetting
bargains of the inclofing; bat that they Ihould hatfe no authority
over him, nor power to difturb his proceedings. ;

That this perfon fliould have the care and management of all the
woods upon the annexed eftates in the north-weft Highlands, 'but
mould have no power to fell without the .prefence and; concurrence
of the factors, &c. • . . . • • " . • - ••"• : ' •

If the woods upon the annexed eftates Inthbfc countries were im-
proved with fpirit, and properly taken care of, there is notfoubt that
others would fee the advantages of it in time, and "follow the exam-
ple, which would be one of the greateft improvements the country-
is capable of, as wood, fifh, and cattle, are the only commodities it
feenis to be capable -of protfntitig in ariy"lgfe'at quantities; arid Tome
perfon muft begin improvements in every 'neglected1 'neighDburhbbdi

If the Honourable Board will take the tro'uble To ekamine their
books, they will fee how profitable their woods in the fouth High-
lands are, where they have a long land carriage for their bark, and
nothing like fo good a fale for their woods, as in the weft Highlands,
near the fea, where every ftick is of Value for charcoal.

The improvement of thofe woods would bring the greate'ft advan-
tages to the country, by creating a circulation of money, and giving
employment to the poor inhabitants; which would be the happieft
event in a country that affords almoft no employment for labourers,
but what they get in the woods in other parts of the Highlands :
And the late emigrations, and the numbers poured out every harveft,
are clear proofs of the want of employment at home.

The
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The deed Would t>e worthy the firft of patriots, to ftep forth, and
procure fuch lafting advantages to a country that ftaniis fo much in
need of them. This alone is motive fufficient for fo good a work,
exciufive of jhe naiipnd advantages in future, of. having a Vaft ad-
ditional fore-ft of fhip timber, which is of the firft confequence to ia
comoirercial country, that has a great naval force to fupport. This
would Jay the foundation of lafting advantages to Great Britain, and
would make the annexed eiftates snjiimmenfe attdia durable national
iCre.afure j a^d .. k.-svas^thJe c&afidefaitQ.t), that pronnepced me ••& firft to
throw thefe hints together. , . { •; .-•,.•-.. ...'; ! • ' •

I am well acquainted "with ,ithe countries mentioned, and havefong
though t.-t^iey cQUlcf. be aiade a gl<jftous:;jl!0;yal :Fe»reft ; thc::groat'eft
iaad beft iilagaz;ine:ofvAip Hwiber.^ fo tiear-the fea, in-ali Etirope.. vE:-
very good; citizen is uad«r:O'bngaiions to contribute tiil he can to^-
wards the :p.ut)Kc good » without hurting htmfelf; and thus, I cafl itv
j3iy:mite to recommend a defrgo, which I thirik d#ferves the atten-
tion of people of fuch abilities and public fpirit as thofe

^cannot hdp thinking that this fubj ecT: .deferves the attention of the
Britifh legiflamre. There are no oak woods in Great Britain to be
compared with what thefe might be made, for extent and Situation.
The largeft foreft in England dwindles greatly, when brought in
eomparifon with this, and all of it (by the deep indentings and turns
of the fhores) near water carriage : And it is very evident, from the
numberlefs large roots which appear- in many parts of the" country^
and the many extraordinary large trunks which lie rotting in fome
of the glens, that there has been as large oaks in Lochaber, as>in any
part of Great Britain j and therefore, it furely is worth while to fet
about the improvement of the Highland Foreft without lofs of time :.
And I prefume to fuggeft, that the woods on the annexed eftates
fliould immediately be fecured to government by a£t of parliament,

and
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and made a Royal Foreft, in cafe thofe eftates fliould be difpofed of
in future, by iale or otherwife.

If the Highland Foreft was improved, the advantages to the High-
lands, as well as to the nation in general, would be inconceivably
great. The lands which are propofed for the Royal Foreft, do not now
pay a rent of above two pence an acre, upon an average, and perhaps
are not capable of affording a higher rent in their prefeht ftate j but
if inclofed, and the woods properly preferred for twenty years, it
would then be worth more than twenty (hillings an acre per annum,
on an average, which would be a vaft additional treafure to that poor
•country. And when I confider the many (hores, lakes, and rivers,
which are on one fide of thefe ftools of oak, and the many bogs in
feveral places on the other fide, I do not think the1 inclofing "would
be very expenfi ve, in comparifon of the extent and vaft importance
of the fubjeft: And there are: fome woods that would foon require
thinning, which would contribute fomething towards the expence of
management. ' ,

The Royal Foreft propofed would be fo very extenfive, and
would produce fuch a vaft quantity, and fuch a variety of oak tim-
ber, in the rank foil and fhelter of the glens, and upon the hard ex-
,pofed fituations of the fides of the mountains, that there would in
time be a plenty and variety fufficient, not only for all the royal
navy of England, but alfo for all the (hipping in Great Britain and
Ireland. And if fo, fuch a foreft muft be of immenfe importance to
the nation in general, and to the Highlands in particular.

Report

Report upon the preceding Paper, <&e.

Report upon the preceding Paper, by the late Sir .Alexander Dick,
: ' i of Preftonfield, Baronet. '' •-

To the Pfefident and Society of the Antiquaries of Scotland, SIR
ALEXANDER DICK prefents his refpedful compliments: He regrets
that his advanced age prevents him from attending their meetings;
but he feels the ftrongeft difpofition to promote, as much as in his
power, their admirable plans for the benefit of our country. He
perufed, with great fatisfaction, the eflay for the propagation of oak
woods in the Highlands, and thinks it well deferves the ferious at-
tention of the Society and of the public j becaufe it is of the greateft
importance to Britain, as a maritime power, to have fuch a never-
failing fupply of all kinds of fhip: timber, as is pointed out in-Mr
Williams's eflay. He is humbly of opinion, that it well deferves to
be moved in the Houfe of Commons,, and that all the members from
Scotland (hould be invited to afllft in bringing it to maturity. One
thoufand acres of well chofen ground", near water carriage, might be
inclofed and planted ; and if, within a certain number of years, this
plantation appeared to be in apromifing condition, another thoufand
acres might be treated in the fame manner; and fo on, till all the-
Jands proper for this purpofe, and at a moderate diftance from water
carriage, were flocked with this moft valuable production.

With refpecT: to a fund for anfwering this patriotic purpofe,, it oc-
curs to Sir Alexander, that, as the fum of five thoufand pounds has
been, for a great length of time, annually allowed by parliament for
making and repairing roads and bridges in the Highlands j and as
thefe are now nearly all finilhed, fo that little elfe than repairs are
annually needed^ if three thoufand pounds were appropriated for

tliefe
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